The LORD is my Shepherd (Psalm 23; 3/8/08)
Introduction

The story goes of an elderly lady, on a train, who was very nervous every time the train went under a bridge or through a tunnel. Beside her sat a little girl who didn’t seem frightened at all. After going through one dark tunnel where the lady had cried out in her anxiety, the little girl leaned over and said, “Don’t worry. I know the train driver. He’s my father!” For the little girl, that made all the difference to the journey. She knew that she could trust him.

In this church we are conscious of many people who are on journeys. Some stay in Torino for a few months and move on somehere else. Others are going on holiday, but plan to return. Others have been with us for several years but are soon to be moving on to work elsewhere. It underlines the fact that we’re all on the journey of life – from childhood to adulthood; from birth to death. The thought can be exciting and also scary – we’re not quite sure where life’s path leads.

Psalm 23 is the best known psalm in the bible. It’s short and memorable. It’s full of confidence. David thinks about his life as a journey, with blessings and dangers, but he’s not worried. Why? The opening statement tells us: The LORD is my shepherd. It’s a personal relationship of trust. Sometimes David describes God as his shield, rock or fortress; sometimes he’s described as the great King or Maker. These descriptions are great and true, but here it’s more personal than that. And because this was true, he could say: I shall not be in want or I shall lack nothing. David knew that if he followed the LORD then he would have nothing to want and nothing to fear. And he writes to encourage us to trust in the same Shepherd.

The wonderful truth this morning is that it’s possible for us to know God like this. I’m convinced that Jesus Christ had this psalm in mind when he said, I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me (John 10:14). If we know him we can trust him for the journey. His presence makes all the difference. 
1) You can trust the LORD to care for and guide you (v1-3)

Many people think that if they start following Jesus Christ, they will be losers in one way or another. David says the opposite: I shall not be in want. How come? Because this Shepherd cares: he provides green pastures (where I can rest and feed) and quiet waters (from which I can drink). In these ways he continually restores and refreshes his sheep. “He knows what I need,” says David. Not only that, but he knows the right way to go – along paths of righteousness. What does that mean? In the psalms the opposite of righteousness is wickedness or evil.  So David has confidence in the LORD to show him the right way to live, the right things to believe. And the LORD guides him this way for his name’s sake. When people saw King David living a righteous life, it reflected on God’s name. The Shepherd’s reputation was bound up with the behaviour of his sheep.

David’s life was far from easy. As a young man he became a fugitive, hiding from King Saul, who was determined to kill him. During these years the LORD cares for him and restores him at crucial points. During a very dangerous time, in the Desert of Ziph, David is being hunted down by Saul. But Jonathan, Saul’s son, finds David and helped him to find strength in God, “Don’t be afraid…You shall be king over Israel.” (1 Samuel 23:16-17). The timely encouragement of a friend to keep trusing in God’s promise was the way the LORD restored his soul that day.

This psalm points us to Jesus Christ, the good shepherd. He is not out to exploit you, restrict you, or abuse you. Rather, as he says: I lay down my life for the sheep (10:15). He knows exactly what you need, day by day, he cares deeply for you, and he’s willing to guide you along the right path. The thief comes only to kill, steal and destroy, I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full (10:10). That’s what he promises to those who will trust and obey him. He doesn’t promise an easy life, but he promises a fulfilled life. On the journey of life you can try to fill your life with many things, but they will never bring true fulfilment. Only Christ can provide those green pastures and quiet waters as we follow him through this journey.  
2) You can trust the LORD to protect and comfort you (v4)

David is realistic. Life isn’t always outwardly about green pastures and still waters. There’s the valley of the shadow of death. This may be a reference to particularly dark times in life (the darkest valley), or it could be another way of looking at life in this world: we always live under the shadow of death, wherever we are, whatever we’re doing. That’s the frightening truth. But David could be confident: I will fear no evil, for you are with me. He doesn’t deny the power of evil, but the LORD’s presence makes all the difference! Why? The shepherd’s rod was to ward off the sheep’s enemies; his staff was to keep the sheep from straying. So David’s comfort was the confidence that the LORD would protect him from evil (and the evil one) and from from himself! Note the change to the second person: you are with me - maybe because he knew God to be closer in darker times?

Again we see this illustrated in David’s life. The Ziphites tell Saul that David is hiding among them. Saul’s men catch David’s trail, and pursue him along one side of the mountain, while David’s men are on the other side, hurrying to get away. Just as Saul is about to capture David a messenger comes: Come quickly! The Philistines are raiding the land! David was in the shadow of death, but the LORD protected him (1 Samuel 23:26-27). On another occasion, David is insulted by a man called Nabal. In his rage he sets out to slaughter Nabal and family, but he’s intercepted by Abigail, who calms him down and reminds to trust in the LORD (1 Samuel 25). He thanks the LORD for sending her.
Our journeys may be through dark valleys at times. But if you are following Jesus Christ, then he promises to be with you and to protect you. The devil is described as a roaring lion, seeking to devour Christians. We also face the world and the flesh to deceive and destroy us. But Christ has given us two gifts: his Word beside us, and his Spirit within us. They work together to protect and comfort us. In dark times we need to embrace the promises of Christ: My sheep listen to my voice. I know them and they follow me. I give them eternal life and they shall never perish. No-one can snatch them out of my hand (John 10:27). Thus we’re protected from the devil and self.

3) You can trust the LORD to accept and welcome you (v5-6)

The picture changes now. It’s no longer a shepherd and his sheep, but a host and his guest. It’s a picture of warm Middle-Eastern hospitality – where guests are given refreshing oil and a full cup - or perhaps a victory feast, because the enemies are present as captives, watching David and his LORD in triumph together. David trusted that the LORD not only protected him but also accepted him and loved him. Verse 5 decribes the present experience of the LORD’s love and acceptance. Verse 6 describes David’s future hope of an eternal welcome – in the house of the LORD forever.  

An incident in David’s life might illustrate v5. Saul was the first King of Israel, but he proved to be unfaithful and the LORD chose David to be the next king. Saul’s son, Jonathan, made a covenant with David regarding his descendents: ‘When the LORD makes you king, don’t ever cut off your kindness from my family’ (1 Samuel 20:15). They enter a covenant. When David became King he enquired about Jonathan’s family, and learns of Jonathan’s son, Mephibosheth - a cripple. But David, for Jonathan’s sake, reinstated the land he’d lost, and said, “You will always eat at my table” (2 Samuel 9:7). It was a clear sign that David had welcomed him as a friend, even though he was a cripple and was once an enemy. 

It’s possible in to journey through this life knowing that God has forgiven and accepted you for this is how God treats everyone who receives Jesus Christ as Saviour. He welcomes and accepts them, for Jesus’ sake. We’ve all been crippled and spoiled by sin, but God the Father forgives and accepts because of the covenant he’s made with Jesus. Centuries later, Jesus will eat bread and drink wine with his disciples, and talk about a new covenant in his blood, for the forgiveness of sins. None of us are acceptable to God on our own, but when we trust Christ’s death for us, we are reconciled to God. When we realise this, our cup does run over with great joy and peace. His smile and favour is upon you. When Martin Luther realised this truth – of justification by faith – he described it as entering paradise through open gates!  

Conclusion
So we’re all travelling through this life. The questions we need to ask are, “Who are you following? Where are you going?” We are all a bit like sheep. You could be following the crowd by just wanting to fit in with genreral values and culture around you. You could think yourself to be a great pioneer – following your own path, finding your own way. Both ways will get you lost in this world. 

This psalm shows us the right way to travel – by trusting in the Shepherd, Jesus Christ. These are the wonderful blessings as we do: he cares for and guides you; he protects and comforts you; he accepts and welcomes you. It’s a wonderful thing to be a Christian! Jesus promises to lead us through the valley of the shadow of death through to rest in the house of the Lord forever!
The story goes of two small children who were too young to go the evening church service, so they took part in a service of their own. The little boy would be the preacher! His message was: “The LORD is my shepherd. Is he yours? The LORD is my shepherd. Is he yours?” I leave you with that message this morning. The Lord Jesus Christ is someone you can trust. He delights to be trusted.
But you might ask, “How can the Lord become my shepherd? Where do I start?” Timothy Keller ends his book The Reason for God with this story: During a dark time in her life, a woman in my congregation complained that she had prayed over and over, ‘God, help me find you,’ but had got nowhere. A Christian friend suggested that she might change her prayer to, ‘God, come and find me. After all, you are the Good Shepherd who goes looking for lost sheep.’ She concluded when she was recounting this to me, ‘The only reason I can tell you this story is – he did’  (p240). 

It was good advice! I urge you to begin with a similar prayer: “Lord, you are the Good Shepherd. Come and find me, because I know I’m lost.” That’s the first step in following him.
