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THE VALLEY
(Psalm 23: 4)

INTRODUCTION


A.  Several years ago I spoke in another church.  The Scripture passage was James chapter 1, and the theme was that God uses our trials to bring us to Christian maturity.  In fact, I said, trials are not optional in the Christian life.  We need troubles to test us so that we can pass through the fire into maturity.


Two couples came up to speak to me after the message.  One couple was in the midst of significant hardships. Understandably, they spoke about the great comfort they had received from the message.  Their suffering was with a purpose. There was hope.  

Now the other couple came to me with a kind of uncertainty.  I knew them to be godly, caring, committed Christians, and I had no doubts about their Christian maturity. But they were perplexed:  "If maturity came ONLY through the testing of trials, what about them? They said hadn't experienced any significant trials in their life." 

B.  I didn't have the answer to their question.  I'm not sure I have the answer today.  I only know that people tend to learn more of God in the stress of the storm than they do in the serenity of stillness.  Or maybe I should say that there are lessons to be learned in the storm that cannot be gained anywhere else.


C.  Psalm 23 demonstrates this in a way that I had never really seen before. The Psalmist begins by speaking of God in the third person.  Do you know what I mean by "third person"?  If I speak ABOUT someone ("he" does this, or "she" did that) then I am using the third person.  If I talk ABOUT MYSELF, ("I," "me," "my") then that's FIRST PERSON.  If I talk TO YOU ("you," "yours") then that's SECOND PERSON.  First, person, I'm referring to myself. Second person, I'm talking TO YOU. Third person, I'm talking ABOUT SOMEONE.


D. Now this little grammar lesson is important, because in the Shepherd's Psalm there is a change in the PERSON of the message.  It begins THIRD PERSON: "Let me tell you ABOUT the Lord. The Lord is my shepherd, he does this or that...and so forth."  But then at a certain point it changes to the more intimate SECOND PERSON.  King David stops talking ABOUT the Lord, and starts talking TO the Lord.  It's like a signal to us that at one particular point, the Lord drew especially near to him, and that he needed and felt the Lord's presence closely in that time.


E.  Do you know what point it is?  “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.”  Up to this point it was in the third person, talking about the Lord:  "The Lord is my shepherd, and he gives me green pastures and so forth."  But in the valley, it changes.  No longer is the Lord out there, in the valley, he's close by.


What is the valley like?

I.  THE VALLEY.


A.  First, we need to remember that the valley is one of the right paths the Lord leads us along.  Verse 3 says, “He leadeth me in paths of righteousness” or “right paths.”   The valley is one of those “right paths.”  For the Christian, suffering is not a mistake. Suffering is not an automatic signal that we have stepped outside of God’s favor.  And since it is a "right path," it is never meaningless, but is it is always one of those "things" that God works together for those who love God, for those who are the called according to his purpose, according to Romans 8:28.


B.  The valley is known as "the valley of the shadow of death," picturing a dark and dreadful place. What can be more disturbing than a place that combines deep darkness and death?  It is a place of shadows where footing is uncertain, and enemies abound.  It is a scary place.  


I grew up going to a big, stone, country church with a big, old cemetery behind it.  It was a lonely, scary place at night, if you can imagine—the perfect place to scare the liver out of someone if you wanted to.

Since it was a country church, we locked most of the doors, except the one that was closest to the pastor's home.  And the doors had to be locked from the inside only.  So, someone had to lock the doors on one end of the church, then walk through the church and sanctuary, down a flight of stairs and out.  And the light switches were situated so that you had to walk through a DARK sanctuary, down a DARK flight of stairs, and then out.


It was my friend Denny's turn to lock the door, so (you know what's coming) he locked it and started to go through the church.  Meanwhile, I ran around the outside of the church, hid under the stairs, and scared him silly when he came down them.  I now know I probably should have had an ambulance standing by. There's something about darkness that compounds our fear.


I remember another time in that same church building at night, and I was there alone.  I was going to be speaking there the next Sunday morning, and I wanted to go and make some preparations.  In the back of the sanctuary was a large window to the nursery with a curtain that covers it from the inside when the nursery is not in use.  As I stood, all alone, in the country church at night, I could have sworn I saw that curtain move, as though someone were in the nursery spying on me.  I tried to shake it off, but I kept looking at that curtain, and finally, I had enough.  I quickly shut off the lights and got out. 


The phrase "shadow of death" is a single Hebrew word that combines these two ideas.  Others have translated it "deepest darkness" or "dark as death".  But the King James translators probably got it right.


C.  Have you ever been in this valley?  It was so dark your hope almost flickered out.  Death was close at hand, you could feel its icy grip.  You felt genuinely threatened and your survival was seriously up for grabs.  Some of us probably haven't been there. Others may have walked that way many times.  Just be aware that this valley is waiting for all of us, and we can be prepared. 


That's because, in the valley, we also find...

II. THE SHEPHERD.


A.  God at arm’s-length may have been good enough for roaming the hills and finding the pastures. But in the valley, we can have nothing less than "Thou art with me.”  “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me....”  My friends, there is a great mystery that I cannot understand. I would like to talk to someone who could explain it to me.  I cannot fathom how someone could go through these kinds of valleys without the assurance that "Thou art with me."  I know that the vast majority of the people in the world do not have a living relationship with Jesus Christ.  And I know that many people start to think seriously about God instead of playing at religion when these valleys loom dark before them.


B.  I know that people lean on whatever they think can support them.  I know that people try wealth and power to insulate themselves against the valley.  I know that people turn to pleasure to try to anesthetize themselves from the awful reality of the places that are dark as death.  But when that moment comes, and it is just you and the valley alone, I do not know how people survive it, and perhaps they do not.  For I am absolutely sure that our only real comfort is to be found in "Thou art with me."  I know that that lonesome valley is not altogether lonesome, because God goes with me through it.


“With me” means that God is PRESENT with me.  I don't have to go it alone.  In fact, the God who became a man, who is acquainted with suffering, walks with me and knows me fully.


“With me” also means that God is FAVORABLE toward me. God supports me.  When I am attacked by others, God is attacked.  God has pledged his undying love to me in Christ, and will see me through to the glorious end he has planned for us.  As Paul asks:  "If God be for us, who can be against us?”

In Erv and Margaret’s kitchen, there is an antique plaque which bears a portion of a Bible verse in Dutch.  I’m not going to attempt quoting the Dutch, but here’s the translation in English:  “That your eyes may be open day and night toward this house.”  That’s part of the blessing expressed by King David in the words, “with me.”  So the great evil that is against us and threatens to undo us cannot stand, and we need not be afraid.


And, as if this wasn't enough, this verse also speaks of comfort.

III. THE COMFORT.


A.  The Shepherd carried some tools of his trade.  His work was tending sheep, and these instruments were essential to their well-being.  And here they are:  "...your rod and your staff, they comfort me."  Comfort comes in the remembrance of these two tools.


B.  First was the rod.  It was a defensive weapon, a club that was worn at the waist.  If an evil enemy approached, the shepherd raised the club and took care of the problem.  Here I am, a defenseless sheep.  Along comes a jackal.  I'm utterly helpless.  I'm lambchops. But wait, the shepherd raises the club, and there's one less jackal to bother the sheep.  The rod is God's power and authority.  What good is having someone in the valley with you if they are as powerless as you are? You need somebody who is strong, and who is stronger than God? Nothing happens except what he first pre-approves and foreordains.  So we can go through the valley with that assurance.


The rod was also employed for the purpose of correcting erring sheep, again, for their protection, because sheep that wander away do not long survive.  In extreme situations, the faithful shepherd would take an incurably wandering lamb and break its leg.  And then he would carry that little lamb close to his heart while it healed and learned to trust his love and care.  


C.  And the staff was a long stick, often with the rounded crook at the end.  It was used to keep the sheep on the right way.  When you go through the valley that is dark as death, you won't get lost in the murkiness. God won't let you wander off to oblivion.  No, no, it will be a great chance for him to draw you close to himself.  The point is that there in the valley you can learn lessons about God, his power and faithfulness and love, that are really unavailable on the hillside.


D.  And the result of the rod and staff is COMFORT—“they comfort me.”  I remind you that the root of the word "comfort" is "fort" from which we get "fortitude," "fortify," and "fortress".  It means "strength." When we think of God's comfort we should not so much think of ease in retirement as we should strength in the battle. "Comfort" here doesn't mean a soft bed of ease, but a solid wall of protection that will withstand the onslaught of the evil one.

CONCLUSION

Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, declared:  “I am the Good Shepherd.”  King David had declared, “The Lord is my shepherd,” and Jesus revealed that he was the one whom David was talking about.  It is Jesus himself who walks with us through that valley.


He walked it once himself.  When he went to the cross, he embraced death.  The Bible makes it crystal clear that he was sinless, under no sentence of death, but that he died for others, for sinners, in their place.  Hanging there that afternoon in the supernatural darkness, he was enduring the wrath of God for sinners like us.  He walked that dark valley alone to pay the penalty we deserve, so that through faith in him we could be reconciled to God.  And as he was raised to life on the third day, so does he raise us to life.  The risen, living, Lord Jesus Christ offers to become that Good Shepherd, if you will only turn from sin and trust in him to save you.  


All of these blessings, this hope and comfort will be yours forever.  And this faithful, almighty, merciful Shepherd will be your companion all your days, if you will humble yourself as a little child, come helplessly to him, receive the forgiveness of sins, and rest in him for salvation.  And then he will walk with you through all your dark valleys, and all of your days you will enjoy his favor.  


“4  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 5  Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 6  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.”    

____________________________________________________________________________________________


