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The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want. 

2 He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, 3 he restores my soul.

He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 

4 Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 

I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. 

5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.

You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 

6 Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever. 

“The Lord is my shepherd…”  – the 23rd Psalm.

With the possible exception of John 3:16, this is almost certainly the most popular Scripture passage in the entire Bible.  You’ve all heard it.  It’s a safe bet that many of you could recite it.

But today I have just one question for you…

Do You Believe It?

Do You Believe It? That’s the title of today’s sermon, and it’s the title of a series of sermons I’m starting today.

Before Carolyn and I left on our trip, I had been thinking when we returned I might preach through an entire book of the Bible from beginning to end.   I was thinking perhaps I would preach the Book of Romans – that greatest of all New Testament theological documents – the Apostle Paul’s great exposition on the truth and mysteries of faith in Jesus Christ.  Romans is just chock full of theology – brilliant truths we need to learn to have a mature faith in Christ. 

And some of those brilliant truths in Romans are tough – they can be hard to understand.  It was going to require some work and study to really be able to explain them well and completely.

But as we got ready for our trip north in our 15-year-old motorhome, God made it clear that He didn’t want me to come back and preach all the theological depth and complexity of Romans.  Instead, He wanted me to come back and preach on the passages that are easy.  He wanted me to prepare sermons on the passages that DON’T require deep theological analysis.  The passages that everyone knows.

And the reason, God said to me, is that the issue for most of us is not that there are things we don’t understand.  The issue for most of us is believing what we do understand.

So the Lord brought to my mind the 23rd Psalm. The chapter that is perhaps better known than any other chapter of the Bible.  
And the question God asked me, and told me to ask you, is – 
“Do you believe it?”
Before our trip, concerned and well-meaning people kept warning us about the dangers of driving north through Sinaloa, home of the Sinaloa Drug Cartel, to and through Nogales.  I was sent an article about a Canadian women who had been shot at south of Nogales by men she said were fake policemen.

Add to that the concerns about our quirky old motorhome, which had given us some problems on the way down here last October, and which didn’t seem want to cooperate during test drives before we left last month.

So, in the middle of those questions and concerns, the Lord sent me a reminder of Psalm 23, with the question – 
Do you believe it?

The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want. 

This is a Psalm of David, and we remember that David grew up as a shepherd, caring for the sheep in his father’s herd before being chosen to serve King Saul, the first king of Israel.  This psalm, which is believed to have been written late in David’s life, remembers the peace and security of the sheep flocks as an image of God’s love and care for us.

Sheep are weak, they are defenseless, and they are generally foolish.  They are unable to care for themselves, unable to protect themselves, unable even to know where to go without the shepherd to lead me.

David could write Psalm 23 to express that God was his shepherd and would provide for his needs, but this is more than just David’s testimony of faith.  It’s recorded here, in the Bible, God’s written Word, and has come down through the centuries because God also intended it for US.  This passage is for all of us – to let us know that God is also OUR shepherd, and that he will care for our needs.

Do you believe it?

These days, with economic uncertainties, a great many people have fear about what is going to happen to their savings.  Fear about whether their retirement will last, or whether they will run out of money and have no way to care for themselves.

But the fact is – and this psalm emphasizes this – that we are not like other people in this world.  As Christians, as children of the Great Shepherd, God has promised that He will care for us.

Jesus addressed exactly this in the 12th chapter of Luke, when he says to his disciples:

"Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body, what you will wear.  23 Life is more than food, and the body more than clothes. 24 Consider the ravens: They do not sow or reap, they have no storeroom or barn; yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable you are than birds! 25 Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 26 Since you cannot do this very little thing, why do you worry about the rest? 

27 "Consider how the lilies grow.  They do not labor or spin.  Yet I tell you, not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these.  28 If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today, and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, how much more will he clothe you, O you of little faith!  29 And do not set your heart on what you will eat or drink; do not worry about it.  30 For the pagan world runs after all such things, and your Father knows that you need them.  31 But seek his kingdom, and these things will be given to you as well. 

God has promised to care for us; to meet our needs.  That doesn’t mean things may not be difficult sometimes.  

Our Responsive Reading for today from Psalm 66 says this:

For you, O God, tested us; you refined us like silver.  11 You brought us into prison and laid burdens on our backs. 

12 You let men ride over our heads; we went through fire and water

But this passage about difficulties and trials then ends on the 
same note as the 23rd Psalm:  

… but you brought us to a place of abundance. 

…..

The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want. 
Do you believe it?

The Lord made it clear to me that either I believe He is my Great Shepherd, and that He will make sure my needs are met, or I don’t.
He made me to see that we cannot be people of fear and people of faith at the same time.  Either we believe what he has told us and have the faith that he will take care of us, or we don’t and we live in fear.

We cannot be people of fear and people of faith at the same time.  You have to choose.

He has promised to take care of your needs.
Do you believe it? 

2 He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, 3 he restores my soul.
The green pastures and still waters are what sheep need – to eat and drink for their survival.  And God has promised to meet our physical needs.  But he has gone further than that – He has promised to restore our souls.

In the midst of the trials of life – in the midst of illness and grief and broken relationships, God has promised that he will lead us through to better places, and that He will restore our souls to wholeness, beyond all the trials and grief and loss that may occur.
Do you believe it? 

He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 
God has promised that as we seek to love and serve Him, He WILL guide us to more righteousness in our lives, to help us live the kind of lives He wants and that we desire as we seek Him.  He does not want to trick us. or trap us, or trip us up.  He does not want us to fail.  He wants us to succeed in righteousness, and He has promised to help.

Do you believe it?

4 Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 

I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. 

God has not said there is nothing to be afraid of – there really is a valley of the shadow of death – and for some of us it may very well be somewhere between here and Nogales.  For others of us the shadow of death will be found in a hospital bed, or in a hospital waiting room.  

But while the shadow of death is real, we do not have to be afraid of it.  

God Himself is with us, wherever we go and whatever we do, and He has promised to protect us, so that we do not have to be afraid.

Do you believe it?

5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.

You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 

Again, God has not made unrealistic claims – He does not pretend we will not have enemies in the world.  We will.  There will be those who oppose us, perhaps exactly because we are people of faith and we refuse to be made afraid.  God acknowledges this.

But God also promises that even in the very presence of those enemies, we will prosper.  Our needs will be met, we will eat our fill, we will be anointed with blessings, our lives will overflow with good things, and our enemies will not overcome us, because God is there and He is on our side.

Do you believe it?
6 Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever. 

Here is the conclusion.  While there will be trials and tribulations and testing; while there will be the shadow of death over our lives; while there will be enemies to oppose us…
God has promised that the most evident aspect of our lives as His children is that goodness and love will go with us.  Goodness and love – there are perhaps no two better words to describe what we believe God Himself is – GOODNESS and LOVE.

I believe this shorthand for the fact that God Himself with be with us throughout our whole lives, to care for us, to protect us and – eventually – to lead us to live with Him, in His house, in goodness and love forever.

Do you believe it?

These are God’s promises to us.  He will care for us.  He will protect us.  He will keep us from fear, and will lead us through trials when they occur.   He will keep our enemies from defeating us. 

It’s not complicated, and it’s not hard to understand.  There are no deep theological truths here that require graduate training and expansive commentaries to explain.  The language is simple, and it means what it clearly says. 

If you hear this and believe it, NOTHING in your life can ever be the same.

Do you see that.  If we really believe these promises by God, everything is different for us.  There is no more fear; no more worry; no more despair.  We can move forward in our lives boldly.  
We can travel where we need to without being afraid.  We can live our lives without worrying whether the money will run out.  Nothing can ever overcome us… if we are God’s children – the sheep of His flock, and if we really believe what the Great Shepherd has promised us.
So the only question you have to answer, the only question that remains is…  
Do you believe it? 

Amen.
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