Sabbath Sermon of March 8, 2014
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Jesus Christ Our Shepherd

Psalms Chapter 23

Of all the Messianic Psalms, this is the best known and the greatest. It pictures Jesus as the shepherd, an identification which is picked up in the New Testament, where Jesus is called the Good Shepherd (John 10:11), the great shepherd (Hebrews 13:20), and the chief shepherd (1Peter 5:4). Jesus is called the good shepherd and the great shepherd. The good shepherd died for the sheep, the great shepherd conforms the sheep to his image, and the chief shepherd is coming again with his reward for the sheep. The good shepherd’s work is finished, the great shepherd’s work is present, and the chief shepherd’s work is future.

In describing the Lord as a shepherd, David wrote out of his own experience, because he had spent his early years caring for sheep (1 Samuel 16:10, 11). Sheep are completely dependent on the shepherd for provision, guidance, and protection. As the Lord is the Good shepherd, so we are his sheep, not dumb, frightened, passive animals, but obedient followers wise enough to follow one who will lead us in the right places and in right ways. The Psalm does not focus on the animal-like qualities of sheep, but on the discipleship qualities of those who follow. If you have recognized the Good Shepherd, the Lord Jesus, follow him! In the apostolic benediction found in Hebrews 13:20, 21, God is called the God of peace, Jesus Christ is named the shepherd who was brought back from the dead, salvation is said to come through the blood of the everlasting covenant, and prayer is offered for the perfection of the saints through the work of Jesus Christ. All glory be to our Savior Jesus Christ.
Humility solves most of life’s problems. Pride will always abase the believer, for God and pride are at odds. God’s grace will enable a believer to be humble, and he who is humble will be exalted sooner or later. The omnipotent God has the power and the will to put down the proud at his pleasure. Therefore, no believer can lose anything by being humble. When we allow God, our shepherd to guide us, we have contentment. When we choose to sin, however, we go our own way and cannot blame God for the environment we create for ourselves. Our shepherd knows the “green pastures” and “still waters” that will restore us. We will reach these places only by following him obediently. Rebelling against the shepherd’s leading is actually rebelling against our own best interests. We must remember this the next time we are tempted to go our own way rather than the shepherd’s way.
The still waters by which he leads them yield them, those who trust in him; not only a pleasant prospect, but many a cooling draught, many a reviving cordial, when they are thirsty and weary. God provides for his people not only food and rest, but refreshment also and pleasure. The consolations of God, the joys of the Holy Ghost, are these still waters, by which the saints are led, streams which flow from the fountain of living waters and make glad the city of our God. God leads his people, not to the standing waters which corrupt and gather filth, not to the troubled sea, nor to the rapid rolling floods, but to the silent purling waters; for the still but running waters agree best with those spirits that flow out towards God and yet do it silently. The divine guidance they are under is stripped of its metaphor: “He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness, for his name sake,” in the way of our duty for the Kingdom of God; in that he instructs us by his Word and directs us by conscience and providence. These are the paths in which all the saints desire to be led and kept, and never to turn aside out of them. And those only are led by the still waters of comfort that walk in the paths of righteousness. The way of duty is the truly pleasant way. It is the work of righteousness that is peace. In these paths we cannot walk unless God both lead us into them and lead us in them.

God is called the God of peace, but care, that is anxiety, in a great threat to peace of mind and consistency of Christian conduct. Anxiety is sin in the heart of the believer. It is forbidden by Jesus in Matthew 6:25; Luke 12:22, 29, and John 6:27. Anxiety may be overcome by putting our trust in God (Jeremiah 17:7; Daniel 3:15-18), by turning our cares over to the Lord (Jeremiah 56:22; Proverbs 16:3; 1 Pet 5:7, and by thanking God in advance of the answers to our petitions (Philippians 4:6).

If you ask, “Why is it that anxiety is a very grave sin before God? It is that if you really believe that Jesus is your shepherd, but if at the same time you are continually anxious, can you see that your anxiety is proof that you do not trust him nor believe in his Word? Your anxiety is definitely proof that you have doubts in Jesus being able to deliver what he promised; to never leave you alone in your struggles against the onslaught of Satan and his agents in this world.  No doubt death casts a frightening shadow over us because we are entirely helpless in his presence. We struggle with other enemies: pain, suffering, disease, injury, but strength and courage cannot overcome death. It has the final word. Only one person can walk with us through death’s dark valley and bring us safely to the other side, the God of life our shepherd. Because life is uncertain, we should follow this Shepherd who offers us eternal comfort.
In answering questions about life after death, we are left with only two sources to consult. Either we turn to human experience or we turn to the Word of God. If we turn to human experience, we find many guesses, many ideas, many theories, but no sure answers. That’s because, in the nature of the case, no human has a sure answer. The only people who have the answer are dead! That leaves us with the Word of God. In God’s Word we find ample, abundant answers. God who knows the future knows what happens when we die, and he has not left us to wonder about it. The Bible is filled with information on this subject, so much in fact that we can offer only a brief survey in this chapter. 
If you want the answer in one sentence here it is: What happens after you die depends on what happens before you die. Consider what the Bible says in Hebrews 9:27, “It is appointed for a person to die once, but after this the judgment.”  This is an appointment no one will miss. As someone has noted, the statistics on death are appalling. One hundred out of one hundred people will eventually die. We are all terminally ill with a disease called death; we just don’t know when the end will come. 
But at the end of this tunnel of death, there is one person that will be waiting for those returning. He will have his keys in his hand to hand over to you either the key to your mansion that he promised to have gone to prepare for you in his father’s house (John 14:1-4), or assign you to a cubicle in Satan’s kingdom; the hell fire. Where you will end up for eternity will depend on how you related to Jesus Christ on earth before your death. And that death—whether planned or accidental, whether comfortable or painful, will be the end of life as you have known it. Jesus is the inevitable, and he is the only one that can save you today before death knocks on your door!
Because we are all terminally ill of this disease called death. We all have reason to look upon ourselves as in the valley of the shadow of death, especially the sick, and those that are old. Here is one word indeed which sounds terrible; it is death, which we must all count upon; there is no discharge in that war. But, even in the supposition of the distress, there are four words which lessen the terror for those in Jesus Christ: It is death indeed that is before us; but, it is but the shadow of death; there is no substantial evil in it; the shadow of a serpent will not sting nor the shadow of a sword kill. It is the valley of the shadow, deep indeed, and dark, and dirty; but the valleys are fruitful, and so is death itself fruitful of comforts to God’s people. It is but a walk in this valley, a gentle pleasant walk. The wicked are chased out of the world, and their souls are required; but the saints take a walk to another world which is their real home, as cheerfully as they take their leave of the life on earth. It is a walk through it; they shall not be lost in this valley, but get safely to the mountain of spices on the other side of it. This danger made light of, and triumphed over, upon good grounds. Death is a king of terrors, but not to the sheep of Jesus Christ; they tremble at it no more than sheep do that are appointed for the slaughter. 
"Even in the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil. None of these things should move you.” A child of God may meet the messengers of death, and receive its summons with a holy security and serenity of mind. The sucking child may play upon the hole of this asp; and the weaned child, that, through grace, is weaned from this world, may put his hand upon this cockatrice’s den, bidding a holy defiance to death, as Paul, O death! where is thy sting?(1Corinthians 15:55). Although Satan seemed to be victorious in the Garden of Eden and at the cross of Jesus. But God turned Satan’s apparent victory into defeat when Jesus Christ rose from the dead (Colossians 2:15; Hebrews 2:14). Thus death is no longer a source of dread or fear. Jesus Christ overcame it; the Cross being the symbol that reminds of Satan’s defeat, and one day we will also. 
There is ground enough for this confidence, because there is no evil in death to a child of God; death cannot separate us from the love of God, and therefore it can do us no real harm; it kills the body, but cannot touch the soul. Why should it be dreadful when there is nothing in it hurtful?  Because the saints have God’s gracious presence with them in their dying moments; he is then at their right hand, and therefore why should they be moved? Death has been defeated, and we have hope beyond the grave.  The Good Shepherd will not only conduct, but convoy, his sheep through the valley, where they are in danger of being set upon by the beasts of prey, the ravening wolves; he will not only convoy them, but comfort them when they most need comfort. His presence shall comfort them. Apostle Paul said that because of the resurrection, nothing we do is wasted. Sometimes we become apathetic about serving the Lord because we do not see any results in the natural. However, knowing that Jesus Christ has won the ultimate victory should affect the way we live right now. Do not let discouragements over an apparent lack of results visible to the natural eyes keep you from doing the work of the Lord Jesus. Go on and do good that you have opportunity to do, knowing your work will have eternal results.
How highly are we to magnify God’s gracious privileges granted to us: "Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of my enemies; despite Satan’s hatred and his attempts to stave me to death, but thou hast provided for me all things pertaining both to life and godliness, all things requisite both for body and soul, for time and eternity:’’ such a bountiful benefactor is God to all his people; and it becomes them abundantly to utter his great goodness, as David here, who acknowledges, (1.) That he had food convenient, a table spread, a cup filled, meat for his hunger, drink for his thirst. (2.) That he had it carefully and readily provided for him. His table was not spread with any thing that came next to hand, but prepared, and prepared before him. (3.) That he was not stinted or limited, was not straitened or made narrow, but had abundance: "My cup runs over, enough for myself, my family and my friends too.’’ (4.) That he had not only for necessity, but for ornament and delight: Thou anointest my head with oil. Samuel anointed David king, which was a certain pledge of further favor; but this is rather an instance of the plenty with which God had blessed him, just as we have been anointed and blessed plentifully as the saints of Jesus Christ. Let us not forget now that the saints of Jesus are those that are alive and doing the work of the Kingdom of God on earth, not the death. If you ask why? God says I am the God of the living not of the dead (Mark 12:27).
You should confidently count upon the continuance of God’s favors, for He had said, “you shall not want;” so you should speak more positively, more comprehensively knowing that: Surely goodness and mercy shall follow you all the days of your life. Let your  hope rise, and your faith strengthened, by being exercised; for God in Jesus has promised you His goodness and mercy, all the streams of mercy flowing from the fountain, pardoning mercy, protecting mercy, sustaining mercy, supplying mercy. The manner of the conveyance of it: it shall follow you, as the water out of the rock followed the camp of Israel through the wilderness; it shall follow you into all places and all conditions, shall always be ready. The continuance of it: It shall follow you all your life long, even to the last; for whom God loves he loves to the end. The constancy of it: All the days of your life, as duly as the day comes; it shall be new every morning (Lamentations 3:22; 3:23) like the manna that was given to the Israelites daily in the wilderness. The certainty of it: surely it shall. It is as sure as the promise of the God of truth can make it; and we know whom we have believed.  Here is a prospect of the perfection of bliss in the future state: "Goodness and mercy having followed me all the days of my life on this earth, when that is ended I shall remove to a better world, to dwell in the house of the Lord forever, in our Father’s house above, where there are many mansions. 
In certain cultures, hosts were expected to protect their guests at all costs. God in Jesus Christ offers the protection of a host even when enemies surround you. This protection is available to those who would first seek the Kingdom of God and his righteousness which is to turn to him first for help, to fill your thoughts with his desires, to take his character for your pattern, and to serve and obey him in everything. What is really important to you? People, objects, goals, and other desires all compete for priority. Any of these can quickly bump God out of first place if you do not actively choose to give him first place in every area of your life.  In the final scene of this psalm, we see that believers will dwell with God. God, the perfect shepherd and host, promises to guide and protect us throughout our life and to bring us his children into his home forever. 
He that hath an ear, let him or her hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches. The Good Shepherd says,  “To him or her that overcometh will I give to eat of the hidden manna, and will give him or her a white stone, and in the stone a new name written, which no man or woman knoweth saving he or she that receiveth it” (Revelation 2:17).
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