He Leadeth Me 							8/23/59





Scripture:  Psalm 23; John 10: 11-16





The book of Psalms was the hymnal of the Hebrews.  It was well known to the Jews of Jesus’ time, and, of course, to Jesus himself.  The early Christians knew the Psalms well and used them in Christian worship.  They continued to be thoroughly known, and well used by the Christian leaders who came several centuries after Jesus and his apostles.





Other hymns were added as the years of the Christian era passed by.  Some of the new Christian songs appear in the New Testament.  But the olds ones are there, too.  Careful scholars tell us that the Psalms are quoted more than 90 times in the New Testament.  And, of course, they are a definite part of modern Christian worship.  The Psalter, used responsively or in unison in the worship of many churches is selected from the Psalms.  Certain Psalms have been carefully memorized and faithful repeated by many Christians.  Some are stronger and more skillfully written than others.  Some have a more pointed meaning for our need than others.  Like any other collected pieces of literature, they vary in their attractiveness and power.





The first Psalm is a masterful statement of ethical rightness.  The 19th Psalm, which was the basis of our thinking together here on the first Sunday of this month, is strong and stately.  Perhaps the most widely memorized and beloved of the Psalms is the 23rd, or Shepherd’s Psalm, which was read as this morning’s Scripture lesson, and is referred to in the music of today’s service.





This “Psalm of David,” as it is titled, has won for itself a supreme place in the religious literature of the world.  All who read it, whatever their race, age or circumstances, find in the quiet beauty of its thought a range and depth of spiritual insight that is satisfying to their souls.  It brings assurance to the young, and to the insecure, consolation to the desolate, quiet confidence and joy to all who have learned to love its imagery.





The 23rd Psalm is not complicated.  It is perhaps not as great or powerful a work of literature as some others.  It is a relatively simple little lyric, artless and sunny, written by a godly Hebrew in a restful moment when he just had to sing!  Yet, along with the prayers which we call our “Lord’s Prayer,” it is probably the best-known passage in the Bible.  And it is full of uncomplicated and easily-understood meaning.





The simplicity of this Psalm is one of its charms.  It is no elaborate ode emerging from the long mental struggles of a profound writer.  It is more like a simple song.  Its imagery is simple and quickly grasped.  The Lord of life is understood, or thought of, as a shepherd --- one who cares for his sheep skillfully, responsibly, with great understanding; and not a little love.  We people are compared, in the imagination, to the sheep who are in such excellent care.





The imagery appears to change in the 5th verse, then the Lord of life is compared to a host, setting the table safely for his guest in the very sight of enemies.  But this may also be a continuation of the Shepherd as the figure of speech in the song.





The main point of this Psalm is its realism.  It is not just a “sunshine story;” but it faces faithfully the dark dangers and the lurking foes of good living, along with honest recognition of life’s delights.  It sees life steadily, and it sees life whole.  And it leaves no doubt as to the master force governing all.





In the heart of things, it discerns the good shepherd.  Therefore, in spite of the inevitableness of the shadow, it is a life story with a happy ending.  It is stated as simply and clearly as some of Jesus’ parables.  It is like a stream of waters that are perfectly clear, but nonetheless deep.  Even the discerning critic of religious literature finds in the Shepherd’s Psalm an expression of his persuasion and hope.





The first verse of the Psalm gives its general thesis:  “The Lord is my shepherd;” therefore “I shall not want.”  The Hebrews of David’s time could think of the Lord of Life -- God -- as the shepherd of their lives.  Then, for Christians, the Psalm became immeasurably enriched when Jesus claimed to be the God Shepherd saying: “I am the good shepherd.” --- not just a hired hand who works for wages alone, but the really concerned shepherd; “And know my sheep, and am known of mine.”





“As the Father knows me, so I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep.”  Christ’s shepherding extends beyond those acknowledged to be his own fold to all those who should be in his one fold.  “Other sheep I have,” said he, “which are not of this fold; them also must I bring; and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd.”





The richness of this comparison of the Lord of living to a good shepherd is better perceived when we know a bit more about the skill and practices of the near Eastern shepherd.  Travelers have told us how various flocks may be sheltered in one fold (that is, one corral or safe place at night.)  When a particular shepherd comes to the gate and gives his call for the sheep of his flock, there may be an alertness of all the sheep in that fold.  But only those of his own flock will start for the gate where he is, edging their way in little groups among the others until they reach him.  No other sheep of another flock will move.  Having heard his voice, and come to him, they follow him out, confidently and obediently, “whithersoever he goeth.”  Only so can one truly say, “The Lord is my shepherd,” and confidently assert, “I shall not want.”





When he says, “I shall not want,” the writer clearly refers to his material needs -- like those of a sheep -- food, drink, rest, shelter.  The Christ-led person needs these things too, and there are those who stoutly maintain that no true Christian ever really lacks for them.  But the brutality of war and the tragedy of natural disasters, may persuade one not to be too literally insistent that this is so.  There have been Christian folk who have suffered want of material blessings -- sometimes because they were Christian.  But such things as the strength to continue, hope that saves, and peace in the hidden heart -- these will not fail, as vast numbers of patient folk will testify.





Much depends on what we mean by “I” when
