Psalm 23 #5

“Through the Valley of the Shadow of Death”

Psalm 23:4

Aside from the opening phrase of Psalm 23, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want,” perhaps the best-known line of the psalm is in verse 4: “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…” This phrase can be found as the title of books, music albums, and photo captions. Those seven words—“the valley of the shadow of death”—represent one of the most enduring images in human literature.
 Tonight we will examine this verse.

The Frightening Path

The first element of the verse that jumps out at the reader is the frightening path: “the valley of the shadow of death.” The phrase shadow of death is one word in Hebrew, a compound word of the roots for “shade” and “death,” meaning “deep darkness.” It’s a dreary word, used elsewhere to describe the impenetrable darkness before creation (Amos 5:8), the thick darkness of a mine shaft (Job 28:3), and the black hole that is the abode of the dead (Job 10:21; 38:17).
 It is the strongest word in the ancient Hebrew language for darkness.

For the shepherd and sheep in biblical times, the ravines of Israel cut by wadis at the bottom could be treacherous to descend and arduous to climb and could harbor wild animals. All in all, this was a sheep’s worst nightmare. So this valley signals the life-threatening, fear-generating situations of the Lord’s flock.

To David, it wasn’t just a poetic notion. He was describing a real place. As he led his sheep from the folds of Judea toward the heights of Galilee, he threaded many canyons, some of them deep and steep, infested with thieves and predators, riddled with caves, rimmed by narrow trails. Some people speculate that the Wadi Kelt was the specific gorge in David’s mind as he penned this line of his poem. Perhaps he even hiked out to this famous ravine as he composed his thoughts. It’s near Bethlehem, and David probably led his sheep through the Wadi Kelt many times, taking them down to the pasturelands of the Jordan Valley during the winter and early spring months. The city of Jericho at the eastern end of the Wadi Kelt is a desert oasis, and the area around it is well watered in winter and spring. The word wadi is a Middle Eastern term meaning “deep valley” or “ravine.”

Notice the first word of verse 4: “Yea…” There are no wasted words in this little poem, so that’s an important interjection. It’s not “Yay!” like we’d say at a ballgame or sporting event. In this context, it means, “yes,” and it links verse 3 to verse 4. It is a connecting word, which reinforces our belief that Psalm 23 is the story of a journey, not a still-life scene. The passage says, in effect, “He leads me in paths of righteousness for His Name’s sake. Yes, even when those paths lead into dark canyons.” The dark valley is just as much one of His “right paths” as are the green pastures—a fact that takes much of the sting out of any ordeal.

When we’re in the Lord’s will and following His guidance, we’re on the right paths, even when they seem to snake through the thickets or meander across the ridges. We’re where He wants us to be, even when we don’t particularly want to be there. We’re sheep on the move from green pastures to highland slopes, and the Good Shepherd knows where He’s going. He leads us even when the route gets rough and risky.

The next term is walk—“Yea, though I walk.” We don’t quicken our pace when we approach the dark valley, we don’t run away in the opposite direction, we don’t freeze and refuse to move, but we calmly walk with God.
 We often use this verse as a comfort to those who are passing through the dark valley of death. But even here, for the child of God, death is not an end but merely the door into a higher and more exalted life of intimate contact with Christ.
 

Observe that it is not walking in the valley but through the valley. We go through the dark tunnel of death and emerge into the light of immortality. We do not stay dead, we do but sleep to wake in glory. As C. H. Spurgeon put it, “Death is not the house but the porch, not the goal but the passage to it.”
 

Another important word in verse 4 is shadow. This is not the Valley of Death. There is a Death Valley in California; in fact, it’s a national park. But there’s no Death Valley in Psalm 23. It’s the valley of the shadow of death.

Dr. Donald Grey Barnhouse was one of America’s great preachers. His first wife died from cancer when she was in her thirties, leaving three children under the age of twelve. Barnhouse chose to preach the funeral sermon himself. What does a father tell his motherless children at a time like that?

On his way to the service, he was driving with his little family when a large truck passed them on the highway, casting a shadow over their car. Barnhouse turned to his oldest daughter who was staring disconsolately out the window, and asked, “Tell me, sweetheart, would you rather be run over by that truck or its shadow?” The little girl looked curiously at her father and said, “By the shadow, I guess. It can’t hurt you.”

Dr. Barnhouse said quietly to the three children, “Your mother has not been overrun by death, but by the shadow of death. That is nothing to fear.” At the funeral he used the text from the Twenty-third Psalm, which so eloquently expresses this truth.

The final word of the phrase is death, and “the valley of the shadow of death” is usually associated with the end of life. In fact there is not one valley; there are many, falling between the pastures where we find intermittent rest. There’s no way around them. “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,” Paul insists in Acts 14:22. The desolate places are an inevitable and necessary part of the journey.

The valleys bring to mind the day an employer said “clean out your desk”; when a doctor said “your baby will never be normal”; when you found the stash in your son’s closet; when your teenage daughter told you she was pregnant; when the doctor said you had cancer; when your spouse said he or she had no energy left to put into the relationship. Those are the dark days when we lose all perspective, when we say in despair, “It’s no use; I can’t go on.” Oh, yes, there are valleys far worse than death.

Life is difficult. The path by which God takes us often seems to lead away from our good, causing us to believe we’ve missed a turn and taken the wrong road. That’s because most of us have been taught to believe that if we’re on the right track God’s goodness will always translate into earthly good: that He’ll heal, deliver, and exempt us from disease and pain; that we’ll have money in the bank, kids who turn out well, nice clothes, a comfortable living, and a leisurely retirement. In that version of life everyone turns out to be a winner, nobody loses a business, fails in marriage, or lives in poverty.

But that’s a pipe dream far removed from the biblical perspective that God’s love often leads us down roads where earthly comforts fail us so He can give us eternal consolation. God doesn’t cushion the journey; He lets life jolt us. We should keep that idea in mind when the way seems difficult and long. If we’ve been told that we’re supposed to be on a bumpy track, every jolt along the way simply confirms the fact that we’re still on the right road. When we come to the end of all valleys we’ll understand that every path has been selected, out of all possible options, for our ultimate good. God, in fact, could not have taken us by any other way. No other route would have been as safe and as certain as the one by which we came. And if only we could see the path as God has always seen it, we would select it as well.

In the Christian life we often speak of wanting “to move onto higher ground with God.” How we long to live above the lowlands of life. We want to get beyond the common crowd, to enter a more intimate walk with God. We speak of “mountaintop” experiences and we envy those who have ascended the heights and entered into this more sublime sort of life. Often we get an erroneous idea about how this takes place. It is as though we imagined we could be “air-lifted” onto higher ground. On the rough trail of the Christian life, this is not so. As with ordinary sheep management, so with God’s people: one only gains higher ground by climbing up through the valleys. Every mountain has its valleys. And the best route to the top is always along these valleys.

We, as God’s sheep, are sometimes led by Him into the valley of darkness, where there is fear, danger, uncertainty, and the unexpected. He knows that the only way we can reach the higher places of Christian experience and maturity is not on the playground of prosperity but in the schoolroom of suffering. Along those dark, narrow, pinching, uncomfortable valleys of difficulty we learn volumes! We keep our courage simply because our Shepherd is leading the way.

The Familiar Presence

This leads us to the familiar presence: “I will fear no evil: for You are with me.” This is the central verse of the psalm, and the personal pronoun changes from He to You. David is not speaking about the shepherd but speaking to the shepherd. In the dark valley, He is not before us but beside us, leading the way and calming our fears.
 The whole poem becomes much more personal. It becomes a prayer, and the psalmist is thrilled with the very close, personal, and constant contact he has with his shepherd, with whom he can speak face to face, friend to friend.

Our Good Shepherd is never threatened by deep darkness; it causes him no terror. No matter how dark, God will lead his people through so that they fear no evil.
 As Spurgeon writes, “I have perfect comfort and absolute security, for Thou art with me.”
 There is no experience, no valley (no matter how severe or uncertain) that we must journey alone.

What God said to Moses is true for all times: “My Presence will go with you, and I will give you rest” (Exodus 33:14). He said to Jacob: “I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go” (Genesis 28:15). He said to Joshua: “As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you” (Joshua 1:5) He said to Israel: “Do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand…. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze” (Isaiah 41:10; 43:2). He says to us: “Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:20).

Truth is, our Shepherd is always with us. It is not that Christ is closer in the valley but that we realize in the valley how close He has always been.
 Maybe this is why we must go through the valleys…to be reminded that He is always there.

The Faithful Protection
Finally we see the faithful protection in the words, “Your rod and your staff; they comfort me.” The shepherd’s rod was a club about two feet in length. It was used to defend the flock against wild beasts. The head of this rod was round, usually whittled from the knot of a tree—into which the shepherd had pounded sharp bits of metal. The shepherd, by being well armed with this heavy club, could deal death-giving blows to a lion or bear or stealthy thief imperiling the safety of one of his sheep.

The shepherd’s staff was bent or hooked at one end. It provided the shepherd with an instrument for prying a sheep loose from a thicket, pushing branches aside along the narrow path, and pulling wandering sheep out of holes into which they had fallen. He also used it to beat down high grass to drive out snakes and wild beasts. 

The rod and staff were both symbols of the shepherd’s strength. The sheep took comfort in the strength of its shepherd. No need to be uncomfortable with the power of God. When surrounded and outnumbered by enemies, it should bring relief to us in realizing that He will use His “rod” and “staff to protect us.

Our Shepherd is by our side, armed to the teeth, warding off our enemies and keeping us from wandering off the trail. God is with us in the midst of our fears.
 He uses the club and staff; the staff to guide or control the flock, the club to beat the daylights out of the sheep’s enemies. Our Shepherd is a warrior, as shepherds had to be. No one can snatch His sheep out of His hand (John 10:28). The muscles of Jesus’ arm are flexed to defend His flock; He doesn’t carry a club for nothing. He is obviously enough for whatever the valley throws at us.

So if you’re in a valley right now, look around. There beside you is the Good Shepherd. He’s holding a rod in one hand, a staff in the other, and you’re in His line of sight. You can talk to Him anytime and always. You can pray, for the Good Shepherd gives His presence in life’s valleys.

I conclude with the testimony of one who traveled through the valley of the shadow of death. Al Groves was fifty-three and serving as the Academic Dean at Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia, having taught Old Testament there for a quarter of a century, when he was diagnosed with malignant melanoma that had spread to his lungs. About a year later he died. His wife, Elizabeth, published a book about their journey entitled, Grief Undone: A Journey with God and Cancer.
Al wrote a letter to be read at his memorial service. Here is a part of that:

As I have walked through the valley of the shadow of death, I have walked hand in hand with Jesus, the One who has already walked through that valley and come out the other side, alive, raised from the dead. And as I hold his hand and trust him, I too am raised with him, for this was his purpose in walking that path: to raise those who trusted in him. His rod and staff, his cross of suffering have become my comfort. Now as I have died, I come before God, the King of the universe, and I come in Christ. He chose to suffer and die on the cross in my place, so that on account of him I might have forgiveness from sin and victory over death. And now I have received the resurrection and eternal life that has been my only hope, past, present, and forever.

Your valley may not be physical death, or maybe it is. Either way, you are not alone. If the Lord is your Shepherd, He is with you through the green pastures, the still waters, and the dark valleys. You need not fear, for His familiar presence is with you, His faithful protection will guard you. 

You, too, can say, “I will fear no evil.”

Whatever that evil may be.
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