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PSALM 23 pt.5 6-15-15 

“Death Valley Days” 

      (Psalm 23) Four days ago I turned 57 years old. According to my life expectancy calculator this 

means that I am entering the last third of my life. This, along with certain biophysical changes has 

led me to do an unusual amount of thinking on the subject of aging. I even read books on it. My 

favorite books on aging are by Dave Barry. They are entitled, Dave Barry Turns 40 and the 

thrilling sequel, Dave Barry Turns 50. These are far more interesting than anything written by a 

doctor. In the latter book Dave asks the age old question, How did I get over the hill without ever 

getting to the top? We know, I think, that aging does bring to pass some changes. The things we 

value will likely change over time and I bet that for most of you one possession that will go up in 

stock over time is the 23
rd

 Psalm. Think about it. So many elderly people find this psalm an 

enormous treasure - why is that? Partly because our years bear witness of its truth. But maybe more 

importantly because Psalm 23 speaks comforting words on the subject of death. That is what we 

will contemplate this morning as we focus on verse 4 of our psalm. To put it in context let’s read 

the entire Psalm as we begin. 1-6  The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not 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 

the paths of righteousness For His name’s sake. 4 Even though I walk through the valley of the 

shadow of death, I 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 have anointed my head with oil; 

My cup overflows. 6 Surely goodness and lovingkindness will follow me all the days of my life, And 

I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 

   The great preacher, Henry Ward Beecher, said of this psalm It has charmed more griefs to rest 

than all the philosophy of the world. It has remanded to their dungeon more felon thoughts, more 

black doubts, more thieving sorrows than there are sands on the seashore. It has comforted the 

noble host of the poor. It has sung courage to the army of the disappointed. It has poured balm and 

consolation into the heart of the sick, of captives in dungeons, of widows in their pinching griefs, of 

orphans in their loneliness. Dying soldiers have died easier as it was read to them; ghastly 

hospitals have been illuminated; it has visited the prisoner, and broken his chains, and, like Peter's 

angel, led him forth in imagination, and sung him back to his home again. It has made the dying 

Christian slave freer than his master, and consoled those whom, dying, he left behind mourning not 

so much that he was gone, as because they were left behind, and could not go too. Nor is its work 
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done. It will go singing to your children, and to their children, through all the generations of time; 

nor will it fold its wings till the last pilgrim is safe and time ended; and then it shall fly back to the 

bosom of God, whence it issued, and sound on, mingled with all those sounds of celestial joy, which 

make heaven musical forever. (Treasury of David p.357)- What a statement! And I think that of all 

the lines of this psalm that speak comfort to God’s people the one we look at today has been the 

most significant. 4 Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil, 

for Thou are with me; Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me. You will notice that in this verse the 

psalmist changes his address. No longer does he speak about the Lord but now he speaks to the 

Lord. There is a change of address as there is also a change of venues. We move from those 

pleasant pastures and those cool quiet waters to a much less appealing location. We now walk in 

the valley of the shadow of death. For every Christian, as I suppose also for sheep, there are what 

we call mountaintop experiences - times of glorious exultation in the Lord and His blessings. We 

can all easily appreciate those and what they mean to us, but we can never expect that to be the 

whole of life. There are also what we might call Death Valley Days. There are valleys into which 

we must walk, valleys that don’t offer the lovely view of the mountaintop, valleys that in fact, are 

dark and dreary and blocked from the light of the sun. These valleys can be frightening places for 

sheep, but they are necessary parts of the paths of righteousness. Very often it is through these 

valley paths that a shepherd will lead his sheep in order to find them good water and in order to 

lead them up the mountain to good grazing. But a valley is a vulnerable place to be. When you 

walk in a low place you can see very little but everything can see you. When the sheep are in such a 

valley it is an especially critical time for vigilance against the predators. The dangers are so many 

and the visibility so low.  That may be the hardest thing for us. Death Valley is so intimidating 

because it is shrouded in mystery. You cannot grasp the foe. And often a man can pluck up courage 

against a thing he knows but a mystery foe unnerves him. Gloom, danger, mystery are the fear 

mongers in the Valley of Death.  

    But David says, "Yea though”, in spite of these I will fear no evil.  Magnificent testimony! And 

what I like about it is that it is a testimony rather than an attempt at self-persuasion. This is not just 

a positive confession by David - it is accompanied by reasons. David tells us why he is fearless. 

And why it is reasonable for God’s sheep to take heart. What does he say? I fear no evil - why? 

“For Thou art with me.”® That makes all the difference to the sheep - to know and remember the 

presence of the Lord. I remember when I moved to Jackson, Mississippi to attend seminary.  It was 

the first time I had lived more than an hour away from home and there was some apprehension 
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about what life there would be like. On my first evening in Jackson I went for a walk on a starry 

night and then it struck me like a wave of soothing reality that God was in Jackson too.  There was 

nothing to fear. And when does David say the Lord is with him?  When he is in death valley. There 

it isn’t pretty but God goes there with his sheep. We sing the hymn, “How Firm a Foundation” - 

what a great hymn -  and in the third verse it says, "When through the deep waters I call thee to go, 

the rivers of sorrow shall not overflow, for I will be with thee ®, thy troubles to bless and sanctify 

to thee thy deepest distress.” God says that when you go through deep waters, fiery trials, dark 

valleys I will be near! In 1989, at the age of four our second child, our Sarah Beth, was diagnosed 

with leukemia. When this happened,  Beth and I were in California. Note, Sarah and our home, 

were in Florida. It was a friend with whom she was staying who took her to the doctor, the doctor 

who said that a day later may have been too late. She was that sick, and they took her off in an 

ambulance, flew her by helicopter to Orlando, stuck needles in a dozen spots in her body and where 

were the parents of this four year old? Walking around the LA airport. That still gets to me, to think 

that when my child needed me most I was away. But it helps me appreciate the promise of God that 

it won’t happen with His children, the Good Shepherd won’t leave his sheep alone in Death Valley. 

He is right there beside them.  

    In two weeks I will fly to Florida and then fly right back with my 92 year-old mother in tow. My 

mom has live for sixty years in Central Florida. She still has many friends there, but now that she is 

too disabled to enjoy them she wants to live close to me. She wants to be near her baby boy in her 

final days. Question: when you are near death who do you want to be with you? Have you ever 

thought about that? Death has a way of crystallizing our values. Who do you want around you on 

your death bed? Whoever comes to your mind, understand this - many can go into death valley with 

you but only one Friend can go through it with you. Death is a turnstile we pass through one at a 

time and only Jesus will be there on both sides. If you want to be ready to face death you had better 

get to know him. For David to be comforted by God’s presence - think about it - it is necessary for 

Him to know God, to be a friend of God. Strangers do not offer comfort. The promise of God to be 

with you in Death Valley sounds nice and sweet and sentimental but its a promise that doesn’t 

apply if you don’t know Him. When David said, “I fear no evil for thou art with me” he knew the 

One He was talking about. Do you? Are you familiar with the Shepherd? It is the knowledge of 

God, a personal relationship with Him, that makes us ready to traverse the valley of the shadow of 

death.  
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    The presence and support of the Lord is what casts out fear. David does add however that there 

are a couple of things that also comfort him. He says, Thy rod and thy staff comfort me.  Let’s talk 

about those two pieces of a shepherd’s equipment. Both of them were made of wood. The rod was 

shorter than the staff. It was not too unlike a baseball bat except that it would usually have a rough 

blunt end to it, often spiked with iron nails.  And you didn’t hit balls with this rod. This was a rod 

you would swing or throw. Shepherds would become very accurate at throwing these clubs, the 

purpose of which was twofold. One purpose of the rod was to discipline the sheep when they got 

out of line. By a whack to the hind quarters or an accurate toss the shepherd could reinforce a 

verbal message quickly and memorably. The application to children is clear enough. Proverbs 

22:15 Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child. The rod of discipline will remove it far from 

him. The same can be said of sheep. The second purpose of the rod was to protect the flock. This 

was the shepherd’s weapon which he wielded against the enemies of the flock whether snakes or 

dogs or cougars. And what was a tool of correction toward the sheep became a tool of destruction 

for the enemies.  I thought here of what it says of Jesus in Revelation 19:15 From His mouth comes 

a sharp sword, so that with it He may strike down the nations, and He will rule them with a rod of 

iron; and He treads the wine press of the fierce wrath of God, the Almighty. “He will rule them 

with a rod of iron.” Look at the context and you will see that doesn’t mean He will be strict. It 

means the same as striking with a sword, it means destruction. In Psalm 2 God is speaking to His 

son about the rebellious nations and says 9  Thou shalt break them with a rod of iron. Thou shalt 

shatter them like earthenware. That is the fate that awaits the enemies of God’s sheep. The book of 

Revelation is a book that celebrates the vengeance of God on the enemies of his people. It is a book 

of comfort, just as Psalm 23 is a poem of comfort. The sheep rejoices in the power of his shepherd 

and the protection He provides through his rod.  

    Then the sheep also rejoices in the shepherd’s staff. The staff is what you often see in pictures as 

a long stick with a hook at the end. It would often be a support to the shepherd as well as a comfort 

to the sheep.  Philip Keller says there are three uses for the staff. The first is that of drawing the 

sheep to the shepherd. The shepherd will simply reach out with the staff and pull a given sheep to 

himself for some intimate examination.  The staff is especially helpful in dealing with shy or timid 

sheep who tend to keep their distance from the shepherd. The second use of the staff is in guiding 

the sheep. He doesn’t use it, like the rod, to beat the sheep, only to put enough pressure on a given 

side to get the sheep moving where he needs to go. The staff helps the shepherd lead the sheep in 

those paths of righteousness. Thirdly, the staff is used for rescuing the sheep. Sometimes the foolish 
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sheep will tumble down a mountain, or get caught in brambles.  At times like that the shepherd’s 

staff was useful to lift the sheep out of danger. In summation then, the staff was used to keep the 

sheep well and in the flock, the rod was used to keep the bad guys away from the flock. No wonder 

then, that the sheep find comfort in the rod and staff. Those items speak of the shepherd’s authority 

and strength and protection and concern. 

   What I want to do now is to apply all this to our walks through the valley of the shadow of death. 

What exactly the valley of the shadow of death refers to is a matter of some debate. Is he talking 

about death itself or does it refer to the fear of death or to generally bad times? We can’t be sure 

what David had in mind but it seems to me that it had something to do with death so my approach 

will be to look at three paths we will all walk down in death valley and how the presence of our 

Shepherd meets our needs in every case. First is the case of the death of a loved one. Certainly it is 

a dark time when someone we care for deeply is taken from us. There is a grief that grips our souls 

and that is fine. Nowhere does God chastise anyone for grieving over the dead but he does say in I 

Thessalonians 4:13 that we are not to grieve like unbelievers who have no hope.  Believers do 

grieve, but they don’t grieve alone and they don’t grieve forever. Isaiah 43:2 is a wonderful verse. 

Let’s read it in context 43:1-3b But now, thus says the Lord, your Creator, O Jacob, And He who 

formed you, O Israel, “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name; you are 

Mine! 2 “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; And through the rivers, they will 

not overflow you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be scorched, Nor will the flame 

burn you. 3 “For I am the Lord your God, The Holy One of Israel, your Savior. The waters don’t 

get deeper and the fires don’t get hotter than when you lose a precious husband or wife or son or 

daughter, or someone else dear to you.  My friend, God speaks to us in those times. For me they 

have been few, for some of you many, but our Shepherd offers many words of comfort to those 

who listen. In times like that stay close to the Shepherd who promises to lead you through the 

valley of death’s shadow.  

    Secondly, I want to think with you about how you deal with thoughts of your own death, with a 

fear of dying. Some deal with it through suppression of the truth. Even though the mortality rate 

has remained constant at near 100% for centuries, many there are who inwardly deny that death is 

coming.  Freud made much of one married man who said of his marriage, "If one of us should die I 

would move to Paris” - an implicit denial of his mortality. It is just something we refuse to think 

about.  As we remember nine days ago the seventieth anniversary of D-Day we were reminded that 

so many who lived through that brutal and fateful day would never ever speak of it. It was 
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something so overwhelming they had to confine it to a quiet corner of their memories. I read an 

interview this week with an author who said we must constantly live in denial of death, otherwise 

we cannot make it through the day. What do you think of that statement? I think it is true when 

applied to those lacking a hope beyond the grave. Thoughts of death for them can only produce 

fear.  You remember Hamlet struggled with the same thing didn’t he?  To be or not to be: that is 

the question. Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 

or to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them? To die: to sleep; no more; 

and by a sleep to say we end the heartache and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to, ‘tis 

a consummation devoutly to be wish’d.  But then he remembers that sleep is not always 

unconsciousness; it may be troubled with dreams. For in that sleep of death what dreams may come 

when we have shuffled off this mortal coil, must give us pause. There’s the respect, that makes 

calamity of so long life. Who, he says, would bear all troubles and vexations and wrongs and 

rebuffs of life, when he could at once put an end to them, if it were not for the fear of what may 

come after? Who would burdens bear, to grunt and sweat under a weary life, but that the dread of 

something after death, the undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveler returns puzzles the 

will, and makes us rather bear those ills we have than fly to others that we know not of? Thus 

conscience makes cowards of us all.  Dangers that we know not of - that is what terrifies the 

thinking agnostic.  And well it should ®. You who have no faith ought to be in dread, ought to be 

filled with fear for you are not prepared to face the grim reaper. Your death will be an eternal 

disaster. But, there is no need to stay in that pitiful condition. It is not necessary to live in that fear. 

And there are better ways to cope than suppression. Hebrews 2 says that Jesus came in the flesh to 

render powerless the prince of death and to look at this, "to deliver those who through fear of death 

were subject to slavery all their lives.” When you are ill-prepared to die then you are in bondage, 

you are a slave, but the good news is that Christ can set you free to say with David, "I fear not.”  

    The key, remember, is God’s shepherdly presence. Think with me about how that presence make 

a difference. And let’s go to a time in the life of David when he was threatened by an early death. 

Let’s go to the story of David and Goliath. You remember that the giant of Gath was taunting the 

armies of Israel, daring anyone to come out and do battle with him. And no one would go, 

remember that? Why wouldn’t they go? They had a saying in Israel, "the bigger they are the harder 

they hit.” They were afraid of dying. But here comes David and he says 17:37 “The Lord who 

delivered me from the paw of the lion and from the paw of the bear, He will deliver me from the 

hand of this Philistine.” And Saul said to David, “Go, and may the Lord be with you.” David 
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obviously felt God was with him, which means, by the way, that God was on his side. When he 

sallied out to meet Goliath 45-46a Then David said to the Philistine, “You come to me with a 

sword, a spear, and a javelin, but I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the 

armies of Israel, whom you have taunted. 46 This day the Lord will deliver you up into my hands. 

David doesn’t deny that Goliath has a significant visible advantage, David just lets Goliath know he 

is not standing there alone. Was David afraid? I expect David was a little on edge. I bet he was 

quivering a little but he was not paralyzed by fear because really believed what he said. To stand 

before Goliath was like standing before death itself but he said then as he did in our poem, "I fear 

no evil for thou are with me.” Elsewhere David said Psalm 27:1 The Lord is my light and my 

salvation; Whom shall I fear? The Lord is the defense of my life; Whom shall I dread? That is the 

spirit to have in the face of our enemies. There is no enemy like our Shepherd. In Romans 8 Paul 

asks, "Who will separate us from the love of Christ?” And he gives a list of those things that will 

not cut us off from God’s love and that list includes death. Death is not to be denied. It is not to be 

dodged. You will go through death valley but the guarantee of God is that He will walk it with you 

and you will come out on the other side and when you do you will be on higher ground. We don’t 

just walk in death valley, we walk through it, through the dark tunnel emerging into the light of 

immortality. Spurgeon said, "Death is not the house, but the porch, not the goal but the passage to 

it.” 

    In the Old Testament you will not find a worked out understanding of the after-life. What we 

know of life beyond the grave we learn from the New Testament. But in the Old Testament there 

was a clear and definite sense that God’s sheep will not perish, that death cannot be the end, that 

God would not, could not abandon his sheep to any enemy, death included. David said elsewhere, 

"You will not abandon my soul to Sheol" and here in Psalm 23 he affirms that he will dwell in the 

Lord’s house forever. Forever. But in the New Testament, which we are privileged to know, more 

detail is given. There we find the attestation of eternal life in the resurrection of Jesus and there we 

find the means of eternal life in the atoning death of Jesus. Years ago when I was  involved in 

youth ministry our group of kids went on a tubing trip down the Rainbow river and as we drifted 

downstream we noticed on the bank to the left an alligator lying there looking dead like they 

always do. I immediately drifted to the other side of the river but some of the young bucks in our 

group, as they went by, yelled at the alligator and taunted him, even splashed water in his direction. 

I couldn’t believe it. Pretty stupid huh? You wouldn’t do that would you? You have more sense 

than that. But what if the alligator were dead? Then it is perfectly fine. Dead beasts can’t hurt. 
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Enemies that would have torn you to shreds, once dead, become a mockery. What am I getting to? 

Just this: death is called in the Bible our enemy. In fact, it is called the last enemy and we are told 

that death has been defeated by Christ. The great puritan John Owen wrote a classic, I love the title, 

it is called, "The Death of Death in the Death of Christ.” Death has died and the apostle Paul in his 

teaching on this actually mocks the defeated enemy of death. I’m told that once a bee has stung 

someone that it no longer has any power to hurt. It is spent. Well, death has left its sting in the 

person of Christ. The shepherd has taken the sting of death for his sheep and Paul writes in I 

Corinthians 15:55 Oh death, where is your victory? Oh death, where is your sting? It is gone! 

Hallelujah! Even the last enemy has fallen to our shepherd and we can walk into the valley of death 

with confidence that we will also walk through it and into eternal life.  

    You know all that don’t you? But it's good to reflect. We need to have our faith built up by the 

word of God for we are prone to many doubts. Some there are who nurture our doubts and call us 

fools for believing as we do.  They say it is all wish projection and a flight of irrationality, but for 

me and I expect for you, the battle is not between reason and faith. My reasoning tells me there 

must be a life to come. It tells me I’m not meant for extermination. It tells me that the facts point to 

something more. My problem is not faith vs. reason it is faith vs. sight. The problem is that death 

looks like the end. All we see is the corpse and we see no life, no continuance of the person and we 

doubt. It is something like riding a roller coaster, at least for me. I don’t like roller coasters, or 

bungee jumping and that sort of thing. It isn’t that I don’t think it is safe, millions do it without 

harm, but it doesn’t look to me to be safe. It has the feel of danger and I avoid it. Occasionally I go 

on a ride I don’t like, just to prove my manliness, but you know what I do? I close my eyes. If I 

looked down or ahead I would panic so I try to shut it all out and think of something else. Now 

here’s my application - if you dwell on death, or if you focus on the pain and the problems then you 

will fear. The key to peace for the sheep of God is to focus on the shepherd, to look at Him 

standing near us with His rod and His staff. And sometimes, sometimes the best way to see Him is 

with your eyes closed. So let’s pray. - pray to be able to block out all the doubts and distractions.... 

 

 


