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Even in the Valley 

Psalm 23:4 

John Breon 

 

 On our journey through the Twenty-third Psalm, we’ve seen how, like 

a shepherd, the Lord provides for us and guides us. The shepherd also 

protects the sheep. The Lord is with us and protects us even in the darkest 

valley. 

 The shepherd took the sheep from pasture to pasture and moved the 

flock in search of water. In the summer, the green grass was at higher 

elevation, so they would go up to plateaus to graze. But to get from one 

place to another, to get to the higher ground the shepherd had to take the 

flock through some valleys.  

 In Israel winter is the rainy season. Often the winter rains create 

streams that run through the valleys and cut long, deep crevices in the 

bottom of the valley. The air in the bottom of those gullies is heavy with the 

heat of the day and the deeper ones are covered with the shadows of the 

canyon walls. When the shepherd and the sheep are there, the pleasant 

scenes of green pastures and still waters seem a long way off. There’s no 

grass or water, the heat can be oppressive, and the whole flock has to 

struggle up the steep sides of the canyon on their journey to the next 

feeding place. 

 In a commentary on the psalms, Gerald Wilson tells about hiking from 

Jerusalem to Jericho. The path took him through several of those valleys 

and he had to trudge through stifling heat. “I had enough trouble dragging 

myself up and down those rocky hills. I cannot imagine the difficulty of 

herding a whole flock of sheep through the ‘valley of the shadow of death’” 

(The NIV Application Commentary: Psalms Vol 1). 

 “The valley of the shadow of death” translates a Hebrew phrase that 

means something like “the shadowiest of all shadows.” Sometimes we hear 

it as “the darkest valley.” It’s describing hardship, danger, a place you have 

to struggle through to continue the journey, to get to the places of security 

and provision. 
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 But this psalm is not just about shepherds and sheep; it’s about God 

and people. It’s about the journey we make with God to the house of the 

Lord. We know people aren’t sheep, but this is one picture of our life with 

God.  

 So when do you feel like you’re in a dark valley? When are you alone, 

in the dark, struggling along the path, wondering if you’ll make it through?  

 Maybe it’s an inner struggle with feelings of being worthless or fear 

or uncontrolled anger. Maybe a relationship is strained or broken. Maybe 

it’s a physical illness or depression or addiction.  

 Maybe it’s just trying to cope with change. Even good change is 

stressful. And there’s change we don’t choose, but we have to deal with it. 

The world around us, technology, society, the church may be changing 

faster than we feel like we can keep up. 

 The valley of the shadow of death affects us all. If you haven’t lost 

someone close to you, you will. And we think about our own mortality, the 

fact that someday we will die. How do we handle that?  

 We’ve seen that the Lord leads us on the right paths, the paths of 

righteousness. Now we see that the paths of righteousness can take us 

through the darkest valley. There are real threats here: darkness, death, evil. 

But when we know the Lord as our shepherd, we don’t have to fear because 

God is with us, still protecting and guiding. “I will fear no evil,” the psalm 

says. Whatever else evil can do to us, it can’t make us fear unless we let it. 

 We may wonder why there are dark valleys. Why is there evil? Why is 

there death? The psalm doesn’t address the why question, so I’m not going 

to spend a lot of time on this. But the Bible does give some hints, so I’ll 

mention what seems to be the best answer to why there’s evil in the good 

world that God created. 

 When God made creatures who can think and decide and relate, God 

wanted real relationship with them. So God gave them the power to choose 

and choices to make. They could relate to God the way he intended or they 

could rebel and make bad choices.  

 Human beings don’t seem to be the only creatures that God gave 

that kind of choice to. There are spiritual beings called angels that also 

seemed to be able to choose God’s way or not. One of them rebelled 
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against God and led many others in rebellion. The rebellious angel is called 

the devil or the enemy, the adversary. Now, we modern, enlightened 

people don’t talk much about devils, but Jesus took their existence 

seriously, so maybe we should too. We don’t want to have an unhealthy 

fascination with them, but we can recognize that there is an enemy of God’s 

purposes who tries to undo the will of God. This enemy is the source of 

much evil and suffering in the world. 

 But we also know that enemy is defeated. Jesus faced it down during 

his ministry and he dealt the death blow to it in his death and resurrection. 

1 Peter gives a good summary of dealing with this enemy: 

 

Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may 

lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares 

for you. 

     Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls around 

like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him, 

standing firm in the faith, because you know that the family of 

believers throughout the world is undergoing the same kind of 

sufferings. 

     And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in 

Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you 

and make you strong, firm and steadfast. To him be the power for 

ever and ever. Amen. (1 Peter 5:6-11) 

 

 We recognize that external enemy who brings much of the evil and 

suffering we struggle with. But we also have to recognize that our own 

choices have a lot to do with the struggles we face. The evil we face and 

sometimes fear is not just outside us, but it’s in us. The Russian writer 

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was exiled and sentenced to a work camp. He came 

to faith in Christ. He had this insight about the evil within: the line dividing 

good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being (Aleksandr 

Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago 1918–1956 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/10420.Aleksandr_Solzhenitsyn).  

 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/10420.Aleksandr_Solzhenitsyn
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 Still, we can say with confidence, “I will fear no evil, for you are with 

me.” This is the heart of Psalm 23. “You, LORD, are with me.” 

 Here, we’re not just talking about God, but we’re talking to God. We 

can pray, we can talk to the Lord who is always with us. We can talk to God 

about the darkness and the fears we face. We can reaffirm our trust in the 

Lord’s presence, protection, and provision. And God welcomes us, helps us, 

brings us in with the rest of the flock. We find God providing for us even in 

the midst of danger, among enemies. 

 I heard a story about a man who was a medic during the Viet Nam 

war. The company he was part of was on a long march. They had gone a 

long way and he was nearly exhausted. His feet hurt, he ached all over. They 

came down a hill into a valley with a stream running through it. As he 

walked through the stream, the cool water soothed his feet. He decided to 

sit in the stream and rest and let the water wash over his aches. It seemed 

good for a time. But then the sun began to go down. It was getting dark 

and a chill came over him. The beautiful scenery around him began to look 

threatening—the enemy could be hiding there. He started to get scared. 

That’s a picture of the dark valley, the valley of the shadow. Finally, he 

dragged himself out of the water and up the hill where the rest of the 

company was making camp. As he reached his buddies, they greeted him: 

“Hey, doc, good to see you. Hey, doc, I knew you’d make it. Come over 

here. Have some food.” He was in the company of people who cared about 

him (I heard this on a Mike Warnke tape many years ago). 

 The difference between that story and the psalm is that in the dark 

valley we know God’s presence. God acts as our shepherd even there. 

 God wants to be with us. God wants us to be with him. That’s the 

point of creation. God wants people who can know him and be loved by 

him and love him in return. After humanity turned from God and got 

trapped in our bad choices and sin, God kept coming to us and speaking to 

us to show us the way out, to help us come back to him. Finally, God came 

in person, in Jesus the Messiah. He not only teaches the way, he is the way. 

Jesus is “God with us.” Through his death and resurrection and the giving of 

the Holy Spirit, he makes it possible for us to come back to God, to have life 

with God, to know that God is always with us. 
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 Whatever valley you’re in, you can know that God is with you there. 

You can say, “I fear no evil, because you are with me.” 

 I don’t know how authentic this is, but I’ve read and heard a legend 

about the rite of passage of a Cherokee youth. The boy’s father takes him 

into the forest, blindfolds him and leaves him alone. He’s required to sit on 

a stump the whole night and not remove the blindfold until the rays of the 

morning sun shine through it. He can’t cry out for help to anyone. Once he 

survives that night, he’s a man. 

 Naturally, the boy is terrified. He can hear all kinds of noises. Wild 

beasts must surely be all around him. Maybe even some human might 

harm him. The wind blows the grass and trees, but he sits still, never 

removing the blindfold. This is the way he will become a man. Finally, after 

a horrific night, the sun appears and he removes his blindfold. Then he 

discovers his father sitting on the stump next to him. His father had been 

with him all night, protecting his son from harm. 

(https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/nrcs141p2_015565.

pdf)  

 The Lord is with us and is still our shepherd even in the valley. David 

says that the Lord’s rod and staff comfort him. The shepherd’s rod was a 

club to fight off predators. It was about two and a half feet long and had a 

knob at one end. It was heavy enough to use as a weapon. Shepherds train 

to use it. The shepherd might carry it by a leather strap tied to one end. He 

could use it as a club or he could swing it and throw it to drive off wild 

animals or thieves.  

 When young David volunteered to fight the giant Goliath, King Saul 

doubted that this kid could handle the challenge. David said, 

 

Your servant has been keeping his father’s sheep. When a lion or a 

bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, 

struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth. When it turned on 

me, I seized it by its hair, struck it and killed it. Your servant has killed 

both the lion and the bear; this uncircumcised Philistine will be like 

one of them, because he has defied the armies of the living God. The 

LORD who rescued me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/nrcs141p2_015565.pdf
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/nrcs141p2_015565.pdf
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bear will rescue me from the hand of this Philistine. (1 Samuel 17:34-

37) 

 

David believed that as he had fought off enemies and predators of his flock, 

the Lord would do the same for him. The Lord knows how to protect and 

care for his people. 

 The shepherd’s rod could also represent the king’s scepter. So it 

reminds us that that our Lord rules. The shepherd’s staff was to guide and 

direct the sheep. The staff was longer and thinner than the rod. The staff 

was probably five or six feet long and had a crook at one end. It’s what 

we’re used to seeing in pictures of shepherds or in Christmas programs. 

The shepherd gently taps the sheep to direct them. The crook could also be 

used to pull sheep up from places they couldn’t get out of themselves. In 

the dark valleys, and even through the darkest valley of death, our Lord is 

with us, guiding and protecting us. 

 Jesus, our Good Shepherd, went through the valley of the shadow of 

death for us. He came out the other side, risen, alive and glorified. He 

comes to be with us in our valleys and he can take us all the way through to 

the other side, to resurrection, to new life in God’s new heaven and earth. 

 John Ortberg is a pastor and author in Menlo Park, California. He says, 

“If you ask people who don’t believe in God why they don’t, the number 

one reason will be suffering. If you ask people who believe in God when 

they grew most spiritually, the number one answer will be suffering” (Soul 

Keeping 179). 

 Ortberg tells about his father-in-law, Al, who had been a non-believer 

since he was a boy and was hurt by the church. But later in life he got 

pancreatic cancer. Despite the pain and the struggle, he opened his heart to 

God. The darkest year of Al’s life somehow became the year of light. 

 Ortberg goes on to tell about his mentor, Dallas Willard. Dallas 

Willard was a preacher, a philosophy professor, and a writer whose work 

gives a lot of practical insight and guidance about life with God. In 2012, 

Dallas was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. 
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 Earlier, when Ortberg had been going through a terrible time of 

struggle in his life, Dallas had told him, “This will be a test of your joyful 

confidence in God.” John says about that: 

 

If there is a God who is worthy to be the Father of Jesus, I can trust 

giving this situation as well as my own feelings joyfully into his hands. 

If there is not, I have infinitely bigger problems than a merely human 

circumstance. Either way it is true: this will be a test of my joyful 

confidence in God. (185) 

 

 As Dallas approached the end of his life and endured various medical 

procedures, he would say, “Whatever happens will be wonderful.” And one 

time he said, “I think that, when I die, it may take some time before I know 

it.” What he meant was that his life with God would go on and it might take 

a while to notice the transition between different phases of that life (188). 

 In May of 2013, John Ortberg got the call that Dallas Willard had died. 

Another friend, who was with Dallas at the end, said that his final words, in 

the midst of what was surely significant suffering, were, “Thank you. Thank 

you” (193). 

 Don’t you want to know the Good Shepherd so well that, whatever 

darkness you experience, you can know he is with you? That even in the 

dark valley of death your life can be so wrapped up in him and you can 

have such joyful confidence in him that you can just thank him for all he’s 

done and all he is? 

 The idea for this series on Psalm 23, and several ideas about it, come 

from a book by Dallas Willard: Life Without Lack. He closes a chapter with a 

prayer that I want to share with you. As I read this, let’s pray it for ourselves. 

And let’s look for ways the Good Shepherd lets us know that he is with us, 

even in the darkest valleys.  

 

Lord, minister to me by your Spirit. Come into my heart and mind, 

and release me from all inward tension and anxiety. Hold before my 

mind the truth that I have nothing to fear from Satan for you have 

defeated him; all I must do is fill my life and my mind with you. 
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Remind me often, especially in the midst of difficulty, that you, who 

are with me, are greater than he who is in the world. Help me to carry 

this truth with me as I contemplate the awesome reality of the 

spiritual battle taking place, a battle that, perhaps in our time, is 

moving perceptibly closer to its climax. Give me the vision of who you 

are: our Father who art in heaven, the Shepherd in whose presence 

there is no lack, so I may have the confidence and power to love and 

to live as Jesus lived. In his name, amen. (93) 


