Psalm 23 #2

“I Shall Not Want”

Psalm 23:1

Back in the summer of ‘65, a British band called the Rolling Stones released a single, “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction,” that went to #1 on the charts in the United States for four weeks and later became their first of many singles certified gold. While the iconic guitar opening is thought by some to be the greatest riff of all time, I would suggest that the popularity of the song was due more to a connection between the audience and the lyrics. For all their searching, they were not finding satisfaction. To quote another (less popular) song, they had "more than you need but less than you want."

Almost six decades later, that song is still popular…and I would argue for the same reason. All of our technological advances have not satisfied our basic human needs. We have more that can do faster and better, but deep down inside we are still empty. I believe this is the number one cause of substance abuse and addition—folks are trying to drown their emptiness by numbing themselves from the pain. And it’s not working.

Instead, let’s turn to a song that is even older than the Rolling Stones…though it may not be older than Keith Richards! Some three thousand years ago a song was written that is still immensely popular today. Well, at least the words are popular; the original tune was never passed along. I am speaking of Psalm 23, a song written by David, and known by literally millions of people to this day.

The first verse of Psalm 23 stands as the opposite to the Rolling Stones’ hit song: “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want.” Such simple words, yet such profound truth! Last week we considered the first half of the verse; tonight we will look at the second.

Notice how the psalm is written: “my shepherd…I shall not want…He makes me lie down…he leads me.” This is a “He and me” psalm,
 written from the viewpoint of the sheep. On the surface, it is the perspective of a four-footed animal. But spiritually, it is the testimony of each of God’s children, who are pictured throughout Scripture as sheep under the care of their Shepherd.

The Positive Affirmation

Let’s begin by acknowledging the positive affirmation at the end of verse one: “I shall not want.” What a proud, positive, bold statement to make!
 
Notice that David does not say, “I have not wanted,” from the perspective of the past, but rather, “I shall not want.” This looks into the future and gives assurance to the child of God.
 Of course, the future hope is based on past performance, as God had continually provided for David in every way, whether in provision of need or protection from harm.

Now when we read, “I shall not want,” some people think that means God gives us everything we desire. “Want” is a favorite word with children, whose demands often seem incessant. In the kjv, however, “want” is always used in the older sense of “lack,” and not in the sense of “desire.” The verb “want” did not begin to be used in the sense of “desire” until almost one hundred years after the publication of the kjv.
 So the idea is not that God gives us everything we want; rather, He cares for us by giving us everything we need.
 As Warren Wiersbe put it, “God has promised to supply our needs—not our greeds!”

While I’m on this subject, turn to another verse in the Psalms that is similarly misunderstood. Psalm 37:4 states, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.” That sounds like a blank check, right? Anything I want God will give to me! That’s not what it says. First, there is a condition: you must delight yourself in the Lord in order for the fulfillment of the remainder of the verse. Second, there is a clarification: rather than reading this as, “He will give me what I want,” we should read this as, “He will plant His desires in my heart, so that what I want will be what He thinks is best for me.” Nowhere does the Bible encourage the idea that God is a genie in a bottle that says, “Your wish is my command.” Such teaching is false teaching!

Returning to Psalm 23:1, this verse tells us that will we not lack anything we need and goes on to say that we will not want or crave or desire anything more than what the Lord provides.
 In other words, we can experience contentment.

The New Testament speaks about contentment in the life of the Christian. Paul wrote in Philippians 4:11-12,

I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.

He later wrote in 1 Timothy 6:6-8,

But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. 

Hebrews 13:5 adds, “Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have.” You see, contentment does not depend on the amount of what you have but on your attitude about what you have. Paul demonstrated that in the verse in Philippians: “I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty.” This flies in the face of the prosperity gospel that proclaims, “God’s children will never lack anything.” Well, apparently Paul did! And he wasn't the only character in the Bible to experience this.

David himself was a man who had known intense deprivation: deep personal poverty, acute hardship, and anguish of spirit. Therefore, it is absurd to assert on the basis of this statement that the child of God will never experience lack or need. Hebrews 11:35-38 states,

Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection. Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison. They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated—the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground. 

And before someone says, “Well, they must not have had enough faith!” read verse 39: “These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised.”
One of the fallacies that is common among Christians today is the assertion that if a man or woman is prospering materially, it is a significant mark of the blessing of God upon his or her life; and if they are suffering or in need, it is a sign of God’s displeasure with them. This simply is not so. Jesus told His disciples in John 16:33, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Yet we read in Revelation 3:17, “You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.”
Based on the teachings of the Bible, we can only conclude that David was not referring to material or physical poverty when he made the statement, “I shall not be in want.” For this very reason the Christian has to take a long, hard look at life. He has to recognize that as with many of God’s choice people before him, he may be called on to experience lack of wealth or material benefits. He has to see his sojourn upon the planet as a brief interlude during which there may well be some privation in a physical sense. Yet amid such hardship he can still boast, “I shall not want . . . I shall not lack the expert care and management of my Master.”

In this psalm, David explains that if we follow the Lord and trust Him, He will meet our every need, no matter what the circumstances may be.

Contentment should be the hallmark of the person who has put his or her affairs in the hands of God. This especially applies in our affluent age. But the outstanding paradox is the intense fever of discontent among people who are ever searching for satisfaction. Despite unparalleled wealth in material assets, we are outstandingly insecure and unsure of ourselves and well-nigh bankrupt in spiritual values. Always folks are searching for satisfaction beyond themselves. They are restless, unsettled, covetous, greedy for more—wanting this and that, yet never really satisfied in spirit. By contrast the simple Christian, the humble person, the Shepherd’s sheep, can stand up proudly and boast, “The Lord is my shepherd—I shall not be in want.”

The Preceding Assurance

The positive affirmation at the end of verse 1 is based on the preceding assurance that says, “The Lord is my Shepherd.” The satisfaction of the believer rests upon the Shepherd. And the believer’s deduction rests upon his declaration.
 Once I can say from personal experience “the Lord is my shepherd,” I can add with assurance the consequence: “I shall lack nothing." The Good Shepherd cares for his sheep and so provides for all my needs.

This statement goes with the first half. Left to themselves, sheep lack everything. As we have seen, they are the most helpless animals. But if we belong to the one who is self-sufficient, inexhaustible, and utterly unchanged by time, we will lack nothing. He is sufficient for all things and will provide for us.

Because the Lord is my Shepherd, I will not lack anything. He satisfies my needs. That is the place to which God wants to bring us. He wants us to be independently dependent upon Him, to need Him alone. There are really only two options in life. If the Lord is my Shepherd, then I shall not want; but if I am in want, then it is obvious that the Lord is not my Shepherd. It is that simple. If there is emptiness and loneliness and despair and frustration in our lives, then the Lord is not our Shepherd. 

Or, if anyone or anything else is shepherding us, we are never satisfied. If our vocation shepherds us, then there is restlessness and feverish activity and frustration. If education is our shepherd, then we are constantly being disillusioned. If another person is our shepherd, we are always disappointed and ultimately we are left empty. If alcohol or drugs is our shepherd, then we are “wasted.” But if the Lord is our Shepherd, David says we shall not want.
 Before we can make the positive affirmation—“I shall not want"—we must have the preceding assurance—“The Lord is my shepherd.”  

The Practical Applications

Finally, what are the practical applications of this verse? We need look no further than the rest of the psalm. The first verse states the theme of the entire psalm: “The Lord is my shepherd”—therefore, “I have all that I need.” For example, “He lets me rest,” so I have rest. “He renews my strength,” so I have strength. He is “close beside me,” so I have His presence. He “prepares a feast for me,” so I have my daily bread. His “goodness and mercy will pursue me,” so I have His constant care. When God is our Shepherd, we have all we need.
 God is the giver of all good things—emotionally, physically, spiritually, mentally, and relationally. The apostle Peter wrote in 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything required for life and godliness.”

On the other hand, if we insist that we are our own shepherd, that we captain our own ship, then we are in trouble. If we rely on ourselves for our strength, our rest, our provisions, our purpose, and our protection, we will be sorely lacking. As Max Lucado puts it, “You might end up with a Twenty-third Psalm like this:

I am my own shepherd. I am always in need. 

I stumble from mall to mall and shrink to shrink, seeking relief but never finding it.

I creep through the valley of the shadow of death and fall apart. 

I fear everything from pesticides to power lines, and I’m starting to act like my mother. 

I go down to the weekly staff meeting and am surrounded by enemies. I go home, and even my goldfish scowls at me. 

I anoint my headache with extra-strength Tylenol.

My Jack Daniel’s runneth over. 

Surely misery and misfortune will follow me, and I will live in self-doubt for the rest of my lonely life. 

He concludes, “Why is it that the ones who most need a shepherd resist him so?”
 I suppose the answer to that is: we’re sheep! And sheep aren’t too bright!

In spite of having such a master and owner, the fact remains that some Christians are still not content with the Lord’s control. They are dissatisfied, always feeling that somehow the grass beyond the fence must be a little greener. These are “carnal Christians” who want the best of both worlds. Phillip Keller shares this experience:

I once owned a ewe whose conduct exactly typified this sort of person. She was one of the most attractive sheep that ever belonged to me. Her body was beautifully proportioned. She had a strong constitution and an excellent coat of wool. Her head was clean, alert, well-set with bright eyes. She bore sturdy lambs that matured rapidly.

But in spite of all these attractive attributes she had one pronounced fault. She was restless, discontent, and a fence crawler. So much so that I came to call her “Mrs. Gad-about.” This one ewe produced more problems for me than almost all the rest of the flock combined.

No matter what field or pasture the sheep were in, she would search all along the fences or shoreline (we lived by the sea) looking for a loophole she could crawl through and start to feed on the other side.

It was not that she lacked pasturage. My fields were my joy and delight. No sheep in the district had better grazing.

With “Mrs. Gad-About” it was an ingrained habit. She was simply never contented with things as they were. Often when she had forced her way through some such spot in a fence or found a way around the end of the wire at low tide on the beaches, she would end up feeding on bare, brown, burned-up pasturage of a most inferior sort.

But she never learned her lesson, and she continued to fence crawl time after time.

Now it would have been bad enough if she was the only one who did this. It was a sufficient problem to find her and bring her back. But the further point was that she taught her lambs the same tricks. They simply followed her example and soon were as skilled at escaping as their mother.

Even worse, however, was the example she set for the other sheep. In short time she began to lead others through the same holes and over the same dangerous paths down by the sea.

After putting up with her perverseness for a summer, I finally came to the conclusion that to save the rest of the flock from becoming unsettled, she would have to go. I could not allow one obstinate, discontented ewe to ruin the whole ranch operation.

It was a difficult decision to make, for I loved her in the same way I loved the rest. Her strength and beauty and alertness were a delight to the eye.

But one morning I took the killing knife in hand and butchered her. Her career of fence crawling was cut short. It was the only solution to the dilemma.

She was a sheep, who, in spite of all that I had done to give her the very best care, still wanted something else.

She was not like the one who said, “The Lord is my shepherd—I shall not be in want.”

It is a solemn warning to the carnal Christian, the backslider, the half-Christian, the one who wants the best of both worlds.

Sometimes in short order they can be cut down.

That should make us all stop and think!

On the other side of that comes a journal entry from Hannah Whitall Smith from August 6, 1861, as the nation deteriorated into civil war. She wrote,

It does not distress me in the least for I know that the “Lord is my Shepherd” and therefore “I shall not want,” and I am perfectly content to leave all my future in His care. I feel indeed that it is my greatest privilege that I may thus leave it with Him, for who or what am I that He should care for my welfare? A poor sinner saved by grace, this is what I am and what I love to be! And after all I well know it is not what I am, but what Christ is that is of any importance. For the safety and well being of the flock depends not upon what they are, but altogether upon what the Shepherd is. And the Lord is my shepherd! well may I say therefore that “I shall not want!”

When one statement is true, the second naturally follows. If the Lord is my shepherd, then I shall not want. The question remains: Is the Lord my shepherd?
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