Psalm 23 #3

“Green Pastures and Still Waters”

Psalm 23:2

During our Sunday evening messages we are examining the very familiar lines of Psalm 23. Many know the  psalm by heart, but it is that familiarity that can work against us. This evening we move on to verse 2: “He makes me lie down in green pastures, He leads me beside quiet waters.” Tonight I want to consider the abundant resources for the sheep, the appropriate responses of the sheep, and the apparent reality for the saints.

The Abundant Resources for the Sheep

The resources mentioned here are “green pastures” and “still waters.” On the surface we see in these the necessities of food and water. Yet notice that both of these nouns are qualified by adjectives: green pastures and still waters. This shows that the resources are abundant. In terms of giving, God doesn’t give the bare minimum.

Consider Ezekiel 34:14-15,

I will tend them in a good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel will be their grazing land. There they will lie down in good grazing land, and there they will feed in a rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. I myself will tend my sheep and have them lie down, declares the Sovereign Lord.

Notice the descriptions: “good” pasture; “good” grazing land; “rich” pasture. The “green pastures” of Psalm 23 are the rich and verdant pastures, where the sheep need not move from place to place to be satisfied. These were a seasonal phenomenon. The fields, even parts of the desert, would green during the winter and spring. But in summer and fall the sheep would be led to many places in search of food. God’s care is not seasonal but constant and abundant.
 In John 10:10, Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” “Green pastures” signifies plenty. God is generous in his giving. His love bears the characteristic of unrestrained lavishness.

Then we come to the phrase, “still waters.” What is the significance of “still”? Sheep are frightened by turbulent water.
 Literally, this refers to waters that have been stilled. Perhaps the flock has come upon a stream or river with a current. The shepherd steps in. With his rod and staff he loosens a few large stones and dams up a place, causing the rushing waters to slow their current. The now quiet waters immediately attract the sheep. In the midst of a rushing stream, the shepherd has provided refreshment for the flock with water he has stilled.

This is important, because when sheep are thirsty, they become restless and set out in search of water. If not led to the good water supplies of clean, pure water, they will often end up drinking from the polluted pot holes where they pick up internal parasites or other diseases. (Remember, sheep aren’t all that bright!) Phillip Keller recalls,

They remind me very much of a bunch of sheep I watched one day that were being led down to a magnificent mountain stream. The snow-fed waters were flowing pure and clear and crystal clean between lovely banks of trees. But on the way several stubborn ewes and their lambs stopped, instead, to drink from small, dirty, muddy pools beside the trail.

This is why the shepherd “leads” beside the still waters. Sheep won’t find or make still waters on their own.

Furthermore, the “still waters” are the wells and springs where the sheep can drink without being rushed.
 The Lord says in Isaiah 32:18, “My people will live in peaceful dwelling places, in secure homes, in undisturbed places of rest.” “Quiet waters” signify peace. This verse expresses what experienced shepherds know. Sheep need rest. Just as much as they need water, they require unrushed moments to maintain health and well-being. How refreshing it is to know that God makes our good His priority.

The Appropriate Responses of the Sheep

We now turn to the appropriate responses of the sheep. In the first phrase, the sheep “lie down” in green pastures. The image of sheep lying down evokes the idea of rest. It is not healthy for sheep to be constantly moving; they need to lie down and chew their cud (much like a cow).

According to Keller, the strange thing about sheep is that because of their very makeup it is almost impossible for them to lie down unless four requirements are met. Owing to their timidity they refuse to lie down unless they are free of all fear. Because of the social behavior within a flock, sheep will not lie down unless they are free from friction with others of their kind. If tormented by flies or parasites, sheep will not lie down. Only when free of these pests can they relax. Lastly, sheep will not lie down as long as they feel in need of finding food. They must be free from hunger. To be at rest there must be a definite sense of freedom from fear, tension, aggravations, and hunger.

Jesus says in Matthew 6:25, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear.” Why not worry about these things? He goes on to say that our Heavenly Father will provide. But what if I want more? Paul put it this way, “I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances” (Philippians 4:11). “Godliness with contentment is great gain” (1 Timothy 6:6). But what if another sheep has more than me? When my eyes are on my Master, they are not on those around me. This is the place of peace.
 

I find it interesting that Psalm 23:2 says, “He makes me lie down…” Sheep are frequently alarmed and actually run over each other, racing away from something that startles them. The shepherd corrects the problem by catching a sheep and gently, yet firmly, forcing it to lie down and feed quietly on the grass beneath its feet. In our hectic, hurried, harassed age we must occasionally be made to lie down by our Shepherd-Savior. When He steps into our helter-skelter world, He often forces us to rest.
 The first appropriate response of the sheep is to accept what God provides without worrying about having enough or what someone else has. Jesus invites us in Matthew 11:28, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”
The second part of the verse reveals another action of the shepherd: “He leads me beside the still waters.” The word translated “lead” in verse 2 means “to lead gently.” You cannot drive sheep. The sheep hear the shepherd’s voice and follow him, just as we listen to Christ in His Word and obey Him. If a sheep goes astray, the shepherd leaves the flock in charge of his helpers and goes to find the lost animal.

That being said, the appropriate response of the sheep is to follow the shepherd. Unfortunately, that goes against the nature of sheep. As Isaiah 53:6 says, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way.” Our sin nature is prone to follow anyone other than our Good Shepherd, or, even more likely, to try to make our own way.

When Jesus called His disciples, He said, “Follow me.” In Mark 8:34 He said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” In John 12:26 He said, “Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be.” Earlier, in John 10:3-5, Jesus said about the true shepherd, 

He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.

Then, in verse 22, He concluded, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.”
If we are not following Jesus, what does that say about us? It says we are not His sheep. If we are not resting in Jesus, what does that say about us? Either we don’t trust Him to take care of us, or we think we have a better idea. 

The abundant resources for the sheep are illustrated in the phrases “green pastures” and “still waters.” God provides us with plenty and He provides us with peace. We have everything we need in Him.

The appropriate responses of the sheep are to lie down and rest in His provisions, and to follow Him where He is leading. As the old hymn puts it, 

I can hear my Savior calling, I can hear my Savior calling,

I can hear my Savior calling, “Take they cross and follow, follow Me.”

Where He leads me I will follow, where He leads me I will follow,

Where He leads me I will follow, I’ll go with Him, with Him, all the way.

The Apparent Reality for the Saints

I conclude with the apparent reality for the saints. How does this apply to us today?

It is interesting that the psalm begins as it does. We might expect it to begin with motion, with some kind of activity either by the shepherd or the sheep. But strikingly, it begins with rest. It is a reminder that the Christian life also begins with resting in God or Christ. Along the way there will in time be many things for us to do. But we begin by resting in him who has done everything for us. Are you resting in Christ? Have you found Jesus to be the perfect provider of all your many needs? Jesus said in John 6:35, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.” Then in John 7:37-38 He said, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as  the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” Before He was crucified He told His disciples in John 14:27, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.”

When it comes to sheep, a flock that is restless, discontented, always agitated and disturbed never does well. And the same is true of people. In the Christian’s life there is no substitute for the keen awareness that our Shepherd is nearby. There is nothing like Christ’s presence to dispel the fear, the panic, the terror of the unknown. “For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline” (2 Timothy 1:7). In another psalm, David wrote, “I will lie down and sleep in peace, for you alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety” (Psalm 4:8).
I shall not lack provision—why? “He makes me He down in green pastures.” 
I shall not lack peace—why? “He leads me beside quiet waters.”

Christ, our Good Shepherd, made it clear that thirsty souls of men and women can only be fully satisfied when their capacity and thirst for spiritual life is fully quenched by drawing on Himself.

If I may, I’d like to close with the words to another, less known hymn that says it very well.

Once it was the blessing, now it is the Lord;

Once it was the feeling, now it is His Word;

Once His gifts I wanted, now the Giver own;

Once I sought for healing, now Himself alone.

All in all forever, Jesus will I sing

Everything in Jesus, and Jesus everything.
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