SERMON                                            HIGHLAND                                              5-15-11.     

                                               ‘MY CUP RUNNETH OVER’   

                                                                                                                                Psalm 23
There is the wonderful story of an 8 year old girl who was learning the 23rd Psalm in her Sunday school class. Instead of the right words she said:
 ‘The Lord is my shepherd, that’s all I want.’
Yes she certainly got the words wrong, but I think she caught the real meaning.

Are there not those among us who are so anxious about the gifts of God that we miss God himself?

Next to the Lord’s Prayer, the twenty-third Psalm is probably the best-known passage in the Bible. It is a stream of clear waters but they run deep. One never really drinks of those waters that spring up into everlasting life until one draws a drink from the depths of this well.

Where can the hot, weary traveler find refreshment for his parched throat and renewal for his lagging spirit like that which he finds at this oasis?

Where can one starting out on life’s journey discover the assurance of adequate resources for the way as in the promise of this Psalm?
It begins: ‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.’

To appreciate the meaning of this initial affirmation, we need to understand that Eastern shepherds often housed their flocks in a common fold at night. In the morning, at the voice of a particular shepherd we can see the sheep here and there nose their way through the others toward the gate. As this is happening none of the other sheep belonging to the other flocks makes any movement toward the gate. Each knows its shepherd, and it will follow him and no other.

When someone says, ‘The Lord is my shepherd.’
 They can be confident that they ‘shall not want’. 
My friend as the Bible witnesses in many different contexts, to have God is to have all. And the converse of this is equally true: we can have everything else and, not having God, have nothing.
It is in having him that our deepest needs are satisfied. The God-led person is not more secure materially, for they do not move through life under skies that are always sunny, but they know who they are!

In this conclusive affirmation, ‘I shall not want,’ everything depends on what we mean by ‘I’. If we mean the real self, the enduring self, the words stand. One who has arrived at such a self-understanding and trusts in the Good Shepherd can say meaningfully, ‘I shall not want.’
The rest of the Psalm is actually an amplification of the first verse. The second stanza explains why we do not want when the Lord is our Shepherd, ‘He leads me in the green pastures and beside the still waters.’

I do not believe that I am overdrawing the portrait of the ‘still waters’ by describing them as a symbol of the peace that God gives. His peace is one of the greatest resources of life. Who has not experienced God’s tranquility in following some stream until it becomes a quiet pool under the shade of an overhanging oak or willow? Such a resting place is not only for our bodies; it is for our minds and spirits as well. 

You know I have found that this is helpful even if it only reminds us of our need to seek quiet in this noise-rocked world.
Have we ever contemplated the meaning of the next line: ‘He restores my soul’?

The feeding in the green pasture, the drinking at the quiet pools, and the rest in the shade of some oak are not ends in themselves; they have the purpose of renewing us as persons so that we may resume our pilgrimage. It is not to salve our conscience for another week, nor is it to fulfill our religious duty for one more day; surely we congregate to celebrate the wholeness of life.
‘He leads me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.’

God as the shepherd of our lives, leads us in the way where there is life. He does not lead us down a dead-end street or lose us on a detour; his paths are direct and righteous altogether.

‘He leads me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.’
This is the assurance that God is not going to betray himself. It is in keeping with his name, the Holy One, he is God and there is none other.

We do not make these paths right; they are right because they are so ordained from the very beginning.

My friends this Psalm may have endured the wear and tear of the centuries merely to preserve the fourth stanza: ‘Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.’
‘I will fear no evil.’ Why? ‘For thou art with me!’
The divine companionship is not limited; even in the valley of death we can count on the presence of the living God. Where he is there is love; therefore we need not fear. Life and death both are kept in his hands.
We pass through the valley of the shadow of death. But are there not those who try to avoid it, to detour around it, by denying its reality? We try to camouflage it with pretty flowers. We try not to talk about it. But God’s love and grace are experienced not in denying death’s reality but even in the very presence of it.
He does not leave us there; instead he leads us through. Life goes on. Sometimes, perhaps, it would seem easier if it didn’t.

How can we go on? Because he is with us. 

‘I will not leave you without strength.’
This strengthening, this encouragement, of the eternal God who is the shepherd of our lives is expressed in the final phrase of this amazing fourth stanza:

‘Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.’

They comfort for they are his rod and his staff.

‘Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of my enemies.’
With this verse the scene changes. The Psalmist now uses the metaphor of the host to express the graciousness and the hospitality of the eternal Father. That a table would be spread in the presence of our friends, we might expect; but that one is made ready in the face of our enemies, we experience the ultimate graciousness of our divine host.

‘Thou annointest my head with oil.’

Such an anointing indicates Sonship. This is our heritage. ‘Now we are the sons of God,’ exclaims the NT writer, ‘and it does not yet appear what we shall be.’
This amazing Psalm rises to a climax in the joyous outcry of thanksgiving:
‘My cup runneth over.’
Our host does not hand us a cup that is full, but one that is running over. When the writer of the fourth gospel describes Jesus’ mission in terms of the Good shepherd, he records: ‘I have come that men may have life, and have it in all its fullness.’

This abundant life is symbolized in the cup that is running over.

‘Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever,’ the Psalm concludes.

Here is appears that the images of the shepherd and the host are blended; ‘surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life’ suggests continued shepherding. ‘To dwell in the house of the Lord forever’ promises the everlasting hospitality of the divine host.
Goodness and mercy are not something that we can strive for or earn; they come to us as gifts. David was right when, in another context he assured: ‘for as the heaven is high above the earth; so, great is his mercy toward them that fear him.’
How high is heaven? Without limit! So is God’s love!

To appreciate the grace-full-ness of life is the beginning of a relationship in which we know God as shepherd and as divine host. We need not wait on God’s goodness and mercy, for they are not in some far off place; they are right here.

Is life gracious to you?
Do you find a cup that is not only full but running over?

Do you experience goodness and mercy following you all your days?

Are you determined to make your home in the household of God?

Do we know the shepherd?

AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.                                                                    AMEN.
