Valley of shadow of death.
 As we begin today, there is something that I have discovered in the 23rd Psalm that helps us understand more of what David is trying to tell us.
Hang in there with me for a couple of minutes as we look at Hebrew poetry.
There are three common patterns of Hebrew poetry.  Unlike English, it is not usually based upon rhyme, but rather on alliteration and repetition.
Alliteration is where the first sounds of a word are repeated at least once in a sentence.  One classic, and admittedly extreme, example of this is the phrase, “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers.”
Unfortunately alliteration is totally lost in translation from the Hebrew, as the original words would not always have the same sounds when translated into another language.
The second pattern in Hebrew poetry is the repetition of certain words or phrases over and over.
Psalms 107, 118, and particularly 136 are examples of this type of pattern.  These Psalms were probably meant to be read responsively in a temple service.  
The third poetic pattern is parallelism.  This is found in Chronicles, the Psalms, Job, Isaiah, and to a lesser extent in other parts of Scripture. We have discussed this before, but in brief, a statement is made, then repeated in slightly different language to enhance the understanding.
 A fourth literary device that is seen throughout the Bible is the Chiastic structure.  It is based on a progression of similar thoughts. The word chiastic comes from the Greek letter chi which looks like our X.  
 By the way, just for free, that is where the word X-mas comes from, because the X was the first letter in the name Christ in the Greek.  X for the Christians became a shortcut for the name Christ, which Christians used in identifying themselves to each other without alerting the pagans.  
The sign of the fish was a similar sign for the Christian, because the Greek word for fish was icthus, which for the Christian was the shorthand for Yeasu Christu, ‘Uios, Theos, Soter.  Jesus Christ, God, Son, Savior.  
Christians would draw the sign of the fish in the dirt, and then erase it quickly to identify themselves to other Christians without being detected by their enemies. 
Anyway, we were talking about Chiastic structure.  
When we look at the 23rd Psalm, we can diagram it this way.
  
A  23:1  The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.
 
B  v2  He makes me to lie down in green pastures; 
He leads me beside the still waters.
C  v3  He restores my soul; 
D.   He leads me in the paths of Righteousness For His name's sake.
 
D1  4  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; 
C+   For You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.
B+  v5  You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies;    
You anoint my head with oil; My cup runs over.
 
A+ v6  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me All the days of my life; And I will dwell in the house of the LORD Forever.
 

I hope that I have made that somewhat clear, because it is important to our study today.  Because I do not think that we can get to the meat of what our passage today is saying without this understanding.
Let’s look at what would be parallel today. 
D.   He leads me in the paths of Righteousness For His name's sake.
 
D1  v4  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; 
What we looked at last time was how God desires to lead us in paths of righteousness, for His name’s sake.  
As we look at the next portion I believe that it may hold some surprises for us.
We very often as a passage that is one that is to comfort those who have lost loved ones to the enemy of death.  But let’s take another look at the words, because the words mean something.
Though I walk….
What does it mean to walk?  You pick one foot up and place it in front of the other, and just keep on moving.  It does not say, “Though I stay in the valley of the shadow of death.”  “Though I lie in the valley of the shadow of death.”  No.  It says that we walk.  And we don’t walk to, we walk through.  We enter the shadow, and we leave it.  
Now there are various shadows that menace the Christian.  First, obviously is the external menace of an enemy that wants to see us spiritually dead.   And if not spiritually dead, then physically dead.  This is a shadow that haunts every human being day in and day out.  The saying that death is only a heartbeat away is not just a catchy phrase.  It is the reality of life.  
Then there is the shadow of the human nature that lurks within.  If Satan really wanted to, he could probably retire now, because evil has become so ingrained into humanity that it would probably carry on just fine.  The dark shadow is not only without, it is within.
And yet the only way to avoid both of the above is to die, and then be resurrected into a new life.  When that happens, we may see the shadow of death, but death can not really affect us any longer, for we have experienced a new birth, and a new life, which is described later in the psalm.
 1 John 3: 13  Do not marvel, my brethren, if the world hates you. (shadow of death)
14  We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love his brother abides in death.
This is where the passage that we looked at last time comes in.  It is the death to our righteousness and the resurrection to his righteousness that takes us through the valley of the shadow of death.  When we are walking in the path of righteousness, we are walking in the shadow of our death to self.  
In other words, the “paths of righteousness” are “the valley of the shadow of death.”  
 
Proverbs 16:25  There is a way that seems right to a man, But its end is the way of death. (a true path of death, not shadow of death).
 
Prov 11: 19  As righteousness leads to life, So he who pursues evil pursues it to his own death.
 
Proverbs 10: 2  Treasures of wickedness profit nothing, But righteousness delivers from death.
 
It is the righteousness of Christ that leads to life.  The enemy would have us believe that following the Good Shepherd is a life of continual bother and woe.  He would have us believe that the only way to be a follower of God is to be sad and morose.  He would make each one of us dread the paths of righteousness rather than rejoice to walk in them.  He would make life look like death and death look like life.  
 
That is because mankind is not righteous. He cannot be of his own.  The book of Romans tells us that we are deceitfully wicked.  That none of us does what is good.  That none of us is righteous.  Our righteousness is only in a right relationship with God.  Our righteousness can only be in walking in God’s path of righteousness.  Paul describes the situation to us.  
 
Romans 6:8  Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him,
9  knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, dies no more. Death no longer has dominion over Him.
10  For the death that He died, He died to sin once for all; but the life that He lives, He lives to God.
11  Likewise you also, reckon yourselves to be dead indeed to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Living in the shadow of His death, we find our life.  
 
Our passage goes on.  “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.”
As we continue to look at the structure of the psalm, “for his names sake” would parallel “fear no evil.”
 
You may have not noticed, but there is a lot of evil in the world today.  Some one has noted that “evil” is the word “live” spelled backwards.  Unfortunately, for most of the inhabitants of the earth, their lives to reflect that situation.  Evil is the standard of the world.  No matter what the economic, political, or social norm that a person lives within, that particular system, being human in construction, will not reflect the perfect will of God.  Thus every system will be evil to some degree or the other.
Why would we fear no evil? If we are living a life of death to ourselves, nothing can hurt us. If we are continually living for ‘His name’s sake,” what do we have to fear?  Nothing can touch us that has not already touched our master.  
The Christian is called to walk in different paths.  What does the Word tell us about those paths?
 
Revelation 2:11  "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes shall not be hurt by the second death."'
 
Hebrews 2:11  For both He who sanctifies and those who are being sanctified are all of one, for which reason He is not ashamed to call them brethren,
12  saying: "I will declare Your name to My brethren; In the midst of the assembly I will sing praise to You."
13  And again: "I will put My trust in Him." And again: "Here am I and the children whom God has given Me."
14  Inasmuch then as the children have partaken of flesh and blood, He Himself likewise shared in the same, that through death He might destroy him who had the power of death, that is, the devil,
15  and release those who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage.
 
2 Timothy 1:8  Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me His prisoner, but share with me in the sufferings for the gospel according to the power of God,
9  who has saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to His own purpose and grace which was given to us in Christ Jesus before time began,
10  but has now been revealed by the appearing of our Savior Jesus Christ, who has abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel,
11  to which I was appointed a preacher, an apostle, and a teacher of the Gentiles.
 
There is one more important component to our understanding of what is being conveyed in this part of our text.  
Expanding our view somewhat, there is another factor in the progression of the text which must parallel the Christian experience.  
 
He leads me beside the still waters.
C  v3  He restores my soul; 
D.   He leads me in the paths of Righteousness For His name's sake.
 
D1  v4  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; 
C+   For You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.
 
Look at this for a moment and tell me if you see something that you never saw before.  
Do you see it?  
If we draw a line between D and D1, we find a change.  That change is that David quits talking about
God and starts talking to God.  
It is in times of difficulty that our strength comes from talking to God, not talking about Him.  Though we are to sing His praises, and declare his goodness always, we need the direct personal communication when the going gets nearly impossible.  Those are the times when we beg him for communication, for understanding.  
And brothers and sisters, if we would spend half the time talking to God with the non-believer that we spend talking over esoteric theology with each other, we and the world would be much more blessed.  
And if we spend half the time talking to God that we spend talking about him, we would be at least two times more blessed.  
 That is why sometimes you may find me hesitant to join in religious discussions.  Many of them produce more smoke than light.  And I must confess, that in some discussions I have become involved in, for me, it has become more about how I can convince you that I am right than how can I learn more about what’s right.
There are things that we will never know for sure until the Master comes, and probably many more that we will be studying on throughout eternity.  Our duty now is to carry the good news of salvation to the world.  That is a simple, joyous, saving message of the Shepherd/Lamb that takes away the sins of the world.  There is a world out there that does not know Jesus as Lord and Savior.
As we close, again let us look at some of the precious promises in the Word of God.
Job 19  
 
 
 
 
Ps 118: 16  The right hand of the LORD is exalted; The right hand of the LORD does valiantly.
17  I shall not die, but live, And declare the works of the LORD.
18  The LORD has chastened me severely, But He has not given me over to death.
19  Open to me the gates of righteousness; I will go through them, And I will praise the LORD.
20  This is the gate of the LORD, Through which the righteous shall enter.
21  I will praise You, For You have answered me, And have become my salvation.
 
Psalm 116: 3  The pains of death surrounded me, And the pangs of Sheol laid hold of me; I found trouble and sorrow.
4  Then I called upon the name of the LORD: "O LORD, I implore You, deliver my soul!"
5  Gracious is the LORD, and righteous; Yes, our God is merciful.
6  The LORD preserves the simple; I was brought low, and He saved me.
7  Return to your rest, O my soul, For the LORD has dealt bountifully with you.
8  For You have delivered my soul from death, My eyes from tears, And my feet from falling.
9  I will walk before the LORD In the land of the living.
 
Isaiah 25: 8  He will swallow up death forever, And the Lord GOD will wipe away tears from all faces; The rebuke of His people He will take away from all the earth; For the LORD has spoken.
9  And it will be said in that day: "Behold, this is our God; We have waited for Him, and He will save us. This is the LORD; We have waited for Him; We will be glad and rejoice in His salvation."
 
Today, I let the Prophet Ezekiel make the final call.  
Ezekiel 18: 32  "For I have no pleasure in the death of one who dies," says the Lord GOD. "Therefore turn and live!"
Brothers and sisters, hear the words of the prophet.  Turn from your own paths of self righteousness, and enter the path of Christ’s righteousness.  Turn from your own pride and self importance, and enter into the paths of death to self, and life in Jesus Christ.  Let him lead  you out of the shadows of self-sufficiency, and draw you into the security of his all-sufficiency.  
 
