Sunday sermon: 11th May 2025 – John 10:22-30, Psalm 23 
	As it always does the lectionary has moved on a few weeks after Easter to spend some time reflecting on Jesus as our Good Shepherd. All four readings pick up this theme, but I’ve gone for the psalm, because it’s one of those readings that is tremendously familiar, but possibly so familiar we rarely spend much time with it or preaching on it, certainly at main Sunday services. And it is a fabulous psalm, one many of us will have reached for over the years in times of crisis and strain, one many of us will have learned by heart at one point. So as I sometimes say: I don’t expect there to be anything radically new in this sermon! But I do think it’s good to hear old truths again, to let the good news soak into our souls, to let ourselves be reminded of God’s goodness and His care for us. Paul speaks of how we need to be transformed by the renewing of our minds, and that’s done as we let Scripture soak into us. So as we listen to this familiar psalm today, let’s be asking God to open up our hearts, to speak to the dry places in us, and to direct us to hear the words He wants to say to us.
	The first thing I want to draw out is how the psalm speaks of God’s provision. David is certain that with God leading and providing for him he will lack nothing, because - like a good shepherd - God will lead him into green pastures and besides still waters, restoring his soul as he goes. It’s worth remembering when we hear these words that David’s life was not precisely an easy straight road. He begins as the youngest son, of little value and interest - so little valued that they don’t even bother bringing him in when Samuel is looking for a king. He rises into Saul’s service, but he attracts Saul’s jealousy and murderous hate, with the result he spends quite a bit of time on the run, hiding out in the desert. Even when he becomes king, life is not smooth. His own moral failings with Bathsheba lead him into dark places - the immediate loss of his child - but it also fatally undermines his relationship with his older sons, and particularly Absalom who attempts a coup, and at least for a time manages to drive David out. Even in his very last years there are power struggles between his sons, plotting and conspiracy. It would be fair to say that David’s life is not one long procession of blessings and life going stunningly well.  But David can still reflect and say that with God as shepherd he lacks for nothing. And it isn’t just this psalm either - we can’t say this is an early naive psalm before everything goes wrong! Think about psalm 63, which says it was written in the desert of Judah, so presumably during one of those seasons of running and hiding. There David speaks of God satisfying him as with the richest of food, of his longing and desire for God. Or Psalm 34, which again we know was written while David was in hiding in the Philistine courts, in danger of every side - but he can write with confidence - taste and see that the Lord is good. There are dozens more examples of course and even in the psalms of lament the grief and anger turn to praise. In other words, this isn’t a simple shallow faith that assumes God will always make everything work well for us, give us everything we want, magically vanish away our troubles. It’s a mature assurance of faith, that even when life is not what we want, even when we cannot get our heads around what God is doing: that still somehow we can believe, choose to believe by faith, that God is with us, leading us, guiding us, restoring our soul. In that sense it’s very close to Paul’s great declaration in Romans that in all things we are more than conquerors, that everything works for good for those in Christ Jesus. We can be tempted to read these as promises that God will not let anything ‘bad’ happen to us. And we all know that isn’t true - that there are no get out of jail free cards just because we’re Christian. But it’s hard. We can end up resenting God because He isn’t providing for us the way we expect. We can end up as faithless and unbelieving, no longer trusting that God can or wants to provide. We can, and most of us will at some point, wrestle long and hard with the mystery of God’s silence and the lack of action. In those moments of doubt, in those seasons of struggle, when it feels like God has abandoned us, we need to come back to these words. We shall not be in want. Our God can provide, does provide. He may not do precisely what we want, when we want. Sometimes we’ll feel that God’s idea of what’s good for us is a very long way from our idea of what’s good for us. But always we can hold to this promise, that we have a good Father, Who loves us, Who desires to bless us, Who restores our souls, Who will always provide what we need. 
	And a key part of God’s provision for us is the promise of His presence with us: not only in the green pastures and besides still waters, but in the dark valleys too. The presence of God is what distinguishes his people from all the others around. When God brings his people out of Egypt, He leads them by a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of flame by night. When God suggests it might be better if He leaves the people alone, because of their disobedience and sin, Moses begs Him not to, precisely because it’s God’s presence alone that distinguishes them from the peoples around. The promise when the Temple is consecrated is that God will dwell among his people: and the punishment in the exile years is the departure of God’s glory from the Temple. Ultimately God comes to walk with us in the person of Jesus, and He sends His Holy Spirit to us now, to dwell in us. The last words of Jesus before He ascends to the Father are a promise of presence - surely I am with you, even to the end of the age. God doesn’t promise there will be no dark valleys to walk through, but He does promise his presence with us. Jesus himself was given no shortcuts through the dark valley of Gethsemane and Calvary, and we shouldn’t think for a moment that God will ensure we never have to go anyhere rough and hard. But the presence of God always goes with us, even when it’s unfelt, even when God seems silent. Our God is a God of incarnation, a God close by, not a God far off. God never leaves us nor forsakes us. Sometimes we have to live by faith and not by sight, choosing to believe this, even when we’re struggling to see it. It is the Shepherd walking with us who gives us comfort, not the kind of terrain we walk through!
	Ultimately of course, God’s provision, His blessing, stretch beyond this life. The last verses of the psalm reflect on the blessing still to come: the confidence that God’s mercy will follow David all the days of his life, but also this hope of dwelling in the house of the Lord forever. David, like the others of the Old Testament world, only saw this hope in part, a faint sense that God’s goodness and mercy surely couldn’t be just for this life alone. For us, on the far side of Easter, that faint hope has become a sure confidence. We know Christ died and rose again: we know death is overthrown. We know a day is coming when evil will be no more, when sin will be conquered, and we will reign with Christ for ever. One day we will dwell in the presence of God, and as Revelation tells us, there will be no more mourning, no more death, no more pain. No more dark valleys to walk through, no more shadows to overhang us, no more wrestling with the mystery of God. One day we will see Him face to face, and all our anguish and uncertainty will be swept away in the glory of His presence. Our God is a God of the resurrection, a God of the empty tomb. When we struggle in the dark shadows, when prayers go unanswered, when we look at the misery and evil of this world and wonder where God is - we lift our eyes to the One who conquers death, remembering there is a day coming when God will reign for ever. When our own lives seem to have gone astray, when there seems no way out of the dark valleys, when the promise of green pastures and still waters seem like nothing more than a faint memory or a unkind tease - we lift our eyes to the One Who went to the cross and grave, but Who rose gloriously again. David could trust in God’s goodness, because he’d experienced God’s goodness already - a kind of extrapolation if you like. How much can we trust God’s goodness, for this life, for the world to come, knowing that Christ is risen indeed? As the old hymn has it - our hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness. He is the sure anchor for our souls, the rock on which we build our lives: not just for now but for eternity.
	As I said at the start, none of this is new, but it never does any of us any harm to be reminded of the basics on which we stand. We will all be in different places today. For some of us, right now, it will feel like God is leading us through green pastures, restoring and blessing us. Some of us will be enjoying a season when God is very powerfully present, when his Spirit is speaking to us and we’re seeing answered prayers. If that’s you - great. Take the time today to praise God for His goodness and His blessings. Some of us may be struggling through dark valleys - and perhaps some today feel like it’s been a very long dark valley and you’re wondering if there’s an exit at all. Let God speak to you today. Let God remind you of His presence now, and of the resurrection to come. Even if it’s a matter of simply reminding your head what’s true, even if your heart is heavy. Let God’s Word remind you of the truth of the gospel on which we make our stand. Be reminded that God is faithful, that He never leaves us nor forsakes us, and that there is glory yet to come. And for those who maybe feel like they’re somewhere in between, muddling along without any desperate crisis but without any great blessing - be encouraged today, even in the muddling along stages of life, even in the flat, boring bits of the journey which nobody remembers, that God is there too. Let’s take time to let this old psalm sink in, and let God speak afresh.
Amen.
