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Today, we continue in our series through Psalm 23 on living in the goodness of God. If you’ll pull out your message notes, there's an old Arab proverb that says all sunshine and no rain makes the desert. Life is a mixture of good times and bad times, ups and downs, highs and lows, mountains and valleys. Today, I want us to look at the theme of the God of my valleys. Even in our darkest days God says, "I'm there and I'm there with you."

We've been memorizing Psalm 23 and we're down to verse four now. Let's read it together with great enthusiasm. You’ve probably got a lot of it memorized now. If you say a thee or a thou because you memorized it in the King James that's perfectly fine. Let's say it together. 

Psalm 23:1-4, “The Lord is my Shepherd, I have everything I need. He makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside still waters. He restores my soul. He leads me in the right paths for his name’s sake. Even when I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me!” 

Very good class. You all get an A and you all get a cookie. Now, this phrase, "Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…" there's actually a canyon in Israel called the Valley of the Shadow of Death. I'm sure David had been through it many, many times. Some of these canyons were very narrow at the bottom and could be 800 feet tall. When you're looking up on either side, the only time you'd get the sun is actually at noon day. In the middle of the day, you could be in the bottom of this canyon and not see the sun. Because the walls were so tall and then the canyon was so narrow, the sun only shines when it's right overhead. It would be in shadows most of the day.

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me.” That word "valley" got me to thinking this week about the God of my valleys. About 2900 years ago, there was a king is Israel, his name was Ahab. The Syrian army decided they were going to depose Ahab, and so the king of Syria lined up 32 nations to come against Israel. They came against Israel and God miraculously gave Israel a victory and soundly defeated the king of Syria and his 32 allies, the kings of allies.

The following year, the Syrians decided they were going to try it again and they were going to come back and try to take over Israel. But in reviewing the previous battle from a year earlier, all of the Syrian generals came up with a different plan. Up here on the screen, here's what it says. 1st Kings tells us, chapter 20:23, “The Syrian military advisers went to their king and explained: ‘Israel's gods are the gods of the hills, and last time we fought them, [a year ago when they lost,] we fought them in the hills, that's why they defeated us. [This was their rationale.] But if we fight them in the valleys where they are weak, we will defeat them there!’”

They changed plans, made a few other strategic things that instead of fighting the Israelites up in the hills country we're going to fight them on flat ground where we can easily outnumber them. Their gods protect them in the hills but we'll beat them in the valleys. They adjust their battle plan and they bring a huge army back to Israel. In fact, the Bible says this. 1 Kings 20:27, “The Syrian forces covered the whole countryside, but the Israelites looked like two little flocks of goats.” This is very imbalanced ... there are maybe a hundred thousand troops coming against Israel. Israel has at the most 7,000. It's going to be a slaughter. It's going to be a slaughter. But that's not the end of the story.

Then defeat looks inevitable but God has something to say about this. In 1st Kings 20:28, it says this. God says this: "Because the Syrians think that I'm only the god of the hills and not that I am the God of the valleys, I'm going to give you victory over this huge army so everyone will know that I am the Lord!" 

I can summarize everything we're going to look at today in this sentence: God is God, not just of your mountaintop experiences, he's the God of the valleys too. God says, "I am the God of the valleys. I'm not just a God of the good times in your life. I'm not just a God of the happy times in your life. I'm not just a God when everything's going smooth. I'm the God of the valleys too."
	
The valley in Scripture literally means a valley. It's also a metaphor for difficult times. The Bible talks about the valley of troubles, that's Achor. The Bible talks about the valley of weeping. There's all kinds of metaphors. Valleys are a symbol of difficult times in your life in the Bible. God says, "I'm not just the God of the mountaintops, the peak experiences in your life. I am the God of the valleys, in the times of darkness, the times of despair, the times of defeat, the times of discouragement. Because the truth is, most of your life and my life, are not lived on the mountaintops. 

When you're in a mountaintop experience, the view is great. They give you a great view but mountain peaks are far and few. Most of the time, you live your life in the valleys. I got to thinking about this today, I’ve spent most of my life geographically living in valleys. I was born in the Silicon Valley. I was born in San Jose. I grew up in the Silicon Valley. Then, my dad moved our family to the Willamette Valley up in Oregon and we lived there. Then we moved from the Willamette Valley back to Mill Valley where we lived in Mill Valley in Northern California, and from there, we moved to a little tiny village in the Redwoods called Redwood Valley, 500 people in this little town. I grew up in Redwood Valley. Then, for the last 37 years, I've been in the Saddleback Valley. I've been in the valley my entire life when I think about it. So very few times have I actually been on the mountaintops.

What I want us to do this weekend are three things. Look at what the Bible says about what we know about valleys, even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil for you are with me. What do we know about valleys? Then, I want us to look at what kind of valleys to expect. Then, finally, I want us to look at what do you need to remember.
	
I don't know what kind of valley you're going through right now. It may be a financial valley. You're going in a real tough spot. Maybe you're in a relational valley. Maybe you're going through a physical illness in a valley of disease or sickness. Whatever kind of valley you're going through, you're going to need this message. If ever you needed to take notes, it's this weekend. Let's look at this.

First, let's talk about what do we know about valleys. The Bible tells us a lot and of course experience tells us a lot. You might want to write these two or three things down. First, we know that 

1. Valleys are a part of life. 

They're a part of life. In other words, they're inevitable. They're a part of normal life. You can't avoid them. They're going to happen. You can count on them. You either just came out of a valley or you're in the middle of one right now or you're headed into another one, because that's what life is all about.

Don't be shocked, don't be surprised, you're going to go through valleys in your lifetime, you're not always on the mountaintop. The only question is not if you're going to go through a valley, it's just when. You're going to experience disappointment in life. You're going to experience defeat. You're going to experience distractions and disturbances and despair and depression. It's a normal part of life. Valleys are a part of life. God's plan for your life actually contains both hills and valleys. They're part of the plan. Look at these Scriptures. Deuteronomy 11:11, "The Promised Land" God says to those who are about to get it, "The Promised Land you're about to enter is a land of hills and valleys." 

What does this mean? Metaphorically, what it means is that even when you're in the center of God's will, valleys are part of the plan. You'll be in the Promised Land and it's not all mountaintop. When you go through the valleys of life, that's part of God's plan for your life. The Promised Land includes hills and valleys. 1 Peter 4:12 says this: "Don't be surprised when you are tested by troubles or painful suffering, as if something unusual is happening to you." Don't be surprised. They are a part of life. They are inevitable. He says it's going to happen. 

You don't say, "Why me?" You say, "Why not me? I'm alive." You have problems in your life not because you're a bad human. You have problems in your life because you're a human. Even the Promised Land has hills and valleys. Don't be surprised by troubles as if something unusual is happening to you.

Second thing we know is that 

2. Valleys happen to everybody. 

Valleys happen to everybody. There's no way you can avoid them. They're a part of life. They're inevitable. But not only are they inevitable, they're impartial. Good things happen to bad people and bad things happen to good people. Valleys are impartial. 

Psalm 34:19 says this: "The good man does not escape all troubles – he has them too. But the Lord helps him in each and every one." A lot of people they go, "I got problems in my life, God's punishing me." No, no. God's not punishing me, it's just part of being part of the human race. You're in a world that is broken and is fallen so we have problems. Nobody's immune, nobody's insulated from pain, nobody is isolated from sorrow. We all go through life with problems. Nobody sails through life problem free. This is not news to you. Bad things do happen in life. Being a Christian, being a follower of Jesus does not exempt you. Valleys are a part of life and valleys happen to everyone. In fact, Jesus said in Matthew 5:45, "The rain falls on the just and the unjust." Everybody goes through the exact same things in life. 

Not only are valleys inevitable and impartial, number three, 

3. Valleys are unpredictable. 

That's part of what makes them a problem, is you can't predict them. You can't plan them, you can't time them. Problems typically catch you off guard. They come unexpectedly. In fact, your valleys and your problems comes usually at the worst time, when you don't have time, when you're unprepared, when it’s inconvenient. 

Wouldn't it be easier if you could schedule all your valleys in life? I'm caught up on my sleep, my health is good, nobody is bugging me, okay now I'll take a problem, Lord. It doesn't happen like that! They're inevitable, they're impartial and they are unpredictable. 

Have you ever noticed how quickly a good day can become a bad day? One phone call. Disasters come quickly, tragedy comes quickly, accidents come quickly. None of us know what's going to happen this evening, much less tomorrow or the next day or the next after that. In an instant, everything can change. You can have ... somebody makes a decision you had nothing to do with then all of a sudden your life's turned upside down, somebody up in corporate made a decision.
 
Proverbs 27:1 says this: "Don't ever brag about tomorrow, since you don't know what the day will bring forth." 

Okay, problems are inevitable. Valleys are impartial and valleys are unpredictable. I want to go a little bit deeper before we look at the solution and prepare you, even though they're unpredictable, there are some valleys I can guarantee you you're going to go through in life. They're all in Scripture. The Bible is filled with significant valleys. I just pick three or four of them just to show you that if you study Scripture, you're going to be aware and then you'll be prepared for the inevitable valleys that come into your life. Do you know what's going to happen to you next year? No. Can you guess what will probably happen to you during your lifetime? Yes. Because they're predictable in the sense that we know what to expect.

Let me just give you a couple of them. Let me give you four different significant valleys in Scripture. Number one is 

· The Valley of Siddim. 

The Valley of Siddim is actually in Genesis 14. If you like war stories, this is a tremendous chapter, Genesis 14. How many of you either saw the movie or read the book, Lord of the Rings? You know that the big climactic battle is called the Battle of the Five Armies. It's a big epic battle, the battle of the five armies. The battle in Genesis 14 is far bigger than that because this is the battle of nine armies, nine armies coming against each other. Here's the story. 

There are four enemy nations outside of Palestine. They're going to try to overtake, this is even before Israel had become a nation, four enemies outside are going to try to take over five tribes inside. Five armies fighting for their life and their freedom against four armies coming in the outside who happen to be bigger. The story goes like this. Look up here on the screen.

“Then the four kings of Shinar,” by the way, Shinar is now called Babylon. It wasn't called this back in those days. The king of Babylon, the king of “Ellsar, Elam and Goiim,” these four kings “went to war against the five kings of Sodom, [you've heard of that one,] Gomorrah, [you’ve heard of that one,] and three other cities. The five kings joined forces in the Valley of Siddim…” This is the first valley that I want you to understand. You're going to go through the valley of Siddim. “…the Valley of Siddim, which is now the Dead Sea.” It got wiped out. Remember? Fire and brimstone came, wiped out Sodom and Gomorrah, it's now called the Dead Sea. 

The five kings joined forces there in the Valley of Siddim which is now the Dead Sea. For twelve years they'd been oppressed by other kingdoms, so in the thirteenth year, they rebelled.” Then it says, "But in the fourteenth year their oppressor recruited his allies to team up and reconquer the land.” They, after being oppressed for 12 years, said, "We're not paying any more taxes; forget you guys." Now, the guys said, "Yeah, you are going to pay taxes." These four armies come against five armies “So the nine armies fought in the Valley of Siddim.”

What happens here next is why it's important to you. Verse 10, it says this. "Now this valley was full of sticky tar pits. When the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah tried to run away from the battle, they slipped and they fell and they got stuck in the pits…” Two kings of these cities are stuck in these tar pits. “So the invaders plundered the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah and they took everything they had. They also captured Abraham's nephew, Lot, who was living in Sodom.”
 
I'm not going to go into this part of the story but Abraham later goes back, he goes to war against these guys, frees his nephew and gets the cities all their loot back. The point I want you to understand here is that it says they slipped and fell in the tar pits. What are they talking about there? There’s a kind of bitumen in the area and they got stuck. 

How do you end up in this kind of valley, the Valley of Siddim? Well, you do what these kings did. They ran away from something. While they're running away, they slipped. When they slipped, they fell. When they fell, they got stuck.  Has that process ever happened to you in life? Yes. When you run away from something, maybe a responsibility, and then you slip and then you fall and then you get stuck. This valley is a slimy, dark, tar pit area where you stumble and falls. I want you to write this down. 

· Siddim is the valley of failure: where you slip, fall, and get stuck.

You're going to go through this in your life. You're going to have failures in your life. You're going to have failures where you run from responsibility, where you try to get away from it. I don't know what it is, you slip, you fall, and you get stuck. 

Question, what's your Siddim today? What are you running from? You know you need to face it, that conflict, that confrontation you're running from. What's your dark, slimy tar pit? Some people it might be a bar. For some people, it might be a nightclub. For some people, it might a hotel room when they're traveling. Sodom and Gomorrah weren't exactly family-friendly cities. They were known as sin cities. I will tell you this. It doesn't matter where you've gotten stuck or how you've gotten stuck, or what pit you're in, Jesus can get you out. He can get you out of that pit.

You may feel like I'm stuck, I'm addicted, I'm imprisoned, I can't break free from this relationship. I can't break free from this addiction. I can't break free from this habit. I am stuck. I've been running, I slip, I fall, and now I'm stuck. Siddim is the place in your life you'd like to forget. It's your public failure. Can you imagine how embarrassing it is to be a king and you're secretly running from the battle? While you're secretly running from the battle, you get stuck and publicly, everybody knows you're running from the battle and now you're stuck in a pit of tar and you can't get out. That's embarrassing. The Valley of Siddim is your place of greatest failure. What's your Siddim? Your Siddim, the Valley of Siddim is an embarrassment. It's where you look foolish. Everybody sees you fall, they're all laughing, and they're all ridiculing. That's one of the valleys you'll probably go through in life because we all fall in our face at some point. 

Let me talk to you about another kind of valley. It's called the Valley of Eshcol. Eshcol is a valley in Numbers 13. It's the story of when Moses sends in the spies to find out what the Promised Land is going to be looking like. You remember that the nation of Israel has been held captive in slavery for 400 years in Egypt. After Moses is called by God to deliver them and have all the miracles and they're set free, they head from Egypt over to Israel, what should have taken them about three or four weeks’ travel takes them 40 years. What in the world are they doing for 40 years in the desert? It doesn't take that long to get from Israel to Egypt or from Egypt to Israel. God's putting them through tests and they keep failing each test.

Finally, after a awhile, they come up to the edge of the Promised Land and they get ready to go in, and this is a test. Are they going to have enough faith to trust God because their enemies in this Promised Land, they're going to have to fight for this land. Moses wants to know what's going on in the Promised Land. He chooses 12 scouts. We know the names of them, they're in the Bible. One of them was Caleb, another one was Joshua. These 12 guys go in and they scout out the land and they look and said, "Yeah, it's a great land but we got some problems here. We're afraid of the people who already live here." Their anxiety and their tension gives a majority report, 10 people have said, "Don't even try it. Let’s don't get in. Yeah, we're free from Egypt, let’s just go back there though. We don't want to fight these guys. Only Joshua and Caleb said, "We could do this. We can win this battle." 

We read this story where Moses chooses a spy, sends them in and in Numbers 13:23, look up here in the screen. It says this: "Then the spies came to the Valley of Eshcol. The fruit was so abundant that they cut off a grape branch which had a giant cluster of grapes on it, but it was so large and heavy that it took two men to carry it back on a pole between them.” Have you ever seen a cluster of grapes that took two men to carry? Not me. They're looking and saying, "This really is the land of milk and honey. This is the land of great bounty, of great opportunity." But it says, let's read the rest of that verse. It says, "It was so heavy that it took two men to carry it back on a pole between them. They also brought samples of beautiful pomegranates and figs."

They come back with a mixed report. Here's the report in the Valley of Eshcol. Numbers 13:27-33 says, "This was their report to Moses: ‘It is indeed a magnificent country…’ this Promised Land, ‘rich and fertile, and here’s some fruit as proof.’ This is giant, this is miracle growth stuff. ‘But the people living there are powerful.’ Notice "but" then that's a big "but". But it's great, it's a great country. God's given us a great country ‘but the people living there are powerful and they're stronger than we are and they look like giants to us.’ Notice this, ‘in our own eyes, we felt as small as grasshoppers next to them.’”

That's what you call an inferiority complex. When he said, "We can't take these guys on.  Remember they've got us slaved mentality. They’ve been enslaved for 400 years. They don't know how to break out of the things going on in their mind. Now, the Valley of Eshcol is different than the Valley of Siddim. What is it? This is the valley of fear; you might write this down. 

· Eshcol is the valley of fear: I either move ahead or I give up.

They have to make this decision. Are we going to go in and take what's rightfully ours, God has given it to us, or do we back off in fear, back off in shame, back off in doubt?

In the valley of fear, I either move ahead or I give up. The fact is, these guys had parked at Sinai for over a year. They had lived in self-exile in the desert. God didn't tell them they had to stay in the desert for 40 years. They had just been moseying around and they kept failing the test that God gave them. Here's my question. What is your valley? What is your Valley of Eshcol? What's the place that you're afraid to move forward in?

You're going to go through this kind of valley in your life. You've known for a long, long time, that you should be moving forward in this area. God's told you to do it, you want to do it, it's the right thing to do, and you just haven't done it. You, my friend, are in the Valley of Eshcol. The valley of fear where you either move forward or you give up. You move forward or you give up. You have to face your fears. You have to take a risk or you retreat in defeat. 

How do you know if you're in an Eshcol, in that kind of valley? Tell me how you see what you're looking at right now. Do you see it as an obstacle or do you see it as an opportunity? The big thing in your life right now, is it an obstacle or is it an opportunity? Two of the 12 spies saw an opportunity. It's the Promised Land, let's go for it, we can do this. It's a no brainer. God's on our side. Ten of them saw an obstacle and they failed the test. As a result, they spent their life dying in the desert. They never got in to the Promised Land. Why? Because they failed the test of Eshcol. 

Let me give you another one. It's called the Valley of Elah, ELAH. The Valley of Elah is in 1st Samuel 17. You're going to go through this valley probably many times in your life in a similar way. This is a well-known valley because this is where a little boy named David met the giant named Goliath. You know that story. That is in the Valley of Elah. Look up here on the screen. Philistines and the Israelites were in the Valley of Elah and they're poised for battle and it says, 

1 Samuel 17:2-4, 11, "Saul and the Israelites camped in the Valley of Elah and they drew up a battle plan to fight the Philistines. The Philistines and the Israelites each stood their ground, shouting and taunting each other from opposite hills, with the Valley of Elah between them.” 
“…Now the Philistine army had a giant champion fighter,” this is a multi-martial arts here, “giant champion fighter named Goliath who was about nine feet tall…” This guy really is big. He is a freak. He's named Goliath, he's about nine feet tall, and “when Saul and the Israelites saw this, they were terrified and deeply shaken.” 

David's response, he's just a shepherd boy but he's not afraid, he trusts God. He's been trusting God all his life. The Lord is my shepherd. Remember, he's the guy who wrote this. “The Lord is my Shepherd, I have everything I need.” In verse 32, David says this: “‘Don't worry about a thing", David told Saul, ‘I'll go fight this Philistine!’"

Everybody in the army is scared to death to take on this giant. The giant comes down every day and he taunts and he shouts, he goes, "You guys are a bunch of wimps. You're weaklings. You're not worth anything. Let's don't have this battle. How about let's just go mano a mano, one on one? You send out your best guys Israel and I'm the best guy from the Philistines, we'll take each other on. Whoever wins, wins and the battle is over. You're the conqueror." Everybody is scared to death. What is the Valley of Elah? Write this down. 

· Elah is the valley of conflict: Its' when you're facing a giant challenge 

Like a Goliath, you're facing a giant conflict. You're facing a giant, somebody's in your face. You’ve got an opposition. You’ve got an opponent. You’ve got conflict. You’ve got a challenge. Elah is the valley of conflict. What's your Elah right now?

Some of you are in that valley. You're not in the valley of the shadow of death but you may be in one of these other ones. You may be in Siddim, and you may be in Eshcol, and you may be in Elah, the valley of conflict where people are fighting each other. Look at that 1 Samuel 17:3 again up here on the screen.  “The Philistines occupied one hill and the Israelites another, with the Valley of Elah between them.” 

Some of you, that describes your marriage. You're standing your ground over here and your spouse is standing their ground over there, and you're right there in the middle and there's a deadlock going on. You are in the valley of Elah.

One more, one more. This is called the Valley of Baca, BACA, the Valley of Baca. It's mentioned in Psalm 84. Again, I just picked out four of the many significant valleys in Scripture. In Psalm 84, the word baca actually means weeping. It comes from the root word, Hebrew word, "to weep". It meant to weep but actually there was a Valley of Baca like there was these others and the Valley of Baca was a desert. It was a dry, dry, dusty, arid, wasteland, and if you wanted to go to Jerusalem as a pilgrim, you had to go through the Valley of Baca to get there.

All the pilgrims who wanted to come to Jerusalem had to travel through the Valley of Baca, which means the valley of weeping but it's actually a dry, barren, dusty place. This is a metaphor again about when you're going through a dry time in your life, when your joy has all dried up. Maybe you're grieving. Maybe you're the one that's weeping in the valley of weeping. Nothing grows there. Nothing's productive. There's no fruit, just tears. 

In Psalm 85:5-7, it says this: "Blessed are those whose strength comes from the Lord… As they pass through the Valley of Baca", that's the valley of weeping, "they make it a place of springs." Huh? All of a sudden water is showing up. As they passed through this dry, arid Valley of Baca weeping, “they make it a place of springs, and the autumn rains cover it with pools. They go from strength to strength, growing until each appears before God in Zion." That verse is so packed I could spend the whole service just on that verse. 

I want you to notice. First, when you go into the valley of Baca, it's dry. I don't have any feelings anymore. I don't feel close to God. I don't feel close to my husband. I don't feel close to anybody. I'm dried up. I've got no emotion. I'm just putting in the time. I'm going through the motions putting one foot in front of the other. There's no joy in my life, it's dried up. There's no energy in my life, it's dried up. I'm depressed. You may be grieving, you may be weeping yourself, you're grieving a loss, you're going through the Valley of Baca. But the kind of people that God wants you to be, wants me to be, wants us to be, is we make it a place of springs. Water comes when we show up. They go from strength to strength. That's what God wants you to do your entire life, going from one level of maturity to the next level of maturity, to the next level of maturity, and the next level of maturity to the next level of maturity. They grow from strength to strength growing until each appears before God in Zion. 

One day you're going to stand before God and God says, "I don't care about your clothes or your career, or your cash, but I do care about your character. Did you grow from strength to strength when you were on earth?" When you were going through these different valleys, the valley of conflict, did you work that out? When you were going through the valley of decisions and the valley of questions, and the valley of confusion, when you were going through the valley of trouble, when you were going through the valley of the shadow of death, what did you learn from all of that? Did you grow from strength to strength? Did you keep growing until now, you're appearing before me, God, face to face?

What's going on here? Faith turns a place without water into a place of springs where you can find refreshment, where you can find what God wants to do in your life. Even in those valleys of grief, when you're weeping, God wants to use those tears to water a dry and arid place.
 
I read a story last week about William Booth who was the founder of the Salvation Army. He had sent a man to some state here in the United States. Salvation Army began in England. The guy was trying to reach people in this community for the Lord and he kept saying, "I've tried everything. I've tried prayer. and I've tried music, and I've tried services, and I've tried special attractions, and they're just ... nobody's interested in hearing the Good News. William Booth wrote back two words on a telegram, "try weeping". When you care about something enough that you weep about it, God moves into action. Verse 6, notice that verse again. “Blessed are those whose strength comes from the Lord… as they passed through", you don't stay in the valley of dryness, the valley of weeping, "As they pass through the Valley of Baca, they make it a place of springs." What is Baca? 

· The Valley of Baca is the valley of grief and barrenness. 

I just wanted you to see before we look at the solution, what God says about valleys. That they are inevitable, that they are impartial, that they are unpredictable, but you are going to go through these in life. You've been through them in the past and you're going to go through them again. Just a second, I want to wrap it up by talking about what you need to remember when you're in one of these valleys, the valley of failure, the valley of fear, the valley of conflict, the valley of dryness, the valley of grief, the valley of trouble. What do you do?

All right. Let's wrap it up. Regardless of the valleys that I go through, what do I need to remember? “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil for you are with me.” 

Three things God wants you to remember in a valley. Number one, 

1. Remember I'm not alone. God is with me!

Remember that I'm not alone, God is with me, even when I walk through the valley of the shadow of death. By the way, that word shadow of death, that's one word in Hebrew, it's salma wet. Salma wet is the valley of the shadow of death. It's one of the valleys of life. Guess what. You're going to go through that one. That's one valley everybody here and everybody on earth is going to go through, the valley of the shadow of death.

He says, "I will fear no evil for you are with me." Look at that verse on your outline. I want you to circle the word "through" and circle the word "you", because those are the two most important words in Psalm 23:4. "Even when I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil for you are with me." Two keywords, through and you. Through, the valley is temporary. You don't stay in the valley, you walk through it. You're not going to live your entire life in the valley, you're going to walk through it. It's temporary. That's an important thing. It's temporary. He says, you, you're not alone. You're not going to walk through it alone. God is with you in the valley.

I want you to circle the word "shadow". Even when I walk through the valley of the shadow of death. Friends, sooner or later, this shadow is going to cross your path. If it hasn't already, that shadow of death is going to cross your life. I've lost a mom and a dad and a brother and a son, and as pastor, I've lost a lot of friends. I've stood at more bedsides in their final moments than you would ever want to stand at. I've seen the valley of the shadow of death probably more than anybody in this room, unless you're a nurse.

It's going to fall across your life at some time. That shadow is going to fall across your life. You know what I've learned in watching that so many times? I've learned that shadows are often larger than the real thing. Have you ever seen a shadow of a truck that was bigger than a truck? Yeah. Shadows are often bigger than the real thing. Another thing I've learned is that shadows can't hurt you. Have you ever been run over by a shadow of a truck? How did you handle that? It's not like a truck. Is there a difference between being run over by a truck and being run over by a shadow of a truck? Yes. 

It is your fear of death because you're not ready to meet God, it is your fear of the shadow of death that haunts you. Fear is always greater. It's an image without substance. That's what a shadow is. But here's the most important thing I've learned about a shadow. There cannot be a shadow without a light. The shadows in your life are the evidence of the presence of light in your life. If there was no shadow in your life, there would be no light. Because there's no light, there's no shadow. Shadows imply the presence of light. God is with me. God is with me. 

The way you deal with shadows of death or the shadows of despair or the shadow of depression or the shadow of the fear that you're losing your mind, or the shadow that you're going to die alone, or the shadow… you name your fear, how do you deal with the shadow? Here's how you do it. You turn your back to the shadow and you look at the light, and all of a sudden, you don't see the shadow anymore. Every time you get afraid, you need to look at the light. Jesus said, "I am the light of the world. He who believes in me shall not walk in darkness. He who believes in me will not stumble in darkness. I am the light of the world." The first thing God said when he created the universe, "Let there be light." 

The Bible says God is light and in him is no darkness at all. When you are scared by the shadows in your life, you just need to turn around and look at the light. Stop focusing on the stuff that's scaring you to death. Those bills, those fears, those worries, that stuff that goes around in your mind, and just get your focus off your fear and get your focus on the Father. You look at the light and the shadow can't hurt you. In fact, you don't even see it.

When you're going through a tunnel, how do you make it through a tunnel? You keep your eyes on the light at the end and you just keep going. Remember that God is with me. Shadows can frighten you but it can't harm you. Look at this verse on the screen. There's benefits even in the shadows. Job 12:22, “God uncovers deep things out of darkness… God uncovers deep things out of darkness and he brings into light even black gloom and the shadow of death.”

I've told you many times since Matthew died, I learned stuff in his death that I would have never learned any other way. Spending hours and hours alone with God for 122 days after my son died. The stuff I learned in the valley of the shadow of death I would have not learned any other way. God uncovers deep things out of darkness.

God says, Just remember, you're not going through by yourself. You may not be able to see me but I'm there. If you see a shadow, guess what, its presence shows there's light. Isaiah 43: 2, "When you go through deep waters and great trouble, I will be with you. When you go through rivers of difficulty, you will not drown! When you walk through the fire of oppression, you will not be burned up – the flames will not consume you!” 

I don't know what valley you're going through but the antidote is Psalm 73:28. "As for me, God's presence is all I need! I've made the Sovereign Lord my shelter." If God is the Sovereign Lord of your life, he is your shelter. I don't have anything else; as for me, God's presence is all I need. Remember, I'm not alone.

Number two, second thing you need to remember when you're in a struggle and in a valley. 

2. Remember that God has a good purpose for my valley! 

Remember that God has a good purpose for my valley. Remember, this whole chapter, this whole Psalm is on the goodness of God. God is a good God. God cannot do evil. It's impossible for God to do evil. God can only do good in your life. God has good plans for your life. So I remember that even in the problems I'm going through, the valleys I'm going through, the valley of conflict, or grief, or fear, or failure, or whatever, God has a good purpose for my valley.

Romans 5:3-5, “We can even rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and that kind of hope does not disappoint us.” There are a lot of kinds of hope in the world, they're false hope. “This kind of hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured his love into our hearts.” God is building character when you're going through that valley. That character is going to outlast everything else. 

Steven Curtis Chapman has just written a new book and it's called, Between Heaven and the Real World. He discusses all the valleys he's been through including the loss of a child. We're in a club that nobody wants to be a part of. He says this in an interview, "Jesus tells us in this world, you will have trouble." It's fact. But, then he says, "Take heart because I've overcome the world." He's saying that there's another story being told that we don't always see. Frankly, Steven says, "If I didn't believe that, I'd be an extremely bitter and angry man. My little girl's death underlined and solidified what I knew and believe but it made it more real." When there was nothing else to hold on to, I heard myself say, God I'm going to trust you and worship you and it's not because there's an audience watching. I'm going to bless your name whether you give or take away. 

“Previously, his daughter died from a freak accident. Previously, I'd gone 50 feet below sea level. I thought it was dark down there. But I also learned that God was with me. Now, I was pushed a hundred thousand feet below sea level where it was darker than I could ever imagined. I found the same thing was true down there as well. I remember I'm not alone and I remember that God has a good purpose for my valley.” 

Hosea 2:15 says this, I love this in the New Living Translation. “I will transform the Valley of Trouble into a Gateway of Hope!” Some of you need that verse. The valley of trouble actually is a valley. It's the Valley of Achor. I didn't have time to cover it. It's covered twice, in Joshua and it's covered in Hosea. You're going to go through the Valley of Achor too, the valley of trouble. God says, “I will transform the Valley of Trouble into a Gateway of Hope!” a doorway to hope. One translation says, I'm going to turn trouble valley into hopeful valley.

Colossians 1:11 says this: “God will strengthen you with his own great power so that you will not give up when troubles come, but you will be patient.” He’s not just going to give his presence. He's going to give you his power. 

I remember. I remember that I'm not alone and I remember that God has a purpose, a good purpose for the valley I’m in. 

The third thing I remember is that,

3. Remember that the reward will last forever!

This is not the end of the story friends. You're going to be rewarded for being faithful to Christ in the valley of failure, in the valley of fear, in the valley of conflict, the valley of grief, the valley of brokenness, the valley of trouble and all the other valleys that are in Scripture.

2 Corinthians 4:17, “For our present troubles are quite small…” relative to eternity. “Our present troubles are quite small and they won't last very long. Yet they are producing in us an eternal glory that will last forever and is greater than anything we can imagine!” 

You won't be in heaven one minute, and you'll be going, what was I thinking? Why did I complain so much? Why did I gripe so much? Why did I worry when I was going through these different valleys of life? It was worth it all. 

I don't know what valley you're going through but Psalm 107:8-15 says this, up here on the screen. “Some were living in gloom and darkness, like prisoners suffering in chains, because they had rebelled against the commands of Almighty God...” You aren't doing what God told you to do so you're in a valley. “And had rejected his instructions. They were worn out from hard work… Then in their trouble they called to Lord, and he saved them from their distress. He brought them out of their gloom and darkness and broke their chains in pieces. They now must thank the Lord for his constant love, and for the wonderful things he did for them.”

Until we get to heaven, we're going to face valleys. Believers have accidents, disappointments, financial problems, family issues, mental illness, physical illness, we all go through valleys but here is the difference between a believer and non-believer.

For Christian, for a follower of Christ, going through the valleys is different from a non-believer, not because of the absence of the shadow, but because of the presence of the Shepherd. I will be with you. The Lord is my shepherd that he gives me his promise of power and of purpose and protection and peace, and his presence.  

I don't know what kind of valley you're going through. Some of you are in the depth of the darkest valley, I've no doubt about that. Regardless of the type of valley, it's not going to last. There is a way out and you have a Shepherd. But you've got to decide to make him your Shepherd. The Lord is not your Shepherd unless you've asked him to be your Shepherd. Unless you've surrendered your life to him. Unless you’ve said God, I can't make it through this valley without you. When you do that, now the Lord is my Shepherd I have everything I need. He does all these things for me. 

Did you notice the change in tense when we went from verse three to verse four? Verse one, two and three is how God helps us in the good times. He leads me, he guides me, he helps me, he meets all my needs, he makes me lie down and rest. He provides everything I need. It's third person, He. 

Now we get to the problems and he switches. Now he says, I will fear no evil for You are with me. He didn't say, "He is with me." He's not talking in third person anymore. Nothing makes the ultimate intimate faster than pain. Now, he's not talking about God out there, he's talking about God in here. He has become You. I'm not going to fear for You, You, You are with me. You will protect me. We're going to look at that in another week.

There's one last valley you need to go through. It's the valley in Joel 3:14, look up here on the screen. “Multitudes, yes multitudes are in the valley of decision! For the day of the Lord is near in the valley of decision.” You're in it right now. Before you were even born, God knew that you would be here listening to me speak so he could say this to you. This is your moment of decision. This is your valley of decision. You're going to decide for Me or against Me because it's going to decide everything else in your life. Make the wise choice. 

Let's bow our heads. You're in the valley of decision whether you're listening to this on the internet or the radio or at a campus or in a small group study, you're in the valley of decision for the day of the Lord is near. What are you going to decide? Are you going to decide to say, "God, I'm going to follow you, not my plan anymore. I'm going to have you as the manager of my life, not me anymore. I'm going to have you as the Good Shepherd. Would you make that decision right now? Pray this prayer. 

	Dear God, I know that valleys are a part of life, that they're inevitable. I've been through a lot of them, hills and valleys, highs and lows, ups and downs. I know I shouldn't be surprised when it happens. I know that valleys happen to everybody; I know that they're unpredictable, that I shouldn't even brag about tomorrow since I don't know what today is going to bring forth. 

	Lord, as we've looked at your Word today, I see some of these valleys I've been in and will probably be in again, the Valley of Siddim. Or I've tried to run from something, tried to avoid a battle, I've slipped, I've fallen, I've gotten stuck and I'm in the pits and then I've had a public failure. Lord, I've been in that Valley of Eshcol too, or the valley of fear where I’ve got to either take the risk and move forward or fall back and retreat in defeat. Lord, yes, I've been in the Valley of Elah where I've had the conflict and I faced a giant problem and maybe you're facing it right now.

	Some of you would say, Lord, I'm in the Valley of Baca, I'm all dried up. I'm barren, I'm arid, I don't feel anything, or I'm weeping and I'm grieving, I am in the valley of grief and barrenness. Say: Help me to remember that I'm not alone, that when I go through it, you go with me, you'll be with me. I'm saying today as a declaration, God's presence is all I need. I've made the Sovereign Lord my shelter. 

	Help me to remember that you have a good purpose for even the bad things that happen in my life. You turn them around and you use them for good. God, I'm asking you to transform the Valley of Trouble into a gateway of hope. I want to be a hope dispenser. I want to be an agent of hope in the world. 

	When I start to get fatigued and the tunnel seems long and the valley seems dark, help me to remember that the reward will last forever and the present troubles are really quite small and they're not going to last very long, but they're producing an eternal glory that will last forever and it's greater than anything we can imagine. 

	Jesus Christ, I'm asking you to be my Good Shepherd. I take the hands off the wheel of my life and I ask you to sit in the driver's seat, be the director and the manager of my life from this day forward. I thank you God, I thank you God that you are not just the God of the mountains, you're the God of valleys. You're the God of my valleys. And so I honor you and I want to love you the rest of my life. In your name, I pray, Amen. 
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