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Psalm 23 New Living Translation  

1  The Lord is my shepherd; I have all that I need. 

2  He lets me rest in green meadows; he leads me beside peaceful streams. 

3  He renews my strength. He guides me along right pat hs, 

bringing honor to his name. 

4  Even when I walk through the darkest valley, I will not be afraid, 

for you are close beside me. 

Your rod and your staff protect and comfort me. 

5  You prepare a feast for me in the presence of my enemies. 

You honor me by anointing my head with oil. 

My cup overflows with blessings. 

6  Surely your goodness and unfailing love will pursue me all the days of my life, 

and I will live in the house of the Lord forever.” 

 Our focus today is on verse three, “He renews my strength. He guides me 

along right paths, bringing honor to his name.” When do we especially need 

renewal, restoration, and to return to the right path described in Psalm 23? When we 

have failed.   

 A couple’s only son had gone away to college. Their expectations were high, but 

his grades were low. After a few months, he flunked out of school.  

Knowing the disappointment that his parents would feel, he sent his mother a text 

message, “Flunked all my classes, kicked out of school, coming home, prepare Pop.” 

His mother sent a reply, “Pop prepared – prepare yourself.”  

 Life is full of failures and disappointments so we might as well be prepared 

to accept them and learn from them, without being c rushed by them. Life simply 

will not always go as we want or hope and we have t o deal with it.  Red Sox first 

baseman Kevin Youkilis hit a game winning home run on Friday night to beat the 

Yankees and it reminded me of the response Chicago Cubs relief pitcher Bob Paterson 

had when asked to describe the pitch he threw to the Cincinnati Red’s Barry Larkin that 

was hit for a game winning home run. Patterson said, “It was a cross between a screw 

ball and a change up. It was a screw up.”  

 We can laugh at stories like these, but our fear of failure is no laughing matter. It 

is scary and it can prevent us from trying things we may really want to do and maybe 



even should do. The commencement speaker at Harvard University last June was 

author J.K. Rowling, known for the Harry Potter series. Her title was The Fringe 

Benefits of Failure, and the Importance of Imaginat ion.  

Part of what she said about failure was this:  

“Ultimately, we all have to decide for ourselves what constitutes failure, but the world is 

quite eager to give you a set of criteria if you let it. So I think it fair to say that by any 

conventional measure, a mere seven years after my graduation day, I had failed on an 

epic scale. An exceptionally short-lived marriage had imploded, and I was jobless, a lone 

parent, and as poor as it is possible to be in modern Britain, without being homeless. 

The fears my parents had had for me, and that I had had for myself, had both come to 

pass, and by every usual standard, I was the biggest failure I knew.  

I am not going to stand here and tell you that failure is fun. That period of my life 

was a dark one, and I had no idea that there was going to be what the press has since 

represented as a kind of fairy tale resolution. I had no idea how far the tunnel extended, 

and for a long time, any light at the end of it was a hope rather than a reality.  

So why do I talk about the benefits of failure? Simply because failure meant a 

stripping away of the inessential. I stopped pretending to myself that I was anything 

other than what I was, and began to direct all my energy into finishing the only work that 

mattered to me. Had I really succeeded at anything else, I might never have found the 

determination to succeed in the one arena I believed I truly belonged. I was set free, 

because my greatest fear had already been realized, and I was still alive, and I still had a 

daughter whom I adored, and I had an old typewriter and a big idea. And so rock bottom 

became the solid foundation on which I rebuilt my life.  

 

You might never fail on the scale I did, but some failure in life is inevitable . It is 

impossible to live without failing at something, un less you live so cautiously that 

you might as well not have lived at all – in which case, you fail by default.” 1 

 One of the most important areas of our life to overcome our fear of failure is in 

our relationship with God. God will not give up on us because we have tried to follow and 

to do the Lord’s will and failed, so long as we are willing to get up again and follow the 

Shepherd in the right paths. In the book, A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23, Phillip Keller 

notes (pages 70-72), “Sheep are notorious creatures of habit. If left to themselves they 

will follow the same trails until they become ruts; graze the same hills until they turn to 

                                                 
1 J.K. Rowling, Commencement Address, Harvard University, June 2008.  



desert wastes; pollute their own ground until it is corrupt with disease and parasites. Left 

to go their own way, left to the whim of their own destructive habits, sheep will gnaw the 

grass right to the ground, ravaging a field and opening it to the dangers of erosion. 

Because the sheep prefer certain favored spots, these well worn areas quickly become 

infected with parasites of all kinds. 

 The greatest safeguard which a shepherd has in handling the flock is to keep 

them on the move . Sheep must not be left on the same ground too long. The good 

shepherd has a plan of action, a rotation from one grazing ground to another, that keeps 

the sheep on the move, that is what Psalm 23 is talking about when it says, he leads me 

in right paths for his name’s sake.”  

 There are many similarities between sheep and people. Jesus, our Good 

Shepherd, is always seeking to keep his people and his church on the move . One of the 

most common ways we fail is simply to get stuck in the same place and being unwilling 

to move or change. Jesus knows that an individual or a church or even a Region is not 

supposed to stay too long in the same place, chewing away at the same grass. We can 

over-graze a pasture as well as any sheep. We can turn paths into ruts by just doing the 

same thing over and over. That is why we need to stay close to the Shepherd following 

him as he leads us at the right time to new pastures. Our task is to be willing to move 

and not to say, “I don’t want to move somewhere new, I like it here, we have everything 

we need, all the trails are familiar.”  

 Ultimately, playing it safe is destructive and dangerous for sheep as well as the 

land; it is not what God’s people are called to either. In Revelation 21 there is a 

description of heaven and verse 8 includes a list of those who won’t be inside. If you 

were to think of the worst sort of people, the ones who you’re sure are the first ones not 

to be allowed in heaven, we might think murderers. Actually, murderers are fourth on the 

list. The first two are – the cowardly and the faithless .  

 God would prefer that we have the courage to dare and try and fail, than not to 

risk at all. At some point, the younger the better, we learn the crucial lesson it is not the 

end of the world to try something and fail. Failure, that is reflected on and learned 

from, is one of life’s greatest teachers. The person interested in success learns to 

view failure as a healthy, inevitable part of the process of maturing.  

 President Theodore Roosevelt said at the beginning of the last century:  

It is not the critic that counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, 

or where the doer of deeds could have done them better.  



The credit belongs to the man in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and 

blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, and comes up short again and again, because 

there is not effort without error and shortcoming;  

But who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms,  

the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at best knows in the 

end the triumphs of high achievement and who at worst, if he fails, at least fails while 

daring greatly, so that his place will never be with those cold and timid souls who know 

neither victory or defeat.”  

 Roosevelt understood that the only person who has never failed is the one who 

has never tried or risked, and that in itself is one of the greatest failures of all. Whenever 

we fail or fall, we pick something up. We learn from the experience and we go on. 

Everybody fails from time to time. No one is perfect, and almost everyone can outline at 

least a few failures. God understands because the Bible tells us even God has felt like a 

failure. It is right there in the story of Noah in Genesis 6:5-7, “5 The Lord saw that the 

wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the 

thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. 6 And the Lord was sorry that he had 

made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart.  7 So the Lord said, “I 

will blot out from the earth the human beings I have created—people together with 

animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made 

them.”  

Psalm 23 is telling us there will be times we need rest, renewal, restoration 

because life has knocked us down or we have tripped ourselves up. We are not perfect, 

Proverbs 24:16, says, "Even if good people fall seven times, they will get back up.” 

There will be times we need God’s help in getting up and getting back on the right path 

in the race of life but we also need the persistence and the will not to quit.  

 Many of us older folks have seen the Academy Award winning film Chariots of 

Fire that came out 25 years ago in 1984. It is based on the true story of Eric Liddell, a 

man who ran for Scotland, then went on to become a missionary in China like his 

parents. Liddell refused to run on Sunday, forfeiting the opportunity to win some of the 

medals for which he was a favorite at the 1924 Summer Olympics in Paris. One year 

before the Olympic games, Liddell ran in a meet between England, Ireland, and 

Scotland. He ran the 100, 220, and 440 events. In the 440 he got off to a bad start. 

When the starting gun sounded there was a lot of shoving to get to the front to the 

advantageous inside lane. Liddell tangled feet with J.J. Gillies of England and tumbled to 



the track. He sat there dazed for a moment, not knowing whether he could get up, when 

an official screamed,  

“Get up and run!”  Liddell jumped to his feet and took off after the pack, which was now a 

full 20 yards ahead of him. In a quarter mile race, that’s a big distance to try and make 

up. In his unorthodox running style, Liddell pursued the leaders.  

He pulled into fourth place ten yards behind the leader J.J. Gillies.  

With forty yards to go, he pulled into third place, then second.  

Right at the tape he passed Gillies, stuck his chest out, won the race, and collapsed to 

the track in total exhaustion. Medical personnel had to assist him off the track (much as 

Dire Tune who finished in second place by one second in the Boston Marathon on 

Monday was carried off on a stretcher after passing out when she crossed the finish 

line).  

 The day after Liddell’s win an article in The Scotsman newspaper said,  

“The circumstances in which Liddell won the race made it a performance bordering on 

the miraculous. Veteran’s whose memories take them back 35 years and in some cases 

longer in the history of athletics were unanimous in the opinion that Liddell’s win in the 

quarter mile was the greatest track performance they had ever seen.” In today’s world it 

would have been posted on Youtube and been seen by millions.  

 There’s something glorious about getting up after you’ve been knocked down 

and running again. Win or lose, you didn’t stay down.  

The great early Christian preacher John Chrysostom wrote,  

“The danger is not that we should fall…but that we should remain on the ground.”  

 In Susan Jeffers book, Feel the Fear and Do it Anyway, she shares two 

fundamental truths about fear. First, “fear will never go away as long as you continue to 

grow.” Every step in the path of maturing will include new obstacles and challenges to 

overcome. We can’t wait until the fear goes away because it never will. The second truth 

is, “The only way to get rid of the fear of doing something is to go out and do it.”  

 Finally, facing our fear of failure means recognizing that what is considered a 

success in the eyes of the world may not be a success at all in the eyes of God. It is 

interesting to note that Jesus, by our cultural standards of success, was a failure. He had 

no money, no house, no possessions, he was rejected by the elite of his day, he was 

accepted by the outcasts, the down and out, the diseased, the poor. He was 

misunderstood and executed in a shameful, humiliating way like a criminal after being 

abandoned by many of his friends.  



 Jesus, though a failure by cultural standards of success, was successful in the 

eyes of God because he did everything out of obedience to God. Jesus said, “My food is 

to do the will of him who sent me and to complete his work (John 4:34). I seek to do not 

my will but the will of him who sent me.”  

Jesus also knew about fear. Fear was hovering over Jesus like a swarm of mosquitoes 

in the woods as he prayed in the garden of Gethsemane that he might be delivered from 

death on the cross.  

 The Apostle Paul was seen by many as a fool and a failure because of all he 

gave up in becoming a follower of Jesus. He went through great adversity but all he 

endured did not cause him to feel like a failure. In 2 Corinthians 4:8-9 he wrote, “We are 

afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed but not driven to despair; persecuted, 

but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed.”  

 Stepping out in faith away from the familiar and facing our fear of failure is a risk, 

but true life is risky. Thankfully, we have a trustworthy shepherd to follow.  

An anonymous author wrote:  

To laugh is to risk appearing the fool.  

To weep is to risk appearing sentimental.  

To reach out for another is to risk involvement.  

To expose feelings to another is to risk exposing your true self.  

To place your idea, your dreams before a crowd is to risk their loss.  

To love is to risk not being loved in return.  

To live is to risk dying.  

To hope is to risk despair.  

To try is to risk failure.  

 The Shepherd God leads us beside waters of rest and renews and restores our 

life, not so we can stay there but so he can lead us on, keeping us moving in the right 

paths for his name’s sake.  

 

Prayer : Lord give us the courage to fail, for if we have failed, at least we have tried and 

help us to remember that failure is not an identity, it is merely an event that we can learn 

and grow from.  

 


