Only a Valley

Dr. J. Allen Blair

Tape 387  Mar 22  2007

Death for an unbeliever is a cold, hopeless, regretful experience, but for the true follower of Jesus Christ it is not that at all.  It is going home to be with the Lord we love.  The time is set and the place is certain, so the believer had nothing to fear.

One of the most beautiful Psalms of all those recorded in the Old Testament is the twenty-third.  It has been well named “Everybody’s Psalm” because it is filled with help and comfort for everyone.  Do you remember the fourth verse?  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.  The Psalmist speaks here about the valley of the shadow of death.  Tell me, what lies beyond the valley of the shadow of death?  Blind unbelief and infidelity, in tones as cold and barren of comfort as the grave itself, reply, “Nothing.  Absolutely nothing.  When you die, that’s the end.”

It is awfully hard for me to believe that there are people in the world who embrace such a dismal view.  What a horrible way to face death, with nothing more than expecting nothing.

The emptiness and shallowness of such unbelief was expressed well by Byron who wrote the following lines just prior to his death: 

My days are in the yellow leaf.

The flowers and fruits of love are gone.

The worm, the canker, and the grief are mine alone.

What a hopeless view of emptiness and nothingness.  In contrast to this, think of the Apostle Paul who wrote just before he died, I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith: Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give me at that day: and not to me only, but unto all them also that love His appearing (2 Timothy 4:7,8).  What assurance and peace of mind he had.  And God said this is for all of those who follow Jesus.  Paul knew well what was on the other side of the valley of the shadow of death.

If you know the Lord Jesus Christ as your Savior and Lord, you have no fear of death, because the Psalmist spoke of walking through the valley.  He did not say that we walk into the valley.  This would suggest an end.  But it is through the valley of the shadow of death.  How these words witness to the fact that the deep shadows of the valley are not the terminus or our earthly pilgrimage.  We merely pass through to that which is far better.

The Apostle Paul stated this in Philippians 1:23 For I am in a straight betwixt two, having a desire to depart, and to be with Christ; which is far better.

When the believer dies, his soul leaves the body immediately to go to be with the Lord Jesus Christ.  There he will remain until the Resurrection Day, when Christ will return.  Then, the body will be raised to join the soul.  Following this reunion, the body and soul will be with the Lord forever.  Thus, death to the believer is to depart and to be with Christ.

In 2 Timothy 4:6 Paul said, the time of my departure is at hand.  The word departure as used in this verse carries with it the idea of lifting anchor, spreading sail, and going out of the landlocked harbor into the open sea.  It might be translated, “the time of my loosing is at hand.”  Death is the launch of the ship.  It is going out from the dock.  I was reared on the seashore.  Many were the times that I watched ships go out to sea.  As they got farther and farther away, they would appear to be smaller and smaller until they became only a speck of white on the horizon.  Soon, they disappeared altogether.  We would say, “Well, she’s gone.”  But, of course, she was only gone from out sight.  The ship continued as large and beautiful as ever.

Death is somewhat the same.  When a loved one dies, very often we say, “He is gone.”  But what is it? – Just gone as far as our vision is concerned.  If he knew the Lord, he is gone into Christ’s presence, to be with Him forever.  God said in Psalm 116:15 Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints.  Indeed, this is a precious experience; to enter into the presence of the Lord Jesus Christ of whom we have sung, to whom we have prayed, and of whom we have read about in His Word.

Thus, the valley of the shadow is not the end.  We simply pass through to the other side.  Isn’t it good to know too that the power of death is appointed by the Lord, not by anyone else?  God says in Hebrews 9:27 It is appointed unto men once to die.  And also in Job 14:5 we have these words, Seeing his days are determined, the number of his months are with thee, thou hast appointed his bounds that he cannot pass.  David said our times are in his hand.  How comforting to know that even the time of death is God’s will for us.  His will is always best, for it is under-girded by His divine love.  

A stricken wife, standing beside the casket of her husband, said to her friend, “There lies my husband, my only earthly support, my most faithful human friend – one who has never once failed me.  But at the same time, I must not forget also, there lies the will of God, and in that will is perfect love.”  By faith this dear wife saw the good and the blessing in what appeared to her to be the end of her happiness.  The good and the blessing are always in death when it concerns the believer.  Our God and Father never means us harm in anything He does or permits.

The Lord Jesus Christ said in John 6:39 This is the Father’s will which hath sent me, that of all which He hath given me I should lose nothing, but should raise it up again at the last day.
The old sailor put it well when asked if he was not afraid when the sea became stormy and rough.  His answer was, “According to the Bible, God holds the waters in the hollow of His hand.  And even if the ship were wrecked and I were thrown into the sea, I would but drop into my Father’s hands.”

The grave seems hopeless, but we have Christ’s own pledge that not one of His own shall be lost or left in the grave.  He declared in John 11:25,26 I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: And whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.  And then He followed this assuring statement with this question – Believest thou this?
Do you know the Lord?  Have you asked Christ to come into your life?  If you have, you need not fear death, for the moment you die you will go to be with Jesus.  Christ assured us of this by His resurrection.  But, if you have never received the Lord Jesus, there is no such promise for you until you receive Him.  Ask Him to come into your life right now, that you might be saved and ready for eternity.
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