Highest Pasture
Psalm 23: 1 The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 2 He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 

There are some very good reasons that sheep must be led to fresh water and green pastures.  Unlike cows that will wander in search of food the propensity of sheep is to feed in the same place unless they are forcibly moved to a green pasture.  You can turn a herd of cows loose on a range and they will move as they graze.  When the grass is short they will move on to fresh pasture. Not so the sheep.  Some of the great range wars fought in the West were because of this very thing.  The sheep would destroy grazing land.  It is in their nature to stay in one spot until there is nothing left to eat.  They will turn a lush pasture into a dust bowl because they will not move on.  They will stay until they poison themselves with the consumption of their own waste.  

The shepherd that became a king that became a poet knew this.  He recognized that this was not just true of sheep, but of himself and to a large degree all of us.  We have the propensity to just stay in the same spot.  Long after there is no nourishment left, long after there is no value in where we are, long after we should have searched for a better place.  We love the familiar and are easily seduced by the comfort of the known so we stay.  

The Apostle Paul confronted this in the early church. 

Hebrews 5:12 You have been Christians a long time now, and you ought to be teaching others. Instead, you need someone to teach you again the basic things a beginner must learn about the Scriptures.  You are like babies who drink only milk and cannot eat solid food.  (NRSV)

“You got stuck in one pasture, the first pasture of your faith and never moved beyond it.  Consequently you only eat baby food, talk baby talk, and never experience anything more than baby victories in your life.”  

I don’t want to get bogged down here but you know what constitutes victory in a baby life?  The baby needs something, the baby cries, someone comes and gives the baby what it needs so it will shut up.  That is a baby’s greatest victory. (RIFF)  They only open their mouth to cry about their current need and God steps up time and again to silence their cry.  I am glad He cares for us but there is a higher level of living.  

I can do all things through Christ…

We are more than conquerors…

This is not arrogant independence, it is maturity. 

The bottom line is we don’t like to move until we have to, as a matter of fact for the most part we will sit still and die before we move into something new.  And not just in spiritual matters.  It is part of our sheep-like nature.

Women remain with abusive husbands.

People stay in unfulfilling, frustrating jobs.

People will remain apathetic about physical habits they know are killing them.

We will refuse to take control of our personal finances until finally they take control of us. 

The teeming masses of the 3rd world allow their governments to rape them time and again.
If someone does not forcibly lead us out we will remain in the same pasture and never seek anything higher.  And what we are prone to do in the natural we are likely to do in the spiritual.  We feed from the same pasture long after we should have moved on, long after there is not enough nourishment left there to cause us to grow.   We plateau and we stagnate.  

So you see an element of force in this gentle Psalm.  “He MAKETH me lie down in green pastures…”  

You cant stay in this dust bowl any longer…
You cant stay at this level of maturity any longer…

You cant remain slaves in Egypt any longer…
Abraham, you have to get out of Ur of the Caldees…

Moses,  you have to get out of Pharaohs house…
Before God brings anybody into their destiny He first moves them out of their first pasture where they will be comforted to death.  And because we don’t like to move He usually has to make us.  

Deuteronomy 32:11 As an eagle stirreth up her nest… 12 So the LORD alone did lead His people… 13 He made them ride on the high places of the earth, that they might eat the increase of the fields;

God will stir up your nest to move you higher.

God will discomfit you in order to increase you.
There is a green pasture where God wants us to lie down and abide.  There is a highest pasture of our faith.  There is a pasture of permanence but the danger all face and most succumb to is that they never reach it because they get stuck in some first pasture of their faith and never move beyond it.  You must pass through them but you cannot abide there.  In progressing to the highest pasture of your faith there are two others you must pass through but not abide in. 

The Pasture Of Ritual 
The Apostle Paul knew the danger of getting stuck in the first pasture.  It is such a radical departure from life without Christ that it is easy to want to just stay there. But to abide there is to abide in infancy your whole life.  He warned the early church about it in Hebrews. 

Hebrews 6:1 So let us stop going over the basics of Christianity again and again. Let us go on instead and become mature in our understanding. Surely we don't need to start all over again with the importance of turning away from evil deeds and placing our faith in God. 2 You don't need further instruction about baptisms, the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead, and eternal judgment. 3 And so, God willing, we will move forward to further understanding. (NLT)

· The frightening thing is that this is where most Christians get stuck.  They want to do the first works over and over and over.  

· Turning away from evil deeds (repentance)

· Placing our faith in God.

· Baptism

· Resurrection of the dead (hope)

· Eternal judgment (motivation for right living)

The first pasture is the pasture of ritual because in it you just do the same things over and over again.  And this is expressly what Paul comes again. “We cannot keep going over the basics of Christianity again and again”.   At some point it has to click with you and you have to move on. 

How many times do you have to be instructed in repentance and grace so you can recover from mistakes?
Do you really need a preacher to tell you to stay away from sin and evil?

Is it really necessary for us to hit this pulpit every few weeks and remind you that you can trust in God?  How long has He been keeping you anyway that we have to perpetually remind you?   The need for constant reassurance is a mark of childishness.  (Nicolas – Are you okay? RIFF)
I am preaching to people that have been in the pasture of ritual for years.  You pray the same way, you pray the same prayers.  You fall for the same tricks.  You just keep re-doing to first works.  There is no fresh flow.  There is no fresh anointing.  That is why your faith is stagnant and walking with God is not passionate and exciting.  You have been at the same place for years.  

I am preaching to people that have been in the pasture of ritual for years.  You pray the same way, you pray the same prayers.  You fall for the same tricks.  You just keep re-doing to first works.  There is no fresh flow.  There is no fresh anointing.  That is why your faith is stagnant and walking with God is not passionate and exciting.  You have been at the same place for years.  You are stuck in the pasture of ritual.  

1. The Pasture Of Ritual is about two things:

2. Justification.  The most fundamental fact of the your faith.  You are justified from your sin.  Through the blood of Christ you stand acquitted and free from sin.  This is your cause for celebration.  This is what you seek for again whenever you fail.   

3. The Past.  What you were, what God has done for you.  Your celebration is all about what you were and what He has done.  The Pasture Of Ritual is rooted in the past.  There are a lot of churches stuck in this pasture.  How it was, what we used to be.  Every initiative is an attempt to revive the past.  Every time you come to an altar you are looking to repeat the ecstasy of your original conversion.  THAT WILL NOT HAPPEN.  I will never be the starry eyed youngster that courted my wife again.  But hopefully after 12 years our love has matured into something stronger, more resilient, deeper, and more fulfilling than in the beginning.  As long as you have beginner love you will also only manifest beginner commitment.  

What do we do?   “Go on”  “Move forward”  According to Hebrews you will move on to maturity and understanding.  Basically you don’t need to pray through as much as you need to grow up. 

Are you hung up on certain doctrines?
Is there only “one way to do it”  (pray, worship, preach, learn, have church) 

Do you pray the same prayers all the time? With the same results?
Do you wish they would preach more “basics”?

Do you think the greatest revelations of God have already happened? 

Do you believe that this is as good as it is going to get this side of the rapture?

You are stuck in the pasture of Ritual, move on to maturity and understanding.  (Need to get you out so we can get others in.)
The Pasture Of Rigor
When you move on you move into understanding and maturity.  But if you are not careful you will get caught up in the next pasture.  It is so easy to get stuck here.  In this next pasture there is so much to do.  You move from Ritual into maturity and the first sign of maturity is when you start understanding your own shortcomings and begin to rectify them.  So in the next pasture we begin to work very hard on our selves.  Trying to become what we sense we can be.  If the first pasture is the pasture of ritual where we repeat the first works over and over the second pasture is one of Rigor where we work ceaselessly trying to become everything we sense we can be.  It is rigorous.  This is the Pasture Of Rigor.  

Just like the first Pasture you need to come through this one.  You need to be disciplined in your faith.  You need to work on yourself.  You need to learn and grow.  But there is a danger in abiding here.  Millions of Christians are caught here.  They are working so hard.  

They are as uncertain as the people in the Pasture Or Ritual.  The only difference is where those people keep checking back with God, the people in this pasture work harder on themselves.  Read another book, join another prayer team, fast another day, go to another conference, watch more Christian television, get another WWJD bracelet.  The problem with both of these positions is that you cannot rest in God.  One keeps nervously and anxiously turning to God, the other keeps nervously and anxiously working on self.  You will know you have come into the perfect perpetual pasture when you are made to lie down!!!  I long for a place in God I can enjoy, rest, relax, take it easy, chill out.  To hear some people tell it you are not an authentic Christian if you don’t pray three hours a day, memorize at least 25 scriptures a day, have a pray journal, four pray partners, an accountability group, have seven prayer languages, operate in at least 3 spiritual gifts, and head up at least one ministry.   

1. The Pasture Of Rigor is about two things:

2. Spiritual growth.  Not a bad thing until it metamorphoses into perfectionism.  You know you are struggling with this when you don’t think God can bless you until you get one more area perfected, do one more thing for God, master one more spiritual discipline.  When you start thinking that God’s hand of blessing is extended or withdrawn based on your performance you are caught up in Rigor, in works. 

Romans 5:8  But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.

I John 4:10  Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.

If He loved you enough to die for you before you ever come to Him He will not withhold blessing now.  Spiritual growth is great just understand that growing is part of the journey not the destination.  In the pasture of Rigor you get caught up in a maintenance mentality.  If I can just do this a little bit better…  If I could just do this a little more…   You cannot maintain anything well enough to grow it.  Again, you have to move on. Imperfections and all.  God will bless and use me even with all my faults.  You need to come here but you must not stay here. 

3. The present.  While Ritual cannot turn loose of what happened Rigor cannot see beyond what is happening.   You see nothing beyond the immediacy of this moment.  Carpe Diem is the admonition of the philosopher.  “Seize the day”.  But are world is moving so fast that by the time I get a firm grip on today it has already become yesterday.  We have to look to our future.  We have to get our eyes off our present circumstances.  There is something better than even what you are immersed in.  This is not as good as it gets.  

I John 3:2 Beloved, now are we the sons of God, (That is awesome, but it is just a preview of a coming attraction – it should not encourage you to watch the preview over and over…MOVE ON) and it doth not yet appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.

When you leave ritual you go on unto maturity and understanding.  When you leave Rigor go from practice to productivity.  We have need less practicing Christians and more producing Christians.  

The Pasture Of Relationship
This is where you can “lie down”.   Most don’t make it this far.  But when you get here there is fellowship with God, friendship with God, worship and fulfillment.  Not caught up in what I was, not obsessing over what I am, but I am looking forward to what I will become.  

Psalm 23: 1  A Psalm of David. The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 2  He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 3  He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 4  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. 5  Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 6  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.

