What’s Following You? 

Ps 23:1-6 The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 2 He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters. 3 He restores my soul. He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 4 Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. 5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD forever. ESV

Isa 52:11-12 Depart, depart, go out from there; touch no unclean thing; go out from the midst of her; purify yourselves, you who bear the vessels of the LORD. 12 For you shall not go out in haste, and you shall not go in flight, for the LORD will go before you, and the God of Israel will be your rear guard. ESV

Rev 14:13 And I heard a voice from heaven saying, "Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on." "Blessed indeed," says the Spirit, "that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them!" ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

The 23rd psalm is considered by many to be the pinnacle of Israeli poetry and the greatest of David’s compositions.  It certainly is a great portion of scripture – as powerful as it is beautiful.  The idea of taking terms of a shepherd taking care of his sheep and applying it to God’s care for His people is ingenious and certainly inspired of the Holy Spirit.  But there is a side of the 23rd Psalm that people often forget to take in account and that is that David wrote it while a fugitive.  David was on the run; an enemy, King Saul, had been chasing him when he set himself to pen these words.  These are not the words of someone sitting quietly by a gentle stream on vacation but the words of one who had run from cave to cave in the wilderness fighting for survival.  Like an animal, David had been hunted throughout the hillsides of Judea and it had only been the hand of God that had preserved him and kept him alive.  

Understanding this, perhaps removes some of the serenity of the commonly held views of the 23rd psalm but it also helps illuminate some of the passages that we tend to gloss over.  When David spoke of the valley of the shadow of death, he spoke of experience – recent experience.  When he said, “I will fear no evil” it was not because he had not had to face evil but rather that he had found the strength to courageously face a deranged, evil-spirit tormented, king who literally had it out for him.  When David wrote, “you prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies” and spoke to us about God’s ability to bless us even when we are literally surrounded by adversaries, it was not a cute flip of the phrase designed to move you by its cleverness but was an actual testimony from the man who had many times been surrounded only to have God bless him and rescue him and even provide for him under the enemies’ nose.  Even David’s final statement, “And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever” is illuminated when you consider that he made that statement while as far from the house of the Lord as one could get; hiding in the boonies.  For years, David could not go to the house of the Lord and when he took the chance to do so, a traitor turned on him and he was again fleeing for his life.  That statement is a statement of faith, or a promise of how one day things will be for him, or at least that’s how he meant it when he first wrote it.  What we call the Shepherd psalm is a song of praise by the hunted giving God the glory for keeping him despite a very determined and malicious enemy.  When David made the statement, “surely goodness and mercy shall follow me” he spoke at a time when it seemed that all hell had been chasing him!

_______________________________________________________________________

It’s a funny thing about the past, how that it so affects our present and thus our future.  David would be forever changed by his experience in the wilderness as a fugitive and it was for the better.  But we can only say that because David did not let the negative that was following him overtake him and turned to the Lord to be his shepherd or leader and the Lord turned it around.  David would be the first to tell you, that without the Lord on his side, what had first been following him would have surely overtaken him.

I preach to people today not unlike David.  To be a preacher is to be in the people business and my goal is to get as many of us to heaven as possible.  And as I look out on your faces and as I prayed for you this week, I was reminded of the scripture that we read in Revelation where John wrote:

Rev 14:13 And I heard a voice from heaven saying, "Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on." "Blessed indeed," says the Spirit, "that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them!" ESV

Say that last phrase with me, “for their deeds follow them!”  That is a blessing when your past deeds have been righteous, but for most that is a scary saying.  It is true of each of us, “our deeds follow us.”  I’m preaching to people who have not been perfect and who have not always chosen right paths.  I’m including myself in this statement.  You and I have lived beyond the age of the accountability and have grown out of childhood wistfulness.  We are experienced human beings by, which I mean we have scars and regrets and many a mile down a wrong path.  And so by their very nature to bring up the past is a frightful thing.  Even the one who sits there the most confident looking has things following them that they hope never catches up to them.  And there are some who by the looks on your faces, you appear to be living like David or have recently been living like David where the things that are following you have been right on your heels and life has become about survival.  We would like to convince ourselves that if something is out of sight then it is out of mind, but this is the truth of the human existence in a sinful world, “our deeds follow us!”  

It is a true statement that when we follow sin, then sin follows us.  What you try to forget about comes up again.  It is a scriptural phrase, “be sure that your sins will find you out.”
  I know that scripture instinctively because growing up in church I heard that phrase often quoted, but you don’t hear that preached much anymore – as if we now believe that just ignoring the issue makes it go away!  We don’t say if very often, but it’s still true:  “be sure that your sins will find you out.”  “Be not deceived, God is not mocked, for whatsoever a man soweth that he will also reap.”  “Their deeds follow them.”  And as David found out, a man can only run for so long.  

Sin is a relentless pursuer.  Like Pharaoh thundering out of Egypt with all of his army and might after the children of Israel, so sin is a formidable foe.  You can run but you cannot hide.  Eventually you will find yourself trapped with nowhere to hide.  Like David in his valley of the shadow of death or hunkered down in his cave with Saul coming in the front entrance; like the children of Israel trapped between the mountains and the Red Sea and Pharaoh’s army behind, so does your past have a way of eventually catching up to you.  And at that moment only three possible things can happen – you can by the skin of your fading natural strength, shimmy away to keep running and what will eventually be the inevitable date where escape is no longer an option, you can be overcome by what has been following you, or you can turn to God who is the only one who can do anything about the sin that is doggedly on your trail.  

I’m preaching to you a law of the universe:  what you follow follows you.  And what follows you will eventually overtake you and engulf you and cover you.  And we have all followed sin therefore sin and its wages of death – for that is what sin truly profits in the end – follow us closely if we do nothing about it.  

But I have also come to remind you that there is hope today!  There is hope even despite the fact that “their deeds follow them!”  There is hope despite the fact that every one of us has at one time followed sin and thus has to deal with sin turning to follow us!  Because there is One who can take the laws of the universe and transform them into good things!  Just as Moses and the children of Israel cried out to the Lord and God responded with miraculous deliverance by parting the Red Sea, escorting them across, and destroying the entire Egyptian army that had thundered after them, so is there a God who can turn the tables on what’s following you!  Just as David, beleaguered and trapped, turned to the hand of the Great Shepherd and was delivered and eventually exalted to the very throne of the one who had sought to destroy him, so can God turn things around in your life and your situations.  What is it that is following you?  On your own you are hopeless and will eventually be overcome, but if you would enlist God on your side, you would find that He could destroy that which would destroy you!  

______________________________________________________________________         

I feel led to preach to you of God’s power and God’s goodness.  Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God and some of you need to rethink your thoughts of our great God!  So it is a law of the universe:

What you follow follows you.

So it is true that all of us have followed sin so that our deeds follow us.  But if that were true, then just know another truth:

When you follow God, God follows you!

And God is the only thing greater than our sins and our past!  Think of David running for his life and the madman, Saul, and all of the army chasing him.  And yet they never caught David nor killed him because if you could have seen things as they really were, there was host of heaven’s army following the army that was following David.  Because David was not the shepherd of his life; David was not on the throne of his own existence but had given rulership over to God Almighty a long time ago.  Therefore, David could have hope even in the presence of his enemies because like some sardonic cartoon chase scene, he had a vicious enemy chasing him, but he knew behind that enemy was the hosts of heaven chasing them and behind even that host, God Himself, had David’s back!  

David had at times followed sin and so had it following him, but David had turned from following sin to following the Great Shepherd, therefore now something greater than his past was following what was following him!  Somebody needs to hear it:  you’ve got a past and it would love to destroy you, but if you would follow God, then know that God would follow you!  It’s a great promise of the Word of God that Isaiah told us more than once:

Isa 52:11-12 Depart, depart, go out from there; touch no unclean thing; go out from the midst of her; purify yourselves, you who bear the vessels of the LORD. 12 For you shall not go out in haste, and you shall not go in flight, for the LORD will go before you, and the God of Israel will be your rear guard. ESV

Israel in Isaiah’ time had made mistakes and the people of God had the results of following after idolatry and sinfulness nipping at their heels, but what a promise was given by God Almighty to those who would no longer follow after sin and who would repent and separate themselves from the unclean thing.  To those who would depart from evil and come out from the midst of a sinful world and live holy and purify themselves and bear the vessels of the Lord in a pure manner with holy hands, the promise was “you shall not go out in haste, and you shall not go in flight” – in other words, you would no longer be running from the results of your sinful actions – and here is the reason why:  “for the Lord will go before you” and then catch it:  “and the God of Israel will be your rearguard!”  

The last promise is tied to the first:  only those who have the Lord before them and who are following the Lord will have the God of Israel as their rearguard.  But again we see this same law of the universe put in greater terms:  what you follow follows you.  And to those who turned from following sin and began to follow the Lord and put Him before them, He became their rearguard.  In other words, God was saying, “if you follow me, I’ve got your back!”  “I’ll watch the backside!”  Just as that pillar of fire that had led Israel out of Egypt suddenly – when the Egyptian army came up fast on their heels with destruction on their minds – lifted and went from the front of Israel to the back of Israel, so will God do for you.  Go read it:  That very pillar of fire that had led them, became their rearguard and kept the enemy from destroying them while they escaped on dry ground.  And then, after the enemy had been destroyed, that very pillar returned to the front and led them onward.  You have made mistakes, but don’t make the greatest mistake of not turning from your sin to follow God because when you follow God, God then follows you!  He not only leads you forward, but He becomes your rearward, and watches your back and He destroys and attacks what would have destroyed and attacked you!  

Oh, preacher, that’s Old Testament.  It sure is, but it’s still true in the New Testament.  Those that heard and heeded the command of Jesus to “follow me” eventually had this testimony:

Mark 16:20 And they went forth, and preached everywhere, the Lord working with them, and confirming the word with signs following. Amen.  KJV 

That is how the Gospel of Mark ends.  Jesus leads those who followed Him to the place where He ascended and told them to go forth and those who followed His directions and those who followed Him found out that as they continued forward, He followed them and was “working with them.”  And He confirmed their words with signs following.  Are you grasping it?  What you follow follows you.  What’s following you today?  If it’s only negative things and a past that would seek to destroy you and that seems to be catching up to you and if it seems that you are always just living life to survive, then you have not truly followed Jesus Christ – because when you follow Jesus, Jesus follows you!  And when you follow His Word, His Word follows you with “signs following!”  Oh, that we would get the revelation that what we have to deal with in life has much to do with what we are seeking after.  What you follow follows you, so follow Jesus!  And the God of glory will be your rear guard!  

Let us not take that scripture in Mark out of context.  It is good to be reminded of the verse preceding it which Bro. Jackson read to you last weekend:

Mark 16:16-18 He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned. 17 And these signs will follow those who believe: In My name they will cast out demons; they will speak with new tongues; 18 they will take up serpents; and if they drink anything deadly, it will by no means hurt them; they will lay hands on the sick, and they will recover." NKJV
Let’s take them backwards:  first note verse 17, “these signs will follow those who believe.”  They will have power over demonic activity, they will speak with new tongues by which he means will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The next phrase means that God will give us supernatural protection when we need it.  It doesn’t mean that you seek out snakes or drink poison on purpose, but rather when you need help, God will back you up.  Like the Apostle Paul on the island being bitten by the viper and shaking it off on the fire and the natives being perplexed as to why he didn’t die:  there was a great revival that took place because they realized that the apostle Paul had somebody greater than the Roman army and their petty gods following him!  Paul was shipwrecked on an island as a prisoner of Rome and he was not alone for Paul was following Jesus and when you follow Jesus, Jesus follows you!  And so serpents and circumstances don’t determine your fate, when God’s got your back but rather only God decides such things!  And that’s why the scripture went on to say that another sign that would follow those who truly believe is that they would be able to lay hands on the sick and they would recover!  Because sickness doesn’t determine the fate of your life when you are following God because God follows you and has your back!  You will only go when He says it is time to go!  What Mark was trying to say is when you truly follow Christ, Christ follows you and He backs you up with the miraculous and the supernatural when needed!  

Somebody needs to believe it!  Just as sure as your sins have followed you after you had followed sin, so it is with God!  And He is greater than our heart!  He is greater than our condemnation!  He has conquered sin and the grave!  He is greater than our past!  

Now go back to verse 16 of the 16th chapter of Mark:

Mark 16:16 He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned. ESV
This verse and this principle that I’m preaching to you is why I don’t understand this modern Christianity notion that some people have that water baptism is not a part of your salvation and is something optional or frivolous.  To hear some preachers preach, you wonder why Jesus and His disciples even bothered with that baptism stuff and why it’s even in there.  But Jesus said, “He who believes AND is baptized will be saved.”  The scriptures go on to tell us that when you are baptized in the Name of Jesus Christ, it is for the forgiveness of sins and for the “washing away of your sins.”  I like the way that Ananias put it to Saul:

Acts 22:16 And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name.' ESV

That’s pretty clear!  Don’t tell me that you believe in Christ and yet don’t want to get baptized in His Name – if you truly believe in Him, then you will do what He has commanded you to do.  You cannot believe in Christ and not follow Him!  But realize the crux of the matter:  if you truly follow Christ and are baptized as He exampled for us and obey His command to be baptized in His Name, then it results in the “washing away of your sins.”  That is, what was following you and what was chasing you down suddenly gets erased and handled by the new rear guard of your life, Jesus Christ!  Because if you will follow Christ and get baptized in His name, He will not only lead you into all truth, but at the same time, He will bring up the rear and take care of all of that sinful stuff that was nipping at your heels!  If you follow Christ, then He will follow you!  You will have Christ before you and His blood behind you!  And you can overcome what is following you!  Because what you follow will follow you!  And if you will follow Christ and obey His lead, then He will overcome the sin that follows you!  God Almighty wants to lead you and be your rear guard today!  But you must follow Him!  You must turn from your sinful ways and come out and be separate!  But He can forgive and He can wash and he can cleanse and as He leads He will deal with the past!  Follow Him so that He can follow you!    _______________________________________________________________________

And so we come back to our original texts.  David told us after his experience of evil following him:

Ps 23:1-6 The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 2 He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters. 3 He restores my soul. He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 4 Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. 5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD forever. ESV

Did you catch the last part?  Say it with me:  “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.”  This is the promise of those who make the Lord their shepherd.  This is the sure promise of those who follow the Lord’s leading.  This is the end result of all things and of all the days of the life of those who turn from following sin to following the Lord:  “Surely” – say it with me, “Surely, goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.”  When I begin to truly follow the Lord, I am following the One who is goodness personified and mercy defined.  And when I follow Him those same things – goodness and mercy – begin to follow me! 

He said that they follow me “all the days of my life.”  Say that with me.  That includes good days and that includes bad days – “all the days.”  When you are following God, you will still have bad days, but the bad days will never completely utterly overtake you because on their heels, here comes something else always following close behind:  God’s goodness and mercy!  When the devourer sets in and when it seems that I am reaping what I sowed in sin years before, yet I trust in God and know that something great is coming out of it, because if some of my past life has caught up with me, it cannot be too much longer now – yep, there they are – God’s goodness and mercy are going to show up and take over!  I can be in the darkest of the valleys, even the valley of the shadow of death and yet I know that it will not last for forever because the darkness showed up and it’s been a bad day, but let’s see – yep, there they are – There’s God’s goodness and mercy coming down the road as fast as they can run!  They are always following me!  They are always hounding me!  And just as surely as sin would have overtaken me before I started following God, now just as surely – Surely! – His goodness and mercy will have the final say!  Because when I follow God, God is my rear guard and what follows me will always eventually overtake me and consume me and have its way!  

Somebody needs to change their view of God and of the things of God!  It is true that God’s ways are higher than our ways and that His thoughts are not our thoughts, but even when you don’t understand God’s ways, trust Him because that same God said:

Jer 29:11-13 For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans for wholeness and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope. 12 Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will hear you. 13 You will seek me and find me. When you seek me with all your heart, ESV

God has the best for you in mind!  Every one of His commands and every one of His directives that He asks you to follow are for your best!  He wants you to follow Him so that He can follow you!  And to those who live as He commands and who follow after His footsteps, they can know that things will always work out; evil will not win; the most vicious past cannot have the last say; the most determined enemies and traps will be for naught, because God’s goodness and mercy will follow you all of the days of your life!  You might have to wait patiently for them to show up but they will be there!  Because they will never stop following you!  

And they will follow you “all of the days of your life.”  That is not just a promise for this earthly life, but that is a promise for the most important day of your life, the day when you stand before God and give an account of everything that you have done.  It is appointed unto man once to die and then the judgment.  There is coming a day when all – big and small, great and little – will stand before God and answer for all that they have done.  Truly, it can be said of all men and women:  their works follow them.  But remember our text was a positive scripture:

Rev 14:13 And I heard a voice from heaven saying, "Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on." "Blessed indeed," says the Spirit, "that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them!" ESV

These that it is said of “for their deeds follow them” it was first said by God that they are “blessed indeed!”  How can that be?  I know in specific context that it is talking about future martyrs, but even in a general sense, how can this be so?  How can it be said about any man whose deeds follow them that they are blessed indeed to one day stand before God.  Well, to understand let us picture it:

A man is standing before God on the most important day of his life.  He has lived his earthly life and now he stands before the God of glory and answers for every deed that he has every committed.  No matter the name of the man whom we envision, it is not a pretty sight.  This man has sinned.  He has followed sin voraciously.  He chose to be His own shepherd in life.  And the results are not pretty.  It is not a blessed indeed that he hears, but a “depart from me, I never knew you.”  

Now see in your mind’s eye a second man very similar to the first stand before God.  This same day is the most important day of both of these men’s lives.  Like the first, the second man has lived for sin for many years and committed much of the same acts.  And yet as they move forward in the record, there are two witnesses who show up at this man’s hearing.  Who are you?  “I’m mercy!”  “Who are you?”  “I’m goodness!”  We’ve been following this man for some time now, ever since he decided to start following You, Lord! 

That is a parable, you understand, and it is speaking of spiritual things in terms that we can envision, but there is some great truth to it!  Following Jesus Christ doesn’t just destroy the works of sin in your earthly life, but destroys its work even on the most important day of your life, the day that you enter into eternity!  And when you turn from sin and turn from uncleanness and make Jesus Christ your Shepherd and follow His leading, His goodness and mercy not only follow you for the days of your earthly life, but they will follow even to the day that you stand before God and give account of yourself!  And like the serpents of Aaron’s rod devoured the serpents of Jannes and Jambres, so will God’s mercy and God’s goodness have final say, if you will keep God before you!    

Surely, what you follow follows you.  Surely your sins will find you out.  But surely to follow God is to have Him become your rear guard!  And surely allowing the Lord to lead you will result in His goodness and mercy following you all of the days of your life.  And surely His goodness and mercy is greater than your sin.  But it’s up to you:  what’s following you?  Follow the Lord so it can be mercy!  

� Numbers 32:23.





