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I. Intro 
A. About ten years ago I spent a few days on the West Bank of Israel. That whole 
area is called the Fifth Gospel because of all it teaches you. I spent a couple days in 
Nazareth, a couple days in Jerusalem - at a pastor’s retreat center right inside the main 
gate - and then I spent a few days on the West Bank, in Bethlehem – in a dorm room at 
the Bethlehem Bible College.  Yohanna Katanacho . Academic Dean there. 
B. The college had assigned me a guide – a delightful guy named Alaa.  He had been 
with me for about 36 hours. As we got back to the college on the second day, I said, “you 
need to go home to your family. I’ll be fine.” He said he was supposed to stay with me 
for the rest of the day. It was about 4. I said, “nonsense. Go home. I’m fine.” 
C. I said, “I’m going to walk down the street to the same restaurant you took me to 
last night. And other than that, I’ll be in the library. Go.” 
D. He finally agreed, and then I caused a bit of an alarm by asking if it was safe for 
me to go on a run.  
E. I remember two things about that run – one is after making my way through a 
check-point, I ran to Jerusalem.  
F. The second were the shepherds – mostly boys. Cell phones and pebbles, sling 
shots. Boys with slingshots – if I were an 8-year-old boy with a slingshot, what are the 
odds that I’d go for the slow, old white guy lumbering by. I figured they were pretty high.  
G. I survived. And since then I think more highly of shepherds – which is unusual. 
It’s not a great job. It’s sometimes called the world’s second oldest professions. And 
often viewed by some as being just as sketchy.  But Jesus changes that. He is the Good 
Shepherd,1 a claim that is big and important in many ways, and is powerfully developed 
for us in Psalm 23. 

II. By way of reminder, we are in a study of the Psalms.  
A. The 150 prayer-songs collected in the middle of the Bible. They are there for us to 
be used as prayers and songs and guides for our worship. You should read one every day. 
Over time they will shape you in wonderful ways.  
B. Many were written by David – who started as a shepherd before ending up the 
shepherd king. We think he wrote this one late in life – while out in the desert fleeing for 
his life a second time. He did this for years when Saul wanted to kill him – after David 
had become the king-elect. We think he spent a few months on the run when his son, 
Absalom was trying to kill him – and that it was during that time that he writes this.2 

III. Today we look at most famous of the Psalms – and words that are among the most 
famous from the Bible.  

A. The Lord’s Prayer is better known.  And the Matthew 7 line, “judge not”  seems 
to be better known. Not understood, but better known.    
B. There is a lot here. The danger is you may think you know what it says and means 
because it’s so familiar. I suspect maybe not.  
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IV. The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing. Or, as the KJV says, “I shall not want.”  I 
will not lack anything I need. This is not the first time this line is used in the Bible.  That would 
be found in Genesis 48, when Jacob was blessing Joseph.  David is repeating a passage he had 
memorized.  It’s worth memorizing and pondering.  Right away there are a handful of things to 
note: 

A. For starters, let’s recognize that God uses everyday life to help us understand him.   
1. If Jesus were to show up today – in downtown Chicago instead of first 
century Israel – he would not be explaining himself as a shepherd. This was the 
Jew’s world. This is what worked for them. They didn’t have to go to the county 
fair to see a sheep. 
2. As I have shown before, a big part of the land flowing with milk and 
honey is about being shepherds not farmers. The land of Israel is unique in its 
ability to foster faith. 
3. You have heard it called “the land of milk and honey” – and you picture 
this. PICTURE ONE. This is New Zealand. This (PICTURE TWO) is Israel. 
4. And for the record, for all intents and purposes, Israel was all zone two.  
(Slide THREE). Let me explain. 

B. As we are getting started, you should note that we are the sheep. 
1. Which should not feel like a compliment. I think you get that. No one 
playing the game “If I were an animal, the animal I would most be like is… a 
sheep. No. People say, “an eagle” or “a cheetah.”  It’s always something up the 
food chain and cool.  
2. The typical sermon on Psalm 23 notes that sheep are: dumb, dirty, 
defenseless and dependent. In Animal Farm you’d rather be a pig than a sheep. 
3. In recent years there has been a wave of articles saying sheep are not as 
dumb as pastors say they are. In fact, I’ve read articles suggesting that pastors 
claiming that sheep are dumb is insulting to sheep and to the congregation.3 Those 
writing these articles claim that sheep are harmless and peaceful creatures. Very 
meek and very useful – that every part of a sheep has value – meat to eat, wool 
and skin to wear. 
4. Well, I have been around sheep a bit.  I foolishly brought one into a 
church for a sermon twenty-five years ago. The little 4-H girl – who had a lamb  
5. Not sure what their IQ is, but I know that they are near-sighted and 
defenseless. Very dependent – which meant, good shepherd, happy sheep. Bad 
shepherd, suffering sheep 

C. To understand Psalm 23 you need to know a bit about shepherds.  After all, the 
only shepherds most of us have seen are 8-year old boys in terry cloth robes during 
a church Christmas play.  There are several things worth noting about real 
shepherds in the first century – when Israel had lions and bears roaming around: 
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1. I’ve already noted that they were a bit sketchy. They were social outcasts 
at the bottom of the food chain – which is part of the reason it was so shocking 
when the angels showed up to announce the birth of Christ to shepherds. No one 
wanted to grow up and be a shepherd.  Herding sheep was dirty, boring and had 
crazy long hours. And the pay was low, which is why the job fell to the youngest 
son.4 
2. The good ones – there were lots of bad ones – but the good ones were 
predator killers. They got between the lion and the lamb.  
3. And they were kind to the sheep.  Shepherds were not cowboys. The 
cowboy sits tall in the saddle and oozes testosterone.  John Waynish figures who 
is quick with a gun but a slow talking man of few words. His horse is his best 
friend and he drives the cattle hard. (Lots of movies made about cowboys. I can’t 
think of one that idolizes a shepherd).  
4. Look, in some ways they were alike. They both had to spend a lot of time 
out alone, under the stars.  But there were real differences. The cowboy doesn’t 
know the cow and doesn’t care to. He is driving them – from behind - to 
slaughter. And he uses a whip.  
5. The shepherd knows the sheep by name – and he leads them from the 
front, taking them to be shorn. 
6. The herd has a dozen cowboys. The flock has one shepherd.  And I saw 
this in Nazareth. I was at Nazareth Village – which if was in the US would have 
amusement rides and be horrible and cheezy, but there was amazing. And it was 
the shepherds day off so we had a substitute shepherd – and he was having 
problems.  And the real shepherd showed up, said something and here came all 
the sheep.  
7. By the way, aren’t we glad Jesus identifies himself as the Good Shepherd, 
not the Good Cowboy. 

D. A shepherd takes care of his sheep – and it’s all-encompassing. 

V. He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside quiet waters 
A. A shepherd hears this and realizes that this is a description of sheep that are very 
well cared for and happy. You see, sheep do not typically lie in green pastures, they eat 
them. Likewise, they do not walk beside still waters, they drink it. What is being 
described here is a sheep that is well-fed with plenty to drink and it feels very safe.  

1. Like cows, sheep are ruminants – vegetarians with a special digestive 
system. They quickly swallow the grass and pre-digest it and then retreat to a safe 
place where they will chew their cud.  

B. A Jewish shepherd reads this and is impressed by the shepherd, realizing that he 
has lead the sheep high into the hills to find good pasture land.  
C. It should not be lost on you that the shepherd makes the sheep lie down. He is 
making me rest.  

VI. He refreshes my soul. 
A. This is just two words in Hebrew, which forces us to study the context – to reflect 
on what goes before and after it.   
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B. Soul means more than the non-physical aspect of who we are. The word soul is 
often used in the Old Testament to mean “life” or to refer to the whole person. 
C. This statement is just two words in Hebrew. This leads us to reflect on context. 
And it seems likely that a first century Jew would see this contrast to another famous 
shepherd passage - Ezekiel 34 - where the shepherds of Israel are getting in trouble for 
not caring for the sheep, and in partuclar, for not pursuing the strays.  

VII. He guides me along the right paths for his name’s sake. 
A. The word for path means a track or well-worn trail. The early part of this poem 
suggests that God leads us down the right path. It also notes that the sheep – you and me 
– are being led not carried.  
B. I increasingly think we have to pay more attention to the path we are on. We are 
shaping our heart all the time. 

VIII. Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no evil, for you are with 
me; 

A. The classic translation is “the valley of the shadow of death.”  And this is well 
known.  One of the passages ways you go through if you are climbing Denali is called the 
Valley of Death because there are so many avalanches there. 
B. Scholars are now in agreement that this is not a direct reference to death. It might 
include that. And we are all going to die.   

1. And I like this imagery also because as a Christ-follower, we do not get hit 
with death as much as we get hit with the shadow of death. In Christ death doesn’t 
have the same punch as it does without Christ.  
2. Donald Barnhouse, a famous pastor at Tenth Presbyterian Church in 
Philly, had to preach his own young wife’s funeral.  His young daughters were in 
the back of the car.  He was trying to figure out how to explain what was 
happening.  As they were parked at a light, a truck pulled alongside them, and 
they were placed in a shadow. And he asked, “would you rather be hit by a 
shadow or by the truck?” 

C. But the death is not the only dark valley we walk down.  Some of you are in other 
kinds of bad, hard, scary spots.  They can seem very, very dark.  
D. The precise meaning here is, “the valley of deepest darkness.  
E. When the sheep were going back and forth from home to the high mountains, they 
often had to wind their way along circuitous paths – there were not goats who could 
scamper up a hill. They took paths that went into valleys – where the sun didn’t shine. 
Where predators could hide. 
F. Note, God is leading them through these valleys to get to a better place. God is 
leading us here.  And the path is through them. They are not the destination. 
G. But they can cause fear.  

1. Some of you have a lot of fear. I read about one man who claimed his wife 
needed a job at NASA because she could imagine everything that could possibly 
go wrong. 
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2. This is not my issue.  After I wrote FutureView – which had a section 
called Monsters Under the Bed, listing all of ways someone thinks the world is 
going to end – I had people asking me if I slept well. 
3. Yes. Look, I am not anxious to die, but I do think we get to die. For a 
Christian there is a sense in which it’s the best day of their life..  

IX. Your rod and your staff, they comfort me. 
A. Perhaps the aspect of God that people like the least is his wrath. But it is on 
display here with the “rod.”  
B. The staff was a crook that the shepherd used to protect or rescue a wayward 
sheep. The rod was an instrument of violence used to fight off predators. It was never 
used with the sheep. I have my rungu here. It’s a tree root that Maasai warriors use to 
defend their herds from lions and it is what a rod looked like. It can be thrown. 
C. Of course we also know that they used sling shots. King David had been a 
shepherd. One of the earliest stories we get from him is when he had defended the sheep 
from a lion. 
D. When I was with the Maasai I said, “tell me what it will cost to buy a cattle. 
E. The rod is for up close and the sling used to stop predators at a distance. 
F. Note that this passage says, the sheep are comforted by noting that the shepherd 
has his weapons. 

X. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. 
A. We see a bit of a shift here. The shepherd / sheep metaphor is not quite enough to 
reveal all God wants to say. So He shifts to something more like a host / guest 
arrangement, with the suggestion of a king welcoming in a servant.  
B. The fact that a meal is offered is significant, in part because there was no fast food 
in the dessert. Preparing a meal was not a small matter.  
C. The idea that it is done in the presence of my enemies, but we do not have to 
worry suggests that the king has everything under control and our enemies are realizing 
we can’t be messed with going forward. I am able to relax, sit and enjoy a meal.  

XI. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows 
A. These are images of refreshment and abundance.  We often talk about whether a 
cup is half empty or half full – which led one comedian to say: I don’t see it as either. I 
just think the glass is too big.  But obviously, a cup that is overflowing speaks of 
abundance.   

XII. Surely your goodness and love  
A. The word used here in the KJV is mercy and in the NASV is loving-kindness. In 
the Hebrew it is hesed. It is translated 13 different ways in the KJV because it is so rich. 
Bruce Walkte – a noted Old Testament professor – says three things need to be in place 
for this word: 1) two people have a relationship; 2) one of them is in a desperate bind and 
cannot save themselves but the other party can; and 3) the other party – which is stronger 
– acts out of mercy and love.  This defines our relationship with God. 
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XIII. Surely your goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life and I will dwell 
in the house of the Lord forever. 

A. This was a place of security – free from bad guys or anyone trying to hurt you. 
B. And the idea of “follow” makes it sound like God is anxious to pursue us.  It 
makes him sound like a puppy.  He is full of joy to be with us. To be with you! 

XIV. There is a lot here to ponder.   
A. If you read books about being a shepherd – and some prominent pastors have 
been shepherds in their youth: Phil Keller wrote a Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23. Dallas 
Willard was a shepherd as a boy. This week I read a business book called Lead Like a 
Shepherd.  They all have stories that help us understand passages like this.  

1. I learned is that if a lamb is prone to wander off, as a last resort, the 
shepherd will break one of its legs and then carry it for weeks.  It learns to trust 
him and not wander off.  All of which gives new meaning to Psalm 51, when 
David pleads, “let the bones you have broken rejoice.” 
2. There are always chapters about the challenge of keeping them healthy – 
and the ways you fight off lice and other pests. Today they get dunked in 
solutions and then are forced to swim. But at least twice they get forced under 
water.   

B. Of course there is a lot more in the text: 
1. It’s worth noting the pronouns here. It’s very personal. Not “we” who 
walk through the valley, but “I.” And God is “my” shepherd.  
2. It’s worth reflecting on how seldom we think of ourselves as sheep - and 
try to defend ourselves - when we should rely on the shepherd.   
3. It’s worth noting how he highlights the deepest, darkest valleys as the 
places where he is closest to us. 
4. It’s worth noting that the reason we get through these is not because of 
positive thinking or manipulative self-talk, or yoga relaxation, but a shepherd who 
protects us from evil. That is what is designed to bring us comfort. 

XV. But let me end by reading what Jesus says about himself in John 10.  A few times now I 
have noted that we need to read the Psalms from the other side of the cross. As we are reading 
Psalm 23 it needs to be informed by the idea that Jesus is the Good Shepherd who lays down his 
life for his sheep.  

A. He knows every one of his sheep by name. He sets aside the 99 and goes 
searching for the one lost sheep. Who is a predator killer to protect us from our enemies. 
Who leads us to green pastures, not driving us from behind with a whip, but leading us 
from out front by calling our names.5 
B. Read John 10:7-15:  Therefore Jesus said again, “Very truly I tell you, I am the 
gate for the sheep. 8 All who have come before me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep 
have not listened to them. 9 I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be 
saved.[a] They will come in and go out, and find pasture. 10 The thief comes only to steal 
and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. 
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C. 11 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep. 12 The hired hand is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep. So when he sees 
the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock 
and scatters it. 13 The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the 
sheep. 
D. 14 “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me— 15 just as 
the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay down my life for the sheep.  

1 John 10:11 
2 2 Samuel 15 
3 Joe Thorn, The Sheep Aren’t Stupid, Feb. 22, 2016. 
4 I Sam. 16:10f 
5 Burk Parsons, The Great Shepherd, TableTalk, Aug. 2018, p. 2. 
 

                                                


