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Psalm 23 - The Divine Shepherd 
A Psalm of David. 
 1The LORD is my shepherd; 
 I shall not want. 2He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me 
beside still waters; 3he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his 
name’s sake. 
 4Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are 
with me; your rod and your staff—they comfort me. 
 5You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint 
my head with oil; my cup overflows. 6Surely goodness and mercy shall follow 
me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD my 
whole life long. 
 
  Of all the psalms found in the Old Testament this one (Psalm 23) is 

perhaps the most well known, I include this psalm in almost every funeral 

service that I conduct because this image of a shepherd and his sheep is 

almost universally comforting. It reminds us that God has stepped into our 

lives to hold us close and to care for us. 

  One of the wonderful things about Psalm 23 is that the writer starts 

right off with the point he is trying to make: 

“The Lord is my shepherd.” 

  What we are supposed to understand is that “The Lord” is present in 

our lives to be like a shepherd for us. The only problem with this image is 

that most of us can go through our entire lives without ever meeting an 

actual shepherd or having any kind of exposure to what shepherding is 

actually like. We might see sheep in a zoo and even pet them on the head but 

that’s a long way from understanding the nature of sheep and the duties of a 

shepherd. 



  In Old Testament times, shepherding was an essential part of the 

culture AND all the way through to the time of Jesus shepherds played a 

huge role in the economic and religious lives of God’s people. Sheep provided 

wool and meat and milk; they helped sustain life. AND, they were also an 

essential part of the sacrificial system and temple worship. What this means 

is that when someone made a statement like this one, 

“The Lord is my shepherd.” 

  Everyone who heard this phrase understood that it was filled with 

meaning about how we should live our lives in relationship to our God. This 

is also one of the reasons that the image of the shepherd appears so often in 

both the Old Testament and in reference to Jesus and in his teaching. 

  In Matthew 9:36 it says this, 

When he (Jesus) saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because  
they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 

  Jesus himself said,  

“11I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for 
the sheep. 12The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own 
the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs away—
and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 13The hired hand runs 

away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep. 14I am the 
good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, 15 just as the 

Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for  
the sheep. John 10:11-15 

  But, because we live in 21st century America, where most of us believe 

that our lamb chops and our wool sweaters come from the store we need to 

walk through this image and make sure that we fully understand what the 

psalmist is saying when he says,  

“The Lord is my shepherd.” 

  Some years ago a man named Philip Keller wrote a book entitled, “A 

Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23” and in his book Mr. Keller talked about the 

nature of sheep and what was required to be a good shepherd. 



  He told a story about living next to a farm where the sheep were being 

cared for by a person he described as “the most indifferent manager” he had 

ever met. This is how he described the effect of this uncaring shepherd on 

those sheep, 

 He (the bad shepherd) gave little or no time to his flock, letting 
them pretty well forage for themselves as best they could, both 
summer and winter. They fell prey to dogs, cougars and rustlers. 
 Every year these poor creatures were forced to gnaw away at 
bare brown fields and impoverished pastures. Every winter there 
was a shortage of nourishing hay and wholesome grain to feed the 
hungry ewes. Shelter to safeguard and protect the suffering sheep 
from storms and blizzards was scanty and inadequate. 
 They had only polluted, muddy water to drink. There had been 
a lack of salt and other trace minerals needed to offset their sickly 
pastures. In their thin, weak and diseased condition these poor  
sheep were a pathetic sight. 

  Keller then went on to make this statement, 

“I have become increasingly aware of one thing ... It is ... the  
Master in people's lives who makes the difference in their destiny. 

  In the Old Testament book of Ezekiel the prophet is commissioned by 

God to speak to the people of Judah (God’s people) while they were living as 

exiles in the land of Babylon. The temple in Jerusalem had been torn down; 

their land had been overrun and their nation was being resettled by 

foreigners. First they lost their faith and then they had lost their home and 

God’s message to the people was that part of their problems had to do with 

the fact that they had been cared for by, using Philip Keller’s words, 

“indifferent shepherds.” This is what it says in Ezekiel 34… 

 1The word of the Lord came to me: 2Mortal, prophesy against 
the shepherds of Israel: prophesy, and say to them—to the 
shepherds: Thus says the Lord God: Ah, you shepherds of Israel 
who have been feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds feed 
the sheep? 3You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, 
you slaughter the fatlings; but you do not feed the sheep. 4You 
have not strengthened the weak, you have not healed the sick, you 
have not bound up the injured, you have not brought back the 



strayed, you have not sought the lost, but with force and 
harshness you have ruled them. 5So they were scattered, because 
there was no shepherd; and scattered, they became food for all the 
wild animals. My sheep were scattered, they wandered over all 
the mountains and on every high hill; my sheep were scattered 
over all the face of the earth, with no one to search or seek for  
them. Ezekiel 34:1-6 

  Many times this text is used to lead in to a political conversation AND 

it could be read as a call to anyone who is given the responsibility of 

leadership, to make sure that they serve faithfully BECAUSE all of us who 

lead will be held accountable for what we have done with the responsibility 

assigned to us. I count myself in that group. 

  HOWEVER, this passage could also be taken as a call to all of us to 

choose our masters carefully BECAUSE those people (or things) that we 

give our allegiance to can (and will) impact both our future and the future of 

anyone who is associated with us.  

  We need to choose our shepherds wisely, OR MORE SPECIFICALLY, 

we need to decide to allow the Lord (the God of Israel) to be our shepherd.  

  Let’s talk for just a bit about what that means. 

He makes me lie down in green pastures;  
he leads me beside still waters; 

  On its surface this is simply an acknowledgement that our God provides 

for all of our most basic needs BUT the extension of this image is the 

understanding that our Lord (our God) is the author of all that we have. 

  The lives of sheep are fairly simple. They need food, water, shelter and 

protection. Our lives are a bit more complicated which means that most of us 

struggle with this concept because we have been raised to believe that what 

we work for and hold in our hands belongs to us. We might decide to give 

something back to God but that implies that it was ours in the first place. 

AND, it actually suggests that we think that we are the authors of all things; 

we may be saying that we are a God and we control him, which isn’t true. 



  There’s a hymn that was in the old black Methodist Hymnal which 

didn’t make the cut for the United Methodist Hymnal (the red one which is 

right in front of you) that is entitled, “We Give Thee But Thine Own.” The 

song (which was written by William Walshom How and published in 1858) is 

built around a simple message that we need to be reminded of from time to 

time. Verse one goes like this … 

We give thee but thine own, 
whate'er the gift may be; 

all that we have is thine alone,  
a trust, O Lord, from thee. 

  This song reminds us that everything we think is ours actually belongs 

to God and has been loaned to us as a “trust;” a resource that we might use to 

serve God in the world. 

  Our God provides us with intelligence and insight and strength to do 

the work we do every day. Along with that, we are supposed to understand 

that no matter what we do, we do it for the glory of God. It doesn’t make any 

difference whether we work in an office or a factory or from a truck or in a 

home, we are supposed to understand that our goal (in everything) is to 

please God. WHICH means that we need to be thinking about how we can 

make Jesus known in all that we do every day. For us THERE IS NO 

SACRED AND SECULAR; no artificial division of things or life. 

EVERYTHING BELONGS TO him AND EVERYTHING WE DO IS A GIFT 

we gratefully present TO HIM. This message is also part of that lost hymn. 

Verse five says… 

And we believe thy Word, 
though dim our faith may be; 

whate'er for thine we do, O Lord, 
we do it unto thee. 

  It is important for us to acknowledge is that OUR good shepherd 

provides FOR our lives and underwrites our mission in the world. 



  And the psalmist goes on to say, 

… he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake. 

  This one sentence is a recognition that we are more than just flesh and 

bone; we are spiritual creatures AND until we allow God to fill us, there will 

always be a hole in our souls that will warp the lives we live every day.  

  We come into the world as “broken” creatures. This doesn’t mean we are 

“bad” it simply means that as long as we are driven by our brokenness that 

we will tend to make the wrong choices and seek the wrong answers. One of 

the very powerful things that we say about what Jesus has done is that he 

came to heal the brokenness in our lives. He came to “restore our souls” and 

in that healing he came to change the way we live our lives every day.  

  In case you didn’t catch this; the implication of this conversation to our 

lives of faith is that we should all be different people TODAY because of what 

God is doing in our lives TODAY. We should be people who have been 

“restored” and our restoration should be celebrated and lived out in 

everything we do and say. We should never just go home and check this off of 

our list of things we have done. Tomorrow we should be thinking about how 

we can help the people around us to find healing and “restoration” for their 

souls. We have to take this seriously because this is who we are. 

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil;  
for you are with me; your rod and your staff—they comfort me. 

  I am continually being reminded that WE are all terminal. We have a 

limited time in this life which means that we need to be strategic about what 

we do. Another way of saying this is that we need to be both planned and 

deliberate about the work that we are all called to do on God’s behalf. If we 

are not intentional about reaching out to the people around us with the love 

of God and deliberate about inviting and making new disciples, then we will 

make excuses and find other more immediate things to do and put off this 

essential work that we have all been called to perform.  



  This also suggests that we are continually surrounded by people who 

are going through that uniquely individual transition that we call death. 

AND no matter who you are (no matter what your color or race or status or 

bank account) the path is eerily similar. Death can be a very lonely and 

frightening experience and everyone needs to be told that Jesus came to offer 

us a relationship that provides comfort and strength for us as we watch that 

moment drawing nearer. There are people whom we come into contact with 

every day who are living without hope and they need to know that “yea, 

though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death” that I (we) can live 

with the confidence that no matter when our time comes that our Jesus will 

meet us there. 

  You and I are called to be witnesses to our friends that Jesus gives us 

hope even when life is not necessarily going in the direction we would have 

chosen. 

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 

  People also need to hear that we have a God who lives with us every 

day. People need to learn that they can give themselves to this Lord and 

Master who provides comfort and strength even as we face the challenges 

that are all a part of LIFE. 

  I am by nature a worrier. I like to pretend that it isn’t so but it seems to 

be somewhat “hard wired” into who I am. This doesn’t mean that I need to be 

controlled by my worries. I have learned that my relationship to Jesus can 

(and does) consistently “call me off the ledge” and give me a sense of peace 

that isn’t natural to me. It isn’t me; it’s him! And this experience is a 

consistent reminder to me that my God is with me every day.  

  This is the reason people like me are always encouraging people like 

you to invest more time in their relationship to Jesus.  



  John Wesley encouraged his followers to be involved in (what he called) 

“The Means of Grace.” 

  All of us need to practice works of Piety like reading, meditating and 

studying the scriptures; prayer, fasting, regularly attending worship; healthy 

living, and sharing our faith with others. In addition, we all need to commit 

ourselves to Works of Mercy like visiting the sick, or those in prison, 

feeding the hungry, and giving generously to the needs of others; seeking 

justice, ending oppression and discrimination and addressing the needs of the 

poor. 

  This is not an either or list. These are ALL practices that ALL of us 

need to be engaged in. Personal spiritual growth and active service are not 

OPTIONAL. They are meant to be the visible expression of our desire to grow 

in our faith and to live out our faith every day. 

  We are a part of this congregation because we want to celebrate that 

Jesus makes our lives new. This is what we want to experience for 

ourselves and this is what we want everyone else to experience in their lives 

as well. What we do is NOT JUST CHURCH. What we do is live with Jesus 

every day and people should see our relationship with Jesus reflected in 

everything we touch. What we are saying is that people need to allow the 

“Lord” to be their “shepherd.” They need to learn to trust in Jesus and we are 

in the world to invite people to meet Jesus. How will you do that this 

week? 

He Was There All The time  
written by Gary Paxton 

Time after time I went searching for peace in some void. 
I was trying to blame all my ills on this this world I was in. 

Surface relationships used me til I was done in. 
And all the while someone was begging to free me from sin. 

He was there all the time. He was there all the time. 
Waiting patiently in line. He was there all the time. 



Never again will I look for a fake rainbow's end. 
Now that I have the answer my life is just starting to rhyme. 

Sharing each new day with Him is a cup of fresh life. 
And oh what I missed, he's been waiting right there all the time. 

He was there all the time. He was there all the time. 
Waiting patiently in line. He was there all the time. 
He was there all the time. He was there all the time. 
Waiting patiently in line. He was there all the time. 


