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“A Hymn of Providence” 

INTRODUCTION: When we turn to Psalm 23 the natural question arises … 

1. “What on earth could we possibly say about Psalm 23 that has not already been said?”  

2. This is THE most famous, most popular and most beloved Psalm in the entire Psalter:  

a) C. H. Spurgen: “the pearl of psalms” 

b) Alexander Maclaren: “The world could spare many a large book better than this sunny little 
Psalm “  

c) J. J. Stewart Perowne: Psalms: Vol. 1; p. 248 

This Psalm breathes throughout a spirit of the calmest and most assured trust in God: it 
speaks of a peace so deep, a serenity so profound, that even the thought of the shadow of 
death cannot trouble it.  Perhaps there is no Psalm in which the absence of all doubt, 
misgiving, fear, anxiety, is so remarkable; and certainly no image could have been devised 
more beautifully descriptive of rest and safety and trustful happiness, than that of the sheep 
lying down in the deep, rich meadow-grass, beside the living stream, under the care of a 
tender and watchful shepherd.  

d) James M. Boice: Psalms: Vol. 1; p. 207 

Millions of people have memorized this psalm, even those who have learned few other 
Scripture portions.  Ministers have used it to comfort people who are going through severe 
personal trials, suffering illness, or dying.  For some, the words of this psalm have been the 
last they have uttered in life.  

3. Boice is correct. I have seldom conducted a funeral where Psalm 23 was not read, sung, prayed – or all 
three! And for good and obvious reasons –  

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. (Ps. 23:4) 

and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord 
forever. (Ps. 23:6b) 

4. Tremper Longman: Psalms: TOTC; p. 137 

Psalm 23 has rightly found its place in the hearts of Christian readers.  Praying the psalm helps one to 
express trust in God and to experience calm in the midst of life’s troubles, including imminent death.  

5. Psalm 23 is a perfect example of a genre of Psalm known as …  

a) a Psalm of Trust 
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b) a prayer expressing confidence in God as benevolent Lord. 

c) none do this better than Psalm 23 

d) a Prayer/ Hymn of Faith 

6. What makes Psalm 23 so powerful is the mastery of its poetry.  And that poetry rests upon the power of 
its metaphor. 

a) Metaphor: “The Lord is my shepherd …” 

b) James L. Mays: Psalms: Interpretation; p. 116 

A metaphor used for theological purposes is very serious business. It does not simply describe 
by comparison; it identifies by equation.  A metaphor becomes the image by which and 
through which something or someone is known and understood.  It conveys more, and it 
speaks more powerfully than is possible to do in discursive speech.  A metaphor is not as 
precise and limited as discursive speech. It draws on varied experience and evokes 
imagination.  It is therefore plastic in meaning. The opening metaphorical statement is a 
signal that the whole psalm is composed in a metaphorical idiom.  That is one of the reasons 
for its poetic power and perdurance as a poem of faith.  

c) A shepherd’s Psalm written by a Shepherd King: David.   

(1) a shepherd as a young man (tending sheep) 

(2) a king in later life (shepherding people)  

7. When did David write this Psalm?  

a) Some commentators believe it was one of his earliest Psalms, a companion Psalm to Psalm 8, 
when David was still his father’s shepherd, near Bethlehem.  

b) Others believe the opposite: David wrote this as an old man, reflecting back on his shepherd 
days for symbolism.  

c) I favor the second interpretation, because I sense David’s calm, mature, settled faith which 
has come in old age, as opposed to the fiery restlessness of “primetime” David!  

8. J. J. Stewart Perowne: Psalms: Vol.1; p. 249 

a) It is unnecessary to refer this Psalm to any particular period of David’s history.  As the 
outpouring of a heart which has found perfect rest in God, it was most probably written in 
advanced years, after a long experience of God’s goodness.  Its language is coloured by the 
reminiscences of his past life.  His own shepherd experience no doubt suggested the image of 
the former part; and in the latter we may perhaps trace a recollection, more or less distinct, of 
the circumstances mentioned when, on David’s coming to Mahanaim, during Absalom’s 
rebellion, he and his party were succoured and refreshed in their faintness and weariness, 
through the kindness of Barzillai and other friends who supplied their wants.  

b) Could it have been written by a young David or even a middle-aged David? Certainly.  But …  

c) J. J. Stewart Perowne: Psalms: Vol. 1; p. 249 

But in any case the simplicity of diction so perfectly in harmony with the thoughts and images 
of the Psalm, might be looked for more naturally in mature years, than in the fervid glow and 
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rush of early enthusiasm, struggling to express itself, and breaking into bold thoughts and 
rough forms of language.  

9. As lovely as this Psalm is, it does present some challenges to us.  For unless we grew up on a farm, or 
hunting in the outdoors, or working on a ranch, we urban folks enter into another world in Psalm 23. 

a) quaint and poetically romantic perhaps, 

b) but do we connect with this Psalm as we should?  

10. Philip Keller we born in East Africa into an agrarian and agricultural culture dominated by husbandry – 
keeps flocks/ herds.  He loved the out-of-doors and wildlife of East Africa. So he studied agrology at the 
University of Toronto (Canada), and later studied ecology.  His career was spent in conservation, wildlife 
photography, and journalism which took him to more than 20 countries.  He even spent some time 
shepherding sheep! And he wrote a famous book: A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23 (1970) 

To a great extent the Bible is a collection of books written by men of humble origin, who penned under 
the guidance of God’s Spirit.  Much of its terminology and teaching is couched in rural language, 
dealing with outdoor subjects and natural phenomena.  The audience to whom these writings were 
originally addressed were for the most part themselves simple, nomadic folk familiar with nature and the 
outdoor life of the countryside about them.  Today this is not the case.  Many who either read or study the 
Scriptures in the twentieth century come from an urban, man-made environment.  City people, especially, 
are often unfamiliar with such subjects as livestock, crops, land, fruit, or wildlife.  They miss much of the 
truth taught in God’s Word because they are not familiar with such things as sheep, wheat, soil or 
grapes.  

11. But… by the same token … it is the other-worldliness of Psalm 23 which has such a powerful impact 
upon us …  

12. … especially Christians, who read Psalm 23 in the light of Jesus Christ’s borrowing of this metaphor for 
Himself! 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, he who does not enter the sheepfold by the door but climbs in by another 
way, that man is a thief and a robber. But he who enters by the door is the shepherd of the sheep. To 
him the gatekeeper opens. The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads 
them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him, for 
they know his voice. A stranger they will not follow, but they will flee from him, for they do not know 
the voice of strangers.” This figure of speech Jesus used with them, but they did not understand what 
he was saying to them. So Jesus again said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, I am the door of the 
sheep. All who came before me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them. I am the 
door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and will go in and out and find pasture. The thief 
comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly. I am 
the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. He who is a hired hand and 
not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and 
the wolf snatches them and scatters them. He flees because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for 
the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me 
and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. And I have other sheep that are not of 
this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one 
shepherd. For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. 
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No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I 
have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father.” (John 10:1-18) 

My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me.  I give them eternal life, and they will 
never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is 
greater than all, and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father's hand. I and the Father are 
one.” (John 10:27-30) 

13. It was as if Jesus placed Himself in Psalm 23 – which indeed He did, changing the fullness of the Psalm 
forever!  

14. Psalm 23 has only 6 verses; perfectly divided into two stanzas of three verses each:  

a) The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
He makes me lie down in green pastures. 
He leads me beside still waters. 
He restores my soul. 
He leads me in paths of righteousness 
for his name's sake. 
 
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. 
You prepare a table before me 
in the presence of my enemies; 
you anoint my head with oil; 
my cup overflows. 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
all the days of my life, 
and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord 
forever. (Ps. 23:1-6) 

b) Stanza 1: The Shepherd Guide (23:1-3) 

c) Stanza 2: The Shepherd Guardian and Grazer (23:4-6) 

I. UNDERSTANDING PSALM 23 

A. The Lord is our Shepherd Guide (23:1-3) 

1. The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
He makes me lie down in green pastures.  
He leads me beside still waters. 
He restores my soul. 
He leads me in paths of righteousness 
for his name's sake. (Ps. 23:1-3) 

2. Shepherds do three things for sheep: they guide them from place to place; they guard them from 
danger and predators; they graze them in fields of grass.  
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3. The impact of what a shepherd does is highlighted by the realization of just how helpless, stupid and 
contrary sheep are!  

4. As the Guide of the sheep, the Shepherd does four things: 

a) He makes them lie down in green pastures. 

b) He leads them to still (calm) waters.  

c) He restores their souls (and bodies). 

d) He leads them in paths that are level and easy.  

5. The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want (v.1): There is no lack of what sheep need under the 
shepherding skills of God and His Son.  

a) Go on up to a high mountain, 
O Zion, herald of good news; 
lift up your voice with strength, 
O Jerusalem, herald of good news; 
lift it up, fear not; 
say to the cities of Judah, 
“Behold your God!” 
Behold, the Lord God comes with might, 
and his arm rules for him; 
behold, his reward is with him, 
and his recompense before him. 
He will tend his flock like a shepherd; 
he will gather the lambs in his arms; 
he will carry them in his bosom, 
and gently lead those that are with young. (Isa. 40:9-11) 

b)  “‘And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of 
Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.’” (Mt. 
2:6)(Micah 5:2) 

6. First: He makes me lie down in green pastures.  

a) Sheep are jittery, frightened, anxious animals 

b) They will not lie down unless –  

(1) They are free from fear (fear) 

(2) Not tormented by flies or parasites (aggravation) 

(3) Not in need of pasture from grazing (hunger) 

(4) free from friction within the flock (tension)  

c) The Presence of the Shepherd assures the sheep that all is well. 

(1) He guards them from dogs, big cats, wolves, etc.  

(2) He places an ointment on their faces that retards flies. 

(3) He keeps bullying and the “butting order” in check 
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(4) His calming assurance enables them to graze and “to lie down in green 
pastures.” 

d) Human Beings are much like sheep –  

(1) They live in a world full of danger poised by the Serpent, his demonic minions 
and evil men. 

(2) Fears, anxieties, lies, imaginations buzz around them like gadflies, robbing 
them of peace and calm.  

(3) They need the basics of life or else they get sick and perish and until these 
hungers are met all else is secondary. 

(4) They live in a world of jealousy, slander, bullying, social cruelty, positioning 
and power plays.  Life in the flock is not easy; often brutal. 

e) The presence of Jesus Christ in the life of a believer, in the Church, and in His World 
assures us that our Basic needs will be met in full.  

(1) He is their safety against all evil. 

I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep. He who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own 
the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and the 
wolf snatches them and scatters them. He flees because he is a hired 
hand and cares nothing for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I know 
my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know 
the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. (John 10:11-15) 

(2) He is their peace of mind from all aggravation and anxieties. 

Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives 
do I give to you. Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be 
afraid. (John 14:27) 

(3) He feeds them with the Bread of Life. 

Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall 
not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst. (John 6:35) 

(4) He creates for them a new community without a butting order.  

A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I 
have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people will 
know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 
(John 13:34-35) 

7. Second: He leads me beside still waters. 

a) Sheep do not like running water, babbling brooks or rapids in rivers.  They prefer still, 
even tepid, pools of water.  

b) Why? Because such waters are quiet, and sheep can hear what approaches them.  
Running water masks the sound of approaching predators.  



 

PS1623 
 

7 

c) Illustration: Hunting beside a bubbling brook, the fawn and the two approaching 
(stalking) coyotes.  

d) In fact: most of the moisture a sheep (deer) needs is obtained by (1) dew on the grass, (2) 
moisture in the vegetation they eat. They graze around dawn to maximize the dew 
moisture in their diet.  

e) If a shepherd does not lead sheep to still waters, they simply will not drink. 

f) Jesus once said this …  

Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but 
whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water 
that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” 
(John 4:13-14) 

On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and cried out, “If anyone 
thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has 
said, ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’” Now this he said about the 
Spirit, whom those who believed in him were to receive, for as yet the Spirit had not 
been given, because Jesus was not yet glorified. (John 7:37-39) 

g) The still, quiet Spirit within waters the soul of the anxious believer as the torrents of the 
world rush by.  

8. Third: He restores my soul.  

a) Sheep get “cast down” – not emotionally but physically (actually) 

b) Phillip Keller: A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23; p. 60, 61 

Only those intimately acquainted with sheep and their habits understand the significance 
of a “cast” sheep or a “cast down” sheep.  This is an old English shepherd’s term for a 
sheep that has turned over on its back and cannot get up again by itself. A “cast” sheep is 
a very pathetic sight.  Lying on its back, its feet in the air, it flays away frantically 
struggling to stand up, without success.  Sometimes it will bleat a little for help, but 
generally it lies there lashing about in frightened frustration. If the owner does not arrive 
on the scene within a reasonably short time, the sheep will die.  This is but another reason 
why it is so essential for a careful sheepman to look over his flock every day, counting 
them to see that all are able to be up and on their feet. If one or two are missing, often the 
first thought to flash into his mind is, One of my sheep is cast somewhere.  I must go in 
search and set it on its feet again.  

The way it happens is this.  A heavy, fat, or long fleeced sheep will lie down comfortably 
in some little hollow or depression in the ground.  It may roll on its side slightly to stretch 
out or relax.  Suddenly the center of gravity in the body shifts so that it turns on its back 
far enough that the feet no longer touch the ground.  It may feel a sense of panic and start 
to paw frantically.  Frequently this only makes things worse.  It rolls over even further.  
Now it is quite impossible for it to regain tis feet.  As it lies there struggling, gasses begin 
to build up in the rumen.  As these expand they tend to retard and cut off blood circulation 
to extremities of the body, especially the legs.  If the weather is very hot and sunny a cast 
sheep can die in a few hours.  
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c) Jesus keeps an eye on us in case we are “cast down”  

(1) And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in their 
synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every 
disease and every affliction. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for 
them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 
(Matt. 9:35-36) 

(2) Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you in turmoil within me? 
Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my salvation (Ps. 42:5) 

9. Fourth: He leads me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 

a) Sheep are born followers.  And when a path gets either narrow or dangerous they tend to 
go single file – one after another – mindlessly following the sheep directly in front of 
them.  

b) They are also prone to take the same paths over and over, making it easy for them to  

(1) get parasites from fleas on the path 

(2) walk into the jaws of a predator who’s figured out their patterns of movement.  

c) Solution: The shepherd must move the flock, on a level and safe trail, to new pastures, 
rotating the fields to ensure safety, good diet and level ground.  

d) Philip Keller: A Shepherd Looks At …, p. 74 

(1) Just as sheep will blindly, habitually, stupidly follow one another along the 
same little trails until they become ruts that erode into gigantic gullies, so we 
humans cling to the same habits that we have seen ruin other lives.  

(2) There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death. (Prov. 
14:12) 

(3) There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death. (Prov. 
16:25) 

(4) Search me, O God, and know my heart! 
Try me and know my thoughts! 
And see if there be any grievous way in me, 
and lead me in the way everlasting! (Ps. 139:23-24) 

(5) Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to 
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the 
way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few. (Matt. 7:13-14) 

10. God, in Christ, is a Good Shepherd who guides His people through life and home to the City of God.  

a) Thus says God, the Lord, 
who created the heavens and stretched them out, who spread out the earth and what 
comes from it, who gives breath to the people on it and spirit to those who walk in it: 
“I am the Lord; I have called you in righteousness; 
I will take you by the hand and keep you; 
I will give you as a covenant for the people, 
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a light for the nations, 
to open the eyes that are blind, 
to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, 
from the prison those who sit in darkness. 
I am the Lord; that is my name; 
my glory I give to no other, 
nor my praise to carved idols. 
Behold, the former things have come to pass, 
and new things I now declare; 
before they spring forth 
I tell you of them.” (Isa 42:5-9) 

b) I will lay waste mountains and hills, 
and dry up all their vegetation; 
I will turn the rivers into islands, 
and dry up the pools. 
And I will lead the blind 
in a way that they do not know, 
in paths that they have not known 
I will guide them. 
I will turn the darkness before them into light, 
the rough places into level ground. 
These are the things I do, 
and I do not forsake them. (Isa 42:15-16) 

c) Thus says the Lord: 
“In a time of favor I have answered you; 
in a day of salvation I have helped you; 
I will keep you and give you 
as a covenant to the people, 
to establish the land, 
to apportion the desolate heritages, 
saying to the prisoners, ‘Come out,’ 
to those who are in darkness, ‘Appear.’ 
They shall feed along the ways; 
on all bare heights shall be their pasture; 
they shall not hunger or thirst, 
neither scorching wind nor sun shall strike them, 
for he who has pity on them will lead them, 
and by springs of water will guide them. 
And I will make all my mountains a road, 
and my highways shall be raised up. 
Behold, these shall come from afar, 
and behold, these from the north and from the west, 
and these from the land of Syene.” (Isa 49:8-12) 

d) And the Lord will guide you continually 
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and satisfy your desire in scorched places 
and make your bones strong; 
and you shall be like a watered garden, 
like a spring of water, 
whose waters do not fail. 
And your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; 
you shall raise up the foundations of many generations; 
you shall be called the repairer of the breach, 
the restorer of streets to dwell in. (Isa 58:11-12) 

e) Yes, the Lord will give what is good, 
and our land will yield its increase. 
Righteousness will go before him 
and make his footsteps a way. (Ps. 85:12-13) 

f) And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; 
for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 
to give knowledge of salvation to his people 
in the forgiveness of their sins, 
because of the tender mercy of our God, 
whereby the sunrise shall visit us from on high 
to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
to guide our feet into the way of peace. (Luke 1:76-79) 

B. The Lord is Our Shepherd Guardian (23:4) 

1. 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. (Ps. 23:4) 

2. It is this verse that allows Psalm 23 to become a funeral Psalm. 

a) “The valley of the shadow of death” 

b) However, the Hebrew may not really say that! 

c) The Hebrew is unclear here: tsalmaveth 

(1) valley of deepest darkness 

(2) valley of shadow of death 

3. But the imagery is clear: Shepherds often had to take flocks through ravines or canyons, in which 
robbers, wolves, cougars, or even bears dwelt in caves, rock ledges or under heavy brush.  

4. No need to worry the Presence of the shepherd was all the sheep needed to feel safe.  

a) “… for you are with me …” 

b) a guardian to protect the flock 

5. David did this very thing –  
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But David said to Saul, “Your servant used to keep sheep for his father. And when there came 
a lion, or a bear, and took a lamb from the flock, I went after him and struck him and 
delivered it out of his mouth. And if he arose against me, I caught him by his beard and struck 
him and killed him. Your servant has struck down both lions and bears, and this 
uncircumcised Philistine shall be like one of them, for he has defied the armies of the living 
God.” And David said, “The Lord who delivered me from the paw of the lion and from the 
paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine.” And Saul said to David, 
“Go, and the Lord be with you!” (1 Sam. 17:34-37) 

6. John Goldingay: Psalms: Baker; Vol. 1; p. 351 

But the sheep is not afraid when walking through a canyon, even a very dark one.  The second line 
explains how this can be.  The sheep knows that in its shepherd it has a courageous and tough person 
who is prepared to take on whatever threatens the flock.  The shepherd’s presence makes itself felt by 
means of rod and staff. The shepherd would carry a rod attached to his belt as the weapon with which 
to attack animals and thus protect the sheep.  His staff is the cane on which he might lean for support, 
though it is also the means by which a shepherd might keep the sheep in order and knock down olives 
for them to eat. The two objects thus “comfort” the sheep in different ways.  

7. Jesus can boldly and honestly say to us:  

Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet 
shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?” 
(John 11:25-26) 

8. A Note here: Conservative Christians tend to “sense God’s Presence” only in the good, peaceful and 
positive moments of life.  But God is everywhere – by quiet waters and in the shadows of dark 
canyons!  

9. Rolf Jacobson: Psalms: NICOT; pp. 243-244 

The Lord’s presence in moments of crisis is both a profound assurance and also a profound warning 
for how we theologically construct God’s presence.  As a warning about theological constructions of 
God’s presence, it is an element that critiques and subverts the dominant cultural theology of glory, 
which can only understand God’s presence in the good moments. The psalm asserts that, yes, the 
Lord is present in the green pastures, peaceful waters, and along the paths of righteousness.  But the 
Lord is also present “under the sign of the opposite” – in the darkest valley.  

10. And His Presence brings with it courage; a better rendering of the Hebrew word 

a) naham: comfort, but in a stronger form  

b) en-courage, equip for action, change fear into calm 

11. We live in a dangerous world; this is the message of the Bible from the OT to NT; Eden to the City 
of God. But in the midst of its shadows, demons, danger, dark terrors and real threatenings stands the 
calm, courageous and comforting Jesus Christ.  

a) smiling and saying to us, “Follow me!”  

b) Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God; believe also in me. (John 14:1) 
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c) I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have 
tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world. (John 16:33) 

d) “Fear not!” 

C. The Lord is our Shepherd Grazer (23:5-6) 

1. You prepare a table before me 
in the presence of my enemies; 
you anoint my head with oil; 
my cup overflows. 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
all the days of my life, 
and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord 
forever. (Ps. 23:5-6) 

2. David “jumps metaphors” in the last two verses –  

a) … but not really.  

b) The Shepherd would take his sheep on an annual journey, always returning to from where 
started: Home. 

c) So David pictures these “human sheep” arriving at God’s House (Temple/Heaven) to feast 
with God forever! 

3. David turns a baneful shepherding duty into a beautiful image:  

a) “you anoint my head with oil …” 

b) sheep are greatly annoyed by nose flies: warble flies, black flies, deer flies, heel flies, bot 
flies, etc.  

c) The lay their eggs in the sheep’s nose; the hatched larvae crawl up the nasal passageway, 
into the mucous membranes of the heard, causing the sheep intense pain, insanity, and 
even death.  

d) A homemade concoction of linseed oil, Sulphur and tar can be smeared over the sheep’s 
nose to retard the flies.  The anointing saves their minds and their lives.  

4. David’s shepherd background gives way to Hebrew custom:  A guest at a banquet was to be 
welcomed warmly, have his feet washed, be anointed with oil and always have a full cup of wine.  

Then turning toward the woman he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your 
house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has wet my feet with her tears and wiped 
them with her hair. You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not ceased to kiss 
my feet. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. 
(Luke 7:44-46) 

5. David is saying, in these verses: “The Messiah-Shepherd will bring the sheep of God home to His 
Father.  Not one will be missing.  And a great feast awaits them all.  There they shall live in God’s 
House forever, happily ever after” 

6. James M. Boice: Psalms: Vol 1; p. 212 



 

PS1623 
 

13 

a) The twenty-third psalm portrays life as a pilgrimage, and in the final verse the psalmist 
rightly comes to life’s goal, which is God’s house.  “Surely goodness and love will follow 
me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” To have a 
sure home was always a desire of the nomadic people who occupied the area of the Near 
East bordered by the Mediterranean Sea, the Red Sea and the great Arabian desert.  

b) Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God; believe also in me. In my Father's house 
are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for 
you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to 
myself, that where I am you may be also. (John 14:1-3) 

7. Sheep live to eat. And they often eat the wrong thing.  Unlike their cousins, the Goats who can digest 
anything, sheep have both a sensitive system and a limited diet.  

a) Sheep can eat the wrong things or overeat and develop what’s know as “frothy bloat” 

b) digestive gases caught in the rumen, or first stomach, of a sheep, used for ruminating their 
food.  

c) Shepherds have to take action to help bloated sheep before the stomach distends to the 
point of blocking the airflow from the lungs.  

d) Illustration: Far From the Madding Crowd (1968), based on the novel by Thomas 
Hardy: In the story, shepherd Gabriel Oak (Alan Bates) saves Bathsheba’s (Julia 
Christie’s) flock of sheep by doing abdominal punctures on sheep with frothy bloat.  

8. In this final picture of Psalm 23, God provides an abundance of spiritual food for His people that will 
nourish them, give them great pleasure and not harm them.  

9. Key Words: Once again the old AV translation is inferior to the Hebrew.  The verse literally reads 
…  

a) not surely goodness and mercy shall follow me…  

b) but rather only goodness and steadfast love shall follow me…  

c) chesed: God’s covenant love and loyalty; God’s commitment to us.  

d) … shall follow us all the days of our life 

10. Here is a masterful picture: As we journey through life, on our pilgrimage to heaven two wonderful 
things give us hope and courage –  

a) Christ the Good Shepherd goes before us to lead the way. 

b) God’s covenant of grace follows behind us, all the days of our lives, to cover us with 
grace, forgiveness and favor promised to Abraham (a shepherd) long, long ago!  

c) And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you 
throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your 
offspring after you. And I will give to you and to your offspring after you the land of your 
sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession, and I will be their God. 
(Gen. 17:7-8) 

d) These two truths “bracket” the life of a Christian 
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(1) I am the Good Shepherd! 

(2) I will be your God!  

II. PRAYING PSALM 23  

1. I truly need to say very little about praying Psalm 23 since it is already such a rich part of our worship 
and prayer life 

a) Our Trinity Hymnal has four versions of Psalm 23 

b) Hymns 85, 86, and 87 “The Lord’s My Shepherd, I’ll Not Want”  

c) Hymn 184 The King of Love My Shepherd Is 

2. Weddings, Funerals and readings at worship services often include Psalm 23. 

3. It serves as a commentary on Psalm 95 

Oh come, let us worship and bow down; 
let us kneel before the Lord, our Maker! 
For he is our God, 
and we are the people of his pasture, 
and the sheep of his hand. 
Today, if you hear his voice, (Ps. 95:6-7) 

4. The Triune God guides, guards and grazes us as we poke our way, slowly, through life.  

5. We need to pass these truths about our shepherd God onto our children and grandchildren.  Jacob – a 
third-generation shepherd – did so to his grandsons, Ephraim and Manasseh.  

a) And Israel stretched out his right hand and laid it on the head of Ephraim, who was the 
younger, and his left hand on the head of Manasseh, crossing his hands (for Manasseh was 
the firstborn). 
And he blessed Joseph and said, 
“The God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, 
the God who has been my shepherd all my life long to this day, 
the angel who has redeemed me from all evil, bless the boys; 
and in them let my name be carried on, and the name of my fathers Abraham and Isaac; 
and let them grow into a multitude in the midst of the earth.” (Gen. 48:14-16) 

b) Don’t miss this: How Jacob refers to the Lord… 

c) “… the God who has been my shepherd, all my life long, to this day …” (v. 15) 

d) He will tend his flock like a shepherd; 
he will gather the lambs in his arms; 
he will carry them in his bosom, 
and gently lead those that are with young. (Isa. 40:11) 

6. Shepherds always have a special place in their hearts for the lambs of the flock – the children of the 
Church!  

Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom. (Luke 12:32) 
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7. Teach your children and grandchildren to memorize, meditate upon, believe and pray this beautiful 
Psalm.  

But the Lord of hosts is exalted in justice, 
and the Holy God shows himself holy in righteousness. 
Then shall the lambs graze as in their pasture, 
and nomads shall eat among the ruins of the rich. (Isa. 5:16-17) 

8. The Lord is my Shepherd … our Shepherd … the Shepherd of our children.  

9. Let us teach our children and grandchildren the comfort, hope and joy of living life in the Presence of the 
Good Shepherd …  

10. Isaac Watts: “While all that borrows life from Thee is ever in Thy care, and everywhere that man can 
be, Thou, God, art present there”  

11. A life with God.  


