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Introduction: Psalm 23 is probably the most well-known of all the psalms. There are many people who do not know much about the Bible, but they can quote this entire psalm. It is a psalm that provides great comfort to the heart of every believer. The Lord used David to write this psalm through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit of God. Of course, David had an intimate understanding of what it meant to be a shepherd. Most Bible students agree that this psalm was likely written later in David’s life. While he was now a king, it was unlikely that David ever forgot what it was like to be a shepherd. Those years that David spent in the pasture were without a doubt the most peaceful time in David’s life. While he still faced battles against a bear and a lion, those conflicts were far less complicated than the many battles and responsibilities that he had as king. In spite of all of the fighting that King David was involved in, he was still able to find that same pastoral peace that he had as a young man. This is because he trusted in the Lord as the great Shepherd in his life. Whenever he was in the midst of some of his most hurtful battles (those against his own family), David was comforted by the Lord. As believers, we are able to find that same peace that David and so many others before us have experienced in the Lord.  

I. THE SHEPHERD’S GOODNESS SHOULD CAUSE THE SHEEP TO RELY UPON ON HIM. (1, 4, 6)

A. I shall not want (Psalm 34:9; Philippians 4:11).  In this psalm, there are three things that David said he would do as a sheep in the Lord’s pasture. It is important to note that David claimed the Lord as his shepherd. He wanted the Lord to be his shepherd. It was not something that had to be forced upon David. First, David said that he “shall not want.” There are two connotations to this statement. First, David was acknowledging that with the Lord as his shepherd, he would not be lacking anything. The Lord is sufficient enough to provide all of our needs and desires. The second connotation is that David would not seek or desire things outside of what the Lord had given him. Most of us are excited to proclaim that the Lord is sufficient, but we aren’t as excited to commit to not wanting or desiring anything outside of what He has provided. David was making a commitment to the Lord that he would be satisfied with what he had been given. Paul made the same type of commitment to the Lord in Philippians 4:11. He learned to be content.

B. I will fear no evil (Proverbs 1:33, 19:23; Jeremiah 26:19). Secondly, David said that he “will fear no evil.” This is probably one of the most misunderstood aspects of this psalm. This is because we have a different idea of what evil means today than what our Text is referencing. When we see the word evil, we immediately think of wickedness, immorality, and Satanic forces. Consequently, most interpret this to mean that we should not be afraid of the evil workings of Satan. While this is a good principle to have, it is not consistent with the meaning of the verse. David made this statement in relationship to walking through the valley of the shadow of death. As death sets in for the unsaved of this world, the reality of the evil that awaits them can be very frightening. By evil, we mean the harm that awaits them. Thus, the idea in this verse is that we should not fear future harm that naturally comes to others as a result of their straying from the good ways of the Lord. If we are fearful, it speaks volumes to how unfaithful we have been in following the Lord, or it just shows an overall lack of faith in His promises of protection and provision.

C. I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever (Psalm 26:8, 27:4, 92:13). Finally, we see David’s third statement in this psalm: “I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.” The house of the Lord here is not necessarily referring to the temple or tabernacle. In fact, there are several verses where the house of the Lord and the temple are both listed together, such as in Psalm 27:4. The Bible tells us that God does not dwell in temples made with hands. The temple was never meant to be the house of the Lord. To think that God needed man to build Him a house would be prideful of man and offensive to a mighty God. The pagans were the ones who built places for their false gods to live. The temple was a place of worship for the nation of Israel, but God’s presence did not reside there permanently. The tabernacle had the fire of God, but the Lord did not permanently dwell there. The ark had God’s power, but God did not dwell there. The idea of this passage is that David was committed to being wherever the Lord was. If the Lord was not in the temple, David did not want to be there. A shepherd, during the days of the Old Testament, did not dwell in one place. He moved from field to field. It was the responsibility of the sheep to follow wherever the shepherd went.


II. THE SHEPHERD’S LEADING BRINGS THE SHEEP TO THE BEST PLACES FOR THEM. (2-3)

A. Notice that He leads the sheep to a place where they have no choice but to lie down (Ezekiel 34:14; John 10:9). In verse 2, the psalmist tells us that the Lord made him to lie down in green pastures. As I was studying this, I thought it was interesting that the Bible uses the work maketh, as if the sheep are forced to lie down. Yet, as I started studying this more, it made sense to me. It is difficult to make sheep lie down, especially in green pastures. Generally, they want to stand and eat in green pastures! Consequently, there are four things that a shepherd must address in order to get a sheep to lie down. First, the shepherd must ensure the sheep are not afraid. They are very timid animals. If they feel threatened, they will not lie down. Secondly, the shepherd must ensure there is no friction among the sheep. Sheep are known to be very social with each other; thus, they won’t lie down if there is a problem within the flock. Third, the shepherd must ensure there are no flies or parasites troubling the sheep. Finally, the shepherd must ensure that the sheep are not thirsty or hungry. If all of these conditions are met, the sheep have nothing else to do but to lie down and enjoy the pasture! This is what God does for you and me. He gives us no choice but to lie down and enjoy His blessings.

B. Notice that He leads the sheep to a place of refreshment and cleansing (Psalm 93:4, 124:4, 144:7, 105:41; John 7:38). Not only does He make us to lie down in green pastures, but He also leads us beside the still waters. The emphasis here on the fact that the water is still. A good shepherd would never lead his sheep to rushing or mighty waters, as this would be dangerous for the sheep. His desire is to find the calmest waters possible for the sheep. If the waters are calm enough, the sheep will not only drink from these waters. They will also bathe in these waters. Jesus tells us that all who believe on Him receive living water that flows through us. We don’t just drink a small sip of it. We are totally immersed in this water. It is a refreshing water. It is a calming water. Of course, we must also point out that the Holy Spirit is referenced as water in the Word of God. What greater refreshment and calming can a Christian experience than that of the Great Comforter?

C. Notice that He leads the sheep down paths that bring honor to Him (Psalm 119:105; Proverbs 1:15, 2:13, 3:6). At first glance, it might seem like verse 3 goes away from the analogy of a shepherd and a sheep, as it seems to deal more directly with following the paths of righteousness. Yet, this has meaning for a shepherd. When a shepherd was leading his sheep, he had to be very mindful of the path that he went down. He was not supposed to lead his sheep through the grain fields of someone else’s property. If he did so, he would be expected to pay a certain penalty back to the landowner. Additionally, the shepherd would develop a poor name among the people who lived in that area, as he would be considered one who did not tend very well for his sheep and the property of others. In between the grain fields, there would often be small paths that were designated specifically for travelling herdsmen. These were the righteous paths for the shepherd to travel. Sometimes, these paths would be so narrow that it made it almost impossible to keep the sheep out of the fields. The Lord, as our Shepherd, guides us down the narrow path of righteousness for His name sake. This is why He gave us His Word. He wants us to be a good testimony to the world.

III. THE SHEPHERD’S PROTECTION KEEPS THE SHEEP FROM OUTSIDE DANGERS (5-6)

A. Notice that He prepares a table in the presence of the sheep’s enemies (Psalm 3:7, 18:3, 25:2, 143:12). During the summer months, shepherds would often seek high mountain country. These mountain ranges are referred to as tablelands. They provide the perfect secluded place for a flock of sheep. Prior to summer’s arrival, diligent shepherds would make multiple trips without their sheep in order to scout out and prepare a place among the tablelands. They would ensure that the trip to and from the tablelands was void of any potential perils to the flock. The top priority for the shepherd, though, was to find a place of safety from the predators that sought after the sheep. He would go and look for any signs of wolves, coyotes, cougars, or bears. Additionally, a good shepherd would be very vigilant while in the tablelands to keep an eye for predators that try to sneak upon the flock from higher rimrock that the sheep can’t see. The Lord does the same for us! He guards from enemies that we may not even know are lurking!

B. Notice that He anoints the sheep with an overabundance of oil (Job 21:18; Psalm 35:5; Hosea 13:3). During the summer, insects become a big nuisance to the sheep. The nose fly is one that is especially bothersome to them. The fly can irritate a sheep so much that they will ram their heads against objects in attempts to alleviate the discomfort. At the first sign of these flies, the shepherd would rub oil over the head of all of his sheep. Oil would also be used as an antidote for the dreaded scab disease. This disease would spread from sheep to sheep. When the Bible refers to an unblemished lamb, It is referring foremost to one free from scab. The Lord not only guards us from our predatory enemies, He also alleviates the burdens that trouble or irritate us. We surely do have a Great Shepherd!
