Psalm 23
2160

A psalm of David.



The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not be in want. 
He makes me lie down in green pastures, He leads me beside quiet waters, 
He restores my soul. He guides 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 ene​mies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 
Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.


In his acceptance speech when he was awarded the NBA’s Most Valuable Player Award, Kevin Durant thanked his mother, publicly, in her presence, for all the sacrifices she had made for her children; he said that she was the real MVP.  He spoke beautiful words, and it is hard to imagine a better Mother’s Day card for anyone to give to their mother.  What he said was certainly true of my mother, and most likely of your mother as well, and is true of most mothers today.


Scripture very clearly states, “Honor your father and mother.” Eph6v2.  At the beginning of Proverbs, wise King Solomon says: “Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake you mother’s teaching.” Pr1v8.  The book of Proverbs ends with the description of the “wife of noble character” who is obviously also a mother working hard for her family: “She gets up while it is still dark; she provides food for her family.… When it snows, she has no fear for her household; for all of them are clothed in scarlet.… She speaks with wisdom, and faithful instruction is on her tongue. She watches over the affairs of her household and does not eat the bread of idleness. Her children arise and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praises her.” Pr31v15,21,26-28.

The apostle Paul wrote to his young co-worker, Timothy: “I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also.” 2Tm1v5.  Timothy had special reason to thank his mother and his grandmother, for on their laps already he had learned about the Savior, Jesus.  “Continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of,” Paul wrote further, “because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” 2Tm3v14,15.

Those are especially blessed who can thank their mothers for leading them to Jesus at a young age in their lives.  How better to thank your mother on Mother’s Day than by going with her to learn of Jesus!  If mother did not teach you about Jesus on her lap already, then a fine way to thank your mother for all she did for you is to take her to learn of Jesus.


The Word of God before us today is a beautiful psalm, probably the best-known and favorite psalm of many people, the Twenty-third Psalm.  The twenty-two psalms that are numbered before it and the 127 after it are also beautiful and important, but the Twenty-third Psalm is definitely special.  It is the Shepherd Psalm.  Even though few people today are familiar with the details of shepherding, most people still like the simple truths stated in this psalm.  It is a perfect psalm for mothers to teach to their children, for it points both mothers and children to Jesus.


The psalm has a very simple structure.  The first words say every​thing the psalm has to say: “The Lord is my Shepherd.”  The next words draw the obvious conclusion: If the Lord is my Shepherd, then “I shall not be in want.”  The remaining words of the psalm say nothing more, but only illustrate this simple point abundantly.  I invite you to join me for a walk through the Twenty-third Psalm.


King David grew up tending sheep, so the whole shepherd-sheep picture was very familiar to him.  It was very natural for him to write such a shepherd psalm.  Before fighting and killing the giant Goliath, young David told King Saul: “Your servant has been keeping his father’s sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth. When it turned on me, I seized it by its hair, struck it and killed it.” 1Sm17v34,35.  The shepherd was there to insure the safety of the sheep.  When the sheep were attacked, the shepherd needed to defend the sheep and keep them safe.  Lions and bears are very fierce enemies of both sheep and shepherds; many shepherds would let the lion or the bear have a sheep or two, but not David.  He killed those animals that tried to take his sheep.


One day, the thought occurred to David: Who’s my shepherd?  Who watches over me?  Who defeats the enemies who attack me?  David realized that it was the Lord Himself who was his Shepherd.  This was not some​thing David made up, but an application of God’s promises.  So David began composing the Shepherd Psalm.  “The Lord is my Shepherd,” he wrote, and then drew the conclusion: “I shall not be in want.”  It is not im​possible, he realized, that he would not be able to defeat a lion or a bear or another animal.  But there is no enemy strong enough to defeat the Lord God.  If the Almighty Lord God, Creator of heaven and earth, is his Shep​herd, then he is indeed completely safe, and need never be in want for any​thing.


Since the Lord is also your Shepherd and my Shepherd, all of this is also true for us.  We did not choose Him to be our Shepherd.  Sheep do not routinely pick which shepherd they are going to follow.  No, the Shepherd chose us.  He said: “You did not choose Me, but I chose you to go and bear fruit.” Jn15v16.  Since the Lord God Himself, our Lord Jesus Christ, is our Shepherd, we need never be in want.


“He makes me lie down in green pastures, He leads me beside quiet waters, He restores my soul.”  The shepherd feeds the sheep the grass and water they need, and our Shepherd certainly provides for us the “daily bread” we need, in answer to our words in the Lord’s Prayer: “Give us this day our daily bread.”  But even more, our Shepherd “restores our souls” with the life-giving words and promises He has for us in His Word.  He said: “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” Jn10v10.

“He guides me in paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.”  The day before Easter we went down to Stony Creek for a walk.  There were seven adults and two munchkins, and we managed to get lost.  It was day​light, and it was a pleasant day, but we weren’t walking the paths we thought we were walking.  Fortunately, Shirley had stopped to pick up a map, and we were able to guess at the right way back to where we had parked.  We managed to work up a good appetite for supper, but probably walked twice as far as we had intended to walk.


Wrong paths do tend to be longer than right paths.  Wrong paths go in all the wrong directions to places we had no business going to.  Right paths take us in the right direction to the place we are supposed to go to.  Jesus, our Good Shepherd, always leads us on the right path, the “path of righteousness.”  He leads us with His Word, which gives us abundant directions for our walk through life.  For example, “He who walks with the wise grows wise, but a companion of fools suffers harm.” Pr13v20.

“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.”  David is talking about the many dangerous ravines he had to lead the sheep through.  The ravines led to water, so they were necessary, but they often wound around, providing plenty of places for dangerous enemies to hide.  A human shepherd could lead his sheep through those ravines, and meet any enemies head on.


We, too, walk through many ravines in life, many dangerous places.  Sometimes, we can feel death’s shadow, “the shadow of death.”  We will most likely experience death sometime.  But we need fear no evil at all, for our Good Shepherd is with us.  Our Good Shepherd is the Lord God Himself, so He watches over all the sheep at the same time and keeps them all safe.  Our Good Shepherd is not leading us through something strange to Him, but through something He has already experienced.  He has been to death and back again.  He died and came to life again.  He leads us past death and eventually through death into life.


He keeps us safe with His rod and staff, which refers to the stick the shepherd carries.  He can use the crooked end of the stick gently to guide the sheep, or he can use the hefty end of the stick to beat off the enemies.  The rod and staff our Good Shepherd uses to guide and comfort us is the words and promises of His Book.  Those words gently guide us, and those words stomp on and defeat all our enemies.


“You prepare a table before me in the presence of my ene​mies.”  He feeds us.  He feeds us good food.  He invites us to the wedding banquet of heaven, where we can sit down and enjoy His hospitality and His pre​sence forever.  But He does all of this “in the presence of my enemies.”  They want dinner, as well.  They want me for their dinner.  But I have no worries, because my Good Shepherd is there with me.  He keeps me so safe that I can sit down and eat, even though I can still see my hungry enemies.


“You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.”  In the much drier climate of Palestine, it was much more necessary than here to apply oils to the skin, so this is an entirely good thing.  It is like the wonderfully happy scene described in another of the psalms, which just sounds messy to me: “It is like precious oil poured on the head, running down on the beard, running down on Aaron’s beard, down upon the collar of his robes.” Ps133v2.  “My cup overflows” with the abundance my Good Shepherd provides for me.


“Surely goodness and love will follow me [really, pursue me] all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”  In my nightmare as a child, I was being chased; no matter how fast I ran, my pursuer was always right behind me.  But my Good Shepherd wakes me up and tells us to look back at what is chasing me.  I see now that what is chasing me through life is simply His “goodness and love.”  There are times when we really do run away from the good things our Good Shepherd has for us.  But it is His love and His goodness that is chasing us through life, not any enemies.


Please remember the Shepherd Psalm.  Read it through for yourself from time to time.  Read it to your mother, if you still can.  Read it to your children.  Remember that since the Lord God Himself, our Lord Jesus, is our Shepherd, we need never be in want. Amen.
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