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When I was younger, growing up in a youth group in Omaha, the church I attended, we often played 

a game on Sunday mornings. If you grew up in the church I’m betting you will be familiar with this 

game. If you didn't, don't worry, I'm going to let you into a little bit up Christian subculture right 

now. This game was called Sword Drill. Some of you might be familiar with it. Here is how the 

game worked. All of us students would sit in rows with our Bibles, held just like this. The teacher or 

the leader of the group in front would shout out a Bible reference, the more obscure the reference 

the better, right? So they would shout out something like, "Zephaniah 1:7" and all of us would 

scramble, and the first person to find that verse would stand up, recite it, and they would be declared 

the winner.  Now the other thing I’m betting is if you grew up playing this game, you can name 

right now who always won in the class that you were in. For me it was the guy named Andy. Andy 

killed at Sword Drill. It drove me crazy! He became my chief competitor, my arch nemesis if you 

will, at Sword Drill. I don't want to make any kind of statement about the state of Andy's spiritual 

life; only God knows that. But you know what those of us who were in the group began to think? 

We immediately began to think that Andy must be really, really godly. Andy is going to ascend to 

the spiritual heights because after all, he knows where Zephaniah 1:7 is or at least he knows how to 

find it quicker than any of us. That's silly, right? We all know that's a silly thing to think.  

But the more I think about our current context and the way we live today, I think we still do this to a 

certain extent. I think often we think that knowing the answers automatically means that we believe 

those answers. But I don’t think that's a safe bet. I don’t think it’s safe to assume that just because 

we know the answers, that means we automatically believe the answers.  

So why do I bring this up? Well I bring it up because our text this morning is one that nearly 

everyone knows. If you looked on the front of your bulletin, we are looking at Psalm 23 today. I'm 

betting that in this room all of us are very familiar with Psalm 23. We grew up learning it; we 

listened to it; we recited it; we memorized it possibly. Yet, if our life is marked by anxiety and fear, 

we struggle to find rest. If when trials and tribulations come, when the bottom drops out in life, if 

we tend to kind of power up and only do that which we can accomplish in our own strength, if that's 

the way we live, then the chances are we might know Psalm 23, but we don't really believe it. That 

makes all the difference, doesn't it? If you have your Bibles, turn with me to this famous Psalm 23. 

This is a Psalm of David, of course. We are going to walk through this psalm this morning starting 

in verse 1 where David says:  

 The LORD is my shepherd; (*NASB, Psalm 23:1)  

So right from the get go, what is very clear is that the subject of this psalm is the LORD; it's God; 

it’s the name Yahweh. Any time in your Bible all those letters are capitalized L - O - R - D, that 

means it’s this personal name of God and that is the subject of this psalm. In fact everything that 

follows from here on out is either going to be a description of what God is like or what life is like 

for those who are with God. That's what is going to follow in this psalm.  
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David, of all the metaphors he could choose, chooses to say that The LORD is my shepherd. Now 

shepherds of course in Israel, in that day, even today, are very common. I was fortunate enough to 

go to Israel a few years back and it was like a time warp. When I was walking down the street and I 

looked up in the hills, sure enough there was a shepherd with his sheep. It was incredible! Alright, 

so to an ancient Israelite reading this psalm, the idea of a shepherd would be really familiar, but it's 

not so familiar to us. I don't know if anyone saw shepherds on the way into church today, but I 

didn't. Because of that it’s possible that we might miss some of the implications of saying, The 

LORD is my shepherd. If God is my Shepherd, what does that make me? It makes me a sheep, 

right? I'm a sheep; you're a sheep. We are sheep.  

Now as I sat and reflected on this, I began to get a little uncomfortable with it because I'm just going 

to be really honest: I would rather be a lion or a golden retriever or an eagle—something other than 

a sheep—because the more that I read about sheep, the more that I think about sheep, it just doesn’t 

seem real American to me. (laughter) In our context, here is what we value: we value independence, 

right? We value the self-made person. We value the person that knows how to take difficult 

circumstances and, in the strength of their will, can subtly and cleverly guide circumstances so that 

they, in the end, come out as the winner. That's who we value. That's who we praise. In many ways 

I think I've bought in to this image. Yet, here we are told that we are sheep.  

The one thing that we can say very confidently about sheep is that sheep are very, very dependent 

creatures. Sheep need a shepherd. Sheep rely on a shepherd. Sheep are helpless without a shepherd. 

So the shocking implication for us that might cause us some discomfort is that we need a shepherd. 

We are helpless without a shepherd. We are made to rely on a shepherd. This is the foundation of 

the entire psalm. Everything that follows from it will rest on it. So I want to stop for just a second, 

only because I don't necessarily love that idea. This is the point where I have to ask myself: I can 

say it, but do I believe it? Do I believe that deep down I am a dependent sheep, that I am a reliant 

sheep? As the psalm continues, David goes on to affirm what is true of me if this is true. If I can 

rely on God as my Shepherd, then what will life look like? End of verse 1 says:  

 

I shall not want.  
  

 I don't know about you, but that translation is a little rigid for me; it’s a little plastic. If you are 

reading the NIV, I love the way the NIV puts it. It says I lack nothing! If I can come to a place of 

dependence, if I can come to a place where I trust and place my confidence in a God on whom I am 

totally dependent, then I can enter into this place where I can really say, “I lack nothing.”  I don't 

want for anything. It's important to note that what is being said here isn't that if I trust that the Lord 

as my Shepherd, then God will give me everything I want, right? That all my desires will be 

met...that my Amazon wish list will immediately empty and I will get everything in two days, free 

shipping? That's not what David is saying. What David is saying is that all I need will be supplied—

that's what I can count on.  

I read recently there was a study that came out two years ago that says you and I—average 

Americans—encounter five thousand different advertisements every single day. Five thousand! 

What are those five thousand advertisements telling us? “Let me tell you what you lack.” “Let me 

tell you what you need.” “Let me tell you actually where you can buy it and now for three easy 

payments of $19.99, this can be yours and you can be happy.” Our world is screaming at us about 

all the things we lack. This psalm stands as a stark contrast to the call of our world. Psalm 23 urges 



3 
 

us to embrace dependency, to trust God to provide instead of trusting in ourselves—trusting in what 

we can control through our own abilities. David continues in verse 2 and begins to describe what it 

looks like to live without lack:  

He makes me lie down in green pastures;  

He leads me beside quiet waters    

Real quick, just look at how active God is. God is the active agent. He makes me lie down in green 

pastures. So what is the first thing that God provides for His sheep, for you and me? He provides 

rest. Just imagine for a moment what that must have been like. If you have ever seen a picture of 

Israel, you know that it is this dry, arid and weary land. These rocky hills with green pastures are 

really difficult to find. They don't happen all over like we have here, where we pass these lush fields 

all the time. Rest was something that had to be sought. It's not just that, but sheep are very prone to 

wander. Stories are numerous about the sheep that break away from the flock and get into trouble 

because they don't stay put. Jesus even tells a parable about the one sheep that is separated from the 

ninety-nine, but what David is saying is that in dependence upon God, sheep are not just able to 

rest; they are led to rest; they are caused to rest.  

Now I know our culture is a little different than the culture David was writing about, but I want to 

suggest to you that our culture, I believe, is just as ready to rob us of rest as that culture was. 

Remember, five thousand advertisements telling us what we still need, what we need to go get.  

Not only that, but we are a culture that loves busyness. We love to talk about how busy we are, don't 

we? I'm so busy, you know, that maybe next year we can get together. We do this! I did this last 

night. Someone asked me, "How was your week?”  “...Uh, busy.” I caught myself; I said, “You 

know, I have to apologize I'm going to preach against this in a second.” (laughter) I just did it. We 

like to let others know how busy we are.  

Let me make a quick confession. When I first started at this church ten years ago, I was a new 

pastor.  I was probably insecure; I was trying to figure out where my value comes from. So you 

know at the end of the week, you know what I found myself doing? I started to look at how busy 

my calendar was. Well if I had a lot of meetings, then surely I’m important. Was my car one of the 

last ones to leave the lot? I would start to find some comfort in that, and I was tempted to not even 

say that because I think it’s pretty sick. Then I thought: it’s a common sickness. I think we all suffer 

from it to some extent. In our culture, busyness means importance. The person that has time to take 

rest, well, I'll let you connect the dots about what we think of that person.  

Yet here we find God, our Shepherd—if we will allow Him to take that role in our life—making us 

rest. What else can we say about green pastures? Well, green pastures of course mean food for a 

sheep, right? This is a buffet line for the sheep. So what can we say about a sheep that lies down in 

a green pasture? They are full; they are satisfied. They aren't looking or curious or anxious about 

when the next green pasture is going to come, when they are going to eat—“I better fill up now.” 

They are satisfied sheep. As David continues, he talks about quiet waters. It's the same thing! We 

all know that in a desert water is like gold, right? If a sheep doesn’t get water a sheep will die. The 

shepherd confidently, skillfully leads the sheep to quiet waters where they can find drink; they can 

be satisfied. That's the picture that David is painting in verse 2. It's a shepherd richly, abundantly 

providing for his sheep. As we turn to verse 3, it's a different angle. It's now how God not just 

provides for us, but He protects us: 
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He restores my soul. 

It’s a big statement: He restores my soul.  Literally, the Hebrew reads something like He revives 

my life. It’s that my soul, this part of me that is this deepest part of me, this part of me that 

encompasses my whole life, it was languishing. I was on the brink of disaster. I had one foot in the 

grave. I was going to the pit and the Shepherd restored me; He revived me; He brought me back 

from the pit, back from the grave. Our God is a God who restores, who saves, who revives. 

Continuing in verse 3: 

He guides me in paths of righteousness  

For his name’s sake.  

This idea of paths of righteousness, it almost reads as a moralistic statement—like righteous vs. 

unrighteous—but really, when we take the image of shepherd and sheep, what’s being described 

here is that He leads us in right paths. He leads us in the correct paths; He knows where we should 

go and He knows how to get us there. So the question comes up, “Why does He do this? Why does 

our God do this?” Of course our quick answer is—and it’s a correct answer—He loves us; the 

Shepherd loves his sheep. God loves us and that is absolutely one hundred percent true, but what I 

love about what David is doing here is it’s almost as if he’s taking a step or two back and he’s 

looking at the reason that God does this. He says, “Yes, He loves us, but the other thing I can say 

about God is that He is very jealous for His reputation.” God is a Shepherd and a shepherd is judged 

by the quality of the flock. God will be named, will be called at the end of the day, a good 

Shepherd. You can just imagine if we were all in Israel right now and we were sitting down and we 

saw a flock come in from the hills and they were meager and emaciated and all cut up and beat up. 

We would all think that’s a bad shepherd. That shepherd’s reputation would flounder. Our God is 

one who is jealous for His reputation.  

The clear picture that’s being drawn here in verses 2 and 3 is this idea that as we submit, as we rely 

on God, we are granted the freedom of entering into peaceful flourishing. With dependence on God, 

all I need in terms of provision and protection are covered: He does it! But if you’re like me, 

sometimes it’s hard to believe that. The reason is because sometimes our life is difficult. I know 

people in this room that are going through incredibly difficult circumstances, circumstances that 

makes this verse paths of righteousness sound a little hollow, circumstances that make you want to 

say, “Really, God, this is the path I needed to walk; this is the right path?” But of course the writer 

of the psalm is David and the one thing we know about David is he knew trouble, right? This is a 

guy whose future father-in-law threw a spear at his face. That's trouble! David knows conflict and 

as we turn to verse 4 he talks about that: 

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,  

I fear no evil, for You are with me;  

Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.  

This is the verse that often leads us to use this text at funerals, and that’s a completely appropriate 

use of the psalm. But, again, when we think about the idea of shepherd and sheep, this idea of the 

valley of the shadow of death, it’s really like the darkest valley or valley upon valley and it’s 

essentially this picture of when a shepherd is guiding his or her sheep, he has to guide them 

sometimes through dangerous gorges and ravines and valleys. These are valleys where predators 

would love to lie and wait and pounce on helpless and dependent sheep. The picture here is clearly 
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of a God who is competent as a Shepherd to lead us with His presence through these dangerous 

places.  

David mentions the rod and the staff.  Those are the common instruments that a shepherd would 

carry. A rod would be like a club and when the predator would come, the shepherd could beat back 

the predator. The staff was like a rod that the shepherd could use that had a hook on it, and he could 

pull the sheep back from a dangerous situation from a predator or from a cliff. Our God has the 

tools necessary to protect us.  

Now jumping ahead real quick, if you will think forward to Jesus’ ministry, one of the statements 

that I just love and take so much comfort in is in John 16 where Jesus is talking to his disciples and 

this is right before he’s about to go to the cross. He tells them this in John 16: “Now in the world 

you will have trouble but fear not, I have overcome the world.”  Fear not, why? Well Jesus is saying 

because I’m in control; I've overcome the world. Fear not in Psalm 23, “David, why?” Well it’s 

because God is with me. The Shepherd is with me. He’s able to protect me. The question we have to 

ask is in the midst of pain and in the midst of trial—in the midst of dangerous places—can we be 

content to lean on the Shepherd's presence? Is that enough for us?  

Four years ago my wife and I were missionaries in Spain and we had to come back from Spain 

because my mother-n-law was in a battle with cancer. In time she passed away and as we were at 

the funeral, a few different friends came up and talked to us. They asked us how are we doing and 

how are we processing it spiritually—that kind of thing? You know, as we reflected on it, the only 

answer we could really provide was that we felt sustained. We felt like God’s presence was 

sustaining us; He was giving us the strength for the next step. We felt sustained. Now what I wish I 

could say to all of us this morning and to me back then is, “Hey, God’s presence answers all the 

why questions” or that, “God's presence tells you all the reasons this bad thing is happening and all 

the good He is going to bring out of it in time.” I wish that’s the way it worked, but that’s not the 

way it works. God’s presence sustains us. Is His presence enough for us in the mist of trial? Do we 

believe that The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing?  He’s with me? As we turn to verse 5, 

David moves from this metaphor of the shepherd and the sheep to this metaphor of the host and the 

guest. 

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

You anoint my head with oil;  

My cup overflows.  

So we have this picture of dependence with the shepherd and the sheep, and I think that image 

remains here as we return to this image of the host and the guest. A sheep is dependent on the 

shepherd and the guest, of course, is dependent upon the host. The way that David is describing 

God as our host is that He is the One that provides incredible security and incredible abundance. 

Imagine for a moment the degree of security one must feel to enjoy a meal when their enemies are 

present, right? That’s an astounding amount of security. Scholars argue whether David meant that 

the enemy was right there at the table or right next to him or whether the enemy was off in the 

distance looking on, but I don’t know that it matters a whole lot. To me, what matters is that when 

the enemy is present, danger in eminent; attack is eminent. When enemies are present, usually what 

happens is indigestion, heartburn, not that my appetite is ready to go; I’m ready for a feast. With our 

God, that’s the way it is; feasting is about to take place.  
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In some ways, in verse 5 I think so many of the images that have been painted so far in this psalm 

come together. We have feasting; we have rest; we have eating; we have drinking. It even goes so 

far as to say that you have anointed my head with oil. Sometimes when we think of anointing or 

even earlier in David’s life when he was anointed, it was a ceremonial anointing. The Hebrew here 

indicates that this is more like a luxurious anointing. This is aesthetic. The air in the Middle East is 

really dry, and God is saying, “Put some oil on your face; clear up your complexion a little bit.  I 

want you to look good for this feast.”  

So let me give a modern-day rendering of this picture. You are rolling into your favorite restaurant 

in Lincoln, wherever that would be. You look across the room and there you see that one person, 

that person at your workplace that slanders you or says negative things about you, and what do you 

think?  Do you think, “Well great, I can’t eat dinner here; we better find somewhere else to go?” 

But David is saying, “Don’t forget who your Host is. So you turn and you look at the Lord your 

God and peace returns; your appetite returns, and then it’s almost as if God says, “Hey, go and put 

on your nice clothes; I have been preparing this meal all day and your cup is actually overflowing, 

so we need you to hurry up and get to the table.” That’s the image; that’s the security; that’s the 

abundance that is present as we live this life in dependence upon God. In so many ways, as verse 5 

comes to a close and we turn to the end of this psalm, I think the image is pretty complete. David is 

painting this picture of the good shepherd and the good host and the life that is abundant and restful 

that can be found there. As we lean on our Shepherd, we can enter into the freedom and the joy of 

complete dependence. As we turn to verse 6, it’s almost as if David is asking the inevitable 

question, like, “How is this going to go with me?  Is the way that it is today the way that it is going 

to be for me? Can I count on this? Verse 6: 

Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life,  

And I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.  

 

It’s not real clear here in the English rendering, but that word follow in the Hebrew could also mean 

pursue and often throughout Scripture it’s used to speak of enemies pursuing someone. I think what 

David is doing here is he’s doing this play on words; he’s making this twist. We just got done 

reading about the enemies on the hillside or at the table right there, and it’s almost as if David is 

saying, “Who is really pursuing me? Is it my enemies?” He says, “No, it’s God. God is my pursuer; 

God is the one that is on my tail, He is the one that is chasing me. His goodness and His loving 

kindness or his mercy—those are the things that are coming after me.” I can take comfort in that 

and that is a beautiful picture. David is saying that extends way out beyond this current moment. 

Twice in this verse it has this reference to the future—All the days of my life and forever. Really 

this is just a Hebrew poetic way of saying days upon days upon days. David, as long as you live, 

this is going to be your reality. Your life is going to be marked by God on your tail, chasing you 

with His goodness and His loving kindness and your life is going to be marked by dwelling with 

Him. The driving idea of this last verse is the promise of the presence of God. That is the thing that 

compels David as he closes this psalm. He gets to be with the One on whom he is utterly dependent. 

For David, there is nothing better in his mind.  

So the question we have asked throughout our reading of this is whether or not we merely know this 

psalm or whether we believe it? It’s a beautiful psalm, isn't it? I love this psalm; I love to read it. 

But am I content to let it merely be a beautiful psalm or am I ready to make it a reality that is 

weaved into the fabric of my life? Am I ready to take it on as something that I believe, that I am 
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ready to act on? The question is: What would look different if we would do that? You know that I 

find within my own life there are times that I am believing this more than others and the times that 

I’m believing that the Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing, when trouble comes, when trial 

comes, when the bottom drops out of life, what I find is that my mind is quick to go to prayer. My 

mind is quick to go to reassurance and reminders. I’m quick to tell myself, “You know what, Ryan?  

The Lord is your shepherd. This is on Him; this is not on you.” The times that I'm not believing it, 

what I find is that my mind goes to thinking about, “How can I solve this problem? How can I 

muster all my adrenaline, all my strength? How can I take this burden on my shoulders and start to 

manipulate my world so that it comes out okay? That is a wearying way to live. That is a 

burdensome way to live. What this psalm is declaring to us is we don’t have to live that way.  

What would it look like if each one of us in this church would just decide we are not going to get 

out of bed in the morning; our feet will not hit the ground until I believe the words of this psalm, 

until I believe as I start my day that the Lord is my shepherd, I don't lack anything. I can 

encounter all types of struggle and I can be confident that He has me covered. He is going to 

provide. He is going to protect. I’ve argued that in our culture this psalm runs directly contrary to 

the way our culture thinks. We value independence, not God-dependence. We value self-

sufficiency, not God-sufficiency.  

There is a poem that is very famous called Invictus. Some of you may have heard it, but at the end 

of this poem where trouble comes, the poet declares, “I am the master of my fate. I am the captain 

of my soul.” That’s what our culture says and David is saying, “No, God is the master of your fate; 

God is the captain of your soul; God is your Shepherd.  

So the question is, as we encounter trial, to whom will we turn? Trial is going to come; Jesus makes 

it clear; David makes it clear. As soon as we walk out, probably on our drive home, a trial or a 

tribulation will come. The question is: “To whom will we turn? Will we turn to ourselves? Will we 

turn to what we can control, the strength that we can muster, or will we turn to God who is our good 

Shepherd and our good Host?” My prayer as we close this morning is that we would be a people 

that are marked by courage, courage to embrace this counter-cultural dependency, dependency on 

our good Shepherd and that we would find freedom and flourishing there. Let’s pray. 

 

Our Father, we thank You that You are our good Shepherd, that You promise us that you 

have our lives in Your hand and there is nothing that we need to fear. We pray that You 

will give us courage to rely on You and that You will help us to walk in that way. Lord, 

prepare us, even today, to encounter struggle and trial with the faith to lean heavily on 

You. We thank You that You are sufficient to handle anything we encounter. Amen. 
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