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Living in Grace, Psalm 23:1-3a 
 

Today is the first in our summer series of messages on Psalm 23, commonly 
known as the Shepherd's Psalm.  It is perhaps, one of the best known 

passages of the entire Bible. It is most often quoted in memorial services, 
however it is much more about LIFE than death.  Each week we will hear it 

read to us from a different translation of the Bible, as each one will convey 
to us different nuances of meaning that will enrich our understanding of this 

beloved Psalm. 
 

The theme of this series is Grace--An invitation to a way of life.  
                              Today, Living in Grace 

 

Who among us does not like to receive gifts?  Share with a person you know 
about a particular gift you received and why it was special to you. 

 
This time of year we will give gifts to Grads and, next week to Dads.  I have 

a relative with an uncanny talent for giving just the right gift...to a friend 
who suffered the death of a parent, he gave water-proof mascara and some 

cloth handkerchiefs.  To a newlywed couple he gave the gift of flowers for 
their wedding.  To his grandmother, his first and only piano recital. 

To his uncle, an antique collector, he searched for and found a limited 
edition copy of a particular, hard to find, jazz recording.  In each case, the 

gift was appropriate for the recipient.  It was personal, and it reflected the 
depth and quality of the individual's relationship with each person.   

 
The very nature of grace lies in the fact that it is unearned, unmerited, 

undeserved.  Pure and simple--grace is a gift.  (Favor, mercy, pardon) 

 
This Psalm begins with a simple statement of relationship:  

 
The Lord is my Shepherd.  

 
For centuries, sheep and their shepherds have been (and I understand, still 

are) a common sight in the arid Middle East. So it stands to reason that, like 
a thread that runs through it, the image of God as a Shepherd, and God's 

people as his flock, is one that runs from the Old Testament through the 
New Testament. 

 
David, a dominant figure in the Old Testament, was first, a shepherd boy 

long before he became King of the nation of Israel.  David was a musician 
and poet.  Nearly half (73) of the 150 psalms in our Bible are attributed to 

David.  Psalm 23 is a song of trust.   
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David knew firsthand about all the characteristics of sheep, as well as what 

comprises the role and responsibility of a shepherd.  In this psalm he 
outlines for us the benefits of this particular relationship. 

 
He begins by naming his Shepherd: Jehovah/the Lord.  David's shepherd is 

not just any old shepherd, and certainly not a hired hand. No, Jehovah, God 
is his Shepherd.   Note the use of the personal pronoun, "my".   He could 

easily have written, The Lord is OUR shepherd, or the Lord is YOUR 
Shepherd, but he chose the most personal of all....The Lord is my shepherd. 

 
Who is your shepherd?   

 

Typically, the last critter we'd be likely to identify with are sheep.  But, there 
is more truth in this comparison than we'd like to admit.  But the good news 

is this....we need not go through life as just one of the herd.  We need not 
fall prey to the weaknesses of our species--as one of the flock of humankind. 

 
“The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want.”  Other translations say:  “I 

have everything I need.” 
 

Because of the One who is our Shepherd, all our needs are provided.  It 
does not mean that we won't desire or want anything. It means that we 

won't be left wanting. We are told that the Lord's sheep do not lack what 
they need.  That is to say, the Good Shepherd makes sure that the sheep in 

his flock never lack what he thinks is good for them (J. Piper).  In other 
words:  God is all we need for a life worth living. Jesus is enough.  

 

This is not only a psalm of trust.  It is a psalm about contentment.  God will 
not meet all our “greeds”, but God will meet all our needs.  

We live in a consumer oriented culture in which we are constantly 
bombarded with advertising--online, on the radio, internet, tv, everywhere--

that constantly informs us that we are not enough, we do not have enough, 
and in order to be enough, we must have product x, y,and z.  And not just 

one of each, but one in every size, shape and color!   
 

In contrast, Paul writes: 
 

“And my God will fully satisfy every need of yours according to his riches in 
glory in Christ Jesus.” Philippians 4:19 
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One scholar suggests that “not wanting” or “not being in want” means 
“being settled”.  Settled means knowing that the Shepherd knows our real 

needs; that his provision is more than sufficient for our needs, and that he 
can be trusted to provide the best gifts. (Ortberg, Peterson, Poling, p. 18) 

 

Being settled is about being content.  The author of Hebrews advises:  

Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you 

have, because God has said, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake 

you.”  Hebrews 13:5 

 

The Apostle Paul wrote in Philippians 4:11-13 

… I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 12 I know what it 

is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the 

secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or 

hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 13 I can do all this through him 

who gives me strength. 
 

How do we learn contentment?  I think that, like many things, it requires 

practice.  In November 2012, ABC news reported a rather unusual event.  

John Betar, age 101, and wife, Ann, age 97 were celebrating their 80th 

wedding anniversary! They eloped in 1932. People told them it would never 

last.  At the time of the report they were still living in their home, their five 

children, 14 grand-children and 16 great grand-children were planning to 

help them celebrate. 

When asked about guidelines for building a lasting marriage. John said, "Get 

along. Compromise. Live within your means and be content. We just live 

with contentment and we don’t live beyond our means.” Both John and Ann, 

(who are members of St. Nicholas Antiochian Orthodox Church in Bridgeport, 

Connecticut,) acknowledge God as the source of their blessings. Ann said, 

"How can you not feel God's right with you and blessing you?" (Lauren Sher, 

"Couple celebrates 80th wedding anniversary, shares secrets to lasting 

marriage," ABCnews (11-20-12) 

 

In contrast to John and Ann, there are those who live their lives “at the 

corner of complaint and regret”:  "If only I had this or...if only this had not 
happened to me.”  

http://orthodoxwiki.org/Nicholas_of_Myra
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Antiochian_Orthodox_Christian_Archdiocese_of_North_America
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Church
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One way to cultivate contentment is to be grateful for what we have, as 

opposed to what we don’t.  That is to say: Is my cup half full or half empty?  
Look at all the blessings we have…begin to count your blessings, giving 

thanks to God for them, and you’ll soon forget what you think (or what the 
world tells you) you lack.  Focus on what you have, not what you don’t have.  

Enjoy things for what they are, instead of only seeing what they aren’t. The 
point is that God is with us in all circumstances and God is a good provider! 
 

The shepherd's provision becomes evident in the next verses:  
 

He makes me lie down in green pastures, 
he leads me beside quiet waters… 
 

Without the guidance of the Shepherd, the sheep will not find green 
pastures. Particularly in the arid desert of the Middle East, and depending on 

the time or season of the year, green pastures are scarce.  But a good 
shepherd knows where they are and guides his sheep to a place of nurture 

and abundance.  The same goes for water...it too can be scarce.   
 

Sheep are skittish creatures, and running water frightens them.  They will 
die of thirst before they will drink from a rapidly flowing stream.  In the 

absence of "still water", the Shepherd will place rocks in a way that creates a 
calm pool of water from which the sheep will drink.  
 

Phillip Keller, an experienced shepherd in South Africa, writes that four 

requirements must be met in order for sheep to lie down: 
1--sheep can be easily panicked. They must be protected so they are free of  

               fear. 
2--free from friction within the flock 
3--freedom from fleas or parasites 
4--free from hunger. 
 

To lie down means to rest, to relax.  This is hard for us humans to do if we 
are anxious or fearful, isn't it? 

In an article published in the Atlantic magazine, Scott Stossel shared openly 
about his lifelong struggle with anxiety. From an early age, he’s experienced 

phobias, fears, and such.  He wrote:  “Even when not actively afflicted by 
acute episodes of anxiety, I am buffeted by worry.”  In the article he 

describes the multitude of “cures” he’s tried including nine different kinds of 

therapy, as well as hypnosis, meditation, acupuncture, yoga, philosophy, 
audiotapes and medication. Lots of medication: 28 different kinds, as well as 

alcohol.  What helped relieve his anxiety?  Nothing. 
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That’s a very sad account of 1., how complex we are as human beings, and 

2., how much and how deeply we need the One who can address the soul-
deep needs that nothing else and no one else can.  God alone is able to do 

so. 
 

It is the role and responsibility of the shepherd to provide fear-less 
conditions for his sheep. One way this happens is profoundly simple.  When 

the shepherd is present, the sheep are calm.   
 

When we sense God's presence, we can be fear-less, peace-full, calm, 
knowing God will provide.  In large part, it is significant that the answer to 

our fear and anxiety in life can be answered by having a trusting, personal 

relationship with God, who, like the Good Shepherd, will provide what we 
need. 

 
This is Grace—the Gift of Presence.   

 
He makes me lie down in green pastures, 

he leads me beside quiet waters, 

3     he refreshes my soul. 

 
I have a friend who will be riding her bike in the STP, The Seattle to Portland 

Ride, in mid-July.  In two days, along with 10,000 other bikers in age from 

their teens up to age 89, she’ll ride 200 miles!  Needless to say, she’s been 

in serious training. On a recent weekend, she and a friend rode 70 miles on 

a Saturday.   

She told me something interesting.  As she was riding, she realized that one 

of her tires was not fully inflated.  It was far from flat, but it apparently had 

a very slow leak.  The result was that she had to peddle harder than she 

would if the tire had been properly inflated.  On inspection, she realized that 

finding the leak was almost impossible.  She certainly had not purposely let 

air out, it just went. Somewhere.  Somehow.  Air simply leaked slowly away. 

That got me to thinking.  The leaky tire could be an analogy for life.  We 

don’t intentionally let air out, it just leaks. Slowly. Imperceptibly.  And just 

as it becomes harder to peddle with an underinflated tire, life is not as much 

fun, it requires more effort when the air has leaked out of our lives.  Life has 

a way of deflating us. 

Difficult conversations…a tough day at work…illness or chronic 

pain…overwhelming circumstances.  It happens to all of us now and then. 
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So where do we get our “tires”/our lives re-inflated? Where do we get our 

batteries re-charged?  Where do we re-fill our empty cups (as later in the 

psalm our cups will overflow!)?   

The good shepherd “restores our souls”.  My soul is restored through 

prayer…worship…music…taking a walk outdoors…sitting and soaking in the 

warmth of the sun. Reading the Holy Bible.  Listening to friends share what 

God is doing in their lives.  Having coffee with a colleague.   

The Holy Spirit wants to revive and restore our souls when we become 

weary. 

The Psalmist wrote: 

Why, my Soul, are you downcast? 

    Why so disturbed within me?   Psalm 42:11 

There is a direct correlation between a downcast soul and a “cast” sheep. 

This is what it is called when a sheep, for one reason or another, has fallen 

and turned on its back. It cannot right itself.  “Cast” sheep are totally 

helpless.  They will die unless a shepherd comes along and sets them right 

again.  A sheep may become cast because it lies down and the weight of its 

fleece may change its center of gravity. When it stretches or attempts to 

move it may become cast, and helpless.   

In this situation, a sheep is even more vulnerable to predators than normal, 

so it is incumbent upon the shepherd to always be on the lookout for those 

that may become “downcast”, in order to right them as soon as possible.  

The longer they remain in a cast position, the greater the danger of death. 

The Psalmist puts his hope in God!   

Put your hope in God, 

    for I will yet praise him, 

    my Savior and my God.    Psalm 42:11 

There are many reasons we can become “deflated”, discouraged, down cast 

in life.  Like the Good Shepherd who lovingly attends to the needs of a cast 

sheep, God tenderly and lovingly restores us. 

In John’s Gospel (21:15-19) the Risen Christ prepares breakfast for the 

disciples who have gone out on an early morning fishing expedition.  Peter, 

who had previously denied Jesus three times, is “restored” by Jesus.  Three 

times, Jesus questions Peter’s love for him.   
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And each time as Peter reaffirms his love for Jesus, he is given a 

commission.  Do you remember what it was? 

“Feed my lambs.”  “Take care of my sheep.”  “Feed my sheep.” 

Three times, Jesus tells Peter that his job is to be a Shepherd to Jesus’ flock 

of believers…to nurture them in their faith, to care for them as a pastor. 

What a word of affirmation for Peter!  He probably thought he was all 

washed up after Holy Week.  He lived down to Jesus’ expectations of 

denying him not once or twice, but three times.  So Jesus reaffirms for 

Peter, three times, that there is an important role for Peter in the church. 

What grace!  What a gift, to restore Peter and to commission him for 

Kingdom work!  After such failure, that is indeed, amazing grace!! 

Who is your Shepherd? 

Who provides for your needs both practical/material and spiritual? 

Who saves you when you are helpless to save yourself?   

In Sunday School, first graders were trying to memorize Psalm 23. 

One student thought he was ready to recite it.  He began: 

“The Lord is my shepherd. He’s all I want and need.” 

I think he nailed it!   

The Lord is my shepherd.  That’s all I need.   

What about you? What do you need? 

Amen. 

 


