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“The Lord Is Whose Shepherd?” 
4th Sunday of Easter: 3 May 2020 

Salado UMC, Salado, Texas                  
Sermon Text: Psalm 23 

++++++++++++++++ 
“The shepherd drives the wolf from the sheep's throat, for which the sheep thanks the shepherd as his liberator,  

while the wolf denounces him for the same act as the destroyer of liberty” 
(Abraham Lincoln—1809-1865) 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
Dr. Charles Allen, Houston’s late FUMC minister, tells story of a friend who came to see him day. 

The friend was nervous, tense, and he had plainly stressed himself sick. His physician suggested that he 
go to see his minister. They talked for a while. Then Dr. Allen took a pad of paper from his desk drawer. 

“If you went to see a doctor, he would give you a prescription, and that’s what I want to do,” Allen 
said. “Take the prescription exactly as I write it. Five times a day for seven days I want you to read 
prayerfully and carefully the 23rd Psalm: when you awaken, before meals and at bedtime, read the 
psalm.” Allen says that in a week his friend returned a different person. 

The power of the Shepherd’s psalm is a prescription for the problems and pressures of our day—of 
any day. One of the things that we certainly need if we are going to have a life worth living is a faith in 
something that is big enough for life. The psalmist begins where we always need to begin . . . with a God 
worth serving (This story is from Dr. Charles Bugg, my predecessor editor for The Abingdon Preaching Annual). Hear the day’s 
lesson: 

    The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  
        [2] He makes me lie down in green pastures; 
    he leads me beside still waters;  
        [3] he restores my soul. 
    He leads me in right paths 
        for his name's sake. 
  
    [4] Even though I walk through the darkest valley, 
        I fear no evil; 
    for you are with me; 
        your rod and your staff-- 
        they comfort me. 
  
 
    [5] You prepare a table before me 
        in the presence of my enemies; 
    you anoint my head with oil; 
        my cup overflows.  
 
    [6] Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
        all the days of my life, 
    and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord 
        my whole life long (Psalm 23:1-6--NRSV).  



2 
 

 
In Jesus’ day, people understood the primary leader—usually a king—as a shepherd-like figure. 

They also identified this shepherd/king as a host. The composer of the 23rd Psalm is one for whom God is 
like a shepherd or king. In the ritual prayer for the Seder/Passover meal, both father and the mother 
pray these words: “Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe . . . .” 

Not only this, but we read not a few Hebrew Bible texts containing the notion of God as shepherd. 
For example, Psalm 79:13 reminds us that “Then we your people, the flock of your pasture, will give 
thanks to you forever.” Isaiah 40:11 tells us that Yahweh . . . “will feed his flock like a shepherd.” Another 
example is from the fluid and unpredictable book of Ezekiel. The prophet writes Yahweh’s words:  

“I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord God. I 
will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will 
strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice. As for 
you, my flock thus says the Lord God: I shall judge between sheep and sheep, between rams and 
goats” (Ezekiel 34:15-17, 31). 
 
Thus, when the 23rd Psalm speaks of “the Lord my shepherd” it speaks in ways that ancient Judeo-

Christian people would understand. I want to lift up three features of our text that I hope illumine this 
all-so-familiar Psalm. 

First, the opening verses speak to God’s ability to supply our needs. God supplies our physical needs 
as well as our spiritual needs. With respect to physical needs the Psalmist says, “The Lord is my 
shepherd, I shall not want.” I have no lack. God furnishes what I need, and then takes me/us to places of 
rest. He leads me where I need to go. Yahweh not only restores me, but does so in his holy name. 
Yahweh connects us to life’s provisions—for both the body and the spirit! 

Second, verses 4 and 5 remind us that God protects his people like a shepherd protects his flocks.     
[4] Even though I walk through the darkest valley, 
        I fear no evil; 
    for you are with me; 
        your rod and your staff-- 
        they comfort me. 
  
    [5] You prepare a table before me 
        in the presence of my enemies; 
    you anoint my head with oil; 
 
Whether what we need defense or safety from—death or enemies—we can, with the Psalmist, 

count on God. Believe in God and trust in God. But God goes even further. God feeds us in front of our 
enemies—just so they know that God provides for us—God’s sheep. Our cups overflow because God 
anoints God’s people. 

Finally, third and last, the shepherd continues this safeguarding for all our days. The Psalm 
articulates the concept with respect to goodness and mercy—all the days of life. The response is a 
simple one—I dwell in the house of the Lord forever.  

Jesus comes to us as a good shepherd. The shepherd binds up our wounds. This shepherd protects 
us and makes us to lie down in green pastures. This good shepherd leads us beside the still waters and 
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restores our souls. As a biblical image, we cannot do without a shepherd, if we face our human existence 
with open eyes and hearts. But God and Jesus never coerce us, or compels us, or forces us—to be the 
sheep of his pasture. This is a gift of our choosing. Hear now Anthony de Mello’s parable: 

A sheep found a hole in the fence and crept through it. He was so glad to get away.  He wandered 
far away and lost his way back. And then he realized that a wolf was following him. He ran and 
ran, but the wolf kept chasing him, until the shepherd came and rescued him and carried him 
lovingly back to the fold. And despite of everyone’s urgings to the contrary, the shepherd refused 
to nail up the hole in the fence (The Song of the Bird, Anand: India, pp. 200-201).  
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