
David opens the psalm by saying, 
“The Lord is my Shepherd ...” 
(v. 1a). This figure of speech 
reminds us of the fact that we are 
like sheep. Psalm 100 gives us 
a similar statement, “... we are 
His people, and the sheep of His 
pasture” (Ps. 100:3). We may 
think this is a compliment, but it’s 
not. Sheep are dumb. They have 
no sense of direction and easily 
get lost. Isaiah 53:6 tells us, “All 
we like sheep have gone astray 
...” Sheep are also defenseless. 
They need their shepherd to 
provide for their needs. By 
comparing us to sheep, the Bible 

is letting us know we are also 
needy. We need the Lord to be 
our Shepherd. David understood 
this and gladly received the Lord 
as his Shepherd. Because of 
that, he could say, “... I shall not 
want” (v. 1b). He didn’t lack for 
anything. 

In verse 2 David continues and 
says the Lord was providing for 
his need for rest, “He maketh me 
to lie down in green pastures ...” 
It was the responsibility of the 
shepherd to lead his sheep where 
there was plenty of food to eat. 
The “green pastures” is a picture 

of meadows with tender fresh 
shoots of grass. But David says 
his Shepherd, the Lord, did more 
than just provide for his food. 
He made him “lie down” or had 
him rest in this green pasture. 
It is said that a sheep will never 
lie down unless its fears and 
irritations have been removed. 
Only then will it lie down. David 
is letting us know that when the 
Lord is our Shepherd, He will 
provide us the quietness and 
peace we need in our lives.

Not only did God provide David 
with rest, but He provided him 
with refreshment. “... He leadeth 
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The 23rd Psalm has to 
be one of the greatest 
chapters in the Bible. 

Charles Spurgeon called it “the pearl of the 
Psalms.” David, the great king of Israel, was 
its writer. While we can also find tremendous 
blessings and encouragement in the other 
psalms, no other psalm is as well-known as 
the 23rd Psalm. Have you ever thought about 
why? Why is it that this short psalm of only six 
verses has brought so much encouragement 
to countless troubled hearts and has dried so 
many tears?

Before David became the great king of Israel, 
he was a shepherd. In fact, when Samuel 
was sent to anoint David as Israel’s next king, 
David was not at home with his father and 

brothers. He was out in the fields keeping the 
sheep (1 Sam. 16:11-12). What we do know, 
however, is that David the king never forgot 
David the shepherd. Out of his experiences as 
a shepherd and his personal relationship with 
God, David has given us a beautiful picture of 
the Lord’s care for His children. As we use the 
outline below and begin our study, it will not 
take us long to realize that this psalm of David 
is actually the confessions of a happy sheep. 

I. Our Shepherd’s Provision (vv. 1-3)

II.  Our Shepherd’s Presence (vv. 4-5)

III. Our Shepherd’s Power (v. 6)

I. Our Shepherd’s Provision (vv. 1-3)

Let’s Begin
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me beside the still waters” (v. 2b). 
Sheep will never enter waters 
that are rushing and turbulent. 
The waters have to be still. So, 
the shepherd knows to look for 
quiet and calm streams. Just as 
the shepherd will lead his sheep 
to the peaceful waters, God leads 
His children to drink from His 
Word to bring refreshment to our 
lives. 

Did you note that David says the 
Lord “leadeth” him (v. 2b)? A 
good shepherd will always lead 
his sheep. Jesus, speaking of 
Himself, said in John 10:4, “And 
when He putteth forth His own 
sheep, He goeth before them 
...” There was a man traveling 
to the Holy Land one time, and 
he thought he saw an exception 
to this rule. He saw what he 
thought was a shepherd driving 
a flock of sheep. He couldn’t 
understand what he was seeing, 
so he said to the man, “Excuse 
me, but I’m confused. I thought 
shepherds would always lead 
their sheep, not drive them.” The 
man responded with, “I’m not a 
shepherd; I’m a butcher.” This 
is a reminder that the butchers 
of this world will drive and ruin 
us. But our Good Shepherd will 
always lead us to the quiet waters 
of refreshment. 

David knew that the Lord did 
more than just provide for 
his rest and refreshment. The 
Lord as his Shepherd restored 
David’s soul (v. 3a). To “restore” 
means to “turn back.” As we 
have already said, sheep can 
get lost easily. They nibble a 
little grass in one area and then 
walk over to nibble grass in 
another area. Before they know 
it, they have wandered away 
from their shepherd. That’s the 
way it is with us. No Christian 
really means to get away from 
the Lord, but we do. The old 
grass of this world with its 
amusements and distractions 
entices us. Before we know it, 
we’ve wandered away. Robert 
Robinson understood this fact 
and stated it clearly in his hymn 
“Come, Thou Fount”, “Prone to 
wander, Lord, I feel it. Prone to 
leave the God I love.” 

There is something else about 
sheep. Though they have a 

tendency to wander away, they 
will not come back on their own. 
Dogs and cats have the instinct 
to come back home, but sheep 
do not. That’s why our Shepherd 
has to go out and find us. He has 
to be the One to restore our soul. 
The Scripture says, “For ye were 
as sheep going astray; but are 
now returned to the Shepherd 
and Bishop of your souls” (1 Pet. 
2:25). How blessed we are that 
our Shepherd is there to turn us 
back to Him, to restore our soul.

David concludes verse 3 with 
“... He leadeth me in the paths 
of righteousness for His name’s 
sake” (v. 3b). The Living Bible 
puts it this way, “He leads me 
to do what honors Him the 
most.” David understood that 
the Lord, as his Shepherd, 
provided his righteousness. 
Jesus not only provides our 
positional righteousness, but He 
is also the secret of our practical 
righteousness on a daily basis. 
As we study His Word and walk 
close to Him, He leads us in the 
paths of life. 

Reflection Connection: 
According to Philippians 
4:19, is there any need our 
God does not provide for 
us? Discuss.
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No Christian really 
means to get away 
from the Lord, but 
we do.
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Starting in verse 4, we see a 
change in the pronouns David 
uses. In the first three verses he 
talks about the Lord and uses 

the pronouns “He” and “me.” 
But now he begins talking to the 
Lord and the pronouns become 
“Thou” or “You” and “I.” This 

is a reminder that there should 
come a time in our lives as 
Christians when we grow in our 
walk with the Lord. We become 

II.  Our Shepherd’s Presence (vv. 4-5)
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far more interested in the Lord 
Himself than the things He can 
do for us. There comes a time 
when we develop an intimacy 
with our Shepherd. So, David 
begins talking about the personal 
presence of his Shepherd. 

First, David talks about his 
Shepherd’s presence in the time 
of death. “Yea, though I walk 
through the valley of the shadow 
of death ...” (v. 4a). In those days 
the shepherd would sometimes 
have to lead his sheep through 
the dark and dangerous valleys. 
During those times the shepherd 
was no longer in front of his 
sheep. Instead, he was alongside 
them. What is David telling us? 
Of all the fears that grip the 
heart of humanity, the greatest 
of them is the fear of death. Yet, 
the statistics of death are very 
impressive. One out of one of 
us will die. The Bible says, “It is 
appointed unto man once to die 
...” (Heb. 9:27). Yet when Jesus 
is our Savior and Shepherd, the 
fear of death is assuaged in our 
lives.

Look at what Jesus does for us 
in the time of death, “... though I 
walk through the valley ...” There 
is no rushing or running. When 
we will walk with Jesus through 
life, then we can walk calmly 
with Him in the time of death. 
He also didn’t say “in” or “to” 
but “through” the valley. When 
we walk “through” something, it 
means we are not there to stay. 
David also says it is “the valley of 
the shadow of death.” A shadow 
never hurt anyone. The shadow 
of a dog can’t bite. The shadow 
of a sword can’t cut. The shadow 

of death cannot hurt the child 
of God. A shadow also means 
there’s light somewhere. Didn’t 
our Shepherd say, “I am the light 
of the world” (John 8:12)? The 
good news for Christians is that 
when death comes, we will not 
be walking into the darkness. 
We will only be passing through 
as we walk into the light of our 
Lord’s presence. 

David also says, “I will fear no 
evil: for Thou art with me; Thy 
rod and Thy staff they comfort 
me” (v. 4b). The rod was used to 
guard the sheep. Our Shepherd’s 
rod is used to guard us from 
our enemies. The old enemies 
of sin and death would like to 
take away our joy and peace in 
the Lord. But the good news is 
Jesus has clubbed them both into 
submission. First Corinthians 
15:57 tells us, “But thanks be to 
God, which giveth us the victory 
through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
Our Shepherd also uses His staff 

to guide us. Whenever we are 
fearful, God’s staff will be there 
to comfort us. 

Because the Lord was his 
Shepherd, David knew he had 
His presence in times of danger. 
Verse 5 tells us, “Thou preparest 
a table before me in the presence 
of mine enemies ...” Even 
when David was surrounded by 
enemies who were looking for 
an opportunity to attack him, his 
Shepherd was protecting him 
from their threats and attacks. He 
didn’t have to eat a quick meal in 
haste, while fearing an attack. He 
didn’t even have to prepare his 
own food. Instead, he was able to 
dine at the Lord’s banquet table. 
No matter what danger we may 
face in life, the Lord is with us 
and meeting our every need.

David also knew he had the 
Lord’s presence in times of 
difficulty. Verse 5 continues, “... 
Thou anointest my head with oil; 
my cup runneth over.” A man 
named Phillip Keller, who had 
been a shepherd, wrote a book 
entitled, A Shepherd Looks at 
Psalm 23. It’s one of the greatest 
books ever written on the 23rd 
Psalm. Regarding this verse, 
he talks about how a shepherd 
uses oil on a sheep’s face for a 
variety of reasons. One reason 
is for difficulties with bugs. This 
is because the wet noses of the 
sheep seem to attract bugs, and 
the bugs in turn cause irritations. 
So, a shepherd will anoint the 
heads of his sheep to cut down 
on this irritation. A shepherd also 
uses oil on scabs where diseases 
are trying to break out. The oil 
becomes like a medicine on those 

The good news for 
Christians is that 
when death comes, we 
will not be walking 
into the darkness. We 
will only be passing 
through as we walk 
into the light of our 
Lord’s presence. 



scabs. And then a shepherd uses 
oil when the sheep get into fusses 
and fights with each other. He 
rubs their heads with the oil so 
when they begin to fight, they hit 
each other with their heads but 
then just bounce off. They end 
up looking pretty silly and foolish. 

What is David telling us here? 
First, we know that oil in the 
Bible is the symbol of the Holy 
Spirit. When we are saved, 
the Bible says we receive the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit. So, 
we have “the Oil” from heaven 
in our life. The Holy Spirit is our 
Comforter and Helper. He is with 
us to help us with any irritations, 
difficulties, and conflicts in life. 
When we are under His control, 
we will also have His fruit which 

includes love, joy, and peace (cp. 
Gal. 5:22-23). David definitely 
had his share of difficulties in 
life, but he knew his Shepherd’s 

presence in his life was there 
to help him with every single 
irritation and difficulty.

David finishes verse 5 with 
saying, “... my cup runneth 
over.” Isn’t this just like our Lord? 
He doesn’t just bless us, but He 
blesses us in an overflowing, 
abundant way. The Lord doesn’t 
just do good things for us; He 
does a multitude of good things 
for us. 

Reflection Connection: 
According to Romans 
8:36-39 is there anything 
that can separate us from 
God’s love? According to 
Hebrews 13:5b, will He ever 
leave us? If not, where is 
He when we go through the 
trials of life? Discuss these 
truths.
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When we are under 
His control, we will 
also have His fruit 
which includes love, 
joy, and peace.

David concludes his psalm 
with praising the Lord for His 
power. Verse 6 begins with, 
“Surely goodness and mercy 
shall follow me all the days of my 
life ...” “Surely” means truly or 
with certainty. David knew his 
Shepherd gave him goodness 
for his needs and mercy for 
his failures. It is the same for 
us today. The Lord gives us 
goodness for our steps and mercy 
for our stumbles. But for how 
long? “... all the days of my life” 
means whatever kind of day we 
have ahead of us—all the days of 
peril and all the days of peace. 

In Bible days shepherds had 
sheep dogs. The purpose of the 
dogs was to guard the rear and 

retrieve any sheep that wandered 
away. We might say that God has 
two “sheepdogs” for the soul. He 
has His goodness and His mercy 

bringing up the rear. When the 
bloodhounds of heredity want 

to taunt us and try to defeat us, 
goodness and mercy keep them 
at bay. When the mongrels 
of past sins try to torment us, 
goodness and mercy keep them 
back. When the wolves of failure 
yelp at us, goodness and mercy 
help us deal with our wounds.

David knew his Shepherd also 
had power to secure him, “...  
and I will dwell in the house of 
the Lord forever” (v. 6b). Have 
you ever been away from home 
for a few days or weeks? When 
you finally walked back into 
your house, it was with a sigh of 
relief. There truly is nothing like 
“home, sweet home.” David is 
saying he will dwell in the house 
of the Lord forever. He will not 

David knew his 
Shepherd gave him 
goodness for his 
needs and mercy for 
his failures. It is the 
same for us today.

III. Our Shepherd’s Power (v. 6)
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Wrap Up

A story is told about a well-known actor and an elderly gray-headed preacher 
who were attending the same meeting. They were both called upon to read 
the 23rd Psalm. The actor, who was trained in drama and delivery, with great 
eloquence and skill quoted the psalm. When he finished the people erupted 
into applause for his performance. Then the old gray-headed preacher, who 
had spent his life shepherding and comforting God’s children, stood for his 
turn and calmly quoted the psalm. When he finished, no one stood. No one 
applauded. But many wept. The actor then stood up and said, “Now, friends, 
let me tell you the difference between my reading of the 23rd Psalm and this 
man’s reading. I know the psalm of the Shepherd. He knows the Shepherd of 
the psalm.” 

When we started our lesson, we questioned why this psalm has become the 
most well-known and beloved of the Psalms. Why has it brought so much 
comfort to so many? No doubt, one of the reasons is because David was not 
just using his shepherding experience to write about the Lord. Like the above-
mentioned preacher, David knew the Shepherd. Because of David’s intimate 
relationship with the Lord, people have been drawn to his psalm to find 
comfort in their time of need. A question each of us needs to ask ourselves is, 
do we just know this psalm or do we know the Shepherd? When we truly know 
Him, the 23rd Psalm will likewise become our personal confession of a happy 
sheep. And we will then be a testimony of His love and care to others.

be there as a visitor but as a 
permanent guest. Jesus gave us 
the same promise when He said, 
“Let not your heart be troubled: 
ye believe in God, believe also 
in Me. In my Father’s house are 
many mansions: if it were not 
so, I would have told you. I go to 
prepare a place for you” (John 

14:1-2). Isn’t that an astounding 
thought? The great God of this 
universe has made it possible 
for us, wandering sheep, to live 
forever with Him in His house. 
How can it be? It’s because our 
Shepherd became a sheep. Jesus 
became the Lamb of God.

Reflection Connection: 
According to John 1:29 
why did Jesus become the 
Lamb of God? What should 
be our response to His 
willingness to do this for 
us? Discuss.


