Psalm 23 #1

“The Lord Is My Shepherd”

Psalm 23:1

One chapter of the Bible seems to rise above all others as a favorite. According to one poll, Psalm 23 was voted as the most popular chapter of the Bible.
 (John 3:16 is the most popular single verse.) Millions of people have memorized this psalm, even those who have learned few other Scripture portions. Ministers have used it to comfort people who are going through severe personal trials, suffering illness, or dying. For some, the words of this psalm have been the last they have uttered in life.
 The great preacher Charles Haddon Spurgeon called it “the pearl of psalms.”
 John Stott refers to this as the “best known and best loved of all psalms.”

Because many of us have memorized the 23rd Psalm as small children, we often neglect the opportunity to study it in detail in our adult life. Yet it is a great psalm. It ministers to our deepest spiritual needs.
 And so this evening we embark on an in depth study of Psalm 23.
Before we get into this specific chapter, we need to ask: What is a psalm? A psalm is a prayer originally accompanied by music. Historically, the book of Psalms served as the prayer book and songbook for God’s people. I am convinced that music speaks to the soul like nothing else. For both ancient Jews and early Christians, the Psalms provided words for every emotion and experience.
 We find them all here.

Psalm 23 was written by David. Some believe David wrote these words while he tended his family’s sheep as a boy. We may think this is a general affirmation of faith by someone reflecting on his life, when all is well and God seems near at hand. No, this is the poetic cry of one shaken, one in the midst of danger, one in need of help.

This may have been written at a time when David’s son, Absalom, rebelled against him and toppled him from the throne. (This is recorded in 2 Samuel 15). David was forced to flee into the Judean wilderness with his family and servants, and for a period of time he was unable to reclaim his throne. Perhaps, because so much of his early life had been spent as a shepherd in that same wilderness, the circumstances reminded him of his shepherd life.

Although familiar in its form, Psalm 23 develops an unfamiliar metaphor. I am referring to the shepherd-sheep experience. Few people in America have even seen a flock of sheep under a shepherd’s care, much less experienced the everyday occurrences common to that mode of life. Because the scene is unfamiliar, many are at a loss to explain this song in its basic sense, for David drew his words from the memory of those years he had spent on the Judean hillside with his father’s flock.

Over fifty years ago, Phillip Keller published a book entitled, A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23. Keller ran sheep ranches in British Columbia for eight years, and wrote his book directly out of that experience.
 Keller writes in his introduction,
I grew up and lived in East Africa, surrounded by simple native herders whose customs closely resembled those of their counterparts in the Middle East. So I am intimately acquainted with the romance, the pathos, the picturesque life of an Eastern shepherd. Secondly, as a young man, I actually made my own livelihood for about eight years as a sheep owner and sheep rancher. Consequently, I write as one who has had firsthand experience with every phase of sheep management. Later, as the lay pastor of a community church, I shared the truths of this psalm, as a shepherd, with my “flock,” every Sunday for several months.

This evening I want to focus our attention on the first line of the first verse: “The Lord is my shepherd.” If ever a psalm could stand almost on a single line, it is this one.
 In this psalm David devotes one hundred and fifteen words to explaining the first two (or, in Hebrew, fifty-four words describe the first one): “The Lord.”

The Providential Identity – “The Lord”

Let’s begin with those first two words: “The Lord.” This shows the providential identity of the psalm. David refers to God as “the Lord.” This is the translation of Yahweh —the most respected, loftiest title a Jew could utter. The Jews stood in awe before it—it was so holy that they substituted it with some lesser title for God whenever it occurred in their public reading of Scripture. Yahweh means ‘the I am,’ the self-existent Being; He who was and is and is to come, who inhabits eternity, who has life in Himself.

While later Jews were hesitant to speak the name, the Old Testament records it more than four thousand times. The name literally means “I am who I am.” Chiefly, it refers to God’s timelessness, on the one hand, and to his self-sufficiency, on the other. Self-sufficiency means that God needs nothing. Timelessness means that God is always the same in these eternal traits or attributes. He was like this yesterday; he will be like this tomorrow. He will be unchanged and unchangeable forever. He is the great “I am.”

The Picturesque Imagery - “Shepherd”

Moving on we see the picturesque imagery: “The Lord is my shepherd.” There is a tone of confidence about this sentence. There is no “if” nor “but,” nor even “I hope so;” but he says, “The Lord is my shepherd.”
 No doubt about it!

The verb is a participle and means “is shepherding me.” Middle eastern shepherds guarded their sheep, led them, provided food and water for them, took care of them when they were weary, bruised, cut or sick, rescued them when they strayed, knew their names, assisted in delivering the lambs, and in every way simply loved them.

In the image of the shepherd we have one of the most meaningful, comprehensive word pictures of God in the psalms. In other psalms God is portrayed as a rock or shield or king; that is, God’s glory and strength are graphically represented. But in the metaphor of the shepherd, it is not only God’s strong protection that is highlighted, but also His continuing care. Not only is His majesty represented, but also His grace.
 The Creator of the universe deigns to call Himself my Shepherd and invites me to consider myself His sheep—His special object of affection and attention. Who better could care for me?

This beautiful image of a divine Shepherd who cares for his people, individually and corporately, occurs numerous places in the Old Testament such as Psalm 80:1; 95:7; 100:3; Genesis 48:15; 49:24. The New Testament also portrays Jesus as our great and good shepherd, as in John 10:11, 14; Heb 13:20; 1 Pet 5:4; Rev 7:17.

Since the Lord is the shepherd, that makes us sheep. Did you know that sheep are mentioned in the Bible over three hundred times, more than any other animal?
 It is no accident that God has chosen to call us sheep. The behavior of sheep and human beings is similar in many ways.
 Consider these characteristics of sheep (and us):

1. Sheep lack a sense of direction. Unlike cats and dogs, sheep get lost easily—even in the familiar environment of their own territory. So it is with believers—we cannot guide ourselves. We must rely completely on the Word of God and the voice of our Shepherd-Savior.

2. Sheep are virtually defenseless. Most animals have a rather effective means of defense—sharp claws; teeth; speed; ability to hide; keenness of smell, sight, and hearing; great strength; ferocity. But sheep are awkward, weak, and ignorant; they have spindle legs and tiny hoofs, and are pitifully slow, even devoid of an angry growl. Defenseless! The only sure protection for the sheep is the ever-watchful shepherd. So it is with the believer, who is admonished to be strong—”in the Lord’ (Eph. 6:10).

3. Sheep are easily frightened. Being ignorant, unimpressive in stature, and very much aware of their weakness, sheep find comfort only in their shepherd’s presence and reassuring songs in the night. Psalm 27:1 also refers to this type of Shepherd-Lord relationship that we have with God.

4. Sheep are, by nature, unclean. Other animals lick, scrape, and roll in the grass to cleanse themselves—but not sheep. They will remain filthy indefinitely unless the shepherd cleanses them. We, too, by nature, are unclean and filthy. Apart from our tender Shepherd’s cleansing (1 John 1:7-9) we would remain perpetually dirty.

5. Sheep cannot find food or water. While most animals have a keen sense of smell, sheep depend upon their shepherd completely. If left to themselves, sheep will eat poisonous weeds and die—and when one does it the others will follow the leader. Again, as children of God, we are equally dependent.

Max Lucado writes (as only Max Lucado can):

Sheep are dumb! Have you ever met a sheep trainer? Ever seen sheep tricks? Know anyone who has taught his sheep to roll over? No. Sheep are just too dumb. 

And defenseless. They have no fangs or claws. They can’t bite you or outrun you. That’s why you never see sheep as team mascots. We’ve heard of the Chicago Bears and the Jacksonville Jaguars Philadelphia Eagles, but the New York Lambs? Who wants to be a lamb? You couldn’t even stir up a decent yell for the cheerleaders:

We are the sheep. We don’t make a peep.

Victory is yours to keep, but count us if you want to sleep.

What’s more, sheep are dirty. A cat can clean itself. So can a dog. We see a bird in a birdbath or a bear in a river. But sheep? They get dirty and stay that way. Couldn’t David have thought of a better metaphor? Surely he could have. 

How about: “The Lord is my commander in chief, and I am his warrior.” There. We like that better. A warrior gets a uniform and a weapon, maybe even a medal. Or, “The Lord is my inspiration, and I am his singer.” We are in God’s choir; what a flattering assignment. Or, “The Lord is my king, and I am his ambassador.” Who wouldn’t like to be a spokesperson for God? Everyone stops when the ambassador speaks. Everyone listens when God’s minstrel sings. Everyone applauds when God’s warrior passes.

But who notices when God’s sheep show up? Who notices when the sheep sing or speak or act? Only one person notices. The shepherd. And that is precisely David’s point.

Another author writes,

I used to raise sheep. In high school I was in the 4-H club, and I had a herd of sheep and goats. Now, goats I can abide, because they may be obnoxious, but at least they’re smart. Sheep are, beyond question, the most stupid animals on the face of the earth. They are dumb and they are dirty and they are timid and defenseless and helpless. Mine were always getting lost and hurt and snake-bitten. They literally do not know enough to come in out of the rain. I look back on my shepherding days with a great deal of disgust. Sheep are miserable creatures. 

And then to have God tell me that I am one! That hurts my feelings. But if I am really honest with myself I know it is true. I know that I lack wisdom and strength. I’m inclined to be self-destructive. As the hymn says, “I’m prone to wander.” Isaiah said it best: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way” (Isaiah 53:6). I know my tendency toward self-indulgent individualism, going my own way and doing my own thing. That’s me. I’m a sheep.

Yet despite these adverse characteristics God chooses us, buys us, calls us by name, makes us His own, and delights in caring for us.
 His is the Shepherd.

The Personal Involvement - “My”

Finally, consider the personal involvement: “The Lord is my shepherd.” Spurgeon writes,

The sweetest word of the whole is that monosyllable, “My.” He does not say, “The Lord is the shepherd of the world at large, and leads forth the multitude as his flock,” but “The Lord is my shepherd;” if he be a Shepherd to no one else, he is a Shepherd to me; he cares for me, watches over me, and preserves me. The words are in the present tense.

The emphasis is upon the fact that there is nothing between the believer’s soul and God. “The Lord is my shepherd.”
 Think about that! God, the great God of the universe, is “my shepherd.” The contrast is simple and yet profound. God is presented as my God, one who cares for me.
 Here the metaphor is made unmistakably personal.
 Millions of people know that the Lord is a Shepherd, but they really don’t know that He is their Shepherd.

Who, by the way, is your Shepherd? In whom do you trust when you are feeling caught in the daily grind of uncertainty? To whom do you turn for direction? You have many choices. Do you go first to your pastor? Your psychologist? Your close friend? Your coach? Your priest? Your teacher? How easy to forget that they are sheep, too! As important and necessary as each of these people may be, they can never take the place of the Good Shepherd in your life. When you finally come to the place where all of your life—in all its detail—is placed in His care, you can say with a deep, abiding certainty, “The Lord is my Shepherd.”
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