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Psalm 23 - read through the psalm first & then come back & discuss what it’s talking about.
The author of this psalm? David. What was his occupation in his younger years? He was a shepherd - was quite common for young boys at that time. They didn’t have the physical strength for doing hard physical work, but they could take care of sheep & goats.  I Samuel 16:11, where the prophet Samuel has been told to go to Jesse to anoint one of his sons as the next king of Israel and Judah.
And Samuel said to Jesse, “Are all the young men here?” Then he said, “There remains yet the youngest, and there he is, keeping the sheep.” And Samuel said to Jesse, “Send and bring him. For we will not sit down till he comes here.”

David was this youngest son & he was out tending the sheep when Samuel showed up. 

Where did David tend sheep as a shepherd? I Samuel 17:28 when David shows up at the camp of the Israelite army - facing off against the Philistines & Goliath. Notice the reaction David gets from his oldest brother Eliab:
Now Eliab his oldest brother heard when he spoke to the men; and Eliab’s anger was aroused against David, and he said, “Why did you come down here? And with whom have you left those few sheep in the wilderness?”
He knew David have been out with the sheep in the desert – showing that shepherding took place in the desert, not in lush fields of deep grass. 
Bethlehem, David’s hometown, is right on the border of the agricultural land & the desert. 
Rainfall is variable;

· West - 500mm (20 inches) of rain a year
· East - 50mm (2 inches) of rain a year. 
Desert begins right outside of Bethlehem & David would have grown up in that environment. He was very familiar with the desert. When he needed to flee because people were trying to kill him, where did he go? He went into the desert—a place he was familiar with where he could hide out from his enemies. That’s why many of his psalms have desert themes. 

David spent a lot of time alone in the desert - except he wasn’t really alone. He, his sheep, goats, & most importantly, he had God.  From his shepherding he learned a lot about taking care of sheep, & from his time in the desert he learned a lot about how God takes care of His sheep.  

Who are God’s sheep?
Psalm 100:3
I Peter 2:25
We are God’s sheep.  So this psalm is about our relationship with God.  We are the sheep, & He is the Shepherd watching over us.  This psalm is about that relationship & the loving care He provides & offers us. Psalm is written from the viewpoint of the sheep looking at his or her Shepherd.

It should read it through the eyes David — as someone who spent years living & working among sheep in all kinds of circumstances, good, bad, & even being willing to risk his life for them.  

From these experiences he drew parallels with his relationship to God.  He draws some profound lessons for us as he writes this psalm under the inspiration of God.  

David was shepherd, & David had a Shepherd, who was God.  

The theme of this psalm is God’s love & care for His sheep.
V1 lays the foundation on which the rest of the psalm is constructed. He begins by saying, “The LORD is my shepherd.”  That Shepherd is Yahweh, the Eternal, the God of the OT, the 1 who would later become Jesus Christ. So who is this Shepherd?
Colossians 1:15 - 20
· Our Shepherd is the visible image of the invisible God; 
· 1stborn over all creation: 
· 1 who created all things in the physical universe & the unseen spiritual universe;  

· Existed before all things & by Him everything exists that exists;  

· The one who sustains all things; 
· Head of the church; 
· 1stborn from the dead & the 1st of many who will be raised from the dead; 
· 1 in whom all the fullness of God exists; 
· 1 through whom God reconciles all things to himself through His blood shed for us. 
This is the One who is our shepherd. 

How did we become His sheep? John 15:16, 19 Christ chose us to be part of his flock. The Father drew us, & He chose us.  Because we are part of his flock, we are the objects of His care, love & affection. Think about the 1 who cares for us & watches over us is the same 1 who created the entire universe & cares for it & sustains it!  

The King of the universe is watching over & taking care of us as our Shepherd! 

We are his sheep because he bought us.  He paid for us by the ultimate price of his life.  As sheep, do we respond to his authority over us, or are we like goats to want to run away & do things our way rather than the shepherd’s way? 
If the Lord is our shepherd & we belong to Him, we should have a deep sense of mission, purpose & direction from Him being our Shepherd. 
John 10:11 – 15 there are a number of times in the Gospels Jesus says He is our Shepherd.  

· Good Shepherd & not a hireling who runs away the sign of danger.  

· As a good shepherd, He gave His life for us as His flock.  

· He laid down His life for you & me personally.
· He chose us, laid down His life for us, & loves & cares for us as 1 of his sheep. 
· We’re not just a number to Him.  He knows us intimately as a shepherd knows his sheep. He knows the very number of the hairs on your head. 
John 10:2 - 4 He knows us all by name, he goes before us to lead us, & we should be following Him because we recognize & know His voice. 

So this is the One who is our shepherd, our protector, our provider, the One who leads us.
Psalm 23:1 because He is our Shepherd, “I shall not want.”  This does not mean that we will never want things - it means that our Shepherd gives us everything that we need. Some other versions translate this as:
“I will never be in need.” (CEV)
“I have everything I need.” (NLT)

“I will not be without any good thing.” (BBE)
If we look at David’s life.  Did he always have everything that he wanted?  

Was his life always an easy path?  No.  He spent his childhood taking care of sheep in the desert.  
· He killed a lion & a bear that were threatening his sheep.  
· He faced off against Goliath, a nine-foot tall giant who could’ve squashed him like a bug without God’s help.  
· Saul tried to kill him on several occasions.  
· He had to flee for his life a number of times.  
· He committed some horrible sins & paid a heavy price for it.  
· His own son tried to kill him & steal his throne.  
· A no. psalms reflect the mental languish that he felt at times.
Yet through it all he could say that God cared for him & gave him everything he needed — certainly not everything he wanted.  God does the same for us as well.  He doesn’t give us everything we want, because everything we want isn’t always going to be what is good for us. 
God gave David what he needed when he needed it - does the same with us. 
Philippians 4:11 - 13 these words could’ve just as easily have been written by David after all that he went through. David & Paul learned to completely trust God & to have faith in Christ.  
John 16:33, Jesus is plainly saying that in this life we will have “tribulation,” or trouble. We will have problems, trials & pressures that build up & cause us stress.  At times we may face persecution for our beliefs.  Paul & David faced terrible trials - why should we be any different?  We are promised times in the desert, not a life as a sheep in lush green pastures with a gurgling stream nearby. This is how we build faith & how we put faith to work in our lives. This is how we come to build the relationship of faith & trust in God.
Hebrews 13:5-6 
Psalm 23:2 He makes me to lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside the still waters.

Let’s talk about lying down first. A classic book on Psalm 23 was first published back in 1970 titled A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23, by Phillip Keller. Some of the material comes from that book. It’s written by a man who raised sheep for number of years & is very familiar with them.  It’s a good book if you want good insights about shepherds & sheep. 
Keller talks about 4 conditions that sheep need to lie down & be content. 
1. The sheep need to be free from fear. Sheep are timid animals & will run from all kinds of things — even their own shadow.  The book talks about how a little Pekingese puppy fell out of a car & came up yapping & ran toward the field where his sheep were. All 200 sheep took off in a mad stampede afraid of the small puppy. So the shepherd needs to be sure that the sheep are calm, reassured & feel safe.

2. The sheep need to be free from friction within the flock.  Term “pecking order” - comes from chickens, which have an order as to where they rank in the social order.  Sheep have something similar, called a “butting order.” Sheep will butt & push 1 another to establish dominance. 
Unfortunately, human beings also sometimes have this problem. They want to establish a “butting order” of who is in charge. Want to jockey for power & control so they can get ahead.  It can also happen in the church & we have to be on the lookout for that in ourselves.  We have to realize that Christianity is not a matter of position or recognition, but is a matter of service.   Don’t see it in our congregations - see a lot of humble & giving service which leads to an environment of peace & growth. 

3. The sheep also need to be free from pests like insects & parasites. Sheep have short stubby tails that are of no use in defending against insects. So the shepherd has to take care of the sheep & try to eliminate the insects that bug the sheep. 

4. The sheep need to be free from is hunger. Sheep will not be able to rest if they are hungry. Hunger makes the sheep restless & irritable. 

2 interesting facets of each of these four points. 
1. All of these have application within the Church. People need to be free from fear. They need to be free from friction where everyone gets along with each other. They don’t need things that bug them & upset them & they need to be spiritually fed so they are not hungry. 
2. The shepherd needs to take care of all of these things for his flock. The sheep can’t do these things for themselves. The shepherds must do these things for them.
Human beings are somewhat different from sheep in that we can control our feelings & thoughts & we aren’t led by instinct alone in these areas.  

· We don’t need to fear because we know that Shepherd is in charge.  
· We can control ourselves so we don’t push & shove others to try to get dominance.  
· We can control what we allow to bug us & to what extent. 
We can partake of the spiritual food that we are provided & appreciate it & use it in our lives.  So we do have those parts to play in helping our congregations to be peaceful & productive environments for everyone in the flock. 

Psalm 23:2— He makes me to lie down in green pastures . . .
What do the sheep eat? Most illustrations we see with agricultural animals in Israel are normally very dry & rocky.  The sheep normally are able to browse the blades of grass that spring up around rocks.  What happens in the desert, during the heat of the day the rocks absorb the heat. In the afternoon & evening a moist breeze blows in from the west & the moisture in the cooler air condenses on those warm rocks overnight. 
There’s just enough moisture that drips off the rocks & into the soil.   Overnight several blades of grass will spring up around the rock. So the shepherd brings the sheep through in the morning, & they get a mouthful of grass by 1 rock & then move to the next for another mouthful of grass, & that’s what they eat.  So shepherding is taking the sheep from one tuft of grass to the next one.

This desert environment is the “green pastures” of the shepherd.  We may think that when we are called & come to know God’s truth, that from that point on life is always going to be easy — that we’ll be a sheep out standing in fields of green grass with shade & streams of running water going by & life will always be good & we’ll always have everything we’ll need. All we need to do is reach out & take it.
But is that what life is like for us?  It wasn’t for David. 

Maybe it is like that sometimes for us. But that’s certainly not the norm. 
Life has its ups & downs, its rocky paths, its blistering hot sun, & sometimes we just don’t know whether we’ll make it or not. 
The sheep being led by the Shepherd to one mouthful of grass. But they’re aren’t worried because they have a shepherd. It’s the shepherd’s job to take the sheep out onto the right hillside where they can get a few tufts of grass to keep going. And a good shepherd knows where to find enough grass to keep the whole flock fed. 

Now if the sheep get lost or don’t follow the shepherd, what happens? They get out in the desert where they don’t know how to find grass & they die - describing shepherding in the Middle East.  In the Middle East the picture is, as long as you have a shepherd, & as long as you follow that shepherd, when the grass is gone, your shepherd will lead you to more green pastures.  But it will be only enough to deal with what’s happening with you right now. 

All God has ever promised us is green pastures. And that means just enough to deal with what is in your life right now. If we have everything we need, of what use is God? We don’t need Him. But if God is our shepherd, then whatever it is that comes into your life an hour from now, or tomorrow, if you follow that shepherd & are close to Him, there will be enough grass to deal with whatever happens to you. 

That’s not to say don’t plan or don’t deal with the future, but it means we are to learn to trust.  We are to learn to have faith in our shepherd & to follow Him.  
Psalm 23:2 …He leads me beside the still waters.

· Where do you find water in the desert?  
· Where do you find enough water to quench the thirst of the sheep & goats?  
What is the significance of “still waters”? 

· There aren’t many sources of water in the desert. 
· One source is wells. We read about that in Genesis with Abraham, where his herdsmen — his shepherds — had conflicts with other people of the area over watering their e animals at wells in the desert. This shows the scarcity of that resource. 
· There are also occasional springs in the desert, but those are few & far between.  The shepherds knew where they were. 
There were a few streams in the desert, during the rainy season & around springs you would sometimes find streams. 

· When David writes here that the shepherd “leads me beside the still waters,” 
Hebrew literally means “quiet waters” or “waters of quietness,” meaning what the shepherd tells me I ought to drink not only satisfies the sheep’s thirst, but it’s safe in the process. It won’t kill them.

Think about life in general for a moment. How much of what looks so good & so appealing to us will in the end kill us?  A lot of things in life are like these pools of water in the bottom of a wadi in the desert. They look cool, refreshing & inviting, but the truth is that they are dangerous & a trap that in the end can kill us. 
They may not be physically dangerous, but they can be dangerous spiritually, emotionally & mentally, & you may not realize that. 
Better pay attention to the shepherd who says, “that might look good, & it might look like it satisfies you, but it’s dangerous & you shouldn’t go near it.” 
Better pay attention to the shepherd says, “this is what is really good for you, & it won’t hurt you or endanger your life in the process.”
A powerful image because it shows that we, like sheep, don’t always know what’s right or best for us, & we don’t recognize the things that are dangerous to us without a shepherd telling us which water is right & good & which water is wrong, harmful & dangerous to us.

Psalm 23:3— He restores my soul; He leads me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.

We might wonder why, if Christ is our shepherd, it would be necessary for him to restore our soul—our life, in other words.  The idea here is that the sheep is wondered off and gotten into trouble and has to be rescued by the shepherd. In the wilderness sheep faced perils and danger in many forms. The shepherd has to always be alert to these various dangers.

Psalm 42:11 term “cast down” is a shepherding term.  Sheep aren’t the most agile or coordinated creatures.  Sometimes a sheep will would lay down & can’t get back on its feet. It will lay down & its center of gravity changes so that it rolls onto its back with its hooves flailing in the air.  That is what “cast down” means.  Sheep will often panic, & if it’s a hot day the animal can die within a few hours.
This is why it’s important for a shepherd to know where his sheep are & to keep count of them so that none are missing.  If a sheep is missing, the shepherd has to go out & find it before it dies or something kills it.  

Luke 15:4 – 6 when the Shepherd finds his sheep, lays it on his shoulders & brings it home.  He does this because he has found the sheep, carefully stood it on its feet again, talked to the sheep to encourage it, then picked it up & carried it because the animal was too exhausted to walk on its own.  Jesus is here describing a sheep that became “cast down” & be rescued & restored to the flock.  This can happen to us, too, where we find ourselves in circumstances where we’re trapped with no way out - the shepherd has to come along & rescue us & save us lest we perish.
Psalm 23:3 — He restores my soul; He leads me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.
What are these “paths of righteousness”?  Notice that the shepherd leads the sheep.  Sheep are not like cattle that have to be driven.  Sheep are animals that follow by instinct. So the shepherd walks out in front & the sheep follow him.  
So the shepherd has to lead the sheep in right paths, which is what the term means here. The shepherd can’t walk just anywhere because the sheep will follow exactly where he goes. If he climbs a path that is too steep going either up or down, the sheep will follow right along & can fall & injure themselves.  He has to choose a safe path for the sheep. 
· The problem is that sometimes we as sheep don’t want to be led. 
· We want to choose our own way. And that gets us into trouble. There’s a reason Christ talks about the sheep being a part of his kingdom & the goats being cast out. 
· Goats always want to choose their own path. They will go here, there, & everywhere across the landscape — going anywhere but following the shepherd - in the end they pay the price.
Psalm 23:4 Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.

The word “death” is more accurately be translated something like “the ravine of the darkest dark.” Again, think of the desert wadis, these deep gulches that crisscross the desert landscape. As the sun began to go down in the late afternoon, the shadows would get longer & the wadis would get darker. Particularly if you were in a hilly area with these wadis intersecting it, it would be dangerous because a sheep could fall off into a wadi as it got dark. As it got dark, various deadly creatures would come out—snakes & scorpions. 

Notice also that earlier the shepherd was out front leading the sheep. Now the sheep says the shepherd is with the sheep—“for You are with me.”  This is what a good shepherd does as late afternoon comes & it begins to get dark. The shepherd is no longer out in front of the sheep leading them, now he is right in the middle of them with them gathered all around him. He has to be to keep them safe, - why the sheep “fear no evil.”  They aren’t afraid because they know their shepherd is right there with them. 

V4“Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.” Talking about 2 different tools of the shepherd. 
· The rod is a short club about two feet long with a knot at the end of it. It was used primarily to protect the sheep, not to discipline or beat them. 
David said he killed both a lion and a bear. 
I Samuel 17:34 – 36 David said he killed the lion & bear by striking them. What did he strike them with, his fists? No, he struck them with his rod, this wooden club that a shepherd carried. He must’ve hit them the head repeatedly until it killed them.  Several times in Scripture God talks about using a rod for punishing people. He’s talking about this club, which could obviously be a deadly weapon in the right hands.
The rod is also used to inspect the sheep & sometimes to separate them. 
Ezekiel 20:37 – 38 the shepherd would take his rod & run it backward across the grain of the sheep’s wool to both inspect the quality of the wool & see down to the animals skin to see whether it was healthy. If the animal was healthy, with good quality wool, it would pass inspection.  If the animal was sick or diseased it could be separated out as described here. So the rod was also a tool for inspecting the animals.
· The staff was another very useful tool - generally a straight pole with a curve or crook at one end. It was used primarily in three ways.
1. The shepherd would use the staff to lift newborn lambs & guide them to their mother. Rather than touch the lambs with his hands & taint them with human odors that might cause the ewe to reject the lambs, the shepherd would use the crook of the staff to lift & guide.  

2. The shepherd would use the staff to gently catch & draw a sheep to him so that he could give it close examination - particularly useful for shy & timid sheep which kept their distance from the shepherd.  

3. The shepherd also used the staff to guide the sheep, not by beating but rather by pressing it against the side of the sheep, to direct it along a given path. 

All of these connote a tender care and protection for the sheep. So from the sheep’s perspective, the rod & staff were a source of comfort to the sheep. 
Psalm 23:5-6  
There are 2 different views of what this is referring to. 
1. Continuing to describe the sheep - the “table” referring to here is figuratively talking about the shepherd leading the sheep to food, & then standing by to watch over the sheep to protect them from predators & to keep them away from potentially poisonous plants.  If this is still referring to sheep, the anointing with oil would referred to oil mixed with spices & other substances to give the sheep relief from insects or skin infections or irritations & the cup running over would refer to the Shepherd giving a fatigued sheep plenty of water to drink to quench its thirst.  

Verse 6 refers to the sheep living contentedly in the presence of the shepherd, knowing it’s being taken care of by a shepherd who loves and cares for it. 
2. The wording of these last two verses more likely is describing another picture from the desert, & that is the hospitality of a Bedouin tent. The nomadic Bedouin lifestyle had been in existence for at least 1000 years by David’s time, dating back to at least the time of Abraham.  
a. It was a culture that prized hospitality. We see that when the 3 angels showed up at the tent of Abraham & Sarah & they immediately provided a meal for these complete strangers.  

b. Another aspect of that culture was that if you were a guest in someone’s tent, you were under their complete protection & care. They would not only provide food for you, but they would also protect you from anyone and anything. You were considered an honored guest.

Hebrew word translated “table” here can mean a literal table - can also refer a piece of cloth or a mat or a cloth spread on the ground upon which food might be laid out like this on the floor of a Bedouin tent. Whose tent is it?  It’s God’s — He is the one providing David with a sumptuous & generous meal. David’s enemies may still be around, But God is providing His complete & total protection. 

Common in a setting like this to anoint an honored guest with perfumed & refreshing oil. “My cup runs over” would be referring to the host giving the guest water or wine or tea to show of hospitality & generosity. 
Verse 6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.
This is continuing with the theme that in God’s presence the writer is safe from all enemies & completely secure in every way.  All he is experiencing is God’s goodness & mercy.  

“House” - doesn’t literally mean “house.” Hebrew is beyt, which can mean house but can also mean any kind of habitation such as a tent or temple or home or household.  Sum it up in 1 word it means “place” — David would be saying that he is going to dwell in the place or presence of God, the place where God is, forever.  To live with God forever means that he knows that he will have eternal life. He will live forever with his loving Shepherd.
So this psalm starts with, “The LORD is my shepherd.”  - it ends in complete confidence that he will live with his loving Shepherd forever & ever in an eternity of blessing, goodness & mercy. That is God’s promise from the ultimate Shepherd who loves His sheep & wants to live forever with him in His Kingdom.
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