
Psalm 23 
The Good Shepherd (or, What in the Valley of Hinnom is going on?) 

 
Main idea: Jesus is our good shepherd, who safely leads us not around, but through the valley of the 
shadow of death. 
 
If you came to Bowling & Bible this past year, you might remember that we spent several months 
memorizing Psalm 23. So I’m tempted to ask if anyone here could quote Psalm 23 for us this morning, 
but I’m also afraid the answer would be no, so unless someone jumps up right now as a volunteer...I’m 
just going to read it for us instead. 
 
Psalm 23. 
 

A Psalm of David. The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green 
pastures. He leads me beside still waters. He restores my soul. He leads me in paths of 
righteousness for his name's sake. Even 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. You 
prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup 
overflows. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in 
the house of the LORD forever. (Psalms 23:1-6) 

 
Father, thank You for the amazing promises that You give us in this psalm, that You’ll lead us, that 
You’ll be with us, and that You’ll allow us to dwell in Your house forever. Help us to remember these 
promises every day, so that we won’t fear evil, but will always follow You. In Jesus’s name, Amen. 
 
Psalm 23 is one of the most memorized chapters of Scripture, for good reason. This short chapter of 
the Bible succinctly tells us about God,  following Him,  enduring hardships,  participating in God’s 1 2 3

mission,  and the promise of eternal life.  So let’s dig right into it. 4 5

 
As it says at the beginning of verse 1, Psalm 23 is a Psalm of David. David actually wrote many of the 
psalms, which was the song book for the Israelites and early church. 
 
We’ve been looking these last few weeks at King David, and how David was a man after God’s own 
heart,  and how in several ways, David’s life pointed to the King of kings, who would save us from our 6

sins. So it’s interesting that David begins this psalm by saying, “The Lord is my shepherd.” 
 
We could draw many parallels between the role of a shepherd and the activity of God. Among other 
things, in order to do their jobs well, shepherds had to be strong, caring, and wise. Strong, because 
they had to protect the sheep from danger. Caring, because they wanted to provide for their sheep. And 
wise, because they had to lead the flock under their care to the paths on which they should go. 
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But the thing that’s most interesting to me about this illustration of God is that shepherds were not the 
most respected people in their culture. As we saw a couple weeks ago, before he became the king of 
Israel, David himself was a shepherd.  Out of all his brothers, David was the runt of the family, and he 7

was given the job that nobody else wanted to do.  And so when David thought about his relationship 8

with God, he described it the same way he would describe his role as a shepherd, because that’s how 
He saw God relate to him. 
 
In much the same way, I think God relates to each one of us personally, uniquely. For example, I might 
say, “The Lord is my pastor,” because He teaches me and leads me to His grace. Ed and Leroy might 
say, “The Lord is my wood floor installer,” because He makes straight your paths. Donald, Matt, and 
Mike might say, “The Lord is my truck driver,” and then pray, “Jesus, take the wheel.” Just keep your 
eyes open when you pray that while driving, okay? 
 
So we find from the very beginning of this song that God completely blows away our expectations. 
Although we know that God is always on His throne, He doesn’t rule in such a way as to keep us down, 
but to lift us up. 
 
You see, when the Son of God came to the earth and lived among us, He didn’t come as a king, but as 
a carpenter. He didn’t come to be served, but to serve.  Jesus humbled Himself.  It’s like Jesus wanted 9 10

to make sure we all knew that He came as one of us, so that we might know Him, and have a 
relationship with God not just as the King of kings, but as our Father and Friend. 
 
In fact, the longer I’ve been a father, the more I’m in awe of the way in which God came down so that 
we might know Him. I mean, the Almighty God became a man. The invisible, immortal, omnipotent 
Deity put on human flesh,  so that we could see Him, touch Him, and therefore see the Father.  That 11 12

would be like if I became a kid again so that I could better communicate with my kids. I feel like I do that 
sometimes. They’re called dad jokes. 
 
Like, you wanna hear a dad joke about a piece of paper? Are you sure? It's tear-able. 
 
But do you know why dads tell dad jokes? It’s not to lift ourselves up, but to make ourselves small, so 
that our kids can know us, just like Jesus did for us, so that we can know Him, and we can rest in our 
Father’s love. 
 
David goes on. 
 

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
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What do you want? Right now, I could probably rattle off 10 to 20 things that I want without even really 
stopping to think. And I’m sure that even though, as king, David was rich and maybe didn’t want any 
more stuff, there were still circumstances that he might identify as things that he wanted. Like, peace 
with his enemies. And health for his children. So how could David possibly say, “I shall not want”?!? 
 
Well, have you ever gotten together with your whole family around Christmas time, and after all the gifts 
are open, and everyone has a smile on their face, you think, “I have everything I need.” And it’s not 
because of what you got for Christmas, but because you love your family, and even if you had nothing 
at all, in that moment, you had everything. 
 
It’s the same with God, and even more so. If the Lord is your shepherd, what else could you possibly 
want? The God who created all things created you, and desires that you simply rest in Him, and trust 
that He will care for you. Because if the Lord is your shepherd, you don’t have to worry about what 
tomorrow holds, because you know who holds tomorrow. 
 
For 18 months we’ve had our old house listed for sale. That’s 18 months of double house payments, 
double electricity bills, double water bills, occasional repairs to make, and a constant wonder if that 
house would ever sell. Now, I’m not gonna say I was always fine with that. Believe me, I had my 
moments. But 95% of the last 18 months, I’ve had a total peace about it. 
 
Now, that doesn’t mean you sit by and do nothing. We’ve had to do plenty of upkeep, repairs, and 
cleaning at the house in the last 18 months. Abby even started working because of it in order to help 
pay the bills. “I shall not want” doesn’t mean you don’t work towards goals, and it doesn’t mean you 
don’t try to improve circumstances. But it means you recognize your Heavenly Father owns the cattle 
on a thousand hills.  He knows what He’s doing, and He knows what you need. So, at the end of the 13

day, I will lay down and sleep in peace.  14

 
If God wants my house to sell he is going to sell it. If the contract that we signed on the house last week 
falls through, and we end up losing both houses for back taxes, and we’re forced to move into a van 
down by the river, I still have everything I need, because the Lord is my shepherd, and I shall not want. 
Because the more you see how good God is, the more you find that He’s everything that you need!  15

 
Verse 2. 
 

He makes me lie down in green pastures. (Psalm 23:2a) 
 
Once again, this song is completely defying our expectations. We like the idea of lying down in green 
pastures. That sounds nice and peaceful. But the first part of verse 2 says, “He makes me.” And we 
don’t tend to like that idea very much. In our culture today, we value self-autonomy, and we don’t like 
the idea of being forced to do anything, even if it’s for our good. 
 
But it’s interesting how God does this. Continue reading verse 2. 
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He leads me beside still waters. He restores my soul. He leads me in paths of righteousness for 
his name's sake. (Psalms 23:2b-3) 

 
So even though God has every right to drag us along to the green pastures and paths of righteousness, 
instead, God leads us. He walks beside us. And I think this is a great picture of how even though God 
saves us by grace, so that it’s totally through Christ’s completed work on the cross, He doesn’t save us 
kicking and screaming. God ignites in us a desire to follow Him. 
 
Sometimes when I tell my kids what to do, and they ask, “Why,” I say, “Because I said so.” And that’s a 
perfectly good response, since I’m their dad, and that is why they should do it. But sometimes when 
they ask, “Why,” I explain why it’s good for them. We need to wash dishes so that we have dishes to 
eat on. We need to not hit our siblings because we don’t really want to hurt them, and we don’t want 
them to hurt us back. We need to clean our rooms so that we can actually walk around them. I could 
just say, “Because I said so” about all these things, and sometimes I do, but when they’re humble 
enough to receive it, I want to show them that their father not only commands them, but walks beside 
them to help them, because I love them. 
 
So when David reflected on his relationship with the Lord, he was simply amazed at God’s love, 
patience, and even humility toward him. 
 
At this point, we should ask ourselves, am I walking on the paths of righteousness? Am I living the right 
way, doing good, loving God and others with my whole heart? And if not, why not? 
 
I think all of us can identify areas of our lives that we’re not walking righteously in. And I think the clear 
invitation of this song is simply to trust the Good Shepherd to lead you where you need to go. Ask Him 
to restore your soul. Even if you’ve made a mess of things in the past, which we all have, God has the 
ability restore you and lead you to the path that’s for your good and His glory.  16

 
And if you do that, that’s when life gets even more interesting. Verse 4. 
 

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil... (Psalms 23:4a) 
 
While most of this song challenges our way of thinking about God and following Him, when you really 
start digging into these two verses, you’re forced to reevaluate if you really want to go through with this 
whole Christianity thing. Because while we like green pasture, and still waters, and even the idea of 
paths of righteousness, I don’t think many people like the idea of walking through the valley of the 
shadow of death. I mean, really, why would we do that? 
 
Well, the many of the Jews kind of had to do that. Just south of Jerusalem was the Valley of Hinnom, 
which the New Testament refers to as Gehenna, where the worm never dies, and the fire never goes 
out.  It was a waste land where the Jews burned their garbage, and pagans had even offered 17
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sacrifices to the false god Molech.  The Valley of Hinnom became an illustration of hell, a valley of 18

darkness and death. 
 
So in order for Jews south of Jerusalem to go to the temple to worship, they metaphorically had to pass 
through hell. 
 
In fact, the Old Testament seems to be clear that hell isn’t just something that unbelievers enter after 
this life, but is something many people even now are enduring.  19

 
Maybe right now you’re walking through the valley of the shadow of death. You’re facing uncertainties 
concerning your health, or problems with your family, or maybe even threats from your neighbors, and 
you’re afraid of how things might turn out. But listen to what David says in verse 4: “I will fear no evil, for 
you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.” 
 
Even if you’re going through the worst things imaginable, you don’t have to be afraid. If God is your 
shepherd, you can be sure of God’s presence with you not to harm you, but to give you hope and a 
future.  20

 
The shepherd’s rod and staff were his tools for walking with his sheep, guiding his sheep, and also 
fighting off any threats against his sheep. So when we face any valley in life, we should have great 
hope in knowing that God will use everything at His disposal, which is everything,  to lead us and guide 21

us through that valley. And while that doesn’t mean that it will always go the way we want, we can rest 
in knowing that it will go the way that God wants, and it’s for our good and His glory. 
 
And not only that, but check out verse 5. 
 

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my 
cup overflows. (Psalms 23:5) 

 
Once again, what in the Valley of Hinnom is going on here? I mean, it kind of looks like David was 
looking forward to gloating in the presence of his enemies. Is that the attitude that we should have 
toward unbelievers? Should we gloat in the presence of our enemies? 
 
Before we answer that, maybe first we should look at how God treats His enemies. The Bible says that 
we were enemies of God.  We were deserving of God’s wrath, being dead in our trespasses and sins.22

 But then God made us alive by grace through faith in His Son.  This was a gift, not dependant on us, 23 24

but completely on God’s love toward us, His enemies.  25
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You see, God doesn’t gloat over His enemies. He extends grace to us. So when we sit down at a table 
with our enemies, whoever you may consider that to be, I think that means at least two things. One, 
we’re safe, because God is greater than our enemies. And two, God is giving us an opportunity to be a 
witness to them of His grace, so that they, too, might trust in Jesus and be saved. 
 
“But they don’t deserve it, Pastor!” Do you? Does anyone deserve grace? We receive grace not 
because we’ve earned it, or because we’re good, but because God is good. And then, out of joy, our 
cup overflows, and we want even our enemies to experience God’s goodness and mercy. 
 
Verse 6. 
 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house 
of the LORD forever. (Psalms 23:6) 

 
We already saw that following God often means going through the valley of the shadow of death. So 
how is that we can also say that goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life? 
 
Have you ever been through something so difficult that you didn’t know how you were going to make it, 
and then when you finally got to the other side of it you were stronger, your relationship with your loved 
ones was deeper? Maybe you found that the struggle actually brought you closer to God and closer to 
your loved ones, and you look back on not with overwhelming anxiety but with gratefulness to the God 
who got you through it. Ultimately those valleys cannot snatch us out of God’s hand.  They cannot 26

change our eternity. They are nothing for our big strong God that is going through them with us. 
 
And think about Jesus Himself. Jesus went through the hardest valley of all! He walked the Via 
Dolorosa, the street believed to be the path that He walked when He was led away to be crucified. And 
then Jesus was nailed to the cross, and He died. It wasn’t just the shadow of death; it was death! And 
yet, through that very act, He demonstrated His love for us,  He paid for our sin, and on the third day, 27

He rose from the grave, proving that He is who He said He was. 
 
You see, Jesus is our good shepherd, who safely leads us not around, but through the valley of the 
shadow of death, so that we know that God’s goodness and mercy shall follow us all the days of our 
lives. So that we know that we shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever. Praise God for the valleys! 
Praise God for the cross! Because it’s through the valleys, through the cross that we’re most reminded 
of God’s presence with us, and faithfulness toward us. 
 
Are you assured of God’s presence with you? 
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