
PSALM 23. (EHV)
The LORD is my shepherd. 
I lack nothing.
He causes me to lie down in green pastures. 
He leads me beside quiet waters.
He restores my soul. 
He guides 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 set a table for me in the presence of my foes. 
You drench my head with oil. 
My cup is overflowing.
Surely goodness and mercy will pursue me all the days of my life, 
and I will live in the house of the LORD forever.

	 In the world of translation studies, people will often talk about “formal correspondence” 
on the one hand—what we might call a “literal translation”—and “functional equivalence” on 
the other hand—what we might call a “paraphrase translation.” There is a somewhat notorious 
example of functional equivalence in Christian mission work. In at least one African culture, 
where they either did not have a word for sheep or had very little personal experience with sheep, 
the missionaries chose another animal that was vital to local livelihood, so that their translation 
of Psalm 23:1 read, “The Lord is my swineherd.” That might have been a very fitting translation 
for them…until the missionaries also got around to translating Leviticus 11, and their audience 
discovered that there weren’t any devout Old Testament Jews who owned pigs, including David. 
	 This does raise an interesting question though: Why is Psalm 23 so precious to us? Do 
any of us know a whole lot more about sheep than that African culture? How many of you have 
ever actually seen a shepherd at work in real life? And yet, we would have a fit if someone tried 
to introduce a Bible among us that translated Psalm 23:1, “The Lord is my caretaker,” “The Lord 
is my human resources director,” or “The Lord is my tour guide.” 
	 No, we still prefer and love, “The Lord is my shepherd.” 
	 I think it’s due to the strength of David’s poetry. If you simply know what a sheep is, if 
you know what grass is, if you’ve ever stood alongside a peaceful stream in the Black Hills or 
elsewhere—if you know what the various objects and items in his psalm are, then it is very 
difficult to miss what he is trying to say: The Lord is your shepherd. The Lord cares for you. The 
Lord protects you. 

	 “The LORD is my shepherd. I lack nothing.” The emphasis in this sentence is on the first 
two words, “the LORD.” This is the special name used for God that identifies him as the one 
faithful to the standards and consequences of his law and faithful to his gospel promises, always 
with the emphasis on the gospel. If you want to know what David thought of when he stopped to 
think about the name “the LORD,” you need only turn to Psalm 103: “The LORD is compassionate 
and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love. He will not always accuse, nor will he harbor his 
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anger forever; he does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities,” 
and he goes on like that for several more verses. This is the one who shepherds us. 
	 But David doesn’t just want us to think of ourselves as only a fraction of the whole herd, 
so to speak. “The LORD is my shepherd,” he says. He is speaking for each individual Christian 
here. Yes, the Lord shepherds us, but he also shepherds you. 
	 And because it is the Lord who shepherds you, “[you] lack nothing.” This is both a reality 
in which only the Lord can place us and an attitude that only the Lord can give us. David isn’t 
saying that if you walk into a WalMart, you’re going to have to walk right out again because you 
won’t find anything on the shelves that you don’t already have. As Paul says in Ephesians, “God 
has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing,” and most importantly, he 
has done so “in Christ.” When we have in view all of God’s blessings in Christ, which he gives 
us through faith in Christ, then we find ourselves perfectly content with our physical blessings as 
well, and we say with Paul, “If we have food and shelter, we will be content with that,” and “I 
have learned to be content whatever the circumstances,” and with David, “I lack nothing.” 
	 It is because God’s gospel promises and his blessings in Christ are primarily in view that 
Jesus Christ is primarily in view throughout this psalm. Jesus is the Lord who shepherds us. 
Jesus is, as he himself said, “the good shepherd.” 
	 Now David begins to get into the particulars of how Jesus shepherds you and why you 
lack nothing: “He causes me to lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside quiet waters. He 
restores my soul.” You can just imagine the scene, can’t you? There are many beautiful water 
scenes in the Black Hills, but when I think of green pastures and relaxing waters, I think 
particularly of Elk Creek. If you take Nemo Road east off of 385, there’s sort of a hidden access 
point to the National Forest a couple miles down the road. If you’re willing to take a difficult 
hike through the woods with a compass and no trail most of the way, you’ll eventually emerge 
into a beautiful meadow clearing with a peaceful stretch of Elk Creek running through it, a rocky 
cliff as the backdrop, and no sign of human life in sight. Just thinking about it makes my heart 
slow down. 

Nowadays you’ll hear about ASMR, Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response. It’s used 
to describe the body’s response to certain sounds that cause you to relax and help decrease stress, 
like meat sizzling on the grill, a breeze gently blowing through the trees, or flowing, trickling, or 
babbling water, like Elk Creek. It reminds me of a story I heard about a retired pastor who had 
spent much of his adult life fly fishing but now was in the hospital or a nursing home. When his 
pastor came to visit him, the bedridden retired pastor said, “Can you do me a favor? Go into the 
bathroom and just turn the faucet on.” He just wanted to hear the sound of running water, so that 
he could be transported back to all those peaceful scenes of his past. 
	 Those scenes themselves are able to restore our souls to an extent. Even unbelievers will 
come back from such scenes refreshed and recharged, able to slug through another week of 
workaday life. But David isn’t talking about family vacations or trips to state or national parks. 
He’s talking about the spiritual refreshment Jesus gives us in the gospel. As Jesus himself said, 
“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will refresh you.” And as he said in 
John 10, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal 
life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand.” 
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	 Think of the countless gospel promises in Scripture that Jesus has used to give you peace 
and refreshment, so that even in the midst of the busy, turmoil-filled world, it was like he was 
transporting you to a grassy bank beside a babbling brook: 
	 “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matthew 28:18). 
	 “Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:20). 
	 “In this world you will have trouble, but take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 
16:33). 
	 “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). 
	 “Because of the LORD’S great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. 
They are new every morning” (Lamentations 3:22,23). 
	 “Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your 
heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they?” (Matthew 6:26). 
	 “It is finished” (John 19:30). 
	 “All of you who have been baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ” 
(Galatians 3:27). Yes, when we read these verses of Psalm 23, we definitely should not forget 
God’s promises in Christ that are connected to the actual element of water in baptism. Perhaps it 
was for this reason that one of the earliest Christian documents after the time of the Bible 
encouraged Christians to be baptized in a source of running water, so that when they recalled 
their baptism, they would recall Psalm 23. 
	 And we could go on and on. 
	 “He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.” Jesus first of all puts us on 
the path of righteousness by covering us in his own righteousness. “God made him who had no 
experience with sin to be sin for us, so that we in turn might become the righteousness of God in 
him” (2 Corinthians 5:21). But right along with that Jesus also guides us in paths of righteous 
living, by showing us what is right and by giving us a new heart that is motivated by him to do 
what is right. And he does all of this not for the sake of our own name or merit, but graciously, 
for the sake of his name, Savior, the LORD. 
	 Yes, as your shepherd, the Lord certainly cares for each one of you deeply and 
abundantly. 

	 But he also protects you from enemies that want to rob you of his care. “Even though I 
walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me.” The 
church father Augustine very wisely points out that David isn’t just talking about certain parts of 
our life here, but that this entire life on earth is the valley of the shadow of death. It is true that 
sometimes Jesus gives us glimpses of the joy of heaven with delightful, pleasant, and satisfying 
experiences, and certainly much more often than we deserve, but the shadow of death still casts 
its pall over those too. 
	 But we need not be afraid, because the one who is with us, together with all his angel 
host, is more powerful than all of our enemies combined, more powerful than death itself. David 
says, “Your rod and your staff, they comfort me.” I think one thing we have lost in large part in 
the visible Christian church in our modern culture is that the Bible doesn’t just give us pictures 
that appeal to our gentler, more sensitive nature, but it also gives us pictures that appeal, 
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especially for us men, to the part of us that enjoys seeing movies like Gladiator. Perhaps it 
doesn’t help that many of the pictures of Jesus as the Good Shepherd have him looking like he 
perhaps just got back from a makeover or just got done getting prepped for a photoshoot. 
	 Brothers and sisters, Jesus is described as a mighty man and battle champion, like one of 
David’s own mighty men or David himself, only infinitely more powerful. Jesus’s rod and staff
—what are they used for? The Bible describes the shepherd’s staff as being used to keep track of 
the flock. The shepherd would hold out his staff and lower it as each sheep passed under it so 
that he could count off and make sure that all his sheep were there. So Jesus’s rod and staff 
assure us that none of us get lost in the shuffle as he shepherds so many thousands around the 
world. 
	 But what else is Jesus’s rod and staff used for? David says that when a lion or a bear 
came and carried off a sheep from the flock, he went after it and struck it and rescued the sheep 
from its mouth. And if that lion or bear got ticked at David for doing that and turned on David 
himself, with one hand he seized it by its hair, and with the other hand he took his staff and beat 
the living daylights out of it (1 Samuel 17:34–35). The Bible only says that David was smaller 
than Goliath; it does not say he was small. 
	 And if that’s David, what about the Son of David? To us Jesus is indeed kind, gentle, and 
compassionate, but to our enemies who would attack us as we pass through the darkness of this 
life, Jesus is a champion and a warrior that you had better not mess with unless you want to end 
up flat on your back wondering what just ran you over. 
	 And ironically, the worst beating Jesus gave our enemies was when he let them give him 
the worst beating. Jesus said in John 10, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down 
his life for the sheep.” He was so concerned about our safety that he took the destruction we 
deserved on himself. “We all like sheep have gone astray; each of us has turned to his own way. 
But the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” But even though “the foe in triumph shouted 
when Christ lay in the tomb, lo! He now is routed; his boast is turned to gloom.” Jesus lay down 
his life only to take it up again. He crushed the devil’s head. 
	 Jesus’s rod and staff is also used to discipline us when we go astray. But even that is a 
comfort to us, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, as a father disciplines the son he 
delights in. 

	 In the closing part of the psalm, David seems at first to be leaving the picture of a 
shepherd. But in the Ancient Near East, shepherd was a title also used to describe kings. And so 
David is not really leaving the shepherd imagery behind, but passing from one shepherd picture 
to another. He closes by describing Jesus as a king inviting us to a meal and to dwell in his 
palace: 
	 “You set a table for me in the presence of my foes. You drench my head with oil. My cup 
is overflowing.” 
	 In his care for us and in his protection of us, it’s as if Jesus is preparing a rich banquet of 
food and drink for us, and doing so in full sight of those who begrudge us everything good. And 
just as we could not hear about quiet waters without thinking of our baptism, so also we cannot 
hear about this rich banquet of food and drink without thinking about how Jesus feeds us with his 
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own body and blood for our forgiveness in his Holy Supper, in addition to the other ways he 
richly provides for us. 

And just as Mary, the sister of Martha, drenched Jesus with her expensive perfume so that 
she was not only able to anoint his head, but also his feet (Matt. 26:6–7; Luke 7:36–38; John 
12:1–3), so David says Jesus does the same with us. Literally David says here, “You make my 
head fat with oil.” That is, he pours so much oil on our heads that as it runs down our heads it 
actually makes them appear like they are growing in size. Oil was used for healing, for skin care, 
like lotion today, for perfuming, and for honor. “Only the best for you,” Jesus says to each of us. 
	 When we think of Jesus’s care for us and protection of us, what must we conclude? 
“Surely goodness and mercy will pursue me all the days of my life, and I will live in the house of 
the LORD forever.” In war, pursuing is a bad thing for those being pursued. We also sometimes 
talk about social media stalkers, describing those who pursue us online and won’t leave us alone. 
But here it’s like we can feel someone or something breathing down our necks and our initial 
reaction is that we should escape it, but when we turn around to see what’s pursuing us, we 
discover that it’s goodness and mercy. It’s almost as if David is saying, “Jesus’s goodness and 
mercy is so abundant, we couldn’t escape it even if we tried.” 
	 Jesus’s goodness and mercy assures us that we will dwell with him all the days of our 
life, and that our life will be a long one. Even if we pass away prematurely on earth, as those 
who believe in him we have the assurance of an eternal life in heaven, where this picture of 
peace and contentment will not only be enjoyed by faith, but also by sight, as we dwell in the 
city of the Lord that has the river of the water of life flowing through it. 
	  	 You don’t really need to have lived on a farm to appreciate this picture, do you? The Lord 
is your shepherd. Through his word and sacraments, he cares for you. He protects you. He leads 
you safely to your heavenly home. Amen.
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