
The Good Shepherd Psalm 23/John 10:22-30 May 8, 2022 

 

Grace and peace to you from God, the Father, and Jesus, our Savior, thru the Holy 

Spirit who abides with us. 

 While I was in seminary each student was required to do 12 weeks of CPE—

Clinical Pastoral Education. Mine was at the old St. Joseph Hospital in South 

Bend, IN. Our mornings were spent visiting patients and our afternoons were spent 

in class. We also took turns doing weekend duty as chaplain. One of our duties was 

to visit newly admitted patients, and sometimes a patient would request a chaplain 

visit. One morning I got such a call and went up to visit. It was a middle-aged man, 

whom I learned was a police officer. He was a bit nervous to say the least, and 

when I asked what he needed he told me that He had just received the news that he 

needed heart bypass surgery. He said, “I need to hear that “shepherd thing’”. And 

intuitively, I asked, “you mean the good shepherd, Psalm 23?”  and he nodded yes. 

I looked at him and realized I didn’t have a bible with me. But I started in “The 

Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…” I managed to get thru the whole psalm 

and as I did so, I noticed him relax and grow calmer and more peaceful. And I 

thanked God for letting me remember the words—another God moment! And then 

we prayed for his upcoming surgery. 

 When this psalm was written some 3,000 years ago, flocks of sheep were 

abundant in the countryside of Israel; they were an everyday encounter. People had 

seen sheep in action and they knew that sheep were somewhat helpless against 

predators and a little on the stubborn side. People were also well aware of what 

made the difference between a good shepherd and a bad shepherd. For this reason, 

many of the Bible’s analogies and several of Jesus’ parables involve sheep and 

shepherds. 

 Unfortunately, shepherds and flocks are items that are not a part of our daily 

lives. We are removed from the reference point of the Biblical analogies and Jesus’ 

parables. Consequently, their meaning and message often elude us. But fortunately 

for many it is one of the best loved passages in the Bible. 

 Psalm 23 is often requested at funerals and it is a fitting psalm for such. But 

when I preach it at funerals. I also comment what a fitting psalm it is for life. 

Psalm 23 has enriched the lives of believers, both Jews and Christians. It is so 

frequently recited in Christian funeral and memorial services that many may 

imagine it is a Christian prayer.  

 The first line, which also serves as the title, says it all: “The Lord is my 

shepherd.” We may imagine a shepherd of the Middle East, who pays undivided 

attention to the well-being of the sheep. Thanks to the good shepherd, the sheep 

finds rest, sustenance, and confidence in the green pastures next to the water, 

where everything that the sheep may need or want has been provided. 
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 In the next scene the poet is “beside still waters”. For ancient Hebrews, 

water is often an image of chaotic powers --Instead of the water that is a danger, 

Psalm 23:2 depicts quiet waters that present no threat. The poet has not come upon 

this place of peace by accident. The Lord’s gentle guidance made possible what 

could have been impossible otherwise. 

 The poet continues dwelling on the shepherd, who leads the flock “in right 

paths”. Often, many of us assume that a right path is straight, but there are not 

many roads with no bend in nature. A right path leads the flock where they need to 

be. Physically, the path may be crooked, but it is the right path for me.  

 The poet makes no mistake about life that can take us to a dark time and 

pace. The KJV has made the “darkest valley” famous by calling it “the valley of 

shadow of death”—Danger lurks in the dark, but the psalmist declares “I fear no 

evil.” Difficult situations cannot be avoided, and fear comes with a double punch: 

one with the threat of evil and the other the fear of it. With the Lord, the poet is 

confident that neither will grab him. The poet has no fear, not because of courage 

or a strong heart but because of the Lord’s accompanying presence.  

 The shepherd that walks with the sheep carries a rod and a staff. The rod is a 

weapon to fight off hostile beasts and others. The staff guides the sheep that tend to 

go astray. The implements provide comfort—a word that conveys not only relief 

but also the recovery from grief (see Genesis 38:12; Jeremiah 31:15). 

 In the midst of terror, the poet imagines a feast. As long as one can eat, one 

can endure anything. Of course, one would not ordinarily plan to have a meal 

while facing those who may have hostile intent. All provisions one may get is what 

the Lord has provided. Then--Even in harm’s way, the poet names God’s 

anointing—the gift of abundance --And the cup overflows freely. This is not a 

picture of wastefulness, but an image of superabundance.  

The poet concludes with a declaration of faith. The psalm anticipates nothing but 

“goodness and mercy” in the days ahead. Troubles may come and go, but God will 

always accompany us for all seasons. 

 Most modern translations state that God’s goodness and mercy “follow” us. 

But the Hebrew word literally means “pursue.” In other words, the poet speaks of 

God’s goodness and mercy in a vigorous pursuit. God comes after us and will not 

rest until we find goodness and mercy.  

 The dynamic life of being pursued is paired with one of settling down 

(literally, sitting down). The state of serenity comes with the fantastic time ---“all 

the days of my life” and “my whole life long.” The poet wants to live all the time 

in the house of the Lord. One may be tempted to imagine that the poet goes to the 

temple in Jerusalem every day, however, the poet probably means it 

metaphorically, referring to the house of the Lord as the location of God’s 
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presence. After all, we can always be in the presence of God the good shepherd, no 

matter where we may be physically. 

 In today’s gospel Jesus says: “My sheep hear my voice, I know them, and 

they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will 

snatch them out of my hand.” These are very comforting words to us all; some of 

the most comforting we’re ever likely to hear.    

 Christianity is not about avoiding difficult times but it is about relying on the 

Good Shepherd to see us through. Difficulties in life help us not only develop in 

character, but it also provides us with the amazing opportunity to truly experience 

the love, the grace, the peace, the acceptance that only Jesus can give us --a love, 

grace, peace and acceptance that is long lasting. And this love is something Jesus 

wants each of us to have, to experience God’s kindness and goodness. It  

is for everyone. Jesus said, “Whoever believes in me, will never die!” He didn’t 

say “You have to be good.”  You only have to believe in Christ. It’s hard for us to 

understand that all we need to  

do is to acknowledge Christ as our lord and savior. 

  This psalm speaks to us daily. You see God has plenty of love and goodness 

for everyone. It always amazes me how patient God is…walking with us and 

providing all we need. Jesus is the good shepherd and that reminds us that God is 

continually looking after us…his grace and blessings are all around us. We 

celebrate not only the fact that like a good shepherd God comes to our rescue in 

our times of need, but also that God is constantly present in our lives. God is at 

work changing us, providing for us and protecting us. For this we give God thanks 

and praise. The Lord is our shepherd! Amen. 


