The Good Shepherd
Text: Psalm 23
Readings: 
	John 10:1-18 

Isaiah 40:1-11 
Theme: The Lord my Shepherd provides for all my needs, guiding and blessing me all my life.
Purpose: To draw out the comfort and consolation of this psalm for believers. 

Congregation, 
Someone has said that what the Nightingale is among the birds so is this psalm in the rest of the psalter. It is one of the most beautiful, comforting and reassuring of all the psalms. It is also the most well known, best loved and most frequently sung of the psalms. 
However, just because a passage of the Bible is very familiar to us that doesn't mean that we fully understand it, or that we properly apply it to our lives. 
So, despite its familiarity, it will be good for us to think carefully about these beautiful words; words that over the years have helped Christians in all sorts of situations: These words have given strength to those who faced torture and a martyr's death, they have given comfort to the dying and consolation to those in prison, and they have sustained those struggling with illness. 
This is a psalm about the Lord as our Shepherd. It comes out of David's own experience as a shepherd looking after his sheep. He uses that as the basis for this picture of the Lord looking after his people. 
We need to notice that this is describing the care of the Lord for the believer. Those outside the flock are the wolves and the goats; but here David is describing the sheep - the people of God.
The Old Testament often describes God as the Shepherd of His people and it also contains many promises that God would come in person to shepherd his flock. 
Think of the beautiful promise of Isaiah 40:10-11 - "See the sovereign Lord comes with power. He tends his flock like a shepherd; he gathers the lambs in his arms and caries them close to his heart. He gently leads those that have young." 
As we read in John 10 Jesus describes himself as that Good Shepherd - He is the fulfilment of those OT promises. He knows his sheep and calls them by name and they follow him. 
All that David describes here is fulfilled in our relationship with Jesus because this psalm is describing a relationship - "The Lord is my shepherd". This is the personal confession of the believer - "The Lord is my shepherd - I know him and he knows me; he loves me, provides for me, guides me, blesses me." As we look at this psalm we will see that the Lord
1. Provides for all our needs
2. Guides us in all our ways, and
3. Blesses us all our days 

1. HE PROVIDES FOR ALL MY NEEDS 
The first statement David makes about the care of the Lord is, "I shall not be in want" 
The job of the shepherd was to look after his sheep. He was to give them fresh grass and water and look after their needs. 
In the same way God provided for all David's needs, and he will also provide for all our needs. He did this for the people of Israel as they were wandering through the desert; 
Moses reminded them; "These 40 years the Lord your God has been with you, and you have not lacked anything." (Deut 2:7)
The Apostle Paul assures us that God will continue to do this: "My God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus." (Phil 4:19)
God is not supplying your greeds, but only your needs. You might wish for many things but God give you what you need - your daily bread. 
David goes on: "He makes me lie down in green pastures." 
"Green pastures" are a picture of plenty of food and nourishment. 
We are blessed to live in a country where there are many green pastures. They are not only beautiful to look at, but they are also pleasant and refreshing. 
But David isn't just referring to physical green grass; he also using this as a picture of the refreshment we can get from the Scriptures - the Word of God is food for our souls - it refreshes us.
Yet often we are so busy running around, doing this, that and the next thing in a frantic round of activity, that we don't take the time to refresh ourselves in God's word and in prayer. We need to take the time to lie down in the green pastures of God's word. 
David then says; "He leads me beside quiet waters" 
Just as sheep need water so we need the life-giving nourishment that Jesus offers us. The Scriptures invite us to drink of this water:
* Isaiah 55:1, "Come all you who are thirsty, come to the waters."
* And think of the words of Jesus in John 4:14; "whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst again." 
These quiet waters are a picture of a genuine experience of God and his grace in our lives. 
"Still waters run deep" we say - and that should certainly be true spiritually - you need a profound and genuine experience of God and a real spiritual depth in your life. You need to spend time with God and Wis Word and in prayer so that you get the benefit of these green pastures and quiet waters. Then God will restore your soul. 
"He restores my soul" 
We have probably all had times when the Lord has spoken very directly to us though His Word - when the Lord gave you just what you needed at that time. Times like that remind us of this truth - that the Lord really does restore our souls! This was David's experience and it has been the experience of God's people. 
The Lord strengthens us when we are weak;
he forgives us when we are guilty;
he lifts us up when we are discouraged;
he restores us when we are weary.
"He restores my soul." In fact, God provides for all our needs. This brings us to the second truth we notice in this psalm: 

2. THE LORD GUIDES US IN ALL OUR WAYS. 
God not only restores my soul but he also guides me in paths of righteousness. He leads us in the way he wants us to walk - in his paths - in the way that is pleasing to him. The path of righteousness is the right path, the path of obedience. 
He does this "for his names' sake". 
The prophet Ezekiel reminded the people of Israel that their sin and evil had damaged the name of the Lord among the nations.
We need to remember that as Christians we bear the name of Christ and we need to do all we can to bring honour to his name. As we seek to walk in paths of righteousness for His Name's sake it is reassuring that God guides us in those paths. 
The Lord also "guides me through the valley of the shadow of death." 
Life isn't only about lying down in green pastures and walking beside quiet streams. There are also times when we go through sickness, trial, difficulty and suffering. Some of us may be going through a time of indecision, of loneliness, of despair or of guilt. 
David knew that the Lord was with him, even in those times. 
He says, "I will fear no evil, for you are with me." Here is the great assurance of the believer: Not matter what you are going through, God is there with you. God is not only leading and guiding you, as shepherds did in those days, but he is also with you, beside you, alongside you. "You are with me". God has promised that he will never leave us nor forsake us (Hebs 13:5). We need to believe that, to trust in the Lord, and to hold on to Him. 
Not only is God with us, he is also protecting us: "Your rod and your staff, they comfort me." (vs 4b)
A rod was a cudgel, a short thick stick, worn at the belt and used as a weapon. So it was used to protect the sheep from danger. In the same way the Lord is watching over us.
A staff refers to the stick used for the shepherd himself which he also used for rounding up and controlling the flock. 
As believers we have the assurance that our powerful God is watching over us and keeping us in his care. 
God does that even in the greatest trial we face, which is death itself. When we get to the gates of death all other companions and guides will leave us - they will have to turn back and we will have to go on alone, without human companionship. But a Christian is not alone - We can say to the Lord - "You are with me!" God's presence goes with us even through to death. 
Two young women had a great assurance of this in January 1681 in Edinburgh. They had been imprisoned for their protestant faith and one day were led out to be hanged. As they made their way to the scaffold they sang the words of this psalm to comfort and encourage each other with their hope in God. 
"I will fear no evil, for you are with me."
Each one of us needs that strength of conviction and trust in the Lord - that no matter what comes your way, the Lord is with you. 
God provides for all our needs, he guides us in all our ways, and thirdly,
3. HE BLESSES US ALL OUR DAYS 
David knew the Blessing of Victory 
"You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies." Here we have a change of the metaphor from that of the shepherd to that of the home. 
But although the picture changes the sense of intimacy is still there. In the Old Testament eating a meal with people was a sign of fellowship with them, of being close with them. 
This is a picture of fellowship with God at a great feast that he provides for us. 
The Lord prepares this meal for us "in the presence of our enemies." This anticipates a great victory over those who oppose us and who may oppress us as believers. This is a picture of a victory celebration with the Lord. 
David also knew The Blessing of Thankfulness. 
He was very appreciative of all the Lord's blessings to him. 
"You anoint my head with oil". Oil was very important in a hot and dry climate - it soothed the skin so that people felt refreshed. David was thankful for what God had done for him. So much so he said; 
"my cup overflows". 
A discontented man is like a cracked cup that leaks - he never feels full, even though he may have great wealth.
A contented Christian, however, feels filled to overflowing. Not only does he not feel "in want" (vs 1) but he is brimming over with gratitude because of all God has done for him in and through Jesus. 
We need this attitude in ourselves as well. You need to count your blessings. 
You need to have an open eye for all the Lord has done for you and given to you. 
You need a heart filled with gratitude for the Good Shepherd's goodness and love. 
Finally David knew The Blessing of God's Goodness and Love 
The word used for love is sometimes translated as lovingkindness - it is a very rich word. 
He was confident God's goodness and love would "follow" him all the days of his life.
The word for follow should not be understood in a passive sense of "bringing up the rear" but rather in the active sense of pursuing. 
Spurgeon comments that goodness and love are like two guardian angels who are always following right behind us, right at our back. 
They follow us "all the days" of our life -
- through bright days and black days,
- through days of joy and days of sorrow,
- through exciting days and days of the same old routine. 
They will continue to follow us until we one day go through that valley of the shadow of death and go home to dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 
And it isn't just the Lord's goodness and mercy that follow us - it is the Lord himself who goes with us - the lord Jesus who is the Good Shepherd. 
There is a story about a professor of English who once delivered a lecture in his home town. His subject was "The literary excellence of the 23rd psalm." He gave the address to a meeting of the Literary Society of the church he had grown up in. After the address he asked the chairman of the meeting to read the psalm. The chairman was an old Scots minister who had been the professor's pastor. The old pastor read the psalm, as he had often read it to members of his congregation in their trials and sorrows. After his heartfelt reading of the psalm there was a hushed stillness. Then the lecturer rose quietly and said: "I may know the Psalm, but he knows the Shepherd." 
Do you know the Shepherd?
Do you know His love and do you love Him? 
Do you know Him as the one who
provides for all your needs,
who guides you in all your ways,
and who blesses you all your days? 
Can you say; The Lord is my Shepherd? 
Amen.


