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Sanctuary with our 
Shepherd  
Psalm 23 

Readings Psalm 23, Revelation 7:9-17; John 10:22-30 
 
The Lord’s my Shepherd … 
 
For many of us as soon as we hear these well known words it can create in us a 

warm feeling and perhaps we even start whistling a tune.  They are the opening words of 
easily the best loved Psalm, possibly best known passage in the Bible and easily the 
best known 3000yr old poem in the world. 

The problem with something that is well known is that we often fail to pay close 
attention to it.  The comfort that comes from it is found in its associations with tradition, 
music, people with whom it was shared.   

All of these things can be greatly comforting and that is well and good but if we 
will take the time to consider the Psalm and how it is developed in Biblical thinking in 
other Shepherd passages we will find there is much here to comfort us in the poem full 
of provision and protection, but I believe we will find something even more wonderful if 
we will take it personally. 

BACKGROUND 

Shepherds and sheep are a big part of the biblical story.  Abel, Abraham, Isaac, 
Jacob, Moses, David are all shepherds so that should be no surprise. 

The idea of God being a shepherd appears early as Jacob describes God who 
has been his shepherd all his days.(Gen 48:15), but it is developed most fully in Psalm 
23 which enlarges this image to the full. 

PROVISION 

The idea that dominates the Psalm is that of provision.  The role of the shepherd 
is to provide for the physical requirements of the sheep and this Psalm almost describes 
the day in the life of a shepherd and his sheep.  The Psalm is full of beautiful pastoral 
images of provision, with green pastures, still waters, and in a slight change of image 
later to a fully prepared table with cups overflowing. 

But these are more than simply pastoral images, they carry with them the way 
that God has provided for his people Israel in the past.  During the Exodus, God led his 
people, provided food and water.  At the end of that journey Moses could say to the 
people “These forty years the Lord your God has been with you; you have lacked 
nothing.” 

The confidence of this Psalm is not based in piety but in how God has shown 
himself in his action in history, he is a God who has provided. 
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Developing this idea 
This idea of provision is strong in the way that the New Testament picks up the 

idea of the Shepherd.  In John 10 as Jesus teaches about himself being the Good 
Shepherd he says that he will lead the sheep to pasture so that they can have life to the 
full (John 10:9-10)  We later discover that this is eternal life, which is not only ongoing 
life in the future, but is also about the life that we live now. 

The future aspect of eternal life is fully developed in Revelation 7 where with 
Jesus as the Shepherd there will be no more hunger or thirst, and he will lead his people 
to the springs of the water of life, a symbol of creation restored. 

God’s Provision 
We can also see within this Psalm how he provides for us spiritually, not just with 

hope for the future but now with forgiveness, as he restores my soul and leads in paths 
of righteousness, the right way to live. 

He does this for his name’s sake, the reputation of the shepherd depends on the 
wellbeing of the sheep.  God’s provision temporal and spiritual is not just for our sake but 
his. 

So in thinking of God as a shepherd we should be thinking of God providing and I 
suspect for many of us we can look back and see how God has guided and provided 
and we can be confident that he will take this to its eternal conclusion. 

Do we think enough about God’s provision?  It is part of what makes the Psalm so 
wonderful and comforting. 

PROTECTION 

Another strong theme in the Psalm is that of protection.  This again was part of 
the shepherd’s role, he had a rod or club to beat off attackers and a staff to guide and 
rescue the sheep, because let’s face there are times when sheep need guidance they do 
tend to go astray.  Again this was Israel’s experience during the Exodus when the Lord 
protected and guide his people through the wilderness. 

This idea of protection is wonderful captured in the idea of though we go through 
the darkest valley, or the valley of the shadow of death we need not fear for this 
shepherd is with us.  The life of faith does not mean that there will not be dark valleys or 
no enemies but rather that God is with us through them. 

Developing this idea 
This idea of protection is strong in the New Testament use of the image.  The 

sheep hear the call of Jesus and so they are safe in his hand.  More than that the Father 
and Jesus are working together so we are enclosed, surrounded by the hands of Father 
and Son, no one can snatch us away. 

In Psalm 23 the sheep are following the Shepherd but God’s goodness and mercy 
are following or pursuing from behind.  We are surrounded by God’s presence. 

Again this idea is picked up in Revelation where those who have gone through 
the dark valley, or the great ordeal (v14) find shelter or sanctuary before the shepherd 
on the throne.  There is no safer place than at the centre of God’s purposes. 

Whilst Psalm 23 ends with the idea of dwelling in the house of the Lord all the 
days of my life as some newer translations have it, it perfectly appropriate in Christian 
thinking to say “forever” we are promised by the Good Shepherd. 

God will lead us through the valley of the shadow of death, for our Shepherd has 
been through it before us and by his resurrection has shown that he can lead and protect 
us even through death to God’s eternal provision and protection in his new creation. 

Do we think enough about God’s protection? This part of the great comfort of this 
Psalm, the sanctuary we have with the shepherd. 
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PERSONAL 

The ideas of provision and protection are wonderful comforting ideas but I don’t 
think we have got to the heart of why this Psalm is so powerful. 

It might help to point out what I find so comforting if I was to propose the following 
paraphrase of the opening line. 

“God is employed in the agricultural sector with satisfied consumers.” 
It is the personal nature of the imagery that makes this Psalm so powerful, 

poignant and comforting.  Notice all the personal pronouns, I, me, my, he, your.  It is a 
very personal Psalm both for the writer and God. 

The Psalm starts and ends with God being referred to as the Lord, Yahweh, 
God’s personal covenant name that he gave his people.  But this is not a Psalm about a 
people but a person, the Psalm is not about our Shepherd but my Shepherd. 

Developing the idea 
Again this idea is developed in the New Testament readings which speak of an 

incredibly intimate relationship between the Shepherd and the sheep.  Earlier in John 10 
Jesus has spoken of calling his sheep by name, here he speaks of the sheep hearing his 
voice and following him. 

It is perhaps even more personal in Revelation 7.  There is the extraordinarily 
tender image of God wiping away every tear. It is hard to think of a more personal 
encounter. 

But the connection if possible is even stronger than that.  For there is throughout 
Revelation the reference to the Lamb, the Lamb who has 
been slain, through whose death there is provision and 
protection who is now the Shepherd.  It is a wonderfully 
rich set of images. 

I saw a cartoon during the week which had a group 
of men on hands and knees covered in wool with the 
caption “Before a shepherd can achieve Good Shepherd 
status he must first attend a sheep awareness seminar.” 

Jesus has gone one better than a sheep 
awareness seminar, he has become one.  That is how 
personal it is to Jesus to provide and protect his sheep. 

CONCLUSION 

How then do we respond to this Psalm?  Surely it then is to make sure that it is 
personal to us.  That we can say the Lord is my shepherd.  In this Psalm and throughout 
the Bible we hear the voice of the Shepherd, to follow him, to let him provide and protect, 
but it is all too easy to want to go our own way, to have wool covering our ears and 
effectively say the Lord’s a shepherd I do not want. 

Or we may admire the Psalm, its form, its art, all that it may mean but we haven’t 
come to the inner meaning of taking the Lord as our Shepherd. 

That means to trust him, trust his leading, trust his provision, trust his protection, 
trust his personal care for us. 

For in trusting him we come to the heart of the Psalm 
It is worth looking again at the first line.  The Lord is my shepherd I shall not want.  

The move from the Lord is to shall is at the heart of the faith that this Psalm calls us to.  
Because we trust the God revealed in Jesus we trust him for the provision and protection 
he shall personally provide for us, to trust him body and soul.  Here we find sanctuary 
with our shepherd, and goodness and mercy shall follow us all the days of this life and 
the next.  Here is the heart of the comfort this Psalm bring, it is personal.  

May we all say “The Lord is my Shepherd 


