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Psalm 23:1 

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

 

The God who Cares 

 

Introduction  

 

1. The Caring Professions. I used to work in the caring profession known as 

Social Services. But there are many aspects to the caring profession; many 

carers who work in Homes for the Elderly; attend to patients and elderly in the 

homes; foster carers who care for children and teenagers. It is a wide 

profession and in this country we have a concern for the disadvantaged and 

the vulnerable for whom care is needed. 

 

2. Whatever stage we are in life we are all in need of these services. As we 

progress in age we will become more dependent upon the caring profession. 

We like to think that we are all independent and self-contained, but whatever 

our age we still need the services of the medical profession and perhaps 

other professional bodies especially if we become less independent.  

 

3. It is a relief to know that these caring professions do exist. Whether we feel 

we need to use these services yet or in later years, it is a comfort to know that 

they are there.  

 

4. We might ask, however, is God a caring God? In the 18th century a form of 

Christianity appeared known as “Deism”. This teaching portrayed God as very 

great, high and lofty, but disinterested in the world He had made. He was 

presented as the maker of the world and universe, but not interested in the 

way the world was operating. Like a watchmaker who sets the clock ticking 

and removes himself from the room, so God, having made the world, 

removed Himself from it disassociating Himself from any responsibility of 

involvement in the running of the world and universe. He was not portrayed, 

as the writer to the Hebrews explains, as a God who “upholds the universe by 

the world of His power” (Heb 1:3).  

 

5. Deism might have been useful in the 18th and 19th centuries when Christians 

had to battle with the increase of scientific exploration which continually 
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wanted to prove that God was redundant. But, this is not the God of the Bible; 

this is not the God who is really there.  

 

6. This statement from Hebrews shows us that God is very much at work in His 

universe. It is He who maintains the universe; brings us our seasons; controls 

all that happens on planet Earth.  

 

7. Indeed, He is a God who cares. Peter tells us to “casting all your cares upon 

Him because He cares for you” (1 Pet 5:7). When we come to look at Psalm 

23 we find David, in the Old Testament, testifying to the caring role of God. 

He is never portrayed as being a spectator God. He does not sit idly on the 

side-lines watching, criticising, observing and refusing to enter into life’s 

game. He is a God who is actively present in this world and especially in the 

lives of His own people. Nebuchadnezzer had to learn the lesson that God 

does not merely rule in the heaven, but His rule in here on earth, “The Most 

High rules the kingdom of men….” (Dan 4:17, 25, 32). 

 

8. The 23rd  Psalm all about God. It is a thoroughly God centred Psalm. Whilst 

the writer talks about God in a very personal manner, the emphasis is all 

about God. But it is more. It is a Psalm about the all caring God. If we were to 

be asked whether God really cares about our planet, about our lives and 

about us as individuals, we could turn to this passage of scripture. 

 

9. It is my intention here to merely explore the meaning, significance and 

relevance of the opening words, “The Lord is my Shepherd”. Notice that the 

Psalm is filled with indicative statements about God. The lesson here seems 

to be that if we could grasp something about the nature and being of God 

many of our anxieties and worries would evaporate. It is all about Him. Notice 

the number of times we have “He….” which then turn into “you”. We might be 

the recipients, but God is the provider. A simple, but profound Psalm; a well 

known Psalm, but perhaps not fully understood Psalm. 
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1. Note the importance of the words - “A Psalm of Davi d”  

 

1:1 Why is it important to note the author of this Psalm? We need to know that 

the words of this Psalm were written by a man who knew much about life’s 

struggles. These words did come from the pen of a man whose life was 

without hardship. By omitting to think about the life of the writer we are apt to 

think that this man was divorced from the problems and difficulties that are so 

familiar to ourselves. Indeed, what makes these words so remarkable is that 

they were written against the backcloth of hardships, struggles for survival, 

bereavements, persecution, fear of life, revolution, family problems and many 

other painful experiences.  

 

1:2 The two books of Samuel inform us that David suffered much at the hand of 

king Saul who hated him and longed to kill him. David was hunted and 

hounded around the wilderness, living in caves and constantly in fear of his 

very life. In later years he suffered from family problems with the loss of a 

baby in death; one of his son’s committing incest followed a family murder; 

another son plotting for his political downfall and bringing about rebellion 

putting his throne and life in danger. In addition to Absolom’s rebellion David 

was hardly made king in Israel when Ishbosheth rebelled and made himself 

king in opposition to David. Later there is a further rebellion led by Sheba 

bringing about a division in the kingdom between Israel and Judah – 

something that occurred long before the kingdom split after Solomon’s reign.  

 

1:3 I believe we can truly say that this man knew something about the sufferings 

of life. Even though he was God’s chosen king, he was not immune from 

immense struggles in his political life and family life.  

 

1:4 Yet, it was this man who was able to write this Psalm. Of course, we do not 

know when David wrote this Psalm. He could have written it when he was a 

mere shepherd caring for his father’s sheep. But even in those days he was 

troubles with wild animals and his role in protecting the sheep often would 

have put him in danger as he faced the bear and lion out in the wilderness. 

 

1:5 But I believe that David wrote this Psalm during his adult life’s struggles. The 

reason for this is found in verse 5 when he says, “You prepare a table before 

me in the presence of my enemies”. It was only when he began to be pursued 
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around the wilderness by Saul, or when he was attacking the Philistines, or 

when he was battling against the various rebellions in his kingdom, or 

struggling with the sordid and murderous behaviour of his sons, that he wrote 

these words.  

 

1:6 Let us, then, read these words against the background of the life, struggles, 

pains, suffering and difficulties of the writer. Every time we read these verses 

we must try and see David in the thick of battle; fleeing for his life; fighting for 

survival, and plagued with family problems. I think this would put a completely 

different gloss upon the words.  

 

1:7 What then is this Psalm all about? What is David trying to tell us? To what is 

he testifying? One interesting and important aspect of this Psalm is the form 

of the Hebrew verbs. There are no tenses in the Hebrew language. They are 

called forms and there are only two of them. The first is a “perfect” usually 

translated as a past tense in English. It refers, however, to any action that is 

finished and completed. It does not really indicate anything that is on-going. 

The “imperfect”, however, is a strange form and has many meanings attached 

to it. Essentially it is used to indicate something that is on-going; incomplete; 

not yet finalised. This is why it is called the “imperfect”. The action is not yet 

finished – it is still imperfect. The situation it describes is still continuing, in the 

process of accomplishment, still taking place. Usually in English it is 

translated as a future tense, but its real significance is in the habitual 

progressive nature of the action described.  

 

1:8 This means that as in each verse of Psalm 23 the writer is using the Hebrew 

imperfect he is really saying that all these divine actions on his behalf have 

not finished; they continue; are on-going; habitual and do not stop. In other 

words, it means that when you read of what God does for His servant it is 

customary; it is what He always does for His people. These actions 

accomplished by God are not one-off actions; rather they are progressive; 

repeated again and again. This is what God is like. He never stops being like 

this.  

 

1:9 In reality, the Psalm is an exposition of the statement made in the opening 

verse. David makes this statement about God, “The Lord is my Shepherd”. 

The remainder of the Psalm is an explanation of what this means in practice 
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for the individual. In this case it is David who is the one receiving these 

blessings, but given that the Hebrew uses the imperfect form, it means that 

God is always like this. What does mean to say that God is “my Shepherd”? 

For the answer I need to read verses 2-5. The final verse 6 is a summary of 

what he has been saying. Everything David has said from verse 2-5 is 

summed up in the phrase, “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all of 

my life and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever”. 

 

1:10 This leads me to suggest that the “blessings” promised within this Psalm refer 

to spiritual blessings and not necessarily physical or material blessings. This 

is evidenced by such statements as “he restores my soul” and “leads me in 

paths of righteousness” (vs 3).  

 

1:11 But we still need to ask why David has written this Psalm and what is its 

purpose for us today? I suggest, as I began, that we are looking at evidence 

that God really does care about His people. It is a writing that portrays very 

graphically how God expresses his care, protection and provision for His 

people. God looks after His own.  

 

1:12 Although we may not be experiencing the severity of the battles and struggle 

that David knew, we do, nevertheless, have our own personal struggles. 

Some do experience painful battles with illness; or emotional struggles with 

loss, bereavement, distress and family upheavals. There are those who have 

struggles in the work place, or in school and college. Families are not all 

perfect and happy – we do not all play “Happy Families”. There is breakdown 

in the peace and security of the family. Children do not always fulfil the 

expectations of the parents. For some there are severe material and financial 

battles. We all, to some degree, have our own struggles within this life.  

 

1:13 Added to this we all face a spiritual enemy. The bible clearly shows us that 

there is the enemy of our souls, Satan, who is out to destroy us. We are 

hounded around life’s pathways by the devil, sin and the world which 

persecutes us.  

 

1:14 Does God care? This is the question we want to be answered. Does God 

know of my plight and is He really concerned about me? It is to this Psalm 

that we must turn for our answers. It is the implementing of the contents and 
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truths of this Psalm that we must learn to practice. I believe that this is what 

David did and this is how he was able to remain faithful to God throughout all 

of his  struggles. This Psalm is his testimony. 

 

1:15 Finally,  let us ask the question, “When did David write this Psalm?” I have a 

theory that it was later in his life. There are three verses in the Psalm that 

may give us a clue. In the first place vs 5 mentions “enemies”. Now David had 

enemies in this life from the moment he was anointed King and came to the 

attention of Saul. So these “enemies” might be the Philistines, Saul, or the 

three rebellions that he had to contend with. But then the enemies might also 

be the problems he faced within his own family following the incest committed 

by Amon and the subsequent murder perpetrated by Absalom. This would 

place the writing of the possibly later in his life.  

 

1:16 But notice, secondly, the words of verse 3 when David says, “He restores my 

soul. He leds me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake”. Is it 

possible that this relates to his adulterous behaviour with Bathsheba and its 

aftermath. We know that David was deeply humbled following Nathan’s 

rebuke from which followed a number of penitential Psalms in which David 

expresses his deep grief and regret for what he had done. It is interesting to 

note that in Psalm 51:12 David pleads with God, “Restore to me the joy of 

your salvation”. The same word “restore” is used in Psalm 23:3. So, was this 

Psalm written some time following the incident of adultery and David’s 

spiritual restoration? This too would place the writing of Psalm 23 in later life. 

 

1:17 However, I think the convincing proof that David wrote this Psalm in later 

years come from verse 4 when he states, “Even though I walk through the 

valley of the shadow of death…..”. The words, “Even though” can be 

translated as “When also”, or “Even when”. It is not the young who reflect 

upon approaching death; rather it is the elderly. David is speaking here of the 

“shadow of death”, not death itself. I believe that this portrays the fears, 

anxieties and concerns that relate to the elderly who find themselves beneath 

the “shadow of death”. They see it approaching and become troubled by the 

peculiar anxieties that are related to growing old – genuine concerns of 

loneliness when the spouse dies, financial problems arise, health 

deteriorates, and a feeling of isolation through being no longer wanted or 

useful to society. So, David may have written this Psalm in later years as he 
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too found himself under the shadow of death, but, given that God was his 

Shepherd, he “fears no evil”.  

 

 

2. What is the significance of  God being depicted as a “Shepherd”? 

 “The Lord is my Shepherd” 

 

2:1 We must not think that shepherds in the bible merely represented lonely men 

“keeping watch over their sheep”. The term was applied much wider than that. 

It was applied to Kings and Religious leaders. This was a title well known 

throughout the ancient Near East, from Babylon to Egypt. An old Babylonian 

proverb read, “A people without a king is like sheep without a shepherd” (see 

Numb 27:17, 1 King 22:17, Matt 9:6). For example, David himself was called 

a “shepherd” in 1 Chron 11:2 we read, “You will shepherd my people Israel, 

and you shall be ruler over my people Israel”.  

 

2:2 Strong words of rebuke are given to the religious leaders in Israel who had 

failed to carry out their respective tasks as shepherds of Israel in Jeremiah 

23:1-4. This imagery is then re-used by the prophet Ezekiel in chapter 34. It is 

a chapter devoted wholly to the work of shepherds. First the leaders are 

rebuked for their failures, vs 1- 4. They had served themselves at the cost of 

the people rather than serve the people at the cost of themselves. Here is a 

picture of ruthless exploitation and abuse. They had, to use common English 

expressed, “been fleecing the flock”.  

 

2:3 It is interesting to note how, through the prophet, God refers to the sheep as 

“my sheep”. This is mentioned no less than six times within five verses (6-10). 

Whilst is begins to express God’s care for His people, it also shows 

ownership. The shepherds do not own the sheep; they are merely employed 

to care for them. Kings and religious leaders do not own the sheep. The 

people – sheep – belong to God. Even if we consider “Pastors” as shepherds 

of the flock, they do not own the people. People belong to God. 

 

 

2:4 Secondly, Yahweh Himself takes over the role of being a Shepherd to Israel. 

It is in this passage that we have a biblical exposition of Psalm 23:1. This is 

what David had in mind when he wrote those opening words. Ezekiel 34:11-
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16. All that the oppressive leaders have failed to do, God will do for His 

people. The emphasis is that of care, protection and provision.  

 

2:5 Consequently, in the NT we read of Jesus being “The Good Shepherd” (John 

10:11, 14. Jesus has in mind the teaching from Ezekiel 34 and when 

describing the “hired hand” has in mind the Pharisees and other religious 

leaders of His day. As in Ezekiel’s day, the professional shepherds paid little 

attention to the needs of the people – the flock – because there were so pre-

occupied with their own pleasures and greed. This, of course, was dangerous 

talk leading Him to be accused of having a “demon and is insane” (John 

10:20. Indeed, Jesus was implying that those who were now ruling were 

“thieves” and “robbers”, like the rogue shepherds from Ezekiel 34. We must 

not sentimentalise the picture of Jesus as the Good Shepherd with pictures of 

Jesus cuddling a lamb! With this imagery Jesus was claiming Himself to be 

Yahweh, the One spoken of in Ezekiel 34, the true King in Israel, the 

prophesied divine theocratic shepherd, “I will set up over them one shepherd, 

my servant David…..” (Ezekiel 34:23).  

 

2:6 We can also apply this passage in Ezekiel to the parable of the lost sheep in 

Luke 15. It is probable that Jesus based His parable on this very passage.  

 

2:7 The role played by Jesus is further enhanced by the words of Hebrews 13:20 

“Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord 

Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal 

covenant….” Jesus is not only the “Good Shepherd”, He is also the “Great 

Shepherd”. His greatness here is seen in the atonement where he, as in John 

10, is described as laying down His life for the sheep “by the blood of the 

eternal covenant”.  

 

2:8 Returning to Psalm 23:1 we now need to see God as that great caring and 

powerful controlling Shepherd as portrayed in the words of Ezekiel 34.  This is 

how He is; this is what He does for us: this is the One to whom we turn in 

times of need. The “shepherd” concept illustrates as clearly as anything can 

do the tender, loving qualities of the God of the OT. It also strikes a death 

blow to the attempts at driving a wedge between the God of Israel in the OT 

and the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ in the NT. It is this shepherd 
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teaching in Psalm 23 and Ezekiel 34 that resolves the problem and brings the 

two testaments together to form one unit describing the one and only God. 

 

3. Who is this Shepherd? 

 “The Lord is my Shepherd” 

 

3:1 Is there any significance is the words “The Lord”? Within Jewish practice the 

Hebrew word is never pronounced. Out of reverence of the “name” of God 

which, according to the third commandments must not be “taken in vain”, the 

name itself is never used. The Jews have a clever way of taking the vowels of 

another word for God, Adonai, and applying them to this Hebrew name for 

God. Thus they use “Adonai” when they come across this Hebrew word.  

 

3:2 We, however do not have the same degree of reverence believing that the 

commandment does not mean a non-use of God’s name in the Hebrew. But, 

given that the Hebrew word was never pronounced, we do not know exactly 

how it was pronounced. The nearest we can get to it is to say, “Jehovah” or, 

better still, “Yahweh”. So, in our bibles we have the word simply translated as 

“LORD” in small capital letters.  

 

3:3 But what does this word actually mean? Many years ago a translation of the 

bible became very popular written by James Moffatt who was a Greek scholar 

in Oxford issued in 1922. He translated “Yahweh” as “The Eternal One”. 

Whilst some of Moffatt’s translation of the bible was not fully acceptable to 

evangelicals, I do believe he had hit upon a correct rendering of the Hebrew 

word we call Yahweh.  

 

3:4 The word “Yahweh” is a play on the words of “I Am” found in Exodus 3:14 “I 

am who I am”. The same consonants appear in Yahweh. Given that the 

imperfect form is not really a tense, as we know tenses, it can be rendered, “I 

was what I was; I am what I am; I will be what I will be”. In other words, God is 

saying by the use of Yahweh He is the eternal unchangeable God. He is the 

Eternal God. 

 

3:5 So, in returning to Psalm 23:1 and the words, “The Lord is my Shepherd”, we 

learn that this great Shepherd is the eternal, unchangeable, reliable, 
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dependable, fixed and consistent God. Someone once said that there is 

something wonderfully boring about God – He never changes!  

 

3:6 For us living in the twenty-first century AD, some three thousand years after 

David lived (c.a 1000 -961 BC) this is very significant. Time has not affected 

this Great Shepherd. He has not aged or changed. His caring role has not 

deteriorated or become enhanced; altered or transformed; improved or 

worsened; declined or become better. He has not aged. He has not changed 

His mind to become less loving or less committed to His sheep – people. 

Three thousand years has not made Him into a different God. 

 

3:7 Yes, He is gloriously monotonously remained the same. David’s Shepherd is 

our Shepherd. As He was with David, so He will be with us.  

 

 

4. What is the personal element in these words? 

 “The Lord is my shepherd” 

 

4:1 The snow lay thick and heavy on the Welsh hill sides. The father looked out of 

the window with a worried expression as he thought about his sheep out in 

the open. It was breakfast time devotions and he was explaining the meaning 

and significance of Psalm 23:1 to his ten year old son. As he spoke he used 

his five fingers to help the child remember the words of the first verse, “The 

Lord is my Shepherd”. Each finger counted for every word. However, the 

father wanted his son to know God as his own Father through the Lord Jesus 

Christ. So, in order to press upon him the importance of knowing God 

personally, he told his son that the most important word in the verse was the 

word “my”. This he indicated by grasping his fourth finger with his other hand. 

“When you know Jesus as your Lord and Saviour”, he said, “you can hold 

onto this fourth finger like this”.  

 

4:2 It never seemed to stop snowing so the father decided the time had come to 

proceed out onto the hills in search of his sheep and provide food for them. 

His son pleaded to come with him, so even against his better judgement, he 

allow him. As they ploughed their way through the thick snow with the fading 

light of the day as evening approached, father and son became separated. 
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The sheep were now forgotten as the father searched for his son, calling 

upon other farmers and friends. All night they searched in vain.  

 

4:3 Eventually, in the early morning they came across the cold, stiff body of the 

young boy. With tears flowing down his cheek the father recognised his son. 

Yet, there was something about his son that gave him great peace of mind 

and joy. As he gazed at his son’s frozen body he noticed that the boy was 

grasping the fourth finger of one hand with the other. The father then knew 

that his son had become a Christian before he finally breathed his last. He 

had come to say, “The Lord is MY shepherd”. 

 

4:4 The next most important word in this text then, is the personal pronoun, “my”. 

In some circles it seems as if the personal element is all that matters with 

current modern songs expressing a man-centred, “me” orientated image of 

the Gospel. In this case there is lacking the balance with biblical objective 

teaching. Here in Psalm 23:1 we have both. We have God as the central 

figure presented as Yahweh and then the Shepherd. This is followed with the 

necessary personal element, “my”.  

 

4:5 So as we repeat these words we need to be able to say, “my Shepherd”. 

Such an expression shows God’s interest in the individual. We might – 

truthfully – say that God “loves the world”, but the individual aspect is much 

more significant. It was when Paul said, “…the Son of God who loved me and 

gave Himself for me” (Gal 2:20) that the reality of this truth comes home to us.  

 

4:6 Recently I was given a book to read, “The Joy of Calvinism”. Some folk might 

think that this is a contradiction in terms. “How could Calvinism give anyone 

joy?”, they ask. But within the first chapter the writer shows how true 

Calvinism demonstrates the personal and individual element of the love of 

God. Rather than stay with the concept of God loving everyone 

indiscriminately with a vague general love, the point is that God has special 

and singular love for an individual. It is personal. It is not as though Christ 

died for some general broad mass of people, merely making salvation 

possible so that we can plug into this nondescript atonement with our 

repentance and faith. Rather, His death was specific; He died for specific 

people, His death definitely secured their salvation. It is where we can say “It 

is me; God loved me and sent His Son for me; Jesus died to secure my 
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salvation”. This is the biblical teaching on election; this is the meaning of the 

biblical teaching on adoption. God really loved you; He wanted to you; He set 

out to save you; your name was written that Lamb’s Book of Life.  

 

 

4:7 This is the Gospel. Not vague religion or an abstract love or a vague love of 

God. No, it is me! It is personal. I can say, “The Lord is my Shepherd”. He 

may be the Shepherd of others, but essentially He is mine. Can you say this? 

Have you drawn near to Jesus that “Great Shepherd of the sheep” and put 

your trust in Him? Can you honestly say, “my Shepherd” and hold on to that 

fourth finger? 

 

Conclusion . 

 

1. Who cares? Does God care? Let us allow Psalm 23 to spell this out for us. 

When we read the words, “casting all your cares upon Him, because He 

cares for you”, we will use Psalm 23 to expound this for us. But it is an action 

that we must take. It can, of course, only done when we realise and believe 

that God does genuinely care about us and that we are the focus of His 

attention as portrayed in this Psalm.  

 

2. We can now see how the remainder of the Psalm makes sense; especially 

the following words, “I shall not want”. But all this is for a serious of future 

sermons! 

 

3. What we need to know is that God cares. Can I suggest that you make a 

point of reading Ezekiel 34 and then tie it in with all those NT passages that 

speak about sheep? You can easily remember this because Psalm 23 leads 

on to Ezekiel 34. These things were written for our learning. We need to learn 

them.  

 

4. Then we close with these words, “Now may the God of peace who brought 

again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the 

blood of the eternal covenant equip you with everything good that you may do 

his will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, 

to whom be glory forever and ever” (Heb 13:20-21); “For you were straying 

like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your 
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souls” (1 Pet 2:25); “And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive 

the unfading crown of glory” (1 Pet 5:4). 

 

  

Richard Lee.  August 2012  


