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Studies in Psalm 23 

 

3. 

 

Verse 2 “He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters”. 

 

Introduction 

 

1. When we looked at the words “I shall not want” I took pains to explain this in terms of 

spiritual provision rather than physical. However, I did point out that the phrase does 

include both, but that the spiritual provision predominates. Scripture teaches both. 

However, there has to be a greater emphasis upon the spiritual because it is this that 

eventually will see us through into “the House of the Lord”. Whilst verse 2 majors on the 

physical provision we receive from God, we will find that in verse 3 – 6 he will return to 

the spiritual. 

 

2. Before we turn to examine this verse, there is another observation we must make 

concerning the Psalm as a whole. There is much to be learnt from taking an over-view of 

portions of the scripture and noticing certain important facts.  

 

3. Notice the balance in the Psalm between the objective and the subjective. What I mean 

is the balance between the activity of God and the blessings to David. Here is the divine 

activity, vs 3 “He makes me…..He leads me….”; vs 3 “He restores my soul…He leads 

me….”; vs 4 “You are with me…Your rod and your staff”; vs 5 “You prepare a 

table…You anoint my head…”.  

 

4. Then the subjective where David is on the receiving end, vs 1, “..my Shepherd”; “I shall 

not want”; verse 2, “makes me to lay down….leads me”; verse 3 “..my soul….leads 

me…”; verse 4 “I walk…I will fear no evil…comfort me”; verse 5 “table before me…my 

head…..my cup”; verse 6 “shall follow me…I will dwell….” 

 

 

5. This is the kind of balance that the entire scriptures presents. Our trouble is that we have 

majored too much on the personal, the subjective. We present a God whose’ only 

interest is to meet out needs. Very little attention is given to God Himself. We want the 

blessings but we do not give much notice to the One who gives the blessings. This 

Psalm corrects the balance.  
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6. However, now as we turn to verse 2 we will see that David has much to tell us about 

God’s physical provision. The words of Matthew Henry, the Puritan are significant when 

he writes, “…..not only, I shall not want, but, I shall be supplied with whatever I need; 

and, if I have not every thing I desire, I may conclude it is either not fit for me or not good 

for me or I shall have it in due time." 

 

 

1 The text itself 

 

1:1 “He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters”. 

 

1:2 Although I am not a sheep, I have a pretty good idea that sheep are only interested in 

grass and water. One can picture David as a shepherd taking his sheep from one 

grazing area to another in search of better quality grass and water and rest. His sheep 

would need to eat plentifully from luscious grass and they would need to drink from quiet 

streams or rivers. They do not want noisey rivers that would frighten them. Sheep want 

grass, water and rest. That is what sheep need.  

 

1:3 Consequently, when David speaks of “green pastures” and “still waters” he is thinking of 

how God provides him with his daily needs. David’s basic needs are food and drink. The 

same is with us. I think this is the simple explanation of this verse.  

 

1:4 A further examination of the Hebrew words used here shows that the word “lead” (Heb 

lhn ) is an intensive word meaning, “to lead gently; with care”. It is the same word found 

in Isaiah 40:11 “He will tend his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his 

arms; he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with young”. The 

thought here is leading someone who is incapable of helping themselves and are 

therefore dependent upon another. 

 

2. The God who provides 

 

2:1 As I pointed out in the previous sermon, the bible makes it clear that God does provide 

for our physical and material needs. In Matthew 6 Jesus tells us not to be over- 

concerned about what we should eat, drink or wear. He points to the birds of the air and 
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the grass as examples of God’s care for nature and then says, “You are of more value 

than these”. Nature is valuable to God, but we His people are of much greater value. 

The conclusion is that if God is able to care for nature, He is much more able and willing 

to care for us.  

 

2:2 Paul remind the Philippians that God was able to “supply every need” of theirs 

“according to His riches in glory” (Phil 4:19). Similarly, where Paul is addressing the 

issue of financial giving he says, “And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so 

that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good 

work” (2 Cor 9:8). Then there are the two occasions when Jesus fed large numbers of 

people with bread and fishes. Jesus taught us to make this a matter of prayer when He 

said that we were to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread”.  

 

2:3 The question then is this, “How does God make this provision”? There are two ways in 

which He does this. First, he provides for our materials needs in very ordinary ways. 

Secondly, He can also provide for our material needs in extra-ordinary ways.  

 

2:4 God provides for our needs through ordinary means such as work, labour, earnings or 

benefits, and through which food is harvested, purchased and prepared. With money in 

our pockets we go shopping and purchase what we need and what we want. On a larger 

scale we are aware of the importing of food from abroad and the harvesting of food from 

our own farms.  

 

2:5 Now, all this comes from the hand of God. We may be able to rationalise the source of 

this food, but the bible reminds us continually that it all comes from the bountiful hand of 

God. It is for this reason that Christians customarily give thanks at the table before a 

meal. It is their recognition that God is the giver of every good and perfect gift, namely 

our daily food. 

 

2:6 It is wrong and dangerous for us to omit God from our thinking and create a merely 

humanistic approach to our food. Israel was warned about the danger of forgetting that it 

is God who gives us all things richly to enjoy. Moses, in one of his sermons made this 

statement, "And when the LORD your God brings you into the land that he swore to your 

fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give you-- with great and good cities that 

you did not build, and houses full of all good things that you did not fill, and cisterns that 

you did not dig, and vineyards and olive trees that you did not plant-- and when you eat 
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and are full, then take care lest you forget the LORD, who brought you out of the land of 

Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Deut 6:10-12).  

 

2:7 Then again, after reminding them of all the provision God has given them throughout the 

wilderness wanderings he warns them “lest, when you have eaten and are full and have 

built good houses and live in them, and when your herds and flocks multiply and your 

silver and gold is multiplied and all that you have is multiplied, then your heart be lifted 

up, and you forget the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 

the house of slavery, who led you through the great and terrifying wilderness, with its 

fiery serpents and scorpions and thirsty ground where there was no water, who brought 

you water out of the flinty rock, who fed you in the wilderness with manna that your 

fathers did not know, that he might humble you and test you, to do you good in the end. 

Beware lest you say in your heart, 'My power and the might of my hand have gotten me 

this wealth.' You shall remember the LORD your God, for it is he who gives you power to 

get wealth, that he may confirm his covenant that he swore to your fathers, as it is this 

day (Deut 8:12-18). The situation remains the same today.  

 

2:8 Christian, look at your wealth; look at your possessions – house; clothes; car; camera; 

phone, TV, savings etc. Never say, “My power and the might of my hand have gained 

me this wealth”.  Do not forget the Lord, the Giver. “You shall remember the Lord your 

God, for it is He who gives you power to get wealth”. Whether it is by strength of arm or 

the use of intellect, all out ability comes from God Himself. John puts it like this, “A 

person cannot receive even one thing unless it is given him from heaven” (John 3:27).  

 

2:9 There is it in Psalm 23:2 “He makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside 

still waters”. We owe everything to Him.  

 

3. The Sovereign God who provides 

 

3:1 But, what about the times when He does not appear to give me my necessary food or 

provide for my physical needs? There come times of want, stress when jobs are lost, 

and money is lost through the banks failure, or being robbed, prices rise exorbitantly. 

What is our answer there? Indeed, there are times when we do not feel that we are 

being led into green pastures or still waters. Like Elijah in the OT, the stream of Cherith 

dries up (1 Kings 17:7). What is our answer? 
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3:2 The answer is found in our text. “He makes me…He leads me…”. Given that verse one 

has told us God, the eternal Yahweh, is our Shepherd and that means He is our King 

and Sovereign Master, it is obvious that all our supplies are in His hands. He is 

sovereign. It is His decision when to supply and when not supply. It is wrong to think of 

God as the gene in the bottle who always comes to our aid whenever we call upon Him 

to do exactly our bidding. God is not our servant. He is our Master. Therefore, in His 

sovereign will He determines the nature and course of our lives. This is something that 

we may not always like, but we have to realise that He is in control in the good times and 

in the bad time. Remember Job’s words, “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away”.  

 

3:3 Reflecting on the life of David we are aware that God did not always, and on every 

occasion, gently lead him to “green pastures” or “still waters”. Indeed, on many occasion 

he was running as a fugitive through the wilderness, camping on caves or in the open, 

not knowing what his future would be. There must have been times when he went 

hungry and thirsty and did not have this rest of “lying down in green pastures”. 

 

3:4 Remember how Paul, in that very passage where he told the Philippians that his God 

would “supply their every need”, that he had learned  “…in whatever situation I am to be 

content. I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and every 

circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and 

need”. If we want an example of what Paul  meant when he said he had known what it 

was to be “brought low” and “face …hunger and need”, we need only to turn to 2 Cor 

11:23-27 where he speaks of, “ imprisonments, with countless beatings, and often near 

death. Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. Three 

times I was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a 

night and a day I was adrift at sea;  on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger 

from robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, 

danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers;  in toil and 

hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold 

and exposure”. Yet, I believe Paul would have no hesitation in adding, “He makes me lie 

down in green pastures, He leads me beside still waters”. 

 

3:5 Paul’s comments in Philippians about having learned to be “content” with both hunger 

and fullness, come in the same chapter when he promises his readers, “My God shall 

supply every need of yours”. The important word to notice here is “need”. It is not whim 

or luxury, or demand. Unfortunately, in our wealthy climate many of our wants have 
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become our needs. We have lost the distinction between something that we need and 

something that we merely want.  

 

3:6 What does all this mean? It is recognising that Yahweh in His Sovereignty decides when 

to “make us lie down in green pastures….” The focus in the text is in the words 

“He…He”. Indeed, in the words “He makes me to lie down” the Hebrew uses a 

“causative” form showing that it is God who “makes” us to enjoy the “green pastures”. He 

is in control. There are times when He chooses not to give us the green pastures or still 

waters. He is the Master and is not at our every beck and call as if He was a servant.  

 

3:7 Grasping the significance of the sovereignty of God is not easy. It is easy to learn and 

quote the doctrine, but to live in the light of the sovereignty of God and not complain is 

difficult. We say we believe in the sovereignty of God when circumstances are 

favourable, but when they are unfavourable our response shows that we do not really 

believe this teaching. For example, when God gives us good gifts we respond by 

speaking about the love and kindness of God. But when we are not in receipt of good 

things we say that we do not complain against God but hide our negative responses by 

complaining about the poor circumstances. Yet, it is God who has allowed or ordered the 

circumstances to change. So, indirectly we are complaining against God. Notice how 

often we complain about the weather! 

 

3:8 What is the difference in believing in the Omnipotence of God and believing in the 

Sovereignty of God? Many of us will want to believe in a God who is Omnipotent but not 

Sovereign. If I believe in this sort of a God I feel I have the right to wield His power 

according to my dictates. But if I believe in a God who is both Omnipotent and Sovereign 

then I am at His mercy and must submit myself to His control. The former pleases my 

sinful nature, but the latter must become part of my new nature.  

 

3:9 Let us have a look at a passage of scripture that teaches the sovereignty of God in stark 

reality. Not a verse, or picture from a narrative, but a plain clear statement that we 

should review frequently. 

 

3:10 I call your attention to this long passage from Romans 9:14-23 “What shall we say then? 

Is there injustice on God's part? By no means! For he says to Moses, "I will have mercy 

on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion." So 

then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy. For the 

Scripture says to Pharaoh, "For this very purpose I have raised you up, that I might show 
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my power in you, and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth." So then he 

has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills. You will say to me 

then, "Why does he still find fault? For who can resist his will?" But who are you, O man, 

to answer back to God? Will what is moulded say to its moulder, "Why have you made 

me like this?" Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one 

vessel for honourable use and another for dishonourable use? What if God, desiring to 

show his wrath and to make known his power, has endured with much patience vessels 

of wrath prepared for destruction, in order to make known the riches of his glory for 

vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory”.  

 

3:11 John Piper calls this passage, “The Justification of God”. Martyn Lloyd-Jones “A 

Theodicy”. Both mean the same. In the context it appears that some Jews wanted to 

argue that God had failed to keep His promises concerning Israel. “Why were the Jews, 

it seemed, outside the purposes of God, and the Gentiles in?” Objections were being 

raised about God’s right to do the things He was doing, especially in relation to the 

Gentiles. This subject is addressed in chapters 9-11. But in chapter 9 Paul addresses 

the issue of the supreme sovereignty of God.  

 

3:12 It is not unusual for Christians to raise objections regarding certain doctrines, and in 

particular the doctrine of election. So in verse 19 someone displays an attitude of 

arrogance towards God and tries to argue that God is being unfair, “Why does he still 

find fault? For who can resist His will”. It is like someone saying, “It is not fair that God 

should choose some for the kingdom and not others”. Similarly, we may say from our 

experience of changing circumstances, “it is unfair of God not to meet my every need. 

Sometimes He orders favourable circumstances and “makes me to lie down in green 

pastures” but at other times the green pastures turn into muddy fields!” We complain 

because we have forgotten who God is. We have allowed ourselves to overlook God’s 

supreme sovereignty. We like to object. We want an Omnipotent God but not a 

Sovereign God. 

 

3:13 How does Paul handle this issue in Romans 9? He refuses to answer the objection. In 

verse 20 he reprimands the speaker, by saying something like, “Who are you a mere 

man to stand up to the face of God with you objections”. This is what he is saying. Man 

is of the dust of the earth; he is part of the creation. How can He raise an objection 

against the sovereign God? Then in the following verses he gives his illustration showing 

that God, like the potter, has the right to do as He pleases with his own creation. The pot 
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cannot complain – he has no rights. The key word in verse 21 is “right”, the Greek has 

“authority: power: freedom of choice: the right to act”.  

 

3:14 Hard as it may seem, we must hold on to this truth. We may not like it.  We may feel that 

this is inappropriate given our democratic country where we have “rights” and can vote 

governments in and out of power, and where we can air our complaints. But we are not 

dealing with the kingdoms of this world. We are in the Kingdom of God where the King 

has the sole right to do as He pleases, when He pleases, with whom He pleases and 

how He pleases.  

 

3:15 This is not to make God into a tyrant or despot. The bible makes it clear that in his 

sovereignty God exercises grace, love and kindness. This passage in Romans 9 speaks 

highly of the “compassion” and “mercy” of God. But all these qualities, attributes of God 

are subject to His sovereignty. We must speak of sovereign love; sovereign compassion. 

All the time we must aver to the God who is there – not a God of our own making whom 

we would like to be there. We were made in God’s image; God was not made in our 

image! 

 

3:16 Jesus taught exactly the same lessons. This point is made in his parable of the workers 

sent into the vineyard where he gave exactly the same wages to those who had worked 

one hour as to those who had worked all day. When the complaint of being unfair was 

lodged against the owner of the vineyard his reply was, “Am I not allowed to do what I 

choose with what belongs to me?” (Matt 20:15). We belong to Him. He has the right to 

do with us as He pleases.  

 

3:17 We may be thinking that this is not nice! But then there are many aspects of God and 

His actions that are not nice. Recognising that God is God is very important to us if we 

are seeking to make sense of our circumstances. Perhaps this is one of the most 

important teachings we need to learn as a means of preventing spiritual depression. I 

believe that there are many Christians who are confused and bewildered by what 

happens to them and are driven to the extreme of saying that God no longer cares for 

them simply because they have not grasped this essential doctrine.  
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Conclusion 

 

1. “The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.  He makes me lie down in green pastures. 

He leads me beside still waters”. This is very true. Yet, it is only true to those who, in the 

words of our text can claim to the Lord to be “my Shepherd”. All the blessings in this 

Psalm and especially the one we are considering, is only applicable to the children of 

God. Those who have a relationship with God through the Lord Jesus Christ, who have 

recognised their sin, repented and trusted in Christ to be their personal Saviour.  

 

2. Yet, what a magnificent teaching lies within this Psalm and especially for us within 

this verse. I hear the words of Jesus when He said, “Look at the birds of the air: they 

neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. 

Are you not of more value than they?” (Matt 6:26). What is the most important phase 

in this statement? It is the phrase, “you are of more value than they”.  

 

3.       Yes, God does care about His creation and it is of value to Him. But, we are of much 

more value to Him. If He cares for the creation how much more is He going to care 

for His people, those whom He has bought through the blood of His Son. The words, 

“more value” can be rendered as “things that excel; to have worth; to be superior”.  

 

4. The God to whom we belong and worship is not the genie in the bottle who is there to 

do all our bidding. Rather He is the loving and sovereign Father who “knows what we 

need” and will provide for us as He sees fit. His loving care is such that, like a caring 

parent, ensure that what He gives us is appropriate for our spiritual development and 

welfare. He only has out best interests at heart.  

 

 

 

Richard Lee. September 2012 


