
 1 

Psalm 23:2 
Realizing the Shepherd 

 
Psalm 23 
 
Frederick Buechner  when a minister reads out of the Bible, I am sure that at 
least nine times out of ten the people who happen to be listening at all hear not 
what is really being read but only what they expect to hear read.1.  
 
This is most often the case with Psalm 23…I read, “The Lord is my 
Shepherd…and you say, oh yea…I shall not want…he maketh me lie down in 
green pastures, he leadth me by still waters…he restores my soul. 
 
BUT DOES HE?   /    IS HE? 
 
Is He your shepherd? Are you in want? Do you feel right now like your stretching 
out your tired body in the green pastures of contentment and frolicking beside the 
still cool waters of tranquility?  
 
Maybe most of us would say no… 
 
Well then, what does verse two mean and how to we get there?   
 
If we are to understand verse two in the twenty third Psalm, we have to see and 
understand our greatest need, then his devoted character toward us, the sheep 
and finally realize the greatest act done on our behalf.  
 
 

 What is our greatest human, need?  
 
The first verse says that the Lord is my Shepherd…I SHALL NOT WANT. In 
other words, when the Lord is OUR shepherd we will never lack what we need.  
 
But what does that mean? Will we never lack food? Like the Good Shepherd 
always leads his flock to good food (green pastures). 

 Sure God does give us great and wonderful food… 
 But there are also people all around the world that love God and donʼt 

have adequate food or provision. Is the Lord their Shepherd?  
 
Does it mean we will never lack good clean water? Like the Good Shepherd 
always leads his flock to clean water (still waters).  

                                            

1 Frederick Buechner. Listening to Your Life, Daily Meditations p.125  
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 Sure God provides naturally and even sometimes supernaturally water for 
us to drink.  

o But there are also people all around the world that love Jesus and 
trust in him that donʼt have access to clean water. Is the Lord their 
Shepherd that leads to still waters?   

 
What is our GREATEST human need? Those are needs, but what is the 
greatest human need? 
 
Well what is a sheepʼs greatest need?  

 Letʼs start there. Because God, time and time again, calls us sheep.  
o Here the analogy is: Heʼs the Shepherd and weʼre the sheep! 

 
 Which is little bit funny and really insulting.  

 
 Especially for those of us who pride ourselves in self-reliance. 

o Emotional self-reliance, physical self-reliance, financial self-
reliance.  
 

 THE BIBLE CALLS YOU A SHEEP!   
 
Beautiful… 
Psalm 100:3 
The LORD, he is God! It is he who made us, and we are his; we are his people, 
and the sheep of his pasture. 
 
 
Not so much… 
Isaiah 53:6 
All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way. 
 
Hereʼs the thing about sheep: 
 

 Sheep are not known for their intelligence. 
o First thing you think about sheep is not: wise, cunning, they out 

smart their predators.  
 

 Sheep are prone to wander…together!!! 
o Even accounts of sheep walking into an open fire! 

 
 Sheep are timid and very skittish while remaining totally stubborn! 

o The smallest thing can scare them and they all run away, but there 
are also times, for no good reason, they just get stubborn and they 
donʼt want to move…and nothing can move them. 
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 Sheep are completely defenseless! 

o They donʼt have sharp teeth or big horns…itʼs not alike some sheep 
are born with steal wool (fighting army sheep) 
 

 Sheep canʼt defend themselves… 
 

 They canʼt really feed themselves, they eat whatʼs in front of 
them…they are not hunters and gatherers…   

 
 They donʼt know how to hunt for clean still water, they drink 

whateverʼs in front of them, whatever they can find… even if 
it will kill them.  

 
 
Sheep are animals that NEED a Shepherd.  

 Itʼs been said that the existence of sheep was absolute evidence against 
the theory of evolution. There is no way sheep could have survived the 
survival of the fittest!  

 
The Greatest need of Sheep is a Shepherd. 
 
Our Greatest need (then) is God, the Shepherd of our souls.  
 
And David explains why here in verse two: 
 
Psalm 23:2 
He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters. 
 
The two biggest needs that any sheep has are green pastures and still 
water. 

 Ironic thing is, they canʼt get to these necessities by themselves… 
o They try… they are hungry for green pastures and need to lie down 

and rest, they are thirsty and long for fresh water…but they canʼt 
get to them without a Good Shepherd to lead them.  

 
 Not the sheep that David is talking about here. Sheep in the 

harsh and extreme conditions of the Middle East… 
 
So David says his God, the Good Shepherd, makes him to lie down in green 
pastures…and leads him by STILL waters…  WHY IS THIS SO IMPORTANT 
FOR SHEEP?  
 
David was a shepherd, he knows that… 
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 Sheep are animals that are naturally afraid. They wonʼt lie down and rest 
and they wonʼt drink from rushing river…because they are too afraid.  

 
Sheep wonʼt rest UNLESS THEY ARE FREE FROM ALL FEARS. 
 
Shepherd makes him lie down in green pastures he uses the imperfect verb 
form…meaning that the Shepherd doesnʼt FORCE the Sheep lie down…like, 
“Okay stupid sheep, hereʼs your lawn, now sit down and shut up.”  
 
Rather, the Shepherd creates an environment that dispels all fear SO THAT the 
sheep can lie down and rest.  
 
There is no true rest until they (we) are released from our fears. 
 

 David knew as a Shepherd himself, that his sheep would not lie down and 
rest until they were brought to green pastures and released from all fear… 

 
We too want rest BUT we too have fear. 
 
Matthew 11:28 
Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  
 
Do you see how we are just like sheep?  
 

 Have you ever been afraid?. 
o Felt absolutely paralyzed?  

 So possessed by fear that your body…even your 
soul…seemed powerless to do anything against the fear and 
the anxiety!?  

 
It might be that youʼre not afraid of spiders or heights or public speaking…but you 
know in the grand scheme of things…when you step back and take a look the big 
picture…you know youʼre really defenseless against the hostile forces of 
this world….and it scares you to death…it drives you into restlessness.  
 

 When you realize, you canʼt be in control of everything…you canʼt control 
the economy, you canʼt control your kids, you canʼt control sicknesses, you 
canʼt really even control yourself…and when you think about it…it 
freaks you out! 

 
Godʼs right: We are all truly, little venerable sheep….AND we try to suppress it 
with self sufficiency and self reliance…some of us run out of fear…we donʼt even 
want to deal with it. Some of us drink our sorrows away or take any other form of 
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substance to deal with FEAR that leads to this restlessness of our 
souls…this deep thirst within. 
 

 Some of us are so gripped by this fear that we dread spontaneous phone 
calls and emails… 

o Phone rings: “what happened” 
o Email: Subject: “we need to talk”…and you almost have a heart 

attack.    
 

 Itʼs generally the “unknown” the “unexpected” that produces great panic, 
fear and anxiety in us. 

o And because of this we canʼt find rest.  
 We canʼt physically rest 
 We canʼt emotionally rest 
 We canʼt spiritually rest 
 We canʼt mentally rest 

 
o I will confess, since we started the church in SF 

itʼs been hard at times to find rest 
 

 
Anxiety and worry (thatʼs really rooted in fear) IS SIN. 
 
Philippians 4:6 
Do not be anxious about anything…  
 
1 Peter 5:7 
Cast all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you.  
 

 When you or I say donʼt be anxious, itʼs like a pep talk.  
 

 But when the Bible says, “Donʼt be anxious” itʼs a moral command. Itʼs 
Godʼs will that we not be anxious.  

 
o In other words, when we are anxious…itʼs sin.  

 Why? 
 

o Anxiety is really distrust in God.  
 

 Peter said that the basis for casting our anxieties on God, 
the reason why we do it, is because He cares for us.  
 

 So when Iʼm anxious, Iʼm actually in someway believing 
that…  
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o A) God does not care for me   

 Why wouldnʼt you cast your cares on God? …because he 
doesnʼt care for me. 

 
 But thatʼs what our anxiety says about God… “God you donʼt 

love me or even care for me…so Iʼm going to worry and fear 
and doubt…”      

 
Or what our anxiety says about God is…  

o B) God will not take care of me. 
 I donʼt trust in his providence, I donʼt trust in his sovereignty! 

• Again, this is my biggest temptation.  
• Itʼs not that I distrust God, itʼs my 

unwillingness to submit to His plans… 
  

 The only way my little sheep heart finds rest when I come to 
the place where I believe that God is in sovereign 
control…when I gladly submit to his plans  
 

• When I finally lie down in the green pastures he has 
provided, when I rest in the environment heʼs created 
(even in the midst of chaos and uncontrollable 
circumstances)…where I can FEAR NOT, where I can 
cast all my anxiety upon him…the Good Shepherd.  

 
 We can only lie down in green pastures (finding true rest) walk beside still 

waters (finding true contentment) when we realize the Good Shepherd is 
with us.  

 
Sheep have little or no means of self-defense. They are helpless, timid, feeble 
creatures whose only recourse is to run2…or they stand there…never wanting to 
lie down, knowing they would be more venerable if they did…so they are forever 
on their feet, on the move, searching for a scanty mouthful of food that wonʼt ever 
really satisfy 
 
Or they get thirsty and become restless in their pursuit for water…and if they 
donʼt find clean, pure water, they will just end up drinking from polluted potholes 
and contaminated stagnate streams.    
 
The only way that there is true rest and the only way there is true contentment is 
at the Shepherdʼs side. 
                                            

2 W. Philip Keller, Shepherd Looks At Psalm 23 p. 34 
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“Great art Thou, O Lord, and greatly to be praised . . . Thou hast made us for 
Thyself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee” (Augustine 
Confessions, Chapter 1) 
 
Blaise Pascal said that only God can fill our God shaped vacuum…more 
specifically he said that every human heart has an infinite abyss that can only be 
filled with the infinite.  
 
Psalm 23 is not a prayer. 
 
This Psalm 23 doesnʼt read:  
Lord be my Shepherd? I donʼ t want to want. Can you make me lie down in 
Green Pastures, can you lead me beside still waters, can you restore my soul? 
 
This Psalm 23 is not a prayer request! 
 
Psalm 23 is a psalm of privilege. This is what God does for his people.  
 

 I showed you earlier from Philippians & 1 Peter that anxiety and worry is a 
sin…and that made you more anxious. Because now, not only are you 
anxious, youʼre sinning! 

 
You cannot stop being anxious and cease from fearing by positive energy or 
doing more or being different.  
 
The only way anxiety and fear are eradicated from our hearts is by seeing what 
God has done…and resting in that.  
 

 Remember, he makes me lie down doesnʼt mean, “Hey Sheep, go to sleep 
or I will put you to sleep.”  

o No, but because of what Christ has done, we are able to lie down.  
 

o We are able to lie down because Christ laid his life down. 
 
John 10:11 
I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  
 

 With me there was poverty and emptiness, but with Christ, riches and 
abundance. My poverty once made Him poor, but now His riches make 
me rich and shall not want. 
 

 I was often weary, but He is always strong. Once my weariness made Him 
weary, but now His strength makes me strong.  
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 I knew only the rough and noisy places, but He knows the places soft and 

quiet. Once He came into the rough and the noise for me, and now I dwell 
in the green pastures of tender grass, and beside the waters of quietness 
with Him. 

 
 I was hungry and thirsty in a desert place, but Christ is all the fullness of 

God. Once He became hungry and on the cross said, “I thirst” and He did 
it for me and now He has brought me into the land of plenty, and He 
restores my soul. 

 
You see, this is not a prayer, David is not praying in this Psalm, he is not asking 
God to do something for him. Rather he is rejoicing in what the Lord has done 
and continues to do in his life.ʼ3 
 
He has led us to green pastures, he has lead us beside still waters but are we 
actually lying down, are we drinking deep? 
 
Do you realize that because of Jesus, because of His work on the cross he has 
removed… 

 Wrath of God and the fear associated with that…where now perfect love 
casts out all fear…  

 He has removed the power of sin and we no longer have to fear sinʼs 
mastery over us… 

 He has destroyed the authority structure of Satan, who prowls like a 
roaring lion, looking for someone to devour.  

 He has removed the fear of death and make us to say, Oh death where is 
your sting… 

 
And because of that you and I can finally rest. We can lie down the green 
pastures that Christ has won for us and we can be led beside still waters knowing 
that He is with me.    
 
Matthew 11:28 
Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  
 
 
Listen, child of God, you can lose your possessions, but you cannot lose your 
God. Like Jonah, you can see your plant wither, but your God remains. You may 
lose your land, but not your God. You may lose your savings, but not your Savior. 
Even it if came to the worst and you were left for a while as one forsaken by God, 

                                            
3 Roger Ellsworth, Opening Up Psalms (Leominster: Day One Publications, 2006), 43-44. 
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you still would not lose Him. Like the Lord Jesus on the cross, you may still call 
him, “My God” (Matt. 27:46) 
 
“The Lord is my portion,ʼ says my soul, ʻtherefore I hope in Himʼ” (Lam. 3:24). The 
Lord is a portion from which we can never be alienated. He lives! He reigns! He 
will be our guide even unto death.4 
 
 
 
 

                                            

4 Charles Spurgeon, Beside Still Waters p. 156 


