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“The Good Shepherd” / Psalm 23 / John 10:11-18  

The Lord is my shepherd – when we hear these words, we instantly think of one of the most 
familiar and beloved passages in Scripture.  Of course, it’s the 23rd Psalm.  

God as shepherd is a metaphor that is well known in Scripture. Jeremiah speaks of gathering the 
nation as a flock of sheep that has been scattered; Ezekiel prophesied, “As a shepherd looks after his 
scattered flock when he is with them, so I will look after my sheep.” To any listener, the sheep 
metaphor would be familiar, since shepherding was a major occupation in Palestine. But 
shepherding was more than just an occupation – it involved protection and sacrifice.    

As many of you know, the 23rd Psalm is attributed to David, the King of Israel. David was the great-
grandson of Ruth and Boaz, who lived in Bethlehem. David was one of eight sons of Jesse. Saul had 
been rejected as King, and the prophet Samuel was commanded to find and anoint a king. Samuel 
contacted Jesse, and Jesse presented seven of his sons to Samuel, and they were all rejected.   

1 Samuel 16:11-12: Samuel said to Jesse, “Are all your sons here?” And [Jesse] said, "There 
remains yet the youngest, but he is keeping the sheep." And Samuel said to Jesse,  "Send and bring 
him; for we will not sit down until he comes here."  12 He sent and brought him in. Now he was 
ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, and was handsome. The LORD said, "Rise and anoint him; for this is 
the one."  

And David became King.  Some think of David sitting in his palace, in all his glory and power, 
turning his heart to God and composing this psalm. Others have suggested David composed this 
when he was being pursued by his own son, Absalom. Another image, which I prefer, is of the 
shepherd boy David, before his anointing, sitting on a hillside outside Bethlehem, turning his 
thoughts to God. Maybe it was the same hillside where, 1,000 years later, the shepherds received 
the news from the angels about the birth of the Messiah.     

Psalm 23: The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want.  2 He makes me lie down in green pastures; 
he leads me beside still waters;  3 he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his name's 
sake.  4 Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod 
and your staff-- they comfort me.  5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 
you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.  6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all 
the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD my whole life long.  

We could spend the rest of the day on these six verses, but I only want to highlight a few things: 
First, notice the first person singular. Many psalms are about God’s care for the community – this 
psalm is quite personal. This is about God’s care for me (and you!) Because the LORD is our 
shepherd, we lack for nothing.   

The LORD doesn’t suggest we lie down in green pastures (COMMENT), he makes us lie down. 
The image of green pastures is one where we don’t have to wander for our food, it’s always there!   

Still waters are much easier to drink from than a running stream.  The shepherd, the LORD, restores 
my soul. The Hebrew hesed infers our inner being, the essence of life. After rest, feeding, and 
refreshment, our very essence is restored by the LORD.   
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The caring shepherd makes sure his sheep follow the straight paths. The Palestinian topography is 
not like northwest Ohio!  The paths are not usually straight! And if we follow this shepherd, our 
paths will be paths of righteousness.   

Even when things are dark and dangerous, we are not afraid – why? Because the rod and staff of the 
shepherd protect us. The shepherd had two tools, the rod and the staff. The rod was used to fight 
wild animals, bandits, and other attackers, and the staff was used to guide the sheep along the way.   

David then turns from the LORD as shepherd to the LORD as host. “You prepare a table before me 
in the presence of my enemies.” As we mentioned, this verse may be the reason some scholars have 
suggested David composed this when he was on the run from his son. Imagine being on the run 
from those who would do you harm, and arriving at the LORD’s tent. First, he anoints your head 
with oil, offering some refreshment and comfort.   

Now, you are in this tent, surrounded by enemies. And what lies before us?  A banquet! The LORD 
is saying to us, “Forget those guys!  I’ll protect you – sit down and have something to eat!” We 
drink from the cup of fellowship, and what do we see?  The cup is overflowing! Again, another 
metaphor used throughout Scripture.   

“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house 
of the LORD my whole life long.”  In the Hebrew, goodness and mercy do not just follow us – we 
are pursued by goodness and mercy. In just six verses, we have moved from eating in a pasture, to 
being invited into the LORD’s tent, to being a resident in the LORD’s house for all eternity.   

Again, the metaphor of Lord as shepherd was firmly established in the hearts and minds of the 
Jewish community – imagine the commotion when a carpenter from Nazareth began to invoke this 
image as he described himself:   

John 10:11-18: "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  12 The 
hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves 
the sheep and runs away-- and the wolf snatches them and scatters them.  13 The hired hand runs 
away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep.  14 I am the good shepherd. I know my own 
and my own know me,  15 just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my 
life for the sheep.  16 I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and 
they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd.  17 For this reason the Father 
loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again.  18 No one takes it from me, but I 
lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I 
have received this command from my Father."  

Notice Jesus does not call himself a good shepherd, he is the good shepherd. To the listener, this 
would have been very apparent. In the Hebrew dialect, and in the written Greek, we would hear the 
article in front of the word shepherd.   

Jesus describes his calling as the good shepherd, and he tells us that he lays down his life for his 
sheep. This expression, “lays down his life,” is used three times in this passage, and the verb is used 
only by John. It means a voluntary, sacrificial death. Further, Jesus’ use of “life” means more than 
just his physical existence. It involves his personality and essence, and is should perhaps be 
translated “soul.” The good shepherd stands ready to sacrifice his total self for the sake of his sheep.  
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“The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and 
leaves the sheep and runs away – and the wolf snatches them and scatters them.  The hired hand 
runs away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep.” Most scholars believe Jesus was 
referring to the religious leaders of the day. They were nothing but “hired hands” who cared only 
for themselves, and were not willing to make the total sacrifice required to be called actual 
“shepherds.”  

“I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I 
know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep.” Once again, the English falls short of the 
original. “I am the good shepherd” is based on knowledge of the sheep. The Greek ginosko 
connotes more than the cognizance of mere facts. It implies a relationship of trust and intimacy. The 
analogy is drawn from Jesus' relation to the Father. The Shepherd is concerned for the sheep 
because they are his and because he loves them individually.   

Stop and think about it – Jesus is comparing his relationship to us, to his relationship to his Father!  
And we are nothing but sheep!  Once again, Jesus repeats, “I lay down my life for my sheep.”  

And now a most interesting passage, verse 16: I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I 
must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd.   
Notice Jesus distinguishes between flock and fold. In some translations, we see the words “sheep 
pen” for “fold.” It’s important to know that, in the Greek, there are two different words. As Jesus is 
speaking these words, he is referring to the “flock” as Israel, and the “fold” or “sheep pen” as – 
guess who? – The Gentiles!  That’s us!  

The point is this – God’s inclusion of the Gentiles into his “flock” was not some last minute event in 
response to the Jewish rejection of Jesus as Messiah.  Look at Ephesians 1:4-5: “…just as he chose 
us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love. He 
destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his 
will…”  

So there will be one flock, one shepherd.   

My friends, what wonderful news:  
1. The LORD, Jesus Christ, is my shepherd, and he is your shepherd 
2. We lack for nothing 
3. We eat from green pastures 
4. We fear no evil 
5. Even though our enemies surround us, a banquet is before us 
6. Goodness and mercy are pursuing us 
7. And we will dwell in the house of the Lord forever  

During Communion:  

If God is the good shepherd, what does that make us? We are nothing but sheep!  And sheep are not 
exactly at the top of the intellectual chain!   

Just some comments about sheep, in general:  
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Remember the part about still waters? Sheep are so stupid, they won’t drink from a running stream.   
They often get stuck on their back like a turtle, unable to move – in warm weather a sheep can die 
in that position within a few hours. A sheep is undiscriminating in food – will eat anything! Sheep 
are helpless in the face of predatory animals – when threatened, they will stand there not making a 
sound. Sheep are wayward too! They might have a perfect pasture, and if there is even the slightest 
seam in the fence, they are out! Isaiah 53:6: All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned 
to our own way, and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.  

“I lay down my life in order to take it up again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my 
own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this 
command from my Father.”  

Jesus laid his life down for us…              


