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2|2 INTRODUCTION

We will study this familiar psalm in this Thanksgiving season. Let us ponder on a simple
question: what do you need to survive? We will come up with different answers at various stages
in life. A baby needs food, sleep and an unlimited supply of diapers. As we grow a little older we
want toys and friends. Teenagers cannot live without their phones. Sometime later, they realize
that they also need love, family and income. Moreover, psychologists tell us that we need a sense
of fulfillment, self-worth and acceptance. During this time of the year, merchants persuade us
that we will be happier with a new TV, a new phone or even a new diamond. We are always
looking for something extra to enrich our life. Beyond all our physical and emotional needs, the
Bible tells us that only God can give us complete and eternal contentment. King David reminds
us in this psalm that all of our needs will be met when we trust the Lord as our shepherd, from
now through eternity. David was a shepherd boy before he became a king. He knew the
responsibilities of a shepherd and he also understood the nature of sheep. Sheep are domesticated
animals that cannot survive on their own. They must depend on their shepherd much more than
your pet relies on you. David could relate his relationship with God when he observed his sheep.
As he looked back, David could testify that God provided for his needs much better than how he
cared for his sheep. What are some of the needs God provides for us?

7 7% EXPLANATION
1. fHEEALERE God Provides Sustenance

First, God provides for our sustenance. Look at verse 2 again: He makes me lie down in green
pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters. Grass and water are the basic sustenance for sheep.
Sheep are timid animals. They will not eat unless they are calm. They are afraid to get near a
raging river too. Also, sheep are ruminant animals. After they grazed some grass, they will sit
down and rest. Then they regurgitate the cud, chew it further and swallow it again. The process
may take as long as a few hours. Unlike us, sheep cannot eat a 15-minute quick lunch! We live in
a fast-pace world. We chase after school or work deadlines. Besides soccer-moms, there are also
music, math and Chinese class moms. We pack our schedule even on a vacation, hoping to see as
many attractions as possible. Sometimes, we need to slow down like sheep and smell the grass.
That is why people call morning devotion a “quiet time.” Even a 15-minute of Bible reading and
prayer can help you focus on God. Those are the spiritual sustenance God provides for us. Those
moments of silence will set the tone for your whole day. It reminds you about your relationship
with God. Sheep have to feel safe before they will eat. It is a shepherd’s job to find a good source
of food for them. He will lead his sheep to green pastures, not wilted grass and quiet waters, not
murky puddles. Jesus reminds us that God provides us the best sustenance in Matthew 7:9-11 —

9 “Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone? 10 Or if he asks for a fish, will
give him a snake? 11 If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your
children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!”
Even the most wicked criminals will treat their children well. How much more does our
Heavenly Father love His children? But here is the problem: when God gives us an Aldi loaf, we
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dream of the pastry in an upscale bakery. When God gives us some catfish nuggets, we want
something else swimming in a tank. Americans say people hope to keep up with the Joneses. We
can either enjoy what God gives us, or envy what others have. I had a major dental work
recently. Since then, I had to eat congee for three straight months because I had a hard time to
chew. I had the same stable food for all three meals a day. Once my younger son asked how I
could eat that for so long. I gave him two reasons. First, I am not picky on food. I grew up in a
poor family. We did not even have snack at home. Therefore, we kids looked at every meal like
our last supper. We had nothing else to eat if we did not finish what was on the table! Then there
is a second and more important reason: everything tastes good when you eat with a grateful
heart. In fact, I taught my kids that lesson very early on. Every time we sit at the dining table, we
thank God first for His grace, then we thank mom for her cooking. The same principle should
apply to other aspects of life. You can lament that your relatives and friends have a better job,
paycheck, house, car, spouse, kids, etc. Your mind remains restless at night. What you need to do
is perhaps going back to the basics. All that we have is from our Heavenly Shepherd. What we
need is not more stuff, but more gratitude toward our Heavenly Father.

2. tHEEMHLF55] God Provides Supervision

Besides providing for our sustenance, God also provides us supervision. Verse 3 says: He
restores my soul. He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. When a certain
grassland is about to be eaten away, then the shepherd will guide his sheep to the next pasture.
Sheep do not know where to go or when to leave. They just follow their shepherd. Perhaps David
thought of the time when he was exhausted from his shepherd duties, or later being chased after
by his enemies. God allowed him time to regain his strength. The Hebrew word for “soul” here
can refer to our whole being — body, mind and spirit. Those three entities are interrelated. Very
often, fatigue can be a result of weariness from work, anxiety or even sin. We need to return to
our Shepherd for His spiritual supervision. Close the door behind your room or go outside for
some fresh air. Then pray to God for strength and guidance. He will hear us when we call out to
Him. David says God will guide us in paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. It simply
means the correct path. Sheep can easily wander around. Therefore, a shepherd needs to point
them to the right direction. He does so because his name is at stake. He will be held accountable
if something bad happen to any of his sheep. Sheep are better at hearing than seeing. A shepherd
will use his voice to lead his sheep. Jesus describes in John 10:4-5 that sheep will only listen to
their shepherd: 4 “When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep
follow him because they know his voice. 5 But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they
will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.” Those of you who
have a dog or a cat at home can identify with that. You call out your pet’s name and expect it to
come to you. In the same way, sheep will follow the shepherd’s verbal commands. After all,
sheep are defenseless animals. When a wild beast comes, all they can do is to run. But sheep do
not run fast! Hence, they must rely on the shepherd to protect them. Our Heavenly Shepherd
knows us deeply. He understands our weaknesses and our needs. He will lead us to the right path
if we obey Him. There are so many voices in this world pulling us to various directions. Often
we trust our own instincts, others’ opinions or the so-called experts. Someone said many years
ago that the most popular religion in the next century will be psychology. That person must be a
genius or a prophet. Today, many people follow “feel-goodism.” Just listen to your hearts and do
what you think is right. It is arrogant, offensive and narrow-minded to impose your ideas onto



someone else. Whatever works for you may not work for them. The truth is, Jesus is the only
way to the Heavenly Father. No matter how useful different philosophical ideas are, they all lead
to a dead end. They may give us some good advice. But they can never save our souls. Jesus is
our Good Shepherd. He died for us to give us a new life. He calls us to follow Him. Do you
listen to His voice? How can you hear his voice if you do not read His Word? Parents remind
their little children not to follow strangers. Likewise, we should only follow our Shepherd. Only
He knows what lies ahead. When we trust Him, we can discern the lies ahead.

3. tHEEHLLRFE God Provides Security

The Good Shepherd provides us sustenance and supervision. Thirdly, He also provides us
security. Verse 4 tells us: Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will
fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. The “valley” here
can refer to a deep ravine the flock has to travel through to get to the next pastureland. Darkness
can make sheep think of hidden dangers. A wolf may be crouching behind the bush. A sheep
may stumble into a hole if it cannot see the path clearly. Imagine a shepherd is walking into a
valley. But some sheep are still be at the top of the ridge. They will be afraid when they cannot
see the shepherd. The man will calm his flock with his voice: “Hey guys, it will be dark for a
moment. But don’t be scared. I’'m here.” He can also raise his staff, which is his cane. When the
sheep see the stick, they know their shepherd is there. Besides, a shepherd also carries a rod on
his belt. It is a shorter club to fight off wild animals. Very often we need to walk through a valley
too. Perhaps it is a health, financial or relational crisis. Parents are concerned about the safety
and grades of their college kids. We can find security when we look to our Shepherd. He
promised to never leave us nor forsake us. What are His rod and staff to you? To me, it is my
Bible. There are many underlined or highlighted verses. I can find comfort in God’s Word. Some
people wear a cross around their neck. It reminds them of the sacrificial love of our Lord. Jesus
saved us and He protects us from harm. Other than those objects, every believer has the Holy
Spirit living in them. He is the Comforter the Heavenly Father sends to help us. He guides us to
the truth. He alerts us about Satan’s attack too. A valley will cast a shadow over us. But it has no
power to hurt us. You may have heard of a story about Pastor Donald Barnhouse before. He
served at a church in Philadelphia for over 30 years. His wife Ruth died of cancer in 1944. While
the family was on its way to the funeral, Barnhouse thought he had to say something to comfort
his small children. When his car stopped at a red light, a truck pulled up and cast a shadow over
his car. Barnhouse asked one of his daughters: “Would you rather be hit by a shadow or by a
truck?” The young girl replied: “That is a silly question. The shadow can’t hurt me. I would
rather be hit by the shadow than by a truck.” Barnhouse then explained that even though mom
was gone, it was as if she were only hit by the shadow of death. Jesus stepped in, took her place
and knocked down by the truck. He died on our behalf on the cross to give us the ultimate
security. Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 15:20-21 that: 20 But Christ has indeed been raised from
the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. 21 For since death came through a

man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. After you harvest the first batch of
fruits, more will come afterward. Similarly, Jesus’ resurrection assures us that all who are in Him
will also rise at His second coming. That is why Paul uses sleep to refer to the death of believers.
We will face death in this world. That will be the last valley Christians will travel. When there is
a shadow, there must be a light. The Good Shepherd will lead us through the shadow to the
source of light. That is the security we have in our Shepherd.



4. HEEALFEE God Provides Satisfaction

When David thought of God, he remembered His faithful provision. The Good Shepherd
provides sustenance, supervision and security. Fourthly, the Good Shepherd provides us
satisfaction. Look at verse 5: You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You
anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. David changes the scene to a banquet hall. David
was a king. He surely knew how to entertain visitors with a great feast. The host smeared the
heads of his guests with oil, which was a mixture of olive oil and perfume. The fragrant smell
would make people feel glad. It is like we give people a handshake to express a warm welcome.
Once Jesus was invited to eat at the home of a Pharisee named Simon. Then a woman who had
an immoral past came in. She shed tears onto Jesus’ feet, then she used her hair to wipe them
dry. Next, she poured perfume on His feet. Simon grumbled in his heart, wondering why Jesus
would let a woman of such a bad reputation got close to Him. Jesus then pointed out that the lady
did what Simon failed to do. He did not ask a servant to wash Jesus’ feet nor anoint His head
with oil. The woman served Jesus out of love. In this psalm, David said that God satisfied his
heart like treating him as an honorable guest. There were oil and plenty of food and drink.
David’s cup overflew with wine. But why does he specify about the presence of his enemies? In
the Biblical world, the owner of the house had an obligation to defend his guests at all costs. The
party would go on even when enemies were outside lurking. I can think of the story about Lot in
the book of Genesis. Two angels appeared in the form of men and went to the city of Sodomy.
Lot invited them to his home. He had no idea that they were messengers sent by God to rescue
his family. God was about to destroyed Sodomy because of the grave sins people committed. Lot
prepared a dinner for his guests. Soon afterward, people came from all over the place. They
requested Lot to hand over his two guests. Lot refused. He proposed to use his two daughters as
substitutes. The point is that once a traveler entered someone’s home, he would be well-
protected. That is how the Great Shepherd treats us. He watches over us and blesses us richly
even in our danger. Jesus says in John 10:10 — “The thief comes only to steal and kill and
destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” The Good Shepherd came
to give us an abundant life. But our spiritual enemy, Satan, attacks us from all directions. He
spreads fear and doubt to rob our joy in the Lord. Very often our biggest burden is not physical
in nature. It is true that we need treatment when we are sick. We need to find a job when
unemployed. What keeps up awake all night is the anxiety about the future. We know in theory
that God will lead us out of the trouble. But we do not know how and when He will do that.
David’s words reassure us that God has prepared a banquet for us even when our enemy is
nearby. Without God’s permission, no danger will come to us. We can sit back at ease and enjoy
the feast. The world may bring us stuff. Only our Shepherd can give us satisfaction. We may feel
full after a meal, but only God can give us fulfillment. New toys may make us happy. But only
our Shepherd can bring us lasting joy, in good and bad times. There are occasions when we only
have limited resources. But God promises us that we will never be lacking. There is true
satisfaction in Him.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

Only God can give us complete and eternal contentment because He is our Good Shepherd. Once
a sister was standing on the podium to recite Psalm 23. She began by saying: “The Lord is my



shepherd.” She was so nervous that she forgot what comes next. After mumbling for a few
seconds, she continued: “The Lord is my shepherd. And that is enough!” She then walked down
the stage. Indeed, it is enough when we have this Shepherd. David acknowledged God as his
Shepherd. God was the only Shepherd David needed. Do you see Jesus as your Shepherd? He is
not one of the many options. He is the only way for us to reconcile with the Father. He is our
Provider and Protector. He gives us rest and peace. He leads us and comforts us. If Jesus is your
Shepherd, then are you following Him? Do you put your full trust in Him? Or is He only your
backup plan in case you run out of options? David closed the psalm by stating in verse 6: Surely
goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the
Lord forever. As he looked back at his life, David testified that he was well taken care of by the
Shepherd. David did not only want to follow the Shepherd in this life. He desired to spend
eternity with his Shepherd.
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