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The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

(v. 1)

I don’t suppose there is a passage of Scripture with which 

people are more familiar than Psalm 23. The words of the 

metrical version are among the best loved and most often sung 

of the Scottish Metrical Psalms. Every statement of the psalm is 

loaded with meaning and significance. We need to spend some 

time walking through it.

The heading of the psalm tells us that it is a composition of 

David: it is a shepherd psalm written by a shepherd. David had 

received a great deal of his personal training in the wilderness 

looking after his father’s sheep.

When Samuel called at Jesse’s house in Bethlehem, looking 

to anoint one of his sons as king, David was absent, having 

remained loyal to his post, looking after his sheep (1 Sam. 

16:11–13). God’s purpose in David’s life was to make him a 

different kind of shepherd.

It is interesting to note how the Old Testament refers 

to David’s role as king of Israel as the ‘shepherd’ of Israel. 

The historical record tells us that the tribes came to David 

in Hebron and said, ‘Behold, we are your bone and flesh. In 

times past, when Saul was king over us, it was you who led out 

and brought in Israel. And the Lord said to you, “You shall 

be shepherd of my people Israel, and you shall be prince over 

Israel”’ (2 Sam. 5:1–2). The reason why the tribes anointed 
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David as king was because God had said to David, ‘you will be 

the shepherd’. Psalm 78 expresses this beautifully:

He chose David his servant

and took him from the sheepfolds;

from following the nursing ewes he brought him

to shepherd Jacob his people,

Israel his inheritance.

With upright heart he shepherded them

and guided them with his skilful hand.

(Ps. 78:70–72)

Here is twofold shepherding: God took David from 

shepherding the sheep to be a shepherd of the people. God 

trained David, while he was a shepherd of sheep, to be a pastor 

of men.

In Psalm 23, David confesses his own need of a shepherd. 

However skilful he was, and however trained in exercising his 

pastoral office as king, it was his greatest strength to know that 

God was his own Shepherd.

Of course, he was not alone in making that confession. The 

picture of God as Shepherd runs through the Bible. When Jacob 

came to bless the two sons of Joseph, Ephraim and Manasseh, 

at the end of his life in Egypt, he used these words: ‘The God 

before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, the God 

who has been my shepherd all my life long to this day, the 

angel who has redeemed me from all evil, bless the boys ...’ 

(Gen. 48:15–16). Isn’t that magnificent? Here is Jacob wanting 



12 13

Knowing the Shepherd personally

a blessing for his grandsons, and the blessing he pronounces is 

the blessing of the God who has been his Shepherd.

Similarly, the psalmist Asaph uses this designation of God in 

Psalm 80:1: ‘Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph 

like a flock! You who are enthroned upon the cherubim, shine 

forth.’ The psalm of praise is lifted up to the Shepherd of Israel.

The prophets, time and again, echo the same theme. Isaiah 

describes the Lord, the everlasting God whom he has seen in 

the temple, emphasizing his eternality and unchangeableness; 

yet he also reminds us of the tender care God has for his people: 

‘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’ (Isa. 40:11).

Similarly, Ezekiel, the prophet of visions, records the words 

of God as follows:

I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I myself 

will make them lie down, declares the Lord God. I will 

seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I 

will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, 

and the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them 

in justice.

(Ezek. 34:15–16)

God pledges himself to be the Shepherd of his people. 

When David, therefore, says, ‘The Lord is my shepherd’, he is 

highlighting one of the great and rich metaphors of the Bible.

However, it is really only through the lens of the New 

Testament that we can truly appreciate what is being said in this 
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verse. We are reminded in John 10 that there is one Person who 

uniquely fulfils and exercises the responsibilities of a Shepherd 

to his people: Jesus Christ, who says, ‘I am the good shepherd.’

This is who Jesus is: the one who is praised both in the 

psalms and in the Gospels as the Shepherd of his people. And, 

by making the claim ‘I am the good shepherd’, Jesus was 

deliberately and self-consciously identifying himself with the 

Shepherd of Israel: Jehovah (Ps. 80:1). For him to call himself 

the ‘shepherd’ was nothing less than to claim identity with 

Jehovah and divinity for himself.

Jesus is the Shepherd we need. Linking back to the Old 

Testament, with its emphasis on God the Lord as the Shepherd 

of the covenant people, Jesus was claiming to be that God. 

It is in him that we get to the heart of this image; he was the 

metaphor made flesh. The Bible says several things about Jesus 

in this connection.

Jesus is God’s Shepherd

We can claim Jesus as our own only because he was first set 

apart to be God’s unique Shepherd. David could say, ‘The 

Lord—the one God of Israel—is my Shepherd.’ But that same 

God is brought before us as a Trinity: Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit, expressly differentiated in the New Testament. And 

within the Trinity, God the Father can say, ‘The Lord Jesus is 

my Shepherd.’

In what sense can he say this? He can say it as the one 

who set Jesus apart in the plan of salvation and covenant of 

redemption to be the King and Shepherd of his people. In this 
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sense, the shepherd concept becomes more than a metaphor 

and an image—it becomes a messianic title applying only to 

the one who will redeem and save sinners.

That is how God can speak as he does in Zechariah 13: 

‘“Awake, O sword, against my shepherd, against the man 

who stands next to me,” declares the Lord of hosts. “Strike 

the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered; I will turn my 

hand against the little ones ...”’ (Zech. 13:7). These words were 

fulfilled in Jesus, as we are reminded in Matthew 26:31: ‘Then 

Jesus said to them, “You will all fall away because of me this 

night. For it is written, ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep 

of the flock will be scattered …’”’ God set apart Jesus as the 

one who would save his people.

The messianic nature of the title is also seen in Ezekiel 34, 

where God promises to set a Shepherd over his people: ‘I will 

set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall 

feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd’ (Ezek. 

34:23). Although David had been dead many years at this 

point, Ezekiel spoke of him as one still to come; ultimately, in 

the person and work of Jesus Christ, who described himself 

both as the root and the descendant of David (Rev. 22:16), this 

prophecy was fulfilled. Jesus is the one of whom God can say, 

‘He is my Shepherd.’

Jesus is the good Shepherd

Jesus also describes himself in John 10:11 as ‘the good 

shepherd’. There are other shepherds, but there is none as 

good as this, because this Shepherd lays down his life for the 
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sheep. That is where you find the evidence of the goodness of 

this particular Shepherd. The sheep have gone astray and have 

been disobedient, yet they are the object of his love and care to 

the extent that, as the good Shepherd, he is going to lay down 

his life for them.

This has to be combined with another image: as the one 

who lays down his life, this Shepherd is also the ‘Lamb of God’ 

(John 1:29), who will go silently before its shearers to save the 

sheep who have gone astray (Isa. 53:6–7). The badness of the 

sheep is contrasted with the goodness of the Shepherd/Lamb, 

who remains obedient to God and shows his love both for God 

and his people by being sacrificed on their behalf.

Jesus is the great Shepherd

Jesus is also the great Shepherd. That is made clear in the great 

benediction of Hebrews 13:20–21: ‘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 for ever and ever.’

The good Shepherd died for his sheep; and God brought 

again from the dead the great Shepherd of the sheep. So we 

see the Lord Jesus Christ’s goodness in the fact that he went to 

the cross, and his greatness in the fact that he was raised from 

the dead. At the very heart of the Christian faith stands a cross 

on which the good Shepherd died, and an empty grave from 

which the great Shepherd rose again.


