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Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, beloved brothers and sisters,

The twentythird Psalm is one of the most well-known of the Psalms. Almost everyone who has 

good knowledge of the Scriptures knows this Psalm by heart. The LORD is my shepherd, I shall lack

for nothing. Many have been comforted by this Psalm on their sick-bed or death-bed. How often 

does it happen that such a dying person who hears these well-known words whispered in their ear, 

someone sick who almost no longer reacts, still says along with the speaker, “although I walk in the 

valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for You are with me, Your rod and staff comfort 

me.” And how many have passed over to death and the grave  to eternal life with a smile on their 

lips: “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; 

my cup overflows. Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life, and I shall 

dwell in the house of the LORD forever.”

Have you heard it properly?

“Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life.”

That demonstrates that this Psalm is not just a song for the death-bed, but is for the living, a Psalm 

not not for the deathbed alone, but the Psalm for life.

That is, the Psalm of Christ.

For this song had been in his heart, when He said to his disciples: “I am the good shepherd and I 

give my life for the sheep.” And again: “My sheep hear my voice when I call them and they follow 

me and I give them eternal life and they shall never be lost for eternity.”

We present to you the Word of God, of the Good Shepherd.

He gives certainty, security, abiding joy.

The LORD is my shepherd, that is, He, the Lord Jesus.

Anyone without the Lord Jesus is like a sheep that has no shepherd. In our low-lying land we do not

realise what that indicates, since here sheep run in a good, fenced meadow. Here a sheep can hardly 
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suffer any harm. But if you want to know what it is like for a sheep to be without a shepherd, then 

you need to consider the fierce, inhospitable regions where this psalm was born. In the dry regions 

of the Judean land pastureland must be sought out, there the flock must be protected from predators,

there hunger and danger lurked on all sides, and that’s what the shepherd is for. He went in front of 

the sheep, seeking out the pastureland, and the watering places for the flock. When the sheep were 

anxious, when they grazed in the feeding places, when they quenched their thirst in the streams, 

then the shepherd was watchful. There, a sheep without a shepherd, before it knew it, was taken by 

wolves.

It is the same for a person without the Lord Jesus – able to be taken by wolves.

This is you, brother, you, sister, you young man, young woman, if you have not given your heart to 

the Lord Jesus Christ – then you perish. Death is the outcome.

But there is a shepherd, the Shepherd of Israel, the LORD! 

That is such a beloved image in the Bible, in the Old and the New Testaments, of a shepherd with 

his flock, including here in this Psalm and in many other places in the Scriptures. When the poet-

author of Psalm 77 thought back to the dangerous journey out of Egypt, through the wilderness 

towards the promised land, then he said: “You led your people like a flock by the hand of Moses 

and Aaron” [Psalm 77:20]. And in Psalm 78 we read the same: “But He brought His people out like 

a flock; He led them like sheep through the desert.” And so when they were in dire straits Israel also

called on the LORD: “Hear us, O Shepherd of Israel, You who lead Joseph like a flock” [Psalm 

80:1]. 

That is the gospel: that there is a shepherd, the Shepherd of Israel.

And that is still for us today even more obvious than in the time of the old covenant. For not only 

has the Lord Jesus said this: “I am the Good Shepherd and I give my life for the sheep,” but that is 

also what he has done: he has died for his sheep. Thus he has become our Shepherd for eternity. For

God has brought back from the dead the great Shepherd of the sheep through the blood of the 

eternal covenant. That means that the Lord Jesus has been awoken from the dead in order to be our 

Shepherd forever [Hebrews 13:20]. 

And you, brothers and sisters, all you young men and young women, you are sheep, for he has 

spoken to Peter and the other apostles about you: Feed my sheep! Take care of my sheep! Take care 

of my lambs! 
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That is you: the flock, the sheep of God’s Shepherd. And before you knew it, before you realise it, 

He is busy with you. You were born in the flock. You were marked as his own through baptism. He 

has heard your voice from childhood. He cares for you.

But that you must now also discover. Your eyes must be opened to that, and you must discover him 

for yourself as your Shepherd. Just like David: The LORD is my shepherd!

You must give him your heart: only then is it good. 

You must believe him: only then will you find certainty and rest in your life.

Don’t walk past it. There is so much restlessness, not only outside the church but also in the 

congregation, because there is so little faith; and because that faith is often so little professed. 

Young people, you must come to a decision, whether you will give your heart and your life over to 

the Lord Jesus. If you do not do that, you are then certainly a sheep, but you will be lost. Then the 

restlessness remains; the uncertainty, then you are sooner or later taken by the wolves. 

But why should this happen to you? There is still a shepherd, the Good Shepherd, the Lord Jesus 

Christ, brought back from among the dead. But if you give your heart and your life to this Shepherd

then it is good. Then you will find rest. 

The LORD is my shepherd, I will not lack.

We all know the famous metrical version of this Psalm, we all learned it as children at school:

The Lord is my shepherd

I have everything that I want...

But this is not so. This shepherd does not give us everything that we want, but he certainly gives us 

everything of which we have need. It is just the same with a doctor: he also does not give us what 

we find delicious, but what we need, that which is good for us. And that is also what the LORD does:

he certainly treats us well, but he does not pamper us. The gives the sour and the sweet, prosperity 

and adversity, sickness and health. But he gives everything in love, and the one who discovers this 

says: I lack for nothing. 

He gives certainty.

That is what the world is seeking today: certainty, social security, from the cradle to the grave. 

Certainty of eating and drinking, a house and some clothing and then who knows what luxuries. 
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And in this certainty they live today at least among us in the West. It must naturally not come to the 

nasty things such as in Cuba and elsewhere. But the storm is already exaggerated. The powerful 

ones don’t want war. They will not fight it out, but talk it out. This is as the LORD wants it, but this 

is not taken into account. He decides between war and peace. Yet also if it is to be war then nothing 

will separate us from His love. That continues for thise who trust in Him:

He makes me lie down in green pastures;

He leads me beside quiet waters;

He restores my soul.

That is certainty. 

The Lord also gives us security.

He leads me in the right paths. He points the way out to us, and he goes before us. We do not know 

the way; even though we may think so, that is not the case.

The poet of the Proverbs has said: there is a path which seems good to someone, but the end of it 

are the ways of death. These are the ways which our heart by nature seeks out: the ways without 

God; the ways without God’s Word; the ways without the Lord Jesus Christ; the ways which our 

own foolishness outlines and singles out. Your ways, young man, young woman, which you want to

go without the LORD. The ways of a young man and a young woman who get married, but not in the

LORD. The ways of a church, which does not seek the LORD’s will, but does what they want. These 

are sometimes ways in which being diligent, in effort, in religion is not lacking, in which also the 

Name of God occasionally is mentioned now and again, but in which people do not ask after the 

Word and the claims of the LORD. Sufficient sacrifices, but no obedience, and thus it is the way of 

death, for the people also, for the people of The Netherlands whom the LORD has abandoned. For 

the nations of the world, who carry on without God and without his Christ. Oh, they can still 

certainly go on, this time perhaps, if God pleases, but this will eventually come unstuck, since the 

ways of the nations are not the way of the Good Shepherd. 

But if we follow after Him, then it will be well with us: He leads me in the right paths, on the way 

of life, for He is the way, the trustworthy, the truth and the life. And He leads his people on that path

through life, in which life flourishes and which leads to life, for His Name’s sake.

That, dear congregation, is great: that God would bind His Name to the destiny of His people. So it 

is with the Good Shepherd. The name of a shepherd stands or falls with his flock. It is his honour to 
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lead his sheep safely, so as to bring the flock back home each evening without one of the sheep 

missing. David himself was such a shepherd. He fought with a lion and a bear for the sake of his 

sheep. The LORD is also such a shepherd, the Lord Jesus Christ is also such a shepherd. His Name 

stands and falls with the safety of His flock, with the safety of each of His sheep. For He has 

promised life to us, and what the LORD promises, that is what he does. 

Not that long ago after a church service that a couple of young men stood next to a car, in which a 

brother would drive away the minister. Sir, can we go along for the ride? He did not feel like it, but 

neither did he want to simply say “no.” So he said: Next week. And so the following week, there 

they were again, and the young men said, Sir, can we go along for the ride? Again, he did not feel 

like it. But then you should have seen in their eyes: “and you promised us.” So the minister did that,

since he understood, if I do not allow them to come for the ride, then I have lost my name, my 

reputation, with these young men. So he took them along with him for the sake of his name. 

And so does the LORD. If the LORD did not keep safe the sheep who trusted in Him, if He does not 

lead them into the right paths, then the LORD has lost His name, His reputation. Then we can no 

longer rely on Him. But it is not so. He is the trustworthy God, and He always does what He 

promises. He leads me in the right path for His name’s sake. 

Brothers and sisters, therefore follow after the LORD. Walk in the ways of His Word. He will direct 

your feet on the path that leads to life. He is so worthy of your trust.

Even if I go through a valley of deep darkness, I fear no evil, for You are with me, Your rod and 

staff comfort me. 

The poet is by that “valley of deep darkness” apparently also certainly thinking of dying and death, 

but this phrase does not refer solely to that. We must sometimes in the middle of life go through 

such a valley of deep darkness, just as a shepherd there in the East sometimes leads his flock from 

one pasture to another, right through a pitch-dark valley, where the sunlight does not reach and the 

perpendicular mountain walls throw their shadows. There they are filled with anxiety. There they 

are fearful of danger. On the plains they can see the enemy coming, but not so in such a dark ravine.

There danger can unexpectedly approach. Sometimes God’s children go through such a dark ravine.

Just think about the situation around the world: the possibilities of a new war, with the memory of 

the last war: the occupation, the oppression, has scarcely faded. Here and there the wounds still 

make themselves felt. And now there is a new threat: Will God again lead us through a pitch-dark 

valley? I think of other matters. Sometimes there lurk other, spiritual dangers on our life’s path: 

Satanic temptations. Death lurks there, and that danger is therefore all the greater because the 
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Enemy has an ally in our own hearts, in the sin which remains residual in us. That makes it all 

doubly dangerous.

But the poet does not fear: Even though I must go through a valley of pitch-black darkness, I will 

fear no evil...

He is not afraid, but that is not because he is so strong. That’s what we make of it: we often confuse 

faith with strength. We often make heroes of the believers. But if the believers were strong and 

heroes, they were often on their own. When Abraham was in Egypt with Sarah, and Pharoah had 

taken Sarah into his house, Abraham was strong and he tried to lie his way out. And when Peter was

strong, he became a satan for the Lord Jesus and he denied the Lord. 

No, the poet of this psalm was not strong. He was no hero. He certainly was fearful. But he got 

strength in his weakness, because he trusted in the LORD, and then the fear fell away from him, 

because he saw his Shepherd: even though I must go through the valley of pitch-black darkness I 

will not fear, for your rod and staff comfort me. 

No, brothers and sisters, the LORD does not ask of you that you are strong, but that you be like a 

child. Just like a child , who is stressed and uncertain in the darkness at night, but if he puts his hand

in the hand of his mother, he is completely peaceful, because he is a child, because he trusts in his 

father. And that is what the LORD asks of us in the darkest hours of our life, in tribulation, in the 

dark times for our country and people, the dark hours of God’s church, in the hour of temptation, 

even if we must go through the valley of death and we lose everything: but! your rod and your staff,

they comfort me!

And then comes the fullness of joy. 

Later the sheep come back home. Then the shepherd gives them feed in the sheepfold. Then he 

dresses the wounds of the sheep with oil, he quenches their thirst. It is here that the images of the 

psalm get more human-like features. He prepares a table before me. The feast was made ready in 

the presence of my enemies. They have to look on; including the devil, who focused on our 

downfall, and including people who have oppressed us in the service of the LORD. Then the LORD 

gives gladness and abundance, just as the Eastern hosts do. The slaves gather round and sprinkled 

the heads of the guests with expensive scented water: You make my head shine with oil. He gives 

abundance of joy: my cup overflows. Then the LORD gives the joy of life. 

And that is what the LORD does, brothers and sisters, not just later, in the new heaven and on the 

new earth – yes, that too! - but he already does that for us now. For faith, an through faith: the joy of
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life. Then all cares fall away from us, the fear, the anxiety. The Christian life, life out of faith, gives 

such gladness, such a glorious life, even when the circumstances are dark, even when war threatens,

even when there is oppression in the church.

But then, especially then faith grasps hold of joy: the LORD is my shepherd, I shall lack nothing.

Surely – which also happens – surely goodness and mercy shall follow me. They always come after 

us: the goodness and the mercy. That is the good part. That will never be taken away from you: not 

today, not tomorrow, and not even in death.

And I shall dwell in the house of the LORD for ever and ever. 

AMEN
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