Psalm 23 Sermon

October 11, 2020
The Gospel according to St. Matthew the 22nd Chapter

Glory to you, O Lord.
Matthew 22:1-14

Once more Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying: 2“The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding banquet for his son. 3He sent his slaves to call those who had been invited to the wedding banquet, but they would not come. 4Again he sent other slaves, saying, ‘Tell those who have been invited: Look, I have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready; come to the wedding banquet.’ 5But they made light of it and went away, one to his farm, another to his business, 6while the rest seized his slaves, mistreated them, and killed them. 7The king was enraged. He sent his troops, destroyed those murderers, and burned their city. 8Then he said to his slaves, ‘The wedding is ready, but those invited were not worthy. 9Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the wedding banquet.’ 10Those slaves went out into the streets and gathered all whom they found, both good and bad; so the wedding hall was filled with guests. 11“But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not wearing a wedding robe, 12and he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding robe?’ And he was speechless. 13Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ 14For many are called, but few are chosen.”
The Gospel of the Lord,

Praise to you, O Christ.

Let’s pray:   Speak Lord, your people are listening.  Amen

In the introduction to his book “The Message of the Psalms”, Walter Bruggeman says this about the book of Psalms, “ In season and out of season, generation after generation, faithful women and men turn to the Psalms as a most helpful resource for conversation with God about things that matter most.” The Psalms express Israel’s speech to God from profound praise to anger and doubt. The Psalms also are the voice of the gospel – God’s Word to God’s people.

Today we consider that most beloved of Psalms, the 23rd Psalm that we read together moments ago.  It is only six verses, short enough that it is easily committed to memory, but no other single Psalm expresses more powerfully man’s prayer of confidence to the God whose purpose alone gives meaning to the entire span of life.

We most often hear this Psalm at funerals, but I believe it speaks to us in relevant ways throughout our lives. Although this Psalm needs no in-depth study to bring comfort to us, I believe we can gain even more insight and comfort if we immerse ourselves into each phrase.
To fully grasp the meaning of the first four verses of the Psalm, it can be advantageous for us to hear them from the perspective of a sheep.   So, I am asking you – for a few minutes – to be a sheep – not just any sheep, but sheep in the hills of Israel a couple thousand years ago.  Let us begin…
The Lord is my shepherd.  As a sheep at the time of David, what does it mean to have a good shepherd?  The first thing to notice here is that your shepherd is a personal shepherd, and you recognize the voice of your shepherd.  A good shepherd means the difference between a good life or a bad life – even the difference between life and death for you.  A good shepherd guides, provides for and protects each sheep.  He is your owner, your manager, your caretaker, and your master.  Each of you matters to your shepherd.


I shall not be in want.  This can be heard more accurately as lacking nothing or complete contentment.  You as sheep cannot care for yourselves; you are entirely dependent on your master.  Your good shepherd knows what his sheep need and perfectly provides for you.  You are utterly content with what is provided for you and you neither desire nor search for anything else.


He makes me lie down in green pastures.  According to Phillip Keller, author of “A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23”, you sheep require four freedoms before you can lie down and rest.  First, due to timidity, you need freedom from fear.  You will not lie down until you are free from friction with other sheep.   You will not lie down unless you are free of pests like parasites or flies.  Lastly, you will not lie down until you are free from hunger.  Your good shepherd works to accomplish all these freedoms for you, his sheep, so that you can lie down and rest.  The shepherd makes sure there is no threat from other animals or people; he separates from the flock the sheep that is tormenting others; he uses oils to keep insects away and he makes sure his sheep are fed. 

He leads me beside still waters, he restores my soul.  As sheep, you would drink from nearly any water source no matter how disgusting or polluted.  The good shepherd would lead you to sources of clean pure water to drink from or would lead you to pastures heavy with dew in the early morning so that you would receive life-giving water and be kept hydrated and healthy.  The phrase “restores my soul” translates more clearly as “my whole being”.  Your shepherd revives your entire being.


He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.  This would translate more clearly as “straight paths”.  You, as sheep, if left to your own devices would follow the same paths over and over again until those paths become ruts and you would graze the same pastures until there was nothing left.  Your shepherd is not indifferent to your circumstances.  When you get on the wrong path, he keeps you on the move and redirects you to new places of nourishment that will keep you from harming yourself and your environment and to keep you healthy and flourishing.  Your good shepherd does this because he cares for you

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 comfort me.  Something changed here, did you catch it?  You no longer refer to your shepherd as he, but as you.  A relationship has been established here and that same kind of relationship develops for us as faith in God grows.  We no longer talk about God as “out there”, but as God “right here.”  

The valley may be understood as “the valley of deep gloom”. To get to those new places of nourishment and growth, you sheep must negotiate through dark and dangerous places where predators lie in wait and deep ravines mean that one misstep may cause you to fall.  But your shepherd is constantly with you, so you are not afraid.  You do not panic when bad things threaten because you are not alone.
Your shepherd never leaves you and the valley of deep gloom has an end.  Your shepherd has a rod with which he fends off your enemies.  He uses his shepherd’s crook to rescue you when you fall.  


You are now no longer sheep but are beloved children of God through the remainder of the Psalm. These next verses speak of God’s blessings.

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.  You anoint my head with oil, my cup overflows.  The shepherd has now become the host – a gracious host.  His table is a place where you may go and be safe from your enemies and they can but watch as you are provided for abundantly and treated as royalty.  God does not parcel out his love sparingly – giving each of his children a fair portion.  No, God’s love for each of you is abundant – like trying to catch pouring rain in a cup until it overflows, drenching you and spilling out onto the ground around you.  


Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.  The words “follow me” here are inadequate to convey the true picture.  It is more accurate that God’s love and goodness will chase after you, will pursue you with the intent to overtake you, so eager is God to bless you.  
That’s the kind of God we have, a God who doesn’t sit waiting for us to approach and ask, “Please love me and let me be your child”, but a God who will chase after us – pursue us in order to love us, save us, forgive us, and make us his own. The last phrase of the Psalm, “and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever”, connects directly with Jesus’ words in John, “I go to prepare a place for you. 3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also.” 

This Psalm of trust and confidence provides the words to return to and rely on whenever we feel lost or beset by enemies, are bothered by life’s difficult situations, when we can’t rest, or when we are in the gloom of darkness and are afraid. 
 God has given us this personal shepherd, this personal Savior, Jesus Christ, who never leaves us alone, who knows our needs better than we do, who is beside us in the Word and the Spirit and who cares for each of us through the entire course of our lives. What a comfort and a joy that is for us today and every day.
For Martin Luther as a young monk, the Psalms were his daily prayer book, the topic of his initial lectures as a professor and a crucial part of his piety.  This is a prayer he wrote about Psalm 23:
Let’s pray in his words, “Lord Jesus, who alone is that one Good Shepherd, thanks be (un)to you for all your spiritual and bodily benefits.  Let the Word of your salvation dwell among us richly, and suffer not that trusty staff, the Word of your promise to be taken from us,  And when the shadow of death spreads over us, conduct us safely to the fold of the perfect saints, the tabernacle not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.  Amen”

