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Sermon - The Shepherd’s Psalm : Psalm 23 

 

One of the most important benefits of the Reformation Movement was the 

rediscovery of congregational singing. Martin Luther had strong convictions about 

the use and power of sacred music. He expressed his convictions in this way, ‘If any 

man despises music, as all fanatics do, for him I have no liking; for music is a gift 

and grace of God, not an invention of men. Thus it drives out the devil and makes 

people cheerful. Then one forgets all wrath, impurity and other devices’. 

 

From the very beginning the Christian Church has been a singing Church as the 

New Testament makes clear to us.  

It also makes clear that from the beginning, the psalms of the Old Testament were 

important - and of all those psalms none is more popular or more precious to Scots 

all over the world than the beautiful shepherd psalm, the 23rd in the metrical version 

from the Scottish Psalter of 1650. 

 

Our Queen Elizabeth chose it for her marriage service, (in Westminster Abbey in 

1947) sung to the tune of Crimond and that (at once) made both the words and the 

music widely known, although Scots folk had treasured it in their hearts for well over 

300 years! 

The words are of mixed authorship. No single name can be attached to them. But we 

are better off when it comes to the tune which is of a much later date.  
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It is the work of Miss Jessie Irvine whose father was for many years minister of the 

parish church at Crimond, (a wee village which lies near the coast above Peterhead 

in Aberdeenshire.) 

Crimond has become the generally accepted melody for these precious words, but 

there are others like ‘Wiltshire’, or Brother James’s Air which are still sung today. 

And more modern versions such as the tune used for the TV show the vicar of Dibley 

and in MP a lovely setting too. 

 

There are many other versions of this beloved psalm and some of them are very 

meaningful. This one shared by a friend……it is in broad Scots’ and it gets right to 

the very heart of the meaning. 

The Lord’s my herd at every turn, he gie’s me a’ I need, he leads me doon beside 

the burn and through the grassy mead. 

And whiles when I hae lost the track and some wrang turnings take, his tender mercy 

brings me back e’en for his ain name’s sake. 

Aye! Tho’ he leads me thro’ the land where death’s dread shadows be, I’ll tak’ his 

staff intae my hand and that’s enough for me. 

‘Mang freends and foes, I aye hae meat wi’ kindness never failin’ he gies me mair 

than I can eat my bicker’s fu’ and skailin’. 

Guidness I trow will follow me and mercy leave me never till I wi’ thee a dweller be 

for ever and for ever. 
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The original psalm is of course a Jewish song but it is full of Christian meaning. The 

reason for this is that when we sing the opening line, we instinctively think of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, who said…. ‘I am the good shepherd, the good shepherd lays 

down his life for his sheep’. 

The psalm begins with a strong personal affirmation of faith, ‘The Lord’s my 

shepherd’ and everything else follows from that! 

For if the Lord is my shepherd I can also say, ‘I’ll not want’. 

The shepherd takes care of our wants (that is of all the things we lack) and the rest 

of the psalm tells us what these things are!!! 

The first is rest and peace. One thing we shall not want is inward peace. 

The Lord’s my shepherd…I’ll not want. He makes me down to lie in pastures green. 

He leadeth me, the quiet waters by. 

The language (like a lot of the Bible language) is pictorial and the picture which is 

‘painted’ here is perfectly clear. 

It is a very restful scene. You can see (in your mind’s eye). The ‘green pastures’ 

bathed in sunshine and down there in a shady corner of the fields by the trees the 

‘quiet waters’ of a pond. It is a picture of peace. 

And peace is what we all long for and so desperately need! For after all what is life 

without peace, peace of heart, peace of mind, peace of conscience?? 

 

These days people are grasping for more and more money as though that were what 

matters most in life. But that is a delusion and a lie! 
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Oh! There are lots of things that money can buy  - that’s true, but inward peace is not 

‘one’ of them! 

Such peace is worth more than all the money in the world. It is the Lord’s gift to 

those who trust in him.  

 

The psalm then goes on to speak of how the Lord restores us and guides us, you 

remember? My soul he doth restore again and me to walk doth make, within the 

paths of righteousness e’en for his own name’s sake. 

Restoration, the picture of the shepherd is still in mind. Sheep sometimes go astray! 

We know that and we do the same!  

In the words of the old Prayer Book confession…. ‘We have erred and strayed from 

thy ways like lost sheep’. 

That is true of all of us whether we admit it or not! But the wonder of God’s love is 

that when in our foolishness we wander away from him, he seeks us, and he finds 

us, and restores us to himself. 

Jesus’ parable of ‘the Lost Sheep’ perfectly illustrates this point! And then the 

shepherd guides us. 

He leads us ‘within the paths of righteousness’. That is where he guides us, in the 

right paths, paths that are right in his sight! And we’re told why he guides us, ‘e’en for 

his own name’s sake’. 

God’s name is LOVE and because he loves us so much he doesn’t want us to miss 

the path that leads to life. 
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With the next verse the scene changes. Up to this point it has been ‘all sunshine’ but 

now the shadows ‘gather’.  

We are passing through a valley of deep darkness, ‘death’s dark vale’ as the psalm 

puts it. 

Most of us know something of that. ‘Yeah though I walk in death’s dark vale yet will I 

fear no ill for thou art with me and thy rod and staff me comfort still’. 

 

There are dark valleys in life. The sun does not always shine for the believer and the 

Bible does not promise that it will. The darkness may be that of death or it may ‘take’ 

some other form………illness or sorrow, anxiety or disappointment or loneliness. 

These things are part of the pattern of life for many of us.  

So can our faith help us in these difficult times? 

 

Oh yes! Indeed for the great mercy is that we don’t have to walk the dark valley 

alone! No! the shepherd is by our side, ‘thou art with me’.  

Notice the ‘thou’. Before it was HE, now it is ‘THOU’. As the American evangelist 

D.L. Moody used to say, ‘you may talk ABOUT the shepherd, but when you get into 

the dark valley you will talk TO HIM!’ 

His rod and his staff give us support the psalm says, how true, how true, but our 

greatest comfort is the shepherd’s own unfailing presence which dispels our every 

fear. 

Some of us know that to be true!!  



P a g e  | 6 

 

And then towards the end, the psalm ‘takes’ another turn. The shepherd becomes 

the HOST and now we are invited to a banquet. 

‘My table thou hast furnished in presence of my foes, my head thou dost with oil 

anoint and my cup overflows’. 

There we have it! Feasting and fighting! Such is the ‘picture’ we are given here of the 

Christian life. 

It is true that as long as life lasts we are in the presence of our foes, the world, the 

flesh and the devil! And they will never leave us alone!! 

But this is also true, that as long as life lasts the Lord’s table will always be spread 

and richly furnished. This is the symbol of his abundant grace not only sufficient but 

than sufficient so we can sing, ‘and my cup overflows’. 

If our cup does indeed ‘run over’ as the New Testament puts it, let us pray that 

others may benefit from that ‘overflowing’.  

 

In the final verse the psalmist surveys life’s prospects. First, Goodness and mercy all 

my life shall surely follow me’. This then is the immediate prospect, God’s goodness 

and mercy through all our remaining days. And when those days come to an end the 

outlook is even brighter, ‘And in God’s house for evermore my dwelling place shall 

be!’ What a prospect!! 

Grace and now glory HEREAFTER!! Have you noticed this psalm begins on earth 

but it ends in HEAVEN!  

It begins in ‘time’ and ends in ETERNITY!! 
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It begins with an affirmation of faith, ‘The Lord is my shepherd’, it ends with an 

assurance of hope, ‘I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever’. 

During this Lenten period, let us take time to reflect upon the psalm and what it 

means to each of us. 

Praise be to God our Father for he gives us this faith, this hope through Jesus Christ 

our Lord and Saviour. He is our Shepherd!  

AMEN. 

 


