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A Psalm of David 
The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 
He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for 

thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 
Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my 

head with oil; my cup runneth over. 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in 

the house of the Lord for ever. 
 

 This reading is from the 23rd Psalm in the King James Version of the Bible. 

We usually hear this scripture at funerals, and this is the version I use on those 

solemn and sacred occasions. There are two reasons for that. One is because I 

love the language. English as a spoken tongue reached its climax in the late 16th 

and early 17th Centuries. The King James Version [its official title is “The 

Authorized Version”] appeared in 1611. That was when Shakespeare was 

writing, not for graduate school English, but for a common audience of English 

men and women, who would have comprehended and savored most of what they 

were hearing on stage. Just as Shakespeare’s plays were written not to be read 

but to be heard, so the King James Version of the Bible was meant to be “music 

to the ears.” Its majestic language was cited by great wordsmiths like Abraham 

Lincoln, Winston Churchill and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Just as an aside here 

(since I am easily sidetracked), the King James Version was not the first English 

translation made from the original Biblical languages of Hebrew and Greek. The 

first one was by William Tyndale, who translated the New Testament and six 
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books of the Old Testament in the 1520’s and 1530’s. The King James Version 

appeared some 80 years later. Up to 1/3 of the King James’ New Testament uses 

Tyndale’s exact wording, and the other 2/3 closely follows his principles of 

translation. There could have been no higher tribute to a devoted Christian 

scholar. Tragically, Tyndale was burned at the stake in 1536 for the grievous 

heresy of translating the Bible into a language the English people could 

understand. Most of his New Testaments were also burned. We ought never to 

forget that the Bibles we freely possess were bequeathed to us at great cost. 

Through the centuries, brave men and women have suffered and died so that we 

could safely read the word of God. That is not the case everywhere. In some 

countries of the world (Saudi Arabia, North Korea), possession of a Bible is 

illegal; in others (China, Morocco, Turkmenistan, the Maldives and others), it is 

severely circumscribed. 

 The other reason I use the King James Version is because most of the 

funerals are for Christians who were full of years. If they were born before 1952, 

their first Bible would have been the King James Version. Those would have 

been the scriptures they heard in their childhoods. It seems only fitting that the 

same words should be the ones by which they are laid to rest. To say, “He 

maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters; he 

restoreth my soul” is not to speak an alien language to anyone over the age of 65. 

 Some scholars think that many of the Psalms were written in two parts—

that the first half was a prayer, and the second half was a response of gratitude 

when God answered that prayer. Psalm 22 is a classic example. It begins with the 

horrifying words, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” Those were 

the words Jesus cried out as he died in agony on the cross. But the ending of 
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Psalm 22 is quite different from the beginning. It ends with, “They shall come, 

and shall declare his righteousness unto a people that shall be born, that he hath 

done this.” First the agony and desperation; then the triumph that resounds 

through the generations. Two complementary parts, with two different emphases, 

composed at two different times. In Psalm 22, though it was composed hundreds 

of years earlier, we have foreshadowings of both Good Friday and Easter 

Sunday. 

Psalm 23 is also in two parts. It goes from the perspective of a sheep to that 

of a king, from “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures” to “Thou anointest 

my head with oil.” That is how kings of Israel were crowned: they were anointed 

with oil. The word Messiah means “The Anointed One.” Who would have those 

two perspectives, of “sheep” and “king”? David would. The 23rd Psalm is the 

world’s favorite poem. Originally, it was sung. We have lost the tune, but not the 

meaning. It is a song of trust, of almost childlike confidence in God. 

It opens with the perspective of David, the young shepherd. In his days and 

nights of tending flocks in the fields, he learned to use a sling to drive away the 

wolves and even lions who threatened his lambs. Later, he employed it to great 

effect against Goliath. David was also a musician. He played the harp and sang 

songs he had composed. His earliest ones would have been about what he knew 

best, the relationship between sheep and shepherd. He probably lulled his flock at 

night with his harp and voice, in much the same way that young Gene Autry, 

before he started making records and movies, lulled the cattle on his father’s 

ranch at night by playing his guitar and singing to them (for those too young to 

remember Gene Autry, he also wrote Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer). David 

may well have thought, “These sheep trust me to take of them, to lead them to 
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green grass and fresh water. I trust God the same way.” The Lord is my shepherd; 

I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me 

beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of 

righteousness for his name’s sake. 

But David didn’t spend all of his days as a shepherd. Nathan the prophet had 

secretly anointed him while Saul was still on the throne. David’s brothers were in 

Saul’s army, engaged in war against the Philistines. David himself gained entry 

into Saul’s court with his music, which soothed the troubled king. When Goliath, 

the giant Philistine, challenged the Israelites to send a soldier to fight him one on 

one—the army of the loser was to quit the field—David was the lone volunteer. 

Saul was reluctant to allow him, and when he finally consented, he kitted David 

out in his own armor, which David rejected as too heavy and burdensome. 

Instead, he took his sling and five smooth stones. After first stunning Goliath 

with a head shot, he beheaded him with Goliath’s own sword. 

David became a hero to the Israelites. Saul’s son and daughter, Jonathan and 

Michal, adored him. Jonathan became like a beloved brother; Michal became his 

betrothed. When Saul, in a jealous rage, resolved to kill David, it was Saul’s 

children who arranged his escape. Young David became a hunted man. Once, 

hiding in a cave, he had the opportunity to kill Saul, but he could not harm his 

king. David could have died a hundred times, from hunger or violence, but he 

didn’t. The Lord always preserved him. Yea, though I walk through the valley of 

the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff 

they comfort me. 
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Once, when he was alone and defenseless, he survived because a priest gave 

him the bread that was on the altar of the Lord. Thou preparest a table before me 

in the presence of mine enemies. 

Later, when Saul was killed in battle, along with his son Jonathan (whom 

David loved with all of his heart), the elders declared him king with these words: 

“The Lord said to you, ‘It is you who shall be the shepherd of my people Israel.” 

Thou anointest my head with oil. As David contemplated the astonishing 

trajectory of his life to that point—from obscure shepherd boy to the anointed 

king of Israel at the age of 30, he could only marvel, and say, “Who am I, O Lord 

God, and what is my house, that you have brought me thus far?” [II Samuel 

7.18]. My cup runneth over. And then, as he sat before the Ark of the Covenant, 

in the presence of the Lord, David prayed, “And now, O Lord God, you are God, 

and your words are true, and you have promised this good thing to your 

servant…with your blessing shall the house of your servant be blessed forever” 

[II Samuel 7.28-29]. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of 

my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. When the 23rd Psalm 

reached its present form, David was at the pinnacle of his life, and this beautiful, 

beloved poem and prayer had been a work in progress for all of his days. This 

Psalm is autobiography as prayer. 

 The ancient Israelites knew God as “Yahweh,” which means “I AM.” That 

is how God answered Moses when he asked for God’s name at the burning bush 

[Exodus 3.13-15]. The Israelites believed that the great I AM had chosen the 

descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to be his special people for his own 

mysterious purposes, and for that end he had taken them from slavery in Egypt, 

led them to a Promised Land, and established a Covenant with them founded on 
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divine Law. But God had chosen them in the plural, as a group. This sense of 

being part of a larger group is the dominant motif in ancient literature. In fact, we 

have no record of interior monologues, no first person recollections about what a 

person felt, thought, or believed, until about 1000 years before Christ, when a 

whole host of these interior monologues suddenly appeared in a collection we 

know as the Psalms. Many of them, including today’s scripture, were composed 

by David. His psalms, his prayers and hymns, are filled with “I’s”—I repent of 

my sins, I suffer, I rejoice, I commune with God. It was as if David, as a young 

shepherd tending his flock through the long, solitary days and nights, felt God’s 

overwhelming interest in him—not in him as part of that collective known as the 

Israelites, but as an individual, as David. “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not 

want; he maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still 

waters.” It is an extraordinary step in Biblical revelation—a sudden, startling 

awareness that God cared so deeply for individual souls. Later, after David had 

committed a terrible sin (he impregnated a married woman named Bathsheba and 

connived to have her husband, Uriah, killed on the field of battle), he was 

denounced by the Prophet Nathan. In great anguish of spirit, David composed 

another prayer. We know it as the 51st Psalm: 

Have mercy on me, O God, 
   according to your steadfast love; 
according to your abundant mercy 
   blot out my transgressions.  
Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 
   and cleanse me from my sin.  
 
For I know my transgressions, 
   and my sin is ever before me.  
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David’s life, as a person, mattered deeply to God. God not only cared about 

his talents and triumphs, God cared about his worst decisions and his most 

detestable sins. Our lives also matter deeply to God, including all that is both best 

and worst in us. God has a purpose for us—not only in this life, but for all 

eternity. 

The theme of the Lord as our shepherd, occurs again in scripture. Consider 

Isaiah 40.11: 

He will feed his flock like a shepherd; 
 he will gather the lambs in his arms, 
and carry them in his bosom, 
 and gently lead the mother sheep. 

 

In John’s Gospel, Jesus refers to himself as the Good Shepherd: 

I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me 
and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. [John 10.11, 
14-15]. 

 

Our Shepherd is not some hireling. I know we’re all worried about a lot of 

things now—the state of the nation and the world; the personal pains and 

anxieties that gnaw at us until spiritually and emotionally we feel like we have 

nothing left but gristle and bone. I remember the aftermath of 9/11, when I was 

angry, grief-stricken, and deeply worried about my country’s and my children’s 

future, notably the 18 year old son I had in the National Guard. I will always 

remember what one of our great old members, C.L. Vaughn, a decorated World 

War II veteran, told me: “We’ve gotten through tough times before, Dave. We’ll 

get through this one, too.” Coming from a WWII vet, I found that deeply 
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consoling. But it later hit me that C.L. wasn’t just speaking as a veteran, but also 

as a Christian. His was the voice of profound experience. Do we or do we not 

realize that we’re not the ones in charge? When we say, “The Lord is my 

shepherd, I shall not want,” do we really believe that about God? That the Lord is 

guiding our lives and is watching over us and is closer to us than our own skin, 

and therefore we lack nothing essential? Or do we feel perpetually deprived of 

many things, almost indigent? But the Psalmist says that for God’s sake there 

must be green pastures where we can lie down, still waters to which we can be 

led, for it is in God’s nature to care for God’s own lambs. This is not to deny the 

trials of life. The “valley of the shadow of death” is a route we all have to travel. 

But we are also called to “fear no evil,” for the Lord is with us. We are not alone. 

We are not abandoned. We are not forsaken. And we are not in charge. We may 

start as sheep; but we are intended to end as anointed ones who dwell with God 

forever. 

Marshall McLuhan, the great intellectual who predicted the World Wide 

Web thirty years before its inception, was a practicing Christian. He said that 

everyone he ever knew who had lost his faith had, first of all, ceased to pray. If 

we are constant in prayer, our faith may be bewildered, but it will never be lost, 

for prayer arises from the conviction that there is One who is listening, and who 

very much wants to hear what is on our hearts. May our very lives be prayers. 

May the good Lord be our own Good Shepherd. May we trust him, and follow 

him, and have faith in him. May we be the best sheep we know how to be until he 

anointeth our heads with oil and our cups runneth over and we know that 

goodness and mercy shall follow us all the days of our lives and we will dwell in 

the house of the Lord forever.       Amen. 
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