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“The Lord is my Shepherd” – A In-depth Study of Psalm 23 

Teacher:  Nick Watts  *  Verse 4 
Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references are from the English Standard Version.  

 

 

 

In This Session, We Will Learn:  

1. That “paths of righteousness” (vs 3) may very well                                    

lead us through “deep shadows.” 

2. That the presence & power of the Shepherd               

trumps our fear – always. 

3. That the Shepherd of Psalm 23 is neither                         

“safe” nor “tame”.  But He is good. 

 

 

Introduction 

• For a brief introduction to the Psalms, Psalm 23,                                           

Christ’s presence in the Psalms, and of Christian author/shepherd, W. Phillip Keller, 

please see “Session One.” 

 

 

Psalm 23:4 
• “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, they comfort me.” 
 

1. “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…” 

A. “shadow of death”   

I. Peter Craigie; Word Biblical Commentary, Psalms 1-50 – The meaning of this phrase 

(used only 18 times in all the Old Testament, always in poetic passages) poses some 

difficulty.  The Hebrew word used may properly be understood as a compound 

noun, with the literal sense: “very deep shadow.” 

II. In addition to its literal “darkness,” the phrase connotes terror, deep gloom, deep 

distress, and extreme danger. 

B. Earthy Observations 

I. Lawson – The shepherd would lead his flock from one grazing place to another, a 

move which would often involve passing through a narrow valley between high 

jagged hills, often filled with potential dangers. To make matters even more 

dangerous, because the sun was obstructed by the steep cliffs, the environment was 

shrouded in darkness.  Bottom line: apart from the presence of the shepherd, this 

environment was a place of certain death for a sheep. 
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II. Keller – A couple of transitions takes place in verse 4. (1) The “sheep” turns to 

address the Shepherd directly.  The personal pronouns, I and You, enter the 

conversation, making this verse a most intimate discourse of deep affection. (2) The 

flock is on the move.  As the heat of summer approaches, the shepherd leads his 

flock to the high mountain meadows.  This often entails long “drives.”  The sheep 

move along slowly, feeding as they go, gradually working their way up the deep, 

shadowed mountain ravines.  By late summer they are well up on the remote alpine 

meadows, above the timberline.  Then, when autumn approaches, and the early 

snow begins falling, the sheep must be led back down the mountain through those 

same deep, shadowed ravines. 

III. Keller – During this time, the flock is entirely alone with the shepherd.  They are in 

intimate contact with him and under his most personal attention day and night.  

That is why this verse is in such intimate first-person language. 

IV. Keller – On a physical level, these treks are perilous.  Consider the number of 

dangers:  rushing rivers, ragged cliffs, flash floods, avalanches, rock-slides, poisonous 

plants, wild animals and poachers. 

A. Biblical implications based on earthly observations 

I. Significant is the placement of this statement by David.  In vs 3, he cites the 

leadership of the Shepherd “in paths of righteousness.”  Then, in vs 4, he implies 

that those very “paths of righteousness” can lead us right through “deep shadows.” 

II. Keller – Often, we believers forget how we arrive at the “high country” i.e. 

“mountain top experiences”.  It’s as though we imagine we could be “air-lifted” onto 

higher ground.  But, on the rough trail of the Christian life this is not so.  As with 

ordinary sheep herding, so it is with God’s people: one only gains higher ground by 

climbing up through the deep, dark, dangerous valleys. 

a. Mark 6:45-50 – [Jesus] made his disciples get into the boat and go before 

him to the other side [of the lake],…. [Later that night, Jesus] saw that 

[the disciples] were making headway painfully, for the wind was against 

them. (John described the scene in more detail: “the sea was getting rough 

and rising high because of a great and violent wind that was blowing. 6:18; 

Amp)  [Just before dawn, Jesus] came to them, walking on the sea….When 

they saw him walking on the sea they thought it was a ghost, and cried 

out, for they all saw him and were terrified. But immediately he spoke to 

them and said, “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” 

1. Following Jesus can, at times, be exhausting.  (a great and violent 

wind – that Jesus would, moments later, cause to cease – was 

blowing against the disciples.) 

2. Following Jesus can, at times, be downright scary.  (the disciples, 

seasoned fishermen, were “terrified.”) 
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3. But, this – as with us in today’s “storms of life” – was allowed so that 

the disciples might learn from experience that the Shepherd is 

always present, and inconceivably powerful.  “Take heart,” Jesus 

said, “It is I.  Do not be afraid.” 

4. Psalm 23 reminds us that the “deep shadow” we go through may 

very well be where Christ, Himself, has led us (just as He led His 

disciples into the raging Sea of Galilee.) 

III. Spurgeon – Someone has said that when there is a shadow there must be light 

somewhere [to cast that shadow], and so there is.   

a. Psalm 119:105 - Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. 

(Message) 
 
By your words I can see where I’m going; they throw a beam 

of light on my dark path. 

b. Jesus said, “I am the Light of the world. He who follows Me will not be 

walking in the dark, but will have the Light which is Life. 

IV. Spurgeon - Death stands by the side of the highway in which we have to travel, and 

the Light of Christ, shining upon death, casts a shadow across our path.  No one is 

afraid of a shadow.   

V. And, for the believer, the “shadow” we see is the shadow of the Cross of Christ, 

reminding us that not even death, itself, can touch us!  For 20 centuries ago, Christ, 

once and for all, conquered death. 

a. “Death is swallowed up in victory.” “O death, where is your victory? O 

death, where is your sting?”…. thanks be to God, who gives us the victory 

through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

5. “…I will fear no evil,” 

A. What allows us to “fear no evil?”  An acute awareness of the presence and power of the 

Shepherd.  He is whispering to us, “Trust Me.  I’ve got this.” 

B. Psalm 34:19 (amp) Many evils confront the [consistently] righteous, but the Lord delivers 

him out of them all. 

C. When we are following the Shepherd’s voice (Jesus said, “My sheep hear my voice, and I 

know them, and they follow me.” John 10:27), there is absolutely no need to be afraid.  And 

when you do become afraid, know that that spirit of fear is not from God, but from the liar, 

the deceiver, Satan. 

I. 2 Timothy 1:7 – for God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-

control. 

II. We know from Job, chapters 1 and 2 that Satan, himself, is under the complete 

control of Almighty God.  In the gospels, we know that demons cowered in fear, 

begging for their lives, in the presence of Jesus Christ.  We know from James that 

demons tremble at the thought of God: 
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a. James 2:19 (Amp) You believe that God is one; you do well. So do the 

demons believe and shudder [in terror and horror such as make a man’s 

hair stand on end and contract the surface of his skin]! 

III. The night before Jesus was crucified, He encouraged His disciples, “I have told you 

these things, so that in Me you may have [perfect] peace and confidence. In the 

world you have tribulation and trials and distress and frustration; but be of good 

cheer [take courage; be confident, certain, undaunted]! For I have overcome the 

world. [I have deprived it of power to harm you and have conquered it for you.]  

(John 16:33; Amp) 

 

6. “…for you are with me; “ 

A. See:  Session 2, page 2, “Biblical Implications” under “Freedom from Fear.” 

 

7. “your rod and your staff, they comfort me”/Conclusion 

A. Craigie – The Palestinian shepherd normally carried two implements – a rod (club) to 

protect the flock and fend off wild animals, and a staff (shepherd’s crook) to guide and 

control the sheep. 

B. Our Shepherd is “armed” with everything necessary to, both, protect us, and guide us. 

C. As a parent, I’ve always said, “You mess with my children – you’re messing with me.”  God is 

infinitely more protective, and more terrifying powerful than any earthly father. 

D. C.S. Lewis; The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe – [Mr. Beaver said to Susan], “Aslan is a 

lion- the Lion, the great Lion." "Ooh" said Susan. "I'd thought he was a man. Is he-quite 

safe? I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion"  “That you will, dearie, and make no 

mistake,” said Mrs. Beaver, “if there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their 

knees knocking they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”  “Then he isn’t safe,” said 

Lucy.  "Safe?" said Mr. Beaver ..."Who said anything about safe? 'Course he isn't safe. But 

he's good. He's the King, I tell you.” 

E. Nahum 1:6 - Who can stand before His indignation? And who can stand up and endure the 

fierceness of His anger? His wrath is poured out like fire, and the rocks are broken asunder 

by Him. 

F. Lewis; The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe – At the end of this story, the faun tells Lucy, 

“He's wild, you know. Not like a tame lion." 

G. Where our enemies are concerned (both, internally & externally), our Shepherd is neither 

safe nor tame.  And this brings us comfort. 

 

The LION is our SHEPHERD. 
And that makes all the difference. 


