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There is Peace in the Midst 

John 10:1-10 and Psalm 23 

 

 What brings you worship this morning?  Many of 

us are craving connection –with God and with each other 

– many of us are searching for peace and comfort in these 

challenging days. When it feels like God is silent as evil 

rages around the world, we need to know that God is 

walking with us in the challenges we are facing.  

(PAUSE) 

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want, the 

psalmist tells us.  He makes me to lie down in green 

pastures; he leads me beside still waters, he restores my 

soul.  Even when things are on a pretty even keel, this 

doesn’t describe our lives very much does it?  Even in 

what we would call the good or normal times, our lives 

seem to be anything but restful and serene.  

Often our lives sound more like this:  

The clock is my dictator, I shall not rest. 

It makes me lie down only when exhausted 

It leads me to deep depression. It hounds my soul. 
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It leads me in circles of frenzy for activity’s sake 

Even though I run frantically from task to task, 

I will never get it all done, for my ideal is with me 

Deadlines and my need for approval – they drive me 

They demand performance from me beyond the limits of 

my schedule. 

They anoint my head with migraines, my in-basket 

overflows. 

Surely fatigue and time pressure shall follow me all the 

days of my life 

And I will dwell in the bonds of frustration forever.i 

Does this sound familiar to you?  If you’re like me, 

you may wonder, “How does my life keep getting so far 

out of balance?  Instead of following the shepherd, some 

of us fall temptation to following the status quo, 

struggling to see the new and unusual ways that God may 

be at work in the world.  Despite our best efforts, others 

of us get caught up in a desire for wealth and status, and 

we drive ourselves continuously so that we can keep up 

with Jones, even though it seems we always stay one step 

behind.  Some of us are driven by a need for approval.  
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We work long hours to please those who will give us the 

affirmation we crave, blind to the fact that this is a short-

term fix.  Others drive hard knowing that constant 

activity keeps away the private demons that pursue us 

and haunt us when we are quiet or still. Most of us realize 

that we are looking for answers in all the wrong places. 

We long for the peace and tranquility that this psalm 

offers, but how do we achieve this? A closer look at the 

psalm itself will provide us with surprising insights. 

In the ancient world, people referred to their kings 

as shepherds.  As king, God did what a good 

shepherd/king was supposed to do, provide the basics of 

food, water and security for the people.  In turn, when the 

people declared, “The Lord is my shepherd,” they were 

declaring their loyalty to God and their intention to live 

under God’s reign.  The psalmist knew not to trust in 

wealth, approval, or even self to meet his needs; he knew 

that he must depend solely on God.  

It is difficult to depend solely on God when things 

are on an even keel and we can manage pretty well on 

our own.  And our society certainly encourages, even 
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expects us to be self-sufficient.  But as you know all too 

well, it is only a matter of time before we find ourselves 

in a situation where we have no choice but to depend on 

God and God’s people.  We get laid off from work and 

our employment benefits run out.  We live in constant 

pain from an injury or illness.  We are exhausted from 

providing round-the-clock care for a parent, or a spouse 

or a child.  We are grieving the loss of a loved one or 

dealing with the anger and pain of a broken relationship. 

If this weren’t enough – huge issues in our world keep 

compounding. In those cases, the basics of food, water 

and shelter sometimes feel like more than we can manage 

Although we may not always feel God’s presence, we 

want to trust and believe that it is God’s provision 

sustaining us, and that it is God’s grace that will 

ultimately restore our souls.   

We know this was true for David, the likely author 

of this psalm; and I can hear him praying it several points 

along his own life’s journey – in the everyday times and 

in his times of deep distress.  I suspect this psalm, along 

with many others, were staples of Jesus’ meditation and 
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prayer time as well.  I picture him reciting these verse 

with the disciples on a quiet hillside when they took a 

retreat from the busyness of daily ministry, but I also 

wonder, when he moved into Jerusalem, through a valley 

too dark for us imagine, if he wasn’t reciting “God is my 

shepherd, I have everything I need.  He makes me lie 

down in green pastures, he leads me beside the still 

waters, he restores my soul.”  (PAUSE) 

We have often heard the phrase, “Sheep are 

dumb.”  But they’re not.  In the Ancient Near east, sheep 

were known to have the admirable characteristics of 

persistence, submission, and intelligence.  Folks who 

work with animals today remind us that while cattle 

farmers move their herds from the back with horses and 

prods and whips; shepherds lead their sheep from the 

front. The sheep follow the shepherd of their own accord.  

Following willingly instead of being driven and prodded 

from behind doesn’t sound so dumb to me. 

Perhaps sheep follow the shepherd willingly 

because they know their shepherd.  In a National 

Geographic article several years ago, the writer tells 
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about the Rabari people in India who are sheep herders. 

Each shepherd has different calls for his sheep, variations 

on a theme.  There are morning calls to move out, a call 

to bring the sheep to water, and so on.  At night, the 

shepherds and flocks gather together in one place, and 

the shepherds take turns sharing night watch duty.  In the 

morning, when it is time for the flocks to return to their 

own pastures, each shepherd issues his unique call. Each 

shepherd knows his own sheep and vice versa, and when 

they hear the call, each shepherd’s particular flock will 

disentangle itself from the larger flock and move out 

behind him.  What makes this amazing is that often five 

thousand sheep are gathered together in a single, large, 

nighttime flock.  Although many voices may be calling, 

the sheep will follow only their shepherd.   

In John 10, Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd.  

The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  The 

hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the 

sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and 

runs away – and the wolf snatches them and scatters 

them.  The hired hand runs away because a hired hand 
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does not care for the sheep. I am the good shepherd.  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.” Just like with the Rabari shepherds 

and their sheep, Jesus is describing an intimate 

relationship in which each partner knows the other 

deeply.   

Psalm 23 echoes this intimate relationship.  When 

the psalmist writes “He leads me beside the still waters, it 

is the same word used in Isaiah 40:11 where we read: 

God will feed his flock like shepherd; he will gather the 

lambs in his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and 

gently lead the mother sheep.  It is also the same word we 

find in Exodus 15:13 where the people are celebrating the 

Exodus – liberation from one of the most difficult times 

in their collective memory.  The writer penned, “In your 

steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed; 

you guided them by your strength to your holy abode.”  

What the psalmist experienced, what the people of Israel 

experienced in a time of intense personal and societal 

upheaval, and what God wants us to experience today – 
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green pastures, still waters, and restoration, is consistent 

with God’s character and God’s deeds throughout time 

and history. 

Proponents of the prosperity gospel would tell us 

that if we have enough faith to claim health and wealth, 

God is standing by to bless us beyond measure and to 

remove every problem from our path.  We don’t have to 

look any further than psalm 23 to be reminded that this is 

not how God routinely works in the world.  In verse four, 

the very middle of the psalm – and it’s theological heart, 

we are reminded that God meets our needs in the midst 

of our difficulties. Even though I walk through the valley 

of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are 

with me.  Notice that we do not walk the valley of death 

– this verse is for the living – we walk under its shadow -  

danger and dread are present and real as the darkest 

shadows cast their cold and frightening pallor across our 

paths.  In this image the shepherd is pitted against the 

powers of evil. At the very center of the psalm we read, 

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 

death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod 
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and your staff they comfort me.  In the midst of our 

darkest times, we are reminded that God is with us, 

comforting us and leading us through.  

This theme continues in the next verse where we 

are reminded that God prepares a banquet table for us, 

not after the struggle is over, but in the very midst or 

presence of our enemies.   

In the final verse of the psalm we most often read  

“Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days 

of my life.”  Some scholars suggest that the word 

“follow” is  better translated  “pursue.”  Then the text 

reads, “Surely goodness and mercy will pursue me all the 

days of my life.”  Like in the story of the lost sheep in 

Luke 15, the idea is that God is in active pursuit of us.  

Our shepherd/king is committed not only to providing us 

with food, water and shelter, but for actively seeking 

after us when we are lost and cannot find our way. 

I will be the first to admit that hearing the voice of 

our shepherd is not easy.  Sometimes, like sheep, we get 

distracted and wander away without intending to.  Other 

times we make the conscious decision to go places where 
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the voice of the shepherd becomes increasingly harder to 

hear.  Still other times, the circumstances of our lives 

become so overwhelming that we desperately need to be 

reminded that the shepherd is there, protecting us and 

meeting our most fundamental needs.   

This morning, I am going to invite you into a quiet, 

centering exercise, designed to help us slow down and 

reconnect with our Good Shepherd.  I invite you to get 

comfortable, close your eyes and listen not only to my 

voice, but to the words that God may be speaking to your 

heart and mind. 

 Picture a restorative place for you – the beach or a 

favorite mountain or lakeside retreat.  Imagine yourself 

stretched out in this beautiful place, enjoying the beauty 

around you, perfectly at peace.  (PAUSE) “The Lord is 

my shepherd, I have everything I need.  He makes me lie 

down in green pastures; he leads me beside the still 

waters, he restores my soul.”   For sheep, good grazing 

land and fresh water are pressing needs that the good 

shepherd meets.  What are your most basic needs you 

would like the Good Shepherd to meet for you this 
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morning?  I invite you to trust your most basic cares to 

Jesus our good shepherd this morning – to place them in 

his capable hands.  Allow peace and a sense of well-

being to restore your soul as you intentionally inhale the 

sweet scent of the fresh water and exhale the weight of 

your concerns. There is no need to continue to wander 

when our fundamental needs are met.  The Lord is my 

Shepherd. 

 There are times when we all get distracted, when 

another voice pulls us away.  What are the voices that 

compete with the voice of the Good Shepherd in your 

life?  Is it the relentless demands of your job or family, 

the needs of sick loved one, the voice of advertisers 

trying to convince you that it is the latest product that 

will bring you the happiness and peace that you need?  

Perhaps it is your own voice telling you to get busy – that 

time is wasting, or that you are not worthy of the love 

and care of the shepherd.  Is it the constant voice on the 

television, reporting  more bad news that keeps you 

distracted? Take a moment to identify the voices that 

make it hard to hear the voice of the shepherd. 
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 Or perhaps you’ve made a conscious decision to 

leave the fold – for whatever reason.  I invite you this 

morning to picture Jesus leaving the rest of the flock to 

come and search for you, gently picking you up, and 

bringing you safely back to the fold.  The Lord is my 

Shepherd. 

 Perhaps you are going through an extremely 

difficult time in your life right now, when you might be 

struggling to hear God’s voice and sense God’s presence.  

The psalm reminds us, “Even though I walk through the 

darkest valleys, I fear no evil for you are with me.  Your 

rod and your staff they comfort me.”  Picture God 

walking right beside you as you navigate this dark valley.   

 Indeed – Jesus is a trustworthy shepherd, one who 

was willing to lay down his life for each of us.  He is one 

that we can choose to follow with confidence, knowing 

he has our best interests at heart. He is always present 

and working, even as evil rages. The Lord is our 

Shepherd.  For this, we join together, saying Thanks be to 

God. 

i “Psalm 23, Antithesis,” by Marcia K. Hornok.  Used by permission. 

                                                 


