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Listen for God speaking to you through Psalm 23, probably the best loved of all the psalms: 

 

Psalm 23 

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want; 

he makes me lie down in green pastures. 

He leads me beside still waters; 

he restores my soul. 

He leads me in paths of righteousness 

for his name's sake. 

 

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of  death, I 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 my enemies; thou anointest my head 

with oil, 

my cup overflows. 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; 

and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord for ever. 

 

This psalm is probably the most loved because it is so unabashedly positive.  Every image in it is 

a positive one.  And the central idea is the restoration of our souls.  Soul restoration constitutes 

our greatest need, our most basic desire, even beyond physical protection, even beyond the 

necessities of physical life--food and drink.   

 

This psalm moves from talking to God in the present tense to the future tense.  It moves from 

the third person, speaking of him, to addressing him in the second person, back to speaking of 

him in the third person again.  So there is a great deal of movement here.  The Lord is my 

shepherd; I shall not want.  He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still 

waters."  All of this is the herding metaphor, describing what the shepherd does for the sheep, 

the flock for which he is responsible. 

 

But then it moves to the powerful statement: "he restores my soul" and moves from the herding 

metaphor to the human metaphor.  The wonder of it! That in addition to leading me to green 

pastures and still waters, God also can restore my soul.  Besides providing externally for my 

needs, God can restore within my human body my soul.   

 

The tense also moves back and forth from present to future.  There is an immediacy here.  

There is no mention of the past.  He prepares a table before me now in the presence of my 



enemies.  Enemies can represent our inner adversaries as well as outer, including fear, anger, 

frustration, defeat, loss, sorrow.   In the presence of all those enemies in our lives, God still 

prepares a table. 

 

And he anoints our head with oil.  We are the anointed ones, each of us is the chosen one.  

Anointing with oil signified a special event in the life of the Hebrew people, either having been 

chosen as king or as prophet or as priest.  It meant an individual was singled out from the rest, 

chosen for a very special office, a very special purpose, and the sign and seal of God's having 

chosen him was that his head was anointed with oil.  In this psalm, our psalm, God is acting to 

restore our soul and he anoints our head with oil.  He wants to impress upon us that it is our 

individual soul that he is concerned about, it is our particular head that he wants to anoint in a 

special way so  we know that we are his chosen one. 

 

Listen again to all the positive, nurturing, care-taking images this shepherd-God employs: 

-he is the shepherd care-taker 

-he leads 

-green pastures where we are invited to lie down 

-still waters 

-paths of righteousness 

-comfort from the rod and staff 

-the table prepared just for me 

-my head anointed with oil 

-my cup overflowing 

-goodness and mercy following me 

-dwelling in the house of the Lord 

 

Three significant activities are portrayed in this poem.  In the first stanza the pivotal point is the 

restoration of my soul, the re-creating, the healing.  To restore is to heal, to bring to the original 

state. 

 

In the second there is the elimination of the fear of evil, even in the presence of death.  Not a 

denial of the reality of death but the elimination of the fear of evil in our future. 

 

In the third stanza there is the image of the presence of God, not only with us, but preparing a 

banquet for us, at the same time that we are aware of the presence of our greatest enemies, 

whatever elements of our lives try to pull us away from our relationship with God. 

 

Strong indeed are the images of the restoration of the soul, the eradication of the fear of evil, and 

the banquet table  with the anointing to prove God's presence with us throughout our lives.  

They speak to the most elemental concerns of our heart.  We want to experience our souls, our 

inner life restored, healed, made whole again.  We want fear of evil, fear of judgment, fear of 

condemnation, fear of being cast away from God to be erased.  And, we want a very real and 

certain sense of the presence of God in the center of our lives, especially in the midst of all the 

negative elements of life that the word 'enemies' implies. 

 



Clergyman John Claypool speaks frequently of the goodness and mercy of the Lord. He looks 

back on his life and recounts all the ways God's goodness and mercy have been following him 

and influencing his life.  His image is that of goodness and mercy actively pursuing, actually 

chasing him, trying to catch him and bestow blessings upon him. 

 

I invite you to eat a piece of cake, delicious cake, as representative of the dessert that 

accompanies a fine feast, and meditate on the psalmist's conviction and guarantee to us that God 

is in the process of restoring our souls. God wants us to be as aware of the spiritual banquet table 

that he prepares for us as we are of this cake that we are enjoying.   

 

   

   

 


