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The first day I set out to write this essay, my computer crashed. Early on a Saturday morning, I entered our study area to discover a loud whine coming from the power supply on my computer. Being familiar with computers, my initial thought was the ball bearings in the fan were going bad. The air in Portland is dry and the dust swarms. “The grease probably dried up,” I thought. “The computer should still operate. I’ll just have to endure the noise.” The ear piercing ring, however, sounded like an alarm which made focusing impossible. And so, I had decided to shut down the machine, blow the dust off with a can of air, and restart with the hopes of near silence. On startup, the computer froze. Hoping it was a glitch, I restarted a few more times only to see the windows logo stuck on my screen. Fearful and disheartened, I rushed to my wife’s laptop to quickly do a bit of research. It seemed obvious the power supply went bad. So, I drove 20 plus miles to Fry’s electronics for a new power supply. 


My wife and I were living on a tight budget that month and we didn’t have extra money available for this expense. My wife, however, kindly told me to get whatever I needed. Much to my relief, they had a 430 watt Thermaltake power supply on sale. I quickly returned and replaced the power supply before the noon hour hit. With my finger on the switch, my hands were a little shakey. “Would this be the end of my nightmarish morning?” 

The computer started and I was hopeful of achieving my goals, but as I looked at my screen my stomach sank into the floor. It could not find the hard drive. After rebooting the computer a few times with different bios settings, I came to the conclusion the hard drive had failed. At this I paused contemplating the thrust of this. Days of research, years of writing, financial info, bookmarks, emails, websites, photos, and so much more were stored on that hard drive. A second hard drive sat below it with a backup of all my files from six months ago, but I never imagined this would happen. I have never seen it happen. “Why today? Why now? On the day set aside to write my paper, on the day my paper is due, why does this happen?” I asked. 

Over a year prior, God had called me to seminary. He sent me west and made all the provisions for my wife and I to move from Knoxville, Tennessee to Portland, Oregon. During a difficult economic time, we arrived without any jobs and little money. Within a month, God had given us both ministry related jobs working in Christian education. We had just enough money to meet all our needs including the expense of taking one class. God had shown Himself to be our Provider and Sustainer even through a difficult transition.

That Saturday afternoon, however, the enemy crouched around us. The efforts made were held captive on a corrupted disk and the hope of a successful semester looked dim. The end of the semester was near. In two weeks, I had to complete 6 hours of video, an exam, and a 12-page paper while working fulltime and caring for my family. The computer had to be fixed. There was no other option. The work could not be completed unless the computer was back online. So, I went back to the electronics store once again to purchase a new hard drive and spent every last minute of the weekend consumed with a fresh install of Windows. 

Sunday evening, the installation of Windows and all the programs and drivers, was complete. I then began downloading and running different recovery applications on the damaged hard drive to restore the lost information. Time and time again, the result was the same. The data could not be retrieved due to some error. After a long day, I sank into bed and sighed. Though the computer was again working, so much was lost. Laying there in disappointment, I did the only thing I could. I prayed in tears, “Please Lord, let me at least retrieve the essential data.”


 The next day, I had one last idea for recovering the lost files. MAC computers use a different system to read the data. Even though Windows could not read the drive due to damaged sectors, a MAC might since it would not need the damaged areas for system operations. At work, we had a MAC laptop used for testing purposes and so I connected the hard drive. When the icon appeared, I smiled. When I saw the files I needed, I shook. When the files transferred and opened, I shouted with appreciation and excitement. ‘Victory’, I exclaimed in an email to my wife.


I then asked the course administrator for an extension on the paper and he said the deadline was just a suggestion. All the coursework was due by the end date. Again, I had victory as I had time to finish. This was also enhanced by having a day of mindless activity at work. While burning over 30 DVD’s of material, I was able to watch the last 6 hours of the course providing a return on the lost time. What seemed like defeat just days before, had become a grand victory in which God had demonstrated His Lordship over my life. So it is, I share in David’s Psalm that begins, “The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want.” (New International Version, Psalm 23:1)

The 23rd Psalm provides a faithful expression of God’s loving care over His people even amidst surrounding enemies that wish to devour them. In this Psalm, David shows God as a provider, protector, and the source of assurance. The Psalm begins with King David referring to the LORD as his Shepherd characterizing the relationship between David and His God. It continues by describing David’s current situation followed by a confidence in the Lord’s protection. David then sings of God’s royal appointment. He concludes with a strong statement of faith in the guarantee of God’s eternal love.

David sings, “The LORD is my shepherd.” The shepherd’s role involves watching, caring, and protecting the sheep. The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia states: 
The chief care of the shepherd is to see that the sheep find plenty to eat and drink. The flocks are not fed in pens or folds, but, summer and winter, must depend upon foraging for their sustenance. In the winter of 1910-11 an unprecedented storm ravaged Northern Syria. It was accompanied by a snowfall of more than 3 ft., which covered the ground for weeks. During that time, hundreds of thousands of sheep and goats perished, not so much from the cold as from the fact that they could get no food. Goats hunt out the best feeding-grounds, but sheep are more helpless and have to be led to their food; nor do they possess the instinct of many other animals for finding their way home. (Orr).

Immediately after recognizing the LORD as his shepherd, David says, “I shall not be in want.” At first, it may appear in our modern North American context that David is saying he will not have any want of any kind. However, the Hebrew word for “want” used here is transliterated “Chacer” which the Theological Word Book of the Old Testament defines as “to lack, be without, decrease, be lacking, have a need.” (Brown). From this, the text might be interpreted as saying, “I shall have all my needs met.” 


The phrase stands upon the premise that the LORD is his shepherd. David shall not have an unmet need because David is confident the LORD, as his Shepherd, will care for his every need. The statement characterizes the relationship between God and David. David refers to God as “my shepherd.” This demonstrates David’s knowledge of the LORD and gives an indication of the nature of the relationship. David sees the LORD as His shepherd. As such, the expression is a declaration of David’s faith in the person of God while also proclaiming praise to God’s person. David praises God in that David recognizes God’s power and faithfulness. David has confidence that God has the ability to provide for him in all circumstances and also has confidence that God will provide based upon God’s loving-kindness. David is so sure of God’s loving-kindness that He declares boldly, “The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want.” The statement is concise, clear, and articulate. David has no doubt God will provide for he belongs to God. 


David’s full confidence and faith expressed in the statement is further realized by his own experience. The shepherd imagery would have had special significance to David being that he served as a shepherd over his father’s sheep. David’s investment in the sheep varied greatly from that of a hired hand. A hired hand works only for his pay and is not willing to place his own life at risk. David, however, was the youngest son watching over his family’s livelihood. The sheep served to sustain, not only David, but his entire family. This truth is characterized in the story told by David to Saul before going to fight the Philistine Goliath. David said, “Your servant has been keeping his father's sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth. When it turned on me, I seized it by its hair, struck it and killed it.” (1 Samuel 17:34-35). In this, David demonstrates his loyalty to the protection of the sheep. David risked his life to save one sheep. His investment in the sheep was personal. As such, David also sees the LORD in the same light. God’s investment is personal based upon His loving-kindness. 

David continues with the shepherd metaphor describing how the Lord tends to him. David says, “He makes me lie down in green pastures.” The Hebrew word for “lie down” used here is transliterated “rabats” which differs from the more commonly used Hebrew word “shakab”. The word “rabats” is translated in other verses as crouching, sitting, setting, or resting. The word “shakab”is translate in other verses as sleeping, reclining, or laying low. (Brown). As such, the idea in Psalm 23:2 is not that the sheep are laying down or sleeping, but rather they are in a state of rest or peace. He is resting in green pastures where food is abundant. As such, he does not have to labor to have his needs met. David is at peace as the LORD has caused him to be at peace. David said, “He makes me…”, recognizing the LORD as the cause of his peace. The LORD has made David to be at rest. David then says, “he leads me beside quiet waters.” The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia states: 
Flocks should be watered at least once a day. Where there are springs or streams this is an easy matter. Frequently the nearest water is hours away. One needs to travel in the dry places in Syria or Palestine, and then enter the watered valleys like those in Edom where the flocks are constantly being led for water, to appreciate the Psalmist's words, “He leadth me beside still waters.” (Orr ). 
David then concludes, “he restores my soul.” This statement reveals the nature of imagery. In all this, David is speaking of what the Lord provides with regards to his soul. The Lord provides all that David needs so that his soul may be continually restored in full satisfaction and fulfillment. This final statement frames the first declaration. David shall not be in want for the Lord restores, or brings back, David’s soul. This concept of restoration is further amplified in the next statement.

“He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.” (Psalms 23:3). The imagery depicts David following after the LORD. Previously in this passage, David declared, “he makes me,” with the implication that God is causing him to be a rest. David had no reason to labor as the pastures were green. In this statement, however, we see that God is leading but this also depends on David following. God is leading David down a specific path of righteousness which means anything outside that path is not of righteousness and not of God. David could fall away or stray from the path as God is not forcing David to remain on the path. However, since David has already proclaimed his faith in God, straying from the path would most likely be accidental on David’s part due to weakness or the cause of a predator seeking to devour the sheep. The nature of sheep is to follow. “The flocking and following instinct of sheep is so strong that it caused the death of 400 sheep in 2006 in eastern Turkey. The sheep plunged to their death after one of the sheep tried to cross a 15-meter deep ravine, and the rest of the flock followed.” Additionally, “sheep have poor depth perception (three dimensional vision), especially if they are moving with their heads up. This is why they will often stop to examine something more closely. Sheep have difficulty picking out small details, such as an open space created by a partially opened gate. They tend to avoid shadows and sharp contrasts between light and dark. They are reluctant to go where they can't see.” (Schoenian). Furthermore, “sheep will run from what frightens them.” (Cobb). Though David’s nature may be to follow His LORD, something could allure or drive David from the path. 

Even still, if David should fall away, God would surely go after him. According to David, God is guiding “for his name’s sake.” (Psalms 23:3). The sheep remain under the care of the shepherd. If anything should happen to the sheep, the name of the shepherd will be tarnished for it was his role and responsibility to ensure the sheep’s safety. The name of the shepherd is significant, not merely for the shepherd, but even for the sheep. The sheep follow the shepherd and are a part of his flock. As such, they bear his name. If the shepherd’s name is blemished, then the sheep who also bear his name endure this disgrace. As such, God guides His people in righteousness for the sake of His name. God is righteous and so His name should reflect His person and character. If God is to be magnified among the nations, so shall His name. And this is to the delight of His people who bear His name that they might be known as the people of God.

The Psalm continues, “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.” (Psalms 23:4). This verse describes David’s present situation in the world while also declaring God’s almighty arm of protection. The imagery here depicts death overshadowing David’s life. Valley’s are surrounded by mountains that will cast a shadow over the valley as the sun rises or sets. From the floor of a valley, the surrounding mountains are always seen as their peaks rise into the sky. As such, as David is walking through this valley, he is constantly aware of death that threatens to take his life. Despite this constant view of death, David declares, “I shall fear no evil for you are with me.” In this, David acknowledges the sovereignty of God over his life. Though evil may lurk all around seeking to devour David unto death, he does not fear it. He is comforted by God, his shepherd, who is with him. David recognizes this comfort through the imagery of the shepherd’s rod and staff. 


Mostly likely, in saying “your rod and your staff”, David is not speaking of two separate objects as there is no other mention of a shepherd carrying a rod and staff within Scripture. Additionally, the psalm should be interpreted or understood within the genre of poetry. As such, it is more likely that David is using two different words to describe one object so as to give a better portrait of how that one object is used. 


A rod, we find in Scripture, is associated with either discipline or measurement. Psalms 89:32 says, “I will punish their sin with the rod.” Proverbs 22:15 says, “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline will drive it far from him.” David would have taken comfort in the rod of discipline for such would have kept David from folly. If David had strayed from the path of righteousness, the LORD would use the rod of discipline to ensure David stayed on the path as “stern discipline awaits him who leaves the path.” (Proverbs 15:10). Additionally, David would have been comforted by such discipline because “whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, but he who hates correction is stupid.” (Proverbs 12:1). At the same time, the rod was used in numbering. Leviticus 27:32 says, “The entire tithe of the herd and flock–every tenth animal that passes under the shepherd's rod–will be holy to the Lord.” In this passage, the rod is used for numbering the sheep at the end of the day. David would have found comfort in this knowing that He was counted among God’s people. 

A staff, we find in Scripture, is associated with support. The staff aided the shepherd in defending the sheep against enemies, while also providing a prop for leaning upon during periods of rest. In Genesis 49:10, the staff is portrayed as a symbol of rule or authority. The verse says, “The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler's staff from between his feet, until he comes to whom it belongs and the obedience of the nations is his.” In Psalms 2:9, David says, “You will rule them with an iron scepter; you will dash them to pieces like pottery.” As such, David would have found comfort in the LORD’s staff as it would been used as a symbol of God’s reign. Psalms 45:6 says, “Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever; a scepter of justice will be the scepter of your kingdom.” David’s enemies would have been judged by the LORD’s staff. This truth is further amplified in the use of the shepherd’s staff by Moses to judge and direct the people of Israel. Moses, being a shepherd before meeting the LORD at the burning bush, carried a staff. The LORD instructed Moses to use the staff when performing miracles. During the ten plagues struck upon the Egyptians, Moses used his staff in some way to initiate each miracle. When the Israelites crossed the Red Sea, Moses raised his staff. Moses also used his staff to strike a rock and bring forth water. As such, the staff symbolized God’s authority by which He leads His people and judges the nations. By God’s authority, David is comforted and fears no evil. He knows that no harm will come to him even though he walks under the darkness of death.

David then says, “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.” Up to this point, the shepherd metaphor has been used. At this point, however, there seems to be a transition as shepherds do not prepare a table for their sheep. In this imagery, God is displayed as preparing a table. At first, the tendency might be to interpret this as God serving David. However, David qualifies this as preparing a table in the presence of his enemies. To prepare a table in the presence of David’s enemies is a bold statement declaring the sovereignty of God. The enemy is seeking a perfect opportunity to attack and devour. An opportune time for such an attack would be during a meal when a person is sitting down with hands full of food. As such, preparing a table in the presence of David’s enemies demonstrates the governance and providence God has over David’s life. The enemies have no power over David even to attack him during a moment of vulnerability. 


Additionally, preparing a table for David also demonstrates God’s approval of him. God did not invite David to join a table already made. God also did not give David scraps fallen from the table. Rather, God prepared a table for David specifically honoring him as a guest in his house. This imagery is further amplified by the statement, “You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.” Anointing with oil signifies election, consecration, and hospitality. When David was selected for Kingship, the Lord instructed the prophet Samuel saying, “you shall anoint for Me the one whom I designate to you.” (1 Samuel 16:3). Anointing signified the designation of God for separation unto His purposes. “An individual or object set apart for divine use is said to be ‘anointed.’” (Bakers). The high priest and sacred vessels were anointed so as to consecrate them unto the Lord. By stating, “you anoint my head with oil,” David was acknowledging his separation unto God, by God, and for God alluding to what was written in the Mosaic Covenant as recorded, “Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” (Exodus 19:5-6). 

By anointing David’s head with oil, the Lord would have demonstrated His favor for David as His beloved in His house. “Anointing was also an act of hospitality. It was the custom of the Jews in like manner to anoint themselves with oil, as a means of refreshing or invigorating their bodies. This custom is continued among the Arabians to the present day.” (Easton). 


Moreover, the imagery of the cup describes David’s portion or inheritance. In Psalms 16:5 David says, “Lord, you have assigned me my portion and my cup; you have made my lot secure.” The cup symbolizes David’s due. The Lord, in his generosity, has made David’s cup overflow. David has received more than he deserves. The imagery of the cup builds upon the imagery of the table and oil. David has been chosen by God to have a place in His house. The table has been prepared, David’s head has been anointed with oil, and in this last image we see that David has received his inheritance. Surely, David has a place with God and belongs to Him. 

Upon this, David says in conclusion, “Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” David begins by saying “surely” making clear his confidence in the Lord just as he sang in Psalms 13:5, “But I trust in your unfailing love.” Love and goodness are unique qualities of God. Since David belongs to the Lord, goodness and love will follow him all the days of his life. David believes this with full confidence. His final conclusion is that he will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 

Throughout this Psalm, David declares His faith in God. In this Psalm, David did not need to say, “God is good” plainly as he painted a portrait of God with words that shows God is good. In the beginning, the goodness of God is shown by His loving care of a shepherd over David’s soul. Even though David lives within the shadow of death, David is comforted by God’s presence. David is reassured by God’s election. Having been prepared a table, David has a place in the house of the Lord. David has been anointed and given his portion. David stands upon this election looking forward to the love and goodness of God throughout all the days of his life. In his final declaration of faith, he sings with assurance in the Lord’s unfailing love. David says “I will dwell” without any exceptions to this. David has hope and this hope rests in the character of God. Just as God lives, so shall David live within the presence of Him who gives life. Just as God is eternal, so David has a home with God, not simply today or tomorrow, but forever. 

“Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever,” said the Lord through the prophet Nathan to David (2 Samuel 7:16). This was God’s covenant with David that His throne would be established forever. This Kingdom would be established through the Anointed of the Lord, the promised Messiah. Over one thousand years later, one of David’s own descendants would be born of God to reign as King over God’s people. The Son of God was born to the virgin Mary. Jesus Christ came from heaven to earth to establish the throne of God among humanity. Just as David portrayed God as a shepherd over his soul, Jesus would say to His followers, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” And again, “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me.” (John 10:11, 14). Just as David penned these words of faith years ago, we also may sing these words with equal faith having full confidence in the Lord Jesus Christ who is our shepherd. These words are just as applicable to Christians today as they were to David in his day. 

David had full faith and confidence in the character and person of God, so much so, that he declared it in praise. Christ’s people today can also assert these same words with as much confidence having been born again. We can stand firm in the word of God that says, “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.” (1 Peter 2:9) Though our enemies may gather around us waiting for the opportune time to leap upon us, the Lord stands near with his staff of protection and rod of discipline that we may stand glorious on the day of his coming. We can sing as David did, “I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”

In my own experience, I am comforted by David’s psalm. Every day presents a new set of challenges. Looming overhead is the mountain of death and circled around are my enemies. The stress of attending to a full-time job and graduate school has burdened my marriage. Time is as scarce as fresh vegetables in winter. Allergies and acid reflux have plagued my health. Unexpected expenses have been eating their way through our budget. Distance from family and friends have brought deep longing to my soul. Temptation lurks behind every window. Death is calling my name in the streets offering choice drugs and games to ease my tension and situation. How will I respond to life’s most frustrating and difficult situations? Will I sing praises of faith as David in the Psalms or venture elsewhere? 


Just today, the power flashed and the computer shutdown. As I leaned over to click the power button, I imagined a fried computer. The computer started and not one word was lost. How great is God to ensure that His purpose for me is made complete! I can sing as David.  

Even still, does my faith in God rest upon results or upon Him whom I declare? If my computer had not started, would I have been rejoicing? Yes! Even though death’s shadow may loom above, I know that my shepherd lives. For David declared, “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies,” and even though I am not sitting at this table as of yet, I look forward with full assurance I will be there. I have hope and declare this hope in praises of Him whose worthy. David says and I agree, “Because your love is better than life, my lips will glorify you.” (Psalms 63:3).

In God I have faith for God’s faithfulness has been shown first. The measure of my faith is no greater than God’s faithfulness. God is faithful. This is shown in His person, His works, and His Word. We know the measure of God’s faithfulness for God has displayed it upon the cross. He was faithful even unto death. The Lord is my shepherd. Therefore, I can proclaim with full assurance the entire 23rd Psalm and can sing in unison with David, I will dwell in His house forever!
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