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Phillip Keller Study Guide to Psalm 23

Psalm 23 is one of the most beloved passages in the Hebrew Bible, often called the “Shepherd Psalm.” Its timeless
imagery of a loving shepherd guiding, protecting, and sustaining His flock resonates across centuries and cultures.
For students of theology, pastors preparing sermons, or anyone seeking deeper spiritual insight, a structured study
guide can unlock layers of meaning that may otherwise remain hidden. This comprehensive guide, inspired by the
teachings of renowned theologian Phillip Keller, offers a verse by verse exploration, thematic insights, and practical
applications to help you engage with Psalm 23 in a fresh, meaningful way.

Who Is Phillip Keller?

Phillip Keller is a contemporary theologian, biblical scholar, and pastor known for his clear, compassionate, and
theologically rich commentaries on Scripture. With a focus on pastoral ministry and biblical exegesis, Keller bridges
the gap between academic study and everyday faith practice. His approach emphasizes the relevance of Scripture
for modern believers while maintaining fidelity to historical context and theological depth. When Keller examines a
text like Psalm 23, he invites readers to see the ancient words as living guidance for contemporary life.

Why Study Psalm 237

Psalm 23 has long been a source of comfort and assurance. Its verses speak to God’s provision, protection, and
presence, themes that are essential for anyone navigating life’s uncertainties. By studying this psalm through
Keller’s lens, you can:

 Discover the theological foundations of divine care.

« Understand the pastoral implications of shepherd imagery.
¢ Apply ancient wisdom to modern challenges.

e Engage in meaningful prayer and worship.

e Equip yourself for teaching or preaching.

Overview of Phillip Keller's Approach

Keller's study method typically involves:

Historical Context — Examining the cultural and literary setting.

Textual Analysis — Close reading of the Hebrew text and its translation.

. Theological Reflection — Identifying key doctrines and their implications.

Pastoral Application — Translating insights into everyday living.

Discussion Questions — Encouraging deeper engagement and community dialogue.
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Verse by Verse Breakdown

Verse 1.“The Lord is my shepherd; | shall not want.”

In the opening line, the psalmist declares a personal relationship with God. The verb “to shepherd” (Hebrew: shamar
) connotes guardianship, guidance, and provision. Keller highlights that this relationship is not a distant, abstract



covenant but an intimate, daily partnership. The phrase “I shall not want” is an assurance of sufficiency, rooted in
God’s care rather than human effort.

Verse 2:“He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters.”

Here, Keller points out the pastoral imagery of rest and refreshment. “Green pastures” symbolize abundance, while
“still waters” represent tranquility. The shepherd’s guidance leads the flock to places where they can eat, drink, and
recover. This verse emphasizes that divine care includes both physical and spiritual nourishment.

Verse 3: “He restores my soul.”

Keller interprets “restores” (Hebrew: q) &8 a renewal of life and purpose. It is not merely a physical healing but a
holistic restoration—mind, body, and spirit. The shepherd’s restorative work underscores God’s role as a healer
who brings wholeness to a broken soul.

Verse 4: “He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.”

In this verse, the psalmist acknowledges that the shepherd’s guidance is not only for the flock’s benefit but also to
honor God’'s name. Keller emphasizes the idea of “paths of righteousness” as a moral compass that aligns the
believer’s life with divine will. The shepherd’s leading is purposeful, reflecting God’s intentional design for humanity.

Verse 5: “Even though | walk through the valley of the shadow of death, | will fear no evil, for you
are with me”

“Valley of the shadow of death” (Hebrew: 5 —O j m)%eptdBents extreme danger or crisis. Keller notes that the
shepherd’s presence in this perilous place demonstrates God’s protective power. The psalmist’s confidence in “no
fear” arises from the shepherd’s constant companionship, illustrating how divine presence can transform fear into
faith.

Verse 6:“You prepare a feast for me.You set a table for me.”

In this verse, the shepherd’s hospitality is evident. Keller explains that “prepare a feast” reflects God’s generosity,
while “set a table” indicates a prepared space for communion. This hospitality is a sign of God’s favor and an
invitation to participate in divine fellowship.

Verse 7:“You anoint my head with oil, and my cup is overflowing.”

Oil (Hebrew: z 6) s a symbol of blessing and consecration. Keller interprets this anointing as a mark of divine favor.
An overflowing cup signifies abundance, suggesting that God'’s blessings exceed human expectations.

Verse 8. “Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all my days, and | will live in the house of the
Lord forever”

The closing verse brings the psalm to a hopeful conclusion. Keller sees “goodness and mercy” as the ongoing
covenantal relationship between God and His people. The promise of living “in the house of the Lord” indicates
eternal communion with God, a central hope for believers.

Key Themes in Psalm 23

1. Divine Provision

From green pastures to still waters, the psalm paints a picture of God as the ultimate provider. Keller emphasizes
that this provision is not limited to physical needs but extends to emotional and spiritual sustenance.

2. Protective Guidance

The shepherd’s role is protective—leading the flock away from danger and into safety. Keller’s study reminds us that



God’s guidance is a shield against life’s perils.

3. Restorative Healing

Restoration is central to the shepherd’s duty. Keller interprets this as a call for believers to seek God’s healing in
times of brokenness.

4. Moral Direction

The shepherd’s path of righteousness underscores a life aligned with God’s will. Keller encourages readers to
pursue ethical living as a reflection of divine guidance.

5. Eternal Fellowship

The psalm concludes with a promise of eternal communion. Keller highlights that this hope should shape how
believers live in the present.

Practical Applications

1. Daily Prayer of Provision

Use the imagery of green pastures and still waters as a meditation on trusting God for daily needs.

2. Fear Free Living in Trials

When faced with uncertainty, remember the shepherd’s presence in the valley of the shadow of death.

3. Cultivating Restorative Habits

Set aside time for self reflection and spiritual renewal, mirroring the shepherd’s restorative work.

4. Pursuing Ethical Leadership

Apply the “paths of righteousness” by leading with integrity in work, family, and community.

5. Celebrating God’s Hospitality

Invite others into your life as a way to share the “feast” and “table” prepared by God.

Discussion Questions for Small Groups

What does the shepherd’s image reveal about God’s character in your life?

How can you experience “restoration” when you feel spiritually drained?

In what ways does the psalm encourage you to live a life of “righteousness for his name’s sake"?
How does the promise of an “overflowing cup” influence your perspective on generosity?

What practical steps can you take to embody the “goodness and mercy” that follow you every day?
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Further Resources

e Phillip Keller's Books: “The Shepherd’s Call: A Guide to Psalm 23" and “Pastoral Theology in Practice.”

¢ Online Lectures: Keller's sermon series on the Psalms available on Grace to You.

e Academic Articles: “Shepherd Imagery in Ancient Near Eastern Context” published in the Journal of Biblical
Literature.

e Study Apps: Bible Gateway’s Psalm 23 commentary feature includes Keller’s insights.

Conclusion

Studying Psalm 23 through Phillip Keller’'s thoughtful lens offers more than a simple exegesis; it invites you into a



living relationship with the divine shepherd. By exploring historical context, theological depth, and practical
application, this guide equips you to carry the psalm’s promise of provision, protection, restoration, and eternal
fellowship into everyday life. Whether you are a seasoned theologian, a pastor, or a curious seeker, let this study
guide deepen your faith and inspire you to walk confidently in the path of righteousness, guided by the ever present
shepherd of the Lord.
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