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8th Sunday after Pentecost: “Oh My Goodness” 
 
Psalm 23 
Jeff Fox-Kline | Sermon for Sunday, July 18, 2021 
 
 
The 23rd Psalm is the most well-known chapter in the entire Bible. I would 
argue more well-known than 1 Corinthians 13, “Love is patient, love is 
kind.” More well-known than John 3:16 “For God so loved the world.” It is 
a passage that we hear all the time. In fact, part of my preparation for 
preaching is to read a number of essays and reflections (think double 
digits), and almost all of them start by mentioning how well-known the 
23rd Psalm is. Which is how this sermon is starting, so I guess you can 
add me to that list as well. 
 
Of course it’s the most well-known! It’s one of the most striking 
statements of faith ever written down. An absolute trust in God. A total 
reliance on God’s mercy. A celebration of all of the ways God blesses us. 
The structure is almost dreamlike. If you read the poem as a narrative, 
you can see the subject shifting throughout the psalm. The first-person 
perspective “The Lord is my shepherd” goes then to the second person, 
“your rod and your staff,” until it ends again in the first person “I will 
dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” It starts with the Lord as a 
shepherd, with us as the sheep, being led and guided, and then without 
explanation, we’re sitting at a table being anointed, with our cup 
overflowing. Like a dream, the transition from shepherd to host doesn’t 
make that much sense if you think hard about it, but also like a dream, 
the transition just makes sense somehow.  
 
This is the passage that people were expected to have memorized when 
they were kids. This Psalm that has been learned by rote, to the point 
where many of you could rattle it off without even thinking about it. Like 
the Lord’s Prayer, it’s something memorized and repeated so much that 
it becomes more of a vocal rhythm than anything else. 
 



2 | P a g e  
 

But we can’t allow it to become background recitation. It is too beautiful, 
too precious. We need to listen to it, to the way it moves and flows. One 
way of hearing it fresh is to hear different translations of the Psalm. 
Listen now to Psalm 23, and pay attention to the words, how they move 
and flow. What do you notice? How do the translations shape the 
passage? What continuity and discontinuity exist? What do you discover 
through it? 
 
KJV 
The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
2 He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the 
still waters. 
3 He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for 
his name's sake. 
 
NRSV  
1 The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
2     He makes me lie down in green pastures; 
he leads me beside still waters; 
3     he restores my soul. 
He leads me in right paths 
    for his name’s sake. 
 
CEB  
The Lord is my shepherd. 
    I lack nothing. 
2 He lets me rest in grassy meadows; 
    he leads me to restful waters; 
3         he keeps me alive. 
He guides me in proper paths 
    for the sake of his good name. 
 
NLT  
1 The Lord is my shepherd; 
    I have all that I need. 
2 He lets me rest in green meadows; 
    he leads me beside peaceful streams. 
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3     He renews my strength. 
He guides me along right paths, 
    bringing honor to his name. 
 
The Message  
God, my shepherd! 
    I don’t need a thing. 
You have bedded me down in lush meadows, 
    you find me quiet pools to drink from. 
True to your word, 
    you let me catch my breath 
    and send me in the right direction. 
 
Verse 4: 
 
KJV 
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear 
no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 
 
NRSV 
4 Even though I walk through the darkest valley, 
    I fear no evil; 
for you are with me; 
    your rod and your staff— 
    they comfort me. 
 
CEB 
4 Even when I walk through the darkest valley, 
    I fear no danger because you are with me. 
Your rod and your staff— 
    they protect me. 
 
NLT 
4 Even when I walk 
    through the darkest valley, 
I will not be afraid, 
    for you are close beside me. 
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Your rod and your staff 
    protect and comfort me. 
The Message 
4 Even when the way goes through 
    Death Valley, 
I’m not afraid 
    when you walk at my side. 
Your trusty shepherd’s crook 
    makes me feel secure. 
 
Verse 5: 
 
KJV 
5 Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: 
thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 
NRSV 
5 You prepare a table before me 
    in the presence of my enemies; 
you anoint my head with oil; 
    my cup overflows. 
 
CEB 
5 You set a table for me 
    right in front of my enemies. 
You bathe my head in oil; 
    my cup is so full it spills over! 
 
NLT 
5 You prepare a feast for me 
    in the presence of my enemies. 
You honor me by anointing my head with oil. 
    My cup overflows with blessings. 
The Message 
5 You serve me a six-course dinner 
    right in front of my enemies. 
You revive my drooping head; 
    my cup brims with blessing. 
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Verse 6: 
 
KJV 
6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and 
I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever. 
NRSV 
6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
    all the days of my life, 
and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord 
    my whole life long. 
 
CEB 
6 Yes, goodness and faithful love 
    will pursue me all the days of my life, 
    and I will live in the Lord’s house 
    as long as I live. 
 
NLT 
6 Surely your goodness and unfailing love will pursue me 
    all the days of my life, 
and I will live in the house of the Lord 
    forever. 
The Message 
6 Your beauty and love chase after me 
    every day of my life. 
I’m back home in the house of God 
    for the rest of my life. 
 
It’s a beautiful passage, however you choose to say it. And this passage 
has power still. You can hear it a thousand times but it can still touch 
your heart. I can tell you that while it may seem like mere words when 
it’s recited by rote, it is not when it is spoken by a person who just lost a 
loved one. It remains suffused with meaning when we walk through the 
darkest valleys; when we don’t feel pursued by goodness and mercy. It 
speaks words of trust when we can only speak words of despair. It 
praises when we weep. It hopes when we hide. It is the words our soul 
wants to say when our mouths can’t speak. This is described as a Psalm 
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of trust. These words of trust were written by a person who had 
experienced pain; who had experienced loss; who dwelled in the darkest 
valley. It was written by a person who may not have felt it in that 
moment, but indeed trusted that goodness and mercy would pursue 
them. A person who trusted in God’s presence. A God who does not 
forsake, but invites in, hosting us with abundance for all time.  
 
This Psalm has power, and I will never be able to capture it in the words 
of a sermon. I won’t be able to delve into minute detail about the 
theology or context. I won’t be able to present it with some 
contemporary relevance for our modern times. Because it needs none 
of that. The theology and context are right there in its 55 Hebrew words. 
I can’t make this Psalm contemporary because it transcends time. It 
doesn’t need me to update it, it’s eternal. 
 
I’m done preaching now. The sermon is over. Instead, I want to sit with 
this Psalm. First, I want us to read this (KJV) in silence. Read the words 
and savor each one. Feel the grassy meadow. Feel the protection and 
comfort. Feel the oil drip down your head. 
 
This Psalm is about our trust in God. Not only do you or I read this 
Psalm, but we read this Psalm. Please join me in reciting the 23rd Psalm 
(NRSV) all together. 
 
1 The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
2     He makes me lie down in green pastures; 
he leads me beside still waters; 
3     he restores my soul. 
He leads me in right paths 
    for his name’s sake. 
4 Even though I walk through the darkest valley, 
    I fear no evil; 
for you are with me; 
    your rod and your staff— 
    they comfort me. 
5 You prepare a table before me 
    in the presence of my enemies; 
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you anoint my head with oil; 
    my cup overflows. 
6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
    all the days of my life, 
and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord 
    my whole life long. 
Amen. 
 

 


