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DISCOVERING
DEEPER MEANING:
A COMPREHENSIVE
PHILLIP KELLER
STUDY GUIDE TO
PSALM 23

For centuries, Psalm 23
has  been  one  of  the
m o s t  c h e r i s h e d
passages  in  a l l  o f
Scripture.  Its  poetic
beauty  and  profound
comfort  have  brought
peace  to  countless
readers  facing  trials,
uncertainty,  and  even
death.  Yet  for  many,
the familiar words can
become so routine that
t h e i r  d e e p e r
significance  is  missed.

This is where a Phillip
Keller  Study  Guide
to Psalm 23 becomes
an invaluable resource.
Keller,  a  shepherd,
naturalist,  and  pastor,
offers  a  unique  lens
that  transforms  this
beloved psalm from a
collection of comforting
phrases  into  a  living,
breathing  portrait  of
t h e  S h e p h e r d ' s
intimate  care  for  His
flock. In this article, we
will  explore  the  rich
ins igh t s  f ound  i n
Keller's classic work, A
Shepherd  Looks  at
Psalm 23, and provide
a  thorough  guide  to
studying it  yourself  or
w i t h i n  a  g r o u p .
Whether  you  are  a
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long-time  believer  or
new to  the  faith,  this
journey  through  the
green pastures and still
waters  wil l  deepen
your  understanding  of
G o d ' s  p r o v i s i o n ,
guidance, and unfailing
love.

WHO WAS PHILLIP
KELLER? THE
VOICE BEHIND THE
SHEPHERD

To  fully  appreciate  a
Phillip  Keller  Study
Guide to Psalm 23, it
helps  to  understand
the man himself. Phillip
Keller  was  not  just  a
theologian writing from
an ivory tower. He was
a  r a n c h e r ,  a n
agronomist ,  and  a
conservationist  who
spent  years  working
closely  with  sheep  in
E a s t  A f r i c a  a n d
Canada.  His  practical,
hands-on  experience
with livestock gave him
a n  u n p a r a l l e l e d

understanding  of  the
relationship between a
shepherd  and  h i s
sheep.  Keller  often
remarked  that  sheep
are  among  the  most
h e l p l e s s  a n d
dependent  creatures,
requiring  constant
attention,  guidance,
and  protection.  This
observation  forms  the
b a c k b o n e  o f  h i s
interpretation of Psalm
23. When Keller wrote
A  Shepherd  Looks  at
Psalm 23, he combined
his  scientific
knowledge  of  animal
husbandry with a deep,
personal faith in Christ.
T h e  r e s u l t  w a s  a
devotional  classic  that
has  sold  millions  of
copies  worldwide.  His
writing is earthy, vivid,
and deeply moving. He
d o e s  n o t  s i m p l y
explain  the  text;  he
invites  you  into  the
pasture,  showing  you
the dangers,  the daily
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rhy thms ,  and  the
tender care that define
a shepherd's  life.  This
makes  any  Phill ip
Keller  Study  Guide
to Psalm 23 not just a
lesson in theology, but
a n  i m m e r s i v e
experience in practical
spirituality.

WHY USE A STUDY
GUIDE FOR PSALM
23?

It  is  a  fair  question.
After  all,  Psalm  23  is
only  six  verses  long.
Why dedicate a whole
study guide to such a
short  passage?  The
answer  l ies  in  the
depth  of  its  content.
Each  phrase  in  this
psalm  is  packed  with
mean ing  that  can
easily be glossed over
in a casual reading. A
Phillip  Keller  Study
Guide  to  Psalm  23
slows  you  down.  I t
encourages  you  to
chew on every word, to

ask  questions,  and  to
connect  the  ancient
text  to  your  modern
l i fe .  Cons ider  the
phrase "He makes me
l i e  down  in  g reen
pastures ."  On  the
surface,  i t  sounds
peaceful.  But  Keller
explains that sheep will
not  lie  down  unless
they  are  completely
free from fear, friction
wi th  other  sheep,
pests, and hunger. For
a  sheep  to  rest,  four
conditions  must  be
met.  Suddenly,  the
psalm is not just about
rest;  it  is  about  the
S h e p h e r d ' s
comprehensive work in
r e m o v i n g  e v e r y
obstacle  to  peace.  A
study guide helps you
uncover these layers. It
prov ides  context ,
historical  background,
a n d  p r a c t i c a l
a p p l i c a t i o n .  I t
cha l lenges  you  to
reflect  on  how  the
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Shepherd  is  currently
leading  you,  restoring
y o u r  s o u l ,  a n d
preparing a table in the
p res en ce  o f  you r
enemies. Whether you
are  studying  alone  or
leading a small group,
a  structured  guide
keeps you focused and
ensures  you  do  not
m i s s  t h e
transformative  power
of  this  timeless  text.

KEY THEMES IN A
PHILLIP KELLER
STUDY GUIDE TO
PSALM 23

K e l l e r ' s  s t u d y  i s
organized  around  the
major  themes  of  the
p s a l m ,  e a c h  o n e
corresponding  to  a
verse  or  a  phrase.
Understanding  these
themes is essential for
a fruitful study.

The Lord
is My
Shepherd
: The
Foundatio
n of
Relations
hip
Keller  begins  with  the
most  fundamental
truth: "The Lord is my
S h e p h e r d . "  H e
emphasizes that this is
a personal relationship.
I t  is  not  enough  to
know  that  God  is  a
shepherd in a general
sense. The question is,
is  He  my  Shepherd?
Keller  draws  a  sharp
contrast  between  a
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hired hand and a true
owner. A hireling cares
for the sheep only for
wages,  but  the  true
shepherd  owns  the
s h e e p  a n d  h a s  a
vested interest in their
wellbeing. Keller writes
abou t  t he  cos t  o f
ownership,  pointing  to
the  cross  where  the
Good  Shepherd  laid
down  His  life  for  the
sheep.  This  section of
the  Phillip  Keller
S t u d y  G u i d e  t o
Psa lm  23  f o r c e s
readers to examine the
n a t u r e  o f  t h e i r
relationship  with  God.
Is it transactional, or is
it  relational?  Do  you
t rus t  H im  as  your
owner  and  caretaker,
or do you rely on your
own  resources?  This
foundational  theme
sets  the  s tage  for
everything that follows.

Green
Pastures
and Still
Waters:
The
Secret of
Contentm
ent
Perhaps  no  section  of
Keller's  work  is  more
f a m o u s  t h a n  h i s
explanation  of  "green
pastures"  and  "still
waters."  He  explains
that in the arid lands of
t h e  B i b l e ,  g r e e n
p a s t u r e s  d o  n o t
happen  by  accident.
They are the result of
the  shepherd's  labor.
He  clears  the  land,
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removes  rocks  and
t h o r n s ,  a n d  d i g s
irrigation  channels  to
bring water. The sheep
simply follow and enjoy
the  fruit  of  his  work.
Similarly,  "still  waters"
do not refer to a calm
lake,  but  to  a  quiet,
safe  drinking  spot.
Sheep  are  afraid  of
fast-moving  water.
They  wil l  not  drink
from a raging stream.
The  shepherd  must
find  or  create  a  place
of  calm.  Keller  uses
these images to teach
a  profound  lesson
about divine provision.
God  does  not  jus t
throw blessings at  us.
He prepares them. He
works  ahead  of  us  to
create  environments
where we can rest and
be refreshed. A Phillip
Keller  Study  Guide
to Psalm 23  will  ask
you  to  identify  the
"green  pastures"  in
your  own  life  and  to

thank the Shepherd for
His preparatory work.

The
Restorati
on of the
Soul:
Healing
and
Guidance
"He restores my soul."
Keller  points  out  that
sheep  can  become
"cast"  or  "cast  down."
This  occurs  when  a
sheep  rolls  onto  its
back  and  cannot  get
u p .  I f  l e f t  i n  t h i s
position for long, it will
die. The shepherd must
come,  lift  the  heavy
animal,  set  it  on  its
f e e t ,  a n d  g e n t l y
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massage  its  legs  to
restore circulation. This
is a powerful picture of
spiritual  restoration.
How  often  do  we  find
ourselves  "cast  down"
by life's circumstances,
unable to get back on
o u r  f e e t ?  K e l l e r
t e a c h e s  t h a t  t h e
Shepherd  is  always
a t t e n t i v e  t o  o u r
condition. He does not
l e a v e  u s  i n  o u r
he lp lessness .  He
comes  to  restore,  to
lift, and to set us right.
Fur thermore ,  the
Shepherd  leads  in
" p a t h s  o f
righteousness."  Keller
explains that sheep are
creatures  of  habit.
They  will  follow  the
same worn  trails  until
the  ground  is  barren.
The  shepherd  must
constantly  guide them
to fresh paths for their
own  good.  This  is  a
metaphor  for  God's
moral  and  directional

guidance. He leads us
not just to comfortable
places, but to righteous
p laces .  A  Phi l l ip
Keller  Study  Guide
to Psalm 23 will often
include  reflective
questions  on  where
you have recently seen
God restore  your  soul
or  guide  you  onto  a
righteous path.

The
Valley of
the
Shadow:
Facing
Fear with
Faith
"Yea,  though  I  walk
through  the  valley  of
the shadow of death, I
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will fear no evil." Keller
exp la ins  tha t  the
valleys  in  Palestine
were  often  the  routes
shepherds  used  to
move sheep from one
g r a z i n g  a r e a  t o
another. These valleys
could  be  deep,  dark,
and  filled  with
predators.  But  the
shepherd went first. He
scouted  the  way.  He
knew  every  hidden
d a n g e r .  K e l l e r
emphasizes  that  the
psalm  does  not  say
"stay in" the valley, but
"walk through" it.  The
valley is a passage, not
a  d e s t i n a t i o n .
I n c r e d i b l y ,  t h e
shepherd is not afraid,
and  therefore  the
sheep do not  need to
b e  a f r a i d .  W h y ?
Because the  shepherd
is  armed with  his  rod
and  staff.  The  rod  was
used  to  beat  off
predators.  The  staff
was a long hook used

to pull sheep back from
the  edge  of  a  cliff.
Keller's  treatment  of
t h i s  v e r s e  i s  a
masterclass in comfort.
He does not deny the
reality  of  suffering,
danger ,  o r  death .
Instead, he shows that
t h e  S h e p h e r d ' s
presence  transforms
the  valley.  It  is  still
dark, but it is no longer
dead ly .  A  Phi l l ip
Keller  Study  Guide
to Psalm 23 will help
you  name  your  own
valleys  and  learn  to
trust  the  Shepherd's
presence  as  you  pass
through them.

The
Prepared
Table:
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Provision
in the
Midst of

Conflict
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking  images  in  the
psalm is  the prepared
table "in the presence
of my enemies." Keller
e x p l a i n s  t h a t
shepherds would often
go  ahead  to  a  high
plateau  to  prepare  a
"table"  of  sorts.  This
involved  clearing  the
ground  of  poisonous
plants ,  pu l l ing  up
thorny  weeds,  and
placing  salt  licks  and
grain  for  the  sheep.
Meanwhile,  the  sheep
were  vulnerable  to
predators  like  wolves
a n d  b e a r s .  T h e
shepherd's preparation
of the table was an act

of  defiance against the
enemy. He was saying,
"You want to harm my
s h e e p ,  b u t  I  w i l l
provide for them right
under your nose." This
is a powerful picture of
God's  provision in  the
midst  o f  sp i r i tua l
warfare.  It  suggests
t h a t  e v e n  w h e n
circumstances  are
hostile,  God is  still  at
w o r k ,  p r e p a r i n g
blessing,  nourishment,
and  safety.  A  Phillip
Keller  Study  Guide
to  Psalm  23  often
uses  this  theme  to
encourage  readers  to
look for God's provision
in  their  most  difficult
moments,  not  just  in
their peaceful ones.

Goodness
and
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Mercy:
The
Unfailing
Compani

ons
The psalm ends with a
stunning  declaration:
"Surely  goodness  and
mercy shall  follow me
all the days of my life."
Keller  points  out  that
the word "follow" is too
w e a k .  A  b e t t e r
translation  might  be
"pursue."  Goodness
and mercy do not just
tag  along  behind  us;
they  chase  us  down.
Keller  paints a picture
o f  t w o  f a i t h f u l
sheepdogs  that  are
always on the heels of
the flock, ensuring that
no sheep strays too far
or  falls  into  danger.

This  is  a  beaut i fu l
p i c t u r e  o f  G o d ' s
relentless  grace.  No
matter  where  you  go,
God's  goodness  and
m e r c y  a r e  i n  h o t
pursuit,  steering  you
back,  protecting  you,
and  b less ing  you.
Finally, the psalm ends
wi th  the  u l t imate
destination:  "I  wil l
dwell  in  the  house  of
the  Lord  forever."
Keller ties this back to
the  shepherd's  own
home, where the sheep
are  finally  safe,  warm,
and at  rest.  A  Phillip
Keller  Study  Guide
to Psalm 23 will leave
you  with  a  sense  of
eternal  security  and
hope.

HOW TO USE A
PHILLIP KELLER
STUDY GUIDE TO
PSALM 23

Whether  you  are  an
individual  or  a  group
leade r ,  a  Phi l l ip
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Keller  Study  Guide
to  Psalm 23  can  be
u s e d  i n  s e v e r a l
effective  ways.  For
p e r s o n a l  s t u d y ,
consider  reading  one
chapter of A Shepherd
Looks at Psalm 23 per
day,  then  answering
the  corresponding
questions in your study
guide.  Keep  a  journal
t o  r e c o r d  y o u r
reflections,  prayers,
and insights.  The goal
is  not  to  finish  quickly,
but to meditate deeply.
For  small  groups,  the
s t u d y  g u i d e  c a n
provide  a  ready-made
curriculum for a six or
eight-week  series.
Each session can open
with a discussion of the
key  themes,  followed
by  a  reading  of  the
relevant  chapter,  and
then  group  sharing.
The visual imagery that
K e l l e r  u s e s  i s
particularly  accessible,
even for those who are

not  familiar  with  the
Bible.  You  might  also
incorporate  practical
e lements,  such  as
watching videos about
sheep  fa rm ing  o r
i n v i t i n g  a  l o c a l
shepherd  to  speak  to
your  group.  The more
you  connect  Keller's
observations  to  real
life, the more impactful
the  s tudy  w i l l  be .
Additionally,  a  Phillip
Keller  Study  Guide
to  Psalm 23  can  be
used as a resource for
sermon  preparation,
devotional  writing,  or
personal  retreats.  Its
r i ch ,  desc r i p t i ve
language and practical
application  make  it
suitable  for  a  wide
range  o f  min i s t ry
contexts.

THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF
KELLER'S WORK

Nearly  half  a  century
a f t e r  i t s  o r i g i na l
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p u b l i c a t i o n ,  A
Shepherd  Looks  at
Psalm 23  continues to
resonate  with  readers
around the world. Why
does this book endure?
Because  it  combines
authent ic i ty  w i th
artistry. Keller was not
a theoretician; he was
a practitioner. He knew
sheep,  and  he  knew
the  Shepherd.  His
writing  invites  readers
into an encounter, not
just  an explanation.  A
Phillip  Keller  Study

Guide to Psalm 23 is
more than a study aid;
it is an invitation to a
deeper  relationship
with God. It challenges
us  to  move  beyond
clichés and into a lived
experience  of  divine
care. In a world that is
increasingly  anxious,
h u r r i e d ,  a n d
fragmented,  Keller's
m e s s a g e  i s  m o r e
relevant than ever. He
reminds  us  that  we
have a  Shepherd who
knows


