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Guests of God 

Psalm 23:5 

John Breon 

 

 You know the old question about whether a glass is half-full or half-

empty. There are many different answers: 

 

The optimist will say that the glass is half-full. 

The pessimist will say that the glass is half-empty. 

The engineer will say that the glass is 2 times bigger than it needs to 

be. 

The politician will say that the glass would be more empty if the 

opposition were in charge. 

The IT support person will say that you should try emptying the glass 

and then refilling it. 

(https://www.reddit.com/r/Jokes/comments/2dznjt/glass_halfempty_o

r_half_full/) 

 

 When the Lord is our shepherd, we’re not glass half-full people. We’re 

not glass half-empty people. We’re “my cup is overflowing” people! 

 David says to the Lord, “You prepare a table before me in the 

presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.”  

 I’ve always assumed that these are actions of a shepherd. I’ve heard 

that the table could be a portable feed trough of some sort. Or, that “table” 

refers to “table land,” higher plateaus where sheep would be taken for 

grazing. A shepherd would go ahead and prepare the land for the flock. I’ve 

heard that shepherds used olive oil to treat wounds and to protect the 

sheep from biting flies. Someone has said that the shepherd carried a 

leather cup that he sometimes filled to water each sheep and the cup 

would overflow. 

 Then I did more reading and research on this part of the psalm. And I 

discovered that few of those things were actual features of Middle Eastern, 

especially Palestinian, shepherding. Most scholars who write about Psalm 

23 say that the image shifts here from the Lord as our shepherd to the Lord 
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as our host at a banquet. Isn’t it irritating when things you “know” turn out 

not to be true? 

 Still, there is at least one prominent commentator who says we don’t 

have to shift the image to understand the psalm. The way “shepherd” was 

used in Israel can account for the whole psalm (James L. Mays, Psalms. 

Interpretation Commentary). Rulers and other leaders were sometimes 

called shepherds. And, even some of those who see a change in the figure 

of speech here say it’s not crucial. “The gracious host does for the guest 

exactly what the shepherd did for the sheep—provides food, drink, and 

shelter/protection” (J. Clinton McCann, The Book of Psalms. The New 

Interpreter’s Bible). 

 So let’s look at what it means for the Lord to prepare a feast for us, to 

anoint us with oil, and to make our cup overflow. This is a picture of how 

God welcomes us, protects us, and abundantly provides for us. It continues 

the declaration of confidence and trust that we’ve seen in the rest of the 

twenty-third psalm. 

 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. To 

prepare a table means to spread a feast, to provide a meal. In that Middle 

Eastern culture in the Bible’s time, and still today in some places, hospitality 

is vitally important. One of the worst things you could do was refuse to 

show hospitality to strangers as well as people you knew. A host’s character 

and reputation are on the line. Also, you show your wealth in that culture 

by hosting meals with three times as much food on the table as your 

numerous guests can eat. There’s an emphasis on community, not isolation. 

Community life is strengthened and solidified by shared meals (Kenneth 

Bailey, The Good Shepherd 54-55). Hospitality included providing food, 

shelter, and protection.  

 There are several examples of this in Scripture. Three visitors came to 

Abraham and Sarah. Abraham hurried to invite them to sit in the shade, 

while he had water brought to them and a meal prepared for them. The 

visitors turned out to be angels and possibly the Lord himself. Two of 

Abraham and Sarah’s visitors went to Lot’s house in Sodom to bring him 

and his family out before the Lord’s judgment fell. Lot insisted on bringing 
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them into his house instead of letting them spend the night in the town 

square (Genesis 18, 19). 

 One of the customs of that time was that if you welcomed someone 

into your home, their safety was also your responsibility. If enemies were 

pursuing them they couldn’t intrude while the person was your guest. That 

may be part of what’s behind the phrase “in the presence of my enemies.”  

 If we’re thinking of shepherds and sheep, the enemies would be 

predators and thieves. If we’re thinking of hosts and guests, the enemies 

could be all kinds of people who threaten the guest for some reason. 

 There’s an example from David’s life that shows a host who refused to 

show hospitality and became an enemy. This was when David was on the 

run from King Saul. He hid out in the wilderness with his army of several 

hundred men. David and his men came to the home of a man named Nabal 

whose wife was Abigail. It was sheep-shearing time, a festive and joyful 

time. David and his men had protected Nabal’s shepherds and possessions 

in the wilderness. Now they asked for some provisions. Nabal refused and 

insulted David and his army. When David’s messengers returned and told 

him what Nabal had said and that he wouldn’t welcome them or provide 

any help, David told four hundred of his men to strap on their swords. 

 They were on their way to deal with Nabal and kill all the men in his 

household. Nabal’s wife Abigail got word of what was happening. She 

quickly put together provisions and loaded them on donkeys. She sent 

servants to David with the food. Then she followed and met David in a 

mountain ravine.  

 She bowed down, showed respect, apologized for Nabal’s foolish 

behavior, and presented the food as a gift to David’s army. David praised 

God that she intervened and kept him from shedding blood and avenging 

himself. David accepted her gift and told her to go home in peace.  

 When she got home, she found Nabal throwing a banquet and 

getting drunk. The next day, when he was sober, she told him what David 

had planned and what she had done to prevent the massacre of their 

household. Nabal’s heart failed him and he died ten days later. David later 

married Abigail (1 Samuel 25). 
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  All through his life, David found the Lord providing for him in the 

midst of his enemies. It’s interesting that Jesus assumed that his followers 

would have enemies. He teaches us to love them and pray for them: “I tell 

you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you 

may be children of your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:44-45). 

 Here’s an interesting insight I found about this part of the psalm. The 

host demonstrated costly love without regard for who was watching. 

People who were hostile to the guest would see what he did and they 

would feel hostile toward the host as well. He didn’t care. He offered love 

anyway. That’s a picture of the Lord our Shepherd, our Host. 

 This is reflected in the story Jesus told about a man who had two 

sons. The younger asked for his share of the inheritance. He took the 

money, went off to a far country, and squandered it all. When he came to 

himself, he decided to return home. While he was still a long way off, his 

father saw him and ran to him, embraced him and welcomed him home. 

Then the father threw a banquet for his son who had returned (Luke 15:11-

32). 

 Kenneth Bailey says that the community hates the younger son and 

would have attacked him if not for the father’s costly intervention on the 

road. The father ran to his son and welcomed him in full view of his whole 

household and all the neighbors. The party celebrates the success of the 

father’s costly efforts in reconciling his son to himself. The son might think 

to himself, “My father has ordered a banquet as a sign of restoration in the 

presence of my enemies. The village doesn’t like me. My brother hates me. 

My father, on the road, in full view of everyone, demonstrated great love 

for me in spite of the hatred of family and community against me” (The 

Good Shepherd 57). 

 Jesus shared meals with all kinds of people. Sometimes it was 

Pharisees and rulers. Often it was the “wrong” kind of people. In fact, Jesus 

told that story about the father and the returning son to a group of people 

who complained that Jesus “welcomes sinners and eats with them” (Lk 

15:2). 

 Jesus still welcomes sinners and shares table fellowship with us. That’s 

one of the things we celebrate in Holy Communion at the Lord’s Table.  
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 Who are the people Jesus still wants to welcome and show hospitality 

to? How does he want to work through us to welcome all kinds of people 

to his table, into his household? 

 You anoint my head with oil. In Middle Eastern culture, providing oil 

(probably olive oil) to put on your head and face is another aspect of 

hospitality. The oil provides protection from the blazing sun, it soothes, it’s 

another sign of care and provision. 

 An example from Jesus’ ministry is when he was eating dinner at a 

Pharisee’s house. While he was reclining at the table, a woman who had a 

reputation for living a sinful life came behind him with a jar of perfume—

probably some kind of scented ointment or oil. She washed Jesus’ feet with 

her tears, dried them with her hair, and poured the perfume on them. When 

Simon the Pharisee saw this, he thought to himself that Jesus couldn’t be a 

prophet if he would let a woman like that touch him. 

 In Jesus’ response to Simon, he pointed out Simon’s failure to be a 

good host. “I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my 

feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You 

did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not 

stopped kissing my feet. You did not put oil on my head, but she has 

poured perfume on my feet.” Jesus concludes that the woman showed this 

great love out of gratitude for being forgiven her many sins, while Simon 

withheld love because he didn’t think he had sins that needed to be 

forgiven (Lk 7:36-48). 

 The practice of shepherds could also be in the background here. 

Shepherds would treat the sheep’s wounds with olive oil. Oil on the head of 

a sheep could protect it from insects and parasites. Oil was seen as 

medicinal in that culture. Think of the Good Samaritan. As he was helping 

the man who had been beaten and left for dead, he poured oil and wine on 

his wounds (Lk 10:34). 

 God anoints Jesus the Messiah with the “oil of joy” (Psalm 45:7; 

Hebrews 1:9). Jesus the Anointed One heals our wounds and shares the oil 

of joy with us. Listen to this description of the Lord’s Servant that Jesus 

claimed for himself: 
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The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the LORD has 

anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to 

bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and 

release from darkness for the prisoners, to proclaim the year of the 

LORD’s favor and the day of vengeance of our God, to comfort all who 

mourn, and provide for those who grieve in Zion—to bestow on them 

a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of joy instead of mourning, 

and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. (Isaiah 61:1-3) 

 

 My cup overflows. This is another example of God’s abundant 

provision. Picture a banquet with waiters on hand with pitchers. As soon as 

the guest takes a sip, the waiter refills the cup. It’s always full to the brim. 

But even greater, God’s blessing is always overflowing. Dallas Willard says 

that we have more than our cup can hold, so we can be as generous as our 

Shepherd/Host without fear of ever running out (Like Without Lack xx). 

 The Lord lavishes honor, care, abundant goodness, and protective 

care on his guests—on us. And he does this in the presence of enemies. 

God’s guidance, care, and provision don’t mean that life suddenly becomes 

easy and free from trouble. But in the midst of trouble, God stays with us 

and we are with God. We know his abundant love. 

 Gerald Wilson, in his commentary on Psalms, gives an illustration 

from his own life. He went through a season of underemployment. All he 

could find was part time work. As Christmas approached, he knew it would 

be a meager celebration. He felt inadequate and guilty at how his failures 

affected his wife and children. He says that his enemies were mostly of his 

own making: fear, guilt, shame, anger. But then a couple of things 

happened that he saw as God’s preparing a table for him in the presence of 

those enemies. An anonymous giver left Christmas presents for his whole 

family. They were simple gifts, but they showed that Wilson and his family 

were loved and cared for by both God and his people. “I suddenly felt as if 

the welcoming oil of God’s anointing had been poured in abundance over 

my head.” 
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 The other thing that helped him know God’s care was that an 

anonymous money order came in the mail. It was enough to help out and 

take the edge off the family’s anxiety. 

 Wilson’s conclusion is so good, I want to share it with you: 

 

Acts like these are confidence-builders that set aside the taunts of our 

enemies. When we have sinned and are seeking to rebuild broken 

lives in the community of faith, the handshakes of friendship, the 

hugs of caring, the invitations to social occasions and fellowship, and 

the opportunity to serve others and God all give testimony that God 

is at work in us and for us. When we have lost for whatever reason the 

trappings of social success and acceptance, we need signs that our 

brothers and sisters in Christ love us and care for us, as does Christ 

himself. These acts of love become tables prepared by God (and his 

people) in the presence of our enemies, who want to tear us down 

and shatter our hopes. I challenge you to become a “caterer” at the 

table God prepares for those who are surrounded by enemies. (The 

NIV Application Commentary: Psalms Vol 1) 

 

 Do you need to know that you are accepted and welcomed by the 

Lord God, the Good Shepherd? 

 Do you need the healing touch of God’s Holy Spirit—physically, 

emotionally, spiritually? 

 Do you need to experience the abundance of God’s blessing?  

 Are you brokenhearted? Bound and held captive by some sin or hurt? 

Are you grieving? The Lord offers a crown of beauty for ashes, the oil of joy 

for mourning, the garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. 

 If we’ll accept the Lord’s invitation and come to God’s table, we’ll find 

all those blessings and more. 

 And, knowing that we are guests of God, we’re called to invite and 

welcome others to the table where God provides so abundantly. 

  


