
Psalms 23:4
Authorized King James Version (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. 

Analysis

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. This verse

represents the psalm's dramatic shift from peaceful pastures to the darkest valley,

yet the shepherd's presence transforms fear into courage. The Hebrew phrase gey

tsalmaveth (ֵֶּיא צלַמְָות� -literally means "valley of deep darkness" or "valley of death (ג

shadow"—a place of mortal danger and terrifying gloom.

The shepherd imagery intensifies here. Ancient Palestinian shepherds led flocks

through narrow mountain passes and ravines where predators lurked and bandits

attacked. These dark valleys were unavoidable routes to better pastures. Similarly,

God's  people  cannot  bypass  life's  dark  valleys—suffering,  persecution,

bereavement, illness, death itself. Yet David's testimony is revolutionary: even in

death's shadow, "I will fear no evil."

The  basis  for  fearlessness  is  neither  positive  thinking  nor  denial,  but  divine

presence: "for thou art with me." Notice the pronoun shift—from speaking about

God in third person ("He leads me") to addressing God directly in second person

("Thou art with me"). In the darkest valley, relationship becomes most intimate.

The  shepherd's  rod (club  for  defense  against  predators)  and  staff (crook  for

guiding and rescuing sheep) become instruments of comfort. God's authority and

guidance are not oppressive but consoling. The rod that strikes the wolf comforts

the sheep.

1



Theologically,  this  verse anticipates  Christ  who entered death's  ultimate valley,

descended into the grave, and emerged victorious. Because He walked through

death's valley, believers need not fear it. His rod and staff—His divine power and

pastoral  care—guide  us  through  every  dark  passage  until  we  emerge  in

resurrection glory.

Historical Context

Psalm  23,  traditionally  attributed  to  David,  reflects  the  shepherd-king's  dual

experience as both a shepherd boy in Bethlehem's fields and Israel's  monarch.

Archaeological  evidence  from ancient  Palestine  reveals  the  dangers  shepherds

faced: wild animals (lions, bears, wolves), bandits, treacherous terrain, and sudden

weather changes. The "valley of the shadow of death" likely refers to the narrow,

winding  gorges  in  Judean  wilderness  where  shepherds  led  flocks  to  seasonal

pastures.

In the Ancient Near East, shepherd imagery was commonly applied to kings and

gods. Mesopotamian rulers called themselves "shepherds of the people." Egyptian

pharaohs  carried  shepherd's  crooks  as  symbols  of  authority.  However,  unlike

pagan  shepherd-gods  who  were  capricious  or  distant,  Yahweh  is  portrayed  as

intimately present, especially in times of danger.

For Israel facing exile, persecution, or national crisis, this psalm offered profound

comfort.  Whether  David  wrote  it  during  Saul's  persecution,  during  Absalom's

rebellion,  or  in  peaceful  reflection  on  past  trials,  it  became  Israel's  song  of

confidence through centuries of suffering. The imagery resonates across cultures

and generations because every human life contains dark valleys—seasons of grief,

fear,  uncertainty,  and  mortality.  The  psalm's  enduring  power  lies  in  its  honest

acknowledgment of life's terrors combined with unshakeable confidence in divine

presence.

Related Passages

Matthew 25:31 — Final judgment 
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Romans 2:1 — Judging others 

Study Questions

What "dark valleys" are you currently walking through, and how does God's

presence change your perspective on them?

How can you distinguish between fearing circumstances (which is natural)

and fearing evil (which faith overcomes)?

What does it mean practically that God's "rod and staff" comfort you? How do

His discipline and guidance bring comfort rather than fear?

How does this verse prepare you to face your own mortality with confidence

rather than dread?

In what ways does addressing God directly in second person ("Thou art with

me") deepen your relationship with Him compared to merely talking about

Him?

Interlinear Text

ם ַ� ג
H1571

�יִֽ כ
H3588

ְ ך אֵּלֵּ
H1980

יא ֵּ ב�גְ
through the valley

H1516

ותֶ צלַמְָ
of the shadow of death

H6757

לֹא
H3808

א ירָ אִ
I will fear

H3372

ע רָ
no evil
H7451

�יִ כ
H3588

ה אַת�ָ
H859

י דִ עִמ�ָ
H5978

ָ שִׁבטְְך
for thou art with me thy rod

H7626

ָ ך ֶ מִשְׁעַנתְ� � ו
and thy staff

H4938

מ�ָה הֵּ
H1992

ניִ׃ ינְחֲַֽמֻֽ
they comfort

H5162

Additional Cross-References

Isaiah 41:10 (Parallel theme): Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed;

for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold

thee with the right hand of my righteousness.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Psalms 118:6 (Parallel theme): The LORD is on my side; I will not fear: what can

man do unto me?

Psalms 138:7 (Parallel theme):  Though I walk in the midst of trouble, thou wilt

revive me: thou shalt stretch forth thine hand against the wrath of mine enemies,

and thy right hand shall save me.

Psalms 3:6 (Parallel theme): I will not be afraid of ten thousands of people, that

have set themselves against me round about.

Luke 1:79 (Parallel theme):  To give light to them that sit in darkness and in the

shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.

Micah 7:14 (Parallel  theme):  Feed thy people  with thy rod,  the flock of  thine

heritage, which dwell solitarily in the wood, in the midst of Carmel: let them feed

in Bashan and Gilead, as in the days of old.

Psalms 46:11 (Parallel theme): The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is

our refuge. Selah.

Matthew 28:20 (Parallel theme): Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever

I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the

world. Amen.

Matthew 1:23 (Parallel  theme):  Behold,  a virgin shall  be with child,  and shall

bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted

is, God with us.

2 Timothy 4:22 (Parallel theme): The Lord Jesus Christ be with thy spirit. Grace

be with you. Amen.
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