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“CROWNED WITH LOVE AND COMPASSION” 

Psalm 103 
 

What a great piece of poetry that is!  As with so much poetry that is translated out of its original setting, it 

does lose some of the magnificence of the Hebrew in which it was first written by King David, many 

centuries ago, but even in a modernised English version, it sounds wonderful, and the images and visions 

it conjures up are amazing.  When you get home, have a go at reading it out loud again, and enjoy the 

majesty of those words. 

 

It begins, as do so many of the Psalms, with the single Hebrew word, “Hallelujah!”  We often use it in 

that form in our songs and prayers, but here it’s translated as “Praise the LORD!”  David is lifting his 

voice and his eyes and his heart to the heavens to give voice to his gratitude to God.  He is worshipping 

him in the writing of these words, just as we’ve done in the reading and singing of such words this 

morning.  He is reminding himself of all that he has to praise God for.  And there is plenty that does 

inspire praise in his situation. 

 

He starts by acknowledging that it’s easy to take for granted all that God does – “forget not all his 

benefits” – then goes on to thank God for his forgiveness and healing, his care of body and soul.  He is 

grateful for God’s help in difficult situations – “he redeems your life from the pit”.  And, as we read so 

often not just in the Psalms, but throughout the Bible – and, if we take a few moments, we can see it in 

our own experience – this is all done in abundance.  God never holds back on his gifts to his people, his 

blessings are always lavish and overflowing: God “satisfies your desires with good things”, he doesn’t 

simply meet your needs. 

 

And in amongst all that thanksgiving, there’s this great phrase: “He crowns you with love and 

compassion”.  (We were reading this Psalm at the prayer meeting last Saturday and Kate Arden-White 

remarked on these words, so I suppose, in a way, she’s the inspiration for this morning’s sermon.)  It’s a 

great image to use.  Not only does God bless us in so many ways, he kind of adorns us with it all.  It’s an 

image that is used elsewhere in the Psalms, a way of expressing the fact that this is pretty well the 

pinnacle of God’s blessing and provision.  In Psalm 8:5 (another of David’s Psalms), we read that 

humanity, the finest part of God’s creation – the climax of it all, if you like – is “crowned with glory and 

honour”.  And in David’s Harvest Psalm, Psalm 65, we read that God “crowns the year with his bounty”.  

Once again those words are set in a stanza which is all about carts overflowing and the valleys mantled 

with corn and all kinds of wonderful things. 

 

God gives us so much, David is saying – there is so much that God provides for all humanity – and on top 

of all that material provision, all that health and prosperity, God sets this crown of love and compassion.  



It’s a great image, as we say, but what does it actually mean?  Here, of course, we run the risk that most 

of you will be familiar with from English lessons at school: we dig away at trying to explain all these 

metaphors and images and similes and wonderful uses of language to the extent that we lose out on the 

beauty of the poem itself.  We explain away all the mystery and all the magic of the piece, if we’re not 

careful.  But often, thinking about what’s behind the words can actually bring out the meaning even more 

powerfully.  So let’s have a quick look. 

 

David’s experience of God’s love and compassion is obviously rooted in his own experience, in the 

experience of his people.  So he writes about how God has “made known his ways to Moses, his deeds to 

his people Israel”.  But what he then goes on to describe is something that is common to all people, 

something that, through Jesus Christ, has been offered to anyone who wants to take it seriously.  In vv8ff 

we read this awe-inspiring litany of God’s goodness to those who decide to follow his ways. 

 

He starts off by thanking God for his forgiveness.  We know that we all have within us the propensity to 

mess things up.  It’s part of our experience of living in a world that is affected by evil.  God created a 

perfect world in which he set human beings to help manage creation and to relate to God in love.  Evil 

somehow infected that paradise and not only did creation get messed up, but so did humanity, thus 

distorting and perverting the relationship that we have with God and with each other.  So we end up doing 

stuff that that spoils our own lives as we live with the consequences of our wrong choices and decisions, 

spoils the lives of others around us as we say and do things which hurt and demean them, and spoils the 

hope that we have of spending eternity with God as he intended.  The Bible calls it sin, as this Psalm 

points out - along with terms like “iniquities” and “transgressions”. 

 

But if we are serious about getting that sorted, if we believe that God can and will help us, if – in the 

aftermath of Jesus’ death and resurrection – we want to try and rediscover the love and compassion of 

God as he originally meant it, then we can know God’s forgiveness.  We can experience God’s grace and 

mercy.  Grace is God’s giving us what we don’t deserve – his love and a clean slate.  Mercy is God’s not 

giving us what we do deserve – alienation from him and having to live with the consequences of our sin 

for all eternity (vv9,10).  And, in that spirit of generosity and abundance which we’ve already noted, this 

isn’t some grudging forgiveness – “Oh I suppose I’d better let you off, then.”  This is God dealing 

completely and comprehensively with those sins – with those regrets and sources of guilt and shame 

which can so easily overwhelm us and stunt our development as human beings made in God’s image 

(v12). 

 

All this is done with a sense of fatherly compassion (v13).  Now, when David describes God’s love here 

as that of a compassionate father, he would have been as aware as we are today that not all fathers are 



quite as wonderful as we’d like them to be.  Those whose experience of their father is one of 

manipulation or abuse or oppression or absence might struggle to connect that image with the image of a 

good God that David is trying to convey.  But here, as in the many other places in the Bible where God is 

described using the example of a father, we are intended to read that as an ideal father.  God exhibits all 

the things you would truly want in a Father.  God is the perfect Father.  We can quarrel with David’s 

choice of example if we want, but whatever human construct David – and the other biblical writers – had 

chosen would have fallen far short of truly describing such an amazing God. 

 

Just imagine for a moment what you’d really like your father to have been like, all the qualities that you’d 

love to find in a great dad, with none of the imperfections and none of the shortcomings, then you’ll be on 

the way to imagining what an amazing Father God is.  He loves you.  You are – as David writes 

elsewhere – the apple of his eye.  He wants the very best for you and he is pained when you turn away 

from him.  God loves you more than is humanly possible.  He loves you to death – as he proved when 

Jesus died on the cross for you. 

 

Human love can be fleeting.  And however intense that love is during our lives, it still ceases when we 

die.  That’s what David’s trying to convey in vv15,16.  But God’s love goes on for ever.  In v17a we read 

that this is an eternal love.  Nothing can stop it – not even death.  Because at that point anyway, we who 

follow his ways continue to live in that eternal Kingdom he has promised us.  This is guaranteed for ever.  

A lifetime warranty with no closing date.  That’s what this crown of love and compassion signifies: we 

are people who are loved by God in a way that it is almost impossible to understand, but in a way that we 

can all experience if we want to.  It is God’s crowning glory in our lives. 

 

But the crown we wear is also a symbol of our status before God.  A crown has always been a symbol of 

status – whether it’s the crown of a reigning monarch or the crown of a winning athlete or the crown of a 

victorious emperor.  It is something visible that enables others to see who we are and what we’re 

connected to.  So, as we rejoice in the fact that we are wearing something that speaks of the pinnacle of 

God’s love and forgiveness, that should also be an inspiration for us to share the love and compassion of 

God where we find ourselves day by day. 

 

And here the image has to change a bit.  The crown of which David writes here would very probably have 

been a crown made of leaves – at least, that’s what the Hebrew word suggests – or, at the most, a simple 

gold crown.  For us, people brought up in a country with a monarch who wears quite extravagant crowns 

(although not all the time) our image of a crown is of a shining headpiece studded and decorated with the 

most amazing precious stones.  If you saw the documentary about the coronation of our Queen a couple 



of weeks ago, you’ll know that there are some pretty serious jewels set into it.  And as that crown is the 

symbol of monarchical status, so it also reflects and refracts the light in all kinds of amazing ways. 

 

As we wear the “crown of love and compassion”, symbol of our status as forgiven and much-loved 

children of God, so we too should be reflecting and refracting the love and compassion of God wherever 

we are.  As God crowns us with this, so – as the Archbishop tells the monarch in Westminster Abbey – 

God tells us of the responsibility we have to wear it wisely and worthily, and of the responsibility we 

have to share around us the love and compassion we have been shown.  We may not have a literal crown 

on our heads to show that we are God’s people, but it should still be obvious to anyone we encounter that 

we are God’s people, living God’s way, responding to those around us with the same godly compassion 

we see exhibited in our heavenly Father. 

 

You see, there’s so much for which we can be thankful to God.  Our “Hallelujah!” is a means of helping 

us not to forget any of God’s benefits to us, of saying that we are deeply grateful for all that he’s done for 

us and continues to do for us – and all that he has promised us for the eternal future.  But that dialogue of 

praise with God needs to be reflected day by day in the way we respond to others around us, in the way 

we love our neighbours and show compassion to the disadvantaged and desperate whom we encounter in 

our community.  Praise the Lord that you are forgiven, that you are loved.  And share that love as widely 

as you can where you live and work. 

 

  



“CROWNED WITH LOVE AND COMPASSION” 
Psalm 103 

 
In this Psalm, David starts by acknowledging that it’s easy to take for granted all that God does.  He 
goes on to thank God for his forgiveness and healing, his care of body and soul.  He is grateful for God’s 
help in difficult situations and notes that this is all done in abundance.  God “satisfies your desires with 
good things”, he doesn’t simply meet your needs. 
 
And in amongst all that thanksgiving, there’s this great phrase: “He crowns you with love and 
compassion”.  Not only does God bless us in so many ways, he kind of adorns us with it all.  It’s an 
image that is used elsewhere in the Psalms, a way of expressing the fact that this is pretty well the 
pinnacle of God’s blessing and provision.  (Look at Psalm 8:5 and Psalm 65:11.) 
  
In vv8ff we read this awe-inspiring litany of God’s goodness to those who decide to follow his ways. 
 
He starts off by thanking God for his forgiveness.  We can experience God’s grace and mercy.  Grace is 
God’s giving us what we don’t deserve – his love and a clean slate.  Mercy is God’s not giving us what 
we do deserve – alienation from him and having to live with the consequences of our sin for all eternity 
(vv9,10).  This is God dealing completely and comprehensively with those sins (v12). 
 
All this is done with a sense of fatherly compassion (v13).  God is the perfect Father.  He loves you.  You 
are – as David writes elsewhere – the apple of his eye.  He wants the very best for you and he is pained 
when you turn away from him.  God loves you more than is humanly possible.  He loves you to death – 
as he proved when Jesus died on the cross for you. 
 
In v17a we read that this is an eternal love.  Nothing can stop it – not even death.  This crown of love 
and compassion signifies that we are people who are loved by God in a way that it is almost impossible 
to understand, but in a way that we can all experience if we want to.  It is God’s crowning glory in our 
lives.  But the crown we wear is also a symbol of our status before God.  It is something visible that 
enables others to see who we are and what we’re connected to.  So, as we rejoice in the fact that we 
are wearing something that speaks of the pinnacle of God’s love and forgiveness, that should also be an 
inspiration for us to share the love and compassion of God where we find ourselves day by day. 
 
As we wear the “crown of love and compassion”, symbol of our status as forgiven and much-loved 
children of God, so we too should be reflecting and refracting the love and compassion of God wherever 
we are.  As God crowns us with this, so he tells us of the responsibility we have to wear it wisely and 
worthily, and of the responsibility we have to share around us the love and compassion we have been 
shown.  Our dialogue of praise with God needs to be reflected day by day in the way we respond to 
others around us, in the way we love our neighbours and show compassion to the disadvantaged and 
desperate whom we encounter in our community. 
 

Questions for discussion 
 

1) How do we praise God with “our inmost being” (v1)? 
 
2) Share with the group what “all his benefits” means for you. 
 
3) Why are we often reluctant to accept that God has completely dealt with our sins in the way 

described in vv8-12 ?  How can we become more accepting of our forgiveness? 
 
4) Do you find the image of God as a compassionate father a helpful one?  If not, what do you think 

would be better? 
 
5) How do you understand the idea of wearing a crown of love and compassion?  What difference does 

it make to your life? 
 


