TEXT: Psalm 23:1

SUBJECT: Henry on Psalm 23#2


Every good sermon has two things in it: a doctrine and an application.  The doctrine tells us something about God; the application tells us what to do with it.


I know a few preachers who specialize in doctrine.  Their sermons are packed with information and are often quite interesting.  But they don’t tell me how to live in light of this glorious knowledge.  On the other side, most preachers today do better with application.  They tell me what to do (or not to do), but they don’t tell me why to do it (or leave it undone).  If believers are to live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God, we’ve got to have sermons with doctrine and application.  One or the other just won’t do!    


This brings us to tonight’s study of Matthew Henry on Psalm 23.  Puritan sermons were not perfect, of course, but nearly every one of them stated a doctrine and told the people what to do with it.  No one was better at this than Matthew Henry, especially in his great Commentary on the Whole Bible.  


That’s what we have here: we have a doctrine—“The Lord is my Shepherd” and an application—“I shall not want”.  That’s how king David put it and how Matthew Henry expounds it.  


With God’s help now, let’s look at the verse that almost everyone knows, but hardly anyone lives by.

THE DOCTRINE


Henry starts with the doctrine or what the verse teaches about God.  The quote is long—but I couldn’t think of anything to leave out! 

“See here the great care God takes of believers.  He is their Shepherd and they may call Him so.  Time was when David was himself a shepherd; he was taken from following the sheep, and so he knew by experience the cares and tender affections of a good shepherd toward his flock.  He remembered what need they had of a shepherd, and what a kindness it was to them to have one who was skillful and faithful.    He twice ventured his life to rescue a lamb.  By this, therefore, he illustrates God’s care of His people and to this our Savior seems to refer when He says, `I am the Shepherd of the Sheep; the Good Shepherd’ (John 10:11).  He that is Shepherd of Israel, of the whole Church in general, is the Shepherd of every particular believer; the lowest is not below His attention.  He takes them into the fold and takes care of them, protects them and provides for them with more care and constancy than others shepherds can.  He makes it His business to keep the flock”.    


An illustration does not illustrate itself, but is meant to throw light on something else—to help us see one thing by comparing it to another.  God is not a Shepherd in the way David was and we’re not sheep, but humans.  The relationship between sheep and their shepherd, however, is a very fine way of thinking about what we are to God and—more to the point—what He is to us.  


Sheep are not hardy and intelligent animals, but slow, defenseless, and amazingly stupid.  If left to themselves, they would perish—every one them would!  They would starve, die of thirst, or—more likely—become lamb chops for a hungry predator.


That’s why they need a shepherd—and that’s why they have one.  


Believers in Christ are like sheep in this way: we are not able to fend for ourselves!  We cannot find food on our own or drink or rest and we have no way of escaping or combating the dangers of life on our own. 


But that’s all right because we’re not on our own!  By His grace, God has become our Shepherd and—just as other shepherds take care of their flocks, so the Lord takes care of His!    


Psalm 23 is the best known Scripture on the topic, but many other chapters and verses teach the same thing.  In Ezekiel 34, for example, God torches the shepherds of Israel who are not caring for the flock, but only using them for their own benefit.  They are butchers and not shepherds!  In the same chapter, however, the Lord says that their day is coming, that one day God will take His flock away from them and give it to Someone more worthy than they are.  


John 10 is the fulfillment of the promise: The shepherds of Israel are fired and replaced by a Man who loves the Sheep and will take good care of every one of them.  The Man is our Lord Jesus Christ!  


The work He came to do, He did—and is still doing.  It’s easy to say you love the sheep, but some men prove it by risking their lives to save them.  That’s what David did, taking on a lion and bear to save his flock; and our Lord did too, giving Himself up to the wrath of man, the malice of Satan—and the justice of God—to save us from our sin and misery.  Contrasting Himself to mere employees, the Lord says,

“The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep”.  


That was the first work He did for us—but not the last work.  In heaven right now, our Lord has not forgotten His flock that are still in the wilderness of this life!  We’re in terrible danger—far more than we think we are!  “The lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” are still in us; Satan is still “a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour”; the world—as fallen—is a messy place and no friend of believers.  It seems as though nature itself is sometimes after us.  The Song of Deborah has it,

“The stars in their courses

did fight against Sisera”.

We’ve all felt that at times.  A flat tire, spilled milk, the electricity going off, and—now—the computer crashing!  No sin is involved in these things, yet they happen, often are the worst time, and they provoke us to impatience and bad words and evil thoughts and rotten attitudes.  


If we live in an unsafe world with an unsafe heart, how thankful we ought to be for God Himself becoming our Shepherd!  An honest, hard-working man full of love would be a big improvement on the shepherds of Israel—but even good men are sometimes wrong and human goodness is never good enough.


To have a man like Moses or David or Paul to shepherd us would be a very great blessing.  But we don’t have a Man of their caliber!  We have Someone Better: the Lord Jesus Christ!  


His wisdom and power and love—along with His unchanging character and endless life—are enough to keep us well in this world and even better in the world to come.  

“The Lord is my Shepherd”.


How dear that is to the believer who thinks about it!  How different our lives would be if we really believed it!


That’s the doctrine: Jesus Christ is our Shepherd—He cares for the whole flock of God and every member of it too.  


From the doctrine, Matthew Henry draws two applications.  He is not tacking them on, at all, but they necessarily rise out of it.  

FIRST APPLICATION

“If God is a Shepherd to us, we must be as sheep to Him—knowing the Shepherd’s voice and following Him”.  


Sheep are not smart animals, but they’re smart enough to depend on their shepherd.  If they don’t know where the green grass is or the cool water, they know he does!  But they don’t know if other men do.  Hence, they ignore the voice of strangers and obey the voice of their master.  


On this point, we would do well to be…sheepish.  We ought to ignore what others are telling us to do—think of the media here or our friends or public opinions polls or fashions—and simply follow the commands of our Shepherd, the Lord Jesus Christ.  


We often wonder is someone is a Christian or not.  No one is infallible, of course, but it’s not that hard to tell: a Christian is one who obeys the Lord Jesus Christ.  His obedience is not perfect and is full of inconsistency, but it is real.  You see, the Lord’s sheep know His voice and they follow it.  You can look it us—John 10:27.  

SECOND APPLICATION


This is the first application: If the Lord is your shepherd, you are His sheep—and you ought to act like it!  The second use is 

more to the point of our verse.  Henry says:

“The great confidence which believers have in God: if the Lord is my shepherd, I must conclude I shall not need anything that is really necessary and good for me.  


Have you ever known a believer who was also a chronic complainer?  I have—a lot of them!  If it’s 80 degrees outside, it’s too hot; if it’s 79 degrees, it’s too cold.   No matter what they have, they are unhappy themselves and seem bent on making everyone else as unhappy as they are.  


There’s a Bible word for this: murmuring.  This is a very great sin.  Not only does it make other people miserable, but it also slanders the Lord!  The complainer may not say it in so many words, but he does not think that God takes are of him!  And that means, the Lord is either a stupid, lazy, or wicked Shepherd!  


But our Shepherd is none of the above.  Jesus Christ is wise and good to His people and always active in their lives.  He does not promise to give us everything we want—deep down, would you want Him to?  What He does is promise to give us everything we need.  Psalm 84 says,

“The Lord will give grace and glory.  No good thing will He withhold from those who fear Him”.  


Underscore the word, no—“No good thing will He withhold…”


On the Day of Judgment, we’ll have a lot of bad things to say—about ourselves and about other people too.  But Christian will have an evil word to say about his Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ!  


Right now we’re looking at a big mural from two inches away!  But from the perspective of heaven, we’ll see the big picture and know “He has done all things well”.  


For now, we have to wait in patience and in faith.  If the Lord is your Shepherd, you will not want.  

