TEXT: Psalm 23:2b,3b

SUBJECT: Henry on Psalm 23#4


Tonight, with God’s blessing, we’ll move on in the Puritan study we began a couple of weeks ago; it’s called Matthew Henry on Psalm 23.  


Henry’s outline is very simple.  He starts with a doctrine or what the Psalm teaches us about God.  The 23rd Psalm teaches us that God is our Shepherd, that is, what a shepherd does for his flock, the Lord does for us—only He does a lot more for us and He does it a lot better.   The Gospel tells us that our Lord is not only a Shepherd, but He’s the Good Shepherd, the kind of Man who loves His sheep so well that He lays down His life for them.  Jesus Christ did just that at the cross where He saved us by throwing Himself into the lion’s mouth of God’s justice.  He was torn to pieces so we wouldn’t be.  That’s the doctrine: The Lord is my shepherd.  


The application follows.  Because the Lord is my shepherd, “I shall not want”.  I will have all I need—in this life and in the life to come.  The promise is not easy to believe, but it is sure: “No good thing will He withhold from those who fear Him”.  Not one!  


Henry breaks up the big application into several smaller parts.  We looked at the first one last week.  "I shall not want” means I will be well provided for.  But that’s not all it includes: “I shall not want” also means I will be led or directed by my Shepherd.    


That brings us to tonight’s topic.  Because the Lord is my shepherd, He will lead me where He wants me to go—and where He wants me to go is good for me!  

THE PROMISE OF GUIDANCE

“They are well guided, well led.  The Shepherd of Israel guides Joseph like a flock; and every believer is under the same guidance: `He leads me beside the still waters’.  Those that feed of God’s goodness must also follow His direction.  He leads them by His providence, by His Word and by His Spirit.  He disposes their affections and actions according to His command; He directs their heart into His love; He disposes their affairs for the best”.  


The Puritans are often accused of wordiness—and justly so in many cases: but not here.  Here in one paragraph, Henry has packed in a bookcase full of theology—and it’s glowing with truth, goodness, and beauty.  


The first thing he says is also the most important: we are not on our own!  Jesus Christ leads us.  This is something we don’t always feel, but whether we feel it or not, He does.  The Bible says so.  For example:

“The meek will He guide in judgment;

and the meek He will teach His way”

(Psalm 25:9).

“I will guide you with My eye”

(Psalm 32:8).

“For this God is our God

forever and ever: He will

be our guide even to death”

(Psalm 48:14).

“You shall guide me with Your counsel

 and afterward receive me to glory”

(Psalm 73:24).


The Lord’s guidance is not only promised, but it has really been there when His people needed it most.  Israel wandered in a wilderness for forty years, but they made it out and into the Land God promised them long before.  No man was more confounded than Job—by His own pain and loss, by his friends’ wicked counsel, by the tormenting power of Satan, yet he too was guided through it all by the steady hand of the Almighty.  Late in life, Paul did not know what the future held for him—whether freedom and more ministry or confinement and death, but the Lord guided him every step of the way.  


As I’ve hinted before, the Lord’s guidance is not always felt—we often think He’s not there!  But He is there, guiding us through life.  This is the promise of God and the experience of His people.  As he lay dying, Arthur W. Pink--whose life was so different than what he thought it would be—told his crying wife to dry her tears for,

“He has done all things well, my dear, all things!”


If the Lord is your shepherd, you have His guidance.  Even when you don’t recognize it or think you’re blundering though life, you have it.  Because He is your shepherd.  

“When [the Good Shepherd] puts His sheep out, He goes before them” (John 10:4). 


Knowing the nature of sheep, the laziest and stupidest shepherd wouldn’t turn them out and let them go where they please.  And our Shepherd is neither lazy nor stupid!  

THE MEANS OF GUIDANCE


After telling us that the Lord leads His People, Henry goes on to tell us how He does it.  He names three things: His Word, His Spirit, and His Providence.  


God’s Word and Spirit lead us in matters of right and wrong.  The Bible tells us to do some things and to not do other things.  This covers more of life than most people think.  The direct commandments of God tell you what to do most of the time.  It’s not ignorance that confuses us half as much as an unwillingness to act on what we know is right.  I told you about the Christian woman who came to me all excited one day because she was getting married.  I was happy for her, till she told me her fiance’ was a Buddhist.  I quoted the Bible to her and she said, “Some parts of the Bible are hard to understand”.  I told her she wasn’t struggling to understand the Bible, but to obey it.  She teared up and I never saw her again.  

But for those parts of life on which the Bible has no direct teaching, it offers guidelines or principles for making good choices.  


For example, the Bible does not tell a man where to live.  But it does tell him to take care of his family—and that includes spending time with them.  Now, realistically, can a man do that while living in Sacramento and working in San Jose?  It seems to me he cannot.  The four hours (or more) of commute time will take him away from his family or leave him so dead tired when he gets home that he’s no good to anyone.  


Thus, the Word tells us how to live a life pleasing to God and good for others and ourselves.  


But what about the Spirit?  We know He does not contradict the Word, but does He add to it?  No He doesn’t.  What the Holy Spirit does is to give us understanding of the Word; He leads us to the Scriptures we need to know and He shows us what they mean and how they apply to our lives.  This is the meaning of Psalm 119:18:

“Open my eyes that I may behold

wondrous things out of Your law”.


When it comes to guiding us, the Lord uses one more thing: His Providence.  This means His control of circumstances.  By reading His Word and praying, it occurred to me that the single life was not for me.  I’m called to marriage.  But knowing the call is a lot different than finding a wife!  By His kind Providence, the Lord handed me the perfect wife on a silver platter.   Once I knew her, I had no doubt that I would marry and that I would marry her!  


The Lord leads us, therefore, by His Word, Spirit, and Providence.  The three do not contradict each other, but work in a mysterious harmony to bring His will to pass.


How thankful we ought to be that we’re not pagans!  Their gods mutter and mumble and the people are left to guess at their will for their lives!  Our God speaks clearly in His Word!  His Spirit leads us to the Word we need and His almighty power and wisdom arrange things in such a way that we can know and do His will!   

“Teach me to do Your will for you are my God; Your Spirit is good, lead me into the land of uprightness” (Psalm 143:10).  


Do we live in the confidence that the Lord will lead us—and that we don’t have to resort to the latest fads—but that we can trust the old standbys: His Word, Spirit, and Providence?  


If we believed Psalm 23, we would have this confidence.  

THE CHALLENGE OF GUIDANCE


The last thing to note from Henry’s teaching is the challenge of guidance.  If the Lord guides us, we’re supposed to follow His guidance.  What are directions for?  Are they given to be ignored?  Or discussed?  Or followed?  


They’re given to be followed!  


If the Lord is my shepherd, I have to follow His guidance.  Not just take it as an option, but to receive it as a command—a loving command and for my good, of course, but still, a command! 


On this the Bible is very plain.  John 7:17 says,

“If anyone is willing to do His will, he shall know…”


I suspect this is where our main problem lies in seeking guidance.  We pray and read our Bibles and ask friends for advice—maybe even go to counselors—but it’s all a waste of time because we’re not willing to do His will.  If we were, we would find it more often and more quickly than we do.  


If the Lord “leads me beside the still waters” and “leads me in the paths of righteousness,” then I’m obliged to walk in His ways.  I can do so with confidence for it is the Lord who is leading me.  And He is both wise and good enough to lead me nowhere I shouldn’t be.  


Thus, we can trust the guidance He gives and follow it from the heart.  Now, let’s quit hearing the Word and start doing it.  God bless you everyone.  Amen.  

