TEXT: Psalm 23:3a

SUBJECT: Henry on Psalm 23#5


Our topic tonight is Matthew Henry on Psalm 23.  Matthew Henry was the best-known—and the best Puritan commentator.  His work on the 23rd Psalm does nothing to diminish his reputation as a first rate expositor and pastor.  Unlike some devotional commentaries, his book tells you what the passage means.  And, unlike most technical commentaries, it tells you how to apply the passage to your life. 


Doctrine and use.  These are the watchwords of Puritan books and sermons.  And nobody does it better than Matthew Henry.   


Thus far, we’ve looked at the doctrine of Psalm 23.  What is it?  You don’t have to read far to find it, the first words tell you: “The Lord is my Shepherd”.    From the doctrine comes a big application: “I shall not want”.  Because the Lord is my Shepherd, I will be in need of nothing—nothing in life; nothing in death; nothing in the world to come!  He has given me “all things which pertain to life and godliness”.  

Henry breaks up the big application into several smaller ones, two of which we’ve already studied.  “I shall not want” means the Lord will provide for me and He will lead me where I need to go and when I need to go there.  Provision and guidance are promised in the Lord’s shepherding of His flock.  


To these two promises, the Puritan adds a third—and he gets it out of the first part of v.3:  

“He restores my soul”.  

THE MEANING

Believers in Christ have the promise of restoration!  Do you kids know what it means to restore something?  It means to fix it up or to set something right.


There’s an old house over in the Irvington district.  When I first moved here, I used to drive by it all the time and always with a sigh.  For it was a lovely place, but no one had kept it up for many years.  The weeds were four-feet high in the front yard, the paint had peeled off the house, the roof was falling in and the porch was eaten by termites.  I never went inside, but I can imagine that it was no better than the outside.  But then, a man bought the house and started fixing it up.  He did the work himself and it took him a long time to do it.  But now, the house is lovely again.  It looks like it did—I suppose—when it was first built more than 100 years ago.  The house was restored.  


Other things can be restored too.  I have a friend who was once very strong and vigorous.  But then he got sick and nearly died.  The man who once throbbed with vitality became weak and pale and too tired to get off the couch.  After being this way for a couple of years, he got better and now, he’s as fit and energetic as he used to be.  His health was restored.  


I know a couple who used to hate each other.  They fought all the time and finally divorced.  But then they were both saved and they got back together and now, they seem like the happiest couple in the world.  It’s hard to think of one without the other.  They just go together.  Their marriage was restored.     


And so, when the Bible says, “He restores my soul” it means we mess ourselves up and the Lord fixes us up.  Like the broken house, like the broken health, like the broken marriage.  Only better!


Henry divides this restoring work of the Lord into two parts.  

DUTY

“He restores me when I wander.  No creature will lose itself sooner than a sheep, so apt it is to go astray and so unable to find its way back.  The best saints are prone to go astray, but when God shows them their error, gives them repentance, and brings them back to their duty again, He restores the soul.  If He did not, they would wander endlessly and be undone.  When, after one sin, David’s heart smote him, and after another, Nathan was sent to rebuke him, God restored his soul.  Though God will permit His people to fall into sin, He will not allow them to lie in it”.  
Henry starts with a comparison—and it’s not too flattering.  Christians are a lot like sheep.  Sheep are notorious for getting lost and being unable to find their way back.  That’s why—for example—in the parable of the lost sheep, the shepherd doesn’t wait for the runaway to come home, but goes out to get him.  

That is precisely what the Lord does for His runaways.  We wander into sin and error.  For a time, the sin seems sweet and the falsehood seems true.  But only for a time.  Eventually, the Lord brings us back.  Henry cites David as an example here—and it’s a very apt one.  


When he cut off the hem of King Saul’s garment, his heart smote him!  He felt guilty about what he had done—and rightly so.  Now, who or what made him feel so bad about himself?  It wasn’t his men—for they wanted to kill the king.  It also wasn’t “nature” or “instinct”, for these cry for self-defense.  And that was all David was doing—defending himself against a man who meant to kill him…

… No, it was David’s conscience that smote him that day.  And the conscience was moved by the Lord.  In this way, it was the Lord who restored David to the path of duty.


David’s conscience was not always so tender.  Years later, he committed a sin far worse and did not feel guilty about it.  Perhaps he even felt rather smug that he had gotten away with murdering a man and taking his wife.  But then his friend Nathan the prophet came to him with a story about a heartless and greedy man in Israel.  David blew up at the wicked man and said he must die for his crimes!  But Nathan told him that he was the man.  This broke David’s heart and led him to repentance.  Who sent Nathan and Who made his words so effective?  It was the Lord who was restoring David’s integrity.  


David’s story is not his own.  It pertains to every believer.  Every disciple of Christ has been hit in the mouth by the Holy Spirit.  At times, He has exposed our pride and envy and malice and sloth and other sins—even though we gave them other names. 


These experiences are never pleasant, but they are good for us.  They are the Lord’s way of restoring our souls.  


There’s a story in the Old Testament that illustrates the doctrine.  You can read it in II Samuel 14.  Absolom is King David’s son and a prince in Israel.  His half-brother Amnon shamefully treats his sister, Tamar.  To avenge her, Absolom kills Amnon and flees the country.  He’s gone for some time, until the king lets him back into the country.  But then, two years pass without an invitation to the king’s house.  Until they meet things will never be right.  Absolom has a neighbor named Joab who is an important man in David’s government.  He can arrange a meeting between the king and his son…

…But he won’t do it.  In fact, he won’t even return the young man’s calls.  This irritates Absolom to the point that he sets Joab’s barley fields on fire!  That gets the man’s attention!  And gets Absolom what he wants.


Now, sometimes, we’re as deaf and blind and inattentive as Joab was back then.  Like Absolom, the Lord knows how to get the attention of His people—and sometimes, the hard way!


Again, we don’t always like being restored to the path of duty (after all, laziness and disobedience are easier than obedience), but what’s the alternative?  If the Lord doesn’t restore our souls, what happens to us?  


We wander off and perish!  Think of King Saul here; he began well, but, when he sinned (unlike David) he was not restored.  He died in his sins.  Or, think of Judas Iscariot.  What he did to the Lord was no worse than Peter.  Yet Judas was not restored and he went out and hanged himself.  


How thankful we ought to be that the Lord restores us to the path of duty!  He says—“This is the way, walk in it”.  

And, how cooperative we ought to be when the Lord tries to restore us.  In Psalm 32, David says,

“Do not be like the horse or like the mule who have no understanding, which must be harnessed with bit and bridle or they will not come near to you”.  


Horses—and especially mules—are famously stubborn.  That’s why the riders control them with a bit and a bridle.  But we’re not brainless animals, but humans made in the Image and Likeness of God and—by His grace—able to cooperate with Him and do what He says—without being made to!  


This is the first thing Henry finds in the words, “He restores my soul”.  The Lord puts His wandering people back on the way of holiness.  

WEAKNESS

“He recovers me when I am sick, and revives me when I am faint, and so restores the soul which was ready to depart.  He is the Lord our God who heals us.  Many a time we should have fainted unless we believed and it was the Good Shepherd who kept us from fainting”.  

We ordinarily use the word, “soul” as that part of us distinct from the body.  The Bible uses it that way, too, at times.  But chiefly—and here I think—the word simply means “life” and refers to both body and spirit.


Both body and soul are subject to weakness, weariness, sickness, and decay.  And because the two are connected (in some mysterious way) one will affect the other.  


Elijah was a man of great courage.  But exhausted and hungry, the hero became a coward.  David was a man of great faith, but discouraged by circumstances, he began serving a Philistine king.  Peter loved the Lord very dearly, but tired and scared, he denied Him three times.   


When we’re shot in body and soul, the Lord comes along to help us.  He does it in a variety of ways.  


A friend of mine is a good father, but like other dads, he gets aggravated with his kids.  He once told me that just about the time he’s going to blow up, one of them does something to make him laugh—and the laugh washes away the aggravation.  It is the Lord who is behind the laugh!  


Paul is a good example.  His whole Christian life was spent under the shadow of persecution.  But right in the middle of it—when he needs a break—the Lord gives him three years of peace in Corinth.  It was the only place he ever stayed where he wasn’t abused by the Jews or the Greeks.  How dear that time off must have been to Paul.  


David’s life was one of almost non-stop conflict, yet he too, received many breaks from the fight.  When fleeing from Saul, a priest gives him some food and Goliath’s sword.  Later, Abigail becomes a treat for his belly—and his eyes.  Years later, Barzillai feeds him in exile and Gittai sticks with him.  And many other mercies could be named.  


How often I’ve received little encouragements when I was down, a day off when I needed it, fun times to offset the times of stress—all because the Lord is my shepherd!  


There is a creature that works without rest and without encouragement: an ant.  The Lord did not make us big ants and so, He gives us rest, diversion, and many cheering things in life.  Why does He do that?  Because He is our shepherd.  We are not cattle, prodded to the slaughterhouse.  We are sheep and He is our Shepherd.  


Because He is, “He restores my soul”.  
