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      Where He Leads

      We have now seen that there are exodus echoes in Psalm 23. Twice in verses 1–3 we are told that the shepherd “leads me,” and this phrase is a clear exodus undertone in the psalm:

      You have led in your steadfast love the people whom you have redeemed;

      you have guided them by your strength to your holy abode. (Ex. 15:13)

      The point of the journey is the destination—God’s dwelling place—and it is no coincidence of course that Psalm 23 ends in the same way:

      and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord

      forever. (v. 6)

      We will come to those beautiful words soon, but for now we want to consider the shape that God’s care takes in these opening verses of the psalm. There is both a picture of total, ultimate rest and a picture of the shepherd leading, with us following behind him on his righteous paths. He is leading us home, yes, but the way to his house is a scenic route we need to savor.

      Nestled between the perfect provision of verse 2, and the righteous paths of verse 3, is the delightful phrase “He restores my soul.” The sentence stands alone and can be read either as summarizing the effect of all the care and attention in verse 2 or as an implication of walking in paths of righteousness. Either way the meaning is clear: the result of receiving the shepherd’s close attention and of following in the shepherd’s way is the restoration of my soul. What might this actually mean?

      Jewish commentators are quick to see in the phrase an indication of all that the Sabbath meant for Israel, and many Christian commentators follow suit. As Richard Briggs says (of vv. 1–3 as a whole): “The logic of these verses is comparable to that of the Sabbath in that both seek to describe a bigger picture of life in all its fullness that helps to gain a wise and proper perspective on the work to be done or the trials to be endured.”1 Again, the connections here to the exodus are considerable when we remember that in Deuteronomy 5 the specific reason the Israelites are given for Sabbath observance was their experience of slavery in a land where they had no rest. Just as God redeemed them from slavery in his mercy and compassion, so they too must ensure that all others within their care are treated with the same mercy and compassion and given the rest of the Sabbath (see Deut. 5:12–15). Alongside this, in Exodus 31, where creation is given as the foundational basis for observing the Sabbath, we learn that the day is “a sign forever between me and the people of Israel that in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested and was refreshed” (v. 17).

      If the idea of the Sabbath as an undertone to Psalm 23:1–3 seems far removed from what we personally have ever experienced on that particular day of the week, then again it is worth stepping back and learning more from those who have reflected deeply on the matter. In Abraham Joshua Heschel’s classic Jewish text The Sabbath, he argues for the idea of an “architecture of holiness” that is present not in space but in time, so that “the Sabbaths are our great cathedrals.” The idea is that Sabbath was always intended by God to be a foretaste of paradise, such that when God enters the rest of the seventh day after creating the world, it is the only day of the seven-day week about which we are not told, “And there was evening, and there was morning.” The Sabbath continues forever in God’s presence such that entering this rest with him and enjoying him forever is the goal of all creation. You do not rest on the Sabbath to be refreshed for work; rather, the point of all labor and work is for the sake of the Sabbath: “It is not an interlude but the climax of living.”2

      The provision of the Sabbath as a way of realizing the whole point of creation—rest with God—is profoundly beautiful. It was to be a day of delight for God’s people (Isa. 58:13) precisely because it was a time devoted to taking delight in the Lord (Isa. 58:14). The key idea here, which I believe is implied in Psalm 23, is spending time with the Lord, who has already entered into his rest and who therefore invites others to share it with him. As Briggs says, “Psalm 23 also invites us to a slowing of the pace of life and to a rest that might even get as far as stopping completely, laying down, and knowing that life will move on . . . but also rejoicing in the restoration that Yhwh the shepherd offers.”3 Heschel expresses it even more poetically: the Sabbath is about coming “to understand that the world has already been created and will survive without the help of man.”4

      This means that Christian readings of Psalm 23 offer many layers to understanding our soul restoration. On the most obvious level of opening Psalm 23 and simply following in David’s footsteps, there is a restoration of the soul that takes place when I cease striving to master the world, and I am content to lay down the tools of work and instead be nourished by the provision of the shepherd. Sheep benefit enormously from regular, daily, weekly reminders that we are sheep and not the shepherd. A renewal of the soul takes place in seeing afresh who I am in the world—not master and commander but a frail and prone-to-wander sheep with a good shepherd—and that my experience of soul rest will always be dependent on my proximity to him.

      The idea of time for soul restoration is so important and is the main way to express the fact that what David is celebrating in verses 1–3 is that he is not the one carrying out the main activity in his life. The shepherd is the primary agent in his life: making him rest, leading him, restoring him, leading him again. Harold Kushner tells the story of tourists on safari in Africa who hired porters to carry their supplies while they trekked. After three days the porters told their employers they would need to stop and rest for a day, not because they were tired but because “we have walked too far too fast and now we must wait for our souls to catch up.”5

      Whether we stick to the word “soul” (as Kushner and others do), in the sense of being an interior part of us, or we understand the word “soul” as a stand-in word for the whole person (as I think we are right to do), the fact is that we know what it is like to experience fragmentation within ourselves or within the various components of our lives such that one bit of us has gone “too far too fast” ahead of other parts of who we are, and we are in need of being made whole again. When we move too quickly through life, we tend to make poorer choices, we often prioritize the wrong things, and we can begin to equate our very selves with the status we have achieved or the accumulation of possessions we have amassed. In none of those modes of unreflective living is there space to say, “The Lord is my shepherd; I lack nothing.”

      Most specifically, it is in coming close to the Lord Jesus that we enter this rest. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus says: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matt. 11:28–29). Jesus is not talking about the kind of rest you get from putting your feet up at the end of a long day. Immediately following these words, he rebuts the Pharisees over the true meaning of the Sabbath (Matt. 12:1–8). No, the point of these words is that everything the Sabbath rest pointed to is fulfilled by Jesus himself; the rest that humankind was meant to enter from the very start, and which we still long for, is found in him. The story of the exodus is the story of God’s people failing to enter the promised rest. Unlike the unfaithful Israelites who fell in the desert and did not enter their rest (Ps. 95; Heb. 4:1–7), Jesus was faithful unto death and has now entered the Sabbath rest that was the goal of all creation and that we will one day share in with him. “Jesus recapitulated in himself the history of Adam and Israel in order to bring us not only out of ruin into a state of innocence, or guilt into forgiveness, but to bring the whole of creation into the everlasting Sabbath.”6 Our experience of this rest now, in this life, is anticipatory. We enter this Sabbath rest in advance each Lord’s Day by believing and treasuring the good news of exodus salvation won for us by the Lord Jesus. In him, and in him alone, we find rest for our souls.

      To help us grasp even more what this looks like, Psalm 23:3 tells that the shepherd restores our souls by leading us in his paths of righteousness. This is beautiful for us because, as Alastair Roberts and Andrew Wilson say, “our generation is confused as to the nature of true freedom.” We think freedom is found in forging our own path through life and in either “being true to ourselves” or striving to live “the best version of ourselves.” But, in fact, “no matter how often we experience liberation from constraints, limitations, and oppression, we still find ourselves falling into new forms of bondage. . . . True freedom is more complicated than it looks.”7 Psalm 23:3 tells us that true freedom is found along someone else’s path, not our own.

      There are lovely nuances to the phrase rendered “paths of righteousness.” Many commentators point out that the “paths” are more literally “cart tracks” or “wagon ruts.” The idea is that while “the earth is soft, wagon wheels press the trails that others are obliged to follow after it dries and hardens.”8 When this idea is combined with the strong sense from these verses that the shepherd is leading and is therefore ahead of us, and we are behind him, then whether we understand these tracks as “paths of righteousness” or simply “right paths,” as the ESV footnote offers, the point is that they are his tracks. The shepherd has gone ahead of us, blazing the trail and leading the way, and therefore the path we are taking is one of righteousness. When we follow the Lord, we cannot fail to be on the right path.

      Kenneth Bailey makes the lovely observation that “the good shepherd ‘leads me’; he does not ‘drive me.’” Because he is ahead and I am following, “the sheep appear to be attracted primarily by the voice of the Shepherd, which they know and are eager to follow.”9 This is of course exactly how the Lord Jesus describes his relationship with his sheep: “When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him, for they know his voice” (John 10:4).

      This places the voice of the shepherd right at the heart of what it means to follow the shepherd in his paths of righteousness. Exodus from slavery never meant freedom to do just anything—God redeemed us to be holy. The fire in the burning bush showed the holiness of God’s name. The Sabbath given to the people after the exodus was a holy day. Psalm 23 follows the exodus trajectory of grace first, then law; redemption and rescue precede obedience and moral conformity to the beauty of God’s law.

      This means there is a beautiful connection between righteous paths and wholeness; the way to the restored soul of verse 3 is as much from the right paths as it is from the right food. In other words, happiness is found in holiness. Wholeness is found in righteousness, and this righteousness is found in listening to the voice of the shepherd, attending to his call and heeding his words. In Psalm 19:7, David says,

      The law of the Lord is perfect,

      reviving the soul.

      There is no way to be at rest in this world, or to be at rest with the Lord in the world to come, without being made new by the words he speaks and the righteousness he gives as we give ourselves to him.

      So as you read these pages, it is worth taking time to stop and reflect. Take time to rest and consider where you are with the shepherd’s paths of righteousness laid out for you in the Scriptures. Our affection for Jesus and our affection for his voice in the Bible are inseparable. We cannot love one without coming to love the other; similarly, we cannot neglect our relationship with one and not soon experience a cooling with the other.

      Are you on his paths right now but, unbeknownst to anyone else, you are thinking of leaving them? Psalm 23 is clear: there is no soul restoration in walking paths in life that your shepherd is not walking with you. There is no greener grass anywhere else than with Jesus and with the words that he speaks, with his righteous law and his righteousness-giving gospel. But it may be that you have begun to think that the grass really is greener somewhere else even though you know it is a “pasture” where Jesus does not dwell.

      It may be that you haven’t fully left the paths of righteousness yet, but you are flirting with that danger. You are just beginning to wander. Perhaps it’s a relationship you know you shouldn’t be in: it is not a path of righteousness. Apart from the objective knowledge that it is wrong, one of the ways you are sensing it subjectively is that it has opened up just that little bit of distance between you and the Lord Jesus that wasn’t there this time last year. Life is a journey, not a viewing gallery; we are always on the move, always traveling, and we’re going with either Jesus’s paths or a different shepherd’s paths. Maybe it’s what you’re consuming online. Maybe it’s the choices you are making with your money or your time. Two degrees of divergence this year might mean a mile’s divergence next year. Take time to consider the road you are walking, who is leading you, and where that path might end. In my experience I have found that wrong steps in life are nearly always the outworking of a prior neglect of listening to Jesus speak in the Bible. When devotion to hearing his voice begins to dwindle, then eventually, inevitably, departure from his paths begins to follow.

      Some reading these lines are just beginning to wonder whether following the shepherd is really worth it. For you know full well that the path of the shepherd is the path to the cross. Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34). Is it worth all the suffering that following Jesus entails? I want to say that you will not long leave his path before you discover only soul decay and not soul nourishment on any different path. The only way to live is to follow the shepherd into death: “For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and for the gospel’s will save it” (Mark 8:35). There is a beauty to life with the Lord Jesus that cannot be found anywhere else. What he says in his word is not just true; it is also nourishing and healthy, and only it can make us whole. The cost of following him is the death of all that is ugly and sinful in me—it is painful—but the new life on the other side of my crucified sinful nature is more precious than can be put into words. Life works with Jesus in a way that it just doesn’t without him.

      The ultimate reason for walking with the shepherd comes at the end of Psalm 23:3. One of the great surprises in the psalm is realizing that the very reason for the vast extent of the shepherd’s care for his sheep—both the rest he provides and his righteous paths for them to follow—is the fame of his name, not the fame of his sheep.

      It is wonderful to be provided for and to have my every need taken care of by my shepherd, and it is quite something to realize that everything he does for his sheep he does “for his name’s sake” (v. 3). He leads by binding his own honor and reputation in his world to his sheep and to what happens to them and how they follow him. As Bruce Waltke and James Houston say, “We live in a universe wherein God’s interests and his people’s interest cohere, not compete.”10 Or as W. Phillip Keller puts it, “It links a lump of common clay to divine destiny—it means a mere mortal becomes the cherished object of divine diligence.”11

      Again, the depths of this for us are very precious. As we read that the divine shepherd leads us in paths of righteousness for his own name’s sake, it means not that God is using us for his own ends but rather that we can be so sure about walking in those paths because God has bound his own reputation to our walking in them. John Piper explains it like this: “The deepest reason given

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

    
      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

    

  
    
      Study Questions

      Introduction 

      1.  Prior to reading the book, what did you think of Psalm 23? How have the events of your life shaped your understanding of the psalm?

      2.  How is Psalm 23 “a little Bible,” as Martin Luther described it?

      3.  If Psalm 23 is clear enough to need no explanation, how might this book help you find more treasures in the psalm than at first meet the eye?

      4.  The book and psalm are broken into three sections: “The Sheep and the Shepherd,” chapters 1–3 (“I shall not want”); “The Traveler and the Companion,” chapters 4–6 (“I shall not fear”); and “The Guest and the Host,” chapters 7–9 (“I shall dwell”). Which of these are you drawn to the most and why? Which do you need to hear most? (We will revisit this question at the end.)

      5.  As you start this book, pray that you would see in “the images, poetic beauty, and themes of Psalm 23 just how the Lord Jesus takes complete and absolute responsibility for those who are in his care”.

      Chapter 1: Who He Is

      1.  This chapter challenges us to ponder who the Lord is, not just what he does, specifically in calling him “my shepherd.” How does this comfort or convict you as you think about the Lord?

      2.  Where in your life do you desire God’s benefits more than you desire him?

      3.  How is “the Lord” connected to the Scripture passages in Exodus about Moses and the burning bush? What is the significance of this connection?

      4.  What part does the word “shepherd” play in revealing God’s covenant lordship?

      5.  How is Jesus the shepherd in verse 1?

      6.  In what ways has this chapter changed your view of “the Lord is my shepherd”? How can you praise him differently?

      Chapter 2: What He Provides

      1.  How do the Heidelberg Catechism questions 1 and 2 reflect Psalm 23:1–3?

      2.  As you consider all of Psalm 23, how does verse 1 encapsulate the entire psalm?

      3.  Consider how exchanging “want” for “lack” changes your understanding of verse 1.

      4.  Verse 1 is easy to say but harder to implement. How does it practically affect your life?

      5.  Which shepherding image in verses 1–3 do you long for the most and why?

      6.  How do the exodus narrative and other passages from Israel’s history connect to verses 1–3?

      7.  Jesus showed himself to be the good shepherd. Where do you experience his shepherding care in your life?

      8.  In your own words, explain the “exodus-shaped life” of Jesus and his people today.

      Chapter 3: Where He Leads

      1.  Explain how the road where God is leading you is not the final destination.

      2.  In what ways is the idea of the Sabbath “an undertone to Psalm 23:1–3”?

      3.  How are you comforted by the reminder that “my experience of soul rest will always be dependent on my proximity to” the Lord? How does this encourage you to slow down?

      4.  True freedom is found in following the path Jesus took. How is this countercultural?

      5.  Noting the pattern of the exodus narrative again—grace first, then the law—how does this give you the freedom to follow Jesus with joy? How is “happiness . . . found in holiness”?

      6.  Take time to consider where you are with the shepherd’s paths of righteousness laid out for you in the Scriptures and rest in that truth.

      Chapter 4: How He Leads

      1.  The first part of Psalm 23:4 is a common refrain for many people, even those who do not claim to know the Lord. What deep truths resonate in this verse?

      2.  According to this chapter, how does the shepherd lead?

      3.  Explain what “the valley of the shadow of death” can mean. In light of this, how are you encouraged by God’s providence?

      4.  Are you comforted knowing that God rules over the valley, or is that image difficult for you? Why?

      5.  Why is “Big God Theology” important, especially in light of evil in the world?

      6.  Praise God that your valley “is not the destination but the journey.”

      Chapter 5: Where He Is

      1.  Prior to reading this book, had you considered the importance of God’s presence as seen in this psalm?

      2.  Why is it important that we “walk through” the valley of the shadow of death?

      3.  In what ways is it encouraging that the psalmist doesn’t downplay the shadow while highlighting the presence of God?

      4.  Knowing the Lord’s presence, in what circumstances do you need to preach to yourself, “I will fear no evil”?

      5.  How are you comforted by the reminders throughout Scripture summarized in the simple words “You are with me”?

      6.  Praise God that he invites you into the same love that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit already share.

      Chapter 6: What He Holds

      1.  Have previous depictions of this psalm (in literature or paintings) left you with an impression of shepherding as a peaceful, serene job? How has this chapter reshaped your thinking?

      2.  How do you now better understand David’s use of “rod” and “staff” for tools shepherds and the Lord use for our good?

      3.  In what ways are you convicted about wanting Jesus’s rod and staff to come down on others but not to redirect you?

      4.  With all the evil in the world around us, how do you respond to the idea that our biggest problem is actually inside us?

      5.  “The path of righteousness might not be the path of happiness.” Is this statement comforting or discomforting to you?

      6.  What do you think about the idea that the shepherd of the flock is both Jesus and the leadership of the local church?

      7.  Pray that you will accept and desire the shepherd in your life. 

      Chapter 7: How He Welcomes

      1.  In this section of the book (part 3, “The Guest and the Host”), how do we see that the Lord cares for his people? How is the host operating?

      2.  What is the impact of saying “you” to the Lord in Psalm 23:5? Where are you with him?

      3.  After reading this chapter, how do you better understand the phrase “prepare a table”?

      4.  In your inner thoughts, what is God like? Miserly or magnificent? Perhaps consider the master who eats with his servants.

      5.  Do you agree with C. S. Lewis’s understanding of eating in the presence of enemies? Does reading 2 Samuel 17:27–29 help?

      6.  How does Psalm 23 go “against the wilderness grain”?

      7.  Pray to understand and rejoice that Jesus is for you.

      Chapter 8: What He Sends

      1.  Explain the covenantal nouns “goodness” and “mercy.”

      2.  How does Psalm 23:6 display God’s steadfast love?

      3.  Why is it important that God doesn’t just give us his goodness and loving-kindness, but he himself is goodness and love?

      4.  In light of Psalm 139, how does knowing that the Lord is before and behind you increase your boldness and sweeten your rest?

      5.  How do you view your life in light of the words “surely” and “all the days” in verse 6?

      6.  Pray that you will know the Lord as the personal and corporate shepherd.

      Chapter 9: Where He Invites

      1.  Consider how Psalm 23:4 is the heart of the whole Bible and verse 6b is the climax of the entire Bible’s storyline. How does this help you understand the gospel more fully?

      2.  After reading this chapter, how have your thoughts about eternity with God changed?

      3.  In light of this psalm, discuss the importance of “restore” and “return.”

      4.  What does this psalm tell you about God? What does it tell you about yourself?

      5.  What encouragement did you find in this chapter?

      6.  Discuss your homegoing in light of this psalm, especially what George MacDonald called the Lord’s “porch.”

      Conclusion

      1.  Consider listening to various sung versions of Psalm 23.

      2.  Which verse(s) of this psalm do you now see in a different way?

      3.  How does Psalm 23 show you Jesus and the gospel?

      4.  The book and psalm are broken into three sections: “The Sheep and the Shepherd,” “The Traveler and the Companion,” and “The Guest and the Host.” Having finished the book, which one are you drawn to the most, and why? Which do you need to hear most?
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