Psalm 23 #4

“He Restores My Soul”

Psalm 23:3

Restoring old things is a popular pastime for many, whether restoring old homes, old cars, or old furniture. (If someone figures out how to restore old bodies, I’m all for it!) In the familiar words of Psalm 23 we have come to the beginning of verse 3, “He restores my soul.” What does that mean to us today?

The subject of the verse—”He”—is obviously the Lord, my Shepherd. The verb of the verse—”restores”—is in the present tense, meaning that this is an ongoing action. David does not say, “He restored my soul” or “He will restore my soul,” as though this were a thing of the past or something yet future. This is a present, ongoing promise.

We might wonder, “If the Lord is my Shepherd and I lack nothing that I need, why then this statement, ‘He restores my soul’?” Anyone in the Good Shepherd’s care should never become so distressed in soul as to need restoration, right?

But the fact remains that this does happen.

Even David, the author of the psalm, who was much loved of God, knew what it was to be cast down and dejected. He had tasted defeat in his life and felt the frustration of having fallen under temptation. David was acquainted with the bitterness of feeling hopeless and without strength in himself. In Psalm 42:11 he cries out, “Why are you downcast, O my soul? Why so disturbed within me? Put your hope in God.”
Phillip Keller points out that there is an exact parallel to this in caring for sheep. The phrase “cast” sheep or a “cast down” sheep is an old English shepherd’s term for a sheep that has turned over on its back and cannot get up again by itself. Lying on its back, its feet in the air, it flays away frantically struggling to stand up, without success. Sometimes it will bleat a little for help, but generally it lies there lashing about in frightened frustration. If the owner does not arrive on the scene within a reasonably short time, the sheep will die.

Even though the Lord is my Shepherd and I lack nothing, I still need restoring.

The Result of Restoring

Let’s begin with the result of restoring. What does it mean that, “He restores my soul”? The Hebrew word here is shuwb (shoob), and is very common. It appears 1,057 times in the Old Testament and can be translated a number of ways. Most often it is rendered “return” or “refresh.”
 

Restoration—what a full, meaningful term!
 The shortened version—rest—is one of the meanings of this term. When we rest, our strength and attitude and motivation are restored to its previous level. Other words that reflect this meaning are “refill” and “revive.”
You see, rest is always a means to an end. The sheep are only being restored so that they might continue the journey, which may well lead them through dark valleys before the day is done. The Shepherd renews the sheep so that they might follow Him as He leads them in the paths of righteousness.
We sometimes debate whether it is better to rest in the Lord or serve Him. We may take the story of Mary and Martha as a model and argue that we should place a priority on resting in Him. The truth is that the two ideas are complimentary to one another, not opposite. We must learn to rest in the Lord and to find our refreshing in Him so that we might follow Him in service.

We need to be restored not only because of fatigue but because of adversity in our lives. The thought here is of hope renewed in place of despair, of confidence in God’s goodness and promises renewed in face of bad experiences, of love to God and man restored in times of bitter resentment, of self-control regained after surrender to an urge that craves to become a regular bad habit, and so on.

When Israel faced the desolation of exile, God promised through Jeremiah, “I will bring Israel back and they will graze and be satisfied” (Jer. 50:19). The verb used in Jeremiah for bringing Israel back is the same one used in Psalm 23 for “restoring” my soul. Biblical restoration involves returning to a place of divine provision where comprehensive care is available and where life can be restored, as in “revive”.

One of the most beautiful descriptions of Jesus’ shepherding work to restore his people is found in the Gospel of Luke, where we read Jesus’ parable of the lost sheep.

Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.’ I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent. (Luke 15:4–7)

Our Shepherd majors in restoring hope to the soul. Your loneliness diminishes, because you have fellowship. Your despair decreases, because you have vision. Your confusion begins to lift, because you have direction.

And remember, as we saw in Psalm 23:1, it is the Lord and the Lord alone who can do this. When the soul grows sorrowful He revives it; when it is sinful He sanctifies it; when it is weak He strengthens it. He does it.

The Realm of Restoring

Next I want to consider the realm of restoring: “He restores my soul.” What do we mean by soul?

The Hebrew term here is nephesh, literally meaning a living creature or being. The first appearance of nephesh in Scripture is found in Genesis 2:7, “The Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground [body] and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life [spirit], and the man became a living being [soul].” I believe we see here the composition of human beings.

Some believe mankind is composed of two parts—material and immaterial—while others see man in three dimensions—body, soul, and spirit—while still others argue that man is essentially a unit, incomplete without any of these components. While I agree in principle with the third view, the Scriptures do distinguish between three entities. 
Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:23, “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Three distinct Greek terms are used here: “spirit,” pneuma; “soul,” psyche; and “body,” soma. You may recognize the first term, which literally means “breath”—we get “pneumonia” and “pneumatic” from this root, referring to breathing. In fact, in both Hebrew and Greek, the same word is translated “spirit” and “breath,” and are often interchangeable. The second term is where we get our term “psychology.” Literally psychology is “the study of the soul.” This implies that there is an immaterial, or spiritual aspect of reality that must be understood. Christianity acknowledges the existence of the soul, but most secular worldviews deny it. Ironically, the idea of an immaterial soul does not have much of a home in the world of psychology, though the very meaning of the word means the study of the soul.

 While some will agree that man has material and immaterial components, they reject the distinction between “soul” and “spirit.” Yet we read in Hebrews 4:12, “For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” Here the two are shown as distinct entities. Furthermore, we read in Jude 19 of men “who follow mere natural instincts and do not have the Spirit.” Literally that reads, they are psychikoí (a form of psyche) pneúma meé échontes (“not having spirit”). J. B. Phillips renders this, “they are led by human emotions and never by the Spirit of God.” I believe emotions are one part of the human soul, as are intellect and volition.

And so according to the Bible, humans are made up of body, soul, and spirit. Someone has explained it this way: our body is made up of the same materials as the world around us, and gives us world consciousness; our spirit is of the same “material” as God, and gives us God-consciousness; and our soul is what gives us self-consciousness—it’s what causes us to know that we love chocolate and hate spinach, for example.

So as the Good Shepherd, God provides for our physical, mental, and spiritual well-being. He provides refreshment in the difficult experiences of life.

The Routes of Restoring

Finally I present the routes of restoring. How does the Lord restore my soul? 

The answer to that question is multi-faceted. Looking at the whole person, we can say that He restores the body through food, water, exercise, and rest. We should not minimize the importance of our physical health. Exhaustion is not next to godliness; in fact, extreme fatigue and stress of the body affects the soul and spirit negatively.

How does the Lord restore my soul? As previously mentioned, the soul is made up of the mind (intellect), the heart (emotions), and the will (volition). Each of these is essential to our overall psychological health. (Remember, psyche is Greek for “soul”!)

Intellectually, we are restored through His Word. Romans 12:2 suggests that the Holy Spirit transforms us “by the renewing of our minds.” As we feed upon the Word of God we see Jesus there. We draw upon Him and our inner man is satisfied. “Beyond the sacred page,” the hymn says, “I see thee, Lord.” We see Him, and we eat and drink of Him, and we discover Him to be the resource that we need. As Paul says, “Though the outward man perishes, the inward man is renewed day by day” (2 Cor. 4:16). Our minds are restored. How? As we feed upon Him. As we come to know Him, believe what He says, and act on His Word, we discover that the inner man is fed.

What about our hearts? How are we restored emotionally? In my personal opinion and experience, I believe God uses music as much as any other resource to restore our hearts. Music speaks to the heart as few others things do. We are moved to happiness, to tears, to action—all through music. Paul writes in Ephesians 5:19, “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord.” This is so important that he repeats this command in Colossians 3:16, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.” I don’t think it is coincidental that both verses mention our hearts as it refers to music.
Both of these routes of restoring can take place individually and corporately. We should spend time in the Word and in prayer on our own, and I believe we should infuse music into our times with the Lord. This can also take place at church as we worship together. I hope that Sunday church is not your only time of worship! Sunday church should be when we do together what we do individually throughout the week. And this is why the Bible commands us to meet together for worship in Hebrews 10:25.

Before I close, I want to add a word of warning and a word of encouragement. We have to be realistic about the life of the child of God and face facts as they really are. Most of us, though we belong to Christ and desire to be under His control and endeavor to allow ourselves to be led by Him, do on some occasions find ourselves cast down.

We discover that often when we are most sure of ourselves we stumble and fall. Sometimes when we appear to be flourishing in our faith, we find ourselves in a situation of utter frustration and futility. Paul in writing to the Christians at Corinth warned them of this danger in 1 Corinthians 10:12, “So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!”
The time when we think we “have it made,” so to speak, is actually when we are in mortal danger. There are men and women who, because they may have done well in business or in their careers or their homes, feel that they are flourishing and have “arrived.” They may have a sense of well-being and self-assurance, which in itself is dangerous. Often when we are most sure of ourselves, we are the most prone to fall flat.

It’s interesting that the sheep that are the most vulnerable to being cast down are those that are, in the politically correct terminology, horizontally challenged. Or, to put it in plain English, the fat sheep.

In His warning to the church in Revelation 3:17, Jesus points out that though some considered themselves rich and affluent, they were actually in desperate danger. The same point was made by Jesus in His account of the wealthy farmer who intended to build more and bigger barns, but who, in fact, faced utter ruin. Material success is no measure of spiritual health. Nor is apparent affluence any criteria of real godliness. And it is well for us that the Shepherd of our souls sees through this exterior and takes steps to set things right.
We must be careful, though, not to misunderstand the perspective of the Shepherd in restoring the sheep. Many people have the idea that when a child of God falls, when he is frustrated and helpless in a spiritual dilemma, God becomes disgusted, fed-up, and even furious with him.

This simply is not so.

One of the great revelations of the heart of God given to us by Christ is that of Himself as our Shepherd. He has the same identical sensations of anxiety, concern, and compassion for cast men and women as I had for cast sheep. This is precisely why He looked on people with such compassion. It explains His magnanimous dealing with down-and-out individuals for whom even human society had no use. It reveals why He wept over those who spurned His affection. It discloses the depth of His understanding of undone people to whom He came eagerly and quickly, ready to help, to save, to restore.

When I read the life story of Jesus Christ and examine carefully His conduct in coping with human need, I see Him again and again as the Good Shepherd picking up cast sheep. The tenderness, the love, the patience that He used to restore Peter’s soul after the terrible tragedy of his temptations is a classic picture of the Christ coming to restore one of His own. And so He comes quietly, gently, reassuringly to me no matter when or where or how I may be cast down. In Psalm 56:13 we are given an accurate commentary on this aspect of the Christian’s life in these words, “You have delivered me from death and my feet from stumbling, that I may walk before God in the light of life.”

Life is exhausting. Life promotes weariness. Whether it’s the difficulties of our jobs, the challenge of raising teenagers, or a critic who is never satisfied with our best efforts, life has a way of wearing us down and whittling at our resolve. No matter how much life dings or damages us, we’re never beyond God’s restorative reach.

“He restores my soul.” Maybe you are in need of restoration. Our Good Shepherd is the best at doing so. And He longs to restore you.
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