Psalm 23 #8

“To the End…and Beyond”

Psalm 23:6

“To infinity…and beyond!”

Fans of the Toy Story film series recognize that motto of Buzz Lightyear. Of course, that saying makes no sense, since there is no “beyond infinity.” But Psalm 23 ends with a similar statement that actually does make sense. Verse 6 says, “Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” To paraphrase Buzz Lightyear, “To the end…and beyond!” Okay, that doesn’t quite have the ring as the original phrase, but the truth behind it is encouraging and exciting. The first half of the verse takes us to the end of our lives here on earth, and the second half takes us beyond the end.

The Dogged Pursuit

We begin our study of this verse with the dogged pursuit: “Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life.” The first five verses are all in the present tense; this final verse is in the future tense: something will happen “all the days of my life,” meaning throughout my life on earth.

So what is it that will happen? “Surely goodness and love will follow me.” Yet that English translation is misleading. “Follow” is a feeble translation of the Hebrew word rapad, which is found more than 150 times in the Old Testament. It’s usually translated “pursued,” “chased,” or “hunted.” As we encounter this word in Scripture, it typically describes being pursued by an enemy or by an animal. David used this word in 1 Samuel 26:20, when he said the armies of Saul were pursuing him “as when one hunts a partridge in the mountains.” And so Rob Morgan writes, “Toward the end of the Twenty-third Psalm, David’s thoughts go to the dogs, so to speak.”

Another commentator suggests that these are “God’s sheepdogs” ever near His flock, ever nipping at our heels, always available.
 In rural lands, you’ll often see the shepherd going in front of the flock leading the way, followed by all the sheep, with sheepdogs bringing up the rear and running along the sides of the flock to keep them from straggling or straying.

During the late nineteenth century in England, there lived a man named Francis Thompson. Despite having studied for the priesthood and then the medical field, he found himself living out on the streets in London. He became addicted to opium (legal then) and lived out of garbage cans. But beneath the skin of this vagabond beat a heart that God was searching after. Thompson later related his experience of being pursued by God through beautiful poetry in an eloquent ode titled “The Hound of Heaven.”

As he looked at the turmoil of his life, he kept expecting to find that God had turned away in disgust. After all, Thompson had made such a mess of everything; surely the Lord had abandoned such an unworthy servant. Yet somehow, in the deepest of Thompson’s suffering, there was always the sense of God’s presence, God coming after him, God attempting to rescue him from himself. In the poem, Thompson wrote,

I fled Him, down the nights and down the days;

I fled Him, down the arches of the years;

I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways

Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears

I hid from Him.

He describes the relentless pursuit of the Hound of Heaven. God kept tracking him like a hound after a fox. This is what sets Christianity apart from all other religions: Nowhere else do we find God in hot pursuit of people.

John Stott similarly testifies,

Why I am a Christian is due ultimately neither to the influence of my parents and teachers, nor to my own personal decision for Christ, but to the hound of heaven. It is due to Jesus Christ Himself who was after me, who pursued me relentlessly even when I was running away from Him in order to go my own way. And if it were not for the gracious pursuit of the hound of heaven, I would tonight be on the scrap heap of wasted and discarded lives.

Now for the purposes of our study, the Lord is the shepherd who leads the flock, so goodness and love are the two sheepdogs that guard the rear of the flock.
 But what do these words mean?
The two Hebrew words translated “goodness” (toy) and “love” (hesed) are usually associated with the fact that God has covenanted with His people to be their God.
 “Goodness” is almost too big a term to describe. The word “good” is a characteristic of God, and it refers to the essential nature of His perfections and benevolence. He is a good God, and He continually fills our lives with goodness and with good things.
 The word translated “love” is sometimes rendered “mercy” or “loving-kindness.” According to Hebrew scholar Walter Kaiser, hesed is “one of the most beautiful words in the Old Testament.” He points out that the word occurs about 250 times in the Old Testament. While “love” and “mercy” are acceptable translations of hesed, the most accurate way to understand this is “grace.”
 Goodness and grace pursue us.
And this dogged pursuit is “all the days of my life”—the black days as well as the bright days, the days of fasting as well as the days of feasting, the dreary days of winter as well as the bright days of summer.
 There are no “blackout days” to worry about: no exclusions, no exceptions, no exemptions. His sheepdogs never take a day off, and they remain awake every night.
 God’s goodness and grace will follow me—not some, not most, not nearly all—but all the days of my life.

This doesn’t mean we won’t face adversity or have any dark days, because the psalmist has already warned us that our pathway may wind through dark valleys. But it does promise that every day for the Christian will be filled with God’s mercy and goodness. Neither the Shepherd nor His sheepdogs will forget us or forsake us.

Now let’s look at the first word: “surely.” David didn’t say, “Maybe goodness and mercy shall follow me.” Or “Possibly goodness and mercy shall follow me.” Or “I have a hunch that goodness and mercy shall follow me.” David could have used one of those phrases. But he didn’t. He believed in a sure God, who makes sure promises and provides a sure foundation.
 The word has the basic meaning of “no doubt; this is absolutely true; this can never be doubted; it can never fail.”

Those who grew up reading the King James Version of the Bible remember the “verily” statements of Christ: “Verily, verily, I say unto you…” This phrase conveyed the same idea. Jesus was saying, “I’m going to tell you something that is very true, highly certain, eternally established, and totally factual.”
 This is a fact as indisputable as it is encouraging, and therefore a heavenly verily, or “surely” is set as a seal upon it.

Our moods may shift, but God’s doesn’t. Our minds may change, but God’s doesn’t. Our devotion may falter, but God’s never does. Even if we are faithless, he is faithful, for he cannot betray himself. He is a sure God. And because of that, we can say confidently, “Surely goodness and grace shall pursue me all the days of my life.”

The Delightful Promise
David could have stopped right there and this psalm would have ended on a high note. But he goes on to say at the conclusion of verse 6, “…and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
This psalm opened with the proud, joyous statement, “The Lord is my shepherd.” Now it closes with the equally positive, buoyant affirmation, “And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” Here is a sheep so utterly satisfied with its lot in life, so fully contented with the care it receives, so much “at home” with the shepherd that there is not a shred of desire for a change.

As we finish our study of Psalm 23, we’re coming full circle at the end of the season and coming to that last reality—My Father’s House. We started in the springtime pastures of Hebron and Bethlehem. As spring merged with summer, we headed north, hiking from pasture to pasture, going onward and upward. Our trails sometimes wound through difficult canyons and wild gorges. We’ve enjoyed the highlands of Galilee with their sloping pastures and overflowing troughs. And now the season is nearly over, winter is at hand, and we are heading home.

With its final line, Psalm 23 comes full circle, back to the Father’s House: “I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” For David’s literal flocks in biblical times, the trail spiraled back to Hebron and Bethlehem as they returned to the family farm at the end of their seasonal migrations. For believers, our trail spirals upward as we arrive at our Father’s House at the end of our earthly road. Here in Psalm 23:6, David is thinking of heaven, which he describes as “the house of the Lord.”

As David looked ahead, he knew he would be in heaven—the Father’s house—forever. This isn’t a reference to the temple, because the king didn’t live in the temple. Furthermore, nobody could live there or anywhere else forever. Jesus used this vocabulary to speak about heaven in John 14:1–6.
 

In the Old Testament, the house of the Lord was the Tabernacle and later the Temple. It was the place where God dwelled among His people. The first time we see this phrase in the Bible is in Exodus 23:19, when the Lord told the Children of Israel, “The first of the first fruits of your land you shall bring into the house of the Lord your God.”

In 1 Samuel, when Hannah and her family wanted to join in the great worship convocations of Israel, they went up to Shiloh to the house of the Lord; when Samuel was born, she brought him to the house of the Lord and left him there to be mentored by the old priest Eli (1 Samuel 1:7 and 24). This was the location of the Tabernacle, which represented the localized presence of the omnipresent God among His people.

Solomon built the Temple as the house of the Lord in Jerusalem (1 Kings 7:51), and when it was dedicated, the Lord descended in such clouds of glory that “the priests could not continue ministering because of the cloud; for the glory of the Lord filled the house of the Lord” (1 Kings 8:11).

The house of the Lord is the place where God’s presence is centered. It represents the place of His throne, the place where He lives in the immediate essence of His presence. In short, the house of the Lord is the presence of the Lord. David was saying, “I will live in the presence of the Lord.”
 David is not referring to a place as much as he is to a Person. Notice that the psalm begins and ends with “the Lord.” David longed to be in his Lord’s house, because he could then be in his Lord’s presence. You see, the ultimate goal in David’s heart was a face-to-face relationship with His Lord forever.
 

If you travel for business, you may stay in hotels that have nicer furniture than you have in your house. Managers do their best to make you feel at home, but you never do. Home is where your family is.
 In the same way, Heaven is where our Lord is.

Never forget that the last word of Psalm 23 is the first word of eternity. We shall dwell in the house of the Lord—forever!
 He is not God’s temporary guest. Rather, he will dwell in God’s house forever.
 God’s home is a forever home.

So Psalm 23 ends with a future look: to the end…and beyond! “Surely”—we know with certainty—“God’s goodness and grace will pursue me”—like a couple of sheep dogs keeping us in line—“all the days of my life”—with no exceptions, through good times and bad times—“and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever”—after this life on earth is through, we will spend eternity in the presence of our Lord.

Let’s review the whole psalm. The Lord is my shepherd, therefore, I have everything I need. Our Good Shepherd leads me to green pastures and quiet waters, restoring my soul. He guides me in the right paths—even through the valley of the shadow of death—so I have nothing to fear. He is there to guide and protect me. He prepares the way before me, clearing out the predators and dangers ahead of me. He cares for me needs to the point that I am overwhelmed. Looking forward, I am certain that God’s goodness and grace will pursue me—even hound me—throughout the ups and downs of my life, and when my life on earth ends, I will spend eternity with Him.

I conclude with the words of C. H. Spurgeon: “May God grant us grace to dwell in the serene atmosphere of this most blessed Psalm!”

Amen.
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