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Discipline your ears – Psalm 23 

WCP 

Intro 

We’re continuing our series that we began two Sundays ago now entitled 
“Disciplined: Grace-driven effort for whole body fitness”; looking at these 
practices/exercises as a church that have classically been called “spiritual 
disciplines”.  We’ve stressed each time that these practices are grace-driven/a 
response to God’s grace, not at all a means of earning God’s grace or becoming a 
higher “level” of Christian.  And we’ve also said that the purpose of these disciplines 
is two-fold: 1) To keep our eyes focused on Jesus so as to keep the goal of who we 
are trying to become like always before us and 2) To bring about greater freedom in 
living out the Christian life. And I know that each time I say that growing/maturing 
in our faith is all of our goal, I’m making a massive assumption that it actually is your 
goal. But, you keep coming back each Sunday and so I’m going to continue to operate 
under that assumption.  But I think it’s an important question to ask yourself often 
as we go through these disciplines - particularly if you sense apathy or frustration 
creeping in – which is, “Do I actually want to grow?  Do I truly love the goal I’m 
striving for more than I hate the effort?” 

One of the interesting things that I’ve discovered as I’ve dug into my study of 
these disciplines is that each one seems to be addressing a particular obstacle/idol 
in our lives that is impeding our growth.  Last Sunday we looked at the study of 
God’s word which we said is the foundational discipline out of which all the others 
grow.  In that discipline, I think the idol that’s being addressed is our propensity to 
substitute man-made images of what godliness looks like, for the true picture of God 
which we see revealed in His word. 

This Sunday, the discipline we’ll be looking at is Silence and Solitude: 
disciplining your ears.  And I think the obstacle/idol that this discipline is addressing 
is distraction; really, self-imposed distraction that keeps us from hearing the voice 
of God and seeing a true picture – not just of God – but of our own present spiritual 
state as well.   

The great puritan John Owen said this about our solitudes, he wrote, “We are 
in them, that we are indeed, and no more. They are either the best or the worst of our 
times, wherein the principle that is predominant in us will show and act itself.”  Which 
is just to say that in those rare quiet moments in our lives - maybe just before 
drifting off to sleep - when that still voice that we’ve drowned out all day is finally 
able to be heard, every single one of us either loves or hates the truth that we hear.  
Or when you’re brushing your teeth in the morning and you make that rare moment 
of eye-contact with yourself, every single one of us either loves or hates what we see. 
Which is why most of us avoid those moments b/c sometimes we’re not sure which 
one it will be: love/hate. 

And it’s one of the reasons this discipline is probably the very hardest of all 
to practice; b/c the whole point of this discipline is to intentionally silence all those 
internally and externally imposed distractions so that we can truly hear the voice of 
God more clearly and see the areas of deficiency in our spiritual growth.  But the 
problem at the end of the day for many of us is that we don’t truly want to do that; 
we actually love those distractions; we’re desperate for them, b/c we hate to be 
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shown who we truly are behind the Facebook/Instagram mask we try to fool 
everyone else with.  And so all of us – to one degree or another – thinks that if we 
can just keep ourselves busy/distracted enough from that true picture – right up 
until that very last moment before we fall asleep and then from the moment we 
wake up - that if we can just do that, then we’ll never have to see those areas in our 
lives that we don't want to let God into; those places that we don't want to let Him 
shape and mold more and more into the image of Jesus.  And the scary thing is that 
we can even try to drown out that voice/picture with things like bible reading and 
prayer; anything to not have to hear that voice.   

But without it - w/o hearing that voice leading us and giving us that true 
picture of ourselves - we can’t truly grow b/c we don't allow ourselves to see where 
discipline and exercise needs to be applied. 

You’ll be like that guy in the gym who just keeps doing bench press and arm 
curls but wears baggy sweatpants all the time b/c he doesn’t want anyone to see, or 
to be reminded himself, that he’s never spent a day on the squat rack. 

And in our passage this morning that is likely very familiar to many of us, the 
Psalmist is going to picture for us God’s loving desire for all of us to seek times 
where we intentionally quiet the voices and distractions of life so that His voice can 
be heard; so He can show us the areas where we still need to grow, and then lead us 
to the places where we can feed and drink and be grown. 

So what I want to show you from this Psalm this morning is just two things: 
that we hear better in silence and we see better in solitude (x2) 

So, if you’ve closed your bibles, please open them again to Psalm 23 and we’ll 
dig into this together. 
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So let’s begin by looking at how this Psalm show us: 

1. We hear better in silence 

If look at vs. 1 the whole Psalm begins with a picture of God as a Shepherd 
leading His sheep.  Historically, the whole job of shepherding is both protective as 
well as provisional. If you look at the second half of vs. 4 the Psalmist speaks about 
the tools of a Shepherd: his rod and his staff.  The rod was like a club made of either 
metal or wood and its whole purpose was to fight off predators, which means it was 
always used on enemies and never on the sheep.  The staff/shepherd’s crook on the 
other hand was used to guide (and sometimes even to rescue) the sheep. 

And this all sounds really nice and informational until we realize that if God’s the 
Shepherd in this picture, that makes us the sheep.  And if you’ve been in church for 
any length of time you already know that this is not a compliment.  Sheep are some 
of the dumbest animals known to mankind, even if you’re grading on a curve.   

For instance, if a sheep walks head-first into some bushes and can’t make it 
through, it will stay there stuck instead of just backing out.  Same thing if it falls on 
its back; it’ll just lie there being like, “Awwww shoot!  Fell over again.  Well, nothing 
I can do now I guess but just lie here and wait for buddy boy to help me out.” 

But we see as we read on into vs. 2-3 that part of the care and provision of the 
Shepherd for His sheep is to lead them to places where they can feed and drink in 
peace.  Look with me at vss. 2-3.  He says this Shepherd (READ vs. 2-3a).  Now, this 
is significant b/c it shows us two things: 

1. It shows us that the places the Shepherd leads His sheep to be nourished 
are quiet and peaceful places.  I say quiet b/c apparently sheep cannot eat 
when they’re in the presence of danger; peaceful b/c apparently sheep can 
also not drink unless the waters of the stream are calmed/damned-up 
even ahead so that they are not quickly flowing. 

2. The purpose of leading them to these places is restoration – we see that at 
the beginning of vs. 3. So the Shepherd leads them to these quiet places in 
order for them to both rest/recuperate as well as to be fed and nourished. 

Now, we learned from Don Whitney on the first Sunday that the spiritual 
disciplines are supposed to be the God-given means by which busy Christians 
can become more like Christ.  But even in saying that, I think we’d also have to 
agree that there is also a type of busy-ness that’s not at all about serving God and 
others, but is more about just not setting proper boundaries on our lives, and 
making no space for quietness and rest.  God is telling us here in this passage: “Guys 
… You are sheep!  You are!  And in order for you to rest and feed (and I think we 
could say this has both spiritual and physical implications) then you’re going to need 
to un-plug from your limitless consumption of noise and information and distraction, 
or you’re never going to be able to hear from Me; you’ll never know the rest I came 
to give you or feed on my word or drink deeply from My Spirit.  

In fact, the need for silence and solitude to hear God’s voice is probably not 
illustrated anywhere more explicitly than in 1 Kings 19 where Elijah is fleeing for 
his life and is hiding away in a cave.  There you have this whole description where 
God tells Elijah to come out of the cave and meet with Him; and we’re told that a 
powerful wind comes by, tearing apart the mountains and shattering rocks; then 
we’re told a powerful earthquake comes shaking the mountains; then we’re told fire 
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comes by hot and blazing; and yet – each time – there is this repeated refrain, “But 
the LORD was not in the wind/earthquake/fire.”  But then we read this, “After the 
fire came a gentle whisper. When Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face 
and went out and stood at the mouth of the cave.” 

App 

So we see that the only way God’s gentle whisper is going to heard is in removing 
ourselves from the noisy/cell phone/email/reality TV/Facebook/nightly news/MP3 
world that all of us are immersed in up to our eyeballs, for periods of quiet and 
silence where we can hear from God and be fed and grown by Him. 

And, like we said at the beginning, this is incredibly hard for us to do – not just 
b/c all of us are so busy – but b/c we actually intentionally choose busy-ness and 
distraction b/c we don't want to hear God; we don’t want to hear Him pursuing 
those areas of our lives that we’ve tried to keep hidden away from Him. 

But we need to seek those places of silence and quiet if we’re ever going to be fed 
and grown, and not just quiet from outside voices and distractions, but from our 
own voices as well.  I found it interesting in my study of this passage this week to 
consider how the Psalmist uses the descriptive word “quiet” for the waters; meaning 
not just still but that b/c they are so still they make no sound. 

And I found it really convicting in my own life b/c I’m someone who likes to talk 
a lot; I don't know if you were aware of this or not.  But as I thought about how 
pursuing silence helps me to hear better from God, I came to see that I don't just 
need other people to stop talking in order to hear from God, I need to stop talking 
more myself too! 

Can you imagine how frustrating it would be if you were trying to have an 
important conversation with someone about something, but they just keep talking 
the whole time and never give you an opportunity to speak?  Or if you were a doctor 
trying to tell someone about their medical condition, and the whole time they just 
kept talking over you? 

Did you ever imagine that things like reading God’s word and praying could 
actually be done in a way that was the same as plugging your ears and saying, “La la 
laaaaa. I can’t hear you!”? 

It starts to become painfully clear that – although you’re saying you want to hear 
from God - you don’t actually want to hear from Him at all! The difference in all this 
being that while you or I would likely get frustrated and give up trying, God 
continues to pursue us, both b/c He loves us and b/c He’s got all the time in the 
world.  Look at vs. 6.  There we read (READ vs. 6).  Here we see that God’s goodness 
and His love (which is actually the Hebrew word Hesed which means steadfast 
love/covenant faithfulness) follow His sheep; but the word follow doesn't mean 
“dragged behind”, it means those things pursue us/chase after us.  He continues to 
pursue us - even in spite of how often we seek to drown out His voice – b/c He’s just 
that committed to our spiritual health and growth. 

So, in a way, this discipline really presses on us b/c it forces us to answer the 
question of whether or not we really and truly want to grow, or whether we just 
want to maintain the appearance of growth.  We need to intentionally seek out these 
quiet, distraction free places each day, and come with a heart open to listen and not 
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just talk; a heart that’s willing to be shown where it needs to feed, not where we tell 
the Shepherd where He is allowed to feed us.  Only then will we truly see growth 
come from all these other disciplines we’re going to be looking at; that’s particularly 
true in the study of God’s word and with prayer. 
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Ok, so that’s how we hear better in silence.  Next I want us to look at how: 

2. We see better in solitude 

As we continue to learn about the care of this Shepherd for His sheep, we learn 
more about how He leads them; how He gets them to these places of quiet/silence.  
Look at the second half of vs. 3, there we read (READ vs. 3b).  So God is leading us, 
His sheep, on these paths of righteousness in order to bring us to these places where 
we can feed and drink and grow.   

Now, “righteousness” is a term that is exclusively reserved for God, which speaks 
of His holy, moral, sinless perfection.  So these paths of righteousness then could be 
seen as pathways God leads us on in order to make us more like Him.  Now, already: 
is that sounding familiar to anyone?  Anyone else seeing that as like a Psalm 23 
definition of spiritual disciplines?  

Next, the text says as well that He does this/leads us on these paths to make us 
look more and more like Him, “for His Name’s sake”, or for the renown of His Name.  
Which is just to say – and we need to always remember this when we talk about 
spiritual growth - God is not leading us to be more and more like Him so that people 
will think we’re so awesome, He’s doing it so that people will think He is!  We always 
get into trouble when we get those two things confused. 

But now look at what the Psalmist writes in vs. 4.  He writes (READ vs. 4).  Now, 
I don't know why, but a lot of times when we read that verse – at least when I read it 
– I look at that path through the valley of the shadow of death/some translations 
have it as “valley of deep shadow”; I look at it as something separate and unique 
from the “paths of righteousness” God is leading me on in vs. 3.  As though the paths 
of righteousness were the happy paths through Candy Land that God lead us on, but 
that God is simply with us as we walk through the dark, difficult paths.  I would like 
to submit for your consideration that the paths of righteousness and the path 
through the valley of the shadow of death, are both paths that God leads us on in 
order to make us look more and more like Him; that they are all paths of 
righteousness. 

And as it relates to solitude, these dark paths don’t necessarily have to be scary, 
negative experiences even, but simply times when all other sights/companions 
around you are no longer seen/in view. 

Those of you who have read the Lord of the Rings books or (if you’re like me) 
only seen the movies, may remember that seen in Arundel when Galdriel gives 
Frodo the “star of Eärendil” as he sets out on his voyage telling him, “May it be a light 
to you in dark places, when all other lights go out.”   

And that’s the thing about light in dark places: it tends to focus our gaze 
dependently on it alone b/c we can no longer see anything else, right?  And so what 
I’d want you to consider is that perhaps the valley of the shadow of death is not only 
picturing how God walks alongside us even in death (b/c of course He does walk 
with us through death and this is a deep source of comfort and hope in the midst of 
that).  But I’d love you to consider that maybe walking through the valley as dark as 
death is also teaching us about a path of righteousness/spiritual discipline where we 
seek solitude from all other people/devices/distractions so as to focus all our 
attention and gaze more specifically/more intently on God. 
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I dunno about you but I had never, ever thought about this verse that way 

before; and yet I think understanding this valley of deep shadow as also being one 
of the paths of righteousness that God leads us on, makes also seeing it as the 
practice of solitude totally appropriate. 

APP 

Removing ourselves intentionally from the busy-ness of life/unplugging if you 
will, in order to focus all of our attention and gaze on God was a practice that even 
Jesus Himself did all throughout His earthly ministry.  All through the NT we read 
about Jesus leaving the crowds/rising up early/leaving His disciples/etc. and going 
off by Himself to pray and seek focused, intimate connection and communion with 
His heavenly Father.  The purpose of those times was absolutely just like what we 
read in vs. 3 of our passage, in that they were restorative times; spiritually as well as 
physically life giving practices.  And if Jesus Himself saw the need for this practice, 
how much more is it essential to our own spiritual health and growth? 

And what’s really cool about this discipline, is that when we intentionally 
practice it regularly; when we train ourselves to be godly like this, it becomes easier 
and easier to discover God and feast on what He brings to us in His word, even when 
we’re not in those times of solitude.  That’s what I think is being described in vs. 5 
where the Psalmist talks about a bountiful banquet table with overflowing cups 
spread out for us to feast on even in the midst of “enemies” which could simply be 
all the distractions and attention-draining things of life present all around us! Which 
means - as we grow to be able to feed even in the midst of distraction - now we’re 
accomplishing just what we set out to do through the spiritual disciplines: grow in 
greater freedom in living out the Christian life every day. 
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Conclusion 

Of course, the reason silence and solitude are usually talked about together 
so often is b/c they are so utterly complementary to one another. The one: Solitude, 
being about separating ourselves from all outside voices and distractions, and the 
other: silence, being about quieting our own inner voice and distractions; each one 
practiced together supplies the ideal context for us to truly hear from God.  And I 
think that’s really a great way to think about the discipline of silence and solitude: as 
creating the ideal “context” for the other spiritual disciplines to take place, 
particularly the study of/meditating on God’s word and prayer.  This discipline 
creates the ideal context for those other disciplines to be practiced and for them to 
actually be effective. 

But maybe – if you’re like me – what you’ve been asking yourself this whole 
time is, “Ok.  Just give me the bottom line.  What does this actually look like in a busy 
day?”  Great question. 

First of all, I’d say as you begin to develop this discipline in your life, at first, it 
will just look like actually finding a quiet place for bible study or prayer, and then 
making that a regular practice of your day, which is mostly solitude and a little bit 
silence.  If you ask my wife and kids, they’ll tell you that for 10 years living in our 
little two-bedroom apartment in Kerrisdale, that was the bathroom.  Every morning 
I would disappear for 15-20 minutes with my bible b/c that’s the only place where I 
could be alone.  

But once that becomes your practice, very quickly, you will find the practice 
of solitude melding into a deeper practicing of silence; where you’ll want to quiet 
your own voice in order to earnestly seek to hear His.  Which just means, as you’re 
reading God’s word, rather than jumping right into prayer, maybe you just take 20 
seconds and say nothing; just sit in what you just read and allow it to absorb into the 
soil of your heart and mind.  Or maybe as your driving to work and listening to a 
sermon or praise music, just rolling up the windows, pushing pause on whatever 
you’re listening to, and just sitting quietly, saying nothing.  Or for some of you busy 
moms with young kids, once that little one has fallen asleep on your chest in the 
rocking chair, praying for your son or daughter/crying out to God for them, and then, 
just sitting quietly and saying nothing; listening for the quiet voice of the Spirit in 
that moment in response to your prayers. 

B/c here’s the thing, as you’re doing that: all of a sudden, you’ll find this 
amazing interplay growing out of the practice of this discipline; this interweaving 
between study of the word, and then silence; then prayer and then back to the word, 
and so on.  And all the while that interplay is going on, growth and feeding and 
greater freedom in the Christian life will be developing at the same time. 

But, at the end of the day, you still need to want to hear what God wants to 
reveal to you by His Spirit; you still need to want to hear the hard/difficult words 
b/c your desire to be like Jesus is greater than your desire to feel confortable. And as 
you do that, we can trust that b/c it also God’s desire to grow us and shape us to 
look more like Jesus, that He is also going to honor that desire to grow and give us 
exactly what we need in our lives in order to accomplish in us what He wants to 
accomplish there; that He’s going to say, “I want you to feed over here!” and then – 
even if it’s difficult/painful/embarrassing we’ll feed there b/c we trust that He 
knows exactly how and where we need to feed in order to grow. 
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This discipline is as essential as any of the others, but it’s likely also the one 

that is also most foreign to our modern, technologically overloaded minds.  So, in 
order to help us dip our toes in and feel the water, and again, to see how simple this 
is to bring this discipline in alongside things you already do in your day – I want us 
to try this out for just one minute all together. And take advantage b/c you’re likely 
never going to be able to get a room of people to be quiet for you like this again.  But 
here’s what I want you to do: 

I’m going to begin with prayer and then I’m going to just read through Psalm 
23 again and I want you to read along with me.  Then, for just one minute, I want 
you to sit just where you are, and be silent.  And I know this is going to sound weird 
coming from a pastor, but – for those 60 seconds - I don’t even want you to pray.  
Just sit quietly in silence and allow God’s Spirit an opportunity to speak through His 
word before you just start talking.  OK?  And if that’s just a little too 
Kumbaya/touchy-feely for you, then just sit quietly so those around you try this w/o 
being distracted by you.  Then I’ll close us in prayer. 

 


