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“Christ, Our Good Shepherd, Provides Richly for His Flock, the Church, through the Gospel.”
 

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies:  

Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.

Psalm 23:5.
 

Introduction.


Why would the Lord provide a table for us in the presence of our enemies?  The Lord here reminds Christians that they are still in the world.  Christians are surrounded by enemies because Christians are in the world.


Christians are surrounded by enemies because Christ Our Good Shepherd is surrounded by enemies.
  Christ, however, conquered His enemies, the world, the flesh, and the devil, by His Passion.  


Through the Gospel, Christ nourishes His Flock, the Church, with the Fruits of His Passion, providing sumptuous living for His Flock.  In this life, rich living resides not in the world but in the Gospel.


So richly does Christ provide for His Flock in the Gospel that Christians thrive even when surrounded by the enemies of the world, the flesh, and the devil, and moreover gain life eternal, dwelling in the House of the Lord forever.


Christ, Our Good Shepherd, provides richly for His Flock, the Church, through the Gospel in this world and we remain the House of the Lord forever.



I.  Christ Our Good Shepherd Reconciles God to Sinful Men and God Befriends All Men by His Passion.
A.  Christians have enemies, but God is not one of them.


This statement that we have enemies might seem to some perplexing.  After all, isn’t the Lord our Good Shepherd and we shall not want?  Luther writes of this concern:


Here you see that as soon as the Word is preached and as soon as there are people that accept and confess it, the devil quickly appears with all his angels and arouses the world with all its might against this Word, to stifle it and completely destroy those that have and confess it.  Whatever our Lord God says or does, must be swept clean and pass through the fire.  It is very important for Christians to know this, else they may become perplexed and think:  “How can this be harmonized?  The prophet has said above, ‘The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want,’ and here he says the very opposite:  that he must walk through the valley of the shadow, and in the following avers he admits that he has enemies.  With these words he surely lets us know well enough that he does want – too much, yes, practically everything.  For he who has enemies and wanders through the valley of the shadow of shadow can see no light, that is, he has neither comfort nor hope but is forsaken by everybody, and everything is black and dark before his eyes, even the beautiful, bright sun.  How, then, can it be true that he does not want?
”


When Christians see the troubles that surround them or suffer reversals they may sometimes wonder about God’s attitude toward them.
  I have heard of Christians, when suffering reversals in life, wondering, “Why is God angry with me?”  God is not angry with them nor anyone else.  God cannot be angry with them because God ceased being our enemy in Christ and Him Crucified for our sins.  The Apostle St. Paul writes:

But God commendeth is love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. ... For if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be saved his life.

Clearly, the Apostle St. Paul states that God was our enemy because of our sin.
  Yet, He is reconciled to us by the Death of His Son, who Atoned for our sins.  Because Christ Atoned for every last sin, not one bit or scintilla of wrath remains for anyone.


Christians, indeed, have enemies, but God is not one of them.  Whenever tough times encompass us, we need to remember that God is never angry with us or our enemy but ever and always is our Good Shepherd.  Luther writes:


Here you must not be guided by your eyes or follow your reason, as the world does.  The world cannot see this rich, splendid comfort of the Christians, that they want nothing. ... Therefore I say, do not follow the world in this matter, nor your reason which, because it judges according to outward appearances, becomes a fool and considers the prophet a liar for saying, “I shall not want.”  You, however, cling to God’s Word and promise, as was also said before.  Listen to your Shepherd, however, and whatever He speaks to you.  Judge according to His voice and not according to what your eyes see and your heart feels.  Then you have gained the victory.

B.  Christ Our Good Shepherd Reconciled God to us by His Passion and Befriended God Forever for Men.


Our Primary Enemy, God, was reconciled to sinful men by Christ our Good Shepherd.  As we’ve seen, God was our primary enemy because of our sin.  God was our enemy rightly because we are sinners, i.e., transgressors of all that is wholesome, good, and pure.  God is not a sinner.  God does not trash what is wholesome, good, and helps people. We who are sinners do that.  Who would not loathe creatures such as that?   Christ, however, as the Apostle St. Paul has written, interceded with God for us loathsome creatures and suffered to bear the burden of the penalty for rejecting that which is wholesome, good, and pure.  Christ says in Psalm 69, which psalm is a Messianic Psalm
:

They that hate me without a cause are more than the hairs of mine head:  they that would destroy me, being mine enemies wrongfully, are mighty:  then I restored that which I took not away.


In the first place, notice that Christ is surrounded by enemies.  These enemies are the world, the flesh, and the devil, which all, by definition, are opposed to God and His purposes.


Finally, note that Christ restored that which He “took not away”.  Christ had not taken from men their lives.  Men had forfeited their lives by their sin and submitted themselves to the devil’s rule.  Christ, however, restored by His Passion the lives men had forfeited by their sin.  Christ accomplished this restoration by bearing the guilt of our sin and God’s wrath.  The Rev. Dr. John Gerhard writes of Christ’s Passion:

There God had viewed His Son in wrath and let His voice issue forth in fury, as if to say:  Are you the One who wants to bear all sin of mankind?  As a result, shall I summon You before the judgment for everything people have committed against My Law?  Do you want to pay for everything of which My honor was robbed by sin?  Well then, I, as a righteous Judge, must allow My wrath and punishment to be pronounced over You; I must pour out My fury and ire over You; and I lay upon You such again as would otherwise have pressed down on the entire world.

Because God poured out His wrath over sin on Christ, no wrath of God remains for anyone.  God is reconciled.  The Apostle St. Paul writes:

To wit, that God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself, not imputing their trespasses unto them; and hath committed unto us the word of reconciliation.


Thus Christ our Good Shepherd laid down His Life for those who forfeited them.  Jesus says:

I am the good shepherd:  the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep. ... Therefore doth my Father love me, because I lay down my life, that I might take it again.  No man taketh it from me, but I lay  it down of myself, I have power to lay it down, and have power to take it again.  This commandment have I received of my Father.


Through Christ’s Passion God reconciled Himself to fallen man, and, moreover, befriended sinful, fallen man.  God is no man’s enemy because of the Passion of Christ and, moreover, is every man’s best of friends.  Luther writes:

This is the kind of joy and comfort St. Bernard
 had in his heart, so that he could say, on the basis of this article:  “How can I ever become sad and mournful or discouraged?  After all, my flesh and blood sits in heaven above.  I expect He will not be my enemy.”

II.  Christ Our Good Shepherd Provides Richly for His Flock, the Church, through His Word and Sacraments.

A.  Christ Nurtures His Flock, the Church, in the midst of the world.

God is not our enemy because of the Passion of Christ.  Christ our Good Shepherd, however, reminds us that we are in the midst of enemies, i.e., the world, the flesh, and the devil, because we are still in the world.  David writes:

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies:  Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.
 


An example of living in the midst of enemies appears at Christ’s Crucifixion.  The Apostle St. Matthew writes:

And they that passed by reviled him, wagging their heads, And saying, Thou that destroyest the temple, and buildest it in three days, save thyself.  If thou be the Son of God, come down from the cross.

Yet, right next to these unbelievers were the faithful.  The Apostle St. John writes:

Now there stood by the cross of Jesus his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Cleophas, and Mary Magdalene.

Standing right next to each other are members of the kingdom of darkness and the Kingdom of Light, Christ’s Flock the Church.  Yet, even though physically juxtaposed, these two groups are as far removed from each other as the Infinite Majesty of the Person of Christ and His Passion.  Christians are surrounded by enemies, namely, the world, the flesh, and the devil, who hated first our Good Shepherd and crucified Him.  Jesus says:

If the world hate you, ye know that it hated me before it hated you.  If ye were of the world, the world would love his own:  but because ye are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world hateth you.  Remember the word that I said unto you, The servant is not greater than his lord.  If they have persecuted me, they will also persecute you ... .

Even those these enemies are as close to us as being seated at table with us, nevertheless they as far removed from us as the Infinite Majesty and Passion of our Good Shepherd and can do us no harm.  The Apostle St. John writes:

Jesus answered them, ... These things I have spoken unto you, that in me ye might have peace.  In the world ye shall have tribulation:  but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world.

B.  Christ Our Good Shepherd Nurtures His Flock sumptuously through the Word and the Sacraments, the Gospel.


Christ also directs us to the Gospel as the source of sumptuous living in this life, which extends into the life to come because of the Saving Gospel.  Christians do not merely get by through the Power of God unto Salvation, but they thrive, flourish, and live sumptuously in the Gospel.  Jesus says:

I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly.  I am the good shepherd:  the good shepherd give his life for the sheep.


Right now, through the Gospel, Christians enjoy the eternal habitations of House of God.  What more rich living could there be than to dwell in the House of the Lord?  Nothing exceeds it.  So whether we enjoy great material wealth in this life or not, we live sumptuously because we have the Lord through the Gospel.  Luther writes:


By means of these words, “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of my enemies,”  the prophet wishes to indicate the great, splendid, and wonderful power of the dear Word.  It is as though he would say:  “Thou, O Lord, dost offer me so many good things and feed me so splendidly and richly at the table that Thou hast prepared for me.  That is, Thou dost overwhelm me so greatly with the boundless knowledge of Thy dear Word, that through this Word I not only have rich comfort inwardly, in my heart, despite my guilty conscience, despite sin, fear, the terror of death, and God’s wrath and judgment; through it I also become outward so courageous and invincible a hero that all my enemies cannot prevail against me.  The more raging and raving and insane they are toward me, that the less I worry about them; yes, instead, I am secure, happy, and cheerful.  And that is true only because I have Thy Word.


This Mercy of God in Christ our Good Shepherd ensconces us in God’s House now and forever.  David writes:

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies:  thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life:  and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.

Conclusion.


Christ our Good Shepherd prepares a table in the presence of our enemies because we are still in the world.  Our enemies, no matter how close physically, even just across the dining table from us, are as far removed from us spiritually as the Infinite Majesty and Passion of Christ.  Consequently, they do us no harm and, moreover, because it is our Good Shepherd who prepares the table we live richly and sumptuously through His Word in this life.


This rich living in the Lord begins now in this life and continues forever because we dwell in the House of the Lord both now and forever.
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