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FACT AND IMAGE IN THE SHEPHERD PSALM

—is God’s gift of grace and involves no
merit on the part of His people.

Luther clearly associated the walk
through the dark valley of verse 4 with a
Christian’s dying. When people face death,
they are in the shadow because they do not
know whither they are going. But Chris-
tians are not afraid, because they walk in
faith and think of nothing but the Lord
Jesus as death approaches. If their Lord
went directly into darkness, should they
want to enter directly into light? Chris-
tians should not be curious to know what
will happen when they die, but should
learn to say with Luther's proverb, "I live
and don’t know how long. I die and don’t
know when. I go and don't know whither.
I'm amazed that I am cheerful.” Actually
they can be cheerful because in the shep-
herd’s rod and staff they have the protect-
ing and supporting Word of God to ac-
company them through the shaded portal
of death.

With specific reference to the show-
bread of the Old Testament, Luther saw
in the table and the cup of verse 5 the
bread and wine of the eucharist, which the
Christian receives in remembrance of the
suffering of his Lord. Like the ancient poet
the New Testament believer is a guest in
the house of the Lord, where he is per-
mitted to show forth the Lord’s death by
partaking of Christ’s body and blood. In
this application Luther spoke in glowing
terms of the warming, enlightening, and
comforting effects of the sacrament. In the
eucharist grace is lavished so abundantly
that the table and the bread make the
guests graciously fat, even as the cup and
the wine make them graciously drunken.
(Only an exegete of Luther’s stature could
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allow himself such an extravagant meta-
phor!) Death therefore can have no terror
for those who are guests at the table of
the Lord. Such enemies as the devil and
his evil angels can only be innocuous on-
lookers. The oil, too, is a symbol of the
full measure of God’s grace. It is poured
out abundantly over the heads of the guests
as that pare of their bodies with which they
draw near to God and heaven.

The goodness and mercy of God give His
followers such comfort and security that
they can turn to the furure with hope and
confidence. With their lives surrounded
by the grace and peace of God, they regard
the Lord’s house as their real home as long
as they live. Ultimately the earthly temple
will give way to the heavenly temple,
where God's people will dwell with Him
forever. In line with this explanation Lu-
ther summarily attached the Shepherd
Psalm to the Third Commandment of the
Decalog and to the Second Petition of the
Lord’s Prayer.

CONCLUSION

What, then, is the denominator in the
Shepherd Psalm that blends fact and im-
age, that joins the literal and the figurative,
and that ties together the historical and
the theological? It is the author’s serene
faith, which is based not on a shallow
optimism but on a realistic appraisal of
life. “For You are with me!” That is the
essence of trust. Those words are an echo
of Yahweh'’s assurance to Isaac and Jacob,
‘I will be with you” (Gen.26:3; 31:3),
and of Moses’ promise to Joshua, “Yah-
weh will be with you” (Deut.31:8). That
is the kind of faith that is exemplified in
Isaiah’s prophecy about Immanuel, “God
is with us” (Is.7:14), and in the refrains
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of Psalm 46, “Yahweh of hosts is with
us.” (46:7, 11)

The poet is certain that God is with him
at all stages of his pilgrimage. The lush
meadows and the calm waters symbolize
the carefree days of his youth, when God
provided constant security and ongoing
restoration. The renewal of his soul and
right leadership are God's present gifts to
him, which teach him to view life from
the vantage point of his Lord. The fact
that God has been his haven and help in
every troublesome crisis enables him to
look ahead hopefully. Because he has been
a guest at God’s rich banquet, the Lord’s
table and cup also assure him of the full-
ness of salvation that awaits him in the
future. This worship experience enables
him not only to overcome the hostility of
his enemies but also to leap over the years
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in faith to his eternal fellowship with God.

What this poet experienced then may
readily be translated into the lives of God’s
people now. They can make this psalm of
trust and confidence their own and find
strength and peace in communion with
their God. They may confess their faith in
the four outside verses (1-3 and 6) and
may articulate their prayer in the two in-
side verses (4-5). As the eating of the
sacred meal in the sanctuary originally
moved the poet to sing Psalm 23, so his
poem is admirably suited for contemporary
use in connection with celebrations of the
holy eucharist. It is especially applicable
when people of God face the prospect of
death with the calm expression of faith,
“I fear no evil, for You are with me!”

Grenoble, France
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