TEXT: Psalm 23:6b

SUBJECT: Henry on Psalm 23#8


Tonight, with the Lord’s blessing, we’ll complete our study of Matthew Henry on Psalm 23.  The Twenty Third Psalm is the best-known passage in the Bible—I think—but it’s not nearly as well-known as it ought to be.  

If you want to read the Bible in a year, you have to read three or four chapters a day.  I recommend this—and do it myself—but sometimes I wonder if reading this much at one sitting is wise.  Perhaps we would know the Word better—and obey it better—if we read less of it every day, but with more prayer and meditation. The 23rd Psalm might well occupy your mind and heart for a long time.  Pray about it, be sensitive to the leading of the Holy Spirit, and God will make His will known to you. 

The Psalm is made up of two parts: in the first four verses God is compared to a Shepherd and His people are like sheep; in verses five and six, He is compared to a Generous Host and we are His honored guests.  In both cases, God’s goodness is emphasized and our responsibility is hardly mentioned at all.  

It’s true that God takes the priority—“We love Him because He first loved us”.  But we have to respond to the Lord’s goodness.  If the Lord is my shepherd, I need to be His sheep—and follow Him wherever He goes.  And, if the Lord is my Host, I ought to be a grateful and a respectful guest.  


What if your threw a birthday party for your friend and he came in late, tracked in mud, stuck his hand in the cake, grabbed the present, and stormed out of the house—without even saying “thank you”?   Would you think he appreciated the party?  Or that he was mindful of all the work you had gone to to make him happy? 


I don’t think you’d feel this way at all.  And rightly so, for there is a responsibility tied to the privilege of having a birthday party.  Even if you don’t like parties, you’re obliged to be polite and thankful.  If others have done a lot for you, you’re bound to do something for them.  Even if it’s nothing more than smiling and saying “thank you”. 


This brings us to our topic.  If the Lord has honored us with a party; if His goodness is so great that He “prepares a table for us in the presence of our enemies and our cups run over”; then we owe Him something in return.  Note carefully: what we owe Him in no way compares to what He has given us.  We’re not paying Him back, in other words, but merely paying our respects to the Host who has done so much for His unworthy guests.

THE QUOTE

“How resolutely he determines to cleave to God and his duty.  We read in the last clause David’s promise to God: `I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever’, that is I will praise Him while I have any being and serve Him forever.  If God’s goodness to us is like the morning light which shines more and more, let not ours to Him be like the morning cloud that soon passes away.  Those who would be satisfied with the fatness of God’s house must keep close to the duties of it”.  

THE FATNESS


Henry begins by recalling the Lord’s favors.  He calls them “the fatness of God’s house”.   To us, the word, “fatness” has a strongly negative feeling to it.  Nobody wants to be fat; even thin people worry about it, and the rest of us spend billions every year to get rid of that fat that hangs from our bellies or hips or places I’m too polite to name. 


But Henry doesn’t use it that way.  To his way of thinking—and to the Bible’s—fatness is a good thing; it stands for riches, generosity, and good health.  The Gospel says,

“Let your soul delight itself in fatness”.


Canaan was a place so fertile that the people could easily live off the fat of the land.  They didn’t have to scratch out a living on roots and grubs, and so on.  God would give them milk and honey and cream and meat with the fat still on it.  


A good host would not set something like Melba Toast on the table, but big, swelling and hot loaves of bread.  And water wouldn’t be served, but milk with the cream on top or fine wine, perhaps.  The Hebrews were just not into health food, but it was good food they liked!  Not sprouts and cucumbers, but prime rib and chocolate cake!  


In the 23rd Psalm, a rich table points to richness of God’s grace.  Salvation is not like a diet of bread and water, but like a banquet with all the fattening (and, therefore, yummy) food you can imagine.  

The feast is paid for by Christ and given to us free of charge and with His full blessing.  The Lord is like a dear lady from the South (like my mother, for example): No one can ever eat too much at His Table!  He wants us to stuff ourselves with His goodness—to eat and eat and eat from His grace until we cannot eat any more.  Gluttony is one of the seven deadly sins, of course—unless you’re feeding on God’s mercy—then it’s the highest virtue!  

Henry wants us to remember how much we have in Christ.  For this will make us obey the Lord for the best reason of all: we want to!  

“What shall I render unto the Lord

for all His benefits toward me?”

PRAISE


What do we owe the Lord for all He has done for us?  Two things, Henry says: the first is praise.  


We should praise the Lord for all He has done for us.  The last Psalm says, “Let everything that has breath praise the Lord; you praise the Lord”.   Another Psalm says, “I will bless the Lord at all times, His praise shall continually be in my mouth”.    Many other verses can be cited to the same effect.  


Praise begins in the heart, but it doesn’t stay there.  Like other things filling the heart, it has a way of getting out through the mouth.  Do we praise the Lord when we’re alone? Do we praise Him when we’re with other believers?  Do we praise Him when we’re with unbelievers?  


We ought to, for whatever others think of Him, we love Him because He has set the table for us and given us far more than we deserve or might have hoped for!  


What would you think of a guest who didn’t say “thank you” to his host?  Or, who did say the words, but didn’t mean them?  Or, who said “thanks” but also criticized everything he was served—too hot, too cold, too spicy, too bland, etc.?  I’d say he was remarkably rude and ungrateful!    


Does he think he’s a patron at a restaurant who’s paying for his food and therefore, in a place to criticize it?  Or is he a guest at my home, who is eating at my expense, and ought to be grateful for anything set before him?  


Do you praise the Lord for His daily goodness to you?  Do you thank Him for forgiving your sins and for bringing you into His fellowship?  Do you thank Him for His Word and His Spirit and His Church?  Do you thank Him for the hope He has given you and that His hope cannot prove false in the end?  


I am not Pentecostal, but I’ve found these saints far more eager to praise the Lord than we are, for the most part.  Maybe their praise is shallow, but it seems to me shallow praise is a lot better than no praise—or the griping I hear so often from myself and others.  


If we feast on the mercy of God every day, we ought to praise Him every day and from the heart.  We should imitate the Psalmist,

“Come and hear all you who fear God

and I will declare what He has

done for my soul”.


The worst hospitality deserves a little praise.  After all, even if the food is bad and the company is dull, it is still offered free of charge and maybe from the heart.  How much more the hospitality of God?  He gives us far more than we need, He gives it by grace, and He gives it from the bottom of His bottomless heart!  

OBEDIENCE


Henry says the second thing we owe the Lord is our obedience.  


If I accept a dinner invitation from a friend, I also accept his house rules.  For example, if he says, come to dinner, but please don’t smoke in the house, I’m obliged to not smoke in the house—even if I really love tobacco.  If I won’t abide by his rules, then I’m not welcome in his home.  


What would you think of the guest who knew the wishes of his host and couldn’t care less about them?  He came in with a cheap cigar and stunk up the whole house.  I’d say he was a very bad guest—and likely to be tossed out before long.  


In the same way, the Lord has house rules.  His Word tells us how we ought to conduct ourselves in His home.  We won’t perfectly follow them, of course, but we can try, and when we fail, we can apologize and try to do better by His grace.  


That’s all He wants from us.  Not perfection, but sincerity.  The Rules are not arbitrary or cruel, but wonderfully reasonable and designed to make the Great Dinner Party pleasant for everyone—for the Host, for you, and for all His other guests.  


Nothing commands our obedience more than the great goodness of our God.  If the Lord has been good to you, you ought to obey Him from the heart.  That’s what He requires and what love wants to give Him.


If the Lord is your shepherd, you ought to be a thankful and obedient sheep.  If the Lord is your host, you ought to be a thankful and obedient guest.  


Thank God for what He has done for us!  Let’s show our appreciation by praising Him and doing His will.  For Christ’s sake.  Amen.      

