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PSALM 23 #4 6-8-14 

He Leads Me In the Paths of Righteousness For His Name’s Sake 

23:1-3 The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 2 He makes me lie down in green pastures; He 

leads me beside quiet waters. 3 He restores my soul; He guides me in the paths of righteousness 

For His name’s sake. 3b He guides me in the paths of righteousness For His name’s sake. The first 

time I ever stepped to the platform of a church to preach a sermon I was seventeen years old and I 

was a bit nervous. Too nervous. In fact, my nervousness made me more nervous because I knew 

that, as nervous as I was I was likely to do or say something embarrassing and all this was to 

happen before quite a large crowd. What do you do in that kind of situation? How do you stop 

being nervous? I read a story from Operation Desert Storm written by a pilot of an attack 

helicopter. He said,  On the first night of the operation, when we were engaged in shock and awe, 

the commander of the unit burst in to their sleeping quarters at 2am announcing, “The War has 

begun! The Navy is launching tomahawk missiles. Get your chemical suits and protective masks 

and try to get some sleep." That’s great! Try to get some sleep. But in a situation like that you can’t 

just go to sleep on command. No one, including yourself, can make you relax by saying, “Don’t be 

nervous.” In fact, the harder you try to keep from being nervous the more nervous you tend to 

become. If you are going to calm down you have to think about something besides your 

nervousness or your situation.  Here’s what God did for a nervous young preacher in 1975 -- He 

gave me a song. We sang a hymn just before I got up to preach. “He leadeth me, O blessed thought! 

O words with heavenly comfort fraught!  Whatever I do, Wherever I be, still tis God’s hand that 

leadeth me. His faithful follower I would be for by his hand he leadeth me.” That was my favorite 

hymn as I grew up in the Baptist church and it was there for me when I needed it most, speaking 

peace to my soul and reminding me that when I stood in front of those 700 people I would not stand 

alone.  

   The thought of the Lord as our leader, our guide, our shepherd is one that is precious to God’s 

people. So many times in Scripture God reminds us of his leading, His sovereign guidance of those 

He loves. Those who know the Lord can go anywhere if we know that our Shepherd leads us there. 

We can do anything if we know He has so directed. We are emboldened and comforted by his 

guidance.  God understood this and provided unusual reassurance to His people as they came out of 

Egypt by leading them in the visible forms of a cloud and a fire. Psalm 78:72 So he shepherded 

them according to the integrity of his heart, And guided them with his skillful hands. That is 
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beautiful isn’t it?  God shepherds us; He guides us with a skillful hand. No wonder the hymnwriter 

could say, “He leadeth me - O blessed thought!”  

   Now, again the imagery in Psalm 23 is rooted in the experience of shepherds and sheep. The Lord 

is the guiding shepherd, we are the sheep who follow him in the paths of righteousness. Mr. Keller 

in his book on Psalm 23 explains that it is necessary for sheep to be constantly moved about.  You 

cannot leave them in one field for four months because sheep, unlike cattle, will destroy a field, 

eating the grass right down to the roots. To preserve your fields and nourish your sheep you must 

move them about from pasture to pasture or place to place. Keller says that one week is about the 

limit for sheep in any field. After that week the shepherd leads the flock toward new pasture so that 

the flock is constantly on the move. And that is the way life is isn’t it? It is constantly changing. 

And those changes frighten us. New experiences, new places, new people all make us nervous, and 

the fear will be too much to handle unless we can say, “The Lord is my shepherd.” We must trust in 

Him, rely on Him and f-o-l-l-o-w.  Sometimes we do get resistant don’t we? Sometimes we will 

stray when the Shepherd moves out. And we do it partly because we don’t like the looks of the 

pasture where God is leading us or we don’t like the path. And we begin to think we know more 

than the shepherd. Like foolish sheep we go astray.  And granted, it is hard to follow the shepherd 

at times. We don’t naturally walk in God’s paths. We must be led there. We are unable to go in the 

way of righteousness on our own, but the Shepherd takes us there. He leads us there. If you have a 

solid Christian life, and you are experiencing the blessings of knowing God then give thanks to 

Him because it is not what you did that made you blessed. He led you to where you are today. 

When someone asks why your life has become so good, how did you become the kind of person 

you are, don’t you dare suggest it was your doing. You say, “It was not my wisdom that got me 

here. My Lord led me in this way.” As I look back on my life and see how God led me in the paths 

of righteousness I see how little I had to do with it and how strong His hand has been in my life. He 

is the One who gave me the mother I had. He led me to my church where I learned His word. He 

brought to pass my relationship with a dear Christian brother as a High School senior. He led me to 

the Grace Presbyterian church at the age of 18. He guided me to my college church. He put Beth 

Proctor into my life and gradually drew my heart to her. He exposed me to R.C. Sproul and AW 

Tozer and Al Martin and Jimmy Young who fed me from God’s word. In all these ways He led me 

in the paths of righteousness and I bless Him for leading me. 
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   Now, before I move on through our verse I want to talk for a moment about how God leads us. 

As I shared, He leads us through other people, He leads us through our circumstances, He leads us 

in many ways, but there is a primary way you need to know about. Primarily, God leads His sheep 

by means of His word. ® His voice calling them to where they must come. In John 10 Jesus said, 

“My sheep hear my voice and they follow Me.” And they hear His voice speaking to them from the 

Scriptures. Psalm 73:24 With Your counsel You will guide me, And afterward receive me to glory. 

24a With Your counsel You will guide me,  Understand that you don’t have to guess where the 

Shepherd thinks you ought to go. He provides counsel to us. He has spoken to his sheep. Psalm 119 

is loaded with statements about how God leads us through His word. 35 Make me walk in the path 

of Your commandments, For I delight in it. The very path in which we walk is called here the path 

of God’s commandments. 105  Your word is a lamp to my feet And a light to my path. 133a 

Establish my footsteps in Your word.  Again, it is the Shepherd who leads us but how does He do 

it? By His word. By His word. That, not your feelings, shows the way to righteousness. Far, far too 

many Christians are more influenced by their fluctuating emotions than they are by the eternal 

word of God. Feelings do have some place in discovering God’s will for us but that place must be 

subservient to the Scriptures. Psalm 43:3a O send out Your light and Your truth, let them lead me. 

Not my feelings. 3 O send out Your light and Your truth, let them lead me; Let them bring me to 

Your holy hill And to Your dwelling places. 

    Alright, we see that the Lord leads His sheep, by His word. Next let’s focus on that idea of the 

paths of righteousness. Often in the word God describes the Christian life as a journey and the way 

of His word as the path to follow. We read in Psalm 119 of the path of Thy commandments. We see 

how God warns against going astray, against leaving the path. And how is the path described in 

Psalm 23? It is the path of righteousness. Righteousness is what makes the path so wonderful and 

what makes it so difficult to stay on it.  At least it’s tough for people like me who are sinners. We 

are always tempted to get off on to side roads. It’s like when you are driving up I-79 and you are 

hungry and there is a Dairy Queen sign with a picture of a Blizzard treat. There is this law of sin 

that draws us out of God’s path. You see the devil has had a long time to construct alternative 

routes. He has built many enticing roadways which appear very attractive but don’t lead where you 

want to go. For instance, there is the path of comfort. Some call it Easy Street. There are lots of 

Dairy Queens and movie theatres and bedding emporiums along this road. It’s an attractive place to 

drive with nice wide roads, but there is no righteousness in it. In Pilgrim's Progress Bunyan tells of 
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how the two pilgrims were led out of the way of righteousness. After they had walked for a while 

the road on which God had placed them became rough and their feet sore and their hearts 

discouraged when there appeared on their left a gate leading into a lovely meadow called Bypass 

Meadow. Being weary of the rugged way and thinking the meadow way went the same as theirs 

they left the highway of God and went the way of comfort which you may remember led them to 

the nasty giant of Doubting Castle. Proverbs 14:12 Ther is a way which seems right to a man, but 

its end is the way of death. The Path of Comfort or Ease is one of those ways. It is not the path of 

righteousness.  

   Another tempting bypass is the way of popularity. Again, this is a street that seems very nice. It 

promises that you will never be lonely. It claims to be the choice of billions and it too has a very 

wide highway. You must beware of the temptation to go wherever your family goes or  your 

colleagues at work go or your peers at school. There are many who seem happy to go arm in arm to 

hell. Don’t you be so foolish. The way of popularity is not the way of righteousness. Jesus said the 

way is broad that leads unto destruction and many walk that way. But the way of life, the highway 

of holiness is narrow. Robert Frost wrote those well-known lines that depict a Biblical truth. He 

wrote,  Two roads diverged in a wood, and I - I took the one less travelled by, and that has made 

all the difference. Blessed is the man whom the Lord leads in the paths of righteousness.  

   Before I move on I want to speak to a certain misconception that I have heard articulated from 

time to time. I remember especially hearing it from one of my wife’s friends who was engaged in 

spiritual disciplines while she was in high-school but jettisoned all that in college. When Beth 

confronted her with her apparent backsliding she gave this response. She said that she had not 

abandoned God, she was just relating to Him in a different way than Beth was. She explained that 

there are many paths which we may follow and all of these are equally valid. Have you heard that 

one before? It doesn’t sound much like what Jesus said about their being only one narrow way. 

There is certainly some truth to the idea that not everyone’s spiritual walk will look the same. We 

have differing temperaments and differing gifts, but, folks, the sheep of God all walk in the paths of 

righteousness and what that means is defined by God’s law. What you regard as your own personal 

path is very possibly not the path of righteousness at all. You might be going down a different path 

than your born-again friends but God didn’t lead you down that path and when you traverse the 

paths of sin you go alone. God does not lead you there. Don’t be deceived. We have an almost 

infinite capacity to fool ourselves about what road we are really on. And I urge you, that instead of 
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trying to justify where you are walking that you seek diligently to be in the way of God. In Psalm 

25 David prays 4-5a Make me know Your ways, O Lord; Teach me Your paths. 5 Lead me in Your 

truth and teach me.  That is the spirit we need - a longing to know and do God’s will. Some people 

want God’s help, God’s blessing, but they want it on the highway that they choose. But David says, 

“Let me know Thy ways; teach my thy paths. “Lead me in truth” instead of  “bless the path I 

choose.” Not all paths are equal. There are paths of righteousness that we need to find and walk in 

them. 

    Enough said, let’s move on to our third point which relates to the last part of our verse. “He leads 

me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. What exactly does that mean, that we are lead 

in righteousness for the sake of God’s name? Psalm 31:3 For You are my rock and my fortress; 

For Your name’s sake You will lead me and guide me.  This idea of God leading us, or doing 

anything “for His name’s sake” means that the Lord’s ultimate purpose in what He does is to secure 

for Himself glory and praise and honor. He may have other motives, but this is one that moves God 

consistently. He leads us into righteousness for the honor of His own name. That is His motive and 

we need to ask ourselves, “Is it my motive?” According to the shorter catechism of the Westminster 

Confession of Faith, what is the chief end of man? To glorify God and enjoy Him forever. The end 

of all that we do is the glory of God. I Corinthians 10:31 Whether, then, you eat or drink or 

whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. Have you reckoned with that concept? It is a powerful 

thing and points us toward the very purpose of our existence. In Ephesians 1 God lays out what is 

the great purpose of our salvation in this way 4-6 He chose us in Him before the foundation of the 

world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him. In love 5 He predestined us to adoption as 

sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind intention of His will, 6 to the praise of 

the glory of His grace, which He freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.  Our salvation finds its great 

end in the glorifying of God for His grace. Verse 14 there says that the Holy Spirit 14 is given as a 

pledge of our inheritance, with a view to the redemption of God’s own possession, to the praise of 

His glory. That is the great end. Yes, we are saved - that is wonderful, but the purpose of God goes 

beyond that and reflects back on His glory as our Savior. We want to be holy - why? So that we 

would be happy? Sure. So that others might be blessed? Sure. Because it is right?  Sure. Because it 

is a witness to others? Sure, but we don’t pursue righteousness so that others would look at us and 

say, “What a great guy!” We do it so they would look at us and say, “What a great God!” My 

former pastor, Jimmy Young, would  often refer to an individual who was especially godly as being 
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a trophy of grace, a trophy of grace. And that phrase touched a cord in my soul. It spoke of our 

ultimate purpose which is to show off by our lives the power and depth of God’s grace. A trophy 

tells of the accomplishment of its owner. It points beyond itself and that is what we are to be. That 

has become my passionate interest, that my life would show people how great and how loving God 

is. Paul said it was his too. In Philippians 1 he wrote that his life’s goal was that Christ would be 

exalted in his body whether through his death or his life.  

    Understand this, my friend, from the time you call yourself a Christian your life will say 

something about Christ. It will. People will make the associations whether you want them to or not. 

I got a letter once - this is true - I got a letter from the Rev. Ronald McDonald in Stuart Fla.  Now, I 

didn’t know the Rev. McDonald, but without even meeting him I had a hard time taking him 

seriously. I pictured him as having a large red nose and wearing a yellow jump-suit. My thoughts of 

him were influenced by the character who uses his name. The same is true of Christians and Christ. 

Your life will say something about your Lord. It may say that He ain’t much. It may say that He 

can’t do much with a life given over to Him, or it may say that God can do miracles. Which is it 

with you? When you fail to walk in the paths of righteousness you defame, you dishonor His name. 

In Romans 2 Paul writes for the religious Jews of his day and says 23-24 You who boast in the Law, 

through your breaking the Law, do you dishonor God? 24 For “the name of God is blasphemed 

among the Gentiles because of you,” just as it is written. Do you see what he is saying? He says 

that God is dishonored by the sin of those who call themselves by His name. His reputation is 

defaced. And the cause of the gospel is injured. II Peter 2:2 like newborn babies, long for the pure 

milk of the word, so that by it you may grow in respect to salvation. You understand that don’t you? 

Because of the sins of known Christians the way of truth is maligned. The famous modern 

examples of that include Bakker, Swaggart, Ted Haggard, maybe Mel Gibson but they aren’t here 

so let’s talk about your example. What does your life say about Christianity? What does your 

character say about God’s character? Is He blasphemed because of you? Is God dishonored by your 

life? Or is His honor seen? Is His glory made manifest? Believe it or not that is possible. Matthew 

5:16 Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify 

your Father who is in heaven. You mean that if I live well that God is glorified? Yes, you walk in 

the paths of righteousness and it is for God’s name sake. John 15:8 My Father is glorified by this, 

that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be My disciples. Some famous examples of this in our day 

are Billy Graham and Charles Colson whose lives have spoken eloquently of God’s holiness and 
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grace but they aren’t here either so let’s talk about you. Are you bearing much fruit? Are you 

shining your light?  

    Folks, I want to tell you - this is a powerful incentive to me to stay pure. The thought of people 

turning from God because of my sin is unbearable to me and nothing is more delightful than to 

think that I could be a witness of His power to save. Japan is an intriguing nation. The church has 

never been strong there but it has an unusually low rate of crime. Do you know why?  One reason  

is because the family structure there is so tight and strong. A young Japanese man would rather 

stick a sword in his belly than to disgrace the family name. There is a keen sense that what I do as 

an individual reflects on my parents and my family. We don’t hear much of that in America. But 

when you catch on to that you have a strong motivation to resist sin. If you love the Lord you will 

say with Paul that you want His honor seen in your body, in your life, in your story. You will want 

more than anything to walk in the paths of righteousness - why? For His name’s sake.  


