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Guided in Right Paths 

Psalm 23:3 

John Breon 

 

 The LORD my shepherd “guides me along the right paths for his 

name’s sake.” 

 In April, I got together in Branson with a group of guys that I was in 

college with. We started together as freshmen. We lived in the same dorm, 

on the same wing. And we’ve kept up over the years. At ORU the wings 

were intended to be a kind of community that we did stuff together with. 

Our wing was named “Fortress.” During our Branson get-together, one of 

the guys was driving us all around and passed one of those electronic road 

signs that tells the speed limit and how fast you’re going. He always 

exceeded the limit.  

 One day we went to Roaring River State Park to go hiking. One of the 

guys got a map showing the various hiking trails. We picked one that 

looked good. When we found the entrance to it, there was a sign that said 

not to use that trail because there was work being done on it. But a man 

nearby said, “Don’t worry about that. Just go.” So we went on the forbidden 

trail. We started calling our Branson trip the “Fortress Rebellion Tour ’19.” 

We’re basically a bunch of doofuses.  

 Even though we went on the wrong trail, the wrong path, everything 

was fine. We couldn’t even see where the supposed construction was going 

on. It turned out to be a fine day. 

 When we hear in the psalm about God leading us along the right 

paths, we may wonder how we know which path God is leading us on in 

life. Maybe we think about it in terms of decisions we have to make day by 

day or about what career to pursue, whether to take a job, who to marry, 

and so forth. Those are important decisions and I believe God wants to help 

us with them. But those kinds of decisions are probably not what the psalm 

is talking about. 

 Years ago, I read a book called The Adventure: Putting Energy into 

Your Walk with God (Jerry Sittser). It’s a book about discipleship, but the 

author introduces each chapter with a story from a summer vacation he 
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and his parents had taken years before. The stories are fictional, but based 

on actual events. A character in the stories is a man he calls the Sage, a 

retired lawyer who’s vacationing in the same area. Over the summer they 

strike up a friendship and learn a lot from each other. 

 One day Jerry and the Sage were going hiking. They followed a 

marked trail and planned to reach a certain waterfall by lunch time. Then 

they came to a triple fork in the road. Three paths were unmarked. Which 

one should they take? They thought for a while. The Sage said, “If only one 

led to our destination, which one would you take?” Jerry said, “I’d just take 

my best guess and follow that trail.” “Could you enjoy the rest of the hike?” 

“No, because I’d always be wondering if it was the right one.” 

 Then he said, “What if all three lead to where you want to go?” “Then 

I’d take the one that appeals to me most.” They assumed that if only one 

led to the waterfall that it’d be marked. So they were sure that all three did 

lead to the waterfall. They picked the most appealing one and followed it. 

Sure enough, it got them to their destination. 

 The writer then made this point: “Once we decide to pursue the goal 

of discipleship, it is impossible to choose pathways that will guide us to 

fruitless and false destinations.” We have the freedom to be confident, 

knowing that our future is in God’s hands. We’re free to make bold 

decisions because all the good options in front of us will lead to fruitful 

lives with God. We’re free to do God’s will now (189-91).   

 I first read that early in my seminary days. And it was liberating. I’d 

sometimes had the idea that God had a plan, a specific will for me, and if I 

missed it, I was forever trying to catch up with God’s will. But the idea that if 

we’re devoted to God and really seeking him and wanting to please him, we 

can choose among any good options and it’ll be fine, was freeing to me. 

 Years later, when Nancy and I were thinking about moving from 

Missouri to Oklahoma, this was a helpful way of thinking. We came to 

believe that because God was at work for our good in all things that staying 

or going, God would be at work.  

 Psalm 23 is talking about our basic commitment to the LORD, our 

devotion to him, our loyalty to him as our leader. When we’re in 
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relationship with God and committed to his way, he guides us, he leads us 

in his ways, in the paths of right relationship with God and each other. 

 I mentioned last time that sheep need to be led. They don’t have 

much sense of direction. They’ll follow the same paths and wear ruts in the 

ground. They’ll graze a patch of grass to the roots and kill it. So the 

shepherd needs to take them to other grazing land. The shepherd knows 

which trails go to good pasture and which ones become dead ends.  

 We develop ways of thinking and habits that carve deep grooves. 

They’re hard to get out of. It takes some effort—and a lot of help from God 

—to get out of those grooves and ruts and to form new patterns of 

thinking, new habits, new ways of behaving that follow God’s way. 

 We’ve said that the LORD our shepherd provides what we need. Now 

we see that the LORD our shepherd guides us. This guidance is one of the 

things we need. It’s something God provides for us. Life with God isn’t a 

self-guided tour. We have a guide, a leader who knows the way. He knows 

how to get us where we need to be. He takes us where our lives can 

flourish. He can lead a church into flourishing life. 

 The LORD our shepherd guides us along the right paths, or, in the 

paths of righteousness. “He brings me from the wrong path to the right 

path” (Kenneth Bailey, The Good Shepherd 44). The right path is the one that 

gets you where you need to go. The shepherd would lead the sheep to the 

grass and water and shelter they needed. If the shepherd and sheep are a 

picture of a life where we fully depend on and trust the LORD, then “paths 

of righteousness” means a way of life that fulfills God’s expectation for us 

who follow him. “The sheep are not left to their own devices but are led by 

God himself to take the correct path—the one that gets the sheep where 

they need to go” (Gerald Wilson, The NIV Application Commentary: Psalms, 

Vol 1). 

 Where does this right path take us? Where do we need to go? It takes 

us on a journey to be more like Jesus, to be returned to right relationship 

with God and restored to the image of God, to love God and neighbor, to 

serve, to witness, to live all of life to God’s glory. It takes us finally to “the 

house of the LORD,” the Father’s house, the new creation where all of God’s 

children live in his glorious presence forever.  
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 We’re pilgrims on a journey. I know when we hear the word “pilgrim” 

we think about early settlers in America who wore big black hats and 

bonnets. But a pilgrim is anyone who’s traveling, who’s on a journey. Often 

they’re trying to find a new place or new meaning for life. I remember years 

ago at church camp hearing about the difference between settlers and 

pioneers. We’re not called to settle, but to follow the Pioneer of our faith 

(Hebrews 12:2) in the adventure of life with God, life in God’s kingdom, 

becoming more like Jesus, serving God wherever we are, until we come to 

the end of the trail in the new heaven and new earth. 

 Some of the background for this idea of God leading us in right paths 

comes from when God brought Israel out of Egypt and led them through 

the desert, the wilderness. God didn’t take them on the straightest road 

from Egypt to the Promised Land. Some of that was God’s intention to re-

train them and help them develop into a nation of God’s people. Some of 

their wandering was caused by their own rebellion and refusing to follow 

the LORD. 

 One writer comments on Psalm 23:3: “God leads each of us in the 

paths of righteousness. If we choose, instead, the paths of sin, we cannot 

accuse him of leading us there. He will not betray his name as the righteous 

God” (Arnold B. Rhodes, The Laymen’s Bible Commentary: Psalms). 

 The LORD our shepherd guides us along the right paths for his name’s 

sake. Name has to do with character and reputation. A shepherd would be 

very careful about the paths because he loves the sheep. But also for his 

own name’s sake he would do anything to prevent accidents and attacks by 

animals. He has to keep his reputation as a good shepherd. He wouldn’t 

violate his own integrity, but would act from it. A good shepherd takes care 

of his sheep (Bailey 46). 

 God as the good shepherd acts in ways that reveal and confirm his 

character, his nature. The LORD our shepherd does what he does to benefit 

the sheep. He’s not doing that just to preserve his reputation, though that’s 

part of it, but he’s acting in a way that’s consistent with the nature his name 

reveals (Wilson). We talked earlier about the various names that God uses 

in the Bible to reveal himself. The name he revealed to Israel, Yahweh/the 

LORD, shows that God is and that God is active in covenant relationship with 
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his people. The LORD our shepherd leads us in a way of life that’s in 

relationship with him, that shows his greatness and goodness and 

faithfulness and love. 

 We have to return to Jesus’ words about being the good shepherd 

himself. He starts with a figure of speech, talking about shepherds in 

general and how they act: 

 

Very truly I tell you Pharisees, anyone who does not enter the sheep 

pen by the gate, but climbs in some other way, is a thief and a robber. 

The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. The 

gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. 

He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has 

brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep 

follow him because they know his voice. But they will never follow a 

stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not 

recognize a stranger’s voice. (John 10:1-5) 

 

Jesus goes on to say, “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my 

sheep know me. …My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they 

follow me” (10:14, 27). 

 Can you believe you can have a relationship with the LORD God where 

he knows you? He knows who you are, he knows what’s going on with you, 

he knows what you need. And you can know him, you can recognize his 

voice and follow him. 

 A young girl in Scotland had run away to Glasgow. But life wasn’t 

working out how she expected. She was miserable but didn’t know if she 

could return home. But her father, a shepherd from the highlands, came to 

the city searching for his daughter. He went through the streets calling like 

he was calling his sheep. And in the shepherd’s call, she heard her father’s 

voice. She came to him and returned home with him (Jim Buskirk, “The 

Shepherd and His Sheep” First UMC, Tulsa, 6/5/88 audiotape). Do you hear 

him calling you? Will you come to him and follow him? Do others hear in 

your witness the Father’s voice calling to them? 
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 The Lord goes before us, calling us to follow. But the Lord isn’t just in 

front of us; he’s also behind us, guarding us. And he’s not just behind us; 

he’s above us, watching over us. And he’s not just above us, he’s beneath 

us, supporting us, being the path we walk. And he’s not just beneath us; 

he’s beside us, accompanying us. And he’s not just beside us, he’s within us, 

living in us, showing his life through us, empowering us to follow, to be his, 

to join the adventure, to get where he intends us to go.  


