Psalm 23 #5

“He Leadeth Me”

Psalm 23:3

“He leadeth me, O precious thought!” So begins a classic hymn that has brought comfort to countless Christians over the years. This hymn was inspired by Psalm 23, hurriedly written on March 26, 1862. The author, Joseph Gilmore, recalled: 

“I had been speaking at the Wednesday evening service of the First Baptist Church in Philadelphia, and had been especially impressed with the blessedness of being led by God…. At the close of the service we adjourned to Deacon Watson’s pleasant home where we were being entertained. During our conversation the blessedness of God’s leading so grew upon me that I took out my pencil, wrote the hymn just as it stands today, handed it to my wife, and thought no more of it. She sent it without my knowledge to the Watchman and Reflector magazine, and there it first appeared in print. 

“Three years later I went to Rochester, New York, to preach as a candidate for the Second Baptist Church. Upon entering the chapel I took up a hymnbook, thinking, “I wonder what they sing.” The book opened up at “He Leadeth Me,” and that was the first time I knew that my hymn had found a place among the songs of the church.” 

William Bradbury, an important contributor to the development of early gospel hymns, saw this text in the Watchman and Reflector magazine in 1863 and wrote the melody to match the words. He also added two lines to the chorus, “His faithful follower I would be, for by His hand He leadeth me.”
 And that is “the rest of the story.”

Psalm 23:3 states, “He guides me in paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.” This evening I want to break that statement down into is parts and examine each one.

The Heavenly Directing

The first is the heavenly directing: “He guides me…” The issue of guidance—in particular knowing God's will for our lives—has been the subject of countless sermons and books. The late J. I. Packer wrote one such book based on Psalm 23. In it he writes,

The doctrine of guidance appears as one of the principles of God’s covenant care. “He leads me.” Lead is the verb that here carries the promise that our God will bestow the discernment of decision and direction that we need in order to keep moving with him along the path of life. Our certainty, as believers, of God’s guardian grace and covenant care should always undergird our quest for guidance.

Consider these promises regarding God’s guidance:

· “The Lord directs the steps of the godly. He delights in every detail of their lives.”—Psalm 37:23 (NLT)

· “I am the Lord your God, who teaches you what is good for you and leads you along the paths you should follow.”—Isaiah 48:17 (NLT)

· “I will guide you along the best pathway for our life. I will advise you and watch over you.”—Psalm 32:8 (NLT)

· “For this God is our God for ever and ever; He will be our guide even to the end.”—Psalm 48:14

· “The Lord will guide you continually, giving you water when you are dry and restoring your strength.”—Isaiah 58:11 (NLT)

· “You will guide me with Your counsel, and afterward receive me to glory.”—Psalm 73:24.

Psalm 23 is migratory. The progress of this psalm follows the seasonal moves of the shepherds of Israel. Why did the biblical patriarchs such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob live in tents instead of houses? Because they were always moving with their flocks, going from pasture to pasture with the seasons.

Why is this necessary? Phillip Keller explains,

The greatest single safeguard that a shepherd has in handling his flock is to keep them on the move. That is to say, they dare not be left on the same ground too long. They must be shifted from pasture to pasture periodically. This prevents overgrazing of the forage. It also avoids the rutting of trails and erosion of land from overuse. It forestalls the reinfestation of the sheep with internal parasites or disease, since the sheep move off the infested ground before these organisms complete their life cycles.

As we see Psalm 23 from this perspective, it becomes clear that the scene is not stationary; it’s an excursion. The flocks begin in green pastures, continue along well-trodden paths, thread through dark canyons, meander into alpine tablelands, circle back through autumnal days to arrive at the master’s house at the onset of winter. Such guidance is necessary because sheep are not instinctively migratory. If a sheep wanders ten yards from its pasture, it may never find its way back. But sheep do instinctively follow their shepherd.

Not all sheep, however, do so. The stubborn, self-willed, proud, self-sufficient sheep that persists in pursuing its old paths and grazing on its old polluted ground will end up a bag of bones on ruined land. The world we live in is full of such folk. Broken homes, broken hearts, and broken lives remind us everywhere of folks who have gone their own way. Greed and selfishness leave behind a legacy of ruin and remorse.

Humility is not natural. It must be modeled and considered and taught. Being a follower requires humility. But for humans, our default mode is pride and selfishness. Some of us often have difficulty following someone else’s direction. We are definitely not helped to acknowledge this in the American culture of independence. Our self-centeredness can lead us to strike out on our own, even to our own detriment. There is an old saying: a smart person learns from their mistakes, but a wise person learns from others’ mistakes. Following and learning from others can help us through trying times.

Amid all this chaos and confusion the Good Shepherd comes and says, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34). But most of us, even Christians, don’t want to do this. We don’t want to deny ourselves, we don’t want to follow; we don’t want to be led.

This can be especially true for those in leadership positions. The writer, identified as King David, acknowledged that he was a sheep. Though appointed shepherd of the nation, he was in various ways led, guided, and directed as one of God’s flock. We have reflected often on being shepherd leaders, but the Twenty-Third Psalm is a reminder that we are both shepherds and sheep. Biblically, leading always involves being led.
 Paul put it this way in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Follow my example as I follow the example of Christ.”
Life is a journey. Our Shepherd has a strategy for every season, and He leads us with unerring guidance every step of the way. He has a plan for life’s pathways.

The Holy Direction

This brings us to the holy direction, what verse 3 calls “paths of righteousness.” In a word—there must be a predetermined plan of action, a deliberate, planned rotation from one grazing ground to another in line with right and proper principles of sound management. This is precisely what David had in mind by “paths of righteousness.”

Literally, it means: “He guides me in the right tracks for His name’s sake.” The Judean shepherd was a master at reading tracks. Many marks and paths sprawled across the rugged terrain. Some were made by wilderness beasts, others by robbers lying in wait. The wind also etched its subtle “track” in the sand. To the untrained, dull eye of the sheep, they all looked alike—like real paths. But they led nowhere. The sheep were wise to follow only their shepherd, who always led them along the “right track.”

The application is obvious. Many voices shout for our attention. Many religions plead for a hearing. Many media ministries beg for the public’s involvement (especially our financial support). Many “new doctrines” seduce us to listen…and, alas, many are led astray! When we follow our Shepherd, however, we follow along the “right tracks.”
 But when sheep start to explore an exciting new path, it will lead them into trouble. “Do not be carried away by all kinds of strange teachings” (Hebrews 13:9).
 

This phrase “paths of righteousness” has a dual meaning. First, these are right paths. They are right for you and me, and they represent those decisions and directions that will fulfill God’s perfect will for me. I believe God leads us specifically, personally, intimately, and down to the details of every day. As we read in Psalm 37:23, “The Lord directs the steps of the godly. He delights in every detail of their lives.”
Second, they are righteous paths; they represent a daily walk that is pleasing to God. His plan for us revolves around holy living.
 Romans 12:2 states, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” The will of God will never contradict the Word of God. Packer writes,
God leads “in paths of righteousness,” nowhere else. God’s guidance never violates the principles of uprightness and integrity, nor will he ever prompt us to irresponsible decisions and actions. He guides us, rather, to obey his Word and to choose between options by the exercise of the Christlike, God-honoring, farseeing wisdom that is modeled for us in the Bible, the wisdom that always aims at what will please God best.

The Bible states in Proverbs 14:12 and 16:25, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.” In contrast to which Jesus the Good Shepherd comes gently and says, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6), and, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10).

You can go your own way. You have that right. You have the right to be wrong. But if you would rather be right, go God’s way. Follow the “paths of righteousness.”

The Honoring Desire

Finally we see the honoring desire in all of this: “…for His name’s sake.” The Good Shepherd does this for His Name’s sake. Not just for our sake, but so He will be glorified when others see how marvelously He is guiding and guarding us.
 God cares for us because He loves us and wants us to glorify Him (“for his name’s sake”). The shepherd cares for the sheep because he loves them and wants to maintain his own good reputation as a faithful shepherd.
 The Good Shepherd leads, not because of who we, the sheep, are, but because of who He is—a shepherd.

Furthermore, this phrase demonstrates that the Lord leads us out of loyalty to his character and promises.
 Everything about the way He leads us reflects His nature—His holiness, His love, His grace and mercy, His knowledge and power.

Ezekiel 36:22–23 draws out this implication of the phrase for his name’s sake,

Therefore say to the house of Israel, “This is what the Sovereign Lord says: ‘It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am going to do these things, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations where you have gone. I will show the holiness of my great name, which has been profaned among the nations, the name you have profaned among them. Then the nations will know that I am the Lord,’ declares the Sovereign Lord, ‘when I show myself holy through you before their eyes.’” 

Before we get too caught up in ourselves, thinking, “God just wants me to be happy!” remember that it’s not about you. God wants you to be holy, because He is holy, and His highest priority is His glory, not our comfort or control.

You can’t find a more reassuring subject in the Bible than God’s guidance of His children. In an uncertain age, when none of us knows what will happen in the next sixty seconds, we’re put at ease knowing that our Good Shepherd is the same yesterday, today, and forever. He knows the future as fully as He knows the past. He knows the plans He has for us, and every twist and turn has been anticipated.
 Proverbs 3:5–6 commands, “Trust in the Lord with all our heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths.” John Stott writes,

This means that we shall have no time for any version of fortune-telling (the appeal to arbitrary signs and humanly designed “fleeces” to tell us what to do); nor for primary reliance on something best termed “feeling-itis” (the appeal to strong feelings and hunches, however sudden and sustained, to tell us what to do); nor for any form of fear lest a guidance mistake irrevocably ruin God’s plan for our life. If the sheep strays off the path, the shepherd brings her back again. That is how guidance under God’s guardianship plays out. Like all the rest of Psalm 23, this is wonderfully good news. Let us rejoice in it as we move forward.

I began alluding to a classic hymn; allow me to close likewise. Fanny Crosby wrote, “All the Way My Savior Leads Me,”

All the way my Savior leads me,

What have I to ask beside?

Can I doubt His tender mercy,

Who through life has been my guide?

Heavenly peace, divinest comfort,

Here by faith in Him to dwell.

For I know whate’re befall me,

Jesus doeth all things well
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