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This morning we return to the peaceful atmosphere of Psalm 23. This atmosphere exists not because there are 

no threats or dangers, but because the sheep are trusting in their Shepherd. One of the great blessings of the 

Christian faith is that it is possible for the people of God to have inner peace even when there is turmoil all 

around them. The reason that is possible is that the one who has committed himself to care for them is the 

almighty, wise and loving God of the Scriptures – the one for whom nothing is possible – the one who is able 

to bring good out of evil, the one who, in ways beyond our comprehension, is working everything in our lives 

together for our temporal and eternal good.  

In Psalm 23, we who believe in Jesus and follow him, are assured that God is our Shepherd and that therefore 

we shall not want. God has taken upon himself the task of being our Shepherd and that means he will keep us 

in his care, and direct our lives so that we flourish in his care. Because of that we can have peace. Jesus himself 

tells us not to be anxious because God our Father is committed to care for us. 

This morning we will listen to the word of God that comes to us in the second part of verse 3. “He leads me in 

paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.”  

Sheep follow their Shepherd. They are not driven, they are led. That is the imagery here. Jesus uses the same 

imagery in John 10:3-4 when he says of the Shepherd of the sheep, “The sheep hear his voice and he calls his 

own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the 

sheep follow him, for they know his voice.”  

This is a beautiful picture. There is a relationship between the Shepherd and his sheep. The sheep know the 

voice of the Shepherd. The Shepherd calls his own sheep by name. And he leads them. He goes before them. 

The sheep follow him because they know the Shepherd and they trust him. It’s a beautiful picture. Both Psalm 

23 and John 10 use this imagery to describe the relationship between God and his people – between Jesus and 

his followers. 

The imagery of the sheep following their Shepherd teaches that the sheep follow their Shepherd voluntarily. 

They are not being driven. They are not being forced to go somewhere against their will. They are following 

the Shepherd because they know the Shepherd and they understand that their wellbeing is tied to going 

where the Shepherd is leading them even if that is sometimes through a dark valley. 

This does not mean that the sheep are always very good about following their Shepherd. The Bible also speaks 

of sheep going astray. The poet who wrote Psalm 119 confesses in verse 176, “I have gone astray like a lost 

sheep.”  And in Isaiah 55:6 we read “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned – everyone – to his 

own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” Clearly sheep going stray is an important biblical 

image as well as sheep following their Shepherd. But the work of God in salvation transforms the sheep so 

that they follow their Shepherd. The work of God in salvation makes us willing to follow our Shepherd. The 
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work of God in salvation enables us to see and understand that our wellbeing lies with following our 

Shepherd.  

Our WCF describes this process in the chapter on Effectual Calling. It says there that God “by his almighty 

power turns them [his people] to what is good and effectually draws them to Jesus Christ. Yet he does this in 

such a way that they come most freely, being made willing by his grace.” (WCF 10:1) The human sheep of God 

follow their Shepherd willingly because God has changed their hearts from hearts that go their own way to 

hearts that desire to follow their divine Shepherd because they love and trust their Shepherd to lead them in 

the best possible way.  

The Bible emphasizes that there is a gentleness about a Shepherd leading his sheep. There are two passages 

that make this especially clear. Isaiah 40:11 “He will tend his flock like a Shepherd; he will gather the lambs in 

his arms he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with young.” And Hosea says, “I led 

them with cords of kindness, with the bands of love …” (Hosea 11:4). That his how the great Shepherd leads 

his sheep – with cords of kindness and with bands of love. 

So the leading imagery is the opposite of the imagery of driving. The sheep follow because they have been 

made willing to follow. They know the Shepherd, Jesus emphasizes. They know the voice of the Shepherd and 

so they follow him because they trust that he is leading them to provision and wellbeing and safety.  

There is another important idea associated with the Lord as the Shepherd who leads his sheep. The idea of 

God leading his people is often used in connection with the wilderness journey from Egypt to the promised 

land. Psalm 77:20 says, “You led your people like a flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron.”  Exodus 15:13 uses 

the same imagery in connection with the wilderness journey. “You have led in your steadfast love the people 

whom you have redeemed; you have guided them by your strength to your holy abode.” 

This connection to the exodus and the wilderness journey to the promised land is an important one for 

understanding the biblical picture of God leading his people because the exodus and wilderness journey to the 

promised land is a central biblical type of salvation. It is mentioned or alluded to many, many times in the rest 

of the Bible including the NT teaching about salvation. Listen to the words of Jesus in John 10:27-28, “My 

sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never 

perish….” 

The Shepherd is leading his sheep to a goal – to the ultimate blessedness of the promised land. That is the 

overarching image of the sheep being led by the Lord their Shepherd. He is leading them through the 

wilderness of this life to the destination of the ultimate fulfillment of the promised land – the new heavens 

and the new earth.  

How does the Shepherd lead the sheep? Jesus gives us a wonderful answer to this question in John 10 – the 

good Shepherd passage. He says a number of things there that have to do with the leading/following 
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relationship between the Shepherd and the sheep. Verses 3 and 4 of John 10: “The sheep hear his voice, and 

his calls his own by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and 

the sheep follow him, for they know his voice.”  The Shepherd leads by speaking. He leads by calling his sheep 

by name. He leads by going before them. And the sheep follow because they hear the voice of the Shepherd 

and because they know his voice. 

That is the imagery. The interpretation of the imagery is easy enough to figure out from the rest of the Bible. 

The Shepherd leads his sheep by speaking – by his word. When we think of how Jesus shepherds his people in 

the Bible, it is the word, the Bible that is front and center. The Bible is the word of God which is the word of 

Christ. When Jesus lead his disciples, he was constantly talking to them. In the OT, God occasionally led his 

people by speaking to them directly, but mostly he spoke through Moses and the prophets. Psalm 25:5 prays 

to the Lord, “Lead me in your truth and teach me, for you are the God of my salvation.” Psalm 27:11 says, 

“Teach me your way, O LORD, and lead me on a level path because of my enemies.”  Psalm 43:3 says, “Send 

out your light and your truth; let them lead me; let them bring me to your holy hill and to your dwelling!” 

The good Shepherd leads his people by speaking to them and they follow him by walking the path of life that is 

described in those words. The whole Bible is about the meaning of life, salvation in Jesus and the life that that 

salvation results in. It is the word of God – the word of Jesus - and it is largely through that word that Jesus 

leads his people. It is largely through that word that the LORD our Shepherd leads us. 

The word is very central. Just think. We can’t see God. He does not speak to us directly like he did to Abraham. 

We can’t see Jesus. He is in heaven. There is some knowledge of God that is built into us and the rest of the 

creation. But God has left us his word – the Bible. And that is the primary way that he speaks to us. 2 Timothy 

3:16, “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 

training in righteousness.”  Clearly Scripture is at the center of the way in which the great Shepherd leads his 

sheep. 

But there is a personal and subjective aspect to this. Jesus says that the Shepherd calls his own sheep by 

name. He says that his sheep follow him because they know his voice.  Jesus speaks to his sheep in a way that 

he does not speak to everyone. He calls his own sheep by name. That is what happens when Jesus through his 

Spirit effectually calls his people. The word goes out to a great many people through preaching and 

evangelism and missions and teaching. In some it makes no impression, but in others the call of the Shepherd 

is heard personally. All are equally deaf to the voice of the Shepherd, but to some the word comes with 

transforming power so like the dead Lazarus in the grave, they hear the living-giving word of the Shepherd and 

they begin to follow him. 

The sheep know the voice of the Shepherd. Their hearts have been changed so that they perceive that God is 

speaking to them in his word. The word, the Bible is seen to be a living word – the living word of a living 

Shepherd. The sheep perceive that the Shepherd is calling them by name. They perceive that the Bible is 
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addressed to them. The Heidelberg Catechism captures this personal aspect in its definition of faith in A 21. 

“True faith is not only a sure knowledge by which I hold as true all that God has revealed to us in Scripture, it is 

also a wholehearted trust which the Holy Spirit creates in me by the gospel, that God has freely granted, not 

only to others but to me also forgiveness of sins, eternal righteousness and salvation.”   

It is that “not only to others but me also” which captures the idea of the sheep hearing the Shepherd voice in 

the Scriptures addressed to them personally. Jesus, the great Shepherd, calls his sheep by name – he sends his 

Spirit into their hearts so that they perceive that the promises and commands of Scripture are addressed to 

them personally. And so they come to know the voice of the Shepherd and they follow him. 

Now in understanding how this works out in practice, the Bible makes it clear that some of that shepherding 

by the word happens through the human under-shepherds that God has consistently utilized in his 

shepherding of his people. We see this in Psalm 77:20 which I have already quoted to make a different point, 

“You led your people like a flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron.” God led his people as their Shepherd from 

Egypt to the promised land, but he used Moses and Aaron to do so. Their role was to apply the word of God to 

the people. This shepherding role of human under-shepherds continues in the NT in the office of elder which 

includes the office of pastor. Pastor means shepherd. 1 Peter 5:2 tells elders to shepherd the flock of God. And 

Acts 20:28 tells elders to “Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock ….”  

So God as our Shepherd, leads his sheep through his word directly, but also through human under-shepherds 

helping the sheep to apply the word to their lives. That happens through preaching and teaching, but also to 

applying the word to families and to individuals for encouragement and for correction and warning. 

There is one more level here because the sheep are also to instruct, encourage and correct one another. In 

Romans 15:14 Paul wrote, “I myself and satisfied about you, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of 

goodness, filled with all knowledge and able to instruct one another.”  And 1 Thessalonians 5:11 church 

members to “encourage one another and build one another up ….” Clearly God’s shepherding of his people by 

means of his word includes other Christians helping us to apply it to our lives. God certainly leads his sheep 

directly through his word, but the biblical teaching on shepherding places considerable emphasis on the 

involvement of elders and fellow church members. Our individual relationship with our Shepherd is vital and 

essential, but our Shepherd has ordered things so that he also involves other people in shepherding us. But 

either way, the key way he shepherds us is through his word. 

But we should not lose sight of the tenderness of the image of the Shepherd leading his sheep. There is an 

intimacy about it, as Jesus’ description in John 10 makes clear. The Shepherd calls his sheep by name. They 

follow him because they know his voice. The sheep follow the Shepherd because they trust him – they know 

that he is leading them to a good place and that the route he has chosen for them to get there is the best 

route. As sheep of this Shepherd we trust that what he teaches us in his word about sin and salvation and the 
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way to live is true and trustworthy and that it is all motivated by love and a genuine concern for our true and 

eternal wellbeing.  

This picture of a good Shepherd leading his sheep is designed to foster confidence in the way that God directs 

our lives through his word. From our side it means that we must look at what God says to us in the Bible as the 

main way he is leading us through this life to the goal of blessedness that he has in store for us. 

So we have spend a bit of time thinking about the idea of the Shepherd leading his sheep. Our text in Psalm 23 

mentions the kind of paths that the Lord our Shepherd leads us on. “He leads me in paths of righteousness.” 

The literal meaning of the Hebrew text is “He leads me in right paths.”  The phrase “paths of righteousness” is 

an interpretation of the literal meaning – “right paths.” It is a proper interpretation, but it is important that we 

begin with the literal translation. “He leads me in right paths.”   

Here we are still in the world of literal shepherds and literal sheep. Paths of righteousness does not make 

sense when you are speaking about literal sheep, but “right paths” does. The shepherd leads his sheep along 

the paths that lead to pasture and water and safety. The term “right paths” implies that there are also wrong 

paths. There are paths that lead to places that are not good for the sheep. There are paths that lead to places 

where there is no pasture or no water. There are paths that may be useful for other purposes such as getting 

from point “a” to point “b” but are not good paths for the sheep to travel on. A good shepherd knows which 

paths are the best for the sheep and he takes them on those paths. 

This suggests another application of the way that the divine Shepherd leads his human sheep. We have seen 

that he leads by his word, but here we see that he also leads through the circumstances of our lives. The paths 

that our lives take are influenced by choices that we make, but they are also very much influenced by 

circumstances that are very much beyond our control. We have no influence on the family we will be born 

into. We have no influence on the country we are born into. And there are many aspects of our daily lives that 

are totally beyond our control. The path of our live is determined by a mix of the decisions that we make and 

circumstances that are beyond our control. 

Those circumstances that are beyond our control are ultimately controlled by God. And they belong to the 

right paths along which our divine Shepherd leads us. When Psalm 23 says that the LORD our Shepherd leads 

us “in right paths”, part of what that means is that the circumstances of our lives are part of his leading of our 

lives.  

This is a wonderful thought. The circumstances of our lives – the many things that are completely beyond are 

control – are not random. They belong to the right paths that our divine Shepherd is leading us on. The path of 

our lives are a combination of our own decisions and our circumstances but through all of that our divine 

Shepherd is leading us in the right paths. 
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But the right paths are also righteous paths. It is a legitimate interpretation to move from right paths to 

righteous paths because it is the path of righteousness that leads to life and the path of unrighteousness that 

leads to death. That is a pervasive biblical theme. Just think of the last verse of Psalm 1. Verse 6, “[F]or the 

LORD knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.”  

So the right paths on which the Shepherd leads his sheep are also righteous paths. By his word, our Shepherd 

instructs us how to live righteous lives through his guidance and power - and by our circumstances God places 

us in situations that are designed to train us in righteousness and holiness. That is the meaning of Romans 

8:28 which says that God works all things together for the good of his people. That is why James says in James 

1:2-3 “Count it all joy, my brothers, when your meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of 

your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and 

complete lacking in nothing.”   

This is our Shepherd leading us in paths of righteousness. Both the leading of his word and his leading in the 

circumstances of our lives are designed to enable us to follow him in paths of righteousness. And when it 

comes to Jesus as our great Shepherd, the entirety of the salvation that he accomplished for us is designed to 

enable us to walk paths of righteousness. And one of the ways that he leads us along those paths is by his own 

example. The ultimate example of a righteous life is Jesus’ life on earth and following him includes imitating 

him. 

The final part of this sentence tells us why our divine Shepherd leads us in paths of righteousness. “He leads 

me in paths of righteousness for his name sake.”  Whatever God does, he does for his own glory. And there is 

a very good reason for that. The reason is that God is worthy of glory. The reason is that God is God and the 

highest good in the universe is the glory of God. This has to do with the Godness of God. It has to do with what 

God is truly like. He is the perfection of all perfections. Everything about God is worthy of praise. And it would 

be wrong for him not to do everything for his own glory. 

So God says in Isaiah 42:8, “I am the LORD; that is my name, my glory I give to no other, nor my praise to 

carved idols.”  Ephesians 1:6 says that the reason that God has saved us in Christ and adopted us as sons is “to 

the praise of his glorious grace.”   

So that is why the Lord our Shepherd leads us “in paths of righteousness.” It is for his name’s sake. 

One of the wonderful things about this is that God’s glory and the salvation of his people go together. We 

experience the greatest good in this life by being led by our Shepherd in paths of righteousness, but that is 

also the way that God is glorified. That is both humbling for us but also exhilarating. 

It is humbling because it means that life and salvation and being led by the great Shepherd is about the glory 

of God before it is about us. We are not in the center of things. God is. It is his glory that matters most.  



7 
 
But this truth is also exhilarating and comforting and encouraging because it glorifies God to be our Shepherd 

and to lead us in paths of righteousness. He does it for his own name sake. What that means is that, God 

seeking his own glory through being our Shepherd and leading us in paths of righteousness, is at the same 

time the greatest possible blessing for us. 

If God is glorified by being our divine Shepherd and keeping us as his sheep and leading us on the very best 

paths to the heavenly promised land, it means that we could not be more secure. It would diminish his glory if 

we as his sheep were harmed in any way and if we did not flourish under his care. He would mean that he was 

failing as our Shepherd and that cannot be.  

What a wonderful way to think about our lives! The Lord is our Shepherd. He leads us in paths of 

righteousness. Jesus is the good Shepherd who calls his sheep by name and who leads them out. And God has 

demonstrated the greatness of his care for his sheep in that he gave his Son to die for the sins of his sheep. 

Jesus has demonstrated the greatness of his care for his sheep in that he laid down his life for his sheep. 

This theme is very comforting for us. If we think about our lives with their ups and downs from a human 

perspective, it is comforting to realize that we are being led by the divine Shepherd whose own glory is tied up 

with our wellbeing. That is not necessarily our this-worldly comfort. It is our eternal wellbeing that God is 

concerned about. God is leading us on paths of righteousness – not necessarily paths of ease and physical 

prosperity. 

But at the same time this theme speaks to our responsibility to follow our divine Shepherd. We may not take 

comfort from this passage if we are not following the Shepherd. One of the signs of being one of God’s sheep 

is following the Shepherd by walking behind him on the path of righteousness. That does not mean perfect 

righteousness. but it certainly does mean being serious about walking on the path on which the Shepherd is 

leading us and not going on our own path doing our own thing. 

But our Shepherd is a gentle and gracious Shepherd. He gathers the lambs in his arms. He carries them in his 

bosom. He gently leads those that are with young (Isaiah 40:11).  He deals lovingly and gently with the weaker 

sheep and he gently restores those who stray. So let us go forward in our lives trusting that our divine 

Shepherd will take care of us and lead us through our lives on paths of righteousness all the way to the 

promised land. 


