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IN PATHS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS

“Sheep are notorious creatures of habit. If left to themselves they will follow the same trails until they become ruts, graze the same hills until they turn to desert wastes, and pollute their own ground until it is corrupt with disease and parasites.” So says Phillip Keller in his book, A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23. 1 Keller grew up and lived in East Africa and herded sheep for eight years. Keller knows sheep!

No wonder one of the greatest psalms in the Bible compares us to sheep: notorious creatures of habit who stay in unsatisfying ruts, consume what does not satisfy, and suffer from self-inflicted pains and diseases. Second Isaiah tells us, All we, like sheep, have gone astray, we have all turned to our own way, and the LORD has laid on him (the Suffering Servant) the sin of us all. (Isaiah 53:6). We need help. We need guidance; therefore, the psalmist affirms, He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. The Lord leads us out of our ruts, habits and addictions and directs us to green pastures, still waters and right paths. 

As you read through the Hebrew Bible, listen to the story of a chosen people who follow the LORD for a while, change direction to follow their own paths, and then come back to the path the LORD has for them. Does this larger story describe your own faith journey?


Specifically, the images and metaphors of Psalm 23 remind us of the people of Israel on the way from Egypt to the Promised Land of Canaan. It’s not really that long of a journey--only about 360 miles straight across the Sinai Peninsula. Today that trip would take us to South of the Border in Dillon, South Carolina (if you think South Carolina is the Promised Land). As a matter of fact, they made the journey quickly after stopping for almost a year at Mount Sinai to pick up the Ten Suggestions. Oh, that’s right; the LORD said they were Ten Commandments!


Do you remember the story? In the back of your pew Bible is a biblical chronology which dates the Exodus from Egypt about 1446 BCE, which is a little less than 1500 years before Jesus was born. After the people had camped for a little less than a year at Mount Sinai, they traveled to Kadesh-Barnea (Numbers 13-14) and were ready to cross over to the Promised Land. First, however, Moses sent out twelve spies to scout out the land. Ten came back and said, “The land is flowing with milk and honey, but there are giants inhabiting the land, and we are afraid.” Only two scouts—Joshua and Caleb—thought that with the LORD’s help they could live there. The people of Israel refused to follow the straight/right path to the Promised Land and camped in the wilderness for forty years until that generation died out—except for Joshua and Caleb. These recently freed slaves were not yet ready for the Promised Land. 

In his book, The Lord is My Shepherd, Rabbi Harold Kushner tells us that the Hebrew phrase translated “paths of righteousness” is literally “roundabout ways that end up in the right direction.” 2 Exodus 13:18 tells us that the trip out of Egypt did not begin in a direct line: So God led the people by the roundabout way of the wilderness toward the Red Sea. They needed extra travel time to make the transition from being slaves to being a free people. The Lord led them in “roundabout ways that end up in the right direction.” In other words, the right path is not necessarily the straightest path. 

The word here translated “paths” (ma’gal) can also be translated “way.” The faith life is not so much a destination as it is a journey, a path, a way to help us live our days on the earth. The assurance that we will have peace at the last beyond this life is a great comfort to me, but I am not a Christian so I will go to heaven when I die. I am a Christian because I need help walking each day of these years on earth. I don’t know about you, but I know that I, like sheep and like the people of Israel, am a notorious creature of habit who stays in unsatisfying ruts, consumes what does not satisfy, and suffers from self-inflicted pains and diseases. 


We heard today that near the end of his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says, “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road/path/way is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow and the road/path/way is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it. (Matthew 7:13-14). Jesus says we are not to build the way, admire the way, describe the way, sell passes to the way, worship the way, or talk about “the good old ways.” We are to follow the way that leads to life. I think the way is hard because it’s not a straight line to a destination. It’s a roundabout journey. That’s why our tagline at VBC is “A people of faith on the journey of life.”

According to Acts 9:2, the earliest followers of Jesus were those who belonged to the Way. Followers of the Lord are known, not as those who talk about the destination, but as those who follow the way walked by the Good Shepherd--the paths of righteousness (the right paths). As I’ve said before, it’s not about “My way” but about “Yahweh.”

Your freshly appointed Study Team is searching for the Lord’s right path for Vienna Baptist Church. When we are anxious, we tend to look for shortcuts, quick fixes, the shortest path, and the wide, easy gate. If you don’t know where you are going, then any path will do. My title for this sermon has been “Straight Paths,” but I realize now that a better title is “Right Paths.” What I want for my life and what I want for our church is “roundabout ways that end up in the right direction.” We are praying and I hope you are praying that we as a church of sheep will seek the Good Shepherd’s leadership for this “people of faith on the journey of life.” Let’s get out of our ruts, habits and addictions and follow the right path. 
HE LEADS . . . FOR HIS NAME’S SAKE

Well, how do we find the right path out of our own ruts of boredom, unfulfilling food and self-destructive habits and addictions? Notice the verb: He leads me in paths of righteousness. The strength of Psalm 23 is not in what we do but in what the LORD does. Listen again to the verbs of this Psalm:
The LORD makes me lie down
The LORD leads me beside still waters; 

The LORD restores my soul. 
The LORD leads me in paths of righteousness.

As Rick Warren says in the first sentence of his book, The Purpose-Filled Life: What On Earth Am I Here For?, “It’s not about you!” 3 It’s not about me and it’s not about you. It’s about the LORD. And that truth is the most startling declaration for North American culture in the twenty-first century. It’s not about us.


It’s about the Lord and about the Lord’s name. He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake. Here is the most difficult phrase in all of Psalm 23: For his name’s sake. Our life is moral, upright, gracious and good not so others will say, “Isn’t she a nice person!” We live good, wholesome lives so that others will say, “Isn’t the Lord wonderful!”


I have trouble with that approach. Do you? I want others to like me and to think that I am a nice person. I want them to say, “My, he must come from good parents! He must have gone to some great schools! Bob has turned out to be a good person because of his strengths and convictions.”


Psalm 23 challenges all of that and gives only four verbs for my life: “Walk,” “Lie down,” “Do not fear,” and “Dwell.” In Psalm 23 the main verbs, however, are the Lord’s, not mine. Psalm 23 wants others to notice my life and to make an exclamation: not “My, isn’t Bob a good guy!” but “My, isn’t the Lord a great God!” It’s not about me. 


It goes back a long way. We read in Deuteronomy 9 that after forty years of “taking the roundabout ways that end up in the right direction,” the people of Israel were on the verge of entering the Promised Land. Moses says to them, “Know, then, that the Lord your God is not giving you this good land to occupy because of your righteousness; for you are a stubborn people. Remember and do not forget how you provoked the Lord your God to wrath in the wilderness; you have been rebellious against the Lord from the day you came out of the land of Egypt until you came to this place” (Deuteronomy 9:6-7). They thought that God blessed them because they were the best people in the world. (Wait a minute! Are we reading about the people of Israel or about the citizens of the United States?) “Know, then, that the Lord your God is not giving you this good land to occupy because of your righteousness.” The Lord reminds them that they are stubborn and forgetful. Rather than follow the leadership of the Divine Shepherd and let the Lord take the glory for right paths and good lives, they and we prefer ruts, unsatisfying grass and self-inflicted diseases and worries. It’s not about me. It’s about the Lord. 

And what is Vienna Baptist Church trying to communicate? Is our message, “We are nice people. We live good, wholesome lives. We are friendly and winsome and outgoing.”? Is it for our good name or for the Lord’s good name? Are our efforts here in Vienna about us or about the Lord? Is Vienna Baptist Church a notorious creature of habit who, if left to ourselves, will follow the same trails until they become ruts, graze the same hills until they turn to desert wastes and pollute our own ground until it is corrupt with disease and parasites? We will not seek the Good Shepherd until we are able to admit that “we are poor little sheep who have lost our way, bah, bah, bah!”


I love this church and have dedicated my ministry to Vienna Baptist Church. And this church is helping me grow as a pastor and as a person of faith. I believe Vienna Baptist Church is on the verge of a new land, a right path, a new journey. I think I can say with Martin Luther King, Jr., “Well, I don't know what will happen now. We've got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn't matter with me now because I've been to the mountaintop. And I don't mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I'm not concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And God's allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. And I've seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you, but I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people will get to the Promised Land. And I'm happy tonight. I'm not worried about anything. I'm not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.”

On April 4, 1968, the day after he preached this sermon in Memphis, Tennessee, a bullet took his life. Like Moses before him, King saw but never lived in the Promised Land. But you know what? The Promised Land is not a destination because in the land of Canaan, in the nation of the United States and in the Commonwealth of Virginia, the journey continues. We are not there yet. Churches, families and individuals are searching for “roundabout ways that end up in the right direction.” Our only hope is that we will follow the Good Shepherd’s right paths for the sake of the LORD’s name. 

Did you hear the story about mealtime during an airline flight? (It must be an old story for who has more than nuts, chips and drinks on flights anymore?)


“Would you like dinner?” the flight attendant asks John.


“What are my choices?”


She replies, “Yes or no.”


Our Lord promises to provide for our lacks and to bring our life back by leading us to green pastures, still waters and roundabout ways that end up in the right direction. We ask, “What are our choices?” and the Good Shepherd says, “Yes or no.” Well?
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