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I don’t know how many others of you are like me, but I’m that guy who has a very tenuous 

relationship with the GPS guidance provided by my car, phone, etc.  Now, for the record, I think 

I have good reason for this…. 

 

It was a good 10 years ago, now, that our family was travelling from our home in southeast 

Massachusetts to the White Mountains of New Hampshire, with our 35’ camper in tow.  We 

were very new to the area, so we set the GPS, and headed north up I93 headed through Boston.  

The GPS was dutifully guiding my way right up to that point in which it took me off the 

interstate, for unknown reasons, and I suddenly found myself traversing the narrow city streets of 

South Boston – with our truck, our trailer, and three young kids in the back – as we spent some 

30 minutes travelling three miles through sharp turns and tight corners that were not suited for a 

vehicle of our length, only to get right back on the highway that we never should have gotten off 

of in the first place.   

 

Or, we could talk about Sharon’s closest friend of 30 years, who travelled with her daughter from 

the Detroit area to visit us last year.  They left Detroit first thing in the morning and headed west.  

Many hours later, we got the call – they were going to be later than expected.  Much later than 

expected!  You see, unbeknownst to her, the GPS had guided her 100 miles out of her way - 

straight to Muskegon, MI – where it simply assumed that she would jump on a ferry across the 

lake to Milwaukee.  Needless to say, we had dinner a bit late that night. 

 

So, I’m that guy.  I’ll use GPS locally – within the general region of a destination – but, I just 

don’t trust it over any substantial distance.  And, I think that I’m not entirely unjustified in that 

perspective.  Especially when we are some 57’ long, including an 8,000 pound camper hitched to 

the back of the truck, I don’t think it’s unreasonable to be a little more proactive in making sure I 

know where we’re going and how we are going to get there.   

 

But, here’s the thing… If I’m truly honest about it, that’s not all it is.  If you really get down to 

the base of it all, I simply don’t trust it.  The reality is that I am far more convinced of my own 

capacities to delineate my path than I have ever been in those devices, and I am simply not 

willing to relegate my control of my direction to some cartographic algorithm that I’m supposed 

to blindly follow through space and time.  I can’t do it.  And, if I’m truly honest about it, I have 

to admit that this far from the only place I struggle with that issue!  
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I have, for some 15-20 years now, had this wooden plaque staged somewhere in my field of 

vision as I sit at my desk.  It was a gift from my sister, and it is inscribed with a single verse of 

Scripture.  From proverbs 16:9, it reads simply, “A man’s mind plans his way, but the Lord 

directs his steps.” 

 

That phrase was the root of today’s reflections.  As we delve into our summer series on God’s 

response to those ill-perceived limitations that we imagine in our lives, today’s focus is on that 

listlessness that can sometimes fall upon us.  I think we’ve all had those moments in which 

we’ve felt as though we just don’t know what it is we’re supposed to do next.  The choices seem 

equally good… or bad… or both!  The impacts are unclear...  The pathways are murky...  We’ve 

all had those moments in our lives in which we find ourselves without a direction and/or are 

faced with too many potential directions and an inability to discern which way we should go.  

Our cry is simple, “I don’t know what to do.”  That, however, is where that Proverb enters in, “A 

man’s mind plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps.” 

 

There’s another Proverb that echoes a similar principle.  In chapter three, verses 5-6 read, “Trust 

in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight.  In all your ways 

acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”  You see, I think what Proverbs 16:9 

makes clear is that there is an interplay between God’s will and our own.  We are a people of 

free will, and it is neither reasonable, nor I think even faithful, to seek to remove our will from 

the equation entirely.  The Bible is laden with stories of people engaging with God in the pursuit 

of their wills, wants and plans – and the Bible is laden with stories of God responding 

affirmatively to those prayers.  Despite how often some suggest otherwise, I don’t believe that 

the Biblical model is for the people of faith to become mindless lemmings in some celestial 

puppet show engineered by the Almighty.  None of this, of course, means that every and any 

choice is a faithful one, but we were given the freedom to choose – and living in God does not 

negate that freedom.  The question, however, is what is highlighted in that second Proverb. 

 

“Trust in the Lord with all your heart,” says the teacher, “and do not rely on your own insight.  In 

all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”  Life is filled with 

choices.  Life is filled with possibilities.  Sometimes the choices we make will turn out to be 

right.  Other times, they won’t.  Some of our decisions will be more faithful than others.  The 

question, however, is what happens when that particular moment comes.  In those moments of 

murkiness…those decisions that lack clarity…those places in which it seems unclear as to which 

way to go…where do we turn?  I am the first to admit, this is where my aversion to using GPS 

rears its ugly head in an entirely different way.  Because, if I’m honest about it, the reality is that 

far too often I lean into it that much harder.  I think about it more and more…I sleep less and 

less…I process it from every angle…I try to see each move (and the 27 moves that will follow 

each of those)…I lean into my insight, and I grasp even harder to my control of what comes next.  

The simple reality is that, the more unclear the path seems to be, the more I have to fight my 

natural predisposition towards grabbing that control and figuring out the way on my own.   

 

When that moment comes – that moment when I’m crying out that I don’t know what to do next 

– God is calling back, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight.  

In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”  The truth for me, 
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however, is that that doesn’t come easy.  And, I know I’m not the only one.  But, there’s no 

getting around the foundational truth that God’s response to my ill-perceived limitation is that 

God will guide, if only I’d stop trying so hard to control it all myself. 

 

And that’s the piece that drew me to these words from Jesus in John 10, this morning.  I was 

aware, going into this week, that most of my reflections were going to be grounded in those two 

very short snippets from Proverbs.  But, I knew I wanted more than that for both my reflections, 

and to fill out this service as a whole.  So, I spent some time digging through various 

stories…reading through reflections about following God’s will…exploring Scriptures that speak 

to the same…and somehow my journey drew me to these familiar words from John.  More 

specifically, to an aspect of this exchanged that I’d never really considered before. 

 

These words, of course, fall among some of those great self-identifications of Jesus known as the 

“I am” statements.  There’s a series of these, in John, in which Jesus uses metaphor to try to 

bring to life the nature of his presence and ministry.  This one is known so well, and speaks such 

wonder to the heart of the sacrifice made for us, “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd 

lays down his life for the sheep.”  There’s a lot to do with that metaphor, and with the many 

shepherd-related images that come throughout this text.  What I’d never really looked at in these 

words before, however, is the voice of which Jesus speaks. 

 

“When [the shepherd] has brought out all his own,” Jesus says, “he goes ahead of them, and the 

sheep follow him because they know his voice.  They will not follow a stranger.”  I’d never, ever 

noticed that line before.  “They know his voice.  They will not follow a stranger!”  As Jesus 

proclaims himself the good shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep, he is articulating that 

interplay that comes up in Proverbs 16:9, “A man’s mind plans his way, but the Lord directs his 

steps.” 

• “I know my own and my own know me.” 

• “They will listen to my voice.” 

• “They will not follow a stranger.” 

 

When we proclaim that, “A man’s mind plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps.”  What we 

are identifying is that there is an ongoing interplay between our will, wants and plans – and that 

of God – and what Jesus is bringing to bear in the words from John is that that interplay relies on 

relationship.  It relies on our knowing of that voice.  It relies on the foundational need that such 

guidance and direction cannot be as a stranger to us.  And that, right there, is where this all 

comes together in my mind. 

 

In light of Father’s Day, my thoughts went back to an analogy that first came to me when our 

kids were little.  I often said, in those early years of parenting, that I could write book titled, 

“Everything I ever learned about God I learned by being Dad.”  The wealth of understanding of 

what it is to speak of a parent God – that stems from my role as a parent to children – is an ever-

growing library.  One of those early lessons, however, speaks right to the heart of these words 

from Jesus and these Proverbs that we are considering. 

 

There was many a time, when our kids were first learning to speak, that we’d be in church, or 

some other setting, and our child would say something, and those around us would look lovingly 
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and absently upon them, with absolutely no sense of what it is they had just said.  To them, it 

sounded like nothing but gibberish.  To Sharon or me, on the other hand, we could tell you 

exactly what it is they had just said.  Why?  Because we heard it all the time!  Because it was a 

conversation in which we were constantly engaged.  Because we had spent the time together that 

allowed us to know that voice, to hear that voice, and to understand that voice as it spoke. 

 

“I know my own and my own know me.”  “They will listen to my voice.”  “They will not follow 

a stranger.”  From Proverbs to John…from distrusting GPS devices to interpreting the ramblings 

of a toddler…it all come together in four truths that speak to the question at hand. 

1. We will encounter those moments in time in which the paths will seem unclear, the 

movement will feel listless, and we simply will not know where to go from there. 

2. Many, if not most, of us will face, in that moment, that innate tendency to want to lean 

even harder on our own understanding as we seek to grasp our control over what is to 

come in the murkiness before us. 

3. If we trust instead on the Lord and listen for his voice, the direction can and will become 

much clearer. 

4. That voice is going to be a lot more familiar, and a whole lot easier to follow, if the 

moment of crisis isn’t the first time we’ve engaged the conversation. 

 

It’s not hard to look at life’s experience – past, present and future – to see that those moments 

will arise in which we simply will not know which way to go from here.  It’s not hard to look at 

Scripture and discover the clear and distinct promise of God’s voice and guidance always, and 

perhaps even especially, in those moments of listlessness and consternation.  The bridge between 

them, however, lies in us.  Will we decide in that moment to lean not on our own insight but 

instead to hold to God’s?  And, perhaps even more importantly, will we decide, before those 

moments ever come, to engage in the conversation, each and every day – that we might better 

know the voice as it speaks in our lives? 

 


