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Resetting Your Biblical Compass 

  This chapter was given its’ name for a reason.  Most folks who 

are Christian were either raised in a Christian environment of 

some kind or have heard a lot of different teachings about the 

Bible throughout the years.  Because of that, their “compass”, the 

tool we use to find our way, has had lots of adjustments.  If you 

are like most people, some of those adjustments have been good 

and some have been bad.  To truly follow Jesus we must read 

what He left us and understand it.  After all, if we can’t read the 

map, how will we get where we want to go?  To understand 

Scripture we need to recalibrate, or reset, our view of it. When 

we read the Bible the way it’s meant to be read we find ourselves 

understanding it a LOT better than when we just bumble along.
1
    

However, if you have no experience reading the Bible, don’t 

worry!  This chapter will apply to you just as well.  The whole 

idea is to start reading it the way God intends.    

 

That being said, let’s think about our compass analogy for a 

moment before starting.  How familiar are you with what a 

compass is and what it’s used for?  I know these days the GPS 

has replaced the compass for everyday use, but I think it can still 

be said that the compass is the most basic and fundamental tool 

used for navigation.  If we were in the wild it’s how we would 

find our way.  Without tools like this, travelling can be 

frustrating and even intimidating.  Likewise, reading the Bible 

can feel like travelling in the wild or in an unfamiliar land 

without a GPS or compass.  While anyone can pick up a Bible 

and read it, maybe even learn a bit of truth or an insight, many 

will often set it back down with the feeling that there are some 

deeper truths or lofty principles being discussed that just can’t be 

understood.  Have you had this happen?   

                                                           
1
 All Scripture quoted in this book will be out of the ESV or NLT translations. 
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Have you found that while you can “get to a few places” in your 

Biblical travels, there is often a sense that you are missing out on 

an awful lot?  But without navigational help, much of the rich 

countryside and high roads are unreachable.  It doesn’t have to 

be that way - Don’t panic!  Help is available!  
 

In this small booklet, you will find a few simple guidelines or 

“rules of the road” to keep in mind when reading Scripture.  

Think of these rules as a compass to give you direction in your 

travels.  Some of these rules used to be commonly known and 

taught to Christian children in past centuries but in these modern 

times have fallen by the wayside.  Even if you’ve been reading 

the Bible your whole life, I beg of you to take just a few minutes 

to review these tips.  Keeping them in mind while reading will 

open your eyes to many incredible truths in Scripture.  
  
The Bible was written by our creator, the One who loved us 

enough to humble Himself and become human in order to suffer 

and die on our behalf.  Should we not make every effort to 

understand the Words that He has inscribed for all time?  In 

order to do that, we must read the Bible correctly. I’m convinced 

that to properly read and understand Scripture, one must possess 

five things: 

 

1. A proper understanding of the Law of God 
 

2. An understanding of the Gospel of Jesus Christ 
 

3. Awareness that Christ is the focus of both Testaments, 

New & Old 
 

4. A heavy respect for the context of every passage 
 

5. A gritty determination to never break the “choose-

lose” rule 
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Once you understand and adopt these few simple rules, the Bible 

will become much easier to comprehend and apply.  They will 

also make reading Scripture rewarding and even enjoyable.  This 

is important!  When Scripture is vague and confusing, reading it 

becomes a chore, with guilt often being the motivation for our 

reading.  But when the truths of God’s Word are clearly 

understood by His children, they are amazing and satisfying to 

the soul!   
 

I’ve been told that many people do a better job of remembering 

things if they have an acronym to keep in their minds.  I’m not 

the most clever person out there but here is one that I came up 

with that represents our rules of the road, I hope it helps: 
 

G.U.A.R.D. 
 

God’s Law – know it well! 

Understand the Gospel 

Always look for Christ 

Respect the context 

Determine now not to choose (or you lose) 
 

Try to keep this little memory tool in mind as you read Scripture 

and I’m confident it will help you in some of the more confusing 

places.  Properly understanding Scripture is as vital to your soul 

as oxygen is to your body.  Also, understanding how the Bible 

should be read will greatly sharpen your discernment.  Whether 

listening to a sermon on the radio or reading a Christian book, 

knowing the essentials of the Biblical compass will help you 

quickly identify if a teacher is taking a passage and heading off 

in a wrong or even dangerous direction.  Because false teachings 

bring confusion and pain, learning to identify and avoid them is 

extremely important!  So, are you ready?  Do you see why it’s 

important to have a “compass” to navigate the Scriptures?  If so, 

let’s begin… 
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Rule #1  

G.U.A.R.D.   God’s Law – know it! 

 

Proper understanding of the Law of God 

For no one can ever be made right with God by doing what the 

law commands. The law simply shows us how sinful we are.     

Romans 3:20 

 

 Law?!?  Compass rule number one is about the law of God??  

Well…yes!  If one carefully studies the New Testament books of 

Galatians and Romans
1
 and, it will be clear that there are two 

major categories of Scriptural teaching, Law and Gospel.  It is 

incredibly important to understand these categories!  The failure 

to understand these categories is by far and away the most 

common error made when reading (or preaching) the Word of 

God.  To ignore these categories would be like assigning your 

own directions to the letters on the compass.  Maybe “E” means 

East today, or maybe it means West…no big difference, right?  

Obviously it is a huge difference and one that, if misunderstood, 

can send us in the exact opposite direction of where we are 

supposed to be headed.   

 

So, according to Romans 3, what is the purpose of God’s law in 

relation to salvation?  The answer is clear, “the law simply shows 

us how sinful we are.”   

                                                           
1
 See Romans 6:20 and Galatians 2:21,  3:18,  5:4 



8 

 

Following the law of God (which can be generally summarized 

in the Ten Commandments)
1
 is not intended as a way that we can 

be made right with God.   

In other words, obedience will never save us.  Galatians 3:11 

tells us, “…it is clear that no one can be made right with God by 

trying to keep the law. For the Scriptures say, ‘It is through faith 

that a righteous person has life.’ This way of faith is very 

different from the way of law, which says, “It is through obeying 

the law that a person has life.”  So when you read that you are to 

love God with your whole heart, help the poor, clean up your 

life, and control your tongue, please understand that these 

commands are all based on the law.  So obeying them now will 

not make you right with God – this isn’t what makes you a 

Christian. 

   

 This doesn’t mean that these law passages are of no value or that 

we can ignore the rules and live however we like.  Far from it!  

The law has an important job, and part of it is to show us our 

failure and guilt.
2
  By teaching us exactly what is sin, we become 

aware of how guilty we really are.  Take a moment to measure 

yourself against the Ten Commandment by considering a few 

questions:  Have you ever lied?  Have you taken the Lord’s name 

in vain?  Have you ever committed adultery (or even looked 

upon another with lust, which Jesus taught as being the same 

crime)?  When you think about just those three commandments, 

I’m guessing most readers will realize that they’ve broken them 

at least once (and probably a whole lot more than that)!  We are 

all guilty of many, many sins and every one of them is 

considered to be wicked rebellion against a Holy God.  We 

deserve a death sentence for each and every one of them!  Do 

you see now how the law of God exposes sin? It shows us why 

we need a savior.  It shows us our crimes. 

                                                           
1
 Exodus 20 
2
 Romans 3:20 
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 Another purpose of the law is that it tells a Christian how they 

are to live once they’ve been redeemed.  It teaches us what a 

Christian’s life looks like after salvation.
1
  It points us to the 

Cross by showing us our guilt, and then tells us what to mold 

ourselves into after we have been cleansed at that Cross but it 

does not save us.  This is a fundamental mistake in many of the 

modern evangelical Christian sermons and teachings.  

Understanding that obedience doesn’t save you will help you 

understand a lot of passages much, much better.   

 

Why?  Because, unfortunately, most of us tend to read the idea of 

“obedience for reward” into biblical passages pertaining to 

salvation.  Allow me to give you an example using a commonly 

misunderstood passage: 

 

Matthew 25:31-46 
 

“But when the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels 

with him, then he will sit upon his glorious throne. 32 All the 

nations will be gathered in his presence, and he will separate 

the people as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 

33 He will place the sheep at his right hand and the goats at his 

left. 34 “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you 

who are blessed by my Father, inherit the Kingdom prepared for 

you from the creation of the world. 35 For I was hungry, and 

you fed me. I was thirsty, and you gave me a drink. I was a 

stranger, and you invited me into your home. 36 I was naked, 

and you gave me clothing.  

I was sick, and you cared for me. I was in prison, and you visited 

me.’ 
                                                           
1
 1 John 2:3-6 
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37 “Then these righteous ones will reply, ‘Lord, when did we 

ever see you hungry and feed you? Or thirsty and give you 

something to drink? 38 Or a stranger and show you hospitality? 

Or naked and give you clothing? 39 When did we ever see you 

sick or in prison and visit you?’ 40 And the King will say, ‘I tell 

you the truth, when you did it to one of the least of these my 

brothers and sisters, you were doing it to me!’ 

41 
“Then the King will turn to those on the left and say, ‘Away 

with you, you cursed ones, into the eternal fire prepared for the 

devil and his demons.  

42
 For I was hungry, and you didn’t feed me. I was thirsty, and 

you didn’t give me a drink.
43

 I was a stranger, and you didn’t 

invite me into your home. I was naked, and you didn’t give me 

clothing. I was sick and in prison, and you didn’t visit 

me.’
44

 “Then they will reply, ‘Lord, when did we ever see you 

hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and 

not help you?’
45

 “And he will answer, ‘I tell you the truth, when 

you refused to help the least of these my brothers and sisters, 

you were refusing to help me.’
46

 “And they will go away into 

eternal punishment, but the righteous will go into eternal life.”  

At first glance, this passage would seem to indicate that the 

sheep had earned salvation by “loving God and loving others” or 

obeying the law, wouldn’t it?  I myself have heard it preached 

this way more than once.  But if that were true, then this passage 

would be contradicting the passages we read earlier from the 

third chapters of both Romans and Galatians.   
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We cannot choose which passage to put more faith in, because 

they are all from the mouth of God and so both must be true (this 

is the choose/lose rule which we will discuss in just a few 

minutes).  One very important thing we must be careful to do is 

let Scripture interpret Scripture.  Or in other words, we must 

always use clear Scripture passages on a subject to help clarify 

vague passages dealing with the same subject.  Since Paul’s 

teachings makes it extremely clear that good works will not save 

us on Judgment Day, we must have the diligence to come back to 

this text here in Matthew and take another look…   

 

Re-read v31 thru v33.  Our Lord is on His throne, that being the 

throne of judgment, and the sheep and goats are separated by 

species upon entry to the great courtroom.  This is very 

important!  They are separated by what they are before what they 

have done is even discussed!  Look at the order of how the 

events occur:  
  
1)  They enter the great courtroom 

2)  They are separated by what they are   

3)  Judgment is handed down   

4)  Deeds are then given as evidence the judgment is just  
 

 In other words, the sheep were welcomed in because they were 

sheep, and the fact that they did good deeds was simply given as 

evidence of what they are.  Their obedience to the law didn’t 

save them, they obeyed because they were saved.  Likewise, the 

goats failed to do good deeds because they weren’t saved.  Goats 

do goat things, sheep do sheepy things.  Their behavior is what 

identified their nature, not what created it.    

 

 A proper understanding of the function of God’s law has forced 

us into carefully re-examining a passage that normally brings 

confusion or false doctrine.   
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Once properly understood, we are freed from the guilt and 

pressure of trying to live in such a way as to earn salvation, 

which as we all should know, is an impossible task.  Instead, we 

are enriched by yet another proof of the sufficiency
1
 of Christ’s 

saving work on the Cross, knowing that it is He that transformed 

us into sheep, with obedience being the fruit of our conversion, 

not what converted us in the first place.  We can also now nod in 

agreement when elsewhere we read statements such as, “we can 

be sure that we know him if we obey his commandments” or “If 

you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  (1
st
 John 2:3 & 

John 14:15)   

 

 Understanding this part of the Biblical compass has given us a 

sense of direction and kept us from getting lost in a passage that 

normally brings guilt.  Instead, we are now led into an 

appreciation of grace which spurs us on to performing good 

works out of love and gratitude.  As a side note, keep the proper 

place of the law in mind as you listen to sermons and read 

Christian books as well.   

 

Misuse of the law is the most common form of error and false 

teaching.  When taking in a teaching, you must ask yourself, “Is 

this simply telling me what I must go do for God (law), or is it 

including the good news of what Jesus has done (gospel), and 

thereby stirring me up to good works?  

 
 

Remember:  

When reading law type passages (commands & rules) keep in 

mind that obedience for salvation isn’t what’s being taught.  

The Law leads us to the Cross, and guides us after it.  

Obeying the law doesn’t save us! 

                                                           
1
 Definition: Adequate to meet one’s need, or the full amount required 
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Discussion: 
 

1) How did you view the Law of God before reading this?  

Were all the rules in Scripture simply understood as 

something you had to go do to be saved? 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

 

2) When reading Scripture, do you pause and take a few 

moments to think about the overall context of how that 

chapter or passage relates to what you have done and what 

Jesus has done? 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 
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Rule #2  

G.U.A.R.D.   Understand the Gospel 
 

Proper understanding of the Gospel 

For God presented Jesus as the sacrifice for sin. People are 

made right with God when they believe that Jesus sacrificed his 

life, shedding his blood… 

Can we boast, then, that we have done anything to be accepted 

by God? No, because our acquittal is not based on obeying the 

law. It is based on faith.  So we are made right with God through 

faith and not by obeying the law.      Romans 3:25 and 27-28 
 

As most of us know, the word “gospel” means “good news”.  

There is only one message that is truly the good news, and that is 

the news that when Jesus Christ died on the cross, He was paying 

for the sins of His people.  He was taking the punishment for 

crimes He did not commit, and it was a punishment that must be 

paid if the judge is a just judge (which He most certainly is!)  

Take a long, hard look at the passage above.  The Bible is crystal 

clear…we can do nothing to save ourselves, or even help 

ourselves.  We are saved by someone else, and this salvation is 

realized by our faith in that savior.  For helpless and condemned 

people like us, the news of this rescue is indeed “good”!!  But 

while this is the Good News according to Scripture, there are a 

lot of false messages out there that are also being taught as the 

“Good News”.   
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Take yet another look at those passages and notice what the 

Gospel is not; the good news is not that we get another chance 

with God since we blew it the first time.  Why?  Because another 

chance to be perfect (when we’re completely unable) really isn’t 

good news.  And the good news isn’t that if we clean up our life 

(stop drinking, stop looking at pornography, start attending 

church, etc.) then we’ll be in a better standing with God.  

Cleaning up doesn’t pay for past sins.  Past sins are crimes, and 

the punishment must be paid. 
   
The only news that can truly be called “good” is that as sinful 

and utterly helpless creatures who fully deserve the punishment 

inevitably coming our way, we will instead be rescued by 

someone willing to take the punishment upon Himself.  Now that 

is good news!! 
   
Now that we understand both law and gospel, let’s take a quick 

look at a popular scripture passage where this knowledge will 

help us understand what is truly taking place.  We will take a 

look at the conversation Jesus had with a young man commonly 

called “The Rich young Ruler”: 

 

Matthew 19:16-22 

16
  And behold, a man came up to him, saying, “Teacher, what 

good deed must I do to have eternal life?”  

17
 And he said to him, “Why do you ask me about what is good? 

There is only one who is good. If you would enter life, keep the 

commandments.” 
18

 He said to him, “Which ones?” And Jesus 

said, “You shall not murder, You shall not commit adultery, You 

shall not steal, You shall not bear false witness,  
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19
 Honor your father and mother, and, You shall love your 

neighbor as yourself.” 
20

 The young man said to him, “All these I 

have kept. What do I still lack?”   

21
 Jesus said to him, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you 

possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in 

heaven; and come, follow me.” 
22

  When the young man heard 

this he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.    

What do we see here?  It seems as though Jesus is telling this 

man that if He obeys the law, He will be in right-standing before 

God, right?  Well…yes.  And if a man were to be born pure and 

actually live a sinless life from birth to death (as this man was 

claiming) he would indeed be in right-standing before God.  So 

what Jesus is saying here is true.  But Jesus is also saying 

something much deeper.  
  
With the exception of Christ Himself, no one has ever lived a 

sinless life, including the man talking with Jesus in this passage.  

When the man asked how to acquire eternal life, Jesus tells him 

to obey the law knowing the man has already broken it.  Since 

we now know that the purpose of the law is to show us our need 

of a savior, we would expect to see alarm and concern come 

about in this man.  He should be scared at this point, knowing 

full well he has broken the commandments.  Instead, the man 

insists that he has kept them perfectly!  The law that should 

frighten is instead arrogantly dismissed.  So what does Jesus do?  

He turns up the “volume” a little!  He was just making the 

commandments “talk” before, now He would make them yell. 
   
The first commandments Jesus gave him were horizontal, that is, 

they were commandments telling us how we are to relate to each 

other.  After those are casually dismissed, He then uses the 
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vertical commandments (laws pertaining to how man is to relate 

to God) to bring out the man’s sin and put it in full view.   
 

The young man loved money more than the Lord, and as soon as 

he was told to sell his possessions and follow Christ, he stopped 

the conversation and left.  So not only had he not kept all the 

commandments, he didn’t even keep the first one!   

When the law stated “You shall have no other gods before me” 

the man demonstrated that he loved his god (money & 

possessions) more than Jesus Christ (God in human flesh).  Jesus 

used the law to expose sin, and called on the man to recognize 

his self-righteousness.  But the young man refused to change his 

mind…it seems as though for him, repentance wasn’t an option!   

Our Lord also called upon the man to follow after Him.  When 

examining the full gospel message clearly laid out elsewhere 

(such as in Romans 3), it isn’t hard to see that here Jesus was 

using the law to convict while delivering the good news that trust 

in Him is what saves. 
   
Another point of interest in this passage is how Jesus started the 

conversation.  He told the young man, “…there is only one who 

is good”.  So from the moment He was approached until the time 

the young man chose to walk away, Jesus was trying to explain 

that in the eyes of God’s law, no one was “good”.  He was using 

the law to point out sin and calling the man to repent and follow 

Him.  Now that we understand the categories of law and gospel, 

we can see this was Jesus performing evangelism, not Jesus 

teaching us how we can earn our way to Heaven by being good 

boys and girls.   

 

Remember: 

The Gospel is the “Good News” of what Jesus has already 

done on the Cross.  It is the news that Christ died for the sins 

of His people so that they may be declared in good standing 

before the Just and Holy Court. 
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Discussion: 
 

1)  Does knowing Jesus fulfilled the law for His people 

change how your read Scripture? 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

2)  Take a few moments to think about your motives when 

you are trying to obey God.  Are you trying to be good to 

earn something, or because of what Christ has already 

earned for you?  What do your motives say about your 

beliefs?  What do they say about your salvation? 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 
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Rule #3  

G.U.A.R.D.   Always look for Christ 

 

Healthy respect for the context of every passage 
 

When lost and trying to find your way, one of the first things you 

need to do is to look around and find out where you are currently 

located.  It’s only when you know where you are that you can 

begin to figure out what a map or compass is telling you about 

where to go.  In fact, the first thing a GPS unit does when it’s 

activated is to scan satellites in order to learn exactly where it’s 

currently located so it can give accurate information.  It’s the 

same way with reading Scripture.  You always, always, always 

need to look around to observe what is going on before and after 

a passage so you don’t completely misunderstand the meaning of 

it.  You must know “where you are” before you can learn where 

to go.  This is one of most basic and crucial rules to follow when 

reading Scripture.  To illustrate, let’s consider this passage: 
 

“But now we are released from the law, having died to that 

which held us captive, so that we serve in the new way of the 

Spirit and not in the old way of the written code.”     Romans 7:6 
 

 Someone could easily take this verse and use it to teach that 

Christians do not need to concern themselves with obedience to 

the good and moral laws of God.  It could be used to justify a life 

spent indulging in fleshly passions under the banner of “Spirit-

led” Christian freedom.   
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Of course, something as absurd as an endorsement of sin and 

immorality would immediately make most of us suspicious, so 

we would turn to this passage and quickly realize that it’s simply 

one part of larger lesson.  What we would find is that this is a 

lesson where Paul quite clearly teaches that salvation doesn’t 

come by obedience to the moral law (and so in relation to 

salvation we are indeed free from it), but that those who are truly 

saved continue in earnest effort to follow & obey it. 

 

  In the example above, I’m sure you agreed that if you heard 

somebody preach freedom to sin it would probably sound false 

and unreasonable. But what about sermons that sound reasonable 

to our ears?  What about persuasive teachings that impress us as 

sound and true?  Lessons we feel good about?  We should just as 

quickly verify the Scripture used in those teachings as well.  Just 

because a teaching sounds reasonable does not in any way mean 

it actually is!  If you’ve been referred to a biblical passage by a 

book, sermon or song, always-always-always look it up and read 

it in context.  One challenge to this practice is if a preacher is 

using multiple passages to make his point.  I recently heard of 

one of America’s most famous pastors delivering a single 

sermon using 27 different verses, every one of them pulled out of 

its surrounding context.  In fact, he even used over a dozen 

different translations while doing it!  It’s impossible to examine 

the biblical context of preaching like this.  I don’t want to sound 

like an alarmist, but if your pastor is preaching like this… run!  

Seriously!!  This is a clear sign the speaker is taking an idea he 

wants to preach and bending Scripture to support it rather than 

digging into one area of Scripture to absorb its’ full and true 

meaning.  Preaching like this should be a BIG red flag that 

something is seriously wrong! 
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 When examining context, there are several things to consider.  

Find out who the author of the passage is and who they are 

writing to before you read.  Consider also the genre of literature.  

Is it a historical account like Genesis, or poetry like a Psalm?  

The teaching style of Paul is read very differently than the 

symbolic language of Revelation.  The type of book makes a 

huge difference in how you read it!  If you read how a man 

describes his wife as lovely because she has “teeth like a flock of 

sheep” you need to understand that you’re reading a book of 

poetry, not because her mouth reminds him of livestock.
1
 

 

 Remember also that the meaning of the verse isn’t subjective.  

What this means is that asking yourself, “What does this verse 

mean to me?” is a self-centered way of reading rather than a 

God-centered way of reading.  When you read, the correct 

question to ask is, “What is going on in this passage…What did 

the author mean by this?”  The author, inspired by the Holy 

Spirit, chose specific words for a reason and those words have 

meaning.  It’s only after the context has been examined and the 

author’s original message is understood that we can then think 

about applying it to ourselves.  

 

 Another great way to understand the context of a passage is to 

understand the theme of that book.  What is the big idea that the 

book is trying to teach?  One way to figure this out is to read the 

first and last chapter of the book paying close attention to ideas 

mentioned in both chapters.  If an author presents an idea in the 

beginning and then again in the summary at the end, it’s a pretty 

safe bet that the idea is a part of the theme or the theme itself.  

For example, when we do this in Matthew we learn that the idea 

that Jesus is “God with us” is repeated.   

                                                           
1
 Song of Solomon 6:6 
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 In Romans, we see Paul is trying to bring about the “obedience 

of faith” in the gentile world.  Knowing the big idea of a book 

puts us on the right track in better understanding a passage and 

its’ immediate context.  

 

 Many in these days recoil at this list of rules.  “These rules are 

so restricting,” they say, “I feel like I am trying to swim with all 

my clothes on.  They drag me down!  I like to read the Word and 

let the Spirit speak.  Don’t quench the Spirit is my motto.”  But 

this is a ridiculous argument!  Forcing yourself to choose 

between reading with the guidance of the Spirit and following 

sound interpretive rules isn’t a choice you have to make!  

Imagine reading a love letter from your spouse and having a 

huge emotional response because of what was written inside, 

only to discover later that the letter was written from someone 

other than your beloved and was actually written to somebody 

else!  Your emotions would have been tricked and your heart 

deceived because of poor reading skills.  But if before reading it 

you verified that it was indeed a letter addressed to you and that 

it was truly sent from your beloved, when your emotions spring 

forth they would do so according to truth.   

 

 We all actually follow a lot of interpretive rules in everyday life.  

We always inspect the name of both sender and addressee on any 

envelope we find in our mailbox.  We also consider the business 

they are discussing before we even start to read, and if it is 

business of a serious nature we read every word and consider the 

meaning of the entire letter before deciding how to react or what 

the letter’s overall impact might be.  It’s foolishness to discard 

these rules when reading the most important text we’ll ever read, 

that being the Holy Scriptures.   In fact, when we read many 

biblical books we actually are reading mail…other people’s 

mail!  Keep in this in mind when reading the letters of Paul, John 

or Peter.   
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These were originally letters sent out to someone other than you, 

and that someone lived in a culture very different than yours, one 

with very different (and sometimes odd) customs. 
 

 I would challenge you to examine the context of every biblical 

passage you take in whether you find it in a teaching, sermon or 

favorite song.  Then pray that the Holy Spirit gives you 

guidance, discernment and enlightenment as you meditate on the 

meaning.  I would also challenge you to look up your favorite 

verse or passage to examine its’ context as well.  Do you have a 

“life verse”?  Look it up and examine it in its’ surroundings!  

Study it!  What about that verse hanging on your wall?  Have 

you ever taken a good long look to see what is really going on in 

that passage?  If you have never thoroughly examined the 

context of your favorite passages, you may be holding on to 

some false beliefs.  For example, In Revelation 3:20 Jesus states:  
 

“Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice 

and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and 

he with me.” 
 

Is Jesus talking to lost people about salvation?  That’s the way 

most people have heard it used.  Is our Lord actually talking 

about standing at the door of someone’s heart, asking to come 

in?  When these things are preached, are you listening to a sound, 

biblical sermon?  Don’t answer these questions unless you have 

examined the context while considering who the letter was 

written to and what was actually being discussed.   This 

particular passage would be a great place to work on your 

context skills.  The answers may surprise you!  

 

Remember: 

Taken out of context, the true meaning of a verse or passage 

is uncertain. Always, always, always read the context of every 

passage being read or taught.  Always! 



26 

 

Discussion: 
 

1)  Can you think of a sermon or song that takes a verse out 

of context and totally changes its meaning? 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

2)  Do you always read the passages before and after a text 

given in a sermon to see if the speaker is correctly 

handling God’s Word?  Why not? 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

3) Before reading a book of the Bible, do you take time to 

figure out who wrote it to who, and what the main 

message of the book is?  If not, how do you think not 

knowing these things might distort your understanding?  

Can you think of any examples? 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

4) Just for fun, try to think of some passages that you could 

pull out of context so as to preach to a group of people so 

they would love what they were hearing: 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 
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Rule #4 

G.U.A.R.D.   Respect the context 
 

Awareness that Christ is the focus of ALL Scripture, both 

New Testament and Old Testament 

 Imagine this… You are walking through a hot and barren desert.  

The sun is beating down on you from above and intense heat is 

coming up from the sand beneath your feet.  You haven’t had 

water for days and with the high temperature and lack of shelter, 

you know the end is near if you don’t find help…soon!  

Stumbling wearily on, your thoughts scramble desperately 

searching for a way to get out of this nightmare.  Suddenly, you 

remember a conversation you overheard on the airplane when 

you first set out on your trip.  The two men seated behind you 

had been talking about a beautiful village built on an oasis.  It 

was said to be overflowing with friendly people, great food and 

clean, cold water.  Come to think of it, the men on the plane had 

stated it was just north of your current position!  Excitedly, you 

pull out your compass.  “There is hope!” you say to yourself, “I 

just need to carefully examine this tool and it will lead me North, 

and to life!!”  But then confusion sets in - you can’t remember 

which way the needle on the compass points!!  It seems to 

always point the same direction, but is that direction North, or 

South?  Or is it West maybe??   
 

Depending on which way you face, the needle points at a 

different letter on the compass face, so those little letters offer no 

clue!   
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You are fully aware that you really should know where the 

needle is pointing, but in your dehydrated and exhausted state, 

your brain has stopped functioning the way it should!!  

Disoriented and confused, you collapse on the ground in a 

hopeless heap…   

 

 Does it sound odd to you that someone in a life threatening 

situation could be confused about which way a compass points?  

It shouldn’t!  Without food and water, logic and understanding 

soon fail.  I submit to you that the current state of American 

Christianity is in a similar condition.  Having not been fed the 

proper nourishment that comes from sound teachings properly 

explained from God’s Word, it is now stumbling, weak, and 

confused.  To be brutally honest, it’s close to collapse!  If we the 

professing American church do not remember (and soon) which 

way the needle points, we too will soon be a hopeless heap! 

 

 The focus of Scripture (like a compass needle pointing North) is 

Jesus Christ.  This is true of both the Old and New Testament.  

Jesus.  Not me, and not you.  You’re not in there… anywhere!  

Seriously!!  A disturbing trend in today’s Christian culture is the 

belief that we can read ourselves into the Bible.  I wish I had a 

dollar for every time I've heard the story of Joshua at the battle of 

Jericho preached in such a way that I am in the place of Joshua, 

my troubles in life are in the place of the intimidating Jericho 

fortress, and the conclusion being that I must go out in faith and 

trust God for a victory in my marriage, finances, relationships or 

whatever.  Today’s modern preacher seems to make every 

passage of Scripture a metaphor or an allegory about our lives.  

But the simple fact of the matter is that the account of what 

happened at Jericho isn’t about me at all, it’s about Christ!  In 

fact, Jesus and the Cross is the main character and/or theme of 

the entire Bible.  I can be sure of this because Jesus Himself told 

us in the Gospels.  Look at what He says in the book of Luke: 
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And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted 

to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself.    

Luke 24:27  
 

“These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with 

you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and 

the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.”      Luke 24:44-45  
 

 Did you catch that?  The commandments of Moses, his books, 

as well as the prophets, psalms and all the Scriptures existing at 

that time (think Old Testament) are teachings about Christ!
1
  So 

many folks seem to think that the Old Testament is simply a 

book filled with situations that we are to use as templates, 

metaphorically inserting our own life circumstances into these 

various historical accounts so as to glean some insight as to how 

we are to live. But this isn’t true!  The things that are recorded in 

the Old Testament happened because they were decreed by God 

and they are meant to teach us about and point us to our savior.  

They aren’t given as an effort to provide pop-psychology lessons 

or some form of therapy, nor are they there as an encouragement 

to pursue a business venture.  Now, obviously not every syllable 

of the Old Testament is some kind of shrouded message or code 

regarding Jesus, and it shouldn’t be read that way.  But the 

general themes, larger accounts and thrust of the Old Testament 

is indeed pointing us to Christ in some way.  Whether it be a 

foretelling of His coming, a history of His bloodline, or some 

other facet of His work, it’s all about Him! 

 

 Speaking of the Old Testament, a lot of what you will find there 

is history.  You’ll read about wars, heroic deeds, family stories 

and all sorts of other things that happened and were written 

down.   

                                                           
1
 The writings of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms were the three categories the Jews 

used to divide what we call the Old Testament.  
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It’s in looking at these that many modern readers (and preachers) 

make a HUGE mistake.  They take a historical account, and turn 

into something you are supposed to go do also.  Just because the 

nation of Israel marched around the walls of Jericho doesn’t 

mean your church is supposed to march around the new building 

they want to buy.  Seriously, it doesn’t.  This practice of taking a 

history lesson and turning into an action plan is not only 

ludicrous, but it also veers you off into a self-centered 

understanding of the material instead of learning what is the true 

point of the passage.  This mistake is made by a lot of modern 

teachers when covering the Old Testament, although they do it 

on New Testament texts as well.  The point is this – be sure to 

read historical accounts as history and try to understand what 

happened, why it happened, and why it was recorded, don’t read 

them as a symbolic instruction manual for your own life.  That 

was a bit off-topic, so let’s get back to learning how Jesus is the 

center of the all Scripture… 

 

 Let’s go to our example of Joshua at Jericho again; exactly how 

does Joshua foreshadow Jesus Christ?  Well, let’s think about it – 

Moses, the one who delivered the law of God, couldn’t take the 

chosen people into the Promised Land because he was forbidden.  

But Joshua (who in Hebrew has the same name as Jesus) led 

them across the Jordan into the land of promise.  Then, the great 

obstacle of Jericho was overcome by the hand of God rather than 

the strength and abilities of those receiving the promise.  Could it 

be that this is all a foreshadowing of Jesus leading His people 

across the Jordan River (death) and into a Promised Land that 

they neither deserved nor could obtain by using their own 

strength and abilities?  Taking them to a place that the law could 

not?  The entire theme of Joshua is the recorded proof of God’s 

faithfulness to His covenant people – how does that fit into our 

understanding? 
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What about other Old Testament accounts?  Moses striking the 

rock in the desert?  Yup, Jesus is the rock out of which flows 

life!
1
  What about Moses lifting up a brass serpent on a pole to 

offer healing to all who had been bitten by a viper?   

This also points to Jesus, the one who was lifted up on a Cross as 

an offer to heal those who had been bitten by sin, which is all of 

us.
2
  There are indeed applications for you and I in the 

Scriptures, lots of things we need to learn and apply, but they 

can’t be properly drawn out until we first understand the true 

meaning of the text itself, and we do that by understanding the 

context (of course) and also that that Jesus is the center of 

Scripture and that the Cross is the center-point of Jesus’ 

incarnation. 

 

 

Remember:  

We have it from the mouth of our Lord Himself… It’s all 

about Him!  Whenever you read Scripture, don’t look for 

yourself…look for Christ! 

-And- 

Since it’s all about Him, if you are taking in a teaching, song, 

or sermon that never mentions Christ and His Cross, it’s a 

BIG sign of trouble! 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 1st Corinthians 10:4 
2
 John 3:14 
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Discussion: 
 

1)  Have you been taught to take a verse and immediately 

apply it to yourself?  Does that make Scripture all about 

you, and if so, what problems might come from that? 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

2)  In Acts chapters 2 and 10 we read of people speaking in 

“tongues” or other languages.  Carefully read these 

accounts – is this a historical account or a teaching of what 

happens to all true believers?   

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 
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Rule #5  

G.U.A.R.D.   Determine now not to choose (or you lose) 
 

If you choose…you lose! 

 Let’s think of what would happen if, while heading North on a 

jungle trail, you’re forced to quickly stop because you’ve come 

upon an unexpected 8-way intersection in the trail.  Naturally, 

you look down at your compass for guidance to decide which 

trail is the correct one to follow.  Now, anyone who is familiar 

with a compass knows that if you are moving quickly and come 

to a sudden stop while at the same time trying to get a compass 

reading, it won’t work.  From the sudden stop in movement, the 

compass needle will be swinging back and forth for a few 

moments, first to one side and then the other.  And so when you 

quickly stopped for the unexpected intersection on the jungle 

trail, this is what happens.  Your compass needle begin to swing 

back and forth, first pointing at your left hand, and then wildly 

swinging back to point at your right.  But of course, you’re trying 

to decide which way is truly north while the needle is performing 

these crazy antics.  What happens if you’re too impatient to wait 

and quickly choose the direction off to your left as being north 

because you think it “feels right”?  If you adjust your course 

based on this, what have you done?  Probably headed off in the 

wrong direction, that’s what!  Why?  Because if you choose, you 

lose! 
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 In a situation like this, patience and diligence would be the wiser 

course.  If you stand still for a few moments, the needle will stop 

swinging to the left and right and come to rest right in the 

middle, showing you the way.   

Making any decision quickly and without pause would most 

likely send you in the wrong direction.  The same patience and 

resolve needed when navigating a trail is what’s needed when 

navigating Scripture.  Let’s look at a passage in 2 Timothy 

before going any further: 
 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, 

for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every 

good work.        2 Timothy 3:16-17 
 

 As Christians, most of us acknowledge the truth of this passage 

in our minds, but when we come to an unexpected intersection (a 

passage of Scripture that seems to contradict another verse or 

passage) we have a bad habit of putting more stock in the one 

that lines-up to our current way of thinking.  We impatiently 

head the direction that we think “feels right”.  Often, this means 

we ignore or minimize the other passage (or simply put it in the 

“unknowable mystery” category) and then go cheerfully on our 

way.  Sometimes we simply tell ourselves that the troubling 

passage, “Simply can’t mean what it seems to say, so I guess it’s 

beyond me.”  Dear reader, please understand, when faced with 

two (or more) difficult passages discussing the same topic, if you 

choose one and dismiss the other you will always be embracing a 

partial or false doctrine.  Always!  That’s why it’s called the 

choose/lose rule! 

   

 Allow me illustrate by taking a Biblical look at the topic of 

justice.  To do that we’ll look at a few more passages of 

Scripture: 
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For I will proclaim the name of the LORD; ascribe greatness to 

our God!  The Rock, his work is perfect, for all his ways are 

justice. A God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just and 

upright is he.       Deuteronomy 32:3-4  
 

He who justifies the wicked and he who condemns the 

righteous are both alike an abomination to the LORD.        

Proverbs 17:15    
 

Clearly, the first passage teaches us that one of God’s 

unwavering attributes is justice.  And we see God’s justice again 

in the second passage.  From these we can be sure that our Lord 

is just, and will never pardon the guilty.  But now we have a 

problem, and it’s a big one!  Look at what King David wrote 

regarding sin: 
 

Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is 

covered. Blessed is the man against whom the LORD counts no 

iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit.       Psalm 32:1-2 
  

In Psalm 32, what is the author (King David) talking about?!?  

Had David never read of God’s justice in Deuteronomy?  How 

can one’s sin be “covered”?  How can justice be maintained if 

the Lord simply “forgives”?  Sin is a crime against God’s law, 

and payment must be made for crimes if justice is to be 

maintained!  In the courthouse of your local town, a judge would 

be lose his job if he simply started forgiving people of their 

crimes because he loved them and wanted to bless them.  He 

would be charged with being an unjust judge.  Do we dare think 

that the Holy Judge of all the Earth can be unjust?  Of course 

not!!  We even have His justice clearly taught in our passages 

from Deuteronomy and Proverbs.  He is and will forever be, just! 
 

 On the surface, these passages create a disturbing dilemma.  

Was David truly forgiven, or was he delusional?  If he was 

forgiven, was God’s justice maintained?  If so, how?   



36 

 

To simply choose one of these teachings and disregard the other 

(or file it in the “unknowable mystery” department) would be to 

embrace a partial or false teaching.  If we choose one teaching 

over the other, we lose.  We don’t want to (as many do) simply 

embrace the fact that God forgives, and in doing so unwittingly 

portray Him to others as unjust.  Nor should we insist that as a 

just God He demands works as a form of payment for sin, or that 

all must be sent to Hell for justice to be maintained.  These views 

(or any other compromises) would rob us and others of one of 

greatest and most foundational teachings in Scripture…that a just 

God can forgive guilty men, because Christ paid for the crimes 

of His people on the Cross.  Through His death, punishment was 

handed down by the court (so justice was maintained) and so 

also was forgiveness made available to the ones who are guilty 

(you and I).  This shedding of blood by Christ as He paid for our 

crimes is called the atonement.  
  
 Now, obviously, the atonement of Christ isn’t taught in any of 

these example passages and it takes some digging elsewhere to 

find just how it works and how justice and forgiveness can 

coexist.  But holding fast to the choose/lose rule forces us into 

doing the necessary digging, and by doing so our eyes are 

opened to the most incredible story ever told & the truth of our 

Father’s love.  
 

The point is this - When confronted with troubling passages that 

make you feel as though you must choose…don’t!  If you choose 

- you lose (in this case, you would have lost the gospel itself).  It 

is “choosing” that has created so many of the great doctrinal 

debates and divisions in church history.  Many, many of the 

arguments found between church denominations would cause far 

less trouble if both sides had a gritty determination to avoid 

choosing and instead accept on faith what all passages teach (I 

know that the proponents on both sides of the age-old debates 

would insist they don’t choose, but when their arguments are 
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examined, this is rarely found to be the case).  Don’t choose. 

Instead, go dig! Struggle through, research, and question the text.  

  When it comes to digging, it would be wise to have a sound 

commentary on hand.  Myself, I would recommend Matthew 

Henry’s Commentary as it is affordable and well written.  The 

great preacher Charles Spurgeon once stated that if he were only 

allowed two books on his shelf, one would be the Bible and the 

other would be Matthew Henry’s Commentary.  It’s that good! 

  

Remember:  

When confronting passages that seem to have some degree of 

contradiction, if you choose – you lose.   

Don’t choose…dig! 
 
 

NOTE:   In solving our example dilemma of justice vs. 

forgiveness, I would be quite irresponsible if I did not clearly 

give you the incredible solution to the problem as laid out in 

Scripture itself: 
 

For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious 

standard.
24

 Yet God, with undeserved kindness, declares that 

we are righteous. He did this through Christ Jesus when he freed 

us from the penalty for our sins.
25

 For God presented Jesus as 

the sacrifice for sin. People are made right with God when they 

believe that Jesus sacrificed his life, shedding his blood.  -

Romans 3:23-25   

 

Wow!  What incredibly good news!  We sinful men are forgiven 

by a holy, loving God who is also just.  Our God is truly worth 

bragging about!! 
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Discussion: 

 
 

1)  Can you think of any teachings about God that you’ve 

heard preached or taught that contradict other passages of 

Scripture?  

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 

 

 

2) Do you have any views of the Lord and His ways that 

cause you discomfort when reading certain passages?  If 

so, have you taken the time to examine the passages you 

have always liked and compared them to the ones that 

make you puzzled or uncomfortable?  Why not? 

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________ 
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Before you go… 

 

I have heard it said by modern teachers that instead of trying to 

grasp truth as though it were absolute and set in stone, we should 

instead embrace the mystery that is God.  This line of thought 

suggests that it’s arrogant if we, as tiny and finite creatures, say 

that we can know truth or are able to understand God.   

 

Let me submit to you that while sounding humble, this is a low 

and insulting view of God!  Is our all-powerful creator so inept 

that when He wants to teach us something, He cannot find the 

words?  Is He incompetent and unable to teach those He desires 

to teach?  Did He create creatures with the plan of instructing 

them but somehow forget to give them the ability to understand 

His instruction? Is His handiwork so pathetic?  NO!!  Our Lord 

has given us the ability to understand, the written Word to teach 

us and our mouths so that we might proclaim the truth to others.  

It is true we are unable to grasp all understanding of all that God 

is.  He is too eternal, too deep, and too magnificent for that!  But 

we can fully grasp all that He intends for us to grasp, as He had 

the forethought to give us that ability.  Remember this when 

reading and studying Scripture.   

 

Also remember that our Lord used specific words when writing 

Scripture (through the hands of men) and He chose those specific 

words for a reason.  Any time the words are changed, modified 

or redefined, the truth as set forth by God is altered and lost.  We 

must walk with great fear and respect when we read or teach the 

Bible.   
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The Scriptures are an accurate and historical claim to truth 

(absolute truth) and any alteration or dismissal of its’ teachings 

means we are actually challenging & correcting God Himself! 

 

In Conclusion, I can only beg of you to keep in mind the simple 

tips (or rules-of-the-road) of Biblical study that you have just 

read.  Remember to G.U.A.R.D. yourself from the false 

teachings of others as well as your own false understanding as 

you study alone.  In the same way you must understand a GPS, 

map or compass in order to navigate unfamiliar territory, the 

“biblical compass” must be understood, calibrated and used 

correctly in order for you to get anywhere at all in your Biblical 

studies.  The Bible is an incredibly deep, intricate and beautiful 

book filled with revealed truth from our creator.  Any attempt to 

read it in a flippant, self-centered or reckless fashion may result 

in disaster!   

 

It’s my prayer that all of you reading this will apply what you 

have read and that through a better understanding of the written 

Word you will draw closer to God and bring him the glory due 

for the things that He has done.   

   

 

 

 

 

 


