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How NOT to Read your Bible 

1. Introduction & recap 

 Have you ever had something you said quoted out of context? How did you feel? Why is 

being misquoted so upsetting to us? 

Last week we focused on this central idea: the Bible shows and tells us how to read the Bible. “In 

the Bible we have God’s revelation to us and the right way to interpret that revelation. This is 

crucial, since it means that the final authority to interpret the Bible lies not with a particular 

tradition, nor the prevailing popular view, but with the Bible itself.” 

This week we are focusing on common traps, errors, and dangers in reading the Bible; in other 

words, this week we are learning how not to read the Bible. In ancient Greek mythology, the ‘Sirens’ 

were sea monsters that lured sailors to their deaths by attracting them with their singing. 

Famously, the ancient Greek hero Odysseus filled his men’s ears with wax, and then made them lash 

him to the ship’s mast, so that this disaster couldn’t happen to them. Our purpose this week is to 

increase our awareness of common dangers in Bible reading, so that we can ‘spot them a mile off’. 

2. All Bible misinterpretation is satanic 

Is misinterpreting the Bible really so bad?  

Read Genesis 3.1-5, and note how Satan twists what God has said (‘you will not surely die’), and 

raises doubts over God’s truthfulness (‘did God actually say...?’). Now read Matthew 4.1-11, where 

Satan tempts Jesus. Note how he subtly misquotes Scripture in v5, turning the promises of Psalm 91 

into a test. It looks Biblical, but in fact it is an attempt to overthrow God; when we receive a promise 

we sit under God and take Him at His Word; but when we test God we attempt to sit over Him and 

make Him obey our word. Note also how, in verses 8-9 Satan offers Jesus an appealing shortcut to 

receive his rule as Christ, offering Jesus all kingdoms on earth if He will simply bow down to Satan. 

This is another attempt to overthrow God’s rule; God had spoken not only the end result (Christ’s 

inheritance of the nations), but the way to get there (the suffering and death of Jesus). This is a 

strong warning against ‘the ends justify the means’ approaches to reading the Bible and Christian 

living. Finally, note how Jesus responds to the devil; with correct, authoritative statement of, and 

faith in, the truth of God’s Word. We counter error by speaking and resting in the ‘plain truth of 

God’s Word’. 
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In light of both these texts, now read John 8.44, where Jesus speaks plainly about the devil; ‘He was 

a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When 

he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of lies.’ Here then is our big 

idea for this week: all misinterpretation of the Bible is satanic in origin. 

 As Christians we have no problem believing that murder is satanic. But do you agree that 

misinterpreting the Bible (a form of lie) is really such a big deal? Have you ever ‘used’ the 

Bible, twisting a passage or verse out of its context to suit your own purpose?   

 

3. Common traps and dangers 

For simplicity, we can put these into three main categories: wrong motives; wrong content (or 

doctrine); and wrong centre.  

1. Wrong motives & desires. In this category, we are not controlled above all by the desire 

to listen to God Himself, but by some other desire. We go wrong because we want the 

wrong things. Remember this passage, 2 Timothy 4; ‘the time is coming when people will not 

endure sound teaching, but having itching ears will accumulate teachers for themselves to suit 

their own passions, and will turn from the truth and wander off into myths.’  

a. The desire to ‘fix’ or ‘protect’ Christianity. On the surface of things, this is a highly 

laudable desire that we all feel! Many things need to be improved about the state of 

the church. The problem arises when this becomes our dominant motivation; we 

become more interested in fixing than we do in listening; in a subtle way we stop 

sitting under God’s Word. Since we are preoccupied by a particular pressing 

problem, we are vulnerable to wanting 'shortcuts'. We start to justify these 

shortcuts by pointing to how great the problems are in the church. We adopt a ‘yes, 

but...’ mentality; ‘yes, I know this is a bit of a shortcut, but it’s not as bad as the 

problem we’re addressing is!’ This motive leads us to over-correct on errors, and so 

generate more errors. Examples:  

i. Classic liberalism grew out of the conviction that Christianity was in crisis, 

and the solution was to ‘get back to the essence’. The shortcut to this was to 

strip away much that was deemed ‘not essential’ – including the nature of 

man, sin, holiness, the atonement, etc. 

ii. The modern ‘church growth’ movement grew out of the conviction that 

Christianity was in crisis, and the solution was to make church more suitable 

for people who weren’t Christians. The shortcut was to take methods from 

marketing, and focus more on social process than on the Bible’s message. 
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iii. Some of the recent ‘emerging church’ movement grew out of the conviction 

that the church had lost its way, and the solution was to get back to early 

church basics, rethinking traditional structures and forms of church. The 

shortcut was to rethink doctrine at the same time as rethinking traditional 

church structures. 

b. The desire to feel more advanced than previous generations. Also known as ‘present-

ism’; 'people used to believe in miracles, but now we know thanks to science we 

know they don’t happen'. The hidden assumption is that we somehow ‘know better’ 

than previous generations did and that gives us a ‘right’ to read the Bible differently. 

c. The desire to be different for the sake of being different. Also known as the 'martyr' 

fallacy; ‘everyone disagrees with me, therefore I'm right’. Maybe, maybe not! The 

desire to be different in itself doesn’t guarantee accuracy – but it makes us 

vulnerable to errors. 

d. The desire to fit in with the prevailing view. ‘None of the scholars in this institution 

seem to think that Jesus rose bodily from the dead, so I guess there must be another 

way to understand it.’ 

e. The desire to win an argument, even if I lose the person. Part of interpreting the Bible 

correctly is to be concerned that our tone matches the passage’s tone. For instance, 

Paul tells Timothy to correct his opponents ‘with gentleness’1, and to rebuke and 

exhort ‘with complete patience’2. If our Bible handling is simply done to ‘win’, we are 

already misinterpreting (even if we get our doctrine all lined up). ‘Truth without 

grace is not truth; grace without truth is not grace’. 

f. The desire to ‘move on’ to something deeper, better, newer, or more enticing. When we 

have this desire we are immensely vulnerable. Paul wrote his letter to the 

Colossians partly to deal with this danger. For the Christian, ‘the way in is the way 

on’; we grow deeper in to Christ, but we never ‘move on’ from Him. The church 

father Augustine gave the picture that the Scriptures were like a pool of water 

shallow enough for a toddler to paddle in, yet deep enough for elephants to swim in. 

We face the discouragements, challenges, and disappointments of life not by looking 

elsewhere for special experiences or esoteric knowledge, but by growing deeper 

into Jesus, as He is given to us by the Scriptures. 

  

                                                             

1 2 Timothy 2.25 
2 2 Timothy 4.2 
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2. Wrong content (doctrine). In this category, we listen to God carelessly and without 

precision. 

a. Ignoring context. We will come back to this principle. Just as a house can’t be valued 

apart from its location, a verse can’t be interpreted apart from its context. When a 

verse is taken out of context it can be used to suit someone’s own agenda. As an 

extreme example, you might quote the Bible saying that it says ‘there is no God’. 

True, it does say that; but the immediate context is, ‘The fool says in his heart, “there 

is no God”’. Context matters hugely! 

b. Over-systematising. This is ignoring context on a larger scale. What we call 

‘systematic theology’ is essential, good, and glorious. This is where we carefully 

construct what the Bible says about a particular question or topic (who is God? How 

are we justified before God? What is the mission of the church? Etc). But over-

systematising is extremely dangerous. In systematic theology, various Bible texts, 

carefully interpreted, are put together so as to build a doctrine. In over-

systematising, a doctrine is used to interpret a text.  

As an illustration, we might say the difference is like that between a path and a road. 

Rightly interpreting the Bible is like following a path, which leads within and among 

a specific terrain. The individual trees, rocks, etc are respected, enjoyed, savoured, 

and attended to as we walk the path, just as we attend to specific words and phrases 

and what they mean in a specific passage. When a road is built, however, bulldozers 

come in and remove or re-shape the local terrain. Trees and rocks are cut down and 

removed. The result is a nice straight line, but not one that necessarily integrates 

with the local terrain; instead, the local terrain has been violated. 

We must have systems; but we must always let the texts build our systems, and not 

vice versa. Can you see how the person’s system is bulldozing actual texts in each of 

these examples? Can you think of others? 

 God is love, so hell must be a later invention of the church. 

 God is sovereign, so He’ll save people from far off lands in His own time and 

we don’t need to go far away to preach the gospel to them. 

 God has a different plan for Israel and the church, so most of the Old 

Testament is irrelevant to me. 

 Jesus came to give life to the full, so passages about suffering were just 

applying to the apostles.  
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3. Wrong centre. In this category, we don’t put the pieces together in the way God says to, 

and so we end up with something else in the centre rather than God Himself.  

a. Wheels within wheels. This is where we ignore the largest context of all (the big 

wheel) and become preoccupied with the questions we ask (much smaller wheels). 

For instance, we may get fixated on a question like, ‘what is Biblical manhood’, or 

‘what does God say about raising children’ or ‘how should I manage my money’, or 

even, ‘what should I do with my life’ and search the Scriptures earnestly for 

answers. But the danger is that, for all our good intentions we may miss the ‘big 

wheel’, and forget that God has not spoken primarily to answer our questions. We 

can slip into a man-centred way of reading the Bible. Instead, the big wheel is 

simply, ‘God has spoken; listen to Him!’ My primary concern then becomes what God 

asks of me, not what I ask of God.  

Crucially, I also become more attentive to the great indicatives (what God has said 

and done; what is true and real) rather than simply thinking about imperatives (the 

commands and instructions; what I must ‘do’). When we really 'get' the indicatives, 

the imperatives tend to fall naturally into place (note how Paul’s letters, as an 

example, often spend the first several chapters rehearsing and unpacking the great 

indicatives, before leading on to imperatives). Recall how all the law given at Mount 

Sinai to the people of Israel fell underneath the great indicative, ‘I AM the LORD, who 

rescued you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery...’ 

Often we become preoccupied with Christian imperatives (‘I must read my Bible...’), 

using indicatives as the mere justification for those imperatives (‘because it’s the 

Word of God’). But in the Scriptures these are reversed; God, and what He has said, 

is first and centre; ‘the Bible is the Word of God...so [of course!!] I must read it!’ 

Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her...so [of course!!] I must love my 

wife like that! 

For Bible-believing evangelicals, our issue is not usually that we do not know what 

God commands, but rather that we become so preoccupied with these commands 

that the big and small wheels become reversed. The ‘functional centre’ of our Bibles 

then becomes man, and what we do, rather than God Himself, and what He has done 

in the gospel of Jesus Christ. The very first danger we considered, above – the desire 

to fix Christianity – is also an example of a ‘wheel within a wheel’. True, Christians 

must be concerned for the health of the church. But ‘fixers of the church’ is not the 

complete sum of all we are called to be. The bigger wheel is that God Himself has 

purchased the church for Himself, and in due time not a single one of those written 

in the Lamb’s book of life will be lost; all will be made perfect in Christ, etc. Having 

the ‘big wheel’ clear protects us from getting drawn on to the rocks. 

When we read the Bible on its own terms, it shifts our focus away from ourselves 

and on to God as He reveals Himself gloriously in the Scriptures. Seeing and 
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knowing God for who He is changes the very questions we ask, and our motives for 

those questions. 

b. The wrong centre. This follows from ‘wheels within wheels’ above. We are not left 

guessing about what the ‘big wheel is’; the big wheel is what God has done in Jesus 

Christ. Last week we reviewed a number of passages that make this explicit3. What 

the Bible says is the centre, is the centre! When we say ‘centre’ we do not mean a 

central core nugget, beyond which everything is negotiable; but a central core into 

which everything integrates and is thus the 'nerve centre' of everything else; so 

when Paul says that the death and resurrection of Jesus in accordance with the 

Scriptures is ‘of first importance’4 his point is that, if you lose sight of that, you lose 

everything. What the Bible says is the centre, is the centre. 

4. Exercises & further reading 

 Review section 3, the list of dangers and traps, above. Have you observed or experienced 

any of these? Which of these do you think you are most prone to?  

 Read these passages which give examples of taking God at His Word: Luke 1.37-38; Romans 

4.3, Hebrews 11. 

Ahead of next week: 

 Reflect on these questions: 

o What are your expectations when you read the Bible personally?  

o How, practically, do you read the Bible (when, where, for how long, etc)?  

o If you have a habit, how did you develop that habit? 

 

 

                                                             

3 See, for instance, 1 Corinthians 15.3, Luke 24.25-27, Luke 24.44-47, Matthew 5.17-18, John 5.39, and 2 
Timothy 3.15-17. 
4 1 Corinthians 15.3 


