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1.8 Understanding the Bible 2: Context Tool 
Jonathan Berry 

1. The importance of context 

Imagine trying to read a novel by turning to various random pages and reading a sentence here, a 
paragraph there. Then skipping over a few chapters and reading a few more sentences. It would be a 
strange way to read a story, wouldn’t it? Or imagine reading it in the same way you use a dictionary 
or an encyclopaedia, purely as a reference book to look things up and find things out. No, the way to 
read a novel is from start to finish, chapter by chapter. In this way you follow the developing plot, get 
to know all the characters, and reach the intended endpoint and resolution of the author. 
 
So, isn’t this how we should read the Bible too? It’s the true story of God and his unfolding purposes. 
But many people read it by turning to random pages, read a verse or two here or a paragraph there. 
Or use it only as a reference book in order to ‘look things up’ or ‘find things out’ about God. By doing 
this, we miss the progressive revelation of God’s nature and his unfolding plan of salvation. And it’s 
also very easy to take a sentence – or even half a sentence – completely out of its original context 
and make it teach something about God or the world, or the Christian life that was never intended. 

“A text without a context is a pretext for a proof text” 

Professor D.A. Carson (attributed to his Father, a Canadian Pastor) 

• Studying a text (i.e. a verse or passage) in context helps us interpret it biblically and faithfully 

• The meaning and application of a text should always be clearly drawn from a text in context 

2. Understanding the different contexts in which a text is set 

Every bible text (i.e., a sentence, verse, or paragraph) is set within the context of the text that comes 
immediately before and after it, which in turn is set within the context of a specific book of the Bible, 
which itself is set within the context of the whole Bible and full sweep of redemptive history. 
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Worked example 1. Miraculous healing of a blind man - Mark 8:22-25 

A thoughtful reading of this text is likely to raise a number of questions, for example: - 

1. Why does Jesus take the man outside the village to heal him so only the disciples see it? 

2. Why is this the only miracle Jesus performs in two distinct stages? 

3. Why is the miracle recorded only by Mark and not by the other gospel writers? 

 
• Answers to the first two questions can be found in the immediate context 

Q. What’s happening in the immediate context right before and after this healing? How might this 
help answer our first two questions? 

• Answer to the final question can be found in the context of the book of Mark 

 

Worked example 2. All things work together for good – Romans 8:28 

This verse (or sometimes only half of it) is often quoted out of context and can cause believers to feel 
unsettled or even question their faith. Imagine someone says this to a Christian friend when they’re 
going through an incredibly tough time and suffering greatly: ‘Don’t worry, for those who love God 
all things work together for good.’ (Romans 8:28 ESV). 

Q. How might that Christian friend feel or respond? How can the context of the rest of the verse 
and the following two verses help provide encouragement that is more biblical and pastoral? 

 

Worked example 3. Elijah praying for rain in 1 Kings 18:41-46 

A surface reading of this text might lead someone to preach in very general terms about countries 
that experience drought or famine, and how people need to pray with faith for rain. 

Q. How might setting this text in the context of the text that comes before (specifically the whole 
unit beginning in Chapter 17:1) help the preacher be more faithful in their exposition? Think about 
why there is no rain in Elijah’s day and what this unit is teaching us about God and faith. 

Q. Consider setting this text in the context of the whole Bible. The Old Testament is written for 
us Christians (see Romans 15:4). So how might James 5:13-20 give us a Christian interpretation? 


