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July 29, 2017 Florida Hospital Seventh-day Adventist Church  
2 Timothy 3:15-17  Finding Your Moral Compass by Andy McDonald 
 

The Applachian Trail, the AT, is the famous 2,184-mile trail that 
begins on Springer Mountain in Georgia and ends on Mount Katahdin 
in Maine. Geraldine Largay, of Brentwood, Tennessee, who went by 
the trail name “Inchworm,” was a through hiker.  She began hiking the 
second half, the northern half, and had started in Harpers Ferry, West 
Virginia.  

Four years ago last Saturday, July 22, 2013 is when she went missing 
and so began one of Main’s most extensive missing person searches. 
Buried among the mountain of information amassed during that search 
was this detail: “Appalachian Trail through-hiker Geraldine Largay did 
not know how to use a compass.  It was deadly ignorance.  

Largay’s remains were found October 11, 2015 more than two years 
after she disappeared. 

Of all the indications in the report that Largay, 66, wasn’t prepared for 
the nearly 1,000-mile hike that eventually claimed her life, the fact that 
she was trekking through a remote wilderness but didn’t know how to 
use a compass is among the most startling. 

“That would be a recipe for disaster,” Roger Guay, a retired game 
warden, said. 

A compass was found with her belongings at the campsite she’d 
fashioned in the woods while she was lost, but a reference on a missing 
person report in the case file, and a summary from an interview with 
Largay’s friend and hiking companion Jane Lee, who left her to hike 
alone due to her own family emergency, said Largay didn’t know how 
to use the compass. 
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An inventory list in the case file said Largay left her SPOT GPS device 
behind in a motel and “has compass but does not or won’t use it.” 

Guay said a compass is an essential tool for anyone out in the woods. 
“You can get caught in heavy fog and you can get off the trail,” he said. 
“You don’t venture into the wilderness without a compass. You’ve got 
to have that knowledge.” “In this corner of the world, it is a lot easier to 
get off track.” 

Largay was found in her sleeping bag. Zipped up in her tent and she 
died from lack of water and food just 2 miles off the trail. 

I remember learning to use a compass.  I wasn’t overly wild about 
Pathfinders, our denominations version of Scouting, but one part I 
dearly loved was orienteering. Being given a map and the quest of 
finding certain locations and your way through unfamiliar terrain by 
use of the compass.  

There have been times though when I’ve been out in the woods on our 
property in North Georgia, and while I’m pretty familiar with those 
acres I’ve not had map or compass and I’ve gotten turned around.  Not 
hopelessly but certainly confused. Should we go forward to the left or 
right which is the best the proper the most advantageous route back to 
the house. And wrong turns have landed me way off course.  

A compass isn’t a law. It’s not a dictator.  It’s doesn’t remove choice. 
But it is a tool that can enable the hiker to avoid disaster and even death 
because it informs the choices we have to make it speaks into the 
direction of our journey. 

Today’s message is entitled finding your moral compass. One source 
defines moral compass as  noun used in reference to a person's ability 
to judge what is right and wrong and act accordingly. 
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Dictionary.com defines moral compass as 
an internalized set of values and objectives that guide a person with 
regard to ethical behavior and decision-making    

So in the ethical decisions you face how do you decide what is right 
and what is wrong?  Ethics deals with what is morally right and wrong. 

This opportunity, this choice, this decision is before us, and just like a  
hiker in the woods doing orienteering, how do we decide whether it is 
right or wrong, good or bad, best or worst to move forward?  What is 
our moral compass to give us direction our world?  What is our moral 
compass as we journey through the moral quagmire of this world? 
 
There are numerous theories about how to determine what is meant by 
a morally good action.   
 
At maybe the most base level is the idea that Might Is Right!  It was the 
ancient Greek philosopher Thrasymachus who is credited with teaching 
that “justice is the interest of the stronger party.” The idea is that what 
is morally right is defined by who has the power. This power can be 
political, physical, psychological or other kinds of power.  While most 
people won’t claim this as their moral compass it is too often practiced. 
The powerful win and in their winning they dress it up not to just be a 
win but to be morally right…after all God gave them the power. 
 
Another increasingly problematic moral compass today is the theory 
that says Morals are Mores, that what is morally right is determined by 
the group to which one belongs. What is morally right is what my 
community says is right. The gang doesn’t just affirm some horrible 
behavior as right but demands it as an initiation into the gage.   When 
naturalism, the belief that natural causes alone are sufficient to explain 
everything that exists, when that thinking prevails over theism, the 
belief that there is a transcendent God who created the universe, then 
with no transcendent source of truth or morality, morals do become 
mores and we find our identity only in our race, gender, or ethnic 
group. 
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Much of the division we see between various groups in our country 
today is a result of naturalistic thinking that leads to moral relativism 
and multiculturalism  that allows our ethic to be determined by 
whatever “our” group is and this is often then combined with some 
version of might is right and we find ourselves in philosophical and 
eventual physical fighting for what we have determined to be right. 
 
Protagoras claimed that “man is the measure of all things.”  This means 
that each person’s own will is the standard for what is right and wrong.  
Each of us determine for ourselves that the morally right thing to do is 
what is morally right to me.  This ethic says what’s is right for me is 
right for me and what is right for you is right for you even if we 
disagree.  We can and should all just do what is right in our own eyes. 
Of course this is flawed because opposite ethics by their very nature 
can’t both be right even in the minds of those most comfortable with 
paradox. 
 
We can avoid this individual every person for themselves mind set if 
we adopt the ethic that the human race is the basis of right. It matches 
the idea of the wisdom of the crowd.   The whole group, rather than the 
individual, determines what is and will be right for the individual.  The 
problem here is that the whole race could be wrong.  There was a time 
when the culture the whole group practiced child sacrifice and 
promoted slavery. Today we say we have gotten better as a human race 
because we condemn those practices, but how can we know if we are 
better or worse unless there is a moral standard beyond our own. 
 
Aristotle’s ethic, knowing what was right or wrong, was by finding that  
balance between excess and moderation. The golden mean, that sweet 
spot like temperance the mean between indulgence and insensibility. 
But there are times of crisis where the right thing is excessive. 
 
Epicureans taught what brings pleasure is morally right what brings 
pain is morally wrong.  But its not that simple so they modified it to 
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what brings the most pleasure and least pain to the greatest number 
determines right and wrong. 
 
This naturally leads to utilitarian ethics that say that right is the greatest 
good for the greatest number, of course without knowing the future the 
question must arise for now or for the future?  And with out being there 
in the future how can we know? 
 
In desperation some have determined that ethic of defining the good is 
impossible that it is undefinable. 
 
Interesting theories.  We may find ourselves resonating with some 
portion of several.  We may be horrified that we have chosen some of 
these as our moral compass without thinking it through.   
 
But what is our moral compass?  How do we find one that will be 
accurate and give us valid and helpful direction to chart our course? 
 
Is there a Christian ethic?  Jesus made an audacious claim when he 
said, “I am the way the truth and the life.” John 14:6  
 
Jesus is the origin and the end of all things, the alpha and the Omega.  
Nothing has meaning apart from him. Nothing exists apart from him. 
 
Listen to how Paul describes it: “Christ is the visible image of the 
invisible God. He existed before God made anything at all and is 
supreme over all creation. Christ is the one through whom God created 
everything in heaven and earth. He made the things we can see and the 
things we can’t see-kings, kingdoms, rulers, and authorities.  
Everything has been created through him and for him. He existed 
before everything else began and he holds all creation together.  Col 
1:15-17 
 
What God wills to be good is good what God says is evil is evil.  
Ethicist Norman Geisler writes: “If an absolutely morally perfect God 
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exists, then by his very nature he is the ultimate authority (or standard) 
for what is good and what is not.” 
 
Our best picture, the clearest revelation of God is the revelation of 
Jesus Christ, God incarnate, God with us, God one of us.  I know it 
might seem trite, or be a trend that has past but at least part of the 
Christian ethic, part of the Christian’s moral compass must be WWJD, 
What would Jesus do?”  of course however we might answer that 
question in any circumstance of life is really informed by scripture. 
 
So our reading from 2 Timothy 3:15-17 offers us the potential of a 
moral compass, in fact the very words in the New Living Translation 
include words that give direction, they imply that in scripture we will 
find revelation that enable us to find our way to sort truth from error, to 
know if now is the time to turn to the left or to the right, go straight or 
reverse our course.  Sounds very much like a valid moral compass. 
 
“You have been taught the holy Scriptures from childhood and they 
have given you the wisdom to receive the salvation that comes by 
trusting in Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful 
to teach us what is true and to make us realize what is wrong in our 
lives.  It straightens us out and teaches us to do what is right. It is Gods 
way of preparing us in every way, fully equipped for every good thing 
God wants us to do.” 2 Timothy 3:15-17 
 
Why is finding a moral compass so important? What’s the big deal? 
 
Here’s why—we are at war.  We live such safe, good, blessed, 
abundant lives in a land with plenty of troubles but a lot of peace and 
safety, that the good life can lull us into forgetfulness of the war in 
which we are engaged.  That forgetfulness and even the good life we 
enjoy can be a tactic of the one who wishes us harm. 
 
We need a moral compass. There’s no question—we are not saved by 
our morality. But it is wiser and safer and richer and just better to 
aligned with truth than error.  
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Some might take issue with these words by Chuck Colson but they 
define our need for a moral compass in the dangerous wilderness 
through which we are traveling. 
 
“In every action we take, we are doing one of two things: we are either 
helping to create a hell on earth or helping to bring down a foretaste of 
heaven.  We are either contributing to the broken condition of the world 
or participating with God in transforming the world to reflect his 
righteousness.  We are either advancing the rule of Satan or 
establishing the reign of God.” Colson, How Now Shall We Live, p.13 
 
We need a moral compass. 
We aren’t strong enough for might to make right 
Our group, gang, denomination, race, nationality, gender, or ethnicity 
aren’t trustworthy to be our moral compass 
Individually on our own we are not wise enough be our own compass 
The group might be wiser but they can be dead wrong as a moral 
compass 
Finding Aristotle’s golden mean is an impossible balancing act and 
dangerous compass 
Pleasure as a compass can get us far off track into hedonistic addiction 
What’s best for the largest number makes our utilitarian judgement the 
compass and that will fail us. 
 
I believe the best choice is to define good in terms of what God wills.  
God is a safe moral compass.  
 
Isaiah writes: “The Lord, your Redeemer says, “I am the Lord Your 
God, who teaches you what is good and leads you along the paths you 
should follow!”  He will still be with you to teach you.  You will see 
your teacher with your own eyes, and you will hear a voice say, ‘This is 
the way: turn around and walk here.” Isa 48:17; 30:21 
 
I challenge us to make God our moral compass but not just the God of 
our imagination but the God of Scripture. Seek God’s directive from 
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God’s word which is all written to reveal Jesus to us.  And then we can 
run with endurance the race that God has set before us, confident in our 
moral compass because we keep our eyes on Jesus. 
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Share	about	a	time	when	you	were	lost?	
	
How	comfortable	would	you	be	with	finding	your	way	with	a	
compass?	
	
What	ethical	model	do	you	natural	gravitate	toward?	
	
As	we	engage	with	media	and	entertainment	how	might	we	find	
opportunity	to	have	ethical	discussions?	
	
What	are	some	times	when	you’ve	faced	challenges	with	other	
people’s	ethics?	
	
Without	a	transcendent	holy	God,	what	basis	is	there	for	“right”	
and	“wrong”?		Where	does	the	authority	lie	to	say	right	or	wrong?	
	
What	do	you	think	about	growing	“tribalism”	often	reframed	as	
multiculturalism,	where	my	group’s	interests	determine	right	and	
wrong?	
	
How	can	you	avoid	being	sucked	in	to	an	ethical	standard	
different	from	God’s	ethical	standard?	
	
What	choices	will	you	need	to	make	to	have	scripture,	and	Jesus	
whom	scripture	reveals,	as	your	moral	compass?	
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