Application of the Text

One of the most challenging questions in hermeneutics is how to apply a Scriptural text in modern times.  What does the Bible have to say to us today?  We recognize that the Bible was not originally addressed to us, but to people living in the ancient world.  Gordon Fee comments, 

God did not choose to give us a series of timeless, non-culture-bound theological propositions to be believed and imperatives to be obeyed.  Rather he chose to speak his eternal word this way, in historically particular circumstances in every kind of literary genre.

When we do an exegetical analysis of a text, we uncover what the text meant to the people of that day.  What does it mean, though, for us now?  Should we observe the Sabbath (Ex 20:8), refrain from eating pork (Lev 11:7), sell all our possessions (Matt 19:21), or wash one another’s feet (Jn 13:14)?  

The question of Scripture application was problematic in the Early Church as well.  The apostles deliberated on the issue of Gentile believers keeping the Law of Moses.  They decided, “For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden than these essentials…” (Acts 15:28).  The same task stands before the Church today – how does the Bible relate to us in our day?  The question of application typically arises in three areas: who can claim certain promises of Scripture, who must obey certain commands of Scripture, and who must follow certain examples set in Scripture? 

A vital aspect of this analysis is discovering the general principles that underlie the text under examination.  Specific promises, commands, and examples are based on general biblical principles.  Although specific verses may apply just to their original intended audience, general principles tend to have a wider application. 

For example, God’s will for His people throughout the ages has been holiness.  Yet, that principle can find different expressions at different times.  In the Old Testament, in the context of “holiness,” much emphasis was placed on observing ceremonial purity as prescribed in the Law of Moses, as well as certain external behaviors.  Yet, in the New Testament, ceremonial purity is no longer required, and equal if not more emphasis is placed on inner attitude than external behavior.  Therefore, the principle of holiness can find expression in various ways at various times.

In order to define the general principle underlying a text, one must ask the question, “Why did God promise or require this?”  Sometimes, the text itself indicates this.  For example, in Malachi 3:10 we read, “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse,” and the reason is immediately given, “So that there may be food in My house.”  So then, God required the tithe to support the temple ministry.  The principle, then, is that the ministry should be supported by offerings from the people.  In addition, the Bible’s teaching as a whole may aid in uncovering the general principle.  Concerning support for the ministry, the New Testament confirms that God supplies through the gifts of His people (see Matt 10:10-11; 1 Tim 5:17-18; 1 Cor 9:6-14).

Having determined the principle standing behind the text, we must learn how that principle finds expression in different parts of the canon and under differing conditions.
  We ask ourselves the question, “Is there only one proper expression of that principle throughout Scripture, or is there some flexibility in its application?   Concerning the tithe, this system existed before the Law of Moses (Gen 28:22), was confirmed by the Law (Lev 27:30), remained in force during the time of the prophets (Mal 3:10) and the Lord Jesus (Matt 23:23).  

Yet, in the epistles, although the topic of support for the ministry is often mentioned, there is no instruction on tithing.  We get the impression that in the apostolic times, the principle of support for the ministry had a different expression: a freewill offering according to the disposition of one’s heart (2 Cor 9:6-8)
.  We see this same idea of voluntary offerings when gifts were brought for building the tabernacle in the wilderness (Ex 25:2). 

On the other hand, when we look at the principle underlying Leviticus 18:22: “You shall not lie with a male as one lies with a female; it is an abomination,” we receive a different impression.  The Bible from beginning to end condemns homosexuality (Rom 1:26-27; 1 Cor 6:9).  In this case, the principle of proper sexual relations is stable in its application.  

The instructions on marriage are illuminating here.  The Old Testament allowed polygamy, but the New Testament does not.  Here we have a case not with “flexibility” in the application of a general principle, but a new development in God’s plan.  In Old Testament times, it was more difficult for a man to find contentment in one wife.  The New Testament, however, raises the standard because of the presence of the Holy Spirit in the believer’s heart.  The same is true for divorce.  Jesus and the apostles imposed more restrictions in this matter, since the old order (Deut 24:1), which made allowances for people’s hardness of heart (Matt 19:8), was passing away.  Therefore, we must not mistake “flexibility” in application with a new direction or development in God’s overall plan.

Finally, one must consider the historical conditions in which God gave the promise or command.  For example, Jesus commanded His disciples to wash each other’s feet (Jn 13:14-15).  In that day, foot washing was a necessary part of good hygiene, since people walked in sandals.  In our day, we wear shoes.  Therefore, that act serves no practical goal today.  Most likely, we should seek a more meaningful expression of the principle of humility and respect for others. 

Paul’s “command” to Timothy in 1 Timothy 5:23 merits comment: “No longer drink water {exclusively,} but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments.”  Clearly, the issue was Timothy’s health, and the wine was meant as a medicinal treatment.  This is not to be understood as a general exhortation to drink alcohol.  

Another key element in this analysis is to ascertain whether or not the biblical practice differed from the societal norms of that day.  In Deuteronomy 18:14, God forbids His people to practice the occult.  Yet, at that time, its practice was widespread outside of Israel.  If the biblical practice differs from the societal norm, then it would be hard to claim that it was simply a concession to avoid offending those outside the fellowship of God’s people.  Therefore, chances are, this is a practice with universal application.  

On the other hand, if a biblical practice and societal norms overlap, this does not necessarily mean that the practice is simple a concession for the sake of outsiders.  For example, Scripture teaches, Old Testament and New, that children should obey their parents.  Yet, this was the accepted practice in society as well.  Nonetheless, this biblical practice is not culturally determined, but universal in scope.  It just happens to coincide with societal order. 

Some also recommend that we consider how a certain practice found in Scripture might be perceived in modern society.  Possibly, a practice well accepted in antiquity may have the opposite effect today.
  How would people today, for example, react to believers giving one another a “holy kiss” (Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12)?  Nonetheless, one must exercise caution here, as Podnyuk warns,

It is very dangerous to adapt a biblical command to modern societal norms.  There are times when God’s principles will markedly differ from the behavior of unbelievers (see Rom 12:2), although that is not necessarily the intended effect.  The criteria for adapting prescribed behavior to modern culture is not conformity to contemporary standards, but whether or not the application correctly expresses the principle established by God.

In summary, the following questions may aid us in finding the proper application for issues raised in our text under study: 

1. What principle stands behind the promise, command or example set in Scripture?  In other words, why was this necessary?
2. Is this principle applied the same way throughout Scripture, or is there some flexibility in its expression?

3. Is the practice altered because of a new development introduced into God’s plan?

4. Were there some special historical circumstances that determined how that principle was applied in that particular case?

5. Does the biblical practice differ from the social norm of that time?

6. Will people in our day misunderstand or misinterpret this biblical practice?

We will propose several examples of how these questions might illuminate the application of Scripture, citing one biblical promise, one biblical command, one example set by people in biblical times.

Joshua 1:3

Does the promise of God, made to Joshua in Joshua 1:3, have any application to New Testament believers today?  We read, “Every place on which the sole of your foot treads, I have given it to you, just as I spoke to Moses.” 

First, we ask the question, “Why did God give this promise?”  Israel was preparing to advance on Canaan, and God was promising them victory in battle.  As far as the general principle implied here, God has consistently promised His people victory in different endeavors depending on the situation.  His victory, though, comes in different ways at different times.  In the Old Testament, “victory” usually meant success in war, while the New Testament stresses spiritual triumphs (see 2 Cor 2:14).  Only when Christ returns in glory will the Church have political dominion (see Rev 19).  Therefore, this promise/principle is realized in different ways at different times. 

Special historical conditions play a role in our interpretation as well.  God originally promised the inheritance of Canaan to Abraham, and the promise was passed on to Isaac and Jacob.  Therefore, God’s promise of victory to Joshua was simply the fulfillment of the promise He earlier made to Abraham, and its direct application concerns only national Israel of that time.  

Summing up, we conclude that the promise of victory in a general sense applies to God’s people of all time.  This particular promise, though, applies only to Joshua in his capacity as leader of God’s people, Israel.  Ultimate political victory awaits the Church at Christ’s coming.  

Psalm 150:4

In Psalm 105:4, we read the following exhortation: “Praise Him with timbrel and dancing; praise Him with stringed instruments and pipe.”  Should (or must) believers dance before the Lord?

If we seek to know the reason for this exhortation, we find it in verses 2 of this psalm, where believers are urged to exalt God “according to His excellent greatness.”  God is great, and therefore greatly to be praised.  Verse 6 continues this thought: “Let everything that has breath praise the LORD.”  So then, it is appropriate for the praises of God to find fullest expression, even with one’s feet.

As far as the whole-Bible testimony on that topic, Scripture enjoins God’s people to praise Him by various means: voice, hands, bowing, dance, musical instruments.  Dancing is mentioned elsewhere as well (Ps 149:3; 2 Sam 6:14; Ex 15:20; Acts 3:8).  At the same time, our Lord gave us the overall guiding principle for the worship of God – that it should be done in Spirit and truth (Jn 4:24), that is under the direction and inspiration of the Spirit.  We also note that the apostles do not mention the worship dance in their epistles, yet they rarely touch on the subject of worship in general.   

From a historical perspective, we know that dancing was a usual expression of joy and celebration in ancient Jewish culture.  Concerning its perception in modern culture, though, people today perceive dancing not so much as an act of celebration, but as a romantic gesture. 

In summary, we affirm the general principle that God should be praised with enthusiasm.  Since in Scripture dancing is included among the appropriate expressions of praise to God, it should be welcomed (but not required) in the Church today on the condition that it is done in the Spirit, not in the flesh.

Acts 4:32

In Acts 4:32, we gain insight as to how the Early Church in Jerusalem conducted its affairs: “Not one {of them} claimed that anything belonging to him was his own, but all things were common property to them.”  Should believers today imitate this practice and hold all things in common?  

Why did the Early Church do this?  First, the love of Christ in them certainly motivated them to a shared life, which included sharing their possessions.  They also prayed together, shared meals together, that is, enjoyed close fellowship among themselves.  Sharing possessions was simply one more expression of their common life in Christ.   

At the same time, although the themes of “fellowship” and “mutual love” are dominant throughout the New Testament, only here are they expressed in financial equality.  In other New Testament passages, we see both poor and rich participating in the life of the Church.  There is no specific command to distribute property, although rich members are urged to be generous to the poor.  If we look at the question from a historical perspective, it seems that the Jerusalem saints were, in general, financially challenged, and so, such a system was of practical value.  

In summary, we affirm the biblical principles of “fellowship,” “mutual love,” and “care for the poor.”  However, in light of the fact that the New Testament nowhere requires the distribution of property, we cannot legislate this practice for all generations of believers in all places.  At the same time, nothing should prevent believers who voluntarily wish to adopt this system from doing so. 

K. Conclusions

Our main goal in the study of any biblical text is to uncover and express as best we can the author’s intention.  We want to know what exactly the author intended to communicate to his audience through the text he composed.  To accomplish this task, we employ the grammatico-historical method of analysis.  We delve into the world of the biblical author, studying its history, culture and language, giving attention to key word meanings, syntactical features, etc. 

Through such an investigation, we obtain information that assists us in identifying the author’s intended meaning in the text.  Since, in general, the authorial intent of both human author and divine author overlap, discovering the human author’s intent uncovers the meaning God intended to communicate by means of the text as well.  However, discovering what the text meant for its original audience alone is not adequate.  We must discover in it universal principles that apply to all and seek their application to believers today. 
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