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To Apply It, or Not? 

 

Q:  Are there any guidelines for knowing whether or not a biblical passage can and should be 

applied to us in our time? 

A:  Although there are no precise rules of thumb for figuring this out, simply being aware that it 

is not necessary to find a present-day, practical application for every single thing we read in the 

Bible raises the possibility that what we are reading may not be about us at all.  Then we can 

begin to look for clues in the text to help us decide whether a passage addresses the lives of all 

Christians at all times, or whether what we’re reading has another purpose for us (such as 

inviting us simply to marvel at God’s plan of redemption).  Sometimes it’s just not clear where 

to draw the line between NOW and THEN, but here are a few things to look for that may help 

with the decision: 

 

 Indicatives or imperatives?  Indicatives point things out (they “indicate” things); 

imperatives are like marching orders from the emperor (“imperial” commands).   

o If you are reading indicative statements, whether about theological truths or 

historical events (narratives), consider whether they logically suggest or demand 

any actions on your part.  It may just be the case that you are supposed to 

KNOW something, so that you can praise God better.  (Examples:  the 

theological truth in Eph. 2:10 is an indicative that makes us aware that there are 

things to DO; the truths in Eph. 2:4-7 give us things to celebrate.  The narrative in 

Matt. 19:13-15 suggests behavior in the church that pleases God and that we, 

too, may imitate; while the narrative in Matt. 14:28-33 simply offers a reason to 

marvel at Jesus.) 

 

o If you are reading imperatives (marching orders), try to figure out to whom 

these are addressed.  Are they directed to specific individuals or groups of 

people at the time (e.g., 1st century disciples, or 1st century doubters)?  Is it 

possible for you to carry them out now?  Is it necessary that you do so?  Would 

you have to “spiritualize” a command in order to carry it out?  (If so, it may not 

be addressed to you!)  (Examples:  The imperatives found in Luke 9:23 & 59 and 

17:31 could be followed literally only in 1st century Palestine.  We would have to 

spiritualize Jesus’ commands here to make them fit our times.  Does the rest of 

the context, the discourse around these verses, seem to indicate that Jesus was 

speaking “timeless truths,” or giving direct orders that he expected to be carried 

out?) 
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o If you are reading imperatives that you do not like, are you avoiding discomfort 

by labeling them “historically bound”?  (Examples:  1 Tim. 2:11-12; Eph. 5:22-24) 

 

 Direct or Indirect Application?  Sometimes it helps to identify material that is addressed 

directly to an original audience, but yet could be indirectly applied to Christians at any 

time.  However, if the indirect application involves “spiritualizing” something that was 

originally taken literally, an attempt to find a present-day application may be 

unwarranted.  (Examples:  Warning passages such as Heb. 2:1-4 were addressed 

specifically to 1st c. Jewish Christians who were vulnerable to the particular temptation of 

reverting to observant Jewish practices in place of the gospel.  There is a legitimate 

indirect application to professing Christians of all races, times, and places, however, in 

that any of us could “slip away” into error in our thinking and effectively abandon the 

true gospel.  On the other hand, reasoning from the David and Goliath episode that we 

should fight our own “giants” in God’s strength is an unwarranted, spiritualizing stretch.) 

 

 OT or NT?  New Testament examples, arguments, and commands to believers are 

almost always generalizable to the present-day church.  Old Testament elements, 

however, usually must be spiritualized before they are applied to the church (see David 

& Goliath example above).  Be wary of such spiritualization, and realize that the main 

purpose of the OT for Christians is to point to Christ (see Luke 24:27).  Additionally, 

recognize that we are in a new era now in Christ, and OT rules and regulations have 

been replaced by the new way of the gospel.  Receive OT-based obligations cautiously, 

or not at all if they cannot be supported by NT teaching. 

 

 Gospel or Epistle?  The genre is important.  The Gospels give us a certain slice of history:  

Jesus was living in and speaking into an “OT” Jewish context with an eye to the political 

situation on the ground (and pending).  The main purpose of these books is to present 

the Lord Jesus to our minds (see Luke 1:1-4 and John 20:31).  Remember this as you 

read, and try to avoid the stretch of “spiritualized” applications of things that belong to 

a different time, people, and place.  It’s fair to hear in most of Jesus’ teaching of his 

followers, though, his timeless desires for his church.  The Epistles are also products of 

their historical contexts, as letters were written to address specific situations; however, 

both direct and indirect application are more likely here, because the purpose of these 

letters was to instruct the church, and we are the church!  

 

                                                           
 Exceptions would include practical instructions given to his physically-present disciples for specific tasks, and 

warnings about what they will encounter in the near future. 


