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Bible Study -- God’s Word, Part 3 

The Difference between Interpretation and Application 

Pastor Dan Mullen, July 22, 2020 

It is so wonderful that we get to study God’s Word together! By studying the 

Bible, we are: 

• Growing in the knowledge of Christ our Savior (2 Peter 3:18). 

• Building up and encouraging one another. (1 Thessalonians 5:11) 

• Making disciple-making disciples (Matthew 28:19-20; Acts 1:8). 

After last week’s lesson, about How to Study the Scripture, John Becker made a 

good point about the importance of going from “how to study” to “how to apply.” 

I realized that one of the “tricky parts” of Bible study is knowing the difference 

between interpretation and application. 

It’s very easy to allow the Bible to become too subjective, where we say: “What 

this passage means to me is…” or “I think it’s saying… (fill in the blank).” 

For the last couple of weeks, we have been looking at some of the principles of 

Bible study. The first thing, is simply having great reverence for the Word of God, 

and knowing that it is God-breathed.  It is not a work of man. It is the product of 

God, from the heart of God – and it is uniquely for us. 

Avoiding Confusion between Interpretation and Application 

(Avoiding the mistake of “rushing to application.”) 

When I was wrapping up my sermon for the passage in Matthew, I chose the title, 

“Have Mercy” as a little play on words – just to help make the title short and 

catchy.   But that is only a lead-in.  There’s really no interpretation or application 

with only a title. 

So, as I looked at the passage, I saw that “mercy” is one of its key terms. The two 

blind men repeat their plea when they hear that Jesus is passing by: “Lord, have 

mercy on us, Son of David.” (Verses 30-31) 

The next step would be to see how “mercy” is used in other parts of the Bible. 
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Mercy is an important biblical theme. We are encouraged by the Scriptures to 

show mercy, for example, in that wonderful verse in James 2:13 it says that 

“mercy triumphs over judgment.” 

In the parable of the good Samaritan, (Luke 10:25-37) Jesus concludes with the 

exhortation and contrast between the false religious individuals and the 

Samaritan who truly showed mercy to the man who had fallen into the robber’s 

hands. Jesus asked: “which of these proved to be a neighbor to the man…?”  The 

answer of course was “the one who showed mercy” to which Jesus said, “go and 

do the same.” 

There is no mystery about the lesson there – WE are to “have mercy” toward 

others! 

Another example. In the beginning of Paul’s second epistle to the Corinthians he 

says:  

“Blessed be the God and father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the father of 

mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our afflictions so that 

we will be able to comfort those who are in any affliction with the comfort 

with which we ourselves are comforted by God.” (2 Corinthians 1:2-4) 

What a wonderful thing – as recipients of mercy and grace from God, we can be 

vessels used by God to give comfort, show mercy, and have compassion on 

others. 

Sometimes we receive mercy. Sometimes we show mercy. 

Now, coming back to the passage in Matthew, even though I chose the title 

because it might attract interest. After studying the passage, I knew that it would 

be incorrect to emphasize the aspect of OUR role as “vessels of mercy.” 

A fair look at the passage informed me that this would have to be a gospel-

oriented message – about receiving mercy and forgiveness from God.  

The very same steps I take in preparing a sermon are the steps that every student 

of the Bible should take when studying passage. 

I may go into it more deeply, but we are essentially doing the same thing. It is 

always the Scripture in its context that directs the “meaning of the text.”  
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 “Now what do we do with the truth presented in our passage?” – that part is 

more subjective. 

How the Holy Spirit directs individual believers to put into practice the lessons of 

the text, will vary quite a bit. Why? Christians are not all the same. They aren’t all 

at the same level of maturity; they come from different age groups, backgrounds, 

cultures, and have differing spiritual gifts, etc. 

One of the ideas that I want to drive home is this: 

Any particular passage of Scripture has only “one meaning.”  

So, when we are doing Bible study, whether it is a group, or on our own, the first 

step is to carefully ask any questions that will lead us to the answer of: “What 

does the text say?” 

If we have a good method, then steps leading to our answer may include lots of 

details, lots of cross-references, and all the necessary context that brings us to a 

clear, faithful understanding of God’s word. 

Translators may offer different choices of words, but the original Hebrew or 

Greek doesn’t change. The essential meaning doesn’t change. 

Someone may ask: “Why are there different interpretations?” And the answer is 

simply that well-intentioned people don’t always know or give teaching based on 

of the original text and its original context. 

A Case of Careless Application of Scripture 

About two years ago, I was driving north on Cuyamaca Street, Santee, when a car 

stopped next to me, with a reference to the verse in Philippians 4:13 in big letters. 

Now this wasn’t an ordinary car – and the way the verse was displayed was not 

ordinary either. The car had a lot of bling, with fancy wheels, and the verse 

reference was made in beautiful script and gold letters.  

Tim Tebow is another example of using the same verse reference on the eye black 

when playing professional football. 

What is Philippians 4:13 REALLY about? 

It says: “I can do all things through Him who strengthens me.” 



4 | P a g e  
 

Many Christians like this verse because it sounds motivating and they use it as a 

kind of spiritual, “power-up” verse.  It turns out that Philippians 4:13 is probably 

one of the most frequently cited verses for various athletic groups. Bodybuilders 

like it; soccer clubs refer to it; and there’s a volleyball website.  

This is by far one of the most popular verses especially in the word of faith 

movement. 

All of this cultural background about Philippians 4:13 is an example of how people 

don’t really look at the context in order to understand what a particular passage 

in the Bible is saying. 

While I am totally in favor of Christian athletes, I do not believe this verse has 

much to say about athleticism, winning, and Christians competing in the public 

arena, or their positive witness etc. 

A fair, honest, interpretation of Paul’s words in chapter 4, verse 13 must be kept 

within the framework of his epistle to the Philippians, and Paul’s own personal 

context behind his writing that epistle, has led by the Holy Spirit.  

The rules of interpretation require this! What does the text really mean? 

When Paul wrote, “I can do all things through him who strengthens me,” he is 

saying that his strength comes from Christ. 

Jesus Christ is our Lord and King, but does that mean we have special powers 

now? (Some people think that this is exactly what it means!) 

But if we consider the historical context of Paul’s letter, we would note that Paul 

was writing from prison, and there was a real possibility that his imprisonment 

could end up a martyr: 

Consider Paul’s words in Philippians 2:17 –  

“But even if I am being poured out as a drink offering upon the sacrifice and 

service of your faith, I rejoice and share my joy with you all.” 

Paul declared in that verse – “even if my blood is spilled the gospel’s sake,” it is a 

source of joy! 
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In this wonderful verse we learn that through Christ, we are blessed with the 

ability to endure great difficulty – even persecution or death for the sake of 

Christ.  Yes, even joyfully! 

The immediate context includes verse 12, where Paul says:  

I know how to get along with humble means, and I also know how to live in 

prosperity; in any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of being 

filled and going hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need.  

Whether Paul lived in poverty or in prosperity – he knew that is true joy and 

satisfaction was found in Christ! That context is part of what Paul means when he 

says, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” 

It’s difficult to live in poverty, but if the Lord Jesus so ordains it, we can through 

him. It is also difficult to live with abundance. There is another set of challenges 

and temptations when one has many possessions. But if the Lord Jesus so 

ordained it, Paul declares that he would be able to do that – because Christ would 

strengthen him for that challenge. 

In reality, Paul did not have to deal with the problem of “suffering with 

abundance.” He wrote that he was whipped by the Jews, receiving “forty lashes 

spare one” on five different occasions! He was shipwrecked three times – spent a 

night on the open sea. He was persecuted by his own countrymen many times. He 

went hungry, was beaten, left for dead – you name it – Paul knew what it was to 

suffer for Christ. (see 2 Corinthians 11:24-27) 

If we separate the suffering for the sake of the gospel that Paul is referring to 

from his statement of being able “to do all things through Christ,” we will not 

understand the meaning of that sentence. 

This does not diminish the meaning of Paul’s words. In fact, they become more 

applicable and realistic for us. 

God’s Word Is Unique and Is Complete 

Recently, our study has been about “how to study” properly the word of God. 

One of the keys to proper study is to understand that the Word of God is unique. 

It is sufficient. It is also complete – that is, what God has freely chosen to reveal to 

man is according to his wisdom and it is all we need.   
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Deuteronomy 29:29 says: 

“The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed 

belong to us and to our sons forever, that we may observe all the words of 

this law.” 

The church does not need false prophets who say they have a “new revelation” or 

a “prophecy from the Lord.” 

We are warned repeatedly about them (1 John 4:1-6; Galatians 1:6-9). 

Nor should we try to “read between the lines” to see what the Bible really meant 

to say in a passage – as though God was not able to say what He wanted to 

through those He chose to speak for Him. (Or didn’t have the tech, or scientific 

knowledge etc.) And we shouldn’t turn to authorities that “outrank” the Scripture 

for ultimate truth, spiritual direction and answers to eternal questions. 

God’s Revelation of Himself in the Bible 

agrees with 

God’s Revelation of Himself in Creation 

The Bible is not an adversary of science. Rather, we should see it as an advocate, 

an ally.  

All of our science takes place within the world in which God has placed us – the 

very world in which we have formed our many frameworks of scientific 

observation. 

The Bible and the Basis for Scientific Observation  

Is not an accident that Genesis 1:1 – the very first words of the Bible declare that 

God is the creator, yes, He is even the creator of all that we observed in our 

scientific world. This verse is an infinite, divine whiteboard for all scientific inquiry 

– Genesis 1:1  

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 

“In the beginning” refers to the dimension of time, which God created. 

“The heavens” refers to the dimension of space, which God created. 



7 | P a g e  
 

“The earth” refers to matter, which God also created. 

Time, space, and matter are the basic components of science, and the essential 

equation for all that we know and observe in our world! 

The Bible does not contradict science, or oppose it – but it is not a science 

textbook either. For example, the Bible NEVER describes the earth as flat. (That 

goofy accusation always comes from unbelievers who don’t know the Bible.) 

However, the Bible contains many profound observations of the world are 

accurate insofar as they reflect the view of man’s vantage point looking at the 

created world around him. 

Biology in the Bible  

God created man with great intelligence and inquisitiveness. With these gifts, 

man has been able to observe, to catalog, to codify, and to even, looking out into 

the far reaches of space and peering into the deepest parts of our biological 

world, discovering so much about the Creator’s design with The Human Genome 

Project. 

Psalm 139 describes the intricacies of man’s being. In verse 13 “You formed my 

inward parts; You wove me in my mother’s womb.” David uses words in this 

Psalm that are surprisingly accurate. In verse 16 he says: “your eyes of seen my 

unformed substance.” The idea of our substance “being without form” – like a 

cloud – and so small; it is an idea hidden and microscopic. God’s eyes could “see 

all” that is contained in that “substance,” like the volumes of data contained 

within man’s DNA. 

The Bible Inspires Scientific Inquiry  

A good number of history’s greatest scientists were Christians and believers in 

God. They saw the universe and creation as the product of an infinitely intelligent 

and powerful Creator.  A humble understanding of our relationship with God is 

actually foundational for good critical thinking and observational skills, which are 

part of the scientific method. 

Rejection of Biblical Truth and “Scientific” Error 

Isaiah 53:1 declares: “The fool says in his heart there is no God…” 
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Such a foolish, God-absent starting point is the basis of some of the worst 

unscientific conclusions in our modern world. 

Atheistic evolution is part of the world-view that justifies such things as eugenics. 

Margaret Sanger, the founder of Planned Parenthood held very proud, and racist 

views toward other people in our world who were poor and from other countries.  

Her ideas were based on a godless, evolutionary worldview. Hitler, with his own 

ideas on creating a “master race,” was very familiar with Margaret Sanger’s views 

and supported them.  

In 1933, in her magazine, The Birth Control Review an article was published by 

Ernst Rudin, Director of Genetic Sterilization under Adolf Hitler.1 

In Birth Control Review Margaret Sanger wrote: 

As an advocate of Birth Control, I wish to take advantage of the present 

opportunity to point out that the unbalance between the birth rate of the 

"unfit" and the "fit", admittedly the greatest present menace to civilization, 

can never be rectified by the inauguration of a cradle competition between 

these two classes. In this matter, the example of the inferior classes, the 

fertility of the feeble-minded, the mentally defective, the poverty-stricken 

classes, should not be held up for emulation to the mentally and physically 

fit though less fertile parents of the educated and well-to-do classes. On 

the contrary, the most urgent problem today is how to limit and discourage 

the over-fertility of the mentally and physically defective.2 

When she had the opportunity to speak freely, such as on a radio program, she 

made comments like:  

“morons, mental defectives, epileptics, illiterates, paupers, unemployables, 

criminals, prostitutes, and dope fiends” ought to be surgically sterilized. If 

 
1 Grant, George. Killer Angel: A Short Biography of Planned Parenthood's Founder, Highland Books Nashville 
Tennessee, 2001, page 71-72 
2 Sanger, Margaret. The Eugenic Value of Birth Control Propaganda. Birth Control Review, October 1921, p 5.  
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they wish, she said, such people should also be able to choose a lifelong 

segregated existence in labor camps.”3  

It is sad that we are seeing a return to the kind of rebellion and rejection of God’s 

word that we saw early last century, with the logical outcomes of the two world 

wars, and the rise of leaders like Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, Mussolini, and others. 

Our increasingly angry, violent society is a reflection of the society has rejected 

the manifold kindness of a loving God. Humanity without God is a very unhappy 

creature!  It is also a reflection of the diminishing influence of the church for 

many reasons such as timidity, political correctness, and incorrectly believing that 

science, or other authorities supersede the Scriptures. The bottom line – when 

the church does not rely on the power of God’s Word, it is weak in its witness in 

the world. 

The Scripture’s central message is that man needs a Savior.  God loves His 

creation – He loves mankind – and He has provided a solution: 

John 3:16–17  

16“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that 

whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.  

17“For God did not send the Son into the world to judge the world, but that 

the world might be saved through Him.  

We have God’s Word because there really is a creative, loving, and 

communicative God.  

God made us in His image and likeness with some of shared attributes, and it is 

fitting that He would also give us His Word with His perfect and clear message as 

a means to share His ideas, His heart regarding His great love and our eternal 

purpose. 

 

 
3 Carter, Joe. Nine Things You Should Know about Planned Parenthood Founder Margaret Sanger, October 18, 
2006, The Gospel Coalition. https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/9-things-you-should-know-about-planned-
parenthood-founder-margaret-sanger/. Accessed July 22, 2020 


