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Introduction 
• Strand 1 so far: 

o The purpose of small groups 

▪ Bible and prayer 

▪ Care for each other 

▪ Outreach and service 

o Discipleship in small groups 

▪ Taking the next step with Jesus 

o Unpacking the text to understand it’s meaning 
• But recognising that we then need to submit our lives to the word, asking God to transform us by his 

word, which means we need to think through how to apply it to our lives. We don’t need to make the 
Bible relevant because it already is. Instead we highlight the implications of the passage for God’s 
people today. 

 
  
On recognising that the Bible was written then to apply to us now: 
 
1 Corinthians 10:6, 11-12 
Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did… 
These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the 
culmination of the ages has come. So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!  
 
2 Timothy 3:14-17 
But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing from whom you 
learned it and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to 
make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is breathed out by God and 
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may 
be complete, equipped for every good work. 
 
James 1:22-25 
Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the 
word but does not do what it says is like someone who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at 
himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But whoever looks intently into the perfect 
law that gives freedom, and continues in it—not forgetting what they have heard, but doing it—they will be 
blessed in what they do. 
 
 
Two key principles: 
 

• We need to apply the Bible to both what we believe and how we behave 
 

• As a word for us, when we read the Bible originally written to someone else we must remember that some  

things change and some things stay the same. 
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COMA (and now looking at the A of Application) 
We used analogies of detectives, doctors and motor mechanics who do the careful work of investigation to 
help us think about the task of reading the Bible text carefully to see what is really going on. But we also 
recognised that we’re not trying to diagnose or fix the Bible, we are examining it carefully so it can diagnose 
and fix us - so to stop before application would just be either hopeless or foolish. Like a doctor making a 
diagnosis, but not offering treatment. Or a mechanic identifying the problem and recommending a solution 
but failing to implement it. 
 
Context, Observation and Meaning impact on Application. 
Context is really important to consider how the word applied to the original audience and help us consider 
how this is similar and different to how it applies to us. 
Observation helps us see the less-than-obvious ways the author is highlighting the significance of their 
message. Careful observation is particularly important so that our own ‘observer bias’ doesn’t blind us to 
the real issues and the difficult application that we need to consider. 
Meaning is obviously vital, for if we don’t carefully consider what the original author meant we are simply 
reading in our own preference. We’re not simply engaging with fiction or art for the purpose of 
entertainment, we are engaging with the living God who speaks into our lives. 
 
Application: 
Consider the original audience first, using a table such as the one below. How was this word to them 
intended to apply to the original audience in the various aspects of their lives? For some passages the 
application may focus on one or two boxes, for other passages there may be comments in many or even all 
the boxes.  
 

 …as an individual 
…as a member of God’s 

people? 
…as a member of society 

at large 

“Head” - how does this 

passage shape belief? 
   

“Heart” - how does this 

passage influence 

attitudes and affections? 

   

“Hands” - how does this 

passage impact actions? 
   

 
 
Then consider how we are similar and how we are different to the original audience. We might be tempted 
to think cultural differences are the biggest issues here, but we risk overplaying these and underplaying the 
contextual aspects of Biblical Theology and Salvation History. Consider the various forms of application 
that might be involved. 
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Next, with both the original audience table and our similarities and differences to that audience in mind, 
complete the table again for how this passage might apply to you and to the members of your group. As 
you do this, it is important to try and think carefully about who your group are. The members of your group 
won’t all be the same as each other, and they won’t all be the same as you! These are good questions to 
ask about yourself, as well as your group members. In this way you are seeking to understand your people 
as well as understand your passage. 
 

•••• Are they Christians, and if so have they been growing in their faith? 

•••• What is their life situation and what responsibilities do they have? 

•••• What brings them joy? 
What challenges do they face? 

•••• What threats to their faith might they face? 
 
Finally, as you think through possible applications for your group, which will guide questions you ask and 
areas of life to focus on in the study and discussion, remember to encourage your group members to be 
concrete about actual applications to their lives. We too easily leave application floating in the realm of 
abstract ideas. We need to help each other bring it home to our real-world context. It can be helpful to focus 
people’s thinking and bring commitment and accountability by asking follow up questions: 
 

•••• What will you do or stop doing/believing/desiring etc? 

•••• When will you do it? (it may be once at a particular time in or in a specific circumstance, or perhaps 
ongoing, or until an end point…) 

•••• What will help you do it? 

•••• What will hinder you doing it? 
 
This can be hard to do with loads of application points. In your own life and as you encourage it in the 
group, consider one specific point of application for the coming week and drill down into it with these 
questions. A helpful practice to build into your personal devotions and group times is to write this point of 
application down, share it with one or two group members to pray together in light of, refer to it through the 
week, and then share together when you next gather. This provides accountability, gives grounds for 
thanksgiving to God and ongoing prayer for obedience and change in light of his word. 
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A few (hopefully) helpful notes on how to identify what has changed and 
what stays the same. 
Are there similarities in the ancient situation and the modern situation? We see an example of this in 1 Corinthians 10 
where Paul seems some strong similarities between the situation of Israel in the wilderness and that of the Corinthians 
and applies the Old Testament text to them.  

Does the main idea have a foundation in the creation order? For example, the teaching of Jesus on divorce in 
Matthew 19 is grounded in a creation ordinance (Matthew 19:6; cf. Genesis 2:24).  

Is there an appeal to the nature of God? Again, the teaching on divorce in Malachi 2:13–17 seems to ground God’s 
objection to divorce in his objection to breaking faith. The covenant language in the passage seems imply that those 
who are his should not break faith with their wives (as he does not break faith in his covenant with his people).  

Is there an appeal to God's redemptive activity? For example, in Exodus 20:2–3 the Lord notes that it was him who 
brought Israel out of the Land of Egypt and that therefore they should have no other gods before him. Of course, 
where we ask this question, we need to make sure that the appeal to God’s redemptive activity travels from one 
redemptive activity to another. In other words, if our redemption is from sin rather than Egypt, does the correlating 
demand still apply.  

The hermeneutical principle of scripture interpreting scripture may also have implications. Here we would ascertain if 
other scriptures had anything to add to the principle or point that we have grasped from the original passage. Is the 
principle repeated, changed, limited, questioned, or revoked by subsequent revelation. Is it consistent with the rest of 
the Bible’s teaching? For example, in relation to Sabbath observance, is it significant that this is the only one of the ten 
commandments that is not repeated in the New Testament? Another example would be the notion that a person reaps 
what they sow. While this principle is clear in parts of scripture (e.g. Proverbs 11:18; 22:8), other parts of scripture 
warn against it being interpreted too simplistically (e.g. Job and Ecclesiastes).  

Are there indicators within the text itself that the principle or main point that the original application of what is said here 
is culturally relative or normative?  

Are there any indications within the larger biblical context that something is cultural or timeless. For example, Titus 2:5 
urges women to busy at home. However, the godly wife of Proverbs is the provider for her family rather than the 
husband. Does this indicate that what is said in Titus 2 might be culturally specific?  

Distinguish between the central core of the message of the Bible (e.g. sin, Christ’s death and resurrection) and what is 
dependent or peripheral to it (e.g. women’s head coverings, charismatic gifts and ministries).  

Distinguish between what the New Testament itself sees as inherently moral and what is not. Those items that are 
inherently moral are absolute and abide for every culture.  

Take special note of items where the New Testament has a uniform and consistent witness and also where it reflects 
differences.  

Distinguish between the principle and the specific application. The principle is binding; the specific application is often 
relative.  

Does the NT specifically choose one ethical option when the surrounding culture offers more than one option? (e.g. 
homosexuality was both affirmed and condemned in the world of the New Testament and yet the New Testament 
authors uniformly condemn it)  

Keep alert to possible cultural differences between the first and twentieth centuries that are sometimes not 
immediately obvious (e.g. What does Romans 13.1–7 mean for those who live in a participator democracy where it is 
expected that bad laws are changed and bad officials are ousted?).  

We need to be governed by Christian charity where there are differences in how we apply particular texts and start 
discussion by defining principles.  

Taken from Andrew Reid lecture notes 2011, Ridley Melbourne. Citing Stuart and Fee How to Read the Bible for All its 
Worth.  
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Original Audience …as an individual 
…as a member of God’s 

people? 
…as a member of society 

at large 

“Head” - how does this 

passage shape belief? 
   

“Heart” - how does this 

passage influence 

attitudes and affections? 

   

“Hands” - how does this 

passage impact actions? 
   

 
 

Yourself or group …as an individual 
…as a member of God’s 

people? 
…as a member of society 

at large 

“Head” - how does this 

passage shape belief? 
   

“Heart” - how does this 

passage influence 

attitudes and affections? 

   

“Hands” - how does this 

passage impact actions? 
   

 
Pick one application for yourself: 

•••• What will you do or stop doing/believing/desiring etc? 

•••• When will you do it? 

•••• What will help you do it? 

•••• What will hinder you doing it? 
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Philippians 4:4-9    

Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it 

again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be 

evident to all. The Lord is near. Do not 

be anxious about anything, but in every 

situation, by prayer and petition, with 

thanksgiving, present your requests to 

God. And the peace of God, which 

transcends all understanding, will guard 

your hearts and your minds in Christ 

Jesus.  

Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever 

is true, whatever is noble, whatever is 

right, whatever is pure, whatever is 

lovely, whatever is admirable—if 

anything is excellent or praiseworthy—

think about such things. Whatever you 

have learned or received or heard from 

me, or seen in me—put it into practice. 

And the God of peace will be with you. 
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Useful Books and Resources 
 

Useful for background and context: 
The New Bible Dictionary. Marshall, Millard, Packer and Wiseman (eds). Apollos, 1996 
How to Read the Bible For All It’s Worth. Fee and Stuart, Zondervan 2003 
How to Read the Bible Book by Book. Fee and Stuart. Zondervan, 2014 
Postcard from Palestine. Andrew Reid. Matthias Media, 1997 (available as a PDF eBook for $5 from 
matthiasmedia.com.au)  
Zondervan Encyclopaedia of the Bible. Zondervan, 2009 (The first edition of this can be accessed online at  
https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/encyclopedia-of-the-bible/toc 
 
Useful for Biblical Theology: 
God’s Big Picture. Vaughan Roberts. IVP, 2009 
According to Plan. Goldsworthy. IVP, 1991 
 
Useful for Systematic Theology: 
Know the Truth. Milne. IVP, 2009 
Evangelical Dictionary of Theology. Elwell. Baker, 2001 
 
Useful for help with the specific passage you’re in: 
The New Bible Commentary. Carson, Frances, Motyer and Wenham. Apollos, 1994. 
The Tyndale Bible Commentary. (multiple volumes, accessible level) 
The IVP New Testament Commentary Series. (multiple volumes, accessible level) available online at  
https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/ivp-nt/toc/ 

 
Useful for methods of studying the Bible and leading groups 
One-to-One Bible Reading. David Helm. Mathias Media, 2011 
Growth Groups: A Training Course in How to Lead Small Groups. Colin Marshall. Matthias Media, 1995 
Leading Better Bible Studies – Essential Skills for Effective Small Groups. Karen and Rod Morris. Aquila 
Press, 2008  
 

 
 


