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 Our subject  is an important one as so many professing 1

Christians seem to think that if they apply to their own lives what 

they read in the Holy Scriptures, they have understood all that 

God intended them to know.  We ought to be aware that whilst 

application of the Scripture is a very vital aspect of ministry, we 

should always seek to take heed to what the Word of God is 

actually teaching. I have just two headings, one giving a 

definition of the terms, and the other a declaration of the truth. 

The Terms Given in Our Subject 
 The terms are, of course, ‘application and interpretation.’  I 

used a dictionary to see what definitions were given to these two 

words. 

Application:  I found that amongst several explanations of the 

word ‘apply’ some meanings were ‘to devote’ or ‘to suit.’  On 

referring to Cruden’s Concordance I found that this word ‘apply’ 

occurs a few times in Scripture.  One of the most well known 

texts can be found in Psalm 90:12, 'So teach us to number our 

days, that we may apply our hearts to wisdom.'   

 The earlier verses remind us that our lives are 

comparatively short in the light of eternity, and so Moses teaches 
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us to pray that we may view things rightly and live accordingly.  

Our earthly lives are so soon over that we are wise if we seek to 

live with eternity in view.  That seems to me to be a very good 

explanation of the word ‘apply.’  

 As we understand the truth about our time here below, so 

we apply that knowledge to our manner of life.  The ungodly 

know, whether they like to think of it or not, that they must die, 

but they do not apply this knowledge if they continue to live as if 

they were to be here always. 

 You may well expect Solomon to use this word.  In 

Proverbs 2:2 he said, 'Apply thine heart to understanding.'  He 

had been exhorting his son to listen to his instruction and apply 

that in his life.  There are similar thoughts in Proverbs 22:17; and 

23:12.  Solomon also uses the word in Ecclesiastes, explaining 

that he himself had applied his heart to knowledge and wisdom.  

We can read this in Ecclesiastes 7:25; 8:9 and 16. 

 The word can also be found in the margin of Hosea 7:6.  

In this verse, Ephraim (Israel) are described as applying their 

hearts 'like an oven,' as they were resisting, by the lives they 

lived, the ways of God.  Other verses in the chapter describe this. 

 These are the only verses in which I could find the word 

'apply,' but they teach us that we should use the information 



gained in order to live in a certain pattern.  That is application.  

There is much that we are taught from the Holy Scripture which 

we should seek to apply to our own lives, and there is nothing 

wrong with that.  That is what Christians ought to do.  

Interpretation:  This word is found more frequently in the Bible.  

The word 'interpret' is one which I do not like, but it is, of course, a 

word God has used.  It is, I believe, a word which is often misused.  

In my dictionary, the explanation given is ‘to explain, unfold or 

present the meaning of, to translate into intelligible words.’   

 It seems to me therefore that the correct meaning is that 

something which cannot be intelligibly understood is made 

intelligible.  In the Bible, the word is most frequently used for the 

interpretation of dreams, or of names. 

 The first time it occurs is in Genesis 40, where we read of 

Pharaoh’s butler and baker having their dreams.  The dreams 

were only a picture and could not be taken literally, but the word 

'interpret' comes seven times in the chapter, and it is true that the 

interpretation given through Joseph was fulfilled precisely.   

 Then in the next chapter there is the record of Pharaoh’s 

dreams.  Joseph was called to give the interpretation and the word 

comes seven times in that chapter.  Again, the dreams were only a 

picture, but the interpretation was fulfilled precisely.  We have a 



similar incident in the story of Gideon.  In Judges 7:15 we are told 

about the dream of the Midianite and what his fellow said. 

 Daniel uses the word more than any other writer of Holy 

Writ.  In chapter 2 the word is found twelve times.  That chapter 

tells us of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of the image made of gold, 

silver, brass, iron, and clay.   

 Daniel not only told the king his dream but he said that God 

had shown him that there would be four great world empires, of 

which Babylon was the first.  Then in chapter 4 we are told of 

another dream Nebuchadnezzar had.  It was of the great tree 

which was hewn down. Again, Daniel gave the interpretation.  In 

that chapter, the word 'interpret' is used eight times. 

 We also have a vision that Daniel himself had.  This is 

recorded in chapter 7, and we read in verse 16 that the 

interpretation was given to him.  For each of these dreams and 

also for this vision, the picture was only a picture but the 

fulfilment of the interpretation was to be literal. 

 Also in Daniel, we find in chapter 5 the account of the 

writing on the wall at Belshazzar’s great feast.  Daniel was 

called to tell the king what it meant.  We have the word 'interpret' 

nine times in that chapter. 

 The word is also used in connection with the interpretation 



of a proverb (Proverbs 1:16).  Twice we read of the interpretation 

of a language.  In Genesis 42:23 we find that Joseph had an 

interpreter when he spoke to his brothers.  In Ezra 4:7 there is 

reference to a letter written in Syrian being interpreted. 

 The New Testament uses the word in regard to the 

interpretation of names: 'Emmanuel' means 'God with 

us' (Matthew 1:23);  'Talitha cumi' means 'Damsel, I say unto thee 

arise' (Mark 5:41); 'Golgotha' means 'The Place of the 

Skull' (Mark 15:22); 'Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani' means 'My 

God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?' (Mark 15:34). 

 'Rabbi' means 'Master' (John 1:38); 'Messias' means 

'Christ' (John 1:41); 'Cephas' means 'A stone' (John 1:42); 

'Siloam' means 'Sent' (John 9:7). 'Barnabas' means 'The son of 

consolation' (Acts 4:36); 'Tabitha' means 'Dorcas' (Acts 9:36). 

'Elmas' means 'sorcerer' (Acts 13:8); 'Melchisedec' means 'King 

of righteousness;' and 'King of Salem' means 'King of 

peace' (Hebrews 7:2). 

 The word occurs twice in 1 Corinthians 12 and five times 

in chapter 14 in connection with the interpretation of tongues.  

The last reference (14:28) reminds us that it is better not to 

speak thus unless someone can explain what is being said. 

 In 2 Peter 1:20, we are told that 'no prophecy of the 



Scripture is of any private interpretation.'  It seems to me that the 

meaning of this phrase is that those who were moved by the Holy 

Ghost could not give their own thoughts when writing the 

Scripture.  The words were all given by inspiration of God and 

that is one reason why it is important not to use versions which 

change the words.  God is very jealous over His Word.   

 In Jeremiah 23:16, the Lord emphasises that we ought not 

to hearken to those who proclaim their own words, out of their 

own heart.  If God was so careful in the giving of the words, it 

seems reasonable that we should not give our own interpretation 

of those things He has said.   

 So, however you understand this verse in 2 Peter, surely it 

must include the thought that we are not to give an interpretation 

of His plain words. This may explain why I do not favour the word 

'interpretation.' 

 Incidently, the Hebrew word 'luts' translated as 'interpreter' 

in Genesis 42:23 and Job 33:23 is given in 2 Chronicles 32:31 as 

'ambassador,' and in Isaiah 43:27 as 'teachers.' The 

ambassadors and teachers described in these passages were 

not faithful interpreters. 

 Whenever we read of the interpretation of dreams, visions, 

writing, proverbs, languages, names, or tongues, we should take 



God’s interpretation literally.  The first chairman of the S.G.A.T., 

liked to emphasise that the best preaching was expository. 

Exposition:  My dictionary describes the word ‘expound’ as to 

‘lay open the meaning in detail.’  This is really what we are called 

to do, expound God’s holy word.  Application is quite right, but it 

is not sufficient.  The truth that God has given to us by revelation 

has to be understood, believer, and stated. 

The Truth Given in the Scripture 

 There are examples in the Bible where application of truth 

is made.  On the day of Pentecost, some accused the disciples 

of being drunk.  Peter stated that this was not so, but they were 

witnessing something spoken by Joel.  He did not say it was the 

fulfilment of Joel’s prophecy.   

 A common phrase in the New Testament is 'that it might 

be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet.'  But Peter did not 

use these words; he said, 'this is that.'   Anyone looking at Joel 2 

will know that it was not the fulfilment.  Pentecost was a picture, 

a foretaste of what will happen when Joel 2 is fulfilled, that is, 

when the Lord returns.   

 It is the Second Coming that is described in Joel 2, a time 

when Israel 'shall never be ashamed.'  Verse 28 tells us that it is 



'afterward' that the prophecy will be fulfilled.   

 Thus in Acts 2:17-18, Peter includes the word 'of,' which 

does not appear in Joel.  At the Second Coming, apart from the 

other things mentioned by the prophet, God will pour out His 

Spirit, not merely 'of' His Spirit. 

 In Acts 15:15, when there was a question about the 

inclusion of Gentiles, James quoted from Amos 9.  He did not say 

that the prophecy was fulfilled, but he took the words of the 

prophet and applied them to the discussion.  He said 'to this 

agree the words of the prophets.'   

 He reminded the church that the reference to the 

tabernacle of David being built again (at the Second Coming) 

also spoke of Gentiles calling on God’s Name.  There was no 

suggestion of the fulfilment of the prophecy but the application 

was not incorrect.  No doubt you will think of other such words in 

the books of the prophets. 

 There is a sense in which God’s words in Joshua 1:5, 'As I 

was with Moses, so I will be with thee' were an application.  

Things were not the same for Joshua as they were for Moses, 

but in all his experiences he knew that the same God was with 

him.  And we can, of course, apply that to ourselves if we are 

truly God’s people.  For God is always with such even unto the 



end of the age. 

 Someone once wrote a letter in a magazine saying that I 

should read Galatians 4.  The reason for that was that it says in 

verse 24, 'Which things are an allegory.'  Well, of course, 

Ishmael’s teasing of Isaac is an allegory, but Sarah and Hagar, 

and their sons were all literal people.  The ungodly do persecute 

believers, so that there is an allegory, or an application, but that 

does not mean that the incident was not a literal happening. 

 Thinking about the interpretation, or rather, exposition, it 

seems to be that it would be helpful to consider the words of 

George T Hunt, a previous editor of Watching and Waiting.   

 He wrote, many years ago, ‘In reading prophecy, 

remember that Israel means Israel and not Believers; Jerusalem 

means Jerusalem and not Heaven; Zion means Zion and not the 

Church; Babylon means Babylon and not Rome; Egypt means 

Egypt and not The World.’  It is a good idea to have those words 

placed somewhere inside the pages of your Bible. 

Israel:  I recently heard a preacher refer to the new covenant 

spoken of in Hebrews 8:8 as if it were a covenant with Gentiles.  

It may not be wrong to apply it to Gentiles, but God specifically 

says with whom the covenant is.   

 I once heard Mr. Fromow ask a minister, who was inclined 



to a-millennialism, why the apostle had quoted the Jeremiah 

prophecy in full.  The words 'with the house of Israel and with the 

house of Judah' had not been deleted.  The minister could not 

give a reason, and, as far as I know, never did.   

 This scripture speaks of a time when it will not be 

necessary to tell others to know the Lord.  Surely that is not now!  

We read here of a time when both kingdoms of Israel will be 

blessed in fulfilment of God’s unconditional covenant with them, 

not a covenant based on works as was the Sinaitic one. 

 There are those who would tell us that Israel means all 

believers and they point to Romans 9:6 and 2:28.  But in neither 

of these verses are we told that Gentiles are Israel or Jews.  A 

right exposition is that some of Israel, or of the Jews, are not 

regenerate.   

 To read the words 'believers' or 'the Church' every time the 

words 'Israel' or 'the Jews' are found in the Book of Romans is a 

stupidity.  The same people will also speak of Galatians 6:16.  

But the word Israel in this verse means Israel, Gentile believers 

being previously included in those who are a new creature. 

 In Ezekiel 34:11, we read of Jehovah seeking out His 

sheep.  It is not wrong to apply that to all those saved by 

sovereign grace, but the passage refers to Israel.  In verse 26, 



we read of the showers of blessing.  It is not wrong to seek such 

from the Lord, but the passage refers to Israel.  In Ezekiel 36:26, 

we read of a new heart being given.  It is not wrong to say that is 

what God does for all His elect, but the passage refers to Israel. 

 In verse 37, we are specifically told that Israel will have to 

pray for the blessings promised in the chapters.  Ezekiel 37 is 

often used to explain God’s dealing with sinners.  That is not a 

wrong application but the passage states that it refers to 'the 

house of Israel' (verse 11).  There are many similar prophecies. 

Jerusalem:  Isaiah 1:1 tells us that the prophecy is a vision he 

'saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem.'  The same words are in 

chapter 2:1.  So Isaiah is a book about Judah and Jerusalem.   

 Mr. James Payne used to say that if you were writing a 

history of England you would include reference to France and 

Germany, etc.  So, although Isaiah mentions many other nations, 

God says that the subject is Judah and Jerusalem.  Either God is 

telling the truth or He is not.   

 I recently heard a preacher refer to Isaiah 40:9, and he 

made much emphasis of the word Jerusalem saying that it meant 

all Christians, and not only preachers, were to lift up their voices.  

The application may be right but it is not what the verse says. 

 In Revelation 21:2 we read of 'new Jerusalem, coming 



down from God out of heaven' and in Hebrews 12:22 of the 

'heavenly Jerusalem.'  Bishop Thompson said at one of our 

meetings long ago that worldly people sing, there will always be 

an England, but that is not strictly true.  He added that there will 

always be a Jerusalem.  There is to be a millennial Jerusalem on 

the earth, God means what He says.  The earthly Jerusalem may 

be a type of Heaven, but it is still Jerusalem, the city that we 

know here below. 

 When Mr W K Puttnam spoke at a S.G.A.T. meeting some 

years ago on Zechariah 8, I remember Mr Fromow saying 

afterwards that verse 5 tells us that the boys and girls will be fit to 

play in the streets of Jerusalem, and the streets will be fit for the 

children to play in.  And the previous verse reminds us that old 

people will be there as well as the young.  There are many such 

wonderful prophecies about Jerusalem. 

Zion: Zechariah 8:3 speaks about Zion, which is, of course, in 

Jerusalem; it is described as 'the holy mountain.'  Zion certainly 

is a type of the Church, for in Psalm 125:1-2 it speaks of Mount 

Zion, 'which cannot be removed but abideth forever.  And as the 

mountains are round about Jerusalem, so the LORD is round 

about His people.' 

 I know a man who frequently, in prayer, thanks God He 



has set His King on His holy hill of Zion, as if it is something 

which has already happened.  But Psalm 2 refers to the future, to 

the end of this age with nations raging and people imagining vain 

things; of kings and rulers against the LORD.  God’s answer to all 

this will be to set the Lord Jesus, at His Second Coming, here on 

the earth, at Zion. 

 There are many psalms which tell about Zion but perhaps 

Psalm 48 is worthy of a special thought as it recalls some of the 

blessings of the millennium.  'Great is Jehovah, and greatly to be 

praised in the city of our God, in the mountain of His holiness.  

Beautiful for situation, the joy of the whole earth, is mount Zion, 

on the sides of the north, the city of the great King.  God is 

known in her places for a refuge' etc. 

 Babylon:  A preacher said recently in my hearing that he 

could not understand why Christians are so worried about Islam 

as when he read his Bible he understood that Rome is the 

system which should cause concern.  Well, there is nothing more 

in the Bible about Papal Rome than there is about Islam.  The 

truth is that they both, with many others, emerge from the 

Babylon of Nimrod and will return to the Babylonish system.    

 Bishop Thompson used to say that Babylon is the mother 

of harlots and Rome is one of the daughters; he considered 



Rome to be the worst daughter, but only a daughter.  When we 

read in the Bible of the Babylonish system, it includes Papal 

Rome, but it also includes Islam and many other false religions. 

 The Babylon chapters go in pairs – Genesis 10 and 11, 

Isaiah 13 and 14, 46 and 47, Jeremiah 50 and 51, Zechariah 5 

and 6, Revelation 17 and 18.  It is not reasonable to say that the 

Babylon in Revelation is a different place from that in the rest of 

the Bible.   

 I would suggest that it is a weakening of our Protestant 

position, as if Babylon in the New Testament means Rome, Peter 

must have gone to Rome.  Surely that is a compromise to the 

Papacy who falsely claim Peter to be the first pope.  In fact, he 

went east and wrote from Babylon (1 Peter 5:13). 

 Egypt: Egypt is a type of the world, and we have a lot to 

learn from that.  But Egypt means Egypt.  I remember a minister 

speaking from Isaiah and in dealing with the early chapters he 

said that Egypt meant the world.  I asked him what he would say 

when he reached chapter 19.  He did not reach it, and I never 

received an answer to my question.  Verse 25 says, 'Blessed be 

Egypt My people.'  God has a purpose for Egypt as we are told in 

verse 12, and that is an ultimate purpose of blessing. 

 Application is good, but to say that the Scripture does not 



mean what it says is nonsensical.  We need to believe what the 

Bible states.  We do not profess to understand everything, but it 

is right to believe what we do understand. 
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