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Connecting  
the Bible to Life

Do you find it easy or difficult to connect the Bible to people’s 
lives in meaningful ways? To help you answer the question, 

let me give you a quiz of  sorts for some self-evaluation.
I will give you two sets of  questions: one on Bible Passages 

and the other on Life Struggles. For the Bible Passages category, 
you must think of  a contemporary life situation to which you 
could apply the given passage. For the Life Struggles category, 
you must choose a Bible passage you believe would address the 
problem. Each question may have several “correct” answers. 
Answer each question before reading the succeeding paragraph. 
(You’re on the honor system!)

Let’s start with Bible Passages.

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, 1. 
by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your 
requests to God” (Phil. 4:6). 

  More than likely, you thought of  situations such as 
the following: “trusting in God to overcome worry in a 
financial crisis,” “dealing with a loved one’s impending 
death,” “facing final exams,” “giving your first sermon 
series,” “doing beach evangelism on a summer missions 
project.” What do these answers have in common? They 
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are all situations that can provoke anxiety or worry, right? 
The passage appears to speak about how to handle worry 
so, naturally, anxiety-producing situations come to mind 
as places for potential application. 
The Story of  Joseph (Gen. 2. 37—50)

  Perhaps situations like these came to mind: “how to 
respond in a godly way when fired unjustly from your job,” 
“persevering in hope when facing persecution from non-
Christians,” “maintaining a perspective that God is work-
ing out his purposes even in a series of  setbacks, like the 
ending of  a two-year relationship or a pay cut at work.” 
The way you answered this question depends on what you 
think the story of  Joseph is about and how much you used 
Joseph’s experience and character in your application. 
The Philistines capture the ark of  the covenant (1 Sam. 4).3. 

  This passage may be less familiar to you. For that rea-
son alone, potential applications may not easily come to 
mind. But if  you read the passage, does anything come 
to mind? Unlike the Joseph story, there are no characters 
to emulate. (You definitely don’t want to be a Hophni or 
Phinehas!) Unlike the Joseph narrative, there appears to 
be no happy ending. Here is a passage where the ark, the 
dwelling place of  God, gets captured by Israel’s archen-
emy. The glory has departed! How “applicable” is this, 
really? And should it be applied in isolation from what 
happens in chapters 3 and 5? 
“Alexander the metalworker did me a great deal of  harm. 4. 
The Lord will repay him for what he has done. You too 
should be on your guard against him, because he strongly 
opposed our message” (2 Tim. 4:14–15).

  If  your first thought was, Huh?! that’s quite appropri-
ate! (If  your response was, “Watch out for angry atheist 
welders,” you get extra points for creativity!) Seriously, 
what should you do with a passage like this? Can you 
really apply it to a contemporary life situation? If  you 
were able to come up with a potential application, what 
interpretive “moves” allowed you to generate that appli-
cation? Should it be that easy? 
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Now let’s move to the Life Struggles category. For each prob-
lem or situation below, consider what biblical passages might 
apply.

Anger1. 
  You may have chosen passages such as the follow-

ing: “‘In your anger do not sin’: Do not let the sun go 
down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil 
a foothold” (Eph. 4:26–27); “My dear brothers, take note 
of  this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak 
and slow to become angry, for man’s anger does not bring 
about the righteous life that God desires” (James 1:19–
20); “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word 
stirs up anger” (Prov. 15:1). Much like the first question 
in the Bible Passages category, this seems easy, right? In 
all likelihood, the passages that came to your mind men-
tion anger in some way and, I would bet, are command- 
oriented. But did you consider the story of  Cain and Abel? 
Isn’t that a story of  anger? What about the many Old Tes-
tament passages that talk about God’s anger? Could you 
have chosen one of  them? And didn’t Jesus get angry with 
the Pharisees? Finally, is it ever appropriate to choose a 
passage that doesn’t explicitly speak about anger to help 
an angry person?
Conflict in Relationships2. 

  How about this? “What causes fights and quarrels 
among you? Don’t they come from your desires that 
battle within you? You want something but don’t get it. 
You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. 
You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do 
not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because 
you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what 
you get on your pleasures” (James 4:1–3); or “Don’t 
have anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments, 
because you know they produce quarrels. And the Lord’s 
servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to 
everyone, able to teach, not resentful” (2 Tim. 2:23–24); 
or possibly, “Let the peace of  Christ rule in your hearts, 
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since as members of  one body you were called to peace. 
And be thankful” (Col. 3:15). Again, it’s not too difficult 
to generate a list of  passages that are fairly direct in their 
treatment of  conflict. 
An infertile couple wants to know what technology is bib-3. 
lically permissible to use to achieve pregnancy.

  Not so easy, right? No single passage of  Scripture 
comes to mind quickly, I would suspect. With more 
thought, you might consider Paul’s response to the Corin-
thians, who were testing the bounds of  Christian liberty: 
“‘Everything is permissible for me’—but not everything is 
beneficial. ‘Everything is permissible for me’—but I will 
not be mastered by anything” (1 Cor. 6:12). OK, but do 
you realize that Paul is focusing on sexual immorality in 
this passage? Is it appropriate to apply it to such a differ-
ent problem? Or would you go to Psalm 139 and build a 
case that life begins at conception, as a guard against the 
creation of  multiple embryos? Or is there something more 
important in order to minister the gospel wisely and com-
passionately to this couple?
A gambling addict with bipolar disorder, now taking three 4. 
different psychoactive medications, has a daughter who 
just attempted suicide.

  Let me save you some time. The most appropriate 
answer here is Job’s response: “I am unworthy—how can 
I reply to you? I put my hand over my mouth. I spoke 
once, but I have no answer— twice, but I will say no more” 
(40:4–5). In other words, this is too complex to solve with 
an easy appeal to the Bible. This is not to say that Scrip-
ture is irrelevant to this man’s struggle. Quite the contrary! 
But it’s important to realize that the ease of  considering 
the relevant testimony of  Scripture has declined signifi-
cantly from our first example. 

Now, let’s go back to my initial question: Is it easy or dif-
ficult to connect the Bible and life? It depends, doesn’t it? I’m 
going to call what you just experienced the “Ditch vs. Canyon 
Phenomenon.”
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What I mean is this: sometimes use of  Scripture in ministry 
has the feel of  stepping across a ditch (easy!), and sometimes 
it has the feel of  stepping across a canyon (impossible!). The 
challenge, really, is how to bridge the gap between an ancient 
biblical text and a present-day life situation. How do we attempt 
to bridge that divide? Most of  the time we assume that a direct 
line of  connection must exist between the situation then (in the 
text) and the situation now. Or at the very least we think we can 
extract some “timeless principle” from the text and bring it to 
the present. This mind-set, where we assume some kind of  one-
to-one correspondence between a text then and a situation now, 
is admirable in its goal to “make” the Scriptures relevant for the 
believer today. 

And, in fact, it often works when the passage speaks specifi-
cally about a situation or experience we’re facing. Here are some 
examples of  “ditch” passages. If  you’re not familiar with these 
passages, look them up as you go and see if  you agree. 

Psalm • 23 for fear
Psalm • 51 for repentance
Proverbs • 22:15 for disciplining a child
Matthew • 5:27–30 for understanding the depth and breadth 
of  adultery/sexual lust
Ephesians • 5:22–33 for marriage roles and relationships
Philippians • 4:6 for anxiety (as mentioned earlier) along 
with Ephesians, James, and Proverbs passages on anger

Other passages seem to fit in this category, but they stretch 
the width of  the ditch a bit more. What I mean is, these passages 
might not speak as specifically and explicitly about a particular 
struggle or situation, but they seem “close enough” to allow for 
a relatively quick connection. Sometimes it’s because of  the posi-
tive or negative example the passage provides, and sometimes it’s 
because of  a general principle derived from the text. All in all, the 
path to application still feels relatively direct. For example:

Numbers • 11 as a warning against grumbling and com-
plaining about your job
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Philippians • 4:8 for training your mind against sexually 
lustful thoughts
Joshua • 1:9 as encouragement as you begin an evangelistic 
crusade in your church
The story of  Joseph as an encouragement amid harass-• 
ment or persecution from others

But looking for the more direct connection ends up backfir-
ing when we encounter passages that seem far removed from our 
day-to-day experiences. For example, when was the last time we 
demolished a house because of  a mildew problem (Lev. 14:33–
57)? Or used Numbers 5:11–31 as a test for adultery for couples 
in our congregations?1 When have we used the regulations for the 
building of  the tabernacle (Exod. 25—31; 35—40) to encourage 
someone? What life-changing application have we made lately 
from the first nine chapters of  1 Chronicles, which is essentially 
a list of  names? What should we do with Obadiah (a prophecy 
against Edom)? When have we used Revelation 17 (the woman 
and the beast) in a counseling session? What should we do with 
very specifically directed passages, as noted earlier with Alexan-
der the metalworker in 2 Timothy? Suddenly we find ourselves 
facing a canyon! Now what?

Our tendency, of  course, is to gravitate toward the “ditch” 
passages because they seem easier to apply; it’s easier to make a 
connection between then and now. Ditch passages resonate more 
quickly with our experiences. They have a greater immediacy, so 
we hang out in these tried-and-true passages and we skim—or 
avoid altogether—those pesky canyon passages. But what is the 
result? 

In practical terms, we end up ministering with an embarrass-
ingly thinner but supposedly more relevant Bible. Did you ever 
wonder why publishers sell the New Testament packaged together 
with Psalms and Proverbs?2 Why not sell the New Testament 
with Leviticus and Esther? Or the New Testament with 1 and  
2 Kings and the Minor Prophets? A value judgment is being made. 
The New Testament, Psalms, and Proverbs are deemed more 
relevant for contemporary life. The New Testament is included 
because it’s about Jesus and the church. Proverbs makes the grade 
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because of  all that pithy, helpful, concrete advice. And the Psalms 
are important because of  the emotions they evoke and because 
of  their use in worship. (Of  course, one must overlook the dif-
ficulties of  using, for example, Psalm 3:7 in a ministry situation: 
“Arise O LORD! Deliver me, O my God! Strike all my enemies on 
the jaw; break the teeth of  the wicked.”) 

Have you succumbed to this mind-set even if  you don’t fre-
quently use an “abridged” Bible? Take a look at the Bible you 
regularly use—which pages are the dirtiest and most dog-eared? 
Hmm. The hard reality is this: genealogies, dietary laws, battle 
records, and prophecies against ancient nations all take a back-
seat to parts of  the Bible that connect more easily and naturally 
to our modern lives. And this is true despite believing that all of  
Scripture is “God-breathed” and “useful for teaching, rebuking, 
correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). We con-
fess that all of  Scripture is helpful for all of  life, but that’s not the 
way the Bible actually functions in our lives and ministries.

The challenge is not just in moving from the Bible to everyday 
life but also in moving from present-day problems to the Scrip-
tures. Many modern-day struggles and problems don’t seem to be 
addressed in the Scriptures; there seems to be no point in explor-
ing the biblical world for guidance. We are confident that the 
Bible speaks relevantly and authoritatively to ditch problems, the 
everyday issues we all experience, such as anger, conflict, pride, 
fear, and money. It’s easy to think of  a passage (or passages) that 
deals with those life problems, right? You experienced this earlier 
when you took the quiz. 

But where would you turn in Scripture to address anorexia 
and bulimia? Or (as we saw) the challenge of  infertility? Should 
you counsel Mr. and Mrs. Jensen to separate in the midst of  their 
troubled marriage? Should Christian parents homeschool or 
send their children to Christian schools or to public schools? Is 
it OK to place your children in day care so you can work? How 
do you help someone who obsesses about the contamination 
of  objects around her and washes her hands repeatedly, to the 
point of  bleeding? What does the Bible say about helping a child 
diagnosed with Asperger syndrome? Or a person diagnosed with 
bipolar disorder? The list is infinite! 
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If  you have a passage that you think quickly captures any one 
of  these issues fully, I would almost guarantee that your hearer will 
find it superficial or irrelevant.3 The direct approach doesn’t seem 
to work with these canyon problems. But if  the Bible becomes 
functionally irrelevant, people will turn elsewhere for guidance 
on these thorny questions and issues.

Widened Ditches and Narrowed Canyons

Before I muddy the waters a bit regarding the ease with 
which we use ditch passages, let me affirm several things. First, 
it’s absolutely right to use passages that speak specifically to our 
everyday experiences. As believers in Christ, we have continuity 
with God’s people in the Old Testament and New Testament. 
We share the same struggles common to people of  all eras, so 
we should expect God’s revelation to them to resonate with us. 
In addition, let’s not forget that God’s Spirit gives wisdom and 
direction in the application of  Scripture to life. Although I will 
stress throughout this book the importance of  deeper study of  
Scripture and people, I want to affirm the often impromptu, 
Spirit-led connections between the Bible and life that you have 
experienced in ministry. You already have the mind of  Christ 
(1 Cor. 2:16). At the same time, just because God’s Spirit gra-
ciously uses your current knowledge of  Scripture to connect with 
people, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t dig deeper as you have 
opportunity. View this book, then, as an opportunity to dig for 
more treasure, even as you use and enjoy the riches you already 
have found!

So grab a shovel and consider this challenge: Should ditch 
passages be so easy to apply? Consider one of  the easiest of  ditch 
passages, Philippians 4:6–7: “Do not be anxious about anything, 
but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, 
present your requests to God. And the peace of  God, which tran-
scends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds 
in Christ Jesus.” Have you used that passage in your own life 
and ministry in the midst of  fear, anxiety, and worry? I certainly 
have. My concern is not whether this is a helpful passage to use 
in this situation—it is! Rather, my concern is how we go about 
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using it and whether we have at least considered some of  the 
complexities surrounding the use of  this “easy” passage. 

For example, has it ever hit you that there is about a two-
thousand-year gap between the Philippians who received Paul’s 
letter and your friend who is struggling with anxiety? How much 
overlap is there between the people, the social-cultural context, 
and situation(s) in that first-century church and suburban Amer-
ica two millennia later? More fundamentally, how can a snippet 
of  ancient mail addressed to other people bear fruit in our lives 
today? Of  course, one answer is, because it’s in the Bible, it is 
God’s revelation for believers of  all ages, times, and places. That 
is true! At the same time, I don’t want us to sidestep the historical, 
cultural, and situational gap that exists between the first century 
and now. What gives us the right to extract a verse or two and 
import it to the present without giving attention to its original 
context? Shouldn’t we take that into consideration? 

As I’m writing this, the Republican and Democratic races for 
the 2008 presidential election are in full swing. One tactic used 
time and time again during the debates is for one candidate to 
seize upon a phrase or statement of  an opponent, rip it out of  
its context, and use it to characterize (caricature) the opponent’s 
position. We chafe at such misrepresentation in politics or in our 
own relationships and conversations. 

That is why we need to ask a question we often cheerfully 
ignore: How can we be so sure we are using Scripture properly 
when we apply it to our friends’ situations? How can we be sure 
we are doing justice to the author’s intent? Put another way, how 
can we judge if  we have successfully traveled to the first century 
and back again with the apostle’s meaning intact? 

That challenge is even greater when we consider Old Testa-
ment passages. Is it fair to use Joshua 1:9 as an encouragement for 
an evangelistic campaign without considering the historical and 
cultural gap between then and now?4 What do nomadic Israelites 
about to engage in bloody warfare have to do with fearful believ-
ers about to share tracts with drug users on the streets of  north 
Philadelphia? Suddenly, ditches look more like canyons!

Similarly, life problems aren’t as easy to assign to the ditch 
category. The fact is, people’s lives are a complex maze of  
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thoughts, emotions, actions, motives, circumstances, and experi-
ences. What do you say to the angry wife who lives with a lazy, 
irresponsible alcoholic and is trying to deal with four children in 
various states of  anger and rebellion themselves? Should you take 
her to Ephesians 4 to instruct her regarding her anger? Maybe. 
But maybe not. 

Or consider how God’s Word ministers to the man who 
cannot rid himself  of  the anxious thought that he left the door 
unlocked when he left for work that morning. How does scrip-
tural truth interrupt his cycle of  obsessive thinking and the com-
pulsive checking that disrupts his schedule every day? Will you 
take him to Philippians 4:6–7 or Matthew 6:25–34, which speak 
explicitly about worry? Perhaps. But perhaps not. Is, in fact, a 
passage on worry most apropos? Are you sure that’s the most 
important pastoral issue to address? 

We need to realize that so-called ditch passages and ditch 
problems may not be so straightforward after all. Great, you may 
be thinking, You’ve just taken my already ‘small’ functional Bible and 
made it even smaller! Now I feel even more tentative about using Scrip-
ture in ministry! If  you feel that way, please read again the first 
paragraph of  this section! I do not want to make it more difficult 
for you to minister to others using the Bible. My intent is not to 
open a Pandora’s box of  difficulties that limit your application 
of  Scripture. Rather, I hope you will sense increasing freedom in 
your ministry as you engage the Bible and people more deeply. 
What might this look like? 

I learned to play tennis in high school. I received minimal 
instruction but played frequently, so I became a decent player. 
Years later I played for the first time with a friend who had been 
a standout on his collegiate team. He asked if  I wanted some 
pointers. He recognized that I had nearly reached the limits of  
my previous instruction and practice. We started with my serve. 
Suddenly the racket felt like a foreign object in my hand! Double 
fault after double fault ensued. I seemed to regress rather than 
progress. But, over time, what initially felt awkward became 
smoother and more skillful. Eventually, my new style of  serving 
surpassed the accuracy, speed, and spin of  the old. There was a 
long-term payoff. In a similar way, I don’t want to take away your 
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well-practiced “service” of  ditch passages; I want to help you 
make it even better! 

Consider the challenges I have posed so far as “speed bumps,” 
particularly for the use of  ditch passages for ditch problems. 
Slow down! There’s more than meets the eye for this passage or 
this person. Seek to deepen your Spirit-led intuitions, and your 
use of  Scripture will be even more fruitful. Your “hunches” with 
Scripture and with people may be right on target, but how much 
more helpful your ministry will be when you understand them 
even more deeply from the Christ-centered perspective this book 
advocates.

Let me give further encouragement: canyon passages aren’t 
so impossible and canyon problems aren’t so impossible! What 
makes canyon passages such as the building of  the tabernacle, the 
book of  Obadiah, or 1 Chronicles 1—9 potentially meaningful 
for believers today is that they are all part of  an unfolding story 
of  God’s redemption, a redemption that finds its climax in Jesus 
Christ and into which we’ve been caught up by God’s magnifi-
cent grace.5 We are those “on whom the fulfillment of  the ages 
has come” (1 Cor. 10:11). Because we are united with the One 
who fulfills (completes) Israel’s story, we share some measure 
of  continuity with the Old Testament people of  God, on whose 
behalf  Exodus or Obadiah or Chronicles was written. Similarly, 
we stand after the cross, resurrection, and the pouring out of  the 
Spirit, in continuity with the New Testament writers and their 
audiences. What sets up Philemon or the most perplexing parts 
of  Revelation (or any part of  the New Testament) to be relevant 
for us today is that we share the same Savior, the same redemp-
tion, and the renewed kingdom brought by Jesus Christ. 

It is true that the Bible is historically and culturally situated. 
And it’s true that those factors require careful consideration in 
our interpretive efforts, a fact I will stress throughout this book. 
But because the Bible is “divine discourse”6 that finds its fulfill-
ment in the Word, Jesus Christ, we will find that he is the key 
for bridging canyons (or ditches for that matter). It’s our Book 
because it’s his Book, and we are his!

What about canyon problems? Although the Bible does not 
give an exhaustive, step-by-step approach to modern problems 
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unforeseen by the biblical writers, it does provide a comprehen-
sive view of  people and problems that allows us to wisely dive 
into the thorniest issues of  contemporary life. It treats sin and suf-
fering in such profound and multifaceted ways that no struggle, 
no matter how complex, stands outside the gospel light it sheds. It 
is wisdom that unravels the Gordian knots of  twenty-first-century 
struggles. 

I hope this book will help you discover that your tried-and-
true ditch passages are richer, deeper, and more challenging than 
you ever dared imagine; and that you will find canyon passages 
much more alive and accessible. At the same time, I hope you 
will discover that ditch problems are more complex than at first 
glance, and that canyon problems are somewhat demystified with 
a consistent biblical approach for understanding people. In short, 
I hope you will gain a nuanced approach to the Bible and to peo-
ple that will lead to even more fruitful ministry.

To get there, we need to begin with the nature of  the Bible 
itself. What exactly is this Book upon which we stake our lives 
and ministry? How do we recover the whole Bible for the whole 
of  life? That is our journey over the next two chapters.

Discussion Questions

Which verses, passages, or books of  the Bible do you tend to 1. 
return to again and again? Why? 
Are there parts of  the Bible you have never read? Why?2. 
What current problems in your life, ministry, and church 3. 
community defy an easy application of  Scripture? How are 
you seeking to bring God’s Word to bear on those struggles? 




