The Future of Application?
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Abstract: In his book Slaves, Women & Homosexuals, William J. Webb has offered an approach to
application which he calls the “redemptive movement hermeneutic.” Webb develops his
hermeneutic according to eighteen separate criteria and applies it to three specific
controversies: slavery, the role of women, and the sinfulness or acceptability of
homosexuality. This paper will evaluate Webb’s proposal and discuss its implications for
applying the Bible in biblical preaching.

One of the most contentious current issues in the United States is the issue of homosexuality. In my lifetime,
prevailing societal attitudes toward homosexuality have shifted from rejecting homosexuality as an immoral
sexual act to basic acceptance as an alternative lifestyle choice to heterosexuality. While there are certainly
American citizens at each point on the opinion spectrum, the fact that “gay marriage” has become a major
political battleground indicates that society at large no longer sees homosexuality as sexual perversion but as
a matter of personal choice instead.

Proponents of homosexuality have consciously portrayed their position as a civil right issue. This puts
homosexuality as the next boxcar on the civil rights train, following racial civil rights (both the abolition of
slavery and desegregation of American society) and feminism (the liberation of women from traditional family
roles). While Americans with a secular worldview may accept this logic, the church has shown much greater
reluctance. Although Christianity was a major force leading to the liberation of slaves, there is fierce debate
today on the role of women in the church between egalitarians (who see no difference in roles between men
and women) and complementarians (who see different roles for men and women). And most evangelicals
continue to see homosexuality as a sinful lifestyle. The split between non-Christians and Christians on the
issues of women and homosexuality can be traced directly to the Bible; specifically, Christians who believe
that the Bible is the inspired Word of God turn to it as the authority regarding these (and all other) matters.
Passages such as 1 Timothy 2:9-15 and Romans 1:27 seem to declare what God expects of women and how he
views homosexuality.

Or do they? In recent years, some evangelicals have questioned whether or not Christians have properly
understood the Bible’s teaching on the role of women in the family, church, and society. Some have
expressed these questions within the realm of grammatical-historical hermeneutics. Others have argued that
these issues demonstrate flaws in our approach to hermeneutics which must be addressed so as to clarify how
we extract meaning from God’s Word and apply it properly to current issues and problems.



William J. Webb, professor of New Testament studies at Heritage Theological Seminary in Cambridge, Ontario,
Canada, is one such scholar. In his book, Slaves, Women & Homosexuals, Webb argues that a different
approach to hermeneutics is necessary to apply properly the Word of God to some pressing current issues.
This paper will attempt to summarize the argument of Webb’s book as well as evaluate whether or not this is a
promising way forward on the issue of application.

A Summary of The Redemptive-Movement Hermeneutic
At the heart of Webb’s approach to application is what he calls a “redemptive-movement hermeneutic.”
Chapter two of his book explains this approach.

Definition
There is no concise definition in the book of what a “redemptive-movement hermeneutic” is. The closest
thing to a definition the book offers is that this hermeneutic seeks to “engage the redemptive spirit of the text
in a way that moves the contemporary appropriation of the text beyond its original-application framing” (p.
30). Although this is not entirely helpful, it does give a little more explanation of the key terms “redemptive”
and “movement.” Having studied the book’s argument, I will attempt to summarize the basic tenets of the
“redemptive-movement” hermeneutic.

“Redemptive”
The author does not use the term “redemptive” in its normal soteriological sense. His concern is not how
slaves, women, and homosexuals become right with God through the substitutionary atonement of Jesus
Christ. Instead, he uses the term “redemptive” in a broad societal sense. In this book, a text of scripture is
“redemptive” in the sense that it improves the life of slaves and women here on this earth. Webb occasionally
uses the term “redemptive better” (p. 42, 61) which is somewhat more descriptive. The author does not tell
the reader why the term “redemptive” is used in this sense. Perhaps Webb sees this life improvement as some
general benefit of Christ’s atonement, but that is merely guesswork.

Webb argues for the traditional scriptural understanding of homosexuality as sinful; therefore, this
hermeneutic offers homosexuals no “redemptive better” from the Bible. Therefore, from this point forward
the paper will refer mostly to Webb’s discussion of slaves and women.

“Movement”
Once the reader infers that “redemptive” in Webb’s lexicon means improving the life of slaves and women, it
is logical to wonder how the scriptural texts “redeem” them? On this point, the author is clear: their lives are
redeemed (or “bettered”) because the Bible lays down specific commands that “move” society toward better
treatment of slaves and women. This movement is seen in three ways. First, every command in the Bible
concerning slaves and women requires them to be treated better than other nations treated them. This is
movement in relationship to the contemporaneous foreign culture. Second, the Bible improves the situation
for slaves and women when compared to the pre-existing customs of the people who originally received that
text. This is movement in relationship to the native culture. Third, if you look at progress of revelation from
the Pentateuch to the end of the New Testament you will, according to the author, find redemptive movement
across the text of Scripture. For instance, the Bible requires Christian masters in the NT to treat their slaves
better (Eph 6:9) than their Hebrew counterparts in the OT were allowed to treat their slaves (Ex 21:20-21). In



this way, according to Webb, the Bible evidences a “multi-level ethic” (p. 41) wherein God’s will is not
revealed in its ultimate, perfect form but is strung out slowly over time, moving God’s people from where
they are toward an ultimate utopian ideal that may never be fully stated in Scripture, but is pointed toward in
the progress of the Bible’s revelation. Webb uses the following diagram on page 32 to illustrate how
“redemptive-movement” works:
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Thus the Bible, on some issues at least, is more like a compass pointing us North and suggesting that we hike
toward the North Pole rather than a 747 that takes us there quickly and directly. Put another way, as in pole
vaulting, God sets the bar low but keeps moving it higher and higher. And although inscripturated revelation
may have ceased, God wants us to keep moving that bar higher until we reach his ultimate ideal.

To summarize the point of chapter two, the author believes that the contemporary application of the text is
found more in the “spirit” or “direction” of the text than in the original application of the text; furthermore,
this “spirit” or “direction” moves through all the texts in the Bible on a subject, showing the way toward an
ultimate application that may in fact be different from any specific application encoded in the texts
themselves.



Take the issue of slavery as an example. There is no definitive passage in the Bible that condemns slavery as
an immoral practice, unfit for people who bear God’s image. Yet, if you look at the Bible’s teaching on slavery,
Webb thinks you will see movement toward the ultimate ethic of freedom for all men and women. In Exodus
21:2-7, the Law declares that a Hebrew slave must be freed after seven years, though he can elect to stay with
his master for life if he chooses. Also, the text allows the Jews to sell their daughters to one another in slavery,
but it gives these enslaved women certain protections against abuse. Judged from the perspective of 2000, this
passage seems barbaric, because it regulates slavery instead of abolishing it. However, the Mosaic Law
afforded Jewish slaves a much better life than slaves in other cultures, where they were treated as impersonal
property. In this way, there is a redemptive spirit blowing for slaves. Now, if you take all the biblical passages
on slavery and compare them, according to Webb you will see further redemptive movement requiring better
treatment for slaves as the progress of revelation unfolds, to the point where Paul tells slaves, “if you can gain
your freedom, do so” (1 Cor 7:21). Thus, although we do not have chapter and verse condemning slavery, we
have correctly applied the Bible’s teaching on slavery by abolishing it in North America because we have
properly captured the movement of the text toward an ultimate, but unspecified, ethic of freedom. Again the
book includes a helpful diagram (p. 37):
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Eighteen Critera
Chapter 2, summarized above, surveys Webb’s approach to hermeneutics. The next five chapters develop this
approach by offering eighteen criteria for determining what is cultural and what is transcultural within a text
of Scripture. This is key because, according to Slaves, Women & Homosexuals, evangelicals miss the
redemptive-movement in many texts because we get caught up trying to apply the specifics of these texts to
modern day life. Webb wants us to see that these specifics are mostly cultural and that God’s desire is for us
not to focus on obeying these obsolete cultural forms. Instead, God wants us to see that within these cultural
expressions there was redemptive progress. That redemptive progress should be our guide toward
application today, not the culturally bound original specifics encoded in the text.



Although these eighteen criteria are important to the book, they are dense and complex enough to make even
a brief summary difficult to do here. Instead, I will interact with some of the criteria in the evaluation section
below and my session at the EHS meeting will devote some time to explaining the most important of these
eighteen criteria. Furthermore we will discuss what insights these criteria give us when we need to apply
other passages of scripture, especially those unrelated to societal issues like slavery, women, and
homosexuality.

Evaluation
The book seems to be a serious and thorough attempt to answer the most important applicational question:
Why do we accept some commands of scripture with unqualified obedience (e.g. “You shall not murder”), but
reject others (“Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds of material” (Lev 19:19)) out of hand? I find Webb’s
proposal to be an interesting approach to application, one that requires careful consideration.

The Relationship of Redemptive-Movement to Grammatical-Historical Hermeneutics
It is unclear from the book how the redemptive-movement hermeneutic relates to the grammatical-historical
approach to hermeneutics. Some statements in the book suggest a link to between these two interpretational
schemes. For example, Webb writes that the “‘redemptive spirit’ reflects my concern that the derived meaning
is internal, not external, to the biblical text” (p. 31). If the redemptive-movement is actually encoded in the
words of the text, then the grammatical-historical method of hermeneutics should be able to elicit the
redemptive spirit in the text. Webb nods in this direction on page 35, note 4 where he writes that “a
“grammatical historical approach tries to understand a biblical text in the greater context of its socio-historical
setting; this is not unlike a redemptive-movement approach.” But this footnote comes in a section where the
author distinguishes his approach to hermeneutics to a “static” approach to hermeneutics (pp. 34-37). He
asserts that redemptive movement is “antithetical” to a hermeneutic “that either overlooks the spirit
component completely or does not grant it sufficient value to move application further ... While a static
approach carefully measures the isolated words of the text in order to find suitable equivalents in the new
setting, it fails to breathe into the new setting a measure of the the empowering life force that made the text
redemptive in its own day” (p. 34). Although Webb denounces this “static” hermeneutic, he does not formally
identify it by name. His description of it sounds to me like the grammatical-historical approach. This is
important because the grammatical-historical approach is not merely one of many options on the shelf at the
hermeneutical supermarket. Instead, grammatical-historical interpretation is rooted in the nature of language
itself as God created it. It is, therefore, essential to evangelical exegesis and theology, not merely one among
many equal hermeneutical choices.

In this book Webb may be trying to affirm grammatical-historical hermeneutics while pointing out what he
feels is a flaw in it. Or he may be attempting to borrow what he likes from the grammatical-historical approach
with one hand while he pummels it with the other. If this is a hermeneutical smash-and-grab, the author also
uses a nifty sleight of hand technique by employing the pseudonym “static” in the text while suggesting a
kinship with grammatical-historical hermeneutics by name in the aforementioned footnote 4 on page 35.

It is also possible that Webb has not fully correlated his understanding of hermeneutics to the grammatical-
historical hermeneutic and therefore does not realize how his lack of clarity on this point damages his whole
proposal. Regardless of his motives, this lack of clarity manifests itself again and again in the book. In the next
several sections, I will explain the problems caused by this lack of clarity.



Authorial Intent
Fee and Stuart write, “The first task of the interpreter is called exegesis. Exegesis is the careful, systematic
study of the Scripture to discover the original, intended meaning. ... It is the attempt to hear the Word as the
original recipients were to have heard it, to find out what was the original intent of the words of the
Bible” (Fee and Stuart, 2003, p. 23). Later, they continue: “the only proper control for hermeneutics is to be
found in the original intent of the biblical text” (p. 29). Authorial intent is the bedrock tenet of grammatical-
historical hermeneutics. Unless the meaning of a text can be found in what the author intends by his own
words, an interpreter will be unable to find meaning within the text itself. Any text, scriptural or otherwise,
depends on authorial intent. It is foundational to propositional communication.

Surprisingly, then, authorial intent plays no explicit role in Webb’s hermeneutic. In fact, the author employs
argumentation that seems to ignore and even undermine authorial intent. Here are two examples:

Left-handedness: On page 93, Webb notes that Ehud, a lefty, delivered Israel in Judges 3:12-20. This is
evidence, according to Webb, that right-handedness has no superiority over left-handedness. He writes that
this text “gives us a hint that Scriptural affirmation of right-handed superiority and left-handed inferiority is
culturally relative.”

Although it is true that the Bible uses the right hand as a metaphor for strength (e.g., Isa 41:10), it seems
obvious that neither the original human author nor God intended to affirm right-handedness as superior to
left-handedness merely because they used a figure of speech. Likewise, the fact that Ehud was left-handed
does not prove that the author of Judges was arguing for equal rights for lefties. Webb uses this “neutral”
example to make a parallel that will help him argue for egalitarianism a few pages later. Unfortunately, he
stepped into the “descriptive/prescriptive” trap, because he ignored authorial intent. Although he intended
this example to bolster his argument for a redemptive-movement hermeneutical principle, I believe that he
damaged his case by including such an obviously invalid example. This happened because he ignored the
fundamental issue of authorial intent.

The Order of Creation: A more serious example of the same error occurs in Webb’s discussion of transcultural
truths based on the created order. 1 Timothy 2:11-15 and 1 Corinthians 11:3-16 are two of the most restrictive
—and hotly disputed—texts regarding the role of women in the church. In both of these passages, Paul uses
lessons from creation to argue for limits on the role of women in the church. Webb attempts to neutralize the
restrictions on women in the passages by relegating Paul’s arguments from creation to culturally-bound
status. He does this by noting that Adam and Eve were farmers by occupation (p. 124, Gen 2:5), could only
walk as a means of transportation (p. 125, Gen 3:8), and had a diet restricted to fruit and vegetables (p. 125,
Gen 1:29), among other things. Yet these Edenic patterns are not normative for anyone else—not OT
believers, NT Christians, or us. Here, then, is his argument:

In the Genesis narrative, God created man first and woman second (Gen 2:7; cf. 2:22). God formed
Adam, then he made Eve. The text of Genesis itself does not explicitly draw out any implications from
that sequencing. However, in 1 Timothy 2:13 Paul relates the creation order to the subordinate role
of women. ... In view of our analysis of the creation story so far, it seems fair to say that this element
of creation order supplies one of the strongest pieces of patriarchal data. ... Nevertheless, these quiet
tones of patriarchy in the garden do not confirm the transcultural status of patriarchy. Finding
something within the garden, therefore, does not provide solid ground for determining cultural/
transcultural status one way or the other (pp. 130-131).



It is true that not everything that was part of the edenic lifestyle is automatically transcultural and normative
for today. We are not confined to farming or walking or vegetarianism just because Adam and Eve were; that
was not the meaning Moses or God intended from the garden narrative. Those items are merely descriptive.
Paul, however did intend for the order of creation (Adam, then Eve) to be instructive about the role of
women in the church. By implying that Paul’s man-created-first argument is like arguing for farming or
walking, Webb may be suggesting that Paul has violated authorial intent—reading meaning into the garden
narrative that was not originally intended. His statement that “The text of Genesis itself does not explicitly
draw out any implications from this sequencing” seems to suggest that. Given what evangelicals believe about
inspiration, we should also believe that this implication from the Genesis text was revealed to Paul by God,
therefore was not a violation of authorial intent.

Furthermore, by implying that Paul’s argumentation from the created order is comparable to arguing that we
should all be farmers because Adam was, Webb is attempting to override Paul’s intended meaning. His
redemptive-movement argument is that Paul’s appeal to the created order was valid for the time in which Paul
lived, but it was bound inextricably to Paul’s first century culture and is therefore not binding on women
today. So, to Webb, the created order is a cultural argument, not a transcultural principle that may be in force
today.

But if the created order is cultural, then Paul’s culture must be more like Eden than it is like ours. That is a
difficult assumption to maintain. Grudem points this out when he writes, “.. .if Webb’s reasoning were
correct, then Paul could not have appealed to the creation account in the first century either, because people
in the first century were not limited to ‘farming as an occupation’ (Paul was a tentmaker), and people in the
first century were not limited to ‘ground transportation’ (Paul travelled by sea) ...” (Grudem, 2004, p. 327).

These examples show how the redemptive-movement hermeneutic has an unclear and inconsistent
relationship to authorial intent, which leads to logical problems when the redemptive-movement hermeneutic
is applied to debated scriptural texts.

The Atonement of Christ
I have already noted the unusual way in which Webb uses the term “redemptive” to refer to societal
improvement. I do believe that there are general, common grace benefits of the atonement of Christ and that
these benefits can result in societal “betters” such as the elimination of slavery. However, Christ did not die
for the betterment of society but as a substitute to provide redemption to individual people who by grace
enter the family of God, become citizens of God’s kingdom, and escape God’s wrath forever. For any
hermeneutic to be properly considered Christian, it must have the grace of God through the sacrifice of Christ
at its center. Webb’s book, however, hardly references this central Christian doctrine.

Instead, the book focuses completely on the improvement of society, for slaves and women in particular.
These are valid applicational considerations but they are secondary to the central salvific message of scripture.
Because the book does not consider the person and work of Christ, it seems to have a myopic focus on
societal improvements that fall short of being genuinely redemptive in normal scriptural sense.

The Kingdom of God
Connected to the atonement is the concept of God’s kingdom and the citizenship of the redeemed in it. On
this issue, Webb writes, “The new society ‘in Christ’ is rooted in the eschaton. Even so, its redemptive aspects



are to be realized as much as possible in the way we live now” (p. 140). I think many evangelicals would
agree in principle with this statement. The point of disagreement would be how much is “possible” in this
age, when Christ’s kingdom is not yet established. Webb feels that texts like Galatians 3:28 (“There is neither
Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” NIV) argue for
egalitarianism. This is because he does not see any cultural residue in these texts; therefore, as kingdom
ideals, they are societal betters to which Christians should strive. He writes, “... I do not find any cultural
components within the ‘in Christ’ new-humanity texts. In fact, the counterculture dimensions to these texts
... underscores their predisposition toward a transcultural framework” (p. 148). But consider Luke 20:34-30:

Jesus replied, "The people of this age marry and are given in marriage. But those who are considered
worthy of taking part in that age and in the resurrection from the dead will neither marry nor be
given in marriage, and they can no longer die; for they are like the angels. They are God's children,
since they are children of the resurrection.”
While this text does not technically use the phrase “in Christ,” this is clearly a “new society,” “new-humanity”
passage. Jesus teaches us that marriage does not even exist in the new society. Therefore, if one purpose of
application is to actualize the new creation society “as much as possible in this age,” and there are no
“cultural components” in the new society texts, then shouldn’t we practice celibacy based on these words of
Jesus? After all, that is the trajectory that the NT points toward—both Jesus (Matt 19:10-12) and Paul (1 Cor
7:8) praise and model the virtues of singleness and we are told that everyone will be single in the eternal
state. So clearly singleness is the ultimate scriptural ethic.

Also, if the NT’s theology of marriage is patriarchal (as Webb asserts) it was redemptive to women in the first
century but oppressive to women now. If the redemptive-movement of the NT is toward a non-hierarchical
redemptive better, would not singleness be the best way to realize this kingdom ethic now? A woman who is
not married is not subject to the texts commanding her to obey her husband. So perhaps Webb has missed
the ultimate goal of celibacy and has settled for egalitarianism in marriage, which is merely an intermediate
goal that is less than the kingdom ideal and trajectory of the Bible.

Admittedly, the above paragraphs are an example of reductio ad absurdum, but it demonstrates how easily
one can take Webb’s own hermeneutical principles and argue for a significantly different conclusion. The
redemptive-movement hermeneutic introduces an unprecedented level of subjectivity to biblical studies. This
subjectivity is not beneficial to applying the Bible; rather, it adds complexity and confusion to the already
challenging issue of application.

The Eighteen Criteria
In the summary section of this paper, I mentioned that Slaves, Women & Homosexuals specifies eighteen
criteria to help us determine if a detail in the scriptural text is cultural or transcultural. Webb has placed the
eighteen criteria in a deliberate order based first on their source (scriptural or extra-scriptural) and then on
how persuasive they are in arguing for egalitarianism. And who decided whether or not a criterion is
“persuasive” (chapters 4, 7), “moderately persuasive” (chapter 5), or “inconclusive” (chapter 6)? The author
himself does. He writes that “the criteria are laid out according to the [sic] how much they contribute to my
final conclusions, and in particular the conclusions on the women’s issue” (p. 17, emphasis added). Because
of this, Thomas Schreiner has accused Webb of begging the question with regard to women. Schreiner writes,

Webb thinks seed texts [criterion 2] and breakouts [criterion 3] are persuasive, but he does not



establish exegetically that they necessarily support his egalitarian conclusions. The criteria he thinks
are persuasive only work if one assumes his exegetical conclusions.... Approaching the issue
“hermeneutically” may mislead readers into thinking that Webb has solved long standing debates on
the issues, but his “hermeneutical boxes” are actually premised on exegetical conclusions, or even
more radically he assumes that the breakouts or seed texts establish his view (Schreiner, 2002, pp.
56-57).

I think Schreiner has identified a key weakness in the book. Slaves, Women, & Homosexuals reads like an
apologetic for egalitarianism, not a study in applicational methodology. Its presentation is deductive, telling
the reader what conclusion you should come to rather than inductively presenting the argument for
abolishing slavery and then showing the logical and exegetical parallels Webb sees between slavery and the
Bible’s teaching on women. James Miller, in a generally positive review, writes, “In spite of Webb'’s title, the
attention paid to slavery and homosexuality is marginal. The book is about women and their roles in the
church and society. All other topics are foils for Webb’s interest in gender issues. ... Webb’s method mostly
works from predetermined conclusions” (Miller, 2002, p. 346). The result is that some might be persuaded to
accept egalitarianism based on Webb’s argument, but it is unclear how helpful this approach would be on any
other subject besides slavery, women, and homosexuality.

Also, the eighteen criteria are designed to filter out every cultural element in the text so that we are only left
with transcultural truths to preach and obey. That seems like a great idea. But even criteria themselves are
highly conditioned and subjective. They consistently state, “the component of a text may be transcultural if
....” So you can never be certain that the criteria has not screened out a valid transcultural truth. The criteria
give us preachers (or our students learning to preach) a whole new set of difficult questions to ask and
answer when preparing to preach. And the answers to these questions will tend to yield tentative and
subjective applications, because the criteria themselves are tentative and subjective.

Conclusion

While this paper has expressed a number of criticisms of the redemptive-movement hermeneutic, there are
still valuable lessons to be learned here on the subject of application. In my session at the 2006 EHS meeting,
Lintend to lead a discussion exploring the redemptive-movement hermeneutic even further. Together we may
test the validity of the redemptive-movement hermeneutic by looking at some other specific contemporary
issues where Christians disagree on the Bible’s teaching and application. As of this writing, I have not decided
which specific issues to address, but I am considering the following: drinking alcohol, divorce and remarriage,
continuation or cessation of miraculous gifts, corporal punishment, and perhaps others. Is there a redemptive
wind running through the biblical texts on these issues that should lead us to good application for biblical
sermons on those issues today?

In addition, my session at the EHS meeting will look more closely at the issues Webb raises about applying the
Bible using grammatical-historical hermeneutics. These issues include cultural analysis, genre analysis,
theological analysis, and the concept of abstraction. My goal in this paper was to give you challenging ideas to
consider in order to spark meaningful discussion of application at the EHS meeting. I invite you to join me in
discussing the hermeneutics of application because it is a subject that is critical to biblical preaching and the
training of biblical preachers.
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