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Permanent or Temporary?
Ralph Covell & Marshall Shelly, Wherever magazine (Spring 1982)
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How Do We Know Whether a Bible Passage Is “Culturally Conditioned”?
Dr. Roy Zuck, unpublished class handout, “Hermeneutics & Bible Study Methods” 
(Dallas Theological Seminary, 1983)
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PERMANENT ortemporary !

Which of the speciflic practices and commands that appear in the New Testament are to apply to all times in

alt

places? Which are merely temporary, needed at one particular time in one particular place, but not necessarily
applicable at other times and in other places?

To get a handle on the problem, try this self-think exercise we've adapted from some material put together by
Mont Smith, a former missionary in Ethiopia. We've listed 50 practices and commands that appear in the New
Testament. In a sense, all are "scriptural."” The question is: Which are meant to be permanent (P)? Which are
merely temporary (T)? Think about each one, then circle the appropriate response. ' .

. Greet onc another with aholy kiss (Rom. 16:16). P T - 25. Drink communion from a single cup (Mark 14:23). P T
. Abstain from meat that has been sacrificed to idols 26. Take [ormal religious vows (Acts 18:18). P T
(Acts 15:29). P T 27. Avoid praying in public (Mt. 6:5,6). rT
. Be baptized (Acts 2:38). P T 28.Spcak in tongues and prophesy (1 Cor. 14:5). rT
A woman ought to have a veil on her head (1 Cor. 11:10). P T 29. Meet in homes {or church (Col. 4:15). P
Wash one another’s feel (John 13:14). P T 30. Work with your hands (1 Thess. 4:11). P T
. Extend the right hand (left hand?) of fellowship (Gal. 2:9). P T 31. Lift your hands when praying (1 Tim. 2:8). P T
. Ordain by the “laying on of hands” (Acts 13:3). P T 32. Give lo those wha beg from you (ML 5:42). rT
. "It is indecent for a woman to speak in an assembly” ’ 33. Pray before meals (Lk. 24:30). S P T
(1 Cor. 14:35). ] P T- 34. Support no widow under 60 years old (1 Tim. 5:9). r T
. lave fixed hours of prayer (Acts 3:1). P T 35.Say "Amen” at the end of prayers (1 Cor. 14:16). P T
Sing songs, hymns, and spirilual songs (Col. 3:16). P T 36..Fast in connection with ordination (Acts 13:3)." P T
Abstain from eating blood (Acts 15:29): P T 37. Wear sandals but not an extra tunic (Mark 6:9). r T
. Slaves, obey your earthly masters (Eph. 6:5). P T 38. Wives, submit to your husbands (Col. 3:18). r T
Obscrve the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:24). P T 39. Show no lavorilism to the rich (James 2:1-7). P v
Do not make any oaths (James 5:12). P T 40. Use unleavened bread for communion (Lk. 22:13, 19). P T
Anaint the sick with oil (James 5:14). P T 41. Cast lots for church officers (Acts 1:26). rT
Permit no woman to teach men (1 Tim. 2:12). P T 42. Owe no man anything (Rom. 13:8). r T
Preach two by two (Mark 6:7). I’ T 43. Have seven deacons in the church (Acts 6:3). P T
Go inlo Jewish synagogues to preach (Acts 14:1). P T 44. Don't cat meat from animals killed by strangulation
Eat whal is set belore you asking no questions of conscience (Acts 15:29). P T
(1 Cor. 10:27). P- T 45.If anyonc will not work, don't let him eat (2 Thess. 3:10). r T
Prohibit women from wearing braided hair, gold, or pearls 46. Worship on Saturday (Acls 13:14,42;44). P T
(1 Tim. 2:9). I T 47. Give up personal property (Acts 2:44,45). rT
Abstain from fornication (Acts 15:29). P T 48. Have sclf-employcd clergy (2 Thess. 3:7, 8). P T
Do not seck marriage (1 Cor. 7:27). P T 49. Take collections in church for the poor (1 Cor. 16:1). ° r T
. Be circumcised (Acts 15:5). P T 50. Long hair on a man is a disgrace (1 Cor. 11:14). r T
Women should pray with their heads covered (1 Cor. 11:5). P T

Now that you're finished, get ready for the hard part. What principle did you use to decide which were permanent
- and essential and which were temporary and cultural? Since you made a separation, you must have used some standard.
What was it? Remember that your principle must be one that can apply Lo every example in the above list.

Write out your principles here.’ Then, just to keep yourself honest, have a friend examine your categories for a
second opinion on how well you held to your principles.

(your name)

's Principles of Riblical Interpretation.
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To what extent is the relevance of Bible passages to us today limited by cul-
tural contexts? Is every cultural practice and every situation, command, and
principle in the Bible immediately transferable to our culture? How do we
determine what is transferable and what is not?

1. Some situations, commands, or principles are re eatable, continuous,
or not revoked, or pertain to moral and theological subjects, or are
repeated elsewhere in Scripture, and therefore are transferable.
Examples: Gen. 9:6; Prov. 3:5-6; John 3:3; Rom 12:1-2; 1 Cor. 12:13;
Eph. 6:10-19; Col. 3:12-13; 1 Pet. 5:6.

2. Some situations, commands, or principles pertain to an individual's
specific nonrepeatable circumstances, Or nonmoral or nontheological

subjects, or have been revoked,and are therefore not transferable.
Examples: Matt. 21:2-3; 2 Tim. 4:11, 13; Heb. 7:12; 10:1; Lev. 20:11
(cf. 1 Cor. 5).

3. Some situations or commands pertain to cultural gsettings that are

only partially similar to ours and in which only the principles are
transferable. o

Examples: Rom 16:16; 1 Cor. 8; Deut. 6:4=6.

4. Some situations or commands pertain to cultural settings with no
similarities to ours but in which the principles are transferable.
Examples: Matt. 26:7; Exod. 3:5.

* Kk K

A frequently discussed passage pertaining to the question of "culturally con-
ditioned" biblical material is 1 Corinthians 11:2-16. One question to answer
is, Does this passage refer to the hair as a covering or to a separate head
covering, such as a veil, over the hair? °If is means the latter (and that seems
to be suggested by verses 4, 5, 6, and 7) then there are four options in inter-
preting its cultural conditioning and the extent of its relevance for today:
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