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The Delta Model of Bible Application 
Authors: Dr. Glen Johnson, and Mike Wilkerson 

Why is group Bible study often boring and irrelevant?  What questions, when answered move us 
to obey God when we did not obey him before?  What thoughts move us from potential to action?  
What is the difference between knowledge that sets us free and knowledge that puffs us up into 
proud inactivity?  What questions lead us to the end of our rope?  How can we move out of self-
help knowledge that fosters self-sufficiency to knowledge that leads to self-insufficiency—that 
leads us to grace? 

Long ago a famous Puritan pastor, Richard Baxter, lamented “What a tragedy it is to hear a 
minister expand doctrines and yet let them die in his people’s hands for the lack of a relevant and 
living application.” Baxter’s concern for application led him to criticize the Bible teacher who only 
expounds on the interpretation of the Bible. He was convinced that “we fail to go deeper, to see 
how we can se these matters forcibly in the hearts of other people. We ought to study how to 
convince, and how to get inside people, and how to learn to bring the truth to the quick—not to 
leave it in the air.”  

Baxter was right. Bible teachers, including small group leaders, shoulder the twin responsibilities 
of (1) understanding the biblical text and (2) making it understandable and relevant to others. 
These duties are distinctly different and equally important. Local churches ought to equip people 
for a mysterious combination of skill and dependence on the Holy Spirit in the task of biblical 
understanding and transformation. To say that the two responsibilities are equally important is 
easy.  To make them equally important in practice is hard to do.  

Small group leaders must embrace God’s call to find relevant and understandable connecting 
links between the Bible and the life of the learners. To accomplish this task we must study the 
Bible and we must study people.  

How to study the Bible is not our aim in this document. Many books, articles and training 
opportunities are available to those who desire to grow in Bible study methodology. Yet the 
literature, though abundant, may not address the most important issue. What may need clearer 
identification is the purpose of Bible interpretation. When has a person done enough interpreting?  
Our argument is that “enough” occurs when he “gets” the will of God and when he identifies the 
nature of God which gives rise to God’s will.  

The two most important questions are: “What does God want me to do or be?” and “Why does 
God want this?”  The twin questions are like two sides of one coin in the sense that God’s will is 
always consistent with his nature. If we know the nature and character of our God, we will 
understand why wants what he wants. When the group identifies from a biblical text what the will 
of God is for his people and why it is God’s will, then they are ready to advance to the study of 
people.  

Introducing The Delta Model 

The Delta Model is a template based approach to guiding bible application personally or group 
discussions.  Any given biblical text or topic can be “poured” into the template of questions to 
produce rich, meaningful, relational, biblical dialogue that results in greater understanding of God 
and personal transformation.  The Delta Model was originally designed by Glen Johnson during 
his graduate studies in Spiritual Formation and Education Theory. 

A key advantage of a template based approach is that one template of questions can be used 
and re-used with little or no modification for many group meetings, guiding discussions through 
any number of Bible texts or sermons.  The template form remains constant while the content 
changes from week to week.  The constant form provides a structure for rich dialogue around any 
content. 
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Why “Delta?”  Delta is the Greek symbol often used to indicate change.  And that’s what we want 
in our small groups, spiritual transformation--change.  It’s also “Delta” because this model is a 
movement of questions from one level of thought to the next.  The group gains a sense of 
building up or “drilling down,” in any case, making progress. 

The Delta Model presupposes that good Bible study method has been used to answer the 
essential exegetical questions that establish the text and its context, and that when the group 
meets to discuss the text, its primary purpose is to engage in dialogue that helps the group apply 
God’s word to daily life, grow closer to him, and to one another in the process. 

So suppose you lead a small group that meets weekly and is studying the book of Romans, and 
you have become familiar with your template of Delta Model questions.  Then each week, your 
primary tasks in preparing to lead the group in the discussion will be to “own” the text yourself, 
and to walk through your template of questions with the text to help you anticipate where the 
group’s discussion might flow.   

What you won’t have to do, however, is to develop a miniature custom inductive Bible study 
curriculum each week.  You want to be armed with a template of questions that allows you to 
guide the dialogue in the moment, as the Holy Spirit leads the group’s discussion.   

That’s where The Delta Model comes in. 

Standard Delta Model Template 

The following is the standard template of Delta Model questions.  Each question builds upon the 
previous question.  Each of the questions aims to stimulate a specific kind of thought—noted in 
parentheses--which you will read about in the following section. 

While this template can be re-used as-is, it will be most natural if in each group session, you ask 
the questions in your own words in ways that are natural for you and fitting to the study at hand.  
As you grow in understanding the kinds of thought described below, it will become easier and 
more natural to add to or refine this template of questions, even on the fly, while retaining an 
understanding of how your questions are causing your group to think. 

1. What is the will of God?  (Understanding) 
2. In light of God’s will, what is He like?  (Understanding) 
3. What are practical ways that we can put the will of God into practice?  (Application) 
4. In light of God’s will, what are practical ways that we blow it?  (Application) 
5. What thoughts are revealed by these actions?  (Analysis) 
6. What beliefs about God are revealed by these actions?  (Analysis) 
7. How are you doing in this area?  (Evaluation) 

An Introduction to the Kinds of Thought  

Below you will find kinds of thought that should be exercised in Bible studies: (1) understanding, 
(2) application, (3) analysis, (4) synthesis and (5) evaluation. It is not always possible to exercise 
the thinking of the participants in all areas each time the group meets. A kind of thinking 
accompanies (in the headings) the questions we encountered above. It is helpful to know what 
you are asking and why you are asking it. 

These kinds of thought can be viewed as “levels” that build upon one another.  Generally 
speaking, it’s good to be solid on the lower levels before building up to the higher levels.  For 
instance, if the Delta leader finds that the group is having a hard time tracking with Analysis 
questions, it may be helpful to back down to a lower level of thinking, like Application, before 
moving forward. 
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Understanding: The Will and Nature of God  

We understand something when we “get” it. We demonstrate understanding when we are able to 
restate a truth in our own words. I ask at least two questions of understanding when I work my 
way through a biblical passage: what is the will of God, and what is He like? 

You may want to ask the following questions: 
o What is unclear to you?  
o What is the meaning of X?  (this verse, this word, this metaphor, this passage)?  

Try to state the will of God in your own terminology. The following is a good rule of thumb. Will a 
junior high student or a new believer understand the statement? If the answer is no, then work at 
clarifying understanding. 

We have learned from many failures that it is essential for you to limit yourselves to one “will 
statement.” If you try to discuss more than one “lesson” or “principle” at the same time, people will 
get confused. 

Understanding Questions: 
o What is the will of God? 

o What does God want for us to be?  
o What does God want us to do?  

o In light of God’s will, what is He like? 

o Why does God want what he wants?  
o What attributes of God are implicit in our statement of the will of God? 

o How would you describe this to a non-Christian friend? 
o What lesson or principle impressed you?  

Application: Doing or Distorting God’s Will 

We demonstrate the kind of thought called application, or thought transfer, when we transfer our 
understanding from one realm to another.  

For example, we transfer thought when we are so impressed by the loyalty demonstrated in the 
characters of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings that we apply it to a present friendship.  

For another example, we transfer understanding when we see that two tons of feathers plus two 
tons of feathers is the same as adding two dollars to two dollars.  

When we ask "what are practical ways that we can put the will of God in practice?" we are asking 
for applications of obedience.  We should be listening both for a behavior that is good and a 
motive that is good. 

Or when we ask "what are practical ways that we blow it?" we are asking for distortions, or 
negative applications.  A distortion represents a sinful behavior stemming from a sinful motive.  
Or perhaps a seemingly good thing done with a bad motive.  Notice how we can move 
seamlessly from Application to Analysis by exploring the underlying motive for a stated 
Application. 

The objective is to transfer understanding of the biblical point to everyday life in today’s world.  
People frequently are slow to give practical examples, behavioral examples of the biblical point 
you are discussing. When this happens, say something like this: “Thank you. Can you give an 
example of what you just said?”  This question encourages them to get more practical. 

Again, be careful to narrow your discussion to one lesson, one theological principle, before you 
ask for applications or distortions. People get lost when they try to identify applications for more 
than one point.  If group members are unable to identify applications and distortions, use this as a 
signal that they do not understand the principle that you are studying. 

Application Questions: 
o What are practical ways that we can put the will of God into practice?  
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• Can someone tell story about how God’s will has been put into practice? 
o In light of God’s will, what are practical ways that we blow it?  

• What are some practical examples of how we fail to do what God wants? 
o Can someone tell a story that illustrates the opposite of this biblical principle? 
o What distortions are excessive or obsessive? 
o Which distortions involve too little of goodness?  (that is, failing to do the good we know 

we ought to do) 

Analysis: Sinful Beliefs and God Thoughts  

We demonstrate analysis when we “take apart” something and put it back again. For example, 
the question “What are the highlights of your life?” asks a person to “take apart” his life 
experiences and identify certain highlight experiences.  

Our beliefs about life can be turned into beliefs about God.  For example, “I must avoid conflict in 
order to avoid pain” can mean “God is not trustworthy.” 

Whenever we sin we are guilty of some heresy.  So if the group is discussing a distortion, then 
the God thoughts will be heretical.  For example: “God is not present.” “He isn't interested.” 

People often conclude from the distortions and the underlying beliefs that they have heretical 
beliefs that run contrary to what they think they believe.  We often have conflicting beliefs.  When 
our beliefs conflict, the one we believe most strongly at the time will win.  As the facilitator, rejoice 
that the Spirit has lead them to a transformation point. 

Often group members will begin to explore how they learned their wrong beliefs about life and 
God without your needing to formulate a question.  When that happens spontaneously, the 
atmosphere is often very personal, very transparent. At this point your best contribution may be 
listening well, and not asking questions. 

Sometimes the people need to dig deep into the question of how they learned their wrong beliefs.  
This may be the case when they need more understanding before repentance can be complete, 
or when they need to forgive someone.  Pray and seek the Spirit’s guidance, being sensitive to 
the timing, environment, and the person’s readiness to go down this path.  There is no benefit in 
exploring someone’s internal junk just for the sake of the exploration itself. 

Analysis Questions: 
o Imagine that a machine is recording every thought, metaphor and image your brain 

generates with reference to the scenario (application or distortion) you are discussing. It 
even picks up the thoughts that go “underneath your radar.” What might those thoughts 
and images be? 

o What beliefs about God are revealed by these actions?  
o What keeps me (you) from obeying this principle?  
o How did we learn the applications and distortions we just identified?  
o How did the beliefs we have identified become so deeply ingrained in us?  
o How did we learn the applications & applications we just identified?  
o How did the beliefs we have identified become so deeply ingrained in us?  
o What keeps me (you) from obeying this principle?  

Integration 

We integrate, or synthesize, when we are able to make connections between things that we could 
not previously connect.  

Have you heard the old joke, “what’s black and white and read all over?”  The punch line is: a 
newspaper.  “Read” sounds like “Red,” get it?  OK, silly example, but it does illustrate Integration.  
We have three things we know, black, white, and read.  Initially, they do not seem to fit together 
into one whole. In fact, they seem to contradict one another.  But if we step back and integrate, 
we can see a new picture emerge that incorporates them all: a newspaper. 
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People demonstrate integration when they “connect the dots” that didn’t previously seem 
connectable.  They ask integration questions when they ask “What about this in regard to your 
point?” or “Yeah, but what about…?” 

Notice that there are no Integration questions built into the Standard Delta Model Template.  That 
is because these questions tend to emerge on the fly.  A sensitive and skilled Delta Leader will 
develop a capacity for identifying when to introduce an Integration question into the flow of a 
thriving dialogue. 

Integration Questions: 
o What thoughts, ideas, or experiences have you identified that appear to oppose, 

contradict or limit our conclusion about the will of God? 
o A moment ago you said X, and now you are saying Y.  These seem to be in tension.  

How do those fit together? 
o How does the idea we are discussing relate to your relationships with family members? 
o How does the idea we are discussion relate to living missionally? 

Evaluation 

We demonstrate evaluation when we judge in light of a standard. 

In the Delta Model we want to judge ourselves in light of a biblical truth.  We have learned that 
people need to evaluate their behaviors, their emotions and their motives.  For example, a person 
recently said in a Delta meeting: “I often read my Bible because I feel that I must.  My motive isn’t 
to glorify God, it’s to keep up the image of a Christian leader.”  Another person said: “When I’m 
focused on God’s glory, I don’t become so defensive when I’m criticized.” 

If group members open up to your evaluation question, then you should give thanks to God!  In all 
probability the Holy Spirit is doing his work.  Your job at this point is to listen attentively and 
prayerfully. As people open up and share how God is working in them, take time to pray as a 
group for these people. 

Some leaders report that they use an evaluation question when the discussion is bogged down. 

Evaluation Questions: 
o What good beliefs, attitudes, motives and values need to stay?  
o What beliefs, attitudes, motives and values need to go (be rejected)?  
o Often our beliefs, attitudes, motives and values are a mixture of good and bad. In this 

case, what needs to be modified?  
o What changes must occur for you to please God in relation to this principle?  
o What decisions have you made?  
o How can we pray for you? 

Practical Tips on Using the Delta Model 
• Prepare logically, but lead the group's discussion in light of the interests and thoughts of the 

group members.  Prepare logically, but lead psychologically.  Prepare logically, but follow the 
Holy Spirit’s lead. 

• It is not necessary to follow this order of questions in your Bible studies.  If you sense that it 
would appropriate at a given time, it’s okay to jump up to the higher levels of thought. 

• Some leaders find it important to answer their own questions of themselves before the group 
meeting.  This practice is highly recommended. 

• Narrow your discussion to one lesson, one theological principle, before you ask for 
applications or distortions. 

• It may help the group if you come ready with some candidate answers to the question “What 
is God’s will here?”  Then if the group is struggling to find a satisfying answer, you might offer 
your answer and ask if the group could confirm it or refine it. 
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• Consider using a small whiteboard to collect thoughts from the group.  It can help the group 
maintain a common focus, reduce distractions and “rabbit trails,” and provide common 
reference points as the dialogue develops. 

Digging Deeper into Beliefs, Motives & Desires  

Are we selfish if we want to know ourselves better?  Do loving God and loving our neighbor 
preclude knowing ourselves?  If dying to self is important to following hard after Christ, isn’t 
introspection a bunch of narcissistic, morbid psychobabble?  

My (Glen’s) premise is that our behavior reveals our beliefs. Sinful behavior reveals wrong 
beliefs. Right behavior reveals good beliefs.  Our emotions also reveal beliefs.  I’m not referring to 
our thought-out beliefs.  I am referring to quick “thoughts” that our brains fire out just before we 
act or feel. 

One of our major goals is to help group members take their thoughts captive (2 Corinthians 5:10).  
I want us to discover our wrong beliefs.  This is prerequisite to repentance and to transformation.  
If we do not know ourselves well, then we will remain as we are.  We will lack motivation for 
something better.  We will douse with water our fire to know God.  

Be careful to detect evidence that God is already at work in the beliefs, motives and desires. If 
God is drawing someone to greater understanding or greater commitment, then his work will 
manifest itself in the thoughts, motives and desires of the people.  

Proverbs 20:5 states that “The purposes of a man’s heart are deep waters, but a man of 
understanding draws them out.” The subject of this proverb is the “purposes” or “plans” of the 
human soul (heart is a metaphor for the soul). God wants us to know ourselves. In particular, he 
wants us to know our motives.  

The deep waters referred to are the waters deep in an Israeli well. These are not the waters of an 
ocean or a lake. People walked down (and then up) the long steps to reach the well water, or they 
let the water bucket down and then drew it up again. In either case the work was daily and 
arduous. In the Hebrew mindset, “deep,” when used to describe invisible things of the soul, meant 
“unfathomable,” “unsearchable” and “mysterious.” Our motivations (purposes) are deep, hidden 
from the light of day just as well water is deep.  

The point is that we tend to avoid the work of asking why we do what we do (our motivations). 
This proverb teaches that it is hard, mysterious work to explore our motives.  But it can be done 
by the wise person who desires self-understanding.  We tend to prefer a more mindless life. One 
of the drawbacks (pun intended) is decreased wisdom. 

I believe that the text implies that two questions lead us on the road to wisdom: (1) What am I 
doing?, and (2) Why am I doing what I am doing?  If I am correct, then wisdom travels the same 
road as righteousness. Righteousness involves (1) doing right things (2) for the right reasons (3) 
in the right circumstances. Take away right actions, right reasons or right circumstances and you 
do not have righteousness. Wisdom queries our actions, our motives and our circumstances.  

So I should regularly evaluate my actions and my motives. I should ask my friends to evaluate my 
actions and to share their perception of my motives. I should pray, asking for insight into the 
reasons which drive why I do what I do.  

Proverbs 20:27 also enlightens us about the human soul. This time the metaphor for soul is not 
“heart” as in verse 5 but “guts” or “stomach.”  Most of the English translations sanitize the 
metaphor with “innermost parts” or “inmost being” or “deepest self.”  These translations 
communicate the idea, but they miss the powerful affect of “guts” or “stomach.”  My personal 
translation goes like this: “The human spirit is the lamp of Yahweh, searching out all the dark 
rooms of the stomach.”  Whereas 20:5 mentions the action of drawing deep water to the top, the 
image of 20:27 is someone using the help of a an oil lamp to search out something that is hidden 
in a dark and scary place. 
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The “spirit of a man” mentioned in this verse is the same “spirit” or “breath” found in Genesis 2:7. 
The idea is that God created humankind as His lamp, capable of discerning truth. The next line 
specifies the truth that is capable of being discerned by humankind. The word picture paints an 
image of dark, scary rooms in the center of our emotional being. Ordinarily we want to avoid the 
dark rooms of the stomach, just as we want to avoid trudging up and down the steps of a well to 
draw water that is way down deep. But God has created us capable of searching out the scary 
rooms, the deep-seated insecurities and inadequacies that drive us so frequently.  To be wise is 
to know one’s “dark rooms.”  To be wise is to draw the deep and hidden purposes to the top.  

A few years ago I discovered one of my “dark rooms” and “deep waters.”  I am the son of a half-
breed Alaskan Indian. My dad carried the social stigma of racial impurity.  His dad won his mom 
as bride, not by proposing marriage, but by winning her in a poker game!  His mom died at 42, 
her body ravaged from alcohol.  My dad turned down a university scholarship to stay home and 
work a dead-end job to provide for his mom and sisters.  I think he always resented losing that 
opportunity to go to college.  My dad married a lady he met in England while serving the U.S. in 
World War II.  After the war she would not go to the U.S.   

I am that frustrated half-breed’s only child.  Whether he foisted it on me, or whether I placed the 
burden on my own shoulders, one of my "roles" in life is to be the best in everything and to fulfill 
my father's unfulfilled dreams.  Naturally, I've always failed at crucial moments--never fully living 
up to the script.  It has caused me no end of grief.  I have spent much of my life trying to please 
my earthly father who has been dead since 1969!  Frequently, I pushed people to make me a 
success.  I was using them for my own ends, without knowing it.  A dark room.  Deep waters.  
With God's grace I am learning that I only need to please my Heavenly Father. 

Several hundred years ago John Calvin wrote a book called The Institutes of the Christian 
Religion.  He wrote it to ground people in Christian faith.  God turned The Institutes platinum – a 
“hit” that for centuries has helped people “get” Christian faith.  The very first point he makes could 
easily have been drawn right out of Proverbs 20:5 and 20:27: Without knowledge of self there is 
no knowledge of God (1.1.1).  His second point flips the first point around: Without knowledge of 
God there is no knowledge of self (1.1.2).  Calvin reads my mail when he asks: “What “man in all 
the world would not gladly remain as he is…so long as he does not know himself” (1.1.1)?  Our 
purposes are like deep waters and dark rooms of the stomach because we do not want to know 
ourselves. 

I see two pitfalls with regard to knowledge of oneself.  One is to avoid all self-knowledge like the 
plague. One outcome of this strategy is superficiality.  People who avoid going deep stay shallow.  
Another pitfall is to go so deep that you never come out.  Going deep into self becomes this 
endless quagmire that leads into quasi-comforting depression.  The end of deep knowledge of 
oneself should be an existential crisis—the screaming knowledge that we are not okay—the 
certainty that we need something outside of ourselves to lift us out of darkness into light.  

Time and time again, in my experience, Calvin’s points have been like an archer’s arrow hitting 
the bull’s eye.  The better I know myself the hungrier I get for God, for greater knowledge of 
myself leads to greater awareness of how short I fall.  The self-help books teach “You can do it if 
you learn this point or that skill.”  My look at myself teaches me just the opposite.  No matter how 
hard I try I always fall short of what I know is right.  Calvin taught the great idea that 20-20 vision 
of ourselves would leave us at the end of our rope.  He taught that when we are at the end of our 
rope we know we have no resources to “make it.”  Therefore we cry out to God for help.  
Rigorous introspection, a rigorous search for the truth about ourselves, leads us to the truth of our 
need for God.  

All of us have our dark rooms and deep waters.  The good news is that God has provided grace 
in Jesus Christ that floods dark rooms with light—that disembowels the need for deep waters.  To 
be wise is to discover our dark rooms and deep waters and taste a bite of grace that changes us 
from the inside out. Let’s grab a bucket and look for the light switch!  I pray that countless people 
in countless small groups would experience the transforming power of the truth about themselves 
that leads us by the hand to the grace of God.  I pray that many would pay the price.  


