DISPENSATIONALISM

By Pastor Kelly Sensenig

1. God's dispensational plan or program for history and prophecy has been called God's plan of the ages. The dispensations have reference to God's dealings with mankind throughout all past recorded history and the future.

2. Dispensationalism first took shape in the Brethren movement of Britain in the early 19th century. Men such as John Nelson Darby, William Kelly, William Trotter and Charles Mackintosh were strong supporters of dispensational teaching. Their writings influenced and impacted evangelical Protestantism. This was especially true in the United States. D. L. Moody, A. J. Gordon and C. I. Scofield learned from their writings. Bible Conferences sprang up within the United States in the early 1870's and C. I. Scofield was a participant in this movement. All the major Bible Conferences taught and preached dispensational truth which became famous throughout the United States. In 1909, C. I. Scofield produced a dispensational system of interpretation focusing on God's plan of the ages. This system was soon tagged as dispensationalism and was taught in Bible Conferences across America and mainstream Protestantism. A great many Bible institutes have taught this honest system of interpretation (Moody Bible Institute, Bible Institute of Los Angeles, Talbot School of Theology, Philadelphia College of Bible, Dallas Theological Seminary). These schools were the direct results of the Bible Conference movement.

3. We should believe in dispensationalism and teach it today. We should be dispensationalists because the Bible does teach dispensationalim. This is not a man-made system as so many would have you to believe. It is God's system, which He has chosen to use with His dealings among mankind. The early church was taught dispensational truth and understood the dispensational character of the Scriptures (Ephesians 1:10, 3:2; I Corinthians 9:17; Colossians 1:25; Acts 15:13-18; Romans 6:14).

     There are many teachings which the church needed to revive over its history. Because of neglect, false teaching, Romanism and the dark ages, the church would need to revive such teachings as justification by faith (Martin Luther and Reformation), the study of prophecy and end-time events (19th and 20th centuries) and the study of dispensational truth (20th century). The early church believed all these teachings. Time, false teaching and Romanism merely caused these teachings to be swept under the carpet. The Reformation and Bible Conference movements emphasizing dispensationalism and prophecy, were merely a return to the historic teachings of the early church.

4. The Greek word for dispensation as used in the Bible is "oikonomia" which means an administration or the management of affairs. It means to manage, regulate, administer and plan as one would manage a household or household affairs. The word itself points to an economy or stewardship, whereby God works in a certain way. The dispensations are merely the ways in which God works, manages, plans or arranges the relationship of human beings to himself. Dispensationalism views the world as a household run by God. 

Dr. Ryrie presents this concise definition of a dispensation:

     "A dispensation is a distinguishable economy in the outworking of God's purpose." 

Describing the dispensational system of Biblical interpretation he said:

     "Dispensationalism views the world as a household run by God. In this household-world God is dispensing or administering its affairs according to His own will and in various stages of revelation in the process of time. These various stages mark off the distinguishably different economies in the outworking of His total purpose, and these economies are the dispensations. The understanding of God's differing economies is essential to a proper interpretation of His revelation within those various economies."

* As we view God's dispensational program (focusing on God's plan of the ages), we will discover that God has arranged, planned, or regulated His dealings with mankind all throughout history and will do so in the furture.

5. Dispensationalism is Biblical because the very word dispensation appears in the Bible (Ephesians 1:10, 3:2; I Corinthians 9:17; Colossians 1:25). 

The Bible clearly defines several administrations or dispensations:

A. DISPENSATION OF THE LAW

The English word "governors" is the Greek term "oikonomos." Paul uses this word when speaking about the era or dispensation of the law (Mosaic Covenant — Galatians 4). Thus, in Galatians 4:2 the word "governors" means stewards and is the basic word which means a stewardship or manager. The context of the passage is portraying that we were once under the bondage and condemnation of the legal system. The law was like a steward over us, condemning us as sinners. Christ set us free from this stewardship (vs 5). Here we see that the time of the law is likened to a dispensation or adminsitration. The law economy is also alluded to in Romans 6:14. The law itself had no delivery power over sin.

B. DISPENSATION OF GRACE

Paul used the word "oikonomia" (dispensation) pointing to the era or time period of the church which was a "mystery" in the old dispensation of the law (see Ephesians 3:2-6). This dispensation highlights God's grace in the body of believers, the New Testament Church, which He has saved and formed together into an organism. God has out of His own grace united Jews and Gentiles together into one body. We could call this dispensation the Church dispensation or dispensation of the mystery. We could also label it the dispensation of the Spirit since Paul contrasted the coming of the Holy Spirit to the stewardship of the law in Galatians 4:6, 3:14. Pentecost (Acts 2) was the birthday of the Church and key characteristic in this dispensation. Paul also seems to liken this dispensation to the "dispensation of the Gospel" in I Corinthians 9:17. It was a unique stewardship whereby Paul presented the Gospel to even the Gentiles, for God was calling out of this group of humanity a people for His name (Acts 15:14). They would be saved by God's grace and placed into the church. In the simplest and most generic form, we would call the dispensation of grace the particular "dispensation of God" (Colossians 1:25), which was given to Paul. He was preaching the Gospel of grace to the Gentiles in this unique dispensation of God (vs. 24-26).

C. DISPENSATION OF THE FULLNESS OF TIMES

Paul uses the word "oikonomia" (dispensation) when speaking about the "dispensation of the fullness of times" in Ephesians 1:10. This evidently has reference to the culmination of all the dispensational programs or plans of God. It is that future stewardship designated as the millennium or kingdom, which John envisions in Revelation 20:5 and to which I Corinthians 15:25 has reference to. Christ will "put all enemies under his feet." This will be the culminating point of God's dispensational program or plan of the ages. The Bible seems to tell us that all of God's "times" or seasons are heading toward the kingdom era of 1,000 years (Revelation 20:5), which will turn into God's eternal kingdom (Revelation 11:15; II Samual 7:16) or the eternal state as seen in Revelation 21 and 22. Thus, the "fullness of times" dispensation may be designated as two separate dispensations (Millennium and Eternal State) or be one dispensation subdivided into two phases (the 1,000 year reign and eternal state).

* Without saying anything further, anyone who denies that the Bible teaches dispensational truth is not well schooled (trained) in the Bible. Plain sense will tell us that there are dispensations clearly seen such as law, grace, kingdom or eternity. To miss this clarity will cause great confusion. There may be varied opinion in regards to the other dispensations, but these opinions will never effect the main dispensational flow and divisions in the Scriptures.

OTHER POSSIBLE DISPENSATIONAL DIVISIONS

D. DISPENSATION OF PROMISE

In Galatians 3:17, Paul even speaks of a time before the law (Mosaic Covenant) during which the promise (Abrahamic Promise) had been given. Although the word dispensation is not given to this time frame, it would seem proper to conclude that this era was a unique stewardship as well (Dispensation of Promise). God was specifically managing Abraham and his people in a unique way. They were to remain in the land of promised blessing which God called them to. Although this age apparently ends, the Abrahamic Covenant of promised blessing is still intact and will be fulfilled at a future time (Romans 11:26; Galatians 3:17-18).

E. DISPENSATION OF INNOCENCE

In Romans 5:12-14, Paul also speaks of a time before the law, when sin entered the world. Various conclusions can be arrived at because of this. First, there must have been a time when man was not a sinner but created in original righteous and innocence. Hence, we have what we could call a Dispensation of Innocence as seen in Genesis chapters one and two. This was a stewardship before man sinned.

F. DISPENSATION OF CONSCIENCE

Following the fall, there was evidently a new era and stewardship which man entered. It was a time period, whereby man would be conscious of his disobedience and sin. Although this age apparently ends, the light of conscience would continue on within the human race (I Timothy 1:5, 4:2; John 8:9, Romans 2:15).

G. DISPENSATION OF GOVERNMENT

After the world-wide flood, God established human government upon this earth (Genesis 8:15-9:7). In the new earth following the flood, God devised a stewardship whereby man would be governed by man. Man is now responsible to govern the entire world for God. This stewardship ended in regards to time. However, the truth revealed in this dispensation continues on even today (Romans 13:1-7).

* God's revelation increases with each new dispensation. As we've seen, certain truth does not cease to be truth because a stewardship or age of change takes place. Certain trues taught within the stewardships of time such as the moral law (Romans 2:12-15; I Timothy 1:8-10), conscience of sin (Romans 3:23), Abrahamic Covenant) (Galatians 3:17) and human government (Romans 13) are to remain intact. God may change His way of dealing with men without totally abolishing the main feature of a former dispensation. Certain things which God establishes within a particular economy, He plans to continue to use even in the future dispensations. In this way, God's revelation continues to increase throughout His dispensational program. This is called progressive revelation.

H. DISPENSATION OF JUDGMENT (TRIBULATION)

There is a time frame that many dispensational writers do not consider as a dispensation. However, it is an entire seven years known as the tribulation period or 70th week of Daniel (Revelation 6-19; Danial 9:24-27). This is definitely an economy, whereby God will be working in judgment upon this earth. It should be distinguished as such. It is called the Time of Jacob's Trouble (Jeremiah 30:7) and Day of the Lord (Isaiah 13:9-13; I Thessalonians 5:2). This is an extended period of time which cannot go unnoticed. It must be dealt with as a distinct economy of catastrophic judgment.

6. The only fair and logical system of Bible interpretation is the dispensational approach. It is a consistent and literal interpretation, which rightly divides the Bible (2 Timothy 2:15). It recognizes the obvious distinctions between the resurrections, judgments, law and grace, sabbath, the Lord's Day, Israel and the Church. It's a system of interpretation which does not seek to spiritualize the Bible into some book of meaningless symbols. It's the system that honestly sees pre-tribulationalism and pre-millennialism as scripturally correct. It will not seek to promote a "social gospel" in order to transform a wicked society and bring in the kingdom.

7. Second Timothy 2:15 declares that we must "rightly divide" (literally "cut straight") the Scriptures. We must cut or divide the Word of God straight. This involves a careful analysis of dispensational distinctives and differences. To ignore the different stewardships will breed confusion. One of the early church fathers by the name of Augustine said:

"Distinguish the dispensations and you will understand the Scriptures."

8. Covenant Theology or the Reformed Theology tradition of Augustine and Calvin are widely accepted today. It is a system of interpretation which grossly spiritualizes the Bible. It denies the teaching about the dispensational programs of God and only emphasizes a covenant of works and grace. It denies the great future covenant program of God to Israel and claims that the church today is fulfilling the Old Testament promises to Israel. According to this view, the New Testament church is really the Israel of the Old Testament. The teaching of Covenant Theology denies a literal rapture, tribulation, millennium and spiritualizes all the great prophecies dealing with these events and time periods.

9. Hyper (Extreme) Dispensationalism, also called Ultra Dispensationalism or "Grace Teaching," becomes over critical of the divisions in the Scriptures. For instance, they try to create a separate "kingdom church" in the early part of the book of Acts, which is composed only of Jews. They try to do away with the Gospels, which deal with the great commission passages, baptism and the Lord's Supper. They claim that these Scriptures are not relevant for this age. This approach to the Scripture causes confusion and controversy, where there is to be none. The plain understanding of certain passages for this age are misconstrued by the extreme dispensational writers.

10.  Progressive Dispensationalism is a newer twist to the dispensational approach to the Scriptures. This scheme of interpretation tries to argue that Jesus Christ is presently seated upon the throne of David in Heaven and has in some sense already inaugurated the Davidic Kingdom. This kind of reasoning is trying to accommodate Reformed Theology and begins to run dangerously close to the concept that the promises of the Davidic Covenant to Israel are fulfilled in the present day church. It begins to blur distinctions between the church and Israel and their distinct promises. The Bible is very clear that the rule of Christ on the Throne of David has only a future aspect attached to it.

"He shall be great, and shall be called the Son of the Highest: and the Lord God shall give unto him the throne of his father David: And he shall reign over the house of Jacob forever; and of his kingdom there shall be no end." (Luke 1:32-33)

ADDED NOTES OF INTEREST

A. The way of salvation throughout all the dispensations has always been the same. It has always been by grace, through faith, plus nothing (see Hebrews 11:4; Genesis 6:8, 15:6). Before the cross, people looked ahead to Calvary. Following the cross, people look back to Calvary (John 8:56).
B. There are several characteristics within each dispensation. They all involve a certain time period. Furthermore, they all contain a test (responsibility), a failure of mankind and a judgment with mankind.

Innocence
Test — Do not eat of the fruit (Genesis 2:17)

Failure — Eating of the fruit (Genesis 3:6)

Judgment — Human race plunged into sin (Romans 5:12)

                       The earth cursed (Genesis 3:14-19)

Conscience
Test — Be responsible and do all known good (Genesis 3:22)

Failure — Man becomes increasingly wicked (Genesis 6:5)

Judgment — The Genesis Flood (Genesis 7-8)

Human Government

Test — Spread throughout the world and rule (govern) it for God

             (Genesis 9:1-2)

Failure — Man congregates together and rebels (Genesis 11:1-4)

Judgment — Tower of Babel (language division) (Genesis 11:5-9)

Promise

Test — Remain in the Promised Land of blessing (Genesis 12:1,

             26:1-5)

Failure — Abraham went down into Egypt causing his descendents

                  to follow his footsteps (Exodus 1:1)

Judgment — Egyptian bondage (Exodus 1)

Law
Test — Follow God's law for blessing in life (Exodus 19:5)

Failure — Breaking of God's law (Exodus 32:15-28)

Judgment — Captivities of the people of God (II Kings 17 and 25)

Grace
Test — Only believe in God's grace for salvation (Ephesians 2:8-9)

Failure — Man decides to follow law (works) instead of the grace way

                 of salvation, ending in apostasy (Galatians 1:6;

                 2 Thessalonians 2:3)

Judgment — The commencement of the Tribulation period

                       (Revelation 3:10) and the judgment upon the

                       unbelieving church (Revelation 17:16)

Tribulation
Test — Repent of your wicked ways and believe the Gospel of the

             Kingdom (Matthew 24:14; Joel 2:32)

Failure — Man deifies himself and rejects God (Rev.13:8, 16:9, 11).

Judgment — Return of Christ to judge the surviving earth

                      (Matthew 24-25; Revelation 14:14-20, 19:11-21)

Kingdom
Test — Honor the King (Jesus Christ) and live in a righteous manner

             for 1,000 years (Matt. 5-7)

Failure — Man rebels at the end of the Millenium under Satan's

                 leading (Revelation 20:7-9)

Judgment — Destruction of the world and universe (II Peter 3:10-11)

C. The actual order of God's dispensational program would be the Dispensation of Innocence, Conscience, Human Government, Promise, Law, Grace, Tribulation, and Kingdom (eternal kingdom).

*DID YOU TAKE A LAMB TO CHURCH LAST SUNDAY? IF NOT, WHY NOT? It's because you must believe in the dispensational approach to the Scriptures. You must be a dispensationalist even if you don't realize it or deny it!

PAGE  
2

