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DISPENSATIONALISM: THE BASICS

WHAT IS IT? 
It is a system of interpreting the bible that holds to three basic tenets:
1) Consistent application of a plain, normal, literal, grammatical-historical hermeneutic,
2) Because of this hermeneutic we discover that the Church is distinct from Israel…
3) And we discover that the overall purpose of God is doxological (to glorify himself).

Another key factor: The discovery (because of the literal hermeneutic) that God has dealt with humanity in different ways in different ages, each of these “ways of dealing with humanity” is called a “Dispensation.” 

General Key Features of a “Dispensation”
1) A Period of Time/Section of Scripture
2) A Responsibility Given to Humanity
3) A Judgment from God for Failing that Responsibility
4) An Ushering in of a New Dispensation

In Normative Dispensationalism there are 7 main dispensations. 
	NAME
	SCRIPTURE
	RESPONSIBILITY
	JUDGMENT

	Innocence
	Genesis 1:3-3:6
	Keep Garden; Do not eat one fruit; Fill and Subdue Earth; Fellowship with God
	Curses; Physical and Spiritual death

	Conscience
	Genesis 3:7-8:14
	Do good
	Flood

	Civil Government
	Genesis 8:15-11:9
	Fill Earth; Exercise capital punishment
	Forced scattering by confusion of languages

	Patriarchal Rule
	Genesis 11:10-Exodus 18:27
	Stay in Promise Land; Believe and obey God
	Egyptian Bondage and wilderness wanderings

	Mosaic Law
	Exodus 19:1-  John 14:30
	Keep the Law; Walk with God
	Babylonian captivity and postponement of kingdom

	Grace
	Acts 2:1- Revelation 19:21
	Believe in Christ; Walk with Christ
	Death; loss of rewards

	Millennium
	Rev 20:1-15
	Believe and obey Christ and his Government
	Death; Great White Throne Judgment


*Adapted from Ryrie’s Dispensationalism: Revised and Expanded pg 54. 

Think of it less as a period of time and more as an administration or government. (more on this later)

But the next question should be… “WHERE IN THE BIBLE DOES THIS COME FROM?”




WHERE IN THE BIBLE DOES THIS COME FROM?

1) The Entire Bible
- Progressive Revelation:
	The main element of the bible that reveals Dispensationalism is the principle of progressive revelation. Through history, we see God progressively revealing more information, more truth to humanity. After the fall he gave the protoevangellium (first gospel) in Gen 3:15. All Adam and even knew was that a seed of theirs would one day defeat Satan. Then with the Mosaic Law, they saw an example of what a sacrifice for sins looks like. Then the prophets revealed information about this “messiah” that they were to look for. In Jesus, we have the messiah and the salvation from sins. Then in Paul, we have an understanding of the mystery of the Church. This principle of progressive revelation shows us the different dispensations. 

- Literal Interpretation:
	If you do not literally interpret the Bible, you will not find dispensationalism there. If you think Adam and Eve, Noah, and Moses were not real historical people, but fictional characters made up to illustrate a point, then the dispensations are just as imaginary as the characters. 

- The Unconditional Covenants of God: 
	God has used Covenants with Humanity throughout the ages. One of them, the Abrahamic covenant, (found in Gen 12:1-13) was made with Abraham, about the literal ethnic nation of Israel. This Covenant is later split up and reiterated in various places (Deut 30, 2 Sam 7, Jer 31) He promised Abraham and his physical descendants (1) Land, (2) Seed, (3) Blessing. The first two have yet to be fulfilled, and unless God lied or broke his promise, they will still be fulfilled to literal Israel. This means Israel must still exist and have a future interaction with God, and must be distinct from the church. 


2) Why the word “Dispensationalism”? 
Dispensation comes from the Latin dispensatio 
Dispensatio = oikonomia (greek)
Oikonomia: (from oikos= house, and nomos=law) A compound word that means “to divide, administer, or manage the affairs of a house.”  Often translated “stewardship” “dispensation” “administration” or “job” .       It appears 20 times in the New Testament, twice in the exact dispensational sense. 

Eph 1:9-10    He made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His kind intention which He purposed in Him with a view to an administration suitable to the fullness of the times, that is, the summing up of all things in Christ, things in the heavens and things on the earth.

Eph 3:2-3   if indeed you have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace which was given to me for you; that by revelation there was made known to me the mystery, as I wrote before in brief.




WHAT DO DISPENSATIONALISTS BELIEVE ABOUT…

Salvation? 
	Dispensationalists have been accused of teaching multiple ways of salvation. They don’t. It seems like they do, because there are different responsibilities for humanity in every dispensation, but there is always only one way to have eternal life: grace, through faith. It is the nature of this “faith” that needs to be discussed.

	In EVERY DISPENSATION:
· the basis of salvation is the death of Christ, a free gift from God.
· the requirement for salvation is faith.
· the object of the faith is God.

What CHANGES:
· the content of the faith.

In other words, Every person who ever lived on earth is responsible for responding to the amount of revelation available to them with an equitable faith in the true triune God. 

End Times?
	Dispensationalists are always premillennial (the view that the “1000 years” of Rev 20 have not yet occurred in any sense). Most dispensationalists believe in a Rapture that is separate from the 2nd coming and a literal, future, 7-year tribulation. 

The Role of the Church?
	Dispensationalists see the church as having a beginning and an end. It began at Pentecost (Acts 2) and will end with the rapture. It’s job is to fulfill the great commission of Matthew 28: Go into the nations and make disciples (learners, followers) of Jesus baptizing them and teaching them everything Jesus commanded. The church is not in the Old Testament and it has not replaced Israel as the chosen of God. It is a completely separate entity that has been grafted into the tree that is Israel. The church will cease to exist one day but the promises God made to Israel will be eternally fulfilled. 

The Importance of Christ’s redemptive work?
	Dispensationalists say that the redemptive work of Christ is not the highest and greatest purpose of God. It might be the second highest, but the highest is the glory of God. The purpose of creation was to glorify God, not redeem humanity. Through the redemption of humanity, God will receive glory, but it is a means, not the end. 

END RESULT?
If you believe in: (1) Consistent literal interpretation of the bible, (2) the church is not the same as Israel, (3) God’s overall purpose is His own glory, you are a Dispensationalist… whether you like it or not.  (put another way: if you’re not sacrificing lambs in the temple for your sins, you’re a dispensationalist!) 


CRITICISMS OF DISPENSATIONALISM:
1) Newness: Dispensationalism has only been around as a true “system” since Pierre Poiret (late 1600’s). It wasn’t popularized until John Nelson Darby published his annotated study bible in the 1830’s. Most critics say that since it’s so young, it can’t be true. 
	- Response: 1) Dispensationalism as a system is new, but the ideas that make up that system are not. Literal interpretation, a Church and Israel distinction, and doxological purpose of God are all straight from the 1st century, as is premillennialism and a futurist interpretation of Revelation. While the actual system hasn’t been around as long as some would like, the pieces have all been here since the writing of the New Testament, Darby and others merely put the pieces together.
		       2) Newness never necessarily negates truth, nor does advanced age always affirm it. There are some church fathers who were simply dead wrong in their interpretations, even though they lived closer to the time of Christ than we do. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
2) It goes against many church fathers: the major church fathers taught ideas very different from Dispensationalism.
 - Response: This is a weighted statement. Dispensationalism does oppose some of the major church fathers, particularly in the areas of eschatology (study of end-times) but this is only because of the history of the church fathers. The earliest Church fathers, those closest to the 1st century, held mostly dispensational views on hermeneutics (method of interpreting the Bible) and eschatology, particularly those in the Antiochian school (Tertullian, Justin Martyr, Polycarp, Ignatius). But church fathers from around the 4th century in the Alexandrian School (Origen, Augustine, Jerome, Gregory, etc) began allegorizing scripture. The Antiochian school was condemned in at Chalcedon and the baby was thrown out with the bath water. The Alexandrian school took charge in the church and, in particular, whatever Augustine thought was what everyone else thought for almost 1000 years. Since Augustine was wrong on end-times matters and the allegorization of scripture, it stuck throughout the middle ages and up through the reformation. In reality, it was the influence of these 3rd and 4th century church fathers that has led modern scholars to believe non-dispensational views are “more widely accepted” and “the majority view among church fathers”.

3) 2 Ways of Salvation: Dispensationalism opponents say that it teaches 2 ways of salvation. They say Dispensationalists think that people were saved by works of the law in the Old Testament. This is due to a misunderstanding of what it actually teaches, and poor communication on the part of dispensationalists on this matter. 
- * This matter was dealt with in the “What do dispensationalists believe about…” section 

4) End-times-nuts: Opponents say Dispensationalists are just nuts obsessed with figuring out who the anti-christ is.
	- Response: This is merely a childish straw-man fallacy. Dispensationalists merely want to do justice to what the text actually says and do not ignore end-times because the text actually says something about it. 

5) Divisiveness: Because Dispensationalism began as a separatist movement with Darby, opponents say that it merely stirs up trouble and promotes disunity. 
	- Response: separatism is not wrong if the main organization is in error on important matters. Think of Martin Luther and the Roman Catholic Church. 
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