Dispensationalism 

Chuck Swindoll (1934- ), upon becoming president at Dallas Theological Seminary, was asked about traditional dispensationalism.  He replied, “I think that dispensations is a scare word. I’m not sure we’re going to make dispensationalism a part of our marquee as we talk about our school.” When asked whether the term dispensationalism would disappear, Swindoll replied, “It may and perhaps it should” (Christianity Today, Oct. 25, 1993).

John Gerstner (1914-1996) wrote, “Dispensationalism . . . is in constant deviation from essential historical Christianity...” (Wrongly Dividing the Word of Truth, 2000, p. 68).
Ben Witherington (1951- ) wrote, “The problem in part with Dispensationalism was not only that it did not recognize that a good deal of biblical prophecy either actually has been fulfilled (though sometimes in a less than absolutely literal manner), but also that a good deal of biblical prophecy was conditional in nature to begin with (and thus when the conditions were not met, the fulfillment never came).” (The Problem with Evangelical Theology: Testing the Exegetical Foundations of Calvinism, Dispensationalism, and Wesleyanism, 2005, p. 96)
Michael Salmon writes, in an online article titled, “The Heresy of Dispensationalism”,     “This article is on the heretical teaching of dispensationalism…” (Tuesday, April 29, 2014).

So, in view of statements like these, why would Holly Hills Bible Church put the words below in its doctrinal statement?
Dispensational Interpretation - We believe that Scripture is to be interpreted according to its grammatical and historical context, including that God, Who does not change, deals in a different manner with the Gentile nations, the people of Israel, and the God-created body of heavenly saints called “the Church”. We believe that all who are saved of all time are saved entirely by faith in Christ, either looking forward or back to the cross. (John 14:6; Acts 4:12; Romans 11:1,2; 1 Corinthians 9:17; 1 Corinthians 10:32; Ephesians 1:10; Ephesians 2:11-22; Ephesians 3:2; Colossians 1:25) 

1) There has been both misunderstanding and misrepresentation of dispensationalism on the part of its critics.  For example, Ben Witherington, quoted above, has also written two PowerPoint slide sets that he uses to teach at Asbury Theological Seminary in Kentucky, entitled, “Dispensing with Dispensationalism”.  Much of what is on those slides is simply not true or presents the view of someone who holds an obscure and unusual viewpoint among dispensationalists.

2) Critics of dispensationalism often assume that their particular theological viewpoint and approach to Scripture is the standard against which any other viewpoint or approach to Scripture is to be measured.  John Gerstner is a Calvinist, so he assumes that any teaching that is not Calvinist is unbiblical.  Ben Witherington, on the other hand, is an Arminian, yet he likewise opposes dispensationalism.  

Critics of dispensationalism often insist upon using some degree or kind of allegorized interpretation of Scripture, such as Gerstner, Witherington and Salmon do, regarding events that are seen as future to the time in which Scripture was written.  Question: Were the prophecies about Jesus Christ’s first coming fulfilled allegorically or literally?      
3) The dispensational approach to Scripture seeks to draw out the meaning of the text by understanding all of the elements of the original language, history and culture, in its context.  This means that we are to understand Scripture literally, unless the context indicates it should be understood otherwise, as a figure of speech, allegory, illustration, etc.  Critics of dispensationalism often include a theological system in the interpretive process, in which the theological system is imposed upon the text.  The usual justification for that is to make reference to centuries of interpretive tradition, which often is founded upon centuries of allegorizing some portion of the text of Scripture.

4) Reading the whole of Scripture in its grammatical and historical contexts, there are a great many points of both comparison and contrast between the Gentiles, Israel and those of us in the church.  Those who do not hold to a dispensational viewpoint are typically inclined to minimize the contrasts in the interpretive process rather than take them at face value.  For example, the apostle Paul can write that we in the church are not under law but under grace (Romans 6:14, 15), that we’ve died to the law (Romans 7:4-6; Galatians 2:19), that the law has been taken out of the way in order to join the Jews and Gentiles into one body, the church (Ephesians 2:11-22), etc.  Yet many who criticize the dispensational approach to Scripture will seek to put some part of the Law of Moses on those in the church, the body of Christ.  
5) Dispensationalists have not always presented their approach to Scripture and the biblical basis for dispensationalism well or clearly, and there have been different schools of thought within dispensationalism (classical dispensationalism, progressive dispensationalism and ultradispensationalism).  Even variations in the definition of the word ‘dispensation’ have brought confusion.  We’ll address that question right now.

Defining the Word ‘Dispensation’ & Providing Its Biblical Basis

Cyrus I. Scofield defined a dispensation as ‘a period of time during which man is tested…”.  As we’ll see, time is one aspect of the arrangement or assignment of the one entrusted with a stewardship.  So time is not the primary focus of the dispensations, but secondary.   
Charles Ryrie wrote, “A concise definition of a dispensation is this: A dispensation is a distinguishable economy in the outworking of God's purpose.”                             Dispensationalism, 1995, p.23.  This definition, however, uses the perhaps confusing word ‘economy’, which brings money to mind for most people.  But Ryrie also wrote, “As far as the use of the word [dispensation] in Scripture is concerned, a dispensation may be defined as a stewardship, administration, oversight, or management of others' property.”
Ryrie then quotes Clarence E. Mason, Jr., dean for many years at Philadelphia College of Bible, who includes descriptive features of dispensations in his definition:

The word dispensation means literally a stewardship or administration or economy. Therefore, in its Biblical usage, a dispensation is a divinely established stewardship of a particular revelation of God's mind and will which brings added responsibility to the whole race of men or that portion of the race to whom the revelation is particularly given by God.
It is Mason’s definition that going to be most useful, in that it focuses on stewardship.  As we examine key aspects of a stewardship, we find these aspects among the many and various stewardships in Scripture.
· The one entrusting                                                      
· The one entrusted (the steward)                                 
· The title of the one entrusted                                             
· The character of the one entrusted                               
· The work of the one entrusted                                      
· The arrangement or assignment of entrusting   
· The principles of entrusting                                        
· The objective of the one entrusted                                      
· The domain entrusted                                                      
· The call of those in the domain
· The principles of succession within the domain of the stewardship
If we go through Scripture with these aspects of a stewardship in mind, we will see stewardships of many kinds in Scripture, from Genesis to Revelation
.  Additionally, we can identify many of the aspects of these stewardships.  The word oikonomia, or its verb form oikonomeo, are often put forth as the singular basis of the word ‘dispensation’, but using this approach it becomes only one of the many names and words used to convey the various aspects of the stewardships.  

The Bible’s teaching on stewardships is then discovered to be clear, having abundant support throughout God’s word.  In what has often been referred to as a ‘dispensation’, God will be found to be the one entrusting or establishing a stewardship.  The one being initially entrusted in Scripture’s most significant stewardships would include names like Adam, Noah, Moses, Christ and the apostles.  The following pages provide examples and further explanation.

In summary

For the sake of clarity we propose that the obscure and variously understood term ‘dispensation’ be explained by the more commonly used and clearly understood word ‘stewardship’.  The most useful and solidly-founded understanding of the many biblical stewardships is to view each one on the basis of observing what Scripture reveals regarding the aspects of each biblical stewardship.  For each stewardship, we should be asking whether the stewardship is founded upon a Principle of Law or a Principle of Grace, since Scripture itself emphasizes this distinction.  As God has revealed in Scripture, it can be shown clearly that God’s dealings with mankind are:

· Principally among three people groups: Gentiles, Israel & the Church

· By two fundamental Principles of Stewardship: Law and Grace

· All for God’s glory, in fulfillment of God’s eternal purpose
Identifying Aspects of a Stewardship

Rather than limiting our identification of stewardships to the support provided by the Greek word oikonomia, a more comprehensive understanding of the stewardships in Scripture can be gained by recognizing all the stewardships by what is revealed regarding the known aspects of each stewardship.  Given that approach, the Greek word oikonomia will be seen to indicate one or two of the aspects of a stewardship.  The example of stewardship given below (Hebrew 3:1-6) actually has three stewardships in the one passage: from God to Moses, from God to Christ, and from God to Himself. 

Aspects of the Stewardships

                                 Passage: Hebrews 3:1-6

	The one entrusting


	
	God
	God
	God

	The one being entrusted (steward)


	Moses
	Christ
	God


	Title of the one entrusted
	servant (therapon)
	Apostle, High Priest, Son
	Builder

	Character of the one entrusted
	faithful
	faithful, worthy of more glory than Moses
	

	Work of the one entrusted
	
	
	

	Arrangement or assignment of entrusting
	
	
	

	Principles of entrusting
	
	
	

	Objective of the one entrusted

	
	
	

	The domain entrusted
	His house
	holy brethren; partakers of                         a holy calling;                His house we are
	all things, house

	The call of those in the domain
	
	Our confession; rest
	

	Principles of succession within the domain
	
	
	


Notice that in the above example, in Hebrews 3:1-6:

· The compound Greek word oikonomia is not used (but part of the compound word, oikos, is used more than once).  Even though the word ‘stewardship’ is not used in the context, the aspects of the stewardships are revealed and are quite clear.

· While there is not enough revealed in Hebrews 3:1-6 to fill in each box for all three of the stewardships, we could do so from the rest of Scripture.  We could also add more information and clarification from the rest of Scripture for each of the boxes where this passage does have directly revealed information.  

· The above passage focuses on the founding or originating of a stewardship rather than on subsequent stewards maintaining the house under the continuing principle or principles of the stewardship.  For Moses, the continuing principle of the stewardship was Law, but for Christ the continuing principle of the stewardship was Grace.

Ephesians 3:1-13 (NASU)

For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles-- 2 if indeed you have heard of the stewardship [oikonomia] of God's grace which was given to me for you; 3 that by revelation there was made known to me the mystery, as I wrote before in brief. 4 By referring to this, when you read you can understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, 5 which in other generations was not made known to the sons of men, as it has now been revealed to His holy apostles and prophets in the Spirit; 6 to be specific, that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel, 7 of which I was made a minister, according to the gift of God's grace which was given to me according to the working of His power. 8 To me, the very least of all saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unfathomable riches of Christ, 9 and to bring to light what is the administration of the mystery which for ages has been hidden in God who created all things; 10 so that the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known through the church to the rulers and the authorities in the heavenly places.  11 This was in accordance with the eternal purpose which He carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, 12 in whom we have boldness and confident access through faith in Him. 13 Therefore I ask you not to lose heart at my tribulations on your behalf, for they are your glory. 

Aspects of the Stewardships

                               Passage: Ephesians 3:1-13
	The one entrusting


	
	God, through Christ

	The one(s) being entrusted (stewards)


	Paul, apostles & prophets

	Title of the one being entrusted
	A minister, prisoner of Christ

	Character of the one being entrusted
	boldness & confidence through faith

	Work of the one being entrusted
	minister, steward

	Arrangement or assignment of entrusting
	steward of God’s grace to the Gentiles

	Principles of entrusting
	Principle of Grace, God’s eternal purpose

	Objective of the one being entrusted

	conveying the grace truths and that the Gentiles are fellow heirs & members

	The domain of the stewardship
	the Gentiles

	The call of those in the domain
	to understand Paul’s insight

	Principles of succession within the domain
	


Regarding the above passage: 

· This passage does indeed have the word oikonomia, but also includes other words explaining oikonomia (“God's grace which was given to me for you”, “the gift of God’s grace which was given to me”, etc.).

· At least some information is provided in the passage regarding aspects of the stewardship, and some aspects have abundant information even before going to other passages to supplement what is in this passage.

· The most significant detail about time provided in this passage is that the specific gospel with which Paul has been entrusted (and entrusted is another significant word indicating a stewardship) was not previously revealed in Old Testament times.  

1 Peter 5:1-4 (NASU)

Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness of the sufferings of Christ, and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed, 2 shepherd the flock of God among you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; and not for sordid gain, but with eagerness; 3 nor yet as lording it over those allotted to your charge, but proving to be examples to the flock.       4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory.

Aspects of the Stewardships

                                  Passage: 1 Peter 5:1-4

	The one entrusting


	
	Christ, the Chief Shepherd

	The one(s) being entrusted (stewards)


	elders in each church

	Title of the one being entrusted
	Elder

	Character of the one being entrusted
	

	Work of the one being entrusted
	shepherd, exercise oversight, example

	Arrangement or assignment entrusting
	as above

	Principles of entrusting
	voluntarily, with eagerness

	Objective of the one being entrusted

	

	The domain of responsibility
	the flock of God among you,                      those allotted to your charge

	The call of those in the domain
	

	Principles of succession within the domain
	


Regarding the above passage:

· In this passage, the stewardship is not principally about the originator, Christ, Who as Hebrews 3:1-6 reveals, has His stewardship from God, but is about the stewardship of the elders under Christ, the Chief Shepherd.

· Most of the aspects have information revealed in the passage, but we could fill and supplement the stewardship information in this passage with that from other passages in the New Testament.

· One could even begin to justify adding to the number of aspects of a dispensation to include the judgments and rewards due to a steward.  In this case, the elders are promised a crown of glory, according to the manner in which they have carried out their stewardship relative to the assignment and principles of their stewardship.

Suggested additional passages

Though the above will serve as initial examples, we have made the point that this approach to stewardships can be applied to a great number of passages, from Genesis to Revelation.  Some additional passages that one might investigate along these lines would include Genesis 39:1-9 (Joseph in Potiphar’s house), Exodus 3 (Moses’ initial assignment by God), Deuteronomy 28 (blessings or curses for Israel under the Law); Ezekiel 34 (the shepherds of Israel and their total failure as stewards, with God’s assignment of Himself as their Shepherd), 2 Timothy (Paul’s charges to Timothy regarding Scripture and the things that Timothy has been taught) and Revelation (John and the angels as stewards).

Appendix B: God as the Ultimate Steward

The stewardships that can be broadly observed in Scripture place a significant person as the human initiator or founder of each of the stewardships (Noah, Moses, Christ, et al).  But there are some passages that identify God Himself as the Steward over all of creation.  In instances where God acts unilaterally
 to make significant changes in the manner in which He deals with humans, or to manage the universe towards His eternal purpose, God is taking both the place of the one giving responsibility and the one receiving responsibility (see the bullets listing primary aspects of the stewardships on page 3).  God’s administration of His creation is often looked upon as God exercising His sovereignty over His creation in fulfillment of His eternal purpose.  Some passages that convey God as the administrator or steward over His creation include:

Ephesians 1:9-10
 (NASU)

He made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His kind intention which     He purposed in Him 10 with a view to an administration [being God’s administration: oikonomia] 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.

Hebrews 3:4 (NASU)
For every house is built by someone, but the builder of all things is God.

In summary

There are some passages in which God does not assign the management or task to another, but takes on the management or task for Himself.  In these instances the aspects of stewardship may be evident from the passage, and can be observed in order to better understand the work of God as the Ultimate Steward. 

Appendix C: Time & the Stewardships

Though a stewardship (or, as it has been called, ‘a dispensation’) is not a time or time period (see page 2), we noted that time is an important secondary feature of the aspect of a stewardship that is the arrangement or assignment of entrusting (see the 6th bullet on page 3).  Scripture indicates that the specific and pivotal points in time as well as the designated spans of time are aspects of God’s actions as the Ultimate Steward over His creation.

Acts 1:6-8 (NASU)

So when they had come together, they were asking Him, saying, "Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?" 7 He said to them, "It is not for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His own authority; 8 but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth."  

Acts 17:26 (NASU)

and He made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined their appointed times and the boundaries of their habitation, 

Galatians 4:4-5 (NASU; see also Romans 5:6: “…at the right time…”)

But when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the Law, 5 so that He might redeem those who were under the Law, that we might receive the adoption as sons.

1 Thessalonians 5:1 (NASU)

Now as to the times and the epochs, brethren, you have no need of anything to be written to you.

And finally

Integral with the time aspect of God’s stewardship over His creation is Scripture’s recognition of specific ages (1 Corinthians 2:6; Ephesians 1:21) and the time of God’s establishment of each of the covenants (Genesis 9, 12, et al).  Since all of Scripture was not revealed at one time, it is apparent that God revealed the contents of Scripture over a period of centuries (about 15 centuries, from Moses to the apostles).  God’s sequential revelation of the content of Scripture has come to be known as progressive revelation.
� � HYPERLINK "http://hcfaz.blogspot.com/2014/04/the-heresy-of-dispensationalism.html" ��http://hcfaz.blogspot.com/2014/04/the-heresy-of-dispensationalism.html�


� See Appendix A: Identifying Aspects of a Stewardship, page 6.


� See Appendix B: God as the Ultimate Steward.





� When Scripture reveals that God acted unilaterally in His dealings with humans, this is often recognized as an ‘unconditional covenant’, such as the covenant with Abraham (Genesis 12) or with David (1 Chronicles 17:1-15).





� An interpretive understanding of Ephesians 1:9-10 could be stated in this way:


“He, the Father, made known to us in the Church, through the apostles and prophets, the previously unrevealed mystery of His will, according to His kind intention which He, the Father, purposed in Christ 10 from the plan and perspective of God’s administration of all things, which we now know includes the Church, toward the full completion and final stage of the earthly times, that is, the summing up and bringing into submission of all things in Christ in the millennial kingdom, including all the things in the heavens and things on the earth.”  This understanding places God as the Ultimate Steward over His creation, for the fulfillment of His eternal purpose.
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