Q&A 13: When did the church begin – Acts 2, Acts 9, Acts 10, Acts 13, Acts 28, or…? 

A: A step in the right direction
To get to the root of this question, we need to define two terms: Dispensationalism and Ultradispensationalism. 

A definition of terms

“Dispensationalism” is a term founded in church history, but which has lost any clear meaning in everyday use in the English language.  “Ultradispensationalism”, then, is         a term which has “ultra-lost” its meaning in everyday use.  In view of that, let’s get “unlost”:

Dispensationalism: In “classical definition”, Dispensationalism has these three primary characteristics
:

(1) a distinction between Israel and the Church (as opposed to the Church replacing Israel)

(2) literal hermeneutics (as opposed to imposing allegorical interpretation arbitrarily upon the text of Scripture); and 

(3) A view which sees the glory of God as the underlying purpose of God in the world. (As opposed to redemption)

Classical Dispensationalism views the Church as being in existence from Acts 2 to the time of the Rapture, when Christ will take His bride, the Church to be with Him in the heavenlies.  A pivotal understanding of the dispensations is that they are stewardships – God has entrusted others (Abraham, Moses, Christ, etc.) with people, places, etc.
 
Ultradispensationalism: 

Ultradispensationalism varies from Classical Dispensationalism in that the beginning of the Church is typically placed in Acts chapter 9, 13 or 28
.  The conversion of Paul (Acts 9), the start of his missionary ministry (Acts 13) or his ministry while imprisoned in Rome (Acts 28) are typically viewed by Ultradispensationalists as the basis for the beginning of the Church
.  The “Church” that was in existence from Acts 2 until the later time in Acts (9, 13 or 28) is then viewed as “another Church” or “the Jewish Church”.  Sometimes “Ultradispensationalism” is also called “Hyperdispensationalism”.  Both are terms that are shunned by those who hold to these views.  One impact of these views is to sometimes hold certain New Testament epistles as not directly written for the Church.  Another related impact is to set aside baptism and/ or the Lord’s Table as proper for observance in the Church.

Before proceeding, it is important to note that this critique is not intended to imply that Ultradispensationalists are not saved, nor to ignore their many positive accomplishments and sound biblical teachings in other areas.

So in Dispensationalism, are we dispensing with anything?

We have defined “Dispensationalism” in “Classical” terms.  Within Christendom, there are also deviations from “Classical Dispensationalism” which still retain the name in their title.  Most prominent and recent among these is Progressive Dispensationalism, originally fostered by Saucy, Blaising and Bock
.  Progressive Dispensationalism can be summarized as a cross between Classical Dispensationalism and Covenant Theology
.  While whole books have been written in critique of Progressive Dispensationalism, along with numerous articles, here are some of the more significant things lost or at risk in Progressive Dispensationalism:

· “The blessed hope…” of Christ’s appearing as a Pretribulation Rapture (Titus 2:13).

· Clarity of Scripture: a frequent term in Progressive Dispensational literature is “already / not yet”, which regularly confuses the time distinctions established by the Father (Acts 1:6-8).  This loss of time clarity also carries over into the selective allegorization of Scripture passages.

· The distinction between Israel and the Church, which also provides the opportunity to blur the line between the Church and the Law (Romans 7:1-6; 2 Corinthians 3:18; Galatians 3:1-5:12; Ephesians 2:14-16; Colossians 2:12-14, et al).

So is Ultradispensationalism just really, really super?
Those of the Acts 9, 13 and 28 Ultradispensationalist positions appropriately note that the church has been silent on the apostleship and message of the Apostle Paul.  The influence of Catholicism and Covenant Theology have tended to diminish in the minds of Christians the uniqueness of Paul's apostleship, the special revelation given to him alone, and the message that he communicates and that is not conveyed by any of the other apostles.  Even among dispensationalists, this has been often underemphasized.

Ultradispensationalists acknowledge that the supernatural sign gifts of the Acts period are no longer in operation, and reference 1 Corinthians 13:8-13.  The "Acts period" covers about 30 years of time, ending in about 61 AD.  Tongues was fading, but ended in 70 AD.
  Knowledge and prophecy ended with the completion of the New Testament in 96 AD.  The end of the Acts period (up to about 61 AD) was not the termination point.  Paul speaks of the "things that mark an apostle" (2 Corinthians 12:12), and these were done both before and after Acts 9 (before Acts 9 in Acts 2:43, Acts 3:-10, Acts 5:5-16,  Acts 6:8, for example).  There was still an apostle alive until 96 AD - well beyond the Acts period, ending about 61 AD.

In Acts 10 Peter goes to the Gentiles, by the Lord's divine revelation and insistence.  Then in Acts 11 he goes back to Jerusalem and explains to the Jewish brothers there: 

Acts 11:15-17 (NASU)

"And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as He did upon us at the beginning. 16 "And I remembered the word of the Lord, how He used to say, ' John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.'  17 "Therefore if God gave to them the same gift as He gave to us also after believing in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could stand in God's way?" (emphasis added)

Peter made the initial point here about when the beginning of the church actually took place: “…at the beginning”.  Notice that the Holy Spirit came on both Jews (before Acts 9) and Gentiles (after Acts 9) in the same way.  The introduction of the gospel to the Gentiles in Acts 10 was done by Peter - not by Paul.

1 Corinthians 2:13 and Ephesians 4:5 tell us that we are baptized spiritually into the body of Christ by the Holy Spirit which identifies us spiritually with Christ's death, burial and resurrection.  Scripture certainly supports this teaching.  There is no distinction made, however, between how this happens with Jews in Acts 2 (Peter present), Samaritans in Acts 8 (Peter present), Gentiles in Acts 10 (Peter present), or Jews in a Gentile land in Acts 19 (Paul present).  Peter presents the death, burial and resurrection of Christ in Acts 2 and in Acts 4:2 & 33, just as Paul presents these truths after Acts 9.  

The typical Acts 9 Ultradispensationalist will make much of the presentation to Israel in early chapters of Acts and to the Gentiles in the later chapters.  The fact is that Acts presents a transition of ministry throughout, though Gentiles are mentioned from Acts 1:8 (you shall be my witnesses....to the ends of the earth.") to the end, as are Jews.  The rejection of the Jews continues well past Acts 9 (see Acts 28:17-28, especially verse 28).  

Paul had a special ministry appointment to the Gentiles and Peter and the others to the Jews (Galatians 2:7, 8).  Paul was also given special revelation and personal teaching from the Lord which made him unique in what he wrote to the churches.  Only he writes about the Body of Christ, being sealed with the Holy Spirit, etc.  However, Paul's ministry of letters in which he writes these things did not begin until some time after his conversion.  

Based on the above, and viewing the previous transitions from one dispensation to another, it is best to view Acts as a period of transition, in which the church was indeed begun in Acts 2, but in which the understanding of what it meant, and the working out of its implications took time - even for the apostles, and even for Paul.  Further, Paul was given unique revelations that made clear things that were previously not known (Ephesians 3:1-13).  The Church, then, was initiated on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2),   but not made known to Paul until after he had been given special revelation (Galatians 1:11,12), and Paul was not sent out as an apostle to the Gentiles until later, and most clearly in Acts 13, when he and Barnabas had been sent by the church at Antioch, which was founded initially by the Holy Spirit's work through Peter in Acts 2 (see Acts 11:19, 20)!  

To compare it with the beginning of the previous dispensation of the Law, Moses was given a part of the law (the 10 commandments) and then given other parts later, so that the Jews finally had all the law, but not yet the land.  They had to take that militarily.
Dividing believers over arbitrary ending and starting points is unbiblical – even between Peter and Paul.  Doesn't even Paul himself write:

1 Corinthians 1:10-13 (NASU)

Now I exhort you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all agree, and there be no divisions among you, but you be made complete in the same mind and in the same judgment. 11 For I have been informed concerning you, my brethren, by Chloe's people, that there are quarrels among you. 12 Now I mean this, that each one of you is saying, "I am of Paul," and "I of Apollos," and "I of Cephas [Peter]," and "I of Christ."  13 Has Christ been divided? Paul was not crucified for you, was he?  Or were you baptized in the name of Paul? 

The Lord used Peter, and the Lord used Paul, and the Lord used John (the last living apostle, so far as we know), but to the Lord Jesus goes the glory and honor - not even to Paul, through whom the truths of this present grace dispensation were uniquely revealed.  Let us therefore not be divided between Peter and Paul, nor Acts 9, in which Paul was still called Saul, had not yet been given unique revelation, had not yet written any letters, and had not been sent out nor met the other apostles.  Paul did, however, on conversion, display the same power of the Holy Spirit in his speaking that Peter showed on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:14; 9:22).

“The Faith” & the Beginning of the Church

There are a number of places in the New Testament - from Acts onward - that speak of "the faith" as a body of common beliefs and teachings. Notice that the usage of the "the faith" - considered a body of teachings - is called that in Acts 6, Acts 13, Acts 14 and Acts 16.  That spans two of the times in which different groups of Ultradispensationalists would call it a different church and therefore a different faith.  Paul provided wonderfully unique insights into the "the faith", but did not initiate a new and different faith.  Ephesians 4:5 even says that there is "one faith" - not two or three.  Books containing a reference to "the faith" overlap the Acts time period and afterwards, and include books  by Paul and by other New Testament authors – yet there is no evidence that any of those authors intended any different faith.  The references to ‘the faith’ continue across some of the ‘post-Acts 2’ times that are supposedly the beginning of ‘another’ faith:
Acts 6:7                   
Acts 13:8 

Acts 14:22  

Acts 16:5                               1 Corinthians 16:13    
2 Corinthians 13:5
Galatians 1:23             Galatians 6:10                  Ephesians 4:5,13         Philippians 1:25,27 
Colossians 1:23
1 Timothy 1:2

1 Timothy 3:9             1 Timothy 4:1,6         
1 Timothy 5:8 
        
1 Timothy 6:10,21                 2 Timothy 3:8             2 Timothy 4:7             
Titus 1:13                    Jude 3                            

Revelation 2:13
Conclusion: All the authors of the New Testament – including Paul – understood and intended to say that that the Church began in Acts chapter 2, when the apostles began to form “the faith’, which was the faith that was ultimately “the faith’ that was once for all delivered to the saints (Jude3).

________________________________________________________________________

The following graphic was presented at HHBC by Hal Molloy on December 26, 1993
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A Graphical Outline of Covenant Theology








� Charles C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism, 1995, pages 38-40.


� See ‘Stewardship And Two Principles Among Three People Groups’, published as a two-page Word file on the HHBC website: � HYPERLINK "http://hollyhillsbiblechurch.org/?p=82" ��http://hollyhillsbiblechurch.org/?p=82�.


� See Galatians 1:15-18 by Hal Molloy, dated 10 July 1994


� Although there are some who do not hold to Paul as the pivotal individual, and view the church as begun in Matthew 27.  


� Professor Darrell L. Bock (Progressive Dispensationalism), of Dallas Theological Seminary; Craig A. Blaising (Dispensationalism, Israel and the Church), of Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; and Robert Saucy (The Case for Progressive Dispensationalism), of Talbot Theological Seminary, CA.


� See graphical definition of Covenant Theology by Hal Molloy, dated 26 December 1993, on page 5 of this handout.


� See material from 2nd quarter of Church History series.
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