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1

What Is 
Dispensationalism?

A PROPOSAL

GLENN R. KREIDER

I have fond and vivid memories of my childhood church experiences. In 
a small, rural Mennonite church I learned the Bible stories through my 
teacher’s use of flannel graph characters. As a young child, I came to under-

stand that I was a sinner and only through faith in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus 
Christ and His resurrection from the dead could I have the hope of eternal life. I 
believed that message, I trusted in Christ alone, and I looked forward to spend-
ing eternity with Him.

In this church, the Sunday school hour was followed by a corporate worship 
experience. Most of the women sat on the left side, the men on the right, and 
the teenagers sat in the back couple of pews. My mother and father sat together, 
usually on the right side with the men, and my sisters and I sat with them.1 It 
was a rite of passage when I was allowed to leave my father’s side and sit with my 
peers and the older teenagers in the back pew.

The music in this church was not contemporary nor seeker-sensitive; it was 
led by a man with a pitch pipe and the congregation sang four-part a cappella 
harmony. Then the pastor would come to the pulpit, open his large King James 
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Version Scofield Reference Bible, and begin to preach. His sermons were heavily 
expositional and applicational, and a reading from the Scripture almost always 
included the explanation, “And the Scofield note says . . .”

I was trained in dispensationalism from the beginning of my life. Although I 
eventually came to understand that not everyone was a Christian, I still thought 
all Christians were dispensationalists. During elementary school I never un-
derstood why my public school friends did not attend the prophecy confer-
ences or Southern gospel hymn sings my family regularly attended.

When I was old enough to make my own decision about attending church, 
because I had a driver’s license and a car, I began to attend an independent 
Bible church. The pastor of this church had been trained in the Scofield Cor-
respondence Course.2 He too preached expositionally and applicationally, and 
explained from the pulpit how to read the Bible as a dispensationalist. I learned 
to keep Israel and the church separate, that the hope of the church is the rap-
ture, that the tribulation would be a terrible time on the earth, and that it would 
be followed by a millennium. During this thousand-year period, the promises 
made to Israel would be fulfilled literally and the church would be in heaven. 
Then, the end would come. The earth would be annihilated by fire and we would 
all go to heaven to be with Jesus.3

Yes, I am a dispensationalist, born into a dispensational home and brought 
to faith and nurtured in dispensational churches. I attended a dispensational 
Bible college where I was taught by several graduates of Grace Theological Sem-
inary and Dallas Theological Seminary. I earned two degrees, a ThM and a PhD, 
from Dallas Theological Seminary and have been a full-time member of the 
teaching faculty since 2001.

I remain a dispensationalist, however, not merely because I have a heritage 
in the tradition. I have considered other theological positions. I have examined 
the history and the hermeneutics of dispensationalism. I have responded to 
questions and challenges from students over the years. I am not unaware of 
some of the problems and unresolved issues that still exist in my own theology. 
I believe, however, that a case can be made for dispensationalism from the text 
of Scripture.4

Dispensationalism is a popular, and populist, movement. It has had a huge 
influence in the evangelical Christian culture due to pastors and churches, 
pamphlets and books, seminars and conferences, radio and television pro-
gramming, and mission agencies and parachurch ministries. Dispensational 
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teaching is so widespread that a lot of people read the Bible this way, even if 
they are unaware that their position is dispensational. For many of them, it is 
all they know.

The purpose of this chapter is to describe what dispensationalism is and to 
defend this hermeneutical approach to the Scriptures from the Scriptures. But 
since dispensationalism is widely misconstrued and sometimes caricatured, we 
will first address several misunderstandings.5

WHAT DISPENSATIONALISM IS NOT

Dispensationalism is not a theological system—not in the same way that 
Calvinism, Lutheranism, Arminianism, and other theological traditions are 
systematic. Dispensationalists exist among Christians, including Protestants 
and those in the Reformed tradition. Dispensationalists confess the historic 
faith of the church, the Trinity, Chalcedonian Christology, the lostness of all 
humanity, salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone, the res-
urrection of the dead, the bodily return of Christ, etc. Dispensationalists do 
not have distinctive views of the Godhead, salvation, Christology, or the gos-
pel. Rather, they affirm the doctrines of evangelical Christian orthodoxy.6 The 
unique or distinctive beliefs of dispensationalism do not impact basic Christian 
doctrines. In short, dispensationalists confess orthodox Christianity.

Dispensationalism is not heterodox or heretical.7 This charge persists in 
spite of numerous rebuttals.8 No church council ever condemned the views 
found within mainstream dispensationalism, and no orthodox doctrines of the 
faith are compromised or denied in the tradition.9 Specifically, dispensational-
ism does not teach multiple ways of salvation.10 That God deals with His crea-
tion, especially people, differently from one era to the next does not imply that 
the means of salvation changes as the administrations change. Rather, like all 
Christians, dispensationalists believe that salvation is by grace alone, through 
faith alone, in Christ alone. Of course, it is not the case that people in every age 
were aware that salvation was provided through Christ, but their ignorance of 
the name of Jesus did not excuse them nor were they responsible for a content 
of beliefs that had not yet been revealed.11 Dispensationalism affirms that the 
subject of the Scripture is the person and work of Christ in His first and second 
comings, that the Father sent the Son to accomplish His work in this world and 



Dispensationalism and the History of Redemption

18

then sent the Spirit to continue the work the Son began. The work of redemp-
tion will culminate in a new creation, where the Triune God will dwell with His 
people forever (Rev. 21:1–5).

Dispensationalism is not monolithic but it is a diverse and developing tradi-
tion.12 There has never been a standard set of dispensational interpretations of 
biblical texts. A cluster of beliefs tends to characterize these Bible readers, rath-
er than a standard set of dispensational interpretations of biblical texts. Blaising 
emphasizes this unity in the midst of diversity:

There are a variety of dispensationalisms which one might encounter today. 
All of them emphasize the authority of Scripture, the importance of recogniz-
ing different dispensations for understanding Scripture, the distinctiveness of 
the church in the history of revelation, the importance of biblical prophecy 
and apocalyptic discourse, the imminent and premillennial coming of Christ, 
and a future for national Israel.13

Dispensationalism is not a hermeneutical approach that is imposed upon 
the Scriptures. It is, rather, a way of reading the Bible that can be supported 
by the Bible itself. Of course, not all Christians read the Bible this way. All do, 
however, read and interpret it with a set of preunderstandings and through an 
interpretive lens.14 Dispensationalism is an interpretive lens.

Dispensationalism is not anti-tradition or sectarian nor “a cult or a sect since 
its basic ideas cross major denominational boundaries; it is not a new modern 
religion since it adheres to all basic elements of historic Christianity.”15Although 
it is true that early dispensationalists viewed the institutional church negatively, 
dispensationalism does not reject denominations and church traditions.16 Dis-
pensationalists are found in a variety of Christian denominations, as well as in 
nondenominational churches and parachurch organizations.

Dispensationalism is not individualistic, at least not any more so than  
other American evangelical traditions.17 Dispensationalism recognizes that the 
church is the body of Christ, that world evangelization is a corporate responsi-
bility, that spiritual giftedness is described through analogy to the human body 
(1 Cor. 12), and that sanctification or growth in godliness occurs in the con-
text of the church. The important distinction between Israel and the church is 
rooted in the reality that both are corporate. Israel is not merely a group of in-
dividuals who relate to God; she is a nation composed of families, clans, tribes, 
villages, and communities. Similarly, the church is one body made up of many 



What Is Dispensationalism?

19

parts. That dispensationalism recognizes a distinction between Israel and the 
church does not deny the unity of one people of God, saved by grace alone 
through faith alone in Christ alone.18

Dispensationalism is not primarily an eschatological position. Most dispen-
sationalists believe in the pretribulation rapture of the church, at which time 
Christ will come to the earth, the dead in Christ will be raised, and those who 
are alive will be caught up and glorified (cf. 1 Thess. 4–5) seven years before 
Christ returns to the earth to establish a thousand-year reign over the earth 
from the throne in Jerusalem. Dispensationalism is rooted in premillennial es-
chatology, but since not all premillennialists are dispensational, it would not be 
accurate to equate dispensationalism and premillennialism. Further, there is 
much more to dispensationalism than a view on the end times.19

Dispensationalism does not necessarily pit the soteriological purpose of 
God against the doxological purpose.20 Rather, dispensationalists agree with 
the Westminster Shorter Catechism in affirming “man’s chief end is to glorify 
God and enjoy him forever.”21 Further, dispensationalists understand the bibli-
cal story as the story of redemption. From creation through the fall and God’s 
work of redemption in a fallen world to the new creation when all the effects of 
sin have been removed, the Bible is the story of a Creator and Redeemer who is 
at work in His world. And His work of redemption glorifies Him.

Dispensationalism is not an academic tradition, although there have been 
dispensationalists who have served Christ in the academy.22 It is, rather, a grass-
roots and populist movement. Dispensationalists are usually found in churches, 
colleges, mission agencies, television and radio ministries, and other practical 
ministries.23

Dispensationalism is not necessarily a pessimistic philosophy of history. Some 
dispensationalists emphasize that each dispensation includes a test and ends with 
human failure. Scofield, for example, wrote, “Each of these Dispensations may 
be regarded as a new test of the natural man, and each ends in judgment—mark-
ing his utter failure.”24 But as Charles Ryrie points out, not every dispensation 
ends with failure. In fact, according to Ryrie, “The presence of a test, failure, and 
judgment is not the sine qua non of a dispensational government of the world.”25 
Perhaps more importantly, Ryrie argues that dispensationalism’s view of God’s 
redemptive work in history is “optimistic . . . [since] the dispensational pattern 
does not form a repetitive cyclical pattern, but rather an ascending spiral.”26 He 
even contrasts the optimism of dispensationalism with the pessimism of other 
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views of history when he writes, “If there were not ‘cyclical’ interventions, then 
the course of human history would only be downward and entirely pessimistic.”27 
In short, dispensationalism’s view of history is optimistic; the trajectory of human 
history is improving, not because of evolutionary development, but because of 
God’s grace progressively revealed and experienced in history.28

Dispensationalism is a biblical theology. It is rooted in the teaching of the 
Scriptures and claims to be a way of reading the Scripture that is taught therein. 
Demonstrating that claim from the Scripture follows in this chapter. But first, I 
propose a working descriptive definition of dispensationalism.

WHAT DISPENSATIONALISM IS

The covenant theologian Michael Horton argues that “covenant” is the “ar-
chitectronic structure, a matrix of beams and pillars that hold together the 
structure of biblical faith and practice. . . . It is not simply the concept of the 
covenant, but the concrete existence of God’s covenantal dealings in our his-
tory that provides the context within which we recognize the unity of Scripture 
amid its remarkable variety.”29

Dispensationalists read the same Scriptures as covenant theologians and all 
other Christians. Dispensationalists recognize that God makes covenants with 
His people and that His faithfulness to those covenants is a major biblical theme. 
But dispensationalists, unlike covenantalists, do not believe that the “covenant” 
establishes the framework of the biblical story. This does not mean that dispen-
sationalists deny the importance of covenants in the biblical story but that they 
believe that covenants are subsidiary to another structural construction.

The Scriptures reveal a God who is the sovereign Creator of everything that 
is. He not only brought the world into existence, He sustains it and cares for it. 
He is actively involved in the world that He has made. Like all good stories, the 
biblical story has a plot line that unfolds over time. The Bible tells the story of 
God’s work of redemption, from the fall (Gen. 3) to the new heaven and new 
earth (Rev. 21–22). As God interacts with His world, and particularly with the 
humans He created in His image and likeness, His relationship with His cre-
ation is mediated differently at different times. Although God is unchanging, 
His plan for His creation unfolds progressively over time.

Dispensationalism is rooted in a biblical word and a biblical concept. The 
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word “dispensation” (oikonomia), which is sometimes translated as “adminis-
tration,” or “stewardship,” gives the hermeneutical approach its name. But more 
important than the label is that there are distinguishable eras or periods of time 
revealed in the biblical story.

A Definition

In his classic work Dispensationalism Today—now simply Dispensational-
ism—Charles Ryrie defined a dispensation as a “distinguishable economy in the 
outworking of God’s purpose.”30 Later he summarized:

Dispensationalism views the world as a household run by God. In this house-
hold 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 under-
standing of God’s differing economies is essential to a proper interpretation of 
His revelation within those various economies.31

Thus, a dispensation is not merely a period of time, an age, but a distinguish-
able period of time during which God administers His plan of redemption dif-
ferently from other eras or periods. This change happens in history; God brings 
one economy or administration to an end, and then inaugurates a new one. 
There is continuity between dispensations; there is only one God and He has one 
unified plan of redemption. There is discontinuity between dispensations; the 
way God administers the plan of redemption changes. Sometimes the changes 
are cataclysmic and other times they are more incremental, but there are clear 
institutional and administrative changes from one dispensation to the next.

Dispensationalism is characterized by a hermeneutical approach that in-
terprets the biblical story as the progressive revelation of God’s unified work 
of redemption. Although dispensationalists recognize continuity in the plan 
of God, they believe that the Scriptures reveal distinguishable periods of time 
in the administration of God’s relationship with His creation. The elements of 
discontinuity in these eras do not indicate different means or ways of salvation, 
since salvation is always by grace through faith and based in the person and 
work of Christ. Some dispensationalists emphasize that each period of time 
includes a divine test and each dispensation ends with the failure of human-
ity. Some dispensationalists recognize seven periods while others see as few as 
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three. Dispensationalists believe that the Scriptures teach a distinction between 
Israel and the church within the unified people of God. Although in this dis-
pensation believing Israelites become part of the church through faith in the 
Messiah, there is still the hope of future eternal blessings for believing ethnic 
Israel within dispensational theology.32

The label “dispensationalism” is rooted in the New Testament usage of the 
Greek word oikonomia. It is to an examination of the usage of that term we now 
turn. Then, a brief overview of the biblical story will illustrate the revelation of 
dispensations in the unfolding story of God’s work of redemption.

Dispensationalism in Luke 16

In Luke 16, Jesus told a parable about a rich man and the steward or mana-
ger of his household. The rich man suspected his manager had misused his as-
sets. So he summoned him and asked for an accounting of his stewardship. The 
unjust manager demonstrated shrewdness; he called his master’s debtors and 
decreased the amount each of them owed. The master commended this dishon-
est manager for his shrewdness in this matter yet, presumably, brought his ad-
ministration to an end. The dishonest steward was replaced by a new steward, 
which meant there would be a new stewardship. A change in steward brings a 
corresponding change in administration.

Jesus’ application follows: “And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by 
how you use worldly wealth, so that when it runs out you will be welcomed into 
the eternal homes” (Luke 16:9 net).1 In this application, Jesus implies a dispen-
sational change, from life in this world to the age of eternal dwellings.

This wealthy man has hired a manager of his household possessions. The 
manager does not own the assets; they belong to the rich man. The manager is 
accountable to his employer for his management. In this case, the manager has 
been unfaithful or unethical in his employment so he is dismissed from his po-
sition. His administration comes to an end and is replaced by another manager 
and another administration.

This is a parable rooted in the culture of the time, but could also be situated 
in a variety of cultural contexts. Wealthy people often hire others to manage 
their possessions. Those managers are not self-employed; they work for their 
employer. They are accountable to the owner for the way they handle the rich 
person’s possessions.
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Dispensationalism views the world as a divine household, in which God is 
the owner and humans are stewards of God’s possessions. In a way similar to a 
wealthy landowner who hires a manager to care for his possessions, God has 
entrusted the care of creation to humans. Everything we have has come from 
Him. Everyone is a steward of what God has created. Our “possessions” do not 
belong to us; we are merely stewards. This is explicitly taught in the creation 
mandate:

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, after our likeness, so 
they may rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the cattle, and 
over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move on the earth.”   
 God created humankind in his own image, in the image of God he created  
them, male and female he created them.   
 God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply! Fill the 
earth and subdue it! Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and 
every creature that moves on the ground.” (Gen. 1:26–28 net)  
 

Having been created to rule over God’s creation, divine imagers will be ac-
countable to God for their stewardship of His possessions. And, as Jesus taught 
in Luke 16, all Christians look forward to the eschatological hope of “eternal 
homes” (Luke 16:10).

Dispensationalism in Paul’s Epistles: Ephesians 3

In Luke 16, the word “dispensation” is used in a technical, or concrete, sense 
for an administration of a household. In the book of Ephesians, the apostle Paul 
uses the word oikonomia or “dispensation”33 in a broader, theological sense. He 
uses it to describe eras in redemption history.

In Ephesians 3, Paul introduces his ministry for the sake of the Gentiles with 
a reminder of the “stewardship of God’s grace” given to him for their sake (Eph. 
3:2). This stewardship of the gospel (Eph. 3:7) was given to him by God’s grace, 
“to preach to the Gentiles the unfathomable riches of Christ” (Eph. 3:8). This 
dispensation of God’s grace “had for ages been hidden in God who has created 
all things” (Eph. 3:9) but now has been disclosed “to the rulers and the authori-
ties in the heavenly places” (Eph. 3:10). This dispensation of the gospel is not 
disconnected from the eternal redemptive plan of God; rather, it is “in accordance 
with the eternal purpose which He carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom 
we have boldness and confident access through faith in Him” (Eph. 3:11–12).
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If a dispensation was given to Paul, and this new dispensation is the gospel, 
the good news that Jesus has united Jews and Gentiles in one new man, then 
there must have been a dispensation prior to this one.34 If this dispensation was 
accomplished in the work of Christ, it could not have existed in this form prior 
to the coming of Christ. Further, “new” implies there was an “old.”

The content of this dispensational change is explained in Ephesians 2 as the 
work of Christ in His incarnation, life, death, and resurrection. In that text, 
Paul expresses the contrast between Israel and Gentiles this way: “Therefore 
remember that formerly you, the Gentiles in the flesh, who are called ‘uncir-
cumcision’ by the so-called ‘circumcision’ that is performed on the body by hu-
man hands—that you were at that time without the Messiah, alienated from 
citizenship of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope 
and without God in the world” (Eph. 2:11–12 net). This state of hopelessness 
and godlessness does not mean that Gentiles were unable to experience the 
covenantal blessings promised to Israel. Many Gentiles did. It meant that, nor-
matively, Gentiles would receive the blessings of God along with Israel by be-
coming part of the nation. And many did.

Things are different for both Jews and Gentiles after the coming of Christ. 
Paul continues, “But now in Christ Jesus you who were formerly far away have 
been brought near by the blood of Christ. For He Himself is our peace, who 
made both groups into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, 
by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, which is the Law of commandments” 
(Eph. 2:13–15a). In the incarnation, but particularly in the work of atonement 
on the cross, Jesus took on Himself the hostility and opposition between Jews 
and Gentiles and He brought peace to the two through His own body. He cre-
ated “in himself one new man out of two, thus making peace, and to reconcile 
them both in one body to God through the cross, by which the hostility has 
been killed. And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace 
to those who were near, so that through him we both have access in one Spirit to 
the Father” (Eph. 2:15b–18 net).

One new man has been created out of two ethnic groups. The people of God 
has always been constituted by those who were joined to Him and to one another 
by grace through faith. Israel was God’s people by grace through faith. Gentiles, 
the nations, could come to God by means of the covenant YHWH had made 
with the nation of Israel, by grace through faith in this God. The law of Moses 
would have regulated their worship of and relationship with God. Now, in Christ  
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Jesus, God has created one new man, one people made up of Jews and Gentiles. 
Gentiles will no longer be required to undergo circumcision and become part 
of Israel. Rather, now, in the Israel whose name is Jesus, ethnic Jews and eth-
nic Gentiles are united together in Him. No longer separated by circumcision, 
they are together, at peace with God and one another in Christ. “So then you 
are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints 
and are of God’s household, having been built on the foundation of the apos-
tles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone, in whom the 
whole building, being fitted together, is growing into a holy temple in the Lord,  
in whom you also are being built together into a dwelling place of God in the 
Spirit” (Eph. 2:19–22).

From one people of God, known as Israel, to one people of God made up 
of people of all ethnicities, tongues, and nations, the Christ event results in a 
change of administration. No longer are practices like sacrifices, festivals, cir-
cumcision, dietary restrictions, and Sabbath regulations the means of identi-
fying this people, the means by which their ongoing relationship with God is 
mediated. No longer does the Mosaic law regulate the ceremonial practice of 
the people. Now, through Christ, a new age has come. But the means by which 
people join the community of God’s people is by grace through faith, as has 
always been the case.

Dispensationalism in Galatians 3–4

In the book of Galatians Paul also describes this dispensational change. He 
reminds the Christians in Galatia of the promise that God had made to Abra-
ham. “Now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his descendant. 
Scripture does not say, ‘and to the descendants,’ meaning many, but ‘and to your 
descendant,’ referring to one, who is Christ” (Gal. 3:16 net). God’s promises to 
Abraham were made, then, not to Israel but to Christ. Long before there was an 
Israel, even before Jacob was born, God promised to bless all nations through 
the seed of Abraham: “And the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the 
Gentiles by faith, proclaimed the gospel to Abraham ahead of time, saying, ‘All 
the nations will be blessed in you’ ” (3:8 net).

God’s plan, culminating in the gospel of the resurrected Christ, has always 
been to bless the nations. In the old dispensation this occurred through Israel. 
In the new dispensation, blessing comes through and in Christ, the descendent 
of Abraham. “For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus. For all of 
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you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male 
nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then 
you are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to the promise” (vv. 27–29). Of 
course, Paul is not denying that there are differences between Jew and Gentile, 
slave and free, male and female; that would be silly. Rather, in Christ those dif-
ferences do not matter like they did in the dispensation that immediately pre-
ceded the Christ event. In Christ, in this new dispensation, Jews and Gentiles, 
slaves and free, men and women, are equal members of the people of God.

Then, Paul compares the dispensation of law to a minor who “is under 
guardians and managers [oikonomous] until the date set by the father” (Gal. 
4:2). Although this child is an heir and “is owner of everything” (Gal. 4:1), he 
does not have access to his inheritance until the father gives management to 
him. In the same way, “we, when we were minors, were enslaved under the basic 
forces of the world. But when the appropriate time had come, God sent his Son, 
born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, 
so that we may be adopted as sons with full rights” (Gal. 4:3–5 net).

Paul describes a change in dispensations, from stewardship by the law to the 
stewardship of the gospel of Christ, from the focus on Israel to the inclusion 
of all nations, from the old to the new. What does not change is the means of 
salvation; it is always by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. What 
does not change is that God has made promises to Abraham; these include the 
blessing of all nations. Both dispensations are rooted in the gospel, the promise 
that all peoples would be blessed through Abraham.

What does not change is that God remains gracious to His people—although 
the administration of His grace has changed, and things are better under the 
new dispensation than under the old. It is better to live after the resurrection of 
Christ than before Christ came, after His atoning sacrifice than when animals 
died to atone for sin, under His priesthood than under the Aaronic priesthood 
(cf. Heb. 7). Christ brings not only a new age but also a better age, because 
Christ is better than Moses, the angels, and the prophets.

Dispensationalism in Ephesians 1

This redemptive trajectory, that each dispensation is better than the previ-
ous one, is also seen in one other text where Paul uses “dispensation.” In Ephe-
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sians 1:10, he looks forward to the “administration suitable to the fullness of the 
times” in which God will sum “up all things in Christ, things in heaven and the 
things on earth.” All things in heaven and earth will one day be redeemed, all 
creation will be redeemed, sin and all its effects will be removed; Christ will be 
the head. In this, still future, dispensation, the prayer Jesus taught His followers 
will be realized, “your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is heaven” 
(Matt. 6:10). Only in the eternal state will all God’s enemies be defeated and 
all things in heaven and earth be summed up or brought to submission under 
Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 15:25–28).

CONCLUSION

Dispensationalism is defined as the view that the Bible teaches that there are 
distinguishable periods of time in which God administers His plan for creation 
differently. The coming of Christ inaugurates a new way of relating to God. If 
the gospel brings a new dispensation, then there was a dispensation that pre-
ceded it (Eph. 2–3; Gal. 3–4). Paul also looks forward to a dispensation of the 
fullness of times, when the work of redemption will be completed. Thus, there 
is biblical support for three dispensations. As Ryrie puts it, “There can be no 
question that the Bible uses the word dispensation is exactly the same way the 
dispensationalist does.”35

The doctrinal statement of Dallas Theological Seminary defines these three 
dispensations this way: “We believe that different administrative responsibilities 
of this character are manifest in the biblical record, that they span the entire his-
tory of mankind. . . . We believe that three of these dispensations or rules of life 
are the subject of extended revelation in the Scriptures, viz., the dispensation of 
the Mosaic Law, the present dispensation of grace, and the future dispensation 
of the millennial kingdom. We believe that these are distinct and are not to be 
intermingled or confused, as they are chronologically successive.”36 There are 
biblical grounds for these three dispensations. That does not mean that others 
are not taught in Scripture, just that the Bible does use the term “dispensation” to 
describe these three in Ephesians and Galatians.

It is not the number of distinguishable administrations that defines dispen-
sationalism.37 Most dispensationalists defend more than these three. In what 
follows, I will defend seven.
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DISPENSATIONALISM IN BIBLICAL THEOLOGY

For many Christians, the dispensational hermeneutic appears to be self-
evident. When they read the Bible, they observe that God’s relationship with 
His people and with creation changes over time.38 In fact, many have adopted a 
dispensational reading of the Scriptures without being aware of it.39 Toussaint 
explains that dispensationalism “simply results from an investigation into the 
progress of God’s plan as revealed in the Scriptures. It recognizes various ad-
ministrations or economies in the outworking of God’s plan in history.”40

The earlier section argues for dispensationalism based upon the way the 
term oikonomia is used in the New Testament, particularly in Galatians and 
Ephesians. Dispensationalism can also be defended by observing the changes 
in the way God administers His sovereignty over creation. Several changes are 
seen in the biblical story of creation, fall, and redemption. Roy Aldrich ob-
serves, “The dispensational position is not entirely dependent on the meaning 
of the word [dispensation] or its various uses in the New Testament. Even if 
no such word were found in the Bible, some term would have to be chosen to 
describe the concept of dispensational truth. Correct theological terms are not 
always Biblical words.” 41

Creation: At Home in the Garden

 The Bible begins with the account of the creation of heaven and earth. The 
eternal God, for reasons known only to Him, chose to create an earth; He sepa-
rated land from water, created vegetation on the earth, and created living things 
to fill the land, seas, and skies. God is the source of everything that is.

God created a man and a woman in His image and likeness and gave them 
the responsibility to populate the earth and care for the creatures and the earth 
that He had made (Gen. 1:26–28). Their responsibility would be to represent 
God and reveal Him in and to creation. They will be the visible representation 
of the invisible God. God, who is perfectly capable of caring for the earth all 
by Himself and who would have done a more efficient and effective job than 
will billions of human caretakers, turns over the care of His precious posses-
sion to them. Since no one human could do this alone, they are commanded 
to reproduce and fill the earth (Gen. 1:26). They are placed in a garden, given 
access to anything they wanted to eat, except the fruit from one tree (Gen. 2:17), 
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and given the task of caring for God’s world. God’s plan for his Creation will be 
administered through them.

Fall: Exiled from the Garden

Disastrously, the story quickly takes a tragic twist. An enemy of God, the 
serpent, comes into the garden. He entices the couple to follow his plan, to eat 
from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. God’s word was clear and direct: 
“You must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when 
you eat from it you will surely die” (Gen. 2:17 net). Instead, according to the 
serpent, “Surely you will not die, for God knows that when you eat from it your 
eyes will open and you will be like divine beings who know good and evil” (Gen. 
3:4–5 net). God threatened death for eating; the serpent promises knowledge 
and life. The two humans listen to the serpent, eat the fruit, and experience the 
consequences of fear, shame, guilt, and ultimately, death.

After their act of rebellion, God comes to visit them (Gen. 3). He meets them 
in the world that He created for them. When they hide from Him, God finds 
them and confronts them with their rebellion. Then He pronounces judgment 
on them and exiles them from the garden, blocking the way back to ensure that 
they will never return to the place. The ground is cursed because of their sin 
and an animal dies to cover their nakedness (Gen. 3:21). Because they rebelled 
against God, they will return to the dust from which they were taken. They will 
die after a lifetime spent in painful toil (Gen. 3:19).

But this is not the end of the story. The man and woman, although exiled 
from the garden and the presence of God, remain alive on the earth.42 That hu-
man life continues reveals that God’s plan has not come to an end. Rather, God 
now administers His plan differently than He had prior to the fall. He does not 
destroy these rebellious creatures, He does not replace them with another spe-
cies of caretakers, and He does not change their responsibility to fill the earth 
and care for it. Instead, it is the context of their task that changes; they will carry 
out their responsibility to care for the world in a world marked by sin and all of 
its effects. And in the end, they will die.

The author of Genesis does not use the term “dispensation” to describe the 
change that occurs in Genesis 3, but the alteration in the administration of 
God’s plan is obvious. Human rebellion brings divine judgment and a corre-
sponding modification in the relationship between the Creator and His world. 
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No longer are they living in the garden in a world of life and peace; they are 
kicked out of the garden to live in a world of painful toil that eventually ends in 
their death as well as the death of every other living thing.

After the Flood: The Rise of Nations

With the worldwide flood comes another change in the administration of 
God’s plan for His creation. God’s heart was grieved and filled with pain (Gen. 
6:6) because the earth was filled with violence (Gen. 6:11, 13). So, God prom-
ises to destroy all living creatures and the earth itself (Gen. 6:13, 17), except for 
Noah, his family, and the animals that Noah would take into the ark (Gen. 6:18–
20).43 He also preserved food for all the inhabitants of the ark (Gen. 6:21). As in 
Genesis 3, the failure of the caretakers of the earth leads to the destruction of all 
living things on the earth. The destiny of the earth is tied inextricably to the be-
havior of the human caretakers. These caretakers had failed in their stewardship 
of the earth, filling the earth with violence instead of blessing (cf. Gen. 1:26–28). 
As a result, they are judged, the earth is purged, and a new dispensation begins, 
as Noah and his family come out of the ark to repopulate the earth.

The preservation of Noah and his family, as well as every kind of living crea-
ture that lives on the earth, is a gracious act of God. Even in the midst of severe 
judgment, God preserves life and provides for the ongoing care of His creation. 
God’s plan for the earth does not change, even though the means by which He 
administers it does change.

When Noah and the rest of his family begin a new dispensation, the patriarch 
builds an altar and sacrifices animals to the God who had delivered him from 
judgment.44 He and his family hear the words, familiar to the reader of Genesis 1:

God blessed Noah and his sons and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, 
and fill the earth. The fear of you and the terror of you will be on every beast 
of the earth and on every bird of the sky; with everything that creeps on the 
ground, and all the fish of the sea into your hands are given. Every moving 
thing that is alive, shall be food to you; I give all to you, as I gave the green 
plants.” (Gen. 9:1–3)

Later, God says, “As for you, be fruitful and multiply; Populate the earth 
abundantly and multiply in it” (v. 7).

To the first humans, God had spoken blessing, commanded reproduction, 
and given responsibility to rule over the creatures on the earth, in the air, and 
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in the water (Gen. 1:28). Their diet was to come from “every plant yielding seed 
that is on the surface of all the earth and every tree which has fruit yielding 
seed” (Gen. 1:29). The animals had the same diet (Gen. 1:30). Now, things are 
different. The imagers still have the responsibility to rule over the world that 
God had made. But now, the creatures will live in terror of them. The reason 
for this terror might be very simple: because the animals have something to 
fear. Prior to the flood, humans and animals were vegetarian; after the flood, 
humans and animals will eat living things. This dietary change demonstrates a 
change in the way God administers His plan for creation. There is continuity; 
the divine imagers are still the means by which the plan is administered. But 
there is a change in the way it occurs. The dietary changes as well as the short-
ened life span of the caretakers are evidence of this (Gen. 6:3).

The writer of Genesis does not emphasize the change in administration. In 
fact, there is little attention devoted to this episode beyond the reason for the 
judgment and the devastating destruction the flood brought. But there clearly 
is a new day dawning. The flood does not destroy all life, it does not destroy the 
earth, and it does not bring an end to God’s plan. It does, however, radically 
change the way God’s rule over His earth is managed.

Call of Abraham: Blessing of All Nations

Many dispensationalists see another administrative change in the call of 
Abraham. The descendants of Noah have settled in Shinar (Gen. 11:1–2). They 
have, apparently, been fruitful. They are not, however, filling the earth and rul-
ing over it. Instead, they plan to build a tower in order to “make a name for 
ourselves. Otherwise we will be scattered across the face of the entire earth” 
(Gen. 11:4 net). God confounds their language and scatters them (Gen. 11:9), 
resulting in a variety of people groups (Gen. 10).

Once again, there is failure that culminates in judgment. The rebellion at Ba-
bel deserves death, but God does not destroy these rebels. Instead, He confuses 
their speech. God is gracious and redemptive even in judgment. The multiplicity 
of languages and the corresponding cultural diversity will make communication 
difficult. Yet in the midst of this judgment, God gives humans the gift of multi-
culturalism (cf. Rev. 7:9).

A significant change in the administration of God’s plan occurs when He 
chooses Abram, from Ur of the Chaldeans (Gen. 11:31), and promises to bless 
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him and through him to bless all peoples on earth (Gen. 12:1–3). Rather than 
dealing with individuals and families, God’s plan of blessing will be adminis-
tered through one man and his descendants. God’s plan from the beginning has 
been to bless all creatures. He blessed living creatures created on the fifth day 
(Gen. 1:22) and then human beings created on the sixth day (Gen. 1:28). Now, 
this blessing of all peoples will be mediated through one man and his descen-
dants. According to Paul (Gal. 3:8), this promise to Abram is the gospel.

The Exodus: The Giving of the Law

The transition from the dispensation of Abraham and his family to the law 
of Moses is less climactic than the change that happens in the fall or the flood. 
This change is not based on failure and judgment of God’s people.45 There is 
judgment on the Egyptians in the exodus. But the deliverance of God’s people, 
the promise of their return to the land promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
the giving of the law at Mt. Sinai, and the leadership under Moses seems de-
signed more as a demonstration of God’s faithfulness than judgment on human 
failure. Yahweh declares, “They shall know that I am the Lord their God who 
brought them out of the land of Egypt, that I may dwell among them. I am the 
Lord their God” (Exod. 29:46).

During this administration of God’s plan, the law of Moses is the consti-
tution of God’s people. Among a myriad of examples that could be cited of a 
dispensational change46 is the story of a man gathering wood on the Sabbath 
(Num. 15:32). Several witnesses bring him to Moses, who inquires of the Lord. 
The response is clear: “The man shall surely be put to death; all the congregation 
shall stone him with stones outside the camp” (Num. 15:35). This is the penalty 
for working on the Sabbath (Exod. 31:14–16; 35:1–2). Prior to the giving of 
the law, working on the Sabbath was acceptable. Now, working on the Sabbath 
made one a lawbreaker and subject to the death penalty.47

Another clear example of an administrative change is the dietary regulations 
of the Law. Of course, dietary regulations existed in previous dispensations. The 
instructions to Adam are clear: “You may freely eat fruit from every tree of the 
orchard, but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, 
for when you eat from it you will surely die” (Gen. 2:16–17). Eating the fruit 
from one tree was thus a capital crime. All the rest of the vegetation was accept-
able for food. Eating animal flesh was forbidden (Gen. 1:29–30).
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After the fall, the diet remains the same, except that now “you will eat the 
grain of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat food until you return to 
the ground, for out of it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you will re-
turn” (Gen. 3:18–19). The food provisions remain the same, except there will be 
no access to the trees in the garden, especially not the tree of life (Gen. 3:22–23). 
What changes is that the work of providing food will be through painful toil.

After the flood, the regulations change again: “You may eat any moving 
thing that lives. As I gave you the green plants, I now give you everything. But 
you must not eat meat with its life (that is, its blood) in it” (Gen. 9:3–4 net). In 
addition to eating plants and vegetation, humans are now allowed to eat meat, 
but not blood.

Now, in the Mosaic law, the regulations are much more extensive (Lev. 11; 
Deut. 14). Living creatures are divided into two categories: “This is the law of 
the land animals, the birds, all the living creatures that swarm on the land, to 
distinguish between the unclean and the clean, between the living creatures 
that may be eaten and the living creatures that must not be eaten” (Lev. 11:46–
47 net). In short, before the Law was given at Sinai, a member of the commu-
nity of Israel could enjoy a delicious rabbit stifado. When the Law was given, 
eating that same dish is forbidden under penalty of defilement: “By these . . . 
you will be made unclean; whoever touches their carcass becomes unclean until 
evening, and whoever picks up any of their carcasses shall wash his clothes and 
be unclean until the evening” (Lev. 11:24–25).

This change in dietary regulations indicates a change in the administration 
of God’s plan for His world. It is one of many changes. The law of Moses adds 
a number of other requirements, including the construction of a place and ob-
jects to be used in worship, festivals and feasts, sacrifices and offerings, laws and 
ordinances for government, and legal and judicial requirements.

The Spirit: Blessing of All Nations

All Christians acknowledge a transition from the old covenant to the new 
covenant. The coming of Jesus, the Messiah, in fulfillment of biblical prophecy 
introduces a new age. Jesus lived a perfect life, died as a substitute for sinners, 
and was resurrected to provide hope of life everlasting. His first advent ends with 
His ascension to the Father. The Spirit, promised to the disciples in the Upper 
Room Discourse (John 13–17), is poured out on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2).
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In Christ, Jews and Gentiles are united in one new man, the body of Christ 
(Eph. 2). Salvation comes by grace through faith to those whose trust is placed 
in Christ. And then, having believed, they receive the gift of the Spirit (Eph. 1). 
Believers in Jesus are indwelt by the Spirit and baptized into the body of Christ 
(1 Cor. 12:13). In Ephesians 3, as argued above, Paul calls this a “stewardship 
[dispensation] of God’s grace” (Eph. 3:2).

With the transition from the dispensation of Mosaic law to the new cove-
nant, the Sabbath and dietary regulations change again. No longer are people of 
faith required to keep the Sabbath or face execution, or keep strict dietary laws 
or risk excommunication. Rather, because of Christ’s atoning sacrifice, Paul in-
structs Christians: “Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or 
drink or in respect to a festival, or new moon, or a Sabbath day—things that are 
a mere shadow of what is to come, but the substance belongs to Christ” (Col. 
2:16–17).48 The Sabbath and dietary regulations of the law of Moses are no lon-
ger in effect. Jesus makes that point explicitly when He explains to His disciples, 
“Are you so foolish? Don’t you understand that whatever goes into a person 
from outside cannot defile him? For it does not enter his heart but his stomach, 
and then goes out into the sewer” (Mark 7:18–19a net). Mark explains, “This 
means all foods are clean” (v. 19b).

After the day of Pentecost, Peter is reminded of this change in dietary regu-
lations when he sees a vision of a sheet carrying a variety of clean and unclean 
animals (Acts 10:9–16). A voice from heaven instructs him to eat. Three times 
the voice commands and three times Peter refuses. The command to eat comes 
with a rebuke: “What God has made clean, you must not consider ritually un-
clean” (v. 15 net). When he arrives at Cornelius’s house, Peter explains what he 
had learned from the vision: “God has shown me that I should call no person 
defiled or ritually unclean” (v. 28 net). Thus, the vision had broader application 
than to dietary laws, but it was based upon removal of those regulations. In 
other words, Peter now understands that the removal of the dietary restrictions 
is connected to the way he should view people. In light of the redemptive work 
of Christ, he can no longer view Gentiles as unclean.

That the rest of the apostles did not readily and easily accept this change is 
clear by their response. They summon Peter to Jerusalem to explain himself. 
They ask him why he shared a meal with a Gentile (Acts 11:2–3).49 When they 
hear that the Spirit had come to these Gentiles, they “ceased their objections 
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and praised God, saying, ‘So then, God has granted the repentance that leads to 
life even to the Gentiles’ ” (Acts 11:18 net).

Apparently these followers of Jesus did not yet understand that the Great 
Commission was a command to make disciples of all nations (Matt. 28:19). 
Nor did they really understand the promise that they would be witnesses to the 
ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). It took Peter’s multiple visions and the repeated 
command from heaven to eat unclean animals and his trip back to Jerusalem 
to explain his visit to the house of a Gentile for the disciples to understand that 
a change had occurred in God’s administration of the work of redemption. It is 
now through the church that God will bless all nations, by means of the indwell-
ing Holy Spirit.

This does not mean, as replacement theology, or supersessionism, teaches, 
that the church has replaced Israel, that God is through with Israel, and that 
God has no intention of keeping the promises He has made to Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob.50 Rather, God’s plan for ethnic Israel will be fulfilled in the future 
(Rom. 11:1).51 The plan for Israel will be fulfilled in Jesus and, through Him, to 
those who are united to Him by grace through faith.

The New Heavens and Earth: Redemption Completed

The final dispensation, from the millennium into eternity, begins with the 
return of Christ to the earth (Rev. 19). This event includes a great feast: “Let us 
rejoice and be glad and give the glory to Him because the marriage of the Lamb 
has come, and his bride has made herself ready. . . . Blessed are those who are 
invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb!” (Rev. 19:7, 9).52

The writer of Hebrews predicts that “a Sabbath rest [remains] for the people 
of God. For the one who has entered His rest has himself also rested from his 
works, as God did from His. Therefore let us be diligent to enter that rest, so that 
no one will fall, through following the same example of disobedience” (Heb. 
4:9–11). The fulfillment of the Sabbath awaits the consummation of all things, 
when Christ will be all in all. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Sabbath and He 
provides rest for those who are in Him (cf. Matt. 11:28–30).53 Those who came 
before Him, those who lived by faith in earlier dispensations, “did not receive 
what was promised. For God had provided something better for us, so that they 
would be made perfect together with us” (Heb. 11:39–40 net). Together with 
that great cloud of witnesses (Heb. 12:1), we look forward to receiving “a king-
dom that cannot be shaken” (Heb. 12:28), “the city that is to come” (Heb. 13:14). 
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Our hope, and the hope of all the redeemed, is found in “Mount Zion . . . the 
city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to myriads of angels, to the 
general assembly and church of the firstborn, who are enrolled in heaven, and 
to God, the Judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to 
Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood, which speaks 
better than the blood of Abel” (Heb. 12:22–24).

In the Apocalypse, John sees the fulfillment of this promise.

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first 
earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, 
new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride 
adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, 
“Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and 
they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. He 
will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither 
shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things 
have passed away.”
 And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all things 
new.” Also he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and 
true.” And he said to me, “It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the begin-
ning and the end. To the thirsty I will give from the spring of the water of life 
without payment. The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will be 
his God and he will be my son.” (Rev. 21:1–7 esv)

Thus, the prediction of the prophet Ezekiel will be experienced on the earth. 
This is a promise of an eternal covenant: “I will make a covenant of peace with 
them; it will be an eternal covenant with them. I will establish them, increase 
their numbers, and place my sanctuary among them forever. My dwelling place 
will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people. Then, when 
my sanctuary is among them forever, the nations will know that I, the LORD 
sanctify Israel” (Ezek. 37:26–28 net).

God’s Plan for His Creation

From the beginning of the biblical story, God has been carrying out His plan 
for His creation. He created the heavens and the earth and created divine imag-
ers to represent Him in the world. Their rebellion against Him did not catch 
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God by surprise. He had planned their redemption even before they fell. His 
plan is carried out in time and space. It is progressively revealed and progres-
sively accomplished. There are distinguishable periods of time during which 
God administers His plan differently. Each dispensation, or administration, is 
better than the previous one, culminating in a new creation, a new heaven and 
earth in which God makes the earth His home forever.

The redeemed of all ages spend eternity with Him. Nothing could be better 
than that.

THEOLOGICAL DISTINCTIVES OF DISPENSATIONALISM

In 1965, Ryrie asserted that “dispensationalists are conservative and affirm 
complete allegiance to the doctrines of verbal, plenary inspiration, the virgin 
birth and deity of Christ, the substitutionary atonement, eternal salvation by 
grace through faith, the importance of godly living and ministry of the Holy 
Spirit, and hope for the future in the coming of Christ.”54 Later he makes this 
point: “Whether nondispensationalists want to acknowledge it or not, dispen-
sationalists do believe in the unity of the plan of salvation, the spiritual seed of 
Abraham, and even the possible validity of the covenant of grace!”55

In 1992, Blaising and Bock described dispensationalism very similarly:

We speak of dispensationalism as a tradition within American evangelical-
ism, sharing common features of evangelical orthodoxy. It is a tradition that 
has emphasized the universal church as the framework for Christian unity 
and spirituality, seeking its practical manifestation in ways that do not conflict 
with the concept of the local church. It has advocated the authority of Scrip-
ture and has emphasized the theological relevance of biblical apocalyptic and 
prophecy. It is a futurist premillennialism that has strongly maintained the 
imminent return of Christ and a national and political future for Israel. It is 
characterized by a canonical approach to Scripture that interprets disconti-
nuities of the Old and New Testaments as historical changes in divine-human 
dispensations reflecting different purposes in the divine plan. As an element 
of dispensational change, it has emphasized unique features in grace of the 
present dispensation of the church.56

Dispensationalism is not a theological position that is rooted in denomi-
nationalism. It grew out of denominations, but it is not a denomination. It was 
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rooted in the conviction that denominations had lost their theological moor-
ings. But dispensationalists hoped to purify and revive Christianity within 
those denominations. Dispensationalists played a major role in the rise of in-
dependent Bible churches. In planting such churches, the focus shifted from 
revitalizing existing churches and denominations to planting new, independent 
churches. Yet, dispensationalism is not antidenominations. It has an indepen-
dent and entrepreneurial spirit which is nondenominational not antidenomi-
national. In fact, many dispensationalists today serve in mainline denomina-
tional churches and organizations.

Dispensationalism, like the American evangelicalism where it has found 
a home, is a gospel-centered theological position. Dispensationalists are con-
vinced that humanity is lost, “essentially and unchangeably bad apart from di-
vine grace.”57 The only solution to the condition of lost humanity is found in the 
good news that Jesus Christ took upon Himself the sin of the whole world, died 
as a substitute for sinners, was raised from the dead to give hope of eternal life, 
ascended to the Father who sent the indwelling Holy Spirit, and is coming back 
to the earth to complete the work of redemption. Christ gave to the church the 
Great Commission, the privilege and responsibility to communicate this gospel 
message to the whole world and to make disciples of Jesus. Dispensationalism 
emphasizes individual or personal evangelism and the worldwide missionary 
mandate given to the church. It is, thus, not surprising that many faith-based 
mission agencies were founded by dispensationalists.58

Related to dispensationalism’s emphasis on the Great Commission is its 
church and parachurch focus. The task of making disciples has been given to 
the church, but much of the work in making disciples is carried out through 
parachurch organizations. These are ministries, founded by Christians, which 
are designed to come alongside the church to perform ministerial tasks. Para-
church ministries do not replace the church; they serve alongside, as an arm of 
the church. Yet the relationship between the two has not always been harmoni-
ous. At times and in certain places, parachurch ministries sometimes seem as 
if they are more important than the church, as if they don’t need the church.59 
Dispensationalism’s strong entrepreneurial ethos and pragmatic bent have con-
tributed to this. But in the best-case scenario, churches and parachurch organi-
zations work together to accomplish the tasks of evangelism, training, teaching, 
discipleship, missions, and otherwise producing followers of Jesus who obey 
everything He commanded.60
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Dispensationalists have a premillennial eschatology. Premillennialism is 
the view that Christ will return to the earth bodily (Acts 1:11) to inaugurate a 
one-thousand-year period of time during which He reigns over the earth from 
Jerusalem (Rev. 19–20). It is called premillennial because the return of Christ 
is prior to the millennium. All dispensationalists are premillennial but not 
all premillennialists are dispensational.61 Most dispensationalists believe that 
seven years prior to the return of Christ to the earth, He will descend in the 
clouds and resurrect those who have died in faith and glorify believers who 
are still alive, and take both groups back to heaven with Him. This event is 
called the rapture of the church and because it precedes a seven-year tribula-
tion period, it is called a pretribulation rapture position. This position is not 
limited to a dispensational reading of the Scriptures nor is it an essential view 
of dispensationalism.

UNRESOLVED TENSIONS

The focus in this chapter has been on the views that dispensationalists hold 
in common, on what unites those who adopt the position, who willingly as-
sociate with the hermeneutical approach, who are comfortable within the fold. 
There is much that unites dispensationalists today, but there remain unresolved 
issues, and some views divide dispensationalists from one another.62

This chapter has not made much of the recent development described as 
progressive dispensationalism. The focus has been on what unites rather than 
what divides. To say it another way, what all dispensationalists hold in common 
is much more important than the nuances of distinction between dispensa-
tional views. Further, since dispensationalism has never been monolithic, there 
have always been areas of disagreement among dispensationalists.

Understandings of the Covenants

A number of issues of disagreement or diversity remain within dispensa-
tionalism. Among them are the understandings of the covenants. Dispensa-
tionalists are united in seeing the Abrahamic covenant as foundational to the 
redemptive plan of God. Some see a covenant in Genesis 12 while others believe 
that the promises God made in Genesis 12 are put into a covenant in Genesis 
15. Some believe that the promises are specifically limited to Israel while others 
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emphasize that God promises to bless Israel and the nations. Others emphasize 
that the promises are fulfilled in the Seed of Abraham, Jesus Christ.

How does the Mosaic covenant relate to the new covenant? Did the new cove- 
nant replace the Abrahamic covenant?63 Are some aspects of the old covenant 
in force today? Will the old covenant sacrificial system be reestablished as a 
means of worship in the millennium?

Dispensationalists disagree in the way they understand the new covenant. 
Some insist that since the covenant was promised to Israel and Judah it can only 
be fulfilled to Jews. Others understand the New Testament to teach that the 
new covenant was inaugurated with the coming of the Spirit and that Jews and 
Gentiles receive new covenant blessings together, which still look forward to a 
future for ethnic Israel in God’s plan in the future.

The Davidic covenant is acknowledged to promise an eternal kingdom un-
der the reign of the Son of David, Jesus the Christ. But what about Christ’s cur-
rent reign? Is His reign from heaven an inaugurated fulfillment of that covenant 
promise or is the Davidic covenant reign only future?

The Nature of the Kingdom

Dispensationalists also differ on the nature and definition of the kingdom, 
whether it is present or solely future, whether it is earthly or heavenly, whether it 
is material or immaterial, or both. Many dispensationalists understand the Gos-
pels to teach that Jesus offered a kingdom to Israel and, because the people rejected 
their king, the offer was then withdrawn and the kingdom postponed. Others 
believe the New Testament to teach that Jesus did not merely offer a kingdom but 
He came bringing the kingdom or bringing a new stage of the kingdom.64

Dispensationalists universally believe that there is a future for ethnic Israel 
in the redemptive plan of God and that the church and Israel must be distin-
guished. What is not quite as clear is the variety of ways “Israel” is used in the 
Bible and within theological and biblical literature. Similarly, “church” is de-
fined differently within dispensationalism. Like evangelicalism as a whole, dis-
pensationalists need to devote attention to the definition and mission of the 
church. This is particularly seen when dispensationalists correctly affirm that 
the church is made up of both Jews and Gentiles.65

A variety of views of the eternal state are found within dispensationalism. 
Some believe that the Bible teaches that in the final judgment, the earth will be 
annihilated and pass out of existence. This earth will be replaced with a new 
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earth; there will be no essential connection between the old and the new.66 Others  
believe that there will be some degree of continuity between this world and the 
new creation, that re-creation will not destroy and begin anew but the earth that 
was corrupted by sin will be redeemed and last forever. Dispensationalism has 
always had a strong earthly focus, at least for Israel, but it, like much of American 
evangelicalism, has sometimes viewed heaven as the final home of the redeemed.

The Hermeneutical Approach

Finally, dispensationalism is a hermeneutical approach to the Scriptures. 
Ryrie has described the hermeneutics of dispensationalism as “consistently lit-
eral, or plain . . . historical-grammatical hermeneutics.”67 This is the second of 
his sine qua nons. He explains, “The word literal is perhaps not as good as either 
the word normal or plain, but in any case it is interpretation that does not spiri-
tualize or allegorize as nondispensational interpretation often does.”68 Blaising 
and Bock describe their hermeneutical approach as “historical-grammatical-
literary-theological.”69 They also emphasize that Bible reading is not an indi-
vidual task:

Scripture’s role is to transform us daily as we address it and look for it to chal-
lenge us. But our dialogue does not occur in a vacuum, nor should our de-
liberations be private. Others read the text with us. Though we do not always 
agree with others on what the Bible says, these differences reflect our limita-
tions in understanding. Sometimes our dialogue with others helps us see our 
own blind spots.70

As Ryrie notes, the term “literal” might not be the best descriptor of the her-
meneutical approach. But dispensationalists continue to use it to describe their 
hermeneutics. For example, Elliott Johnson defends its use and defines it this 
way: “Literal interpretation entails those meanings which the author intended 
to communicate in the expressions of the text (grammar) in the original setting 
(historical). Literal thus works with a text within the frame of an author and his 
communication.”71

The strength of dispensationalism is that it is a biblically based system. Like 
evangelicalism, “as a community, we share a heritage that takes the divine mes-
sage of the Bible seriously.”72 At its best, dispensationalism has been a community 
of biblical scholars, theologians, historians, pastors, evangelists, missionaries, and 
other Christian ministers wrestling with the issues facing them in this world 
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under the authority of the Word of God. Since there are real enemies of the gos-
pel we all face together, our goal should be to join with like-minded Christians 
with dispensational convictions, as well as with the bigger community of ortho-
dox Christianity, in order to love and serve God and call others to follow Him 
in discipleship. Dispensationalism has been a place where such discussions take 
place “among biblical students and scholars who seek to handle the Word of 
God carefully and continue to evaluate their findings under its authority.”73 And 
these discussions continue as we together seek to submit to the authority of the 
Scriptures and reach the world with the good news of a resurrected Savior.

Notes
 1.  My parents were part of a transitional generation that changed this practice of separating men and 

women in the worship service. It might be too strong to call their decision to sit together an act of 
rebellion, but it certainly was a violation of the social mores in the church.

 2.  This pastor was an excellent biblical expositor, even though the Scofield course was the only formal 
theological training he had. On the history of Scofield’s course see Glenn R. Goss, “Cyrus Ingerson 
Scofield and the Scofield Reference Bible, 1843–1921,” http://www.ebccnet.com/scofield.php.

 3.  Of course, this is not a summary of dispensational teaching, merely the summary of what I learned 
growing up dispensationalist.

 4.  None of the contributors to this book would argue that dispensationalism is the only legitimate her-
meneutic, but all believe that it is a legitimate way to read the Bible and, not surprisingly, that it is 
preferred to other options.

 5.  Darrell L. Bock argues, “Dispensationalism has been the object of caricature for at least four decades.” 
Bock, “Current Messianic Activity and OT Davidic Promise: Dispensationalism, Hermeneutics, and 
NT Fulfillment,” Trinity Journal 15 (1994): 55.

 6.  Blaising and Bock write, “We speak of Dispensationalism as a tradition within American Evangeli-
calism, sharing common features of evangelical orthodoxy,” in Craig A. Blaising and Darrell L. Bock, 
“Dispensationalism, Israel, and the Church," in Dispensationalism, Israel and the Church, ed. Craig A. 
Blaising and Darrell L. Bock (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 379. Mark S. Sweetnam, “Defining 
Dispensationalism: A Cultural Studies Perspective,” Journal of Religious History 34 (2010): 198, lists 
“a commitment to evangelical doctrine” as one of the “markers” of dispensationalism.

 7.  One of the most strident of those charges is by John Wick Bowman, “The Bible and Modern Reli-
gions: II. Dispensationalism,” Interpretation 10 (1956): 172–73. Bowman wrote: “Here is a teaching 
which, regardless of the amount of incidental true doctrine which it may contain, is—by virtue of 
certain dominant concepts which ramify the teaching at every point . . . something other than the 
historic faith of the Christian church.” He argues the dispensationalism of the Scofield Reference Bible 
“is to be classed with the type of Pharisaism that opposed our Lord and the Judaizing branch of the 
early church that hounded Paul across the Roman Empire.”

 8.  See Charles C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today (Chicago: Moody, 1965), 111–31; cf. Charles C. Ry-
rie, Dispensationalism, rev. ed. (Chicago: Moody, 2007), 122–40. Although he does not use the term 
“heresy,” Sam Storms charges that premillennial dispensationalism is a view that “the New Testament 
explicitly denies” (italics in the original). Sam Storms, Kingdom Come: The Amillennial Alternative 
(Ross–Shire, Scotland: Mentor, 2013), 137.

 9.  On the charges of heresy brought against Lewis S. Chafer, see R. Todd Mangum, The Dispensational-
Covenantal Rift: The Fissuring of American Evangelical Theology from 1936 to 1944, Studies in Evan-
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gelical History and Thought (Waynesboro, GA: Paternoster, 2007).
 10.  For one example of this charge, see John H. Gerstner, Wrongly Dividing the Word of Truth: A Critique 

of Dispensationalism (Brentwood, TN: Wolgemuth and Hyatt, 1991), 262. Gerstner concludes, “If we 
have shown anything in this present volume, it is that Dispensationalism does teach more than one 
way of salvation—and that in doing so it teaches no salvation at all.” In spite of consistent and repeated 
denials by dispensationalists, the charge continues to be leveled. More recently, Michael Horton, 
Introducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009), 149, characterizes dispensationalism as 
holding to the view that “commits old covenant Israelites to salvation by works in contrast to salva-
tion by grace in the new covenant.”

 11.  Thus the doctrinal statement of Dallas Theological Seminary reads, “We believe that it was historically 
impossible that they should have had as the conscious object of their faith the incarnate, crucified 
Son, the Lamb of God, and that it is evident that they did not comprehend as we do that the sacrifices 
depicted the person and work of Christ.” http://www.dts.edu/about/doctrinalstatement/. Yet Walter 
C. Kaiser Jr. claims that this dispensational view means that one can be saved today “by simply saying, 
‘I believe there is a God!’ ‘I am a theist’ ”; in “Is It the Case that Christ Is the Same Object of Faith in 
the Old Testament? (Genesis 15:1–6),” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 55/2 (2012): 292. 
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 20.  Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today, 46–47, has argued that dispensationalism holds to a doxological 
purpose while covenant theology holds to a “man-centered” soteriological purpose. This is inaccu-
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