COMPARING DISPENSATIONAL AND COVENANT THEOLOGIES

-Dr. Stephen P. Struikmans
Introduction
Even though we Christians are obligated to shape our understanding of God, Christ, salvation, faith etc., on the basis of scripture, we can not escape the fact that we do develop systems of interpreting the Bible. We do not always agree as to our interpretations.  A person’s theological system is his basic understanding and approach to the overall teachings of scripture and how they interrelate.  As interpreters of God’s Word we need to constantly evaluate and adjust our “system” in light of the scripture.  We must ever seek to insure that our theological system is consistent with all the teachings of scripture and also logically consistent within itself.

Our basic approach or system will determine our conclusions and that is why we have different denominations and schools of theology, simply because of this fact.  Therefore, it is essential that you know your  “Theological system;” know how it stands on the basis of scripture, and how it compares to other systems of theology.

Two radically different approaches to scripture and theology can be identified as dispensationalism and covenant theology, (which is basically Reformed theology).  The basic assumptions are antithetically opposed to each other and, therefore, their conclusions or Biblical interpretation will conflict with each other.

It is my purpose in this paper to present a simple outline to acquaint you with dispensationalism in light of covenant theology.  These differences have nothing to do with the essential teachings of scripture but pertain to methods of interpretation , views of the church, Israel and the second coming of Christ.
I.  THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF DISPENSATIONALISM

A. Rooted in Plymouth Brethren.
1 Originated in an ‘utterance’ by means of tongues in Edward Irwing’s church in England.
2 Chief advocate:  John N. Darby (1800-1882)
B. Popularized by the Scofield Bible
1 C.I. Scofield published K.J.V. Bibles with footnotes (1917)

2 Since its beginning the Scofield Reference Bible has been the key tool in making this system known.  “So deeply intrenched has it become that many pastors and Christian leaders have been led to believe that this teaching has been the essential doctrine in the history of the church extending back to the apostolic times.” (Ladd, The Blessed Hope, 141)

3 Systematically worked out by Lewis Sperry Chafer: Systematic Theology (8 Vol.)

C.   Proponents of dispensationalism

1 In the past:
      A.C. Gaebelein; James H. Brookes; A.T. Pierson; Harry Ironside

2 Today:
Hal Lindsey, Salem Kirban; John F. Walvoord; Wilbur Smith, Charles Ryrie, Dallas Theological Sem; Biola Col. Talbot Sem. Chuck Smith, John Mc Arthur
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3 The basic theology underlying Dispensationalism holds to a Calvinistic theology rather than Arminian.  “The sovereign transcendence of God, is the foundational assumption which underlies the very concept of a dispensation.”

II.  THE HERMENUTICAL APPROACH TO SCRIPTURE

A. Definition of Dispensation: “ a period of time during which man is tested in respect of obedience to some specific revelation of the will of God”. (C.I. Scofield Ref. Bible pg. 5)
B. The Division of Biblical History into Seven Periods.
1 Dispensation of Innocency—beginning with creation and ending with explusion from Eden.

2 Dispensation of Conscience—ending with the judgment of the flood.
· According to Paul, Rom. 2:14, 15, conscience was still the monitor of Gentiles in his day.

3 Dispensation of Human Government—the period of racial testing ending with confusion of tongues.  
· The specific command that was disobeyed was not to rule the world for God, but the command to replenish the earth. (Gen. 11)
4 Dispensation of Promise—from the promise of Abraham to the giving of the law in Exodus 19:8.  
· But Paul says that the law did not disannul the promise. (Rom. 4:13-17; Gal. 3:15-29)

5 Dispensation of the Law—from Sinai to Calvary.  
· This period is full of glorious promises, God’s grace is continually evident in this period.

6 Dispensation of Grace—from the death of Christ to the great tribulation, rapture of the church.
· Is the rapture a seven year separation from Christ’s second coming or it part of the 2nd coming?
7 Dispensation of the Kingdom—the ultimate reign of Christ.
· Is this a 1000 year reign that ends in utter failure with Satan’s rebellion or Christ’s reign with a new heaven and new earth?
  C.    Approach is Based on Absolute Literalism
1 It demands a literal fulfillment of O.T. prophecies, which therefore may take place during some future period in Palestine.  If it is addressed to the Jew—it means Jew, not a spiritual Israel church.  The Christian church can not lay claim to  the O.T.
2 It has a Judiastic understanding of O.T. prophecy.

a. Much like the Pharisees view—the messianic Kingdom is a glorified extension of the Mosaic ceremonial law and the Davidic Political Kingdom.  During the tribulation the temple and its sacrifices will be restored.
b. The church of Christ, which was born on the day of Pentecost is definitely not a part of God’s covenants with Abraham and David.
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3   A basic assumption is that Christ offered Himself to the nation Israel as the Messianic King to establish the glorious, earthly Kingdom that was promised to David.  When Israel rejected Him as her rightful King, (Christ postponed His kingdom offer.)  The resumption of God’s plan for Israel will take place when the church is raptured before the great tribulation.
4  The dispensationalist’s main criticism of Reformed theology is that it “spiritualizes” or “allegorizes” scripture rather than being consistently literal.  It views it as “replacement theology,” meaning: the church is viewed as having replaced Israel.
D.   Rebuttal: 

1 The Reformed approach is to  always interpret scripture literally except where there is a scriptural reason to interpret it figuratively or typologically.  Scripture itself uses allegory, symbolism, etc.
2 The Reformed approach is to examine the language of scripture by scriptural norms, not only by a wooden literalistic norm.  It interprets scripture as “scripture interprets scripture.”
3 The Reformed approach does not view the O.T. as a closed unit by itself—applying only to Israel, in isolation from the N.T. witness of fulfillment.  It accepts the organic unity of both testaments as they focus on Jesus Christ.  The Reformed approach takes progressive revelation seriously, in that the New Testament interprets the old.  Also, the focus of the Bible is Jesus Christ—Not the Jewish people or Israel.  Jesus is the fulfillment of all prophecy—both Old and New testaments.
III.  THE BASIC TENANTS OF DISPENSATIONALISM

A. Views the church age—Dispensation of grace—as an interruption in God’s program for Israel.  It is a “parenthesis” (or “GAP”… “Church Age”) unforeseen by the O.T. prophets and having no connection with God’s promises to Abraham, Moses and David.
1 The Reformed view sees the church as the continuation God’s program for Israel.  The church is seen as spiritual Israel come to maturity, and the church age as the fulfillment of much O.T. prophecy.
2 The Reformed position does recognize Biblical distinction between O.T. Israel and N.T. church, but sees an organic progression. (remnant theology instead of replacement theology)
B.   Views God has having two distinct peoples and two purposes: The Jews under an economy of law in the O.T. and in the millennium, and the Christians under an economy of grace in the church age.
1 Reformed theology holds that the Bible contains a unified progression of revelation in which God has one  basic people.  The elect people of  God, in both O.T. and N.T. with one basic purpose: redemption of God’s people through Christ, and having one basic plan of salvation.
2 It is a clear teaching of the N.T. that Jews and Gentiles are on equal plane in the “church age” (Gal. 3:28) while in the O.T. the Jew had special privileges.  (Eph. 2:12-16)
3 Reformed theology holds that both O.T. Israel and the N.T. church are together in the body of Christ.  This view is based on Eph. 2:12-27;           
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I Peter 2:9,10; Romans 11; Heb. 11:39-40, Heb. 12:22, 23; Gal. 6:16.  Israel brings the Messiah into the world…the church (Jew/Gentiles) bring Christ to the world.
C.   The consistent dispensationlist argues that the new covenant promised in  Jeremiah 31:27-34 must be for the Jewish millennium and not for the parenthetical church age.
1 The Reformed theologian points to the book of Hebrews 10:14-18 to  show that Christ put an end to sacrifices and  that the new covenant is for the church, consisting of both Jew and Gentile.

2 The N.T. data strongly supports the Reformed theology in that the church’s purpose is to work to bring in God’s rule on earth and that as spiritual Israel in this age is the fulfillment of many O.T. prophecies.  The Jeremiah 31 New covenant concept was inaugurated by Jesus in the Lord’s supper.

IV.  ANALYZING DISPENSATION VIEW OF THE CHURCH IN LIGHT OF SCRIPTURE:

A. Is the Church Spiritual Israel?
1   Dispensationlism states that God has two different purposes and programs for Israel and the church.  The church age is not seen in God’s program for Israel.  Is this what the N.T. teaches?
2   The use of the term “Israel” used in Paul’s letter to the Romans must be determined by the context of Romans.  See Romans 9-11
3    Paul’s burden is to recapture the original purpose of Israel’s election on behalf of all nations—to be a blessing to all the families of the world by sharing with them the saving light of Israel’s covenants and of her worship of the one and only creator—Redeemer. (See Isa. 42:1-10; 49:6)
4    According to Romans 11, through faith in Christ, Gentiles are incorporated into the olive tree, the people of God, and share in the root of Abraham (11:18).  The conclusion is not that God preferred Gentiles to Jews (18), but as Paul says in Eph. 2:19:  Now Gentile Christians are: “No longer foreigners and aliens but fellow citizens with God’s people and member of God’s household”.

5    According to Rom. 9:6 natural Israel has no exclusive right to claim God’s covenant promises to Abraham and Moses, because they have not trusted and put faith into Christ as Messiah.  However, in a “remnant,”spiritual Israel lives on as the people of God.  God’s free and sovereign grace decides who shall belong to the “remnant”.
6    The legitimate heirs of the Mosaic and Abrahamic covenants are not the unbelieving natural descendants of Abraham (I Cor. 10:18) but exclusively those who claim the faith of Abraham (Rom. 9:8).  The Israel of the promise, the new community of faith are those in Christ the church—both Jew and Gentile.  (Eph. 2:12-18)

7    Therefore, it can be seen that God has only one  plan of salvation and that is redemption through Christ.  In Christ the walls of division are broken down.  God has one people in salvation history.  Israel laid the foundation and through the church all people from every tongue, tribe and nation are included. (Rev. 7:9-10)
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B. Our One Glorious Inheritance
1 Dispensationalism teaches a national reinstatement of an earthly Davidic Kingdom in the land of Israel.  The New Testament evidence indicates, however, that Abraham and his believing descendants looked for a heavenly country and city to a new heaven and a new earth.  (Hebrews 11:40; 13:14)  They did not look for a restored national Israel.

2 Dispensationalism calls God’s covenant promise to Israel in Deut. 30:1-10. “The Palestinean Covenant” , because God laid down the boundaries of the promised land to Abraham (Gen. 15:18; Deut. 11:24).  In contrast, the church can claim only heaven as her destiny and hope—Eph. 1:3; 26).  Therefore, Darby and Schofield have concluded that on the basis of a literal interpretation that the royal reign of righteousness and peace on earth are for the Jewish nation only. This necessitates the millennial kingdom.
3 Reformed theology views the territorial promise as a down payment or pledge to God’s people pointing ahead to the time when the whole earth will be God’s Kingdom through the Promised Land. God was staking His claim, as He established His “beachhead” on planet earth.

4 Notice that Paul reckons Abraham to be the father of all believers who are justified by faith in Christ among all nations of the world.         (Rom. 4:13; 16-25).  Paul interprets God’s promises to Abraham—which includes the land and future offspring “in the sight of God”, that is through Christ Jesus. (Rom. 4:17)  That is not literalism, but Paul’s theological exegesis.  The land becomes the world; the nations become all believers who trust in God and who are justified by faith as was Abraham.
5 In the Old Testament the prophet Isaiah unified heaven and earth together as one glorious inheritance for eschatological Israel.                    (Is. 65:17; 18; 66:22)  The N.T. declares emphatically that Abraham and his believing descendants (spiritual Israel) looked forward by faith not to some human conquest of Palestine or a rebuilt temple or Jerusalem, but to a heavenly inheritance.  (Heb. 11:9-16)
6 What then is Israel’s future?  According to the N.T. (Rom. 11) many Jews will be saved by becoming envious of God’s grace to the Gentiles.  The Jew must come to Zion-the Messiah-for their salvation, even as do the Gentiles.  Although Paul speaks about Israel’s return to God by faith in Christ, he says nothing about Israel’s return to glory in Palestine.         (FF. Bruce Romans)  The fact of Israel’s (Jewish) continued existence becomes the historical evidence of God’s continued faithfulness to Israel. God continues to love Israel—the Jew—and promises to bring many to Christ before the end of the present age. (Rom. 11:25-32)  But no where does the New Testament promise that God will reestablish the kingdom of Israel.  The focus of the Bible is Jesus, not the Jews.
7 A new earth is the final goal of all redemptive history.  Man’s ultimate destiny focuses upon a regenerated earth.  (Mt.5:5; 19:28; Rom. 8:21; Rev. 21).  Through Christ Jesus both Israel and the church (Jew and Gentile) become one and rejoice together in the new city, the new Jerusalem,     (Eph. 2:14), which has its gates named after the 12 tribes of Israel and foundations bearing the names of the 12 apostles of Christ’s church.  (Rev. 21:12-14).  God’s emphasis is not two plans with two peoples—but one in Christ.
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V.  IS THE SECRET RAPTURE THE BLESSED HOPE?

1    Because of dispensational theology advocating God’s two purposes for Israel and the church—the second coming of Christ must be divided into two events: The secret rapture of the church, which can happen at any moment, followed seven years later by the glorious second coming of Christ to destroy the anti-christ.  According to the dispensational view, at the rapture, which is before the tribulation, Christ will come only for the saints, (the church) then after the tribulation He will come with the saints. (the church)
2    When a careful study is made of scripture it will be seen that the “rapture” and the “glorious appearing” are not  two separate events but one single, glorious advent.” Our Blessed Hope.
a.  The parousia of Christ is described in I Thess. 3;13;  4:15-17; II Thess. 2:8; and Matt. 24:27.  These passages make one thing clear: The coming of  Christ will cause not only the rapture of the church and the resurrection of the righteous dead, but also the destruction of the antichrist, the lawless one.  To wait for this glorious appearing of Christ, is for the Apostle Paul, the Blessed Hope of the church.  (Titus 2:13)

b.  There is no trace of a secret, invisible rapture of the church in the N.T.  I Thess. 4:15-17—a loud-command, voice of the arch-angel, “trumpet-call”, the coming as a thief  in the night all point out the unexpectedness of the event and that this event will not be a secret quiet occasion.
c.  It is evident that the church will go through a time of fierce tribulations, but will be victorious. It will also withstand the final great tribulation of the anti-christ. (I Thess. 3:3; John 2:18; 4:3;        Matt. 16:18).  The Book of Revelations points to the wrath of  God as being poured out upon the unrepentant.  In Rev. 7:3 the church (14:1) receives Christ’s promise of divine protection just as ancient Israel enjoyed God’s protection when He struck Egypt.            (Rev. 3:10,11; 9:4; 13:8; 14:1; 17:14)  The church will suffer persecution but will not suffer divine wrath.
Let’s always remember that in the midst of our differences in interpretations as Christians that even though we may disagree, we must never become disagreeable.  Instead, we remember Paul’s words in Romans 15:7 “Welcome one another, therefore as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.”  “For him we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face.  Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, even as I have been fully understood.”  I Cor. 13:12
