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ln this reading, no fulure tor biblica J:6oing
lsrael was possible, since lhe church ,r Catvir
had now laken its place. This shitt di- I Testa
verted the promis6d blessings to us i Adam
and denied them to lsrael, to wnom I tnath
theywere promised. Jewish opposition I ised I
and collusion with the Romans lhick- i sound
ened early Chrislian antlsemitism, ! to Cal
and sealed the church's inability t0 [ us th.
grasp lsrael's future. lsrael was con. I Dispe
demned lorever lor killing God's Son. I onslr
On lhe olher hand, by reacling proph I the C
ecy literally (with due allowance lor i becau
figures), we can see the prophet's vi- ] risen
sion ol lhe new world: Davids lhrone I f erat
reslored (lsa. 16:5); lsrael converled l harn <
and regathered (Ezek. 36:33-36); lhe ! oressi
whole earlh blessed (lsa. 62'. By read- | itreoto
ing New Testament lexls literally the I on its,
ditference between lsrael arld ttre I Tesla
church become clean, since Flaul's I bristlir
F$cture ol the church sinply does nol i'with e
answer to the prophets'view ot tuture I nectio
lsrael. 

i:
LAW AND GRACE [, : I is

. The botlom line ol Paul's "no'lo lic i plannl
Mosaic Lai, was lhal it corrld rFt save; i, Here,
it was only a way lo Chrisl's salvaion I Huice
When Jewish Ctristian zeabls triedlo i vir!,es
impose il on lhe Gatalians, as a way h | 3:1-5i
complete their salvalion (5:4), PaI I one b
became livid in opposition: lhe larv clres I gomir
nol begin or compet€ salvalion; il does I ?Tim.
nol sandily either (3:t-5; 5:16-26I lt I ta,'n, E
was ralher planned by God as orc i g;at 96
limileq preparalory era inlhe history ol _l . tage I
redem$ioF-a dispensalbn of la , l0 | ' some
be followed by lhe dispensa{ion of i. p2rr1 6
$ace. BtI even so, it was kept, with | 11no",
even Paul's allowance, by Judedt i slnm€
Jewishohristiafls und€rthe leadershlP I are rr,
ol Peter ard James (Acls 21:2S-2$! | sygy 1
This ditlerence is a maior one between i series
their ministries (Gal. 2l-10). Thus. a I 'newb
principled basis exists for keeping lfie I ot sah
larv ol Moses oul ol the Gentile dispen' ;
safion ot grace. \ CHU

lwt
PBOGRESSM REVELATION i l'ons I

Ourtheology ol choice ditlers f ron ils I the 16
parenl covenant lheology (the re' ( churcl
lomed tradition) in how it sees Prof i rtom o
ress in revelalion. In Calvinism's baslc I minist
documenf , The lnstitutes ol tlls Chris' I lcilelK,l
tian Religion,Calvin struggledwith hd i per.o
lo lhink ol growth in the biblical revela' I anic k
lion of salvalion. In the end (bk. 2, chs. ( for tl
9-11) he decicied that lhe appared ) 17:2G
growth was only apparcnli God ontY I His re
g.adually clarified what He had been ( uedth

at !=€

In anagewhen people wanl it simple,
lhey migftt even lry lo cul down a luu-
bocly of doclrine lo one easy-lo-gel
idea. Some people war[ lo hangevery-
lhing on one lexl, one idea, one inler-
pretation. Reducing does simplify; but
the price is high: one gives up careful
delinilion, ricFness ol lone. and atten-
tion to delail. There are other hidden
cosls: lhe chosen point ol reduction-
becomes ovenreighted; one idea be-
comes a fetish;lhought stops because
lhe bottom line has been ieached: de-
lails become curiosities; new lhoughls
ot new vocabulary lhreatens; andslighl
variations become monsters. I have
aclually heard il said in one thoughlless
moment thd the whole dispensalional
thoughl hangs on Daniel's sevenly
weeks!

A better way is to avoid this easy-
does-'rt swarnp altogether. Instead, one
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would see a richer d€scridion; the full
set ol ideas would show; delail would
be soughl, a large supponive agenda
may even tlourish. This sludy npves in
the latler direclion. In it I reaffirm my
own afld our college's commitment lo
the basics. I try to make our meaningl
clean, suggest some consequences,
and retocus lhe essenlials. This way ot
doing doctrine seeks inductive (alldala
of all related materiat) biblical suppod
for each ideaby itsell; it lhereby avoids
lhe lreeze lhal slrict one-idea logic
imposes.

LITERAL INTEBPBETATION
Dspensalional lheology seeks lhe

gue's literal meaning. lts Proleslant
lorebearers did lhe sarne; bul they
hedged on prophecy. When lhey saw
"lsrael" or "Jerusalem' or "kingdom' in
lulure prophecies, lhey read 'church."

The

Essent i laIs
of

Dispensational
Theology

aaa

Our Comrnitrnent,
What We Mean,

and Why lt ls lmportant
by Dr. Dale S. Dewitt



)iblballl doing since Adam! lall. This enabted
:hurch ) Calvin to think thal lhe whole New
'hifi di. t Te$ament salvation was at wo.k from
lo us i Adamon, only itwas notclearur illaler
whom J thatthiswas so. Thus, whenGod pronF
osilion I ised Abraham land and seed, it may
hick- I sound quile materialistic; but accoding

nitism, I 16 Calvin the New Testament assures
ility to I us that eternal life was really nEant.
s con. I Dispensational theology reiects this
s Son. I onstrudion. lt believeslhe salvation of
proph- | thc Old Testament was incomplete
ce tor ) because Christ had not yet died and

"ts 
vi- | risen (Heb. 7-10). Thus, by mixing a

ttrone i meral r€ading ol the promises to Abra-
verteO ) nam or David with a firm view ol pro-
6); tfe 

-l 
gressive revelation, dispensalional

/ read- | iheology lets the Old Testamenl stard
lly thg ! sn its own two $eet, and reads the New
d the I Testarnent as lull ol ll€ rca y (F,w,
pauts i tdstling with conlrasl to the Old, but
es noi , wittr mugfi continuity lo rstain con-
future | _ectbn.

I THE DtsPElrsAr/o,vs
It is€asy to see how srch growth was

glanned into a +ries of dispensations.
tler€, too, we leam from Paul as tlle
biblical historian ot salvalion. H€ di-
vites law ard grace {nom. 6:14, €Ph.
3:1-5);to these h€ addslwo more eras,
one belor€ law, and one aftef grace:
ptomise and kingdom {Gal. 3:15-16:
2 Tim- 4:1). €ach ol the lour--fromise,
hw, g(ace,ldrEdonF"has ils own spe-
'cial c-haracter. Our disperFalional heri-
tage sees seven such dispensalions;
some have seen etltht, some lwelve.
Paul only mentions lour, since neither
innocence, €onscienc€, or iuman gov-
emrnent---{he other traditional three-
afe rnentionod by him as an efa. How-
e€r this may be, our view is tfiat a
series ot dispensations, €ach with a
new body of truth, is the basic stnrclure
ol salvat'on history.

CHIIRCH AN D KIN GDOTIVISR AEL
We believe the change in dispensa-

tions from law lo grace accompanied
the revelation ot lhe mystery of the
c{urchlo Paul (Eph. 3:1 -1 2). The king-
dom ol Jesus' and His twelve aposlleg
ministry to lsrael is lhe same kingdom
lorelold by the prophels. In christ's
person, teaching, and work,lhis rnessi'
anic kingdom was manifested to lsrael
lor the lirst time (Mt. 4:17; Lu.
17:29-21', Mt. 105; 15:24-27r. Alrel
His resurrection, the aposttes contin-
ued the kingdom mission lo lsrael{Acts

1 H; 3:17-26;5:29-32). The ultirnate
mission was to be lo the whole wodd
(Mt.28:1€-20), butthrough a repentant
lsrael(lcis 319) underthe kingship of
christ{1615 3'29*3,25). Pete/stocus
was on lsrael, the kingdom, a renewed
Jewish law. and use ol traditional Jew-
ish ritual (baptism, sacritice, leasts,
circurncision). This ministry @ntrasts
wilh Paul's mission to lhe Gentiles:
grace ,eaches the Gentile without ls-
rael, the church is fornled of believing
Jews ard Gentiles in equal union, and
thechuFch is released from the law and
the old Jewish rituals {baptism, cirqJrt'
cision, ieasls, sacriticeic{.Col. 2:9-19;
€ph. 2:11-22). Thus we remain com-
mitFd io lhe dispensational distinclbn
between lsrael and its kingdom on one
side, and the church and its world mis-
sion with ]sraelor the law on the other.

THE CHURCH A
PAULINE REVELATION

h is c-lear lrom the discussion above
that we belie\€ th€ church is a Pauline
rev€latbn. Thiscomrnon dispensation-
alist lenet is mde consistent with the
boofi of Acis by linking the beginning of
lhe church |o Paul and lhe Gentile
missbn. Afibng our theological lead-
ers of past and pr€sent, there hav€
been cerlain variaiions on this theme.
Some g€ler io include Pelefs sheet
vision wlhin the orbit of the developirE
Paulinerevelation; sorne pr€fer lo keep

separale. Sorn€ tf|ink lhe church (as
the Aody of Chrisl) began only with the
actual mlssionary iourrpys of Paul
{Acts 13); sorne think the origin of the
church coordinates pr€cisely with
Paul'sconrrersion {Acls 9). Some think
the gospelof Christ's saving death and
r€sunection was hcluded in Paul's
special revelalion; some think the
chwctr only is the subiect ol his special
calling. Some thir$( the twelve conlin-
ued as a s€parale kirEdom cfiurch;
so.ne that the J€wish kingdom believ-
ers merg€d into the Body of Chdsl
when il began. The 6mmon argurnent
of our F€llowship lrom tt|e beginning
has been thal thechurch ol lhis dispen-
salion b€an with Paul, but betore he
wrcte hE tirct epistle. Eeyond this
clmrnon ageement, a sonrelimes un-
easy but genuine lreedom on delails
has prevailed, despite lemptation at
times tornake one of lhese areas abso-
lute by viewing varialions as a crisis of
prirciple.

THE PRETRIBULATION
RAPTURE

We €nbree thecommon dispensa-
lionalist view that the church will be
raised b. perlect€d union with Chdst
belore the Tribulation. l,lone of the
seven essential kjeas we are dissrss-
ing has been more batler€d lfian this
one during tl|e last three decades. The
problem is not with the Faplure as an
evenl: that is clear now to all lrom
1 Thessalonians 4:1 3-1 7. Theproblem
is establishing its timir€--tetore the
Tribulalion. Two apprcaches have
been soughl. 1) The pre-Ttibulation
timirE of the event is requir€d by the
natur€ ot lhe church. The Tribulation is
the "tirne of Jacob's lrouble,' not of the
chuctrb t(or-ble. Therefore. s the
church and lsrael are seoaral,e, and
the mys@ry ol the church includes lhe
myslery of its resureclbn {1 Cor.
't550-51), the chutchf-y ils v€ry mys-
tery natur€ must be retrFved befor€
God again lak€s up His dealifEs with
lsrael. This construction has run into
v€ry heavy f ke kom a logical viewpoint:
il the church was bom through a transi-
tionperiod, it mighl alsoconclude ils lile
through arFther one. 2) oiher dispen-
sationalbts now feel tnore corfortable
with another approircfi: ure at€ Ptom-
is€d€sape lrofitlhe wrathoiGod. The
whole Tribulation is an €xpt€ssion of
God's wiath. The Raptur€ is the waY
Crod witl deliver lhe chutch lrom His
comirE wrath ( 1 Thes. 1 :10;59).€ither
way, we aecommifi€d b the ffaptur€
befo.e the Tribulation.

ltese a(e lf|e €ssentials ol dispen-
sationat theology, and ot the Grace
fellowshids partiqrlar @mmitment. lt
is irnpodant to recogniz€, hourever, $at
this rnenu ilsefi is only a fraction ol our
conlession as Christians. To these
heads of doclrine musl be added the
whole body of Christian belief about
.God, cteat'on, history, man, provi-
derce, Christ, salvation, the church {in
its actual operations), ard the end
times--a big agEnda indeed.

Dals S. Oewitt is Pro-
lessor ol Bible at Grace
Bibte College. He and
h's wife. Mina, liva in
Wyoming, Michigan.
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