History of Dispensational Theology and the Grace Movement  

Lesson 2
Jesus’ Ministry
The important point here is to realize that everything about the ministry of Jesus was entirely consistent with the Jewish vision of the coming of the Messiah.  All of his teaching was in line with the Jewish expectations of the day.  Jesus did not start a new religion.  He was the fulfillment of all that God had promised in the Old Testament and how the rabbis in the intertestamental period understood the coming of the Messiah.

If the Jesus of the gospels was the creation of 2nd century Christians, as so many liberal scholars claim, they would have never written the gospel records the way they did, but would have given it a much stronger Gnostic, anti-Semitic, dualistic, gentile focused tone.

Just as academic scholars are rediscovering the Jewishness of the teachings of Jesus, theologians are moving away from dispensational truth and embracing a renewed Covenant Theology.

“After the conversion as well as before it the Christ of Paul was simply the Christ of the Jewish apocalypses.” (Machen, J. Gresham, The Origin of Paul’s Religion, New York, MacMillan, 1921; p.174)  

“Realizing the Jewishness of Jesus is critical if we are to make sense of his teachings.  For despite the fact that the religion founded in his name came to be filled with non-Jews – and eventually, in fact, became itself anti-Jewish (on ugly occasions, violently so) it was founded by a Jewish teacher who taught his followers about the Jewish God who guided the Jewish people by means of the Jewish Law” (Ehrman, Bart, Jesus, Apocalyptic Prophet for a New Millennium, Oxford University Press, © 1999, p, 164). 

Refer to Jesus: Apocalyptic Prophet for a New Millennium. 
Early Acts
We know from our study of the early book of Acts, that the ministry which the 12 apostles had immediately after the ascension of the resurrected Jesus was also a continuation of the Old Testament prophetic scenario.  There was nothing unexpected about the message that Peter preached on the day of Pentecost.  Everything was progressing as it was suppose to.  

Before Christ went to heaven the disciples asked him if he would restore the kingdom to Israel.  He did not correct them and explain that there would be no Kingdom for Israel any longer, but rather he simply assured them that God would do so when He determines it is the right time.

The Latter Days were being ushered in, this was evidenced by the pouring out of God’s Spirit as predicted by the prophet Joel.
All of Peter, John and the other disciples’ preaching until Acts 9 is directed entirely to Israel and the hope of the Messianic Kingdom.

Paul’s Conversion / Gentile Ministry

With the conversion of Paul we find a shift in the way God’s salvation is being proclaimed.

If all that is meant is that the Gentile mission of Paul was founded altogether upon Jesus then there ought to be no dispute.  A different view which makes Paul rather than Jesus the true founder of Christianity will be combated in the following pages Paul himself at any rate bases his doctrine of Gentile freedom altogether upon Jesus.  But he bases it upon what Jesus had done, not upon what Jesus at least during His earthly life had said. The true state of the case may therefore be that Jesus by His redeeming work really made possible the Gentile mission but that the discovery of the true significance of that work was left to Paul. The achievement of Paul whether it be regarded as a discovery made by him or a divine revelation made to him would thus remain intact. (Machen, J. Gresham, The Origin of Paul’s Religion, New York, MacMillan, 1921; p.13)

…attempts at finding clearly expressed in the words of Jesus the full doctrine of Gentile freedom have failed  (Machen, J. Gresham, The Origin of Paul’s Religion, New York, MacMillan, 1921; p.13)

It has been shown in Chapter V that the Judaism of the first century as it can be reconstructed by the use of the extant sources is insufficient to account for the origin of Paulinism (Machen, J. Gresham, The Origin of Paul’s Religion, New York, MacMillan, 1921; p.255)

It is announced at his conversion that Paul would proclaim the name of Jesus to Gentiles, kings and the house of Israel.

It is the first indication that God has made some kind of dramatic change not only in how the message was going to be proclaimed but in the message itself.

Annanias is given revelation that God was going to use Paul in a unique way to proclaim the name of Jesus to the gentile world.  However, it is only a hint of how dramatic the change would be.

The book of Acts records the transition between God’s working under the dispensation of Law to the Dispensation of Grace.  We see the emphasis moving from Israel as a channel of God’s blessings to the Gentile nations to the gospel of salvation going directly to Gentiles apart from Israel.
Progressive Revelation

What we know of Paul’s early ministry and how it developed is somewhat foggy.  We know that soon after he was saved God began preparing him by having him spend 2-3 years in the Arabian desert.  It was probably at this point that God revealed some of the basic truth about the nature of this change in dispensations.

We know that several years later, after gentiles or Greek proselytes in Antioch were coming to faith in Christ. We know that Barnabas went to Tarsus to get Paul and bring him to Antioch.  At that point God set these two apart for the Gentile ministry that He had prepared for them.
From that point on there is a series of truths that God reveals to Paul.  Not everything is clear immediately.

By looking at a timeline of major events in Paul’s life and the presumed writing of his letters we can piece together the order of unique doctrinal truth.  (Refer to Handout)
Diminishing of Paul’s Apostleship / Gospel Records

DeWitt States:

A basic principle, though, is that what we believe to have been distinctive concepts of things like the mystery of the church and baptism in Paul were lost, because  Paul was early-on swamped by interest in Jesus and the gospel story that came to be written in the gospels.
After the fall of Jerusalem, the emerging gospels simply became the priority for the church because of the supernaturalism of the stories about Jesus, and Paul came to be viewed as just another apostle.  (DeWitt, personal email, 3 August, 2010)

Schaff States:
The Jewish Christianity, represented in the apostolic church by Peter and James, combined with the Gentile Christianity of Paul, to form a Christian church, in which "neither circumcision availeth anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creature in Christ."
I. A portion of the Jewish Christians, however, adhered even after the destruction of Jerusalem, to the national customs of their fathers, and propagated themselves in some churches of Syria down to the end of the fourth century, under the name of Nazarenes; a name perhaps originally given in contempt by the Jews to all Christians as followers of Jesus of Nazareth.776  They united the observance of the Mosaic ritual law with their belief in the Messiahship and divinity of Jesus, used the Gospel of Matthew in Hebrew, deeply mourned the unbelief of their brethren, and hoped for their future conversion in a body and for a millennial reign of Christ on the earth. But they indulged no antipathy to the apostle Paul, and never denounced the Gentile Christians and heretics for not observing the law. They were, therefore, not heretics, but stunted separatist Christians; they stopped at the obsolete position of a narrow and anxious Jewish Christianity, and shrank to an insignificant sect. Jerome says of them, that, wishing to be Jews and Christians alike, they were neither one nor the other.
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from Charles Bury, Grace Gospel News, June 1946

For example, the Christianity of the Old Catholic Church at the close of the second century displays a strange lack of understanding for the deeper elements in the Pauline doctrine of salvation, and something of the same state of affairs may be detected in the scanty remains of the so-called "Apostolic Fathers" of the beginning of the century. The divergence from Paul was not conscious; the writers of the close of the second century all quote the Pauline Epistles with the utmost reverence. But the fact of the divergence cannot altogether be denied.  (Machen, J. Gresham, The Origin of Paul’s Religion, New York, MacMillan, 1921; p.6)
Ebionites – Among the First to Denounce Paul

1. The common Ebionites, who were by far the more numerous, embodied the Pharisaic legalism, and were the proper successors of the Judaizers opposed in the Epistle to the Galatians. Their doctrine may be reduced to the following propositions:
(a) Jesus is, indeed, the promised Messiah, the son of David, and the supreme lawgiver, yet a mere man, like Moses and David, sprung by natural generation from Joseph and Mary. The sense of his Messianic calling first arose in him at his baptism by John, when a higher spirit joined itself to him. Hence, Origen compared this sect to the blind man in the Gospel, who called to the Lord, without seeing him: "Thou son of David, have mercy on me."
(b) Circumcision and the observance of the whole ritual law of Moses are necessary to salvation for all men.
(c) Paul is an apostate and heretic, and all his epistles are to be discarded. The sect considered him a native heathen, who came over to Judaism in later life from impure motives.
(d) Christ is soon to come again, to introduce the glorious millennial reign of the Messiah, with the earthly Jerusalem for its seat.
Schaff, History of Christianity; Book 2 Chapter 11. (http://www.ccel.org/s/schaff/history/2_ch11.htm)
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