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Godds kingdom as the kingdom of I|light in contrast to
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G thedbratic kingdom.
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NOOTQD -

1.) This was Augustinebs mistake.

2.) This was Luther and Calvinds mistake.

3.) This is the Charismaticsd mistake.

4.) This is the Progressive Dispensationalistso6 mistake.
A Closing Plea

|. The Dispensational Debate

Introduction

Few Christians deny that God has dealt differently with men in respective periods of time. Rather, the debate lies
in understandingthoseel ement s of Go d & s sindilarard contipe thimigh all perieds of time and

those elements which are dissimilar®.
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For the sake of simplicity, consider three major periods of history, the previous Mosaic age, the present age which
began with the coming of Christ, and the age to come, commonly seen as being initiated with the second coming
of Christ. We refer to these three ages simply as the age of Law, the Church age, and the Kingdom age.

Not all Christians would recognize even three divisions. Our issue with those who reject the third, the second

Coming of Christ and a subsequent Kingdom Age, is based on fundamental principles of Bible interpretation. It

relates to the level to which we are willing to accept the Bible as the inerrant, inspired Word of God, and our

willingness to interpret scripture literally in preference to the kind of allegorical interpretation which was

popularized by early writers such as Augustine. This paper does not provide a defense for premillennial truth. A

thorough, yet concise treatment of these issues from a broad historical and biblical perspective is available in Mal
Couchds collection of articfes on di spensational her mene

This article assumes the existence of these three periods (Law, Church, and Kingdom) and addresses some

points of tension which commonly arise when sincere Bible loving students seek to understand how these ages
relate to each other. Thishelpsus,todi f f erenti ate between those awsipleiots of
all ages and those aspects which are unique to each respective period.

A. Core Discussions

Just as we concern ourselves with these three broad ages, we notice that there are three respective elements
which affect or shape our conclusions about these ages. There is 1.) The matter of the New Covenant versus the
Old Covenant; 2.) The matter of the baptism of the Holy Spirit as it relates to the past, present, and future ages,
and; 3.) The matter ofthenat ur e of Godds ks itradatestmthgse ages.r Theratter has often
been discussed when contrasting the Kingdom of God with the Kingdom of Heaven.

Because our views regarding these three issues form the foundation for much of what we believe we need to

invest some energy considering what Gododés Word has to sa

covenants, for example, relates directly to his view concerning what Christ is doing today. When we do not

understand what Christ is doing we cannot align ourselves properly to His plan and program and we bear less

fruitforhim. Oned6s attitude towar d t hequalyegséntiabtora poper understandiogloy Spi r
I

what Christ is doing and exacttyhow He i s executing His program. Final Y,
kingdom program leads inevitably to robbing both Christ and the Jewish people of the promises which belong to

them. By naively introducing kingdom dynamics into this age we confuse our purpose and often confuse the

principles of law and grace. Mixing these two dynamics in such a deadly potion always presses well meaning

believers into a works-based, grace canceling relationship with Christ.

Knowing that all wrong thinking relates ultimately to wrong behavior and wrong consequences, it is worth our

effort to investigate these areas. This paper offers a starting point for these discussions in order to help the reader

avoid some dangerous pitfalls. Its purpose is to offer hope to those who feel these issues are irreconcilable.

Whil e we certainly fisee through a glass darklyodo with res
lefttoflou nder . 't i s not Go dobdeceived dbeubHis ptograat we conf used

Consider the following elements as they relate to the past, present, and future ages:

1. The New Covenant.

At the very inception of the Old Covenant (the Law) Moses declared t hat | srael 6s failure to
inevitable, (Deut. 29:4, 31:1-6). He understood that God would have to giV

this fact became more obvious in the centuries which followed, the prophets declared that God would give Israel a
new covenant, one which would change Israel from the heart, outward. These few verses typify this covenant:

(Jer 31:31-34) Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that | will make a new covenant with the
house of Israel, and with the house of Judah: Not according to the covenant that | made with their
fathers in the day that | took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt; which my
covenant they brake, although | was an husband unto them, saith the LORD: But this shall be the
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covenant that | will make with the house of Israel; After those days, saith the LORD, | will put my
law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts; and will be their God, and they shall be my
people. And they shall teach no more every man his neighbour, and every man his brother,
saying, Know the LORD: for they shall all know me, from the least of them unto the greatest of
them, saith the LORD: for | will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.

Godds peopl e toHoakvatthisptomisee covenant from various perspectives.

The two New Covenants view. An older view insisted that there are actually two New Covenants, the one

prophesied here for Israel and a separate New Covenant as described in passages such as 2 Corinthians 3. In

which case, there would be no continuityb et ween Godés program for Icovermaetd and t
are concerned. Many students currently extend this view and argue that there will always be two fpeoples of

Godoand that, even in the eternal state, there will be an earthly people (Israel) who will dwell in the new earth,

and a heavenly people (the Church) who will dwell eternally in the heavens with Christ.

The New Covenant kind of ministry view. Another view came about at a later time which moderated (or

muddied, depending on your position) the two covenant view somewhat by agreeing that there is only one New

Covenant and that it is for the Jews, but that the church, which exists during this mystery period operates under

what is ter med #Aknddé& w mC o®@ppanantg bf this view argue rightfully that it leaves the

church dAtesenantand that this would be atypical of all of
dealt with men on the basis of covenants. When Paul reminds us that we have this kind of ministry (2 Cor. 4:1)

he is simply contrasting our New Covenant ministry with the obsolete Old Covenant ministry which the Jews

enjoyed.

The partial New Covenant placement view. A great many believers argue that there is one New Covenant but

that only certain aspects of it are in place or fully effected. They assume that those aspects of the New Covenant

which relate to our salvation were effected by the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ and that New

Testament passages such as 2 Corinthians 3 and 4 and Hebrews 10 clearly argue that this aspect of the

covenant is in place and available to both Jew and Gentile, placing them into one body. They further argue that

the theocratic aspects ofthiscovenant , as promi sed physcalseked, wilbbe fulfiledtatthe Ab r a h a
return of Christ.

simpl e
s

t ms , t hen, these folk
age th u t

dergant®ontistbaing ca@ibdrouttnt 6 s mi
gh His church and t

I n S

t hi h a Christ wildl yet rei
The progressive New Covenantview. | n an attempt to preserve the continui
advocates of this view believe that there is one New Covenant. In that respect, they would be aligned with the

two previous groups. Additionally, however, they hold that the entire New Covenant with all of its implications was
inaugurated at Pentecost. This represents a striking departure from those who see a partial implementation of the

New Covenant because these folks believe that Christ is already reigningonDav i d 6 s theyseercertain T

aspects of the theocratic reign of Christf r om Da v i ds@lseady beimgimpace. Thi s A Al ready/ Not
fulfillment theory | eaves the door wide open as to what

ar dotfiet . 0

This is a significantma t t er . I f Christ is now r ei gnigmpitdarférthedoctribeavi d 6 s
of cessationism® (the doctrine that the sign gifts are kingdom related and do not pertain to this age) is removed.

Further, many points of confusion arise as to what aspects of Kingdom truth are valid and appropriate for this age.

The very essence of the gospel itself becomes confused.

This would be a good time to view the chart Dispensational Models as Related to the New Covenant which is
inserted at the end of this paper.

Of the four views regarding the New Covenant, only the partial placement view corresponds with the scriptures.
Even so, it requires some definitive clarification. The partial placement advocate shares the same responsibility
to explain what aspects of the New Covenant are in place and why these alone are effective in this age. This
discussion will be expanded briefly later in this paper.
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2. The Baptism of the Holy Spirit.

The New Covenant believer is apprised that he has been placed into Christ by Spirit baptism. As a result of this,
he also rose victorious over sin with Christ. The singularly most defining biblical passage on Spirit baptism is
likely found in 1 Corinthians 12:12 & 13:

(1Co 12:12-13) For as the body is one, and hath many members, and all the members of that
one body, being many, are one body: so also is Christ. (13) For by one Spirit are we all baptized
into one body, whether we be Jews or Gentiles, whether we be bond or free; and have been all
made to drink into one Spirit.

One must struggle to find a believer who doubts the reality of Spirit baptism. We rejoice in this wonderful truth
which provides the means whereby we are associated with the body of Christ. Our problem is not with the reality
of this wonderful truth, but with the implications which are associated with it.

a. The Early Dispensational View. Just as we traced the historic variations of Bible teachers regarding the New
Covenant, we find a similar pattern with the Baptism of the Spirit. Earlier dispensationalists were quick to
associate this baptism with the doctrine of the church and they were quick to associate it with this present age
only. They understood that this baptism was integral in making our age unique. Even so, they were neither
thorough nor prolific in their discussion of Spirit baptism.

b. A Later Dispensational View. As we moved toward the middle of the last century, Bible teachers began
striking more definitive positions regarding how Spirit Baptism relates to this age. They were adamant that there
was no evidence of Spirit Baptism in the Old Testament and no evidence that it is anticipated in the age to come.
As their positions matured they became even more insistent that Spirit baptism was neither predicted for this age
nor is there any evidence that His baptizing work will be seen in the millennium®.

At this point the i mplicat itheneaningof Feetdcastrbédgantobecomeage concer
important.

(Act 2:16-21) But this is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel; And it shall come to pass in
the last days, saith God, | will pour out of my Spirit upon all flesh: and your sons and your
daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream
dreams: And on my servants and on my handmaidens | will pour out in those days of my Spirit;
and they shall prophesy: And | will shew wonders in heaven above, and signs in the earth
beneath; blood, and fire, and vapour of smoke: The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the
moon into blood, before that great and notable day of the Lord come: And it shall come to pass,
that whosoever shall call on the name of the Lord shall be saved.

With the exception ofafewlikeC. I . Scofi el d, Peterds declaration that Pe
228( See t hehisuwsdhatdl si i hadheen@rgated only as an analogy by these earlier teachers. They

did not believe Pentecost had any literal connection with the Day of the Lord, so they effectively spiritualized the

passage.

c. A Contemporary View. As we moved toward the end of the century there was a greater parting of the ways
over P e t ethidisthafbdeclaration (which had associated Pentecost with the Day of the Lord as prophesied in
Joel 2).

1.) A new school of interpreters began to argue that Spirit baptism was not the property of this dispensation alone.
I n addition to tr ermoreiliterglly tRey arguedadhst this baptisra mad reén predicted in those

prophecies which spoke of the future Spirit outpouring. They further argued that this promise of the Father which
the disciples were told to anticipate (Luke 24:49) was, therefore, an Old Testament promise. Because this was an
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Old Testament prophecy given to the Jewish people, the event of Pentecost was equally as eventful for the Jews
as it was the church.

2.) This was only one step in a process through which these progressive teachers began to blur the lines between

the New Testament church and Israel. Pettegrew points notes that they further argued that the twentieth century
Dispensationalists had also made other errors. For example, they argued that we had built too many inferences

into what they called the body metaphor. In their minds, just as the bride metaphor is used for both Israel and the

church, so the body metaphor is general enough to cover all New Covenant believers. The body of Christ

therefore includes the church as well as future New Covenant believers. While this reasoning has not been fully

extended, it can only result in an eventual and complete capitulation to Reformed thought and replacement

theology. | n this writerds opi ni ditke ProgrebsivesDispemsationabisl. Brogeessive gat es t
Dispensationalism is not a legitimate Dispensational expression because it has dismantled and blurred

Dispensationalist distinctives at their core.

3.Godd6s Ki maggdammm P

a. Dispensationalists in General. If there was anything upon which traditional dispensationalists agreed during

the | ast century is was the fact that | srael and the Chu
stark contrast to non Dispensational teachers, the church was not spiritual Israel and did not directly inherit all of
her promises. Though believers became Abrahambés seed by

to be fulfilled specifically to Israel. This was the ultimate non-negotiable of Dispensationalism.

Dispensationalists were certainly willing to recognize that the kingdom of God would be evidenced in a spiritual
sense and that the term encompassed all that God was doing in the process of carrying out His program in all
ages, (i.e. Rom 14:17, 1 Cor. 4:20, and Col. 4:11). That kingdom, however, must never be confused with the

restoration of Israelés theocratic kingdom which would wu

b. The Progressive Dispensationalists. The above kingdom view has begun to change in some areas. The
same progressive thinkers who blurred the lines on Spirit baptism and the doctrine of the church have blurred the
lines on kingdom issues. This is the inevitable result of the change in their view of Spirit baptism.

Following the same logical process the progressives used with Spirit baptism, they began to argue that Christ had

al so begun to reign from Davidbés throne from heaven. As
literal second coming of Christ in order to fulfill those Old Testament promises. Rather, in their minds, all the

aspects of the eschaton (the last days events) have been inaugurated at Pentecost. Having been raised from the

dead, Jesus Christ inevitably assumed the righttoreignonDa vi dé6s t hr one.

Not only is there no biblical justification for this logical extension, it posits a great peril. To whatever extent the
theocratic kingdom has been inaugurated, to that extend theocratic kingdom dynamics and principles are at play.
A whole new systematic discipline would be necessitated to determine what aspects of Kingdom truth are relevant
to this age and what aspects are not. In reality, however, no such system could ever be established because the
definitions of our core terms (such as baptism of the Spirit, the church, and kingdom) have been dangerously
blurred. This blurring will ultimately affect every major area of theology and will confuse the doctrine of grace, the
doctrine of the pre-tribulation rapture, and a myriad of other truths unique to Dispensationalisms.

B. A Brief Summary of the Problem

The dispensational debate has involved several important biblical matters including the nature of the New
Covenant itself, the nature of Spirit Baptism, the nature of the Church, and the nature of the Kingdom. Much of
our discussion in the past decades has been concerned with the issue of continuity. That is, the discussion
concerns itself with how we relate these doctrines to each other in the context of the past Mosaic economy, the
present church economy, and the future kingdom economy. Modern efforts to establish this continuity have
blurred our definitions of these doctrines.
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Il. The Solution Offered .
A. A Biblical Solution is Needed

1.) Wrong answerswillhar m Chr i s.tWhsn canfromtsdewith this diversity a reader could be tempted to
despair, or worse, to simply detach himself on the grounds that it is too impractical or difficult to hold his attention.
This is especially true because of the pragmatic and ecumenical nature of our age which is accompanied by great
pressures for us all to get along in the name of love.

Not only are great issues at stake, but there are great consequences which will result by setting these issues
aside. We have already begun to experience the consequences of this kind of disconnect. Bible prophecy
(already seen as the fruitless playing field for sensational hobbyists), will suffer even more, and believers will
become even mor e i gnor aallandthdir pl&esdvihén thatproggama lreft unreselved,
these issues will result in a weakening of other major doctrines, including the very essence of what salvation is
about. Only in biblical Dispensationalism is Israel loved and defended. These matters deserve our full attention.

2.) Biblical answerswilladvance Chr i $heréis a solatiors aestarting point which, when properly
embraced, will keep us on the right path while treating these core doctrines. While this author offers no panacea,
he does offer a biblically derived perspective which will help us maintain our focus and avoid the blurring we have
experienced in recent years.

Be assured that the key elements of dispensational thought are biblical to the core and worthy of aggressive
defense. By the same token, if we are to avoid future misunderstanding, the dispensational model must be
presented with greater care and precision. A dispensationalist is not a dispensationalist simply because he
recognizes certain time periods during which God has dealt uniquely with men and he is not a dispensationalist
simply because he believes in the separation of Israel and the church. Those are products of His view, not its
essence.

[ ]

B. A Biblical Solution Will Allow for Continuity.

Dispensationalists do not offer a panacea for every interpretive issue. They realize that some truths, or at least
our enlightenment concerning those truths, are not fully realized in this age any more than the truths we now hold
were understood by the Old Testament saint. We do argue that Dispensationalists offer a consistent and
cohesive presentation of the promises of God in a manner which reflects the character and nature of God more
accurately than any other system. On this we are adamant. We believe Dispensationalism alone clarifies the plan
and program of Christ, protects both Israel and the church from the bondage of false teaching, and truly glorifies
God. Having embraced that, we must also concede that we have, at times, been our own worst enemies with
respect to clarifying what we believe.

There are few areas where otherwise sound dispensationalists are more culpable than in their careless treatment

of the general subject of continuity as it relates to the covenants. While Dispensationalists readily recognize the

covenants and differentiate between those which are conditional and those which are unconditional many

teachers fail to clarify the manner in which those covenants interface with the major periods of history which are

labeled as dispensations, thus unintentionally creatingthemental i t y t hat Godés program i s 1

This neglect has more to do with the matter of preoccupation in a reactionary way to Covenant thinking. First and
foremost in the mind of the Covenant thinker is his (supposed) commitment to continuitys. He argues that the
Dispensationalist chops up the program of God into separate noncontiguous segments and that this very
segmentation argues against the nature of God and His unchanging promises. While this is certainly not the
case, the almost arrogant refusal of the Dispensationalist to treat the matter of continuity has left him vulnerable to
this attack.’ Although the Dispensationalist certainly does not compartmentalize the program of God, he has
often failed to respond wisely to his covenantal friends.
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I't is this writer ds dispersaiontisifrarmthetGreektword referringte anycomoimy odan
administration of a household. Further, the word and its use is more biblically centered on the household
administration of covenants, rather than the administration of given periods of time. The issue is not so much
whether or not man is responsible before God for administering certain commands of God during certain historical
periods. Rather, the biblical administrations have to do with priests and the administration of their respective
covenants. Hold this thought as we review the aforementioned covenantal issues. In short, dispensations all
begin with the introduction of a New Covenant.

Readers who desire to see a broad based treatment of this issue which includes a clarification of how the
covenants and Adispensationsodo interface jeI;trseThiSpape'r,t ed to r
however, focuses more specifically on the issue of Christocentricity in interpretation.

C. A Biblical Solution Will Begin With our Hermeneutics. (Rules for Bible Study.)

Exactly what is a biblical dispensationalist? Is he one who is committed absolutely to the divine inspiration of
scriptures while embracing a consistent, normative literal hermeneutic. His stress on normative, grammatical and
historical interpretation, while paying utmost attention to biblical context defines his method. Such an approach
inevitably leads a Bible student into the dispensational camp. However, normative literalism is his method, not his
essence. A biblical or Christological dispensationalist is more.

1. Christ Is The Interpretive Key.

A Biblical Dispensationalist embraces Jesus Christ as the first principle or starting point of all interpretation. This
is not a platitude or a truism. This is elemental.

All roads do not lead to Rome. Some roads do and some roads do not, (in spite of what some medieval maps

suggest to the contrary). If the traveler would end up in Rome he must initiate his journey from the right starting

point. Just as one cannot provide arightans wer t o a @ wremuasgask thg tghtguestionnn, ordey to
provide the right answer., When we ask fAHow does this passage ogwitht r ut h
the right starting point in Bible study.

The Sine Qua Non (the irreducible, non negotiable essence) of dispensational thought must rest in its starting
point or its First Principle. If we start from any other point, however close, (such as the doctrine of the separation
of Israel and the church) will weaken that very point and we will weaken our ultimate conclusions.

Jesus Christ is the One whom this creation is about. He is central to all things. This creation is of Him, by Him,
through Him, for Him, and about Him, (Col. 1:16-19.) That is a given. Further, the Bible is written about Him. In
Lukebs final record concerning Christ we read

(Luk 24:44-48) And he said unto them, These are the words which | spake unto you, while | was
yet with you, that all things must be fulfilled, which were written in the law of Moses, and in the
prophets, and in the psalms, concerning me. Then opened he their understanding, that they
might understand the scriptures, And said unto them, Thus it is written, and thus it behoved Christ
to suffer, and to rise from the dead the third day: And that repentance and remission of sins
should be preached in his name among all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. And ye are
witnesses of these things.

The post resurrection teaching of Christ was devoted primarily to vesting us with this fundamental interpretive key.
If this Bible is nothing more or less than a record of the person, passion, plan and program of one Person, then
that Person is the key for understanding the plan. That is elemental. That is essential. If there was anything the
Apostles learned from Christ in those final days it was how to relate everything in the scriptures to Christ. This
new apostolic kerugma became evident with Peter at Pentecost and can be traced throughout the New
Testament. The apostles reasoned Christ from the scriptures.
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While most would not challenge the centrality of Christ, many do not give Him his proper role in interpretation.
They do not understand that He alone is our fundamental starting point, (our Gr.: stoicheion) and that the basis of
all dispensational thought flows from who Christ is and what He is doing. Again, the first question of the Bible
interpreter should always be, how does this passage relate to Christ?

Momentarily, we will do this as we address some key definitions and how the terms, Spirit baptism, body, church,
and kingdom are used. Before we do, we need to keep two important dynamics in mind:

2. Our Hermeneutics in general must reflect our First Principle.

A Biblical Dispensationalist can trust his literal method only to the extent that it begins with Christ as its first
principle.

As important as literal interpretation is, it is not sufficient in and of itself for interpreting the scriptures. Any mother
of a preschooler knows that two people can take the same literal statement and draw even opposite conclusions.
This is because we receive our literal statements on the basis of what we already know and believe (our context).
We are all biased. We weight literal statements differently when we are left to our own biases. When we seek to
make Jesus Christ our interpretive grid, our bias through which we interpret literal statements, we help avoid our
own prejudices and misunderstandings. We might say that Jesus Christ becomes our interpretive context.

3. Our word definitions in particular must reflect this principle.

We can rely on words. They are the divine medium through which God communicates with man. A Biblical
Dispensationalist respects words. That is why he embraces his literal hermeneutic. However, he also knows that
the final definitions of his terminology will also be decided on the basis of who Christ is and what He is doing.

When taking words literally, we must understand that a word can still have more than one literal meaning. For
example, a word can mean one thing in its broad historic cultural use, and quite another thing in its biblical use.
The Bible expands the definition of many secular words and gives them far stronger biblical meaning than does
the secular mind. The biblical concepts of faith, love, and grace, are far deeper (and often opposite to) than the
world& concepts. In other words, the Bible has re-defined words by their context, and by their use. At this point,
good Bible instructors are quick to point to the fact that biblical context is the key to being sure we have the
correct literal perspective. In other words, God the author, not man the reader, expands biblical terms.

However, a biblical instructor will go beyond this and stress the fact that the ultimate contextual backdrop for
interpreting all scriptures in Jesus Christ. By looking at what Jesus Christ is doing we may set the proper
boundaries on all of our other definitions.

Letds apply this Asaneagample, wearay speal of teedernt chunch in more than one context.
The Greek word for church in ActsreferstoGod és people in Acts 18:22, but
translated assembly. We intuitively know there is a difference in the words, because we understand what Christ
said about His coming church. His church is in no way associated with a pagan assembly. We may also use the
term kingdom in more than one context as we have already done in this article. In a word, definitions relate to
context.

This paper is all about terms. A solution relating to our use of terms such as New Covenant, Baptism of the Spirit,
Church, and Kingdom are necessitated. Without proper definitions, Dispensationalism cannot survive.
Conversely, the singularly greatest failure of the Progressive Dispensationalist lies in his inability to properly
define his terms and use them consistently.

In summary: The solution to the continuity debate begins with our hermeneutics. Christ is the Interpretive Key for
properly applying the literal method of interpretation to the scriptures. Biblical words and their definitions do
change and the key to understanding what the scriptures intend by the use of a word begins with its literal
meaning as it to the Person of Christ and what He is doing.
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