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SESSION 1
INTRODUCTION
1. WORLD VIEWS
a. Eastern Religions – Cyclical e.g. Hinduism, Buddhism.
b. Western Religions – Linear e.g. Judaism, Christianity. From Eternity past to Eternity
future.
1. THE NATURE OF BIBLE DISPENSATIONS
2. THE BENEFITS OF DISPENSATIONALISM
I. THE NATURE OF BIBLE DISPENSATIONS
A.

DEFINITION. Establishing the biblical, hermeneutical principles of
interpreting the Ages/Dispensations/Periods of times in the Bible.
1. Dispensation/Economy/Stewardship – “oikonoma”
“The Greek word oikonoma is a compound of oikos, meaning “house” and nomos,
meaning “law.” Taken together, “the central idea in the word dispensation is that of
managing or administering the affairs of a household. The various forms of the word
dispensation are used in the New Testament twenty times. The verb oikonomeo is
used in Luke 16:2 where it is translated “to be a steward.” The noun oikonmos is
used ten times (Luke 12:42; 16:1,3,8; Rom. 16:23; 1 Cor. 41,2; Gal. 4:2; Titus 1:7; 1
Pet. 4:10), and it is translated “steward” in all instances except “chamberlain” in
Romans 16:23. The noun oikonoma is used nine times (Luke 16:2,3,4; 1 Cor. 9:17;
Eph. 1:10; 3:2,9; Col. 1:25; 1 Tim. 1:4). In these instances it is translated variously
(“stewardship,” “dispensation,” “edifying”). The Authorized Version of Ephesians
3:9 has “fellowship” (koinonia), whereas the American Standard Version has
“dispensation.”
A dispensation is an economy in the outworking of God’s plan.” [1]
(Emphasis added)
2. Age/Ages “aion”
 Psalm 90:2 – From Eternity to Eternity you are God (Heb. ‘olam’)
 Isa. 57:15 – “Who inhabits eternity (Heb. ‘ad’)
 Jude 25 – “both now and unto all ages” (Gk. aion)
 John 11:26 – “by no means dies unto the age (Lit.Gk.)
 Gal. 1:4 - “This present evil age” (Gk. aion)
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Heb. 1:2 - “through whom He made the ages” (Gk. aion)
1 Cor. 10:11 – “through whom the ends of the ages has come (Gk. aion)
Eph. 2:7 – “the ages to come” (Gk. aion)

B. RATIONALE. In studying the Bible it becomes evident that God deals with
humanity in different ways in different times. This establishes the fact of
ages/dispensations in the Word of God e.g. Ages Past, Eph. 3:5 The Present Age, Gal.
1:4/Ages to Come, Eph. 2:7. We can discern different economies in the Bible:
MAJOR BIBLE DISPENSATIONS (AGES) AND EVENTS (EPOCHS)
1. THE TWO AGES

2. THE OLD TESTAMENT AGE
1. From Creation to the Fall

- INNOCENCE (1)

2. From the Fall to the Flood

- CONSCIENCE (2)

3. From the Flood to Babel

- GOVERNMENT (3)

4. From the Patriarchs to Moses/Israel

- PROMISE/
(4)
PATRIARCHS
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5. From the Exodus to the Cross

- LAW (5)

3. THE NEW TESTAMENT AGE
6. From the Cross to the Second Advent

7. From the Second Advent to Eternity

- GRACE/CHURCH (6)

- MILLENNIUM (7)

p
.

C.

IDENTITY OF THE DISPENSATIONS. (see Charts)
1.
Innocence (Gen. 1:28-3:6)
2.
Conscience (Gen. 3:7-8:14)
3.
Human Government (Gen 8:15-11:9)
4.
Promise Gen. 11:10 - Exod. 18:27)
5.
Law (Exod. 19 - John 19:28; Matt. 27:51/Acts 2)
6.
Church Age/Grace (Acts 2:1 – Rev. 19:21)
7.
Millennium (Rev. 20:1-15)

D.

ELEMENTS OF DISPENSATIONLISM.
a.
A consistent literal/normal interpretation.
b.
A distinction between God’s plan for Israel and the Church.
c.
The Glory of God in a multifaceted way is the goal of history
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E.

FEATURES OF THE DISPENSATIONS. (p. 100)
a.
New Revelation/Responsibility
b.
Man’s Failure
c.
God’s Judgment (see charts)
A description of dispensationalism would include the following:
 “distinctive revelation
 testing
 failure
 judgment
 a continuance of certain ordinances valid until then
 an annulment of other regulations until then valid
 a fresh introduction of new principles not before valid
 the progressive revelation of God’s plan for history.” [2]

F.

CLIMAX OF THE DISPENSATIONS (p. 102)
“All things gathered up in Christ” Eph. 1:9,10.”
“From Him and through Him and to Him be all Glory forever and ever (Rom. 11:36)
NOTES

[1] Charles C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism (Chicago: Moody Press, 1995), pp. 25-26.
[2] Ibid., pp. 29-31.

II. THE BENEFITS OF DISPENSATIONALISM
1. Seeing God’s Eternal Purposes “from age to age”
“THE BIG PICTURE”
2. Seeing the necessary distinction of Israel the nation amongst the nations of the world and
the unique place of the church which is His body.
“THE JEW, THE GENTILES, THE CHURCH OF GOD” (1 Cor.10:32)
3. Seeing my place in God’s unfolding plan and progressive revelation.
“YOU ARE HERE!”
4. Seeing and identifying the incentives and exhortations to live for Christ in view of God’s
glorious plan for the ages.
“EVERYONE WHO HAS THIS HOPE WITHIN HIM PURIFIES
AS HE IS PURE” (1 John 3:3)

HIMSELF JUST

4

SESSION 2
THE HISTORY OF AN OPPOSITION TO DISPENSATIONALISM
I.
II.
III.

THE HISTORY OF THE DOCTRINE OF THE SECOND ADVENT
THE HISTORY OF DISPENSATIONALISM
THE OPPOSITION TO DISPENSATIONALISM

I. THE HISTORY OF THE DOCTRINE OF THE SECOND ADVENT
A. THE CHILIASM (PRE-MILLENNIALISM) OF THE EARLY CHURCH
Through fellowship with the Apostle John the early church leaders preached a Millennial
Kingdom to come on earth with Jesus reigning in Jerusalem fulfilling the ancient Covenant
promises. They were following a literal/normal method of interpretation.
Irenaeus – ‘this antichrist will reign for three years and six months and sit in the Temple at
Jerusalem, and then the Lord will come from heaven in the clouds...bringing in for the
righteous the times of the kingdom...restoring to Abraham the promised inheritance’.
Tertullian - ‘But we do confess that a kingdom is promised to us upon the earth, although
before heaven, only in another state of existence; inasmuch as it will be after their
resurrection for a thousand years in the divinely-built city of Jerusalem’. The kingdom was
future and literal. See ‘Things to Come’, Dwight Pentecost chap 22.
B. THE CHANGE UNDER AUGUSTINE
Throughout the writings of Augustine, the literal interpretation of prophecy was abandoned
and a spiritual/allegorical form was adopted altering the great promises for Israel, and the
Kingdom became the Church in this present age on Earth. The book ‘The City of God’
proposed these new ideas and changed the method of interpreting the whole Bible especially
that of prophecy. ‘See City of God’, Book 20 chap. 9, pp 904, 907.
C. THE RESURGENCE OF CHILIASM. POST-REFORMATION ERA.
With the restoration of the historical-grammatical system of interpretation through the
Reformation a revival of the literal method prevailed restoring the Pre-millennialism of the
early church. As yet the refinement of true futurism had not yet taken place and many still
adopted a Medievael viewpoint of prophecy called ‘historiscist’.
D. THE REVIVAL OF EARLY CHURCH FUTURISM
As a result, the Second Advent revival of the Eighteenth/Nineteenth Century, and a
consistent application of the literal method of interpretation the futuristic school emerged
returning to the days of the early church fathers. Further refinements in interpretation
developed.
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II.THE HISTORY OF DISPENSATIONALISM
One of the charges most frequently levelled against dispensationalism is that it is of recent origin.
This is advanced as proof of its unscriptural-ness. Usually it is claimed that it originated with John
Nelson Darby; and all his faults and failures (with little or no acknowledgement of his greatness and
godliness) are adduced as evidence against it. Let us examine carefully this attack on the reliability
of dispensationalism as an accurate method of Bible exposition.
IS DISPENSATIONALISM MODERN?
Some have gone so far as to label it a modern heresy. [1] Another writes of it is as “this new system
of Bible interpretation”. [2] And so on, but is antiquity a proof of orthodoxy? The “do religion” is as
old as the Garden of Eden. [3] Legalism reared its sinister head in the apostolic age, calling forth
Paul’s inspired denunciation and anathema in the Epistle to the Galatians. The denial of the
resurrection is found in the first century. [4] The writings of the Church Fathers abound with
references to baptismal regeneration. No! Many heresies have antiquity on their side.
If it were said that dispensationalism is not part of the historic faith of the Church, it can be
answered that even a cursory reading of church history reveals a continual drift away from apostolic
teachings in the second and third centuries. Toward the end of the third century the departure
became more accentuated, and it continued to increase in the fourth. From then on the truth of God
was almost completely obscure beneath the accumulation of human tradition. God certainly did
maintain His testimony and continued to raise up His witnesses during that period, but they were
always definitely in the minority, and were separated from the mainstream of the professing
church’s apostasy. So far as the mainstream was concerned, there was an almost total loss of the
truth of justification by faith until its recovery at the time of the reformation in the sixteenth
century. Is justification by faith a “modern heresy” because of its comparatively recent recovery in
the sixteenth century? If we follow the path of “the historic church,” we will find ourselves in the
darkness of abominations of the church of the middle ages. Fill your vessel at the stream of “the
historic faith” and you will discover it to be polluted with human errors, traditions and false
doctrines. It is not back to such a silted stream that we need to go, but to the clear fountainhead of
all truth, the inspired Word of God. The question is not “Is dispensationalism ancient or modern?”
but “Is it according to the Scriptures of Truth?”
On the modernity of dispensationalism the late Dr H. A. Ironside wrote, “I saw a sentence in a book
the other day that all dispensational teaching had come about within the last fifty years. There was
never a greater mistake and blunder. Godly men in all the Christian centuries have taught it, but in
our day this light is shining brighter and brighter.” [5] Dr. J. F. Walvoord, president of Dallas
Theological Seminary writes, “Dispensationalism should be considered not as a new doctrine, but a
refinement of premillennialism such as was held by the early Fathers.” [6] Dr. A. D. Ehlert, in the
introduction to his historical summary of dispensationalism, has this to say, “there will be some
comfort in learning that dispensationalism is not too ‘modern’, and that it was acknowledged, in one
form and another, by many able men, whose general teaching is accepted, in different branches of
the household of faith.” [7]
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DID DISPENSATIONALISM ORIGINATE WITH DARBY?
Those who attack dispensationalism with the charge of modernity usually trace it back from Lewis
Sperry Chafer to Cyrus Ingerson Scofield to John Nelson Darby. Even if this were true, and it is
not, this would not be a genealogy to be ashamed of. One wonders how many of the detractors of
these men have written an eight volume work on systematic theology of which 25,000 sets have
been published to date, with the demand practically the same today as it has been for the last twenty
years, as Dr. Chafer has done, or have edited a Reference Bible which has received wider
circulation than any other annotated edition of the Scriptures (between two and three million copies
to date) as C. I. Scofield did. Can any of Darby’s critics point to thirty five Volumes of Collected
Writings, plus a penetrating Synopsis of the Books of the Bible in five volumes, plus a translation of
the Scriptures which was highly commended by the translator R. F. Weymouth in the preface to his
New Testament in Modern Speech (1906 edition), and was consulted by the committee which
prepared The Revised Edition of the New Testament (1881)? [8] “By their fruits ye shall know
them.”
So did John Nelson Darby originate dispensationalism? Can it be correctly stated that it was
conceived by him? Available facts indicate otherwise. Many able Bible scholars were teaching the
dispensational structure of the Scriptures long before Darby appeared on the scene. That God used
the great expository gifts of Darby to increase the understanding of His administrative dealings with
mankind through the ages is undeniable, and is cause for grateful recognition.
Since the commencement of the Church at Pentecost there has been a gradual development of the
body of truth accepted as authoritative. This development has followed an orderly pattern, logical in
its sequence, and governed to a large extent by the circumstances in which the Church found itself
in the world. At appropriate periods in the Church’s history God raised up His chosen servants
through whom additional light was given on various aspects of the eternal truth. That this has been
so with every major doctrine is shown in a masterly way by Dr. James Orr in his helpful work, The
Progress of Dogma. Dr. Orr lists the following periods with their corresponding areas of truth
which were challenged and clarified,
Third & fourth centuries
Fifth century
Fifth to seventh centuries
Eleventh to sixteenth centuries
Sixteenth century
Seventeenth & eighteenth centuries
Nineteenth century

-

The Doctrine of God
The Doctrine of Man and Sin
The Doctrine of the Person of Christ
The Doctrine of Atonement
The Doctrine of the Application of Redemption
Post Reformation Theology
The Doctrine of the Last Things.(Eschatology)[9]

This is interesting and illuminating. Eschatology was the last major doctrine to be clarified and
systematized. It is an indication of the providential dealings of God to find Him raising up a
veritable host of Spirit taught Bible scholars in the nineteenth century to clarify truths and
particularly related to the prophetic Scriptures. Even a partial listing of the names of such in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reads like a “Who’s Who” among the saints of God. [10].
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It was during the latter part of the nineteenth century (1876) that Bible conferences with special
emphasis on prophetic truths began in America. These rapidly expanded in size, and increased in
blessing in various parts of the country. Many spiritual giants who ministered the Word at such
gatherings were men committed to the premillennial coming of Christ and were, in the main,
dispensationalists.
Much of their written ministry continues to prove of great edification to the people of God today.
Throughout America there was a great revival of interest in Bible study. There was undoubtedly at
that time a return to near Pentecostal power and freshness in the testimony of the Lord’s people. Not
only were many souls saved, but the lives of the believers manifested a love of Christ, a spirit of
prayer, a unity of purpose, a separation from the world, an anticipation of the Lord’s return, an
interest in Bible study, a devotion and self-sacrifice, a missionary zeal that, had it continued, would
without doubt have written one of the brightest pages in the Church’s history since the days of the
apostles.
Dr. George E. Ladd, himself an anti-dispensationalist, concedes that these were some of the most
godly ministers and Bible teachers that America has ever know. He writes, “It is doubtful if there
has been any other circle of men who have done more by their influence in teaching and preaching
and writing to promote a love for Bible study, a hunger for the deeper Christian life, a passion for
evangelism and zeal for missions in the history of American Christianity.” [12]
Of course, the attempt to make J.N. Darby the originator of dispensationalism is merely an
invidious effort to discredit it with the tag of “Plymouth Brethrenism”, but this will not work. The
dispensational teaching of the Word of God is found in too many writings antedating Darby, and
has been accepted by too many accredited teachers of the Word since his day to be given any such
sectarian label. Among those whose writings indicate an acceptance of dispensational distinctions
are Justin Martyr (110-165), Irenaeus (130-200), [13] Clement of Alexandria (150-220), [14]
William Gouge (1575-1653), William Cave (1637-1713), Pierre Poiret (1646-1719), John Edwards
(1639-1716), Viscount Barrington (1678-1734), Isaac Watts (1674-1748), Jonathan Edwards (1703758), John Fletcher (1729-1785), Adam Clarke (1762-1832), George S. Faber (1773-1843), and
Richard Watson (1781-1833). [15]
These, and others, lived and wrote before Darby’s day (1800-1882). They include Anglicans,
Calvinists, Congregationalists, Methodists, and dissenters. Among Darby’s contemporaries who
wrote on dispensationalism and who were not connected with the so called Plymouth Brethren are
to be found James H. Brookes, a Presbyterian; James M. Gray, a Protestant Episcopalian; E. W.
Bullinger, an Anglican and many more of various denominational affiliations.
It is recognised by dispensational friend and foe alike that the Scofield Reference Bible had done
more to disseminate dispensation teaching than any other single publication. This has made it the
object of many bitter attacks, ranging all the way from the ludicrous to the scurrilous. Again, with it
as with dispensationalism itself, there has been the attempt to attach the tag of “Plymouth
Brethrenism”. A glance at the list of contributing editors, as well as the editor in chief, will reveal
the falsity of such a statement.
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Cyrus Ingerson Scofield was a converted lawyer who became a Congregational minister.
Associated with him in the work of producing the original edition were seven contributing editors,
who are as follows: Henry G. Weston, Baptist; James M. Gray, Protestant Episcopalian; Wm. J.
Erdman, Presbyterian; W. G. Moorehead, Presbyterian; A. T. Pierson, Presbyterian; Elmore Harris,
Baptist; A. C. Gaebelein, Methodist Episcopalian.
So actually the Presbyterians were in the majority! The original edition was published in 1909. In
1917 a second edition appeared containing various additions by Scofield. [16]
Dr. Scofield passed away in 1921. In 1967, after years of diligent labours by a committee of
distinguished Bible scholars, the Oxford Press (the original publishers) released a Revised Edition of
the Scofield Reference Bible. This revision committee was composed of John F. Walvoord, Charles
L. Feinburg, Allan A. McRae, Frank E. Gaebelein, Alva J. McClain, Clarence E. Mason Jr.,
William Culbertson, Wilbur M. Smith, with E. Schuyler English as Chairman. [17] These are all
men of true Christian scholarship and of unquestioned loyalty to the Word of God. None of them is
affiliated with the so called Plymouth Brethren!
This is a very brief history of dispensationalism, but it is hoped that the serious student will pursue
further this interesting and important subject. Those who would do so will find much helpful
background material in Dr. A.D. Ehlert’s Bibliographic History of Dispensationalism”. [18] [19]
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

1. John Wick Bowman quoted by C.C. Ryrie in Dispensationalism Today, p.11.
2. Paul E. Sisco, Scofield or the Scriptures? p.5.
3. Genesis 3:7.
4. 1 Corinthians 15:12; 2 Timothy 2:18.
5. H.A. Ironside, The Lamp of Prophecy, pp. 40-41.
6. J.F. Walvoord, Bibliotheca Sacra, January 1961, p.69.
7. A.D. Ehlert, A Bibliographic History of Dispensationalism, p.6
8. Peter Wilson, A Defense of Dispensationalism, no page.
9. James Orr, The Progress of Dogma, pp. IX-XXVIII.
10. Elgin S. Moyer, Who Was Who in Church History, pp. 459-464.
11. For example, Nathaniel West, James H. Brookes, W.J. Erdman, A.J. Gordon, S.H. Kellogg, Joseph A. Seiss,
W.R. Nicholson, George F. Pentecost, James M. Stifler, W.E. Blackstone, George C. Needham, H.L. Hastings
C.I. Scofield, A.C. Gaebelein, and others. See A.C. Gaebelein, The History of the Scofield Bible, pp. 28-36.
12. George E. Ladd, Crucial Questions About the Kingdom of God, p.49.
13. C.C. Ryrie, op, cit., p.26.
14. A.D. Ehlert, op, cit., p.26.
15. Ehlert,/biU, pp.33-46.
16. A.C. Gaebelein, op. cit., pp. 51065.
17. E.S. English, “Why We Revised the Scofield Bible,” Moody Monthly (Dec., 1965), p. 42.
18. Published by Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1965.
19. Adapted from ‘Countdown To Eternity’, Harold G. Mackay, Emmaus Bible School, 1976, pp. 31-38.
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[1]
[1] Countdown to Eternity, Harold G. Mackay, Emmaus Bible School, 1976, p.38.
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III .THE OPPOSITION TO DISPENSATIONALISM
1. COVENANT THEOLOGY AND A-MILLENNIALISM
a. There are two redemptive covenants for the whole Bible.
The Covenant of Works/ The Covenant of Grace
Response; There are eight covenants in the Bible being redemptive/theocratic,
unconditional and conditional:
The Edenic Covenant
The Adamic Covenant
The Noahic Covenant
The Abrahamic Covenant
The Mosaic Covenant
The Land Covenant
The Davidic Covenant
The New Covenant
(See diagram p. 16)
b. There is one people of God in the Bible.
The church in the Old Testament and the church in the New Testament.
Response; There is diversity and distinctions within the people of God throughout the
ages e.g. “...Jew, Gentiles and the Church of God” 1 Cor. 10:32
c. History
a. Ancient roots – Tertullian (185 A.D.) “The church is the ‘new Israel’”
Response; A-Millennialism emerged at the end of the second and third centuries in
church history.
b. Reformation roots – Covenant theology was systematised in the Reformation/PostReformation period.
Response; Diverse viewpoints were taking shape in the Reformation/PostReformation including premillennialism.
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SESSION 3
DISPENSATION OF INNOCENCE (1) (SEE CHARTS)
1. RESPONSIBILITY/TEST
a. Paradise – Fellowship – Dominion
b. Obey God. Gen. 1:26-28; 2:15-17

2. FAILURE
a. Disobedience. Gen. 3:1-6. The Fall
b. THE PROMISE. Gen 3:15. The Promised Redeemer – The Godly Line to
Messiah/Jesus.

3. JUDGMENT
a. Consequences – Curse and Death. Gen. 3:7-19 c.f. Rom. 5:12-19.

DISPENSATION OF CONSCIENCE- MORAL RESPONSIBILITY
1. RESPONSIBILITY/TEST
a. Blood sacrifice – do good. Gen. 3:5,7; 7,22; 4:4, c.f. Rom 2:14-16.

2. FAILURE
a. Wickedness. Gen. 6:5,6,11-12.

3. JUDGMENT
a. The Flood. Gen. 6:7, 13; 7:7, 11-14
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DISPENSATION OF HUMAN GOVERNMENT
1. RESPONSIBILITY/ TEST
a. Scatter & multiply. Gen. 8:15-9:7

2. FAILURE
a. Did not scatter. Gen. 11:1-4

3. JUDGMENT
a. BABEL – confusion of languages. Gen. 11:5-9
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SESSION 4
THE DISPENSATION OF PROMISE/PATRIARCHS
1. RESPONSIBILITY/TEST
a. Dwell in Canaan. Gen. 12:1-7

2. FAILURE
a. Dwelt in Egypt. Gen 12:10; 46:6

3. JUDGMENT
a. Egyptian Bondage. Ex. 1:8-14

THE DISPENSATION OF LAW
1. RESPONSIBILITY/TEST
a. Keep the whole law. Ex. 19:3-8

2. FAILURE
a. Break the law. 2 Kings 17:7-20; Matt. 27:1-25

3. JUDGMENT
a. WORLDWIDE DISPERSION Deut. 28:63-66; Lk. 21:20-24
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SESSION FIVE
THE DISPENSATION OF GRACE
1. RESPONSIBILITY/TEST
a. Faith in Jesus, Keep Doctrine Pure. John 1:12; Rom. 8:1-4; Eph. 2:8,9.

2. FAILURE
a. Impure Doctrine. John 5:39,40; 2 Tim. 3:1-7

3. JUDGMENT
a. Apostasy, False Doctrine. 2 Thess. 2:3; 2 Tim. 4:3

THE DISPENSATION OF THE MILLENNIUM
1. RESPONSIBILITY/TEST
a. Obey and Worship Jesus. Isa. 11:3-5; Zech. 14:9,16.

2. FAILURE
a. Final Rebellion. Rev. 20: 7-9

3. JUDGMENT
a. Satan loosed, Eternal Hell. Rev. 20:11-15

[1] Charts and main headings taken from Charting the End Times, Tim Lahaye & Thomas Ice, Harvest House
Publishers, 2001.
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