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DISPENSATIONAL BIBLICAL
INTERPRETATION: ITS PAST
AND PRESENT HERMENEUTI-
CAL SYSTEMS

By Norman R. Gulley
Southern College of Seventh-day Adventists

The Past

Modern liberal, progressive scholars divide biblical data
through the historical-critical method and its constituent proce-
dures. Dispensationalists, also a modern phenomenon,” divide
biblical history into separate and unrelated dispensations. Though
different, these methods share a common result: the Bible is robbed
of its full right to be its own interpreter (sola scriptura). This can
be a real danger for some Adventists as they focus on the alleged
differences in Scripture rather than being informed by biblical
unity, and who view the Bible as a mere casebook.? We would do
well to ponder Grant Osborne’s perceptive description of the trans-
formational power of modern historical criticism:

Due to the development of the historical-critical method and of
modern theology. . . this view of infallible propositional authority (of
Scripture) has collapsed and been replaced by an understanding of
Scripture as a symbolic expression of God’s redemptive activity, which
must be ‘redescribed’ in functional terms for our day. In short, in this
approach the Bible ceases to contain a revealed set of doctrines that
must be believed but rather becomes a case-book that provides models
to follow in constructing a modern Christianity.*

Modernistic methods, such as the historical-critical method,
Dispensational and Casebook methods, may construct “a modern
Chrigtianity,” but only at the expense of biblical authority and
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truth. In speaking of the end time Jesus said, “When the Son of
Man comes, will he find faith in the earth?” (Luke 18:8). Christ said
that those heeding His word will survive tempests for they are on
a solid foundation, whereas those who do not heed His words will
not survive (Matt 7:24-27). The end-time tempests will be so severe
that “none but those who have fortified the mind with the truths
of the Bible will stand through the last great conflict.”® Therefore,

God’s end-time sealing (Rev 7:1-3) is a “settling into the trutl%, both
intellectually and spiritually, so” we “cannot be moved.”” Our
eternal destiny depends upon our relation to biblical truth, hence
the importance of biblical interpretation (hermeneutics).

Dispensationalism, which is the focus of this article, is a
system of biblical hermeneutics that has “infiltrated almost every
branch of Protestantism,”8 and has “considerable influence within
conservative circles,”9 as demonstrated by the Scofield Reference
Bible (1909, 1917) and the New Scofield Study Bible (1967). It is,
therefore, important that Seventh-day Adventists be informed
regarding Dispensational hermeneutics, and avoid a similar focus
on biblical distinctions™® and preoccupatmn with Israel and the
Middle East in eschatology By looking at the Dispensational
presuppositions brought to Scripture, their pragmatic her-
meneutics and their failure to see the New Testament as part of the
total biblical context for interpreting the Old Testament, these
should question similar methods ofbiblical interpretation practiced
now by some Adventists.

Dispensationalism belongs to the Futurist (eschatological)
school of prophetic interpretation. It is radically different as com-
pared to the Preterist (contemporary-historical, zeitgeschichilich),
the Historical-Critical (analogy, cause-effect, non-predictive,
reinterpretation), the Idealist (timeless principles/ideas) or the
Historicist schools uninterrupted, predictive, prophetic eras.
Toward the end of this article we will evaluate a recent seminal
Dispensational book.

The Roots of the Movement!>

John Nelson Darby (1800-1882) and C. I. Scofield (1843-1921),
the principle pioneer contributors to Dispensationalism, were
lawyers who later became ministers; Darby in Britain and Scofield
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in America. The story begins in Britain. Darby, ordained a deacon
in the Church of England (1825), became disenchanted with the
politically dominated church, and left it in 1827. Therefore, “It
should be carefully noted that Darby’s first and basic dissent was
not on the question of eschatology, but on the doctrine of the
Church.”!

He had “doubts as to the Scriptural authority for church
establishments.”'® Add to this the fact that he failed miserably to
keep God’s law for seven years, and only found relief when he
discovered in Ephesians 3 that the church is seated with Christ in
heavenly places. He took this to mean that Christians are above the
law, and that the law merely applies to the former dispensation, to
[srael. This led him “to compartmentalize Israel and the Church as
distinct objects of God’s separate purposes.”

This personal experience influenced the way he understood
the Bible, and led him to divide Scripture up into seven dispensa-
tions. During the years 1862-1868, he came to America and Canada
on speaking tours, staying an aggregate of six years,” and through
contact with C. I. Scofield, and the Scofield Study Bible, the ideas
of Dispensationalism spread across North America.

Dispensational Hermeneutics

Dispensations. We need to understand the term “dispensa-
lion.” Scofield says that “a dispensation is a period of time during
which man is tested in respect to his obedience to some specific
revelation of God.”'® The word “dispensation” comes from the
Greek word ozkonomwi and is perhaps only referred to as a time
period in Ephians 1:10. 9 Its usual meaning is stewardship, rather
than a time period. Yet Dispensationalism denotes the dividing of
nulvatlon—hlstor% into distinct time perlods%seven for Darbyzo and
Sceofield,”” eight™ or even ten” or twelve” for others, and three
for Charles Ryrie. A

Dispensationalists admit that the “the number of dispensa-
lions in a Dispensational scheme, and even the names of the
dispensations, are relatively minor matters.” “The essence of Dis-
pensationalism is (1) the recognition of a distinction between Israel
nnd the Church, (2) a consistently literal principle of interpretation,
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and (3) a basic and working conception of the purpose of God as His
own glory rather than as a single purpose of salvation.”

Daniel P Fuller correctly concludes that Dispensationalists
“must, however, insist on at least three dispensations in order to
assert the idea of the Church as a parenthesis between God’s
dealings with Israel "2 Dispensationalists believe God’s program
for Israel is merely on hold during this “church age,” to be resumed
at the rapture of the church, with ultimate fulfillment of all the
covenantal promises to Israel durlng the millennial kingdom. So at
least three dispensations are required.?

The Israel/Church Dichotomy. Ryrie’s list of three dispen-
sations places the distinction between Israel and the church as the
first essence of Dispensationalism. In fact, this distinction drives
the entire system. Remove this distinction and Dispensationalism
would cease to exist. The Israel/church dichotomy is basic to Dis-
pensational hermeneutics.?’ Keep this basic distinction, and it
multiplies numerous other distinctions—even beyond the various
dlspensatlons—-—-m order to maintain the basic Israel/church con-
struct.3 Dlspensatlonahsts are united on this Israel/church
dlchotomy, even if they have four different views for when the

“church-age” began, 31 and three views for when it will close.

Scoﬁeld wrote a book entitled, Rightly Dwzdmg the Word of
Trutk 3pased upon 2 Tim 2:15. In commenting on “rightly dividing
the Word” he said, “The Word of truth, then, has right divisions,
and it must be evident that, as one cannot he ‘a workman that
needeth not to be ashamed’ without observing them, so any study
of the Word which ignores divisions must be in large measure
profitless and confusing.””" In other words, Israel and the church
must be kept separate, and each dispensation must be kept
separate. However, we must note that the Biblical word “dividing”
does not mean “divisions.” The Greek word orthotomeo comes from
orthos, “right” or “honest” and stemno, “to cut.” “The renowned
Syrian exegete Theodoret (c. 393-c. 45 g applied the verb to ‘a
plowman who drives a straight furrow??3®

The Greek term orthotomeo is found only in 2 Timothy 2:15 in
the New Testament, and only twice in the Greek (LXX) Old Testa-
ment (Prov 3:6; 11:5). Many consider this compound verb to have
“probably lost the meaning from which it was derived and. . .
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acquired the more general sense of right handling (RV, RSV). It was
from this sense that the derived noun came later to denote or-
thodoxy.”3® Orthodoxy holds that rightly dividing means allowing
any part to be interpreted by the whole (sola scriptura). This means
the New Testament will interpret the Old Testament, a premise
anathema to Dispensational divisions. “What God has joined
together (whole Bible), let man not separate” (Luke 10:9) is also
good hermeneutical advice.

Consistent Literalism. Dispensationalists claim to use a
literal “interpretation consistently in all. . . study of the Bible” and
charge non-Dispensationalists “with allegorlzmg or spiritualizing
when it comes to the interpretation of prophecy.” They claim to
be the only con51stent hterahsts because they also glve prophecy a
literal 1nterpretat10n They oppose splrltuahzmg in defence of
Biblical authority, 40 and against liberals.*! This includes opposi-
tion to a spiritual kingdom now rather than a literal Messianic
kingdom later. But this ignores New Testament present fulfill-
ment.* Paradoxically they spiritualize the ascension of the church
into a rapture, claiming biblical authority when there is none,43 and
s0 do employ spiritualization in prophetic interpretation.

The New Testament applies Old Testament passages accord-
ing to their true meaning and shows that it was the literalists in
prophetic interpretation who cruclfied Chrlst (Matt 23:13-39; Mark
12:1-12; Luke 12:56; John 11:45- 57).%° Unlike His contemporary
Israel, Chrlst mterpreted the kingdom as already in their midst
(Matt 10:7; 12:28; more of this later). The entire book of Hebrews
is based on the fact that the new covenant promised to Israel and
Judah (Jer 31:31) is not some literal event in a future Messianic
kingdom, but already inaugurated in Christ for spiritual Israel, the
church (Heb 8:6-13).

The question is not literal versus spiritual interpretation. The
New Testament speaks of Christ as the “lamb that was slain from
the creation of the world” (Rev 13:8), and as coming in the second
advent on either a “white cloud” (Rev 14:14) or a “white horse”
(Rev 19:11). Here we have a spiritual truth (His death atoning for
man from the beginning), a literal truth (His return) and symbolic
expressions (cloud/horse) intermingled. Walvoord concedes the
problems of only a literal im:erpret:su;ion,46 but Dispensationalists
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never apply this to the Israel/church relationship as does the New
Testament. George E. Ladd rightly comments, “Our point of depar-
ture must be the way the New Testament interprets the Old Testa-
ment.”

We need to define the word literal. Literal, to Dispen-
sationalists, means obvious or clear meaning. It assumes that the
words and the passage are transparent. Dispensationalists refer to
this hermeneutic as literalism, as “its plain interpretation, 748 «nor-
mal” “ordinary” or “customary” meaning, the “grammatical-his-
torical method,”49 or the “plain grammatical sense.”®° But is the
meaning of the Bible that literalistic, particularly the prophetic
passages? Even Dispensationalists recognize that “almost complete
confusion reigns in the interpretation of prophecy,”*" and that
“acquiring the knowledge of the spiritual [note this word] content
of the Bible is a life task.”52Why so long, and why are there so many
different interpretations, if the meaning is so obvious? Why does
Scripture warn that spiritual things are “spiritually discerned” (1
Cor 2:14)? If the normal understanding of language is sufficient to
grasp biblical truth, then would not the “unspiritual” person also
understand?

Evidence Opposing Consistent Literalism. Old Testa-
ment prophecies are the playground of Dispensationalists, who
project their fulfillment onto a future earthly kingdom. Several
facts should be weighed against “consistent literalism,” or the
“transparent understanding” theories: (1) Most Old Testament
prophecies are written in the Hebrew language. Hebrew has a small
vocabulary, and is not as technically precise as New Testament
Greek. “In literary form, written Hebrew is full of metaphors,
elastic and vague; sometimes indeed it is capable of more than one
meaning.”53 (2) “The authors of the various NT books did not
introduce and apply the quotations from the OT in a scientific
manner, with literary accuracy characteristic of our day. Rather the
Old Testament passages were embodied in the Gospels, in the
Epistles, in the Acts, and in the Apocalypse in order to bear witness
to the fulfillment of the Old Covenant in the New.”** This does not
mean that NT writers misconstrue the OT in their quotations. They

bring out their true meaning and their fuller importance.

As C. Norman Kraus says, “Dispensationalist interpretation
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is built on an inadequate concept of the nature of language a'nd- its
use. In seeking to uphold the supernatural quality of the biblical
narrative it has assumed that the biblical language is like the
language of a science textbook; that is, that its terms have a fixed
meaning from beginning to end.”

A Literal Fulfillment of Prophecies Does Not Support
Consistent Literalism. Not only do Dispensationalists confine
their focus to an alleged transparency of language, but they cite the
literal fulfillment of prophecy to prove literalism.”™ They say,
“There is no non-literal fulfillment of these prophecies in g}?le New
Testament. This argues strongly for the literal method.”" Apply
this hermeneutic to Christ. Granted He was born in Bethlehem
(Micah 5:2, Matt 2:1), came out of Egypt (Hos 11:1, Matt 2:14-15),
was crucified (Isa 53:7-12, John 18:1-19:37) and rosesggain (Hos
6:1-2, 1 Cor 15:3-4)—all literal fulfillments of prophecy,” but is this
all He fulfilled? Is it not also true that through this One Israelite,
Jesus Christ, the Abrahamic promise was fulfilled—the promise
that “all peoples on the earth will be blessed through you” (Gen
12:3)? Is it not true that “no matter how many promises God has
made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ” (2 Cor 1:20)? Is it not true that Christ
has broken down the wall between Jew and Gentile (Eph 2:11-22),
which denies the Dispensational Israel/church dichotomy?

Thus “consistent literalism” makes a selective use of Christ’s
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy, and hence is an inconsistent
interpretation of prophecy. ;

Typological Interpretation Calls in Question Consis-
tent Literalism. Dispensational systematic theologian Chafer
says, “Almost every important truth of the Newﬁ%‘estament was
typified and foreshadowed in the Old Testament,”™ and that “the
antitype serves to lift its type out of the commonplace into that
which is inexhaustible and to invest it with riches and treasures
hitherto unrevealed.”®® These insights are correct and agree with
the New Testament interpretation of the Old Testament. If these
insights had guided Chafer’s theological system, it would have
transcended the confining strictures of literalism. There are other
statements in Dispensational literature that, like Chafer’s, are
seminal for a totally different shape of biblical interpretation.

The New Scofield Study Bible disproves the Dispensational
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claim to use a consistent literal interpretation. For the study notes
acknowledge that Old Testament people and things not only receive
a literal interpretation, but function as types of antitypes in the
New Testament. Thus historical 1 persons or things are both literal
and typical. Many typify Christ® —they are christologically inter-
preted. Many typify the church—they are ecclesiologically inter-
preted. In the introduction to the Song of Solomon the
interpretation is threefold, (1) literal (Solomon’s love for Shulamite
girl), (2) figurative (revelation of God’s love to Israel) and (3)
allegorical (Christ’s love for the church)

Although Dispensationalists clalm that the church is not even
thought of in the Old Testament yet surprisingly it finds the
whole Song of Solomon to be an “allegory” of the church, “in spite
of the fact that the book says nothing about either Christ or the
church.”® The New Scofield Study Bible also finds in the Old
Testament . numerous types far the church, including Eve,66 Isaac,®’
Rebekah 8 the tabernacle, Aaron and scons,'iYO the wave loav'esr'rl
and the Shulamite maiden.”? But nowhere is Israel a type of the
church, even though its claim to such is far greater than any of the
other choices. In fact stpensatmnahsts specifically state that Is-
rael is not a type of the church. 73 This demonstrates the inconsis-
tency of Dispensational typological interpretation when it
encounters their Israel/church dichotomy.

Moreover, the New Scofield Study Bible cites many types, even
some extreme ones.”~ As O. T. Allis long ago correctly concluded,
“While dispensationalists are extreme literalists, they are very
inconsistent ones. They are literalists in interpreting prophecy. But
in the interpreting of history, they carry the principle of typical
interpretation to an extreme which has rarely been exceeded even
by the most ardent of allegorizers.”'75 So Dispensationalists are
accused of that for which they accuse others—allegorization.7

Typology, is an important hermeneutical key in biblical inter-
pretation, as is recognized by many scholars.

The Principle of Sola Scriptura Opposes Consistent
Literalism. Dispensational literalistic interpretation is actually
too confining. It limits meaning with no proper regard to the
Protestant principle of sola scriptura, where the Bible interprets
itself. Such an approach to Scripture would seem consistent with
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the Dispensational claim to have a broader worldview—God’s glory
beyond human salvation.

Divine truth is always far greater than human words, even as
God’s Divine Son was far greater than His manifestation in human
flesh. Both the Written (Bible) and Living Word (Jesus Christ) of
God contain divine content that transcends the limited vehicle of
the human. Literalism limits the meaning of words rather than
allowing the theological context of the whole Bible to inform the
interpretation of a given text. This means that Old Testament
words are confined in their meaning, and are cut off from the
unfolding plan of salvation, from typological relationship, and from
meeting their intended fulfillment in Christ.

Looking to literalistic future fulfillment of Old Testament
prophecy to a literal Israel in Palestine ignores the fact that the
New Testament fulfillment is (1) Christological and (2) escalated
from a local to a global fulfillment. Here, briefly are some of the
biblical facts. Christ recognized that Old Testament people/institu-
tions were types of Himself. True to type/antitype correspondence,
He is greater than Jonah (Matt 12:1), greater than Solomon (Matt
12:41), greater than David (Mark 2:25-28) and greater than the
temple (Matt 12:6). Just as lambs typified the Lamb of God (John
1:29, Rev 5:12-13, 13:8), so prophets, priests, and kings were sup-
posed to typify Christ’s prophetic, priestly and kingly ministries.
In each, Christ transcended the type. So His was a better ministry
(Heb 8:6), a better sacrifice (Heb 10:11-12), with a better covenant
(Heb 8:6) and better promises (Heb 8:6), and consistency requires
a better throne. For David’s throne is no longer what counts, but
Christ’s throne in heaven (Acts 2:36, Heb 1:3,13, 8:1, 10:12, 12:1,
Rev 3:21).

Therefore, says the New Testament, “What God promised our
fathers he has fulfilled for us, their children, by raising up Jesus. .
. The fact that God raised him from the dead, never to decay, is stated
in these words: ‘I will give you the holy and sure blessings promised
to David’.”(Acts 13:32-34). So these ancient promises to Israel were
fulfilled in Christ. What is involved in this fact?“The promises were
spoken to Abraham and to his seed. The Scripture does niot say ‘and
lo seeds,” meaning many people, but ‘and to your seed,” meaning
one person, who is Christ.” (Gal 3:16)
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Here is reference to Genesis 12:7, 13:15 and 24:7, where
possession of the land is promised to Abraham’s seed. In the
type/antitype correspondence, with its escalated fulfillment,
Abraham is heir of the world (Rom 4:13), not just of Israel. His heirs
are “as numerous as the stars in the sky and as countless as the
sand on the seashore” (Heb 11:11-12). He is the father of many
nations (Rom 4:16-17). Yet even the original promise included being
“a father of many nations” (Gen 17:5), with heirs as countless as
stars and sand (Gen 22:17). Not only is Abraham the father of many
nations and heir of the world, transcending race (Israel) and region
(Palastine), but in his one seed, Christ, the distinction between
Israel and other nations has been removed (Eph 2:13-14), so that
they have become “one new man” (Eph 2:15), “one body” (Eph 3:6)
and “a holy temple” (Eph 2:21). Translated literally, the Greek of
Ephians 3:6 says, “The nations are joint heirs (sugkleronoma) and
a joint body (sussoma) and joint sharers (summetocha) of the
promise of Him in Christ.”

So the promise made to Abraham has been fulfilled in Christ.
Abraham was called out so that through him all nations of the world
could be blessed (Gen 18:18, 22:18, 26:4, 28:14). These references
and their context indicate that many nations would come out of
Jacob/Israel (Gen 35:11), that his seed would be as the sands of the
sea, and through them God desired to bless the world. So already
in the type there is revealed God’s desired future that transcends
race (Israel) and region (Palestine). That mission depended upon
Israel remaining faithful to God. The promises made to Israel were
conditional (Deut 28). Their unfaithfulness brought captivities
(Assyrian and Babylonian) as predicted (Deut 28:32-68).

So where the seeds of Abraham (Israel) failed, there the seed
Christ (Gal 3:16) succeeded. Their failed mission to bless the world
(Gen 12:3) was accomplished by Christ (John 3:16). In Christ’s
history He recapitulated the history of Israel. Indeed He was the
new Israel (as the head of his body the church Eph 3:6, 5:19-20, Col
1:18). He came out of Egypt (Matt 2:15; cf. Hos 11:1), spent forty
daysin the desert (Matt 4:1). Realizing the type/antitype correspon-
dence, Christ’s three quotations of Scripture in answer to Satan’s
wilderness temptations were all taken from Deuteronomy and the
experience of Israel in the wilderness (Matt 4:4, cf. Deut 8:3; Matt
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4:7, cf. Deut 6:26, Matt 4:10, cf. Deut 6:13). His betrayal was typified
by David’s (Luke 22:48, cf. Psa 41:9), His death and resurrection
after three days was typified by Israel’s restoration after three days
(1 Cor 15:3-4, cf. Hos 6:1-2). Christ is now on David’s throne (Luke
1:32-33, Heb 1:3, 8, 13), from where He guides in the present
building of the temple made up of Jew and Gentile Christians (Eph
2:20, 1 Pet 2:4-5).

So although the cosmic nature of the promises and mission
given to Abraham were partially foreshadowed in the Old Testa-
ment, true to the type/antitype escalation, the New Testament
explicates their fulfillment in and through Christ, who became the
head (Col 1:18) of the new body (Eph 3:6, Jew and Gentile) which
became the new Israel of God” (Gal 6:16). The promise transcends
the type of the promised land (Palestine) to antitype of the promised
world (Gen 26:26:3-4) and including the heavenly inheritance (2
Tim 4:18, Heb 11:13-16, 13:14, 1 Pet 1:4, 2 Pet 3:13). This in-
heritance is not only future but already present “in Christ.” For
“God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in heavenly
realms in Christ Jesus” (Eph 2:6). Far transcending the limited
Dispensational focus on Palestine and Jerusalem, God says that His
new Israel of God “have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly
Jerusalem, the city of the living God. . . to Jesus the mediator of a
new covenant” (Heb 12:22,24). There is also the intended mission.
The Israel of God does have a mission to the world (Matt 28:19), as
did ancient Israel (Gen 12:3), but “now, through the church, the
manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and
authorities in the heavenly realms” (Eph 3:10).

Covenant relationship with God was pre-requisite to being
true Israel and receiving the covenant promises in the Old Testa-
ment (Gen 17:8-9; 22:18; 26:4-5; Deut 28:1-14). So in the New
Testament the children of promise, not necessarily the natural
children, are Abraham’s offspring (Rom 9:2-3). For not all of Israel
are Israel (Rom 9:6-7), but only those who are so inwardly (Rom
2:28-29), those belong to Christ (Gal 3:27-29; cf. “receive Christ”
John 1:12, and “believe” Gal 3:6-9, Matt 3:9-10). Christ said that
Abraham’s children are those who do the works of Abraham (John
8:38-40). The present secular state of Israel fails to meet Christ’s
definition of the “Israel of God.” No wonder Gentiles in this new
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Israel of God, the church, are called a “chosen people, a royal
priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God” (1 Pet 2:9)!

The New Testament, therefore, speaks about “the mystery
that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now
disclosed to the saints” which is “Christ in you the hope of glory”
(Col 1:26). Paul says, “We proclaim him” (Col 1:28), and considered
his Jewish heritage as nothing compared to gaining “Christ and be
found in him” (Phil 3-9). As Anthony Thiselton concludes, “The
New Testament writers see Christ as an interpretive key for the
interpretation and understanding of the Old Testament.””® And,
by contrastr} “Socio-Pragmatic hermeneutics remain explicitly eth-
nocentric.””® Paul sums it up succinetly, “For no matter how many
promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ” (2 Cor 1:20).

Dispensationalist Interpretation of the Seventieth
Week of Daniel 9:24-27: Inconsistent with Consistent
Literalism. If Dispensationalists really believe in a literalistic
interpretation, on what basis do they remove the seventieth week
from the other sixty-nine weeks in the prophecy of Daniel 9:24-27?
They take the seventieth week and jump over nearly two thousand
years of church history to give the last pre-advent seven years to
literal Israel, after the alleged church rapture. Here again the quest
is driven by the need to keep Israel and the church separate. This
interpretation of a time prophecy is anythmg but normal or usual.
As Payne notes, it has distinct problems The linguistic form of
the expression “seventy weeks” in Dan 9:24 excludes the possibility
of a gap between the 29 weeks and the 70th week. The “seventy
weeks” must be continuous.?!

No other time prophecy in Scripture is interpreted in such a
strange way. It seems to me that an authentic literal or normal
interpretation would mandate that the seventieth week follow the
other sixty-nine. As one scholar asked, “Is it credible that this
prophecy, which speaks so definitely of 70 weeks and then sub-
divides the 70 into 7 and 62 and 1, should require for its correct
interpretation that an interval be discovered between the last two
of the weeks far longer than the entire period covered by the
prophecy itself?” 82

Consistent Literalism Critiqued. Since 1945, a number of
significant books have critiqued (directly or indirectly) Dispensa-
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tional hermeneutics. Some of these include (listed chronologicalg
by publication date) Prophecy and the Church (O. T. Allis, 1945),
The Seed of Abraham (A. Pieters, 1950),84 Crucial Questions About
the Kingdom o { God (G. E. Ladd, 1952),% The Kingdom of God (J
Bright, 1953),”" The Gospel of the Kingdom (G. E. Ladd, 1959), a7
Jesus and the Kingdom.: The Eschatology of Biblical Realzsm (G.E.
Ladd) 8 The Gospel and the Land: Earl 3y Christianity and Jewish
Territory Doctrine (W. D. Davies, 197 4) The Bible and the Future
(Anthony A. Hoekema, 1979), Gospel and Law: Contrast or Con-
tinuum? The Hermeneuncs of Dzspensahonahsm and Covenarnt
Theology (D. P. Fuller, 1980) The Israel of God in Prophec %
Principles of Prophetic Interpretation (H. K. LaRondelle, 1983),
The Covenants of Promise. A Theology of the Old Testament
Covenants (T. E. McComiskey, 1985) 2 Bruce K. Waltke, Old Testa-
ment Professor of Regent College, recently wrote, “In my opinion,
the works by LaRondelle and Hoekma remain the best on the
toplc 3 He says LaRondelle’s work is 2 “superb book.” “tisa
gold mine of information on the subject

The cumulative evidence, given above, lays out the inconsis-
tency of “consistent literalism,” and finds that it has problems that
need to be addressed. For example, (1) the alleged unconditionality
of the Abrahamic covenant, (2) the alleged belief that Israel can
return to Palestine in unbelief] (3) the alleged idea that Christ came
to Israel to establish an earthly kingdom, which is only postponed,
and (4) the alleged absence of the church in the purview of the Old
Testament. The Israel/church dichotomy lies behind each of these
four major problems with continuing inconsistencies. Space limita-
tions only permit consideration of the alleged claim that Israel can
return to Palestine in unbelief.

Is the Establishment of the State of Israel a Result of OT

Pml:»hecy"96

Ever since the modern State of Israel was established in May,
1948, Dispensationalists have rejoiced in this as the sign of the
nearness of Christ’s return.” They believe that soon God is going
to fulfill all the Old Testament promises to Israel because of the
unconditional Abrahamic Covenant. It is God’s faithfulness that
will bring this about, and not the faithfulness of Israel, and so
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apparently it is no problem for Dispensationalists to look at the
modern State of Israel as fulfilling covenantal promises, even
though Israel is secular, and the vast majority have returned in
unbelief.”® Tt is interesting the even the New Scofield Study Bible
can speak of “restoration dependent on repen’cance,”9 although
this is an exception to the normal presentation. % Has God made
a covenant promising the land to Israel, without any condition?

Loss of Land Due to Unbelief. There is much more to the
covenant than a merely formal deed, or legal transaction on paper
with no personal involvement.That the Abrahamic covenant is
conditional as far as the human partner is concerned is evident from
Gen 18:19; 22:16-18 and 26:4-5. In Gen 26:5 it is made clear that
obedience to the divine “charge,” “commandment,” “statutes” and
“laws” is the prerequisite to God giving to Abraham’s “descendants
all these lands.” (NASB). Without belief resulting in obedience
there can be no covenant experience. The mosaic covenant is also
conditional as is evidenced by the fact that it can be violated (Joshua
23:16; Judges 2:20-21) or abandoned (Deut 29:25-26; Jer 22:9).
Moreover the captivities of Israel to Assyria (2 Kgs 15:29-17:24) and
Judah to Babylon (2 Kgs 18:17-19:36; Dan 1:1-3) were due to
unbelief. They had turned from God to serve other gods. Their
covenant unfaithfulness did make a difference (Deut 28:15-68).
Their captivities argue against the idea of an unconditional
covenant, and possession of the land as an inherited right.

Loss of Land Can Be Eternal. If covenantal obedience is
decisive to covenant permanence, then what did God mean when
He said to David, “your throne will be established forever” (2 Sam
7:16; 1 Chron 22:10; Psa 89:4), and that Israel is God’s “forever” (2
Sam 7:24). The Davidic covenant is also conditional on human
obedience (Ps 89:28-32). We must remember that God also said that
Judah “will lose the inheritance I gave you. . . for you have kindled
my anger, and it will burn forever” (Jer 17:4; cf. Jer 23:40; 24:9).
Thus Secripture says, “If you are careful to obey me, declares the
Lord. . . this city will be inhabited forever” (Jer 17:24-25).1°

It is obvious that if Israel’s departure from Palestine was due
to unbelief, then a return in unbelief'%2 does not fulfill any
prophetic promise. 103 Modern Israel is clearly “a nation without
prophetic significance.” % God said, “When you and your children
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return to the Lord your God and obey him with all your heart and
with all your soul according to everything I command you today,
then the Lord your God will restore your fortunes and have com-
passion on you and gather you again from all the nations where he
scattered you” (Deut 30:2-3; cf. 2 Chron 6:24-25; Deut 30:2-3 and
God’s response in 2 Chron 7:11-22).

When faced with this biblical evidence even Walvoord admits
that conditionality is involved.'% This makes the present State of
Israel an entity of history that is outside of biblical prophecy.
Nevertheless, Walvoord believes that the return is “one of the
greatest miracles of world history” 106 and that “Scriptures make
clear that the regathering will continue until consummated after
the second advent of Christ.” 17 He conveniently provides no bibli-
cal support. This is the length to which literalism goes to defend
the Israel/church dichotomy.

Return to Location No Substitute for Return to Loyal-
ty. Alexander Wachtel, at the Jerusalem Conference on Biblical
Prophecy, said, “If we who believe in Jesus Christ as Son of God and
Savior of the world cannot find some divine purpose in the return
of the Jews, then we are embarked on a course that will undermine
the unique claim of our gospel. . . We must find the divine purpose
in the return of Israel. If we cannot, then Christ is not the only
way.” »108 tfere Wachtel misses the fundamental nature of the
covenant as a relationship. No return to location can substitute for
a return of loyalty to God.1%

Is Israel’s Original Entrance to the Land a Type for its
Present Entrance? The question could be raised, is the present
return of Israel a parallel with the original entrance into the land?
Concerning that first entrance God said, “It is not because of your
righteousness or your integrity that you are going in to take
possession of their land; but on account of the wickedness of these
nations, the Lord your God will drive them out before you, to
accomplish what he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob” (Deut 9:5). Did God bring Israel into Palestine because of
His covenant promise to Abraham rather than because of Israel’s
faithfulness? If the latter were true, this would be the same as the
Dispensational argument about Israel’s present entrance in un-
belief.
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We must first note that Deuteronomy 9:5 and 30:2-3 both
deserve equal attention. They are not mutually exclusive, nor is one
more normative than the other. Rather, Deuteronomy 9 witnesses
to the fact that no one is worthy of God’s grace. The entrance into
Canaan by Israel is a type of entrance into the heavenly Canaan by
the redeemed. Not one of the redeemed will be worthy. Grace is the
reason for both entrances. By contrast, in Deut 30:2-3, the writer
says a return is not possible without a return to God. Where is
grace? Without denying the operation of grace (Deut 9), the reader
is reminded that grace can be spurned. Whereas no human works
earned entrance to the promised land (Deut 9), no return to Pales-
tine will come without a return to God (Deut 30). Both biblical
truths stand in their literal meaning.

As Duane L. Christensen put it, “If the gift of the land were
contingent on the righteousness of the people, it would never be
received. It was a gift, graciously given, not a reward. Nonetheless.

. continued possession of the gift of the land is contingent on
obedience. Disobedience of the covenant will lead to forfeiture of
the land.”110 Scripture does not teach anywhere Israel’s return to
the land in unbelief.

No Promise of a Return to Palestine in the New Testa-
ment. The New Testament does not teach anywhere that a land
promise was given to Israel. Not even in Romans 9-11 is there any
mention of land. In fact the New Testament does not present
Palestine as the goal for Abraham and his descendants. For, he “was
looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and
builder is God” (Heb 11:9-10). They are spoken of as “longing for a
better country—a heavenly one” (Heb 11:16). The New Jerusalem
witnesses to the union of Israel and the church with the names of
the twelve patriarchs and twelve apostles inscribed on the gates and
foundations respectively (Rev 21:12-14).

Evidently the land of Canaan was but a type of the heavenly
Canaan, the old Jerusalem but a type of the new Jerusalem, the
land of promise but a type of the earth made new. Reductive
literalism, refusing to be informed by the full teaching of the Bible
of both Testaments, completely misses the magnitude of the
promise. The New Scofield Bible, which finds so many different
types in Scripture, never sees Palestine (the promised land) as a
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type of the new earth, nor is there any comment on this land
promise in Hebrews 11.

Christ’s Earthly Kingdom as His Reign or Rule. “The
majority of exegetes have recognized that the central meaning of
basileia, as of the Hebrew word malkuth, is the abstract or dynamic
idea of reign, rule, or dominion rather than the concrete idea of
realm.” 2 For “the Kingdom is not a realm or a people but God’s
reign.”ll3 George Ladd argues persuasively that the kingdom
Christ offered Israel was His rule in their midst. Christ’s “authority
in deeds and words was nothing less than the presence of the
Kingdom of God.”114

Whereas God had sent many prophets to call them back to
Him, now Christ was Himself in their presence, pleading, “Come
unto me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you
rest” (John 11:28). This was His gracious rule—to set them free in
covenant relationship (Luke 4:18; cf. Isa 61:1). He is the embodi-
ment of that covenant—man joined to God. To Him the promise of
the Old Testament meets the fulfillment of the New, for in both “is
the dynamic concept of the rule of God.”!!® He came to give them
the essence of that covenant—a relationship of resting in His
gracious rule.

But, “He was despised and rejected by men” (Isa 53:3). They
did nothing to help Him when He was clothed with a royal robe by
Romans who went “up to him again and again, saying, ‘Hail, O king
of the Jews’” (John 19:2-3). Finally Pilate said to them “‘Here is
your king.”” But they shouted, ““Take him away! Take him away!
Crucify him!”” (John 19:15). They rejected Christ’s reign and rule,
not the realm.

Calvary: Christ’s Last Word about Tsrael '8

Christ spoke of His rejection as a fulfillment of prol[i’}?leCy (Psa
118:22-23), concluding, contrary to Dispensationalists,”" “There-
fore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you
and given to a people who will produce its fruit” (Matt 21:42-43).
So the church takes the place (functionally) of unfaithful Israel,
and is called “a holy nation” (2 Pet 2:9%. “Israel’s day.as a nation
favored and blessed of God. . . ended.”**® The twelve patriarchs of
[srael were followed by the twelve disciples of the church, as He




82 Journal of the Adventist Theological Society

continued His saving mission through the continued true “Israel of
God” (Gal 6:16). Not Old Testament literalism but the “It is
finished” (John 19:30) from the cross is the last word concernmg
Israel. The temple veil, rent from top to bottom by a divine hand,*
declaring that the place was holy no more, the sacrifices were now
meaningless, God had gone from their midst.'2° He had committed
Himself to the faithful remnant of literal Israel who became Chris-
tians.

Hangingon the cross, Christ is the predicted lamb of God. Here
is the Prophet, Priest and King to whom OT prophecy pointed. Here
is “the Word” made “flesh” (John 1:14), God united with man, the
at-one-ment, dying as man’s substitute. Here is the embodiment of
the covenant, the law and the plan of salvation as well as the
recapitulated history of Israel. As the Passover lamb saved the
firstborn in the Exodus (type) so the greater Exodus from earth to
the heavenly Canaan is possible through the Lamb of God slain at
Calvary (antitype). In Christ all believers, whether Jew or Gentile,
meet. Here is the ultimate revelation of God’s promise to Abraham,
and all the families of the world. In the light of the cross, and its
subsequent “resurrection-ascension-intercession- return,” we see
the WORD unfolded in an unfolding revelation that sheds light on
all prophetic language, speaking authorltatlvely about His
kingdom rule, already in process, moving towards a realm, embrac-
ing a new Jerusalem in a new heaven and a new earth.

The present return of Jews to the State of Israel is, therefore,
an event that has nothing to do with the Abrahamic promise or with
salvation-history as seen from the perspective of the whole Bible.
“For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in
Christ” (2 Cor 1:20). He has not merely brought fulfillment to the
Abrahamic promise, He is the fulfillment. Through Him all the
nations of the world are being blessed (Matt 28:20, John 1:9).
Through Jesus Christ all human kind, both Jew and Gentile, will
gain entrance into the earth made new and into the true Jerusalem,
the one which is in heaven now but will return to earth (Rev 21:1-3).

The Future

Having examined Dispensationalism as known at present, we
must now look at an epochal book just released, Dispensationalism,
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Israel and the Church. The Search for Definition, (1992),"2! which
gives insight into some changes taking place in Dispensationali:sm,
allege {121! subscribed to by key leaders of Dispensationalism
today.”““ Because of space limitations we can give only a summary
overview, with suggestions for future dialogue.

Dispensationalism has experienced four dispensations of its
own, i.e. Pre- Scofieldlan, Scofieldian, Essentialist and Progressive
Dispensationialism. 123 The fourth era issues out of an attempt to
be “more accurate biblically” 124 and “to re-examine biblically the
distinction between Israel and the church.”'2> The resulting semi-
nal book referred to above is written by ten younger Dispen-
sationalist scholars who present a progressive theological
hermeneutic beyond the one present in the other three eras of
Dispensationalism. Their advance over previous Dispensationalist
contributions moves the dialogue with Dispensationalism to a new
level, as they have (1) critiqued some of the old positions that
non-Dispensationalists also questioned, as well as (2) their accep-
tance of a new Christological hermeneutic absent in previous Dis-
pensational literature.

The changes from their predecessors include: (1) Progressive
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecles/promls(is in the church
age, and thus a rejection of traditional futurism.™" (2) Accepting
the church as implicit in the Old Testament, and the moral law and
the Sermon on the Mount as applicable in the church age rather
than relegated to Israel in the millennium. L) Accepting that
Old Testament prophecy can have double fulfillments in the church
age, such as Joel 2 at Pentecost (Acts 2) and in the future.'?8 (4)
Progressive fulfillment of prophecy involving an acceptance of
inaugurated eschatology and a rejection of the church age as a
parenthesis between Israel in the Old Testament and Israel during
the millennium. (5) Progressive fulfillment of prophecy involves
rejection of a postponed kingdom and rule of Christ, and focuses on
His present rule from heaven’s throne over all on planet- earth.!

(6) Progressive fulfillment of prophecy rejects that there are two
new covenants, one for Israel and the church ﬁndlng the one
new covenant sequentlally fulﬁlled——splrltually in the church age
and physically to Israel in the millennium.'®2 (7) Progressive ful-
fillment of prophecy rejects the final difference between the earthly
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people of God (Israel) and the heavenly people of God (church),
opting rather for a dwelling together in the new earth.1%®

These changes are substantial, and clearly separate Progres-
sive Dispensationalists from the other three kinds. Progressive
Dispensationalism has taken more seriously the Christological
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies/promises, and has come a
long way to respond positively to the biblical type/antitype her-
meneutic that involves escalation in the New Testament fulfill-
ment. The book documents the roots of Progressive
Dispensationalism, with (1) the rejection of the distinction between
the kingdom of God and kingdom of heaven (1959), and (2) with
Ryrie’s Dispensationalism Today (1965) and then Ryrie’s sina qua
non questioned (1970s). So Progressive Dispensationalism has al-
legedly been developing for some years. The contributions in this
book are by ten authors, all of whom are New Testament scholars,
bringing their expertise to bear on traditional Dispensationalism
that overlooked the hermeneutical function of the New Testament
in interpreting the Old Testament. Although three respondents are
Old Testament scholars, they provide further suggestions for addi-
tional progress to be made in hermeneutics by Progressive Dispen-
sationalists.

The ten Progressive Dispensationalists have advanced from
pure futurism typical of dispensationalism of the past to include
inaugurated eschatology. They have transcended the simplistic
literal/spiritual dualism, have done more justice to the New
Testament’s place in interpreting prophecy, and attempted a Chris-
tological interpretation of the Old Testament prophecies/promises.
This is a development over their predecessors, and is an advance
beyond previous Dispensational hermeneutics.

However, the sina qua non, shared with the other three stages
of Dispensational development, is still the distinction between
Israel and the church, even though the book speaks of a “softening”
of this distinction.1%* Progressive fulfillment presents the kingdom
as (1) preliminary during the present inter-advent period, (2) inter-
mediate during the millennium and (3) eternal after the millen-
nium. Along this progressive unfolding of the kingdom (fulfillment)
the parenthesis (of older Dispensationalism) is simply moved from
the church age to the millennium. '
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Conclusion

Walter Kaiser Jr. suggests that in the next two or three years
another book should be written titled Dispensationalism Tomor-
row. 13 Craig Blaising and Darrell Bock su&gest, “Future publif:a-
tions need to carry the dialogue forward.” % T submit four specific
suggestions, for consideration, which in my opinion, could carry the
dialogue forward in a future book. .

(1) Present amore thorough-going Christological hermeneujmc
which takes into consideration the limitations of the sensus plenior
of Old Testament predictions, and does full justice to the historical
types with their biblical correspondence in Christ-centered fulfill-
ment,

(2) Think through the present reign of Christ on heaven’s
throne (e.g. in Hebrews and Revelation) in relation to the church
as His Body (Eph 5:30, Col 1:24), the one new man (Eph 2:11-15;
¢f. 3:6) the one olive tree (Rom 11), one vine (John 15), one chos:en
people, one holy nation, one royal priesthood (1 Pet 2:9), one bride
(Rev 19:7), and the one holy city with names of both prophets and
apostles on it (Rev 21:1-14). For “in Christ” the present and future
oneness of Israel and the church is functional now and not sequen-
tially divided into stages.

(8) Think through the inaugurated-consummated eschatology
of the New Testament in the biblical type/antitype context, with its
necessary escalation. Progressive Dispensationalist.s’ commen-
dable acceptance of this escalation is seriously undermined by their
returning to the local focus on Israel as a part of consummated
eschatology. The Bible simple does not support such a return from