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Dispensationalism Under Fire I 
Th.is article reviews the book, "Backgrounds to Dispensationalism," by 
Clarence B. Bass. (Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., Grand Rapids 3, Mich.., $3.50.) 

IMPROVEMENT may or may not be 
involved in change. The atomic age 

has brought certain changes in the treat
ment of cancer and changes in waging 
war. A change of mind may or may not 
result in an improvement. That de
pends on what the conclusion is, for it 
is the result of a change, not the fact 
of a change, that is all-important. 

One of the defects of contemporary 
emphasis on intellectualism is the glori
fying of changes of position and the 
consequent obscuring of the contents 
and effects of those changes. The fact 
that a man has changed his mind about 
certain doctrines becomes a cause for 
self-glorification or loud cheering by 
the group the new convert has just 
joined. "Cashing in on the new con
vert" can be just as much a sin among 
intellectuals as among evangelists. If 
a Conservative turns Liberal, this is 
hailed far and wide-in Liberal circles. 
If a premillennialist embraces amillen
nialism, th is is news. If a dispensa
tionalist rejects dispensationalism, he is 
paraded far and wide. It has become 
the thing to do to rethink one's position 
and then publicize the change. 

Let no one misunderstand. Intellec
tual stagnation is not therefore desir
able. The ultimate in all mental 
growth in Biblical t ruth is conviction. 
Many today have mistakenly equated 
settled conviction with stagnation, and 
change with progress. Rethinking gen
erally brings a state of constant flux; 
stagnation will mean failure; but real 
mental growth under the guidance of 
the Spirit will lead to conviction of the 
truth. 

Books proclaiming changes of mind 
are not uncommon. The format is the 
same. The author was reared in some
thing old-fashioned. Through independ
ent study he has progressed beyond 
this elementary position into a more 
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advanced position involving :cejection 
of the former view. In our day that · 
"progress" is usually made during the 
author's doctoral study and research. 
The degree having been granted, the 
thesis then becomes the basis for a 
book and the authority for the accu
racy of the views expressed therein. 

Such a book is "Backgrounds to Dis
pensationalism," by Clarence B. Bass. 
The author's own testimony is as fol
lows: 

"I was reared in the dispensational 
system, and the formative years of my 
spiritual development occurred under 
the ministry of a godly pastor who 
taught it, complete with charts. I pro
gressed through my entire college and 
seminary career without ever knowing 
that there was a distinction between 
dispensationalism and premillennialism. 
When I began a doctoral program of 
research on J. N. Darby's doctrine of 
the church I was a confirmed dispen
sationalist. ... 

"I have not found the way out of dis
pensationalism easy, and I sometimes 
wonder if even now I have left it 
completely. The inward struggle to 
orient oneself to the historic faith only, 
intensely involves many emotions. 
Moreover, readjusting theological pat
terns sometimes leaves one uncomfort
able. Even today some of my dearest 
friends are convinced that I have de
parted from the evangelical faith." 

"Backgrounds to Dispensationalism" 
argues that dispensationalism as a sys
tem does not antedate the 19th century 
but was formulated by J. N. Darby in 
the midst of controversy and that this 
background is significant in understand
ing (and for the author, condemning) 
dispensationalism (p. 7). With this 
thesis the reviewer (and other dispen
sationalists) agrees-as a system dis
pensationalism was largely formulated 



by Darby. But with the development 
of the argument and with the author's 
conclusion (that dispensationalism must 
therefore be rejected) we take excep
tion. The development of his thesis in 
this book is built upon and saturated 
with four basic errors. 

The first is the straw-man err()r. The 
author creates a straw man by saying 
that dispensationalists assert that the 
system is found in post-apostolic times. 
Informed dispensationalists do not claim 
that. All that is maintained is that 
certain features of the dispensational 
system are found in the teaching of the 
early church. A sample of the author 's 
fallacious argument is: Pretribulation
alism is not apostolic; pretribulational
ism is dispensationalism; therefore dis
pensationalism is not apostolic. Such 
a straw man is easy to create. Dis
pensationalists do not claim that the 
system was developed in the first cen
tury. But neither were a lot of other 
doctrines. Development of any doc
trine is to be expected in the history 
of the church. 

This leads to the second fallacy: the 
error of the wrong use of history. Sup
pose that dispensationalism· is shown 
to be different from what the author 
calls "historic premillennialism" as 
taught by the apostolic fathers (not to 
be confused with the apostles in the 
Scriptures) in their non-canonical writ
ings, does that prove dispensalionalism 
unscriptural and "historic premillen
nialism" to be Biblical? Of course not. 
All it proves is that some people taught 
one thing and others another at various 
times. The author surely knows that 
baptismal regeneration was widely 
taught in the early centuries, and yet 
he would not include it in bis theologi
cal system simply because it is historic. 
Likewise, covenant theology and amil
lennialism in their present forms were 
unknown in the early centuries. This 
does not determine whether they are 
right or wrong. After all, the ultimate 
question is not, "Is it historical?" but, 
"Is it Scriptural?" Bass recognizes this 
and devotes two sentences to it on page 
47. Occasionally elsewhere there are ref
erences to Scriptural arguments, but 
the main thrust of the book seeks to 
discredit dispensationalism simply be
cause as a system it is of recent origin. 
One would guess that the author's doc
toral thesis on which this book was 
based concerned only Darby's doctrine 
of the church (with necessary back
ground in the life of Darby), for al
though the historical data bas been 
carefully collected, the use of history 
to try to discredit doctrine falls flat
especially in the opening and closing 
chapters. A man's life may credit or 
discredit his teaching, but it does not 
prove or disprove its accuracy. 

The third fallacy is the use of con
clusions that do not follow from the 
facts. This is particularly evident when 
the author discusses Darby and sep
aratism. He points out that Darby 
was involved in controversy and then 
concludes: 

"One need not sci·utinize contempo
rary evangelical church life too closely 

to see this principle at work today. 
Nor does it take more than a casual 
survey of the history of theology since 
Darby's day to trace the continuity of 
his view of separation to our day" (p. 
99). 

Why does it follow that because 
Darby separated from the established 
church, separationist groups today are 
the result of dispensational teaching? 
And yet this is the implication of Bass. 
Surely he knows that some of the 
groups affiliated with the American 
Council of Christian Churches today are 
not dispensational. Furthermore, he 
must realize that the Reformation was 
a separationist movement (unrelated to 
d ispensationalism) and that its leaders 
were involved in controversy not only 
with the Roman Catholic Church but 
also with each other. How then shall 
we judge the Reformation or many of 
our established and recognized denom- . 
inations in the light of this statement 
by Bass? 

"Any theological system which causes 
a part of the church to withdraw from 
the larger fellowship in Christ and, by 
isolationism and separatism, to default 
its role, is wrong" (p. 154) . 

The fourth error is a wrong principle 
of interpretation. Actually, this is the 
crux of the matter, though Bass bas 
not made it so. He apparently accepts 
literalism (as opposed to allegorical in
terpretation) as a basic principle, but 
rejects it as a workable principle, par
ticularly in eschatology. What to sub
stitute for it, however, he is not sure. 
He finds at the moment most satis
faction in an amillennialist's four 
principles for the interpretation of 
prophecy (p. 151). He shoµld face the 
fact that amillennial principles of her
meneutics will hardly lead him to 
"historic premillennialism." Indeed, any
thing but plain interpretation will lead 
to inconsistencies. Witness Bass's own 
statement as to the meaning of the 
blessed hope: 

"I bear testimony, however, that U1e 
unity of the divine redemptive plan is 
now meaningful to me. The church, as 
the body of Christ providentially re
deemed, is the epitome of the whole 
structure of God's purposes on the 
earth. This is truly the blessed hope" 
(p. 9) .. Actually, he seems to approve 
of any hermeneutical principle that 
avoids extremes, even though it in
volves inconsistencies. 

"Logically carried out, this principle 
involves the dispensationalist in these 
extremes: all Israel (presumably every 
Israelite) will be saved; the boundaries 
of the land given in fue promise to 
Abraham will literally be restored dur
ing the millennium; Christ will return 
to a literal theocratic, political king
dom on earth with a government pat
terned after existing national govern
ments, with David as His r egent: Christ 
will sit on a physical throne in the 
city of Jerusalem, in the state of Israel; 
the beast, Antichrist, and other persons 
mentioned in Revelation will literally 
appear; a city will actually descend 
from Heaven, in which God will have 
an eternal throne, and from which will 

flow the river of life-all of which are 
inherent in the system of contemporary 
dispensationalism" (pp. 150, 151). At 
least he does recognize · that dispen
sationalists are consistent. 

This book will undoubtedly be well 
received by others who feel that they 
have been liberated from the yoke of 
dispensationalism. Let anyone who in
tends to join this group carefully ex
amine the errors involved in this book 
and, above all, the positive teachings 
ot the Scriptures. 

PHILADELPHIA. 


