
DISPENSA TIONALISM 
HOW TO OBSCURE DISPENSATIONALISM Pt. 1 

by Dr. Charles C. Ryrie 

I)] ased on the definition of "obscure," obscur
ing dispensationalism means making dis
pensationalism relatively unknown. And 

there are many different ways this is happening. 
Sometimes the worst thing someone can do to curse 
at conservatives is to call them dispensationalists. 
That's about as low as you can get on some peo
ple's ladder. But people can obscure dispen
sationalism more subtly, as is being done today. 

1. Either Use or Create a Different Hermeneutic 

One way that people are obscuring dispen
sationalism is by either using or creating a different 

of books. It refers to Isaiah 11 about the wolf and 
the lamb dwelling fogether. He says: 

Sinners here 1e likened to the beasts of the 
field. It is unmistakably clear that the lan
guage by Isai~ is meant to be understood 
spiritually and [ not literally-spiritually, not 
literally as the dispensationalists vainly 
dream. How }\'Ondrous is the grace that 
brings the wo~fish rebel into the mildness 
and meekness of the lamb. The lion passes 
from a carnivorous animal to a grass-eating 
animal. Take that literally, and it amounts to 
little. Understahd it spiritually, and it means 

hermeneutic. Different from what most 
people would call literal speech, I would 
prefer to call it plain or normal. God gave 
us speech. Man didn't create it. From 
plain, normal hermeneutics, God created 
speech. I think there are at least three rea
sons for why He did this: so He can 
speak to us; so we can speak to Him; and 
so we can speak to each other. This third 
purpose seems pretty self-evident, but the 
importance of it is how we speak to each 
other. We speak plainly and normally, 
without creating fanciful interpretations. 
How do we speak to God? Even though 
some prayers may be a little too flowery, 
they communicate something clearly be-

There is a very 
down-to-earth 

a great deal: when born again, we can 
no longbr find satisfaction in creature 
things but long for heavenly food. 

He saysl"sinners" because there are other 
beasts mentioned in this chapter. The 

effect of normal 
hermeneutics. 

Rather than turn 
people off, it en
courages them to 
study the Bible, 
understand it, 
and believe it 
just the way 
God said it. 

I 

phrase '1'spiritual interpretation" is used 
because it has an aura of spirituality 
about itl But it isn't spiritual interpreta
tion, exJept that it means "deliteralized." 
And thJ spiritual interpretation here is 
simply ~idiculous. Besides, if meat were 
earthly, carnal food and grass were spir
itual, heavenly food as this person im
plies, thfn believers should not eat meat. 

cause we want God to hear our praise and petitions 
clearly. So how would we expect God to speak to 
us? The same way-clearly. But the new, fanciful 
hermeneutics are out to change that, and by chang
ing it, they change the plain, clear, normal under
standing of the text itself. 

Here is an example of a wildly nonliteral hermeneu
tic on the basis of what I like to call a "deliteralized 
hermeneutic." I don't find this term in the text
books, but I think it clearly applies. The hermeneu
tic is not literal anymore; all the literalness has been 
taken out. I don't like to name names particularly, 
but the following example is from someone who is 
definitely a conservative and has written a number 

The a~ove . deliteralized hermeneutic 
leads to an unbelievable interpretation. 

I 
Another example i of a deliteralized hermeneutic 
comes from a different writer who is a well-known 
Old Testament sc~olar but is now deceased. He 
gives seven or ei~t principles of hermeneutics to 
be followed. One I of these states: "Whether you 
should interpret a Aassage figuratively or spiritually 
depends solely on that gives the true meaning." 

Today of course,j progressive dispensationalists 
have created a ne'f hermeneutic called a comple
mentary hermeneu~ic. This means that something 
quite literal and specific in the Old Testament can 

I have a New Testament complement that adds to the 
Old Testament prclmise without changing it. For 

I 



example, consider the Old Testament reference to 
the throne of David. With the complementary her
meneutic, the throne of David suddenly becomes 
the right hand of the Father. That doesn't mean or 
deny that there will be a future throne of David on 
earth. But this new idea that Christ is now reigning 
on the throne of David is based on what has been 
called a complementary hermeneutic. So if people 
want to defame or demean dispensationalism, then 
they go to something other than what gives plain, 
normal meaning, and then to be scholarly, they have 
to either use or create a new kind of hermeneutic to 
uphold the kind of interpretation they want. 

I 
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those changes is What the dispensational interpreta
tion of the Scriptures is about. There is a very 
down-to-earth effect of normal hermeneutics. Ra
ther than tum people off, it encourages them to 
study the Bible, u~derstand it, and believe it just the 
way God said it. 
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2. Blunt or Blur the Consistent and Complete 
Distinction betwe~n Israel and the Church 

What is now bein~ done to blunt or blur the con
sistent and complete distinction between Israel and 
the church (this is! not theoretical) is redefining the 
word "mystery." iPaul uses the word "mystery" 

I am concerned about a very practical ramification about things not Jhade known in other ages (Col. 
of using or creating a different hermeneutic. I think 1 :26-27) and about something revealed through the 
it turns people off and many ordinary people are apostles and prop~ets (Eph. 3:3-5). But now pro-
going to be defeated and disinclined to study the gressive dispensat~onalists are defining it as some-
Bible because the scholars don't take it literally. thing revealed in tpe Old Testament but unrealized 
Therefore I can't follow the earlier spiritual inter- until the church began. The mystery was unrealized, 
pretation. I would never see the wolfish " ,, • , meaning it was not fulfilled but it was 
sinner in Isaiah 11. People might wonder The body tsn t revealed. That is a new theological use of 
why they should worry about other more before these the word "mystery" that is different from 
important things in the Bible and about church epistles what has been the case in normal dispen-
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taking them plainly. If people are not because it didn't sational ti eaching. 
turned off and they insist on a more plain, exist prior to the 
normal hermeneutic and thus a more church age. The 
Plain, normal interpretation, then they are 
going to have to be dispensational. "body" of 

A study of the words "church" and "Isra
el" in the New Testament shows that 
even in lthe New Testament these terms 
are corrtpletely and consistently distin
guished.[ However, a result of progressive 
dispensationalism is to not give much 
impoftartce to certain key Scripture pas

Christ's church 
As people start studying the Bible in a 
plain, normal way, they read: ''pray that 
your flight not be in the winter or on the 

is not in the Old 
Testament. 

Sabbath day" (Matt. 24:20). How many of us have 
ever prayed that? Probably none, but if we did, we 
were wasting God's time or our own. The same 
could be said for praying ''that the flood would not 
overtake you," which seems pretty plain. Or they 
might read that they shouldn't eat certain foods, 
which leads to the thought that maybe God has run 
the world in different ways at different times, which 
He has. Why shouldn't He? That's His privilege, 
and He has revealed those different ways at differ
ent times, which is what dispensationalism is all 
about. It recognizes that God has dispensed dispen
sationalism. He has dispensed His laws, principles, 
and guidance for the world in different ways at dif
ferent times. If we study the Bible just ordinarily, 
plainly, or normally (I'm trying to avoid "literally," 
but it's okay to use it), just as we use God-given 
speech with each other and with Him, we realize 
there have been some changes. And recognizing 

sages, such as Daniel 9:24-27, which details the 
seventy "sevens" dr seventy seven-year periods for 
Israel. To give iniportance to this passage would 
lead to the very sh~rp distinction that the seventieth 
week (period of seven years) deals with Daniel's 
"city" and his "pedple" Israel (9:24) rather than the 
church. But progk-essive dispensationalists don't 
deal with this passage very often. Just look in the 
subject index of sopie of their books and see if there 
are pages where D,aniel 9 is discussed in any great 
detail. 

Perhaps even mo~ significantly, I Corinthians 
12:13 is another passage that is played down in pro
gressive dispensatibnalism. This verse states, "For 
by one Spirit we ~ere all baptized into one body
whether Jews or Greeks.~' In Acts I :5, Spirit bap
tism is said to be in the future. According to Acts 
11: 15, it is said to have happened "at the begin-
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ning." 1 Corinthians 12:13 explains that it put us 
"into one body"-the body of Christ. The word 
"body" doesn't appear again in Scripture ( other than 
references to the physical body of Christ) until 
Paul's letters to the Romans and Corinthians. The 
"body" isn't before these church epistles because it 
didn't exist prior to the church age. The "body" of 
Christ's church is not in the Old Testament. If it 
were, it would be a body not baptized by the Spirit 
because the Spirit didn't begin to baptize people 
into the body until the Day of Pentecost. 

Progressive dispensationalists blur this and make 
the baptism of the Spirit to be a ministry of the Spir
it, almost like any other ministry of the Holy Spirit 
that therefore could have occurred in the Old Tes
tament. In the view of one conservative 

one is to buy all-coion shirts, and the other is to be 
I 

a dispensationalist. The latter is also a lot cheaper! 

I 

All Scripture is profitable, but all of it does not con-
cern the rule of life ~nder which I live. And nobody 

I would say we put ourselves under all these rules of 
life. I don't know ahyone who wants to go back to 
the rule of life that governed Adam and Eve before 
they fell. Ifwe do, te all ought to have a tree in our 
gardens, the fruit of !which we don't eat because that 
is what God said to do. That was His rule of life; 
that was what He w~ dispensing in those days. But 
when it comes to things closer to home, then the 
accusation, or the sbarecrow, is: "If you become a 
dispensationalist, yqu are going to ignore or tear out 
parts of the Bible." piis is not true. 
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theologian who has embraced this new 
progressive idea of dispensationalism, 
there is not a consistent and complete 
distinction between Israel and the 
church. He says, "The baptism with the 
Holy Spirit is therefore not some unique 
ministry only for the people in the pre
sent Church age." He goes on to say, 
"It's the same as the gift of the Spirit," 
and "the Spirit was given in the Old 
Testament times." But no one was put 
into the body of Christ in Old Testament 
times or even in the days of our Lord 
because it didn't happen until the Day of 
Pentecost. 

The fact that Here is another scarecrow that is used: 
"You diSpensationalists, you teach mul
tiple ways of salvation." Now if God 
wanted to arrange multiple ways of sal
vation sd people could get saved in dif
ferent ways, I'd thank Him. Wouldn't 
you? But the problem with this scare
crow is the word ''way." When people 
accuse a 1dispensationalist of having mul
tiple ways of salvation, what do they 
mean by the word ''way"? If they mean 
the basis, there is one basis: the death of 
Christ. If they mean the requirement, 
there is ~me requirement: faith. If they 
mean the object of faith, there is one ob

something is new 
or old is interest-

ing and sometimes 
important. The 

important thing is 
not where a cer-

tain doctrine falls 
in the develop
ment of church 
history, but is it 

biblical? 

3. Put Some Scarecrows in the Field of Dispensa
tionalism to Scare People Away 

If people want to obscure dispensationalism, or 
make it relatively unknown, here's one scarecrow 
they use: "Dispensationalists rip out one part of the 
Bible." "They don't believe it enough to follow the 
old food laws." No, I don't follow the old food 
laws! I'm very thankful God has given us meat to 
enjoy even though it's a "carnal, earthly food." If 
we supposedly "rip out those parts of the Bible," 
then so do Reformed people since they don't follow 
the food laws either. Like most of us, I know I'm 
guilty of breaking the law with what I'm wearing. 
My shirt is made of mixed material, and that's 
against the law (Lev. 19:19)! You probably have 
some mixed material on you, you law breakers! 
Now there are two ways to alleviate your rebellion: 

ject: the living and true God. If the content of faith 
is in question, that: is much harder to delineate. I 
know what it is now today-Acts 16:31, "Believe 
on the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be saved." 
But I don't know what it was in certain previous 
eras. We cite Abraham and some of the prophets, 
but I still can't write out a twenty-word sentence of 
what "Joe" or "Sarah" Israel, the ordinary Israelite, 
had to believe. It's hard to specify what the content 
was. It certainly was not "Jesus of Nazareth." So 
when people say ''way," what do they mean? A lot 
of people cannot explain the content and don't spe
cifically and clearl:r: use the word ''way" when they 
charge dispensation~lists of teaching more than one 
''way" of salvation. • 
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"It's too new to be fUe" is another scarecrow. One 
old doctrine taugnt since the first centuries of 
church history is baptismal regeneration. Though 
that doctrine is old, !much more ancient than dispen-
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sationalism, I don't believe it. The fact that some
thing is new or old is interesting and sometimes im
portant. The important thing is not where a certain 
doctrine falls in the development of church history, 
but is it biblical? 

Still another scarecrow is: "Dispensationalism di
vides Christians, and anything that divides is suspi
cious, if not wrong, because divisions are wrong." 
The people who say this cite the early chapters of 1 
Corinthians as biblical support to make their case 
that we shouldn't be dispensational because we 
don't want to divide the body of Christ. But it isn't 
dispensationalism which divided. In our more re
cent history when dispensationalism became more 
systematized, what really started to divide Chris
tians was plain, ordinary Bible study. After the great 
Bible conferences in this country, people went 
home from them and said, "My pastor is not preach
ing the Bible." Sometimes that led to divisions, 
which isn't necessarily wrong. Besides, the apostle 
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Paul said later in 1 Corinthians 11 :19, "There must 
also be divisions among you that those who are ap
proved may stand out." I don't think any of the 
ecumenists read that verse. The same apostle in the 
same letter to the ~ame group said "don't be divid
ed" and ''there must be divisions," and you have to 
put the two state+ents together. So with no clear 
hermeneutic and no clear distinctions between Israel 
and the church, we have scarecrows in the patch. ■ 

I 
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This article is a transcription of Dr. Ryrie's message by the 
same title given at th~ 2006 Pre-Trib Rapture conference in 
Dallas, TX, with slight revisions by Dr. Ryrie. 

Dr. Charles C. Ryrie i~ one of the most well-known and highly 
respected evangelical ~eologians in America today and is con
sidered a leading authority on premillennial dispensationalism. 
He served for many yettrs as professor of systematic theology at 
Dallas Theological Serrtinary and has authored numerous books, 
including the best-sellirig Ryrie Study Bible. 

BIBLE STUDY SERIES OF INTEREST 
I 

We want you to be aware that there are many studies on books of the Bible and doctrinal subjects for your spir-
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itual edification and equipping available on our website at duluthbible.org or at Sermonaudio.com to be down-
loaded for FREE or to be purchased (in CD or DVD format) by contacting us !directly. These audio/video mes
sages can be used in your personal study of God's Word or utilized in home Bible studies, Sunday School clas
ses, men's or women's studies, along with a fill-in-the-blank handout that acc6mpanies each study. A sampling 
of these studies are: 

1 

I. The 2013 "Becoming a Man of God" Conference (8 studies)-highly r~commended! 
I 

2. How to Know and Do the Will of God (11 studies) - very practical! 1 

3. The 2013 Ladies Bible Conference (6 studies/ 2 testimonies, audio only)-very edifying for women! 

4. The Gospel of Luke-Jesus Christ: What a Savior! (presently being tau~t) 

5. The Greatness of God's Grace (12 studies)-this will encourage and help establish you in grace! 

6. The Book of James (18 studies) - verse by verse practical studies of apJlied Christianity. 
I 

7. Distinct Features of Sanctification under Grace (1 study)-a unique study worth hearing! 

8. Romans 1-5 ( 18 studies) - clarifying the Gospel, justification by grace, lternal security, etc. 

9. Romans 6-8 (17 studies) -your identity in Christ, sanctification by graJ & future glorification 

(1bere are hundreds of other messages available at our website & Sennlnaudio.com. Check it out!) 

DISCLAIMER 
Though we seek to have articles by a variety of authors that are biblically accurate, infonnative, and encouraging in 
the Grace Family Journal, this does not mean that we fully endorse every interprdtation, doctrinal position, or asso-
ciation of our contributors. 

1 


