
Ephesians Lesson Four – Dispensationalism

Ephesians 1:10 – "That in the dispenstion of the fulness of times he might gather togther in one  
all things in Christ, both which are in heaven, and which are on earth; even in him:"

Ephesians 3:2 – "If ye have heard of the dispensaton of the grace of God which is given me to  
you-ward."

Renald Showers in his book, There Really Is a Difference," explains the word dispensation:

"The word which is translated dispensation in the New Testament is oikonomia, from which the English word 
economy is derived.  The New Testament word is a combination of two words – oikos, which means house, and 
nemo,which means to dispense, manage, or hold sway.  Thus, the word literally means house dispensing or 
house managing." 

Showers quotes from Berkhof, who writes this in his Systematic Theology, "It relates primarily to household 
administration." Page 216.

Showers tells us that the word oikonomia appears nine times in the New Testament.  The word is translated as 
stewardship or dispensation in six of those appearances.

Luke 16:1-4 – "And he said also unto his disciples, There was a certain rich man, which had a 
steward; and the same was accused unto him that he had wasted his goods.  And he called him,  
and said unto him, How is it that I hear this of thee?  Give an account of thy stewardship; for  
thou mayest be no longer steward.  Then the steward said within himself, What shall I do?  Fo  
my lord taketh away from me the stewardship; I cannot dig; to beg I am ashamed.  I am resolved  
what to do, that when I am put out of the stewardship, they may receive me into their houses."

1 Corinthians 9:17 – "For if I do this thing willingly, I have a reward:  but if against my will, a  
dispensation of the gospel is committed unto me."

Ephesians 3:2 – "If ye have heard of the dispensation of the grace of God which is given m to  
you-ward:"

Colossians 1:25 – "Whereof I am made a minister, according to the dispensation of God which is  
given to me for you, to fulfil the word of God."

In the other three appearances [of oikonomia] it is translated dispensation, fellowship and edifying in the King 
James Version and administration in the New American Standard Bible.

Ephesians 1:10 – "That in the dispensation of the fulness of times he might gather together in  
one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven, and which are on the earth; even in him:"

Ephesians 3:9 – "And to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the  
beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ."
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1 Timothy 1:4 – "Neither give heed to fables and endless genealogies, which minister questions,  
rather than godly edifying which is in faith: so do."

In each of these passages it refers to a particular way of God's rule over the world.  In Ephesians 1:10, it seems 
to refer to the way that God will administer His rule in the coming Millenial Dispensation.  In Ephesians 3:9 
and in 1 Timothy1:4, it refers to the way that God administers His rule in this present time.

Charles Ryrie in hs book, Dispensationalism Today, defines the theology of dispensatonalism this way. 
"Dispnsationalism views the world as a household run by God.  In this household-world God is dispensing or 
administrating its affairs according to His own will and in various stages of revelation in the process of time." 

Essential Characteristics of Each Dispensation

1.  It must have a particular way of God's administering His rule.

2.  It must involve a particular responsibility for man.

3.  It must be characterized by divine revelation which had not been given before.

Secondary Characteristics of Each Dispensation

1.  Each dispensation applies a test to man.  The test is to see whether or not man will obey perfectly God's rule 
by fulfilling the responsibility for that particular dispensation.

2.  Each dispensation demonstrated the failure of man to obey God's rule for that particular dispensation.

3.  Each dispensation concludes with a judgment sent by God because of man's failure.

An Overview of the Dispensations

A dispensation is not an age of history,  It is a particular way of God's administering His rule.  An age is a 
particular period of time.  Each dispensation took place during a specific period of time, but that is not what 
makes it a dispensation. 

The way of salvation has remained the same during each dispensation.  Salvation has always been by the grace 
of God through faith in the word of God.  Salvation is based upon Christ shedding His blood for the remission 
of sins.  In the Old Testament the animal sacrifices were representative of what would happen in the future. 
Presently, our salvation is based upon what Christ has already done.

The chart of the dispensations gives seven different dispensations and the characteristics defining each 
of them.  The seven dispensations are:  innocence, conscience, government, promise, law, grace, and 
millennial kingdom.  These characteristics in the chart are based upon the information in Renald 
Showers' book, There Really is a Difference.

The dispensation of innocence began at creation and continued until Adam and Eve sinned and were 
evicted from the Garden of Eden.  The dispensation of conscience began after their fall and continued 
until after the world wide flood which God sent because "the wickedness of man was great in the earth" 
and man's " heart was only evil continually."  This was followed by the dispensation of government 
which God instituted following the flood, instructing Noah to "be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the 
earth."   Then God instructed Noah that "at the hand of every man's brother will I require the life of man. 
Whoso sheddeth man's blood, by man shall his blood be shed."  That was the beginning of human 
government, which was required to meet this need.

Man did not scatter over the whole earth to replenish it, but stayed in one location and all spoke one 
language.  Then they decided to make a tower to make a name for themselves, whose top was to reach 
heaven.  It seems that the purpose for the tower was to worship another god and predict the future 
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through the signs of the Zodiac.  God dispersed them by confusing their language.  They could no 
longer work together because they could not understand each other.

The dispensation of promise began with God choosing Abraham and promising to bless him and his 
descendents.  Abraham would be great and would be the father of many nations, and all families of the 
earth would be blessed through him.  God promised Abraham, "And I will establish my covenant 
between me and thee and thy seed after thee in their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be a God 
unto thee, and to thy seed after thee.  And I will give unto thee, and to thy seed after thee, the land 
wherein thou art a stranger, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I will be their 
God." (Genesis 17:7, 8)

After Israel had lived for 400 years in Egypt and had served the Egyptians as slaves, God raised up 
Moses to deliver them from their slavery.  At Mount Sinai during their journey, God gave to Moses the 
law by which they were to live.  "And Moses came and told the people all the words of the Lord, and all 
the judgments:  and all the people answered with one voice, and said, All the words which the Lord hath 
said will we do."  This began the dispensation of law which was for only the nation of Israel.

The New Testament began while the dispensation of law was still in effect.  John the Baptist, a cousin of 
Jesus Christ, after reaching adulthood, began announcing that the kingdom was at hand.  "And he came 
into all the country about Jordan, preaching baptism of repentance for the remission of sins." (Luke 3:3) 
After being baptized by John and after being tempted in the wilderness by Satan, Jesus began teaching 
in the synagogues.  He cast out demons, and healed people of diseases.  (Matthew 4:23)  Jesus said, "...I 
must preach the kingdom of God..."  (Luke 4:43)  Jesus had come to set up the kingdom that had been 
promised to the Jewish people.

Although the disciples that Jesus chose to follow Him recognized that He was the Son of God, the 
Promised Messiah, they did not know that He must die.  Peter declared to Jesus "You are the Christ, the 
Son of the living God." (Matthew 16:16)  "From that time Jesus began to show to His disciples that He 
must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed 
and be raised the third day." (Matthew 16:21)  And Peter protested and said to Him, "Far be it from You, 
Lord:  this shall not happen to You!"  Following the transfiguration of the Lord on a high mountain 
Jesus spoke to them. "Now as they came down from the mountain, Jesus commanded them saying, 'Tell 
the vision to no one until the Son of Man is risen fom the dead.' " (Matthew 17:9)  A third time Jesus 
tells them that He must die.  "Now while they were staying in Galilee, Jesus said to them, 'The Son of 
Man is about to be betrayed into the hands of men, and they will kill Him, and the third day He will be 
raised up.' " (Matthew 17:22)

Dispensationalism teaches that "distinctions or things that differ have existed during the course of 
history.  At first glance, some of these appear to be contradictory.  For example, Jesus gave two distinct  
gospels to His disciples to preach.  The content of the first gospel was, 'The kingdom of heaven is at 
hand' (Mt. 10:7; c. 9:35; MK. 1:14-15).  Paul defined the second gospel in 1 Corinthians 15:1-5 when he 
said:  'Moreover, brethren, I declare unto you the gospel which I preached unto you,...By which also ye 
are saved,...that Christ died for our sins...And that he was buried, and that he rose again the third 
day...and that he was seen.' " - Renald Showers in There Really Is a Difference, page 3.

The disciples had been preaching the first gospel, but did not know about Jesus' death, burial, and 
resurrection and so the first gospel contained none of those things.  Those things concerning His death, 
burial, and resurrection were a part of the gospel which Paul preached.

The dispensation of grace began in Acts chapter two after Christ's death, burial, resurrection and after 
the coming of the Holy Spirit.  Christ's life had completed the law.  Now, saved ones are under grace 
and not law.  God showed grace in the earlier dispensations, and men were always saved by God's grace 
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through faith in His word.  Because Jesus' death paid the penalty for our sins, those who have accepted 
His gift of rightousness by placing their faith in His redemptive work will not be judged concerning 
their works.

The seventh and last dispensation is still future and that is the Millennial Kingdom.  This will occur 
after the Church has been raptured (caught up) to meet Christ in the air, who will then take them into 
heaven, and after the seven year Tribulation period.  The Millennial Kingdom will be on earth with the 
Lord Jesus Christ reigning as king.

The Progression of the Dispensations

There is a progression of revelation to man and responsibility for man with each successive 
dispensation.  Each new dispesation adds to the previous one the provisions of God's rule.  In most cases 
the previous provisions are not negated.

Although the first dispensation is commonly called "innocence," Renald Showers believes that it would 
be better called "the Dispensation of Unconfirmed Favorable Disposition."  Before man fell he was 
favorably disposed toward God.  However, man was not "locked into it forever.  He could lose it by his 
own choice."  It could have been confirmed only by being confronted with an alternative and then 
choosing to remain favorably disposed toward God.  Ryrie says, "... his [Adam's] holiness was 
unconfimed until he should successfully pass the test placed before him.

Adam and Eve became aware of their conscience after having disobeyed and they sensed the Holy 
Spirit restraining them.  They failed the test to obey God and were then disciplined by God and could no 
longer approach God on the same basis as before.  God showed them that blood needed to be shed for 
the remission of sins and to renew their relationship with God.

During the dispensation of promise, certain promises were made to a particular people, Abraham and 
his descendents, who were to become the nation of Israel, a special people chosen by God.  They were 
to serve as a "light unto the Gentiles."  Under the dispensations of promise, law and grace, man should 
obey God on the basis of these promises plus other conditions of God's rule.

Renald Showers tells us in There Really Is A Difference, "Christ gave two distinct commissions to His 
disciples.  When He gave them the first gospel, He commissioned them to go to "the lost sheep of the 
house of Israel" but not to the Gentiles and Samaritans (Mt. 10-5-6).  Later, in conjunction with the 
second gospel, He commanded them to preach to all creatures (Mk. 16:15) and to make disciples of all 
nations (Mt. 28:18-20)."

Showers continued "Jesus also commanded distinct preparations for the ministries of the disciples.  He 
commissioned them to preach the first gospel just to Israel,  He ordered the disciples not to take money, 
a bag, two tunics, sandals, nor a staff (Mt. 10:9-10).  However, when it became obvious that Israel 
would reject Jesus and His first gospel, and when the second gospel was about to become a reality, Jesus 
commanded the disciples to take a purse, a bag, and even a sword (Lk.22:35-36).

Under the Dispensation of grace, the law is not a basis for obeying God.  During the dispensation of the 
millennial kingdom, Jews will not be expected to obey on the basis of these promises because God will 
have fulfilled them all at that time.  They should obey because of their conscience, governmental laws, 
but primarily because of Jesus Christ's rule.

Dispensationalism as a Theology

Some of the distinctives of Dispensationalism Theology are the differences between Israel and the 
Church.  God has a plan for each of these and they are not the same.  The Church did not exist in Old 
Testament times and thus the promises made to Israel are not promises for the Church.  The Church has 
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not replaced Israel in God's plans.  God will fulfill His promises made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 
because He made an everlasting covenant with them.

Dispensationalism interprets the Bible literally.  When the Bible says, "Israel," Dispensationalists 
believe it means literal Israel and not the Church.  Some interpret the Bible by "spiritualizing", that is by 
giving a "spiritual" meaning to various stories and teachings of the Bible, rather than taking it literally, 
just as it is written.  Dispensationalists consider the stories of creation, the flood, the parting of the Red 
Sea as actual history, not just a presentation of a lesson that can be intepreted to mean whatever the 
reader decides.

Dispensationalists believe that God's purpose is much bigger than just the salvation of man.  God's 
purpose has to do with His glory.  The Bible is about God's Kingdom and His Son ruling over it.  In 
God's purpose, there is a place for the Jews, the Gentiles and the Church of God.  In this present 
dispensation, those who are saved, whether Jew or Gentile are in His Church, the body of Christ.  Those 
righteous Jews who lived before this present dispensation are not a part of the Church.  Those righteous 
men (such as Noah) who lived before the founding of the nation of Israel are not a part of the Church 
nor are they a part of Israel.

According to Jim Showers (nephew of Renald Showers) writing in Israel My Glory, September/October 
2011, a theology that "believes the glory of God is centered in what God is doing with man" is too 
narrow.  "It deals solely with man's redemption; it does not include God's plan for the redemption of all 
creation.  Nor does it provide enough answers for what God is doing here on Earth."

The History of Dispensationalism

Critics of Dispensational Theology claim that it is a recent invention and therefore man-made, and does 
not come from God.  They say that it began with Dr. C. I. Scofield, editor of the famous Scofield 
Reference Bible and with J. N. Darby.

However, from the first century various writers have believed in different economies or administrations.  Larry 
V. Crutchfield of West Germany wrote an article titled Ages and Dispnsations Of The Ante-Nicene Fathers.  
According to Crutchfield:

Justin Martyr (AD 100-165) believed in four phases of human history in God's program.  1.  From Adam to 
Abraham.  2.  From Abraham to Moses. 3.  From Moses to Christ.  4. From Christ to the eternal state.

Irenaeus (AD 120-202) believed in four divisions.  1. From Creation to the Flood.  2.  From the Flood to the 
Law.  3. From the Law to the Gospel.  4. From the Gospel to the Eternal State.

"Some fathers set forth only four such dispensations, others came very close to making nearly the same 
divisions modern dispensationalists do," says Crutchfield.

Scofield taught: 1. Innocence (Adam), 2. Government (Noah), 3. Promise (Abraham), 4. Law (Moses), 5. Grace 
(Christ).

Some who have written about and taught dispensationalism are:

Pierre Poiret (1646-1719)
John Edwards (1637-1716)
Isaac Watts (1674-1748)
John Nelson Darby (1800-1882)
C. I. Scofield (1843-1921)

Lewis Sperry Chafer 
Charles Ryrie
Dwight Pentecost
John Walvoord


