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ANALYSIS OF THE DISPENSATIONAL APPROACH TO OLD TERIMENT
PROPHECY

Dispensationalism faces attacks from both libenal @onservative theologians
alike. Liberals oppose the fundamental doctrirfab@® conservative evangelicalism
underlying dispensationalism; conservatives opplosdiermeneutical approach
employed by many dispensationalist©ften, the debate revolves around dispensational
eschatology and its view of prophetic texts.

Students of prophecy will encounter dispensatiesnaliespecially in some of
the leading and influential prophetic teachersodfly such as Jack Van Impe, Hal
Lindsey, and Tim LaHaye. Because of the populamitg breadth of influence of
dispensationalism in Christianity, an investigatioto that paradigm’s approach to Old
Testament prophecy is necessary. After investigatine will discover that
dispensationalism is not as dangerous or carelgsgive text as some speculate. While
some individual dispensationalists promote falsehégs, the theology of
dispensationalism is a valid, worthwhile tool irdenstanding prophetic texts. This will
be shown by offering a summary explanation of dispéonalism followed by an
analysis of two leading dispensational teachermsxtNan appropriate method of
approaching Old Testament prophecy will be offdodidwed by a critical analysis of

the dispensational approach.

'Charles C. RyrieDispensationalisnfChicago, IL: Moody, 2007), 14-15.



Dispensationalism Defined

Dispensationalism is a nuanced category contaimiwige range of
viewpoints, hermeneutical approaches, and presitpptss The most common
subcategories are classical dispensationalistsidimg C. I. Scofield and the more
recent progressive dispensationalists such as IDBoek and Craig Blaising. Before a
working definition of dispensationalism can be off one must understand what unites
and what differentiates these divergent views.

Classical and progressive dispensationalism shmaagy characteristics. Both
views believe in progressive revelation, consisliéertal interpretation, a distinction
between Israel and the churtHistinct dispensational erasnd salvation by grace
through faith aloné&.

Despite these similarities, classical and progvesdispensationalism differ on
(1) how strictly they distinguish between Israefl@ne church and (2) what constitutes a
literal interpretation. Regarding Israel and therch, classical dispensationalists see

Israel returning to the old covenant system whike¢hurch serves as a parenthetical

“Michael Williams, This World is Not My Home: The Origins and Develeptrof
DispensationalisnfFern, Ross-shire, Scotland: Mentor Imprint, 20@3)3.

3Craig A. Blaising and Darrell L. BoclRrogressive Dispensationalis@Grand Rapids, Ml:
Baker Books, 1993), 9-11.

“Tim LaHaye and Thomas Ic€harting the End Time@Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 2001),
81-83.

®John F. Walvoord, “Reflections on DispensationalisBibliotheca Sacra 58, no. 630
(April-June 2001): 132. Ryrid)ispensationalism33. Ryrie defines a dispensation as “a distirfralide
economy in the outwork of God'’s purpose.”

®Hal Lindsey,Planet Earth: The Final ChaptdBeverly Hills, CA: Western Front, 1998), 31-
33.



interruption in the timeliné. Progressive dispensationalists believe that @tzdes to
both Israel and the church by grace through faitGhrist, but that the church and the
nation of Israel will mutually and independentlyegést in the futuré. Regarding reading
Scripture literally, classical dispensationalistédito a “wooden verbal literalism that
only grudgingly accept[s] metaphors or figures méech® while progressive
dispensationalists readily accept textual critigifigures of speech, metaphors, and other
literary tools*®

With this basic understanding of the different vgewithin dispensational
theology, it is important for one to understanddiféerence between dispensationalism
and non-dispensational theologies. Keith Mathis@malysis of Charles Ryrie’s
definition of dispensationalism reveals only onégque characteristic: the distinction
between Israel and the church. It is this view thas always been acknowledged as
true” and is “the cornerstone of dispensationablibgy.”* All other supposed unique

teachings are shared by various non-dispensatibealogies.

C. VanderwaalHal Lindsey and Biblical Prophedipt. Catharines, Ontario: Paideia Press,
1981), 29-32. Vanderwaal notes that despite thendtion made based on the difference betwgeinoio
(the church) an@Y (the people of Israel), the Septuagint usadnoic. for the people and the New
Testament refers to the church as a “people.” Therehe stipulates the church replaces Israel.

8Darrell L. Bock, “Why | am a Dispensationalist wahSmall 'd’,"Journal of the Evangelical
Theological Society¢l (Spring 1998): 390-91. Bock defines this adiatinguished but reconciled”
coexistence. The church does not replace Israetjoes Israel return to relating to God through the
Mosaic Law.

*Williams, This World is Not My Home13.

%Bock, “Why | am a Dispensationalist with a Smal)"888. Bock acknowledges that while
some classical dispensationalists accept thisitiefirof ‘literal,” they are in the minority.

YKeith A. Mathison Dispensationalism: Rightly Dividing the People afd® (Phillipsburg,
NJ: P&R Publishing, 1995), 3-8.



Based on this information, a working definitiondb$pensationalism is
possible. Dispensationalism is a theology thaekek that God, through progressive
revelation, relates to his creation in various ssaghroughout which, Israel is distinct
from the church. In other words, dispensationalmaintains three central teachings:
progressive revelation, various dispensations,cadidtinction between Israel and the

church.

Dispensationalist Case Studies

Recent decades brought two dispensationalistghetéorefront of prophetic
teaching: Hal Lindsey and Tim LaHaye. Lindsey&erio influence was due in large part
to his book,The Late Great Planet Eartland his leadership during the Jesus Revolution
of the 1960’s and 1970%. LaHaye’s influence blossomed with the succedhef eft
Behindseries-* which he co-authored with Jerry B. Jenkins. Beeaf the influence of
these two theologians, their dispensational appré@the Old Testament prophetic texts

will be examined.

Hal Lindsey

Lindsey’s version of dispensationalism resemblesenod a classical
dispensationalism. He defines it as a theologly‘tlegognizes that God spoke at

different times, in different ways, to differentesgof humanity, according to His plans

12 owell D. Streiker,The Jesus Trip: Advent of the JeSusaks (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1971), 69-74.

Beverly Rykerd, “Left Behind Series Sells 50 Mitiitn Copy,” [on-line]; accessed 9 January
2007; available from http://www.leftbehind.com/chainews.asp?channellD=17&pageid=447; Internet.
As of January 2002, the series sold fifty millicopées worldwide.
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for the successive stages of histoly.He teaches that Scripture’s use of the phrases
“ages past” (Rom 16:25), “this present age” (E®lL1Gal 1:4), and “ages to come”
(Eph 2:7; Heb 6:5) point to dispensations througolny. Each dispensation ends with
human failure under certain conditions of that disgation followed by divine judgment.
Lindsey describes the characteristics of a disgemsas (1) the annulment of certain
conditions of the old dispensation, (2) the cordiimn of certain conditions into the next
dispensation, and (3) revelation of new promisekrasponsibilities. As with other
dispensationalists, Lindsey’s theology is tied togoessive revelation. However, in each
dispensation, salvation is always by grace thrdagh alone'®

When it comes to prophecy, especially Old Testameashecy, Lindsey
limits its scope. He states that prophecy selveetpurposes: to reveal the cause of the
problems of the prophet’s day, to offer “short-ramgedictions” to be fulfilled within the
prophet’s lifetime, and to make “long-range preidics” about the distant future.
Lindsey seems to believe that any other type ofsags delivered by the prophet must be
categorized as preaching rather than propf&cy.

In his application of prophetic texts, three intgadar are of great interest.
The first is Jeremiah’s prophecy regarding the Jestarn to their homeland after a great
captivity and dispersion. Second is Lindsey’s pecsive on temporal terms used in

Ezekiel 38. Third is his understanding of Danielrfél 11.

% indsey,Planet Earth: The Final ChapteB1.
Ybid., 31-33.

®Hal Lindsey,The Late Great Planet Eari{Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1970), 20.
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Hal Lindsey combines Jeremiah’s prophecy with tleglgtion of Moses that
Israel will undergo two judgments (Deut 28) and leks valley of dry bones (Ezek 37).
Lindsey believes that the first judgment of Isnaeddicted by Moses occurred with their
Babylonian captivity. The second judgment occuattdr the temple was destroyed by
Rome in A.D. 70, citing Deuteronomy 28:64-68, whithbelieves depicts a great
scattering of the Jews after the second judgmEnekiel and Jeremiah predict a great re-
gathering of Israel. Employing basic logic, Linggskeduces that since both judgments
occurred and because Israel was scattered aftézrtipe’s destruction just as predicted,
it must be true that the re-gathering of Israebrded in Jeremiah and Ezekiel must be
true. Therefore, Lindsey believes that the préshst by Ezekiel and Jeremiah were
fulfilled when Israel became a nation in 1948.

Ezekiel chapter thirty-eight records a battle sdeste&veen Gog and Israel.
Lindsey believes this is a depiction of World WHy &lso known as Armageddon. His
reasoning for reading this text as futuristic is ttmporal phrase “latter years” (Ezek
38:8). According to Lindsey, this phrase “dendtéje time just preceding and including
the events which will be climaxed by the secondeadlof Christ.” Therefore, since this
phrase is used by the prophet, this event nechsatie final battle between the forces
of Jesus and the forces of Satén.

Daniel chapters nine and eleven offer a glimpse tik methodology of

Lindsey’s interpretation. He reads the propheauéla prince who makes a covenant

Ybid., 44-47. Lindsey believes that Isaiah, Jerémizzekiel, and Amos all predicted the
dispersion and re-gathering of Israel. Howevemffers no specific Scripture text in Isaiah, Jer@mior
Amos to support his claim.

B1bid., 60.
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with Israel for seven years very literally. Asesult, he interprets it to be the antichrist
who signs a peace treaty with Israel and, halfisagugh, breaks that treaty.
Furthermore, because the prophecy depicts the godisacrifices, he believes the
Temple must be rebuilt and sacrifices reestablish@dder for the antichrist to end all
sacrifices in the temple. Also, because this gric@mes from the people who destroyed
the temple, and since the Roman Empire destroyedemple, the antichrist must be
from a reborn Roman Empire.

Despite his very literal reading of chapter ninedsey employs an allegorical
approach to chapter eleven. This chapter degietsame final battle recorded in
Ezekiel. Inthe case of Daniel, Lindsey interpteesone under attack as the Israeli
leader; the chariots are mechanized army unitshdineemen are cavalry and ground
troops; and the ships are a naval fleet. Howevadsey also sees Armageddon

including a major air strike, though no allegoridapiction is offered by Danié.

Tim LaHaye

Where Hal Lindsey restricts the definition of prepk, Tim LaHaye broadens
the scope of prophecy to include any and all aspsoGod’s revelation found in
Scripture, whether predictive or non-predictivee &lso teaches that prophecy should not
be spiritualized or allegorized, but should be riadally.?° LaHaye’s hermeneutical
principle, which he calls the “Golden Rule of Ingegtation,” states that “when the plain

sense of Scripture makes common sense, seek nosetise, but take every word at its

¥bid., 151-54.

L aHaye and IceCharting the End Time41-13.



primary, literal meaning unless the facts of theniediate context clearly indicate
otherwise.™

The visions seen by the Old Testament prophetscangpared to the
perspective of a mountain range. From one angterson sees a line of mountain peaks,
but the exact distance between the peaks is nat cla addition, the onlooker does not
see what resides in the intervening valleys. Fagmerpendicular angle, the second
onlooker notices the distance between the mouptaks and what lies in the valleys
between.

Applying this imagery to the prophets, LaHaye dbesprophet as the first
onlooker. He sees multiple future events as oeatdvecause he cannot perceive the
time separating each event. Furthermore, the gtopfly sees certain events of the
future and not the events in the valleys of timeveen those major events. However,
present day prophetic scholars are the second kelod hey are able to see both the
difference in time between the prophecies and tieats in take place in the valleys. The
church age, beginning at Pentecost and concluditigeaapture, takes place in one of
those valley$?

Following the “Golden Rule” of hermeneutics, LaHal@reloped a unique
perspective on some central doctrines and textseelof these teachings will serve as
samples: Ezekiel's battle between Gog and Israelrg¢ason Israel is distinct from the

church, and Ezekiel's temple.

ZTim LaHaye, The RapturdEugene, OR: Harvest House, 2001), 237-38.

) aHaye and IceCharting the End Time£6-28. LaHaye believes the prophets witnessed
seven major events: the incarnation; Calvary; tibelfation, including the rapture, tribulation evgenand
the Antichrist; the second coming; the Millenniaign; the destruction of the earth by fire; andribey



9

LaHaye agrees with Lindsey that Ezekiel portrafigtaristic battle between a
Russian alliance and Israel in the thirty-eighthptier. However, LaHaye does not see
this as Armageddon, but as a pre-tribuldtidrattle in which God miraculously saves
Israel®* Because Israel is under attack, he speculatethibaattle can only occur if
Israel exists as a nation. However, the natioistafel ceased to exist after Rome
destroyed it in A.D. 135. The nation was not rebantil 1948% meaning Israel did not
exist as a nation for approximately 1,800 yéar3herefore, he concludes that battle
takes place after 1948 and, to date, has yet toro¢dowever, Gary DeMar notes that if
LaHaye is to maintain his “Golden Rule” principtbere is no text in Ezekiel 37-38 that
calls for reading this text allegorically. Theelial, plain sense reading is to see the battle
as an ancient battle with ancient weapons. LaHageoncludes, abandons his
hermeneutical methodology in order to maintaindigpensational presuppositiofis.

Tim LaHaye’s hermeneutics cause him to outline feasons why the church

and Israel are distinct entities in Scripture.sgithey each have different originators.

heavens and new earth.

%Tim LaHaye,Understanding Bible Prophecy for Yours@ugene, OR: Harvest House,
2001), 49-51. LaHaye notes that the tribulatioméntioned at least forty-nine times in the Old &estnt
and at least fifteen times in the New Testamenbs&mentioning it include Jeremiah, David, Isaiah,
Moses, Obadiah, Zephaniah, Amos, Joel, Paul, JotthChrist (in Matthew).

% indsey, The Late Great Planet Eart92-93.

%Tim LaHaye, The Coming Peace in the Middle E¢Srand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984),
12.

%Tim LaHaye,The Beginning of the ErVheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 1972), 43-44. LaHaye
grants that the count can begin with either thérdeson of the nation in A.D. 135 or from the begjing
of the Roman occupation, at which time Israel cédsde self-governing. The latter dating resuitan
independent nation of Israel not existing for apprately 2,500 years.

#'Gary DeMarEnd Times Fictior{Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2001), 3-11. Altgathe
criticizes LaHaye for approaching Scripture witispensational presupposition, DeMar’s critiqueveho
he approaches Scripture with a definite non-dispimsal presupposition.
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God created Israel; Jesus founded the church. nSetmey rest on different foundations.
Israel’'s foundation is the covenant promise of Gbd;church’s foundation is Christ.
Third, the church and Israel have different purgosghis is seen in that Israel is never
given a commission to make disciples; Jesus gavelthrch the Great Commission
(Matt 28:18-20). Fourth, they have different ftsir Israel’s future is a restored Davidic
kingdom on earth; the church’s future is awaitireg im the Father's hous&. However,
this view results in pitting the Father against 8w regarding their work and purposes.
The final sample of LaHaye’s theology is his vielaEaekiel's temple (Ezek
40-45). He speculates that this is a futuristiofke since the second temple existed at
the time the prophecy was recorded. Thereforg,tédmple will exist in the millennium
and God will reinstitute animal sacrifice. Howewgis will not be a renewing of the
Mosaic Law since Christ abolished that law. Indi¢he sacrifices will be done to

maintain “ceremonial cleanness” in the temple bseasod will dwell theré®

Approaching Old Testament Prophecy

In order to determine if the approaches of Lind$alaye, and other
dispensational theologians is sound, one must psssproper understanding of Old
Testament prophecy. Furthermore, a proper unaetisig. of prophecy requires
understanding its origins. Recent trends in @itscholarship brought about two

changes in how one approaches prophecy. FirStatrscholars have shown a tendency

% aHaye,The Rapturg241-42. Walter C. Kaiser, “Israel’s MissionaryliCdn Perspective’s
on the World Christian Movement: A Readeis. Ralph D. Winter and Steven C. Hawthornegd@asa,
CA: William Carey Library, 1986), 26-31. Kaiser tnés various texts showing God gave Israel a
missionary or Great Commission call.

L aHaye and IceCharting the End Time94-95.
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to disregard the origins and original recipientd aarrently focus on the form of the
prophecy. Second, they have abandoned the vienpaodphet as a specially gifted
person and now view him as a wise guru. J. Lindbauent beyond the text and placed
his focus on the experiences of the individual peip. Overall, critical scholars today
see the spoken prophecy as general theologicalpesitions and the written prophetic
literature as redacted works edited over many y&ars

Claus Westermann, influenced by Hermann Gunkepgsed removing the
narratives and superscriptions from the prophetitin order to obtain the original
spoken prophecy. That new text, he said, shoulshlaéyzed independent of the removed
redacted material. Such a proposal was typictiefising influence of form critical
methodologies during the 1960°.

Conservative scholars differ from critical scholarsheir approach. They
believe prophecy finds its origins in the superratult is not the thoughts of mortals,
but is something given by God to chosen men. Ratgptannot look into the future;
prophets only see the future that God choosesow st thent?

Old Testament prophecy falls into four categor{@$:oracles, which are
responses to questions posed and are often myste(R®) messenger speeches, which

are unsolicited information or calls for chartj¢3) predictions; while not the primary

W. McKane, “Prophecy and the Prophetic Literatune Tradition and Interpretationed. G.
W. Anderson (Oxford, England: Clarendon Press, 1 91/B-71.

*Ronald E. Clement®Id Testament Prophecy: From Oracles to Caflosuisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 1-2.

37G. Seth Murphey, “A Study of the Elements of OldstBenent Prophecy” (master's thesis,
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Fort W,orX, 1965), 2, 23-24.

%3John F. A. SawyeRrophecy and the Prophets of the Old Testart@rford, England:
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category, they were vital to ensuring the prophedlidity;** and (4) minor

subcategorie¥’ These four categories are sometimes narrowed towre categories of
foretelling and forth telling. The former includab predictive prophecies and the latter
includes all non-predictive prophecies. Scholaisade over how each prophet related to
the predictive visions and words they received fGad. G. Seth Murphey argues that
not every prophet saw the future with equal clasitgcope. Instead, they perceive the
future within their own “horizon” or present setiinEvents beyond the prophet’'s own
time were unclear and not understandablelowever, Reformed dispensationalist J. O.
Buswell argued that the prophets fully understdwgrophecies, especially their
chronological naturd’

Although scholars like Westermann and Gunkel attechfp retrieve the
spoken prophecies, it is the written form that exisday. Therefore, scholars are wise to
employ a grammatical-historical methodology to ustsnd the prophecies as given in
Scripture. This involves examining the text, iterary form, and the literary context of
the particular passage.Some include the author’s setting, worldview, #mel

understanding of the original audience as parisfrethod®

Oxford University Press, 1987), 25-34. Murphey, SAidy of the Elements of Old Testament Prophecy,”
39. Murphy sees the messenger speech as callsréal to begin keeping he covenant.

#*Murphey, “A Study of the Elements of Old Testam@riphecy,” 26-28, 40

%sawyer,Prophecy and the Prophets of the Old Testan&hB4. These minor types included
woes, tribal speeches (legal speeches), lamertd)yanns.

*Abid., 28-30.

3")effrey Khoo, “Dispensational Premillennialism iefBrmed Theology: The Contribution of
J. O. Buswell to the Millennial Debate]burnal of the Evangelical Theological Socid; no. 4
(December 2001): 701-03.

3E. HammershaimBSome Aspects of Old Testament Prophecy from Isailtalachi
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When discussing prophetic texts, especially preadigirophecies, one must
keep in mind the prophecy’s fulfillment. There &var types of prophetic fulfillment.
The first is immediate fulfilment, meaning the gietion is fulfilled within the prophet’s
lifetime. The second is New Testament fulfillmeiitis is where the prediction was
completely fulfilled in the New Testament; no figdulfillment exists. Partial
fulfillment is the third. Unlike the first two, p@al fulfilment means the prediction is
fulfilled partially at one point and fulfilled agaior more completely in the futuf®. This
type of fulfillment is sometimes called “doubleffliment.”** The final type is
subjective fulfillment, meaning the fulfillment id to the choices made by huméahs.

The difficulty of understanding prophecy should &as no surprise. Peter
stated that even the prophets did not always utatetshe messages given to them by
God (1 Pet 1:10-12). Therefore, it would seemarable that since the prophets found
understanding the prophecies difficult, then modatmolars “may not be able to

understand all of them yet, eithér.”

(Denmark: Rosenkilde Og Bagger, 1966), 11. Hamnaénsgh states that prophecy is accurately studied
only when it is studied in context with the surrding texts. Failure to do this by reading the pgss
independent of the context consititutes “neglect.”

*Herbert W. Bateman IV, edThree Central Issues in Contemporary Dispensatisnal
(Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 1999), 64-65.

“‘Murphey, “A Study of the Elements of Old Testam@riphecy,” 30-31.

*Khoo, “Dispensational Premillennialism in ReforniBaeology: The Contribution of J. O.
Buswell to the Millennial Debate,” 701-04. Refomndispensationalist J. O. Buswell rejected the mfea
double fulfillment.

“Murphey, “A Study of the Elements of Old Testameriphecy,” 30-31. Murphy states that
the subjective fulfillment are prophecies tied tortan actions. The predictive word given by Jonah in
Nineveh falls into this type of fulfillment. If Neveh did not repent, then they would be destroyed.
However, since they repented, the prediction ofjjunent was not fulfilled, though Nineveh was later
destroyed for their rebellion.

*3David Haggith[End-Time Prophecies of the Bit{ldew York, NY: G. P. Putnam's Sons,
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Critical Analysis

Dispensationalism comes under staunch attack fratim ¢cbnservative and
critical scholars for a variety of reasons. Deslite evangelical foundation of
dispensational theology, conservatives have goriarsas to refer to dispensationalism
as a cult full of “dupes™ However, such strong language is not warranteshwh
discussing dispensationalism as a whole.

Dispensationalism contributes a great deal to @stdment prophetic
scholarship. First, it emphasizes a literal, graatical-historical approach to prophetic
study. Second, dispensationalists emphasize ti@ugadispensations that church leaders
have long accepted. Students of prophecy, whether dispensationabar n
dispensational, are wise to adopt these approactiesir study of Old Testament
prophecy.

However, some dispensational teachers fail to stersily maintain their own
methodologies, resulting in some questionable dwdr The most suspect is Tim
LaHaye’s view of the temple in Ezekiel 40-45. LydE3 view that God will re-establish
animal sacrifice, whether it is for the purposatifnement or ceremony, causes the
sacrifice of Christ to become insufficient. lisssible that LaHaye allowed his
dispensational presuppositions and strict divigiblsrael and the church to influence his

exegesis.

1999), 5-6.
“Ryrie, Dispensationalism14-15.

“Ibid., 71-74. Ryrie traces the teaching of disp&nsa as far back as Justin Martyr (110-165)
and Irenaeus (130-200).
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This questionable teaching does not warrant igigaaihthat LaHaye and other
dispensational theologians teach. Instead, prop$tecients should seek to glean all that
is worthwhile from dispensationalism and emplotpigain a greater understanding of
God’s prophetic word. However, whether dispensaior non-dispensational, because
prophecy is given by God to man, scholars shouddi ieter’s reminder that no
prophecy is left for one’s own interpretation (2 R20-21). Therefore, all scholars
should humbly seek the Holy Spirit’'s guidance ieittapproach to scripture while
employing a careful and thorough consideratiorhefriature of Old Testament prophecy.

In final analysis, despite the arguments preseloyaabn-dispensationalists
such as DeMar and Mathison, one cannot say thp¢isationalists violate conservative
teachings in their approach to Old Testament proph©ne cannot conclude that
dispensationalism, as a theological paradigm, igmtine grammatical-historical method
of interpretation. Dispensationalism does operdtb@ to potential abuse and neglect of
the text. However, it does not fail in all aspedit#s interpretive process, but offers

much to prophetic scholarship.
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