BIBLE BAPTIST CHURCH

ADVANCED DISCIPLESHIP COURSE

LESSON 4
DISPENSATIONS

WHAT ARE DISPENSATIONS?

In this lesson we will be discussing something that will help you to understand the entire Bible.  For many years people have been finding what they think to be contradictions in the Bible.  Allow me to say that I can find at least 100 problems in the word of God…IF I forget to rightly divide the word of truth.  Try to remember back to the very first lesson you had in the Discipleship Course.  You learned how to study the Bible and the first thing you saw in that lesson was how to rightly divide the word of truth.  The Bible says in 2 Timothy 2:15, “Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”  This Biblical principle was not created by any church or religion, but rather this is what a Holy God said about his Holy Book, the Bible.  If you want to understand the word of God, you must know about dispensations.

Allow me to explain what a dispensation is.  A dispensation is simply a period of time.  You could call it a season or an age.  This is a Biblical word as well as you can see from Ephesians 1:10.  The Bible says there, “That in the dispensation of the fullness of times he might gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven, and which are on earth; even in him.”  As I stated in the first lesson you studied, God deals with different people at different times in different ways.  There are several ways to make categories for these “ages”.  In this lesson, we will be looking at how God saves the souls of people during each particular age.  First, I want to list the dispensations or ages and then we will discuss each one in detail. 

1) Works-Adam (Genesis 1-2)
2) Conscience (Genesis 3-Exodus 19)
3) Faith and Works (Exodus 20-Matthew 3)

4) Faith in Christ and Works (Matthew 4-Acts 1)

5) Faith in Christ and Baptism (Acts 2-7)
6) Faith in Christ (Acts 8-Revelation 4)

7) Faith in Christ and Works (Revelation 5-19)
8) Works (Revelation 20)

9) Eternity-Only Saved People (Revelation 21-22)
WORKS-ADAM
When God created man, his intentions were to make an environment where God and man could have perfect fellowship.  God desires to have the affections of our heart and he wants us to love him.  But, in order for us to truly love him, he had to give mankind a choice.  If God made us so that we had no choice but to love him, that would not be love, but rather programmed obedience.  Real love is done by choice.  Therefore, when God created Adam, he put him in a garden called Eden.  In the middle of that garden God placed a tree called the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  God told Adam to keep that garden and said, “Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat: but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.” (Genesis 2:16-17)  You can see that God gave Adam a choice.  Of course, God knew there was a possibility that the man could choose the wrong thing.  God also knew that without a real choice, there could be no real love!  

In Genesis 1-2, God is dealing with man (in this case, only Adam and Eve) in a special way.  God told them what was required of them.  There was a punishment for them if they disobeyed and they knew that.  If they wanted to stay in perfect fellowship with God, then they needed to obey God’s command which was not to eat from the tree in the middle of the garden.  Therefore, the salvation of Adam and Eve was completely dependent upon their good works!  Adam and Eve did not need faith at all.  Remember that “faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things NOT SEEN.” (Hebrews 11:1)  Adam and Eve did not need faith because they could see God.  Adam could walk with God in the garden during the cool of the day. (Genesis 3:8)  Therefore, from the very beginning, the salvation of a man’s soul depended upon him keeping the commandment of God.  This is a system of works for salvation.

CONSCIENCE (GENESIS 3-EXODUS 19)
The next age we will study is commonly referred to as the age of conscience.  From Genesis 3 until Exodus 19, God dealt with people largely through dreams, visions, special appearances, and their consciences.  You can read all through the book of Genesis that God appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  You can also find places where God appeared to Gentiles such as Abimelech (Genesis 20), Laban (Genesis 31:24), and Pharaoh (Genesis 41).  During this time, a person needed to follow the light that God gave them.  The Bible says in John 1:9, “That was the true Light, which lighteth every man that cometh into the world.”  Every one was created with some special light inside of them.  That light is our conscience.  Our conscience is a moral guide that helps us decide right from wrong.  In Proverbs 20:27, God said, “The spirit of man is the candle of the LORD, searching all the inward parts of the belly.”  
During this age of conscience, God revealed himself to different people in different ways.  Nevertheless, all men were able to know about God because of two things.  Those two things are creation and conscience.  In Romans 1:19, Paul explains how any man can know about God.  He said in that verse, “Because that which may be known of God is manifest IN them; for God hath shewed it UNTO them.”  Notice that something INSIDE of a person tells them about God.  That is the conscience.  There is also evidence of God on the OUTSIDE of every person that they can see and that is creation.  Sometimes people refer to the conscience as a little voice that speaks to them from their heart.  Here is the reason people say that.  The Bible says in Romans 2:14-15, “For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the law, these, having not the law, are a law unto themselves: which shew the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and their thoughts the mean while accusing or else excusing one another.”  Even though the people that lived from Genesis 3 – Exodus 19 did not have a copy of the law they could see, they had a copy of it in their hearts.  That is why anywhere you can go in the world, they know that it is wrong the steal, to lie, or to murder.  God has put something inside of all of us that tells us certain things are wrong, even if you have never seen one Bible verse about it.  

These people that lived after the fall of Adam, but before the giving of the law, have no excuse for not knowing about God and how to please him.  Not only do they have a conscience, but also they have God’s creation.  God’s fingerprints are all over his creation.  The Bible says in Psalm 19:1, “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handywork.”  If a person will study the creation long enough, they will soon learn that the creation must have a Creator.  The creation proves there is a God and that he is far greater than any human being in intelligence, strength, and wisdom.  The Bible says in Romans 1:20, “For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead; so that they are without excuse.”  Once a person knows there is a God, then following their conscience will allow that person to learn more about the characteristics of the Almighty God.  

One day God will resurrect these people that lived during this age of conscience and they will be judged based on the how well they followed their consciences.  For example, during the age of conscience, if a man tried to take another man’s wife, his conscience would speak to him and tell him not to do that.  If he ignored that God given advice coming from his conscience, then he had sinned.  He is guilty because he ignored God and the light God gave him.  Therefore the Bible says in Romans 2:12, “For as many as have sinned without law shall also perish without law…”  The sinners that lived until the time of Moses were “without law” because God had not written it down on tables of stone yet and given it to anyone.  Nevertheless, they will still die and go to hell if they did not follow the things God had revealed to them through his creation and their consciences.  

FAITH AND WORKS (EXODUS 20-MATTHEW 3)
By the time we reach Exodus 20 in the Bible, we know that God has delivered his people Israel from the land of Egypt and now he wants to make Israel a special people. (Exodus 19:4-5)  In order to make the nation of Israel different, God gives them his laws and commandments.  It is important to notice a couple of things at this point.  God did NOT give his laws and commandments to any nation except Israel.  No Gentiles knew about the law God had given in Exodus 20.  As time went on, some Gentiles began to learn about these special laws the Jews had and some Gentiles would convert to Judaism (the beliefs and practices of the Jews), knowing that the true God was the LORD God of Israel.  Remember though that the great majority of Gentiles all over the world knew nothing about the laws God had given to Israel.  Therefore, during the time that reaches from Exodus 20-Matthew 3, God continued to deal with Gentiles by means of conscience.  During that same time, God dealt with Israel based on their belief in the one true God, Jehovah, and how well they followed his laws.  

Another thing you should remember is that the ten commandments talked about in Exodus 20 are not the only commandments God gave Israel.  If you study the first five books of the Bible in great detail, then you will see that God gave approximately 613 different laws, commandments, statutes, and judgments.  The ten commandments that were written on stone were given for moral guidance.  The other multitude of rules concerned the methods of worship a Jewish person should observe.  

The Old Testament contains mostly the history of the Jewish people.  We do read about some Gentiles that came to the true and living God such as the queen of Sheba (1 Kings 10) and the Ninevites (Jonah 3).  But for the most part, we read about how God dealt with the Jews.  During this time, if a Jewish person wanted to be saved, he needed to do two things.  He needed to have faith in Jehovah and obey him.  If a man did not do good works by keeping the laws of God in the Old Testament, then he was not considered a just man in the eyes of God.  In Ezekiel 18:5, God said, “But if a man be just, and do that which is lawful and right…” For the next four verses God explained what a man needed to do in order to be considered a just man.  There are 15 things mentioned in those four verses that a person had to do.  After explaining everything that was required, God said in vs.9, “…he is just, he shall surely live, saith the Lord GOD.”  If you will read the 18th chapter of Ezekiel, it should clear up any doubts you might have about salvation in the Old Testament.  Those Jewish people had to believe in God and DO what he told them to do.  

If a Gentile during this time in the Old Testament was exposed to the truth that God gave to Israel, then God would hold him accountable for what he did with that truth.  Please remember that the majority of Gentiles at this time were still going by their conscience.  Nevertheless, there were some that received some extra light.  The same principle applies that Jesus gave us in Luke 12:48.  He said there, “For unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required: and to whom men have committed much, of him they will ask the more.”  The more light God allowed a Gentile to receive, the more God expected from their lives in the Old Testament.  

FAITH IN CHRIST AND WORKS (MATTHEW 4-ACTS 1)

You should remember from the very first lesson in this discipleship course that the New Testament began when Jesus died on the cross.  Therefore, during the life of Jesus Christ, he lived as an Old Testament Jew and he kept the law.  Jesus said himself in Matthew 5:17, “Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil.”  While Jesus was on the earth, his preaching was very clear and he left no doubt as to what a person needed to do in order to be saved.  In Matthew 19:17, Jesus told that young man, “…but if thou wilt enter into life, keep the commandments.”  At the same time during the ministry of Jesus Christ, he said, “He that believeth on me hath everlasting life.” (John 6:47)  While Jesus was on the earth, there were two things a person needed to do to be saved.  Those things were believe that Jesus was the Son of God (the Messiah) and keep the commandments.  

Of course, when Jesus came the first time, he did not travel all over the world.  He ministered to the people of Israel.  It is true that news of the Saviour traveled fast.  Even at his birth the wise men of the east (towards Babylon or even farther) came to see the King of the Jews.  Nevertheless, not everyone knew that the Holy One of Israel had come to the earth.  The people that were not aware of a person named Jesus ministering in Israel continued under the same system of salvation as the Gentiles of the Old Testament.  God would deal with them according to their consciences.  

Remember that in the Old Testament, a person needed to have faith in Jehovah and keep the commandments.  Look at the words of Christ in John 12:44.  Jesus said there, “He that believeth on me, believeth not on me, but on him that sent me.”  For someone to reject Jesus as the Messiah is to reject the Father also.  Jesus said again in John 5:23, “That all men should honour the Son, even as they honour the Father.  He that honoureth not the Son honoureth not the Father which hath sent him.”  Therefore, in this short dispensation (3 ½ years), in order to have faith in God, like the Old Testament required, a person had to have faith in Jesus Christ.  At the same time, because Jesus had not died yet, the law had not been taken out of the way. (Colossians 2:14)  Therefore, they needed to keep the law and have faith in Christ. 

FAITH IN CHRIST AND BAPTISM (ACTS 2-7)

After Christ resurrected and ascended back to heaven, there is a transition period in the Bible.  I have already explained this time in the early part of the book of Acts in some previous lessons, so I will not give a long discussion about it here.  Peter and the rest of the apostles were told to preach the gospel starting in Jerusalem.  Because of the command Jesus gave them in Matthew 10:5-6, they were preaching only to Jews.  The apostles were working with a limited amount of knowledge in the beginning of the book of Acts.  They did not realize that salvation was a free gift.  They did not know that the Spirit had baptized them into the body of Christ.  They did not know that the believer had eternal security.  All of these things, and much more, were revealed to the apostle Paul.  For more details about this transition time, see “the gospel of the circumcision” in the Advanced Lesson 3.  

These few chapters in the Bible have caused much confusion among New Testament Christians.  The reason for this is because God is slowly turning away from Israel and towards the Gentiles.  Because God is slowly turning, he works with different people in different ways in a short amount of time.  In Acts 2, the Jews in Jerusalem were saved by faith in Christ and being baptized. (Acts 2:38)  Then in Acts 8, people believed on Christ, were baptized, but still did not receive the Holy Ghost.  Peter and John had to come to Samaria and lay hands on these Samaritans so they could receive the Spirit. (Acts 8:16-17)  Samaritans were half Jew and half Gentile people.  So you can see how God had moved from working with only Jewish people (Acts 2) to working with half Jew/half Gentile people (Acts 8:5).  By the end of Acts 8, Philip is sent to the desert to preach the gospel to a black man, one who is completely Gentile, but worshipping like a Jew. (Acts 8:26-27)  As we read in that story, Philip told him that faith in the Lord Jesus Christ came before baptism. (Acts 8:37)  At this point, God had moved to working with Gentiles.  In Acts 9, the apostle to the Gentiles (Paul) gets saved by faith.  Then in Acts 10, a Gentile who was following his conscience gets saved by faith.  By Acts 8:37, God had established that a person could be saved by faith alone.  After Paul got saved and the Lord gave him a special revelation, then it became clear how this was possible.  

You need to be very careful when studying or teaching this particular part of the Bible.  This is a transition time and not even the apostles were clear on how things were to be taught and preached.  That was the reason they called for a meeting in Acts 15.  There were disputes about what things were necessary for salvation. (Acts 15:2)  After their meeting, it became clear that God had established a new testament through the blood of Christ.  It was then clear to everyone that baptism and good works were not necessary for salvation anymore.  They were now living in the time of the New Testament or as some call it, the age of grace.  (Acts 15:11)
FAITH IN CHRIST (ACTS 8-REVELATION 4)
Starting in Acts 8 with the Ethiopian eunuch, God began dealing with people based on their acceptance of what Jesus Christ had done on the cross as a payment for their sins.  By this time in your studying, you should be very familiar with the plan of salvation for the day and age in which we live.  During this dispensation known commonly as the age of grace or the church age, anyone on the face of the earth can be saved by faith alone.  Because of the multitude of verses about this in other places, I will not spend time on this here.  

Allow me to mention why I have stated above that this dispensation ends in Revelation 4.  In Revelation 2 and 3, Jesus Christ is speaking to churches.  Those two chapters tell the story of all of church history for the last 1970 years.  In Revelation 4:1, we read about a door being opened in heaven and a trumpet (1 Thessalonians 4:16) says, “Come up hither”. (see also John 10:3)  I am sure you recognize this as the Rapture.  From Revelation 4 until Revelation 19, you do not find the word church anymore because those chapters are dealing with the time of the great tribulation.  The body of Christ will be in heaven for that time therefore we are not mentioned in that part of Revelation.  Once the body of Christ (church) has been taken off of the earth, the Holy Spirit will no longer be baptizing people into the body. (1 Corinthians 12:13)  Obviously, at that time, God will again change how he deals with people.  

FAITH IN CHRIST AND WORKS (REVELATION 5-19)

While it is true that the chapters listed above contain information about the time of tribulation, there are many other verses that deal with this dispensation.  A great deal of the writings of the prophets and the preaching of Jesus Christ is directed at this seven-year period of time.  After the rapture, the body of Christ will be gone and God will begin to turn back to the nation of Israel and prepare them for the kingdom of heaven.  During the tribulation, the Jews will be sacrificing at their temple in Jerusalem and worshipping on the sabbath day just as they were supposed to do in the Old Testament.  (Matthew 24:15,20)(Daniel 8:11, 9:27)  Therefore we find Paul telling church age Christians, “Let no man therefore judge you in meat, or in drink, or in respect of an holyday, or of the new moon, or of the sabbath days: which are a shadow of things to come; but the body is of Christ.”  Paul knew that church age Christians were not supposed to worship on the sabbath, but that one day in the future, after the body of Christ disappears, people will observe the Old Testaments ordinances once again!  

I hope you noticed that the means of salvation during this time is the same as it was during the life of Christ.  Remember, that when Christ came the first time, he was offering a kingdom to the Jews, but they rejected Him as their king.  The time of the tribulation is a preparation time for Israel so that they can have their kingdom.  Therefore, God deals with them in the same way.  You can see that faith in Christ and good works are necessary for salvation during this time from several references.  First, in Revelation 12:17, “And the dragon was wroth with the woman, and went to make war with the remnant of her seed, which keep the commandments of God, and have the testimony of Jesus Christ.”  Again in Revelation 14:12, you can see God’s plan of salvation for the tribulation.  It says there, “Here is the patience of the saints: here are they that keep the commandments of God, and the faith of Jesus.”  In the next chapter, we read about some people in heaven that lived during the great tribulation.  In Revelation 15:3 it says, “And they sing the song of Moses the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb…”  Why are they singing both songs?  Because in order to be saved during the tribulation, you have to keep the law (Moses), and have faith in Christ, the Lamb of God.  

During this time, there will be 144,000 Jewish evangelists preaching the gospel of the kingdom.  Jesus said in Matthew 24:14 that their message would reach the entire world.  There will be a great number of people that will be in heaven because of their ministry.  The number of people that will be saved during the tribulation time will be so great that the Bible says you cannot number it. (Revelation 7:9)  Notice though what Jesus said about these tribulation saints in Matthew 24:13.  In the context, Jesus is speaking about the time of the tribulation (vs.21) and he says in vs.13, “But he that shall endure unto the end, the same shall be saved.”  This verse does not apply to us who are living during the church age.  This applies to people living during the time of Jacob’s trouble, the tribulation.  If those people want to be saved and go to heaven, they have to keep the law and keep their faith in Christ until the end of the tribulation or the end of their lives.  There will be many people that will be killed during the tribulation because they are believers.  They will be given a choice.  They can deny their faith in Christ and live or they can be faithful to Christ and be killed for their faith.  Therefore we read in Revelation 6:9, “And when he had opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of them that were slain for the word of God, and for the testimony which they held.”  Again in Revelation 20:4, the Bible says, “And I saw thrones, and they that sat upon them, and judgment was given unto them: and I saw the souls of them that were beheaded for the witness of Jesus, and for the word of God, and which had not worshipped the beast, neither his image, neither had received his mark upon their foreheads, or in their hands; and they lived and reigned with Christ a thousand years.”  

Salvation is easy now.  Like Paul said in 2 Corinthians 6:2, “Now is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of salvation.”  It is our responsibility to take the message of the free gift of God to everyone we can before they end up in the time of the tribulation.  People during the tribulation will receive a great delusion from God so that they will believe a lie. (2 Thessalonians 2:11-12)  People may think that they can wait and have fun right now and get serious about God later.  They have fallen into the trap of the devil.  It is our job to warn them of the danger ahead.

WORKS (REVELATION 20)

Like I mentioned earlier, Revelation 20 clearly tells us about the 1000 year reign of Jesus Christ, although that is certainly not the only place in the Bible the millennium is talked about.  The majority of the verses found in any of the writings by the prophets are about this time when Jesus will be present on the earth as King of kings and Lord of lords.  At the beginning of this lesson, I said that Adam and Eve did not need faith because they could see and walk with God.  The same thing will be true for people during this time.  There will be no need for faith because Jesus Christ will be present on the earth.  Remember, “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” (Hebrews 11:1)  Faith will not be necessary. But, people will have to follow the laws of the King.  The Bible says in Isaiah 2:3, “And many people shall go and say, Come ye, and let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; and he will teach us of his ways, and we will walk in his paths: for out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.”  During the millennium, people will receive their instructions directly from the mouth the Lord Jesus Christ.  The punishment for not obeying his laws is found in Zechariah 14:17-19.  In vs.17 it says there, “And it shall be, that whoso will not come up of all the families of the earth unto Jerusalem to worship the King, the LORD of hosts, even upon them shall be no rain.”   This is how God will deal with nations that do not obey him.  

When Jesus came the first time, because he was offering a kingdom to Israel, he gave some rules for that kingdom.  Some people call these rules the “constitution” for the millennium.  In Matthew 5-7, what is known as the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus talks about what a person would need to do to enter into the kingdom. He also tells us about some of the judgments that will be passed during that time.  We learn here how God will deal with individuals during the millennium.  In Matthew 5:22, Jesus said, “But I say unto you, that whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment: and whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, shall be in danger of the council: but whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire.”  This verse does not apply now because we read where Paul calls people fools in 1 Corinthians 15:36.  Even Jesus Christ (Luke 24:25) and God the Father (Luke 12:20) call people fools.  Matthew 5:22 applies during the time of the millennium when the King will be sitting on his throne in Jerusalem. (Matthew 5:35)  

During the 1000 years when Jesus will rule the world, faith will not be necessary for salvation.  If a person wants to have eternal life, then they need to keep the commandments of God.  If they keep the commandments of God, they will be allowed to eat of the tree of life and from that they will receive eternal life.  The Bible says in Revelation 22:14, “Blessed are they that do his commandments, that they may have right to the tree of life, and may enter in through the gates into the city.”  Therefore we can see that good works without faith will save a man during the millennium. 

ETERNITY (REVELATION 21-22)

As we approach the end of the Bible, we find that the first heaven and the first earth pass away, and God creates a new heaven and a new earth.  Then we read about the beautiful city that comes down from God out of heaven, which will be the home of the bride of Christ for all of eternity. (Revelation 21:1-3)  At this point, sin will be gone, the devil will be in the lake of fire, and there will be no more pain, suffering, or tears.  

Salvation will not be our concern when that time arrives.  There will be no sinners to save because there will be no more sin!  Until that day arrives, our job is to invite sinners to Christ as the Bible says, “And the Spirit and the bride say, Come.  And let him that is athirst come.  And whosoever will, let him take of the water of life freely.” (Revelation 22:17)  When eternity arrives, the Bible says, “He that is unjust, let him be unjust still: and he which is filthy, let him be filthy still: and he that is righteous, let him be righteous still: and he that is holy, let him be holy still.” (Revelation 22:11)  There will be no more opportunities to change.  If you are in heaven, that is where you will be for the rest of time.  If you are in the lake of fire, there will be no more opportunities to repent and trust Christ.  The lake of fire will be your home.  If you are a Christian now, there will be no more opportunities to serve Christ at that time.  You will live for all of eternity with the memory of what you did while you were on this earth.  Remember Christian, there is only one life, and it will soon be past, only what is done for Christ will last!

May every Christian be found with confidence at the appearing of our Saviour.  “He which testifieth these things sayeth, Surely I come quickly.  Amen.  Even so, come, Lord Jesus.” (Revelation 22:20)
