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Dispensationalism

All of human history can be broken into seven periods of time. These periods are known as dispensations.  A dispensation is a period of time where God gives man certain stewardship responsibilities.   Each dispensation ends with a failure on man’s part bringing God’s judgement.  The purpose of each dispensation is to illustrate man’s inability to coexist with (or manage) sin.  Studying these dispensations demonstrates unequivocally man’s whole dependence on God and the necessity of sin being eradicated from the universe.  There are seven dispensations revealed in God’s word.  It is important to note that God's way of salvation, which is by grace through faith, is constant throughout these dispensations.  

1. The Dispensation of Innocence.  This dispensation began with the creation of man in the Garden of Eden.  During this time man was in a state of innocence concerning sin (Genesis 2:17).  However, sin’s presence in the Garden, through Satan, was more than man could resist as evidenced through man’s yielding to sin’s temptation (Genesis 3:1-6).  Man’s failure in regards to his innocence brought about God’s judgement (Genesis 3:17:24).  The lesson of this dispensation: Man cannot co-exist with sin without being contaminated and destroyed. 

2. The Dispensation of Conscience.  This dispensation begins after the fall and extends to the judgment of the flood.   While the Word of God would have been available through oral and written sources man is left solely to his conscience as a guide.  Concluding this dispensation we see the failure of man regarding his conscience in that "every imagination of the thoughts of his heart" were only evil continually (Genesis 6:5).  The lesson of this dispensation: Left only to conscience man will utterly fail.  

3. The Dispensation of Human Government. This dispensation begins with the covenant God makes with Noah and his descendants.  One of the components of this covenant is the institution of capital punishment (Genesis 9:6).  Capital punishment requires a human government agency to apprehend and try a murderer, and administer the sentence of execution.  Thus, when God ordained capital punishment, He thereby instituted human government as a restraint against the lawless rebellion of mankind. In Romans 13:1-4 the Apostle Paul indicated that human governmental authority derives its existence and authority from God.  The failure of man concerning this third dispensation is seen when men collaborated together to rebel against God through the building of the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9).  Concerning this dispensation God’s judgement is seen by the confounding of human language.  The lesson of this dispensation: Human government is not capable to shield man from the poison of sin.  

4. The Dispensation of Promise.   This dispensation began with the covenant God made with Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3).  Prior to this point God dealt with all mankind in general.  With the calling of Abraham God is now dealing with a specific man and his descendents.  Governing this dispensation is the dependence Abraham and his descendants must have on God’s promise.  By the time of Israel’s existence in Egypt, the people of promise have been thoroughly contaminated by the religions of their society.  The giving of the Law is both a judgment and the beginning of the next dispensation.  The lesson of this dispensation: Man will fail even when depending upon the promises of God. 

5. The Dispensation of Law.    This dispensation begins with the giving of the law in Exodus 19:3.  It is important to note: 

a) A specific people are dealt with (the nation of Israel).  As in the previous dispensation separation from society was an important part of this time period.  

b)  Specific and exhaustive commands are given to the people.  The specificity of the commands and the required separation from the world will leave man’s will to the test. 

This dispensation ends with the judgment of Calvary.  The cross was God’s public and clear statement that men had failed in regards to the law.  The lesson of this dispensation: Man is incapable of keeping the Law.  

6. The Dispensation of Grace (or the Church Age).   This dispensation begins with the preaching of the Gospel and the founding of the New Testament local church.   In this time period man now will exist with regeneration, the permanent indwelling of God Himself through the Holy Spirit, and governance by the local church.  This dispensation will also end in failure as fearful predictions are presented in the Bible (2 Timothy 3:1-5; 4:3-4).  The judgment of this dispensation will be the universal seven years of Tribulation coupled with the Second Coming of Christ.    The lesson of this dispensation: Regeneration, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit and governance by the local church are unable to immunize man from sin’s affects.  

7. The Dispensation of the Millennial Kingdom.   This dispensation begins with the establishment of the thousand year Millennial Kingdom (Revelation 20:4).  This time period will involve the following details: 

a) Christ will establish His righteous government.  Outward manifestations of sin will be brought under subjection (Zechariah 14:16-17).  

b) Satan will be bound during this time (Revelation 20:1-2).  

At the end of this dispensation the nations shall rise up in one final rebellion against God (Revelation 20:7-9).  The Lesson of this dispensation: Man will fail even under righteous government.  

Conclusion

The lesson of all seven dispensations can be summarized as follows: Man cannot co-exist with sin.  Not innocence, not human conscience, not human government, not righteous government, not depending on God’s promise, not depending on God’s Law, no not even conversion can enable man to co-exist with sin! Sin must be removed from the universe.   

