
LESSON 6: 

Rightly Reading the Book of Revelation  
Part I—Presuppositions 

Key Text: Revelation 1:1 

I.  Introduction 

ith this lesson we shift to the second part of the course, The Apocalypse, that 
is, the Book of Revelation.  The first part laid out the main threads of biblical 

eschatology in the Old and New Testaments, and now we will see how those 
threads come together.  Because of the interpretative challenges, the next three 
lessons will set a framework for rightly reading the Book of Revelation, addressing 
foundational presuppositions about how to understand Scripture more broadly, 
approaches to interpreting the Book of Revelation more specifically, and the 
historical context. 

II. Why Do We Need Understand How the Bible Fits 
Together to Understand the Book of Revelation? 

ore than any other biblical book, Revelation raises a host of hermeneutical 
(i.e., interpretive) questions because it is suffused with vivid images that are 

open to multiple interpretations.  Historically, some Protestants have claimed that 
to navigate the imagery of Revelation one simply needs to adopt a consistently 
literal versus and non-literal reading of the book.  On the surface, this reflects the 
desire to understand Revelation on its own terms, rather than reading things into 
the text that are not there.  At the same time, however, the Apostle John himself 

acknowledges the heavily symbolic nature of the Book in Rev. 1:1: “The 
Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show His servants—things which must 
shortly take place.  And He sent and signified it by His angel to His servant John” 
(emphasis added).  Because of the heavy symbolism, all interpretations of the 

Book will be non-literal to a greater or lesser extent. 

The interpretive anchor for the imagery of Revelation is the Old 
Testament.  Indeed, the Book of Revelation has more direct references or allusions 
to things in the Old Testament than any other book in the New Testament.  The 
language of Revelation is probably a marker of this.  Scholars have noted that the 
Greek in Revelation is used in very unusual ways, and the best explanation behind 
this is that John is trying to highlight these references and allusions (See Addenda, 
“The Language of Revelation”).  John, after all, is writing from exile, and for his 
writings to get past the censors he had to trust that his readers would get the 
references and that the local authorities would not. 

This would suggest that we should let Scripture interpret Scripture, and 
while this is indeed the case, there are so many allusions to the rest of the Bible, 
especially to the Old Testament, that to interpret them requires a deeper and 
more self-conscious understanding of how the Old Testament relates to the New 
Testament.  The presuppositions (or assumptions) one has about how the two 
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testaments relate to each other provide a lens through which to understand the 
overarching narrative arc of Scripture, the context of the different Scriptural 
allusions that Revelation makes, and, ultimately, the interpretation of Revelation 
itself.  It is necessary, then, to be transparent about how one’s biblical theological 
presuppositions affect one’s interpretation.  As it relates to the Book of Revelation, 
there are two common frameworks for understanding Scripture, Covenant 
Theology (or, in this study, Covenantalism) and Dispensationalism, and 
comparing and contrasting the two will help clarify interpretive assumptions. 

II. The Dispensational Framework 

a. What Is the Dispensational View of Revelation? 

his study comes from a Covenantal view, but it is perhaps best to start by 
looking at the Dispensational view, since that is almost certainly the 

dominant interpretation of Revelation in the United States today, even among 
those churches that do not otherwise subscribe to Dispensational theology.  The 
influence of this view stems from it providing a single clear millennial narrative 
and because of historical circumstances. 

In broad outline, the classic Dispensational view of eschatology holds 
that when the Jews rejected Jesus Christ as Savior, God then turned to the Gentiles, 
to extend salvation to them as a way of spurring the Jews to repentance.  God’s 
dealings with the Jewish people thus have been in suspension until some point in 
the latter days in which His redemptive activity with them as a people would be 
resumed.  Dispensationalists thus interpret the “weeks” prophecy of Daniel  
9:24-27 as being interrupted between the sixty-nineth and seventieth weeks.  This 
in-between period is the Church Age, and at the end of that Age, there will be 
widespread apostasy, leading into a seven-year Tribulation period of the most 
intense conflict the world has ever seen.  This Tribulation period is the seventieth 
week in Daniel’s prophecy.  At some point during this Tribulation period—
Dispensationalists disagree among themselves as to exactly when, but the classical 
position holds that it is at the beginning of the period—there will be a “rapture” 
of Christians to remove them from the Earth, per 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17.  A core 
group of Jewish people will convert to accept Christ, along with many Gentiles.  
At the end of the Tribulation period, Christ will return and establish His earthly 
millennial (i.e., 1,000 year) rule, centered in Jerusalem and to include restored 
sacrificial Temple worship.  This Millennial Kingdom will be dominated by the 
Jews, by those Gentiles who converted during the Tribulation period, and 
resurrected believers.  At the end of this period during which Christ is ruling on 
Earth, Satan will be loosed to deceive the nations and there will be rebellion against 
Christ that will be quickly put down, followed by the Final Judgment. 

As it pertains to Revelation in particular, Dispensationalism sees the 
Book as divided into three sections: an introduction (Chapter 1); an historical 
summary of different periods encompassing the totality in the Church Age 
(Chapters 2 and 3); and a future section covering the seven-year Tribulation 
period, Christ’s return, the Millennial Kingdom, the Final Conflict, and the Final 
Judgment (Revelation 4-22). 
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b. Where Did This View Come From? 

ispensationalism is a theology originally developed by John Nelson Darby 
(1800-82), who was ordained a priest in the Anglican Church of Ireland but 

left it to help found the Plymouth Brethren movement in 1828.  Eschatology was 
key to his theology.  Darby was distressed at the poor state of the institutional 
church at the time, and that led him to conclude that Christians were living in the 
last days among the final apostasy of the church, thus presaging the imminent 
return of Christ Jesus.  Darby worked out a schema of different periods in 
biblical history—that he called dispensations—in which he believed there was 
a strict separation between ethnic Israel (i.e., the Jews) and the Gentiles.  In his 
theology, Darby held that Christ’s return would usher in a literal millennial 
kingdom which would be dominated by ethnic Jews. 

Darby’s theology gained increasing traction among Christians in the 
United States, especially after the American Civil War.  He traveled widely 
throughout the country, attracting many adherents, including the prominent 
evangelist Dwight Moody, and Presbyterian minister James Brookes.  Brookes 
organized the Niagara Prophecy Conferences that were held annually from  
1876-97 and which featured Darby’s eschatological views.  The popularity of 
Darby’s eschatology came at the same time that Christianity was coming under 
attack by modernist theologians, and there was a deep-seated desire among 
conservative Protestants to shore up the authority of Scripture.  Hence, many 
American Protestants came to believe that Dispensational end times views were 
a bellwether for whether one accepted the inerrant authority of Scripture.  The 
greatest popular boost to Darby’s views, however, came when C. I. Scofield 
published Dispensational reference notes to the Bible in 1909 and then again in 
1919.  The wide popularity of the Scofield Reference Bible and traumas of the 
twentieth century like World Wars I and II and the Cold War seemed to validate 
the pessimistic trajectory of history Darby envisioned. 

c. What Are the Driving Assumptions Underpinning This View? 

here are three key assumptions undergirding the Dispensational approach to 
understanding Scripture as a whole.   

(1) First, classic Dispensationalism, as understood by Scofield and his 
leading successors, Lewis Sperry Chafer and Charles Ryrie, makes the 
fundamental assumption that Scripture has been divided into seven 
chronologically successive periods—i.e., “dispensations”—before the Final 
State.  In each dispensation, God provides a test that man will inevitably fail, 
thereby showing humanity’s inability to earn righteousness through obedience.  
This highlights God’s glory and man’s need for a Savior.  For the test to be clear to 
mankind and for mankind to be without excuse, the periods need to be segregated 
from each other.  Thus, the promises God made to His people in one 
dispensation as an inducement to obedience do not carry over into another 
unless explicitly indicated in Scripture.  This is particularly the case for the 
covenantal land promises God made to Abraham and the covenantal kingdom 
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promise He made with David.  This drives a theological logic focused on the 
discontinuities of Scripture. 

(2) A second key assumption is that there is firm  separation between 
ethnic Israel and the Christian Church.  Because God’s promises for all the 
dispensations prior to the current Church Age were to the Jews, this logic leads to 
a radical break between God’s people in the Old Testament (i.e., Israel or ethnic 
Jews) and those in the New (i.e., the Christian Church).  Some Dispensationalists 
have even described the Church as merely a parenthesis in God’s dealings with 
Israel.  Over the past couple decades some Dispensational scholars have moved 
toward a middle-ground position called “Progressive Dispensationalism,” which 
sees greater connections between ethnic Israel and the Gentiles, but nevertheless, 
even they continue to hold to some kind of hard and fast distinction. 

(3) A third key assumption is the theological need for a millennial age in 
which Christ rules directly over the Jews.  The logic for this comes out of the 
compartmented understanding of the dispensations and the idea that God’s 
promises in one dispensation apply only to the people to whom the promise was 
made.  Thus, this separation between Israel and the church theologically requires 
a period before the Final Judgment in which God fulfills all of His promises to 
ethnic Israel, and this drives the Dispensational insistence on a Premillennial 
understanding of eschatology and a pre-Tribulational “rapture” of the Church.  
It is worth underscoring here the absolute centrality of Premillennialism to 
Dispensationalist thinking.  For Covenantal theologians, one can hold to 
Premillennialism, Postmillennialism, or Amillennialism without the matter 
becoming a foundational tenet of the faith.  The same is not true for 
Dispensationalists, many of whom will argue that anything other than a 
Premillennial eschatology compromises fidelity to the inerrancy of Scripture.  
Why is a millennial position so central for Dispensationalists?  To them, if 
Christ does not rule over ethnic Israel in a millennial kingdom preceding the 
Final Judgment, then God’s promises to Israel in the dispensations prior to the 
Church Age are not fulfilled—in other words, God made promises He would 
not and/or did not keep.  Dispensationalists rightly recoil at what this suggests 
about the integrity and character of God. 

III. The Comparison with Covenant Theology 

ovenant Theology emerged from the Swiss and English Reformations in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries through the works of Heinrich Bullinger, 

John Calvin, Robert Rollock, and Herman Witsius, among a host of others, and 
found its most definitive confessional formulation in chapter 7 of the Westminster 
Confession of Faith.  Although Covenant Theology as a whole precedes the 
development of Dispensationalism by a couple centuries, covenantal eschatology 
also developed roughly contemporaneously as Dispensationalism, thanks to the 
work of Princeton Seminary professor Geerhardus Vos, and later, by Old 
Testament scholar Meredith Kline in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries  
Because Covenantalism is driven by fundamentally different assumptions about 
how the Bible holds together, it comes to different conclusions on the arc of 
eschatology and is not locked into one particular millennial view. 
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a. What Are the Driving Assumptions Underpinning This View? 

or explanatory purposes, it is useful to contrast Covenant Theology along the 
same lines as the core assumptions of Dispensationalism. 

(1) First, in terms of the overarching organization of Scripture, 
Covenantalism differs from Dispensationalism in that it holds that there is a 

fundamental unity to Scripture. The unity of the Bible is established by the fact 
that God Himself is ultimately the author of all Scripture and all Scripture points 
to Christ Jesus (Luke 24:27 and 44-45).  Within this fundamental unity, there are 
only two covenantal periods, a Covenant of Works in Adam and a Covenant of 
Grace in Christ.  This is rooted in the parallelism the Apostle Paul draws between 
Adam and Christ in Romans 5:12-21.  Both Adam and Christ stand at the head of 
a body of people—with Adam, it is all mankind and with Christ, it is the 
redeemed—such that their actions affect not just their peoples but credit (i.e., 
impute) either sin or righteousness to them.  Thus, Adam’s sin in the Garden 
imputes Original Sin to all mankind, and Christ’s work on the cross imputes 
righteousness and justification to all those who are “in Him.”   In Covenantal 
Theology, Adam’s testing in the Garden of Eden was the only definitive test 
given to mankind, and Adam’s failure brought condemnation down on the entire 
human race.  No successor to Adam ever faced the same kind of test nor the same 
kind of consequences that Adam faced.  It is important to note that Paul only 
draws this comparison between Adam and Christ, and not with other Old 
Testament patriarchs.  Thus, in comparing Adam and Christ it is only with Christ 
that we see God executing a single redemptive plan from Genesis ch. 3 until the 
end of Revelation.  Scripture reveals the progressive unfolding of that plan. 
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VIEWS OF THE KEY PERIODS IN REDEMPTIVE HISTORY 

Covenantal Theology Classic Dispensational Theology 

 
• Covenant of Works: made with Adam and 

still in effect for all mankind (Gen. 1-3) 

• Covenant of Grace:  God’s saving work in 

Christ from Adam’s Fall to the end of 

Scripture (Gen. 4 through Rev. 22) 

o Old Covenant:  post-Fall Adam to 

Christ 

▪ Noahic Covenant 

▪ Abrahamic Covenant 

▪ Mosaic Covenant 

o New Covenant:  Christ from Pentecost 

onwards 

 

 
• Innocence:  Adam, pre-Fall 

• Conscience:  Adam to the Flood 

• Government:  Noah to Abraham 

• Patriarchy (or Promise):  Abraham to 

Moses 

• Mosaic Law:  Moses to the Cross 

• Grace (the Church Age):  Pentecost to 

Rev. 20:3 

• Millennial Kingdom:  Rev. 20:4-6 

• Final (Eternal) State:  Rev. 20:7-22:21 

 

 



(2) The fact that there is only one redemptive program leads to a second 
key assumption of Covenantalism and that is there is only one people in view, 
namely God’s people.  Although in the Old Testament God’s focus was on a single 
nation, Israel, after Pentecost in the New Testament the nations of the world are 
being brought into that program.  The inclusion of the nations was not an 
afterthought or a side story in the biblical narrative.  Rather, it was part of God’s 
plan from the outset.  God’s promise to bless the nations was an integral part of 
His promise to Abraham in Genesis 12:1-3, and throughout the Old Testament 
there are anticipations that the promises made to Israel will be extended to the 
nations.  Revelation reflects the culmination of that promise. 

This runs counter to the central theological assumption of 
Dispensationalism, namely, the relationship between Israel and the Church.  It 
is important to realize that the Dispensational position that Israel and the Church 
are totally distinct is not the only position that is possible.  There are three possible 
positions that could characterize the relationship between Old Testament Israel 
and the New Testament Church.  The other two possible positions are, first, that 
the Church replaces Israel or, second, that there is some kind of continuity between 
Old Testament Israel and the Church.  The view that the Church replaces Israel is 
called Replacement Theology or Supersessionism.  It covers a range of positions, 
from the punitive idea that the Church has replaced Israel because the nation 
rejected of Christ to a more moderate position that Israel’s redemptive historical 
significance has passed because of the new period in history ushered in by the 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Covenant Theology holds to a third view, that of an essential continuity 

between Old Testament Israel and the New Testament Church.  This view 
understands God’s promises to always have been to His people, not to “ethnic 
Israel” per se.  This is certainly the Apostle Paul’s understanding in Romans  
9:6-12ff where he indicates that true Israel is spiritual Israel.  That is, Israel was 
never merely ethnic Israel, but was the People of God bound to Him in covenantal 
loyalty.  The New Testament Church was made up of not only of Gentiles, but also 
ethnic Jews.  Indeed, the apostles were all Jews, and the initial outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit at Pentecost was on Jewish believers in Christ.  Thus, the Church is 
neither distinct from the People of God of the Old Testament nor a replacement 
for them.  In the Old Testament, God worked with the Jews, but in the New 
Testament He expanded His working at Pentecost to draw in the nations according 
to His promise to Abraham. 

(3) Given there is a unity to God’s workings and there are not a series of 
tests mankind must undergo, then it logically follows that there is no need for 
limiting God’s promises only to those to whom He originally made them.  This 
removes the necessity of a premillennial interpretation that Dispensationalism 
insists upon.  A millennial age in which Jesus reigns over the Jews explicitly is not 
needed for the fulfillment of God’s promises to His people.  Although such an 
understanding does not yield the singular clarity of the Dispensational 
interpretation, it does allow Scripture to be interpreted more organically and not 
having to be forced into an interpretive straitjacket. 



b. Further Implications of the Covenantal View 

he differences in presuppositions that Covenant theology has with 
Dispensationalism highlight, although significant in themselves, highlight 

some more significant overarching differences in perspective.   

(1) First, The contrast between the purpose of the dispensations in 
Dispensationalism and the purpose of the Covenant of Grace in Covenantalism 
raises the question of how God is best glorified.  On the one hand, with 

Dispensationalism, each dispensational economy highlights man’s failure to be 
obedient despite incentives and God’s forbearance in repeatedly extending 
another chance.  The emphasis is on man and his inability.  In this pattern, it is 
hard to see what God’s redemptive plan is throughout the continuity of Scripture, 
and this has the effect of downgrading the significance of the Old Testament.  On 
the other hand, with Covenantalism, the successive covenants mark a progressive 
unfolding of God’s plan, culminating with the coming of Christ Jesus.  The 

emphasis is on God and His redeeming work.  The Old Testament contains 
foreshadowings of Christ Jesus, so that when He does come in the New Testament 
in His first Advent it organically follows from the historical narrative throughout 
Scripture that has been building to that point. 

(2) Second, there is the centrality of Christ in God’s redemptive 
workings.  In Dispensationalism, Christ’s Second Coming is largely a midway 
point in redemptive history, marking the end of the Church Age and the beginning 
of His 1,000-year reign over ethnic Israel.  It is still distant from the Final Judgment.  
This in effect makes Christ’s Second Coming anti-climactic.  From a covenantal 
perspective, however, the Second Coming is the culminating point in all of human 
history, immediately preceding the Final Judgment.  If Jesus’ First Coming was 
the most defining event in all of human experience to that point in time, then it 
only stands to reason that His Second Coming will truly be final. 

If the First and Second Comings of Jesus are God’s definitive 
interventions in human history, then that affects how we view this present age, 
that is, the Church Age.  Dispensationalism sees the Church Age as a sideshow in 
God’s dealings with ethnic Israel.  The Church Age is not bounded by God’s 
dealing with ethnic Israel.  Rather, is bounded by God’s judgment on His people 
at the cross—Christ’s atonement for their sins—and His Final Judgment on the 
world at the end of the age.  The Final Judgment has been delayed for a period of 
time, but it will not be denied or dismissed.  Thus, the character of the Church Age 
is one in which God is gathering His people to Himself.   

This ingathering makes for realism in how we look at this present life.  On 
the one hand, it means we are part of the expansion of the Kingdom throughout 
the globe and to all areas of life.  On the other hand, there is the reality of hardship, 
suffering and persecution, just as John’s readers faced.  In the same chapter of 
Luke’s Gospel where Jesus indicates that all Scripture points to Himself, He also 
indicates twice that He had to suffer before entering into His glory (see Luke 24:26 
and 46).  Since Christ’s example is that suffering precedes glory, as His disciples 
that is likely to be our pattern as well.  On the surface, that may not be as 
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comforting as the Dispensationalist view that the Church will be “raptured out” 
before things get really bad, but it accords well with the experience of original 
readers of John’s apocalypse who were facing persecution, with the history of the 
Christian church since John’s time, and with our own personal experiences in this 
day and age. 

(3) Lastly, Covenantal theology sees God’s promises made to the people 
in the Old Testament as finding fulfillment in Christ and in the Kingdom writ 
large.  This means that the fulfillment of those promises in Revelation takes on 
a more a final character than in Dispensationalism, focusing on the New 
Heavens and New Earth, rather than the earthly Millennial Kingdom. 

This does not negate God’s promises but sees a richer fulfillment of them.  
God’s promise of a progeny for Abraham (Gen. 15:1-5, 13-16), for example, 
transcends the formation just of the Jewish people and should be seen as the 
totality of God’s engagement with Abraham, going from Genesis chapters 12 to 
25.   At the outset of God’s dealing with Abraham is the promise that through him, 
“all the families of the earth shall be blessed”(Gen. 12:1-3).  This promise is fulfilled in 
the fullness of all God’s people coming before His throne in the New Heavens and 
New Earth. 

The land promise to Abraham as well points to something deeper than 
simply possession of real estate; it pointed to the dwelling of God’s people with 
God Himself.  In the Dispensational perspective, for example, God’s covenantal 
promise to Abraham for the fullness of the Holy Land (Gen. 15:7-21) was never 
fulfilled, hence there needs to be a time in the future when the Jews would actually 
see this promise realized.  However, when the Israelites entered the Promised 
Land and completed the Conquest under Joshua, Scripture records that that 
particular promise was fulfilled (Josh. 21:43): “So the LORD gave to Israel all the land 
of which He had sworn to give to their fathers, and they took possession of it and dwelt in 
it.”  The earthly fulfillment, then, had actually happened.  The final fulfillment will 
be in eternal communion with God. 

Similarly, God’s promises to David in 2 Samuel 7 about a kingship go 
beyond a political kingship.  Dispensationalism assumes that in the Millennial 
Kingdom Christ will politically rule from Jerusalem and this would be fulfillment 
of 2 Samuel 7.  There is ironic contradiction here in Dispensational thinking.  The 
Jews of Jesus’s day would have accepted Him as a political Messiah, and their 
rejection of Him during His Passion was largely because He refused to become the 
political Messiah that they were looking for.  As Jesus told Pilate, “My kingdom is 
not of this world” (John 18:36).  There is not the need for Jesus to rule in some future, 
earthly Millennial Kingdom; since His resurrection and ascension to the right hand 
of God the Father, He is ruling now from Heaven.  Second Samuel 7 is fulfilled 
now, and with the Final Judgment His rule will be openly manifested “on earth as 
it is in Heaven” (Matt. 6:10).  This is truly to the greatest glory of Christ! 

 
  



LESSON 6: 

Addenda 
 

I. The Language of Revelation 

ost commentators observe that the Book of Revelation has the most unusual 
Greek grammatical constructions of any New Testament book.  Many have 

tried to explain this by saying John was uneducated, was simply elderly and 
therefore not sharp mentally, or was thinking in Hebrew and then translating into 
Greek.  For conservative Christians holding to the inerrancy of Scripture, these 
explanations raise unnecessary questions about the reliability of the text.  John did 
not have such a problem with grammar in his Gospel or his letters, and arguments 
that someone other than him wrote Revelation do not account for the stylistic 
similarities between Revelation and the other Johannine writings.  To say that 
John’s mental acuity was impaired by age ignores the Apocalypse’s very definite 
patterns and high degree of internal coherence and complexity.  Lastly, while it is 
possible (indeed, in some places likely) that there are Hebraicisms—that is, 
Hebrew idioms rendered woodenly in the Greek text—these do not explain all of 
the unusual Greek constructions in the Book.  According to Greg Beale in his 
longer commentary (100-107), The Book of Revelation, these unusual grammatical 
constructions probably are signal markers for Old Testament references John is so 
his readers can rightly understand what he received from the Lord. 

II. A Further Word on Dispensationalism 

n the years that I have been teaching on Revelation, I have increasingly found it 
necessary to address the question of Dispensationalism given how prevalent 

Dispensational Premillennialism is, at least in American Christianity.   The 
discussion in the lesson notes shows how assumptions and interpretations of key 
Scriptural passages in both the Old and New Testaments relating to eschatology 
interlock and reinforce each other.  If the fundamental presuppositions are 
accepted, then there is a logic that follows in how passages—including those in 
Revelation—are interpreted. 

That said, I have observed over time that neither Dispensationalists nor 
Covenantalists are self-consciously aware of their own presuppositions or are 
engaging each other on the level of presuppositions.  That makes for a notable 
degree of misunderstanding and talking past each other.  Those coming out of a 
Dispensational background may look at the presentation given in the lesson notes 
and honestly say that they are not familiar with the logic of the dispensational 
framework as laid out here.  This is because in practice Dispensational teachers are 
likely to focus on the eschatology rather than the biblical theological framework 
and they have themselves been taught simply, “this is the literal way of 
interpreting the Bible.”  Their biblical theological framework is largely assumed, 
rather than articulated.  At the same time, when Covenant theologians engage 
Dispensationalist interpretations of various passages relating to eschatology, they 
are quick to point out the exegetical problems associated with such interpretations, 
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but I do not think that they appreciate the inner logic of how Dispensationalists 
come to those interpretations, especially if the Dispensationalists themselves are 
not articulating their assumed presuppositions.  Covenantal theologians tend to 
think that simply correcting the exegesis will correct the interpretation.  There is 
more going on here in terms of interpretation than either side thinks my purpose 
in this lesson is to draw that out explicitly for the understanding of both sides. 

There is also the need for a certain degree of charity between 
Dispensationalists and Covenantalists that has often been lacking in years past.  I 
have come to appreciate that both see the Bible as the authoritative Word of God, 
and both want to handle it in a way that does justice to a plain reading of the text 
and minimizes subjectivity.  Neither wants to subjectivize the Scriptural text, that 
is, interpret it in a way not controlled by the internal coherence of Scripture itself 
(i.e., Scripture interpreting Scripture).  Such subjectivity makes the text become 
whatever the interpreter wants it to become, and thus does not treat the Bible as 
the inerrant Word of God.  In contrast to some theological traditions, both also 
have some kind of biblical theological framework that tries to make sense of the 
unity and diversity of Scripture as it historically unfolded.  So, there are some 
considerable things that the two sides have in common, and these things should 
not be forgotten or downplayed. 

At the same time, as a teacher I believe I owe it to the students to teach I 
understand to be true and cannot simply say that Bible-believing Christians agree 
to disagree and leave it at that, especially with regard to the Book of Revelation.  
So, for that reason, I do have to say I think Dispensationalism makes errors in its 
presuppositions and that Covenant theology is to be preferred, for reasons 
articulated in the Lesson notes.   Covenant theology, I believe, puts forth a more 
organic interpretation of the text, and all things being equal, requires fewer 
debatable presuppositions.  In fairness to my readers either in or coming out of a 
Dispensationalist perspective, I would say that Dispensationalism as a biblical 
theology approach does not achieve what we both want in terms of rightly 
handling Scripture as the very Word of God.  I note two things in this regard. 

First, there is the fundamental issue of Dispensationalism’s claims of a 
“literal” versus a “non-literal” interpretation of Scripture.  Dispensationalists have 
often charged that any view other than their own will lead to allegorizing the 
Scriptural text.  The problem is, Dispensationalism itself reads several texts in an 
excessively literal manner, forcing allegorical readings elsewhere.  This can be 
seen, for example, in the common Dispensational approach to chapters 2 and 3 of 
Revelation.  Because, as described above, Dispensationalism reads Rev. 1:18 in a 
woodenly literal manner as making a threefold division of the Book, then the 
letters to the seven churches in chapters 2 and 3 become seen as periods in church 
history.  There are, however, no internal markers in those chapters to suggest they 
should be viewed this way.  Such an interpretation, in fact, forces gross 
oversimplifications of entire epochs of Christian history and presumes without 
any justification that we are at the end of history and so can look back with clarity.  
This can only be properly characterized as allegorical.  Moving away from this 
historicist view of Revelation chapters 2 and 3 allows them to be interpreted more 
clearly, plainly, and consistently with the rest of Scripture. 



Along with the problem of overly literal readings leading to allegorical 
ones, there is in Dispensationalism a tendency to claim as “literal” interpretation 
for views not self-evident from the Scriptural text itself, and which can only be 
made by reading Dispensational presuppositions into them.  To some extent this 
is inevitable in any overarching biblical theology, but in the Dispensational schema 
this is done on those texts vital to its eschatology and without reference to clearer 
supporting texts.  This can be seen, for example, in the “70 weeks” prophecy of 
Daniel 9:24-27.  Dispensationalists inject a gap between the first 69 weeks and the 
final seventieth week, but such a gap is not evident from the text.  Moreover, 
Dispensationalists give the passage only one meaning, but it is one of the most 
difficult ones in the entire Old Testament to interpret.  Besides the 
Dispensationalist view, at least five others are possible, including a literal, non-
Dispensationalist, Messianic interpretation that sees the final “week” bisected by 
the death and resurrection of Christ Jesus.  In this latter reading, the prophecy 
finds its fulfillment not in a future coming of Christ, but in His First Coming. 

A similar example can be seen the “rapture” passage of 1 Thessalonians 
4:16-17.  A plain reading of that text does not give a sense that the “rapture” spoken 
of here is merely an intermediate step in God’s plan, intended to get the Christians 
out of the way so that a Jewish Millennial Kingdom can be inaugurated.  Rather, 
the passage implies a sense of finality: when Christ returns, it will be the Final 
Judgment.  This finality better fits the context into which Paul is writing.  The 
Thessalonians were not engaged in futurist speculation associated with the 
beginning of the Jewish Millennium; they were afraid that their loved ones who 
had died would miss The End.  Paul, here, assures them that there will be no 
missing The End, since it will be obvious to everyone when the dead are 
resurrected and those who are Christ’s will Christ join with Him. 

 

 
 
 

 


