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THE PRINCIPLE OF INTERPRETATION THE BIBLICAL 
WRITERS USE

The Core Question:

Is there a hermeneutic embedded in the Scriptures 
that we must use in interpreting what the 
Scriptures mean?
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ONE THEOLOGIANS OPINION

• “The way the prophets and apostles read is the way they wrote and 
the way we ought to read. They have embedded in the Scripture the 
way Scripture should be interpreted. The Bible comes with 
“hermeneutic included.” We may not always get everything right but 
that does not mean a standard does not exist. Rather, the biblical 
writers have set that standard. For a Christian, our hermeneutic then 
must be one of surrender and obedience, one that bows before how 
the Author has demanded his children read and seek what he has 
confluently intended through the human author.”

• Abner Chou. The Hermeneutics of the Biblical Writers. p. 232.
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THE CHRISTIAN HERMENEUTIC

Old Testament 
Prophets’ 

Interpretation 
of  Earlier OT 

Revelation

New Testament 
Apostles’ 

Interpretation 
of  Earlier OT 

Revelation

Christian 
Interpretation of  
the OT Prophets 

and the NT 
Apostles
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THE PARTS OF THE HERMENEUTIC OF THE 
BIBLICAL WRITERS

Interpretation is a complex activity but it breaks down into four basic 

instructions to follow in making sense of  the text of  Scripture.

1. Investigate the meanings of  words. (literal).

2. Investigate the grammar and literary form in which the words are set 

(grammatical).

3. Investigate the historical and cultural contexts of  the text (historical).

4. Based on the information of  steps 1-3 answer the question, “So What?”
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So Why are Covenant Theology and Dispensational Theology so 
Different From Each other in some areas and not in others?

• I believe the answer to that question rests in the interpretational 
methodology they use to interpret OT prophetic passages.

• Both claim to use a literal, grammatical, historic hermeneutic.

• The difference lies in how they deal with potential symbolic language in 
the text of  the Scriptures.

• The default mode of  Dispensationalism is to treat every prophetic 
passage as literal unless the text demands that it be taken as a symbol.

• The default mode of  Covenant Theology is the treat every  prophetic 
passage as symbolic unless the text demands it be understood literally. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF KNOWING THE PAST

The Historical Background of  Covenant 
and Dispensational Theology
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INTRODUCTION
• Proverbs 18:13, ESV.

“If  one gives an answer before he hears, 
it is his folly and shame.”

• One of  the realities of  our present day 
is that very often we find that people 
with differing theological viewpoints 
talk before they listen. 

• It is my desire that we listen before we 
answer. 
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3 CONTEXT QUESTIONS
1. Am I coming to this study with a 

humble heart that expresses itself  in 

gentleness, respect, honesty and love?

2. Have I recognized the aspects of  
theology about which we are in 

agreement?

3. Am I consistently using the interpretive 
principles of  the Biblical writers?
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HOW I WILL PROCEED

I will examine 3 content 
questions:

1. What so its proponents say 
it is?

2. What does it say is its 
central feature?

3. From where did it arise?
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WHAT IS COVENANT 
THEOLOGY?        R.C. Sproul Sr.

“Reformed Theology is nicknamed 
‘Covenant Theology’ . . . Reformed 
theology sees the primary structure of  
biblical revelation as that of  covenant. 
This is the structure by which the entire 
history of  redemption is worked out.”
-- R.C. Sproul Sr. What is Reformed Theology?: 
Understanding the Basics, p. 117.
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WHAT IS COVENANT 
THEOLOGY?              J. I. Packer

“WHAT IS COVENANT 
THEOLOGY? The straightforward, if  
provocative answer to that question is 

that it is what is nowadays called a 
hermeneutic – that is, a way of  reading 
the whole Bible that is itself  part of  the 
overall interpretation of  that Bible that 

it undergirds.”
-- J.I. Packer. An Introduction to Covenant Theology, p. 

2.
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WHAT IS COVENANT 
THEOLOGY?       J. Ligon Duncan

“Covenant Theology is both Biblical and 
Systematic Theology. That is, it gives us an 
organizing principle for our Biblical Theology. 
But it also provides us a very important category 
of  what older theologians would have called a 
locus, literally, a place. It gives us a very 
important category or place in our Systematic 
Theology. It is the organizing principle of  Biblical 
Theology in the sense that anyone who is going 
to do justice to God’s unfolding plan of  
redemption has to talk in terms of  covenants. It is 
the dominant theme featured in the whole issue 
of  God’s unfolding plan of  redemption in 
history.”
-- J. Ligon Duncan, “History of  Covenant Theology”, p. 3.
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What is the Big 
Picture of What 

Covenant 
Theologians Teach?
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THE THREE COVENANTS OF COVENANT THEOLOGY
R. C. Sproul Sr, p. 132

Covenant of  Redemption Covenant of  Works Covenant of  Grace

Parties The Father, The Son, The 

Holy Spirit

God and Human Beings God and Chosen, Sinful 

Human Beings

Initiator God the Father God God

Time In eternity past At Creation After the Fall

Condition Perfect obedience Faith in Christ (who 

satisfied the condition of  
the covenant of  works)

Reward Life Spiritual Life

Penalty Immediate Death 

(physical and spiritual)

Spiritual Death
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What is the 
Historical 

Background for 
Covenant 
Theology?
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Medieval Church – 

Roman Catholic 
Church

Circa 1500 — Disaffected, Discouraged Priests

Invention of  the Printing Press had made resources
 in the original languages available

Desiderius Erasmus

Greek New Testament

Martin Luther

Hebrew Old Testament

Swiss Reformation

Zwingli (1484-1331) Bullinger (1504-1575) Calvin (1509-1564)
Olevianus (1536-1587) Beza (1519-1605)

Circa 1600

Dutch Reformed Church
Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609)

Reacted to Doctrine of  Election Remonstrants

Summarized theology in 5 points
• Unconditional Election by faith

• Unlimited Atonement
• Total Depravity
• Prevenient / resistible Grace

• Possibility of  Apostacy

Adopted by John Wesley

Synod of  Dort - 1618

• Representatives of  all of  

Western Europe
• Remonstrants excluded

• Adopted Belgic Confession 
& Heidleberg Catechism

• Response to Remonstrants

Total Depravity

Unconditional Election
Limited Atonement

Irresistible Grace
Perseverance of  the Saints

Refined by
• Cocceius (1609-1669)
• Witsius (1636-1708)
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WHAT IS DISPENSATIONAL 
THEOLOGY?  Michael J. Vlach
“Dispensationalism is a system of  
theology primarily concerned with the 
doctrines of  ecclesiology and eschatology 
that emphasizes the historical-grammatical 
meaning of  Old testament prophetic 
passages and covenants, a distinction 
between Israel and the church, and a 
future salvation and restoration of  the 
nation Israel in a future earthly kingdom.”
Michael J. Vlach, Dispensationalism: Essential Beliefs and 
Common Myths, Location 835.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_Church_Cathedral,_Dublin
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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WHAT IS DISPENSATIONAL 
THEOLOGY?  Renald E. Showers
“Dispensational Theology can be defined 
very simply as a system of  theology which 
attempts to develop the Bible’s philosophy 
of  history on the basis of  the sovereign 
rule of  God. It represents the whole of  
Scripture and history as being covered by 
several dispensations of  God’s rule.”
Renald E. Showers, There Really is a Difference: A 

Comparison of  Covenant and Dispensational Theology, p. 
27.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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WHAT IS DISPENSATIONAL 
THEOLOGY?             Charles Ryrie
“Dispensationalism views the world as a 
household run by God. In this household 
God is dispensing or administering its affairs 
according to His own will and in various 
stages of  revelation in the process of  time. 
These various stages mark off  distinguishably 
different economies in the outworking of  His 
total purpose, and these economies are the 
dispensations. The understanding of  God’s 
differing economies is essential to a proper 
interpretation of  his revelation within those 
various economies.”

Charles C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today, p. 31.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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What is the Big 
Picture of What 
Dispensational 

Theologians Teach?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_Church_Cathedral,_Dublin
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Eternity Past ——————————————————————————————New Heavens & New Earth

Edenic

Innocence
Genesis 1-

3

Conscience

Genesis 

4-8:19

Human 

Govrnment

Genesis
8:20-11:32

Promise

Genesis 12 
–

Exodus 18

Mosaic 

Law

Exodus 19 
–

Death of  
Jesus

Grace

Death of  
Jesus 

—

Second 
Coming of  

Jesus

Millennial 

Kingdom

Revelation 
20:1-6

Increasing Revelation of  God’s Plan, Purpose and Glory

22

What is the 
Historical 

Background for 
Dispensational 

Theology?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Roman Catholic 

Church 
(325-1500)

Covenant 

Theology
• Cocceius

• Witsius
• Westminster 

1648

English Protestant 

Reformation 
Henry VIII

Anglican Church

State Endorsed Church of  the British Isles

The Church of  Ireland

John Nelson Darby (1800-

1882)
• Trinity College –Dublin

• Ordained in Church of  
Ireland at 25.

• Disillusioned with 

corruption in COI by 1829.
• Itinerant teacher in the 

Brethren movement
• Trips to America

Bible School Movement

• Moody Bible Institute
• Grace Theo Seminary

• Calvary Bible College & Sem
• Practical Bible Institute (Davis 

U.)

• Cedarville University

Dallas Theological Seminary

• A.T. Pierson, H.A. Ironside
• Henry Thiessen, Merrill Unger

• Charles Feinberg, Lewis Johnson
• John Walvoord, Dwight 

Pentecost

• Charles Ryrie, Norman Geisler

James 

Brookes

C.I. 

Scofield 
Study Bible

L.S. Chafer

Systematic 
Theology

A.J. 

Gordon
Boston

D.L. 

Moody
Chicago
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https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_Church_Cathedral,_Dublin
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
• An examination of  the history of  both 

Covenant and Dispensational 
Theology shows them to have their 

roots in the Reformation. 

• Both these systems are expressions of  
Protestant theology that is connected 
to the theology of  John Calvin. 
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
• Like Arminian theology, 

Dispensational theology is a reaction 
to how the Dutch Reformed and 
Presbyterian Churches interpreted and 
applied the theology of  Calvin. 

• What separates these two systems of  
theology is how they choose to 
interpret the prophetical portions of  
the Old Testament.  
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
One of  the things that seems to get forgotten in 
the discussions between the advocates of  these 
two theologies is that there is no disagreement 
about the fact that Christ is returning to judge 
sin completely and establish a New Heavens 
and New Earth in which righteousness 
eternally dwells. A person is not a heretic for 
not believing what I believe the Bible teaches 
about how Jesus will do that and when He will 
return. In the end we will all understand where 
we were wrong and where we were correct 
about the how and when of  Christ’s return.  
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