RETHINKING BIBLE PROPHECY IN THE LIGHT OF SCRIPTURE AND HISTORY

‘Eschatology’ is the study of last things. Christians should never fear having their eschatological ‘system’ scrutinised by the
plain teaching of the Bible. If you subscribe to the currently popular “Left Behind” system of eschatology, prepare to be
challenged by Scripture and history. Moreover, prepare to gain a greater respect for the integrity of the Bible.

THE ABRAHAMIC GOVENANT.
postponed or FULFILLED?

B vy GARY DEMAR

“Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day;
and he saw it, and was glad” (John 8:56).

“And we preach to you the good news of the
promise made to the fathers, that God has ful-
filled this promise to us their children in that
He raised up Jesus, as it is written in the sec-
ond Psalm, ‘Thou art My Son; today I have
begotten Thee.” And as for the fact that He
raised Him up from the dead, no more to
return to decay, He has spoken this way: ‘I will
give you the holy and sure blessings of David””
(Acts 13:32-34).

o

Abrahamic covenants, “according to the

Scriptures, are eternal.”l The Bible
describes them as “everlasting.” If “everlast-
ing” means “lasting or enduring through all
time,” then dispensationalists do not believe
that the Abrahamic covenants are “everlasting”
since they have been postponed for nearly 2000
years! Given that dispensationalists claim that
only they follow a consistently literal method

J. Dwight Pentecost writes that the
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“If the Abrahamic covenant was unconditional, if obedience was not
required until the words, ‘if ye will obey my voice,” were uttered at Sinai,
why is Esau excluded from the blessings of this covenant?”

Oswald T. Allis, author of Prophecy and the Church




of interpretation, it's surprising that
they equivocate on the meaning of
“everlasting.” Consider Charles Ryrie’s
standard definition of “literal interpreta-
tion” and apply its principles to how dis-
pensationalists propose a postponement
theory to explain how the Abrahamic
covenant was not realized during Jesus’
ministry:
Dispensationalists claim that their princi-
ple of hermeneutics is that of literal
interpretation. This means interpretation
that gives to every word the same mean-
ing it would have in normal usage,
whether employed in writing, speaking,
or thinking.2
Another often quoted definition is David
Cooper’s Golden Rule of Interpretation
which states, “When the plain sense of
Scripture makes common sense, seek no
other sense; therefore, take every word
at its primary, ordinary, usual, literal
meaning unless the facts of the immedi-
ate context, studied in the light of relat-
ed passages, and axiomatic and
fundamental truths, indicate clearly oth-
erwise.” The problem is, dispensational-
ists do not always follow these
guidelines. This is especially true in the
way they interpret “everlasting.”® By
applying the Ryrie/Cooper literal litmus
test, “everlasting” should have “the same
meaning it would have in normal usage,
whether employed in writing, speaking,
or thinking.” To go further and to be
more accurate, “everlasting” should
have the same meaning it has elsewhere
in the Bible unless there is a specific
indication that the meaning is different
in degree.

All the dispensational writers I consult-
ed, who have the irritating habit of quot-
ing one another to support their claims,
agree that the “Abrahamic covenant is
called eternal in the Word of God” (Gen.
17:7, 13b, 19; 1 Chron. 16:16-17; Psalm
105:9-10).* Paul Benware, former pro-
fessor of Bible and theology at Moody
Bible Institute, writes that “Those bless-
ings included the guarantee of national
existence as well as the greatness of the
nation, the land area of Canaan as an
everlasting possession, and the continu-
ation of the Abrahamic covenant as an
everlasting covenant.”

At the same time the Abrahamic
covenant is said to be “everlasting,” dis-
pensationalists insist that it has been
postponed. Mal Couch, an advocate of
dispensational theology, writes:
Most dispensationalists hold to a kingdom
postponement theory . . . Dispensation-
alists believe that the kingdom was set

aside, the Jews suffered the final disperse-
ment, and the church, which was not
mentioned in the OIld Testament, was
given to reach the Gentile nations.
Does “everlasting” include the idea of
postponement in its dictionary defini-
tion or its biblical usage so that it passes
as the “primary, ordinary, usual, literal
meaning” of the word? Is there anything
in “the immediate context” of Genesis 17
or when “studied in the light of related
passages, and axiomatic and fundamen-
tal truths” that would “indicate clearly”
that a definition of “everlasting” can
include the idea of postponement?
Absolutely not. Everlasting and post-
ponement are contradictory ideas.

The First Everlasting
Covenant

Prior to the establishment of the
Abrahamic covenant, God instituted the
Noahic covenant. Even though “the
intent of man’s heart is evil from his
youth,” God says that He “will never
again destroy every living thing” (Gen
8:21). The everlasting nature of this
covenantal promise is so secure that the
earth itself would have to pass away in
order for it to be postponed, put off, or
revoked (8:22). Couch insists that the
Noahic covenant will remain in effect
“As long as earth history remains in its
present physical state.”” He can affirm
this because, as the Bible states, it’s an
“everlasting covenant”:

And I will remember My covenant, which
is between Me and you and every living
creature of all flesh; and never again shall
the water become a flood to destroy all
flesh. When the bow is in the cloud, then
I will look upon it, to remember the ever-
lasting covenant between God and every
living creature of all flesh that is on the
earth (Gen. 9:15-16).

Following dispensational postponement
theology, God could send another world-
wide flood and claim that He was not
abrogating the everlasting nature of the
Noahic covenant. God could claim, fol-
lowing Ryrie and other dispensational
advocates, that He was only interjecting
a parenthesis, an indeterminate period
of time in which the keeping of the
promise is delayed (stopping the
prophetic clock, so to speak). Would
anyone accept such an argument, dis-
pensational or not, as being legitimate?
And yet this is exactly what dispensa-
tionalists do with the Abrahamic
covenant.

Dispensationalists see no problem in
manufacturing gaps, delays, postpone-
ments, and parentheses® while still
claiming that the Abrahamic covenant is
eternal. But they would be hard pressed
to apply and defend a similar methodol-
ogy when it came to God’s everlasting
character (Gen. 21:33; Ps. 93:2; Isa.
40:28; 1 Chron. 16:34, 41; 2 Chron. 5:13;
Ps. 136; Ps. 119:142; 135:13; 145:13; Is.
45:17; Jer. 31:3; Hab. 3:6) or the ever-
lasting nature of the Noahic covenant.

Israel’s Disobedience

The Noahic covenant remains in force,
according to the dispensationally orient-
ed Nelson Study Bible, “no matter how
evil Noah’s descendants got. Indeed, He
promised that until the end of the earth,
there would be seasons of planting and
harvest and day and night. God unilater-
ally promised to uphold the rhythms of
the earth in order to sustain human
life—even though humans had rebelled
against Him, their Creator.”® But to a
dispensationalist, this same promise
does not apply to the Abrahamic
covenant which is also said to be ever-
lasting.

Pentecost writes that when the nation of
Israel refused to embrace Jesus as the
promised Messiah, the kingdom offer
“was withdrawn and its establishment
postponed until some future time when
the nation would repent and place faith
in Jesus Christ.”1? There is no such con-
dition attached to the Abrahamic
covenant as dispensationalists continu-
ally insist. The maintenance of the
covenant is not dependent on the
response of those with whom it was
made since God deals with a remnant of
Israel (Rom. 11:1-5; cf. Matt. 21:43-44;
1 Peter 2:9-10).

Adiding to the Word of God

Of the Abrahamic covenant, Ryrie
writes, “The Scriptures clearly teach
that this is an eternal covenant based on
the gracious promises of God. There
may be delays, postponements, and
chastisements, but an eternal covenant
cannot, if God cannot deny Himself, be
abrogated.”!! As we've seen, the
Abrahamic covenant is identical in
wording to the Noahic covenant in that
both are said to be everlasting. Let’s
apply Ryrie’s qualifier to the Noahic
covenant that he applies to the
Abrahamic covenant and see if it makes
sense: “The Scriptures clearly teach that
the Noahic covenant is an eternal




covenant based on the gracious promis-
es of God. There may be delays and post-
ponements, but an eternal covenant
cannot, if God cannot deny Himself, be
abrogated.” An eternal covenant cannot
be abrogated or delayed or postponed
and still be described as “eternal.”

A fundamental question remains: Does
the everlasting Abrahamic covenant
mention anything about the possibility
of postponements or delays? Dispen-
sationalists are quick to point out that
there are no conditions to the Abra-
hamic covenant,!* but they seem to
ignore the fact that there is no mention
of postponements or delays which would
presuppose conditions. Where do we
find a verse that reads something like
this?: “And I will establish My covenant
between Me and you and your descen-
dants after you throughout their gener-
ations for an everlasting covenant, to be
God to you and to your descendants after
you although there may be delays or
postponements”? If conditions cannot be
added ex post facto, then neither can
new definitions of everlasting be created.

The Elasticity of
“Fverlasting” in
Dispensationalism

Not only can everlasting mean post-
poned, but we find that dispensational-
ists teach that everlasting does not mean
forever. How does this nuanced defini-
tion, which may be correct, fit with their
unbending rule of literalism? It seems
that dispensational literalism dies the
death of a thousand qualifications.
Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum states that the
English words “everlasting” and “perpet-
ual” “do tend to carry concepts of eterni-
ty,” but “that is not the meaning of the
Hebrew words themselves.” He contin-
ues:

The Classical Hebrew term “forever”
(olam) as BDB states, means “long dura-
tion,” “antiquity,” or “futurity.” The
Hebrew forms mean nothing more than,
“until the end of a period of time.” What
the period of time is must be determined
by the context or determined by related
passages. In classical Hebrew, these
words never meant or carried the con-
cept of eternity, but had a time limita-
tion. The period of time may have been
to the end of a man’s life, or an age, or
dispensation, but not for ever in the
sense of eternity.13

Fruchtenbaum is not alone in defining
olam this way. In the Theological

Wordbook of the Old Testament, pub-
lished by Moody Press, Allan MacRae
writes “that neither the Hebrew [olam]
nor the Greek word [aion] in itself con-
tains the idea of endlessness. . . . Both
words came to be used to refer to a long
age or period . . .”14 Let’s apply the two
definitions of “everlasting” (“forever”
and “long duration”) to the land
promise. Ryrie states that Israel is to
have “permanent possession of the
promised land.”'> John Walvoord con-
curs: “A literal interpretation of the
Abrahamic covenant involves the perma-
nent existence of Israel as a nation and
the fulfillment of the promise that the
land should be their everlasting posses-
sion.”1% Permanent means “continuing
or enduring without fundamental or
marked change.” If something is perma-
nent, there can’t be a postponement,
especially one that’s been in effect for
nearly two millennia. As we stand right
now, the Abrahamic covenant has been
in its postponement phase longer than
its fulfillment phase. This hardly passes
for permanent or everlasting.

Then there’s Fruchtenbaum’s definition
of “everlasting” (olam). He claims that it
means “nothing more than ‘until the
end of a period of time.” Who makes the
determination of what that period of
time is? The dispensationalist will have
one opinion and the non-dispensational-
ist will have another opinion. Since the
Bible tells us that Israel did possess the
land, contrary to so many dispensational
claims to the contrary,!” then one could
make the case that the specified period
of time has passed. But contrary to what
the Bible actually states, dispensational-
ists argue that Israel never had full pos-
session of the land, so the “everlasting”
nature of the promise (no matter which
definition is used) is not effective until
the Jews are reestablished as a nation
and living in the full borders of their
land. But Israel did enter and possess the
land thousands of years ago:

So the Lorp gave Israel all the land which
He had sworn to give to their fathers, and
they possessed it and lived in it. And the
LoRD gave them rest on every side, accord-
ing to all that He had sworn to their
fathers, and no one of all their enemies
stood before them; the LorD gave all their
enemies into their hand. Not one of the
good promises which the Lorbp had made
to the house of Israel failed; all came to
pass (Joshua 21:43-45).

All the elements necessary for the fulfill-
ment of the Abrahamic covenant as
related to the land are present in these

verses: God gave the Israelites the land
He had promised to give; they possessed
and lived in the land; they had rest; their
enemies did not stand before them; not
one of the promises God made to the
house of Israel failed. If these verses do
not teach what they seem to teach, then
how else could God have put it, said it,
or written it if He had wanted to inform
the Israelites that they had in fact pos-
sessed the land as promised? Even after
being confronted with these crystal clear
words from Joshua, futurists continue to
insist that they do not teach what they
seem to teach. Consider the commen-
tary of Old Testament scholar Walter C.
Kaiser, Jr.:
Oftentimes students of the Bible point to
three passages that appear to suggest that
the promise of land to Israel has indeed
been fulfilled: Joshua 21:43-45; 23:14-15;
Nehemiah 9:8. These texts assert that “not
one of all the LorD’s good promises to the
house of Israel failed; every one was ful-
filled” (Josh. 21:45; cf. 23:14).
However, the boundaries mentioned in
Numbers 34:2-12 are not the ones
reached in the accounts of Joshua and
Judges. For example, Joshua 13:1-7 and
Judges 3:1-4 agree in maintaining that
there was much land that remained to be
taken.!®

So much for a literal interpretation of
Bible prophecy. Since Numbers 34:2-12
and Joshua 13:1-7 precede Joshua
21:43-45, it seems obvious that by the
time we get to the end of the book of
Joshua the land was in Israel’s posses-
sion even though there were nations
dwelling in Israel’s midst (Josh. 23:4-7).
Just because other nations resided in the
land does not mean that Israel did not
have full possession of the land. The
nations are said to be “an inheritance for
your tribes” (23:4). Notice the condi-
tions of remaining in the land: “Be very
firm, then, to keep and do all that is writ-
ten in the book of the law of Moses, so
that you may not turn aside from it to
the right hand or to the left” (Josh.
23:6). Failure to follow this specific con-
dition will mean that these nations
“shall be a snare and a trap to you, and a
whip on your sides and thorns in your
eyes, until you perish from off this good
land which the Lorp your God has given
you” (23:13).

What about Judges 3:1-4? While the
land was possessed and was in the hands
of the Israelites before Joshua died,
some nations were left “to test Israel . ..
to find out if they would obey the com-
mandments of the Lorp” (Judges 3:1, 4).
It was Israel’s disobedience that put the




land back into the hands of her enemies.
God delivers Israel through Othniel, and
then we read, “Then the land had rest
forty years” (3:11): Not part of the land,
but the land—the land occupied by
Israel—had rest.

The New Testament says nothing about
there being a need to fulfill the land
promises. There is no discussion about a
future return to the land. The physical
land of Israel has no role to play in the
fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant
since the coming of Christ. It’s not sur-
prising therefore that the Jewish
Christians saw nothing covenantally
wrong with selling their land:
For there was not a needy person among
them, for all who were owners of land or
houses would sell them and bring the pro-
ceeds of the sales, and lay them at the
apostles feet; and they would be distrib-
uted to each, as any had need (Acts
4:34-35).
Notice that the Bible does not say that
they sold their possessions or “their
goods,” as The Bible Knowledge Comm-
entary has it. They sold their land and
houses. Jesus had told them earlier that
the temple would be destroyed and
Jerusalem judged within a generation
(Matt. 24:1-34).

Jesus is the focal point of history, not
dirt (land) or stone (temple) (John 2:19;
3:20-24; Eph. 2:19-22; 1 Peter 2:4-8).
Nothing in the New Testament is said
about a return to the land or a rebuild-
ing of the temple. The New Testament

only describes the destruction of the
temple (Matt. 23:38; 24:2) and indiffer-
ence to the land (Matt. 28:18-20; Acts
8:1).

conclusion

If the Abrahamic covenant is said to be
everlasting and permanent, and Israel
has not been in possession of the land
since the destruction of Jerusalem in
A.D. 70, then the Bible is mistaken. Of
course, this is impossible. Like so much
of the Bible, dispensationalists misun-
derstand the theological significance of
the Abrahamic covenant as it is devel-
oped and finds fulfillment under the
New Covenant.
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“Because thou hast obeyed my v0ice” cenesis 2218

hat those who insist that the Abrahamic covenant was whol-

ly unconditional, do not really so regard it is shown also by

the great importance which Dispensationalists attach to
Israel’s being “in the land” as the pre-condition of blessing under
this covenant. Scofield tells us: “The descendants of Abraham had
but to abide in their own land to inherit every blessing.”

It is indicated also by the fact that we never hear them speak of the
restoration of Esau to the land of Canaan and to full blessing
under the Abrahamic covenant. This is due of course to the fact
that Israel is the constant theme of Old Testament prophecy, while
the burden of prophecy regarding Edom is almost wholly denun-
ciatory. It is the New Testament which fills Amos’s prediction of
the subjugation of Edom with the glory of that gospel invitation,
which is made to “the residue of men . . . and all the Gentiles”
(Acts xv. 17). But if the Abrahamic covenant was unconditional, if
obedience was not required until the words, “if ye will obey my
voice,” were uttered at Sinai, why is Esau excluded from the bless-
ings of this covenant? He was a son of Isaac as much as Jacob was.
How could his disobedience deprive his descendants of the bless-
ings of the covenant, if the covenant did not require obedience?

It is important to distinguish between the certainty of the ultimate
fulfilment of the promise to the seed of Abraham and the blessed-
ness and security of the nation or of the individual at any given
time under that covenant. It is claimed by the Dispensationalists
that it is because the covenant was entirely unconditional, that it
is certain of fulfilment; that if obedience were a condition, sinful
Israel could not confidently expect its fulfilment. This overlooks
the fact that the certainty of the fulfilment is not due to the fact
that it is unconditional, nor is its fulfilment dependent upon the
imperfect obedience of sinful men. The certainty of the fulfilment
of the covenant and the security of the believer under it, ultimate-
ly depend wholly on the obedience of Christ. As Paul declares,
Christ is in a unique sense the Seed in whom the nations are to be
blessed; and it is because of His perfect obedience to the will of
God that the covenanted blessings are secure to all His people
(Gal. iii. 16). Obedient faith in a Saviour to come was the right-
eousness of Abraham quite as much as it was the righteousness of
Moses, of David, of all the prophets and righteous men of the Old
Testament dispensation; and the same obedient faith in a Saviour
who has come is the righteousness of every saint of the present
gospel age. — OswALD T. ALLIS
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