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C O N S I S T E N T  L I B E R A L I S M  T E S T E D
by Kenneth L Gentry, Jr., Th.D.

(Note: If you have any issues or questions you would
like to see addressed, please write to me at the 1. C. E.
address.)

One of the most effective lures with which dispensa-
tionalism has attracted Bible believing Christians over the
years is their claim to consistent interpretive Iiteralism. “Dis-
pensationalists  claim that their principle of hermeneutics is
that of literal interpretation. . The dispensationalist
claims to use the normal principle of interpretation consis-
tently in all his study of the Bible.”l For the unschooled
or young Christian* who loves the Lord and is committed
to His Word, the banner of “Literal unless absurd” serves
as a virtual “X marks the spot,” where he can put down
theological roots.

False Association
I still have my notes taken in a course on Premillenni-

alism as a Bible major at Tennessee Temple College in
Fall, 1972. The professor followed the familiar dispensa-
tional practice of equating with liberalism the allowance of
a non-literal interpretation in the non-dispensational herme-
neutic. Ryrie himself extols the virtue of Iiteralism along
these lines:

Although it could not be said that all amillennialists
deny the verbal, plenary inspiration of the Scriptures, yet,
as it will be shown later, it seems to be the first step in
that direction. The system of spiritualizing Scripture is a
tacit denial of the doctrine of the verbal, plenary inspira-
tion of the Scriptures. Thus the allegorical method
of amillennialism  is a step toward modernism “:3

Walvoord agrees: Postmillennialism “is a system of theol-
ogy based upon a subjective spiritualizing of Scripture” that
“lends itself to liberalism with only minor adjustments.”4

Of course, whenever a non-dispensationalist is (falsely)
associated with liberals in his hermeneutic method, the

( quickest response is to turn the tables on the assailant. It
is easy to point out that many cu/ts  approach Scripture
Iiteralistically  (Church of Christ, Scientist being a notable
exception).

Consider the Mormon doctrine that God has a literal,
tangible body. After citing Genesis 1:26-27 regarding

Adam’s creation “in the image and likeness of God,” Le-
Grand Richards, as an Apostle of the Church of Jesus
Christ, Latter-day Saints, wrote:

Attempts have been made to explain that this crea-
tion was only in the spiritual image and likeness of
God. Joseph Smith found that he was as literally
in the image and likeness of God and Jesus Christ, as
Seth was in the likeness and image of his father Adam.5

Oops! A slight hermeneutic error has led Mr. Richards
somewhat astray.

Origins
In the same work cited previously, Ryrie  comments of

the non-dispensational hermeneutic: “Spiritualizing, then, is
the answer of the amillennialist  to the problem of the inter-
pretation of prophecy. It is the same as allegorizing, and
this method of interpretation does not have a savory ori-
gin. .“6 But now what are we to think of his concern
for the “spiritualizing” hermeneutic’s “unsavory origin”? J.
Dwight Pentecost gives an interesting historical argument
for Iiteralism:

[I]t is necessary to trace the development of the
two different hermeneutical methods on which these
[non-premillennial vs. premillennial] interpretations rest,
namely, the literal and allegorical, in order that the author-
ity of the literal method may be established.

The method employed in Rabbinism  by the
scribes was not an allegorical method, but a literal
method, which, in its liberalism, circumvented all the spiri-
tual requirements of the law. The prevailing method
of interpretation among the Jews at the time of Christ
was certainly the literal method of interpretation.’”

In his establishing “the authority of the literal method”
Pentecost’s early arguments point to the rabbinic and Phari-
saic methods of interpretation! That was the very method
of interpretation that led to the rejection of Christ and to
the call for His crucifixion. Speaking of “unsavory origins”!

The hermeneutical argument as promoted by such Dal-
las Seminary dispensationalists has been greatly exagger-
ated. For instance, John S. Feinberg, a noted contempo-
rary dispensationalist, has been led to admit on the herme-
neutical argument that “Ryrie is too simplistic. ”e Neverthe-
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less, the issue is still popularly promoted as the danger of
a non-dispensational eschatology.g

Inconsistency
Besides being “simplistic,” the dispensational claim to

“consistent Iiteralism” is frustrating due to its erratic em-
ployment. In this regard we should note (1) its inconsistent
employment among dispensationalist interpreters as a class
and (2) its inconsistent employment by dispensationalists
as individuals.

Consider Tommy Ice’s attempted refutation of David Chil-
ton’s interpretation of the Greek agge/os  (often translated
“angel”) in Matthew 24:31. Chilton sees these as “mes-
sengers” (i.e., preachers). A portion of Ice’s response
reads: “The final reference [by Chilton] to the seven an-
gels of Revelation 1-3 is the most absurd of them all, since
there is no conclusive proof that the ange/os [sicIO] are
[sicll]  men instead of angels.”lz

Now are we to agree with this particular dispensation-
alist that to view the “angels” of Revelation 1-3 as men is
an interpretation that is “the most absurd of all”? If so,
what then are we to think of other dispensationalists who
so interpret Revelation’s “angels”? Consider John F. Wal-
voord’s statement regarding Revelation 2:1: “The messen-
ger of the church at Ephesus (which at that time was a
large metropolitan city), was undoubtedly an important per-
son and a leader in Christian testimony at that time. ”ls And
what of dispensationalist Hal Lindsey’s interpretation?
“Each of the seven letters was addressed to a literal
church, and in each church a special messenger or repre-
sentative would receive the letter and present its contents
to the congregation. ”14 Are these dispensationalists in-
volved in an interpretation, which may be designated “the
most absurd of all”?

Then what of the internal inconsistency of particular dis-
pensationalists? The several Old Testament prophecies re-
garding David’s reign in the millennium are not always lit-
erally understood. Literalist H. A. Ironside writes: “1 do not
understand this to mean that David himself will be raised
and caused to dwell on the earth as king. . the implica-
tion is that He who was David’s Son, the Lord Christ Him-
self is to be the King. ”15

Neither is it necessary that Elijah’s coming as prophe-
sied in Malachi 4:5-6 be literally understood. Pentecost him-
self writes: “The prophecy is interpreted by the Lord as
being fulfilled, not in /itera/ Ehjah, but in one who comes
in Elijah’s spirit and power. ”lG
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The sacrifices of Ezekiel 45:15-17 are expressly said
to provide “reconciliation.” But J. D. Pentecost argues that
“the sacrifices will be memorial in character. “17

Isaiah 52:15  says of Messiah: “So shall he sprinkle
many nations. ” The New Scofie/d Reference Bible com-
ments: “Compare the literal fulfillment of this prediction in
1 Pet. 1:1-2.” Literal? When was Jesus’ blood literally sprin- -
kled on the nations? Sounds like “spiritualizing” to me!

Absurdity
I am often challenged by well-meaning dispensational-

ists to point out the error of “consistent Iiteralism. ” In such
contexts I note that new converts to faith in Christ are gen-
erally directed to the Gospel of John as the first book of
the Bible to read because of its simplicity. Following this
sage advice, I suggest we also use John to expose the
error of consistent Iiteralism.

According to J. Dwight Pentecost (as cited above), the
Jews of the first century were accustomed to Iiteralism. But
were not they often confused by Christ’s teaching – due
to this presupposed Iiteralism?  In John 2:19-21 the Jews
think Jesus is talking about the physical temple when He
says, “Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it
up.” This false understanding even became a basis of a
criminal charge brought against Christ when He stood be-
fore Caiaphas (Matt. 26:61). His disciples, however, re-
called after the resurrection what Jesus really meant (John
2:22).

In John 3:3-5 a Pharisee (who employed Pentecost’s
interpretative methodology) was confused when Jesus told
him: “Ye must be born again.” Nicodemus’ reply was
based on his Iiteralistic apprehension: “How can a man
be born when he is old? He cannot enter a second time
into his mother’s womb and be born, can he?” But Jesus
was speaking of a spiritual new birth.

When Jesus told the Samaritan woman that she should
ask Him for “living water, ” she took Him Iiteralistically – and —

wrongly: “Sir, You have nothing to draw with and the well
is deep; where then do You get that living water?” (John
4:10-14). Jesus was not to be interpreted Iiteralistically.

When His own disciples returned to Jesus to find Him
at the well, they were confused when He said: “1 have
food to eat that you do not know about.” For we read:
“The disciples therefore were saying to one another, ‘No
one brought Him anything to eat, did he?’” (John 4:31-34).
Jesus was not speaking of literal, but of spiritual food.

And what of the uproar of the Iiteralistic Jews when
Jesus spoke as He did in John 6! Jesus taught: “1 am the
living bread that came down out of heaven; if any one eats
of this bread, he shall live forever; and the bread also
which I shall give for the life of the world is My flesh” (John
6:51 ). What was the Jewish reaction? “How can this man
give us His flesh to eat?” (John 6:52).

Conclusion
The Iiteralistic claims of dispensationalism are encum-

bered with difficulty. Not even dispensationalists – as a
class or as individual exegetes – are consistent in the ap-
plication of Iiteralism. Despite their a priori hermeneutic im-
ported into biblical studies, they themselves are driven by
the text often to depart from their own principles. Perhaps
this helps us understand why they are not ali Mormons.

17. Pentecost, Things to Come, p. 525.
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