
RIGHTLY DIVIDING THE WORD OF TRUTH
Reformation Papers #3

Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the Word of Truth.
II Timothy 2:15

In my years of Bible study, I don’t think I ever believed that I rightly divided the Word. Dispensational Bible study was something that I shunned and relegated to the Scofield Study Bible and fundamentalists. I believed that the phrase, rightly dividing the Word of Truth, was an attempt to establish which Scriptures were for today and which Scriptures were no longer valid. The picture in my mind was of someone swinging an ax, chopping and slicing the Scriptures, then dealing them like cards, in order to support their theological views.

Having come from a Charismatic background, right division seemed more like a Baptist or Fundamentalist concept, not a Pentecostal or Charismatic view. I preferred to believe that there were really no divisions in the Scripture; God was the same, and worked in the same way, whether old or new testaments. My response to right division was more of an emotional response rather than rational and logical.

But, over the years, without realizing or admitting it, I was dividing Scriptures according to certain principles. Some examples follow:

If my people, which are called by my name, shall humble themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their land.
II Chronicles 7:14

This Scripture is an often-quoted verse, especially today. Christian groups of all persuasions quote this verse and claim the promise. They direct the verse toward the church and toward the United States. Many are encouraging the church as the people called by His Name to confess sins, fast and pray, and seek God’s face and His forgiveness. Many proclaim that God will send revival to our land if we follow this Scripture.

But in the past few years, I have realized that this verse is specifically given to the nation of Israel. They are God’s people called by His name. They are the ones who, beginning with Abraham, were promised a land, a definite piece of real estate. Their covenant and relationship with God were conditional, based on their obedience to God’s commandments. God promised to bless them materially if they obeyed, but also promised cursings if they disobeyed. This is not a verse that can be claimed by the church today or directed toward the United States of America.

This may not be a popular opinion, and may upset many Evangelicals, but this is the true exposition of the verse. This is right division. I was teaching this, while still denying that I believed in right division. Verses simply cannot be lifted out of their context and made to fit a theological viewpoint; theological viewpoints should be formed from the Scriptures taken in their context. God has not done away with Israel, and will keep His promises that He made to Abraham. For now, Israel has been set aside, but rest assured, He will restore His people Israel before He returns to the earth to set up His Kingdom.
Ye have seen what I did unto the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings, and brought you unto myself. Now therefore, if ye will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then ye shall be a peculiar treasure unto me above all people; for all the earth is mine: and ye shall be unto me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation. These are the words which thou shalt speak unto the children of Israel.
Exodus 19:4-6

This Scripture from Exodus declares the covenant that God made with Israel. He designed an earthly purpose for them, that they might be a light and testimony of the true God to the rest of the world. Again, the covenant made with Israel was conditional, based upon their obedience to the commandments. Our covenant, however, is based upon God’s faithfulness, and what He accomplished on the cross. We enter this covenant by believing in what Jesus did on the cross in our place, and it is His sacrifice that brought satisfaction to God. 

God has given us spiritual blessings in Christ, and has not promised blessings to our land, as He promised to Israel. This is something that I have taught over the years, while not acknowledging that this really is right division. For instance, please notice Leviticus 26:3-13:
If ye walk in my statutes, and keep my commandments, and do them; then I will give you rain in due season, and the land shall yield her increase, and the trees of the field shall yield their fruit.

And your threshing shall reach unto the vintage, and the vintage shall reach unto the sowing time: and ye shall eat your bread to the full, and dwell in your land safely.

And I will give peace in the land, and ye shall lie down, and none shall make you afraid: and I will rid evil beasts out of the land, neither shall the sword go through your land. And ye shall chase your enemies, and they shall fall before you by the sword. And five of you shall chase a hundred, and a hundred of you shall put ten thousand to flight: and your enemies shall fall before you by the sword.

For I will have respect unto you, and make you fruitful, and multiply you, and establish my covenant with you.

And ye shall eat old store, and bring forth the old because of the new. And I will set my tabernacle among you: and my soul shall not abhor you. And I will walk among you, and will be your God, and ye shall be my people.
I am the LORD your God, which brought you forth out of the land of Egypt, that ye should not be their bondmen; and I have broken the bands of your yoke, and made you go upright.
You will notice that God is specifically speaking to the people that he brought forth from the land of Egypt. This could only be spoken to the nation of Israel. And, beginning in Leviticus 26:14, and continuing through verse 39, God spells out the consequences for disobedience to those who, . . . will not hearken . . . and not do all these commandments. The promised cursings for disobedience were quite severe. But this was the covenant with Israel. After spelling out those consequences, God still held out hope to them for the future, for He said in Leviticus 26:40-46:
 iniquity of their fathers, with their trespass which they trespassed against me, and that also they have walked contrary unto me; and that I also have walked contrary unto them, and have brought them into the land of their enemies; if then their uncircumcised hearts be humbled, and they then accept of the punishment of their iniquity: then will I remember my covenant with Jacob, and also my covenant with Isaac, and also my covenant with Abraham will I remember; and I will remember the land.

The land also shall be left of them and shall enjoy her Sabbaths, while she lieth desolate without them: and they shall accept of the punishment of their iniquity: because, even because they despised my judgments, and because their soul abhorred my statutes.

And yet for all that, when they be in the land of their enemies, I will not cast them away, neither will I abhor them, to destroy them utterly, and to break my covenant with them: for I am the LORD their God. But I will for their sakes remember the covenant of their ancestors, whom I brought forth out of the land of Egypt in the sight of the heathen, that I might be their God: I am the LORD.
These are the statutes and judgments and laws, which the LORD made between him and the children of Israel in mount Sinai by the hand of Moses.
God promises that He will bring them back. His program for Israel is not over; it has just been set aside temporarily, during this dispensation of grace. The church cannot claim these conditional promises given in Leviticus, as they were very clearly and specifically given to the nation of Israel. We understand this through the principles of right division.

Rightly Dividing the Word of Truth, is nothing more than a system of Bible interpretation. All students and teachers of the Bible have a system of Bible interpretation. Hermeneutical principles guide interpretation of Bible passages. We all draw lines in establishing Biblical interpretation. We do so for various subjects such as:

· Israel and its future place according to prophecy

· Old Testament scriptures and the church

· The beginning of the church; when?

· Tithing and giving

· Water baptism; Peter’s message or Paul’s message?

· Healing, miracles, gifts of the Spirit, etc.

· Communion, the Lord’s Supper

· The Rapture of the Church and the Second Coming

Everyone divides the Bible in some fashion or other, whether we want to admit it or not. The question is how to rightly divide. Certainly the Bible contains a guide to right division within its pages. There must be a system for understanding seemingly contradictory scriptures and promises. Sometimes our theology doesn’t work in the manner in which we have been taught that it should. Perhaps the problem is the interpretation and application, or division of the Scriptures that forms our theology. For instance, what about some of the following prayer promises:
Verily I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. Again I say unto you, that if two of you shall agree on earth as touching anything that they shall ask, it shall be done for them of my Father which is in heaven. For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.
Matthew 18:18-20

This passage is quoted in Christian circles over and over again. You can’t watch Christian television without hearing this passage quoted many times in reference to prayer. Please notice that Jesus did not give any conditions for this instruction on prayer. His words are clear, it shall be done for them of my Father which is in heaven. Why then aren’t all prayers answered in this way? The following passage is similar:
Jesus answered and said unto them, Verily I say unto you, if ye have faith, and 

doubt not, ye shall not only do this which is done to the fig tree, but also if ye shall say unto this mountain, Be thou removed, and be thou cast into the sea; it shall be done. And all things whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive.

Matthew 21:21-22
Again, the words of Jesus are clear. He gives only one condition, believing. This is also an often quoted prayer promise, but does it happen this way in practice and experience? We all have to admit that in reality, we have not received whatsoever we have asked in prayer. Could it be that we have misapplied the meaning of the Scripture, and not rightly divided the passage?
And Jesus answering saith unto them, Have faith in God. For verily I say unto you, that whosoever shall say unto this mountain, be thou removed, and be thou cast into the sea; and shall not doubt in his heart, but shall believe that those things which he saith shall come to pass; he shall have whatsoever he saith. Therefore I say unto you, what things soever ye desire, when ye pray, believe that ye receive them, and ye shall have them.
Mark 11:22-24

This passage from Mark is the parallel passage to Matthew 21. Here Jesus makes it clear that, he shall have whatsoever he saith. Again, the only condition is to believe. There are those who say they have rebuked storms, such as hurricanes, and the storms missed their community; but what about the communities that were devastated by the same storms? There were probably believers in those communities as well who were praying for protection. Did God choose to answer the one prayer, and not the other? Or, are we 
again not rightly dividing the true application of the passage?

And in that day ye shall ask me nothing. Verily, verily, I say unto you, whatsoever ye shall ask the Father in my name, he will give it you. Hitherto have ye asked nothing in my name: ask, and ye shall receive, that your joy may be full.
John 16:23-24

The only condition that Jesus gives in this passage is to ask the Father in His name. No other conditions are given. Then, why when prayers aren’t answered, are we exhorted to look within, perhaps to find unconfessed sin that is hindering our prayers from being answered? When theology doesn’t work, an attempt is made to find a reason; when the best explanation is that we have failed to rightly divide the Word of Truth. Consider this passage from the book of James:
Is any sick among you? Let him call for the elders of the church; and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord: and the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he hath committed sins, they shall be forgiven him.

Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed. The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.
James 5:14-16

Does this always work? Many churches have incorporated this practice of anointing with oil in their worship services, but is everyone healed? James gives no conditions to this promise. The prayer of faith shall save the sick and the Lord shall raise him up . . . There are no exceptions. But when the theology doesn’t work, we devise ways of answering why it doesn’t. James says in the very first verse of his epistle that he is writing to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad. Perhaps that gives a clue to the interpretation of this epistle.

There are other topics that seem to have contradictory passages within the New Testament. One such topic is forgiveness. Notice this passage from Mark 11:25-26:
And when ye stand praying, forgive, if ye have aught against any; that your Father also which is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses. But if ye do not forgive, neither will your Father which is in heaven forgive your trespasses.
Some point out that this Scripture gives a condition to prayer from the passage quoted earlier from Mark, and that condition is forgiveness. This verse says that our forgiveness from God is dependent upon our forgiving others. But is this the teaching elsewhere in the New Testament? Consider what the Apostle Paul said in Ephesians 4:32:

And be ye kind one to another, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you.
Here, Paul makes it clear that we forgive because God has first forgiven us. This is different from what Jesus said in Mark. These passages are not really contradictory, when understood by the principles of right division. Jesus had a Kingdom message, for the time in which His Kingdom would be established upon the earth. Paul’s message was the gospel of grace, for the time between God’s Old Covenant with Israel and the time of their restoration. The words of Jesus have a basis in law; Paul’s words represent the Grace of God, as demonstrated in the church, the body of Christ.

Another topic that may seem contradictory is confession of sin. The main Scripture used for this topic is I John 1:9:

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
In this passage, the key to forgiveness is confession of sin. But the Apostle Paul said in Ephesians 1:7:
In whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of his grace….
Here, forgiveness is based upon what Jesus did on the cross. We are forgiven because we believe this fact. Forgiveness is something the Christian has now.
But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness. Even as David also describeth the blessedness of the man, unto whom God imputeth righteousness without works, saying, Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin.
Romans 4:5-8

Believing, not confession brings forgiveness and justification. When rightly divided, the passage in I John is addressed to people who are not saved. It also is written to those Jewish believers who will be a part of His future Kingdom. Another interesting passage is I John is 3:9:

Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; for his seed remaineth in him: and he cannot sin, because he is born of God.
I once asked a man, if as a Christian, had he ever committed sin. He acknowledged that he had. I then read I John 3:9 to him and explained that John apparently believed that Christians could not sin. But earlier, John spoke of confession of sin. The key to understanding this epistle is knowing to whom John was writing and why. There will be a day when God’s people will not sin, but will be completely obedient to God’s commandments. God spoke about this through the prophet Ezekiel:
And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes, and ye shall keep my judgments, and do them.
Ezekiel 36:27

This will be the time that God restores His people Israel, and establishes His new covenant with them. They will be obedient, and they will not sin, because God will cause them to be obedient. Unfortunately, this is not true for the church today. We walk by faith, and we are told, 

Reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Romans 6:11

Having been taught under Pastor Chuck Smith of Calvary Chapel, Costa Mesa, California, he always taught that Israel is the key to understanding Bible prophecy. Understanding that God intended to bring His people back to the land and restore them in the future opened the door of interpretation of the Old Testament Scriptures and prophecies. This is a good starting point, as God will restore His people, and keep the promises He made to Abraham. They were people of an earthly kingdom. But the church, the Body of Christ, is a people destined for Heaven, and the distinction between the two is important for understanding the Scriptures.

While God made several different covenants with different individuals in various circumstances throughout the Scriptures, there are basically three distinct programs that God established in the Bible.

1.
Old Covenant/Law; based on obedience with promises of material blessings as a result of obedience, and severe consequences with disobedience. Established with His people, the nation of Israel who were descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Commonly referred to in the Scriptures as the Circumcision.

2.
Dispensation of Grace; given through the distinctive ministry of the Apostle Paul. 
For this cause I Paul, the prisoner of Jesus Christ for you Gentiles, if ye have heard of the dispensation of the grace of God which is given me to you-ward: how that by revelation he made known unto me the mystery; (as I wrote afore in few words; whereby, when ye read, ye may understand my knowledge in the mystery of Christ,) 

Which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men, as it is now revealed unto his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit; that the Gentiles should be fellow heirs, and of the same body, and partakers of his promise in Christ by the gospel.

Whereof I was made a minister, according to the gift of the grace of God given unto me by the effectual working of his power.

Unto me, who am less than the least of all saints, is this grace given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ; and to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ.

Ephesians 3:1-9
Paul also speaks of our blessings as spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ. (Ephesians 1:3)  While Israel has been set aside temporarily, God is working by Grace through the church.
3.
Future Kingdom Age/Restoration of Israel; this is when God will fulfill His promise to make a new covenant with His people:

Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel, and with the house of Judah: Not according to the covenant that I made with their fathers in the day that I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt; which my covenant they broke, although I was a husband unto them, saith the LORD:
But this shall be the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel; After those days, saith the LORD, I will put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts; and will be their God and they shall be my people.

And they shall teach no more every man his neighbor, and every man his brother, saying, Know the LORD: for they shall all know me, from the least of them unto the greatest of them, saith the LORD: for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.
Jeremiah 31:31-34

These three programs serve as the basis for right division. The first is the past, the second is the present, and the third is yet future. Right Division in the churches of the Grace Movement are based on a clear distinction between God’s program for Israel’s earthly Kingdom, and the church, which has been given the grace of God, as revealed exclusively to Paul the Apostle. Doctrine for the church comes from the epistles of Paul.

While all Scripture is for us, not all Scripture is written to us; rightly dividing the Word of Truth establishes the difference. Since this mystery of the Grace of God was revealed to Paul for the Gentile church, Paul’s epistles are where we find our main instructions for our Christian walk and life. Paul’s instructions are for the church today.

This paper is perhaps a feeble attempt to explain something that is a new concept to me. The principle of right division has explained a great many things, and eased some tensions created by some seemingly contradictory Scriptures and experiences. 

God has given us a book that is a complete revelation of everything we need to know for our Christian walk. If we believe that God exists, then we must also believe that He revealed Himself to man early in man’s history, and that He left a faithful record of Himself to man, and has preserved that record over the centuries. We have such a record in the Bible. By faith we believe that not only did God inspire the writing of the Bible, but He has also preserved it over the centuries in tact. It serves as the foundation of our belief, and is the revelation of God’s will for man.
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