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Recently I was asked if my philosophy had changed because of my new association with dispensational grace churches. I answered no, that my philosophy has not changed. My doctrinal beliefs on some issues have changed, but my philosophy of ministry is the same. Please know that doctrinal beliefs I have always held about essentials concerning salvation by grace alone apart from works, the nature of God and of Jesus Christ, and the person of the Holy Spirit have not changed, but have actually been strengthened. Philosophical similarities attracted me to the grace dispensational ministries, especially that of Tracy Plessinger and the Crossroads and Ambassador Bible Churches.
This final segment of the Reformation Papers; Crossing the Great Chasm will serve to explore the implications of going from mainstream, evangelical, Pentecostal beliefs, to the grace message of rightly dividing the Word of Truth. The best label for this group is Bible Believing Dispensationalists. One does not make this journey without feeling as though the rug has been pulled out from under one’s feet. This is especially true when part of a certain Biblical persuasion for many years. The following are the twelve most obvious implications of converting to rightly divided dispensational truth.

1.
Previously held Bible study hermeneutical principles must be set aside for the principle of rightly dividing the Word. Even many hymns we sing have a verse or verses that are doctrinally incorrect, when viewed through right division principles.

2.
The belief that Israel became a nation in 1948 as the fulfillment of prophecy, and the idea that God is overseeing their development now, and blessing those who bless modern day Israel, is incorrect.

3.
Much of the Bible is not written to us, or about us, but is still for us. The idea that God has always worked in only one way, whether Old or New Testament, must be discarded under principles of right division. Also discarded is the notion of devotional Bible study, or the idea of applying any Scripture to my life, regardless of the dispensation.

4.
God did not personally lead me to any particular city, nor for any particular purpose. His purpose for each of us is the same and is made clear in the Scriptures. In II Corinthians 5:20, Paul tells us that we are His ambassadors.

One criticism of the grace movement which I have heard is the perceived absence of a personal God. People experiencing difficulties, (don’t we all at some time or other?) need a personal God. I must take exception to this criticism. Galatians 2:20 describes something that God has done for me that is indeed very personal. There are many Scriptures that show what God has done for us in Christ, proving that He is a personal God. It may just seem impersonal at first, because so much of the emotional subjectiveness is not supported by Bible doctrinal truth.

5.
God does not chasten, nor does He dictate and manipulate my life for any reason. Things happen simply because things happen. The rain falls on the just and the  unjust. This is life. It is naturally full of adversities and joys.

6.
God does not bless us materially because we give money to His Work. We have an obligation to give financial support to ministry (tithing is an Old Testament, legalistic concept), but God does not promise in this age of Grace to give to us in a material way.

7.
Prayer in grace dispensational teaching is different from what I have been accustomed. Pastor Richard Jordan once said, when speaking on the subject of prayer, that often when a believer begins to understand grace and right division that their prayer life is destroyed. I understand what he meant by that statement.

8.
Healings, miracles and God’s intervention in the specific details of our lives do not happen today.

9.
The so-called gifts of the Spirit are not in operation today, and have not been since the completion of the Scriptures.

10.
The church, the body of Christ, did not begin on the day of Pentecost in Acts chapter 2.

11.
Water baptism is not for the church today.

12.
Communion, or more Biblically, the Lord’s Supper, is a questionable practice today. (I have since discovered that there are disagreements about this topic among grace believers.)

These twelve implications  of grace dispensational Bible study make it necessary to reevaluate and redefine experiences in my Christian walk.

I was saved in 1972, three weeks before graduating high school, in Portsmouth, Ohio. I taught my first Bible studies at Morehead State University in Kentucky, in the fall of 1972. Bible study, and teaching Bible studies have been the love of my life since then. I was saved in a church that began out of the Church of Christ. I have also participated in the United Methodist Church, and Calvary Chapel, which is a Pentecostal/Charismatic Church. Pastor Chuck Smith described Calvary Chapel as a bridge between the Baptists and the Pentecostals, emphasizing systematic, expositional Bible study, while also believing in and encouraging Pentecostal experiences, such as the baptism with the Holy Spirit, speaking in tongues, prophecy, etc.

In early 1976, I attended Calvary Chapel Bible School in Twin Peaks, California. Because of an acquaintance I made while there, I was asked if I wanted to begin a ministry in Altoona, Pennsylvania, and if so, a house was available. Several in the fellowship in Portsmouth, Ohio were praying and asking God for guidance about starting another ministry, and didn’t care where. The house in Altoona was ours if we wanted it. When the house was offered, it looked like the answer to our prayers, so several of us did indeed move to Altoona.

In August 1977, I was ordained into the ministry by Chuck Smith and the Maranatha Evangelical Association of Calvary Chapel, Costa Mesa, California. We began the ministry in Altoona, which consisted of a coffeehouse ministry, and a church, Calvary Chapel of Altoona.

I left Altoona in 1980 and was married in 1980 to Debra Laird, who I met through our Altoona ministry. Deb and I moved to Van Wert, Ohio in 1981 to pastor the Calvary Chapel fellowship there. While in Ohio we were involved in a Christian television station, and eventually began a Calvary Chapel ministry in Lima, Ohio, which we called Harvest Fellowship.

January 3, 1991, I was laid off my job at the TV station, and we decided to move back to the Altoona area to be closer to my wife’s family. After all, we thought this was God’s open door for us to return to Pennsylvania. We moved back on the last day of September 1991.

After our return to Altoona, we became involved with a church that was affiliated with Calvary Chapel. (The original Calvary Chapel of Altoona no longer exists. In fact, none of the Calvary ministries that I pastored exist today. This used to give me a complex, because they all failed, but today I’m glad that the churches that I started then do not exist today.)  I served as Assistant Pastor of this church until we left the church on June 8, 1997.

We began our relationship with the grace movement at the Grace Bible Believers Conference, June 1997 at Saint Francis College, in Loretto, Pennsylvania. Before this, my wife had met the Plessingers, since she was their son’s first grade teacher. This brings me to the present.

In my past ministry there were many things that I believed was the intervention of God and that God provided open doors. We anointed with oil and prayed for healing for many, and prayed for God’s leading, guidance and the revealing of His will. We believed that God did indeed speak by His still, small voice, subject of course to the Scriptures. I once spoke in tongues and believed that God used me in the gift of prophecy.

Calvary Chapels believe that God calls pastor-teachers in the church, but believes that there are no longer apostles in the church. We believed in sign gifts, but would never take up serpents, or drink any deadly thing. We opposed groups such as the Vineyard Christian Fellowship, started and headed by the late John Wimber, who originally was affiliated with Calvary Chapel. We could not accept their overemphasis of experiences, many of which we believed were contrary to the teaching of the Scriptures.

Calvary Chapel was strong in the teaching of the grace of God, but also mixed it with many promises made under Israel’s law and kingdom program. Chuck Smith also believed that Jesus would soon return and rapture the church from the earth. Although he never set a specific date, he came very close in suggesting 1981 as the year the rapture could occur, based upon Israel becoming a nation in 1948. Using the generation Jesus mentioned in the parable of the fig tree (Chuck taught that it referred to the generation that would see Israel become a nation again), which according to Hal Lindsey a generation is approximately 40 years, added to 1948, brings it to 1988, then subtracting seven years for the tribulation brings the year to 1981. Obviously, 1981 came and went and we’re still here. Before this, Chuck once said that he was making no plans beyond 1975. I understand that there are those who are using the retaking of Jerusalem by the Israeli’s in 1967 as the starting point, which means that the rapture could likely occur in the year 2000, 1967 + 40 = 2007 - 7 = 2000. Much of the emphasis of the Calvary Chapel ministry is prophecy and the end times.

The experiences over these past years must be redefined in light of grace dispensational teaching. I spent 25 years attempting to find and be in the center of God’s will. Now I have discovered He didn’t care where I went or what vocation I chose, only that I glorify Him and serve Him as His ambassador. All of the instances where it seemed God’s hand was upon me and guiding the circumstances of my life were actually responses on my part to the teaching of the Scriptures. Things sometimes work out, sometimes they don’t.

My friends, especially my Calvary Chapel brethren, will think I’ve absolutely gone over the edge. One person has already suggested that I take care not to follow Satan’s counterfeits, and to remember that in the end times even the very elect would be deceived. This reaction came before the writing of these papers, at a time when I had little understanding of the grace message.

I have not yet sorted out all the experiences of my Christian walk. Many things that I believed were God’s intervention weren’t that at all. We were taught that man’s soul is made up of his mind, emotions, and will. This is why emotional experiences get such a foot hold, because we were taught that our spirit expresses itself through our soul. But I have come to realize that the spirit of man is in the mind; God communicates information to our spirit that is in our mind. Yes, it must be prayed over to the soul, or our will, but it’s never based upon emotions. I believe that we will experience great emotion, but only in response to the doctrinal truths of the Scriptures.

All of the experiences that have been a part of my life and ministry will need redefining, but many of them will have no explanation. As I said earlier in these writings, we are not obligated to explain something that is just not Biblical.

This is a continuing, ongoing effort. There is much more to learn about rightly divided Bible study.
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