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Distinctive Teachings Of Ultra-Dispensationalism
Ernest Pickering

Dean, Central Conservative Baptist Seminary, Minneapolis
Copyright 1961 Religion Analysis Service
902 Hennepin Avenue, Minneapolis 3, Minnesota

The “Grace Movement”, more commonly known to outsiders as “ultra-dispensationalism,”
has one of its chief centers in the Milwaukee Bible College (recently moved to another location)
and has its organizational expression in the “Grace Gospel Fellowship.” The American segment
of the movement was fostered under the ministry of J. C. O’Hair, for many years the pastor of
an undenominational church in Chicago. Since the death of O’Hair the leadership has passed to
such men as Charles Baker and Cornelius Stam.

It should be noted from the outset that the proponents of what is known as “ultra-

dispensationalism”
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are thoroughly sound in their views of most of the major doctrines of Scripture such as the
inspiration of the Bible, the person of Christ, His atoning work, salvation by grace, and the
person and work of the Holy Spirit. They have repudiated modern liberalism and neo-orthodoxy
as well as the teachings of the false cults. It is chiefly in the area of ecclesiology, the doctrine of
the church, where their errors appear, and these errors have such an impact upon the teaching
and practice of the New Testament faith that careful attention must be given to them.

Within the compass of a short article is it manifestly impossible to discuss in detail the finer
points of all that is held by the ultra-dispensationalists. Their case is stated within the pages of
one volume which gathers together the principal tenets of the movement, the book being
entitled, Things That Differ, by Cornelius Stam. A large number of tracts, books, and booklets
are also published by the group in addition to the work already cited.

There are four or five major points which distinguish the teachings of the
ultradispensationalists from those of the more common brand of dispensationalism as
represented popularly in the Scofield Bible. It is with these crucial points that this article deals.

I. That The Great Commission Of Matthew 28 Is Not For This Age Of Grace

At this point there is often an effort to identify their position with the teaching of well-
known dispensationalists such as A. C. Gaebelein, J. N. Darby, and William Pettingill. These men,
however, did not arrive at the same conclusions at all as do the ultradispensationalists.

Essentially the claim is made: (1) that the commission of Matthew 28 (and the other
gospels) is merely an expansion of the one recorded in Matthew 10 and is therefore limited to
Israel, (2) that since miraculous powers accompanied the commission it was therefore related
to the Jewish church and not to the church which is His body, and (3) that since Peter offered



7

the kingdom to Israel after Pentecost (Acts 3) he was still operating in obedience to the Great
Commission of Matthew 28, confining his ministry to Israel and yet in ignorance of the higher
program °f God as represented in the Body of Christ. In commenting on the Great Commission
Stam writes:

To assume that our Lord now sends these apostles to proclaim ‘the gospel of the grace

of God’ is wholly unwarranted. In fact, ‘the gospel of the grace of God’ is not preached

nor even mentioned until Paul is railed up and sent forth to declare it. .. (Cornelius Stam,

Things That Differ,, p 181).

To use their own language, the propagators of this view have assumed that the presence of
accompanying miracles in the early stages of apostolic obedience to the Great Commission
confines the ministry of the apostles to Israel. However, miracles were even worked by Paul,
the exponent of so-called “body truth” (cf. 2 Cor. 12:12). The miracles simply validated the
preaching of the apostles. Nor does the “legalism” of Matthew 28:19-20 (whatever that may
mean) and the baptismal regeneration supposedly found in Mark’s account detract one iota
from the force of this last command of Christ. The details of the gospel of grace are not found in
the Great Commission for it was not a theological treatise but a stirring call to action. This does
not mean, however, that it was a call to minister something other than the gospel of grace. The
apostles understood grace more fully following the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, but
the basic elements of the church’s task are found in Christ’'s command tc evangelize (“make
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disciples”), and instruct (“baptizing. .. teaching”). That this commission was to be obeyed
throughout the church age seems evident from the promise of the Lord that He would support
them in the ministry, “even unto (he end of the age.” To suggest, furthermore, that salvation in
any dispensation was ever dependent upon water baptism (as do ultradispensationalists) is to
undermine the doctrine of salvation by. grace, yet Stam writes, “It cannot be denied that from
John the Baptist right through Pentecost water baptism was stated to be a requirement for
salvation” (C. R. Stam, “The Lord’s Supper,” p. 13). God has always saved men by grace through
faith in every dispensation though their understanding of the gospel has not been the same in

every dispensation.

The passage in Mark 16:16 makes the crux of salvation personal faith in the Saviour, but
such saving faith is outwardly evidenced in obedience to Christ, the first step of which is
immersion in water according to His command. The difficulty in the Acts 2:38 reference
(declared by ultradispensationalists to teach baptismal regeneration and therefore to apply to
the Jewish and not the Pauline church) can be resolved by attending carefuljy to the
possibilities of translation which would make it read, “... be baptized on account of the
remission of sins,....” They were to be baptized, not to take away their sins, but because their
sins had been taken away.

It may be concluded, therefore, that the Great Commission cannot and should not be laid
aside by the followers of Jesus Christ, but constitutes the will of God for believers today.

Il. That The Ministry Of The Twelve Was Essentially Different Than The
Ministry Of Paul
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The heart of the argument is this: the twelve disciples, in obedience to the commission of
Matthew 28 which was restricted to Israel, proclaimed a message which urged the nation to
accept the Messiah so that He might return to earth to reign. Being unaware of God’s purpose
concerning the church, the body of Christ, they could not proclaim such a message and it
remained for Paul to be the vehicle of that revelation. This being true, there are at least two
“churches” represented on the pages of the New Testament, a “Messianic Church” that was
gathered by the ministry of the Twelve, and a “Pauline church” that resulted from the ministry
of Paul and his successors. The church predicted by Christ in Matthew 16:18 is not the church
described by Paul in the book of Ephesians and in other places. It can thus be said, “It is a
mistake, then, to suppose that wherever we read of ‘the church,’ the Body of Christ is referred
to, for the word ‘church’ is an interdispensational word which may refer to God’s people in any
age” (C. R. Stam, Acts Dispensationally Considered, p. 117).

This supposed distinction is a figment of the imagination. When Paul recounts his visit to
Peter at Jerusalem, he writes, “And | was still unknown by face unto the churches of Judea
which were in Christ: but they only heard say, He that once persecuteth us now preach-eth the
faith of which he once made havoc” (Gal. 1:22-23). In other words, the same faith that Paul had
once opposed he now proclaimed. What faith was this? The same faith that Peter and the other
apostles preached. Paul did not distinguish between himself and the other apostles. On
numerous occasions he numbers himself among them (I Cor. 4:9: Il Cor. 11:5; Il Cor. 12:11). The
claim of ultra-dispensationalists that two kinds of gospel are mentioned in Galatians 2:7, 19 is
false and ‘unsupportable. The “gospel of the circumcision” and the “gospel
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of the uncircumcision” are phrases having reference to the recipients of the gospel, not to its
contents. There was not one gospel for the Jew, and another for the Gentile. It was the same
gospel to Jew and Gentile, from Peter and from Paul.

The conmmission under which the Twelve operated was a commission to preach
“repentance and remission of sins ... in his name among all nations” (Luke 24:17). What did Paul
preach? He declares that he preached “repentance toward God and faith toward our Lord Jesus
Christ” (Acts 20:21). What, then, is the difference between the message of the Twelve and the

message of Paul? None whatsoever.

Upon the basis of this distinction between the ministries of the Twelve and of Paul the
“Bereans” (as they are sometimes called) reject water baptism for the “Pauline” church in this
age. Water baptism was part of the commission to the Twelve, they say, was required for
salvation under the message the Twelve preached, and was applicable only to the “Messianic
church” which flourished between the time of Christ’s ascension and the beginning of Paul’s
ministry. Water baptism, therefore, is an “Old Testament ordinance” and is not a part of the

message of grace.

It is held that water baptism was a sign of the Davidic Covenant and that this is the reason
why John the Baptist came baptizing in water. Scripture proof for this contention is absent
(note: they use John 1:31, failing to distinguish between John’s baptism and that of the
apostles). The only baptism that is important today is what Charles Baker calls, “real baptism.”
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Water baptism is relegated to a position of “ritual baptism” (cf. Charles Baker, Real Baptism, pp.
3-4).

The logical result of the premises of ultradispensationalism would be that Paul did not
baptize with water. The embarrassment to their position is that he did and plainly says so in |
Corinthians 1:14-16. If water baptism had no relationship to the “Pauline” gospel of grace, then
why did the great exponent of grace baptize? If the baptism of John the Baptist and the baptism
of the apostles were the same, why did Paul instruct the believers at Ephesus to be baptized
(Acts 19:1-5)? The ultra-dispensationalists feel obliged to apologize for Paul at this point saying
that he was gradually emerging from the older economy. Paul, however, makes no apology for
his administration of baptism. By what authority did he baptize at all —his own or that of the
Lord’s Great Commission? If he baptized on his own authority, he was disobedient indeed. If he
baptized upon the authority of the Great Commission, then he was ministering in obedience to
the Great Commission and was not the unique exponent of a “gospel of grace” which excludes
water baptism. The fact is evident that Paul baptized because Christ commanded His apostles
to baptize their converts, and Paul was a bona-fide and obedient apostle.

Ill. That The Day Of Pentecost Was Not The Inauguration Of The Church
Age

There is some disagreement among ultradispensationalists regarding the exact time of the
inauguration of the church age. Some hold that it began with the conversion of Saul, others in
either Acts 13, or 18, and still others that it did not begin until after the close of the book of
Acts. These latter are the more extreme among the group. All agree, however, that the church
did not begin on the day of Pentecost described in Acts 2 (cf. J. C. O’Hair, The Unsearchable
Riches of Christ, pp. 214-221).

There are two or three principal arguments in support of their view. First, they maintain
that since miraculous
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signs were evident at Pentecost, the events had nothing to do with the Body of Christ since
such signs were not a part of God’s program for “the Body.” To say the least this is a rather
arbitrary assumption. Because God is not manifesting Himself in direct miracles today does not
mean that He could never do so in connection with His program for the church. The fact must”
not be forgotten that “signs and wonders” were attestations of the message of grace (cf. Heb.
2:3-4; 2 Cor. 12:12). The dispensation of law was ushered in with Mosaic miracles. The
dispensation of grace received its inauguration with apostolic miracles. There is nothing

incongruous about this.

Second, since Peter quoted Joel, an Old Testament prophet, and applied his prophecy to the
happenings at Pentecost, and since Pentecost itself was a Jewish feast day,
ultradispensationalists—contend that this could not have been the “birthday of the church.”
However, it should be remembered that the Lord’s Supper Was established during the Jewish
feast of the Passover and all but the most extreme ultradispensationalists observe that. The
fact that important events of the church occurred on Jewish holy days does not in any way
invalidate them as belonging to the dispensation of grace. The typology of the Jewish Pentecost



was beautifully fulfilled in the descent of the Spirit and the inauguration of God’s new work. As
for Peter’s quotation of Joel, it is misunderstanding of the intent of Peter which is at the root of
the ultradispensational error. Peter did not say that all the things Joel prophesied came to pass
at Pentecost. Obviously they did not. Peter simply said that the Jews ought not to be surprised
at the manifestation of the power of the Holy Spirit since the Old Testament prophet predicted
that the Spirit would come upon the nation Israel in a future time. Pentecost was not the
fulfillment of that prediction. It is yet awaited when God turns again to deal with Israel.

The fact that ultradispensationalists do not recognize the ministry of the Twelve as identical
with that of Paul, coupled with the fact that they believe Paul to have been the exclusive
recipient of “body truth,” leads them to accept only the Pauline epistles as expressions of the
will of God for the church today. Baker declares that “Paul’s epistles contain the specific
instructions for believers today” (C. F. Baker, Bible Truth, p. 18). This leaves them with a
considerable group of apostolic letters in which is found truth that is not germane to the church
of Jesus Christ. To so curtail the message of God to His people is a serious error indeed.

IV. That The Truth Of The Mystery Of The Body Of Christ Was Unknown
Until Revealed To Paul

“Many ‘mysteries’ are to be found in the Scriptures, but one stands out preeminently as
‘The Mystery’, the great body of truth committed by revelation to the Apostle Paul” (C. R. Stam,
Things That Differ, p. 56). This is the “chief gem in the diadem of the truth of Christianity, that
truth which was so unspeakably precious to the apostle of the Gentiles ...” (J. C. O’Hair, “The
Lost Precious Gem,” p. 16).

That Paul was not an exclusive recipient of the truth concerning the body of Christ is shown
by a careful study of the New Testament. One of the major passages upon” which the
ultradispensationalists rely is Ephesians 3:5. To them the passage states that no one before Paul
knew anything about the mystery of the body of Christ. This is just what the passage does not
say. Paul plainly writes that this mystery has “now been revealed unto his holy apostles and
prophets by the Spirit.” Not to one “apostle,” Paul,
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but to many “apostles,” Paul and others.

To say that “church truth” was never revealed before Paul is to deny the places in Scripture
where the Lord Himself taught such truth. The parables of Matthew 13 present in panoramic
form the program of God for this present age. The Upper Room Discourse (John 13-17) is most
certainly applicable to the church. While dealing with the dispensational significance of John'’s
writings, Scam is striving so hard to prove that John’s Gospel is not for the church but for the
“Circumcision saints,” that he completely overlooks the contradictions to his own argument
found in the book which he is examining, (cf. C. R. Stam, “The Dispensatioal Position of the
Writings of John”). The blessed position of the saints in Christ, the access in prayer, the ministry
of the Holy Spirit, the rapture of the church—all and more are taught in the Upper Room
Discourse.

In Matthew 16:18 the Lord predicts the establishment of His church. Certainly the
prediction unveiled the truth that there was to be a church, and ultradispensationalists have
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failed to prove that the church which Christ predicted was not the church which was
established on the day of Pentecost. The church which He would build would have perpetuity—
“the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” Yet the “Messianic church” of the
ultradispensationalists has long since disappeared, according to their teaching.

The major premises of ultradispensationalism are unsupportable by a study of Scripture.
The Great Commission is still Christ’s command to His followers. The gospel preached by Peter
was the same gospel preached by Paul. The day of Pentecost was the beginning of God’s new
program—the church. The truth concerning the establishment of the church, and the teaching
concerning its spiritual characteristics was given long before Paul came upon the scene. The
denial of these truths, and the resultant deductions made from such denials, greatly obscures
the true dispensational character of Scripture, and causes great difficulty in the understanding
of the program of God.
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FACTORS TO BE CONSIDERED

(although frequently ignored)

WHEN SELECTING A LOCAL CHURCH

Manfred E. Kober, Th.D.

1.

2.

3.

4.

Correctness in doctrine

Titus 1:9 holding fast the faithful word as he has been taught, that
he may be able, by sound doctrine, both to exhort and convict those who contradict.

Titus 2:1 But as for you, speak the things which are proper for sound doctrine:

Completeness of message
Acts 20:27-28 For | have not shunned to declare to you the whole counsel of God. 22 Therefore take heed
to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to

shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.

2 Tim. 2:2 And the things that you have heard from me among many witnesses, commit these to faithful
men who will be able to teach others also.

Caution Against Error

2 Tim. 4:10, 14 For Demas has forsaken me, having loved this present world, and has departed for
Thessalonica—Crescens for Galatia, Titus for Dalmatia . . . Alexander the coppersmith did me
much harm. May the Lord repay him according to his works.

Jude 3 Beloved, while | was very diligent to write to you concerning our common salvation, | found it
necessary to write to you exhorting you to contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all

delivered to the saints.

Rom. 16:17 Now | urge you, brethren, note those who cause divisions and offenses, contrary to the
doctrine which you learned, and avoid them.

Concern for the lost
2 Cor. 5:11a Knowing, therefore, the terror of the Lord, we persuade men. CONCERN
2 Cor. 5:14 For the love of Christ constraineth us . . .COMPASSION

Mt. 28:19 Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. COMMANDMENT



5.

6.

7.

Congregation in charge
Acts 6:5a And the saying pleased the whole multitude.

Acts 15:22a Then it pleased the apostles and elders, with the whole church, to send chosen men of their
own company to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas, namely, Judas who was also named
Barsabas, and Silas, leading men among the brethren.

Commitment to separation from disobedient believers and
apostates

Rom. 16:17 Now | urge you, brethren, note those who cause divisions and offenses, contrary to the
doctrine which you learned, and avoid them.

2 Jn. 9-11 Whoever transgresses and does not abide in the doctrine of Christ does not have God. He who
abides in the doctrine of Christ has both the Father and the Son. *°If anyone comes to you and
does not bring this doctrine, do not receive him into your house nor greet him; ** for he who
greets him shares in his evil deeds.

2 Thess. 3:6 But we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you withdraw
from every brother who walks disorderly and not according to the tradition which he received

from us

2 Thess 3:14 .And if anyone does not obey our word in this epistle, note that person and do not keep
company with him, that he may be ashamed.

Circumspection in music 9

Psa. 33:2-3 Praise the Lord with the harp;
Make melody to Him with an instrument of ten strings. N
3Sing to Him a new song;

Play skillfully with a shout of joy.

Col. 3:16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another
in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord.

Eph. 5:18-19 And do not be drunk with wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled with the
Spirit,*® speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making
melody in your heart to the Lord,



DRUMS, DOCTRINE AND DECORUM -
or, When the Tail Wags the Dog

‘ = DOCTRINAL DECLINE
¢ I IN THE PULPIT

(1)

DEAFENING DRUMS

ON THE PLATFORM IN THE PEW

T@DULLED DISCERNMENT

OR THE PIOUS
: : , \|/ DREADFUL DISREGARD

\)E DISAPPOINTING

FOR PRINCIPLE

1. Personal appearance changes
to casualness

2. Music overpowers the message

3. The words are monotonously
repetitious

Biblical music begins in the heart of the Spirit-controlled believer. It exalts
; - the Savior and edifies the saints (Eph. 5:18, Col. 3:16). Much of contemporary
1. Unfortunately, the senior saints music originates in the world and focuses on entertainment rather than

s edification (thus the applause for the musician). Sadly, its message is often in
are - ,lr”tated direct conflict with biblical truth. Its loudness frequently drowns out any good
-1g nored message there might be. Deafening drum beats are unable to communicate a
--insulted spiritual message. The reverent drum beat I heard in the churches of Benin, West
Africa, differed totally from that of the witch doctor down at the corner.
2. And yet’ they Regrettably, it is the latter beat that is so frequently encountered in our churches.
* started the church Where is the discernment in the pulpit and in the pew?

* ' Spiritual music should teach and admonish (Col. 3:16). It should complement
. SUPP orted the church the preached Word; contemporary music often contradicts the message. Does

sacrificed for the church your church enjoy biblical music or does its music conform to this world (Rom.
12:2)? Music is actually an aspect of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit and thus
calls for the believer’s discernment:

. o --it is prompted by the Spirit and the new nature (Eph. 5:18; Col. 3:16)
E Personal PersDecuve ./l/lanffted 8 5“‘&%) J &'9 --it is produied by the S:))irit, not the evil world system (1 Jn. 2:15; 5:19)
--it provides edification for the saints. Much of modern music offends them.

MKober3|6@gmail.com --it promotes the glory of God, not the gratification of men (1 Cor. 10:31)
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