Divided or Handled? A
Biblical & Historical
Analysis of 2 Timothy 2:15

2 Timothy 2:15

“Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that
needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of
truth.”

Introduction

Few verses have been so memorably phrased and widely debated
in theological circles as 2 Timothy 2:15, particularly in the
King James Version (KJV):

“Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that
needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of
truth.” (2 Timothy 2:15, KJV)

This phrase — “rightly dividing the word of truth” — has been
central to discussions about how Scripture should be
interpreted. For some, especially within dispensationalist
theology, it has been treated as a command to segment the
Bible into distinct dispensations or time periods. For others,
it is a solemn exhortation to handle God’'s Word with
precision, accuracy, and care.

What is the correct interpretation? And how did this verse
come to play such a pivotal role in theological systems?
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1. The Greek Word: opOotopéw (Orthotomeo)

The Greek verb translated “rightly dividing” in the KJV 1is
opOotopéw (orthotomeodo), which literally means “to cut
straight.” It is a compound of:

= 0p06¢ — “straight, upright”
= ToOpéw — “to cut”

This verb appears only here in the New Testament, making
contextual and lexical clues essential. In ancient Greek
usage, orthotomedé could describe:

= A stonemason cutting stones in straight lines
= A road builder making a straight path
= A worker handling material precisely

In the context of Paul’s pastoral instruction to Timothy, the
verb suggests a metaphor of precision, urging Timothy to cut a
straight path through God’s Word — that is, to interpret and
teach it accurately.

2. The Context of 2 Timothy 2

Paul is warning Timothy against false teachers, such as
Hymenaeus and Philetus (v.17), whose mishandling of truth had
led others astray. The emphasis is not on dividing Scripture
into chronological ages, but rather on sound teaching in
contrast to vain babblings (v.16) and doctrinal error.

The phrase “a workman that needeth not to be ashamed” further
reinforces the idea of a craftsman who works skillfully and



precisely — not one who makes careless or false claims about
Scripture.

Thus, the surrounding context points toward interpretive
faithfulness, not theological system-building.

3. Historical Interpretation: Before
Dispensationalism

Early church fathers and Reformation commentators interpreted
orthotomeo in line with its literal meaning: handling the word
of truth properly and faithfully. For example:

= John Calvin: “By rightly dividing the word of truth, he
means that it must be handled in a right and skillful
manner.. for if it be falsely interpreted, it is not the
Word of God.”

 Matthew Henry: “Rightly dividing the word of truth”
means giving every hearer their portion and interpreting
Scripture without twisting or error.

- Jamieson-Fausset-Brown Commentary: “Rightly dividing”
implies “cutting straight,” like a plowman or mason —
accurately and without deviation.

None of these historical voices understood this phrase to mean
dividing Scripture into dispensations or separating Israel
from the Church.

4. The Turning Point: Scofield’s Pamphlet
(1888)

The reinterpretation of this verse began with Cyrus Ingerson



Scofield, a major figure in the rise of dispensationalist
theology in the late 19th century.

In 1888, Scofield published a short work titled Rightly
Dividing the Word of Truth. The title itself was taken from 2
Timothy 2:15, and Scofield used the verse to justify his
hermeneutical system — one that divided biblical history into
distinct periods called “dispensations.”

In the opening lines of the pamphlet, Scofield writes:

“The Word of Truth, then, has right divisions, and it must be
evident that, as one cannot be ‘a workman that needeth not to
be ashamed’ without observing them, so any study of that Word
which ignores those divisions must be 1in large measure
profitless and confusing.”

He even prefaces this by saying:

“When Paul speaks of rightly dividing the Word of Truth in 2
Timothy 2:15, he refers to the necessity of teaching the
Scriptures accurately. This study will help the student to
handle the Bible correctly.”

At first glance, this 1line may sound like Scofield 1is
affirming the traditional interpretation — that Paul is simply
urging sound doctrine. But this is misleading. In context,
Scofield immediately defines “accurately teaching” as teaching
in accordance with dispensational distinctions. For Scofield,
failure to distinguish between Israel and the Church, Law and
Grace, or other “right divisions,” is what leads to error and
confusion.

In other words, he redefines “accurately handling” as
“dispensationally dividing.” This is not a retreat from
dispensationalism — it is the foundation of it.



5. Expansion by Scofield’s Disciples

Though Scofield himself did not annotate the verse in his
study Bible, his theological heirs did. Notably:

- Lewis Sperry Chafer (founder of Dallas Theological
Seminary) expanded Scofield’s theology into a full
systematic framework. He linked 2 Timothy 2:15 to the
need to separate Israel and the Church 1in
interpretation.

- Clarence Larkin popularized dispensationalism through
charts in Dispensational Truth (1918), visually
illustrating biblical history cut into dispensational
eras — an implied connection to “rightly dividing.”

= Charles Ryrie, in Dispensationalism Today (1965),
defended the dispensational use of the verse and
formalized it as a central principle of interpretation.

Later versions of the Scofield Reference Bible (such as the
1967 New Scofield Bible) did begin adding marginal notes to 2
Timothy 2:15 that explicitly connected the verse to
dispensationalism.

6. Is the Dispensational Use of the Verse
Justified?

No — and here’s why:



Argument Response

i

[] False. The word means “cut
straight,” implying accurate
interpretation, not chronological
division.

[0 False. Paul tells Timothy to be
diligent in handling it properly
as a faithful teacher.

The Greek word “orthotomeo”
supports dividing into time
periods

Paul tells Timothy to
divide Scripture

[] False. The verse never mentions
dispensations, economies, or
ages.

Dispensationalism is
supported by this verse

It’s worth noting that dispensationalism as a system did not
arise until the 1830s, with John Nelson Darby. Thus, its
reading of this verse is novel, not rooted in historical
exegesis.

7. A Faithful Interpretation of 2 Timothy
2:15

The proper understanding of 2 Timothy 2:15 is:

Paul is calling Timothy — and by extension all Bible teachers
— to accurately interpret, faithfully teach, and courageously
defend the Word of God without error, distortion, or shame.

It is about truthful handling, not chronological slicing.

In modern translations, this is rendered as:

= ESV: “rightly handling the word of truth”
= NASB: “accurately handling the word of truth”
= NIV: “who correctly handles the word of truth”



These are faithful renderings of the Greek, conveying the true
meaning of orthotomeo in context.

Conclusion

2 Timothy 2:15 is a powerful exhortation for every believer —
especially those who teach and preach — to treat Scripture
with utmost seriousness, care, and accuracy. It is not a
command to divide the Bible into dispensations, nor does it
support a theology that artificially separates God’'s purposes
for Israel and the Church.

The reinterpretation of this verse by Scofield and his
theological descendants served a doctrinal agenda that the
original text does not support. A return to the Greek meaning,
literary context, and historical interpretation makes its
intent unmistakable:

Cut it straight. Teach it true. Handle it faithfully.

“It is the glory of God to conceal a thing: but the honour of
kings 1is to search out a matter.” (Proverbs 25:2)




