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1
The Importance of the
Covenants
All theology addresses the fundamental question of the
God-man relationship. How does God relate to man? How can
man establish a relationship with God? Is man God's pawn with
no say at all in his ultimate destiny? Can there be any stability,
dependability and predictability to a one-sided relationship of
the infinite, perfect God with finite, sinful man?
The Bible answers these questions by showing that the
divine-human relationship is based on a covenant. This idea of
a covenantal relationship between God and man is so basic and
overwhelmingly predominant in the Scriptures that the two great
sections of the Bible have appropriately been called the Old
Testament (Covenant) and the New Testament (Covenant).
The thirty-nine books of the Old Testament are about God's
covenant with man.
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The covenantal idea was a special feature of the religion of Israel.¹
The covenant idea played a large part in giving Israel's religion its
distinctive character in comparison to the religion of her neighbors,
almost as much as did her characteristic monotheism.2

The writings of Moses and the prophets are covenantal documents
and should therefore be studied in that light.
The twenty-seven books of the New Testament are also about
a covenant between God and man. Christianity too is a
covenantal religion. Its documents are covenantal documents.
The whole Bible, therefore, is about a divine-human
relationship based on a covenant. The covenantal theme is not just
one of many interesting Bible doctrines. It is part of the very
framework of biblical theology. Some things in the Bible may be
regarded as optional as far as understanding its essential message
is concerned. But an understanding and appreciation of the
covenants are indispensable to a sound knowledge of the
Scriptures.

1. G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, eds., Theological Dictionary of the
Old Testament, 2:278.
2. Delbert R. H illers, Covenant: The History of a Biblical Idea, p. 66.

2
The Technical Meaning of
Covenant
The Old Testament
The Hebrew word for covenant is berith. "Attempts to derive the
meaning of the term from etymology have not led to any very
clear or certain conclusions."¹ The majority of scholars, however,
seem to think that berith is derived from an Assyrian word which
means to bind or to fetter.
Since berith occurs nearly 300 times in the Old Testament, its
meaning may be fairly well established by noting the context and
usage of the word. Furthermore, covenants were common in the
ancient world of the Middle East. The meaning of covenant is
quite clearly demonstrated from the numerous ancient
inscriptions unearthed by archeologists.
1. Gerhard Kittel, ed., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 2:107.
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In the Bible we read about a number of covenants between men.
Jacob and Laban settled family hostilities by making a covenant.
They set up a heap of stones as a witness to their mutual pledges.
They offered sacrifice and ate a covenantal meal together (Gen.
31:44, 45, 54). David and Jonathan made a covenant to seal
their friendship and to guarantee a peaceful relationship between
the house of David and the house of Jonathan (1 Sam. 18:3; 20:16).
We read about a covenant between tribes or nations (1 Sam.
11:1; Judges 2:2; Ex. 23:32), between kings (1 Kings 20:34) and
between a king and his people (2 Kings 11:4; 2 Chron. 23:3). We
read of a covenant imposed by a conquering king on a vanquished
king (1 Kings 20:34). But the most common covenant between
people was the marriage contract between a man and his wife
(Mal. 2:14).
The most important use of the covenantal idea outside biblical
literature is found in international treaty documents of the
second millennium B.C. In recent years archeologists have
unearthed numerous treaties drawn up by the Hittite kings or
suzerains. These suzerainty treaties were unilaterally imposed by
the Hittite conquerors on a subjugated vassal king. The vassal
was obliged to swear allegiance, fidelity and exclusive loyalty to
the suzerain. The suzerain pledged to help and protect his faithful
vassal.
Two human covenants particularly help us understand the
meaning of God's covenant with man:
The Suzerainty Covenant. In 1954 Mendenhall2 demonstrated
that the covenantal documents between God and Israel, recorded
in Exodus and Deuteronomy,
2. George E. Mendenhall, Law and Covenant in Israel and the Ancient Near East.
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follow a form similar to the Hittite suzerainty treaties.
While some covenants between human parties are negotiated
agreements, God's covenant is like a suzerainty treaty. It is a
disposition originating unilaterally with the superior party. The
inferior party may accept the arrangement or reject it, for
covenants generally imply reciprocity and bilateral operation.
But he cannot negotiate or alter the terms in any way.

The Marriage Covenant. The covenant between God and
man is also like a marriage contract (Isa. 54:5; Jer. 3:14; 31:32;
Ezek. 16:8, 60; Hosea 2:16). The relationship is initiated wholly
by God. The election of Israel as Jehovah's wife is entirely a
divine act. Thus God's covenant is unilateral in origin but
bilateral in operation.
The covenant is a bond, an alliance, an agreement, a compact,
a treaty, a pact, a contract.' Its essential idea is union between
God and man. God offers man partnership with Himself. It is a
union and partnership based on a binding legal contract. While
the covenant is a fellowship between God and man, it is a
fellowship with a legal basis.

The New Testament
The Greek word for covenant is diathēkē. It is used more
than thirty times in the New Testament. Like other

3. Some scholars have argued that since God's covenant is unilateral in origin, it is a
disposition and not a contract, compact or agreement. But the concepts of disposition and
contract are not mutually exclusive. In the sense that man has no say in determining the
terms of the relationship, it is a disposition of the divine will. But in that man is called
upon to respond to God's covenant and God Himself condescends to guarantee rights and
privileges to man, it is a treaty or contract. It is as much a contract as marriage is a
contract. The rights. privileges and responsibilities of each party are clearly defined and
legally guaranteed.
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key New Testament words, it has an Old Testament background
and incorporates the idea inherent in the Hebrew covenant.
The apostles were not the first to use the Greek word diathēkē
for the Hebrew word berith. More than 100 years earlier the
Septuagint scholars also chose diathēkē to translate berith.4 Both
at that time and when the New Testament was written, diathēkē
generally meant a will or testament. But it is quite apparent that a
last will and testament are not what the Old Testament word
berith really means. The Greek word sunthēkē meant a compact,
a treaty, an alliance. Why then did the Septuagint translators and
the apostles prefer diathēkē?
1. Diathēkē not only meant a will and testament. Scholars
have shown that it also meant a disposition or arrangement. Says
Moulton-Milligan:
διαθήκη [diathēkē] is properly dispositio, an "arrangement" made by one
party with plenary power, which the other party may accept or reject,
but cannot alter. A "will" is simply the most conspicuous example of such
an instrument, which ultimately monopolised the word just because it
suited its differentia so completely. 5

2. God's covenant is not a mutual agreement or negotiated
treaty. As Louis Berkhof suggests, the word sunthēkē sounds too
much like an agreement between equals. Since the divine
covenant is a major biblical theme, diathēkē more nearly
corresponds to an arrangement unilateral in origin.⁶

4. In 270 cases the Septuagint chose the word diathēkē.
5. Cited in Kittel, Theological Dictionary, 2:125.
6. Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, pp. 262-63.
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The New Testament translators and others have been uncertain
whether the New Testament diathēkē should be translated
"covenant" or "testament" (will). Since the concept comes from
the Old Testament, "covenant" is undoubtedly the better
translation. Hebrews 9:16, 17 is a possible exception. Some
scholars even contend that Hebrews 9:16, 17 means covenant
rather than will and testament. ⁷ But this is not supported by the
context. The Bible does not always fit the systematic mold of
scholars. The New Testament word diathēkē primarily means
disposition and arrangement. It corresponds to the Old Testament
berith. Diathēkē also had the popular meaning of will and
testament. It is possible that the apostles occasionally played upon
this double meaning. Perhaps Paul employs the double meaning of
diathēkē in Galatians 3:15.
G. S. Duncan sensibly comments that "it matters little which of
the two renderings we adopt, for from a truly spiritual standpoint
a 'covenant' in which God takes part is as essentially a one-sided
proposal as a 'will' is."8 Leon Morris says:
The very fact that the expression "the new covenant" is used
indicates that the berith of the old Scriptures is in mind and that the New
Testament writers, when they used διαθήκη [diathēkē] are thinking
primarily of a disposition of God along the lines of Old Testament
models, and not the conception of a will. Nevertheless, in view of the
universal use of the word outside the Scriptures and of the place they
assigned to the death of Christ in the making of the new covenant, it
seems probable that in most cases where διαθήκη [diathēkē] occurs
there is the

7. For instance, R. B. Girdlestone, Old Testament Synonyms, p. 214.
8. George S. Duncan, The Epistle of Paul to the Galatian, p. 106.
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secondary thought of a death to be discerned with a corresponding
benefit to those who were heirs. 9

One further point also shows that the Hebrew covenant and
the Greek will and testament are similar in meaning. The
disposition of an inheritance is prominent in the covenants God
made with Abraham, Israel and David. And, of course, the
disposition of an inheritance is the essence of a will and
testament. In both the arrangement is unilaterally made. In both it
is sealed by a sacrifice or death. And in both the recipient may
not negotiate or alter the stipulations.

9. Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross p, 92.

3
The Practical Meaning of
Covenant
It would be difficult to exaggerate the overwhelming
significance of the covenantal concept for the religion of Israel.
The relationship of the people with God was based on a
covenant. He would have no dealings with man outside the
covenant. "It is not too much to say that the covenant conception
came to dominate Israel's thought with regard to her relationship
to God."¹
Every religion involves some form of union, fellowship,
friendship or relationship with the Deity. This is not peculiar to
the Hebrew religion. The peculiarity of the Hebrew religion is that
this union, fellowship and partnership with the Deity is based on a
legal arrangement called a covenant. "Covenant is a legal
conception.... A legal basis is inherent in the very nature of
covenant.''2
1. Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of Me Cross, p. 76.
2. Ibid., p. 232.
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This means that God's union, fellowship and partnership with man
are based on a legal contract. Further, God will have no
relationship with His people outside this legal contract.
We may grasp the significance of this point if we observe
that the covenant between God and His people is often likened to
a marriage contract (Isa. 54:5; Jer. 3:14; 31:32; Ezek. 16:8, 60;
Hosea 2:16). Israel's solemn promise before Mount Sinai—"We will
do everything the Lord has said," Ex. 19:8—sounds like a bride
making her wedding vow. The marriage contract, of course, is
only one illustration. It does not exhaust the meaning of God's
covenant with His people. But it does help us understand the
biblical thought that our union with God is primarily a legal union.
Just as the most sacred human relationship is based on a legal
covenant, so God's union with man must be based on a legal
covenant. Since God is holy love, He will have nothing to do with
spiritual fornication.
This principle has vital significance today. There has been a
strong tendency to move away from the legal categories of the
Bible. Many think that legal and religious concepts are inimical.
But in the covenantal framework of the Bible the legal and
religious aspects of the God-man relationship are inseparably
bound together.
Today we tend to equate legal with legalism. 3 We tend to think
legal categories are inferior notions transcended by a truly
spiritual religion. But the covenantal theme of the Bible shows that
the religion which comes from God has its roots in the law of God
and in the perfect order of divine jurisprudence. Says Leon Morris:

3. Legalism is a perversion of the legal just as rationalism is a perversion of the rational.
Legalism is not really legal (lawful, right) but illegal because it makes an improper use
of law.
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The men of the Old Testament seem to go out of their way to use legal
illustrations when they have the divine activity in mind. Today we are
inclined to be suspicious of "legalism." Indeed, if we can convict an
opponent of too great an interest in law we are half way to confuting him.
No-one today is interested in a legalist. But we should not read this attitude
back into antiquity. . . . Yahweh and the law went well together. 4

The current religious scene is dominated by the philosophy
that the only really important thing in religion is a "religious
encounter," "an experience of Christ in the heart," "an exciting
discovery of the Spirit-filled life." Even the sober discipline of
theology tends to develop doctrine from experience and reduce
everything to an experience. Some even want to call God's act of
justification an experience.5 If allowed to continue, this process
would destroy everything distinctive about the Christian faith. All
religions could then finally unite on the common denominator of
a religious experience "in the cave of the heart." Such religion
will ultimately be found as immoral and unstable as conjugal
union without legal basis.
The covenantal concept, however, provides a unique and
distinctive fellowship with God.

It Is a Lawful Fellowship.
The covenantal concept taught the Hebrews that God was the
God of law, who called them into lawful fellowship. As Creator He
is the Author of law. Law is the way He administers His universe.
He can be relied upon to act according to law.

4. Morris, Apostolic Preaching.
5. See Robert D. Rrinsmead., “The Legal and Moral Aspects of Salvation." Part 1, Present Truth 5. no.
4 (July 1976): 23-30.
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The Old Testament consistently thinks of a God who works by the
method of law. This is not the conception of one or two writers but is
found everywhere in the Old Testament, and it is attested by a variety of
conceptions, many of them taken straight from forensic practices.
Among the heathen the deity was thought of as above all law, with
nothing but the dictates of his own desires to limit him. Accordingly his
behaviour was completely unpredictable, and while he made demands on
his worshippers for obedience and service, there were few if any
ethical implications of this service and none of a logically necessary kind.
Far otherwise was it with the God of the Hebrews. The Old Testament
does not conceive of anything outside Him which could direct His
actions, and we must be on our guard against the thought of a law which
was over Him. But Yahweh was thought of as essentially righteous in
His nature, as incorporating the law of righteousness within His
essential Being. Accordingly He works by a method which may be
called law—He inevitably punishes evil-doing and rewards
righteousness. He himself acts righteously, and He demands that His
people do the same. This is the consistent teaching of the Old
Testament. 6

It Is a Stable Fellowship.
The concept of fellowship with God, based on a legal covenant,
meant there was a stable and dependable element in Old
Testament religion. The covenant provided a "firmly regulated
form of a fellowship between God and man or man and God."
The "legal concept is introduced to show that there is an
established pattern in the dealings between God and man." "There
is no firmer guarantee of legal security, peace or personal
loyalty

6. Morris, Apostolic Preaching, pp. 232-33.
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than the covenant. . . . It means legitimate order as opposed to
caprice, uncertainty and animosity.''7
The advantages of marriage based on the sacred guarantees of a
legal contract are evident. Marriage must be based on more than
fluctuating human emotions. A believer's union and fellowship with
God must also rest on something more durable and stable than the
actual experience of the believer. The covenant defines the terms
of the relationship. The covenantal partner may know where he
stands. He knows his rights and titles as well as his obligations
and responsibilities. This means that the fellowship is both
dependable and predictable.
It is important for a man to know where he stands in his
relationship with God. He does not need to remain in jeopardy and
uncertainty. But he would stand in great jeopardy if he could only
depend on his religious experience. Sentimental evangelicalism
that offers nothing deeper than the experience of "Christ in the
heart" cannot be compared with the true freedom a believer may
enjoy in covenantal relationship with God.

It Is a Faith-Inspiring Fellowship.
Covenantal fellowship with God gave the men of the Old
Testament a mighty anchor for their faith. It put them on vantage
ground with God. In His love and condescension God obligated
Himself to them by the covenant. He was their God. They were His
people. He was bound to be loyal and merciful to His people. This
is why we see examples of remarkable boldness in claiming
God's blessings. The covenant enabled Jacob to say to the Angel,
"I will not let You go unless You bless me" (Gen. 32:26).

7. Gerhard Kittel, ed., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 2:109, 110, 115.
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Outside the covenantal relationship this demand would have been
presumption.
The covenant did not operate automatically. Neither could
Israel rest on God's pledge while she flouted her covenantal
obligations. Yet if she sincerely turned from her sins, she could
always claim God's favor (1 Kings 8:31-53; Ps. 106:43-47). This
reminds us of Paul's words:
If we are faithless,
He will remain faithful,
for He cannot disown Himself.
—2 Tim. 2:13.

The covenantal concept is important for us today. In
Romans Paul teaches that our salvation is grounded in God's
justice as much as in His mercy. This is a great encouragement to
faith. In his weakness and sinfulness the believer is tempted to
think God's mercy may run out. But he never wonders whether
God's justice will run out. Yet God's inexorable justice does not
terrify the believer, for he knows that God's justice is salvation
(Rom. 1:16, 17). The covenant makes the believer bold to rest his
case not only on God's mercy, but on His justice. God must be
loyal and merciful to every child of the covenant.

It Is an Exclusive Fellowship.
The covenantal concept taught the Hebrews that fellowship
with God was an exclusive fellowship. They alone were His
chosen people. Yahweh alone must be their God.
It seems . . . that the covenantal idea was a special feature of the
religion of Israel, the only one to demand exclusive loyalty and to
preclude the possibility of dual or
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multiple loyalties such as were permitted in other religions, where the
believer was bound in diverse relationships to many gods. The
stipulation in political treaties demanding exclusive fealty to one king
corresponds strikingly with the religious belief in one single, exclusive
deity.8

Exclusive loyalty between God and His people is well illustrated
by the marriage relationship. The prophets—especially Hosea,
Jeremiah and Ezekiel—seize this thought and repeatedly use it
to charge Israel with adultery.
Furthermore, the formula expressing the covenantal relationship
between God and Israel, "I will be your God, and you shall be my people"
(Lev. 26:12; Deut. 29:12, [13]; etc.), is a legal formula taken from the
sphere of marriage, as attested in various legal documents from the
ancient Near East (cf. Hosea 2:4 [2]). The relationship of the vassal to
his suzerain, and that of the wife to her husband, leave no place for
double loyalty and therefore are perfect metaphors for loyalty in a
monotheistic religion.9

This also helps explain why prophets like Isaiah frowned on
Israel's alliances with surrounding nations. Such alliances were
forbidden by her covenant with Yahweh.

8. G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, eds., Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament, 2:278.
9 . I b id.

4
The Names and Features
of the Covenants
Six major covenants featured in the Old Testament are those
God made with Adam, Noah, Abraham, Israel, David, and finally,
the new covenant with the house of Israel.

Adamic
The Bible does not specifically state that God made a
covenant with Adam, unless it does so in Hosea 6:7: "Like
Adam, they have broken the covenant." Although this rendering
is disputed, it is the only rendering which in our judgment does
justice to the context and sense of the passage. The evidence
clearly indicates a covenantal relation between God and Adam.
The essential features of a covenant are all indicated in Genesis
1-3:
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1. The contracting parties were God and Adam.
2. The conditions imposed on Adam were obedience to God's
commandments, especially refraining from eating of the tree of
knowledge of good and evil.
3. The implied promise of God was eternal life and immortality,
represented by access to the tree of life.
4. The curse of death was threatened for disobedience. When
Adam and Eve sinned, a whole series of curses was invoked (Gen.
3:14-19). The word curse is covenantal language and is associated
with the penalty for breaking a covenant.
The entire Bible record indicates that God has no fellowship
with any man outside a covenant. Just as human righteousness
demands a marriage contract as the basis for conjugal union, so
divine righteousness demands a covenantal basis for God's union
with man.
Adam was the covenantal head of the race—its legal
representative (Rom. 5:12-19). His relationship with God was
more than a private relationship. It involved all whom he
represented.
The Adamic covenant was like a suzerainty treaty. God was
the great Suzerain. The terms of the covenant were unilaterally
arranged by Him. Adam was only a creature of the dust. But the
covenantal partnership conferred on him the dignity and authority
of a king. He was given dominion over the whole created order
(Gen. 1:26-28; Heb. 2:6-8). One lone restriction—to refrain from
eating of the tree of knowledge of good and evil—reminded Adam
that he was a vassal under the authority of the great Suzerain.
Adam could remain monarch of the earth only as long as he
recognized he was God's creature, subject to divine authority.
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Noahic
God made a covenant with Noah before He destroyed the
earth with the Flood.
Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord....
So God said to Noah. "I am going to put an end to all people, for
the earth is filled with violence because of them. I am surely
going to destroy both them and the earth. . . . But I will establish
My covenant with you. - —Gen. 6:8, 13, 18.

This covenant of grace saved Noah and his family from
divine wrath. The man in covenantal union with God can
never perish. When Noah left the ark and stepped onto the
new world, he built an altar and offered sacrifices to God (Gen.
8:20). The Lord then renewed His covenant with Noah. In this
covenant God promised to preserve the earth from
destruction although man's heart after the Flood was just as
evil as before (Gen. 8:21; 6:5).
Some theologians call this promise of preservation
"common grace." It embraced the entire created order. The
earth would continue under a dispensation of divine mercy
because of the pleasing sacrifice of Jesus Christ foreshadowed
by the beasts on Noah's altar. God would be pledged to
uphold the natural order as long as His elect were upon the
earth.
The covenant was primarily made with Noah. It was a
covenant of redemption and grace. Yet Noah, who rep resented
God's elect, must still live in this sinful world and be related
to the created order. God would therefore preserve the created
order for the sake of His covenant with Noah. Just as the lives
of an entire shipload of people were preserved because of the
presence of Paul (Acts 27), so the sinful world benefits from
God's covenant with Noah and his spiritual children.
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There is comfort for believers today in this covenantal message.
The sacrifice of Christ has purchased even the bounties of common
grace, which preserve this world unto the end. Says David
MacLeod:
God has undertaken to preserve this world as an arena fit for human
life, and our attitude to the perils of Nuclear warfare, world food shortages,
population explosion and pollution must be modified by this. 1

Although the Noahic covenant essentially consisted in a
divine promise, it imposed certain responsibilities on Noah and
his posterity. The mandate to cultivate the earth, first given to
Adam, is repeated (Gen. 9:1-3). The eating of blood is prohibited
(Gen. 9:4). The sanctity of human life must be recognized and
enforced by human justice (Gen. 9:6). God then gave a sign and
seal of His covenantal promise. He said, "I have set My rainbow
in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the covenant between Me
and the earth" (Gen. 9:13).

Abrahamic
Just as God rescued Noah from a doomed world, so He rescued
Abraham from an idolatrous environment and separated him for
covenantal partnership with Himself. The covenant was made
with Abraham when he was seventy-five years old (Gen. 12:1-4).
It was renewed with him when he was ninety-nine—the year before
Isaac was born (Gen. 17:1).

1. David MacLeod, in The Banner of Truth, June 1975. We cannot agree with MacLeod,
however, when he says the Noahic covenant "is not a redemptive covenant." We concur
with Westminster scholar K. M. Campbell, who says. "The covenant is a covenant of
common grace as well as of saving grace."—K. M. Campbell, God's Covenant, p. 25.
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Confirmed by an oath, the covenant promised Abraham a seed
and an everlasting inheritance. There were temporal and eternal
dimensions to this promise. It promised a son to Abraham and
Sarah in their old age and the land of Canaan for their
descendants. As a redemptive covenant, it promised that all
nations of the earth would be blessed in Abraham's Seed (Gen.
12:3; Gal. 3:6-8, 16) and that through Him they would inherit the
redeemed earth (Gal. 3:15-19, 29; Heb. 2:16; 11:8-16, 39). The
covenant was the gospel of Christ in promise (Gal. 3:15-19). The
immediate temporal promises would serve as the vehicle for
carrying forward the unfolding drama of salvation history.
In response to God's promise. Abraham "believed the Lord, and
He credited it to him as righteousness" (Gen. 15:6). Paul seized on
this to prove it was a covenant of justification by faith (Rom. 4;
Gal. 3). The inheritance, Paul argued, was given to Abraham by
promise and not because of his achievements in keeping the law.
Abraham was justified by faith alone. But the faith which
justified him was not alone. Later God said that "Abraham
obeyed Me and kept My requirements, My commands, My
decrees and My laws" (Gen. 26:5; cf. 18:19; 22:18). Abraham was
not justified before God by faith and works but by a faith which
worked (Gal. 5:6).
The Abrahamic covenant was formalized by a well-known
ancient ceremony. Abraham chose several sacrificial beasts and
birds. He divided the animal sacrifices into pieces and placed them
in two rows to form an aisle.2 According to ancient custom,
covenantal partners were to walk down the aisle together
between the divided sacrifices. They thus bound themselves under
oath to be true to the terms of the pact. The dismembered animals

2. Some scholars suggest there were three rows, forming two aisles.
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portrayed the curse which would befall the covenant breaker.
The Hebrew form of oath, "God do so to me and more also." probably
connects with such ceremonies. This is probably supported also by the
threat of Yahweh, "And the men who transgressed my Covenant . . . I
will make like the calf which they cut in two." (Jer. 34:1 R.S.V.)3

In the Abrahamic covenant God passed between the parts of
the sacrifice while Abraham slept (Gen. 15:12, 17). The Lord
thereby staked His own existence on His promise to Abraham.
The covenantal promise was not given to Abraham because he
fulfilled the law or the covenantal conditions. But the Bible is
also clear that the covenant would not operate without the
obedience of Abraham and his descendants. The covenantal
fellowship imposed on him the responsibility of being devoted
and upright (Gen. 17:1; 18:19; 22:18; 26:5).
Subsequent history demonstrated that this covenant would not
work without the appropriate response of the human party. Not all
Abraham's descendants remained heirs of the covenantal promise.
Ishmael and Esau were disqualified as children of the covenant.
So were the unbelieving Jews in the time of Jesus and Paul.
There were always some unbelieving Jews in the nation which
was covenantally related to God. Many were not real children of
Abraham. They were "children who are unfaithful" (Deut. 32:20).
As strangers to divine grace, they could not be heirs with
Abraham of the redeemed world (Rom. 4:13; Gal. 3:6-8). But
through their association with the covenantal people, they
received many benefits of life in the theocracy. Likewise,

3. Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, p. 64.
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unbelieving sinners live in the same world with God's people and
receive the temporal advantages of the Noahic covenant.
Circumcision was given by God to be the sign or seal of the
Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 17:10, 11). By metonymy the covenant
became known as "the covenant of circumcision" (Acts 7:8).
According to Paul circumcision was the sign or seal of
righteousness by faith (Rom. 4:11), for Abraham was given the
promise of justification and salvation by Christ before he was
circumcised. The Judaizers, however, perverted the sign by
turning it into a means of obtaining the inheritance.

Sinaitic
The most important Old Testament covenant was made
between God and Israel at Mount Sinai. As the foundation of
Israel's relationship with God, it determined and gave character
to the subsequent history of the chosen people.
At least 150 of the 286 Old Testament references to covenant
refer to the Sinaitic covenant. Sinai was the high point of Old
Testament history. The Sinaitic covenant so dominates the Old
Testament record that the thirty-nine books have been named
after it.
The Sinaitic covenant bears a remarkable similarity to the
ancient Hittite treaties. These treaties, made between a Hittite
sovereign (suzerain) and a vassal, contained six main features:4

4. For documentation of the Hittite treaty formulary, see Klaus Baltzer, The Covenant Formulary:
In Old Testament, Jewish, and Early Christian Writing; Delbert K. Hillers, Covenant: The
History of a Biblical Idea; George E. Mendenhall, Law and Covenant in Israel and the Ancient
Near East.
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Preamble. The preamble identifies the name of the suzerain.
One such treaty begins, "These are the words of the Sun Mursilis,
the great king, the king of the Hatti land, the valiant, the favorite
of the Storm-god, the son of Suppiluliumus.''5

Historical Prologue. The prologue describes the previous
relationships between the suzerain and the vassal, which may
embrace several generations. It emphasizes the present
benefactions of the suzerain and/or his benevolent acts toward
the vassal's father or ancestors. This sets the stage for the
obligations imposed upon the vassal, which he is now expected to
discharge in grateful acknowledgment of the suzerain's kindness.

Stipulations. The stipulations define the obligations imposed
by the suzerain on the vassal. The suzerain always demands
thorough commitment, which excludes all alien alliances. Thus
Mursilis insists, "But you, Duppi-Tessub, remain loyal toward
the king of the Hatti land, the Hatti land, my sons (and) my
grandsons forever. . . . Do not turn your eyes to anyone else!" 6
The stipulations define the duties of the vassal in preserving peace
within the suzerain's domain. "Unwavering trust in the Suzerain
was also mandatory, and murmuring against him was always
regarded as violation of obligation. "7

5. Meredith G. Kline, The Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of Deuteronomy;
Studies and Commentary,. p. 14.
6. Ibid., p. 15.
7. George Arthur Buttrick, ed., The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible. 1:719.
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Depository. The treaties generally made provision for their
preservation and regular rereading. "The treaty is put in the most
sacred shrines of the chief gods of the two lands involved, for an
obvious purpose: so that the gods could read it and be reminded
from time to time of the provisions of the oath sworn in their
presence."8 A typical treaty says, "At regular intervals shall they
read it in the presence of the king of the Mitanni land and in the
presence of the sons of the Hurri country." 9

Witnesses. The gods are called upon to witness the

covenantal oaths. 10

Sanctions. Blessings are pronounced on the one who keeps
the covenant. Curses pronounce the destruction of the offender—
all that he is and all that he has.
The Sinaitic covenant, described in Exodus 19-24, is similar in
structure to the Hittite treaties. We observe the following basic
outline:
1. Exodus 19 presents the historical introduction. It stresses the
grace of God in His dealings with the Israelites.
2. Chapter 20 presents the stipulations—the Ten Commandments.
3. Chapter 23:20-33 contains a series of promises and threats.
4. Chapter 24 describes how the covenant is ratified by a blood
sacrifice and covenantal meal.

8. Hillers, Covenant. p. 35.
9. I b id.
10. Ibid., pp. 36-7.
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The Ten Commandments constitute the text of the treaty
between God and Israel (Ex. 34:28; Deut. 4:13). The form of the
Decalogue bears a remarkable resemblance to the suzerainty
treaty:
1. There is the characteristic preamble: "I am the Lord Your
God" (Ex. 20:2). D. J. McCarthy says the parallel with the
Hittite treaties breaks down because the Hittite treaties begin in
the third person and identify the name and titles of the suzerain,
while the brief introduction to the Ten Commandments does not
do this." The full name and title of the divine Suzerain do,
however, appear in the fourth commandment: "For in six days the
Lord [Yahweh] made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all
that is in them" (Ex. 20:11). Here are the name (Yahweh), title
(Creator) and realm (the heavens and the earth) of the great
Suzerain. Kline points out that "the Sabbath sign presented in the
midst of the ten words [is] the equivalent of the Suzerain's
dynastic seal."12
2. The Decalogue contains the brief historical prologue: ". . .
who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery"
(Ex. 20:2).
3. The stipulations of the covenant are the Ten Commandments.
They are called "the words of the covenant" (Ex. 34:28). These
oath-bound stipulations are often referred to as "the Testimony"
(Hebrew, edut; Ex. 31:7; 32:15; 34:27-29).13

11. D. J. McCarthy, Old Testament Covenant: A Survey of Current Opinions. pp. 17-18.
12. Kline, Treaty of the Great King, p. 18.
13. " ‘ēdiût is related to the Akkadian adē, which is used as a general appellation for the
contents of suzerainty treaties."—Ibid., p. 16.
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4. The covenantal blessings and cursings are interspersed
among the stipulations (Ex. 20:5, 7, 12).
5. The covenant was deposited in the sacred ark and kept in the
most holy place of the tabernacle. The ark is therefore called "the
ark of the covenant," and the tabernacle itself "the tabernacle of the
Testimony" (Ex. 38:21; Num. 10:33; Rev. 11:19; 15:5).
Just before Israel's entrance into the promised land. Moses led
the people in a great covenant renewal. The book of Deuteronomy
presents this lengthy renewal document. It follows the ancient Near
East treaty form. It clearly states the covenantal blessings and
curses and provides for witnesses to the covenant—"heaven and
earth" (Deut. 4:26; 30:19; 31:28). Kline outlines the classical
treaty form in Deuteronomy as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Preamble: chapter 1:1-5.
Historical prologue: chapters 1:6 to 4:49.
Stipulations: chapters 5 to 26.
Sanctions: chapters 27 to 30:20.
Depository, witnesses, etc.: chapters 31 to 34.14

The other major features of God's covenant with Israel were:
1. The covenant between God and Israel was similar to a
marriage covenant (Ex. 20:5; Deut. 4:24; Jer. 2-4; 31:31, 32; Ezek.
16; Hosea 1-3). The oft-repeated words. "I will be your God and
you will be My people." imply an exclusive relationship
represented by marriage.

14. Ibid., pp. 48-9.
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Jahweh brooks no rival; the more real the marriage, the less He
permits His bride the luxury of an affair with another. Put it this way:
We can measure the faithfulness of His covenant by the intensity of His
jealousy. Were He a less passionate husband, His jealousy would not be
so keen. The Bible speaks of God's wrath in the same manner. Here too
we can make the equation that His wrath is measured by His love. If God
did not love so strongly. He would not become so angry.
In this atmosphere, the word "jealous" is a beautiful word. It
belongs to the language of love. Only a suitor can be jealous. Hence the
expression "to provoke to jealousy." It is precisely because God is a
loving husband that Israel can move Him to jealousy. Israel stirs up
jealousy when it whores after other gods [Deut. 32:16. 21; 1 Kings 14:22;
Ps. 78:58; Ezek. 8:3].15

2. The covenant at Sinai was ratified by a blood sacrifice and
by a covenantal meal eaten in God's presence by the
representatives of the people (Ex. 24). Both practices were common
in ancient covenant making. The sacrificial blood was sprinkled on
both altar and people. This ceremony probably represents the
cleansing and dedication of the nation to God (Ezek. 16; Heb.
9:19-23).
3. Just as the rainbow was the sign of the Noahic covenant
and circumcision the sign of the Abrahamic covenant, so the
Sabbath of the fourth commandment was the designated sign of
the covenant between God and Israel (Ex. 31:16, 17; Ezek. 20:12).
This sign or seal of God's covenant was not a new feature. It
appeared in the record of God's covenant with Adam (Gen. 2:1-3).
The Sabbath, the rainbow, and circumcision are, in fact, the three great
covenants established by God at the three critical stages of the history of
mankind: the creation (Gen. 1:1; 2:3; Ex. 31:16f.), the reestablishment
of man-

15. Harry M. Kuitert, Signals from the Bible, p. 57.
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kind after the flood (Gen. 9: 1.17), and the birth of the Hebrew nation
(Gen. 17).16

4. Although the background of the Sinaitic covenant was
God's gracious deliverance from Egypt and His electing love
toward Israel, the covenant accented the human stipulations.
Fellowship between God and Israel was only possible as Israel
fulfilled the stipulations of wholehearted obedience to God.
While the Noahic and Abrahamic covenants accented God's
promises, the Sinaitic covenant emphasized the promises Israel
made to God (Ex. 19:8; 24:3).
As we have pointed out, God's covenant with Israel
dominated the history of the Old Testament. That history was
marked by several great covenant renewals. The covenant was
renewed shortly after it was broken by Israel's apostasy in
making the golden calf (Ex. 34:10, 27-29). It was renewed to
the next generation in the plains of Moab before the death of
Moses. The book of Deuteronomy is the record of this renewal.
There was a great renewal of the covenant before the death of
Joshua (Josh. 24). This renewal bears a remarkable
resemblance to the suzerainty treaty form. Another great
covenant renewal occurred in the days of King Josiah (2 Kings
23:2, 3). The last great renewal in Old Testament history took
place after the Babylonian Exile (Neh. 9, 10).

Davidic
God made a covenant with David concerning his royal house. The
Lord declared:

16. G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, eds., Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament, 2:264.
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"'I will raise up your offspring to succeed you, who will come from your
own body, and I will establish his kingdom. He is the one who will build
a house for My Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom
forever. I will be his Father, and he will be My son.'"-2 Sam. 7:12-14.

There is no record of how this covenant was formalized or
ratified. In fact, the word covenant is not used in 2 Samuel 7.
Elsewhere, however, it is called a covenant and an oath (2 Sam.
23:5; Ps. 89:3, 28, 29). Like the Abrahamic covenant, it was
wholly promissory. God made a promise to David and confirmed
it by an oath. We read of no promises made by the human party.
"In David, the promise to the patriarchs is fulfilled, and
renewed."17
Although the covenant was promissory, it did not work
without human responsibility. The king who sat on David's throne
was obligated to obey the commandments of God (1 Chron. 28:7;
2 Chron. 7:17, 18). Failure to do this meant disqualification from
the blessings of the covenant. This occurred in the overthrow of
Judah and the royal line in the Babylonian captivity. Yet even
when the Jews were exiled, the covenant with David gave them
hope that a son would yet sit on David's throne. Even the
children's apostasy could not prevent fulfillment of the covenant
(Ps. 89:29-37).
Like God's covenant with Abraham, the Davidic covenant
reached beyond the immediate seed (Isaac or Solomon) and the
immediate temporal blessings (Canaan or the throne in Jerusalem)
to the real Seed of Abraham and David. That Seed was Christ.
Solomon, who ruled in an era of peace and built the temple, was
only a type of Christ. God promised that the Son of David would
be

17. Buttrick, Interpreter's Dictionary, 1:718.
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David's Lord. He would sit at God's right hand and be a Priest
forever after the order of Melchizedek (Ps. 110). Moreover. His
dominion would be universal. All nations would be subject to
Him (Ps. 2). Even the Jews understood the Davidic covenant to
be Messianic. The later prophets amplified this hope of Israel's
coming King (Isa. 9:6; Ezek. 37:24; Dan. 7:14; Micah 5:2; Zech.
9:10).

New
The new covenant is first brought to view in Jeremiah 31:3134:
"The time is coming," declares the Lord,
"when I will make a new covenant
with the house of Israel
and with the house of Judah.
It will not be like the covenant
I made with their forefathers
when I took them by the hand
to lead them out of Egypt.
because they broke My covenant,
though I was a Husband to them,"
declares the Lord.
"This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel
after that time," declares the Lord.
"I will put My law in their minds
and write it on their hearts.
I will be their God,
and they will be My people.
No longer will a man teach his neighbor,
or a man his brother, saying, 'Know the Lord.'
because they will all know Me,
from the least of them to the greatest,"
declares the Lord.
"For I will forgive their wickedness
and will remember their sins no more."
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This prophetic promise was made at the time of the
Babylonian captivity. The chosen people had so transgressed the
covenant that the great rupture had taken place. As Adam the
covenant breaker was expelled from Eden, so the Jews were
expelled from the promised land and sent into captivity. Yet this
was not a full end. The prophets spoke hopefully of a new
beginning. Hosea likened it to the faithful God taking back the
faithless wife. Isaiah spoke of a new exodus, Ezekiel of a new
temple and a new Davidic King, while Jeremiah spoke of a new
covenant.
No doubt the Jews expected these prophecies to be fulfilled at
the end of their seventy-year exile. There was some justification
for this hope. Jeremiah's prophecy of the new covenant is written
in the context of return from Babylonian captivity (Jer. 31). In the
prophets there is a mingling of local historical fulfillment with the
final eschatological fulfillment.
When the promise of a new covenant with Israel is seen in its
historical setting, it becomes clear that God is referring to a grand
covenant renewal. The conditions of the covenant remain
unchanged. But God will forgive the sins of His people and put
His laws in their hearts (Ezek. 36:26, 27). The writing of God's
law in the heart is not to be confined to New Testament times.
Through Isaiah the Lord addresses the returning exiles with
these words:
"Hear Me, you who know what is right,
you people who have My law in your hearts." —Isa. 51:7.

Isaiah 56 also refers to the covenant renewal and mentions the
Sabbath and the covenant interchangeably. Evidently Sabbath
renewal and covenant renewal went hand in hand (Neh. 9:38;
10:31).
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We now know that the new covenant promise reached its full
realization in the coming of Jesus Christ and His gospel. Just
before His death, Jesus spoke of His death as a covenantal
sacrifice. He instituted the Supper as the sacral meal of the new
covenant (Matt. 26:27, 28). But even here the covenant is the
kainos covenant. Like the new (kainos) commandment and the
new (kainos) heaven and earth in Revelation, it really means a
renewed covenant. Because of Christ's death as a ransom for
many (Mark 10:45), God is able to forgive the sins of believers and
restore man to lawful partnership and fellowship with Himself.
Jeremiah prophesied that the new covenant would be made
"with the house of Israel
and with the house of Judah."
—Jer. 31:31.

The New Testament makes it clear that this new covenant is
made with the new Israel. Since Christ is the Seed of Abraham,
every believer, being in Christ, is a true son of Abraham (Gal.
3:29). He is an heir of the new Canaan—the new heaven and earth
(Rev. 21:1).
Like the covenant with Abraham and David, the new covenant
is overwhelmingly promissory. God promises forgiveness of sins
and the writing of His law in the heart (Heb. 8:10-121—or
justification and sanctification, a title to heaven and a fitness for
heaven. This does not deny the obligations resting on new
covenant believers. The New Testament is explicit about the
wholehearted obedience demanded of those who are joint heirs
with Christ. Yet their obedience does not fulfill the stipulations of
God's covenant. It is not the procuring cause of God's blessing. As
with Abraham, the inheritance is wholly of grace, wholly of
promise. The obedience of
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God's children adds nothing to God's promise. It testifies that His
children are genuine believers in Jesus Christ. No one is saved by
good works. But no one will be saved without good works.
Salvation is not by obedience but to obedience. He who does not
obey God demonstrates that he is not saved by grace through
faith.

5
Key Words of the
Covenant
The covenantal concept is so fundamental to Old Testament
theology that other important words derive their force from the
covenantal context. Kuitert shows how key words like
righteousness, justice, kindness, truth, peace, sin and election are
to be understood in relation to the covenant. 1

Righteousness
Righteousness is a covenantal word. When one does what is
expected of him as a covenantal partner, he is righteous.
Righteousness is ascribed to the man who lives in right
relationship to God and acts as a true covenantal partner. The
law defines the terms of that relationship. It spells out what is
expected of the man in
1. Harry M. Kuitert, Signals from the Bible.
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covenant with God. On the other hand, God is said to be righteous
because His actions are true to His covenantal relationship. God is
righteous when He delivers and saves His people because He
proves true to His covenantal pledge. From the human side faithful
obedience is the content of righteousness (Dent. 6:25). From the
divine side salvation is the content of righteousness (Ps. 71:15, 24;
103:6; Isa. 45:8; 51:5; 56:1).
The covenant explains how God's justice can mean salvation to
sinful men. Like the unenlightened monk, Martin Luther, we
might well expect that God's justice means nothing but wrath
and condemnation of sinners fully deserving of death. But God
has made a covenant of mercy (Deut. 7:12) with the children of
Abraham (repentant believers; Rom. 4:12; Gal. 3:7). He has
pledged Himself to be kind and gracious to them in spite of their
sinful state. God delivers the undeserving Hebrews from Egypt
as an act of justice because He is true to the covenant He made
with Abraham (Ex. 2:24, 25). God's justice delivers sinful Israel
from her enemies by the hand of the judges when she repents and
cries to the Lord for deliverance from her enemies.
Many times He delivered them,
but they were bent on rebellion
and they wasted away in their sin.
But He took note of their distress
when He heard their cry;
for their sake He remembered His covenant
and out of His great love He relented.
He caused them to be pitied
by all who held them captive.
Save us, O Lord our God.
and gather us from the nations,
that we may give thanks to Your holy name
and glory in Your praise.
—Ps. 106:43-47.
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The psalmist often calls upon God's righteousness (justice) to
save him in his sore distress. He also celebrates God's saving
justice.
In You, O Lord, I have taken refuge;
let me never be put to shame.
Rescue me and deliver me in Your righteousness;
turn Your ear to me and save me.
Be my rock of refuge.
to which I can always go;
give the command to save me,
for You are my rock and my fortress.
Deliver me, O my God, from the hand of the
Wicked,
from the grasp of evil and cruel men.
For You have been my hope, O Sovereign Lord,
my confidence since my youth. . . .
My mouth will tell of Your righteousness,
of Your salvation all day long,
though I know not its measure. . . .
My tongue will tell of Your righteous acts
all day long,
for those who wanted to harm me
have been put to shame and confusion.
—Ps. 71:1-5. 15, 24.

Nowhere is the saving justice of God more poignantly displayed
than in Psalm 51. David had sinned grievously. He deserved to die
and to be cut off from fellowship with God. But David repents and
pleads for covenantal mercy. He argues that divine mercy would be
an act of God's justice. He prays:
Save me from bloodguilt, O God.
the God who saves me,
and my tongue will sing of Your righteousness.
—Ps. 51:14.
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Again the psalmist celebrates the joy of divine forgiveness in
these words:
The Lord works righteousness
and justice for all the oppressed.
—Ps. 103:6.

Isaiah describes Israel's deliverance from Babylon and her
restoration to divine favor as an act of divine justice. It was not
justice in the sense that Israel deserved to be the recipient of God's
saving act. The prophet complains that Israel's righteousness was
like a filthy rag. But her deliverance was justice since God was
true to His covenant in spite of Israel's obvious sinfulness. Isaiah
40-66 is largely an inspired celebration of God's righteousness,
which means salvation for His oppressed people.
"You heavens above, rain down righteousness;
let the clouds shower it down.
Let the earth open wide,
let salvation spring up,
let righteousness grow with it;
I, the Lord, have created it."
—Isa. 45:8.
"My righteousness draws near speedily,
My salvation is on the way,
and My arm will bring justice to the nations.
The islands will look to Me
and wait in hope for My arm."
—Isa. 51:5.
This is what the Lord says:
"Maintain justice
and do what is right,
for My salvation is close at hand
and My righteousness will soon be revealed."
—Isa. 56:1.
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When Paul proclaims that the gospel reveals the
righteousness (justice) of God as salvation to all who believe
(Rom. 1:16, 17), he is setting forth the essential covenantal
message of the Old Testament. But he does this in the light of
God's final and ultimate act of salvation, which has taken place
in the death and resurrection of Christ. All who believe are
incorporated into that saving event and are thereby forgiven,
saved from well-deserved wrath and justified unto life
eternal—and all this as an act of divine justice. An important
difference between the Old Testament era and the era of Paul's
gospel is this: In the Old Testament it was somewhat of a
mystery how a just God could pardon sin and save sinners like
David and the exiled Jews, but in Paul's gospel this secret is
revealed. He shows that the propitiatory death of Jesus makes it
possible for God to pass over the sins of a former age and still be
just (Rom. 3:25, 26).
Biblical theology is covenantal theology. It grounds man's
salvation on God's justice. It gives an absolutely solid basis for a
man's faith. While he may be tempted to think God's mercy may
run out, his own conscience tells him God will be just. But
instead of this terrifying him, he may look in faith to God's
covenantal pledge, now sealed in full view by the death of
Christ, and know that a just God must forgive and save those
who put their trust in the God of the covenant.

Unrighteousness
Unrighteousness or sin means failing to do what is expected of
a covenantal partner. Sin is an act of infidelity and
unfaithfulness to the covenantal responsibility. Man's
covenantal responsibility is defined in the Ten Commandments—
the "Testimony" or edut—which constitute the oath-bound
covenantal stipulations. The
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Westminster Confession, therefore, is biblically concrete when it
defines sin as any lack of conformity to the law of God.2 The
covenant is a legally based fellowship. The law of God simply
defines the terms of that covenantal fellowship.
The covenant also helps us understand the gravity of sin. All
sin must ultimately be a sin against the God of the covenant (Ps.
51:4). The sinner is a covenant breaker who offers insult to the
covenant Maker. He incurs the curse of the covenant—a curse so
terrible that its weight and intensity can only be seen in the hell
exhibited in the execution of Christ.

Kindness and Wrath
Another important covenantal word is the Hebrew word
hesed—often translated kindness, goodness, lovingkindness or
steadfast love. Says John Bright:
The word hesed cannot be exactly translated. . . . The word is
intimately related to the idea of the covenant. When it is used of God, it
is very nearly the equivalent of "grace." It refers to the favor of God
which summoned Israel into covenant and the steadfast love which he
shows them even in spite of unworthiness. When used of man, the word
denotes that proper response to grace which is utter loyalty to the
covenant of God and obedience to his will. 3

The covenant with Israel is like a marriage bond.
Throughout the Old Testament, God is represented as the hesed
(faithful, gracious) Husband. Israel, on the other hand, is not
hesed. She is like an unfaithful,

2. The Westminster Confession of Faith, chap. 6, par. 6, in Philip Schaff, ed., The Creeds of
Christendom, 3:616.
3. John Bright, The Kingdom of God, p. 28.
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disloyal wife. Hosea complains that her hesed is like a fickle
morning cloud (Hosea 6:4). In Deuteronomy 7:12 God's covenant
is called the covenant of hesed (love).
The wrath of God is also associated with the covenant. The
covenant demands an exclusive fellowship between God and Israel
as if they were marriage partners (Ezek. 16; Hosea 1-3). God will
tolerate no rivals. His faithfulness to His covenant is measured by
the intensity of His jealousy (Ex. 20:5). "His wrath is measured by
His love. If God did not love so strongly, He would not become
so angry."4

Election
The biblical idea of election is closely bound up with the
covenant. In fact, the idea of election is so completely covenantal
that it cannot be understood apart from the covenant.
We have seen that God's covenant is unilateral in origin. The
New Testament can even liken it to a will and testament. God makes
a covenant with man or a nation wholly by divine initiative. And
God calls the human party into covenantal fellowship by His act
of election. When God gave Israel His covenant. He thereby
elected her to be His people.
Election is as unilateral in origin as a will and testament. The
election of Israel, therefore, was wholly of grace. It was
absolutely unmerited. 5
Moses made clear to the Hebrews that they were not delivered
from Egypt or given the land of Canaan because they deserved
it.

4. Kuitert, Signals, p. 57.
5. See Ezekiel 16:3-14 for a graphic portrayal of Israel's unmerited election.
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The Lord did not set His affection on you and choose you because
you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest
of all peoples. But it was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath
He swore to your forefathers that He brought you out with a mighty
hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of
Pharaoh king of Egypt.—Deut. 7:7, 8.
Understand, then, that it is not because of your righteousness that
the Lord your God is giving you this good land to possess, for you are
a stiff-necked people.—Deut. 9:6.

Israel knew she was God's elect nation—His chosen people.
In a sense she knew it too well. She utterly misinterpreted the
meaning of her election. She assumed it was unconditional. She
thought election gave her a mandate on the future regardless of
her behavior. The Jews were so confident they were God's elect
people that they treated the prophets' messages of doom as an
idle tale. The Israelites developed such fatuous conceit about
their election that even the iron fist of the prophet could not
shatter their insulated self-confidence. They failed to see the
bilateral operation of the covenant. It could be broken. Its
privileges could be forfeited. Israel lived in a fool's paradise. She
was unaware that election did not mean immunity from
punishment. Rather, it decreed that punishment for sin would
be greater. The Lord declared through Amos:
"You only have I chosen
of all the families of the earth:
therefore I will punish you
for all your sins."
—Amos 3:2.

Any New Testament doctrine of election should be seen in
the light of its Old Testament meaning. Alan Richardson is
correct when he says, "The OT standpoint
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is carried over into the NT and determines the meaning of the
concept of election in the NT." 6 Paul points the church back to
ancient Israel with this warning: "These things happened to them
as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom
the fulfillment of the ages has come" (1 Cor. 10:11).
The election of the Jewish nation did not prevent her from
being cut off. Although election was unmerited, it was not
unconditional.7 The covenantal relation implied reciprocity.
Divorce was not impossible. So Paul warns the elect gospel
community:
If some of the branches have been broken off, and you, though a wild
olive shoot, have been grafted in among the others and now share in the
nourishing sap from the olive root, do not boast over those branches.
If you do, consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you. You will say then, "Branches were broken off so that I
could be grafted in." Granted. But they were broken off because of
unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. For
if God did not spare the natural branches, He will not spare you
either.—Rom. 11:17-21.

Among those of us most confident of our election (individually
or corporately), we still find the same arrogant spirit of
triumphalism found among the Jews. We may

6. Alan Richardson, An Introduction to the Theology of the New Testament, p. 271.
7. We suggest that it may be prudent to make a distinction between the adjectives unmerited and
unconditional and that we should use the former and not the latter when speaking of election. The word
unmerited preserves the gratuitous nature of election but does not pose the danger of implying that an elect
person or nation can be in God's favor irrespective of his or her own course of action. Likewise, we can
say salvation is unmerited, but it is dangerous to say people are saved unconditionally. Of course, some
use the term "unconditional election" to mean unmerited election, and they do not mean a man can be elect
if he flagrantly sins. If nothing further is meant by unconditional than the meritorious cause, there can be no
objection to "un- conditional election."
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feel we alone are the true heirs of the Reformers, the chosen
people with the orthodox faith—especially on election. We may
feel we can thank God that we are not like those "heretics" or
"Babylonians." Yet we fail to see that our own dead churches and
dry orthodoxy—dry as the hills of Gilboa, which had neither dew
nor rain—expose us to the same fate as the self-confident Jews
who perished while glorying in their election. Peter's second
Epistle is a warning against the notion of unconditional election
(esp. 2 Peter 1:5-12: 2:20-22: 3:14-17).8 Perhaps it is significant
that in this context Peter speaks of the misuse of Paul's Epistles
(2 Peter 3:15, 16).

Peace
Peace is the heart of the covenant. Covenant means union and
communion in a peaceful relationship. We should not be
surprised that the words covenant and peace are often found
together. The covenant is even called "a covenant of peace" (Ezek.
34:25; 37:26; cf. 1 Kings 5:12; Ps. 55:20, 21). The Hebrew word
for peace (shalom) is much broader than tranquility of mind.
Shalom also means prosperity, abundance, fullness of blessing,
health and well-being. Peace is the benefit of God's covenant. Its
blessing is exceedingly great.
If the books of the Bible are studied as covenantal documents,
they will yield many covenantal treasures.

8. See note 7.

6
The Prophets of the
Covenant
All Israelite religion and history were girded by the
knowledge that God, in a historical act, had chosen Israel as
His people and had entered into a covenant with her.
The memory of the Exodus towered over the national consciousness for
all time to come. The prophets harked back to it repeatedly. Here is the
unforgettable example of the power and grace of God (Amos 2:9-11;
Micah 6:2-5; Ezek. 20:5-7), here he carried infant Israel as a little child
(Hos. 11:1), here he married her in the covenant ceremony and claimed
her loyalty forevermore (Hos. 2; Jer. 2:2-3).1

When we grasp the omnipresence of the covenantal concept
in the Old Testament, we will better understand the message of the
prophets. The prophets may not often use the word covenant (as
in 1 Kings 19:14; Isa.

1. John Bright, The Kingdom of God, p. 27.
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24:5; 59:21; Jer. 11:3, 10; 22:9; Ezek. 16:8; Hosea 6:7; 8:1; Mal. 2:4).
Some do not use the word at all. But many allusions to the covenant
show that their message was conditioned by the covenantal idea.
The prophets were men of the covenant. They were fully aware
of the meaning of Israel's election and covenantal responsibilities.
They charged her with failing to fulfill the terms of the covenantal
relationship. Their frequent reference to marital unfaithfulness in
describing Israel's course of action was particularly striking (Jer. 2;
Ezek. 16; Hosea 1-3).
The prophets found it hard to break Israel's fatuous conceit—a
conceit nourished by her false view of election. The covenant was
a bilateral agreement. It could be broken. Israel's glorious destiny
could be achieved only if she were obedient. But Israel was
unfaithful. She had broken the covenant. She had forfeited all
claim on divine favor. Therefore judgment and doom would
follow.
In recent years a number of the prophetic books have been
shown to contain a literary form identified as a covenantal
lawsuit (e.g., Isa. 1:2, 3; Micah 6:1-8; Jer. 2:4-13). On the basis
of His covenant with His people, God is represented as suing
them before a court of law for breach of contract. In this
procedure the witnesses of the covenant—heaven and earth—are
duly called. Micah bases his demand for justice (mishpat), mercy
(hesed) and a humble walk with God (Micah 6:8) on what is
expected of a covenantal partner. The prophets are not ecstatic
visionaries. They are lawyers of the covenant. They convict
Israel of violating the covenant.
One of the most striking features of the prophets is the way they
pronounce their message of judgment and doom. They frame
their oracles of woe in terms which echo the curses of the
covenant. In Leviticus 26:15, 22 the Lord had warned, " 'If you
reject My decrees ... and so violate My covenant, . . . I will send
wild animals
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against you, and they will rob you of your children, destroy
your cattle and make you so few in number that your roads
will be deserted.' " Jeremiah 5:6 says:
Therefore a lion from the forest will attack them,
a wolf from the desert will ravage them,
a leopard will lie in wait near their towns
to tear to pieces any who venture out.

Among the curses, Deuteronomy 28:53-57 mentions the
awful doom of people eating their own children. Ezekiel
5:10 pronounces this curse on Israel (cf. Hosea 13:7, 8).
Delbert Hillers points out many instances of international
treaties with curses bearing a remarkable similarity to the
curses pronounced on Israel by the prophets.
The prophets were often not arbitrary in choosing the lurid
figures in which they depicted the wrath to come. They were not
indulging a morbid imagination but were fundamentally like
lawyers quoting the law: this is just what the covenant had said
would happen. 2

Because Israel had broken the covenant, the time came
when she was dispossessed of homeland, kingdom, temple and
people. That is where the book of Daniel opens. It opens with
a calamity like the fall of Adam. Daniel's intercessory prayer
(Dan. 9) shows that the prophet well knew Israel was
suffering the results of a violated covenant.
I prayed to the Lord my God and confessed:
"O Lord, the great and awesome God, who keeps His covenant of
love with all who love Him and obey His commands....

2. Delbert N. Hillers, Covenant: The History of a Biblical Idea, p. 134.
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"All Israel has transgressed Your law and turned away, refusing to
obey You.
"Therefore the curses and sworn judgments written in the Law of
Moses, the servant of God, have been poured out on us, because we
have sinned against You."—Dan. 9:4, 11.

The prophet intercedes with God on the basis of His covenantal
faithfulness. God's righteousness means He will forgive and
renew His covenant with those who repent (Dan. 9:15-19). It was
in this context that God promised to send the Messiah to take
away sin and confirm His covenant. Daniel, of course, was
praying for restoration of the Jews from captivity and for renewal
of the covenant after the Exile. Such a renewal took place under
Ezra and Nehemiah (Neh. 9, 10). But God knew it would be no
more stable than before. It was based on a hesed no more stable
than a morning cloud. So in answering Daniel's prayer for
forgiveness and restoration—a renewal of the covenant—God
said He would send His Messiah to make the covenant
permanent (Dan. 9:24-27).3
God needed a faithful partner in the covenant or the covenantal
relationship would always break down. Such a partner He would
find in the Messiah. Founded upon Him, God's covenant would
be sure and everlasting.
The Old Testament ends on a note of unfulfillment. Endless
covenant renewals with Israel would never do. While the covenant
might be renewed by sacrifice (Ps. 50:5), a multitude of annual
sacrifices could not establish
3. The entire context, of Daniel 9 is about the covenant between God and His people.
Daniel prays for the renewal of the covenant which Israel has broken. The covenant of
Daniel 9:27 is "the covenant" (KJVI—the one that the whole record of salvation history is
about. It is the Messiah who confirms that covenant, for He is the Prince (Dan. 8:25: 11:22)
and the Messenger of the covenant (Mal. 3:1: cf. Ise. 42:6). The idea of injecting a
supposed covenant of antichrist into Daniel 9:27 is an importation which has nothing to do
with the context.
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an everlasting covenant. The Old Testament yearns for one final
sacrifice that would suffice to renew the covenant once and
forevermore.

7
Unity and Tension in the
Covenants
Thus far we have merely done the groundwork in our study of
the covenants. We are now about to enter an intensely interesting
but difficult area. It is easy to identify the different covenants. It is
far more difficult to so relate the covenants that we can appreciate
the divine system and order throughout.
Reformed theologians tend to stress the unity of the covenants.
K. M. Campbell, for instance, calls his essay God's Covenant. He
believes God has only one covenant and that each covenant is but a
further unfolding of that one covenant. Dispensationalists, on the
other hand, emphasize the differences among the covenants. No
doubt each approach is motivated by a sincere effort to gather all
the strands of salvation history into some cogent system with
clearly defined order.
Reformed scholars find their integrating principle in the
concept of divine decrees which predestinate from the beginning
everything that would come to pass.
57
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Campbell suggests that Mendenhall finds tension between the
Abrahamic and Sinaitic covenants simply because he does not
understand the Reformed theology of divine sovereignty and
human responsibility. But do these Reformed premises solve the
tension this simply? We think not. A philosophical concept of
election and predestination cannot integrate all the great biblical
truths. The Bible moves on a far more dynamic plane than a
philosophical concept of divine decrees. Much can be said in favor
of the Reformed emphasis on the unity of the covenants. But we
will see that this is not the whole story.
The dispensational system is far less sophisticated. It seems
naive, crude and simplistic to many scholars. But it has an order
that can be easily followed and therefore appeals to those who
want an understandable system. Nevertheless, it is an artificial
device imposed on the Bible. It is sometimes used as if the essence
of Bible study were learning the secret of fitting the pieces of a
fantastic jigsaw puzzle together. It is unquestionably a
nineteenth-century invention never thought of or used before in
the history of the church. Rather than seeing unity in the
covenants, dispensationalists tend to see only tension. Instead of
emphasizing the unity of the covenants, they tend to emphasize
the distinctions. And we will see that they have a point.
There is both unity and distinction in the covenants. Just as we
find unity and distinction in Christology (the two natures of Christ)
and soteriology (justification and sanctification), so we will find
unity and distinction in our study of the covenants.
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The Unity of the Covenants
On general principles. we must expect to find unity in the
covenants. The fact of one God, one gospel (Heb. 4:2; Rev. 14:6),
one way of salvation and one eternal moral law should point us in
this direction. Dispensationalists have been rightly criticized for
severing the essential unity of the Bible, for setting law against
grace, and the Old Testament against the New. John Bright is
right when he says that the New Testament does not contribute a
new ethic or a new religion, for the Bible is one book.1
In all God's covenants with men there is one fundamental
purpose and relationship expressed or implied. It is contained in
this promise:
“I will be their God.
and they will be My people."
—Jer. 31:33 (cf. Gen. 17:7, 8: Ex. 19:5, 6;
20:2: Deut. 29:13; 2 Sam. 7:14;
Ezek. 36:25-28; 37:26, 27; 2 Cor. 6:16.18;
Heb. 8:10: Rev. 21:3).
This one promise really includes all other promises. 2
The summary expression of the covenant is the same throughout, both
in the Old and New Testament: “I will be thy God.” It is the expression
of the essential content of the covenant with Abraham. Gen. 17:7, of the
Sinaitic covenant, Ex. 19:5; 20:1, of the covenant of the Plains of Moab,
Deut. 29:13, of the Davidic covenant, II Sam. 7:14, and of the new
covenant, Jer. 31:33; Heb. 8:10. This promise is really an allcomprehensive summary and contains a guarantee of the most perfect
covenant blessings.3

1. John Bright, The Kingdom of God, pp. 195-200.
2. Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, p. 277.
3. Ibid., p. 279.
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The unity of the covenants is also indicated by the following
evidence:

"My Covenant" Is Singular. Throughout the Old
Testament the Lord refers to the covenant as "My covenant"—
always in the singular. It is introduced to Noah as something
already in existence (Gen. 6:18; 9:9, 11). Abraham is given the
privilege of entering into it (Gen. 17:2, 4, 7). Israel is delivered
from Egypt because God remembers His covenant with Abraham
(Ex. 2:24; 6:4, 5). God brings the people to Sinai and says, "Now if
you obey Me fully and keep My covenant, then out of all nations
you will be My treasured possession" (Ex. 19:5).
Sometimes the covenant is called "His covenant" (e.g., Deut.
4:13; Dan. 9:4) or "the covenant" (e.g., Dan. 9:27, KJV; 11:30, 32).
This shows that God has one covenant in mind—a covenant He
renews to different people at different stages of salvation history.

"Everlasting" or "Perpetual" Covenant Is Applied
to All. Each covenant God enters is called an everlasting or
perpetual covenant—whether with Noah (Gen. 9:16), with
Abraham (Gen. 17:7, 13), with Israel (Ex. 31:16, KJV), with
David (2 Sam. 23:5), with mankind in general (Isa. 24:5), the
renewed covenant after the Exile (Isa. 55:3; 61:8; Jer. 32:40; 50:5;
Ezek. 16:60; 37:26) or the covenant of the New Testament (Heb.
13:20). This concept of one everlasting covenant is comparable to
that of one everlasting gospel (Rev. 14:6). So the psalmist can say:
Glorious and majestic are His deeds,
and His righteousness endures forever.
He has caused His wonders to be remembered;
the Lord is gracious and compassionate.
He provides food for those who fear Him;
He remembers His covenant forever.
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He has shown His people the power of His works, giving them
the lands of other nations.
The works of His hands are faithful and just:
all His precepts are trustworthy.
They are steadfast for ever and ever,
done in faithfulness and uprightness.
He provided redemption for His people; He ordained
His covenant forever—holy and awesome is His name.
—Ps. 111:3-9.

Israel Is Given Abraham's Covenant. The unity of the
two major Old Testament covenants—the Abrahamic and
Israelitic—is established by the Old Testament record. Israel is
continually reminded that the Lord has in mind the covenant
with Abraham and is acting in accordance with it (Ex. 2:24; 6:4, 5;
32:13; Lev. 26:42; Deut. 1:8; 7:7, 8). God leads His people out of
Egypt and into Canaan on the basis of the Abrahamic covenant.
The covenant with Abraham and the covenant with Israel are
presented in Psalm 105:8-10 as one covenant:
He remembers His covenant forever,
the word He commanded, for a thousand
generations,
the covenant He made with Abraham,
the oath He swore to Isaac.
He confirmed it to Jacob as a decree,
to Israel as an everlasting covenant.

The Law Is Not Contrary to the Abrahamic Covenant.
In Galatians 3:15-22 Paul argues that since the covenant was
established by God to Abraham, nothing which happened at
Sinai could set aside or add anything to it. He says the law was
not opposed to the promises of the Abrahamic covenant.
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The Grace Basis of the Sinaitic Covenant. All
acknowledge that grace was the foundation of the Abrahamic
covenant. "Abram believed the Lord, and He credited it to him
as righteousness" (Gen. 15:6). But some claim that at Sinai God
presented Israel with nothing but a legalistic covenant of works,
a system of salvation by keeping the law. After all, does not Paul
liken the Sinaitic covenant to Hagar and a yoke of slavery? (Gal.
4:22-25). Does he not call it a ministry that brought death? (2 Cor.
3:7). And does not the writer to the Hebrews describe it as
something imposed on God's people until the time of the new
order? (Heb. 9:10).
We must be careful, however, in reading the New Testament
strictures against the "old covenant" back into the Old
Testament. The apostles were not inveighing against the divine
intent at Sinai but against the way the Jews had misunderstood
and perverted what God had given them.
The Exodus and the covenant with Israel are not
represented by the Old Testament documents as a disaster.
Rather, the deliverance from Egypt is presented as a mighty
exhibition of saving, redeeming grace to be celebrated by Israel
for all generations to come. The psalmist and the prophets
never tire of repeating God's mercy to Israel at the Exodus.
Then too, Moses and the prophets call attention to Israel's
unmerited election. God chose a race of slaves and gave them
Canaan for no goodness or achievement of their own (Deut. 4:37;
7:7, 8). Hosea depicts God as tenderly leading Israel like a father
leads his little child and teaches him to walk (Hosea 11:1-4).
Ezekiel pictures God as choosing and wooing His bride in the
desert and then, out of sheer grace, decking her with beautiful
apparel and giving her royal status and dignity before the nations
(Ezek. 16).
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The miracles manifested in the deliverance from Egypt
were exhibitions of unmerited, redeeming grace. The passing
over the firstborn by virtue of the sprinkled blood, the giving of
the water from the rock ("That rock was Christ"-1 Cor. 10:4)
and the bread from heaven were means by which God preached
the gospel to His ancient people (Heb. 4:2).
And what of the Ten Commandments? Did God say they
were to be the means of salvation for Israel? On the contrary, the
commandments were prefaced with the good news, "I am the
Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land
of slavery" (Ex. 20:2). Redemption preceded the giving of the
law. The people were not asked to keep the law in order to be
saved but because they were saved. They were not delivered by
obedience but to obedience.
The sanctuary and its services were also given to teach by
types and shadows the lessons of salvation by substitution (the
sacrifices), representation (the high priest) and imputation
(incense). What else was the tabernacle ritual to teach but the
principles of salvation by grace for Christ's sake through faith?
Lutheran scholar J. M. Myers points out that grace was the
foundation of the giving of the law at Sinai. 4 He shows that the
relationship between the Exodus (Passover) and the law finds
its parallel in the book of Romans, where the believer's
redemption by Christ precedes the ethical demands of Romans
12-15.
Even the law itself is seen in the Old Testament as a gift of
God (Deut. 6:24). In Psalm 119 the law is a theme that calls forth
endless litanies. Even in the New Testament the law is regarded
as one of the great gifts God gave to Israel (Rom. 2:17, 20; 3:2;
9:4).

4. J. M. Myers, Grace and Torah, pp. 14-16.
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New

Covenant

Means

Renewed

Covenant.

Jeremiah's prophecy of the new covenant with the house of
Israel refers to a renewed covenant. The context of Jeremiah
31 is Israel's return to Palestine at the end of the Babylonian
captivity. Just as Ezekiel prophesies about the post-Exile in the
imagery of building a new temple and Isaiah employs the
language of a new exodus movement, so Jeremiah speaks about
the new beginning for Israel in terms of a new covenant.
Although God had put away His unfaithful wife, the Exile was
not to be the full end. There would be a renewal of the covenantal
relationship with the faithful remnant who survived the captivity.
The prophecy of the new covenant did not, of course, reach
its full and final fulfillment in the postexilic restoration. The
prophets looked beyond this historical event to the grand
eschatological fulfillment in the Christ event. The New
Testament apostles see that the death and resurrection of Christ
are the real Passover, the real raising up of God's temple and
the real ratification of the new covenant with God's remnant or
new Israel. Thus, when we come to the New Testament, we
find that all the Old Testament hopes and promises blossom
in the glorious reality of fulfillment in Jesus Christ.
Jesus Christ is not the negation of Old Testament
covenantal history. He does not come to destroy the law and the
prophets but to fulfill them (Matt. 5:171. In the New Testament
the Greek word for "new" in "new covenant" is kainos. It is the
same word used for "new commandment," "new man" and "a
new heaven and a new earth." It really means renewed. Old
Testament history is marked by many covenant renewals. But
that history climaxes in the grand covenant renewal which took
place in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.
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The Distinction of the Covenants
It is not difficult to marshal evidence on the side of unity
among the different covenants. This suggests that God has one
everlasting covenant. But unity of the covenants is not the whole
picture—just as unity in the Godhead, unity in the two natures of
Christ or unity in justification and sanctification is not all that
needs to be said. Sound theology must recognize distinction as
well as harmony in all these areas.5 There is distinction as well
as harmony in the persons of the Godhead. There is distinction as
well as harmony in the divine and human natures of Christ. There
is distinction as well as harmony in justification and sanctification.
So too, there is distinction as well as unity in the covenants.
Mendenhall correctly points to a certain tension between the
Abrahamic and Sinaitic covenants. This tension is clear in the
minds of Paul and the writer to the Hebrews. The old Sinaitic
covenant is a "ministry that brought death." It is Hagar and slavery
(2 Cor. 3; Gal. 4). The new covenant is life and liberty. The
promises of the old were faulty. The promises of the new are better
(Heb. 8). One may argue, of course, that the apostles are only
looking at the way Judaism perverted the law and are not
looking at the covenant as God gave it. But it must be
remembered that Israel's blindness was not a late development.
According to Paul this veil was upon the Jews' hearts at Mount
Sinai (2 Cor. 3:13-15).
Despite the evidence which may be marshaled to show the grace
of God in the Exodus and in the giving of the law, and despite all
the evidence that God wanted to bless Israel according to His
covenant with Abraham,

5. We might use music to illustrate the necessity of both distinction and har mony. Music
consists of both elements, and so does a sound theology.
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there are features in the covenant at Sinai which do not appear
in the covenant with Abraham:
1. God's covenant with Abraham was promissory. We read of
no promises Abraham made to God. At Sinai, however, great
emphasis was given to the promises made by the people.
2. The terms and stipulations of the covenant were not
spelled out to Abraham. He was not promised a seed and a
future inheritance for his fulfilling the covenantal stipulations.
Abraham obeyed God (Gen. 18:19; 22:18; 26:5), but this
obedience did not fulfill the covenantal stipulations. His was
not a works-righteousness but a faith-righteousness (Gen.
15:6). Abraham was not given the inheritance because of any
achievement on his part in keeping the law. He was given the
inheritance by promise (Gal. 3:17, 18).
On the other hand, the human stipulations were spelled
out at Sinai. The Ten Words of the Testimony (edut) were the
oath-bound stipulations the people pledged themselves to
fulfill. God did not give them Canaan because they carried out
the stipulations. They would never have entered Canaan on
that basis. (They entered Canaan because of God's promise to
Abraham.) Yet there are too many clear statements in Moses
to avoid the conclusion that Israel's ultimate prosperity and
fellowship with God rested on their fulfilling the terms of the
covenant. Paul did not read Moses incorrectly when he said,
"Moses describes in this way the righteousness that is by the
law: 'The man who does these things will live by them'" (Rom.
10:5; cf. Lev. 18:5).
In this respect Sinai was an obligatory covenant. The human
obligations were spelled out and appeared to rest (we say this
guardedly) on the human party. We say this
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guardedly because of the uncertainty among scholars as to
whether the words of the covenant, the Ten Commandments,
should be translated as indicatives ("You will have no other
gods before Me. . . . You will not steal") or imperatives ("You
shall not"). Perhaps this ambiguity is not without meaning. If
Israel had been sensible of her sinful inability to fulfill the
stipulations, she might have staked her future on the divine
promises, as did Abraham, rather than on her conceited notion
that it was well within her power to fulfill the stipulations.
However, Israel did not see this. As Paul says, the veil was
over her heart. She saw only the stipulations she must fulfill.
She came to believe that the inheritance would be given her on
account of her obedience to the law. By the time of Paul this
was the entrenched delusion of Judaism.
God, however, was a good teacher. He pronounced the
stipulations of the covenant at Sinai, not because He wanted to
lead Israel away from faith righteousness, but because He wanted
to lead her to it (Gal. 3:24). Paul says the law (the righteous
stipulations of the covenant) was added because of Israel's
sinfulness (Gal. 3:19). The stern, inflexible moral requirements
of a law demanding perfect righteousness, laid squarely on the
shoulders of a sinfully proud people, would teach some to
acknowledge their utter inability to fulfill the terms of the
covenant by their own righteousness.
In other words, Israel entered a covenant of works. She took
upon herself the obligation of fulfilling the human terms of the
covenant. This was not by divine intent but by divine permission.
In this respect she stood in the same covenantal relationship to
God as Adam in Eden. But while Adam was amply endowed
with a perfect nature to fulfill the terms of the covenant, Israel,
whose humanity had long since lost those original en-
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dowments, was unqualified to fulfill even one jot of the
stipulations demanding perfect righteousness.
In summary, the Adamic and Sinaitic covenants are
obligatory. The Noahic, Abrahamic, Davidic and new
covenants are promissory.

Obligatory
Covenants
Adamic
Sinaitic

Promissory
Covenants
Noahic
Abrahamic
Davidic
New

The Two Covenants Are One in Christ.
It may appear that we have the impossible situation of
acknowledging that there is unity and also distinction in the
covenants. Are they really one? Or are they different? If God
has one covenant, how can the Bible also speak of two?
The same phenomenon of unity and distinction confronts us
in all areas of theology. We believe in one God yet three Persons.
We confess two natures in the incarnate Son yet one Person. It is
not a matter of holding to unity or distinction, but to both.
The covenant shows us how God relates to man and man to
God. If we keep this simple fact before us, we will see why there
must be both one covenant and two covenants. God's
relationship with man (covenant) is governed by two factors—
law and gospel, the will of God and the promise of God.
God's will and God's promise run like two strands
throughout the entire Old Testament. These are the law and the
prophets. We may speak of them as existing
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together in God's one covenantal plan. Or we may speak of them
as two covenants—obligatory and promissory.
If we emphasize the one-covenant aspect and lose sight of
the distinction, we shall lose the proper distinction between law
and gospel. If we emphasize the distinction and lose sight of the
harmony, we shall separate the law from the gospel. The first
error leads to legalism. The second error leads to antinomianism.
We need a central scriptural principle which brings order
and system into this vast doctrine of the covenants. There
is a central theme in the Bible illuminating that which appears
obscure and harmonizing that which appears contradictory. That
theme is Jesus Christ. He is the hope of covenantal history. The
two covenants—law and promise—are found to be one in Him.
He is the fulfillment of what the law demands and of what the
prophets promise (Matt. 5:17).

8
The Mediator of the
Covenant
Back of all the covenants God made with men stands a covenant
which God made in the councils of eternity. He made this
covenant with His eternal Son. From everlasting the Son of the
eternal God, the second person of the Godhead, was the Surety
and Mediator of the everlasting covenant.
This covenant with Jesus Christ is the foundation for all
God's actions.
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God. He was with God in the beginning.
Through Him all things [including all plans and purposes] were
made; without Him nothing was made that has been made.—John
1:1-3.

Reformed scholar Louis Berkhof is to be faulted when he
posits a philosophical, speculative concept of election
71
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which precedes the counsel of redemption.1 Nothing, including
election, came into existence preceding God's covenant with Jesus
Christ, for that would be an election before and outside of Jesus
Christ. It would mean that back of Jesus Christ would stand some
higher cause for election. That would be impossible. God does
nothing before Him or without Him. And all that God does He
does because of Him, on account of Him and through Him. Says
the apostle, "For by Him all things were created: things in
heaven and on earth, visible and invisible. . . . He is before all
things" (Col. 1:16, 17).
We must not begin our thinking with a philosophical view of
election that is as lifeless as cold human logic. Before election or
anything else there stands the eternal Mediator, Jesus Christ. Christ
is the Word, the Father's thought made audible. If all God's
thinking starts with Christ, then surely the starting point of all our
thinking must be Jesus Christ. He is the truth. All we may know
about God is revealed in Him, for He is perfect God and perfect
man. He is the mirror of the future because the end-time events—
judgment, wrath, hell, the new creation, resurrection, Satan's
defeat, the destruction of death and the end of sin—have already
taken place in Him. He is the mirror of the past because all that
God planned from eternity has been realized in Him.

The Evidence for a Covenant with Christ
The most important covenant of all is the covenant between God
the Father and Jesus Christ, His only Son. This covenant
precedes all and is the archetype of all

1. Louis lierkhof, Systematic Theology, p. 268.

The Mediator of the Covenant

73

other covenants between God and man. 2 It is the integrating
theme of the Bible's covenantal story. Without a knowledge of
this covenant it is impossible to relate and harmonize the
different covenants.
The Bible does not directly use the word covenant to describe
the relation between God and Jesus Christ. Yet once we have
become familiar with the features of a covenant, it becomes clear
that such a covenant exists. We offer the following evidence:
1. The Abrahamic and Davidic covenants were promises made
not just to Abraham and David, but to Abraham and David's
Seed. We have already seen that the Seed refers to Christ (Gal.
3:16). This means that a covenantal promise was made to Jesus
Christ. In Galatians 3:15.19 Paul not only uses the words promise
and covenant as synonyms, but he clearly says God's promise
was made to Jesus Christ.
2. Christ was the second Adam (Rom. 5:12-19). As such, He
stood in Adam's place to be the covenantal Head and
Representative of the human race.
3. Christ's repeated statements that He was sent of the Father
for an assigned task and that He Himself was fulfilling a
predetermined obligation and trust signify a covenant between
the Father and the Son (John 6:38, 39; 10:18; 17:4).

2. See ibid., p. 263. This raises the interesting point as to whether God imitates the
covenants of men or men imitate the covenant of God. We are inclined to think that since
man was made in God's image. even in his fallen condition man retains some capacity to
imitate God. K. M. Campbell says: “We must remember that the covenant was not an idea
invented by ancient pagan societies. A covenant was entered into by God with Adam, and
we believe that just as all ancient civilizations retain garbled versions of the true stories
of the fall, the flood. and other historical truths contained in Scripture, so the conscience of
the pagan world retained the notion of covenant." —K. M. Campbell, God's Covenant, pp.
11-12.
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4. The Father made promises to Christ in respect to Himself and
His people (John 5:30, 43; 6:38-40; 17:4-12). The Son claimed a
reward for the task He had faithfully executed (John 17).
5. In Luke 22:29 Jesus says, "I confer on you a kingdom,
just as My Father conferred one on Me." The verb "conferred" is
diatithemai, which means to confer by will or covenant. This is
covenantal language.
6. Christ addresses His Father as "My God" (Ps. 22:1, 2; 40:8),
which implies covenantal relationship.
Christ was appointed to the office of Redeemer from the
creation of the world (Rev. 13:8). The covenant of redemption
was set up from eternity (Rom. 16:25, ASV). In the councils of
heaven the Father and the Son covenanted together that Christ
should redeem the sinner by taking his place and fulfilling his
obligations. Redemptive love preceded creative love. God's love
carefully planned man's future and made provision for every
emergency. The salvation of the human race has ever been the
object of the councils of heaven. The covenant of redeeming
mercy existed from all eternity. So surely as there was never a
time when God was not, so surely there was never a moment
when it was not the delight of the eternal mind to manifest His
grace to humanity.
Although the covenant was made from eternity, it could not
be ratified and sealed until Christ had fulfilled all He covenanted
to do. When he cried, "It is finished!" He addressed His Father.
The compact was now fully consummated. Christ had fulfilled
the pledge He had made. He had paid the price of man's
redemption.
In raising Christ from the dead, exalting and glorifying Him at
His own right hand and giving Him the gift of the Spirit for the
church, the Father fulfilled His
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covenantal promises. He will consummate them when all the
redeemed are with Christ in the earth made new (John 17: Rev.
21, 22).
In God's eternal purpose He arranged that His fellowship with
man would be based on a more enduring foundation than the
stability of creature righteousness. No partnership or marriage
is stronger than the weakest partner, just as no chain is
stronger than its weakest link. But God based His fellowship
with man on the suretyship of Jesus Christ. In the event of
man's failure to render perfect righteousness in his relationship
with God. Christ would stand Guarantor for man. He would
undertake to fulfill man's responsibilities in such a way that the
perfect God-man relationship would endure for eternity.
God's eternal covenant with Christ was the reason why God
could renew His covenant with Adam, Noah, Abraham, Israel.
David and the Christian church. Otherwise the righteous God
could no longer have continued His association with the sinful
race. Behind every pact God made with the human family and
undergirding every covenant was God's covenant with Jesus
Christ. For this reason Old Testament history moved
irresistibly forward to its fulfillment in Jesus Christ. Time and
time again divine wrath was suspended only because it was put
to the account of Jesus Christ. In due time He would pay all
covenantal debts at the bar of eternal justice.

9
Christ and the Obligatory
Covenants
Christ and the Adamic Covenant
God made a covenant with Adam as the legal head and
representative of the race. He was promised immortality for
himself and his posterity on the ground of perfect righteousness,
wholehearted obedience to the will of God. Some have called
this "the covenant of works."' Others have called it "the covenant
of life."2
Holmes Rolston thinks the covenant of works is a legalistic
denial of God's grace.3 But Rolston confuses

1. E.g., The Westminster Confession of Faith, chap. 7, par. 2, in Philip Schaff, ed., The Creeds
of Christendom, 3:617.
2. E.g., K. M. Campbell, God's Covenant, p. 13.
3. Holmes Rolston, III, John Calvin versus Me Westminster Confession, pp. 38-71.
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the legal with legalism.4 He fails to see that a covenant requiring
perfect obedience of Adam was not inimical to God's graciousness.
Adam's life was a gracious donation by God. As Calvin well said,
God's paternal solicitude for man was conspicuous in that He
"furnished the world with all things needful, and even with an
immense profusion of wealth before he formed man. Thus man was
rich before he was born."5 Adam was amply endowed with all
necessary gifts and well qualified to perform the stipulations of the
covenant. To promise him immortal life on condition of perfect
righteousness was like promising him life if he continued to
breathe. It was as natural for Adam to love God and serve Him in
wholehearted obedience as it was for him to breathe. That God
promised Adam and all his posterity immortal felicity on such easy
conditions was evidence of the exceeding graciousness of God.
After all, Adam could only return to God what had been graciously
bestowed upon him. The promised reward was out of all
proportion to Adam's easy task. There was nothing harsh about
this "covenant of works." It was a just covenant which
demanded no more and no less of man than he could justly be
required to render.
Yet Adam failed—without cause or reason—and the whole race
whom he represented became sinners before God (Rom. 5:18, 19).
The curses of the broken covenant were invoked. The earth was
cursed to bring forth thorns. Man was cursed to sweat and
struggle for ex-

4. Legal is lawful, rightful. God is a God of law. His great redemptive act in Christ was a
legal atonement. Legalism is a perversion of the legal. It is not legal but illegal. Rolston's
argument may sound plausible, but it is the great fallacy of liberalism, which tries to
discredit law and the legal categories of the Bible by confusing them with legalism.
5. John Calvin, Commentary on Genesis, 1:26; paralleled in idem, Institutes of the
Christian Religion, bk. I, chap. 14, sec. 22.
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istence until the covenantal breach exacted its full penalty in
death (Gen. 3:17-19).
Christ stood related to this covenant as the second or last
Adam (Rom. 5:12-19; 1 Cor. 15:45-47). He too was the Head
and Representative of humanity. In His incarnation He assumed
human nature—the nature common to all. In Adam's room and
in ours He was man in God's image, man as man was meant to be
in perfect obedience to God's will ("I have obeyed My Father's
commands" —John 15:10).
While Matthew the Jew, for obvious reasons, traces Christ's
genealogy back to Abraham, Luke the Gentile traces Christ's
genealogy back to Adam (Luke 3:23-38). For Christ stands
related not just to Israel and to her covenant, but to the whole
world and the covenant God first made with the world in the
person of Adam.
Not only must this second Adam fulfill the stipulations of
the Adamic covenant—perfect righteousness of life (Rom. 5:18.
19)—but He must also bear its curses. In His sweat of blood and
tears in Gethsemane, in the crown of thorns He wore, in His
death outside the gate of Jerusalem, Christ is clearly linked to
the curses of Genesis 3. As the second Adam, we see Him not
as the One who dies for the Israel of God, but for Adam—which
means mankind, the whole world (1 John 2:2). Hence the
significance of His death outside the gates of Jerusalem (Heb.
13:12).
So the work of Jesus in relation to Adam's covenant was
twofold. In His life of perfect obedience to God He fulfilled the
stipulations of the covenant. In death He carried away the
covenantal curses. This is why the curses did not fall upon
Adam and his posterity with unabated force. They were
tempered with mercy and became a means of discipline and
blessing to the fallen race.

80

Covenant

Christ and the Sinaitic Covenant
The stipulations of the Sinaitic covenant are the same as those
of the Adamic covenant—perfect righteousness, obedience to the
will of God. This is so because the conditions for fellowship with
God are always the same. The only difference is that at Sinai the
stipulations are specifically stated for the first time. This is in
keeping with the progressive nature of biblical revelation.
Then the Lord said to Moses, "Write down these words, for in
accordance with these words I have made a covenant with you and with
Israel." Moses was there with the Lord forty days and forty nights
without eating bread or drinking water. And he wrote on the tablets the
words of the covenant—the Ten Commandments.
When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the two tablets of
the Testimony [Hebrew, edut] in his hands . . . —Ex. 34:27-29.
He declared to you His covenant, the Ten Commandments, which He
commanded you to follow and then wrote them on two stone tablets.—
Deut. 4:13.

The stipulations of the covenant between God and man are
the Ten Commandments or Testimony (edut). In the Scriptures
the commandments are often celebrated as "righteousness" (Ps.
119:142, 144, 172). They constitute the most succinct expression
of God's perfect will for man. The moral law is not righteousness
created but righteousness made known—the transcript of God's own
righteous nature. If man is to image God, the edut enunciates what
that means. This law is boundless. It is perfect and spiritual (Ps.
119:96; 19:7-11; Rom. 7:14). The commandments are "holy,
righteous and good" (Rom. 7:12). Commenting on the Ten
Commandments, John Calvin says:
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The law of God contains perfect righteousness. . . . We therefore
willingly confess that perfect obedience to the law is righteousness,
and that the keeping of each commandment is a part of righteousness;
provided that in the remaining parts the whole sum of righteousness is
contained.6
Righteousness consists in the observance of the law. 7
For the Lord promises nothing except to perfect keepers of his law,
and no one of the kind is to be found. 8

When Israel broke the covenantal stipulations, she stood
exposed to the covenantal curses. In Leviticus and Deuteronomy
28-30 these curses come in handfuls. They are awful threats
which may first appear out of all proportion to the sins
committed. But sin, being a breach of the covenant, is an affront
to the covenant God and an insult to His infinite majesty. The
prophets invoked the covenantal curses against disobedient Israel.
The curses included hunger and thirst (Deut. 28:48; Isa. 65:13).
desolation (Isa. 5:6; Zeph. 1:15), poverty (Deut. 28:31). the
scorn of passers-by (Jer. 19:8), darkness (Isa. 13:10; Amos 5:1820), earthquake (Isa. 13:13; Amos 1:1), being "cut off" from
among the people (Ex. 12:15, 19; 31:14; Lev. 7:25; Jer. 44:7.11),
death by hanging on a tree (Deut. 21:23), a brass heaven (Deut.
28:23) and no help when one cries for help (Deut. 28:31; Isa.
10:3).
Christ stood related to God's covenant with Israel as the Son
or Seed of Abraham (Matt. 1:1: Gal. 3:16) and the King of the
Jews (Matt. 2:2). He was Israel personified. In Hebrew thought
the king represented the entire na-

6. Ibid., bk. 3, chap. 17, sec. 7.
7. Ibid., bk. 2, chap. 17, sec. 5.
8. Ibid., bk. 3, chap. 17, sec. 1.
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tion. Christ was the One in whom the many were incorporated.9
Isaiah 41-53 has an interesting interplay between Israel and
the Messiah. Both are called "the servant of Yahweh." It is
sometimes difficult to know who is referred to—Israel or the
Messiah. This mingled identity in Isaiah is deliberate. The
suffering Messianic Servant stands for Israel in such a way that
He is Israel personified.
Matthew's account of Christ's temptation in the wilderness is
obviously a reminder or replay of Israel's Exodus from Egypt and
testing in the wilderness. Christ too is called out of Egypt (Matt.
2:15) and is later tested in the wilderness (Deut. 8:3; Matt. 4:4).
He passes over the same ground as Israel and makes amends for
her failure. Whereas Israel is impatient and murmurs against
God, Christ patiently submits to the will of God. In the person of
her King, Israel is victorious and altogether pleasing to God
(Matt. 3:17). Christ stands before God as Israel stood at Mount
Sinai. He obligates Himself to carry out all the covenantal
stipulations. He makes the vow, "We [I] will do everything the
Lord has said; we [I] will obey."
The righteousness of Christ consisted in His faithful fulfillment
of the covenantal stipulations. These stipulations were embodied in
the Ten Commandments or Testimony. Christ's holy obedience to
each commandment of the Decalogue constituted a part of His
perfect righteousness—or we could say, Israel's righteousness (Jer.
23:6). The Decalogue became flesh-and-blood reality in Jesus
Christ.
Christ must not only fulfill the stipulations of the Sinaitic
covenant. He must also carry away the terrible

9. For example, when King David, who represented Israel, sinned in numbering the people,
God punished the people.
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curses pronounced in the covenantal documents. For this
reason He was hungry (Matt. 4:2; 21:18). He was so poor He had
no place to lay His head (Matt. 8:20). On the cross He cried, "I
am thirsty!" (John 19:28). He was mocked and derided (Mark
15:29-31) and deserted by His friends (Matt. 26:56,69-75). He was
hanged on a tree as a cursed man (Gal. 3:13) and "cut off" from
His people (Isa. 53:8). As He hung on the cross, the heavens
were as brass. He was as one who cries for help and receives none
(Mark 15:34). He died as the great covenant breaker and endured
the unabated fury of all the covenantal curses. The cosmic
scope of the curses is portrayed in Matthew. As Christ bore the
sins of the broken covenant, darkness descended over the land
(Matt. 27:45), the earth shook, and the rocks split (Matt. 27:51).
But by dying Jesus carried away the curses of the covenant.

The Mediator
When Christ cried, "It is finished!" He addressed His Father.
Before the creation of the world the Father and the Son had
entered into solemn covenant that Christ would stand surety for
Adam and Israel. Now Christ had carried out the terms He
undertook. By His sinless life He had wrought out a robe of
unstained righteousness. By dying He had borne all the curses
due to the "sins committed under the first covenant" (Heb.
9:15). It was in the full consciousness that He had completed
His part of the eternal compact that Christ's last words were a
cry of victory. Having completed His work, He rested His case
in the hands of the God of the covenant.
In the resurrection and the inaugural session at the right
hand of God, the Father fulfilled His covenantal promises. All
power in heaven and earth was given into the hands of this
second Adam, this King of the Jews.
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He was given the nations and the ends of the earth for an inheritance
(Ps. 2:8). To Him was given the rich promise of the Holy Spirit on
behalf of His people (Acts 2:33). The resurrection proclaims the
election of Jesus Christ as the Man of God's own choosing. 10
As perfect God and perfect man, Christ was qualified to be the
Messenger, Confirmer and Mediator of the covenant (Mal. 3:1;
Dan. 9:24-27; Heb. 8:6). In Him man (Adam and Israel) fulfilled
all his obligations to God. And in Him God fulfilled all His
promises to man (Acts 13:32, 33; 2 Cor. 1:20; Eph. 1:3). In death
the Son completed man's side of the covenantal transaction. And
in Christ's resurrection God fulfilled His side of the
covenantal transaction. In Christ, God and man have become one
in a covenantal union which can never be dissolved.

10. Gospel preaching is preaching the good news of the election of Jesus Christ. The
election of Jesus Christ was the subject of the first Christian sermon ever preached (Acts
2:22-36).

Special Note
Greatest1command.com
We are greatly indebted to Robert D. Brinsmead’s teachings. This book on Covenant, from 19751978, is very insightful and we agree on every point when it comes to his understanding of all the
Covenants. We recommend it highly. But this book is old and there are some of Roberts’s views we no
longer agree with, particularly in the following Chapter, 10. In fact, the same issues are also no longer
held by Mr. Brinsmead, for he has changed his views, or shall we say, outgrown them, as we have.
For example, his and our understanding of Justification by Faith, as Luther and the Reformers have
proclaimed, has been Re-Examined; we highly recommend Mr. Brinsmead’s powerful Essay,
“Justification by Faith Re-Examined; SI#1-1983”. It is now understood that it was the first Christians,
the Hebrew speaking Jews, who were infiltrating Paul’s Gentile Churches in order to indoctrinate them
into that system. Robert Brinsmead writes in his essay:
…Paul deals with this Jew/Gentile problem under the rubric of justification by faith. Justification
means “status of rightness within the Covenant.” “To justify a man means to obtain for him the
place due to him within the Covenant.” …Justification primarily means the status of rightness
before God and acceptance into his fellowship….

Therefore, for us, St. Paul was telling Jews and Gentiles that they are Justified by Faith and accepted
into the Covenant, forgiven and loved by God apart from keeping the Old Testament’s Mosaic laws
(ceremonial or moral in their Palestinian form), and for that matter, any religious (dogma, churchy laws)
from any religious system. (Rom. 3: 28) It is no longer to be understood as an “Imputation” of Christ’s
“Vicarious” Righteousness on the believer for a “Declaration” of Justification. In the following Chapter,
10, we have high lighted, in yellow, some of his statements we disagree with. This is not to discourage
anyone from continuing, that would be a big mistake. Everyone always out grows their thought patterns
from their youth, or at least they should.
In addition, in his excellent easy “Notes on Justification in the book of Romans; (pg. 6, 7 using our
new numbering system) Essay 9.-1983”, which like his other works can be found at
Greatest1command.com at the root of the “Tree of Life” and in his CD 1 “The ROOTS”, Mr. Brinsmead
writes:
…We must not here introduce the image of an aloof or even an impartial Western judge who
simply renders a bare verdict according to some law….
…When scholastic Protestantism progressively reduced justification to a bare verdict, it failed to
do justice to the biblical concept of justice and justification….
…On the part of man, to be justified by God means to be a recipient of his saving justice. It does
not mean to be made just in the classical Roman Catholic sense of the term….

And in his Journal: “Jesus and the Law; (pg. 2 using our new numbering system), vol. 4, no. 6. - Oct.
1983”, Robert D. Brinsmead states:
…It has taken us about three years to explore the implications of the historical-redemptive
approach for Christian ethics
….We do not lightly take issue with such authors as C. E. B. Cranfield, John Murray, Ernest F.
Kevan, Arthur Pink, J. C. Ryle, Charles Hodge and the great Puritan divines. It even remains to
be seen whether sixteenth-century Lutheranism does justice to the historical-redemptive
framework of the Bible….

10
Christ and the
Promissory Covenants
The covenants with Noah, Abraham and David are promissory
covenants. They find their most perfect expression and complete
fulfillment in the new-covenant promise:
"This is the covenant I will make with the house
of Israel
after that time, declares the Lord.
I will put My laws in their minds
and write them on their hearts.
I will be their God.
and they will be My people.
No longer will a man teach his neighbor,
or a man his brother, saying. 'Know the Lord,'
because they will all know Me,
from the least of them to the greatest.
For I will forgive their wickedness
and will remember their sins no more."
—Heb. 8:10-12.
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The new-covenant promise is made to the house of Israel. This
does not refer to the old Israel, which has rejected the gospel and is
now found outside Jesus Christ. Every gospel believer, whether of
Jewish or Gentile descent, is now a son of Abraham and a member
of God's new Israel1 (Rom. 2:28, 29; 9:7, 8; Gal. 3:6-8, 27-29; 6:16).
This is so because Christ incorporates all Israel in His own person.
To be in Christ is to be in Israel. The promises of the new covenant
therefore belong to every believer in Jesus.
This means that salvation and eternal life are given to the
believer as the inheritance was given to Abraham—wholly by
promise. But we must understand why the covenant is
promissory to the believer. It is not promissory as if God had
waived His demand for perfect righteousness from man. As far as
God is concerned, the conditions of covenantal union between
God and man are always the same. He has not set aside the
stipulations as if it were a small matter whether or not His will is
obeyed. God sent His Son to do what fallen man was obligated to
do but could not do. Christ fulfilled the stipulations of the
covenant on the sinner's behalf. He did this in order that the
reward might be of promise to the believing sinner.
The great mercy of God is displayed in providing Christ as
the Mediator of the covenant. But God's justice is equally
displayed in requiring full payment of all human obligations at the
hand of this Mediator. The stipulations in the Ten Commandment
law were not set aside or abrogated by the work of Christ. They
were honored and upheld (Ise. 42:21; Rom. 3:31).

1. Just as the writer to the Hebrews argues that a new covenant implies a new priesthood
(Heb. 7-9), so we can argue that a new covenant implies a new Israel.
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To the believer grace is free. It costs him nothing. But grace is
not cheap. It cost Another much to obtain it for the believer. When
we speak of the covenant of grace, we must always remember that
it was not grace but work for Christ. He won for us a free
promise by His blood, sweat and toil.
We must never sever this unity between the law (obligatory
covenant) and the gospel (promissory covenant) as if they were
two covenants sustaining no relation to each other. God did not
require one thing of man in one age for salvation and then
abandon that requirement for another. Law and promise are not
antagonistic in Christ (Gal. 3:21). In Him each finds its true place
in God's everlasting covenant.
We must first understand our obligation in the covenant. Calvin
truly says, "The Lord promises nothing except to perfect keepers
of His law." And now, to underline our predicament, Calvin adds,
"And no one of the kind is to be found." Then he gives the reason
why the covenant can be a covenant of promise: "For if
righteousness consists in the observance of the law, who will deny
that Christ merited favor for us when, by taking that burden upon
himself, he reconciled us to God as if we had kept the law?"2
Thus the way of faith in Christ does not set aside the law's
legitimate demand for righteousness but meets it. Although the
sinner can never satisfy the covenantal claims by personal
righteousness, he can satisfy them by faith in the vicarious
righteousness of Christ. By faith he can bring to God the perfect
obedience of Jesus Christ. And the Lord places the righteousness of
His Son to the sinner's account. This is how the believing sinner
is justified by faith.

2. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion. bk. 2, chap. 17, sec. 5.
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Justification before the law is more than pardon for past sins.
On the cross Christ bore away the curses of the broken covenant
so that the believing sinner might be pardoned. But He also
fulfilled the stipulations of the covenant by His life so that a perfect
keeping of the commandments might be imputed to the believer.3
Being justified by faith in both Christ's doing and dying, the
believer is entitled to all covenantal rewards. Says Calvin:
We define justification as follows: the sinner, received into
communion with Christ, is reconciled to God by his grace, while,
cleansed by Christ's blood, he obtains forgiveness of sins, and clothed
with Christ's righteousness as if it were his own, he stands confident
before the heavenly judgment seat.4

The New Obedience of the Believer—Its
Content
The new covenant not only promises the believer forgiveness of
sins and acceptance into God's favor. It also guarantees his
sanctification in a life of new obedience. God declares:
"I will put My laws in their minds
and write them on their hearts."
—Heb. 8:10.

Through the indwelling Holy Spirit the believer is assured that
his covenantal fellowship with God will be a life of new obedience.
In a promise complementing Jere-

3. Sometimes theology has called these two aspects of Christ's work the active (life) and
passive (death) obedience of Christ.
4. Calvin, Institutes, bk. 3, chap. 17, sec. 8.
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miah's promise of the new covenant, the Lord declares through
Ezekiel:
"'I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you: I will remove from
you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put My Spirit in
you and move you to follow My decrees and be careful to keep My laws.' "—Ezek.
36:26, 27.

What is the actual content of the obedience of the
covenantal partner? Here the road divides in three directions. Two
roads are detours to destruction. Only one is the straight path to
glory.

Antinomianism. One error says that since Christ kept
the law of God (stipulations of the covenant) for us, it is not
necessary for the believer to submit to that law as a rule of life.
Louis Berkhof is right when he says, "It is pure Antinomianism
to maintain that Christ kept the law as a rule of life for His
people, so that they need not worry about this any more."'
Antinomianism misuses Paul's dictum—"not under law, but
under grace" (Rom. 6:14)—as if the apostle meant that the
believer should have no further dealings with the law.
With the dispensational view of the covenants, it is difficult to
avoid the heresy of antinomianism. Dispensationalism reads Paul
as if the law itself were the "yoke of slavery" and the villain.
What Paul fights against is not the law as the just requirement of
the covenant, but the misuse of law. The Judaizers perverted the
holy covenant. They tried to use the law as a means of obtaining
the inheritance.
Dispensationalism says the law is only for the Jew. It says
the Christian does not need the law as a rule of life but has the
Holy Spirit instead. A spirit ethic takes the
5. Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, p. 614.
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place of objective biblical ethics. If the believer is cut loose from
an objective law, how can he tell the difference between the
Holy Spirit and the human spirit? What can save him from just
another system of ethical relativism? How can he distinguish the
Holy Spirit from human impressions and impulses? What can
save him from the worst kind of subjectivism?
The doctrine that men are released from any obligation to obey
the law of God constitutes one of the greatest apostasies which
has permeated the modern church. Nothing more effectively
opens the floodgates of lawlessness and corruption upon society
than this soul-ensnaring delusion. Christ did not suffer and die to
give men license to trample on His Father's holy commandments.
He did not fulfill the stipulations of the covenant so men could
thereafter despise them with impunity Says the apostle Paul:
For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the
sinful nature, God did by sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful
man to be a sin offering. And so He condemned sin in sinful man, in order
that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us,
who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the
Spirit.—Rom. 8:3, 4.

It is not a Spirit-filled mind which is no longer subject to the law
of God. The apostle continues: " ... because the sinful mind is
hostile to God. It does not submit to God's law, nor can it do so"
(Rom. 8:7). And John says: "The man who says, 'I know Him,' but
does not do what He commands is a liar, and the truth is not in
him. . . . Whoever claims to live in Him must walk as Jesus did"
(1 John 2:4, 6).

Legalism. Legalism is not wrong because it says the believer
needs to keep the law. It is wrong because it re-
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quires obedience for the wrong reasons. Legalism generally
acknowledges the necessity of free forgiveness for the sins of the
past. But then it proposes that the believer must satisfy the
covenantal stipulations by a life of new obedience and so at last
gain the inheritance.
Those who undertake to fulfill the conditions of the covenant
by their personal obedience are "under the law" (Gal. 3:23,
RSV). It makes no difference whether they say such obedience is
with their own strength, the help of the Holy Spirit, or even with
the Spirit's power entirely. The believer is still put "under the law"
because it is proposed that the obedience in the believer himself
must satisfy the covenantal stipulations.
It is sometimes said that in the old-covenant experience a
person tries to satisfy the claims of the law in his own strength,
while in the new covenant he satisfies these claims by the
indwelling power of the Holy Spirit. This is the old error of
legalism under the guise of putting the third person of the
Godhead in the room of the second person. It is not the Holy
Spirit's work either to help the believer satisfy the covenantal
claims or to do it in the believer. The work of the Holy Spirit at
this point is to direct the believer to the Mediator, who has
satisfied these claims on the sinner's behalf. When Christ died
on the cross, He forever sealed the covenant of grace. His death
meant He had fulfilled every condition by which any man can
have covenantal fellowship with God.
While in other respects Louis Berkhof presents an excellent
treatment of the covenant, he is to be questioned when he says, "In
the covenant of works man could meet the requirements of the
covenant in virtue of his natural endowments [correct], but in the
covenant of grace he is enabled to meet them only by the
regenerating and sanc-
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tifying influence of the Holy Spirit." 6 If by "requirements"
Berkhof means the conditional stipulations, we say, Never! What
man was obligated to do and could have done in his sinless state,
Christ has done as the second Adam. In this life the Holy Spirit
does not enable us to meet the conditions imposed upon sinless
Adam, unless it be by giving us faith to lay hold of the
righteousness of our Mediator.

The True Way of Obedience. The law which is put in the
believer's heart under the ministration of the new covenant is the
same law which was loved, obeyed and honored by Jesus on the
believer's behalf. The believer looks to the cross and sees that it is
no light thing to sin by breaking the covenantal stipulations. He
sees that the righteousness of Christ imputed to him is Christ's
life of holy obedience to each commandment of the Decalogue.
The man who thinks he can lightly esteem the stipulations of the
covenant because of grace and Calvary has no part in grace or
Calvary. He does not understand or appreciate the first
principles of salvation.
Christ did not treat the covenantal demands irreverently or
carelessly. The covenant is a legal document. No person readily
tampers with a carefully drawn up legal transaction—least of all
one whose terms have been unilaterally decreed by Almighty
God. Here is the eternal, immovable and unalterable will of
Jehovah in respect to the human family. If one word is changed,
the integrity of the divine administration is compromised. If a
person offends in one point, he is guilty of all (James 2:10).
Every jot and tittle of the covenant must be honored (Matt.
5:17, 18). God is particular about His words. It is precisely
because man dared tamper with

6. Ibid., p. 264.
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the covenant's stipulations that its curses were pronounced on
the human race and finally fell with unabated fury on the head of
our Substitute and Surety.
In view of this, how can the believer fail to reverence the holy
commandments of God or refuse to walk before the Lord with fear
and trembling? Yet he keeps the commandments of God not in
order to be accepted, but because he is accepted by the work and
merit of Christ alone. His careful obedience to each precept of the
covenant is but an expression of His faith in Jesus. He is not saved
by obedience but to obedience. He is justified by faith alone, but
the faith which justifies him is never alone. He does not obtain
the inheritance by faith and works but by faith which works (Gal.
5:6).
Yet there is a difference between the ministration of law in the
Old Testament and the ministration of law in the New Testament.
Under the Mosaic administration the Ten Words of the covenant
(Deut. 4:13) were amplified by additional statutes and judgments
and were applied to suit the historical situation of the religious cult.
They served to keep alive a sense of sin in the age of Israel's
minority. By causing the community to look for a righteousness
outside and above themselves, the elaborate legal code kept the
community from reverting to a pagan insensibility.
With the coming of the gospel, however, the covenantal
community came of age (Gal. 4:1-6). They no longer needed that
multitude of cultic laws imposed on them in their minority. The
gospel broke through the bounds of sectarian Judaism to become
transcultural and a universal world religion.
This does not mean that New Testament ethics are less
rigorous and demanding than Old Testament ethics. In His
Sermon on the Mount Jesus radicalized the demands of the law.
Now it is clearly seen that the law has always demanded nothing
less than the perfect
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righteousness found in Him. But in the New Testament we do
have a new administration of the law. In the Old Testament the
words of the covenant were administered by the Torah, which
literally means the instruction or teaching. In the New Testament
they are administered by the Spirit, who comes to us clothed in
the gospel of Christ (2 Cor. 3). If we look carefully at the ethics of
the Pauline Epistles, we will see that Paul always shows that the
gospel demands a certain type of behavior. He, of course, is still
moving within the framework of Old Testament ethics. (And all
the great historic churches have followed the biblical tradition by
including the Ten Commandments in their catechisms or articles of
faith.) But instead of having the words of the covenant hedged
about and expanded by a multitude of cultic laws designed for
"children," the New Testament believer lives as a grown son who
can see these moral principles refracted by the gospel of Christ.
When Paul uses the expression "under the law" in a pejorative
sense, he uses it in at least three ways: to mean under
condemnation of the law, under a law-keeping method of
salvation or under the elaborate rules and regulations of the
religious cult (Rom. 6:14; Gal. 3:24, 25; 4:1-6, 21). While the
consciences of Christians today are not bound by the old Jewish
national taboos, they are often bound by peculiar denominational
taboos or special evangelical taboos. We are too prone to
measure piety by adherence or nonadherence to things which have
assumed a cultic religious significance. The breaking of one of
these taboos is often regarded as more serious than breaking one of
the Ten Commandments. Paul would identify this as being
"under the law."
Abraham, the father of the faithful, is often presented by the
apostles as the believer's example. He obtained the inheritance by
faith in God's promise (Gal. 3:15-18).
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Yet the genuineness of his faith was testified to by his life of
obedience so that God could say of him:
"For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his
household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right
and just, so that the Lord will bring about for Abraham what He has
promised him."
— Gen. 18:19.
"Through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because
you have obeyed Me."— Gen. 22:18.
"I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky
and will give them all these lands, and through your offspring all
nations on earth will be blessed, because Abraham obeyed Me and
kept My requirements, My commands. My decrees and My laws."
— Gen. 26:4, 5.

The holy life of the believer is not optional. While God promises
him the gift of the Holy Spirit, a holy life is the believer's
responsibility and task. Spurgeon said. "We cannot be saved by or
for our good works, neither can we be saved without good
works.'" Pink declared:
The work of Christ has released the believer from the law as a
procuring cause of his justification, but it has in nowise abolished it as
his rule of life. Divine grace does not set aside its recipient's
responsibility, nor does the believer's obedience render grace any the
less necessary. God requires obedience (conformity to His law) from the
Christian as truly as He does from the non-Christian. True, we are not
saved for (because of) our obedience; yet it is equally true that we
cannot be saved without it. 8

The new obedience of the believer is not perfect in itself. The
channel of corrupted human nature means
7. C. H. Spurgeon, Autobiography, comp. Susannah Spurgeon and Joseph Harrald, 2 vols.
(Carlisle, Pa.: Banner of Truth Trust, 1973), 1:224.
8. Arthur W. Pink, The Divine Covenants, p. 107.
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that his most pious works fall short of the glory of God (Eccl.
7:20; Rom. 3:23; 7:14-25; Gal. 5:17). In this sense he is never
wholly without sin and imperfection (1 John 1:8). No work
proceeding from the believer can stand approved before the
undimmed splendor of God's law unless, as Calvin says, "it
is buried in Christ's innocence." The believer's obedience is
accepted because Christ has passed over the same ground and is
able to impute His perfection to each act of obedience the
believer renders to God. If, however, a man substitutes a form of
"obedience" outside and contrary to the words of the covenant,
that "obedience" can never be acceptable to God. Christ has no
righteousness to impute to anything outside the order of
covenantal life. In order for obedience to qualify as being "in the
Lord," it must be within the words of the covenant.

Is the Covenant Unconditional?
Throughout the history and development of covenantal
theology there have been warm disputes over whether or not the
covenant is unconditional as far as the believer is concerned. The
unconditionalists have argued that Christ has fulfilled the
conditions of the covenant—and this is certainly true. The
conditionalists have argued that no man has any saving interest
in Christ without repentance and faith—and this is also true. The
problem is partly due to the ambiguity of the word condition. We
heartily endorse these comments by John Murray:
If condition is understood in the sense of meritorious cause, then the
Covenant of Grace is not conditioned.... But if understood as
instrumental cause, receptive of the promises of the covenant, then it
cannot be denied that the Covenant of Grace is conditioned.. . . The
promises
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respecting salvation are on condition of faith and repentance, and no one
can deny that these promises are conditional.9

We now use the word conditional in the latter sense and would
therefore say that the covenantal privileges are conditional on a
faith that will produce true obedience. Unbelief and disobedience
disqualified the Jews from inheriting the covenantal promises
given to Abraham. Unbelief and disobedience will disqualify any
man today.
In light of the failure of national Israel and the many warnings
given to Christians in the New Testament, we submit that it is
safer to speak of unmerited election than of unconditional
election. Of course, election is undeserved and unmerited by
anything in the believer. But election, like the covenant with
which it is inseparably connected, does not work
deterministically, mechanically or automatically. People will not be
found among the elect irrespective of whether they persevere in a
life of faith and holiness. Says the apostle Peter:
Through these He has given us His very great and precious promises,
so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and
escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.
For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness;
and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to
self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to
godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love. For if you
possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from
being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus
Christ. But if anyone does not have them, he is nearsighted and blind,
and has forgotten that he has been cleansed from his past sins.

9. John Murray, art. "Covenant Theology." in Edwin H. Palmer, gen. ed., The Encyclopedia
of Christianity, 3:211.
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Therefore, my brothers, be all the more eager to make your calling
and election sure. For if you do these things, you will never fall, and you
will receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and
Savior Jesus Christ.-2 Peter 1:4.11.

False theories on unconditional salvation have emptied the
real force and meaning from the numerous warnings the New
Testament presents to the church. To be sure, one strand in the
New Testament encourages the believer to live in confidence and
assurance of salvation. But another strand is there to inspire a
certain fear and trembling, especially in those inclined to become
"secure and lazy by the continual preaching of grace" (Luther).
Many want to cut and hack to bring these scriptures into harmony
with their "systematic" theology which allows no tension between
confidence and fear.
The doctrine of unconditional salvation empties all meaning
from the biblical doctrine of a final judgment according to works.
But the doctrine of a final judgment according to works assumes
tremendous importance in the New Testament, especially in Paul,
the apostle of justification by faith (Matt. 12:36, 37; Rom. 2:6, 16;
1 Cor. 3:13; 4:5; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:22-25; 1 Peter 1:17).
The genuineness of our faith in the covenantal Mediator must
be attested in the final judgment. Since faith is known by its fruit—
good works, works in harmony with God's law—the deeds of all
the professed people of God must pass in review before Him. The
man without "wedding clothes" will be cast out (Matt. 22:1-14). He
will inherit the covenantal curses rather than the covenantal
blessings. Says Lutheran scholar Adolf Koberle:
All must appear before the judgment seat of Christ to receive the final
judgment on this earthly life. Whoever in the earthly congregation
continues to serve evil shall not inherit the Kingdom. ...
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When the idea of judgment on the entire attitude of the one who
is justified has been maintained, there will be no room for the
ancient antinomian misunderstanding which has always
accompanied Paulinism and Lutheranism like a dark shadow.. .. If
even the justified sinner must face the judgment it is no longer a
matter of indifference as to the degree in which he has allowed
himself to be purified by the Spirit from the ''defilement and evil of
the flesh.''10

The Christian is now righteous before God, elect, saved.
He has eternal life. But he has all these by faith only. They
are not yet realized as simple historical possessions. So the
New Testament also speaks of "the hope of righteousness"
(Gal. 5:5, RSV), "the hope of salvation" (1 Thess. 5:8) and
"the hope of eternal life" (Titus 3:7). Faith is the title deed of
things hoped for (Heb. 11:1). For this reason the believer is
exhorted to continue in the faith (Col. 1:23; Heb. 6:12). The
decree unalterably fixing the destiny of men will be made
only on the day of judgment. And on that day no genuine
believer will stand in jeopardy. Then the covenant ratified
and sealed by Christ's death will be consummated with all
those who have kept the faith unto the end (Matt. 24:13; 2
Tim. 4:7, 8: Rev. 3:10).
And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying. "Now the
dwelling of God is with men, and He will live with them. They
will be His people, and God Himself will be with them and be
their God." .. .
"He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I will be his God
and he will be My son."—Rev. 21:3. 7.
No longer will there be any curse. The throne of God and of the
Lamb will be in the city, and His servants will serve Him. They
will see His face, and His name will be on their foreheads.—Rev.
22:3. 4.
10. Adolf Koberle, The Quest for Holiness (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House,
1936), p. 166.
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Celebration of the
Covenant
The Hebrew Scriptures breathe a spirit of celebration
extraordinary for its exuberance. The reason for this spirit of
celebration is the covenant.
The covenant gave life its real meaning. Man was created to
be a covenantal creature. Man is true man only when he is in
covenantal partnership with God. Life has no meaning outside the
covenant. Apart from fellowship with God death stands over man
to negate everything. In himself man possesses no great value.
He is only dust. Yet the covenant invests this "dust" with infinite
worth. Just as a wife is the glory of her husband, so God's
covenantal community is the object of His supreme regard.

101

102

Covenant

The Kingdom of God
The covenant establishes the kingdom of God. We see this in
Eden. God is the great Suzerain whose covenant invests Adam
with the dignity and status of lord over all the created order (Gen.
1:28, 29; Ps. 8:6). In covenantal union with God, Adam is king.
Out of covenantal union he dies and returns to dust.
When Israel was elected as God's covenantal partner, she was
incorporated into a kingdom (Ex. 19:5, 6). If she had remained a
faithful covenantal partner, God would have invested her with
status, leadership and dominion over all the earth (Deut. 28-30).
The purpose of the Davidic covenant was also the establishment
of an ideal kingdom. In this kingdom man would not only be
subject. He would be ruler over the works of God's hands.
The biblical term "kingdom of God" is a dynamic expression
which means "the rule of God." To be in God's kingdom means to
live under His rule. It means to be part of the covenantal
community which lives under the authority of God's law. On the
part of man the covenant requires exclusive, wholehearted
obedience. On the part of God the covenant means He is pledged to
protect and succor His covenantal subjects.
Of Israel the prophet Balaam declared:
"The Lord their God is with them;
the shout of the King is among them." —Num. 23:21.

The Hebrews were often moved to heights of great joy as they
celebrated the wonder of having God as their King. A number of
the psalms are known as "enthronement psalms" (Ps. 47, 81, 93,
95, 96, 97, 98, 99). In them we hear the glad strains of
acclamation as the people
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celebrate the enthronement of Yahweh as Israel's King.
According to Mowinckel ancient Israel's neighbors enthroned
their gods and kings at the autumnal New Year's festival.1
Similarly, in the climactic feasts of the seventh month—Trumpets,
Atonement and Tabernacles —Israel celebrated the enthronement
of Jehovah.
The seventh month opened with the feast of blowing of trumpets,
which lasted ten days (Lev. 23:24; Num. 29:1; cf. Num. 10:10). On
the tenth day, which was the Day of Atonement, the jubilee
trumpet was sounded (Lev. 25:9).2 The expression "blowing of
trumpets" (KJV) is from the Hebrew word teruah, which is also
translated joy, joyful sound, jubilee, rejoicing, shouting, high
sounding. Teruah is preeminently used for the acclamation given
at the appearance, presence or enthronement of the king (1 Kings
1:34, 39: 2 Kings 9:13).
The festival complex of the seventh month depicts the triumphal
entry of Yahweh as King into His capital city and His
enthronement amid the acclamations of His people. The words of
the teruah are, "Yahweh is become King" (Mowinckel's
translation of Ps. 93:1; 97:1; 99:1; cf. 2 Sam. 16:16; 2 Kings
9:13).2 Yahweh then begins His reign, His rule. His judgment. He
enters His temple and thereby consecrates it and renews the
covenant with His faithful vassal subjects. He "covers" His
people with covenantal blessings and assures them of their
inheritance. Israel's unbounded joy in God their King is
expressed in the following psalms, which are a sample of the Old
Testament spirit of celebration:
Come, let us sing for joy to the Lord;
let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation.

1. Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel's Worship.
2. Ever y f ift iet h year .
3. Mowinckel, Psalms.
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Let us come before Him with thanksgiving
and extol Him with music and song.
For the Lord is the great God,
the great King above all gods.
—Ps. 95:1-3.
Sing to the Lord a new song;
sing to the Lord, all the earth.
Sing to the Lord, praise His name;
proclaim His salvation day after day.
Declare His glory among the nations,
His marvelous deeds among all peoples.
For great is the Lord and most worthy of praise;
He is to be feared above all gods.
For all the gods of the nations are idols,
but the Lord made the heavens.
Splendor and majesty are before Him;
strength and glory are in His sanctuary.
Ascribe to the Lord, 0 families of nations.
ascribe to the Lord glory and strength.
Ascribe to the Lord the glory due His name;
bring an offering and come into His courts.
Worship the Lord in the splendor of His holiness;
tremble before Him, all the earth.
Say among the nations, "The Lord reigns."
The world is firmly established, it cannot be
moved;
He will judge the peoples with equity.
Let the heavens rejoice, let the earth be glad;
let the sea resound, and all that is in it;
let the fields be jubilant, and everything in them.
Then all the trees of the forest will sing for joy;
they will sing before the Lord, for He comes,
He comes to judge the earth.
He will judge the world in righteousness
and the peoples in His truth.
—Ps. 96.
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The Righteousness of God
Closely associated with the concept of God's kingship was
God's righteousness. The King was Judge. As Judge He was
covenantally pledged to deliver His people. God's acts of saving
and rescuing His people from Egypt, from Babylon or even from
their sins were celebrated as His acts of righteous judgment.
They were justice because God was showing Himself to be true
to His covenant of mercy.
It is in the Old Testament that we first meet the idea that the
justice of God means salvation to all who put their trust in Him.
The children of the covenant have the right to appeal to the
Judge for deliverance. The penitent psalmist even appeals for
forgiveness on the ground of God's justice (Ps. 51:14). Daniel
pleads for Israel's restoration to divine favor on the ground of
divine justice (Dan. 9:16). The same idea also appears in
Qumran literature.
By His righteousness He has wiped out my transgression.4
And I, if I stumble the steadfast love of God is my eternal salvation,
and if I totter in fleshly iniquity my justification will be in the eternal
righteousness of God. 5
For You will forgive iniquity and purify men of guilt through Your
righteousness. . . . I will take courage in Your covenant. 6

In passages like Psalm 71:1-3, 15, 24, Isaiah 45:8 and Isaiah
51:5, the righteousness of God means the saving acts of God on
behalf of His people. Again we say, God's

4. 1 QS 11:3.
5. 1 QS 11:11b.
6. 1 Q11 4:371.
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justice means salvation to all those who put their trust in Him (as
Paul later proclaimed in Romans 1:16, 17).
The saving acts of God are the theme of constant celebration.
In You, O Lord, I have taken refuge;
let me never be put to shame.
Rescue me and deliver me in Your righteousness;
turn Your ear to me and save me.
Be my rock of refuge,
to which I can always go;
give the command to save me,
for You are my rock and my fortress. . . .
My mouth will tell of Your righteousness, of Your salvation
all day long,
though I know not its measure... .
My tongue will tell of Your righteous acts
all day long,
For those who wanted to harm me
have been put to shame and confusion.
—Ps. 71:1-3, 15, 24.

Chapters 40-66 of Isaiah constitute one great celebration of God's
righteousness in delivering His people from Babylon and
renewing His covenant through the sin-bearing work of His
suffering Servant.

Access and Fellowship
The covenant meant that Israel had access to God and the
privilege of fellowship with Him. True, Israel was sinful and
could not in herself stand in the presence of Yahweh. But God had
provided a way of access (taught in the tabernacle ritual) by
substitution (the sacrifice), representation (the high priest) and
imputation (the sweet incense). By these God-ordained means the
worship of sinful beings could be acceptable to Him. The Old
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Testament reflects the spirit of celebration in the
covenantal privilege of worshiping God.
Come, let us bow down in worship,
let us kneel before the Lord our Maker;
for He is our God
and we are the people of His pasture,
the flock under His care.
—Ps. 95:6. 7.
Splendor and majesty are before Him;
strength and glory are in His sanctuary.
Ascribe to the Lord, O families of nations,
ascribe to the Lord glory and strength.
Ascribe to the Lord the glory due His name;
bring an offering and come into His courts.
Worship the Lord in the splendor of His holiness;
tremble before Him, all the earth.
—Ps. 96:6.9.
Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth.
Serve the Lord with gladness;
come before Him with joyful songs.
Know that the Lord is God.
It is He who made us, and we are His;
we are His people, the sheep of His pasture.
Enter His gates with thanksgiving
and His courts with praise;
give thanks to Him and praise His name.
For the Lord is good and His love endures forever:
His faithfulness continues through all
generations.
— Ps. 100.
You have made known to me the path of life;
You will fill me with joy in Your presence,
with eternal pleasures at Your right hand.
—Ps. 16:11.
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The whole texture of Old Testament religion was marked by
the spirit of joyful celebration. Covenantal life was a life of
celebration. If Israel did not serve the Lord "joyfully and gladly
in the time of prosperity" (Deut. 28:47), she did not serve the
Lord in a way acceptable to Him. God had loved His people freely,
fervently and unstintingly. Any insipid response would be an
insult to divine love.
The numerous Hebrew festivals were to be grand occasions of
celebration. Israel was to call to mind God's marvelous acts in
electing and saving His people. She was to remember and give
thanks (Ps. 105, 106). In the feast of Tabernacles at the end of the
year the people were commanded to put aside their work. God had
said, "You are to . . . rejoice before the Lord your God for seven
days" (Lev. 23:40; cf. Deut. 14:26).
The Sabbath was a weekly covenantal celebration. At Creation,
when God's work was finished.
"The morning stars sang together
and all the sons of God [margin] shouted for joy."
—Job 38:7.

Adam contributed nothing to God's perfect work. He had
nothing to do on that first Sabbath (Gen. 2:1-3) but to be thankful
and celebrate. This day of celebration became a sign and seal of
the covenant by specific command of God (Gen. 2:1-3; Ex. 20:8-11;
31:16, 17). The fourth word of the covenant therefore commands
the people of God to "remember." Further, the God who created
does something to preserve His created order. He has not left His
people to their own devices nor to the bondage of Pharaoh. So
when the covenant is repeated to Israel on the plains of Moab,
the Lord says:
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"Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the Lord your
God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched
arm. Therefore the Lord your God has commanded you to observe the
Sabbath day." —Deut. 5:15.

On the seventh day Israel must cease her work. She must not
find her satisfaction in what she has done. She is to find her joy
and satisfaction in God's work. The God who created heaven
and earth has created Israel a nation by His redemptive activity.
She has nought to thank but His electing love, which is wholly
unmerited. The Sabbath is the sign of the covenant (Ex. 31:16,
17), the pledge that Israel's salvation and welfare are God's
business. The sign and the covenant are inseparable (Isa. 56:4, 6).
The unbounded exuberance with which the Old Testament
saints celebrate God as their King and Judge is astounding.
"May Your priests be clothed with righteousness;
may Your saints sing for joy."
— Ps. 132:9.
Let the saints rejoice in this honor
and sing for joy on their beds.
— Ps. 149:5.

We may call to mind David's dancing before the ark of God in
the spirit of fervent celebration. This was no light, frothy
exuberance. It was a joy conspicuous for its fear and reverential
awe before the Holy One of Israel.

Covenantal Life Is Praise.
To the Old Testament saints the essence of life was the praise
of God. Life was to trust God and celebrate.
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When King Hezekiah faced premature death through sickness,
he "wept bitterly" (Isa. 38:3). To the Hebrews death was a
horrendous evil.7 Hezekiah gives an insight into this when he
declares:
For the grave cannot praise You,
death cannot sing Your praise;
those who go down to the pit
cannot hope for Your faithfulness.
The living, the living—they praise You.
as I am doing today.
—Isa. 38:18, 19.

The Hebrew saints abhorred death because life was
celebration of God. They wanted to continue praising God. (We
must remember that the full New Testament light on Christ's
conquest of death had not dawned on the Hebrews.)
If life means to praise God and continually celebrate His
goodness, then those who do not praise God and live in this spirit
of celebration are already dead.

The Great Disruption and the Grand Renewal
The Old Testament spirit of celebration is not unclouded,
however. It was disrupted when the covenant was broken. The
people of God can celebrate only in covenantal union with God.
So when the covenant was broken and the great disaster of the
captivity overtook the Jews, they had nothing to celebrate.

7. Luther often remarked on this and pointed out that in itself death is an unspeakable
disaster. To be sure, death has become a light thing because Christ has conquered it.
But in itself it must not be treated lightly.
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By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we
remembered Zion.
There on the poplars
we hung our harps,
for there our captors asked us for songs,
our tormentors demanded songs of joy;
they said, "Sing us one of the songs of Zion!"
How can we sing the songs of the Lord
while in a foreign land?
—Ps. 137:1.4.

Jeremiah is known as the weeping prophet. His doleful task
was to pronounce God's judgment upon His people. Yet with a
prophetic spirit of unspeakable joy, Jeremiah foretells that the
time would come when God would renew His covenant.
"They will come and shout for joy on the heights of Zion;
they will rejoice in the bounty of the Lord—
the grain. the new wine and the oil.
the young of the flocks and herds.
They will be like a well-watered garden,
and they will sorrow no more.
Then maidens will dance and be glad.
young men and old as well.
I will turn their mourning into gladness;
I will give them comfort and joy instead of
sorrow.
I will satisfy the priests with abundance,
and My people will be filled with My bounty."
declares the Lord.
This is what the Lord says:
"A voice is heard in Ramah,
mourning and great weeping,
Rachel weeping for her children
and refusing to be comforted,
because her children are no more."
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This is what the Lord says:
"Restrain your voice from weeping
and your eyes from tears,
for your work will be rewarded,"
declares the Lord.
"They will return from the land of the enemy.
So there is hope for your future."
declares the Lord.
"Your children will return to their own
land." . . .
"The time is coming," declares the Lord,
"when I will make a new covenant
with the house of Israel
and with the house of Judah.
It will not be like the covenant
I made with their forefathers
when I took them by the hand
to lead them out of Egypt,
because they broke My covenant,
though I was a Husband to them,"
declares the Lord.
"This is the covenant I will make with the house
of Israel
after that time," declares the Lord.
"I will put My law in their minds
and write it on their hearts.
I will be their God,
and they will be My people.
No longer will a man teach his neighbor,
or a man his brother, saying, 'Know the Lord,'
because they will all know Me,
from the least of them to the greatest,"
declares the Lord.
"For I will forgive their wickedness
and will remember their sins no more."
—Jer. 31:12.17, 31.34.

Chapters 40-66 of Isaiah take up the same grand theme of
covenant renewal. The most sublime literature of all time appears
in Isaiah's inspired poetry. He saw
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beyond the restoration of the postexilic period and caught the
inspiration of that great covenant renewal which would take
place in the coming of God's Messiah. The old songs of
celebration would never do. A new song of unparalleled joy must
accompany God's ultimate act of intervention—an act which
would renew His covenant with the remnant of Israel and provide
salvation for the Gentiles unto the uttermost bounds of the
earth.

The New-Testament Celebration
Jesus' announcement of the kingdom was "glad tidings" or
"good news." He had come to fulfill all that was promised by
the prophets (Acts 13:32, 33; 2 Cor. 1:20). With Him and in
Him the hour of God's ultimate act of intervention and
salvation had arrived. Christ declared:
The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on Me,
because the Lord has anointed Me
to preach good news to the poor.
He has sent Me to bind up the brokenhearted,
to proclaim freedom for the captives
and release for the prisoners.
—Isa. 61:1.

Of course, Isaiah goes on to declare that this day of Yahweh
would also be a "day of vengeance of our God" (Isa. 61:2). But
Christ did not quote this portion of the scripture in sounding the
good news (Luke 4:18, 19). He came to bear God's wrath
Himself so that sinners might bear God's favor. He would
endure the curses of the covenant so that His people could have
its blessings.
Jesus refused to allow men to make His disciples fast when
He was with them (Mark 2:18, 19). In Him were all the blessings
of God's covenant. His presence was there-
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fore an occasion of celebration. The gospel was likened to an
invitation to a great banquet. Jesus went about eating and
drinking. God's gift had come down to men. It was time to
celebrate.
As the Master stood in the shadow of the cross, He did not
invite His disciples to mourn but to rejoice (John 16:33). His
death was not to be mourned as some disaster. True, it was a
baptism of infinite suffering for the Son of God. But this was the
Father's gift and Christ's own gift to sinful man. As a true gift, it
was poured out with a fullness of divine joy. Christ's death was to
be the sealing of the new covenant the prophets had promised.
Therefore it must be celebrated.
While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it,
and gave it to His disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is My body."
Then He took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying,
"Drink from it, all of you. This is My blood of the covenant, which is
poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink
of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew
with you in My Father's kingdom."—Matt. 26:26-29.

The Old Testament's spirit of celebration was great. The New
Testament's must surely be greater. God's act of redemption in
Jesus has been completed. All things necessary for our full and
free acceptance with God have been worked out and settled. We
cannot contribute or add anything to what God has done on
Calvary anymore than Adam could add anything to God's original
creation. What can we do but rest in that completed work, give
thanks and celebrate the glorious benefits of this grand covenant
renewal? We can only go on in the Christian life as we remember
what has happened and what has been given to us.
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The last book of the Bible appropriately ends the biblical
story of the triumph of God's covenant. How fitting that its
vision was on the day appointed by God for celebration! (Rev.
1:10; cf. Isa. 58:13, 14). With the apostle we are permitted to
stand on the threshold of the eternal world and hear the
unceasing songs of the inhabitants of heaven as they celebrate
the victory and triumph of the Lamb.
And they sang a new song:
You are worthy to take the scroll
and to open its seals,
because You were slain,
and with Your blood You purchased men for
God
from every tribe and language and people and
nation.
You have made them to be a kingdom and priests
to serve our God,
and they will reign on the earth."
Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering
thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They
encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud
voice they sang:
"Worthy is the Lamb. who was slain,
to receive power and wealth and wisdom and
strength
and honor and glory and praise!"
Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and
under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them,
singing:
"To Him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb
be praise and honor and glory and power.
for ever and ever!"
—Rev. 5: 9- 13.
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Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of
rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting:
"Hallelujah!
For our Lord God Almighty reigns.
Let us rejoice and be glad
and give Him glory!
For the wedding of the Lamb has come,
and His bride has made herself ready."
—Rev. 19:6, 7.

If we expect to celebrate when God makes all things new,
we must learn to celebrate here and now. But let us celebrate
the right thing. None of the songs in the book of Revelation
celebrates the worshipers' own religious experience.
Worshipers do not celebrate their changed lives, their victory
over sin or even their sinless state. Not one thing is heard of
what they have done or suffered. They do not glory in their
Spirit-filled existence. This book of praise is inspired by the
Holy Spirit. But it makes almost no mention of the Holy
Spirit. Where Christ and Christ alone is celebrated, the Spirit's
work is complete.

12
The Signs and Seals of the
Covenant
The signs and seals of the covenant have become a subject
of argument and division in the church. This is unfortunate, for
the signs and seals of the covenant are given as vehicles for
covenantal celebration.
The covenant is a treaty, a contract, a carefully formulated
legal arrangement which concerns the union and fellowship
between God and man. It is the nature of the covenant to have
definite form. This form includes signs and seals. Signs and
seals appear in both the Old and New Testament.
The rainbow was the sign of the Noahic covenant. Circumcision
was the sign or seal of the Abrahamic covenant. In Acts 7:8 the
covenant with Abraham is referred to as "the covenant of
circumcision." This is an interesting expression. It shows that
the sign or seal, by way of metonymy, may be spoken of as the
covenant itself. The Sabbath was the sign of both the Adamic and
Israelitic covenants (Gen. 2:1-3; Ex. 31:16, 17). So also,
117
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by way of metonymy, the Sabbath is spoken of as if it were the
covenant itself (Isa. 56:4, 6). This relationship between the sign
and the thing signified is important in understanding the Bible's
covenantal way of speaking. For example, the words of
institution of the Supper, "This is My body" (Matt. 26:26), must
be understood as reflecting the covenantal way of speaking.
The following statement is not only true in identifying the signs
and seals appearing in the Old Testament. It is also true in
expressing the facts in a covenantal way.
The Sabbath, the rainbow, and circumcision are, in fact, the three
great covenants reestablished by God at the three critical stages of the
history of mankind, the creation (Gen. 1:1, 2, 3; Ex. 31:16f.), the
establishment of mankind after the flood (Gen. 9:1-17), and the birth of
the Hebrew nation (Gen. 17).1

Three Signs and Seals in the New
Testament?
In the New Testament the believer has a covenantal relation
with the Triune God. It is therefore suggested that three signs and
seals are attached to the new covenant.
Not all are agreed in identifying these signs and seals. Some
have proposed they are the regenerating gift of the Holy Spirit
(Eph. 1:13), baptism and the Supper. Others point out that the
purely inward, invisible work of the Holy Spirit (apart from
baptism) does not qualify as a sign or seal. By very nature and
meaning, a sign or seal must be a visible token of the covenant.

1. G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, eds., Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament, 2:264.
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The Puritans gave great prominence to the covenant in their
theology. They proposed that the third sign and seal was what
they fondly called "the Christian Sabbath." They pointed out
that the Sabbath was inseparably related to the covenant and its
renewal—that is, the new-covenant prophecy in Isaiah 56:2-6 and
58:12, 13. Because of this Puritan idea, Sabbatarianism became a
marked feature in the tradition of Anglo-Saxon Protestantism. The
South African Reformed scholar, Francis Nigel Lee, seeks to
perpetuate this Puritan concept.2 The Puritan view is also reflected
by some Westminster men like the late John Murray.
Others, while agreeing with the Puritans on the link between
the Sabbath and God's grand covenant renewal fulfilled in the
Christ event, disagree on the form of the Christian Sabbath. They
maintain that since it is the one sign and seal which belongs to the
actual words of God's eternal covenant (Ex. 34:27-29; Deut. 4:13)
and since, like the institution of marriage, it reaches back to
man's sinless state in Eden, it must remain the unchanged
seventh day of the Decalogue. According to their view this
seventh-day Sabbath is also identified with the apocalyptic "seal
of God" because, it is pointed out, the revelator uses Old Testament
(Jewish) symbolism (Rev. 7:1.4) as well as covenantal language
(Rev. 11:19; 15:5).
If this is not room for argument enough, we could consider how
different sections of the church have practiced the rite of baptism
or celebrated the holy Supper. At times controversy over these
signs and seals has become so inflamed that people have lost their
lives at the hands of other Christians. Those who wished to
practice baptism by immersion so irritated the Reformers that
they felt justified in using violent forms of persecution.
Zwingle and his friends punished them, as they thought
2. Francis Nigel Lee, The Covenantal Sabbath.
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proper, by protracted "immersion" in the nearest river. If death
by drowning is not shocking enough, we can reflect how
Cranmer and Ridley gave a young Welsh lassie over to the stake
simply because she was a "Baptist." Neither were the Lutherans
outdone in their zeal to preserve the purity of the faith. A Lutheran
pastor who fumbled the element of the Supper had his fingers cut
off as punishment. And Melanchthon's son-in-law was imprisoned
for ten years because he leaned to Calvin's view of the Supper.
Of course, in our modern sophistication we do not treat fellow
Christians in such a barbaric way when they disagree with the
faith we ardently espouse. Besides, the law of the land prevents
Christians from practicing such uncharitable acts upon each other.
When our religious persuasions are strong enough, we simply
bring ecclesiastical and social pressure on our friends to make
them see and practice "the light." And if they do not conform, we
ostracize them as if they were lepers. This form of torture can hurt
as much as drowning or burning. But it has one advantage. The
process is more prolonged. 3
We cannot ignore the signs and seals of the covenant in the
interest of keeping everyone happy unless we are prepared to
overlook an important area of covenantal theology. Some of the
problems will be solved, however, by dealing with the principles
behind the signs and seals before trying to settle questions on the
correct form.

3. Some ultradispensationalists and others do not have any sacraments in their religious
community. They feel that visible things such as being washed with water, eating bread
and drinking wine do not reflect mature spirituality, which, they say, does not need to
depend on such "carnal" things. The Salvation Army is not founded on any
dispensational loyalty, but it has no sacraments. (Booth did not want to perpetuate the
habit of alcoholics by giving them wine at the Supper.) At least those who take the "no
sacraments" line have gotten rid of the problem of deciding the correct form in the signs
and seals of the covenant.
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The Relation Between Form and Spirit
Something completely spiritual and invisible does not qualify
as a sign. To qualify as a covenantal sign and seal, it must have
form. A sign must be related to some visible token.
This raises the question of the relation between form and
spirit. We will make two propositions about this relationship.

Spirit Needs Form. God is spirit. His love is spiritual.
But this love has been given form. First, it was given form in the
creation of man and a material world. The things God made were
an expression of infinite love. Second, God's love was given
form in the incarnation. His love became flesh-and-blood reality
in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.
The human mind is spirit. But God created man in such a
way that the human mind would find expression in a material
body. The body is the only medium through which the human
spirit finds expression. No brain, no thought!
Form is important—at least it was in the truly Hebraic and
biblical view of man. The Greeks depreciated form (matter,
body). They said the body is a prison from which the soul awaits
release to the immaterial world of pure idea. But the Bible
teaches that the body is a temple which God made and which
Christ died to redeem. The Old Testament taught the Hebrews
to respect even the form of human existence. The whole man
was made in God's image.
Human existence must have form. Spirit not only affects form.
Form affects spirit. An untidy and disorderly environment will
affect the spirit. A sagging posture tends to a sagging spirit. If
women adopt male forms of
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dress and actions, the feminine spirit is modified. The same
principle is true with males.
Human love needs form. It cannot exist without expression.
Marriage is a holy and spiritual union, but it has form. The legal
contract or covenant on which it is founded cannot be dismissed as
a scrap of paper without prostituting a fundamental principle of
life.
Faith is spirit. It is the gift of the Holy Spirit and cannot be seen.
Yet faith needs form. It is given form in Christian baptism.4 Faith
is also given form in a life of good works. This is what James 2 is
about. Faith cannot live without expression. Without works faith
is dead.
Human thought or spirit needs form. That form is language.
Helen Keller's mind was locked in isolation and could not
develop until her teacher taught her language. Her mind blossomed
remarkably when given the vehicle of expression.
As the invisible and mystical body of Christ, the church
needs form. There must be a visible church—a visible
community—a ministry, order and discipline. The visible aspect of
the church cannot be ignored. There must be church order,
preaching of the Word and administration of the sacraments. Spirit
needs form.
Understanding the essential relation between spirit and form
casts light on vital problems in church history. It helps us
understand the problems Paul encountered at Corinth. A Greek
influence permeated this believing community. The Greeks
depreciated matter. In Greek
4. This is why faith and baptism can be used interchangeably in the New Testament.
Faith saves; baptism saves. Faith cleanses; baptism cleanses. Faith unites and
incorporates the sinner into Christ and His mystical body; baptism unites and
incorporates the sinner into Christ and His mystical body. Of course, faith itself does
not save. These things are attributed to fait h because it is affixed to Christ. Since baptism
is the form of faith, we can attribute to baptism what belongs to faith. This is a
covenantal way of thinking. When this biblical mode of expression is ignored, people
either look upon baptism as a useless form or as something with magical powers.
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philosophy the essence of salvation was flight from the material
world. The church at Corinth developed an exaggerated
spirituality which depreciated form. The human body was
neglected in the interest of super-piety. It was even said that the
truly spiritual could not sin even if they committed fornication
("Every sin that a man doeth is without the body"-1 Cor. 6:18,
KJV). Some behaved scandalously at the Supper. Others
thought spiritual ecstasy gave them liberty to ignore orderly
conduct in church meetings. Still others repudiated the resurrection
of the body at the last day in the interest of present pneumatic
experience.
In his Corinthian letters Paul countered this false spirituality
by dealing with the preaching of the gospel, the body as God's
temple, marriage, the celebration of the Supper, the orderly
conduct of church gatherings and the resurrection of the body.
Paul showed that even redeemed life will have form.
The early apologists of the Christian church had to meet
Gnostic (Greek) influences by contending for three fundamental
things: the creation of a material world by the Father of Jesus
Christ, the flesh-and-blood reality of the incarnation and the
resurrection of the body. The Gnostics denied that the material
world could be a work worthy of God. They said that God, being
pure spirit, could not have become real flesh and blood in the
incarnation. And they denied the resurrection of the body. They
were anxious to get rid of the body, not to have it resurrected.
They showed their contempt for the body either by neglecting it
or by indulging in flagrant bodily sins which they regarded as no
sins at all. Against these heresies the Apostles' Creed boldly
confessed, "... God the Father Almighty; Maker of heaven and
earth. . . . Jesus Christ ... born of the Virgin Mary; suffered under
Pontius Pilate….the resurrection of the body; and the life
everlasting."
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The tendency to deprecate form reappeared among the
Enthusiasts at the time of the Reformation. The relation between
form and spirit throws light on Luther's conflict over the Supper.
The cry of the Enthusiasts was, "The Spirit, the Spirit!" They said
the preaching of the Word by the Reformers was a dead letter.
They despised the study of languages. In the matter of the Holy
Spirit's reception they advocated immediacy—the idea that the
Spirit is imparted directly to man apart from the means of grace
in the preaching of the Word and the sacraments (mediate grace).
Some advocated an exaggerated spirituality that would abolish the
magistrate, the state, the visible church, all church forms, the
preaching of the Word, the sacraments and even the institution of
marriage. This movement—often called the radical Reformation—
was so broad that it had both its saints and fanatics. Not all
were wild-eyed enthusiasts as the Reformers sometimes
depicted them. Yet there was an element in the movement which
depreciated form, and Luther would have none of it. He opposed it
with great vehemence. His stubbornness on the issue of the Supper
was an expression of his determination not to tolerate the least
approach to the spirit of Enthusiasm.
There are, of course, two sides from which to fall off the path
of truth. On one side are the "spiritualists," who feel they can
dispense with such "carnal" things as mere water, bread and wine,
or church forms and organization of any kind. They do not realize
that spirit needs form and cannot continue without it. On the other
side is the ditch of "formalism." Here form is confounded with
spirit or even becomes a substitute for spirit.
In the true relation between form and spirit there is union
without fusion; there are both harmony and distinction. For
instance, the Bible has a form which is distinctly human. Its
modes of expression, grammar and historical situations are all
human. Yet the spirit of the
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Bible is divine. While the divine spirit of the Bible comes clothed
in the human form of the Bible, there must be no transference of
attributes from one to the other.
Faith is spirit. Good works are the form in which faith is
expressed. While there is union here, there must not be fusion. We
attribute the instrumental means of our justification before God
to faith and not to works.

Spirit Comes in Form. God came to us clothed in
human form. The spirit of man comes clothed in a human body.
The Holy Spirit comes to us "riding in the carriage of God's
Word" (Luther). The Spirit does not come outside and apart
from this form. It is dangerous to look for the Holy Spirit apart
from hearing the Word of God (Gal. 3:1-5). We cannot honor the
Spirit while despising the channel through which He comes.
God proposes to send His Spirit to men by "the foolishness of
preaching" (1 Cor. 1:21, KJ V). This is why the preaching of the
Word is the means of grace. If we despise and reject the form
through which God has chosen to send His Spirit, we reject the
Spirit Himself.
We need to look at the signs and seals of the covenant (gospel)
in this light too. They are forms God has ordained to be
associated with His covenant of grace. Not only does the gospel
(spirit) need these signs and seals (form). We must also
conclude that the Spirit of the gospel comes to men in these
signs and seals. This does not mean there is saving efficacy in
the form (e.g., water or bread). We must not transfer to form
what can only belong to spirit. Neither should we confound
spirit and form. But we can say God's form is not empty when
accepted in faith. Christ is truly present wherever the Word
of His gospel is preached. Likewise, He is truly present in the
signs and seals He gives.
This means that the signs and seals of the covenant cannot
be just a memorial of Christ's atonement. The
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Christ who died is a risen Saviour. The preaching of His gospel and
its celebration through signs and seals point to His death. But
because the Spirit of the resurrected Christ comes in and with
these forms, Jesus is more to the believer than a dim historical
figure. He is both the transcendent Christ and the immanent
Christ.
Yet we dare not confuse form with spirit anymore than we
would divorce them. A sign or seal of the covenant may be called
what it signifies only by way of metonymy. For example, the
Bible refers to both circumcision and the Sabbath as the covenant
(Acts 7:8; Isa. 56:4, 6), not because either sign is in itself the
covenant, but because it is the sign of the covenant. The muchdebated words of Jesus, "This is My body," must also be
understood as covenantal language. This is plain from Jesus' other
words on the same occasion, "This is My blood of the covenant,
which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins" (Matt.
26:26-28). The Supper is a sign and seal of the covenant. It is
therefore quite proper to call the bread and wine the body and
blood of Christ in a covenantal mode of expression.

Is Salvation Possible without the Signs and
Seals?
People can be saved apart from the signs and seals of God's
covenant. If this were not so, it would be impossible for both
Lutherans and Reformed, Sabbatarians and non-Sabbatarians to be
saved. Christians were once so strongly persuaded about these
signs and seals that they were convinced dissenters would be
damned. The Lutherans were damned by the Catholics for
rejecting the Roman sacraments. The Calvinists were damned by
the Lutherans for dissenting from Luther's view of the Supper.
And the Calvinists hurled anathemas against
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their own dissenters. Fortunately, time made clear that God had
saints in all these segments of the church. Each party will now
generally acknowledge that salvation is still possible even though
a different form is practiced.
There are still "hard-liners" in captivity. Some insist that all
those not baptized by immersion according to their particular
teaching cannot be saved. Some Sabbatarians have wanted to
brand non-Sabbatarians with "the mark of the beast." But they
certainly have not outdone the non-Sabbatarian Fundamentalists
who affirm that any Sabbatarian is "fallen from grace" and cannot
possibly be saved.
We need to acknowledge that salvation is by grace alone. This
means that the Lord is in the business of saving sinners. Just as no
one is without sin, so no one is without error. If error damns us,
we must all be damned. Of course, if one's error is an expression
of his hostility to grace, he is rejecting salvation. But we must
remember that we are not the judge of human hearts. There will be
many great saints in heaven who held queer ideas on earth. We
never deny salvation by grace so much as when we deny grace to
those we judge as being in error.
Having acknowledged that salvation is possible without the
signs and seals of God's covenant, we must also say that faith is
maimed whenever there is neglect or improper use of God's seals
and signs. They are God's gifts to strengthen faith. They are the
Lord's tokens and pledges of His covenantal promise. Of course
faith is maimed without them or without their proper use!
There is something worse. If one deliberately rejects God's sign
or seal while knowing what it represents, he rejects the covenant
itself. God told Abraham that those who refused circumcision
would be "cut off" for despising His covenant (Gen. 17:14). To
neglect God's signs and seals through ignorance may be one thing.
To reject them in the light of what they represent is sinning
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against grace with a high hand. But we must leave judgment with
God at this point.

The Essential Qualifications of a NewCovenant Sign and Seal
We suggest that the following qualifications should be applied to
a new-covenant sign and seal:
1. A sign and seal of the covenant must have form. It must be a
visible token or pledge of God's promise.
2. A sign and seal must be God's gift. It is not something
we give to God. It must be something God gives to us. It is His
pledge to us. Whoever accepts God's sign and seal accepts God's
pledge of the thing signified. As long as he holds onto God's
pledge, he holds onto God's covenant. In this sense baptism is
said to save us (1 Peter 3:21). Baptism is not something we do
and give to God. It is something given and done to us. It is not a
sign and seal of our dedication but of the Lord's death. Neither is it
a sacrament of church authority. If the church devises a way to
honor Christ, she cannot make that into a sign or seal.
3. As Mediator, Christ must both give and keep the sign and
seal. The new covenant is primarily between God and Jesus
Christ. It is made with the believer only secondarily as he is
joined or incorporated into Christ. As Mediator, therefore, Christ
must both give and submit to a sign and seal to make it valid for
us. Thus He is both the Baptizer and the Baptized. A thing cannot
be a new-covenant sign or seal if Christ as God did not give it.
Neither can it be God's sign or seal if Christ as man did not also
accept it from God and give Him thanks for it.
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Furthermore, we could not keep it acceptably to God if Jesus'
perfect keeping of it were not imputed to us.
4. Since the new covenant (diathēkē) is not only a treaty and
compact but also a will and testament, the signs and seals must
be attached and in place before the death of the Testator (Heb.
9:15-17). Nothing can be added to this will and testament after
the death of Jesus Christ. Nothing introduced after Calvary can
qualify as a sign or seal of this covenant. Thus baptism and the
Supper had to be instituted before Christ's death.
5. A sign and seal must be plainly commanded by the great
Suzerain. No sign or seal is merely suggested or implied. God's
command to observe it must be as plain and open as the visible
form of the sign or seal itself. We dare not originate our own
signs and seals as if any feature of the covenant could originate
with man's initiative. Every aspect of the covenant is unilateral
in origin. We dare not accept anything as a sign and seal which
does not rest on the explicit command of God. We must have
God's own pledge of covenantal union with Himself. Faith
cannot rest on man's theological supposition. But where there is
a clear word of the Lord, faith can accept the sign and seal,
saying, "I accept this as God's pledge of salvation."
These five principles should settle not only many contentions
about baptism and the Supper, but about the Christian's
relation to the fourth commandment concerning the day of rest.

The Spirit in the Signs and Seals
The spirit in the signs and seals of God's covenant is the
spirit of celebration. No one can truly celebrate
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unless he believes what God has done for him in Jesus Christ. The
signs and seals are for believers. God visited this planet in the
flesh-and-blood reality of Jesus of Nazareth. He redeemed the
race and made all things new by the representative work of this
second Adam. When Christ died on the cross, crying, "It is
finished!" the great work of atonement was completed. Every
condition of the covenant was fulfilled. Every barrier between God
and sinful men was removed. God's work in Christ was as
complete as His work at the first creation (Gen. 1:31; 2:1-3).
Adam could contribute nothing to God's finished work of
creation. And man today can contribute nothing to salvation.
Both creation and redemption are covenantal. They are unilateral
in origin and execution. In His covenant with Jesus Christ, God
has furnished all things needful for our present and eternal
welfare. The gospel invitation is like an invitation to a feast
already prepared and lavished with all good things. "Everything is
ready. Come to the wedding banquet" (Matt. 22:4). The sinner is
called to believe and celebrate what God has done.
When God finished His first creation,
"The morning stars sang together
and all the sons of God [margin] shouted for
joy.'"
—Job 38:7.

That was a great covenantal celebration indeed (Gen. 2:1-3). In
the gospel God wants us to know that, in spite of sin, we can still
celebrate. For God has dealt with sin in Jesus Christ and made all
things new (2 Cor. 5:17). "There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest
for the people of God" (Heb. 4:9). Since justification by faith
means we are accepted as if we had never sinned, the justified may
still celebrate as if sin had never entered to disrupt that
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original celebration. The new Israel still need to remember
what has happened and what has been given them. They need
time to celebrate.
This is not celebration for the mere sake of celebration.
Covenantal celebration is celebration with content. The people
of God are not called to celebrate their new life in the Spirit or
their victorious experience. That would be celebrating their
celebration. If invited to honor a great citizen in an afterdinner speech, one would not talk about himself. That would
be completely out of taste. The signs and seals of the
covenant are given to celebrate the death of Jesus Christ—
His finished work.
We might ask why baptism and the Supper are signs and
seals which celebrate Christ's death rather than His
resurrection. The resurrection gives birth to faith and hope.
Without the empty tomb we could not believe that Christ's
finished work on the cross was acceptable to the Father on our
behalf. By the resurrection God shows us that our sins have
indeed been put away by Christ's death. Therefore we have
great joy and peace in believing. But we do not celebrate our
joy and believing. The resurrection enables us to celebrate
with all heaven in Christ's act of self-giving.
And they sang a new song:
"You are worthy to take the scroll
and to open its seals,
because You were slain,
and with Your blood You purchased men for
God
from every tribe and language and people and
nation.
You have made them to be a kingdom and priests
to serve our God,
and they will reign on the earth."
Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands
upon thousands, and ten thousand
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times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders.
In a loud voice they sang:
"Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain,
to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength
and honor and glory and praise!"
—Rev. 5:9-12.

Apart from the gospel the signs and seals of the covenant are
mere form. Church history demonstrates that apart from the
gospel they become signs and seals of our own legalism. They do
not expand the spirit of the church to invite all men to share in
covenantal celebration. They nourish a cultic rather than a
catholic spirit. Most obnoxious of all, they are used in a cultic way
as if they were badges and signs of our own cultic piety.
How can men celebrate if they do not believe the gospel? We
are not called to preach about signs and seals as if they were the
gospel. We are commanded to believe and preach the gospel,
which alone can invest the signs and seals with meaning. When
men hear and understand the gospel as God intends they should,
they will not only accept the correct forms. They will embrace
them in the true spirit of gospel celebration.
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