Covenants in the Bible

T. David Gordon

Much confusion exists in Bible interpretation when it is not consciously recognized that the biblical narrative unfolds in a series of covenants.  Paul did not refer to the Israelites as having a “covenant,” but “covenants” (“to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants,  the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises”, Rom. 9:4).  

	Covenant
	Proposed Benefit
	Parties
	Condition
	Scripture

	Adamic

	Confirmed Innocence and Blessedness in God's Presence
	God and Humanity
	Adam's Obedience
	Genesis 3:3

	Noahic
	Delay of Judgment
	God and Humanity
	God's Faithfulness to His Pledge
	Gen. 9:8-18

	Abrahamic
	Numerous Descendants, Land, Blessing to all nations
	God and Humanity
	God's Faithfulness to His Pledge
	Gen. 12; 15; 17

	Sinai
	Prosperity in Canaan
	God and the Twelve Tribes of Israelites
	Israel's Obedience
	Deut. 6:1-3

	Phinehas
	A Priesthood
	God and the Descendants of Phinehas
	God's Faithfulness to His Pledge
	Num. 25: 13 

	David
	Permanent House for Yahweh
	God and David's "House"
	God's Faithfulness to His Pledge
	2 Sam. 12:7--16

	New Covenant
	Restored Innocence and Blessedness in God's Presence
	God and Humanity
	The Last Adam's Obedience
	Jer. 31:31; Luke 22:20; 2 Cor. 3:6; Heb. 8:13, 9:15, 12:24



These various biblical covenants are not merely numerically distinct; they are different in kind, although they each contribute to God’s single purpose to rescue the human race in Christ, the last Adam.
  Covenants only conflict with each other if they propose different means for attaining the same ends; provided that their ends and means differ, there is no conflict.  The chart above, at the risk of over-simplification, identifies the major biblical covenants, their proposed benefit, and the means/condition by which that benefit will/would occur.


Most of the conversation, and most of the problem, centers around how best to understand the Sinai covenant.
  This covenant is old, and it comprehends the vast amount of the Hebrew Bible, and therefore how one understands this covenant determines many other matters of biblical theology.  The confusions about it often accrue to using terminology that is almost right, but not quite right.  People often say, for instance, that God “graciously” chose Israel to be a party to the Sinai covenant, when in fact God “sovereignly” chose them.  But neither I nor the Israelites consider this sovereign election to be necessarily gracious.  Recall that the Israelites thought they were better off in Egypt: 

Num. 14:2 And all the people of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron.  The whole congregation said to them, “Would that we had died in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this wilderness!  3 Why is the LORD bringing us into this land, to fall by the sword?  Our wives and our little ones will become a prey. Would it not be better for us to go back to Egypt?”


The Israelites, at least on some occasions, considered their relationship to God through the Sinai Covenant to be a worse circumstance than their circumstance in bondage in Egypt.
  So, when people say that the Israelites “got in” the covenant by grace, but “stayed in” it by obedience, I think the Israelites would object to the notion that they “got in” the Sinai covenant by grace.  They got in by God’s sovereignty; like the Godfather He made them an offer they couldn’t refuse.  But they did not, at least univocally, consider the relationship to be gracious.


Possibly, this confusion itself is due to the mistaken assumption that to be party to a covenant with God is to enjoy some soteric benefit or blessing.  Building a temple is not, I don’t think, a soteric blessing, yet God made a covenant with the house of David to build one.  Serving as a priest is not, I judge, a soteric blessing; in fact 1 Sam. 2:12 expressly says, “Now the sons of Eli were worthless men.  They did not know the LORD.”  Having a good harvest while living in Palestine is not, as I see it, a soteric blessing.  To be “in covenant” with God therefore does not necessarily mean to be rescued from his coming wrath thereby.  It would only mean this if the particular covenant in question conferred soteric benefits.  Surely the apostle Paul did not regard being “in covenant” as being saved.  Though he acknowledged regarding his kinsmen the Israelites, that to them belonged “the covenants” (Rom. 9:4), he nonetheless recognized that such covenants conferred no soteric benefit to the Jews:  “What then? Are we Jews  any better off?  No, not at all.  For we have already charged that all, both Jews and  Greeks, are under sin…”  The tendency of some to regard covenant relationships as soteric could be caused in part by the linguistic reality that the soteric language in the Bible is not always, well, soteric.  


When the disciples were in a boat during a pitched sea-storm, and they said to Jesus, “Save, Lord, we are perishing” (Mat. 8:25), they probably were not speaking about their everlasting state, but their immediate peril.  Routinely, the biblical language of saving, salvation, rescue, and deliverance is temporal, not eternal, having to do with storms, illnesses, demons, and military enemies (cf. Mat. 9:21-22; Mark 3:4; Luke 8:36; Ex. 14:13; 15:1-2; Judges 2:16,18; 2 Chron. 32:22; Psalm 3:2,7,8; Psalm 7:1-2, etc.).  Indeed, in the Greek OT, the primary statistical usage of such language is for deliverance from military enemies.  Thus, I suppose I can understand why people read Israel’s prayers in the Old Testament speaking of “salvation,” and assume two things:  that such “salvation” is genuinely and eschatologically soteric, and that such salvation is due to the terms of the Sinai covenant, neither of which is necessarily true.  


Let us take the well-known third Psalm to illustrate this.  According to our oldest manuscripts, the prescript to this Psalm is:  “A Psalm of David, when he fled from Absolom his son.”  The Psalm proper begins then with these words:  “O Lord, how many are my foes!  Many are rising against me; many are saying of my soul, there is no salvation for him in God.”  Here, the “many” are almost certainly Absolom’s armies, referred to later in verse 6 as:  “many thousands of people who have set themselves against me all around.”  David says next:  “Arise, O Lord!  Save me, O my God!  For you strike all my enemies on the cheek; you break the teeth of the wicked.  Salvation belongs to the LORD; your blessing be on your people!”  The “salvation” spoken of here is not rescue from God’s wrath in the future day of judgment; it is rescue from Absolom’s army.


More confusing, and therefore more understandable when confused, are those statements in the OT that use soteric language genuinely soterically, yet not because of anything confered by virtue of the Sinai administration itself, but by virtue of the pledges made in Genesis 3, and re-iterated in the Abrahamic covenant.  Consider these lines from the well-known Psalm 51:

12  Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit. 13    Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will return to you.  14  Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, O God of my salvation, and my tongue will sing aloud of your righteousness.

Here, it is entirely possible, considering the penitential context, that the “salvation” referred to is salvation from David’s sin (and its consequences) before God as judge of all the earth.  That is, it is entirely possible, even likely, that the language here is genuinely soteric, in its full, eschatological sense, because of the presence of the language of “transgressors,” “sinners,” and “bloodguiltiness,” and the frequent (I count seven) references to David’s own sin in verses 1-4.  We may yet ask the question:  Does David pray as a party to the Sinai covenant, asking Yahweh to bless Israel in the land of Canaan because of their obedience, or does he pray as a party to the redemptive pledges of Genesis 3 and 12?  Now, both are true; David is both a human and son of Adam, on the one hand, and a monarch in the Israelite theocracy on the other hand.  So the question is not intended to be exclusive, in the sense that David either is a human, in some sense therefore included in the redemptive pledge in Genesis 3, or he is a monarch serving Israel in the Sinai coveant.  David is both.  The question is whether the prayer is framed in terms of the one or in terms of the other.  I believe verse five makes implicit reference to the Adamic administration and to original sin:  “I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me.”  Therefore, the “sin” of Psalm 51 is not national disobedience to the requirements of the Sinai covenant, by which Israel would forfeit blessedness in Canaan; rather the “sin” here is true, moral sin, Adamic sin, the sin of one who shares Adam’s rebellious nature and falls under God’s judgement and curse, and from which sin only the last Adam will rescue him.

If I am even partially correct, then perhaps the central issue of both Old Testament theology and Biblical Theology, more generally considered, is the proper relationship of the various biblical covenants.  How do they together demonstrate the singular purpose of God to restore rebellious humanity through the “seed of the woman” of Genesis 3; and how do they individually achieve other ends by other means in the process of getting there?  Some theologians, whether Jewish or Christian, construe the unified purpose of these varying covenants in such a manner as to betray their variety (resulting in a mixture of grace and works); and perhaps others (historic Dispensationalism?) construe their variety in such a manner as to betray their unified purpose.  My current perception of the matter is that most of the authors within the New Perspective on Paul, motivated by post-holocaust concerns, tend to mis-construe the variety within the covenant administrations in the Hebrew Bible, tending to refer to “the covenant” rather than “the covenants,” blending un-blendable covenants.  Similarly, I believe that the so-called Auburn Theology, informed as it is by the implicitly mono-covenantal nature of John Murray’s attempted “re-casting” of historic covenant theology, also tends to mis-construe the variety within biblical covenant administrations, also tending to refer to “the covenant” rather than “the covenants” (or some specific covenant), and also therefore tending to blend the un-blendable.

Appendix: Samuel Bolton, The True Bounds of Christian Freedom (1645, BOT edition, 1964)

[Introduction:  What follows are verbatim quotes from Bolton’s study.  Bolton lived from 1605-1654, and was a commissioner to the Westminster Assembly, though he never attended.  The treatise itself wrestles with the question of the Christian believer’s relation to the Mosaic law, and the treatise is primarily practical.  In the process of this practical study, however, Samuel Bolton addressed the issue of how to understand the Mosaic law as a “legal” covenant, since in scripture it is sometimes so referred to.  In the process, he surveys the various known opinions among orthodox reformed men in his day, and articulates and defends one view (‘covenant subserviens’) that is remarkably like the view of Meredith G. Kline.  Note also that no one in the 17th century regarded the Sinai administration as simply gracious, or even largely gracious (contra, e.g., John Murray).  Even those who saw it as advancing the covenant of grace observed that it did so “in a legal manner.” tdg]

“For the clearing of these difficulties, let it be said that divines have distinguished between various kinds of covenants.  Some of them have set down these three:  a covenant of nature, a covenant of grace, a mixed kind of covenant consisting of nature and grace.


Other divines have distinguished the following:

1. ‘Foedus natura’, of that covenant which God made with man in innocency.

2. ‘Foedus promissi’, or the covenant of grace and promise, which was made with Adam after his fall…

3. ‘Foedus operi’, or the covenant of works which was made with the Jews

Still others make the three covenants to be the following:

1. ‘Foedus natura’, the covenant of nature made with Adam.

2. ‘Foedus gratia’: the covenant of grace made with us in Christ.

3. ‘Foedus subserviens’, or the subservient covenant which, they say, was the covenant made here with the Jews merely by way of subserviency to the covenant of grace in Christ, a covenant of preparation, to make way for the advancement of the covenant of grace in Christ. 


Still others say that there were never more than two covenants made with man, one of works, the other of grace, the first in innocency, the other after the fall.  Yet, they add, this covenant of grace was dispensed to the Jews in such a legal manner that it seems to be nothing but the repetition of the covenant of works.  (pp. 89-90)


If it be neither a covenant of works, nor a covenant of grace, then must it of necessity be a third kind of covenant:…It was given by way of subserviency to the Gospel and a fuller revelation of the covenant of grace; it was temporary, and had respect to Canaan and God’s blessing there, if and as Israel obeyed.  It had no relation to heaven, for that was promised by another covenant which God made before He entered the subservient covenant.  This is the opinion which I myself desire modestly to propound, for I have not been convinced that it is injurious to holiness or disagreeable to the mind of God in Scripture.” (p. 99)

� There is not universal agreement as to whether the Adamic administration is, in fact, a covenant, though Hos. 6:7 appears to regard it as such.  Federal theology has always regarded the Adamic administration covenantally, as do I.





� Which purpose, in the confessional literature of the covenant-theology tradition, is ordinarily called “the covenant of grace.”





� Cf. the Appendix, below, that contains Samuel Bolton’s summary of the efforts to understand this covenant-administration during the days of the Westminster Assembly.  


� Nor were these early Israelites alone.  When the apostles heard that Gentile believers were being required to observe the Mosaic Law, they responded by referring to that Mosaic Law as a “yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear” (Acts 15:10).  So, this “unbearable” aspect of the Mosaic administration was recognized by the apostles also.


� T. David Gordon, “Reflections on Auburn Theology,” in By Faith Alone, ed. Gary L. W. Johnson and Guy P. Waters (Wheaton: Crossway, 2007), pp. 113-125. It should be observed that this little handout is entitled “Covenants in the Bible,” and that it, therefore, does not intend to discuss the utility of the historic Reformed conversations about a “covenant of works” with Adam in the garden (and with the Last Adam, whose obedience becomes ours by substitution), a “covenant of grace,” by which God rescues the lost, and a “covenant of redemption” between the Father and the Son.  I personally affirm the value of these theological constructs, but note that they are theological constructs, our way of making theological sense of the Bible.  But these so-called “covenants” do not appear as such in the Bible itself.  The covenant of works partly does, because the Bible records God’s relation to Adam, and the best interpretation of Hosea 6:7 suggests that this relation was a covenant (cf. Byron G. Curtis, “Hosea 6:7 and Covenant-Breaking like/at Adam” in The Law is Not of Faith, eds. Bryan D. Estell, J. V. Fesko, and David VanDrunen [Phillipsburg: P&R, 2009], pp. 170-209).  But the idea that the last Adam fulfils the term of this covenant is not expressed in the Bible (though I believe it).  Similarly, I affirm the “covenant of redemption” between the Father and the Son, but that covenant does not appear under that name in the Bible.  It is an inference we draw from, especially, those Johannine texts in which Jesus refers to “all that the Father has given me,” but the language of “covenant” is not employed.  And again, I affirm the historic understanding of a “covenant of grace,” but the reality affirmed thereby is never designated in the Bible as a single “covenant.”
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