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STUDY ONE

Introduction: The Nature of

Covenant as One of Creation
(by Geoffrey Bingham)

INTRODUCTION: THE NATURE OF BIBLICAL COVENANT

We have to say at the outset that all our studies will be based upon the proposition that
there is basically one covenant in the Scriptures and that it is the Covenant of God, which
may also be called the Covenant of Creation. The covenants called Noahic, Abrahamic,
Mosaic, Davidic and New are all included in the Covenant of God, and are integral parts
of it. This proposition is not held by all biblical scholars, and may not be easy to prove,
but it must be addressed. If there is basically one covenant and if it is that of creation,
then all human beings and indeed all elements of creation must be under it, even if Man,
at the Fall, virtually rejected this Covenant of God, this Covenant of Creation.1

THE GENERAL NATURE OF ‘COVENANT’

This is too vast a subject for this paper. There have ever been human covenants, and
some scholars may hold the view that biblical covenants took their pattern from extra-
biblical sources. Others hold the view that covenant, as such, is ontological, so that
where non-biblical covenants obtain they may have drawn upon, or been instigated from
the same ontological source. These ideas do not directly affect us in the School. What we
do have to see is that God’s Covenant, and the numerous covenants adhering in it, are
unilateral. In Genesis 6:18 God speaks of ‘my covenant’, and in this sense covenant
derives from him. It is not ‘our covenant’ in the sense that God and Man devised it
together. The main point we wish to make at this juncture is that God’s Covenant is not
contractual. Man would wish it to be contractual in order to preserve his pride.

OBSERVATIONS CONCERNING GOD’S COVENANT

Some reformers hold the view that (i) God contracted a Covenant of Redemption with

                                                
1  We are not suggesting for a moment that Man does not want all the benefits which are innate to the Covenant of

Creation. Indeed, even in the midst of his opposition to God and his life of idolatry, he may be demanding that God
give all the blessings of creation. God, for his part, may not be withholding such blessing (cf. Matt. 5:3–48), but Man
may not be able to avail himself of all these because of rejecting the Covenant of God and thus bringing himself into
the place of curses.
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his Son before creation, and (ii) that he contracted a Covenant of Works at the time of
creation. We are saying that whilst the Father and the Son (and the Spirit) planned the
redemption of Man prior to creation, the Father and the Son did not make a contract. We
have no substantial evidence that God made a Covenant of Works with Man at creation.2

Again, some theologians believe that God’s action of ‘Covenant’ began not with
Adam but with Noah, since it is the first explicit mention of covenant. They see the
Noahic covenant mainly as one of general grace to Man and the creation. They begin the
idea of a redemptive covenant with Abraham,3 and see its variations in the Mosaic,
Davidic and New Covenants.

The view we will present is that already stated above, that the Covenant of God is
the universal and everlasting covenant which God has with Man and the creation, and
which embraces all the other covenants of which we have spoken.

GOD’S COVENANT OF CREATION BEGINS AT CREATION

There are no explicit mentions of covenant in Genesis until Genesis 6:18, ‘But I will
establish my covenant with you’. Whilst Hosea 6:7 seems to speak of a covenant with
Adam and was greatly used by some Reformers, it does not seem a sufficient basis for
speaking of an Adamic covenant.4 The moment we read ‘establish my covenant’ in
Genesis 6:18 and 9:9ff., and understand ‘establish’ not as making a covenant with Noah,
but confirming or establishing God’s own covenant (‘my covenant’), then we see the
covenant was already in place and that we can rightly speak of ‘a covenant of creation’.

For the moment we will not pursue this point but look to Jeremiah 33:19–26 where
we see a covenant that is made with the day and the night and ‘the ordinances of heaven
and earth’ (v. 25). A reading of Isaiah 24 indicates that a curse is upon the earth because
of its evil, ‘The earth lies polluted under its inhabitants; for they have transgressed the
laws, violated the statutes, broken the everlasting5 covenant’. Covenant and creation are
certainly linked here.6 In speaking with Noah, God says of the covenant sign of the bow,
‘I will look upon it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every
living creature of all flesh that is upon the earth’. We see that the Noahic covenant is a
creational one in that nothing in creation is left out. If ‘establish my covenant’ does not
‘make my covenant’ but refers back to a covenant previously made,

                                                
2  I am aware that quite an amount of theology has grown around this idea of a Covenant of Works, but I doubt

that this theology can be easily destroyed by a counter argument. There is also some truth in such a Covenant,
particularly if we drain away from it the contractual element.

3  Naturally all see Genesis 3:15 as the first overt commencement of God’s redemptive action, but not necessarily,
at this point, connected with any covenant. Salvation history, many suppose, begins with the Abrahamic covenant,
although some see the Noahic covenant as having redemptional connotation.

4  Some exegetes speak of ‘at Adam’ as a place where Israel transgressed. Others translate ‘like Adam’, meaning
his sin of the Fall, and suggest Israel has been like Adam in breaking the Covenant of Israel, without necessarily
meaning that Adam broke a covenant.

5  All the covenants—Noahic, Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic and New—are called ‘everlasting’.
6  As a curse comes upon the earth because of Man’s sin in Genesis 3, so Romans 8:18–25 shows that the creation

is subjected to futility, yet in hope of the rehabilitation of Man when it will also, with Man, be released into the
glorious liberty of the children of God.
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then we clearly have what we have called ‘the Covenant of God’ or ‘the Covenant of
Creation’.

THE BASIC MEANING OF COVENANT

A biblical study of covenant can often be seen as technical and dull, even to the point of
being boring. It is a word we use more in law-language today than in general
conversation and thought. The fact of life is that we live in many covenants, not only
legal ones, but in interpersonal ones, as well as impersonal ones. We have agreements,
spoken or unspoken, concerning relationships. If, as some theologians claim, a covenant
is a bond or it involves ‘bonding’, then the idea of covenant comes to life. Today we talk
of ‘bonding’ as an intimate relational thing—a mother bonding with her baby and a
father sharing in that bonding: in this sense it is relevant. Marriage in the Bible is
sometimes called a covenant, and is of course intimately relational. We can think of
nothing more bonding than man and woman becoming ‘one flesh’. In the Bible we have
covenants between Abraham and Abimelech, Isaac and Abimelech, Laban and Jacob,
Jonathan and David; indeed they are many, sometimes being in the forms of varying
treaties, even treaties with the land, with things and even with death. The covenant of
David and Jonathan has that quality of two souls being knit together—a beautiful
bonding indeed.

THE MEANING OF COVENANT IN THE SCRIPTURES

The fact of covenant is so evident in the Scriptures that we can say that, biblically
speaking, it is a named reality with which we have to contend and without which the
Scriptures would make little sense. O. Palmer Robertson defines a covenant as ‘a bond in
blood sovereignly administered. When God enters into a covenantal relationship with
men, he sovereignly institutes a life-and-death bond. A covenant is a bond in blood, or a
bond of life and death, sovereignly administered’.7 Generally speaking this definition
holds well, but when we ask whether this was always the case we face some problems.
Whilst, in some cases, covenants do involve bonding, yet the origin of the primary
covenant, the one we call ‘the covenant of creation’, issues from the creational
relationship of God and Man, rather than from some ritual or agreement which is
intended to make them one. We need, at the same time, to have a reliable understanding.

A fuller word examination is presented in M. Weinfield’s note:

The most plausible solution seems to be the one that associates berith with Akk. biritu, ‘clasp’,
‘fetter’ (cf. the Talmudic byryt). This is supported by the Akkadian and Hittite terms for treaty: Akk,
riku, Hitt. ishiul, both meaning ‘bond’. The concept of a binding settlement also stand behind Arab.
‘aqd, Lat. viniculum fidei, ‘bond of faith,’ contractus, ‘contract’, and is likewise reflected in German
Bund. This etymology might support the reading ma’asoreth habberith in Ezek. 20:37 (‘I will make
you enter into the bond of the covenant’), suggested long ago. The Greek terms for covenant,
syntheke, harmonia (Iliad xxii.255), synthesia (ii.339), and synemosyne (xxii.261), also express the
idea of binding/putting together. The ‘bond’ metaphor explains the use of ‘strengthening’ or
‘fastening’ to convey the idea of the ‘validity’ or ‘reliability’ of the treaty. Thus we find in Akk.
dunnunu rikstate, ‘to fasten the bonds’

                                                
7  The Christ of the Covenants by O. Palmer Robertson (Pres & Reformed, Phillipsburg, 1980), p. 4.
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(= to validate the treaty), or riksu dannu, ‘strong persistent bond’ (= a valid and reliable treaty), and
similarly in Aram. lethaqqaphah ’esar, ‘strengthen the bond’ (Dnl. 6:8). The Greek term for
annulling the pact is lyein, ‘to loosen,’ which also points to the understanding of the treaty as a
bond.8

GOD’S COVENANT WITH CREATION

We now return to Genesis 6:1—9:17. This long section deals with the fact that all
humanity had become so violent and corrupt—‘Now the earth was corrupt in God’s
sight, and the earth was filled with violence’ (6:11)—that God was going to destroy all
he had created. Noah was a ‘righteous man, blameless in his generation’, and God was
sparing him and his family. He said, ‘I will establish my covenant with you; and you
shall come into the ark, you, your sons, your wife, and your sons’ wives with you’. Here
it is the verb ‘establish’ which concerns us. We must not think that because God
accounted Noah as righteous in his generation, he made a covenant.

The question is, ‘Did God make a covenant with Noah, or did he simply confirm
one which he had already made?’. There are a number of terms in the Old Testament
which give us certain views of the covenants God makes. Various translations use
equivalent terms such as ‘league’, ‘treaty’, ‘compact’, ‘solemn compact’, ‘agreement’.
The bonding, then, is no light thing. The mode of covenant is also defined. Karat berith
is ‘to cut a covenant’, heqim berith is ‘to establish a covenant’, natan berith is ‘to grant a
covenant’, sim berith ‘to set down a covenant’ and siwwa berith ‘to command a
covenant’.9

In Genesis 6:18 and 9:9ff. the term used is heqim berith, ‘to establish a covenant’
and not karat berith which is ‘to cut a covenant’. In most cases the context indicates the
meaning of the verb. W. J. Dumbrell10 argues strongly that heqim berith in the Genesis
passage quoted must mean the establishing or confirming a covenant already in
existence. In terms of ‘the whole earth’ that covenant must be the ‘Covenant of God’ or
‘the Covenant of Creation’. After an exhaustive enquiry into the uses of heqim berith in
the Old Testament he comments:

Evidence of this character makes it more than likely that in contexts where heqim berith stands (Gen.
6:18; 9:9, 11, 17; 17:7, 19, 21; Exod. 6:4; Lev. 26:9; Deut. 8:18; 2 Kgs 23:3) the institution of a
covenant is not being referred to but rather its perpetuation . . . We may probably now surmise that
what is being referred to in Gen. 6:18 is some existing arrangement presumably imposed by God
without human concurrence, since it is referred to as ‘my covenant’. Despite the human sinful
condition, he is determined to maintain it. The nature and the details of this arrangement are not clear
from Gen. 6:18 . . . The details will become quite clear, however, when Genesis 9:1ff is reached.

There seems, then, to be strong support for the idea that ‘my covenant’ existed before it
was confirmed or established with Noah.

                                                
8  M. Weinfield in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, vol. 2 (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1975), p. 255.
9  The meanings of these words are not quite as clear-cut as we have presented them because contexts of the words

may give slight changes in meanings. On the whole, however, they are as we have stated them. Weinfield (op. cit.), pp.
259–260, covers these varying shades of meaning.

10  W. J. Dumbrell in Covenant and Creation (Paternoster Pr., Exeter, 1984), pp. 24–26. This is also the view held
by Gordon Wenham in his Commentary on the same text, Genesis 1–15, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 1 (Word,
Waco, 1987) p. 175.
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SOME IMPLICATIONS OF THE COVENANT OF GOD
AS THE COVENANT OF CREATION

In the next study, ‘The Trinitarian Bond the Power of Covenant’, we will argue that
creation was not an act of God’s grace, but of his love, that it was—and is—a free gift to
Man. What we need to see now is that God, because of the Fall, did not abrogate the
covenant he made with Man at creation. Man, from his side, rejected that covenant and
so in breaching it put himself outside of it, but God did not renege on the covenant from
his side. Thus all humanity is under the Covenant of Creation, whether it likes it or not.
Ontologically, none can escape that Covenant. The implications of this are enormous.
Because of the covenant we, as humanity, are one body, one house, and every person is
my neighbour, if not my brother and my sister. This universal nature of God’s Covenant
has wide-ranging implications for human relationships and the nature of universal
redemption, universal cursings and universal blessings.
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STUDY TWO

The Trinitarian Bond

the Power of Covenant

(by Geoffrey Bingham)

INTRODUCTION: THE COVENANT THAT ALWAYS WAS

We have noted that all the covenants we have nominated are called ‘everlasting’.
Doubtless this word is speaking qualitatively rather than quantitatively, but what is
everlasting must originate in God ‘who alone has immortality’. The point we are making
here is that the Triune God ever was, and ever was One. There can be no talk of bonding
the Three Persons to make them One. This unity has ever been. Ontologically God as
Father is fons divinitatis and the Son is eternally generated by and from him. The Spirit is
the Spirit of the Father and the Spirit of the Son, and eternally proceeds from the Father
and the Son. Love does not bond them, otherwise it would be a fourth hypostasis in a
Quaternity, love (agape) being the binding entity. That is why we say there is never a
contract for anything between the Father and the Son, and indeed between any members
of the Godhead.1 Given that there are Three Hypostases, yet their hypostatic being
obtains only in their coinherence, their intra-subjective relationships, their complete
communion. Put another way, we may say they have innate unity of relationships so that
when Man is made in their image as created being, he is one with the Godhead in
communion. Creation and Divine communion ensure this is so. This brings us close to
saying there is an implied covenant in creation, but we will shortly look at this thought
under the idea of ‘bond’ and ‘bonding’.

No Mention of Covenant in Genesis Chapters 1–3

When readers of the Old Testament forage around in the first few chapters of
Genesis they find no mention of covenant.2 In one sense it would be strange if there were
such a mention. Those who read into the events of creation that God has a contractual
covenant of works with humanity, really do not have an authentic biblical

                                                
1  Some theologians speak of God demanding such and such of his Son but the word ‘demand’ is inappropriate

where Trinitarian communion is present.
2  The exegesis which confines itself to the book as though it must be treated in itself and not also in the light of

‘the whole counsel of God’ means that, the canon having been completed, we are still treating the text atomistically.
Some scholars see the acts of the first creation as protological of the eschatological and the telos.
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basis for drawing such a conclusion. The prohibition against eating of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil is for Man’s good as it is a warning against death. The
provision of the tree of life is the provision for continuing life.

Even so, whilst there is no explicit covenant there is certainly a relationship
between God and Man because of the fact of man being the image of God or being in the
image of God.3 If we call that relationship God’s Covenant of Creation, then we might
be close to the mark.

THE THEOLOGICAL COVENANT OF REDEMPTION4

Reformed theology generally spoke of a Covenant of Redemption,5 that is, a covenant
made within the society of the three Persons prior to creation. Ephesians 1:3–14 certainly
shows the plan of God was formulated before time and to give it the name of ‘Covenant
of Redemption’ would not be amiss. The idea of this covenant is that the Three Persons
determined that redemption would be given to Man in his sinfulness. Various
representations of how this should be, the contracting of the Son to be the Redeemer and
the work of the Spirit in this covenantal work, are discussed. Here Jonathan Edwards is
helpful:

It is evident by the Scripture, that there is an eternal covenant between some of the persons of the
Trinity, about that particular affair of Men’s redemption; and therefore that some things that
appertain to the particular office of some of the persons and their particular order and manner of
acting in this affair, do result from a particular new agreement; and not meerly [sic] from the order
already fixed in a preceding establishment founded in the nature of things, together with the new
determination of redeeming mankind . . . There is a particular covenant entered into about that very
affair, settling something new concerning that part that some at least of the persons are to act in that
affair.6

The Covenant of Redemption is undoubtedly contained within the Covenant of
Creation, but we prefer to approach the subject by way of the latter, indeed, by God’s
Covenant.

GOD’S COVENANT, THE COVENANT OF CREATION

We look at this covenant as being inherent in creation. The point at which we commence
studying it is the making of Man in the image of God. Exodus 25:40, ‘And see

                                                
3  Some scholars debate whether Man is the image of God (cf. I Cor. 11:7) or whether he is in the image of God.

Without doubt the Son is the image of the Father in the New Testament (Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:3), so that some have
concluded that the only one who is the image of God is Christ, and that we were created in that image—Christ. In this
case I Corinthians 11:7 must be exegeted other than at its face value.

4  In regard to the Covenant of Redemption, Jonathan Edwards sets forth the nature of the Trinity and the
emergence of the Covenant of Redemption in his work Treatise on Grace, ed. by Paul Helm (James Clarke, 1971).

5  Herman Hoeksema in his Reformed Dogmatics, (Reformed Free Pub., 1966) on pp. 285–336, discusses the
Covenant of Redemption under the title ‘The Pactum Salutis’ (‘The Covenant of Peace’) and shows the various views
of modern Calvinistic theologians. On pp. 316–330 he gives his summing up, with his own view which is substantially
the same as we set forth in this study. The idea of a Covenant of Redemption finds its roots in Zechariah 6:12, 13
where the term ‘counsel of peace’ is translated by some versions. The RSV has ‘peaceful understanding’. Hoeksema
thinks the exegesis of these two verses was not viable (cf. op. cit., p. 285).

6  Edwards, op. cit., p. 80.
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that you make them after the pattern for them, which is being shown you on the
mountain’, shows us that the tabernacle and its furniture was imaging the original
heavenly sanctuary. Man images God. All that God is, Man images that, though he is
none of that. Our main point is that Man, as the image of God, is one with God. He has
total relationship with God, and that relationship is unique amongst all others. First of
all, within the Triune Godhead the relationships constitute the unity of the Persons.
Jonathan Edwards says, ‘That as the Father is with respect to the subsistences [the Son
and the Holy Spirit] is the fountain of the deity, wholly and entirely so; so he should be
the fountain in all the acts of the deity’.7 That is, as we have said above, the Father is
love, the Son is not love but ‘the Son of his love’, and the Spirit is not love but ‘the spirit
of love’. Together the Three are one, the Father being the fountain of love. As they are
one together so they work in all acts, together.8

It follows that since the Three Persons acted together in creation, they are
essentially one. As to ‘bonding’—the essence of covenant—they were already bonded,
essentially. Nothing ever bonded them. Always they have coinhered, have had intra-
subjective relationships, and, if we will, have always operated perichoretically. Herman
Hoeksema quotes Dr. A. Kuyper as saying:

God himself is . . . not only of every covenant, but of the covenant idea as such the living and eternal
foundation; and the essential unity has in the covenant relation its conscious expression. Father, Son,
and Holy Ghost stand accordingly over against all what is not God or what opposes God in that unity
of faithfulness that the one does not will any thing else than the other, and the entire power of the
divine Essence turns itself with the highest consciousness in federal unity against all that is not God.
And when in this manner the foundation of the covenant idea is found in the confession of the
Trinity itself, then follows from this the further covenant relation between Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. 9

Accordingly Hoeksema sums up Kuyper, ‘The relation of the Three Persons in the
divine Essence is a covenant relation’. He himself says, ‘Now the Scriptures teach very
clearly that God is in Himself a covenant God . . . And as the Triune God, He is the
living God, Who lives the infinitely perfect covenant life in Himself’.10

As is Law, So is Covenant, the Outshining of God’s Nature

God’s law is his law. Here we have a subjective genitive. It is the law of God
himself. Thus the law we receive is innate in creation, though reiterated as a transcript on
Sinai. Man is really a transcript of God and so is innately a covenant creature. That is,
Man is designed for covenant, just as he is designed for law, law also being innate. If we
take II Peter 1:4’s statement that we are partakers of the divine nature, then this fits the
creational situation where Man in innocence knew the covenant God as also the law of
the covenant God. That law was always the law of love and always pertained to the
covenant nature of God. In this sense we say God did not plan to create his Covenant of
Creation. It was always innate to him and so to his creation. This explains why there is
no mention of covenant in Genesis chapters 1–3. Man fallen always sees

                                                
7  Edwards, op. cit., p. 79.
8  One together as the ontological Trinity, and one in acts together in regard to their works both in extra and ad

extra, the economic Trinity. Many theologians will not have it that the two—ontological and economic—are other than
the one.

9  Hoeksema, op. cit., p. 295, quoting Dr. A. Kuyper, from Dictaten Dogmatiek, III, Locus de Foedere p. 86.
10  Hoeksema, op. cit., p. 319.
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covenant as contractual—something the Reformers did not always escape—but Man
innocent did not see creation as something in which he lived constitutionally, but as a
glorious gift of God, out of his being as Giver. Creation, unlike Recreation, is not of
grace but is wholly gift. The Covenant of God appears first as the Covenant of Creation,
and whilst redemption may be innate to it, it was not a necessity for Man unfallen.

GOD AND MAN ONE IN BONDING

At creation Man was innately bonded to God by virtue of being God’s image. This image
and likeness, of which we have spoken above, may be analogically understood to some
degree by Genesis 5:3, ‘Adam . . . became the father of a son in his own likeness, after
his image, and named him Seth’. There can be no likeness apart from relationships. So
Jesus spoke of his Father, ‘thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee’. Also, ‘He that hath seen
me hath seen the Father’. So Man created is in the image of God and thus within the
Covenant of God. A simple way of seeing this is that when the Triune God created Man,
Man was created in the image of the Three-as-one-God, and so manifests reflectively
that societal Being.

Herman Hoeksema speaks of God’s Covenant in creation as one of friendship:

In the first paradise we behold the first, the earthly realization of the covenant of friendship. That
covenant was not an agreement between God and Adam, made sometime after his creation as
something new and additional. But it was the living bond of fellowship, according to which Adam
was the friend-servant of God, set over God’s entire earthly house, so that all things might serve him,
that he might serve his God. And also this covenant relationship functioned a parte hominis on the
basis of the fact that he was created in the image of God, in true knowledge, righteousness and
holiness. Even as Adam in his nature reflected the nature and virtues of his Creator, so his relation to
and life with God reflected from the moment of his creation the life of the Triune.11

Psalm 25:14 says, ‘The friendship of the LORD is for those who fear him, and he
makes known to them his covenant’. Job longs for that old relationship, ‘Oh, that I were
as in the months of old . . . as I was in my autumn days, when the friendship of God was
upon my tent’. Abraham was twice called ‘the friend of God’ and Jesus said that the
friend tells his friend all he is doing, and God said, regarding Abraham, ‘Shall I hide
from Abraham what I am about to do?’. Proverbs 3:32 says, ‘The upright are in his
confidence’. Thus it was with Moses to whom God spoke as a friend. We mean that in
this intimacy lies the reality of the relationship within the Covenant of Creation.

Geoffrey Bromiley applies this relational unity to the human situation, to the
husband and the wife. He is really saying that the close relationship of the man and the
woman is of Trinitarian origin and power:

In creating man—male and female—in his own image and joining them together so that they become
one flesh, God makes us copies both of himself in his trinitarian unity and distinction as one God and
three persons and of himself in relation to the people of his gracious election.12

If we come to the wider area of all relationships, first divine and then human, we see that
indeed all humanity is under God’s Covenant of Creation as one which he cannot

                                                
11  Herman Hoeksema, The Triple Knowledge, vol. 2 (Reformed Free Pub. 1971) p. 524.
12  Geoffrey Bromiley, God and Marriage (T. & T. Clarke (Edinburgh, 1981), p. 77.
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and will not revoke. Man out of that relationship is out of its constraint, but nevertheless
is in ontological distraint, the pressure being upon him to fulfil the creational covenant
relationship with God.13

Note on Covenantal Obligation

When we seek to avoid the idea of covenant being contractual we may fail to stress
obligation, the relational obligation of love. In all God’s covenants there is an expectancy
of obedience because of the innate nature of the covenant, and because Man by creation
can do nothing but obey God who is his Friend. To turn this into a contract is to pervert
both gift (in creation) and grace (in redemption). Man finds his joy and peace in fulfilling
the obligation, for this is his vocation.

                                                
13  I have not here entered into the three elements of the image which are really the three actions of the covenant

community, (i) vocation as in the mandate of Genesis 1:28f., (ii) living in the Sabbath rest of God, and (iii) living in
the Divine marriage of God as Husband and his people the Bride, and so sharing the ontological joy of human
marriage. For some exposition of this see my books The Profound Mystery (NCPI, 1995) and soon to be released,
Love’s Most Glorious Covenant  (Redeemer Baptist Pr.).
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STUDY THREE

The Relationship of Covenant,

Kingdom & Church
(by Dean Carter)

In the brief epistle to the Hebrews, the writer exhorts his brethren to discern that they are
participants in the promised and now ratified new covenant, inheritors of the inaugurated
permanent kingdom, and members of the congregation engaged in worshipping God (the
Father) at Mt Zion. And further, he asserts that covenant, kingdom and church (=
congregation) are directly and personally related in the incarnate Word-Son Jesus
Christ—mediator of the new covenant (or testament), Melchizedek priest-king, and
liturgist of the assembly of God.

In this study I shall try to draw out the nature and meaning of the ‘covenant,
kingdom and church’, as well as indicate the relationship/s between them. To do this, we
will consider each separately, and then together: each of the three main sections (with its
own thesis and exposition) will also include an excursus, identifying and surveying
related issues beyond the scope of our lecture (and listing significant literature). The final
section will, as in the letter to the Hebrews, suggest that Jesus Christ, in His life and
ministry, embodies the relationship between covenant, kingdom and church.

§1. THE COVENANT

Covenant means an agreement between God and man, relating to creation and its
purpose/s, the goal being the benefit or blessing of the recipients. As such, elements
involved include election, kingdom, the nations, scripture, promised inheritance,
appropriate means of fulfilment, mutual responsibilities. Finally, the Scripture also
speaks of a particular formula ‘I will be your God, and you will be my people’.

Generally speaking, the term covenant (berîth:) means an agreement between two
parties binding them mutually together, for each other’s well-being. (The original
meaning of the term was ‘fetter’ or ‘obligation’, from the word bárâ, ‘to bind’: hence, a
relationship where both parties are ‘bound’ to each other, with some particular duty or
service to perform.) Within the Scripture, it has been employed to indicate the
relationship of fellowship between God and humanity, as well as between humans, and
how God relates to His creation.
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Between God and man, it denotes the free pledging of God to a relationship
for the benefit and blessing of man, who by faith receives the promises and responds
with absolute obedience and gratitude. While there does not appear to be an explicit
covenant made with man at creation, God seems to pre-suppose such in Genesis
6:18 when He confirms the covenant, rather than establish a new covenant (pre-
existent arrangement, made without any human co-operation). Again, Isaiah 24:5 speaks
of an everlasting or eternal covenant, of which creation is the outer ex-
pression and theatre (see too later, in chapter 28:15,18 for Israel’s covenant with death,
and God’s overriding of such a covenant). But such texts raise a number of issues: is this
eternal covenant the only covenant, or has God established further or other covenants;
with whom of what; are there certain conditions to be fulfilled by the parties?

Kline argues that there are two covenants, that of creation, and a second of
redemption (between Father and Son, with offer of salvation where perfect obedience is
rendered by the incarnate Son). The common elements are the pledging of God to man,
with a sanction seal and an administration of law. Murray, however, sees ‘promise’ as
more prominent that ‘law’. Others, such as Calvin and Barth, argue that there is only one
covenant, within which are certain distinct but related covenant forms and dispensations.

To begin to answer some of our questions, let us first look at creation, then man
within creation. It has been affirmed by Barth and others that covenant is the inner logic
of creation, with creation as the outer form of the covenant. In this scheme, grace is pre-
supposition of nature, love the inner logic of covenant, also ground of creation and its
purpose, with humanity (as image of God) as focus.1

Creation proceeds entirely from him: his intention is also expressed without hindrance. He makes the
creature in the whole of its reality, and thus in the whole of its purposiveness and utility. Orientation
towards the covenant and exaltation is therefore intrinsic to the creature . . . the covenant supposed
the creation as foundation, as basis, as point of departure, but creation supposes the covenant as
purpose . . . We might say that he is already calling as he creates and that every created person is at
the same time called into the community of the covenant with him.2

Creation thus issues from God as Creator (Rev. 4:11; Heb. 11:1–3)—by word and
work (as craftsman), with creation’s ministerial co-operation (‘let the earth bring forth
living creatures’;  Gen. 1:24). And within this creation, God creates man as His covenant
partner, in His image. This is de jure, a given, indicating that it is of the essence of
humans to live in relation with God, their fellow humans, and creation. Here the human
is the person before God, then seen in relation to other people (a being-with-others).
Scripture does not speak in terms of individuals, even less of individualism: rather man is
created as male-female—in a uni-carnation (marriage is a particular form

                                                
1  The question as to whether creation, and so man, are expressions of grace is vexed. While some assert such to

be the case, others insist that grace is simply redemptive, only evidenced after the Fall. Those who argue for grace as
the presupposition for creation do so on two main grounds—what is true humanity, if grace is a faithful expression of
the nature and life of God, yet not integral to man in creation as God’s image, and how does creation as nature relate to
grace?  That is, did Adam live by grace (so Calvin) or is grace a post-Fall factor. Yet, if Jesus Christ is the authentic
man—of grace—does this suggest a deficiency or immaturity in man as created (i.e. Adam as image of God apart from
grace), or that Jesus’ humanity introduces an ‘alien’ element to humanity? Which humanity—Jesus or Adam—
authentically reflects the nature and actions of God, or is the imago dei? And does the new creation—of grace—
indicate a significant distinction, and departure, from the original?

2  Piet Schoonenberg, Covenant and Creation (University of Notre Dame: 1969), p. 147–148.
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of this, itself an expression of covenant). God relates to humanity, to Israel as people and
nation, to the Church as community, and with the gospel to all nations. Yet within that,
each person is linked to others biologically, corporately and representatively (with
Adam, Noah, Abraham and Christ). Further, we are created with value, to God and each
other. Scripture attests to the clear distinction between Creator and creation, yet this one
creature is the image of God. As such the creature has a responsibility to live in love,
holiness, self-giving and suffering.

We have mentioned the notion of God and man as covenant partners. A re-current
formula in the Scripture indicates this partnership—‘I will be your God, and you will be
my people’ (see Gen. 17:7; Exod. 6:7; 15:2; Josh. 24:18; Ps. 63:1; 89:26; Hosea 2:23;
Zech. 13:9). By implication this is already seen in Genesis 2, where Yahweh provides a
wife-partner for Adam (cf. God brings His Son to the eschatological wedding to the
Church in Revelation 19f.). Variations on this may also be seen in the requirement for
holiness (‘I am holy, so you will be holy’; Lev. 11:44–5; I Pet. 1:16), and perfection of
love (Matt. 5:48). Perhaps the most tender example is the Lord’s word of comfort to the
errant Israel (‘comfort, comfort my people’, says your God; Isaiah 40:1). Such an
expression underscores that from God’s side we observe unconditional faithfulness and
grace to covenant and His people: on man’s side, blessings are received by those offering
the appropriate (prescribed) response.

We have already mentioned Adam, Noah, Abraham and Israel. It is now time to
survey the covenant/s which God made with His people. The sequence of covenants in
the Old Testament is as follows:

1. Covenant of Creation (Works)

Some argue for a covenant of works, with the focus on one probation-test as this
‘work’, rather than an overall response of honour and thanksgiving (cf. Rom. 1:21). Such
a view also includes aspects of Sabbath keeping, marriage, labour (stewardship of
creation). It is a covenant with Adam, promise of life, penalty of death. Given that a
covenant—of some form—was made with man at creation, does this imply a further
covenant, or negation of the covenant when man ‘falls’? No, rather, the one covenant is
now seen to have a further dimension, in that it identifies God as redeemer of sinners, as
well as carer for creation.

2. Noahic Covenant of Preservation (Gen. 9)

Although mentioned in Genesis 6:18, the covenant with Noah is ratified in Genesis
9, after the flood judgment. It involves the linking of creation and redemption: particular
(with one man and his family), yet universal (all world), and the affirmation of man as
bearer of the ‘image’ of God. It was provided with the guarantee-seal of the (battle) bow
in the clouds.

3. Abrahamic Covenant of Promise (Gen. 12; 15, 17)

The idolater Abraham is called, and granted the covenant of promise, with the
elements of land, seed-son, universal family blessing, and the Spirit. Here the revelation
to the patriarch is the announcement and action of the being and works of God. The
covenant word-act initiates and completes the appropriate response: it carries its own
fulfilment by the Spirit, judging the ‘flesh’.
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4. Mosaic Covenant with Israel as a Nation (Exod. 19ff.)

As a sequel to the gracious liberation of Israel from Egypt, Moses receives the
declaration of the divine name ‘Yahweh’, and the granting of the covenant. Key elements
are the Kingship of God, the worship of Israel, giving of Torah, and the gift of Canaan
(Eden revisited [with luxury items of ‘milk and honey’]) as the inheritance (Abrahamic
‘promised land’). This covenant is renewed after Israel’s rebellion and idolatry.

At the end of Moses’ life and ministry, the covenant is re-applied to Israel, in the
Deuteronomic form (note the similarity to Ancient Near Eastern suzerainty treaty
formula).3

5. Davidic Covenant of the Kingdom (II Sam. 7)

Israel suffers a leadership crisis after the amphictyony judges, resulting in the
emergence of prophetism (guardians of the theocracy, and covenant emmissaries with
lawsuits against the apostate tribes of Israel and Judah). Samuel links the judges and
kingdom, as Saul and then David are anointed kings. The Davidic king(dom) is
established (extending to Abrahamic boundaries), the permanent royal house(hold)
promised, thus providing a Son (also Melchizedek priest-king, so Psalm 110) and
sanctuary (Temple), and the charter for humanity delineated.

The kingdom becomes divided, embroiled in rebellion and idolatry: Israel is
indicted by the Lord as having made a covenant with death (Isa. 28:15, 18). Israel is
charged with infidelity to the Lord and His Covenant, forfeiting its rights and privileges
in the face of the requirement of righteousness and holiness. The Lord re-assures the
recalcitrant nation of a covenant of/with life (see Hosea 2:18ff., with creation as the
matrix).

6. New Covenant (Jer. 31; Ezek. 36; Isa. 40–66)

Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Isaiah announce the ‘new’ covenant (or, the renewal of the
covenant, by the faithful and merciful Lord). Jeremiah promises the interiorisation of the
law, the gift of forgiveness, and personal knowledge of God, together with the reiteration
of the covenant formula, ‘I will be their God, and they shall be my people’ (31:33; 30:22;
32:38). That is, the heart of man will replace the Covenant Ark as the location of the
inscripturated covenant law, with God indwelling by the Spirit. Ezekiel heralds

                                                
3  See the groundbreaking work of Meredith G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King (Eerdmans: 1972), also as his

contribution to the Wycliffe Bible Commentary (Moody: 1962). The Ancient Near Eastern suzerainty treaty formula is:
PREAMBLE: identifying the lordship of the Great King, emphasizing his power and presence;
HISTORICAL PROLOGUE: recounting the Suzerain’s prior relations with the vassal, with particular reference to blessings

bestowed;
ETHICAL STIPULATIONS: an exposition of the vassal’s obligations and responsibilities;
SANCTIONS: itemising the blessings for obedience, and the curses for infidelity;
SUCCESSION ARRANGEMENTS: treating the continuity of the relationship, transmission of the covenant text, periodical recital to

the vassal, witnesses.

This same formula is seen explicitly in the outline of Deuteronomy:

1. Preamble (1:1–5)
2. Historical Prologue (1:6—4:49)
3. Ethical Stipulations (5:1—26:19)
4. Sanctions (27:1—30:20)
5. Succession Arrangements (31:1—34:12)
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the gathering and renewal of Israel, the donation of the Spirit and a new heart, radical
holiness, and the recital of the covenant formula (36:28, ‘you shall be my people, and I
will be your God’). And Isaiah predicts the rehabilitation and recreation of the people,
and the universal scope of the new work, with its focus on the coming ‘Suffering Servant
of the Lord’.

In summary, like creation-at-large, Israel was created by the Word. The incarnation is the
inner logic of Israel: Israel is the prehistory and matrix for the incarnation (born of a
Jewish woman, born under the law). The history and experience of Abraham as recipient
of promissory covenant word, the activity of his flesh as inappropriate response, and the
judgment and creation of the prescribed response, is replicated in the history and
experience of Israel. This leads us to the New Testament, the incarnation, and the
ratification of the ‘new covenant’.

When we turn to the New Testament, the term covenant is again employed. The
common Greek word for covenant was syntheke (also as contract, often with the idea of
bargaining for agreement). Yet in the New Testament the word diatheke, which means
‘will or testament’, is used to translate the Hebrew term (some 277 times). It thus became
the word to be used as ‘will/testament’ or ‘covenant’ (most often as ‘covenant’ but
occasionally as ‘testament’, i.e. Heb. 9:17). While used in the Synoptics and Paul, it is
found most often in the Letter to the Hebrews. Here too the covenant formula is repeated,
as ‘God is not ashamed to be called their God’, indicating God’s testimony to the
patriarchs (Heb. 11:16).

John the Baptizer appeared as the last great prophet (cf. overlap of those in the
‘kingdom’) and messenger of the lawsuit ultimatum to Israel, in anticipation of the
eschatological Covenant Lord’s advent—to effect judgment. Jesus established/ratified
the (new) covenant with the Last Supper-Gethsemane-Golgotha complex (aspects of the
Crucifixion—this as circumcision and baptism, as well as Passover, and cutting of
covenant), together with sign given (Temple destroyed and raised on the third day: see
John 2:18–22), and authority vindicated. He exhibited total faithfulness to covenantal
stipulations throughout His life and ministry (circumcised on eighth day, baptised to
fulfil righteousness, etc.): the covenantal matrix was underscored in parables (i.e. of
prophets and the landlord’s son being rejected by tenants, Matt. 21:33–42). Yet Jesus is
also portrayed as a covenant breaker, under curse, excluded from the covenant (Gal. 3).

The life and mission of the Church as the outworking of Jesus’ passion is recounted
by Matthew (28:18–20), in explicitly covenant treaty terms—

Preamble: ‘all authority is mine’

Promise of Suzerain: ‘I will be with you’

Oath sign: ‘baptism in the name of God’

Stipulations/demand: ‘going and discipling, baptising, teaching’

As already noted, the (new) covenant provides the rationale for the Letter to the
Hebrews, with the Church exhorted to discern the consummation of the covenants in
Jesus as God’s incarnate Word-Son (now as Priest-King and Pioneer-Perfecter) and the
displace-ment of the shadow by the substantial, as God fulfils His eternal covenant.
Again, the covenant motíf is prominent in the Book of the Revelation (not least the
format, the worship and the covenant blessings and cursings). And in both of these
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books, the eschatology of hope, and the enigma of election (and so predestination) come
to their climax.

In mentioning ‘book’ we introduce another feature of covenant, that being the
recording of the covenant(s) and related matters, as the witness to the covenant making/
keeping God’s words and works. The people of God have received the Scripture, which
is explicitly covenantal, for the Bible is the Old and New Testaments/Covenants, not
merely a record which gives prominence to the covenant motíf.

EXCURSUS A—COVENANT

1. Covenant Motíf
Covenant has been employed as a hermeneutical principle, as well as significant theme. Many theologians/
theologies have seen covenant as the governing motíf. Tom Torrance provides a helpful corrective to
excesses, while still affirming the centrality of the Covenant, and its relation to God, man and creation. So:

the Covenant embraces not only man but the whole of creation, so that the whole universe of
creaturely existence, visible and invisible, is brought into a relation with God in which it is appointed
to reflect His glory and be the sphere of His Revelation . . . The Covenant embraces not only man
but the whole of creation, for God has made the whole world as the sphere within which He may
have fellowship with man and man may share in His grace and reflect His glory. . . . the very centre
of the Covenant is the will of God to be our Father and to have us as His dear children.4

When Covenant is used as hermeneutical principle, it indicates that the salvific method remains
constant—by faith; yet the content of that faith was progressively disclosed. Throughout the present epoch
that content is very specific (in the person and work of Jesus Christ), and the response ability directly
effected by the Spirit. Finally, Calvin (so too Barth) affirmed ‘one’ covenant, administered differently
before the advent of Christ, and then after. God has one plan, one mediator, one eschatological purpose, in
which all of His people participate.

LITERATURE: W J Dumbrell Covenant and Creation (Lancer: 1984); Walther Eichrodt Theology of the
Old Testament 2 Vols. (SCM: 1975); Delbert Hilliers Covenant: the History of a Biblical Idea (Johns
Hopkins University Press: 1973); Jakob Jocz The Covenant (Eerdmans: 1968); Adrio König New and
Greater Things (University of South Africa: 1988); Lester Kuyper The Scripture Unbroken (Eerdmans:
1978); T E McComiskey The Covenants of Promise (Inter-Varsity Press: 1988); John Murray The
Covenant of Grace (Tyndale Press: 1953); J Barton Payne The Theology of the Older Testament
(Zondervan: 1972)—as a dispensationalist, Payne argues for a final covenant of peace; O Palmer
Robertson The Christ of the Covenants (Presbyterian and Reformed: 1980); idem., ‘Current Reformed
thinking on the Nature of the Divine Covenants’ in The Westminster Theological Journal Vol. XL (1977–
78), pages 63–76; N T Wright The Climax of the Covenant (T. & T. Clark: 1991); Edward J Young
‘Confession and Covenant’ in Scripture and Confession, ed. J H Skilton (Presbyterian and Reformed:
1973), pages 31–66.

The Covenantal Bible
We have already suggested that the Scripture is explicity covenantal, this indicated by the ‘old’ and

‘new’ testaments. The three-fold canon of Old Testament Law, Prophets and Writings may be seen to be
covenantal—the Law as the divine directions for life as the covenant people, Prophets as the history of the
recalling of the people of God to the covenant, and the Writings as providing covenant wisdom to
everyday questions within the context of the ‘two ways’.

The covenant treaty formula, as evidenced in the structure of Deuteronomy, is replicated in the
prophetic law-suits, for example, Hosea

1. Preamble (1)
2. Historical Prologue (2–3)

                                                
4  T. F. Torrance in ‘Introduction’ in The School of Faith (James Clarke & Co.: 1959), pp. li–lii.



The Relationship of Covenant, Kingdom & Church

17

3. Ethical Stipulations (4–7)
4. Sanctions (8–9)
5. Succession Arrangements (10–14)

When we turn to the New Testament, the whole testament appears to be determined by the covenant
form. Hence, Gospel and Acts may be seen as the treaty preamble—Gospels as establishment/ ratification
of Covenantal order (with prologue prior to passion narratives), and Acts as historical account of the
formation of the covenant community and its mission; Epistles as providing links with sanctions and
stipulations, as per Old Testament prophetic lawsuits and teaching; Revelation as prophetic expression of
eschatological curses and blessings of treaty sanctions. And Revelation itself follows the same form: ch. 1
as Preamble, chs. 2–3 as Historical Prologue, chs. 4–7 as Ethical Stipulations, chs. 8–14 as Covenant
sanctions, and chs. 15–22 as Covenant succession and continuity.

LITERATURE (GENERAL): D L Baker Two Testaments, One Bible (InterVarsity Press: 1976); Meredith G
Kline The Structure of Biblical Authority (Eerdmans: 1972); idem., Treaty of the Great King (Eerdmans:
1963); A A van Ruler The Christian Church and the Old Testament (Eerdmans: 1971).

(SPECIFIC): T J Deidun, New Covenant Morality in Paul Ana. Bib. 89 (Biblical Institute Press:
1981); E Malatesta Interiority and Covenant Ana. Bib. 69 (Biblical Institute Press: 1978); John W Pryor
John: Evangelist of the Covenant People (Darton, Longman & Todd: 1992); see too Pryor on ‘First Peter
and the New Covenant’ in The Reformed Theology Review Vol. XLV Nos. 1–2, pages 1–4, 44–51.

The Covenant as Governing Motíf
The significance of the Covenant for sacraments, worship, mission and ministry, and ethics requires
careful consideration and explication. Readers are directed to the following attempts to relate these issues
to covenant.

LITERATURE: Geoffrey W Bromiley Children of Promise (Eerdmans: 1979); Paul K Jewett Infant Baptism
and the Covenant of Grace (Eerdmans: 1978); Meredith G Kline By Oath Consigned (Eerdmans: 1968); A.
R. Millard, ‘Covenant and Communion in First Corinthians’ in Apostolic History and the Gospel ed. W.
W. Gasque and R. P. Martin (Paternoster: 1970), pages 242–248; Richard Paquier Dynamics in Worship
(Fortress Press: 1967); Richard R De Ridder Discipling the Nations (Baker: 1975); Norman Shepherd ‘The
Covenant Context for Evangelism’ in The New Testament Student and Theology vol. 3, ed. John H Skilton
(Presbyterian & Reformed: 1976), pages 451–75; J L Allen Love and Conflict—a Covenantal Model of
Christian Ethics (Abingdon: 1984)

2. Federal Theology
Covenant became the governing motíf within Reformed theology from the seventeenth century (Gisbertus
Voetius [1588–1676] as systematician; Johannes Cocceius [1603–1669] as biblical exegete). Covenant
became synonymous with Calvinism, and was linked with the name Federal (Latin. foedus = covenant),
championed by Preston, Perkins, Ames and Owen in England and the New England Puritans. The
covenant motíf was eclipsed by ‘contract’ as a formal judicial contract, dealt with in a forensic-judicial
manner. It was later seen in the Princeton theology of Alexander and the Hodges, but later developments
and modifications appeared in Vos, Bavinck and Kuyper.

Murray acknowledges the significance of Covenant theology, but also signals a warning, calling for
a sympathetic criticism. ‘It was in the Reformed theology that the covenant theology developed, and the
greatest contribution of covenant theology was its covenant soteriology and eschatology . . . It appears to
me that the covenant theology, not withstanding the finesse of analysis with which it was worked out and
the grandeur of its articulated systematization, needs recasting.’5

Covenant theology sees the drama of human history played out in two covenants: the covenant of
works established with Adam, the covenant of grace between the Father and the Son. This latter comes into
effect after the failure of Adam, and the Fall, thereby breaching the former. All of the covenants nominated
in the Old Testament are forms or expressions of the covenant of grace, which finds its final form in the
New Covenant actualised and ratified in the life, ministry and death of Jesus Christ. The Scriptures and
human history are seen as integrated by this governing covenant motif.

Such a view was opposed by the Lutherans, on the premise that it compromises the Biblical

                                                
5  John Murray, The Covenant of Grace (Tyndale: 1953), pp. 4–5.
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hermeneutic principle of ‘Law–Gospel’. Dispensationalists, on the other hand, reject such a view as
confusing the various historic dispensations, and their governance by specific covenants.

More recently, Federal theology has been criticised on two grounds: it (i) confuses covenant with
contract, and (ii) abstracted the covenant as the sole canon of orthodoxy. First, the covenant was seen as a
pact or contract, requiring formal accounting: see the work of James Torrance which indicates this led to
inversion of law over grace (so legalism), and separation of nature and grace.6 Second, the covenant was
detached as the criterion for orthodoxy: for the Westminster Confession this meant a focus on covenant as
governing motíf, rather than Trinitarian (WCOF especially weak in treatment of the Spirit).7

LITERATURE: Carl Bogue, Jonathan Edwards and the Covenant of Grace (Mack Publishing Co.: 1975),
esp. ch. 4 ‘The Covenant of Grace in Theology’; Geoffrey Bromiley, Historical Theology: An Introduction
(Eerdmans: 1978), see esp. ch. 21 ‘Reformed and Puritan: Theology and Covenant’; Robert Letham, The
Work of Christ (Inter-Varsity Press: 1993), pages 39–56.

3. Dominion Theology
Dominion Theology, also known as the Christian Reconstruction Movement, and the Theonomists, are an
American-based group asserting that the Church needs to be recalled to the dominion mandate of creation
(Gen. 1:28ff.) as the charter for life and ministry. It seeks the socio-judicial reconstruction of the nations
by the implementation of, and imposition of all Mosaic law on the covenant people, coupled with the
expectation that this dominion will extend to all nations. They advocate a form of postmillennialism which
they call an ‘eschatology of victory’. Their controversial leaders and prolific writers include Greg
Bahnsen, David Chilton, James Jordan, Gary North, Rousas J. Rushdoony, and Ray Sutton: their works
focus on government policy and politics, sociology, economics, education, philosophy, psychology, as
well as biblical commentary.

An analysis and rebuttal of the movement is offered by H. Wayne House and Thomas D. Ice (Dallas
Seminary premillennialists!) in Dominion Theology: Blessing or Curse? (Multnomah Press: 1988).

4. Covenanters
Covenanters is the name ascribed to the Scottish Presbyterian signatories to the National Covenant of 1638
and the Solemn League and Covenant in 1643, as well as their successors. They resisted the English
episcopal system imposed on Scotland, and while holding the monarchy in high regard, expected Charles
II to assent to both Covenants as the condition for his accession to the Scottish throne. They suffered
considerable repression under the Stuarts, as the Covenants were rejected and episcopacy imposed: up to
18,000 suffered in some form, outlawed, executed, others exiled to Holland and North America. Some
came to justify rebellion and assassinations. Later their sectional interest became that of the nation, with
the general repudiation of the House of Stuarts. 1690 saw the restoration of Presbyterianism, but the
Cameronians (from which group, later also known as the Reformed Presbyterians, came James Denney),
objected to William II as an uncovenanted king. They have refused to join the national church—the
Church of Scotland, and affirm civil and religious freedom.

LITERATURE: James Barr The Scottish Covenanters (John Smith & Son: 1947); Alexander Smellie Men of
the Covenant (Banner of Truth: 1963); J D Douglas Light in the North PATERNOSTER CHURCH HISTORY
vol. VI (Paternoster Press: 1964).

5. Church Covenant
Historically the Congregational (or Independent) Church has seen the ‘covenant’ as basic or fontal for the
Church: ‘Each Independent church was founded upon a covenant, in which the members promised to assist
one another in walking in God’s ways. These ecclesiastical covenants helped, by analogy, to establish in
the civil sphere the doctrine of the social contract and of government by consent’.8 Such covenants were
voluntary within a congregation and between congregations. This ‘mutual confederation

                                                
6  J. B. Torrance ‘Strengths and Weaknesses of the Westminster Theology’, pp. 40–53 in Westminster Confession

in the Church Today, ed. A Heron (St Andrew Press: 1982), pp. 48–49.
7  J. B. Torrance, op. cit., p. 53. See also T. F. Torrance in ‘Introduction’ op. cit., pp. lxiii–iv.
8  Horton Davies, The English Free Churches (Oxford University Press: 1963), p. 90.



The Relationship of Covenant, Kingdom & Church

19

or solemn agreement’ as the ‘formal cause of a church’,9 ‘was fundamental—each member bound himself
by a solemn covenant with God to a holy life, and upon the existence of this covenant was based a moral
discipline exercised by the other members of the congregation’.10

The Church was seen as being prior to officers and/or discipline, and Independents insisted that their
polity was derived from the New Testament. For some, membership was dependent on a covenant, not
baptism. The covenant, for some, became a compact and creed, signifying adherence to central tenets of
the faith and indicating assent to these as the basis of the fellowship. Central concerns were the
engagement of the heart, not a creed; equality of members (yet not democracy), and the elimination of
nominalism.

6.  Other Covenants
Covenant has also been used to denote the intra-trinitarian covenant (covenant of redemption), marriage
covenant (dissolved by adultery?), minister’s covenant (between congregation and minister), ecumenical
covenants between churches dealing with particular issues (i.e. Lausanne Covenant).

§2  THE KINGDOM

The Kingdom is the rule (purpose, canon or program), reign (dynamic) and realm
(universal) of God. It is especially seen in the Old Testament people of God, Israel, and
in and through the Church. Yahweh disclosed Himself as King, and Jesus’ prime
message was the ‘kingdom of God (heaven)’. Related elements include eschatology,
whether the kingdom is spiritual or physical, authority, and the kingdom of Satan
(principalities and powers).

While many have considered the Kingdom of God to be a realm, requiring
extension by the Church’s efforts, the Scripture concentrates on the dynamic reign of
God. John Gray summarises this:

The Biblical concept of the Kingdom of God is not a state which may be fully realized even by those
who commit themselves to the sovereignty of God, nor a programme which they may adequately
fulfil by their organized efforts. The Kingdom, or rather the Reign, of God is rather the dynamic
power of God as Sovereign, encouraging response, challenging, arresting, bringing new life,
releasing new potential, inspiring new hope, opening new horizons for endeavour in His service Who
alone brings His purpose to its consummation.11

The immediacy of the Kingdom in the life and ministry of Jesus must be seen against the
background of Israel as the people of God, and especially the Davidic kingdom. God
Himself is acknowledged as the universal Lord (as Psalms, and prophets indicate), who
elects Israel as His priestly kingdom (Exod. 19:6ff.). (It is interesting to note the
frequency of king or kingdom in the O.T.: melukah = kingdom [from melek = king] from
Genesis – Judges almost exclusively of the kings of other nations [and lament by some
that Israel lacked such a person], then from I Samuel – Zechariah the focus is on Israel
and Judah’s kings.) Following the golden age of the Davidic–Solomonic Kingdom, Israel
suffered a major split, with a northern and a southern kingdom, which culminated in the
judgment of the exile, destruction of the Temple, and cessation of the royal line.

The Kingdom of God (or ‘heaven’ in Matthew) is the major theme in the Gospels
(basileia: kingdom). John the Baptizer appears, recalling Israel as a nation to repent, due

                                                
9  John Owen ‘The True Nature of a Gospel Church’, in The Works of John Owen, vol. 16, ed. W. H. Goold

(Banner of Truth Trust: 1968), pp. 25, 29.
10  Owen Chadwick, The Reformation, Pelican History of the Church: 3 (Penguin Books: 1968),

p. 204.
11  John Gray, The Biblical Doctrine of the Reign of God (T. & T. Clark: 1979), p. 369.
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to the King(dom)’s proximity. This message was reiterated in Jesus’ ministry, in His
words and works, parables and powers, similitudes and signs (Matt. 12:28, ‘the kingdom
of God has come upon you’; Matt. 13 for parables providing the ‘secrets of the kingdom
of heaven’). The kingdom of God present in Jesus overcomes the kingdom of Satan (with
his rebellious principalities, powers, and demonic allies), both throughout His ministry,
and conclusively at the Cross.

Both before and after the Cross the apostles bear witness to the kingdom of God, to
Jesus as King (John 18:33ff.), and the reign of God in their lives (Matt. 10:7; etc.):
especially to the King as recreating and reordering a community of justice (Jer. 23:6),
peace (Eph. 2:14) and joy (Rom. 14:17).

We ought remind ourselves that it is wrong to see the ‘kingdom’ motíf as eclipsing
‘covenant’. Because the advent of Jesus Christ is the final revelation does not necessarily
mean that ‘covenant’ has been abandoned or repudiated as outmoded, it may simply be
more implicit than explicit. Nor ought the Kingdom be confused with the Church
(although this may be possible when certain parables are considered:
(i) Matt. 13:24–30, 38, and (ii) Matt. 13:47–50, but this is obviously not the main
concern. Again, Matt. 16:18ff. links Church and keys of kingdom: cf. Matt. 23:13; Luke
11:52; and perhaps in Acts for the entrance of the Dispersion Jews, Samaritans and
Gentiles into the Church).

The kingdom reign is effective in the person and ministry of Jesus, and continued
by His Spirit in and through the Church, throughout the world. It is primarily now
spiritual (Peter’s view—Acts 3:25–6 where Abraham’s offspring is Christ, not the nation
of Israel; for Paul’s view, see Rom. 2:28ff. where the true Israel is after the spirit, not the
flesh). It is important to note the word primarily, for in Jesus Christ the link with
Abraham is actually carnal, as well as spiritual and cognitive. Now the nations are to be
seen in a religious context, not political. And further, David’s national political throne
and realm perished, yet his spiritual kingdom continues.

The arrival of Christ both inaugurates, and is the foretaste (firstfruit) of the
kingdom. Jesus spoke of ‘the kingdom of God’, while Paul spoke of the ‘age to come’:
this age, and that ‘yet to come’, albeit present in limited form. Hence the Kingdom is
soteriological and eschatological: it is both present (in part) and future (in totality, with
its coming a matter of urgent prayer).

In sum, we may insist on four aspects:

1. kingdom is dynamic reign, rather than realm
2. kingdom is future apocalyptic order (so purposive), at end of age
3. kingdom already present in this age
4. kingdom as present realm, into which men are called.

EXCURSUS B—KINGDOM

The Kingdom of God has provided the focus for a number of groups within the Church—(i) to distinguish
between the Kingdom of God and the world, (ii) schemas of eschatology, and (iii) a basis for socio-
political activism.

First, Lutherans have argued for a two kingdoms schema: kingdom of Church, kingdom of world (cf.
Augustine’s city of God/heaven, and city of man).

Second, Schweitzer showed the strong eschatological thrust of the concept, arguing that Jesus
anticipated a dramatic intrusion or inauguration of the kingdom—in his lifetime. Dodd sought to resolve
this with his ‘realised eschatology’: the future period is now the experience of the Church. The
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kingdom is now here, and yet keeps coming. Others argue that the early Church’s expectation was
frustrated, and the Church modified its views. Liberalism tends to limit prophecies to their immediate
context, without future significance or application, or to simplistic and naive pious aspirations. This
separates the Church from the Old Testament (especially as prophetically promised), Jesus from any Old
Testament fulfilment, and effectual retroactive work. While Jesus and Paul may have been products of
their times, we have progressed.

Within this second group, millennial schemes may be listed. Amillennialism asks whether there will
be a future millenial kingdom, or whether the promises of Jeremiah (interiorisation of law) and Ezekiel
(earth-centred focus) are spiritualised? Classic Millennarianism asks, will there be a literal millennial
kingdom, and when does this take place, before (pre-) or after (post-) the coming of the Messiah?
Dispensationalism sees Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s prophecies as future, to be realised in the millennial
kingdom. The Church is an interim people, while (national) Israel remains God’s prime concern.

Thirdly, Liberals have seen the kingdom of God as the ethical reign of God in human affairs.
Christians form a brotherhood, under the universal Fatherhood of God, and are thus the Church. Motivated
by the ethics of love (especially the ‘Golden Rule’) this new society seeks to extend this ethic to all human
relationships and activities, whereby the Church is known as the kingdom of God. Such a social and
political concern is also evidenced in more recent Liberation and Political theologies.

LITERATURE: Jacques Ellul The Presence of the Kingdom (Seabury Press: 1967); Graeme Goldsworthy
Gospel and Kingdom (Paternoster Press: 1981); John Gray The Biblical Doctrine of the Reign of God (T.
& T. Clark: 1979); Anthony A Hoekema The Bible and the Future (Eerdmans: 1979); George E Ladd The
Presence of the Future (Eerdmans: 1974); Herman Ridderbos The Coming of the Kingdom (Eerdmans:
1962); Isaac Rottenberg The Promise and the Presence (Eerdmans: 1980); Peter Toon God’s Kingdom for
Today (Cornerstone Books: 1980); Geerhardus Vos The Kingdom of God and the Church (Presbyterian
and Reformed: 1972); Raymond Zorn Church and Kingdom (Presbyterian and Reformed: 1962).

§3. THE CHURCH

The Church is one, apostolic and catholic, originating at Pentecost, called into being by
the Gospel, endued by the Spirit’s life and gifts, the bride-wife and body of Christ, co-
worker in the ministry of Christ, engaged in spontaneous worship, work and witness, a
holy people in continuity with Israel, the community of the renewed humanity of Christ
(experienced in baptism and communion). As such the Church experiences hope and the
expectation of sharing in the new creation.

The name ‘Church’ is derived from the Old English term kirk (with links to ‘Lord’s
house’). Within the Scripture itself we find the term ekklesia employed by Jesus to
denote the new people of God (Matt. 16:18; 18:17). This term itself speaks of the ‘calling
out’ of a people, here by God, and their assemblage to hear and heed His word: such is
the meaning given to Israel as the qahal, the congregation of God’s people, gathered by
and to receive His word. It is this assembling that essentially constitutes the church—
assemblage to worship, with Christ calling and serving His people.12 This ‘meeting
together’ (I Cor. 11:17) speaks of a new cohesion, centripetal towards the Father and
Son: it is a ‘coming together’, not only as motion, but in continued maturation (cf
‘assembling together’ as in Heb. 10:25).

The ‘calling into being’ of the Church took place at Pentecost (as this festival was
itself consummated), with the outpouring of the promised Spirit of Christ, as purifying
and initiating baptism, and covenant blessing. Like creation at large, the Church is
creatio ex nihilo, per verbum, and sui generis: the Church is the free expression of God,

                                                
12  Dietrich Ritschl, A Theology of Proclamation (John Knox Press: 1960), pp. 82ff.
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created out of nothing, by means of the Word, and without adequate analogy. The
‘pentecosted’ Church is apostolic (the apostles as a formal link with Christ, and the
Church living in and under the apostolic Gospel), holy (with the Spirit applying the
substitutionary self-consecration of Christ to all, see John 17:17–19), catholic (universal
in the sense of being open to all, both Jews and Gentiles, male and female, slave and
free, healthy and diseased, near and far, etc.) and one (with Jew and Gentile reconciled,
all divisions healed). While its ‘newness’ is stressed at Pentecost, continuity with Israel
is also expressed, as terms used for Israel are transferred to the Church, i.e. the flock,
people of God, bride, dispersion, and temple (both peoples issue out of an ‘exodus’). In
fact, Paul speaks of the Church as the ‘Israel of God’ (Gal. 6:16). And in Revelation
21:12–13 the twelve tribes and apostles converge in the new (heavenly) city of God.

As the people of God, the Church is known as the Body of Christ, His bride-wife,
the sons of God, and the Temple of the Father through the Spirit: it is those who have
responded to the messianic call to repentance, and with faith and obedience been
reconciled to God, humanity and creation. Under the Spirit, the Church shares the
vicarious risen humanity of Jesus Christ. Equipped and energised by the Spirit, the
Church receives the charisma and mission of God in Christ as gift and task. As the
fellowship of the Spirit, the witness/advocate for the risen Christ, the Church participates
in the communion of the incarnate Son with the Father.

By the Spirit, the ministry of Christ as Servant–Lord continues as prophet, priest
and king to all creation. The Church is privileged to share in this ministry as ‘co-worker’,
in worship, witness and work (practical service).13 By the Spirit, the Church enjoys life
in union with Christ, with the life of Christ displacing the ‘life of the flesh’. Intensive
and extensive reconciliation is shared, within and without the Church as the one new
humanity or community. The new life is signified and sustained by the dominical
sacraments of baptism and the eucharist: it provides a moral momentum for holiness, the
hope of resurrection and glory, while currently suffering as engaged in the stewardship
of the gospel and of creation.

As König aptly observes:

In the Church God would demonstrate to the world how he intended his creation to function: in
harmony, in love, as one community of brothers and sisters who serve together in love in the
Father’s house and enjoy one another’s fellowship . . . In the Church a few lineaments of the basic
structure of creation are once again exposed to view.14

EXCURSUS C—CHURCH

We maist constantly believe, that God preserved, instructed, multiplied, decored, and
from death called to life, his Kirk in all ages fra Adam till the cumming of Christ Jesus in
the flesh (FIRST SCOTTISH CONFESSION (1560)

Q.54 What do you believe concerning the Holy Catholic Church?
A. That out of the whole human race, from the beginning of the world to its end, the Son
of God, by His Spirit and Word, gathers, protects and preserves for Himself in the unity
of the true faith and unto everlasting life, a chosen community; and that I am, and
forever shall remain, a living member of the same. HEIDELBERG CATECHISM (1563)

                                                
13  ‘The Church is not the vicarius Christi, but she participates in the whole ministry of Christ without degrading

his work in times of her own passivity and without adding anything to it in times of obedient activity.’ D. Ritschl,
Memory and Hope (Macmillan Co.: 1967), p. 226.

14  Adrio König, New and Greater Things (University of South Africa: 1988), p. 134.
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A multiplicity of issues have concerned and divided the Church since Pentecost, many still unresolved,
many—if not all—requiring repentance and a return to the simplicity and dynamic of the Gospel of Christ
and the Spirit.

Among these are the following. Does the Church exist for itself, or others—for God, or the world: is
it primarily concerned about itself, the kingdom, or something else? Is the Church to be seen in continuity
with Israel as the people of God, or is discontinuity: if continuity, what is the current place of Israel in the
purposes and election of God (especially since the Holocaust)? If discontinuity, is the Church the primary
concern of God, or could it still be the Jews? If the Jews, what is the place of the Jewish state, over against
the neighbouring Arab states? What is the place of the Christians in either Israel, or Arab states—
especially in the concern of (Christian) Palestinians?

If the Scripture speaks of a salvation history, what is the place of the Church? Is it, as for some
dispensationalists, a ‘parenthetic interlude’, a minor aspect of God’s purposes, as a concession to
accommodate Gentiles? Again, will the Church escape the dangers of the world, and perhaps its judgment,
by means of a ‘rapture’? Has the Church been plagued in each generation by the possibility of being
swamped by the world and its ways, or the temptation to withdraw into a ghetto mentality and ascetic
practices (i.e. Church and State relations, worldliness or asceticism)? Another major concern has been
whether the Church is primarily spiritual or empirical, invisible or visible: perhaps it is both, or neither?
Again, is the Church an ‘extension of the incarnation’, or an ‘extension of the resurrection’? Is it an
organisation or institution, or is it better viewed as an organism?

How does the Church resolve the question of the ‘one and the many’—unity and diversity, without
the imposition of uniformity, and the fragmentation of division, heresy and schism? How should the
Church clarify its creedal and confessional confusion, and how could this be articulated? What (or who)
could provide unity for the Church—a creed, a pope, a system of theology (western, protestant, feminist,
black theology), programmes of social justice or evangelism, a relation with the Western or Eastern
Church, and/or with Israel?

Within the Western Church there are even further problems—founded on views of ecclesiology,
ministry and sacraments. For example, what of the denominations, movements or sects, centred on a
significant church leader (Jesuits, St Francis, Luther, Calvin, Wesley, Darby), one or other of the
sacraments (believer baptists and paedobaptists), church polity (Congregationalists and Presbyterian),
national identity (a Church of England, Russian Orthodox), or theological mótif or experience
(charismatic, eschatology, spirituality, liturgy)? Finally, in a not exhaustive list: how will the Church deal
with divergent views of ministry, some insisting on episcopacy (perhaps even in apostolic succession),
some arguing for a marked distinction between clergy and laity, others arguing for office over against gift,
ministry as the inviolate domain of males over against females, and the contrast between a hierarchical and
egalitarian forms of ministry?

For answers to some of these issues—or at least discussions—we refer the reader to the following
literature.

LITERATURE: G C Berkouwer The Church (Eerdmans: 1976); J Blauw The Missionary Nature of the
Church (Lutterworth: 1962); Harry R Boer Pentecost and Missions (Eerdmans: 1975); P T Forsyth Church
and Sacraments (Independent Press: 1949); Colin E Gunton On Being the Church (T. & T. Clark: 1986); T
W Manson The Church’s Ministry (Hodder & Stoughton: 1948); Robert S Paul The Church in Search of
Itself (Eerdmans: 1972); idem. Ministry (Eerdmans: 1965); Edmund Schlink The Coming Christ and the
Coming Church (Oliver & Boyd: 1967); Peter Toon God’s Church for Today (Cornerstone Books: 1980);
T F Torrance Royal Priesthood (T. & T. Clark: 1993); John D Zizioulas Being as Communion (St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press: 1985).

§4.THE RELATIONSHIP OF COVENANT, KINGDOM AND CHURCH

So far we have treated each of the issues in isolation: how are they linked or related?
Our suggestion is that the relationship is ontological, organic, creational and
eschatological, because Christological and pneumatic: these elements are expressed
sacramentally.

The concepts of covenant as the formal bond and logic of the relationship between God
and man, and humanity, and the creation-at-large, the kingdom as the rule, reign (and
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realm) of God, and the Church as the people of God (in continuity with Israel, and the
‘remnant’),15 all converge, and coincide in Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God and Man,
Immanuel, the incarnate Word.

The relationship between covenant, kingdom and church is organic/carnal. That is,
Jesus Christ as the incarnate Son comes as a member of the covenant people (born of
woman, under law) yet as covenant-breaker (assents to judgment of law, and consents to
bear full force of the curse), king, Head of His Body: He has become part of creation, as
a human creature. This is further developed in the record of Old Testament universalism
and particularism—the nations, and Israel. Two lines emerge through Genesis, as God
deals with humanity at large, yet elects to call Abram. The distinction continues up to the
culmination of the promise to Abraham fulfilled in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ,
as seed and mediator of blessing to all nations.

Jesus Christ is mediator of the new covenant (the Servant of the Lord as the
‘covenant’ to the people: Isaiah 42:6, 49:8 where the covenant and all the blessings are
embodied in Him, and dispensed by Him [cf. John 1:16—‘out of His fullness we have,
all of us, received grace upon grace’.] Yet also note that creation is the background in
Isaiah 42:5, and John 1:1ff.). Otto Weber provides a fine summary statement: ‘Jesus
Christ is the person in whom God’s covenant finds its real partner, and he is
simultaneously the one in whom this covenant itself is fulfilled. God’s ‘Yes’ to man and
the responding, obedient ‘Yes’ of man both reach their goal here’.16

Following the insight of Weber, we may argue then, that the Lord is Servant: this
assures us of the veracity of the content of revelation (is Lord), and guarantees that God
is authentically Servant. Further, that the Servant is Lord assures the gracious content of
reconciliation between God and humanity, and the reality of that reconciliation (the
Servant is exalted as Lord). The overall covenant revelation and reconciliation effected
in Jesus Christ is verified and justified in the resurrection, underscoring the perpetuity of
the God–man union in Christ. In Christ the covenant was ratified and realized, the
spontaneous action of God and the free human response coincide (the covenant formula,
‘I will be your God, and you shall be my people’, is actualised). That is, the vicarious
humanity of Christ is the fulfilment of the covenant. Jesus may be seen as the man for
others: He is from His fellows, to, with and for them (now ‘in’, as among and within
them, yet not as the first Christian). He is the eternal covenant revealed and effective as
God-with-us, within the humanity as Man-with-us, and towards God as Man-with-God.
He is the fulfilment of the covenant, as the faithful and authentic covenant response to
God (for Israel and humanity), among men. He now administers Himself as true man to
humanity, via the Church.

Not only is Jesus the actualisation of the covenant, He is the sum and goal of
creation in His person, and the One who subjects creation to His lordship (royal reign).17

Hence the Church testified that in Christ, the kingdom had come (Matt. 12:28; cf. Luke
17:21). Within the Gospels Jesus is portrayed as King and Son of Man (cf. Dan. 7), Who
gathered twelve apostles (cf. twelve tribes of Israel) and a new people around Himself.
Again, Jesus is sought by others to be king (as a sequel to feeding crowds, in John 6),
and acknowledges before Pilate His royal status (although in contrast to ‘earthly kings’:
see John 18:33ff.; cf. Mark 10: 42–45). There appears to be a transition from the Acts to
the Epistles: in Acts the apostolic preaching heralds the
                                                

15  The ‘Remnant’ in the Old Testament contracts to become Christ in the New Testament, yet Paul also speaks of
a remnant of Israel to respond to the Gospel (Rom. 11:5).

16  Otto Weber, Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. I (Eerdmans: 1981), p. 299.
17  Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of Creation and Redemption, Dogmatics vol. II (Westminster Press:

1952), pp. 13–14.
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universal Lordship of Jesus and the gospel of the kingdom, the Epistles focussing on the
continuity of the new (communal) life of Christ.

This leads us on to the Church (God’s covenant people, I Pet. 2:9–10). We have
argued that the covenant is fulfilled in and by Christ: the outer form of this relationship is
expressed by the sacraments (i.e. Jesus in the Upper Room gives His blood of the new
covenant, to the Church-elect, in anticipation of the kingdom), its inner form being the
communion of the Spirit. Hence the Church or people of God share in the life of Christ,
are the Body of Christ, and through Him know the communion of the Father, Son and
Spirit.

We should also remind ourselves that Christ and the Church have a particular
relation between Pentecost and the last day:

the birth of the Church from the beginning to the end is entirely an act of the historical Christ who as
the perfected One continues to act and carries on His life’s work with supra-spatial and supra-
temporal power . . . The decisive point at all events is that the existence of the Church is nothing
other than the perfected Christ as the One who acts in history.18

Again:

during the time between the atonement and the perfecting of the world only one Man is already in
the state of perfection to which eventually the whole creation will come. One Man alone has an
immediate relationship with God. That is the Son who never fell away from communion with God.
But in virtue of the existence of the Son we too have an opportunity of participating in the state of
perfection even during the present age.19

In short, we may affirm that as the new and Last Man, the personal intrusion of the
new age, and consummation and recapitulation of the old, Jesus Christ is Himself the
eschatos.

Finally, we have suggested that the three concepts are linked by the Spirit. The
Spirit is the promise of the Father, inheritance of the Gentiles as well as Christ as
covenant keeper; equipper of prophets, kings, wise men, etc., and also the One who
brings the Gospel and word to the Church, equips it with charismata, applies to and in
the Church what Christ has done for and with the Church. The Spirit is the power of the
rule/kingdom of God over all creation, the eschatological gift Who effects birth from
above, and ushers us into the kingdom of God.

LITERATURE: Jean Bosc The Kingly Office of the Lord Jesus Christ (Oliver & Boyd: 1959); Colin E
Gunton Christ and Creation (Paternoster Press: 1992); Adrio König The Eclipse of Christ in Eschatology
(Eerdmans: 1989); C Norman Kraus Jesus Christ our Lord (Herald Press: 1990);  Robert Letham The
Work of Christ (Inter-Varsity Press: 1993); Dietrich Ritschl A Theology of Proclamation (John Knox
Press: 1960), for the fact that Christ Himself speaks through the Church’s proclamation; Lewis B Smedes
Union with Christ (Eerdmans: 1983); T F Torrance The Mediation of Christ (T. & T. Clark: 1992).

CONCLUSION

Our study has endeavoured to consider the nature and meaning of covenant, kingdom
and church, and determine the relationship between them. Our conclusion is that Jesus

                                                
18  Karl Heim, Jesus the World’s Perfecter (Oliver & Boyd: 1959), pp. 215–216.
19  Heim, op. cit., p. 217. Further, this is by union with Christ. For ‘in Christ’ is the only place in this age for

anyone to have an immediate relationship with God (p. 219).
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Christ is the actualisation and realisation of these. We can now say that to receive
salvation is to enter into the covenant, to live under the Lord’s authority, within His
people, in Christ. Christ is the faithfulness and mercy of God actualised: Christ is the
truth and grace of the Son incarnate. As such He not only administers the covenant and
kingdom: He administers Himself to His brethren, the Church.

Finally:

I heard a powerful voice making this proclamation from the throne—’it has come about: God has his
dwelling place with men. They shall be his own people, and he, God himself, will be right among
them . . . It is already accomplished. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end . . . It
is the man who proves victorious who shall obtain all this for his inheritance; and I shall be his God,
and he shall be my son.”’ (Rev. 21:3, 6a, 7).

Is there any wonder that the Bride–Church and the Covenant Spirit cry out for the
coming-consummation of the Last One, the Lord Jesus Christ (Rev. 22:17ff.)?

❦❦❦❦❦❦❦
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STUDY FOUR

The Significance of the Covenant

of God for History & Eschatology
(by Ian Pennicook)

The phrase ‘the Covenant of God’,1 as it appears in the Scriptures, always refers to the
specific covenant which God made with Israel. When the phrase is used it usually has to
do with the ark of the covenant (Josh. 3:11; Judg. 20:27; I Sam. 4:4; II Sam. 15:24; and I
Chron. 16:6). On one occasion, II Chronicles 34:32, it refers to the book of the covenant
and its contents discovered in the temple during the rebuilding carried out by Josiah,
while on another, Psalm 78:10, ‘covenant’ is synonymous with ‘law’, which in that
context referred to the law which God gave to ‘Ephraim’.

Yet we may use the phrase ‘the Covenant of God’ to describe what we come to
understand as the unifying principle of all history and, in particular, the way we come to
understand the goal of history as it is expressed in its consummation. Such a use is not
without its justification, however, for although the word ‘covenant’ is not found in the
accounts of creation, an understanding of covenant in that context does seem to be in the
mind of the writer of Genesis.2

The first uses of the word ‘covenant’ in the scriptures are found in Genesis 6:18 and
9:8–17:

But I will establish my covenant with you; and you shall come into the ark, you, your sons, your
wife, and your sons’ wives with you (Gen. 6:18).

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, ‘As for me, I am establishing my covenant with you
and your descendants after you, and with every living creature that is with you, the birds, the
domestic animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as many as came out of the ark. I establish
my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never
again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.’ God said, ‘This is the sign of the covenant that I
make between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for all

                                                
1  Or its variant, ‘the covenant of the Lord (]Ora)’ in Joshua 3:11, or ‘of the LORD (hvhy)’ in Numbers 10:33 etc.
2  Although any discussion of the date of the authorship of biblical texts is usually beyond the scope of these

studies, it may, perhaps, be suggested that if a later date for Genesis is valid then the writer may be expected to have
had a far more detailed understanding of covenant when he wrote than would have otherwise been the case. The
accounts of Genesis 1–11 need not, therefore, be in anyway primitive but may, on the contrary, be carefully
constructed accounts of the theological principles governing creation and its spoiling, utilising all the resources
available through later reflection. Dumbrell’s evaluation (William J. Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation: A Theology of
the Old Testament Covenants, Paternoster Pr., Devon, 1984, p. 17), is that ‘the Old Testament appears to have been
very carefully theologically edited’.
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future generations: I have set my bow in the clouds, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me
and the earth. When I bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in the clouds, I will remember
my covenant that is between me and you and every living creature of all flesh; and the waters shall
never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and
remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the
earth.’ God said to Noah, ‘This is the sign of the covenant that I have established between me and all
flesh that is on the earth’ (Gen. 9:8–17).

In contrast to the way ‘covenant’ is often understood in daily language, Weinfeld3

has stated that:

The original meaning of the Heb. berith (as well as of Akk. riksu and Hitt. ishiul) is not ‘agreement
or settlement between two parties,’ as is commonly argued. berith implies first and foremost the
notion of ‘imposition,’ ‘liability,’ or ‘obligation,’ as might be learned from the ‘bond’ etymology
discussed above. Thus we find that the berith is commanded (tsivvah beritho, ‘he has commanded
his covenant,’ Ps. 111:9; Jgs. 2:20), which certainly cannot be said about a mutual agreement. As
will be shown below, berith is synonymous with law and commandment (cf., e.g., Dt. 4:13; 33:9;
Isa. 24:5; Ps. 50:16; 103:18), and the covenant at Sinai in Ex. 24 is in its essence an imposition of
laws and obligations upon the people (vv. 3–8).

The usual language associated with the formation of a covenant is ‘to cut a covenant’.4
However, it is conspicuous that this language is absent from the first uses in Genesis 6
and 9. Instead the relationship implied in the covenant is ‘established’. The Hebrew
phrase tyrb myqh5, heqim berit, occurs on a number of other occasions6 and in each the
reference is to a covenant which is already in existence. If this is the case with God’s
words to Noah, then the reference is to a covenant already applying.7 Although the
coming flood will ‘destroy from under heaven all flesh in which is the breath of life’
(Gen. 6:17), by means of his call of Noah, God is causing his covenant to stand
nonetheless.

But what covenant is already in existence? Genesis 9:1ff. shows that the covenant
which is established is not with Noah as an individual but with Noah as representative of
humanity, and, indeed, of all creation. The restatement of Genesis 1:28 makes it appear
that Noah is now standing as a second Adam and that a covenant involving Adam is
being affirmed.

Genesis 9:11 adds to the creational aspect the promise: ‘I establish my covenant
with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never
again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth’. In the light of the widespread
knowledge of ‘flood stories’ in the ancient world, it may be possible to understand the
Genesis account as being a deliberate attempt to highlight the fact that, while other
nations may live in fear of the gods’ capricious actions, those who know God may be
assured that his covenant will always stand secure. This is very similar to Peter’s

                                                
3  M. Weinfeld, tyD:b, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, vol. 2, (eds, G. J. Botterweck and H.

Ringgren, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1975), p. 255.
4  See, for example, J. A. Thompson, ‘Covenant (OT)’ (I.S.B.E., vol. I, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1979), p. 792;

Weinfeld, ibid, tyD:b, p. 259f.
5  heqim is the hiphil (causative) form of the verb qum, to rise, stand.
6  Genesis 9:9, 11, 17; 17:7, 19, 21; Leviticus 26:9; Deuteronomy 8:18; II Kings 23:3 (where both ‘to cut a

covenant’ and heqim berit are found); and Jeremiah 34:18.
7  Dumbrell argues that the phrase ‘to cut a covenant’ itself should not be taken to mean that a relationship is

brought into existence. He says that ‘when used in the divine and secular covenant contexts of the Old Testament, the
word covenant, whatever its basic meaning may be, gives quasi-legal backing to a relationship already existing. It is
never used in the sense of initiating a relationship’ (William J. Dumbrell, The Faith of Israel, Apollos, Leicester, 1992,
p. 21).
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reminder that God is ‘a faithful Creator’ (I Peter 4:19), and the reason why the covenant
is ‘for all future generations’ (Gen. 9:12) and ‘the everlasting covenant between God and
every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth’ (Gen. 9:16).

All this brings us to the point that it is the creation which sets the pattern for history.
Creation is to be understood as the framework within which God’s covenant is to be
worked out, while at the same time, creation can only be understood in the light of the
covenant.

What, then, is the covenant of God? Is it merely a covenant with creation? It is
certainly that. As I said earlier, every use of the phrase ‘the covenant of God’ or a similar
phrase in the Scriptures refers to the covenant which God made with Israel. We have
seen why this should be so, namely that it is only through Israel that the whole of
creation can be restored. We also saw that in Psalm 78:10 covenant is a synonym for
law. Now if Weinfeld’s definition of covenant as ‘obligation’ etc. is correct, then the
imposition of covenant as law on Israel at Sinai is consistent with the imposition of
covenant as obligation upon creation. Even allowing for the use of poetic language, we
can see that Jeremiah records God as having established his ‘covenant with day and
night’. He adds that God has also established ‘the ordinances of heaven and earth’ (Jer.
33:25). This does not imply a contractual obligation—for Man a ‘covenant of works’—
but it does indicate that creation cannot come to its fulfilment while there is
unrighteousness existing within it. But it has been repeatedly shown that the law of the
Lord is the law by which God himself functions within his own being. Even without the
New Testament revelation of God as Trinity, the fact of God’s righteousness expressed
through the law is fundamental. God’s righteousness is his total consistency with his own
being, which he both expresses and expects (and which he works for us in Christ), but
the law is nothing else but a revelation of the character of God. Creation and all within it
must be consistent with God’s character.

This means that the law which was given to Israel is the eternal law in specific
covenant form. Because it was always covenant law it can be understood as the law of
the eternal covenant expressed in terms directly related to Israel in its own cultural
setting.

But is the covenant with creation the limit of it? How is the covenant (of creation)
described within the Scriptures? Perhaps we may say that God’s covenant is his
commitment to fulfil his own purpose for creation, which involves the creation and in
particular Man, being one with God in the outworking of that fulfilment.

In Isaiah 45, Cyrus is told that he has been anointed and enabled by God to subdue
the nations and that it is ‘for the sake of my servant Jacob, and Israel my chosen’ (v. 4a).
Whatever the nature of the reaction may have been,8 God insists that he has the absolute
right to make provisions for his own children (v. 11). His absolute right is his as Creator
(v. 12). The nations coming to Israel and submissively bringing their wealth relates to
God’s purpose as Creator. Thus verse 18:

For thus says the Lord, who created the heavens (he is God!), who formed the earth and made it (he
established it; he did not create it a chaos, he formed it to be inhabited!): I am the Lord, and there is
no other.

Creation has the nations in view and now those nations cannot be viewed independently
of Israel. This is the way the Book of Isaiah commences. Purified Israel (1:18) will be
blessed (1:19) and will be a blessing to the nations (2:2–4). The fierce divisions among

                                                
8  See J. A. Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah (IVP, Leicester, 1993), p. 360f., for a brief discussion.
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the nations and their disunited scattering (see Gen. 11:8–9) will be replaced by a unity
based on the torah (instruction), the word of the Lord. Isaiah 56:6–7 expresses it this way:

And the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, to minister to him, to love the name of the Lord,
and to be his servants, all who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it, and hold fast my covenant—
these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt
offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house shall be called a house of
prayer for all peoples.

The goal of history within the Old Testament revelation is the complete renewal of
Israel which is the way that the nations will be liberated and fulfilled. But this is not
merely ‘people centred’; it is the way that fractured and frustrated creation comes to its
goal. Hence Isaiah 65:17–25 where the creation of the new heavens and new earth is
associated with the creation of ‘Jerusalem as a joy’ (vv. 17–18), and 66:18–23 where
God will gather the nations to himself, to see his glory and to worship, even making
some of them priests and Levites (v. 21).

While we understand that the nations are to be blessed through Abraham/Israel, we
must see that this is essential to the nature of the covenant of creation. All humanity was
included, in Adam, in that covenant. It is true that there were many who stood outside the
covenant with Israel, but that was never the final intention. The processes of history,
then, are shown to be the joining of the nations to Israel because of their essential unity
in Adam. Paul later put it that:

From one [ancestor] he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their
existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, so that they would search for God
and perhaps grope for him and find him—though indeed he is not far from each one of us (Acts
17:26–27).

The redemptive element of the covenant with Israel, the sacrificial cultus, is a vital
part of the redemptive plan for all humanity. Again, it is Isaiah’s comment which points
to this in 63:16, where he calls God ‘our father; our Redeemer from of old’ or ‘from
eternity’.9 Since that is the name of God we must understand that this redemptive aspect
is not some later addition in response to sin, but is of the essence of God and of his
fatherhood (however vaguely-defined that may be at that point).

The point to be understood is that the redemptive purposes of God must be seen as
being one with the creative purposes. Creation, Providence and Redemption may be
examined separately but must be recognised as all being part of the functioning of the
Covenant of God.

This, then, brings us to see that the commissioning of the eleven disciples in
Matthew 28:18–20 is an essential feature of the covenant of creation. While we do not
want to empty it of its rich elements, the phrase ‘remember, I am with you always to the
end of the age’ is, in one sense, no more than what we would expect, since the Gospel of
Matthew commenced with the indication that the birth of Jesus meant ‘God is with us’
(1:23).

But the New Testament revelation is far more than ‘what we would expect’. That is
because in the incarnation of the Word we have the covenant of God spelled out in a way
which, prior to that point, could never even have been imagined. Now that Christ has
come all the purposes of God become clear:

                                                
9  See eg. on ml` B. Davidson, The Analytical Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon of the Old Testament (Samuel

Bagster & Sons, London, n.d.), p. 601.
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He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and
on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or
powers—all things have been created through him and for him. He himself is before all things, and in
him all things hold together. He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn
from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of
God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things,
whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross (Col. 1:15–20).

Creation is God’s gift to his beloved Son (1:13). When Jesus was faced with the
unbelief of the crowd at Capernaum he responded by saying that ‘Everything that the
Father gives me will come to me and anyone who comes to me I will never drive away’
(John 6:37). Within the Old Testament, God is only called ‘father’ in passing; now he is
seen as Father because the Son stands as the great revelation of God. The Covenant of
God is now revealed to be the plan of the Father to give all things to his Son. Creation’s
purpose will be seen in him (Eph. 1:8b–11).

This is surely the reason why the covenant is always ‘the eternal covenant’.10 The
covenant of God is the covenant in extra before it is the covenant ad extra, but the ad
extra is never supplemental to the in extra. The ‘new’ covenant of Jeremiah is ‘new’
because it is replacing the Mosaic expression of the eternal covenant. When Jesus said
that ‘this cup is the new covenant in my blood’ (I Cor. 11:25)11 he was saying, in effect,
this is ‘the blood of the eternal covenant’ (Heb. 13:20). Thus, the blood of Christ does
not effect a new covenant but establishes the relationship already in existence. The Son’s
inheritance is the Father’s gift.

‘The great commission’, then, is not only part of the covenant of creation but is also
identical with the Son receiving his inheritance. Thus Luke 24:44–47:

Then he said to them, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you—that
everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled.’
Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and he said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that
the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and
forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.’

can be seen to be not a reference to specific comments in the Old Testament about Jesus
so much as the very heart of such passages as Isaiah 2:2–4. Likewise, when the Book of
the Revelation describes the new Jerusalem, it does so in terms of the city to which all
the nations are irresistibly drawn; ‘the kings of the earth [bringing] their glory into it’ and
‘People will bring into it the glory of the nations’ (Rev. 21:24, 26).

But this city is more than the nations coming to Israel; it is the bride of Christ.12

And it is with the revelation of the bride that the transformation and restoration of
creation takes place (Rev. 21:1–2). This city, the bride of Christ, is where creation now
functions fully and freely, for it is here that the tree of life is found; this, at last, is
creation as it was intended. Thus there is over this climactic scene the covenant
declaration, albeit wonderfully opened up, ‘He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I
will be his God and he will be my son’ (Rev. 21:7, NIV).

                                                
10  The Old Testament phrase, ‘an everlasting covenant’ is always translated by diaqhkh a�wnioj (diatheke

aionios) in the LXX, and it is this phrase which occurs in Hebrews 13:20 as ‘eternal covenant’.
11  In the Synoptic Gospels, the textual evidence for ‘new’ is not strong, and only Luke’s account (following

Paul?) seems to definitely include it.
12  A superb exposition of this is in Geoffrey Bingham’s, The Profound Mystery  (NCPI, 1995).
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STUDY FIVE

Covenant & Revival

(by Deane Meatheringham)

THE COVENANT, THE COVENANTS AND REVIVAL

Psalm 85 is a cry of God’s people in a bleak situation to honour his covenant
faithfulness, ‘Wilt thou not revive us again, that thy people may rejoice in thee?’ Does
not a prayer such as this find a correspondence in pleading hearts today?

The Psalm recognises the goodness and the mercy of God to his people in the past.
It recognises the felt signs of God’s wrath for their disobedience, and acknowledges that
God is justified in his anger towards them. But in the light of Yahweh’s revelation to
Moses in Exodus 34:6–7, they can insist that God be as he promised to be. Apart from
covenant we can never come to God to ask for the withdrawal of his wrath and the
reviving of his people.

It cannot be stressed too strongly that all the covenants of God are the continuum
and the confirming of the one covenant which God has made with Man and with the
creation. Earlier studies have shown that covenant originates within the community of
the Divine Godhead. As Man was made in the image of God he was made to participate
within this covenant of life. For Man, as he was created, God’s covenant was
unconditional in that there was no prior condition which Man could fulfil to establish the
relationship of peace and life. Within the covenant there were the obligations of the
communion of other-person-centred love. Sin is a pernicious and culpable tearing of the
relationship, where life is forfeited for death. But God’s creational covenant remains
sure, and the gracious revelation of God’s covenant to Man in his sin restores him to the
life of God, that is, he is revived. If we get it wrong here, we may get it wrong further
along the track, even if we, as it were, only make what seems to be a small divergence
from the points of the main track.

Here’s where we may need to suspend our ideas and images of revival. It is likely
that we have absorbed a strong dose of the mythology of revivalism. Enlightenment
thinking and humanist technique have probably coloured our desire more than we realise.

As the fountain of all life, God awakens what has fallen into unresponsive sleep.
For God to revive Israel would mean his touching her with his enlivening love, causing
her to repent of her sin and return to God. In Scripture, revival relates to the whole matter
of redemption from the death of sin and the powers which keep us in that death (Ezra
9:8–9; Isa. 57:15). If it were not for God’s covenant-being, there could be no revival.
Revival is the gracious action of the covenant-God himself, unconditionally regenerating
his people to the fellowship of faith and the life of true worship.
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Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet;
righteousness and peace will kiss each other.

Faithfulness will spring up from he ground,
and righteousness will look down from the sky.

Yea, the LORD will give what is good,
and our land will yield its increase.

Righteousness will go before him,
and make his footsteps a way (Ps. 85:10–13).

GOD REVIVES BY THE REVELATION OF HIS COVENANT

Abraham was closed off into the realm of the idols when the God of glory appeared to
him. Although the word ‘covenant’ is not used until Genesis 15:18, the real content of
the covenant is given in Genesis 12:1–3. The promise of God has to do with Abraham,
his descendants and the nations; it is a creational covenant. In other words, God reveals
his word to Abraham, tells him of what is his, and in hearing Abraham believes God and
enters the covenant obligations. Abraham knows the God of the living (Gen. 17:1–14;
18:19; Acts 7:2; Rom. 4:1–12).

On the Day of Pentecost, the 120 persons who were baptised by the outpouring of
the Holy Spirit were transformed. They emerged as a new community of life. In his
preaching, Peter addresses the crowd as the covenant people who had grown crooked. He
links the reviving of God’s people with the promise given through the prophets, and
fulfilled in the Messiah. Peter brings the covenant promise to bear on his hearers when
he says, ‘For the promise is to you and to your children and to all that are far off, every
one whom the Lord our God calls to him’. The revelation of God’s covenant by the word
of God evokes faith; it is the action of God’s love whereby people are regenerated and
enter the life of God.

Do we speak to our people as those inside or outside the covenant promises? Do we
speak to the community at large as those who are included within the covenant?

THE ENFORCEMENT OF COVENANT

When the people of God harden their hearts to his word, disobey his ordinances, and use
his Name to propel their idolatry, the faithlessness of Man does not undo the faithfulness
of God. On the contrary, it is because of his faithfulness that he enforces his covenant.
‘You only have I known of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all
your iniquities’ (Amos 3:1–2). The prophets were sent by God to call his people back to
covenant faithfulness, to warn of certain wrath, to interpret their state of death, and to
show the long view of covenant hope.

God takes his people and himself sentences them to death. As sin works death, so
death works sin. Isaiah 28:15 speaks of God’s people making a covenant of their own
with death, that is, we will join forces with death to overcome God’s covenant nature.

Where death is the last thing, fear of death is combined with defiance. Where death is the last
thing, earthly life is all or nothing. Boastful reliance on earthly eternities goes side by side with a
frivolous playing with life. A convulsive acceptance and seizing hold of life stands cheek by jowl
with indifference and contempt for life. There is no clearer indication of the idolization of death
when a period claims to be building for eternity and yet life has no value in this period, or when big
words are spoken of a new man, of a new world and of a new society which is to be ushered in, and
yet all that is new is the destruction of life as we have it. The drastic acceptance or rejection of
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earthly life reveals that only death has any value here. To clutch at everything or to cast away
everything is the reaction of one who believes fanatically in death (Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics,
SCM, 1993, pp. 59–60).

Isaiah 28:14–22 shows that the covenant with death is a lie which can never save its
partners. But God will annul the contract with Sheol by building his people on a new
foundation stone. This work of God is an alien work, a work which will sweep away the
lies of death and establish the truth.

In accord with the Davidic covenant promise of a king, the Messiah has been
sentenced, executed, and awakened by God to new life. God’s covenant love has proved
stronger than death. There has been created a new life and a new man in Christ Jesus.
The risen Christ bears the new humanity with himself. And Jesus Christ confronts the
world of death.

When we link these things with Ezekiel 36 and 37, and with Jeremiah 31, we see
new hearts replacing stony hearts, we see dead bones dancing, and this comes through
the forgiveness of sins, and the transforming work of the Spirit (see Isaiah 59:20–21).

It may be seen that when Christ the mediator of the new covenant is preached, that
all are shut up to sin and can hear no other voice than the awakening voice of Christ. The
new day has dawned and the darkness is passing away. It is a recovery of life which is
the covenant birthright of every human being.

REVIVALISM AND HALFWAY COVENANT

We look at this because it is an example of what happens when revival is set in the
wrong relationship with covenant.

American revivals have not been regarded as being a preaching of the Gospel to
those outside of the Church, that is, pagans. Rather, they are attempts to bring those who
have already had some form of Christian initiation the rest of the way to recovery.

The name of Jonathan Edwards is associated with two of the most influential
awakenings in the 1740s. Edwards preached his famous sermons on justification by faith
to counteract a threat of Arminianism. American Arminianism was an Enlightenment
protest to religious authority, and a form of cultural religion. Once this has had some
success, it finds total dependence on God’s will uncongenial. It is more Protestant than
Reformed. It absorbs the Enlightenment idea that there is a mechanism to be discovered
between God and his creation. Some modern forms of evangelism stem from this root.
What Edwards did in his preaching was to show those people who were trusting in
religion that there was absolutely nothing that they could do to bring them into God’s
favour. Edwards destroyed religious pragmatism and salvific means. It was this which
produced the weeping which led to the great numbers of converts.

The American Puritans had developed a pastoral tool called the halfway covenant.
Only those who could profess conversion and religious experience could be admitted to
the communion of the church. But there were people who belonged to the community
who were under a kind of creational covenant which they called a covenant of works.
The covenant of works contrasted with the covenant of grace, or redemption, which
brought penitents into the life of the church. As the former covenant of works expected
moral betterment, it became preparatory for the covenant of grace. Hence these people,
in wanting baptism for their children, were regarded as being in a halfway covenant.
Edwards rejected the halfway covenant idea as such, yet the covenant of works cast a
shadow which affected the whole scheme of theology.
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The covenant of works is part and parcel of Federalism, namely, that God made a
covenant with the first Adam and the second Adam. The first applies to society federally,
and the second applies to Christ and his obedience to the Father on our behalf. The
covenant of grace applies to the spouse of Christ, but with the condition of faith. Each
covenant had its contractual arrangements.

The residue of this theology has brought us good and bad. But the good works of
Federalism puts us in a weird relationship with the community at large, so that we still
try to get people in and then bring them the full way. Or we regard those who have not
yet responded to the gospel as outside of the covenant altogether. On what basis do we
then come to the people with the Gospel?

PASTORAL PRACTICE

1. We need to preach and teach from the basis of faith in the covenant God has made
with all men and with creation.

2. In such a biblical scheme we need to reject a federalism which holds to a covenant
of works with society or with Christ.

3. Because the covenant of God which graciously revives sinners is secured forever,
we cannot allow a preparatory covenant of works to be conditional for the covenant
of grace.

4. Like Edwards, we will show the failure of religion to bring us to God and we will
preach the revelation of God’s grace in the Justifier, Jesus Christ. But unlike
Edwards in his earlier days, we will have an ontology of the Word of God, believing
that in our witness to Christ, God reveals his covenant. (In his early days, Edwards
saw the pastor’s job as expounding the biblical scheme and the hearers having to
wait to receive, or not to receive, enlightenment for the seeker. He had no ontology
of the Word of God.)

5. The pastor should preach to his congregation, or to the community at large, as those
to whom the covenant promises apply. He does not have to draw lines between
people. Those who hear and believe the Word of promise enter the covenant made
by God and know the salvation of God. But according to the covenant it means the
pastor should say that this is God’s word directly and immediately to his people.
Edwards eventually rediscovered the ontology of the Word of God when he saw
that there is no gulf between the word and the heart’s enlightenment. This enabled
him to penetrate the dualism which was perpetuated by the Enlightenment and the
Puritans. We can see that this is in fact the life of the covenant community.
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STUDY SIX

Sacrifice & Worship in
the Old Covenant

(by Deane Meatheringham)

INTRODUCTION

Karl Barth’s words about the event of worship may find a responsive chord with
us: ‘Christian worship is the most momentous, the most urgent, the most glorious action
that can take place in human life’. The action is of God giving himself to us in Jesus
Christ, so that through the communion of the Holy Spirit, faith receives the gift of God in
the wonderment of thanksgiving.

This is the first of two studies on sacrifice and worship; the first in the Old
Covenant, and the second in the New Covenant. What is completed in the New cannot be
rightly understood apart from the Old, but the principles of sacrifice and worship
revealed in the Old are one with those in the New.

There really can’t be any true worship apart from sacrifice. Words associated with
worth-ship in the Bible, like active surrender, or submission; giving service; and thanks-
giving, all involve sacrifice. Simply put, sacrifice has to do with the giving of
a gift, giving a gift to God. It is not giving to a God in the circular fix of expecting
a blessing, it is love giving itself to the other. For sinners, we have to stress what
P. T. Forsyth summed up about sacrifice, that ‘sacrifice is the fruit, not the root of grace’.

THE DIVINE TRINITARIAN LIFE OF SACRIFICE AND WORSHIP

This important point builds upon that already made by Geoffrey Bingham in an earlier
study that the covenant of God is first of all the life of his Divine Triune Being. The
internal and external relationships of the Trinity cannot be divided from each other,
which means that covenant is not only a communion of friendship which extends from
God to Man, but the three persons of the Holy Trinity live in the inseparable life of
covenant communion and friendship with each other. Therefore God in himself is the
source of all covenant life.1

In the mutual interpenetration of the three persons of the Divine Community, each
person is ceaselessly giving to the other and receiving from the other. Each honours the

                                                
1  See H. Hoeksema, Reformed Dogmatics (Reformed Free Pub., Grand Rapids, 1985) pp. 321–322.
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other and each receives honour. There is a mutual giving and receiving of service. This is
nothing less than the covenant life of Divine worship.

To speak of the innate sacrificial nature of the Godhead may seem strange. Yet if
we understand that sacrifice is first the giving of a gift to another then we may proceed
because each person of the Godhead gives the gift of his own personhood to the other, by
virtue of the love which they have for the other. This could be nothing less than the self-
surrender of sacrificial worship within the Eternal life of God himself. The Eternal life of
God is the Eternal love of God, a love which will never fail even to the spilling of blood
in the service of the other. At this point we should not connect the shedding of blood
with sin, but with other-person-centered love. Love will love to the shedding of blood. At
the heart of the Godhead there is the Lamb who was slain from the foundation of the
world. Sacrifice is at the matrix of God’s being (I Pet. 1:19–20). It is this love which will
give all that it has and in the incarnate Son will obey till the shedding of blood. It is in
this love that God will shed blood for sinners. But what is ultimately revealed to us in the
crucified Lamb is not what God became but what he has always been.

It is through Jesus the incarnate Son that we know these things. In knowing these
things we are moved by the harmony and the beauty of God’s holiness in his trinitarian
relationships. Edwards says: ‘One alone . . . cannot be excellent’,2 but in the presence of
the ravishing beauty and concord of God the natural way of response would be in
harmonious music as joy answers to joy3 (Job 38:7; Isa. 6:3; Rev. 4:8–11).

TO KNOW GOD IS TO WORSHIP HIM

There can be no saving knowledge of God for sinners except through revelation of
his own being, as God interprets himself to human beings. ‘Religion begins with a
revelation that comes down, not a passion that goes up’ (P. T. Forsyth).This means that
covenant is always revelational in that by the covenant God makes himself known
through the Word and the Spirit. There can be no Word apart from the Spirit and no
Spirit apart from the Word. In such an encounter God causes Man to know him, taking
him into his confidence as a Friend with his friend, and eats and drinks with him in the
family home of the creation. As a participant in this covenant bond Man gives himself in
worship.

Cain and Abel are the first who offer sacrifice to God after the Fall. As we have said
all worship involves sacrifice. In contrast to Cain, Abel offered his gift in faith. There
can be no true faith in isolation from the God of faithfulness. Abel’s actions were in
accord with the God whom he knew, hence he loved and did righteous deeds. Cain, on
the other hand, was wicked and hated his brother. It can be adduced that Cain offered his
gift as a person who wanted his own goodness in isolation from God. Cain refused to
accept that worship is always a gift. His sacrifice has its origin in Satanic independency
and thus he represents the first ‘Pharisee’ (Gen. 4:1–7; Heb. 11:4; I John 3:10–12; Luke
18:9–14).

According to Gordon Wenham in his commentary, Genesis 4:7 can read, ‘If you do

                                                
2  Jenson, R. W., America’s Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards (Oxford Uni. Pr., New York,

1988), p. 24.
3  ibid, pp. 19–20.
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well will you not be forgiven?’.4  If Cain should offer right sacrifice then God would
accept it, which means he would be forgiven. Because of the Fall, Man needed the
propitiatory provision of God in order to worship him. Abel knew God, he knew there
was sacrifice in the heart of God and he worshipped accordingly (cf. Luke 18:13, ‘God
be propitious to me a sinner’). For Cain, worship apart from the propitiatory gift of God
results in the sinner cursing God out of his unresolved guilt, as it involves a build-up and
breaking-out of violence.

The sacrifice offered to God by Noah does not move God to save Noah and his
family, but follows the saving judgment of the Flood. It is really a gift offered to God for
the gift of salvation and for God’s confirming of his covenant with creation. The Flood
comes to preserve the creation from the compounding violence of Man. We witness the
delight of God in the consecrated worship offered to him (Gen. 6:8, 18; 8:20–22; 9:8–
17). Here is a new beginning and a picture of Man eating and drinking with God in the
creation.

God reveals his glory to Abraham as his friend, telling him of his saving purpose for
the nations of the creation. In the presence of God, Abraham believes the promise given
by God, thus entering into the obligations of the covenant through the rite of
circumcision. Abraham’s understanding of the God who has revealed himself results in
his being prepared to offer the gift of his son Isaac. But Abraham believes that the
sacrifice which he will offer will be provided by God (Gen. 22:14).

It may be seen that men and women who know God enter into what we now know as
the Trinitarian covenant life of sacrificial worship. Where God is not known, men and
women will still have a drive to worship and to give gifts to a god, but it will be a human
invention, a conspiracy to worship according to the needs of the prevailing culture.

THE PASSOVER AND THE SACRIFICES

The Passover is at the heart of the Exodus where God enforces his covenant in the saving
of his people. God reveals himself with a finality as the Holy One who redeems his son
Israel (Exod. 3:5–6; 14–15). The series of wonders that precede the Exodus only lead to
the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart and don’t bring deliverance to Israel. This results in a
contest of sonship (Exod. 10:28–29).

On the night of the Passover both Egypt and Israel would need the wrath-averting
passover blood to be sprinkled on the lintels of the doorways. If a Hebrew failed to obey
the command there was no favouritism (Exod. 12:13, 22–23). The shed blood is the
requirement of a holy God and it is propitious in turning away wrath. The lamb of
sacrifice is substitutionary for the first born, in that in every Egyptian house the eldest
son dies while in every Hebrew house the death is that of the lamb.

Through this liberation God’s son is set free in order to serve God. Through the
commandments and instructions the pattern of worship is given to Moses, bonding Israel
to Yahweh as a worshipping people.

There are good grounds for the assertion that the Passover encapsulated what
previous generations of faith already knew of sacrificial worship. The Passover also
contained and prolonged in the Mosaic cultus that which it once and for all achieved.

The worship prescribed for Yahweh’s people was a pattern or shadow of the
heavenly worship (Exod. 25:9, 40; Acts 7:44; Heb. 8:5). The sanctuary of God’s
presence was depicted by the ark of the covenant which was overshadowed by the
                                                

4  Genesis 1–15, Word Biblical Commentary (Word, 1987) pp. 93–106.
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cherubim. The priesthood represented God to the people in teaching his will for true
worship, and also humanly represented the people to God. Integrated into this com-
munion were the altar of sacrifice and the altar of incense.

Sacrifice was indispensable for the tabernacle worship. There were the sacrifices for
the annual day of atonement, the daily sin offerings and burnt offerings which were made
with the prescribed cereal offerings. These were followed by the individual sacrifices of
the people which were made as sacrifices of thanksgiving and free-will offerings.

Central in the sin and burnt offerings was the manipulation of sacrificial blood by
the priests. The key to understanding this rite is in Leviticus 17:11 ‘For the life of the
flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you upon the altar to make atonement for
your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement, by reason of the life’.

(1) Atonement is that action whereby sin is covered and hidden from sight by the
offering of a suitable gift (kipper). The result of such a sin offering would be to un-sin
sin and to turn away God’s wrath against sin. ‘Every sacrifice may be considered thus as
a kofer, in the original sense a propitiatory gift’.5

(2) God’s wrath is the personal response of his holy being to the rupture of Man’s
communion with God through sin. It is the fire of God’s love which blazes with
implacable hostility against the violation of his covenant love (Hosea 7:14; Rom.
1:18ff.).

If we understand it properly it has nothing whatever to do with primitiveness, with naive
anthropomorphism. On the contrary, it is the necessary expression of God, taking himself and us
seriously . . . It means that the breach of communion, which has been made from our side, means
also a breach for God. It means that our guilt is guilt in his sight too, that our separation from him is
a reality for him too, that his holy will, encountering resistance, becomes in itself resistance: ‘God
resisteth the haughty’. God’s law must not be broken: if we do break it, it will break us.6

(3) God gives the blood itself to his people. The ritual application of the blood
means that the life of the animal has been poured out in death and it makes atonement
through substitution.

(4) The rite is an institution set up by God to be a gift which expresses his wrath
against sin, on the one hand, and the action of his grace on the other. ‘The sacrifices were
in themselves prime acts of obedience to God’s means of grace and his expressed will.’7

THE POWER OF MUSIC IN WORSHIP

 We know that the covenant people could not worship the Lord as they pleased, but in
accord with his own nature as the ordained rituals portrayed. This is the first and most
important principle of worship (see for example Lev. 10:1–3; I Chron. 15:13; II Chron.
7:11–22; 15:1–3).

                                                
5  Jewish Encyclopaedia, vol. 2, quoted by Leon Morris in The Apostolic Preaching Of the Cross (IVP, 1976), p.

174.
6  Emil Brunner in The Scandal Of Christianity, quoted by Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, p.

209.
7  P. T. Forsyth, The Work Of Christ (NCPI, 1994) p. 91.
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The elements of the law for the use of music are found in Deuteronomy 10:8, 18:5,
and Numbers 10:10. When we come to I & II Chronicles we find authorisation for
instrumental and choral music is given through David and the prophets Gad and Nathan.
By this is the outworking of the spirit of the Mosaic law.

Worship was so essentially the praise of God that sacrifice could not be considered
without the temple orchestra and choir (II Chron. 8:12–15). Liturgical music
accompanied the burnt offering, which indicated the acceptance of the offering by God
(II Chron. 29:25–30). Music was given for the Lord’s people to thank and praise him as
his covenant people (I Chron. 16:12–22, 42; II Chron. 7:6; etc.). By liturgical music and
choristers God’s presence was proclaimed to the people. The instrumental music was
prophetic (I Chron. 16:4–6; 25:1, 3, 6–7).

All this brings us to see that the music of divine worship is powerful: ‘the priests
and Levites were praising the Lord with instruments of power belonging to the Lord’ (II
Chron. 30:21b). John Kleinig says that they were powerful in their effect upon the people
and they were powerful instruments for evoking the Lord’s presence and power.8

We link this with the injunction; ‘Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness’
(I Chron. 16:29; Ps. 29:2; 96:9), and say:

God’s beauty which is holiness demands worship which is commensurate with it, so all who now
worship must do so in the manner prescribed and fitting for the occasion, and this they can do only
when they are in his holiness.9

Out of the beauty of the Holy Triune Godhead, God’s people have become participants
in the perichoresis of the divine nature. Such has come through the sacrifice which the
Lord himself has graciously given. In the offering of obedient praise and thanksgiving
we can offer a gift to God, and through his mediation know that it is accepted. In this the
Church on earth joins with the hosts of heaven in their unending hymn, singing, ‘Holy,
holy, holy Lord, God of power and might: Heaven and earth are full of your glory’.

This can be the most momentous, the most urgent, the most glorious action that can
take place in human life.

                                                
8  The Lord’s Song (JSOT Pr., Sheffield, 1993), p. 88.
9  G. C. Bingham, ‘The Way And Wonder of Worship’, W. A. Pastors’ School, 1995 (NCTM, 1955),

p. 41.
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STUDY SEVEN

Covenant as Gospel in
the Local Church

(by Martin Bleby)

HOW ARE WE TO UNDERSTAND THE COVENANT OF GOD?

At Pastors’ School last year I gave a study on ‘The Triune God and the Eternal
Covenant. I was called upon to make a brief comment on the possibility of an unspoken
‘covenant of creation’. I dutifully took the standard line:

Was there an implied covenant in the act of creation? We think not.

How embarrassing! Within weeks we were hearing of nothing else but the wonders of
the marvellous covenant of creation, now better known as the ‘covenant of God’, as the
basis of all that is! So we had to do a rethink, and get our little hearts and minds around
that. What hope will our people have? Will we ever ‘get it right’? Meanwhile God is
God, and He is seeing His creation through to the glorious end He has planned for us. So
there is great hope for us all, maybe whether we ‘get it right’ or not!

Admittedly, there we were looking at the notion of a pre-Fall ‘covenant of works’,
postulated by some followers of the Reformers, which results in seeing life, not as sheer
gift-in-relationship, but as a conditional contract issuing in some kind of tedious
obligation. This we continue to deny.

A key to understanding the covenant of God is to see that the covenant with Noah
(Gen. 6:18–21; 9:8–17) is the establishing (rather than ‘cutting’ or inaugurating) of an
already existing covenant with the whole created order, by virtue of the act of creation.
This primary covenant is alluded to in Isaiah 24:5, and its cosmic implications are
spelled out in relation to the house of David and the Levitical priesthood in Jeremiah
33:14–26. As each of the covenants (except Sinai) are referred to as ‘everlasting’ (Noah:
Gen. 9:16; Abraham: Gen. 17:7, 8, 13, 19, Ps. 105:10; David: II Sam. 23:5; Isa. 55:3;
New Covenant: Isa. 61:8; Jer. 32:40; Ezek. 16:60; 37:26), and all the covenants are
linked with each other, then presumably together they all constitute and belong to the one
eternal covenant of God. All of this is mind-boggling enough.

We realise it could scarcely be otherwise. If the God who creates is already
relational within the Triune Godhead, and desires to be in relationship with that which
He has made—indeed to include those creatures in on that Triune relational flow (as in
e.g. John 14:15–23; 17:24–26; Rev. 21:22)—then there cannot but be an immediate
covenantal relationship from the beginning between God and all that He has made, that
will come to full fruition in the end time (e.g. Rom. 11:36; I Cor. 15:28; Eph. 1:10).
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The covenant of God declares that God is the faithful Creator (1 Pet. 4:19), who will see
His creation through to its planned good goal (I Thess. 5:23–24).1

HOW ARE WE TO TEACH THIS IN OUR MINISTRIES?

Obviously, once we have wrapped our little minds and hearts around this (or had them
wrapped around by it!), this must come out in our preaching and teaching. But it also has
fundamental implications for how we relate with our congregations, with all people in
pastoral ministry, and in normal human intercourse. The sense of living in a world made,
sustained, judged and redeemed by a faithful Creator must undergird all our dealings
with each other.

Here are some random implications as I see them:

We must teach the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:27; see 19:8–10). Individual
Scripture passages must be seen for their place in the whole plan of God, as well as in
their immediate historical context, before they can be rightly applied to people’s lives in
a practical way. This may not be what people are looking for (I Tim. 4:1–5), but it will
not be life-changing or life-securing without it.

We must love our congregations, not hate them. See Jonah, as expounded in ‘Angry
unto Death’ in G. C. Bingham, Angel Wings (NCPI, 1992). This may not always serve
our plans for self-advancement.

We will eschew political ways of going about things. This does not mean that we will
avoid anything that might draw us into the rough and tumble of politics; but, in that, we
shall seek to maintain our humility, integrity, sense of humour, and simple trust in the
sovereign Father.

We shall be loyal in the denomination where God has placed us, and not expect too
much of it, knowing that God has been very patient and determined with us, and will be
also with others.

We will honour the covenant of baptism, looking to the work of God in human lives,
rather than to our standards of measuring up. The Bible knows no such thing as a ‘church
within a church’.2

We shall approach the heathen and the wider community in the spirit of Acts 17:16–
34. Paul assumed they were all included in and subject to the covenant of God, and
spoke to them accordingly (see also Acts 14:8–18).

                                                
1  Important resources: G. C. Bingham, ‘Christ: The Mediator of the Better Covenant—I & II’, NCTM Monday

Pastors’ Study Group, 17th October 1994 and 7th November 1994.
2  See reprint of notes by Rev. Dr Glenn N. Davies, The Relationship Between Covenant and Election:: ‘The

church is not entitled to engage in election detection’!
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STUDY EIGHT

Competent Ministers of

the New Covenant
(by Noel Due)

1. INTRODUCTION

Paul’s discussion in II Corinthians 2:14—4:18 must be seen in the context of
the larger reason for II Corinthians being written (for more details see ‘Ministry in
II Corinthians’ in The Pastor in Life and Ministry (NCPI, 1987). The issues of immediate
relevance for our study are as follows:

1.1  What is the Trigger for Paul’s Comments?

Paul had come to Corinth in the power of the Spirit speaking the word of the Cross
(I Cor. 2:20). The whole manner of his ministry was ‘faith working through love’, so that
grace would triumph in the hearts of his hearers. He deliberately eschewed any form of
manipulation, and preached the grace of God in the power of holy love, in purity and in
integrity (I Cor. 1:17; 2:1–13; cf. Acts 20:22ff.; I Thess. 2:1–12). He laid a pure
foundation for others such as Peter and Apollos to build upon (I Cor. 3:1–9, 21–23).
After remaining at Corinth for at least 18 months (Acts 18:1–11) he was forced by
circumstances to leave the city, ultimately arriving at Ephesus (Acts 18:18ff.).

Sometime after his departure the Corinthian church was affected by a group of
powerful charismatic preachers who claimed to be servants of Christ in the apostolic
sense, that is, they were claiming to be apostles of Christ with an authority equal to that
of Paul. What can we learn about these people?

II Corinthians 11:22f. indicates that they were Judaising Jews who saw themselves
to be servants of Christ. They sought to commend themselves (cf. 11:18) and they also
came with and sought letters of commendation (3:1). They prided themselves on
appearance (5:12), particularly in the ‘spiritual’ realm (5:13; 12:1). On the one hand they
promoted themselves and their gospel, while on the other they denigrated Paul and his
teaching. They saw Paul to be powerless (3:5), foolish (11:1, 16; etc.) and weak (10:1).
In their eyes he was a spiritual wimp, ‘His letters are weighty and strong, but his
personal presence is unimpressive, and his speech is contemptible’ (10:10 NASB). To
them his Gospel appeared to be veiled, obscure and mysterious (4:1ff.). Moreover they
implied that he did not love the Corinthians because he did not let them contribute
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to his personal needs (11:6ff.). He seemed to be worldly (10:1–3), lacking the numinous,
and they implied that he operated by deceitful means (12:16). On the contrary they were
the super apostles (hyperlian apostoloi used in 11:5; 12:11), who had power, who lived
in triumph and who were men of action.

In the face of this Paul had to defend his Gospel. The question was one of
authority.1 The super apostles seemed to argue thus:

‘By what authority does Paul preach free grace, when we have Moses and the
written law to back us up? That Law came with immense glory, what glory does Paul
bring as evidence for his gospel? Surely the things of sight—as anyone can see—prove
that we are telling the truth and that Paul is a destructive influence. After all, who is the
poor, suffering, afflicted and marginalised one? If Paul were preaching the truth, would
not there be more visible evidence of God’s blessing? How can this man, who after all
seems to live on the fringe of the churches, claim to be speaking the truth? Besides we
have letters of commendation to back us up. Can all these other congregations be wrong?
They have been blessed, so why do you want to miss out? Let’s face it, Paul’s gospel is
simply not as strong and powerful as is ours. It is a weak and ineffective thing that
results in no visible fruit. Besides, it is simply foolish to talk as he does. Yes, we do not
deny that Christ has come, and that he has died for us on the cross, but there has to be
more to it than that! Paul’s words are veiled, confusing and mysterious. He talks about
unseen things, but our words give you a clear line of action in the present. Ours is a
practical, effective and readily proven ministry. It has all of the authority of Moses and
the Scriptures behind it. It tells you what to do, and how to do it. It is the best of both
worlds—Moses’ Law, and spiritual power! You Corinthians are surely wise enough to
see it—after all you deserve it! Ours is no empty boasting. In all humility we are able to
say that God greatly uses us wherever we go. Therefore, what we preach must be true.’

1.2 Where Does Paul Begin?

The foundation for the whole epistle is laid out in II Corinthians 1:15–22. Christ is
the ‘Amen’ of God to all of the promises in the Old Testament. Our life is in Him, and in
Him we are established and sealed in the Holy Spirit. The ministry of the Gospel is a
ministry of a New Covenant, written in the flesh and blood of Christ, and thence in His
people. It is a ministry of the Spirit, which glories in Christ and awaits our full
inheritance. It is a ministry of the glory of God, but it is inseparable from Christ ‘and him
crucified’ (to add a comment from I Cor. 2:2).

II Corinthians 3–4 expands on these foundational statements. The fundamental
question of authority raised by the conflict with the false teachers could only be settled
by seeing that there was (and is) a new basis for ministry. Any ministry that is raised up
‘Old Covenant-wise’, must, by nature of the case, be inferior to a ‘New Covenant’
ministry. It may well be that the criteria by which this ministry is evaluated are quite
different from those that may be used to evaluate an ‘Old Covenant’ ministry, but then
this would only be expected. The New and the Old operate in different ways. The New is
not the Old refurbished, but it is exactly what it says—a New (kainos)2 kainé

                                                
1  ‘Underlying the debate over ministry is the theological tension of what kind of ministry is it that carries the

divine approval. The pragmatic question, What is the ministry that succeeds? can only be answered in the light of the
more searching issue, Where is the seat of authority in ministry?’ Martin, Ralph P.,
2 Corinthians, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 40 (Word Books, Texas, 1986) p. 55.

2  ‘. . . new in the qualitative sense of something previously unknown, unprecedented, marvellous’. Haarbeck, H.,
et al., ‘New’ in the New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, vol. 2, p. 669.
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covenant. Christ is the Amen to all of the Old, so the New must be in line with Him who
is the telos of the Old. The clash with the false teachers was not one of personality, nor
of ‘emphasis’, nor of culture, but of two fundamentally different systems. The one
aligned with the flesh to bring death (in keeping with the purpose of the Old), the other
in Christ to bring life (in keeping with the purpose of the New).

2. THE MINISTRY IS OF A NEW COVENANT

Paul sets out the difference between the Old and New Covenants in a series of contrasts:

2.1 ‘Not of the Letter, but of the Spirit’ (3:6)

The Old was written ‘on tablets of stone’ (3:3, 7). It was an inscription of the Law
external to the heart. Old Testament prophecies such as Ezekiel 11:19, 36:26, and
Jeremiah 31:333 predicted a time when the external Law given on Mt. Sinai would be
internalised through the Spirit. The Spirit would write the Law on the heart by giving a
new, cleansed heart. It would enliven the hearts of God’s people so that they would love
Him and be taught of Him. They would be cleansed from their idolatry and walk in
obedience. All this would come about through forgiveness (Jer. 31:33–34, ‘. . . for I will
forgive their iniquity and their sin I will remember no more’).

Now the time has come! That which the Old itself contained in its prophetic stream
was now fulfilled, but only in Christ. In Him forgiveness had arrived and the Old
Testament sacrifices completed. Having been given new hearts through the forgiving
grace of God the Corinthians were themselves a ‘letter [that is, epistle] of Christ’. Yes,
Paul had ministered to them, but it was Christ himself who had come to them (3:3). The
Corinthian believers had been written into the hearts of Paul and his companions, and the
love that Paul had for them was evident for all to see (3:2). Christ had changed their
hearts, washing them clean and giving them His Spirit. The New is mediated directly by
Christ, not by man.

The confidence Paul has lies not in himself, but in the evident work of Christ in the
hearts of both him and his hearers. Proclaimer and hearers together had become objects
of charis (grace) and recipients of agapé (love). Their experience of God was personal,
relational and communal. They knew communion with the Father. They knew
themselves to be brethren born of the same Father. In common with all of those who
received the truth, ‘The Gospel existed in the world, not at all in books, but only in men;
all the epistles were living epistles; there was literally no letter, but only Spirit’.4

2.2 ‘The Letter Kills but the Spirit Gives Life’

There is no doubt that Paul saw the Law as holy, right and good (Rom. 7:12; cf. 7:7,
14, 16; I Tim. 1:8), but the Law was given to shut men up to grace. The Law, as a dead
letter, could lead only to death. It provokes wrath, increases sin, imputes guilt,

                                                
3  cf. Deuteronomy 30:6; Jeremiah 32:39–40 in which the renewal of the heart is linked with the return from exile.

These passages are fully realised in the deliverance accomplished by Christ, who brings His people out of spiritual
Babylon. Redeeming grace renews the heart through thankfulness, which the Law cannot produce.

4  Denney, James, ‘The Second Epistle to the Corinthians’, The Expositors’ Bible New Edition  (Hodder &
Stoughton, 1916), p. 118.
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defines transgression, brings us under the curse and terrifies us with death, but cannot
give life (Rom. 3:20; 4:15; 5:13, 20; 7:8; Gal. 3:10; I Cor. 15:56; cf. Rom. 2:29; 7:6).

2.3 The Old Is Thus ‘A Ministry of Death’, Which Came with
a Fading Glory (3:7); the New Is a Ministry of the Spirit

Which Has a Greater and Abiding Glory (3:8)

The Law, being the expression of the will of God who is ‘the Father of glory’, could
not but come with glory. However, the ministry of death, which the Law was given to
execute, could only ever be a temporary measure. It looked forward to a time when the
death it pronounced would be replaced with life. It was a glorious gift, in that it now
condemned the Flesh to die, but could not bring life. It was therefore a ministry that
heralded the New Covenant.

By contrast the New ‘abounds with glory’ (3:9). Indeed, the glory of the Old fades
into nothing because of the surpassing glory of the New (3:10). The glory of the New
abides eternally (3:18). The glory of the Old was fading, not because of any ontological
error in the Law, but because the Law, reacting with sinful flesh, produced death. By
nature of the case its glory could not abide. It had to be a temporary administration. The
New, however—because it comes through the Spirit of the Living God (3:3)—has to
abide eternally. The New is based on the forgiveness of the very sins which the Old
declared. The New enables freedom from all the things that the Old could not overcome
(Acts 13:38f.). Because the curse of the Law has been taken out of the way once for all
by the death of Christ, the glory of the New must abide forever. The Old was destined to
fade but the New is destined to remain (3:11).

2.4 The Old Is the Ministry of Condemnation; the New Is the Ministry of
Righteousness—Justification (3:9)

What did the Law do? It pronounced a sentence of guilty. What does the New do? It
declares justification, that is, acquittal. It can only do this because of the death of Christ,
in whom the condemnation of the broken Law was taken out of the way (Col. 2:13ff.):
‘That which lies at the bottom of the New Covenant, and supports all its magnificent
promises and hopes, is this: “I will forgive their iniquities, and I will remember their sins
no more” ’.5

Moreover there are other ways in which the superiority of the new is seen:

2.5 In the New the Veil Is Taken Away (3:15f.)

Moses beheld God in the context of the Law being given on Mt Sinai. He heard God
proclaim His name to him as He passed before him (Exod. 33–34), but the full revelation
of that Name could not come except by the Son. Moses beheld the glory of God, but Paul
knew himself to be in Christ who was the express revelation of that glory. Moreover he
knew that Christ in him was the hope of the glory to be revealed (Col. 1:27; cf. 3:4).
Even Moses, the one with whom God spoke face to face (Exod. 33:11; cf. Num. 12:8;
Deut. 34:10), did not see what those in Christ under the New Covenant could now see
(cf. I Pet. 1:10ff.), that is to say, they were fellow heirs with Christ of the Father (cf. Gal.
4:1–7).

                                                
5  ibid, p. 122.
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2.6 The New Brings Liberty (3:17)

The Old simply informed a person of what was required. It told a man what his duty
was, but did not constrain him by love to do it. Says Luther:

Similarly today, Papists, Anabaptists and other sects make outcry: ‘What mean you by preaching so
much about faith and Christ? Are the people thereby made any better? Surely works are essential.’
Arguments of this character have indeed a semblance of merit, but, when examined by the light of
truth, are mere empty, worthless twaddle . . . When Moses and the Law are made to say: ‘You should
do thus; God demands this of you,’ what does it profit? Ay, beloved Moses, I hear that plainly, and it
is certainly a righteous command; but pray tell me whence shall I obtain ability to do what, alas, I
never have done nor can do? It is not easy to spend money from an empty pocket, or to drink from an
empty can. If I am to pay my debt, or quench my thirst, tell me how first to fill pocket or can. But
upon this point such prattlers are silent; they but continue to drive and plague with the Law, let the
people stick to their sins, and make merry of them to their own hurt.6

The liberty that the New brings is with ‘joy inexpressible and full of glory’ (I Pet.
1:8), it is the liberty of love (Gal. 5:13ff.) and thus it is complete liberty (cf. John 8:32,
36; Rom. 8:15; Gal. 2:4; James 1:25), for it comes with the full fruit of the Spirit ‘against
which there is no law’ (Gal. 5:22–23).

2.7 The New Leads to a Transformation from One Degree
of Glory to Another (3:18)

Ultimately we will be conformed to the image of the Son which is the fullness of
glory (Rom. 8:29; I Cor. 15:49; Phil. 3:21). The Old could not bring such a
transformation about. It could only confirm in us the image of Adam, it could not
transform us into the image of the Man from heaven. In the present the glory of the Son
is held in earthen vessels (the glory of the Son is held in earthen vessels!!), and the very
weakness of the vessels makes it clear that the power is of God, not man (4:7). We wait
‘in present hope’ as the outer man wastes away (4:16) and meantime long for the
redemption of our bodies (Rom. 8:18–25).

3. WHO IS ADEQUATE FOR THE MINISTRY OF
THE NEW COVENANT?

3.1 In view of the enormous difference between the two covenants (remembering
that Paul had lived under both), Paul asks ‘Who is adequate for such things?’
(II Cor. 2:16). Yet he is also certain that he has been made adequate (3:5f.). How was he
made adequate?

The answer must be that he was made a participant of the New Covenant (3:6 is in
the aorist), and therefore he could serve it. In the Old he had been circumcised, thus
giving recognition to his status as one of the covenant people. In the New he had
undergone the true circumcision of his heart, ‘a circumcision without hands’ (Col. 2:11;
cf. Eph. 2:11f.). By the grace of God he had experienced the forgiveness on which the
New was built, and the empowerment of the Spirit which the Old had promised and the
New fulfilled. He knew the living presence of the Word of God in the heart, and was

                                                
6  Luther, M., ‘Sermon for the Twelfth Sunday after Trinity’, in Sermons of Martin Luther, vol. 8 (J. N. Lenker

ed., Baker Book House, Michigan, 1983), p. 239f.
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flooded with love, joy, peace and hope. The old had passed away, all things had become
new.

Only this knowledge of the New equips a person to be a servant of it. The matter is
one of ‘witness’, that is, bearing testimony to that which we have seen and heard. The
New could not be learned from a book, but only from Christ Himself, and Him as
Mediator of the New Covenant.

3.2 Paul had been appointed by Christ as a minister of the New Covenant (Acts
9:10–22; cf. Gal. 1:11–17). His adequacy was from the One who had commissioned him.
The Head of the New Covenant community appoints His messengers (Eph. 4:11f.),
equipping them with all the gifts needed for the calling. Christ Himself applies the
benefits of the New Covenant to our hearts, and as He does so, we are empowered to
speak His word. We feed on Him, and He sustains our people.

3.3 The adequacy had nothing to do with human wisdom or logic. The
communication of the truth is not a matter of slick presentation, but integrity in the Truth
(II Cor. 2:14–17; cf. I Thess. 2:1–12). The mysteries we proclaim can only be revealed
by the Spirit, but Christ Himself has called us into these mysteries that we may proclaim
them.

3.4. The adequacy of the proclamation is bound up with the One we proclaim. Paul
says, ‘We do not proclaim ourselves, but Christ Jesus as Lord’ (II Cor. 4:5). It is not
simply that we proclaim the objective fact that He is Lord (though this is true), but that
we proclaim Him as Lord in the midst of all the circumstances of life. In other words the
adequacy of the ministry is guaranteed by the Lordship of Christ. As we live in and
under that Lordship the ministry has power.

4. PASTORAL APPLICATION

4.1 We are always in danger of a sort of professionalism which trusts in our
learning, skills and personal competence. In particular we risk importing the demons of
modernity into the church because of the perceived failure of the church to penetrate
society. The ‘hardware’ of modernity may be value neutral (though I even doubt this to
some degree), but the ‘software’ of modernity is Old-way not New-way. It rests on guilt
manipulation, plays on failure, and casts men back onto themselves. It does not declare
the ‘givenness’ of a thing, but insists on rising to a challenge. It must lead to death.

4.2  We stand in constant danger of a Protestant scholasticism, which has gathered
pace even since Denney warned us (speaking of the letters that the super apostles
brought with them):

[these were] hardly sufficient to guarantee their authority, of their competence as ministers in the
Christian dispensation. But do not Churches yet accept their ministers with the same inadequate
testimonials? A distinguished career at the University, or the Divinity Schools, proves that a
man can write with ink, under favourable circumstances . . . it does not prove that he will be
spiritually effective, and everything else is irrelevant. I do not say this to disparage the professional
training of ministers; on the contrary, the standard of training ought to be higher than it is in all the
Churches: I only wish to insist that nothing which can be represented in ink, no learning, no literary
gifts, no critical acquaintance with the Scriptures even, can write upon human nature the Epistle of
Christ. To do that needs ‘the Spirit of the living God’.7

                                                
7  Denney, James, ‘The Second Epistle to the Corinthians’, The Expositors’ Bible New Edition  (Hodder &

Stoughton, 1916), p. 107.
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4.3 We need to see the difference between the two forms of glory. Paul does not
doubt that the ministry of condemnation is glorious. He does not suggest that this glory is
not obvious. Rather the glory of the New is the more difficult to perceive for it relates to
unseen things, not to seen things. We must recognise the fact that it is possible to build a
glorious edifice by operating Old-way, by ministering condemnation not justification,
but that whatever is built in this way will be dead. The ‘super apostles’ of Corinth, as
well as the false teachers of Galatia, did not deny Christ, they simply added to His work.
In so doing they ceased to be ministers of the New Covenant (if indeed they ever were
such!) and became ministers of the Old. The discernment of good and evil is all bound
up with our understating (that is, our submission to) the Word of righteousness (Heb.
5:11–14).

4.4 We must be aware of the great temptation to operate Old-way when things are
‘bad’. When we see the lethargy of our people (and ourselves!), when we see the cultural
and ecclesiastical baggage of the denominations, and when we see the decay
of the nations in which we live, the pull to minister Old-way is great. Karl Barth,
preaching on II Corinthians 3 in Switzerland before the war said:

. . . to Paul’s mind, ‘Moses’ does not stand for something petty but for something large and final.
Moses!—we shall not easily overrate that name. It is much more than the name of a man. It
embodies a power which confronts and conquers the souls of men with what is good and true. ‘To be
as Moses’ means to labour at rousing men from their indolence and sluggishness and slothfulness. It
means to make men aware that their life is fraught with large responsibilities. It means to put before
men their glorious destiny, to transfix their minds with the high ideals to which they are called and to
be the voice which incessantly calls them and unflinchingly drives them to their pursuit. It means
engraving commandments, speaking stern high words of duty and of conscience with which men
must not tamper, chiselling laws, as in eternal rock, which will stand day and night with their curt
demand—Thou shalt! Thou shalt not! This is Moses’ work.

Are we not sorely tempted in the break-up and collapse which mark our day to make a loud
outcry against the apostle? Must we not insist much rather on more Moses-work, more Moses-men,
more Moses-spirit? If our day has need of anything, it is for words with the temper of steel. What is
good and true must again be boldly emblazoned! With unbending energy we must impose again the
tablets of an inexorable law! For is not this source of the present sad state of affairs that authority
and obedience, yea, even a sense of shame, have vanished from our midst? Is not a re-imposition of
these lost values and a quick return of another Moses-time the most pressing need of our day?8

What would Paul’s answer have been? What is ours?9

4.5 We stand in Christ before the Father in the great Covenant of His Marriage. This
communion is our power. In 1637 Samuel Rutherford, imprisoned in Aberdeen

                                                
8  ‘Moses-Time and Christ-Time’, Come Holy Spirit, Sermons of Karl Barth (Mowbrays, London, 1978), p. 231.
9  Barth answers the question:

Do you not also think that the fearful condition of our time is fairly shouting for such ears and eyes? Yes, it is waiting for
men who have faith, but not faith in themselves nor in their faith. No, it wants men who have faith in God who can make
all things new. It is waiting for men who have learned again what forgiveness is. Forgiveness saves. Forgiveness
reconciles. Forgiveness must permeate our politics again; forgiveness and not moral codes; forgiveness and not Moses-
zeal! For forgiveness alone makes it possible for us to live together. Forgiveness alone heals wounds. Forgiveness does
not make void the laws of God; no indeed, it teaches us to keep them. It is the Spirit who must give life to their dead
letter. And our time is waiting for men who dare again to pass through death and devils . . . The solution of every
question, down to the problem of economics and politics, depends on whether such men will be born—of the Spirit of
God. Godless-ness certainly abounds today. Moses-zeal and Moses-spirit is not wanting. But there is a dearth of Christ
men! (op. cit. 240 f.).
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for preaching grace, had a season of extraordinary experiences of the Bridegroom’s
Presence. His letters from the prison cell drip with love and intimate communion.
However, all that he experienced there confirmed grace in him, and him in grace, so that
he could write:

O, how much hath He given me. O, that I could sing grace’s praises, and love’s praises! seeing I was
like a fool, soliciting the law and making moyen [application] to the law’s court for mercy . . . but
now I deny that judge’s power; for I am grace’s man; I hold not worth a drink of water of the law, or
of any lord, but Jesus. And till I bethought me of this, I was slain with doubtings, and fears and
terrors. I praise the new court, and the new Landlord, and the new salvation purchased in Jesus, in
His name and at His instance. Let the old man, if he please, to make his moan to the law . . . [but]
seeing that Christ singeth my welcome home, and taketh me in, and maketh short counts and short
work of reckoning betwixt me and my judge, I must be Christ’s man, and His tenant, and subject to
His court. I am sure, suffering for Christ could not be borne otherwise.10

                                                
10  ‘Letter CLXXII’, Letters of Samuel Rutherford (Oliphant & Anderson, Edinburgh, n.d.), p. 316f.
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STUDY NINE

The Blood of the Covenant

& the Spirit of Grace
(by Geoffrey Bingham)

INTRODUCTION: THE SETTING AND BACKGROUND
OF THE TITLE

In order to understand the setting of these two themes, ‘The blood of the covenant’ and
‘the Spirit of grace’, we need to read the pericope of Hebrews 10:26–31:

For if we sin deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a
sacrifice for sins, but a fearful prospect of judgment, and a fury of fire which will consume the
adversaries. A man who has violated the law of Moses dies without mercy at the testimony of two or
three witnesses. How much worse punishment do you think will be deserved by the man who has
spurned the Son of God, and profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and
outraged the Spirit of grace? For we know him who said, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay.’ And
again, ‘The Lord will judge his people.’ It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.

We are not, in fact, trying to exegete this passage, important as it is in its own right,
but we will try to show the meaning of ‘the blood of the covenant’ especially in the light
of ‘by which he was sanctified’, and ‘the Spirit of grace’ as a theme, even apart from this
Spirit being outraged. Both these elements have no significance without ‘the Son of God’
for it is he who has been spurned, thus making his blood common and unclean, and the
work of the Spirit of grace to be futile.

THE BLOOD OF THE COVENANT

First we must think of the blood as essential to the cutting of, and entering into, a
covenant. In Genesis 15 blood was shed in the killing of the animals and partitioning
them. Very clear is the event of Exodus 24:8, which Hebrews 9:20 (passim), takes up;
‘this is the blood of the covenant which God commanded you’. Similar is the term ‘the
blood of the eternal covenant’ (13:20). Note that blood is prescribed1 for covenant.
Matthew 26:27–28, ‘Drink of it, all of you; for this is my blood of the [new] covenant,
which is poured out for many for the remission of sins’,2 the statement linking it with
                                                

1 Note that all covenantal rituals are prescribed. This is because they are wholly significant and it is not left to any
worshipper to devise what will constitute true worship.

2 Note two elements in the Lord’s linking the blood-shedding through his death, (i) it is given for the remission. of
sins, (ii) there is a drinking of the blood, something never prescribed in the O.T, and in fact, abhorrent to it. We will
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Jeremiah 31:31–34. Included must be the idea that the shedding of blood in the Mosaic
covenant brought the forgiveness of sins. The first 10 chapters or so of Leviticus
prescribes the blood shedding, and the writer of Hebrews maintains that without it there
was no purification or forgiveness of sins (9:22). Leviticus 17:11 is clear as to the
atoning power of the blood:

For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you upon the altar to make atonement
for your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement by reason of the life.3

The spilling or shedding of blood represents the death.4 This is seen in Genesis where to
spill a man’s blood is to kill him and in Deuteronomy 12:23 where the prohibition
against eating animal’s blood is, ‘Only be sure that you do not eat the blood; for the
blood is the life, and you shall not eat the life with the flesh’. A. M. Stibbs quotes a large
number of references where to shed blood is to kill a person, and concludes (we think,
rightly), that the shedding of blood is synonymous for the death of that person.5

Three Elements in the Old Testament Regarding the Efficacy
of the Shed Blood

Disregarding for the moment the general principle of bloody sacrifices,6 we see in
Israel that (i) in the ritual of the Passover, the blood of the slain victim was to be
sprinkled on the doorposts and was visible evidence of a life already taken, and taken in
the place of the first born of the house, the ‘first born’ being, so to speak, the image of
his father; (ii) the sacrificial system with the shedding of the blood and the blood
sprinkled on the altar signified substitution for the offerer, but substitution initiated from
the altar, from God, and so effecting the forgiveness of sins; and (iii) the blood of the
covenant given by God’s initiative to effect covenant and Israel’s entry into its fullness.
Exodus 24:8, ‘Behold the blood of the covenant which the LORD has made with you’.

All these three forms of sacrifice in the shedding of blood show the power of that
blood, not ex opere operato of the substance of the blood, but of the blood shed, that is,
life taken violently—so to speak—but primarily, life given for another. The blood could
only be that of a pure victim: never otherwise (cf. Heb. 9:14).

The Efficacy of Christ’s Blood in the New Testament

In Colossians 1:20 Paul speaks of ‘the blood of his cross’ which must be a synonym
for ‘the death of his cross’. A quick glance at the truncated references below show that
they speak of the power of Christ’s blood to accomplish many things. None of these
                                                                                                                                                
seek to see what is the meaning of ‘drinking blood’ but here it is the blood shed which brings remission of sins.
Drinking the blood does not bring remission, but involves us—so to speak—in a work already done to obtain that
remission.

3 The same idea that blood is the life is found in Genesis 9:4 and Deuteronomy 12:23.
4 A good exposition of this is A. M. Stibbs’s monograph The Meaning of the Word ‘Blood’ in Scripture (Tyndale,

1954). Stibbs effectively refutes the idea that the shedding of blood is the life outpoured, and that it is of it as life that
is its significance as though that life is poured into us, a doctrine set in motion by Bishop B. F. Westcott in The
Epistles of John (1892) and used by such theologians as Nathaniel Micklem, Vincent Taylor, C. H. Dodd and Sanday
and Headlam. Against this incorrect view he opposes James Denny in The Death of Christ (rev. ed., Tyndale, 1950) p.
149. We might observe here that in the Epistle to the Hebrews ‘the blood’ and ‘the death’ are synonymous.

5 op. cit., pp. 9–10.
6 By this we mean the universal practice of sacrifices in which blood was shed according to the cultural rationale

of blood shedding, either as a remnant of ontological comprehension of propitiation, or some other view; perhaps the
bribing of the deity.
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references can be other than covenantal, for all pertain, in one way or another, to the
New Covenant. In fact, they do not have any context other than the covenantal. We quote
them, not in order of the books but of their aspects:

Romans 3:25, ‘whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith’.
Romans 5:9, ‘we are now justified by his blood’.
Ephesians 1:7, ‘In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses’.
I Peter 1:18–19, ‘You were ransomed . . . with the precious blood of Christ’.
Acts 20:28, ‘the church of God which he purchased with his own blood’.
Revelation 5:9, ‘for thou wast slain and by thy blood didst ransom men for God’.
Ephesians 2:13, ‘But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near in the
blood of Christ’.
Colossians 1:19–20, ‘For in him all the fulness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to
reconcile to himself all things . . . making peace by the blood of his cross’.
I Peter 1:2, ‘for obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his blood’.
I John 1:7, ‘the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin’.
Revelation 1:5, ‘To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood’.

Because the Book of Hebrews speaks so much of the blood we record it as follows:

Hebrews 9:7, ‘but into the second only the high priest goes . . . and not without taking blood which
he offers for himself and the errors of the people’.
9:11–14, ‘But Christ . . . through his own blood, entered in once for all into the holy place . . . how
much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish
unto God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?’7

9:22, ‘Indeed under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of the
blood there is no forgiveness of sins’.
9:25, ‘the high priest enters the Holy Place yearly with blood not his own’.
10:19, 22, ‘since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus . . . let us draw near
with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience’.
12:24, ‘and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks more
graciously than the blood of Abel’.
13:20, ‘the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the
sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant’.

Any suggestion that the shedding of Christ’s blood in his atoning death is a minor fact of
the meaning of his life and death, and must be discounted.

Conclusion on the ‘Blood of the Covenant’

Our text says ‘profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified’.

                                                
7 I have here used the Revised Version since the RSV is quite misleading.
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‘By which he was sanctified’ means that the death of Christ sanctifies the believer. This
is seen in 10:10, 14, ‘And by that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the
body of Jesus Christ once for all . . . For by a single offering he has perfected for all time
those who are sanctified’. In the context ‘sanctified’ means ‘forgiven all sins’, ‘purified
in the conscience from dead works’. Some see it as only ‘consecration into the people of
God’. It is that, but more. The dynamics of the Cross purify the person wholly. The
blood propitiates for all sins. One may now enter into the Holy of Holies through the
sanctifying blood of Christ, right into the presence of the Holy One. This is because
Man, by the shedding of Christ’s blood—the blood of the eternal covenant—has been
restored into the fullness of the Covenant of God, also known as ‘the Covenant of
Creation’.

To profane this blood, then, is to say Christ’s blood is just as any other blood of a
human being, that is has no power to cleanse, forgive and redeem, and it is virtually not
only making it common but unclean! This is horrific blasphemy and must result in ‘a
fearful prospect of judgment, and a fury of fire which will consume the adversaries’.

For our personal and pastoral purposes we come afresh, and in full, to the powerful
blood of the covenant and preaching it up to the saving and sanctifying of men and
women.

THE SPIRIT OF GRACE

Here the text speaks of having ‘outraged the Spirit of Grace’. Some translations have
‘insulted’, or ‘affronted’, but this is weak against the horrific thing they have done. In
Isaiah 63:10 the Israelites are said to have ‘vexed his Holy Spirit’ (‘grieved’ in RSV), a
term used by Paul in Ephesians 4:30, but ‘grieved’ may weaken the thought, for
judgment comes to those who oppose the Spirit of inheritance: they will receive no
inheritance. When the Spirit is symbolised as fire causing a burning in judgment (cf.
Isaiah 4:2–4; Matt. 3:10–12), we see that to ‘spurn the Son of God’ and to ‘profane the
blood of the covenant’ will bring forth such judgment to the person who dares to do so.

The term ‘Spirit of grace’ can simply mean ‘the gracious Spirit’ which he is, but
here this adjective seems to be less than the intent of the passage. The term comes from
Zechariah 12:10 where in the AV it is ‘grace and supplication’, the word grace being
chen (favour) and not chesed. Zechariah 12:10 is not easy to exegete, and does not here
greatly concern us, but John 19:37 quotes part of it, ‘They shall look on him whom they
have pierced’. The passage as it is in Zechariah seems to indicate that Israel will repent
and so flow with supplication to God. Revelation 1:7 seems to indicate the opposite to
repentance, ‘Behold he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, every one
who pierced him; and all the tribes of the earth will wail because of him’.

We may now look more generally at the idea of the Holy Spirit being the Spirit of
grace. Hebrews 9:8 links the Holy Spirit with the old tabernacle and its significance, ‘By
this the Holy Spirit indicates that the way into the sanctuary is not yet opened as long as
the outer tent is still standing’. We recall that the Spirit came down upon Bezalel for the
construction of the tabernacle and its furniture, but the Spirit was always with Israel and
is so much connected with covenant. This, in itself, is a wide subject.8 It is not too much
to say that all works of the Triune God ad extra are trinitarian, and so creation and
redemption are of the Spirit. We know the work of the Spirit in the life of

                                                
8 See my book The Day of the Spirit (NCPI, 1985) pp. 22–40.
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Jesus, and how, at the Cross he offered himself without blemish through the eternal
Spirit. Whether we see ‘by the Holy Spirit’ to refer to ‘without blemish’ or ‘offered
himself’ does not greatly matter since the two are one together.

This leads in to Christ’s statement that the Spirit would glorify the Father and the
Son as he led people into all the truth (John 16:12–15). Searching the deeps of God he
reveals them to those born of the Spirit (I Cor. 2:10–14). So all the things of covenantal
grace which he reveals and in which he works, earn him the title of ‘the Spirit of grace’,
a much more powerful idea than ‘the gracious Spirit’. A good commentary on his work
of grace is Romans 8:1–11. Through the Spirit ‘great grace’ is upon the community of
Christ. Grace, we repeat, opens up the magnificent work of the atonement and effects
utter purification, forgiveness and transformation within the believer.

CONCLUSION TO THE PERICOPE OF HEBREWS 10:26–31

When, then, the Spirit reveals Christ as the Son of God and his shedding of blood as the
sign and power of the New Covenant, which in turn is the true Covenant of God, the
Covenant of Creation,9 then we can see why to spurn the Son of God, to profane the
blood of the covenant, and to outrage the Spirit of grace is so fearfully reprehensible, so
deserving of dreadful judgment and fury of fire. That which is closest to the heart of the
Spirit is the work of the Father in creation, in redemption, and in the final renewal of all
things. That is to say, he is the Spirit of all covenant, the Covenant of God. In him lies
the mystery of the creation, of the incarnation of Christ, the mystery of the atonement,
and the mystery of sanctification and the ultimate telos.

                                                
9 cf. the work of the Spirit in Romans 8:14–27, which is both present and eschatological.
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STUDY TEN

Christ as High Priest

to the Nations
(by Noel Due)

1. CHRIST AS HIGH PRIEST

The writer to the Hebrews, more than any other New Testament author, sees the
significance of Christ in terms of the fulfilment of the Old Testament role of the High
Priest. In Hebrews 3:1 we are told to ‘consider Jesus, who is the Apostle and High Priest
of our confession’ (NASB). When we consider Him, what do we find?

1.1 Jesus is High Priest over the Nations

In Hebrews 2:17 we are told, ‘For this reason [that is, to give help to the
descendants of Abraham] he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that
he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might
make atonement for the sins of the people’. Jesus was appointed by God (3:2ff.; cf.
5:1ff.) and was faithful as High Priest over God’s house (in contrast to the unfaithfulness
of many of the earthly high priests in Israel). Moreover, he was faithful as a Son, not just
as a servant like Moses.

The identification of Jesus the High Priest with his name as Son of God is of the
utmost importance. We are told in 1:1–4:

In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but
in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through
whom he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of
his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he
sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven. So he became as much superior to the angels as
the name he has inherited is superior to theirs.

The Son is God’s final word, and it is the Son who provides purification for sins.
His ministry as High Priest is the expression of His Sonship. He is first Son of God, heir
of all things, and then High Priest. But, as the writer will go on to show, He is High
Priest of a different order from that of the Old Testament high priests. They served in the
house of God in Israel, the Son, who is Lord of all the ages, comes as High Priest over
the whole of the creation.

For this reason the writer is able to identify the High Priesthood of Jesus with His
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ministry as Messianic Son, thus fulfilling the great prophecies of Psalms 2 and 110. In
Hebrews 5:5f., therefore, we read:

So Christ also did not take upon himself the glory of becoming a high priest. But God said to him,
‘You are my Son; today I have become your Father.’ And he says in another place, ‘You are a priest
forever, in the order of Melchizedek.’

As the High Priest who is Son, Jesus’ High Priestly ministry must have cosmic
implications. High Priesthood affects the nations, and indeed brings them to obedience as
the prophecies of Psalms 2 and 110 make clear.

2. PRIEST AND PRIEST–NATION

2.1 Israel a Priest–Nation

The Old Testament high priests stood over Israel as priests to God. But they
ministered to a nation which was itself a priest to the other nations (Exod. 19:6). They
stood over a nation, which bore prophetic testimony to the nations. Israel had a priestly
system given by God, and this system was prophetic to Israel. As Israel walked by faith
in the given worship of God, they were a priest nation to the other nations, and were
prophetic to them, without being actively ‘on mission’ to them.

2.2 Jesus as High Priest over a New Nation

The new High Priest stands over the nations but in the midst of His people. This
people is no less a priest nation (I Pet. 2:1–10), but without geographic, ethnic or cultural
definition. Christ, as head of all things, is given to them by God (Eph. 1:22). The church,
as His body, shares in His Messianic Son–High Priestly ministry, but without ever having
such ministry of itself. In the Old Testament the high priest led the priests in the cultus, so
in the New Testament those who are in the High Priest are led by Him. He makes them
to be kings and priests unto God (Rev. 1:6; 5:10; 20:6). As such they offer up ‘spiritual
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ’ and ‘declare the praises of him who
called [them] out of darkness into his wonderful light’ (I Pet. 2:5, 9). Their High Priest
intercedes for them (Rom. 8:34; cf. Zech. 3:1ff.), but the primary context of this
intercession is against the enemies who would seek to stifle the proclamation of the
Word. They are a covenant nation, no less than the old Israel, but the covenant is a new
one, based on the finished sacrifice of atonement. This message is for the nations (Matt.
28:16–20; Acts 1:6–8), and is the message of the High Priest Himself.

3. PRIESTHOOD OF A NEW ORDER

3.1 Priesthood after the Order of Melchizedek

In order to express the power of the new High Priesthood of Jesus, and in order to
clearly distinguish it from that which had gone before, the writer to the Hebrews
designates it as being of the order of Melchizedek (Heb. 5:5ff.), whom God had placed in
history as a prophetic sign. This new Priesthood is guaranteed by the oath of God—
something which the Levitical priesthood did not have (6:20; cf. 7:17–22)—and is
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secured in the heavens. Jesus, the new Melchizedekian High Priest has ‘passed through
the heavens’ (4:14f.) and occupies the throne of grace and mercy. This must mean that
He shares in the power, reign and sovereignty of the throne of God. He is thus superior
even to Abraham. This is significant, because Abraham was the one to whom the
promises were made concerning the blessing of the nations (Heb. 7:1ff.; cf. Gen. 12:1–3;
17:1–8; Rom. 4:13–18). The new High Priest does not simply serve among Abraham’s
descendants as the Levitical priests did, but is Lord of Abraham’s descendants.
Ultimately these descendants are the nations of faith, the objects of the Promise.

3.2 Priesthood after the Order of Melchizedek Is Eternal

Jesus’ priesthood abides forever because it rests on the power of an indestructible
life (Heb. 7:16). The life is an indestructible one because once for all it has dealt with sin
(9:25–26; 10:11ff.), thus rendering death powerless. It brings an eternal salvation for it
provides an eternally efficacious sacrifice for sin. This must mean that the Priesthood of
Christ abides forever (7:24). In Him, the shroud of death which covered all the nations
has been removed (Isa. 25:6–9), and by nature of the case His life must now be lived
over them and for them. He has removed the shroud so He must be Lord of death, and
thus Lord of the nations who were enslaved to death. But the fact that He removed the
shroud must mean that His ministry is for them. He does not simply exercise naked
power over them. His Priesthood is for them since His sacrifice was for them, His rule is
over them so that His sacrifice might be applied to them.

3.3 Eternal Priesthood after the Order of Melchizedek Has
a New Locus

If the Priesthood of Jesus is of such a new order, where must this Priesthood be
exercised? The writer to the Hebrews tells us that the only place it can be exercised is at
the right hand of God (8:1ff.; cf. 4:14; 10:12; 12:2; Matt. 22:44; Mark 16:19; Luke 20: 42f.;
Acts 2:33; 7:56; Rom. 8:34; Eph. 1:20ff.; Col. 3:1; I Pet. 1:21; 3:22; Rev. 3:21).

The Old Testament temple was a prophetic sign. It sat in the midst of the nation
which had been placed in the midst of the nations, with the promise that one day the
nations themselves would enter it (Isa. 56:4–8; cf. 60:3–11; 66:18–21; John. 10:16; Matt.
21:13; Mark 11:17; Luke 19:46). Now, at the consummation of the ages (Heb. 9:26) the
Temple has been opened up for all the nations to enter (so Rev. 21:21–27). Its gates are
permanently open, yet nothing unclean enters because the Lamb is the Temple, and there
is nothing unclean in Him. The High Priesthood of Christ—replacing the earthly
temple—guarantees the purity of the nations’ worship. Indeed, ‘something greater than
the temple is here’ (Matt. 12:6), for it is the Temple of the High Priest Himself (John
2:19).

The new worship in and through the Lamb belongs to the era of the New Covenant
of which He is the guarantee (Heb. 8:8–13; cf. 9:11ff.). By nature of the case this
Covenant is universal. It was given through Israel, but applies to the nations.

3.4 The Reign of the Priesthood after the Order
of Melchizedek Is of Grace

If the High Priesthood of Christ is over the nations and for the nations, how is it
exercised? Hebrews 7:1f. tells us:
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This Melchizedek was king of Salem and priest of God Most High. He met Abraham returning from
the defeat of the kings and blessed him, and Abraham gave him a tenth of everything. First, his name
means ‘king of righteousness’; then also, ‘king of Salem’ means ‘king of peace.’

The rule of the High Priest is the rule of ‘righteousness’ and ‘peace’. These are
‘Godward’ not ‘manward’.1 The message of Hebrews is that Jesus Himself has provided
this reconciliation. Jesus was anointed as High Priest (cf. Lev. 21:10) with the Spirit of
grace by the Father who appointed Him. Such anointing was for the sacrifice He would
become. The main function of the high priest in the Old Testament was to lead the
Levitical priests in the sacrificial cultus. The new High Priest—through the same
Spirit—leads the new priestly community into the knowledge of His own sacrifice.
Through this sacrifice we are brought to the Father. The purpose of the High Priest’s
ministry was that we might know the Father, which is the burden of the great High
Priestly prayer of John 17. It is the knowledge of the Father through the Son which is the
key to the winning of the nations. Jesus as eternal Son–King–Priest carries His people
into communion with the Father—into the very communion which He Himself shares. In
this way Jesus is a faithful High Priest over the whole household of God (Heb. 10:21),
the house being the place of intimate communion (cf. John 14:1–7). The household of
God is without any physical structure (so Acts 17:24f.), but it is the meeting place of the
nations. In Him, who is the High Priest–Lamb–Temple, the nations meet and know
communion with the Father and thence one another (Eph. 2:11–22).

If the creation of Man in the image of God means that we are made for worship,
then in the High Priesthood of Christ we arrive at our telos. Worship in the Son, through
the Son, is the only worship that is acceptable to God, for it is the only ontological
worship there is. However, if such worship is secured in Him, then the communion (of
which worship is the true expression) must also be secured in Him. Thus, in Him, there is
neither ‘Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male [and]
female;2 for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Gal. 3:28). Indeed the ‘leaves of the tree
were for the healing of the nations’ (Rev. 22:4, NASB).

4. PASTORAL APPLICATION

4.1 The Proclamation of the High Priesthood of Jesus

We must see the significance of the Word we preach for the nations. His High
Priesthood is not a domestic arrangement for the people of God to find comfort for their
‘psychological’ problems. He ministers grace and mercy to His people (Heb. 4:14–16),
but this is for the sake of the nations over which He is King. The Hebrew Christians were
tempted to flee from the Gospel of grace for the safety of the Old Testament system, but
the writer is telling them that the faithfulness of Christ as High Priest would be known as
they went on in grace, not as they turned back. As the Hebrew Christians faced death for
the sake of the Gospel so they would know Him to be a merciful and faithful High Priest.

                                                
1  ‘Godward’ not ‘manward’ words, i.e. they are the vertical ever before they are horizontal. Neither righteousness

nor peace are possible without reconciliation to God.
2  Paul’s construction changes in the last clause. There may well be more significance in this than commentators

make out. ‘Neither male nor female’ may imply an impossible obliteration of ontological distinction. ‘Neither male
and female’ may be a way of expressing the fundamental union of male–female, but without the implication of
culturally expressed masculinity and femininity.
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In order to encourage them to go on the writer proclaims the completed work of
Christ to them. Nothing else would draw their hearts out to follow on. In order to show
the futility of turning back the writer also, by contrast, had to show them that the new
High Priesthood of Christ had finished any other system of sacrifice—forever. To go
back to anything else was to go back to death, to that which was destined to perish, to a
place of hopeless wandering in which no rest could be found. This is the land of Nod! It
is east of ‘East of Eden’!

Such contrasts will also be brought to the fore in our ministries. To proclaim the
completed work of Christ is at the very same time to lay the axe to the root of every other
tree. By nature of the case, these trees can never bear the fruit of righteousness by which
alone the nations are healed. To set forth Christ to our people, in all His High Priestly
splendour, is both grace and judgment. To shut them up only to Christ is, by the same
token, to disabuse them totally of trust in the power of the arm of man. When judgment
is complete and grace established, the mission of the new community flows to the
nations. Where the conscience of the people of God is not touched by the utter
sufficiency of the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ, where they do not see Him to be Lord
of all history, and where His worship is replaced by ours, the people of God remain as
keepers of their own righteousness instead of prophets of His.
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STUDY ELEVEN

Covenant, Creation

& Conservation
(by Paul Green)

In our environmentally conscious society we hear many voices calling us to plant trees,
or save the . . . or recycle our rubbish, or practise an earth care religion. We need to be
discerning in the ones we choose to listen to.

Let’s listen to the voices calling us to save species and take Noah as our Biblical model.

Genesis 6:19–21 Conservation of all animal species in the ark.

Genesis 8:21–22 & 9:8–17 God’s covenant is with the earth and every living
creature.

We cannot have a conservation ethic which is independent of a faithful Creator and His
covenant with the earth and all its creatures.

Let’s listen to the voices telling us that all our environmental problems are the fault of
humans and that there is no hope for humanity or for the earth.

Genesis 1:26–28 The living representatives of the Creator to the rest
of creation.
Vocation within creation.

Psalm 8:5–6 Crowned with glory and honour.

Genesis 3:14–19 Fall of humanity and the fall of creation are linked.
The hope of the woman’s seed.

Romans 5:12–14 Death entered creation.

Romans 8:18–25 Creation subjected to futility and bondage to decay.
Subjected in hope.

Colossians 1:15–20 Hope and purpose from before the beginning of the
world.
Reconciliation for all creation in the new covenant.
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Let’s listen to the voices calling us to abandon Christianity and worship neo-pagan
deities.

Deuteronomy 5:1–10 Covenant on Mt Sinai ‘no other gods before me’.

Psalm 106:34–38 Israel’s idolatrous history.

Deuteronomy 11:16–17 Idolatry has ecological consequences.

Hosea 2:16–20 & Isaiah 65:25 True worship has ecological consequences.

Gaia the neo-pagan earth goddess will not save us, in fact, she may even destroy us!

In conclusion, we cannot have conservation without the covenant of a faithful Creator.
The faithful Creator’s covenant is with the whole creation and offers the only true hope
for the preservation of its life. The creation is our arena of service. We have been
redeemed to serve the Creator, humanity and the non-human creation.
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STUDY TWELVE

Sacrifice & Worship in
the New Covenant

(by Deane Meatheringham)

COVENANT WORSHIP

The thesis of these two studies on sacrifice and worship is that to know God is to
worship him. As we have already expounded, God makes himself known through
entering into a covenant relationship with Man. Apart from this revelation the images
which humankind has of God are wrong and as such will be idolatrous. The idols bind
their devotees in false worship by a contractual tyranny.

The covenants of God affirmed or established with Noah, with Abraham, with
Israel, with David and through Christ, are each called ‘the everlasting covenant’.
Theologically they are the one, so that the New Covenant is really the renewal of the
covenant which the Lord made with Israel and which Israel violated. But what is being
renewed and fulfilled is the covenant which God has with the creation and the human
race.

Yahweh’s covenant with Israel is a fulfilling and a codifying of the revelations
which had been given to previous generations. But the law, while it is not against the
promise given to Abraham, does not abrogate or supersede the promise of an heir, Jesus
Christ, in whom we have the full knowledge of the Father. The law requires a
mediatorial situation, whereas the promise comes directly from God in Christ. It is in the
Son that we have something superior to the law, this is our sonship in the Son; the true
worship and the essential law (Gal. 3:15–4:7).

THE ONE TRUE WORSHIPPER

The one true worshipper is Jesus Christ. Israel was a priest-nation who had received the
gift of the worship. Israel failed in her covenant obligations. But in accord with the
covenant promise, God’s Messiah would come from the seed of Israel and would
encapsulate the true sacrificial worship.

The good news of the gospel is that Jesus comes to be the Priest of Creation, to do for men what man
fails to do, to offer to God the worship and praise that we have failed to offer, to glorify God by a life
of perfect obedience, to be the One true servant of the Lord, in whom and through whom we are
renewed in the image of God and in the worship of God. Jesus comes, as our Brother Man,
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 to be our great High Priest, that He might carry on His loving heart the joys, the sorrows, the
prayers, the conflicts of all His creatures, that He might reconcile all things to God, that He might
intercede for all nations as our eternal Mediator and Advocate, that He might stand in for us in the
presence of His Father, when in our failure and bewilderment we don’t know how to pray as we
ought, and forget to pray. By His Spirit He helps us in our infirmities.

In that He is Head of all things, He makes us His Body, and calls us to be a royal priesthood, a
corporate priesthood to offer up spiritual sacrifices, that we might be identified with Him and
participate with Him in His great priestly work and ministry of intercession, that our prayers on earth
might be the echo of His prayers in heaven. Whatever else our worship is, it is our liturgical Amen to
the Worship of Christ.1

CHRIST’S PRIESTLY SACRIFICE

The incarnation of the eternal Son of God is the manifestation of God in human flesh and
blood. The homoousion is associated with two fundamental truths about Christ:
(i) it speaks of the eternal generation of the Son as the Father’s eternal offspring,
homoousios. The Father’s eternal offspring is the Father’s very own self-revealing and
creative activity; and (ii) ‘We believe that the very Logos of the Father, the Wisdom of
God himself, was enclosed within the limits of that man who appeared in Judaea; nay
more, that God’s Wisdom entered a woman’s womb, was born an infant, and wailed like
crying children’ (Origen).2

What is essential to stress is that without the incarnation of God Christianity is
meaningless and useless, for there is neither the revelation of God nor a Redeemer. But
the incarnate Son is God with us as our Brother and great High Priest.

Under the old covenant, all that the priest does is liturgical action, which answers
the Word given to the priest who bears the Word and mediates it to man, and only in
relation to that primary function does he offer oblation and sacrifice. In Jesus the Word
and the action are the one, that is, the truth.3

Jesus’ whole life was his worship expressed in the obedient offering of himself to
the Father. The Father gives all that he has to the Son. The Father’s will for Christ was
that he offer himself, offer his body as a sacrifice for sin:

it is necessary for this priest also to have something to offer . . . sacrifices and offerings thou hast not
desired, but a body hast thou prepared for me . . . Lo, I have come to do thy will, O God . . . And by
that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all (Heb.
8:3; 10:5, 7, 10).

In obedience Jesus resists sin to the shedding of his blood. It is in the bearing of sin that
Jesus makes a complete offering of himself to God. It is in his oneness of will with the
Father’s will that Jesus knows that sin must be propitiated (Heb. 5:8; 2:17). J. W.
Walgrave says:

Further, as an act of infinite love is infinite in extension and intensity, it follows that the act of love,
inherent in the incarnation as such, extends itself to all men, to mankind as a whole; and moreover,
love being by its very nature unitive in that the loving person actualizes his concrete personality in
giving himself up for the others and having his being in his beloved ones,

                                                
1  James B. Torrance, ‘The Place Of Jesus Christ In Worship’, in Theological Foundations For Ministry, ed. Ray

Anderson (Eerdmans, 1979) pp. 348–349.
2  Quoted by Archbishop Methodios in his article ‘The Homoousion’ in The Incarnation, ed. T. F. Torrance

(Handsel Pr., Edinburgh, 1981) p. 10.
3  See Royal Priesthood, T. F. Torrance (T. & T. Clark, 1993) pp. 1–23.
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regardless of their responsiveness, the act of love, inherent in the act of incarnation, gathers all men,
sinners as they are, regardless of their sinfulness, in his holy humanity. This gathering has a
perfection corresponding to the infinite intensity of Christ’s love. Consequently the sinful shattering
of man’s concrete unity is already cured and the ontologico-vocational unity is already restored in
Christ as in a principle of infinite power.4

But reconciliation can come only through the sacrifice of Christ’s atoning death. He
is the Lamb of the Passover who bears sin in the place of the condemned (Matt. 26:26–
29; John 1:29; Heb. 9:27; I Pet. 2:24). The thing sacrificed represents the sacrificer
himself. For Christ the High Priest and the holocaust are one and the same. In his
supreme act of adoration and worship, Christ gave himself without reserve and received
the gift of forgiveness for our sins, as he also reconciled us to the Father through his
oblation. The sacrifice combined with God’s acceptance constitutes the eternal covenant
between God and man.

CHRIST CONTINUES AS HIGH PRIEST

The work of faith is to believe in the once-for-all priestly sacrifice of Christ for our sins,
and to rid ourselves of the humanistic idea that Christ’s priestly work concluded in his
death on the Cross. We have our salvation in the risen, crucified Lord (Rom. 4:25).
Christ continues to intervene for us as we battle sin and the enemies (Rom. 5:10; 8:34;
Heb. 7:24–25; I John 1:7; 2:1–2).

Hebrews, in particular, speaks of Jesus as our continuing high priest who has
entered the heavenly sanctuary on our behalf, so that in him we have entered the
presence of the living God (Heb. 3:1; 6:19–20; 9:12, 24). Hebrews 8:2 and 6 call Jesus
our leitourgos, the one who continues to give priestly service to God (cf. Heb. 1:7; 2:11;
Num. 7:5; Isa. 61:6; Jer. 33:21; Neh. 10:39). This means that Jesus is the only human
being who is qualified and able to lead worship. Such is the worship which God has
provided for us and which is acceptable to him. Christ is the High Priest of our worship
in the sense that he continues as the true worshipper. Furthermore, we are one body with
the true worshippers and we worship the Father in the Son (Heb. 13:15ff.; 12:21–24).

PERICHORETIC WORSHIP

By perichoretic worship I mean that through the saving work of the incarnate Son we
participate in the sacrificial worship of the Divine Godhead. We have been baptised by
the Holy Spirit into Christ and through his High Priesthood into his communion with the
Father. Perichoresis means that each person of the Trinity is contained in the other. In
the circulatory movement of honouring, serving, giving and receiving, each person of the
Godhead worships and adores the other in love. Through Christ we have been lifted up
into that realm of life of God and our worship flows out of this fountain.

When Paul says ‘For we are the true circumcision, who worship God in Spirit, and
glory in Christ Jesus, and put no confidence in the flesh’ (Phil. 3:3), we can see that true
worship is not something that we do, but rather is the gift of the grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ, realised through the constant supply of the Spirit. But that’s not all,

                                                
4  J. W. Walgrave, ‘Incarnation and Atonement’, in The Incarnation, ed. T. F. Torrance (Handsel Pr., 1981) pp.

163–164.



SACRIFICE & WORSHIP IN THE NEW COVENANT

67

because within the communion of God we do actually worship God. Such is an
impossible double miracle. First, it is the miracle of the Divine worshipping community
taking us into the holy of holies through the virginal birth of the incarnate Son of God,
and second, it is the miracle of rusted-out idolaters actually becoming sons who worship
the Father in Spirit and truth. Our spiritual, or reasonable worship, is the giving of our
bodies as a living sacrifice in the service of God. In all this we are making our liturgical
Amen to the worship of Christ (Rom. 12:1; Heb. 13:15–16; I Pet. 2:5, 9).

The Gospel is a Gospel of reconciliation, and reconciliation is enshrined at the heart
of Christian worship. The Last Supper or the Holy Communion enshrines, powerfully,
the central meaning of the Gospel. Paul explicitly calls it a communion, or a participation
in the Body and the Blood of Christ.

In an attempt to make the Gospel more user-friendly to postmodern Man, some
have sought to desacralise the Gospel of its mystery and have substituted other activities
for congregations to do in the place of the Supper. Others have argued against the
institution of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper altogether, saying that in the early
Church all they had was a church meal which gradually became ritualised and sacralised.
There is some truth in this argument, but only some. For example, if we agree that at
Corinth the meals described in I Corinthians chapters 10 and 11 were little more than
fellowship gatherings for hungry people to eat food, then we have to ask what would be
taking place when the assembly came together. Then would we have a gathering of
people existentially and theologically alive to all that they had in God through their being
baptised by the Spirit into Christ? As such a community ate and drank together what
would it be like? No more than an Aussie barbie? The problem in their fellowship had to
do with how they were treating each other at their communion meal. They could not eat
and drink outside of their union with Christ.

In accord with the Synoptic Gospels, Paul says that when we come together it is the
Lord’s Supper that we eat. The thanksgiving cup simply is a new covenant, a new
communion established between God and his people, as the prophets promised. The new
community comes about through the sacrificial blood of Jesus’ death. The bread is
simply the body of the person (Christ), as an object of other persons and through them,
of himself as an available, addressable presence. So the rubric within the narrative is
what interprets the meal. ‘In your fellowship meal’, Christ says, ‘the object to which you
turn is me in the thanksgiving bread and the thanksgiving cup’.

To eat and drink in remembrance of Christ and his death means remembering in
such a way that we see our participation in the past salvific event, we see our lives in the
present and our future destiny bound up in it. The event of the past lives again in the
present time. Our prayers, then, are a memorial that flows out of our participation in
Christ’s past saving event (Acts 10:4; cf. Exod. 28:12, 29; 39:7). We are not
remembering an absent Christ but the Christ who is still the human Jesus, present by the
Spirit and his Word. It is on Christ’s humanity that we feed.

Thanksgiving arises out of our being in the giving action of Christ’s saving
humanity and his self-giving sacrifice to the Father for us. And in him we offer our
sacrifice of praise; the calves of our lips, our gifts and the sacrifice of ourselves as we lay
ourselves on Christ.

THE PRIESTHOOD OF THE CHURCH

The priestly ministry of the Church is found only in the High Priestly ministry of Christ
(I Pet. 2:5, 9). In I Corinthians the ordering of the Lord’s Supper is bound inseparably
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 with the charismatic gifts. The gifts are the services and powers of Christ himself, made
operational through the Holy Spirit. The essence of the gifts is love. These diverse gifts
of the unity of Christ’s Body are for the edification of the Church as it worships at the
Lord’s Table. The gifts are harmonised where the proclamation of the Word or
prophesying gives articulation to the whole.

We stress the indispensability of the service of the Word of God. Christ comes to us
through the Word, uniting his real presence through the Word, so that the Word and the
sacrament belong together. The relationship of one to the other is that of head and body.

If we link the ministry of the gifts with Ephesians 5:17–20 and Colossians 3:15–16,
we see that the congregation is edified through the singing of spiritual hymns and songs.
The melody comes from the fullness of the Spirit, the rule of Christ’s peace in our hearts
and the indwelling of the Word of Christ. Our music flows from our communion within
the Godhead. Is this the new song of the Lord which accompanies the Lord’s sacrifice?
Whatever the answer is to this question, it does mean that Christian music is offered in
the Name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. It reflects the harmony of the
Godhead, seriously tells the story of grace coming to human lostness, etc. Essentially it is
the royal priesthood singing the music of heaven in the heavenly Jerusalem, joined by all
the angels in festal gathering, with Jesus the mediator of a new covenant (Heb. 12:22–
24). As James Torrance declares:

The Church is the Church in her worship . . . Man is never more truly man than when he worships
God . . . all God’s purposes in Creation and in Redemption are fulfilled in us as together in worship
we are renewed in and through Christ, and in the name of Christ we glorify God. So by the grace of
God we seek to voice for all creatures the praises of God and realise our God-given destiny to be
priests of creation under Christ our Great High Priest.5

                                                
5  James Torrance, ‘The Place of Jesus Christ in Worship’, in Theological Foundations For Ministry, ed. Ray

Anderson (Eerdmans, 1979) p. 363.
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STUDY THIRTEEN

Covenant & the Grace of Law

(by Geoffrey Bingham)

INTRODUCTION: WHAT DO WE MEAN BY ‘THE GRACE OF LAW’?

We owe this term ‘the grace of law’ to Ernest F. Kevan who wrote a book under that
title.1 It is subtitled ‘A Study of Puritan Theology’ and does not appear explicitly to
explain the name of the book. However, its intent is clear: far from law being of a heavy
legal nature it is the law of the life of grace, and in that sense is grace in itself. It is by
grace we have the law and by grace we live in it, and living in it is the very nature of
grace. The Puritans were certainly covenantal in their thinking: they were soaked through
with the idea of covenant, but some have criticised them for thinking of covenant in
contractual terms, Puritanism having arisen from Calvinism which was supposed to see
the law in contractual terms. I think the Calvinists who did not understand Calvin may
have thought in these terms, and some Puritans may have followed such Calvinists, but
at the heart of Puritan truth the law was a matter of delight and the way of the life of
grace. Even so, we will not seek to delve into that treasury of teaching.

THE NATURE OF THE LAW OF GOD2

 God’s law is the law of God himself. The preposition is a subjective genitive: it is God’s
own law, the law of his Triune Being. By this we mean that God is not a legislator who
simply decided what should be the behaviour of Man and accordingly made a block of
laws, but is that Being who, by nature, lives by law himself. So his law is the law of
himself. This should not be difficult to understand since every one of us lives by his or
her own personal law. Each might call it ‘the law of myself’. ‘No person knows the
things of a person except the spirit of that person.’

Each lives with the law of himself or herself, and that law is fairly recognisable. So
God lives with his own law. From the Christian point of view God is not a monad, that
is, a single, individual unit. Nor is he three monads. He is a trinity of persons. He has
plurality in his nature and is therefore a social being. He is Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

                                                
1  The Grace of Law, Ernest F. Kevan (Carey Kingsgate, London, 1964).
2  Some of the following material is from my, as yet unpublished, book Sweeter Than Honey: More Glorious Than

Gold.
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The question is, ‘How do these three Persons live as one?’. The answer is, ‘Their law of
living together is what we call “the law of God” ’. In other words it is their way of life,
their living as a unitary whole. We may say the three are a society. We can even call
them a family. They are wholly one. The way in which they live is what we call ‘their
law, the law of God’. Law is not an entity in itself: it has no hypostasis or it would be the
controlling member of a Quarternity.

THE COVENANT OF GOD AND LAW

We have already seen that God is innately ‘covenantal’ in that the Three Persons live in
covenant with one another, their way of Being, being love. We have also seen that Man,
made in their image has unique relationship with God which, although it carries
obligation is, nevertheless, non-contractual whilst being unilateral. Likewise the law of
God is inherent in that image, in the Covenant of God with Man at creation. In this sense
we cannot talk of there being ‘the grace of law’ at creation. We can speak of it as ‘the
gift of law’. The law was certainly a gift to Israel, as Paul indicates in Romans 9:4.3 If
what we are saying is true, that God’s law is the way of his own living, then Man cannot
live fully apart from that law. In God it is societal law, the law of love. Likewise Man in
the image of God must know this societal, loving way of living. To go against it is to go
against law, covenant and God.

LAW IN RELATIONSHIP TO THE COVENANTS

We have said that some Reformed scholars insisted that God made a covenant of works
with Adam and that that covenant was contractual. We have denied a covenant of
works—as such. We have, however, stressed the matter of covenantal obligation. This is
the obligation of gratitude and responsive love. Obligation is not merely an option, but of
the heart and substance of true covenant. The law which was innate to God and so to
creation, was made explicit at Sinai. We may say, ‘Soft copy was thus turned into hard
copy’, and the form of the law was clarified’.4 If our claim above is that God’s law—his
torah, by which and in which he subsists—is innate to his true Being, then that law will
be innate to the image of Man. In the Fall Man refused the law of God for his own
autonomy—self-rule—and, of course, his whole view of law and responsive gratitude
and obedience to God was absent. If we follow Paul’s reasoning of Man going through
into idolatry (Rom. 1:18–25), then we must remember that all the idols have their own
covenants and with those covenants, their laws. This raises the issue of ‘natural law’, for
all cultures have their own laws, which roughly approximate with the original moral law
of God.5 It appears to be a principle, ‘no covenant without law’.

                                                
3  The bestowal of the law is often spoken of in glowing terms in the Psalms. In Deuteronomy 33:1–5 this eulogy

is present, even though the term ‘Moses commanded us a law’, seems to modern ears not to be a matter for immense
gratitude, but Deuteronomy 4:5–8 and 10:12–15 insist that the gift of law was unique in all mankind, and was ‘for your
good’.

4  Even this statement is not wholly true, for ‘hard copy’ is something printed out, such as the two tablets, but first
it was ‘spoken out’ at Sinai and this directly by God himself to his covenant people. Deuteronomy 4:13 should be
translated ‘the ten words’ rather than ‘the ten commands’. Words (dabar) are dynamic, being personal mind-to-mind
and heart-to-heart communications, speaking a relationship between speaker and hearer and having great effects.

5  This is a vast subject with which we cannot here deal. In my book Sweeter Than Honey: More Glorious Than
Gold  I have included an appendix on the subject.
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That God demanded obedience to his law from fallen Man seems evident. There is
no point to the judgment of the Flood if humanity were not expected to live by true moral
law. It was because ‘all flesh had corrupted their way upon earth’ that the Flood ensued.
We will now look at the various covenants and their relation to law.

The Law and the Covenant Established with Noah

Noah is designated by God as ‘righteous before me in this generation’ (Gen. 7:1; cf.
6:9). He was not necessarily perfect but against the corrupt and violent generation he was
certainly righteous. This meant that he lived by God’s law. God established his Covenant
of Creation with Noah and the world, as is seen in Genesis 9:8–17. The clear inference is
that nothing has changed in Man: the imagination of his heart is still evil from his youth.
Grace has entered in so that Paul can say ‘in his divine forbearance he [God] had passed
over former sins’. Fallen man still does not acknowledge the covenant of God, but grace
comprehends sinful Man and God does not forsake man from his Covenant.

The Law and the Covenant Cut6 and Established With Abraham

From his beginning Abraham was an idolater (Josh. 24:2), but when God appeared
to him in glory (Acts 7:2) Abraham became obedient to God. Isaac was told the covenant
God had made with his father was to continue with him, ‘because Abraham obeyed my
voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes and my laws’ (Gen. 26:4–5).
That is, Abraham was in covenant with God and followed his law. The covenant in
which Abraham was a partaker was, nevertheless, the original Covenant of God.
Abraham was inducted into that covenant.

The Law and the Covenant Cut and Established With Israel

This is a subject with various qualifying elements but if we go directly to Exodus 24
we get the nub of it all:

Moses came and told the people all the words of the LORD and all the ordinances; and all the people
answered with one voice, and said, ‘All the words which the LORD has spoken we will do.’ And
Moses wrote all the words of the LORD. And he rose early in the morning, and built an altar at the
foot of the mountain, and twelve pillars, according to the twelve tribes of Israel. And he sent young
men of the people of Israel, who offered burnt offerings and sacrificed peace offerings of oxen to the
LORD. And Moses took half of the blood and put it in basins, and half of the blood he threw against
the altar. Then he took the book of the covenant, and read it in the hearing of the people; and they
said, ‘All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient.’ And Moses took the blood
and threw it upon the people, and said, ‘Behold the blood of the covenant which the LORD has made
with you in accordance with all these words.’

There can be no question about Israel agreeing to obey God’s law, and that that is the
immediate cause and essence of the covenant with Israel, but it must be kept in mind that
Israel was already in the covenant God had made with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. In
Exodus 2:24, ‘And God heard their groaning, and remembered his covenant with
Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob’. Remembering that, he delivered Israel from

                                                
6  The explicit term ‘cutting a covenant’, is not always explicitly used when a covenant is cut, but the ritual

determines that the covenant, nevertheless, has been cut.
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Egypt and their keeping of his law sprang from the grace of God.7 God dwelt intimately
in the midst of Israel and his presence and the covenant kept them in the obligation to
obedience. If Israel broke the covenant by disobedience then it was certainly punished,
but the constraint for obedience lay in the nature of God as set out in Exodus 34:6–7.

The testimony to the law being the grace of God in Israel, and the high regard in
which it was held is seen in Psalms 1, 9 and 119, as also in many passages of Israel’s
writing. Of course the law contained within itself provision for redemption.

The Law and the Covenant With David

Undoubtedly the primary text of this covenant is II Samuel 7 and in particular the
message God sent to David through Nathan—verses 8 to 17:

‘Thus says the LORD of hosts, I took you from the pasture, from following the sheep, that you should
be prince over my people Israel; and I have been with you wherever you went, and have cut off all
your enemies from before you; and I will make for you a great name, like the name of the great ones
of the earth. And I will appoint a place for my people Israel, and will plant them, that they may dwell
in their own place, and be disturbed no more; and violent men shall afflict them no more, as
formerly, from the time that I appointed judges over my people Israel; and
I will give you rest from all your enemies. Moreover the LORD declares to you that the
LORD will make you a house. When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers,
I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his
kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever.
I will be his father, and he shall be my son. When he commits iniquity, I will chasten him with the
rod of men, with the stripes of the sons of men; but I will not take my steadfast love from him, as I
took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you. And your house and your kingdom shall be
made sure for ever before me; your throne shall be established for ever.’ In accordance with all these
words, and in accordance with all this vision, Nathan spoke to David.8

This passage is clear enough. Also there is the parallel passage of I Chronicles 17:3–15
which contains some simple differences. At first sight, in both these passages, we might
not think of God’s promise to David, of establishing for him an everlasting dynasty, as a
covenant, but many Scriptures indicate it was a covenant. Isaiah 55:3 speaks of ‘an
everlasting covenant, my steadfast, sure love for David’, a statement confirmed in Acts
13:34—speaking of Jesus as ‘great David’s greater son’—‘And as for the fact that he
raised him from the dead, no more to return to corruption, he spoke in this way, “I will
give you the holy and sure blessings of David” ’ When we come to Psalm 89, the whole
of which is an exposition of the Davidic covenant, verses 3 and 4 speak of II Chronicles
7:18, ‘Thou hast said, “I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to
David my servant: I will establish your descendants forever, and build your throne for all
generations” ’. Psalm 132:11–12 repeat the thought and word of ‘covenant’. In II Samuel
23:5 David says, ‘. . . he has made with me an everlasting covenant, ordered in all things
and secure’. Jeremiah 33:19–26 places the covenant with David amongst the unbreakable
covenants, those God has made with

                                                
7  That is clear from the statement linked with the giving of the ‘ten words’, ‘I am the Lord your God who brought

you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage’, therefore . . .
8  The history of all Israel can be said to pivot around the Davidic covenant, that is, it leads up to this promise of

God and then on to the coming of the Davidic king—Jesus of Nazareth, Son of God—and so to the proclamation and
establishment of his universal kingdom, he, at the same time, being ‘the mediator of a better covenant’, for in him
kingdom and covenant meet.
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Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and with the Levites. There are many more references and
they all point to the importance of this covenant.9

It is clear from verse 14 of II Samuel 7, that if he does not keep God’s law the
leader of the Davidic Covenant will be chastised. However, ‘hast shown me future
generations’ of verse 19 has been translated as ‘The charter for all humanity’, the torah
of this covenant when ‘the law of the Lord shall go forth from Jerusalem’, which, in
itself is powerful motivation for covenant-keeping.

The Law and the New Covenant

In accordance with Jeremiah 31:31–34 the New Covenant is one to which law is
innate. Christ did not come to abolish but to establish the law and the prophets.10

Romans 8:1–4 shows that whilst the condemnation of the law no longer exists for the
person of faith, yet ‘the righteous demand (dikaioma) of the law’ is there to be fulfilled.
The law is now ‘the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’, and ‘the law of Christ’ and it
is the way of life of all covenant people. In fact the Covenant with David, and Christ’s
New Covenant are really the one. It shows itself in Triune fashion, being the law of the
Father, the law of Christ (the Son) and the law of the Spirit.

CONCLUSION TO COVENANT AND THE GRACE OF LAW

We can now draw our threads together. We can see that the Covenant of God is the
covenant which includes all the covenants we have nominated. We have seen that God’s
law was innate to his Covenant of Creation and is innate to all the covenants, but as
obligation to obedience and not as contract to the same. Kevan’s term ‘the grace of law’
now comes into play. By creation all were under God’s law in Eden and lived in primal,
pristine love. The Fall breached the covenant, and dread and terror came, dread of law
and its ultimate penalty.

Law, then, had to be seen not as a burden, but as one from which delight could
come via grace! Such delight is expounded in the three law Psalms, 1, 19 and 119. Law
could never pass away or it would mean God had passed away, and covenant also with
him! Paul points out clearly in Galatians 2:19–21, and 3:18–22 that the law, although it
had to work penally, worked with a view to us living unto God, and being shut up to
faith that we might believe in Christ.

In all covenants the law is spoken of in reverent and appreciative terms. Only the
guilty sinner sees it as onerous, heavy, intensely legal. The person of faith sees it as the
true way of life and the way of joy and delight. ‘I delight to do thy will [thy law] O
Lord!’. We have been given grace to obey the law which we spurned at the Fall.

                                                
9  This section quoted from my book Love’s Most Glorious Covenant soon to be published by Redeemer Baptist

Pr.
10  Again, this is too vast a subject to expound. Matthew 5:17–20 makes it clear that there never has been, and

cannot be, any change in the law of God. Interpretation and presentation of the law have often been inadequate and
even erroneous, and Christ sets out to correct inadequate views and to present the truth of the law.
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STUDY FOURTEEN

The Beginning of the End

& the End of the Beginning
(by Ian Pennicook)

According to Revelation 21:1, John ‘saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first
heaven and the first earth had passed away’. The first heaven is presented as the source
of the dragon in Revelation 12:3 and the first earth as that of the false prophet in 13:11.
The sea, presumably that from which the beast arose in 13:1, also was no more. John’s
choice of language may also owe something to the apocalyptic milieu with which he and
his readers were familiar,1 but, whatever the immediate significance of the imagery, it is
surely obvious that the main point of reference is the great expectation which the Old
Testament had established and which the other New Testament documents confirmed.

The picture of Revelation 21:1 to 22:7 is of the great consummation to which we are
moving. As such it completes what was commenced before the foundation of the world,
and the way in which God’s covenant determines all things has been seen. This study
will attempt to work in the opposite direction, looking at the matters of the
consummation and seeing how they bring the plan of God as revealed to its conclusion.
In particular, we will concentrate on three things which are raised by the language of
Revelation 21, namely the new covenant, the bride and the temple.2

THE COVENANT

With such a stress on ‘covenant’ in its many formulations in the Old Testament, it is
perhaps surprising that there is only one reference to the coming of a ‘new covenant’
within the prophetic writings. But, of course, this is only superficially the case. For while
the phrase ‘new covenant’ occurs only once in the Old Testament (Jer. 31:31) the
elements associated with a new covenant are prominent in a number of places. This is
particularly so when what we call ‘the old covenant’ is seen as being that given through
Moses at Sinai.

                                                
1  See Testament of Moses 10:6, ‘The sea all the way into the abyss will retire, to the sources of water which fail’.
2  See William J. Dumbrell, The End of the Beginning, 1983 Moore College Lectures (Lancer, Homebush West,

1985), for a discussion of five aspects of fulfilment, the new Jerusalem, Temple, Covenant, Israel and Creation.
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But first it should be noted that Israel always understood that the Sinaitic covenant
was the Abrahamic covenant engraved on tablets of stone. Redemption from Egypt was
explicable only in terms of God’s faithfulness to his commitment to Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob (see Exod. 2:24; 3:6, 15, 16; 4:5; Deut. 6:10; 9:5; 29:13; 30:20). The significance
of the covenant with Abraham was more than national; it involved all the nations of the
earth (Gen. 12:1–3; Exod. 19:5–6). The failure of Israel to be faithful to God who had
formed them as his own people, as his ‘bride’ (thus Jer. 31:32, ‘a covenant that they
broke though I was their husband says the LORD’), stood as a violation of the purpose of
God for all the nations. Israel as a nation may have opted out of the covenant relationship
but the covenant itself could never cease to be effective.

That is the reason why there must be a new covenant. It is, in the ultimate, the
covenant with Abraham and with creation being made effective in the whole nation. And
this is Jeremiah’s point in Jeremiah 31:35–37, where the promise of the new covenant
(vv. 31–34) is explained:

Thus says the LORD, who gives the sun for light by day and the fixed order of the moon and the stars
for light by night, who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar—the LORD of hosts is his name: If this
fixed order were ever to cease from my presence, says the LORD, then also the offspring of Israel
would cease to be a nation before me forever. Thus says the LORD: If the heavens above can be
measured, and the foundations of the earth below can be explored, then I will reject all the offspring
of Israel because of all they have done, says the LORD.

The certainty of the new covenant is grounded in creation. In this, then, the covenant is
not a different covenant but the old made new3 in so far as it effected the national
experience of Israel. This meant that certain elements of Israel’s life would be changed,
in that those elements were with the purpose of God in mind. Once that purpose had
come to fulfilment those elements would be redundant.

The way the new covenant is expressed in the Old Testament is in terms of a
new exodus (Isa. 40:1–11;4 41:17–20; 43:16–21) and a new giving of the law (Jer. 31:33;
cf Ezek. 36:24–28). This time, however, it is the whole people who will be pure (Jer.
31:34; 50:17–20, albeit a remnant of the physical nation) as they live in their promised
inheritance and God himself will be with his people (Jer. 32:38; Ezek. 37:26–28).5

THE BRIDE

The promise of the new covenant is related to the relationship which God had with
Israel—He was their ‘husband’. Much has been said concerning the covenant of creation
and marriage6 and the final study will deal with it in detail. Suffice here to observe that
God’s choice of Israel is explicitly described as involving the covenant of marriage (see
Ezek. 16:8). Over and again Judah violates the marriage covenant which God has made.
A similar picture appears in Ezekiel 23. But what is more, in spite of Israel prostituting
herself, God said:

                                                
3  Dumbrell, The End of the Beginning, pp. 88f.
4  Verse 11, cf. Num. 27:17; II Chron. 18:16. See also Ezekiel 34:1–16.
5  See the forthcoming volume by Geoffrey Bingham, Love’s Most Glorious Covenant (to be published by

Redeemer Baptist Pr., Sydney), chapter 13, ‘The Old Testament and the New Covenant’.
6  See Geoffrey Bingham, The Profound Mystery (NCPI, Blackwood, 1995), for a distillation of the wisdom of

many who have written on the subject.
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yet I will remember my covenant with you in the days of your youth, and I will establish with you an
everlasting covenant. Then you will remember your ways, and be ashamed when I take your sisters,
both your elder and your younger, and give them to you as daughters, but not on account of my
covenant with you. I will establish my covenant with you, and you shall know that I am the LORD, in
order that you may remember and be confounded, and never open your mouth again because of your
shame, when I forgive you all that you have done, says the Lord GOD (Ezek. 16:60–63).

The same thing is described by Hosea. There, when Hosea takes ‘a wife of whoredom’
(1:2) and when the children born of the marriage are given names indicative of God’s
judgment, the reminder still comes of the Abrahamic covenant and the certainty of its
fulfilment (1:10). Furthermore, the great picture of Hosea 2 shows that even in her
adultery, Israel had not recognised the continued faithfulness of God:

She did not know that it was I who gave her the grain, the wine, and the oil, and who lavished upon
her silver and gold that they used for Baal (Hosea 2:8).

Although judgment must come (2:9–13), God declares that he will woo his polluted
bride once more. Precisely:

Therefore, I will now allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her. From
there I will give her her vineyards, and make the Valley of Achor a door of hope. There she shall
respond as in the days of her youth, as at the time when she came out of the land of Egypt.

On that day, says the LORD, you will call me, ‘My husband’, and no longer will you call me, ‘My
Baal’. For I will remove the names of the Baals from her mouth, and they shall be mentioned by
name no more. I will make for you a covenant on that day with the wild animals, the birds of the air,
and the creeping things of the ground; and I will abolish the bow, the sword, and war from the land;
and I will make you lie down in safety. And I will take you for my wife forever; I will take you for
my wife in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in mercy. I will take you for my wife in
faithfulness; and you shall know the LORD (Hosea 2:14–20).

Note that for restoration, Israel must again go into the wilderness, the place of the
exodus. Also, verse 18 speaks of God making for Israel ‘a covenant on that day with the
wild animals, the birds of the air and the creeping things of the ground’. William
Dumbrell summarises this section:

The threats of the earlier part of the chapter are now removed, and the marriage metaphors are boldly
resumed. God brings the mother into the wilderness now to allure her, to create a new covenant in
which the harmony between God and Israel will be reflected by the harmony to be found within
creation itself (v. 18). There will be a new marriage (vv. 19–20);7 cf. v. 16), and Israel will now
‘know’ Yahweh (v. 20), just as she did previously. This declaration of the renewed relationship
forms the climax of the chapter, while the variety of covenant terms in verses 19–20 (righteousness,
justice, steadfast love, mercy, faithfulness) indicates the depth of the renewal. Courtship, betrothal,
covenant making, exchange of vows, and giving of new names are the renewal components in verses
14–23. The reversal in meaning of the names of the children is now brought into play (vv. 21–23) as
Israel, with blessing viewed from many perspectives, is presented as the people of the new
covenant.8

                                                
7  Perhaps in the light of the next sentence which speaks of a ‘renewed relationship’ we should take ‘new’ to refer

to the old  marriage brought back to newness?
8  William J. Dumbrell, The Faith of Israel (Apollos, Leicester, 1992), pp. 143f.
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THE TEMPLE

The return from the exile was marked by a distinctly casual attitude towards the ruined
temple in Jerusalem. The foundations were laid by Sheshbazzar (Ezra 5:14) but nothing
further was done for some considerable time (Ezra 3:8ff.), until Haggai and Zechariah
(Ezra 5:1–2) stirred the people into action. Why should they have done so?

The closest reason to hand would have been the prophecy of Ezekiel, where he
described in some detail the dimensions and appearance of the temple to be rebuilt (chs
40–48). For political reasons, the presence of a temple was essential. The separation of
Church and State was unheard of in the ancient world; the temple was the state. A threat
to destroy a temple (with or without the promise to rebuild it) was regarded as an
expression of treason. But Ezekiel’s description goes far beyond mere politics (although
it can be understood as carrying similar implications).

Ezekiel commences the final section of his prophecy with an account of a vision of
Jerusalem. He is transported to Israel and set ‘down upon a very high mountain, on
which was a structure like a city to the south’9 (40:2). It is only from the mountain that
the whole city can be observed, but more, the picture of Jerusalem built on Mount Zion
is described in Psalm 48:1–2 as ‘the city of the great king’, and in Isaiah 2:2ff. and
Micah 4:1ff. as ‘the highest of the mountains . . . raised above the hills’, the place where
the nations shall come for blessing. Zechariah 14:8–10 looks forward to the day living
waters will flow from Jerusalem, giving life to both east and west, and God having
defeated the rebellious nations (v. 3), the remnant of which now come to Jerusalem to
worship (vv. 16–1710). To express the glory of Jerusalem, Zechariah describes the whole
area surrounding Jerusalem as being turned into a plain with only the city being elevated
(v. 10).

There was a man with a measuring reed who would reveal to Ezekiel the details of
the city and the temple in order that he may pass on all that he has been shown (40:4).
What he saw was the glory of the Lord filling the temple (43:4); this was nothing less
than the presence of God himself among his people (43:7). Plainly nothing that defiles
shall enter in (43:7b, 9a) and the city is renamed ‘The LORD is there’ (48:35).

The temple being filled with the glory of God stands in contrast to the vision which
Ezekiel saw earlier of the glory being removed from the city (see 11:23). On the other
hand, we are reminded of the consecration of the temple in I Kings 8:10–11:

And when the priests came out of the holy place, a cloud filled the house of the LORD, so that the
priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud; for the glory of the LORD filled the house of
the LORD.

Likewise, the description of the construction of the tabernacle while Israel was in the
wilderness shows exactly the same divine priority. The account concludes:

So Moses finished the work. Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the LORD
filled the tabernacle. Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled upon
it, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. Whenever the cloud was taken up from the
tabernacle, the Israelites would set out on each stage of their journey; but if the cloud was not taken
up, then they did not set out until the day that it was taken up. For the cloud of

                                                
9  NRSV, cf. NIV, as with the Masoretic Text. RSV has ‘opposite me’, following the LXX. The original city of

David lies to the south of the Temple area.
10  Is the phrase ‘all the families of the earth’ here deliberately reminiscent of Genesis 12:3? The word for ‘earth’

is different in this case (erets, not adamah).
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the LORD was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in the cloud by night, before the eyes of all the
house of Israel at each stage of their journey (Exod. 40:33–38).

Dumbrell has pointed out that this is more than the conclusion, it is the climax of the
book of Exodus.11 Redemption climaxes in the presence of God with his people and his
glory in the sanctuary. Dumbrell adds this observation:

. . . analysis of the ancient hymn, Exod 15:1–18, demonstrates that Israel's earliest understanding of
redemption was structured on an overt creational theology. The nation’s passage through the waters
and into the promised land is construed as a New Creation. This is not unanticipated, given the
motifs and structure of the pre-Abrahamic narratives. Although there is no hint of redemption in the
original creative act, the subsequent ‘fall’ constitutes a reversal of the creation order and rejection of
God’s creational rule. And thus redemption is necessarily the renewing of this order and rule, both in
individual and cosmic dimensions.12

Dumbrell’s expansion of this introductory statement13 is compelling. If his examination
of the redemption poem is accepted, then we may well draw the conclusion that creation
always had as its purpose—and redemption effects that purpose—having the presence of
God in his glory among his people in their creation home. The tabernacle and the temple
in their turn represented this goal being achieved, although without in any sense fulfilling
it. So Isaiah reports,

Thus says the LORD: Heaven is my throne and the earth is my footstool; what is the house that you
would build for me, and what is my resting place? All these things my hand has made, and so all
these things are mine, says the LORD. But this is the one to whom I will look, to the humble and
contrite in spirit, who trembles at my word (Isa. 66:1–2).

THE END OF THE BEGINNING

Whatever our understanding of the nature of the Book of the Revelation, it remains
difficult to avoid the conclusion that in its present form it represents a distillation of all
the issues of history as they come to their consummation. The three themes which have
been examined are prominent in Revelation 21–22.

The New Covenant, so necessarily anticipated in the Old Testament, is presented in
Revelation 21:3, where the covenant language of Leviticus 26:11–12 is obviously used.
This covenant language comes in the context of the renewed creation14 and so surely
represents the goal of what we have called the covenant of creation, which is the
covenant of God.

The presence of the bride in this new creation is wonderfully described. At last
God’s people are complete, not merely numerically, as evidenced by the full number of
elect from Jews and Gentiles being present, but complete in purpose and purity.

The development of the imagery from that of the bride to that of the city (Rev.
21:9–10) adds to the rich picture, as the city’s dimensions are set out in even more
exalted language than that of Ezekiel (Rev. 21:15–21). This bride is no less than the

                                                
11  The End of the Beginning, p. 39.
12  ibid., p. 165.
13  ibid., pp. 167–171.
14  ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ (oujrano;n kaino;n kai; gh§n kainhvn) where ‘new’ does not mean ‘brand new’

but the old made new again.
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whole people of God, the city where the presence of God is to be found, as in Ezekiel
40:1–2.

This is the reason why there is no temple in the bride–city. God himself is present
and needs no representation, however glorious those representations may have been
previously (Rev. 21:22). Having no temple in the city represents, therefore, the climax
rather than any deficiency.15

                                                
15  Why is it that the seer does not carry forward the identification of the church/believer with the temple, as in I

Corinthians 3:16; 6:19; Eph. 2:21–22? Tentatively, I suggest that an answer may lie in the nature of the new creation,
the new heavens and the new earth. Hitherto it was only in the church/believer that true worship could be offered (see
Heb. 13:15; I Pet. 2:4-5). While this worship rose from the redeemed (Rom. 12:1–2) it could not, by divine decree, rise
from the creation which had been subjected to futility (Rom. 8:19–23). Now, however, the sons of God have been
revealed (Rev. 21:7) and so the whole creation can reverberate with indescribable worship. In this way the church
would have ceased to have a unique temple role and function in the same way that the tabernacle and temple buildings
also had ceased earlier to have theirs. I offer Dumbrell’s final paragraph on the matter:

A temple in the biblical world was conceived as the dwelling place and manifestation of the deity. This framework coupled with
the OT eschatological hope that God would personally indwell his people in full covenant blessing in the final age has prepared
us for a theology of Christ’s indwelling in the believing community. God would locate Himself personally and corporately in
believers and the community of the new age. In the OT worship was offered to God as the Lord of all. Since God’s declared
purpose in the NT is to sum up all things in Christ (Col 1:20), it is clear that Jesus is the NT point of reference for all the temple
expectations of the OT. Primarily the temple has been a symbol of total divine rule. Thus, as the locus of the New Temple in
whom believers are constituted as a temple, Jesus on the one hand points to a display of divine rule and on the other hand to the
broader motif of a New Creation which incorporates the perfected New Temple. This last point will be taken up in our final
chapter. We are not surprised, therefore, to find at the end of a book whose liturgical character has been obvious, the New
Jerusalem presented as a city permanently indwelt by God and thus as a place of continuous and joyful worship (The End of the
Beginning, p. 71).
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STUDY FIFTEEN

Covenant & Election

(by Grant Thorpe)

There is, clearly, a connection between covenant and election. Both have to do with the
raising up of a people who belong to God and with the priority of God in that
relationship. They both have their basis in grace or mercy and make the fruitfulness of
the relationship certain.

Broadly considered, election is the decision of God to have us as his people. Other
related words fill out the picture. ‘Foreknowledge’ suggests the intimacy of God’s dealings
with us before we were born (Rom. 8:29; 11:2; I Pet. 1:20; cf. Ps. 139). ‘Preparing
beforehand’ says that God had his purpose for us (Rom. 9:23; Eph. 2:10). ‘Calling’
(sometimes a virtual synonym of election—Matt. 22:14) speaks of the summons of God
or the action of ‘election’ (Rom. 9:11). ‘Predestination’ has to do with the goal God has
in view for his people (Rom. 8:28–30).

BY ELECTION, GOD RAISES UP HIS COVENANT PEOPLE

God’s covenant relation to us is established by calling. God called Abraham (Isa. 51:2)
and Israel (Hosea 11:1; Isa. 65:9) to receive an inheritance. The children of Abraham are
his chosen ones (I Chron. 16:13; Ps. 105:6; Isa. 45:4; 65:9). In Isaiah, ‘chosen’ is a
synonym for the covenant people (or, perhaps, a remnant).

The church is the covenant people of God, chosen by God (I Pet. 2:4–10). The
church can say with Israel: ‘Happy is the nation whose God is the LORD, the people
whom he has chosen as his heritage’ (Ps. 33:12).

Election may be presumed upon—for a time, but the fact that election is not a status
but the action of a personal God, always means that the covenant people are more acted
upon than acting. The choosing of God (as we shall see) is not static—a decision taken
apart from the gospel—but the sovereign action of grace which is greater than all the
powers of sin.

God called David (Ps. 89:3, 19–20, 28) and the Suffering Servant (Isa. 49:1, 8) to
serve his covenant people. By this he showed that the welfare of his people would rely
wholly on the One whom he chose.

GOD CHOOSES HIS SON

Jesus Christ is the Chosen One (Matt. 12:18–21; Luke 9:35; I Pet. 2:4–8) in whom all
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covenant and election is focussed.1 In him the priority of grace and of God are en-
fleshed. He is the appearing of grace and the locale of the determination of God to have a
people. The term ‘Christ’ also comes close to saying ‘chosen’ because the anointed one
is chosen for some office of God to his people.

To be the chosen Son, or Christ, is to be the focus of all the saving love and action
of God, to be the vehicle of all his suffering and the means of atonement. It means being
full of God by the Spirit (cf. Col. 1:19) and full of humanity—our humanity, assumed
and judged, and a new humanity raised up by God to be the true image. Jesus Christ is
the one who has stood in our ‘No’ as the ‘Yes’ of God. There could be no gospel without
election and without the Elect One.

It should be clear that the Son is not chosen for his worth. The idea of Jesus earning
the favour of his Father is monstrous. He knew he was loved from the beginning and
served his Father as the chosen and beloved Son. It is this that opens up to us the free
love of God—being chosen, apart from works.2

GOD’S PEOPLE ARE CHOSEN IN CHRIST

Jesus knew that those who came to him were those chosen by the Father (John 6:44;
17:6). We have been called into the fellowship of the Son (I Cor. 1:9).

God chose us in Christ (Eph. 1:4–5, 9). The nature of our calling as free, the
integrity of our calling as a holy people, and the purpose of our calling being restoration
of the true image of God, are all secured by our being one with Jesus Christ.

The favour of God rests on him, but also the vocation to fulfil the Father’s purpose
concerning us. In this, he was tested and was proved faithful. Therefore, nothing can
separate the elect from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus (Rom. 8:35).

BROADNESS OF ELECTION—GIVEN IT BEING IN CHRIST

God’s election of Christ has to do with love for the world (Isa. 42:1), and therefore the
boundary of covenant action is the world (Isa. 49:6–8). As the promises belonged to
Israel, so now the promise is to ‘all whom the Lord our God will call’ (Acts 2:39).

The world may retain its hatred of this rule of God announced in the gospel, and
accordingly will feel its curse. But it cannot avoid the reality of God’s covenant, now
fully revealed.

‘The Lord knows those who are his’ (II Tim. 2:19) and this means that the future of
the church is secure. But the choice of God to have a people, and the worldwide compass
of the saving deeds of Christ in whom that election is known, mean that the electing God
is working in all creation. Paul found the fact of God’s election an incentive to costly
service (II Tim. 2:10; Titus 1:1). The church is elect precisely for the purpose of
proclaiming the excellencies of God to the creation (I Pet. 2:9).3

                                                
1  Luke 9:35 brings Ps. 2:7 and Isa. 42:1 together. Going further back again, Jesus is the embodiment of Israel as

the elect son–nation (Exod. 4:22; Hosea 11:1), or rather, Israel always had its existence in the promise of the coming
Son.

2  To be chosen is to be beloved—both for Christ (Matt. 12:18) and ourselves (Col. 3:12; I Thess. 1:4).
3  Emphasis on ‘the dark side’ of election—those excluded—suggests that the purpose of election is limitation.

Rather, in Scripture, its reference is to the grace of God, the certainty of us having an inheritance and the character of
God being formed in us. It has to do with the certainty of God’s purpose (Rom. 11:2, 7, 28–32) and also its breadth (cf.
Isa. 43:3; with 19:23–25).
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THE DYNAMIC OF ELECTION—DRAWING US TO MERCY

God’s insistence on election reveals that our being the people of God relies wholly on
himself, wholly on his mercy, and wholly on his Christ. Israel could not look to their size
or worth for their identity (Deut. 7:6–8). Their history was ordered, to remove from them
the boast that they made themselves. The only thing that was particular about Israel was
that God was among them, and that he had set his love upon them (Isa. 63:15–16; 64:8–
9). He was their Father.

The church, likewise, discovers that everything it has is of God and his Christ (John
15:4–5, 16; Eph. 2:8–10; I Cor. 1:23–31). Her cry of ‘Father!’ is acknowledgment of
election (Rom. 8:14–17, 28–30).

The elect people of God could include many who participated in the saving actions
of God but who, as testing showed, would not submit themselves to the gracious purpose
of God (Matt. 22:14; I Cor. 10:1–12; Rom. 10:1–4; 11:7 with 28–29). They prove not to
have been the target of that promise and bear the responsibility for their not receiving it.

If election is not true we are left to being the restorers of our own humanity, a re-
creation for which we may take credit; effectively, a competitor with the Creator.
Election is the address of the personal God, who has come to his creation, shutting us all
up to disobedience, delivering us all up to his grace (Rom. 11:5, 32) or mercy, that we
may live by his word of promise and adore him as our Creator (cf. Rom. 9:19–23)—from
whom we have received all things (Rom. 11:33–36).

THE ELECT ARE SURE OF THEIR ELECTION BECAUSE THEY
TRUST WHOLLY IN GOD

The whole church may be addressed as elect (I Thess. 1:4; I Pet. 1:2; 5:13), as was Israel,
yet not in such a way that election may be presumed upon. Jesus chose his apostles, yet
Judas was a devil. Many may be called, but few chosen (Matt. 22:14). We are to make
our calling and election sure (II Pet. 1:10).

Glenn N. Davies in his paper ‘The Relationship Between Covenant and Election’
(p. 4) says:

Since God has not called us to distinguish between the elect and the non-elect (in accordance with
the decrees), but rather to the covenant keeping and the covenant breaking (Malachi 3:18), all those
who belong to the covenant (and are seen to be faithful within it) are rightly called elect. ‘They are
Israelites, and to them belong the sonship, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the
worship and the promises’ (Romans 9:4).4

He adds, in a footnote, that blotting a name from the book of life (Exod. 32:33) would
have to be understood covenantally rather than decretally.

The vine, used as an image of the people of God (Ps. 80; Isa. 5), can include those who need
trimming off (John 15:5–6). This had included Judas. Christ’s people were those he had chosen
(John 15:16)—though his chosen had earlier included Judas (John 6:70).

                                                                                                                                                
cf. Norm Shepherd (The New Testament Student and Theology, vol. 3, Presbyterian & Reformed, 1976) who

says in chapter 4 that Reformed Churches should see their evangelism happening in a covenant context rather than an
election context—because of the wideness of vision of the Abrahamic covenant in particular. Focus on the decrees,
outside of a covenant context, he maintains has stifled evangelism.

4  Copies of this paper are available on request.



COVENANT & ELECTION

83

The revelation that a particular person is chosen of God—together with all the people of
God—comes to those who know his mercy (I Pet. 1:2–3), feel his joy (I Thess. 1:4–6),
share his love (Phil. 1:6–7) and know that everything has depended on God (cf. Phil.
3:3). Their salvation is of God and not of themselves (I Thess. 5:24). There is no doubt in
their minds that God has chosen them to inherit the kingdom, and they are at peace.

Election is assured so that we may be freed from uncertainty and so be free for self-
giving (cf. Rom. 8:31–35 and 9:1–4). By nature of the case, those who come under this
rule of God know that the ‘last word’ about their lives is the first word of God. In the
end, election will have done its work. There will be the people of God who are called and
chosen and faithful (Rev. 17:14).

THE VICTORY OF ELECTION

Clearly, there are those who finally remain ‘outside’ (Rev. 22:15). There are the chosen
people, and the world (John 15:19). But until the end, the ‘Yes’ of God in Christ presses
back the ‘No’ of the arrogant. The elect are Israel and are still beloved—though enemies
of God (Rom. 11:1–2, 5, 7, 11, 28–29). Those who are ‘cut off’ may not be such for ever,
or without purpose (Rom. 11:25–32). Election continues, not because of the faithfulness
of his people, but because of God’s call, which is his mercy (Rom. 9:11, 16), because of
his irrevocable gifts to them (Rom. 11:29).

CONCLUSION

The election of God has created a people. That people in many respects, make a culture
in which they mingle the call of the Father with self-establishment. At times, the culture
seems dominant and able to provide security enough. But the word of God’s promise
comes again and again, to renew the people of God and to draw them on to their
inheritance.

It is everywhere evident in life that for one person to take the initiative creates a
dynamic interplay. Will we set up an alternative initiative, or is this the best of all
options, and is the person who has initiated an action worthy to be followed?

God is the Creator. By nature of the case, he is the genesis of all things. By being
the genesis of our redemption, the creator of our rebirth, God has done what only he
could do. It has been Satan’s ploy to make a new beginning—and he keeps the creation
diverted in seeking to make its own origins. Jesus Christ is God’s new beginning. He is
God’s knowing, choosing, summoning and destining of us.

Beyond all our understanding, this working of God creates faith. Before that it may
create bitter resentment, hostile competition or proud disdain. But nothing else is true, or
can endure. And grace persists. In fact, God chooses that our sinning be the scene for the
revelation of himself as Creator. The grace of election is the way God teaches us that he
is Creator.

Far from election competing with our choosing, God’s choice has enabled our own.
Our life is now in continuity with his own—our true habitat.
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STUDY SIXTEEN

Idolatry or Covenant?
The Perpetual Choice

(by Martin Bleby)

MADE FOR UNION WITH THE LIVING GOD

This goes very deep (see Gen. 1:26–27; 2:20–24; 3:8; Rev. 21:22). If we will not have
this, then the bonding (or bondage) that replaces it will be fused at corresponding depth,
and so very intractable.

JOINED WITH IDOLS

See Hosea 4:17, Ezekiel 14:1–11. Here idols have been taken into people’s hearts. But
note God’s longing for union with these estranged and polluted creatures (vv. 5, 11).

Hosea depicts starkly the false marriage union that has been entered into between
Israel and idols (1:2–3, chs 2, 3, 4; 5:1–4, 13—6:7, 8:4–14; 10:1–2; 11:1–7.

Ezekiel also elaborates this theme (see especially chs 16, and 23).

GRIPPED BY GUILT

This is the dynamic of idolatry—our determination to be ‘right’ in life, over against our
unremitting sense of being not right.

IS THERE A WAY OUT?

Clearly there is, but this also is no light thing, and must go very deep (see Hosea 14,
I Thess. 1:9; Gal. 4:8–9; I Cor. 10:14–22; Acts 17:28–30). This entails nothing less than
the taking away of guilt through the Cross, to free us to relate with God as our true
Husband and Father.

WHAT IS TO BE THE PROPHETIC RESPONSE TO IDOLATRY?

Ezekiel 14:1–11 (cf. Matt. 7:6; Act 19:28–31). Their enquiries are not to be answered
while they are still in this condition. They are to be told simply to repent of their idolatry.
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The prophet who panders to them without this happening first will share in their same
fate!

What are the implications of this for our public stance as a church, and our dealings
with individuals?
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STUDY SEVENTEEN

The Covenant of Marriage

(by Geoffrey Bingham)

INTRODUCTION: THE COVENANT OF GOD AND THE COVENANT OF
MARRIAGE

The Covenant of God is with the whole world, inherent in creation. Human marriage1 is
also designated as covenant in the Old Testament in Proverbs 2:17, Ezekiel 16:8, and
Malachi 2:14. What we will see is that both are wrapped up together, human marriage
being the ectype of the archetypal marriage of the Bride and the Lamb, and so its
happening in Genesis 2:24 is protological of the ultimate marriage, which is why Paul
calls it a ‘profound mystery’.

HUMAN MARRIAGE A COVENANT IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

There are only three references in the Old Testament which appear to state that marriage
is a covenant. We will seek to deal with these.

Proverbs 2:16–17 has, ‘You will be saved from the loose woman, from the adventuress
with her smooth words, who forsakes the companion of her youth and forgets the
covenant of her God’. ‘The covenant of her God’ can mean, ‘the covenant she made
before God’ (NIV), or ‘the covenant of God as given to Israel’, which speaks against
adultery.2 Some commentators see it as a solemn covenant entered into at marriage
before God. Malachi 2:14 says that God ‘was witness to the covenant between you and
the wife of your youth’, and if God is a witness to marriage then the translation ‘before
God’ would be viable. C. T. Fritsch in his commentary on Proverbs says, ‘The marriage
relationship is described as a covenant entered into by divine sanction. It is a serious
matter which should not easily be forgotten, certainly not broken’3 (cf. Mal. 2:14, where
a similar expression is found).

                                                
1  cf. The Profound Mystery (NCPI, 1995), especially pp. 70–76.
2  See The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 5 (Zondervan, 1991) pp. 914–915, which suggests the possibility

of ‘the covenant of her tent’.
3  The Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 4 (Abingdon, Nashville, 1955) p. 796.
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Malachi 2:10–16 is a notoriously difficult passage to exegete:

Have we not all one father? Has not one God created us? Why then are we faithless to one another,
profaning the covenant of our fathers? Judah has been faithless, and abomination has been committed
in Israel and in Jerusalem; for Judah has profaned the sanctuary of the LORD, which he loves, and has
married the daughter of a foreign god. May the LORD cut off from the tents of Jacob, for the man
who does this, any to witness or answer, or to bring an offering to the LORD of hosts!

And this again you do. You cover the LORD’S altar with tears, with weeping and groaning because
he no longer regards the offering or accepts it with favor at your hand. You ask, ‘Why does he not?’
Because the LORD was witness to the covenant between you and the wife of your youth, to whom
you have been faithless, though she is your companion and your wife by covenant. Has not the one
God made and sustained for us the spirit of life? And what does he desire? Godly offspring. So take
heed to yourselves, and let none be faithless to the wife of his youth. ‘For I hate divorce, says the
LORD the God of Israel, and covering one's garment with violence, says the LORD of hosts. So take
heed to yourselves and do not be faithless’.

Verse 14 is central to our study: ‘The LORD was witness to the covenant between
you and the wife of your youth, to whom you have been faithless, though she is your
companion and your wife by covenant’. The meaning of the verse seems clear enough.
‘God witnessed the covenant you made when you and your wife were young, when she
was your intimate friend and you became man and wife by covenant.’ Malachi goes on
to quote God as saying, ‘I hate divorce’.

J. Baab says:

In the Bible marriage is regarded as a covenant entered into by two families who thereby form an
alliance through their representatives, the bridegroom and the bride. So marriage is both personal and
communal. Our justification for using the word ‘covenant’ derives in part from the use by biblical
writers of the figure of marriage to describe the covenant relation between Yahweh and Israel, and in
part from the place of the covenant in social contracts of the biblical community.4

Baab points out that the contract was not simply between a man and a woman, but
between their two families and so, in a sense, the whole community.

It can well be argued that these two references we have examined above do not
make marriage in Israel a covenant, especially as a contractual one. What can be well
argued is that marriage may only be seen in the light of God’s covenant with His people.
That covenant was in one sense unilateral, and when the bridegroom said to his bride in a
simple statement, ‘I take you as my wife’, he said it in the background and context of the
covenant people who had received all the gifts of God for their living (cf. Rom. 9:4).
When we forget the worship of Yahweh was at the heart of human living we miss the
divine dimension in Israel’s sociality.

Ezekiel 16:8. Our final reference must be read in the light of all of Ezekiel chapter 16.
The term ‘covenant’ is used a number of times in this chapter, but the chapter needs to be
studied closely and at length. The one who becomes the bride of the speaker, God, is
undoubtedly Jerusalem. Whatever the wider reference may be the immediate one is to
marriage. Verse 8 says:

When I passed by you again and looked upon you, behold, you were at the age for love; and I spread
my skirt over you, and covered your nakedness: yea, I plighted my troth to you and entered into a
covenant with you, says the Lord GOD, and you became mine.

                                                
4  In his article ‘Marriage’ in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, vol. 3 (Abingdon, Nashville, 1962) p. 284.
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It would seem two interpretations can be given for ‘entered into a covenant with you’,
one being that God made an actual and historic covenant5 with Israel, and chapter 16
mentions this allegorically. The second is that the use of the allegory certifies the fact
that marriage is, indeed, a covenant. In what manner it is a covenant is not described but
that God was the prime mover in this event is clear, and this marriage does seem to be
unilateral in its arrangement.

At the end of the chapter, verses 59–62 assure the Bride, Jerusalem, that he, God,
will keep to his promises to her in that covenant. In fact, remembering that covenant God
will make an everlasting covenant with Jerusalem, which in one sense will transcend the
original covenant made with her. We could say that this will be the New Covenant, but it is
really the former covenant promised in perpetuity. The 16th chapter of Ezekiel helps us
to see that God is Husband to Jerusalem, and also that marriage is covenantal.6

GOD’S DIVINE–HUMAN MARRIAGE

The thrust of much of Scripture is the Divine–human marriage presented first as God
being Husband to Israel and secondly as Christ being Husband to the Bride who is the
church.7 We will not pursue the theme in the Old Testament in detail. However, it is
important to note Paul’s statement regarding Genesis 2:24 as being protological of the
marriage between the Bride and the Lamb. Karl Barth, arguing from the second account
of creation (Gen. 2:18–25), regarding human marriage, says:

It does, of course, point to the divine basis of love and marriage as the due fulfilment of the male-
female relationship. But as this whole second account of creation, without prejudice to the
concreteness of its statements in their direct sense, is permeated by the reference to God’s gracious
covenant with Israel as the internal basis of creation itself, the same is true of its conclusion. Beyond
its direct statements it envisages the most important Old Testament relationship in which Yahweh is
represented as the faithful Lover, Bridegroom and Husband of this people, and the latter as the
equally unfaithful beloved, bride and wife. It also envisages the perfect form of this relationship to
be brought about by Yahweh, an imminent betrothal between Yahweh and Israel ‘in righteousness,
and in judgement, and in lovingkindness and in mercies’ (Hos. 2:19), in which the faithfulness will
not be one-sided but mutual. To be more precise, Gen. 2:24 regards the male-female relationship in
the light of this great theme running through the whole of the Old Testament. Therefore when a man
leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his wife, becoming one flesh with her, this takes place
because God in His election of Israel and covenant with it has bound Himself so recklessly with this
people, making Himself one with it so unreservedly and with such promise . . . And it should now be
clear that if we take into account this equation and therefore this fulfilment of Gen. 2:24 and the rest
of the Old Testament history of promise we are inevitably led to a different evaluation of the relation
between man and woman’.8

Geoffrey Bromiley takes us along much the same line, and shows, too, how God was
Husband to Israel, but in the sense that he was setting the scene for his Son to be the
Bridegroom, and his Bride was to encompass not only Israel after the Spirit, but the
whole church, and so—taking election into consideration—was universal in its scope.

                                                
5  Commentators differ in their views of when this was, whether back in the Exodus, or at some other time in

Israel’s history.
6  Many commentators insist that the three passages we have studied above are not to do with human marriage but

God’s marriage with his people, Israel.
7  For a fuller discussion of this matter see The Profound Mystery (NCPI, 1995) especially pp. 32–100, 118–134.
8  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. III, pt 4 (T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1961) pp. 142–143.
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In creating man—male and female—in his own image, and joining them together so that they
become one flesh, God makes us copies of himself in his trinitarian unity and distinction as one God
and three persons and of himself in relation to the people of his gracious election. Analogically, what
is between Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and what ought to be and is and shall be between God and
Israel and Christ and the church, is what also is meant to be in the relation of man and woman and
more specifically of husband and wife. Neither the intratrinitarian relationship nor the union between
the heavenly bridegroom and the bride is a good copy of a bad original. Earthly marriage as it is now
lived out is a bad copy of a good original . . . It is simpler, however, because God himself took the
initiative at the level of both original and copy. At the level of the original the deserted husband went
to look for the erring bride and brought her back. He did this by offering himself, in the person of the
divine Son, as the price of redemption.9

The Divine–Human Marriage Is Eschatological

Here we are again helped by Bromiley. With him we saw, ‘In these two ways he
wins, or wins back, to himself a people that can finally be united in him in endless
union’. Later in his book Bromiley concludes:

Finally, we must realise that as marriage has a christological original and a soteriological basis, so it
has an eschatological goal. In a sense the original, basis, and goal are the same. The marriage of God
and his people is the original. The achieving or restoring of this marriage is the basis. The glorious
and eternal fulfilment of this marriage, after the episode of human desertion and reclamation, is the
goal. God does not let his original purpose come to nothing. By way of the reconciling work of the
Son and the regenerating ministry of the Spirit, he overcomes the threatened separation and
maintains the union. In spite of all remaining opposition, he will bring his plan to joyful and
victorious fulfilment when this age reaches its end and all things are definitively made new.10

We are now at the heart of the ‘profound mystery’, which is not simply that Genesis
2:24 is prophetic, typological and protological of the marriage of Ephesians 5:31–32, but
that the ultimate in mind is the eschatological act of union and communion which flows
from and with these nominated elements. This is the very heart of Covenant, and is its
final goal. As Man, being created in the image of God was one with him by unique
relationship, so will he be at the telos, the goal and climax of history.

Robert Jenson in his brilliant book on Jonathan Edwards11 has mined precious
mineral out of Edwards’s Miscellanies:12

Edwards answer takes us finally to the centre of his systematic reflection, to—‘as it were’—his
notation of the universal melody’s fugal structure: ‘To this I say, that the Son is the adequate
communication of the Father’s goodness . . . But yet the Son has also an inclination to communicate
himself, in an image of his person that may partake of his happiness: and this was the end of the
creation, even the communication of the happiness of the Son of God . . . Therefore the church is
said to be the completeness of Christ.’ It is as and only as a factor in the plot of the triune God’s
inner life, that God has a need to overflow. In the Miscellanies, Edwards is beautifully simple: ‘The
end of the creation of God was to provide a spouse for his Son Jesus Christ,

                                                
9  Bromiley, G. W., God and Marriage (T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1981) pp. 77–78.
10  op. cit. p. 80.
11  America’s Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards by Robert W. Jenson (Oxford Uni. Pr., New

York, 1988) pp. 42–43.
12  I have not been able to give the reference to Edwards’ Miscellanies apart from Jenson’s own references to that

work which he used for his writing from the original MSS of Edwards. The Miscellanies are not presently available in
print.
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that might enjoy him and on whom he might pour forth his love . . .’ ‘[H]eaven and earth were
created that the Son of God might be complete in a spouse.’ The church is with Christ the object in
the triune love and so the purpose of creation.

Jenson comments, carrying Edwards’s thoughts further:

Christ is the agent and beneficiary of all events from creation to fulfilment; ‘as Mediator [Christ]
rules all events . . . so as to conduce to the good of his church, and to bring to pass the ends of his
mediation,’ for since ‘God created the world to provide a spouse . . . for his Son,’ so ‘the spiritual
marriage of the spouse to him, is what the whole creation labors . . . to bring to pass.’ And Edwards
does mean ‘whole creation’, for the material universe is, we must remember, but the intersubjective
field of the community of spirits that makes history. Thus, he can, with supreme sophistication and
naïveté, say, ‘the whole course of nature . . . [is] subservient to the affair of redemption,’ or again,
‘Every atom in the universe is managed by Christ so as to be most to the advantage of the
Christian . . . It emerges in the discovery not of God’s good in ours but of our good in God’s. And
that is to say, the God the soul enters is the triune God, so that the soul can be one with God while
yet God works his own will that is not necessarily ours; and the universality the soul appropriates is
the encompassing fact of Christ’s history rather than the soul’s own religious aspiration. I must quote
one more piece of Edwards’ beloved spouse-mysticism, of a drastic Christianity I am not sure is
elsewhere found: ‘There was, [as] it were, an eternal society or family in the Godhead, in the Trinity
of persons. It seems to be God’s design to admit the church into the divine family as his son’s wife’
(last emphasis mine).

COVENANT AND MARRIAGE AND THE TELOS

We can now draw our threads together. Marriage on the human level is a covenant—‘the
vow and covenant betwixt them made’13—but the True Marriage, of which it is but the
ectype and analogue, is the marriage of the Bride and the Lamb. It is interesting that in
ancient times covenants were often made or sealed in the context of banquets and feasts.
This fact is explored in an article ‘Covenant’ by the authors, G. E. Mendenhall and G. A.
Herion:

One of the several narratives of the Sinai event seemed to be inspired by this kind of covenant. In
Exod 24:9–11 seventy of the elders went up the mountain to eat and drink in the presence of
Yahweh, ‘And Yahweh did not lay a hand on them.’14

When we think in terms of the Ultimate Banquet, the Banquet of the marriage of the
Bride and the Lamb, we realise that it is at once the Marriage Feast and the Messianic
Victory Feast, as also the climax to all history, something which Jonathan Edwards
described with such power. We might say that God’s Covenant and God’s Kingdom
meet and are one in this Feast. This is the hour of the Holy City, God and the Lamb
being its light and its temple; and the Bride, the People of God, being conducted to, and
inducted into the Being of the Holy Triune God, the true Society of Father, Son and Holy
Spirit and the home of the Family of the Eternal God.

                                                
13  From ‘The Form of Solemnization of Matrimony’ in The Book of Common Prayer (1662).
14  The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 1 (Doubleday, New York, 1992) pp. 1194–1195.


	God’s Covenant & Christ's Church
	Contents
	Introduction: The Nature of�Covenant as One of Creation
	INTRODUCTION: THE NATURE OF BIBLICAL COVENANT
	THE GENERAL NATURE OF ‘COVENANT’
	OBSERVATIONS CONCERNING GOD’S COVENANT
	GOD’S COVENANT OF CREATION BEGINS AT CREATION
	THE BASIC MEANING OF COVENANT
	THE MEANING OF COVENANT IN THE SCRIPTURES
	GOD’S COVENANT WITH CREATION
	SOME IMPLICATIONS OF THE COVENANT OF GOD�AS THE COVENANT OF CREATION

	The Trinitarian Bond�the Power of Covenant
	INTRODUCTION: THE COVENANT THAT ALWAYS WAS
	No Mention of Covenant in Genesis Chapters 1–3

	THE THEOLOGICAL COVENANT OF REDEMPTION
	GOD’S COVENANT, THE COVENANT OF CREATION
	As is Law, So is Covenant, the Outshining of God’s Nature

	GOD AND MAN ONE IN BONDING
	Note on Covenantal Obligation


	The Relationship of Covenant,�Kingdom & Church
	§1. THE COVENANT
	1. Covenant of Creation (Works)
	2. Noahic Covenant of Preservation (Gen. 9)
	3. Abrahamic Covenant of Promise (Gen. 12; 15, 17)
	4. Mosaic Covenant with Israel as a Nation (Exod. 19ff.)
	5. Davidic Covenant of the Kingdom (II Sam. 7)
	6. New Covenant (Jer. 31; Ezek. 36; Isa. 40–66)
	Excursus A—Covenant


	§2€€THE KINGDOM
	§3. THE CHURCH
	
	Excursus C—Church


	§4.THE RELATIONSHIP OF COVENANT, KINGDOM AND CHURCH
	CONCLUSION

	The Significance of the Covenant�of God for History & Eschatology
	Covenant & Revival
	THE COVENANT, THE COVENANTS AND REVIVAL
	GOD REVIVES BY THE REVELATION OF HIS COVENANT
	THE ENFORCEMENT OF COVENANT
	REVIVALISM AND HALFWAY COVENANT
	PASTORAL PRACTICE

	Sacrifice & Worship in�the Old Covenant
	INTRODUCTION
	THE DIVINE TRINITARIAN LIFE OF SACRIFICE AND WORSHIP
	TO KNOW GOD IS TO WORSHIP HIM
	THE PASSOVER AND THE SACRIFICES
	THE POWER OF MUSIC IN WORSHIP

	Covenant as Gospel in�the Local Church
	HOW ARE WE TO UNDERSTAND THE COVENANT OF GOD?
	HOW ARE WE TO TEACH THIS IN OUR MINISTRIES?

	Competent Ministers of �the New Covenant
	1. INTRODUCTION
	1.1€€What is the Trigger for Paul’s Comments?
	1.2 Where Does Paul Begin?

	2. THE MINISTRY IS OF A NEW COVENANT
	2.1 ‘Not of the Letter, but of the Spirit’ (3:6)
	2.2 ‘The Letter Kills but the Spirit Gives Life’
	2.3 The Old Is Thus ‘A Ministry of Death’, Which Came with �a Fading Glory (3:7); the New Is a Ministry of the Spirit �Which Has a Greater and Abiding Glory (3:8)
	2.4 The Old Is the Ministry of Condemnation; the New Is the Ministry of Righteousness—Justification (3:9)
	2.5 In the New the Veil Is Taken Away (3:15f.)
	2.6 The New Brings Liberty (3:17)
	2.7 The New Leads to a Transformation from One Degree�of Glory to Another (3:18)

	3. WHO IS ADEQUATE FOR THE MINISTRY OF�THE NEW COVENANT?
	4. PASTORAL APPLICATION

	The Blood of the Covenant�& the Spirit of Grace
	INTRODUCTION: THE SETTING AND BACKGROUND�OF THE TITLE
	THE BLOOD OF THE COVENANT
	Three Elements in the Old Testament Regarding the Efficacy�of the Shed Blood
	The Efficacy of Christ’s Blood in the New Testament
	Conclusion on the ‘Blood of the Covenant’

	THE SPIRIT OF GRACE
	CONCLUSION TO THE PERICOPE OF HEBREWS 10:26–31

	Christ as High Priest�to the Nations
	1. CHRIST AS HIGH PRIEST
	1.1 Jesus is High Priest over the Nations

	2. PRIEST AND PRIEST–NATION
	2.1 Israel a Priest–Nation
	2.2 Jesus as High Priest over a New Nation

	3. PRIESTHOOD OF A NEW ORDER
	3.1 Priesthood after the Order of Melchizedek
	3.2 Priesthood after the Order of Melchizedek Is Eternal
	3.3 Eternal Priesthood after the Order of Melchizedek Has�a New Locus
	3.4 The Reign of the Priesthood after the Order�of Melchizedek Is of Grace

	4. PASTORAL APPLICATION
	4.1 The Proclamation of the High Priesthood of Jesus


	Covenant, Creation�& Conservation
	READING LIST

	Sacrifice & Worship in�the New Covenant
	COVENANT WORSHIP
	THE ONE TRUE WORSHIPPER
	CHRIST’S PRIESTLY SACRIFICE
	CHRIST CONTINUES AS HIGH PRIEST
	PERICHORETIC WORSHIP
	THE PRIESTHOOD OF THE CHURCH

	Covenant & the Grace of Law
	INTRODUCTION: WHAT DO WE MEAN BY ‘THE GRACE OF LAW’?
	THE NATURE OF THE LAW OF GOD
	THE COVENANT OF GOD AND LAW
	LAW IN RELATIONSHIP TO THE COVENANTS
	The Law and the Covenant Established with Noah
	The Law and the Covenant Cut� and Established With Abraham
	The Law and the Covenant Cut and Established With Israel
	The Law and the Covenant With David
	The Law and the New Covenant

	CONCLUSION TO COVENANT AND THE GRACE OF LAW

	The Beginning of the End�& the End of the Beginning
	THE COVENANT
	THE BRIDE
	THE TEMPLE
	THE END OF THE BEGINNING

	Covenant & Election
	BY ELECTION, GOD RAISES UP HIS COVENANT PEOPLE
	GOD CHOOSES HIS SON
	GOD’S PEOPLE ARE CHOSEN IN CHRIST
	BROADNESS OF ELECTION—GIVEN IT BEING IN CHRIST
	THE DYNAMIC OF ELECTION—DRAWING US TO MERCY
	THE ELECT ARE SURE OF THEIR ELECTION BECAUSE THEY�TRUST WHOLLY IN GOD
	THE VICTORY OF ELECTION
	CONCLUSION

	Idolatry or Covenant?�The Perpetual Choice
	MADE FOR UNION WITH THE LIVING GOD
	JOINED WITH IDOLS
	GRIPPED BY GUILT
	IS THERE A WAY OUT?
	WHAT IS TO BE THE PROPHETIC RESPONSE TO IDOLATRY?

	The Covenant of Marriage
	INTRODUCTION: THE COVENANT OF GOD AND THE COVENANT OF MARRIAGE
	HUMAN MARRIAGE A COVENANT IN THE OLD TESTAMENT
	GOD’S DIVINE–HUMAN MARRIAGE
	The Divine–Human Marriage Is Eschatological

	COVENANT AND MARRIAGE AND THE TELOS


