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      Covenant Theology

      How God Relates to His Creatures

      Week 19
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      Day 91

      Centrality of Covenant

      “As they were eating, he took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave it to them and said, ‘Take; this is my body.’ And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. And he said to them, ‘This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many’” (Mark 14:22–24).

      Most Christians have heard these words hundreds of times—retold every time we come to the story of the Last Supper and repeated every time we partake of the Lord’s Supper. And yet, for as important as these words are in redemptive history and in the church, we often pay little attention to them. Or more specifically, we often pay little attention to one of these words. As Jonty Rhodes has pointed out, many of us could put our thumb over the word “covenant” in Jesus’s declaration and the verse wouldn’t mean anything different.1 We miss the fact that when Jesus explained the meaning of his saving death, he chose to do so explicitly in terms of covenant theology.

      Covenant should be a central theme in any systematic theology. The word covenant is mentioned more than three hundred times in the Bible. It’s there in the Christmas story (Luke 1:73) and the passion of Christ (Luke 22:20). It’s there in the opening chapters of the Bible (Gen. 6:18; 9:17; cf. Hos. 6:7), and it’s there near the end of the Bible where we learn of Christ’s high priestly work (Heb. 8:6). It’s no wonder the Jews were called “sons . . . of the covenant” (Acts 3:25). We would do well to imitate Spurgeon who waxed nostalgic when thinking about “our venerable grandsires [who] were at home conversing upon ‘the covenants.’”2

      In his introduction to Economy of the Covenants, the classic work by the Dutch theologian Hermann Witsius (1636–1708), J. I. Packer argues that covenant theology is a hermeneutic, a way of reading the whole Bible.3 Biblical redemption starts with the covenantal relations among the persons of the Trinity. Biblical doctrine has to do with the covenantal relationship between God and man. And biblical ethics has to do with our covenantal relationships with others. We can’t make sense of the gospel of God, the word of God, or the reality of God unless we view these through a covenantal frame.4

      According to Packer, the Bible underlines the significance of covenant theology in four ways.5 (1) By the story it tells—a unified story of grace unfolding in successive covenants. (2) By the place it gives to Jesus Christ as the one the covenants foretold and as the covenant-keeping Messiah for our sins. (3) By the specific parallels between the two covenant heads, Adam and Christ. (4) By the eternal covenant of redemption taught most clearly from Jesus himself in John’s Gospel. Covenant theology is not an alien system that Reformed theologians have forced upon the Bible. Rather, covenant theology forces itself upon all who read the Bible thoughtfully and humbly from cover to cover.

      1  Jonty Rhodes, Raiding the Lost Ark: Recovering the Gospel of the Covenant King (Nottingham, UK: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 17–18.

      2  Quoted in Golding, Covenant Theology, 9.

      3  Packer, “Introduction,” 27.

      4  Packer, “Introduction,” 31–34.

      5  These four ways are given in my words, but the four concepts come from Packer, “Introduction,” 39–42.
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      Definition of Covenant

      What exactly is a covenant? Turretin defines covenant in Scripture as “a pact and agreement entered into between God and man, consisting partly in stipulation of duty (or of the thing to be done) and partly in the promise of reward.”1 More verbose, Witsius states that a covenant “is an agreement between God and man about the way of obtaining consummate happiness; including a commination of eternal destructions, with which the contemner of the happiness, offered in that way, is to be punished.”2 The c-words there are confusing. Consummate means perfect; commination means threatening, and contemner refers to someone who holds something in contempt. In other words, God’s covenant with man is about the promise of eternal happiness, a warning of eternal judgment, and how the person who rejects the former will get the latter.

      There are more contemporary definitions as well. Richard Belcher argues that covenant refers to a legal agreement between two parties that is ratified by certain rituals that emphasize the binding nature of the agreement.3 J. I. Packer defines covenant as “a voluntary mutual commitment that binds each party to each other.”4 Most well known, perhaps, is O. Palmer Robertson’s definition of covenant as “a bond in blood sovereignly administered.”5

      My definition differs slightly from Robertson’s memorable dictum. Robertson’s definition is succinctly put and generally useful, insofar as his definition reminds us that covenants have to do with relationships bound by verbal oaths and symbolic actions. His definition also rightly stresses that God dictates the terms of all biblical covenants. But one can question whether every biblical covenant is a bond in blood. To be sure, without the shedding of blood there is no remission of sins (Heb. 9:22), but it is hard to see how the Noahic and Davidic covenants involve the shedding of blood, or how the covenant of redemption is administered in blood (even if it commits the Surety to a bloody death). With all this in mind, I think we ought to define covenant more simply as “a promissory agreement between two or more parties.”

      Biblical covenants come out of an ancient world where political treaties and formal relational agreements were well known. The various covenants in Scripture, like many of the covenants of the same era, are composed of identifiable elements. In general, we see seven elements associated with biblical covenants. There are three p-words: promises, prescriptions, and penalties. And four s-words: swearing (of an oath), seeing, statements, and signs. These seven elements aren’t present in every covenant, and they aren’t the only way to categorize things, but taken together these elements represent a common template. In biblical covenants, God makes promises, lays out commands, and threatens punishment. And in establishing the covenant relationship, there is often an oath, eyewitnesses, written documents, and symbols of ratification. Everywhere throughout the Bible, God relates to his creatures by way of these promissory agreements.

      1  Turretin, Elenctic Theology, 2:172.

      2  Witsius, Economy of the Covenants, 1:45.

      3  Belcher, Fulfillment of the Promises of God, 18.

      4  Packer, “Introduction,” 29.

      5  Robertson, Christ of the Covenants, 4.
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      Berith and Diatheke

      The Hebrew word for covenant is berith, and the Greek word is diatheke. Both are normally translated as “covenant” in modern English versions of the Bible, though they haven’t always been understood as meaning the same thing. (The Latin word for covenant is foedus, which is why covenant theology is sometimes called federal theology.)

      Everyone agrees that berith should be translated as “covenant,” but scholars have not always agreed on whether the Greek idea of diatheke refers to a covenant, a testament (like a last will and testament that disposes of someone’s possessions upon death), or something in between. Many older theologians assumed that the use of diatheke in the New Testament could refer (at least some of the time) to a last will and testament. Indeed, while the King James Version often translates diatheke as “covenant,” it uses the word “testament” fourteen times. The RSV translates all of the uses of diatheke as “covenant,” except for Hebrews 9:16. The ESV uses “will” for diatheke in verses 16 and 17. Given the statement that “a diatheke takes effect only at death” (9:17), it’s possible that a will or testament is in view.

      There are other reasons, however, to think that even in Hebrews 9, the author is thinking of a covenant rather than a last will and testament. (1) The use of diatheke in verse 15 and in verses 18–21 clearly refers to a covenant. The burden of proof rests with those who want to make the same word mean something different in verses 16 and 17. (2) The word “death” (nekroi) in the first half of verse 17 could be translated “dead bodies,” referring to the slain animals often present in ancient covenant ceremonies. (3) The second half of verse 17 could refer to a symbolic death; namely, the one who makes a covenant must die because he swears a self-maledictory oath should he break the covenant. (4) Crucially, more recent New Testament scholars argue that Greek testaments did not work like our “last will and testament.” They did not require death for the inheritance to be distributed (think, for example, of the parable of the prodigal son). In other words, we should see diatheke throughout the New Testament as largely synonymous with berith from the Old Testament.

      Even if we see the testamentary idea, instead of covenant, in a few places in the New Testament—and many of the best theologians (e.g., Calvin, Turretin, Witsius) have—we should not confuse the two ideas. Both relate to death, but in a covenant, death stands at the beginning of the agreement (symbolized as potential cursing), whereas in a testament, death stands at the end of the relationship. Death activates a testament, while death vindicates a covenant. In a testament, death is presumed. In a covenant, there is the option of life or death. Most importantly, remember that Christ understood his death in covenantal terms. Our salvation is nothing less than the fulfillment of covenant theology: the death of our covenant-keeping Christ, through the shed blood of the covenant of grace, is as a substitutionary sacrifice for God’s covenant-breaking people.
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      Worship as Covenant Renewal

      Exodus 24 is a picture of covenant confirmation. After initiating the covenant (Ex. 19), establishing the constitutional obligations of the covenant (Ex. 20), and applying the constitution as case law (Ex. 21–23), God confirms the covenant with Moses. In addition to being a picture of covenant confirmation for Moses and the people of Israel, Exodus 24 provides a striking picture of worship as covenant renewal.

      Exodus 24 begins with a call to worship as the Lord summons Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel to draw near. Moses then includes the people in what can be described as a service of worship, a ceremony of covenant confirmation (and later renewal) focusing on three elements.

      1. The service on Sinai centered on the Book of the Covenant. Moses told the people all the words of the Lord (the Ten Commandments) and all the rules applying those words (24:3). Then later Moses repeated the essence of these instructions, reading to the people from the Book of the Covenant (24:7). Importantly, we see that Moses was not just passing on oral tradition. Already at this early stage in redemptive history, Moses had written revelation to share (24:4). Twice in this passage, the people respond to the word of God with a commitment of obedience. This is the heart of worship as covenant renewal. God’s word is read and taught—the stipulations, the promises, the blessings and curses. God’s people hear it, receive it, understand it, and respond.

      2. The service also involved the blood of the covenant. With an altar (24:4), sacrifices (24:5), and sprinkling (24:6), blood not only accompanies the administration of the covenant; it makes the provisions of the covenant possible. The shedding of blood represents substitution (there are twelve pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel) and propitiation (hence the mention of burnt offerings and peace offerings). The blood of the covenant also pointed to consecration as the people were set apart by the word and set apart for obedience to the word (24:8).

      3. Finally, the service included the bread of the covenant. As Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and the seventy elders beheld God in his glory, they ate and drank (24:11). Covenant ceremonies often concluded with a meal (Gen. 26:30; 31:44, 46). Eating and drinking were an expression of fellowship, a sign and seal of the closeness the people had with each other and with their God.

      Exodus 24 is a worship service, the first gathering of corporate worship depicted in the Bible. It contains the basic elements of a public service and sets the pattern for biblical worship. There is a call to worship, an approach to worship made possible by a bloody sacrifice, the reading of God’s word, a response to God’s word, a fellowship meal, and the promise of God’s presence as he draws near in worship. As we gather Sunday by Sunday to rehearse the Lord’s covenant promises and provisions (1 Cor. 11:23–26), the same elements should be regularly found in our services today.
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      Covenant of Redemption

      The covenant of redemption—or in Latin, the pactum salutis—refers to the eternal agreement between the Father and the Son to save a people chosen in Christ before the ages began. In traditional Reformed theology, the pactum has been a critically important doctrine, helping to make sense of (and hold together) election in Christ, God’s activity in history, and the intra-Trinitarian love of God. It has also been a pastoral doctrine meant to give the believer confidence that because our covenant relationship with God has its origin in the Father’s pretemporal covenant relationship with the Son, we have every reason to rest secure in Christ our surety.

      Despite its central place in the history of Reformed dogmatics, the pactum has often been criticized—both from without and from within the Reformed tradition. Three criticisms are most common.

      First, it is argued that the pactum is sub-Trinitarian in that no role is given for the Holy Spirit. While it’s true that the pactum has normally been construed as an agreement between the Father and the Son, this need not undermine the Trinity any more than Jesus’s emphasis on the Father-Son relationship in the high priestly prayer undermines the Trinity. Many newer theologies make the Spirit an equal partner in the eternal pactum, defending the doctrine in explicitly Trinitarian terms. But even among older theologians the Spirit was not absent. Wilhelmus à Brakel, for example, taught that “the manifestation of every grace and influence of the Holy Spirit proceeds from this covenant [of redemption].”1

      Second, others object that the pactum entails heterodox theology in that it undermines the singularity of God’s will. If the Father truly covenants with the Son, it is said, then the Father must have one will and the Son another. Reformed theologians, in anticipating this objection, have argued that the one divine will can be viewed from a twofold perspective. The Father and the Son have the same aim and objective, but whereas the Father wills to redeem by the agency of the Son as surety, the Son wills to redeem by his own agency as surety.2

      Third, and most critically, the pactum has been derided as metaphysical speculation. Karl Barth famously dismissed the covenant of redemption as “mythology,” while more recently, one evangelical theologian has argued that the pactum “lacks clear biblical support” and is little more than “scholastic tinkering.”3

      On closer inspection, however, there is good evidence in Scripture for a salvation pact between the Father and the Son. We know that promises were made to Christ that he would be given a people by the Father (John 6:38–40; cf. 5:30, 43; 17:4–12) and that Christ, as the second Adam, is the covenant head of his people (Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15:22). We also know that there was a decree whereby the eternally begotten Son was given the nations as his heritage and the ends of the earth as his possession (Ps. 2:7; cf. Ps. 110). This is why Zechariah 6:13 speaks of a covenant of peace between Yahweh and the Branch, and why Jesus in Luke 22:29 speaks of the kingdom the Father has assigned to him. Our salvation is sure: the covenant of grace in time was made possible by the covenant of redemption from all eternity.

      1  À Brakel, The Christian’s Reasonable Service, 1:262.

      2  À Brakel, The Christian’s Reasonable Service, 1:252.

      3  Williamson, “The Pactum Salutis,” 281.

      Week 20
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      Covenant of Works

      The covenant of works refers to the arrangement between God and Adam in the garden of Eden, whereby Adam, as federal head of the human race, was promised life upon obedience to the divine command and threatened with death upon disobedience.

      This covenant with Adam has been called by various names: the covenant of nature (because it is founded on the natura of man as first created by God), the Edenic covenant (because it was initiated in the garden of Eden), the covenant of creation (because it was established at the creation of man), and the covenant of life (because life was offered upon perfect and perpetual obedience). The covenant of works, however, is preferable because it underscores that the blessings and curses were to be meted out according to the principles of works instead of grace.

      John Murray famously denied that God’s arrangement with Adam in the garden was a covenant of works, calling it instead the “Adamic administration.”1 First, he argued that the word covenant is not used. Second, he did not believe there was a works principle in this arrangement. God would fulfill his promise to give life to Adam, but, Murray argued, this was not on the basis of works. It was according to God’s faithfulness, not his justice.

      Despite these and other objections, there are good reasons that Reformed theologians have typically defended and emphasized the covenant of works. For starters, most of the elements associated with biblical covenants are present in the garden. There is the prescription not to eat, the promise of eternal life, and the penalty of death. There is also the swearing of an oath (“You shall surely die”), the presence of witnesses (“Let us make man”), and the sign of the tree of life. Furthermore, the fact that Genesis 1–3 and Deuteronomy 28–34 act as bookends for the first five books of the Bible—with creational imagery repeated especially in chapters 33 and 34—suggests that the Pentateuch ends with the prospect of Israel breaking the Mosaic covenant just like the opening chapters of Genesis end with the reality that Adam broke the covenant of works.

      The classic text used to defend the covenant of works is Hosea 6:7: “But like Adam they transgressed the covenant.” Although some have understood adam in this passage as a place name or a reference to mankind generally, it is best to see the singular person of Adam in view. Apart from the possible parallel in Job 31:33 and the creational imagery elsewhere in Hosea, the immediate context is decisive. To compare Israel’s sin to the sin of mankind would minimize their crime, when Hosea’s point is to emphasize the magnitude of Israel’s by pointing to Adam as the origin and example of their iniquity.

      Finally, strong support for the covenant idea in Genesis 1–3 can be found in Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians 15. For Paul, Adam was a type of one to come (Rom. 5:14), meaning we have good reason to connect the nature of Jesus’s accomplishment with the nature of Adam’s failure. If Jesus’s representative work is understood in covenantal terms (1 Cor. 11:25–26; 2 Cor. 3:4–11), and if Adam and Jesus stand in parallel as representative persons, we must see Adam’s representative work also in covenantal terms.

      1  Murray, Collected Writings, 4:217–22.
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      Covenant of Grace

      Since the fall, man has been rendered incapable of living by the covenant of works. But God, being gracious, has established another covenant—a covenant of grace “wherein he freely offereth unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus Christ” (WCF 7.3). Louis Berkhof defines the covenant of grace as “that gracious agreement between the offended God and the offending but elect sinner, in which God promises salvation through faith in Christ, and the sinner accepts this believingly, promising a life of faith and obedience.”1

      Three further points.

      1. The covenant of grace, depending on the meaning of our terms, can be considered conditional or unconditional. The covenant of grace is unconditional if you understand the condition to imply some sort of merit. There is nothing that we earn or come to deserve in the covenant of grace. It is, after all, not a covenant of works. On the other hand, many Reformed theologians have not shied away from calling the covenant of grace a conditional covenant. Entrance into this covenant is free. At the same time, faith is required of those who would enjoy all the benefits of the covenant (WCF 7.3). Importantly, this faith is itself a gift from the Holy Spirit.

      2. There have always been two ways of existing within the covenant of grace. The covenant expressed in the Old Testament was always spiritual in nature. Circumcision of the flesh was supposed to have its counterpart in the circumcision of the heart (Lev. 26:40–42; Deut. 30:6; Jer. 9:25). Paul makes this point forcefully in Romans 4:11 where circumcision is called a sign and seal given to Abraham of the righteousness that comes by faith. It may seem strange that this sign was given to eight-day-old sons, until we realize that it was possible to be connected externally to the covenant without personally owning all the internal blessings (cf. Rom. 2:25–29; 9:6–8).

      This same reality is possible in the new covenant. Those who are externally connected to the blood of Christ and set apart in a covenantal sense, can, in the end, “profane the blood of the covenant by which [they were] sanctified” (Heb. 10:29). Some theologians refer to this dynamic as the administration of the covenant and the essence of the covenant, or the conditional covenant and absolute covenant, or covenant as a legal relationship and covenant as a communion of life. Whatever language we use, the point is that in the Old Testament and the New Testament, the covenant of grace has both objective and subjective elements.

      3. The covenant of grace, though differently administered throughout redemptive history, is “but one and the same, under various dispensations” (WCF 7.6). The new covenant is a fuller and clearer expression of the covenant of grace, but it is not different in substance from the various covenants in the Old Testament. The most fundamental and foundational covenant blessing—the promise of God’s presence—is a scarlet thread woven through the Bible. From Genesis 17 and the covenant of circumcision, to the giving of the law in Exodus 20, to the renewal of the covenant in Deuteronomy 29, to the promise of a Davidic king in 2 Samuel 7, to the hope of the new covenant in Jeremiah and Ezekiel, to the consummation of the new heavens and the new earth in Revelation 21, we see God’s gracious covenant promise: that he will be a God to us and we will be his people.

      1  Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 277.
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      The Noahic Covenant

      The Noahic covenant established in Genesis 9 is fundamentally a covenant of preservation. God promises a predictable regularity to days and seasons. He also promises that he will never again destroy the world with a flood. God will not “curse” the ground after the flood (8:21) as he did after the sin in the garden (3:17). The covenant arrangement in Genesis 9 indicated to all living things that the war of watery annihilation had ceased.

      Famously, the sign of this promise is a rainbow, a natural sign (whether it had appeared in the sky before Genesis 9 we do not know) and a bloodless sign (unlike circumcision and Passover later to be revealed in the Pentateuch). Although the rainbow has been taken as a sign for the sexual revolution in our day, it was a Jewish-Christian symbol first, and we should not give it up. The rainbow is a sign to us, and even more explicitly a reminder to God himself (9:16), that God will never again destroy the world with a flood. God has hung his bow in the sky, and he will not send forth his cataclysmic arrows of judgment on the earth until the end of the age (8:22). A final judgment is coming, but it will be fire instead of water (2 Pet. 3:3–10).

      Unique among the major covenants in the Bible, the Noahic covenant is not made with God’s people alone. The covenant is made with Noah, his family, their descendants, and all living things (see the language of every/all in Genesis 9:10a, 10b, 11b, 12b, 15a, 15b, 17b). The Noahic covenant is a covenant of common grace, not special grace. It encompasses the godly and the ungodly. It even includes animals. To be sure, the Noahic covenant is an administration of the one covenant of grace, but it is not directly about redemption as much as it is about the cosmic preservation that makes God’s later redemptive work possible. As Bavinck puts it, “This covenant with Noah (Gen. 8:21–22; 9:1–17), though it is rooted in God’s grace and is intimately bound up with the actual covenant of grace because it sustains and prepares for it, is not identical with it. It is rather a ‘covenant of long-suffering’ made by God with all humans and even with all creatures.”1

      The Noahic covenant is both like and unlike God’s covenant with Adam. There are undeniable similarities to the creation mandate of Genesis, but the covenant arrangement has been redrawn for a world of sin (8:21). In Genesis 9, there are no covenant conditions to be met, no curses invoked, no if-then formula. Instead, God unilaterally promises preservation for the world and reestablishes that man is made in the image of God (9:6), that he should be fruitful and multiply (9:1), and that he is God’s vice-regent on the earth (9:2). The covenant of Genesis 9 reestablishes the blessings and dominion concerns of Genesis 1 but in a way that assumes a fallen world instead of a pristine garden paradise.

      1  Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 218.
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      Abrahamic Covenant

      The Abrahamic covenant—God’s promise to bless the world by grace through faith—unfolds over several chapters in Genesis.

      First, we have covenant introduction in Genesis 12. Right away we notice the principle of election at work. Why was Abraham (technically Abram at this point) summoned? He and his household were not worshiping the true God; they were idol worshipers (Josh. 24:2). The mysterious Melchizedek seems a more worthy choice. Or maybe the righteous man Job (who might have been alive around this time). But the Lord chose Abraham because the Lord was up to something of his own planning and purpose. The Lord makes seven promises to Abraham encompassing three expanding circles of blessing: God will bless Abraham, God will bless the nation that comes from Abraham, and God will bless all the peoples on earth through Abraham. Galatians 3:8–9 calls this announcement nothing less than the preaching of the gospel. God had good news for Abraham and good news for all those who, like Abraham, trust in the promise.

      Next, we have covenant ratification in Genesis 15. No sooner does Abraham receive the promise of blessing than that promise is immediately threatened. The promise is threatened by famine (Gen. 12), by Lot (Gen. 13), and by the eastern kings (Gen. 14). But after each ordeal Abraham comes out on top. Abraham is blessed in every way—except the one way that matters most. He does not yet have a child. So once again God promises to give Abraham a child and to make him into a mighty nation. Abraham believed the Lord, and Abraham was declared righteous through the instrumentality of his faith (Gen. 15:6). After this declaration of justification, the Lord cut a covenant with Abraham, ratifying the divine promise by passing through the strewn animals as an oath against himself that he should be torn limb from limb should he fail to keep his promises (Jer. 34:18–20).

      Then we have covenant signification in Genesis 17. The word berith occurs thirteen times in nine different verses as the nature of the covenant is more explicitly detailed. We see again that the stipulation of the covenant calls upon Abraham to walk with God. We also see again that God promises land, offspring, and (above all) his presence. Importantly, we are introduced to the sign of the covenant. The covenant—made with Abraham and his children—is to be signed and sealed with circumcision, a symbol of the cutting away of sinful flesh for the blessed and a symbol of being cut off from God for the cursed.

      Finally, we have covenant confirmation in Genesis 22. God tests Abraham’s faith by ordering him to sacrifice his only son. When Abraham passes the test, God redoubles his commitment to the promise. More than a story about Abraham’s faith, the (almost) sacrifice of Isaac is a story of God’s provision. The God of Abraham can be counted on to keep his end of the bargain, which is why the Abrahamic covenant is so often an anchor point in the Old Testament (Ex. 2:24; 3:6; 6:8; 32:13) and so often used as a shorthand for the gospel in the New Testament (Rom. 4:13; Gal. 3:16, 26, 29). It’s no coincidence that Matthew begins his Gospel as the story of the genesis of the son of Abraham (Matt. 1:1) and ends his Gospel with that Son announcing his mission to bless all the nations (28:19–20).
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      Mosaic Covenant

      The Mosaic covenant was that arrangement established at Sinai whereby the nation of Israel was promised blessing upon the condition of obedience to the statutes of God and threatened with cursing should they prove to be persistently and resolutely disobedient. Although the Mosaic covenant became an instrument of death for God’s sinful people, the covenant itself, with its numerous sacrifices and provisions for sin, was fundamentally an administration of the one covenant of grace (see WCF 7:4–6).

      The Mosaic covenant was both more than what came before and less than what would come after. On the one hand, it was a step forward in God’s plan of redemption insofar as the covenant was more comprehensive and more typologically rich than previous covenants. Moses introduced a totalizing and nationalizing covenant that showed forth God’s holy character and was meant to humble God’s people by showing them their sin. At the same time, the Mosaic covenant was much less glorious than the new covenant that would replace it (2 Cor. 3). One thinks of B. B. Warfield’s famous statement that the Old Testament was like a room richly furnished but dimly lit. The presence of more light in the gospel did not add something new to the room of God’s grace, but it did allow one to see God’s grace more clearly and enjoy it more fully.

      Though focused on laws, the Mosaic covenant was not legalistic. Law was significant in all the administrations up to Moses (there were commands to Noah and to Abraham) and in all the administrations after Moses. Even the new covenant came with commands to be obeyed (think of the Great Commission or Jesus saying that if you love me, you will keep my commands). To be sure, there were conditions present in the Mosaic covenant, but they functioned differently from the conditions in the covenant of works. One was a test of absolute obedience, the other a response of gratitude. One allowed for no failure, the other provided a rich remedy for transgression and impurity. One would yield entrance into eternal life, the other would yield the full blessedness of covenant life. In the garden, Adam and Eve were exiled for disobeying the one probationary command. Under Moses, there were remedies available for disobedience. Exile was not for a single sin, but for the failure to make use of the remedies for sin. Exile under the old covenant (like church discipline in the new covenant) was a punishment for the habitually impenitent.

      The law is good if used lawfully (1 Tim. 1:8). The Mosaic covenant was meant to be a schoolmaster, but in the history of God’s people it sometimes became a taskmaster. The law, insofar as it was tantamount to human effort and self-salvation, was not of faith (Gal. 3:12). But law as the moral code revealed in the Mosaic covenant was never meant to replace the good news preached to Abraham (WCF 9:6–7). The Mosaic covenant was not meant to render void the promise, but was meant as the gracious means for living in that promise.

      Week 21
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      Republication

      Republication refers to the notion that the Mosaic covenant in some sense republished the covenant of works given to Adam in the garden. Typologically, the argument goes, Israel was like another Adam, so that when Israel failed the covenantal test, he too was kicked out of the land. Leviticus 18:5 (“You shall therefore keep my statutes and my rules; if a person does them, he shall live by them”) established the Mosaic covenant as an administration built on the works principle. So when Paul cites Leviticus 18:5 in Romans 10 and Galatians 3, he is not dealing with Israel’s abuse of the law but with the law as it was given to Israel. Although the covenant at Sinai belongs to the covenant of grace, those in favor of the republication thesis insist that Paul makes a sharp antithesis between the covenant with Abraham and the covenant with Moses. The former is a covenant of promise, while the latter is a covenant characteristic of law and condemnation. In this way, the Mosaic covenant functions like a covenant of works.

      How should we respond to the case for republication? Two points: the first exegetical, the second theological.

      1. Exegetically, traditional Reformed exegesis has argued that Paul’s claims in Romans 10 and Galatians 3 presume the faulty view of his opponents. Paul assesses the law negatively because he is making a kind of reductio ad absurdum argument: “If you want to live by the law, how is that going to work? It’s impossible to use the law as an instrument of self-justification before God.” In commenting on Romans 10:5, Calvin distinguishes between “the whole of the doctrine taught by Moses” and that “part of it which belonged peculiarly to his ministry.”1 In his universal office, Moses taught nothing inconsistent with the gospel. But Moses also had a peculiar office to instruct people in their duties and obligations under the Sinai covenant. The law is contrasted with gospel, therefore, not in its entirety but specifically as a set of commandments that the Judaizers took to be the way to achieve a right standing before God.

      2. Theologically, it is difficult to see how republication fits within bicovenantal understanding of covenant theology. In traditional bicovenantal structure, the covenant of grace is fundamentally, in its essence, not to be identified with the covenant of works. They operate on two entirely different principles. How can one type of covenant in some sense include the other? The Mosaic covenant may center on law, but the covenant must either function according to grace or according to works. Moreover, once you equate the moral law (i.e., the Ten Commandments given under Mosaic administration) with the covenant of works in any sense, how can one insist on the third use of the law (the law as the perfect rule of righteousness for a saved and grateful people)? Turretin’s distinction between the covenant of works and the Mosaic covenant gets it right. Works were required in the covenant of works “as an antecedent condition by way of a cause for acquiring life.” But in the Mosaic covenant, works were “only the subsequent condition as the fruit and effect of the life already acquired.” In short, works “precede the act of justification” in the covenant of works, but in the Mosaic covenant, “they follow it.”2

      1  Calvin, Commentaries, 386.

      2  Turretin, Elenctic Theology, 2:191.
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      Day 102

      Davidic Covenant

      The Davidic covenant is a covenant of kingship. It marks out the arrival of the glorious kingdom in Israel, and it anticipates a glorious king to come. The Davidic covenant consolidates all the promises of the previous covenants and sets the stage for richer fulfillment in the years and centuries ahead.

      The key text is 2 Samuel 7 and the parallel (but not identical) passage in 1 Chronicles 17. Neither passage uses berith, but the term is explicitly applied to the arrangement with David in several other places (2 Sam. 23:5; Pss. 89:3, 28, 34; 132:11–12). The setting for 2 Samuel 7 is important. The permanent location for the throne of God has been established (2 Sam. 5), the ark has been brought to Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6), and God has given David rest from all his enemies (2 Sam. 7:1). The kingdom had arrived as never before. God was ready to reinforce his old commitments and make new ones as well.

      The Davidic covenant builds on previous covenant arrangements. The promises of many descendants and a great name are restated to David (2 Sam. 7:9–10) and fulfilled in the early reign of Solomon (cf. 1 Kings 4:20, 24–25). The blessing did not last because of his disobedience (11:1–8), but God did not take the whole kingdom away (11:34–36). Several promises from the Mosaic covenant are also fulfilled, including rest (Deut. 28:1–14; 1 Kings 4:25), the nations witnessing God’s blessing (Deut. 29:10; 1 Kings 4:30), and the promise of divine presence (Ex. 6:7; 2 Sam. 7:9; Ezek. 34:24).

      Building on these earlier promises to Abraham and to Moses, God promises that the kingdom would reach its zenith under David’s son. Two themes are especially crucial: sonship and kingship. God promises to establish his throne in Jerusalem and to set on that throne a kingly son. Israel had been called God’s firstborn before (Ex. 4:23), but now the king of Israel will also be God’s son. The king will be accorded special status as a royal representative of God’s people and as a son of God.

      Like much of the Old Testament, the promises of the Davidic covenant find their fulfillment in type and antitype, in shadow and substance, in near fulfillment and in ultimate fulfillment. The kingdom proves to be glorious and expansive under Solomon, but ultimately the covenant finds its truest fulfillment in a greater Son (Isa. 9:7; 11:1). About the only thing the Jews seemed to have reliably understood about the promised Messiah is that he would be a son of David. This is why the crowds asked in amazement, “Can this be the Son of David?” (Matt. 12:23) and why on Palm Sunday the pilgrims shouted, “Hosanna to the Son of David” (Matt. 21:9). Matthew begins his Gospel by referring to “the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David” (Matt. 1:1). Mark 12:35 and John 7:42 explicitly reference this same messianic expectation, as does the apostle Paul (Rom. 1:3; 2 Tim. 2:8).

      Just as God lavished blessing on Abraham and revealed his commandments to Moses, so God established through David that the plan of salvation would depend upon a kingly and filial mediator to come. At its heart, the Davidic covenant was about preparing God’s people for Jesus the Christ.
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      Day 103

      New Covenant

      The new covenant refers to a constellation of promises that find their “yes and amen” in Christ. These promises are rooted in all the covenants that came before but find their fulfillment in the work of Christ and in the age of the Spirit. Ultimately, the good news of the new covenant will be fully realized in the age to come.

      The phrase berith khadashah (new covenant) occurs only once in the Old Testament, in Jeremiah 31:31. The larger section (Jer. 30–33) is sometimes called the Book of Consolation because it is a unique survey of good news in the midst of a book almost entirely comprised of bad news. These four chapters focus on “the days [that] are coming” (30:3; 33:14; 31:27, 31, 38), on the merciful restoration of Israel’s fortunes (33:26), and most centrally on the promise of the new covenant (31:31–34).

      In order to interpret Jeremiah 31:31–34 correctly—and thereby to properly understand the nature of the new covenant—we must keep in mind three realities.

      First, the new covenant is new and, in another sense, not new. The new covenant is new with relation to the Mosaic covenant, but it does not erase everything that came before. As God explains the new covenant, he uses categories and symbols created by older covenants. We might say the covenant is refreshed more than it is made brand-new. “New” does not mean “never happened before” or “never promised before.” Rather, the new covenant intensifies and brings to completion elements already present within the covenant of grace, especially as seen in the Abrahamic covenant. The new covenant is immutable, like the Abrahamic covenant is immutable (Gal. 3:15–18). The new covenant promises a religion of the heart, like the Mosaic covenant did (Deut. 30:6) and the psalmists often did (Pss. 1; 19; 119). The new covenant promises the forgiveness of sins, like God offered throughout the Old Testament (Ps. 32). And the new covenant promises immediate knowledge of the Lord, not that such a faith did not exist already, but that in the days to come there would be direct access to God through a single mediator.1

      Second, the new covenant is individual and corporate. To be sure, there is a personalized dimension to the covenant. The law will be written on our hearts, and each person will know the Lord. But the covenant was not made with individuals. It was made with a corporate body, with the house of Israel and the house of Judah (Jer. 31:31). In fact, Jeremiah 32:39 reinforces the familial principle, affirming that the good news highlighted by the new covenant will be “for their own good and the good of their children after them.”

      Third, the new covenant is already and not yet. Like the Abrahamic covenant had a near fulfillment (Isaac, prosperity, Canaan) and a far fulfillment (Christ, spiritual riches, heavenly inheritance), so the new covenant has elements that are inaugurated without being fully accomplished. Do we really want to suggest that in the new covenant there is no teaching and there are no teachers (Jer. 31:34), or might the literal fulfillment of that statement be in the future? We don’t need teachers as mediators between God and man, but we have not reached the final consummation where our knowledge will be complete (1 Cor. 13:9–10). We enjoy the blessings of the new covenant now, but there is more yet to come.

      1  See R. Scott Clark, “On the New Covenant,” The Heidelblog, January 1, 2011, https://heidelblog.net.
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      Day 104

      The Fathers Have Eaten Sour Grapes

      Jeremiah 31:29–30 is another key text for those who believe that the new covenant does not have the same corporate dimension as the old covenant. The text says, “In those days they shall no longer say: ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.’ But everyone shall die for his own iniquity. Each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on edge.” Does this indicate that a new arrangement will be instituted in the new covenant whereby God deals with people only as individuals and no longer corporately?

      We can note several things in response.

      First, this proverb is also quoted in Ezekiel 18:2. It seems that the people of Judah believed God was being unjust in punishing them for the sins of past generations and not for their own sins (18:25). “Why should the children be punished for the sins of their fathers?” they asked. But Jeremiah and Ezekiel quote the proverb to reject it. They are not saying this is how God has dealt with his people.

      Second, it is true that God had promised to visit “the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me” and to show “steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments” (Ex. 20:5–6). Do not miss the precise language of God’s promise. God says he will visit the iniquity of those who hate me and will show steadfast love to those who love me and keep my commandments. God wasn’t promising to curse or to bless the next generation regardless of how they lived. God was making a general statement about how God’s blessing is more expansive than his cursing.

      Third, it was already a principle in the Mosaic covenant that the corporate nature of the covenant did not consign children to the punishment of their fathers. “Fathers shall not be put to death because of their children, nor shall children be put to death because of their fathers. Each one shall be put to death for his own sin” (Deut. 24:16). It was never the case that children, irrespective of how they lived, were to be punished for their father’s sins.

      Fourth, throughout the Old Testament God often allowed a believing remnant to escape the destruction that the larger group deserved. God was willing to save Sodom for ten righteous persons, and he gave Lot’s family a means of escape (Gen. 19). Elijah was shown favor as the last remaining faithful prophet (1 Kings 19:10). God spared the lives of the seven thousand who had not bowed the knee to Baal (1 Kings 19:18). God would often bless those who didn’t deserve blessing, while providing a means of escape for those who did not personally deserve cursing.

      In summary, Jeremiah and Ezekiel did not quote the proverb about sour grapes because the God of the Old Testament had a habit of punishing innocent children for the sins of their fathers. Rather, the prophets wanted Judah to see that God’s people were guilty of sin, but the time would come when they would no longer complain of punishment because their sins would be forgiven and they would be given new hearts to follow God.

      [image: Chapter Start Icon]

      Day 105

      The Newness of the New Covenant

      The new covenant is not dissimilar to every covenant that has come before. There are many elements of continuity between the new covenant and the old. For example, just as there were some of Israel who proved not to be true Israel (Rom. 2:28–29; 9:6–8), so it is possible to belong to the administration of the new covenant without participating in the essence of the new covenant. We can “profane the blood of the covenant” by which we were sanctified (Heb. 10:29). This is not “losing your salvation.” We cannot be un-regenerated or un-justified. But we can be set apart as members of the new covenant community and prove to be false sons and false daughters who trample underfoot the Son of God, profane the blood of the covenant, and outrage the Spirit of grace.

      There are also many elements of discontinuity between the new covenant and the old. Francis Turretin expounds eight differences between the Old and New Testaments.1 The two differ:

      1. As to time: the Old preceded Christ, the New follows him.

      2. As to clarity: the New reveals what the Old had veiled.

      3. As to easiness: the signs and service required were more burdensome under the Old.

      4. As to sweetness: grace is greater and more extended under the New.

      5. As to perfection: the shadows of the Old have given way to the substance of the New.

      6. As to freedom: we know more fully the spirit of adoption as sons under the New.

      7. As to amplitude: the Old was restricted largely to one nation while the New extends to every nation.

      8. As to duration: the Old was temporary, where the New is without end.

      The use of Jeremiah 31 in Hebrews 8 underscores that Christ is a better mediator, of a better covenant, enacted on better promises (8:6). This has rendered the first covenant obsolete (8:13). Likewise, the use of Jeremiah 31 in Hebrews 10 underscores that Christ’s death was once for all. No other sacrifice for sin is necessary (10:14, 18).

      Hebrews does not teach that every covenant arrangement has been annulled, only that the Mosaic covenant has been abrogated. This isn’t because the law was a mistake. The two long comments about Moses in the book of Hebrews are both positive (3:1–6; 11:23–28). Moses isn’t bad, but Jesus is better. That’s what Hebrews wants us to see about the covenant Jesus executes. The covenant established in Christ is new (kainos in 8:8, 13; 9:15 and neos in 12:24); it is second (8:7; 10:9); it is better (7:22; 8:6); and it is eternal (13:20). What is said about the Spirit-regenerated Christian can be said about the age of the Spirit more broadly: the old has passed away; behold, the new has come (2 Cor. 5:17).

      1  Turretin, Elenctic Theology, 2:237–40.
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      Day 106

      The Law and the Christian

      How should we understand the Christian’s relationship to the law? Clearly, even in the New Testament obeying God and his word remains of paramount importance (John 14:15, 21; 15:10–11). Law-keeping is not an optional extra for Christians, and an insistence on law-keeping is not antithetical to true, gospel Christianity (1 John 2:3; 3:24).

      But what about the Old Testament law? What do we do with the commands of the Mosaic covenant? On the one hand, we are not under the curse of the law—Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes (Rom. 10:4)—nor is the law a nationalized covenant for us like it was for Israel. On the other hand, the commandments are holy and righteous and good (Rom. 7:12), and the law is good if one uses it lawfully (1 Tim. 1:8). As new covenant Christians do we have to obey the Old Testament law or not?

      One answer to that question can be found by paying attention to what Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount. There Jesus states plainly, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets” (Matt. 5:17a). Jesus is saying, “I have not come to throw down or destroy the Scriptures of the Old Testament.” To which we might reply, “Then what about all the commands in the Old Testament that we don’t follow anymore?” After all, Jesus declared all foods clean (Mark 7:19), and food laws and holy days have been relativized (Rom. 14:14), and the whole temple system of priests and sacrifices has become obsolete (Heb. 7:1–9:10). It sure looks like parts of the law have been annulled.

      The key to understanding what Jesus means by “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets” is to appreciate what he says next: “I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matt. 5:17b). “Fulfill” is the Greek word plēroō, and it is a very important word in Matthew, occurring fifteen times in the book (1:22; 2:15, 17, 23; 3:15; 4:14; 5:17; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35, 48; 21:4; 23:32; 26:54; 26:56). The word “fulfill” does not simply refer to accomplishing specific prophecies; plēroō means Jesus brings the Scripture to completion. Jesus brings the law to its climax and to its intended goal. So nothing of the law has passed away (Matt. 5:18), but all of the law must be now understood according to the person and work of Jesus Christ, the new Moses and messianic lawgiver.

      The whole law still has to do with us, supremely so by pointing us to Christ, but also by transcendent moral principles and by the general equity of all that it commands. Thus Paul can cite Deuteronomy 25:4 (“You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain”) as a justification for paying gospel preachers (1 Cor. 9:8–10; 1 Tim. 5:17–18), and he can allude to Deuteronomy 19:15 in insisting that we should not admit a charge against an elder except on the evidence of two or three witnesses (1 Tim. 5:19). The law of Moses is not to be thrown out, but it has been transformed and repurposed by the coming of Christ.
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      Threefold Division of the Law

      The Westminster Confession of Faith teaches that the law of Moses can be divided into three parts: the moral law given in the Ten Commandments, ceremonial laws abrogated with the coming of Christ, and judicial laws that expired with the nation of Israel (WCF 19:2–4). As common as this threefold division has become, especially in Reformed churches, many contemporary scholars argue that the New Testament never makes these distinctions and that no one living under the law of Moses would have thought in these terms. The threefold division, it is said, is too tidy, too arbitrary, too convenient. Are we right, then, to speak of the law as moral, ceremonial, and judicial?

      In a word, yes.

      The division is at least as old as Aquinas, who argued from the different terms used in Deuteronomy 4:13–14 and 6:1 that there were three kinds of laws under Moses. Centuries earlier, Clement of Alexandria divided the law into four parts: historic, legislative, sacrificial, and theological. Tertullian made a distinction between moral and ceremonial laws. Augustine distinguished between the moral precepts that are binding and the symbols that are not.1

      Besides this historical precedent, there are good biblical reasons for accepting the threefold division of the law.

      For starters, the Ten Commandments are unique. Unlike most of the other statutes, these commandments were already known in the world prior to Sinai (e.g., the people in Genesis and Exodus know that murder is wrong, that adultery is wrong, that lying is wrong). What’s more, at Sinai, God spoke the words of the Decalogue directly. The Ten Commandments were given in absolute form and addressed to the individual rather than to the nation. The words were written down by the finger of God and were preserved in stone as a constitution for God’s people.

      Second, the Ten Commandments are distinguished from other commands within the law of Moses itself. If the Decalogue was the constitution, the other commands functioned as case law (Ex. 21:1). Even under Moses, God’s people did not take all 613 commandments as being essentially equal. There were lighter matters and weightier matters and different penalties for different infractions. The prophets often announced that the Lord desired mercy, not sacrifice, and that their sacrifices did not please him. God even “hates” their feasts and assemblies (Amos 5:21), but he is never said to hate obedience to the Ten Commandments.

      Third, the language used by Moses suggests something like ceremonial and judicial laws. By using the word pattern so often in Exodus and Leviticus (and then in Hebrews), there is a built-in obsolescence to the commands associated with worship. The earthly form will eventually give way to heavenly reality. Likewise, the language of “in the land” (Deut. 4:5, 14) suggests that some commands were specific to the nation of Israel in Canaan. In short, the Mosaic law was never seen as an indivisible whole. Moses may not have explicitly taught the threefold division, but he would not be surprised by our insistence that the Ten Commandments are uniquely binding while the commandments related to worship and the regulation of life in Israel apply to God’s people now in a different way.

      1  See Philip S. Ross, From the Finger of God: The Biblical and Theological Basis for the Threefold Division of the Law (Ross-shire, UK: Mentor, 2010), 1–50.
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      Day 108

      Dispensationalism

      Dispensationalism is a hermeneutical approach to the Bible that sees a clear distinction between Israel and the church and believes in the literal interpretation of Old Testament prophecies. Like covenant theology (which is, in many ways, its opposite), dispensationalism is not simply a matter of one or two specific doctrinal conclusions as much as it is a coherent, self-contained way of reading the whole Bible.

      The history of dispensationalism starts with John Nelson Darby (1800–1882). Ordained in the Church of England, Darby later renounced his Anglican ordination when required to affirm allegiance to the crown and helped establish the Plymouth Brethren. Based on his study of Isaiah 32, Darby taught that Israel would experience future blessings different from those of the church. Darby also popularized the idea of a secret rapture before the seventieth week of Daniel 9. Following the rapture would come the seven-year great tribulation. At the end of those seven years, Darby taught, Jesus will return, the temple will be rebuilt, the Jewish people will turn to Christ, and the kingdom of Israel will be reestablished for a glorious thousand-year theocracy.

      Undoubtedly the most important conduit for dispensationalism was the Scofield Reference Bible, first published in 1909. Named after Cyrus Ingerson Scofield (1843–1921), the Bible taught that seven dispensations can be found in the Bible: innocency (Gen. 1:28), conscience (Gen. 3:23), human government (Gen. 8:20), promise (Gen. 12:1), law (Ex. 19:8), grace (John 1:17), and kingdom (Eph. 1:10). Dispensation, in
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