Introduction

This essay/book(let) has as its subject the practical aspects of God's Covenant with man, usually known as the 'Covenant of Grace'. It is an attempt to explain more fully what the Scriptures teach us of Covenant Theology.

Covenant Theology is one of the things that is viewed differently by different strands of Christianity, but its importance cannot be denied. As one reads the bible, wherein God has recorded His dealings with mankind, it becomes quite clear that the idea of ‘covenant’ is very important. 

Over and over again we read of God saying something like ‘I am doing this because of the covenant I made with your fathers.’ The whole Old Testament looks forward to Jesus, the fulfilment of the Covenant. The purpose of Jesus’ work on the cross was to institute the New Covenant that applies throughout the church age ‘until He comes’. Covenant seems to be one of the ways God views history itself. 

The Old Testament prophets frequently exhort the people and charge them with breaking the covenant. The people of God in the Old Testament frequently recognise their sin with statements like ‘we have broken the covenant God made with our fathers.’ Their repentance often finds expression in the renewing of the covenant. Again, in the New Testament, that ultimate sacrifice is of ‘the blood of the new covenant shed for the sins of many’. Paul talks of the coming of the gospel to the Gentiles as a change from being without a covenant and without hope in the world to being included in the covenant. Covenant seems to be one of the lenses through which to focus on redemption. 

The very phrase, ‘the people of God’ applies to those who are in a covenantal relationship with God, be they the nation Israel or the elect, chosen by God in response to His promise. We are to be like Abraham, the father of all who believe, and walk before God and be righteous. The New Testament explains that we can only do this because of the New Covenant. We can only imitate Abraham, who received the Older Covenant if we are included in the New. Covenant seems to be a way of enabling or walk with God.

Clearly, Covenant is an idea that is like a window, casting light on very many aspects of Christianity, God’s view of history, redemption and the Christian life being only three of them. God has spoken in this way, and we can learn by studying what he has told us. Indeed, we only find real truth by considering His revelation to men and women. Paul talking about our knowledge in relation to the knowledge of the man of the world says ‘only the spirit of a man knows the thoughts of a man, only the Spirit of God knows the thoughts of God.... but we have received the Spirit of God.... we have the mind of Christ.’ (1 Cor. 2:11-16)  As we read and study His word, it is necessary to try with the help of His Spirit to understand His reality in the way He does.

Before the practical aspects of the covenant can be considered, Covenant Theology itself has to be examined. What is a covenant? More precisely, what is a covenant as expressed in the bible? This is the guiding principle. Anyone can have ideas and opinions about agreements and contracts between men, between man and the gods, between the gods and men; but when one wishes to understand about the arrangements that God has made with humans, then it behoves us to do theology, to read the words of God, what He has said and to take notice of this. My approach to covenants and the 'Covenant of Grace' in particular is different to most of the approaches that may be found in the literature about the subject. I have tried to avoid any 'a priori' approach, and to rely solely on the word of God for my concepts. I realise that I may be avoiding some aspects through ignorance and oversight, and I am in no way denying the work of the Holy Spirit in the hearts and minds of God's servants in the last few thousand years.

 Men of God meeting in seventeenth century England produced a summary of biblical teachings called the 'Westminster Confession of Faith'.
 It defines a covenant as 'a voluntary action on the part of God' to bridge 'the chasm between God and the creature'. There are two enormous differences between God and humanity, firstly that humanity is part of the creation while God is the creator, and secondly, that humanity while created so as to be part of a creation that God himself could call ‘very good’ is now sinful and no longer in the state in which they were created.

The book of Hebrews tells us that 'we understand that the universe was formed at God's command.' (Heb. 11:3). Artists and writers create great pictures, wonderful sculptures and inspiring novels; architects and builders create grand opera houses, large factories and pretty country cottages; factory workers create cars, washing machines, all the mechanical contrivances of modern life; gardeners and farmers create gardens and landscapes. All of these and many others create. Man is a creating animal. Creativity and creation is part of who and what we are. To be somewhat facetious, many of the ills of our modern cultures are caused by the mountains of paperwork created by advertisements, administrators and the taxman. It is this that points out the difference. When man creates, he creates by using what is already there. In no way does this imply that all that humanity does when creating is to rearrange the external world and yet, in one sense this is true. An artist conceives in his mind an idea and then uses paint and canvas, or stone and chisel, to bring forth his ideas. He has to use his hands but the result is something that has never existed before. A gardener conceives a landscape in his mind and ploughs and fertilises the ground, then plants trees and flowers to achieve that idea, and something new and beautiful is created, but it is hard work. I am reminded of the old joke about the gardener who was admiring his handiwork and on being chided that it was he and God working together, replied "But you should have seen this field when God had it by himself." The common theme is that for humanity to create, we have to use our hands.

Humanity's creations are achieved by work, by the sweat of our brow. God is different. He creates by word alone. It is this aspect of creation by word that initially makes a separation between God and all the rest of His creation. God is the Creator, the one who creates all things by a mere word - 'God said, and it was' is the continuing refrain in the creation account in Genesis and that creation includes humanity too. God is a creating God and humanity is also a creation of that God. Of course, humanity stands separated from the rest of creation, above the rest of creation for we were created in the image of God (Gen. 1:27) but the fact remains that we are created and when we act creatively we are sub-creators, not the primary creator. Herein lies one part of the difference, the chasm, between God and man.

In Peter's second letter we are told that scoffers will say "..everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation." (2 Pet. 3:4) This is not what the bible says. Today we see calamities; floods and famines, earthquakes and rapes, disease and the ravages of wars. These are the things that do seem to be continuing and not all of them can be easily traced to the activities of human beings. It is easy to see that greed and personal ambition can lead to hunger, rape and war but how do we account for the disasters brought about by hurricanes, tidal waves and exploding volcanoes? Are these things merely part of the creation that God created 'by His word of power'? The bible says not. Along with the continuing refrain in the creation account of 'and God said, and it was' is the insistence that 'God saw that it was good'. In particular, finally 'God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.' (Gen. 1:31) Clearly, something happened that spoiled the 'good' creation for the world to become as we see it today. The bible makes it quite clear what happened: humanity, in Adam, chose to disobey God and the result of this voluntary action on the part of a man was a spoiling of the 'good' creation, the introduction of death and disaster to the beautiful world God had made.

It is one of the necessary consequences of creating a being in the image of God that he or she can make decisions that are contrary to the desires of God. It is one of the necessary consequences of giving humanity the dignity of choice that for their choices to have any meaning, then humanity has the dignity of responsibility. Those choices must be real choices and must really affect the world. If I choose to give my wife chocolates, then she must be able to eat them. They are not merely a nice heart-warming idea, but they are real chocolates. If I choose to kick my cat, then the cat is kicked and may have broken bones. If I choose to starve my children, then my children may die or I am taken to court and pay the due penalty for such cruelty. That is part of what it means to be made in the image of God. I can make choices and my choices have an effect on the world. I can make choices and I am responsible for those choices and have responsibility for the results of those choices. If I choose to steal my neighbour's fruit, then I must expect that he may report me to the police and that I may have to pay the due penalty of the law.

In Genesis we are told what has caused the change in the world from its created 'good' state. Adam chose to disobey God. The events related in Genesis chapter 3 are referred to as the 'Fall'. Adam chose to disobey God. God honoured Adam's significance and allowed his choice to stand and the result has been profound for all of us. 'Sin entered the world through one man, and death came through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned'. (Rom. 5:12) Other things were affected too: man's relationship with woman, woman's relationship with her children, man's relationship to work and the rest of creation, but most importantly, humanity's relationship with God was damaged. I will explore both the aspect of Adam's responsibility and the effects of the Fall more fully later; here I want to emphasise the resultant difference between being able to walk and talk with God in the garden in the cool of the evening, and the fact that now, 'no one does good, not even one' (Ps. 14:3, 53,3) Not one of us can stand before a God whose 'eyes are too pure to look upon evil; you cannot tolerate wrong' (Hab. 1: 13). All of us in our honest moments know this to be true: that we are unable to stand before a holy God because of things that we think and say and do

In a very real sense, the precise interpretation of Romans 5:12-21 is not at issue. Our hearts and minds and consciences tell us regularly that we have failed to love the Lord our God with all our heart and soul and mind and strength. It is in this that the greater part of the 'chasm between God and the creature' lies: He is holy and we are sinful.

To summarise, there is a chasm between God and humanity for two reasons. The first is essential to the nature of the parties concerned; one is a creator, one is a creation. This difference between humanity and God is the difference between the Creator and His creation. The second reason is our sinfulness. Although created good, our actions now are the result of our own decisions exemplified by the Fall. The Fall exacerbated that chasm between us and God.

The bible is, among other things, the history of God's work of reparation and redemption that 'He has been pleased to express by way of Covenant' (W.C. 7:1) God also is capable of choice and significance. While the penalty for sin is unconditional, ('if you eat of it you will surely die' Gen. 2:17, 'the wages of sin is death' Rom. 6:23), God was gracious and ameliorated the penalty even on the day that they did eat by promising within the sentence itself, that He would provide a solution through the offspring of the woman. As the bible unfolds the outworking of this promise, we see that God was not being lenient and overlooking the problem; rather that the problem was so serious that the amazing and awful solution involved the death of death in the death of God Himself and culminates in the despairing cry 'Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani’ when Jesus died for all our transgressions on the cross at Golgotha. God Himself repaired the damage caused by our sin, destroying death itself and redeeming us from the consequences of our own decisions. 

The bible makes it clear that this was God fulfilling His covenant promises. So, we need to determine what is special about a 'covenant' promise as opposed to a promise, to find out what God means by a 'covenant'. As we attempt to do this, the problem that we face is that the bible is not a systematic theology textbook
, but rather an unfolding history of God's dealing with fallen man. The result of this is that when a particular doctrine is mentioned, it may merely be a passing reference, or a slightly different orientation given to the subject. Consequently, to determine a particular piece of systematic doctrine may require extensive synthesis of the teachings from many passages.

This brings me to the nature of the scriptures. Here is not the place to discuss infallibility and inerrancy, so I merely make the plain statement: The scriptures as given in the original languages are the authoritative word of God. In His governing of the universe he has ensured that what we have today is not only essentially but the very essence of that given word. The bible is His revelation of His purposes and His counsels. I dare not risk the wrath of God by distorting or misrepresenting His word and I prayerfully approach this study in fear and trembling lest I should distort His most holy word. Any one reading this is exhorted to follow the example of the men of Berea who tested an apostle’s words and were commended because 'they searched the scriptures to see if these things were so' (Act. 17:11). Even more so do I encourage you who read this to search the scriptures to see if what I say is in concordance/accord with what He says.

A search across the whole of God's word has to bear in mind the progressive nature of the revelation. This means that some doctrines are introduced early in a somewhat dim light that becomes more clear only as we receive knowledge from a later revelation. Martyn Lloyd-Jones used the illustration that the Old Testament is like a richly furnished and brocaded oriental tent closed up against the glare of daylight and having only low lighting within it. We can discern only dim shapes and the occasional glitter of gold. But when we see it with the light of the New Testament, Jesus Himself, then the full magnificence of the furnishings can really be appreciated. Christ is our Light (Jo. 1:9) and the veil over the Old Testament is done away in Him (2 Cor. 3:14). So, the hermeneutic we use is always to let scripture interpret scripture. But we can modify or rather enhance that by remembering that the revelation is progressive. Looking first at simple examples that occur early in the revelation, ascertaining some pointers as to what to look for, we can go on to examine more fully the later statements where the earlier revelation is assumed. Subsequently we may be able to re-evaluate the earlier revelation in the light of our newly found knowledge. Only so can we see the full meaning of texts like Isaiah 53 - it makes sense only when we have understood the gospels and Acts
.

As an example, this is the only way properly to understand Is. 54:7-10

"For a brief moment I abandoned you,

but with deep compassion will I bring you back.

In a surge of anger

I hid my face from you for a moment,

but with everlasting kindness

I will have compassion on you,"

Says the Lord your Redeemer.

"To me this is like the days of Noah,

when I swore that the waters of Noah would never again cover the earth.

So now I have sworn not to be angry with you,

never to rebuke you again.

Though the mountains be shaken and the hills removed,

yet my unfailing love for you will not be shaken

nor my covenant of peace be removed."

Says the Lord who has compassion on you.
Obviously this refers to Noah's flood, so one must first look at Genesis 6-9. But then, having deciphered the richer elements of the later examples, we must turn and review the early statements in the light they cast. In the example given above we can then see that the statements made by God in Genesis 9 were not merely statements, but a covenant of peace sworn by oaths. This example may seem trivial, but I hope that its importance will become clear later.

Before investigating the passages in the bible that refer to covenants, we can look at the words used for 'Covenant' in the scriptures to give us an initial idea of what we might expect.

In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for 'covenant' is berith 
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. berith is in all cases but one translated into the Greek of the Septuagint
 by diatheke . This is very surprising, as this word implies an inequity between the partners involved in the covenant, yet some references clearly seem to imply a contract between equals when read in English. If parity was intended we would expect the word suntheke (, but in fact it occurs only four times, and only in one of these does it translate berith. This should immediately alert us to the possibility that berith has taken on a particular bias as the result of usage. 

In the Greek Lexicon by Bauer, Arndt and Gingrich the following statement is made: 'As a translation of berith in the LXX loses the sense of 'will', testament' insofar as a  by God cannot require the death of the testator to make it operative
. Nevertheless, another essential characteristic of a testament is retained; namely, it is the declaration of one person's will, not the agreement between two parties like a compact or contract'

Bearing this criterion in mind, (that there may be a distinct weight given to the relative status between the parties of a covenant) three categories of covenant emerge from the scriptures. While we are primarily concerned with God-initiated covenants with man, we may glean valuable information by studying the other categories.

The Older Testament

Covenants between man and man

There are at least thirteen references to this kind of covenant.

 

1. Abraham and Abimelech

The first example is between Abraham and Abimelech in Gen. 21:22ff. The background to this reference is that Abraham in his jouneyings around the land of Canaan had moved into the region of Gerar whose king was Abimelech (Gen. 20:1-2). Abimelech had taken Sarah into his harem. God had appeared to Abimelech in a dream warning him to fear God and to fear Abraham the prophet of God. After paying a fairly steep price to Abraham to cover the offence he had caused. (Gen. 20:16) In the passage before us, Abimelech and Phicol, the commander of his army, demand that Abraham promise to treat kindly both them and the land in which he is dwelling as a stranger. Abraham does so promise. Subsequently, (Gen. 22:25) a disagreement broke out between them when some of Abimelech’s shepherds seized a well that Abraham had dug. They ratify a treaty between them. 

In this example we see the following elements: Abimelech seeks the covenant with Abraham because he fears Abraham's God (v22); Abraham does something (gives sheep and oxen (v30)) to redress a wrong done to himself (v25); they bind the agreement not to harm one another (v23) with solemn oaths (v31); they agree that the treaty ought to last at least three generations (v23) - which may be an idiom for 'forever'; Abraham as the senior partner takes the lead in setting a sign for the covenant (v28-30) - which seemed to surprise Abimelech.

From this example we can detect the following characteristics

1. 
commitment to each other

2. 
sealed by oaths (emphasised
 in v31)

3. 
a sign as a witness to it

4. extended time reference (which implies that it affects others than the original participants)

2
Isaac and Abimelech

The second example, in Gen. 26, also features Abimelech, this time with Isaac. Some of the background details are the same; either it isn’t the same Abimelech as before, maybe the earlier one’s son - to be called ‘Father King’ implies a title rather than a specific name, or he doesn’t remember his lessons very well for he takes Rebekah and again God has to intervene to rescue her. God blesses Isaac with property and wealth to the extent that he becomes a threat to Abimelech and the Philistines of Gerar. (Gen. 26:16) They try to drive him out by stopping up the wells that Abraham had dug, presumably the wells covered by the earlier covenant!  and then they start arguing over wells that Isaac himself digs. Eventually, as the Lord provides for Isaac - at Beersheba - Abimelech and his advisors decide to demand a ‘sworn agreement not to molest each other’ between them and Isaac because ‘we see clearly that the Lord is with you.’ (Gen.’ 26:28-30) Isaac feasted them and then they swore oaths to each other. Later that day Isaac’s servants found water, and again the name Beersheba, ‘well of the oath’ is invoked
.

3
Jacob and Laban

The third example in Genesis is in chapter 31: The parting between Jacob and Laban, his father in law. 

For twenty years Laban continuously attempted to rob Jacob of his rights, most famously with his daughters by substituting Leah for Rachel, but also changing his wages while Jacob worked as a herdsman. However, God has blessed Jacob so that he is now very rich. Eventually, Jacob decides to go home. Laban pursues him, but God warns him to be cautious (v24) - which is clearly seen as a rebuke. (v42) Jacob’s defence is to point out that he has done nothing wrong and that the Lord his God has blessed him. Laban then demands a covenant ‘to serve as a witness between us’ (v44). So they create a heap of stones and a pillar to act as a marker. They swear oaths. Jacob makes a feast, and Jacob also offers a sacrifice. The ultimate witness, is not the heap of stones, nor the pillar, nor the treaty itself, but the God who overseas the oath taking.(v34)

These two examples in Genesis emphasise the swearing of oaths, a sign for witness, a commitment to each party by the other. In these two cases, a shared meal is also involved. In each of these cases a God-fearing man is the stronger party, and he implies or states that God is the witness of the bargain as well as of the sign. In Gen. 31:53 there is a definite suggestion that the oath is self maledictory  '... may God judge between us if....' Jacob takes the oath in ‘the name of the Fear of his father Isaac’. In Covenants between men, it seems necessary to invoke a guarantor who will punish a participant who contravenes the agreement. The God of the stronger party is seen as a fitting guarantor.

4
The Gibeonites

The next reference is when the Gibeonites decide to deceive the Israelites under Joshua (Josh 9) Quite clearly here, the Gibeonites were in fear of being wiped out by the Israelites, but the ultimate reason is because they because they feared God. (v9-10, v24) They pretend to have come from a long distance by carrying mouldy bread and wearing old clothes and worn out shoes, and they cast themselves as the supplicants before a stronger power asking that the Israelites make a treaty(berith) with them.(v6) The conclusion is verse 15 ‘Joshua made a treaty(berith) with them to let them live and the leaders of the assembly ratified it by oath’. There is no equality between the parties here!  Subsequently, when the Israelites reached the ‘far-off’ city of Gibeon only three days later, the leaders refused to attack the city in spite of its deception, because (v19-20) ‘we have given them our oath by the Lord, the God of Israel, and we cannot touch them now. ... we will let them live so that the wrath does not fall on us’  Because the Gibeonites had deceived the Israelites Joshua exercised his sovereignty over them and made them into servants for the community and for the altar of God. Again the matter of an oath is very important and it is quite clear that there was a maledictory penalty to be paid if it were broken, even if it were broken by the stronger party, because it is guaranteed by God.

5,6,7
David and Jonathon, David and Abner, Asa and Benhadad

Reference to the other texts demonstrates increasingly the part God plays as witnessing and guaranteeing the covenant if a God-fearing man is involved. This is especially true of the covenant between David and Jonathan in 1 Sam. 18:3 which is sworn before the Lord (1 Sam. 20:8) In this case the commitment is one of unconditional heart-love to each other. 

Making a ‘treaty’ or a ‘compact’ is also referred to in 2 Samuel 3. Abner had been the commander of Saul’s army and still commanded Israel for the remnant of Saul’s family after the death of Saul and Jonathon. For various reasons he decides to change sides and join David. So he asks if David will make a treaty (berith) with him and promises to bring Israel over to David. David agrees but demands one thing of Abner, he wanted his wife Michal (v13) back. I must emphasise here what is implied. Abner asks David for a covenant, whereby he, Abner, will deliver Israel to David. David agrees but asks ‘one thing from you’. In fact he warns Abner, ‘do it or else’. Clearly, this covenant was not an agreement between David and Abner of ‘do this for me and I’ll do something for you’ as made between two equals but a covenant whereby Abner recognised and accepted David’s authority. So also the reference in v21 where Abner offers ‘that Israel may make a covenant with you and that you may rule over all that your heart desires’ 

The only other note I wish to bring out is from 1 Kings 15:9: Asa is king of Judah and he has problems with Baasha king of Israel. Asa sends a bribe and seeks help from Benhadad who was ruling in Damascus, by sending a gift and appealing to ‘the covenant made between our fathers’. This covenant can be appealed to by the sons as still applying to them. Evidently, even secular covenants were things that had lasting value; - but not too much, the appeal Asa makes to Benhadad is to remember this earlier covenant and break his covenant with Baasha!

8
Covenant Breakers in Jeremiah

My next example bridges this section of covenants between men and the next section which deals with man initiated covenants with God. It comes from Jeremiah 34 and explains how God views covenant breakers. I have placed it in this section although it is not clear whether it was a covenant with God or merely with people. In 34:8 The people of Jerusalem agree to free their Hebrew slaves and it is called ‘covenant’ in v10. As such it exhibits the characteristic of a clear one sided agreement by a stronger party. ‘We will free you’. But ‘afterwards they changed their minds and took back the slaves they had freed and enslaved them again. (v11) In the following verses God, through Jeremiah reminds them of the covenant provisions relating to slavery (as stated in the Law), reminds them that they had recently repented and proclaimed freedom to their countrymen. ‘You even made a covenant before me in the house that bears my name, yet now you have turned round and profaned my name by taking back your slaves’ (v15-16). God’s response is firm.

‘You have not obeyed me, you have not proclaimed freedom for your countrymen

So now I proclaim ‘freedom’ for you, ‘freedom’ to fall by the sword, plague and famine

I will make you abhorrent to all the kingdoms of the earth

The men who have violated my covenant and have not fulfilled the covenant they made before me, I will treat like the calf they cut in two and then walked between its pieces

The leaders of Judah and Jerusalem, the court officials, the priests and all the people who walked between the pieces of calf I will hand over to their enemies who seek their lives.

Their dead bodies will become food for the birds of the air and the beasts of the field.
The statement (above) in Jer. 24:18-19 about passing between the parts of a calf, obviously refers to Genesis 15 and may have been the normal way the people of God 'cut' a covenant. The Bible only refers to this practice in these two references, so that may not be the case; however, we do know from other sources that the surrounding cultures used self-maledictory oaths of this nature. In the case of the reference here, God is about to fulfil their self-malediction

Conclusion

In these covenant between men, we can detect the following elements; inequality between the partners, often, the strong partner promising to do something for the weaker, oaths, signs and seals, a guarantee implying some sort of malediction (which may also be implied by the fact that Hebrew consistently uses the verb carath - to cut - in relation to berith and in some cases even merely uses carath to mean berith carath (also see note in the third section on Genesis 15)), some sort of longevity seems to have been implied. The commitment between the parties seems to have been more than just casual and reaches its highest human point in David and Jonathan.

Man initiated covenants between man and God

There are five of these to be found in the Old Testament.

1.
Joshua

The first of these is Joshua making a covenant for the people at Shechem after the taking of the Promised Land. Joshua reminds them of their history as a people, beginning at Abraham and outlining the salvation God has provided and the acts of God in implementing that salvation. Joshua then outlines the choices before them ‘choose today who you will serve’ (v15) The people choose to serve God and be obedient to the commands He has given them. Joshua warns them that they will not be able to serve God because ‘He is a holy God’ (v19) and reminds them of the seriousness of what they are doing in that they are witnessing against themselves (v22) and this must mean ‘Are you sure? Do you recognise that if you do not obey then you are setting yourselves up to be subject to the curses which will be invoked on those who break the covenant?’ The people are sure and so Joshua makes a covenant for the people (v24) and assigns a stone as a permanent sign or witness against them (v27) ‘It has heard all the words the Lord has said to us. It will be a witness against you if you are untrue to your God’ This is essentially a renewing the existing covenant between God and the people. The people then served the Lord for many years (v31)

We see here the following ingredients. 

1. Initiated by a leader who both represents the people and mediates for them while also representing God to the people.

2. Is a response to a (maybe earlier) revelation by God involving His work in the lives and history of the people.

3. Involves an unreserved commitment by the people to serve and obey God.

4. Involves a realisation of the possibility of bringing curses upon themselves should they fail.

5. Involves a sign or witness which is external to either party involved in the covenant.

6. Involves subsequent positive action of the people to be obedient.

2
Jehoida

The second example is in 2 kings 11 when the priest Jehoida succeeds in restoring the young prince Joash to his rightful position as King of Judah and deposes the Queen mother Athaliah who was of Ahab’s family and who had attempted to destroy the royal family of Judah. After his success in this venture, ‘Jehoida made a covenant between the Lord and his people that they would be the Lord’s people, he also made a covenant between the king and the people’ (v17). They then cleared out the accoutrements of Baal worship from the temple.

3
Josiah

The third example is in 2 Kings 23. The scroll of the book of the covenant has been found in the temple (v2) and King Josiah calls ‘the elders, the priests and the prophets -all the people from the least to the greatest’ to the temple and reads in their hearing the book of the law, and then renews the covenant in the presence of the Lord ‘to follow the Lord and keep his commandments, regulations and decrees with all his heart and soul, thus confirming the words of the covenant written in the book. Then all the people pledged themselves to the covenant’ (v3). Then the king ordered the removal of all the idolatrous articles from the temple and did away with the pagan priests, removing idolatry from the temple, indeed, from across Judah, desecrating the high places and destroying the idols. He even removed the altar at Bethel and slaughtered its priests and then returned to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover properly, ‘as it is written in the book of the covenant’ (v21) for the first time since the times of the judges - more than 500 years earlier.

4 & 5
Ezra and Nehemiah

The last example is the renewing of the covenant after the removal of foreign wives from the people in Ezra 10 and then a similar example in Nehemiah 9. I think that these are two different incidents; I accept the dating which suggests that Ezra’s reform was in 457BC and Nehemiah’s reform in 433BC. To those who would argue that it is unlikely that the same reform would need to be implemented twice, I can only say that the second time, being 24 years later, is probably another generation maybe even involving some of the children from the mixed marriages of the first reform, also, the human heart is always looking for ways to satisfy his or her own desires, and finally, that this backsliding is less surprising than that the Israelites should revert to worshipping the golden calf within a few weeks of the victory celebrations after God’s mighty acts in the crossing of the Red Sea.(Ex. 17). In the final chapter of Nehemiah (Chapter 13) it implies that Nehemiah himself may have had to implement this reform yet again twelve years later (about 421BC). 

In both cases a leader realises the extent of the sin in the light of God’s revealed law and His dealings with the Jews in history, prays for mercy and with the agreement of the people makes a covenant with God to do what was necessary to resolve the problem, the putting away of the foreign wives and by implication those children who could not speak Aramaic (Neh. 10:28). In the case of Nehemiah, it records a more complete covenant to ‘obey carefully all the commands, regulations and decrees of the Lord our God’ and to fulfil their responsibility to providing for the temple and the Levites (Neh. 10:29ff)

Conclusion

The dominant aspect of all these covenants is the unreserved commitment to obey God by being obedient to His word. In each case there is a leader who initiates the action and in some senses acts as a mediator or federal head for the people, and the people agree. These covenants are always in response to earlier revelations of God and are an acceptance of God's total sovereignty, a heart, whole-hearted, commitment is in view in each case. As we have already seen, acceptance of a covenant involves the taking of oaths by both parties.  When Josiah and Ezra  initiate the 'retaking' of the oath to the Siniatic Covenant , the action is just that, a re commitment by oath to an existing covenant.

So, we pass on to the covenants that God has initiated, for they are the revelation which inspired these Godward man initiated covenants. As we do so, let me review what we have seen so far.

From human covenants:

1. Often an inequality between the partakers, but involving a commitment by the stronger to the weaker and possibly by both parties to each other.

2. 
Sealed by oaths.

3. 
A sign as a witness to it.

4. 
The promises usually involve a maledictory curse for failures.

5. In many cases the guarantor is God, especially as the executor of the curses

6. extended time reference (which implies that it affects others than the original participants)

From man initiated covenants with God:

1. Initiated by a leader who both represents the people and mediates for them while also representing God to the people.

2. Is a response to a revelation by God involving His word and work in the lives and history of the people.

3. Involves an unreserved commitment by the people to serve and obey God.

4. Involves a realisation of the possibility of bringing curses upon themselves should they fail, and in many cases is invoked because of a realisation that they have failed.

5. Involves a sign or witness, which is external to either party involved in the covenant.

6. Involves subsequent positive action of the people to be obedient.

God initiated covenants between God and man

It is difficult to define how many of these there are. The word berith is not always used, and yet there are records of God's interaction with man which obviously fall under the heading of Covenant Relation. Accordingly, I think I can find twelve separate sets of references which relate to God's covenant with man.
 I intend going through each in turn.

The first promise - Protevangelium

Genesis 3:14  This is not called a covenant by name, but as the first revelation of the promise which dominates the Old Testament, and meets its primary fulfilment in the New Testament, it must be considered. The context is God’s judgement on Satan and Adam and Eve after eating of the apple. God’s first statement is the judgement of Satan in which occurs what is known as the protevangelium - the first gospel promise.

I will put enmity between you and the woman

and between your offspring and hers

he will crush your head

and you will strike his heel

The basic characteristic of this judgement is unreserved divine sovereign action expressed as "I shall do" - what is termed in theology as 'monergic'
- unilateral action by one party. 

But there is a second characteristic that we must not miss here. God had made it quite clear that ‘In the day that you eat of it you will surely die’ (Gen. 2:17) yet here He is talking about the offspring of the woman. We must not underestimate the incredible exercise of grace involved here. From our perspective, having the New Testament and the illumination of the work of Christ in bruising the serpent’s head we can understand to what God was referring. To Adam and Eve, this must have been a wondrous reprieve from the capital sentence they had brought upon themselves. To us it must still be a wondrous reprieve. Here God is exercising completely undeserved mercy not only to them, but to the whole human race. Yet what they did affected everyone else who ever has or will live, and according to Paul (Romans 8:20) also affects the whole of creation, which is now subject to frustration.

Before the Flood

The next covenant is in Genesis 6; The Prediluvian Covenant. The effects of the Fall have become widespread ‘The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time’ (v5)So the Lord decided to ‘wipe mankind from the face of the earth - men and animals, land creatures and birds’ (v7) But Noah found favour in the God’s eyes, ‘Noah was a righteous man, blameless among the people of his time and he walked with God’ (v9)  So God tells Noah that he is going to destroy all people and instructs him to make an Ark to preserve Noah, his family and two of every living creature. ‘Everything on the earth will perish but I will establish my covenant with you’  (v18)

Because Noah was upright and walked with God (v9) then God would do something to save Noah when He (God) punished the whole world (v13,18). Noah had to do something, build the Ark and prepare it with food (v14-16). Note especially God's sovereignty and the particularistic universalism. (that is, God will destroy the whole world, yet save Noah alive because he was upright) It is also noteworthy, that the saving action of God depends on Noah's continued obedience, Noah had to build the Ark in accordance with God’s commands. Verse 20 tells us that Noah did everything just as God had commanded, in the face of evil for 120 years (v3) This covenant is with Noah but affects not only Noah, but his wife, his three sons and their wives and indeed the animals and birds that were to be preserved too.

After the Flood

Genesis 9 The Postdiluvian Covenant. The flood promised in Genesis 6 has happened. Noah, according to the promises, has been kept safe and now comes what Isaiah 54
 refers to as the ‘covenant of peace’.

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him:

“I now establish my covenant with you and with your descendants after you and with every living creature that was with you - the birds, the livestock and all the wild animals, all those that came out of the ark with you - every living creature on earth.

I establish my covenant with you: Never again will all life be cut off by the waters of a flood; never again will there be a flood to destroy the earth.”

And God said,

“This is the sign of the covenant I am making between me and you and every living creature with you, a covenant for all generations to come:

I have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. Whenever I bring clouds over the earth and the rainbow appears in the clouds, I will remember my covenant between me and you and all living creatures of every kind. Never again will the waters become a flood to destroy all life. Whenever a rainbow appears in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and all living creatures of every kind on the earth”

So God said to Noah,

“This is the sign of the covenant I have established between me and all life on the earth.”

 For the first time we can really flesh out the characteristics of a God-given covenant.

1. 
Conceived by God(v9)

2. 
Universal (all flesh (v10), the earth itself(v13-15))

3. 
Unconditional (v11) - rocks cannot argue or do right or wrong

4. 
Everlasting (v16)

5. God-given sign and seal (v4-16) - purpose is to remind God of His oath (see also Isa. 54:9)

In this case the whole covenant is totally monergistic, in fact there is no real partnership at all. The emphasis given to a sign and seal is very pronounced, more than half of the passage is given over to explaining and emphasising the rainbow. The rainbow is not merely a sign of God’s grace in making the promise. It is a seal in that it is a permanent guarantee that whenever we see a rainbow, looking through it from the other side is a God who has promised us that He has guaranteed that He will never again destroy the world in this way.

Abraham

Genesis 12-22:  The Abrahamic Covenant. I have included here under one heading the various statements of God’s promises to Abraham: The call of Abraham in chapter 12, the explanation and making of the covenant in chapter 15, the confirmation of the covenant in chapter 17 with the giving of the sign and seal and the restatement of the covenant after the testing of Abraham in chapter 22. I think it is worthwhile outlining the various sections here:

Gen. 12:Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.


I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you


I will make your name great and you will be a blessing


I will bless those who bless you and whoever curses you I will curse;


and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.

Gen. 15:(Abram questions how he can become a great nation when he has no children)


Look at the heavens, count the stars, so shall your offspring be


Abram believed the Lord and He credited it to him as righteousness


(Abram then asks how he can know that he will receive the land and God makes a covenant with Abram by passing between the cut pieces of a heifer a goat and a ram. God gives Abram a prophesy of the sojourn in Egypt and the Exodus from Egypt and the taking of the land of Canaan, explaining to Abram that the time is not yet ripe for the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached full measure)

Gen. 17:I am God Almighty; walk before me and be blameless.


I will confirm my covenant between me and you and I will greatly increase your numbers


As for me, my covenant is with you:


You will be the father of many nations. No longer are you to be called Abram (exalted father) your name will be Abraham (father of many) for I have made you a father of many nations. I will make you very fruitful; I will make nations of you, and kings will come from you.


I will establish my covenant as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your descendants after you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of your descendants after you.


The whole land of Canaan, where you are now an alien I will give as an everlasting possession to you and your descendants after you; and I will be their God.

As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to come


This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep. Every male among you shall be circumcised. You are to undergo circumcision and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and you.


... 


My covenant in your flesh is to be an everlasting covenant. Any uncircumcised male, who has not been circumcised in the flesh, will be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.


...


(re the yet to be born Isaac) I will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his descendants after him.

Gen. 22 (After the provision of the ram to be sacrificed in the place of Isaac)


So Abraham called that place ‘The Lord will provide’ and to this day it is said ‘On the mountain of the Lord it will be provided’

“I swear by myself, declares the Lord, that because you have done this and not withheld your son, your only son, 


I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars of the sky and as the sand on the seashore. 


Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies


and through you, all nations of the earth will be blessed because you have obeyed me”

 If we use the pattern which emerged in Gen. 9 we can see that this covenant in each and all of its restatements originates with God (12:1, 15:1, 17:1, 22:1 and 22:11), is universal (12:3, 22:18,), irrevocable, (15:13, 17,16, 22:16), it involves a self maledictory oath (15:8ff - for the importance of this see above and Hebrews. 6:22ff), it is everlasting (17:7) and has a God-given sign and seal (17:11). It appears to have conditions --’Go’ in 12:1, ‘believe’ (by implication in 15:6 and explicitly in 22:18) ‘be obedient’ in 17:1 and ‘keep the covenant’ in 17:9 by ‘doing’ the sign - that is, circumcision of all males. The NIV translation ‘you must keep my covenant’ is probably better translated (as KJV) ‘you shall keep my covenant’. Even here, there is a promise that it is God who will do it. I will explain this more fully later, but the issue of circumcision was always understood by those who were truly God’s people to involve circumcision of the heart and a knowledge that the circumcision of the heart was a work of God. 

As a parenthesis, It is also worth noting at this point the relationship between ‘belief’ and ‘disobedience’ as expressed in Hebrews 3. 

Heb 3:16: Who were those who heard and rebelled? Were they not those whom Moses led out of Egypt?


And with whom was he angry for forty years? Was it not those who sinned and whose bodies fell in the desert?


And to whom did God swear that they would never enter his rest if not those who disobeyed?


So, we see that they could not enter because of their unbelief.

In God’s eyes, disobedience and unbelief are the same thing. ‘disobedience’ is ‘hearing and rebelling’ , ‘sinning’ and ‘unbelief’; or conversely, ‘unbelief’ is ‘disobedience’, ‘hearing and rebelling’ and ‘sinning’. Quite clearly here, what is not at issue is unbelief as doubt, but unbelief as a conscious refusal to believe. In other places it is made quite clear that humanity is responsible for drawing the correct conclusions from the evidence that we are given. In the New Testament, Jesus chides his disciples ‘O ye of little faith’ because they were afraid of the storm on the lake, yet they should have known they were safe because of the evidence they already had of who he is. Paul in Romans 1 says that humanity is without excuse because creation displays God’s divine power and majesty, and goes on to say that they know that sinful actions deserve death, yet continue to do them and approve of others doing them. In Romans 2 he says that humanity is without excuse because by making moral judgements on others we also judge ourselves. Note also the verses following the best-loved verse in the bible, John 3:16, which clearly indicate that the evidence is clear, and that we are responsible for our assessment of that evidence, and what we choose to believe

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whosoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his son into the world to condemn the world but to save the world through him.

Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only son. This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. 

Everyone who does evil hates the light and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be plainly seen that what he has done has been done through God.
We must be clear about doubt and unbelief. Yes, we are responsible to weigh the evidence and make the correct judgements about the evidence. But we do not have a religion of works. We have a relationship with a God who is ever ready to respond to those who say ‘I believe, help me in my unbelief’(doubt) Unbelief is a rebellion, a refusal to listen. Doubt is not unbelief, doubt is a weakness of belief. 

Returning to the Abrahamic covenants: There are some new elements to see in these passages: The covenant is made with Abraham for the race, he stands in some sort of representative position (see Hebrews 7:5) as a federal head of all those who will believe. Paul in Romans 4 exegetes this more fully, and further explains the promise as being fulfilled by Jesus in Galatians 3

Another new element is that the irrevocability is on God's part, the covenant can be broken - by the simple (!!) expedient of man refusing the sign. This very factor of potentially refusing the sign seems to imply that conditions are set; that is, that man has to do something, notably apply the sign and accept the covenant 'walk before me and be righteous' (17:1) There are two separate parts to the promise and therefore of the sign.

The first is of a spiritual nature, 'I will be a God to you and your seed' (17:7) 'All nations will be blessed in you' (22:18) and this Spirit oriented promise has a spiritual sign, that of obedience. (we shall see later that the requisite circumcision is of the heart (Deut 30:6) and it is this that God will do.)

There is also a temporal promise with reference to the land (15:18, 17:8), which is also, or rather, more particularly, made to the unborn seed. It has a physical sign and seal; circumcision of the male children. The fact that the covenant can be broken by refusal to be circumcised has interesting concepts. It is impossible to conceive an eight-day-old baby refusing the sign, so, in this sense, every parent has covenantal (or federal) responsibility for their children. Also, it is difficult to imagine that God was referring to the relatively few proselytes who would be incorporated in the future, but even if He were, the result is the same: The main thrust of obedience to accepting the physical sign is on the spiritual aspect and not the temporal. In effect God is saying ' If you cannot accept the sign, then you cannot walk uprightly' In fact, the refusal to accept the physical sign must itself have a symbolic reference, in that nearly all male children would be circumcised in reality. The net result of this fact is to reinforce the spiritual nature of the whole covenant, and as such restore the totality of the divine monergism. It is God who circumcises the heart.

Passover

Exodus 2-12: The Mosaic Passover Covenant. I have never seen this called a covenant, but it is undoubtedly separate from the Siniatic Covenant and exhibits most of the elements that we associate with covenants. It itself has reference to the earlier covenants and sees itself as being at least a partial fulfilment of them (3:16-17, 6:4-8, and Psalm 105) I have included it in a section of its own because of its relationship to the sacrifice of our Passover Lamb, and the institution of the Lord's Supper.

It exhibits all the earlier characteristics associated with covenants. In fact, it is seen as a partial fulfilment of the covenants made with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (2:24 and many others, for example 12:25) because they are His people - God’s message to Pharaoh  was “let my People go”. It has the same Promise: 'I will be your God, you will be my people and I will be with you'. The dominant element of the whole story is that God was doing something for His people that they could not do for themselves. The conditions are, you eat (12:8), you remember (12:14), you be separated to God (12:16) with nothing unclean about you (12:19) It can be broken as could the Abrahamic covenant, with the same result, - you get cut off (12:19). The specific sign is again a bloody one (12:13) and the whole complex concludes with the sign and seal, the memory meal, with a specific instruction for all generations -and the children must be told what it is about (12:26)

Sinai and Hebron - the Mosaic Law - Deuteronomy

Exodus. 19-24 The Siniatic Covenant. All the previous elements are present, the promise 'I am your God' (20:2), and the whole passage is there because not only is He their God, but specifically because the people are His people. He also promises to be with them (e.g. 23:12) the sign is blood (24:8) when Moses, prefiguring the New Covenant says of the blood of a bull ‘this is the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these words’ This covenant has continuity backward ‘I have bought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery’ (20:2) and forward into the 'promised' land (20:12). It is an example of divine sovereignty mediated through Moses as a representative of the people and is to all the nation, expanding outwards to all the world. Where it is really different is that the element of obedience is very much to the fore. This appears to be a synergistic covenant rather than, as the pattern was suggesting, monergistic.

Before I attempt to deal with that problem, I wish to include the next covenant as it is very similar.

Deuteronomy

Deuteronomy 1-34 The Deuteronomic Covenant. While being very similar to the Siniatic Covenant, especially in its insistence on obedience, continuity is stressed as a duty, so children have to be taught (6,11,31) The centre of the covenant is 'He will make you holy, as He swore, if you walk in His ways’ (28:9) and the choice is clearly before them, blessings or curses (28), choose life or death (30:15) 

Most older critics considered Deuteronomy as a 'priestly rewrite' written at the time of Josiah's reform in 622BC, possibly written earlier in prototype - say from about 750BC onward. Some e.g. Noth considered that it was written in post-exilic times. Such a position is only tenable by ignoring the cultures of the Ancient near East.

 Meldenhall in 1954 demonstrated that Ex 20 and Josh 24 are completely compatible with what we know of 1300-1400BC Suzerainty treaties between a king and his people. Treaties wherein a king binds himself and promises to be a king and to rule his people, and the people acknowledge the king as their king.

Kleine and Kitchen consider Deuteronomy in total very definitely fits this pattern too. A single legal document with the following elements.


1) Preamble (1:1-5)

 
2) Historic prologue (1:6-4:end)


3) Stipulations (Basic 5-11, Detailed 12-26,)


4) Deposit Text 31:9,Periodic Publication 31:14-15


5) Witnesses (31:14-23,32:1-47,31:26,30)


6) Curses (28:15-64) and Blessings (28:1-14)


7) Oath (27)


8) Ceremony


9) Procedures against Contract-breakers

While it is possible to explain the emphasis and a requirement for obedience in the Siniaitic and Deuteronomic covenants (and the retaking of the covenant under Joshua at Shechem in Joshua 24) in the same way as I suggested above for the Abrahamic Covenant -  that the real obedience is not external but from the heart (10:16) and it is God who will circumcise the heart (30:6) - I think that there is another way of casting light on this question.

Review: conditions or nature?

Let us pause at this point and evaluate what we have discovered about covenants and then return to the earlier covenants and apply that knowledge to them. The covenant characteristics that we have discovered are:

Conceived and instituted by God

Universal in scope

Irrevocable

Everlasting

They have a God-given sign and/or seal as a guarantee

May be given through a representative or federal head

Conditional in some sense (in that although irrevocable, its conditions may be broken, and then the self-maledictory curses may be invoked rather than the benefits or blessings)

If we attempt to evaluate Genesis 3 in the light of these characteristics, we can see that it is God instituted, unlimited in scope, irrevocable and no time-scale is mentioned. As far as a sign or seal is concerned, I do not think we can see one. One could regard the promise itself as a sign, but then there would be no promise. 

Is it conditional? (in the sense that men can break it) Here, I think that the answer is 'Yes'. The promise is made through the seed of the woman. She could have frustrated God's purposes by refusing to have children! 

In this fact is, I think, the key to our understanding of the conditional nature of covenants. For Eve to have refused to bear children would have been for her to deny her very nature, to deny what she had been created for in Genesis 1. The motherhood of Eve and the Fatherhood of Adam are given before the Fall at creation itself. They are what is called in theological terms ‘Creation Ordinances’. It is quite clear from the curse, which Adam and Eve bought upon themselves by their disobedience, that there would be no children - ‘in the day that you eat of it you shall die’. Yet the relationship between Adam and Eve and the bearing of children, while corrupted as a result of the Fall was carefully re-established by God after the Fall. 

I think that we really have to take note of this. Adam was considered as a federal head who failed, and in him, his posterity. (see Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Tim 2:13ff) The very fact that God re-established the possibility of children and childhood is very significant. On the one hand, 'In the day that you eat of it you shall surely die'; on the other hand, 'I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed' The contrast between 'die' and 'seed' is very marked.
 I may be overstating this contrast, but my major point remains valid, which is, that Eve could have frustrated the promise, but only at the expense of her own nature. 

In this sense then even the 'protevangelium' is conditional. 

Of course this is not what we normally mean by the word 'conditional', but I think that we can make a minor breakthrough on the covenants if the 'conditions' of the covenants are re-evaluated in this way. The covenants become unambiguously monergistic if the 'conditions' become 'be what you have been made to be, that is, a child of God'. 

I will try to clarify this by an image taken from Kant. Envisage an ice-cube sitting in a wine glass. From the point of view of the wine glass the ice-cube is ugly and misshapen, yet it cannot fulfil a command to fill and take the shape of the wine glass. To be able to do that it needs externally applied heat to melt it. Then by nature it fulfils the command and fills the wine glass. Similarly, we were created to fill a certain role, but since the fall we have been frozen into an ugly and twisted shape. No command to fulfil our role has any possibility of success without the externally applied heat of God's election and empowering Spirit. If we accept this, then we become unfrozen and enjoy the perfect freedom of being what we are created for. Of course, the analogy is limited, ice-cubes do not have sin whereby they can refuse the heat, and water does not have residual sin, but I think the image is helpful.

If we apply this concept, that the commands of the covenants are to be consistent with what we are, then the promise of the covenant becomes that we will be empowered to be consistent. This clearly fits each of the covenants that we have looked at so far, with the possible exception of the Prediluvian Covenant of Genesis 6. In fact, not only do the commands become statements about the nature of regenerate man, but the curses also become a good fit with the pattern in Rom. 1:26 'God gave them over' - as C. S. Lewis put it in the 'Great Divorce', "If you will not say 'Thy will be done' then there comes a point at which God will say sadly 'OK, have it your own way, Your will be done; - for ever and ever."

Covenant breakers in Jeremiah

This is clearly Jeremiah’s view too. Or rather, it is God’s view. Those who break the covenant are unnatural. It is hard to really get the flavour of Jeremiah 4 - 13, and I ask you to read these chapters before carrying on. Here though, is a sample.

3:21 ... they have perverted their ways and have forgotten the Lord their God

4:5 .... I thought (of the leaders)... surely they know the way of the Lord, the requirements of their God. But with one accord they too had broken off the yoke and torn off the bonds

5:21....Hear this you foolish and senseless people who have eyes but do not see, who have ears but who do not hear

6:10 .. To whom can I speak and give warning? Who will listen to me? Their ears are closed (uncircumcised) so that they cannot hear. The word of the Lord is offensive to them.

6:15 ...  Are they ashamed of their loathsome conduct? No, they do not even know how to blush.

8:4 ...
When men fall down, do they not get up? When a man goes away, does he not return? Why then have these people turned away? ...... 
..... Even the stork in the sky knows her appointed seasons, and the dove, the swift and the thrush observe the time of their migration. But my people do not know the requirements of the Lord

11:7..
Listen to the terms of the covenant and follow them.....I kept telling them....’Obey me’ But they did not listen or pay attention, instead they followed the stubbornness of their evil hearts

12:8 ..
My inheritance has become like a lion in the forest, she roars at me; therefore I hate her

13:23.
Can an Ethiopian change his skin, or a leopard its spots? Neither can you do good who are accustomed to doing evil

The continuing feeling and lament of Jeremiah is a horror and amazement at the unnaturalness of what Judah, God’s own people, were doing.  Even the birds know their times and seasons, but these people cannot and will not and actively will not to understand what is happening. Their ears, designed for hearing, are stopped up. Their eyes, designed for seeing are blind. They should be obeying the covenant and being the people of the living God, instead, they are so practised at doing evil that it has become second nature to them and they even roar at God.

Bearing this in mind, I will quickly evaluate the other Old Testament Covenants.

David, Solomon and Jereboam

2 Sam. 7:12-29  The Davidic Covenant. While not expressly called a covenant here, Psalm 89 refers to it as such. The promise is given by Nathan to David. God says that he has been their God and they have been His people and that He has been with them. In particular He has been David’s God and has been with him and given him success. God then promises to establish David’s house for him, and in particular promises not to take away His love from David’s son who will build a house for God. Then, looking forward God says ‘ Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever’ (7:16)

It emphasises the total security involved in Divine monergism. It refers to David's son, yet has an everlasting reference independent of the behaviour of the son. One thing that comes clearly into view here is the stream of consciousness that we call 'Messianic' is beginning to come into focus. The promise that the seed of the woman would bruise the serpent's head is beginning to be focused in onto one person - the Son of David who was great David's greater Lord (Psalm 110, see Luke 20:41-44)

8) 1 Kings 9:4-9 The Solomonic Covenant

9) 1 Kings 11:31-39 The Covenant with Jereboam

I have chosen to deal with these two together because they exhibit one special characteristic: They are still freely offered by God, but these are 'conditional' covenants 'walk uprightly', which both men failed and broke the 'conditions' (1 King. 11:10, 13:33 respectively) There is one point that is made very clear here. These covenants were instituted, these men came under God's favour, yet they disobeyed and fell. (The covenant with Jereboam is itself part of the curse that falls on Solomon and his descendants because Solomon broke the covenant of chapter 8) Just because a covenant is in force, and you are included in it, does not, of itself, guarantee the blessings. In fact it may guarantee the curses. God has chosen to respect our individuality and makes us responsible for our actions. Another thing that must be emphasised here, is that these covenants are covenants with a king about the exercise of his kingship. We do not know, neither is it our business to know the state of their salvation. That is not at issue here. The ‘conditions’ are to be obedient. To exercise what should have been their natural obedience to God as kings and leaders of God’s people with especial responsibility as leaders responsible for the kingdom and the people of the Great King. They were to be kings, under God, of God’s kingdom and God’s people.

Isaiah and the Servant as Covenant

Isaiah 42-65 The Servant as the Covenant. Here we pick up and flesh out the Messianic theme which, while being a minor stream in the earlier covenants, really surfaced in the Davidic Covenant. The references here are to the Divine certainty of the coming of the suffering servant as a covenant of the people and a light to the gentiles (42:1), a gift of the Lord (49:8). Even if we do have to come and hear (55:3), the covenant is given anyway, the Son will come.

Jeremiah: The New Covenant

Jer. 31:31  The New Covenant announced, its keynote is heart obedience graciously ensured. As I am going to deal with this more completely later, I only note it here in passing

Hosea: the first covenant breaker

The reference to Adam in Hosea 6:7 ‘Like Adam they have broken the covenant’ Many have argued that ‘Adam’ here should be ‘adam’, that is, ‘man’ or that it refers to the city ‘Adam’ which was a small city East of the Jordan in Manassah where the Jabbok joins the Jordan, about 36 miles North of Jericho, now Tell ed-Damiyeh. (It is where the waters of the Jordan ‘piled up in heap’ to allow the Israelites under Joshua to cross the Jordan (Joshua 3:16) dry-shod). In the LXX ‘Adam’ in this verse is translated by ‘‘ (that is ‘man’)

I would argue against the city because we know so little about it, the verse in Joshua is the only other reference to it, and that is hardly about covenant breaking. I would also argue against ‘man’ in general, because that is inappropriate here. ‘man’ per se is not within a covenant relationship with God (Ephesians 3:12) ‘foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world’ There is only one way here in Hosea in which ‘adam’ meaning ‘man’ can be a covenant breaker and that is as all men included within a covenant through the first man, Adam, acting as their federal head. In which case, it matters little whether the translation be ‘man’ or ‘Adam’ because what is at issue is that Adam broke a covenant, and therefore it makes more sense to translate it ‘Adam’. Hence, I disagree with the LXX translation. This is surprising, rarely do we think of the prohibition against eating the fruit of the tree in Genesis 2 as being part of a covenant.

Upon reflection of what we now know about covenants, it however, fits well and fulfils the covenant requirements. It is unconditional, after all, what does a creator owe to His creation. It has a promise, I will give you everlasting life, I will walk with you and talk with you and be your God. It has ‘conditions’ - do not eat of the tree, but these can be seen in exactly the same way as before. Be being what I have created you to be. You are without sin, (a very good creation) you are to remain that way. It has a curse, ‘in the day that you eat of it you will die’ I also think that God walking with them in the cool of the evening may well have been the sign and seal of this covenant. We can only deduce what the promises might have been by considering the New Heavens and the New Earth in Revelation 21. But even this would be unwise. As in our own lives we cannot find out what might happen but only what will happen as we walk forward into the future, so we are not ever told what might-have-been. We are only told what happened and what was.

Old Covenant and New Covenant

The only difference between the 'Old' and 'New' Covenants is that with the accomplishment of the death of Christ, the 'New' Covenant is enabling. To try to understand this, we have to consider the whole flow of the book of Jeremiah. There are four points I wish to draw out. 

Firstly, that the people had totally failed to be what they should have been. 

Secondly, that their misunderstanding had to do with externalising religion and obeying only the outward show. Yet as I have pointed out before, it should always have been understood that what was at issue was a circumcised heart. 

Thirdly, that God promises to fulfil the covenantal promise by circumcising their hearts, just as he had promised originally with Abraham.

Fourthly, that the New Covenant deals with sin. ‘Deals with’ in the sense of overcoming the problems caused by sin.

Firstly, in Jer 4:10 Jeremiah charges God:

 ‘Ah, Sovereign Lord, how completely you have deceived the people and Jerusalem by saying ‘You will have peace’ yet there is a sword at our throats’

 The rest of chapter 4 and chapter 5 are God’s response: 

4:12 ‘Now I pronounce judgement against them’ 

4:18 ‘Your own conduct and actions have brought this upon you’ 

4:22 ‘My people are fools, they do not know me .... they do not know how to do good’ 

Chapter 5 - no-one does good ---and critically 

5:10 ‘these people do not belong to the Lord’ 

I have already given examples of this unnaturalness above.
 Both sets of quotations demonstrate that what is at issue here is that God’s own people had chosen the maledictions of the covenant by refusing to be what they should have been, the people of the Great King

Secondly, the externalising of religion. Jeremiah inveighs against  

idolatry, (e.g. 7 and 10); 

prostitution, (5:10) 

‘they are well fed lusty stallions each neighing for another’s wife’; 

profaning the Sabbath (17); 

denying God’s servants, the prophets, yet listening to those they wanted to 

 
(5:31) ‘the prophets prophesy lies and priests rule by their own authority and my people love it this way’ 

(6:19) ‘you have not listened to my words and have rejected my law. What do I care about incense from Sheba or sweet calamus from a distant land? Your offerings are not acceptable to me, your sacrifices do not please me’

and deceitfulness of heart. (9:8) 

‘With his mouth each speaks cordially to his neighbour, but in his heart he sets a trap for him’ (9:8)

Actually this second point is similar to the first above, by following false gods, denying the words of God and following their own desires, externalising their religion, without the heart actions that indicated a  true response to God they were in fact demonstrating that they had chosen the maledictions of the covenant.

The Law written on the heart

The third point, that God would circumcise their hearts is best seen prefigured earlier in Jeremiah.

Jer 3:16  ‘They will no longer say ‘the ark of the covenant of the Lord’ It will never enter their minds or be remembered; it will not be missed, nor will another one be made’ 

To understand the imagery in use here, we have to remember what the ark of the covenant was, where it was and what was in it. The ark of the covenant was the box in which were kept the two tablets of the Law, The two stones given by God to Moses on Mount Sinai on which were graved by the finger of God himself, the Ten commandments. The Siniaitic Covenant. This box was guarded by the two golden Cherubim who formed the mercy-seat. The very throne of God. The box itself was placed in the Holiest place in the very centre of the tabernacle and then in the Holiest place in Solomon’s temple. It was where God lived among his people, dwelling in the midst of them as they moved through the wilderness and conquered the land God had promised to them. When moved into Solomon’s temple it was where the shekinah glory of God was, in the very heart of the nation. God dwelt among his people.

What was in the Ark of the Covenant was the covenant itself - the law, written on two tablets of stone. What is the New Covenant of Jeremiah? The law written on our hearts. ‘I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts’ (31:33)

God dwelt in the Holiest place in the tabernacle and then by Jeremiah’s time in the temple, seated upon the Ark of the Covenant. Where does God dwell in the New Covenant? Where he always has promised to, ‘I will be their God and they will be my people’ (31:33) in the midst of his people, but more particularly, Paul tells us that we are the temple of the living God (2 Corinthians 6:16, where he quotes this as a fulfilment of the covenant promise ‘As God has said “I will live them and walk among them and I will be their God and they will be my people”’)  Jeremiah sees this same thing in a different way. ‘No longer will a man teach his neighbour or a man teach his brother saying “Know the Lord” because they will all know me from the least of them to the greatest’ (31:34) God dwelling with each one of his people.

In the New Covenant of Jeremiah, where God is (in the heart of the believer) is where the law is. True believers had always understood that true circumcision was the circumcision of the heart, a willing obedience to God. They had always understood that to obey the law meant that the law needed to be written on the heart of man. This is the wonderful promise of the New Covenant. That it was now possible, the law could be written on the heart, because God himself would write there. It is an Enabling Covenant, because the law is written on the heart. The Old Covenant with the law on stone led to something rather different, what is engraved on the heart is sin, not the law:

Jer. 17:1  
‘Judah’s sin is engraved with an iron tool,




inscribed with a flint point




On the tablets of their hearts’

This leads on to the fourth point, the New covenant deals with sin.

Sin dealt with

When I look at the sacrifice system of the Old Testament, in Leviticus, I am struck by the fact that it doesn’t deal with really serious sins. There are prescriptions for theft but not for murder, for extortion and lying but not for rebellion. Most of the sacrifices in fact are prefaced with some statement like ‘when a person commits a violation and sins unintentionally...’ there is not much provision for serious or intentional sin. God forbid that I should try and classify sin. All actions which miss the mark of God’s Holiness are transgressions worthy of judgement. The point I am trying to make is that actions regarded as quite common activities within our society such as killing a person by careless driving, sexual intercourse out of marriage and the raised hand of rebellion against parents, these things had no prescribed sacrifice in the Old Testament. The prescribed action in such cases was death. 

The sacrifice system was only in place for relatively minor offences and also as everyone should have known, you cannot pay for the sins of a man by the death of an animal (Hebrews 9:22 compared with 10:4). The Old Testament sacrifice system was merely a type or pattern of what was to be fulfilled in Jesus. 

Paul in Romans explains this another way (Rom. 7:10) 'The law which was intended to bring life actually bought death'  and then adds (Rom 8:3)  'For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by our sinful nature, God did by sending His Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin-offering'

This is the fourth point about the New Covenant in Jeremiah, God forgives the sins of his people (31:34) ‘For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sin no more’

Hebrews: towards the New Testament

Exegesis of Jeremiah’s New Covenant is the whole point of the whole of the book of Hebrews. God's promises remain sure because He Himself attests to them. To talk of the 'Old' having failed and having to be replaced by the 'New' is to leave us with the uncertainty. What reasons we have to believe and trust any more in the 'New' than the 'Old'?  The one major difference between the two covenants, is that with the 'Old' there was no way to gain forgiveness from sins, to make atonement with God. Not only do we have now an effectual method of expiation and of propitiation, in the sacrifice of Jesus but we now have the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit to enable us to fulfil the conditions - to be what we have been borne again to be, sons and daughters of the living God. And it is all promised in Jeremiah.

These are the Old Testament references to Covenants. I have tried to demonstrate that they are totally divinely monergistic, in that the God King conceives, institutes, promises, and guarantees them, providing a seal of everlasting universal covenantal relationship that depends only on our being what we were created to be. Our ability to fulfil this 'condition' is usually one of the promises included in the covenant itself. The dominant note in the Old Testament is of God's grace and patience. Beginning with Genesis 3 he patiently set aside the falling away of his people 
 and called them back to Himself
 It is this historical note that I now wish to emphasise. One of the dominant things that one notices about covenants is that whenever they are instituted they refer forward through the seed, and whenever they are referred to they are referred to through 'the covenant made with your fathers', or Abraham, or David. (e.g. Neh 9:6-37) God's way of looking at history is obviously through the covenants. This is one of the major sub-themes of the New Testament and its authors casually recognised the whole of history as being covenantal; Stephen's speech in Acts 7, is an obvious extended example, as of course is the subject discussed on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24) 

One final note as we move on to the New Testament: I said in the introduction when talking about the words used for covenant that in the Greek Lexicon by Bauer, Arndt and Gingrich the following statement is made

 'As a translation of berith in the LXX  loses the sense of 'will', testament' insofar as a  by God cannot require the death of the testator to make it operative. Nevertheless, another essential characteristic of a testament is retained, namely it is the declaration of one person's will, not the agreement between two parties like a compact or contract' 

I must challenge this now. This is incorrect; the whole point about the new covenant is that it only becomes an enabling covenant because of the death of Christ. The statement above misses the point completely. As it pointed out, the Older Testament word was used of a ‘will’ and in this meaning requires the death of a testator to make it operative. So this is another way of looking at the meaning of the word ‘covenant’. (berith or  That is,  to think of it as a will in the sense of ‘last will and testament’. It is a legal document as we have already seen, but now in the sense of a will, where a benefactor bequeaths possessions to other people in the event of his (the benefactor’s) death. The fathers of our language understood this, so we know the word of God in two ‘testaments’, the Old Testament and the New Testament. The Old Testament deals with the promises and the New Testament deals with the fulfilment. How the people of God inherit the kingdom of God when the Son of God dies. A dying God bequeaths to his people the free gift of eternal life as promised on oath in the will and testament he gave us so long ago. How else can we inherit the promises of the covenant save through the death of our testator God?

The New Testament

As we turn to the New Testament and review its references to the covenant, the first point that must be made is that consistently, the New Testament sees the coming of Jesus as the fulfilment of the Old Testament covenants. A few examples will suffice to demonstrate this

Jesus: the fulfilment of the Old Testament Covenants

Matthew 1:22 
an angel of the Lord announces the birth of Jesus to Joseph in a dream as fulfilling the promise that God would live with His people.


‘All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him ‘Immanuel’ which means “God with us.”’

Luke 1:30 -33  
at the Annunciation to Mary the angel Gabriel refers to the promise to David


‘You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.’
Luke 1:46 -55  
in the Magnificat Mary relates her joy to the promise to Abraham and his seed.


‘From now on all generations will call me blessed ..........


He has helped his Servant Israel remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever, even as he said to our fathers’

Luke 1:68-79  
Zachariah prophesied about Jesus in reference both to the Davidic and to the Abrahamic Covenants.


‘He has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David (as He said through His holy prophets of long ago), salvation from our enemies and from the hands of all who hate us - to show mercy to our fathers and to remember His holy covenant, the oath which He swore to our father Abraham’.


Luke 4:18 - 21  
Jesus accepts the promises in Isaiah as referring to himself


‘unrolling the scroll he found the place where it is written (Isiah 61:1-2)


“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because He has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.


He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners, and recovery of sight for the blind, and to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour”


rolling up the scroll he sat down and said 


“Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing”’

Acts 2:17- 36 
Peter's Pentecost speech refers back to Old Testament prophecy being fulfilled but particularly (for this purpose) to God's oath to David.


‘.... the patriarch David died and was buried and his tomb is here to this day. But he was a prophet and knew that God had promised him on oath that he would place one of his descendants on his throne. Seeing what was ahead he spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to the grave, nor did his body see decay. God has raised this Jesus to life and we are all witnesses of this fact.


....


God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ’

Acts 7
Stephen's speech reviews history from a covenantal viewpoint referring to Abraham (v5), Moses (v37) and David (v46). He points out that the Jew's problem has all too often been that they did not have circumcised hearts (v51) and now they have crucified Jesus

v4-8 
refers to the covenant promises re the land and the covenant of circumcision made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob

v17
God was about to fulfil the promise to Abraham re the land

v37
Moses promises ‘God will send you a prophet like me’

v45
‘You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers! You always resist the Holy Spirit!’

Acts 26:6
Paul in his defence to King Agrippa says that he is being tried because of the promise God made to the fathers.


‘And now it is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today.’

Romans 9:4
The covenants are Israel's (as are the adoption, the glory, the giving of the Law, the service of God and the promises) Paul then delimits the recipients; not Abraham's seed (Ishmael), but Isaac - that is the children of the promise, not the children of the flesh. Again, not Esau but Jacob - that is, it is those whom God chooses.

v25
Quoting Hosea which uses the same language as that of the covenant promises


‘I will call then ‘my people’ who are not my people


I will call he ‘my loved one’ who is not my loved one’

 Paul goes on to say Israel did not attain the righteousness of the Law because they sought it not of faith, but as it were , by works (v32) - In Romans 4, using the Genesis 15 covenant, Paul has already pointed out that those who believe God, like Abraham, to them, God Credits righteousness. So here in chapter 9 he says that they (the Jews) made a mistake in pursuing it as though it were a covenant of works.

Romans 11:27
Paul renews the promise of the Jeremiahic New covenant to Israel.


‘and so all Israel will be saved as it is written


“The deliverer will come to Zion and will turn godlessness away from Jacob


and this is my covenant with them when I take away their sins”’

Actually Paul is quoting Isaiah here (59:20-21), which merely shows that the ‘New Covenant’ of Jeremiah was not so new or different from the old covenant after all. Accepting normal evangelical dating, Isaiah was writing between 739 BC and 681 BC. Jeremiah was not called to be a prophet until 627 BC and chapter 31 (the announcement of the New Covenant) was probably written to those in exile, that is after 605 BC when the first of the exiles, including the young Daniel, were taken and most likely later than this, - after the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC. This means that the Isaiah quotation Paul uses here is probably about a hundred years earlier than the Jeremiahic new covenant. 

The ‘New Covenant of Jeremiah’ appears to have preceded Jeremiah by that 100 years at least!

I think it predates it by far more than that, right back to Genesis 3. Quite clearly the understanding of the Old Testament believer was always that God would have to be the one who acted, forgiving sins and making righteous, because the people themselves are incapable in their very nature. It was Judaism, not Jews, who misunderstood their law and tried to obey it ‘not of faith but, as it were, by works’. It was Judaism, not Jews who forgot the prologue to the ten commandments. ‘I am the Lord your God who has rescued you, you are my people: therefore...’  and tried to say that the ‘therefore’ was there for showing them how to become the people of God.

Inheritance

Galatians 3 - 4
Paul demonstrates that the Law did not annul the promise and that Christ is the promised seed of Abraham. He uses two different Old Testament covenant passages (Genesis 15 and Genesis 12) to adduce that the gospel of Jesus is announced in advance to Abraham as the covenant promise.


‘Consider Abraham: “He believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness.” Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham. The scripture foresaw that God would justify the gentiles by Faith, and announced the Gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed through you”. So those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith.’

Paul then goes on to contrast the Abrahamic and Siniatic covenants (Promise and Law), pointing out that anyone who attempts to live by the Law, that is, to rely on the law without faith, brings upon themselves the maledictions of the law.


‘All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written (in the Deteronomic Covenant - Deut. 27:26) “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.’

The next part of the argument points out that a law cannot annul a properly established will. And the Abrahamic covenant is properly established because it refers to Jesus, and that the law cannot affect that - especially not retroactively

.


‘Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as no-one can set aside or add to a human covenant (will or testament) that has been duly established, so it is in this case. The promises were spoken to Abraham and his seed. Scripture does not say ‘and to seeds’ which means many, it says ‘and to your seed’ which means one person, who is Christ.


What I mean is this: The Law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do away with the promise. For if the inheritance depends on the law, then it no longer depends on a promise; but God, in His grace, gave it to Abraham through a promise.

Paul then deals with the Law. His major point here is ‘God is One’, that the person who made the promise and the person who made the law is the same person, and as a result, the Law is not opposed to the Promise. Rather, it is actually part of the fulfilment of the promise, because people needed to be kept safe in order to be saved. To be able to receive salvation people needed to be imprisoned until the coming of the promised person, the one who brings the promised salvation. The other point about God’s singularity, is that the promise refers to the singular ‘seed’
 who is to come, but that the promise also is to all who will have faith and who will be saved by faith, but the many need to be kept safe until the singular comes.


‘What then was the purpose of the Law? It was added because of transgressions until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come. The law was put into effect through angels by a mediator. A mediator, however, does not represent just one party, but God is one.


Is the Law, therefore, opposed to the promise of God? Absolutely not! For if a law had been given that could impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by the law. But the scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin so that what was promised, being given by faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe. Before this faith came, we were held prisoners by the law, locked up until faith should be revealed. So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ’

Paul goes on to use another image for the law, that of the pedagogue, the slave who is put in charge of the children of a household specifically to ensure that they receive the education they need. When the child grows up and receives the inheritance, he no longer needs the pedagogue. The point about the promise is that it is now applied to those who believe, because they have become sons, and therefore heirs of the promise.


‘If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise. What I am saying is that as long as an heir is a child, he is no different from a slave, although he owns the whole estate. He is subject to guardians and trustees until the time set by his father....... But when the time had fully come, God sent His son, born of a woman, born under the Law, to redeem those under the Law that we might receive the full rights of sons. Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out ‘Abba, Father’
 So, you are no longer a slave but a son; and since you are a son, God has made you also an heir.

To avoid accusations of sexism or sexism in language, I must point out that reference to ‘sons’ rather than ‘persons’ (or should it be ‘persons and perdaughters’?) on my part throughout this document is frequently a convenience to avoid extensive and impenetrable verbiage. In one sense this is not merely my defence, it is what the bible says. Paul had greater ‘personal correctness’ problems than mere sexism to deal with, he had six categories to include, male, female, slave, free, Jew and Pagan and he deals with them earlier in this passage 

There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ 
However, there is another very significant point at issue here: The use of ‘sons’ in Gal. 4.6 is much more than a ‘convenience’.  Many people might take offence at using the masculine word 'sons' rather than 'children' of God.  Of course, it is quite right to talk of our being children - many texts do (e.g. John 1.12).   But; if we are too quick to correct the Biblical language we shall miss the revolutionary nature of what Paul is saying.  In many (not all) ancient cultures, daughters could not inherit property.  Therefore, 'son' was a legal status forbidden to women.  But the gospel tells us we are all sons of God in Christ - both Greek and Jew, both male and female, both slave and free (3.28).  
If we don't let Paul say to women - in Christ, you too are sons - we miss how radical a claim this is. 
There was a Graeco-Roman (but not Jewish
) legal process in which a childless wealthy man could take one of his servants and adopt him.  When that occurred, he ceased to be a slave and received all the financial and legal privileges within the estate and outside in the world as the son and heir.  Though by birth and nature he is a slave without a relationship with the father, he now receives the legal status of son.  It is a remarkable statement. 
Two quotes from Francis Lyall 
 explores some of the difference in status that results: 
The profound truth of Roman adoption was that the adoptee was taken out of his previous state and placed in a new relationship of son to his new father.... All his old debts are cancelled, and in effect the adoptee started a new life as part of his new family....
On the one hand, the new father owned all the new offspring's property, controlled his personal relationships, and had the rights of discipline.  On the other hand, the father was liable for the actions of the adoptee, and each owed the other reciprocal duties of support and maintenance.  
The use of ‘sons’ then points to a legal relationship in which all Christians, men and women, slave or free, Jew or Greek are heirs. In the context of the Covenant this is an amazing declaration that all people may receive the inheritance which comes to those who believe because of the death of Christ. To insist on gender inclusive language here is to risk cutting our sisters in Christ out of the Covenental inheritance. Fortunately, God is not ‘hung up’ as we are on seeming to be just. He just is just.
Paul then uses an allegory
 comparing and contrasting Ishmael, born of Abraham to Hagar, and Isaac, born of Abraham to Sarah, to explain that the Siniatic covenant is one of bondage. When Abraham tried to gain an heir by legal means, he failed - he seemed to have succeeded in that Ishmael was born, but the true heir of the promise is the result of God’s own promise. So, attempts to obey the Siniatic Covenant as a work (in our own strength) and not by faith will fail. This statement underlines my contention that the conditions of the Law are not truly conditions on that they cannot be kept without the help of God. Paul goes on to say that the attempt to obey the law this way actually leads to opposition to faith.

‘Are you not aware of what the Law says - Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman and one by the free. His son by the slave woman was born in the ordinary way, but his son by the free woman was born as the result of a promise.

Now, these thing may be taken as an allegory, for the women represent two covenants. One covenant is from Mount Sinai and bears children who are to be slaves. This is Hagar.

......

Now you brothers, are children of promise. At that time the son born in the ordinary way persecuted the son born by the power of the Spirit. It is the same now. But what does the scripture say? “Get rid of the slave woman and her son, for the slave woman’s son will never share in the inheritance with the free woman’s son.” Therefore brothers, we are not children of the slave woman but of the free.’

Ephesians 2:12
:Paul shows that the gentiles were strangers to the covenants and without God., but now they have Jesus Christ ... because they now have access through the Spirit to the Father, and so are fellow-citizens with the saints, in whom God dwells by His Spirit. That is, it is the Holy Spirit who applies the covenants to men. Note, that the covenant promises ‘I will be your God, you will be My people and I will dwell in the midst of you’ are being fulfilled.

To summarise this review, the whole of the New Testament is consistent in its witness that Jesus is the fulfilment of all the covenants. It is noticeable that when referring to the Old Testament, the writers of the New make reference far more extensively than merely those passages that I reviewed in the earlier chapters. This is because the whole of the Old Testament points forward to Jesus and a complete review would require a bible study of the whole. We often wish that we had Jesus’ own exegesis from the Emmaus road ‘ beginning with Moses and all the prophets He explained to them what was said in all the scriptures concerning Himself’. Of course, we have that exegesis! In the writing of the New Testament. A study of that is also beyond the scope of this article.

Hebrews is the most important book in the Bible on the relationship between the Old and the New Testaments. It emphasises how Jesus Christ is the fulfilment of the Old Testament and views the goal of the Siniatic Covenant as being achieved by its commands being written on the hearts of God’s people. It has more about biblical prophecy than any other New Testament book excepting Revelation. 45% (137 of 303) of its verses have to do with prediction and prophecy and the overwhelming majority of these are direct reference to or citation of Old Testament verses. This book points out that not only is He the fulfilment of the covenants, He is the substance of them too. The Old Testament ordinances and history point to Him as patterns or 'types' of what the real thing was to be. For example, this explains the Isaiah references to the servant Himself being the covenant.

As I pointed out at the end of the Old Testament section, this view of a covenant as a will is consistent with the meaning of the word in Greek. The word diatheke can also mean a will, as can the word 'testament' (as in the phrase 'the last will and testament') The book of Hebrews makes the point that you only receive the promises of a will or testament upon the death of the testator. The dying God bequeaths to his people an inheritance of righteousness; the Law is written on our hearts and the Holy Spirit enables us to be obedient.
 This is also totally consistent with the understanding of covenants which I have been reviewing here, and is confirmed by those passages which speak of our inheritance.
  This is as good a point as any to take a longer look at the New Covenant or ‘New Testament’ where it is found in the books of the New Testament.

The New Covenant

References to the New Covenant occur twice in the records of the institution of the Lord's Supper. (Luke 22:20 and 1 Cor. 11:25) The other two witnesses (Matt. 26:28 and Mark 14:24) do not use the word 'new'.  Many of the 'old' covenants were sealed in blood, - Abrahamic circumcision, Passover door-posts, Siniatic sacrifices (Ex. 26:6) and the whole of the sacrificial system, and these were continuing bloody seals. 

What I mean by ‘continuing’ is that they were to be repeated. Every male child was to be circumcised. The Passover was to be remembered every year. The Levitical Sacrifices were a regular event. Even Yom Kippur, the ‘Day of Atonement’ had to be repeated. Ib complete contrast, the blood of the 'new' covenant was shed once for all with the death of Jesus and so, for us today, the signs and seals of the new covenant are bloodless. 

The book of Hebrews carefully points out that the blood of the Son was the master copy of which all the others were mere pale prefiguring. The reality is that they served to point forward to the true blood, the real sacrifice, which was that blood and that sacrifice by which all believers have always been saved. There is only one way to be saved, through Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today and forever (Heb.13:8). 

2 Cor. 3:6 speaks of the ministry of  the new covenant and relates it to the ministry of the Spirit of Life (v6), the ministry of righteousness (v9) and the ministry of liberty (v17) What is mainly in view is that the believer is changed into His (Jesus') image by the Spirit of the Lord. 

As a summary statement, we need to notice that Christ is the originator of the covenant, (Heb 12:2), the mediator of the covenant (Heb 8:6, 9:15, 12:24), the executor and guarantor (Heb 7:22) and the one who causes the Holy Spirit to make the believer experience the life which the new covenant brings (2 Cor 3:18)


‘And we who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s Glory, are being transformed into His likeness with every increasing glory, which comes from the Lord who is the Spirit’
The unity between the two testaments is further demonstrated by the consistency of the promise; 

'To be God to you and your generations after you'  

(Gen. 17:7, Ex. 19:5, Deut. 29:13, 2 Sam. 7:14, Jer. 31:31, Heb 8:10 and as a final note to history Rev 21:3) 

The good news 'I will dwell with you and be your God and you will be My people' was the same to Abraham (John 8:56, Gal. 3:8) to the Hebrews (Eph. 1:12) as it is to us now and forever (Rev 21:4). 

The mediator was the same (John 14:6 makes it quite clear; 'no-one comes to the Father but by me') 

The 'conditions' were the same: 'Abraham believed and it was credited to him as righteousness' (Gen. 15:6) Rom 4:2 points out that this is exactly the same for us, in fact that this is how Abraham becomes the father of all who believe - all the heirs of righteousness. Heb.4:2 and 11:9 point out that what they (the Old Testament believers) and we both need is faith in our hearts. 

Is there a ‘Curse’ in the New Covenant?

Yes, John 3 16-21 --- ignore who Jesus is at your peril

I think that the evidence is more than enough to confirm that there is only one covenant, but because it is convenient to refer to different dispensations of that one covenant by the name 'covenant' prefixed with some identifier (such as 'Abrahamic' or 'New') I will continue to do so. Let us now turn to those to whom this covenant applies.

 The People of God

Who is included?

Who are the people of God?  The obvious answer is: Those who accept the covenant and walk uprightly before God. That answer while being obviously true, is much too sweeping and requires explanation. It also begs the question - which may be, may not be the same question; Who is in the covenant?

The problem as explained in the preceding biblical review chapters is that humankind is fallen and cannot walk uprightly before God. As Paul says ‘Scripture sentences everyone to imprisonment under the authority of sin’ (Gal 3:22 - literal translation) and expands that in Romans 3:

‘We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are under sin.

As it is written:


“There is no one righteous, not even one


There is no one who understands, no one who seeks God


All have turned away, they have together become worthless


There is no one who does good, not even one”’ 
Even the attempt to walk uprightly before God by obeying some set of laws is sinful when done in one's own strength, for the heart of man is hard and unyielding stone on which is engraved our sinful acts rather than the laws of God. Unless God himself both writes His laws upon our hearts and dwells within us enabling us to respond, then we are incapable of the requisite obedience. God has given us a way whereby individual humans may inherit these required enabling conditions. 

As with all inherited possessions, receipt of them depends on the death of the testator. ‘Without Jesus no-one comes to the Father’ thus strictly becomes a truism - that is, a self-evident statement that is not worth making. The point I am making here is that had He not died then there would be nothing to inherit. Also, as he was the ‘only one of his kind’ (monogeneis - ‘only begotten’) it had to be that one particular person. This understanding enhances the whole theology of the incarnation. Only the ‘Son-of-God’ who is God Himself can be the one who can die and be the testator whose death enables others to inherit. Of course, this is the absolute truth. ‘Without Jesus, no-one comes to the Father’ The reason it is the absolute truth is because in God’s mercy He has found a way to enable humanity to come; - by leaving us a bequest in His will, and there is no other way. He is the Way. He is the Truth. He is the Life. Hebrews warns us that there can be no other sacrifice to achieve this end. Quite logically, if we have inherited, then there can be no-one else to die for us. We are now in the position of writing our own wills.

 The essence of covenant theology, if I understand it properly, is that God wishes to relate to man whom He created in His own image and has provided a way of renewing fallen man in that image, so that men and women can once again walk before Him as they did in Eden. Having provided the covenant as His means of renewing and regenerating mankind, we can affirm that in the divine economy God works through this mode. That is a theological way of saying that God works through the method that He has provided. Actually, it means more than that. If there were another way, then who could imagine why God should have ‘So loved the world that He sent his only Son to die for us’.  Jesus himself prayed in Gethsemane, ‘If there is another way...’ but there was no other way.  Consequently, we can safely say that God only elects through His covenant of grace. Those currently outside the covenant of grace must needs be bought in. 

In the Old Testament times this was done for His people through the covenants; and for outsiders by bringing them into the national covenant. There are rules for bringing strangers in. They could never become ‘real’ Jews, but they could partake of the national life if they became circumcised. Others came in too, I have already looked at the Gibeonites in Joshua, and for example, Rahab and Ruth, technically 'strangers to the covenants' were bought in. (They were, in fact specifically excluded because they were, respectively, a prostitute of a nation which was to be destroyed, and a Moabite - who were ‘never to enter the congregation of the righteous’. Sexual relations outside of marriage were condemned in the Ten Commandments and punished with the death penalty (eg Deut 21 and Deut 23:1-3 specifically says 

‘No-one who has been emasculated may enter the congregation of the Lord, No one of a forbidden marriage may enter the congregation of the Lord, even to the tenth generation. No Ammonite or Moabite or any of his descendants may enter the congregation of the Lord, even to the tenth generation’. 

This is not just ‘they cannot enter the worshiping congregation = cannot go to church’ This is a technical idea relating to the people of God. Literally, they cannot become part of God’s people. 

Yet Rahab has faith, is rescued, marries a prince of Judah and is commended by James for her faith. Ruth is incorporated into Judah and becomes the great-grandmother of David. Both of them are quoted by name in the genealogy of Jesus (Matt 1:5)

 In the early church, one of the great groups ripe for evangelism were the ‘Godfearers.’ These were non-Jews who loved and feared God and who were often associated with the synagogues and knew the scriptures of the Old Testament yet had not converted to Judaism and usually were not circumcised. The centurion Cornelius in Acts 10 is one of these and the church in Antioch where followers of Jesus first became called ‘Christians’ seems to have had many of them converted in its early stages. If so, it is not surprising that Barnabas, the great encourager, when sent by the Jerusalem church to check up on this should remember Paul who had been called to evangelise the gentiles and go and get him to come and help in this young church. The Jerusalem Council of Acts 15 was called to deal with the ‘problems’ that had arisen in the minds of Jewish believers about the incorporation of these ‘non-Jews’. In one sense, to deal with the problems caused by the interaction between the ‘Old’ and the ‘New’ Covenant. The council, consciously guided by the Holy Spirit resolved the tensions. There was no need for non-Jews to be circumcised. Their inclusion in the covenant was an act of God’s grace well testified to by Peter’s experience in Acts 10 and the strength of the church in Antioch, which was already sending out missionaries. Paul’s subsequent ministry was ‘to the Jew first and then to the Gentile’ 

In our administration of the covenant, the brining in of the outsider is accomplished with greater ease, because the completed work of Christ is made available for all sorts and conditions of men. (In one sense only is it easier - it actually cost the death of God!
) I quoted the first verse of Deuteronomy 23 above, because one of the first foreigners bought into the young church was the Ethiopian eunuch as recorded in Acts 6.

Obedience and Conditions

But there is one aspect of the covenant relationship that must be stressed. I touched on it in the paragraph above, the relationship between the ‘Old Covenants’ and the ‘New Covenant’, which was discussed by the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 and exercised Paul in many of his letters. As I begin this discussion, let me summarize what I have said up to this point about covenants

· There is no real difference between the covenants, they are rather dispensations of the one covenant.

· The covenant promises are the same. ‘I will be your God. You will be My People. I will dwell in the midst of you’

· All covenants are a work of God, not of man. They are confirmed by oath and have signs, seals, promises and curses.

· The ‘New’ covenant is enabling, and herein lies the difference between the covenants. The old covenant is like a will but the testator is not yet dead. The new covenant is the same will, but the testator has died, and so we may inherit the promises

· Covenants appear to have 'conditions' (that is, man appears to have to ‘do’ something.) Conditions are best understood as 'be what you have been made to be’. In the Sinaitic Covenant - the Law - this is ‘You are My people, here is how the people of God behave’ In the New Covenant Men and Women can become sons and daughters of the living God, for ever, so the ‘conditions’ are ‘be a child of God’ ‘walk in the light’, ‘walk in step with the indwelling Holy Spirit’.

For all the manifestations or dispensations of the covenant, God has given us conditions that are not for our obedience per se, but rather statements of our new status of being, which is, recreated in His image. I make this statement not wishing to emphasise our responsibility at the expense of God's grace, but having made it I need to digress for a moment to place it into perspective.

In Matt. 7:21-23, Jesus says 

"not all who say to me 'Lord, Lord' will enter the Kingdom of Heaven!" 

In considering this statement we must bear in mind that it is absolutely essential that we do say 'Lord, Lord'. Matt. 10:33 says that whoever will deny Him before men, then He will deny before His Father. Jesus is Lord, and we have to acknowledge Him as such. But: the verbalisation of the fact is not sufficient; the devils infesting the Gadarene demoniac verbally spoke the truth when they called Jesus 'The son of the Most High' yet only five verses later they were cast into the abyss. Words are not enough. 

Belief, in itself is not enough; the devils fear God and shudder as James tells us (Jas 2:13) 

We have to do the will of the Father as Jesus goes on to say in Matt 7:21. 

Quick reference to the bible shows that the will of God is our sanctification (1 The. 4:3) and that involves obeying the Law, for Rom 2:17-18 relates the Law to the will of God. So, we have to obey, we have no alternative. 

Yet Matt 7:22-23 warns us that works are of no value either; 

"many will say 'Lord we have done this and that in your name'  but I will say 'depart from me, for I know you not' " 

Jesus does not deny that they have worked; He does not tell them that they haven't worked in His name. He just tells them to depart from Him. So again, we have a tension; we have to work, but it may avail us nothing ... the moral is clear: We absolutely have to worship God. We absolutely have to do the works of the Law. Yet as soon as we rely on anything other than God's covenant love for us it all becomes not only worthless, but also positively eternally damaging to us. 

I am reminded of the pickpocket who was apprehended and taken to court. He received a suspended sentence, conditional upon his not re-offending for a year. At the end of the year he reappeared before the judge and asked that his good behaviour – in not thieving for a year – be rewarded. Yet he had only been passively good, not actively good. He had not sinned further yet he expected a reward. These people in Matthew 7 who claimed their actions as giving them a claim on God appear to be on firmer ground than the pickpocket, yet the reality is, as Jesus tells us, that at our very best we are unprofitable servants! When we appear before the throne of grace, our only claim to be heard is the Sacrifice of Christ, the paid punishment in his blood. All else is presumption. 

The Old Testament Jews failed because they tried to obey them not of faith but, as it were, of works (Rom 9:32)

It is with this view in mind that I can really appreciate that the 'conditions' of the covenant are nothing of the sort. They are not statements for obedience, they are statements for 'being' - being what? - Men and women in relationship with God. 

Thus the statements of the Mosaic Law should be my character description not my prescription for success with God.  They have to be a valid description of me or I am not of the people of God. The stumbling block that the Jews fell over is that they attempted to make obedience to the law what constituted their being of the people of God; what constitutes that, however, is that He has chosen me, He has called me and He includes me in the register of the saints. The Law then becomes exactly the same as the 'indicative-imperative' of the New Testament and we can end this paragraph with Paul's statement 'Work out your salvation in fear and trembling knowing that it is God who is at work in you' (Phil. 2:12-13) And realise that this is not a new statement, but a continuation of the promise in the Old Testament Law - God will circumcise your hearts so that you may walk before him and be righteous with Father Abraham.

Relationships

Let me try and explain this tension in a different way. If we look at inter-human relationships, we often find that they are not as good as they should be because one person has 'let-down' another, one person has failed to meet the expectations of another. I submit that this is an incorrect way of looking at the problem and I want to illustrate this by an example.

 Suppose we start with a 'new' relationship. I have just this moment met you; what can I expect from you? What can you expect from me? Assuming that there is communication between us, all I can expect is that you will speak to me; all you can expect is that I will speak to you. Neither of us knows if the other tells the truth. Neither of us knows if the other is abrasive in relationships, or even abusive.  As we talk to each other, the situation changes. I discover more about you, you discover more about me.  We discover things about each other; for example, that neither of us habitually lies, that we share interests in common, that we are both basically amiable people. Now we can begin to expect that conversations will be honest. Our expectations of each other have changed. As our relationship grows, we begin to realise that we can rely on each other; I can expect you to come to my aid if I am down or in trouble, and hopefully, you learn the same about me; we have become good friends. If the relationship grows, we might reach the situation that we can expect each other to go out of our way to help the other, we can expect a degree of sacrifice from each other.

The point that I am trying to make is that expectations of behaviour are not in a vacuum, but as the result of the experience of a relationship. In a very real sense, the expectations are not of individuals, but of the relationship in which we are involved with the individual concerned.

In the case of our relationship with God, we are expected to behave in a certain way. This relationship so overarches all other relationships because God is who He is, that our behaviour in this relationship affects more than merely our behaviour to Him, but also our behaviour to the rest of His creation. Hence the commands of the Law: 'Thou shall not kill', 'Thou shall not steal', 'Thou shall not commit adultery' etc. These are not commands to achieve the relationship, they are expectations based on the result of the relationship that we have. I rest my case on the opening statement of the Decalogue. ' I am Your God who rescued you from slavery in Egypt' (Ex 20:1) - The relationship is already in existence. 

I also acknowledge that the statement in Romans 2 that when natural man does the things of the law without knowing the Law he demonstrates that the law is written on his heart is also a statement of the fact that the whole of creation is God's, and that all of us whether we like it or not are in relationship with the creator God, but here in this context I am speaking of the 'conditions' of the covenant, and I submit that they are merely the expectations of the relationship that result because we are ‘belonging to’ the covenant. 

The difference between being in the covenant and being outside this relationship is that we have been enabled by the blood of the covenant, the sacrifice of our Lord and Saviour, to be this kind of people. There will come a time when 'every knee shall bow and every tongue shall confess that Jesus is Lord, to the glory of God the Father' whether they want to or not (Phil. 2:12), but in the meantime, we are empowered because we are in a special relationship. Out of joy we may choose to bow the knee now because God has demonstrated his love for us that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us. (Rom 5:3) Now it is up to us.

James obviously has this kind of view-point - that the Law is a description of who we are - when he says that someone who knows it and then doesn't do it is like someone who looks into a mirror and then turns away and forgets what he looks like (Jam. 1:23-24)

Who is in the Covenant?

On the face of it, this seems a silly question. The obvious answer is 'The people of God'. While this is true, there is more to it than that. In Old Testament times, a man who received the covenant was not necessarily of the people of God, and although we have already seen two examples of covenant breakers in Solomon and Jereboam who broke their kingly covenants, the whole of the Old Testament history is littered with examples of ethnic Jews who were not all of the people of God. At one stage there were only seven thousand who were God's people in the whole nation. But in another sense the rest (those who did bow the knee to the Baals) were also God's people. He held them responsible for the commands and precepts with which they had been entrusted. 

They had received the sign and seal of the Holy covenant in their flesh on the eighth day of their lives and now their disobedience was to cause them to receive the other sign of the covenant; the curses they had chosen. 

For Deut. 28:46 says that the curses are also a sign of the covenant; and we must remember too that in so choosing, they had done so with their eyes open. Deut. 29:4 tells us that from that time on the covenant includes the capability of understanding what the choices are. The people were not 'sweet talked' into agreement by only one side of the covenant being given to them. They were not bribed by receiving only the promises, the curses were clearly spelled out and the choice was clear 'choose life or death' 

The fact that there can be unbelievers within the covenant is a consequence of the fact that the covenant has an extended time frame (until eternity!) The covenant is made with a man and his seed.
 There is a concept of federal headship that is part of the application of a covenant

We have already looked at this and noted that it contributes to the way that history is viewed. Now we need to look at it more closely in relationship to the family. In no way did it limit the spread of the covenant to be exclusively through the family line but it does have remarkable promise made to the parents about their children; that they too are heirs of the promise. Psalm 103:17 tells us that it is not just the children but the children's children as well.

Perhaps to try and sort this out, we could try and delimit the  promise.

 We noted in the discussion of the Abrahamic covenant that the promise had two aspects; the physical and the spiritual. Perhaps we could try and limit the promise to the children to the physical sphere. That is exactly what the bible does not allow. In Psalm 103:17 the promise is of mercy and righteousness, specifically the spiritual aspects. We also ought to note that all the 'educational' passages in Exodus and Deuteronomy also concentrate on the spiritual aspects.

Perhaps this was an Old Testament thing and the 'new' dispensation voids it. 

The New Testament seems without hesitation to carry over the concept of some sort of federal responsibility. Thus we read of a person believing and they and their whole household being baptised (Acts 10, 16) In this case we are not arguing especially that there were children in the house, but more in terms of some sort of federal responsibility and privilege. 

Christ Himself clearly accepts this thesis as being correct. He heals children at the request of their parents. In two cases this involves raising children from the dead, once at the behest of a father (Matt. 9:18), the other a widow (Luke 7:11). It involved healing a lunatic son (Matt. 17:14) To cap this argument, Jesus accepted this 'federal headship' when it applied to a foreigner's servant (Luke 7:2). 

To fail to understand this concept of ‘federal headship’ leaves a very difficult passage to try and explain away; 1 Cor. 7:14 where Paul says that the children of an unequal yoking are holy if the believing wife remains. 'Holy' means ‘separated’; cut off to the Lord. Remember that the Abrahamic Covenant has the sign of circumcision. A cutting off of skin to signify the separation or cutting off into the people of God, into a relationship with the Lord, with the concomitant curse; refusal of the sign leads to a separation or cutting off from the people of God and from God Himself. I do not think that this is an accidental use of words in Corinthians when Paul talking to people who were not Jews and were not in the old covenant. What is at issue is the strong idea of covenant separation, a real difference between a child of (even a single) believing parent and other children. In all these cases too, the spiritual aspect is the primary aspect. Clearly, children of believing parent(s) are 'in' the covenant.

There is another implication in this exegesis. Once a person is within the covenant relationship, he or she may choose to ignore it, break it, or otherwise abuse it. He or she is always within it, and are even more responsible than those outside it - as we have seen above, for they have rationally decided to choose the curses of the covenant. They have chosen themselves to crucify Christ. (Heb. 6:6) It is a fearful thing to place yourself in the hands of the living God (Heb. 12) The counter to this awesome responsibility that we take is twofold. For those who can understand, we know in whom we believe. The wonderful poem in 2 Tim. 2 emphasises His faithfulness, but also our choice

If we died with Him we will also live with Him

If we endure we will also reign with Him

If we disown Him He will also disown us

If we are faithless, He will remain faithful

For He cannot disown Himself

The dreadful result of our being disowned is a result not of our failing to keep the conditions of the covenant, but of making the wrong choice. The promise in 1 John 1:9 emphasises this - If we confess our sins He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. Just, in that he will not demand a double accounting of our sins and the price is already paid. Faithful, in that He will do what he has promised in His covenant of mercy and grace. Truly, the just shall live by His faithfulness.

Hebrews 6 has people in view who are in the covenant, yet have opted to choose the curses rather than the blessings. 'It is impossible for those who have been enlightened (fulfilment of the promise that they will understand)... if they fall away to be bought back to repentance’...'in the end it will be burned' (Heb. 6:4-8) 

What then of the children, are they too responsible for this choice? 

The answer given by scripture is 'Yes' but it is qualified by two considerations.

1. Firstly, the whole book of Jonah is written to demonstrate God's care and love for those who cannot be held responsible for their choices. He cares for Ninevah especially because, paraphrasing the last verse (Jonah 4:11)  'There are more than one-hundred-and twenty thousand children who cannot yet make decisions, and many cattle'. 

2. Secondly, the covenant itself contains a promise that the children of the covenant will not grow up without knowing the truth, what the decision is about. They will know and understand the choice that is set before them. Yes, they will have to make the decision for themselves. Just as adults too have to 
continually
 make the decision each day to 'do justice and love mercy and walk humbly before our God' rather than obey the desires of their own hearts, so also will the children, 

God holds us accountable according to our ability to choose. Again we see God's love and faithfulness in caring for the weak, but also human responsibility; God never overrides our choices, He desires us to choose to love Him, to choose life. But it is a real choice that each of us has to make for ourselves; no one else can make it for us. 

I am not here going to attempt to disentangle the mystery of individual choice and God’s prescriptive predestining. Suffice it to say here, that if we are concerned about finding God, if we have heard the true gospel and if we have understood what the issues are, then the responsibility is ours. For those who are not concerned and who have not heard the gospel and who therefore do not know the choices, then, they are our responsibility too.

So, to answer the question, who is in the Covenant, it becomes clear that just as there were many circumcised ethnic Jews who were unbelievers, yet were still in the covenant, so today, there are many who, baptised under one rite or another, are unbelieving ‘Christians’ yet they are still within the covenant. If this seems to be an appalling conclusion, let us remember two things. Firstly, there are those who really do not believe and who do not care about God. Secondly there are those who do believe and who do care about the things of God.

Nominal believers.

There are many who have been formally joined to a church, who do not believe and have no interest in or knowledge of the things of the spirit. Some, maybe the vast majority in this country, are be victims of a social system where ‘christen the kids’ is part of the social process and they have never heard the truth at all. Some may be people who were swept up in an emotional catharsis and received help for a while but who no longer feel they need ‘that kind of thing’. Some may be covenant children who have never really been faced with realising that the decision has to be made. Some may be people who genuinely believed for a while but no longer make it a part of their life in any way. Some, a very few in my experience, have understood and consciously rejected the atoning sacrifice as applying to them, but intend living a good ‘Christian life’ in the context of the local community and church. I am sure that this is not an inclusive list of types, it was more meant to be an indication of how such a horror can occur. 

For it is a horror. If one of these people is within the covenant, then they, either by action, ignorance or apathy have chosen for themselves the curses of the covenant. 

In or out of the covenant, our role and calling is clear. As Calvin says, it is not up to us to say of any living person that they are an unbeliever but rather that they are ‘not yet’ believers. Our job is to make them aware of the joy they could inherit and the danger they are in. There is nothing we can do for those who make conscious choices, except pray for them, but for the vast majority we can and must display they truth before them and exhort, persuade, argue, convince and bring them to faith. God does not will that any should perish and Christ died for all, but these are not merely unbelievers, these are lost sheep. The job will not be easy, because often they will have been inoculated with some sloppy and imprecise theology presented so that religious truths are not to be considered logically. It will be that much harder then to get past the immunity and get the truth into their consciousness. But it is not only worthwhile, it is our calling; and one success causes the angels to rejoice.

But we must acknowledge that there are some who choose death. Some for whom the word of God has come so that judgement may be enacted. We can never know (yet) why some people will not believe. They have the right to make that choice. We have the right to fight and pray for them to the bitter end. 

Believers

Looking now to those who say that they are Christians and believers in Jesus the incarnated, crucified and risen Lord. In today’s dispensation, the New Covenant, we no longer have an external seal, but a sign written on our hearts, the seal of an indwelling person, the Holy Spirit. The external mark of the dampness of baptism has long ago disappeared for most of us. The sign and seal are within us. There are three comments I want to make here:

The first relates to the basic understanding that this person is a servant of God and not of me. John tells us that anyone who acknowledges that Jesus is the Christ and accepts the Son has the Father (1 Jo. 2:21-22), any spirit who acknowledges that Jesus came in the flesh is from God. (1 Jo. 4:2) and that anyone who accepts the apostolic word is from God (1 Jo. 4:6). Should we meet such people, then we must remember that they are God’s people and servants of Jesus Christ. It is not up to us to judge another’s servant, neither are we capable of making that judgement; It is God who looks on the heart.

The second applies to their theology. There are some touchstones, indicated above, but they are very few. We do not believe in a ‘works’ religion and ‘having identical theology with me’ is demanding a religious ‘work’ Not only may my theology be wrong, it is wrong. Not until ‘I know as I am known’ will I have a correct theology. And this applies to all and every one of us. All that we touch, including the thoughts of our minds and the way we interpret the bible has been tainted by the fall. As the Westminster Confession says, ‘All things in scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear to all’ (WC 1:7) and I take comfort that Peter found some of Paul’s writings hard (2 Pet 3:16) The point remains though that while ‘the things necessary to be known believed and observed for salvation are so clearly propounded and opened in some place of the scripture ... that all ...may attain to a sufficient understanding of them’ (WC 1:7) We may disagree deeply about theology and yet still be brothers and sisters in the household of faith.

The third relates to their life. Jesus says that you can tell a tree by its fruit. We would expect the people of the covenant to be living the lives of the people of the covenant, after all; that is what it is all about. What should we do if we do not see this fruit? Firstly, prayerfully make sure that we know what fruit we would expect to see, then prayerfully look for the beam in our own eyes, but then.... this is a difficult area, because none of us are perfect and I want to make it quite clear that I am talking to believers about their interaction with other believers. I am not talking to elders about the visible purity of the church. 

John’s first letter make it quit clear that believers love one another and do not continue to sin. Either they bred giants of the faith in those days or John was talking about the fact that we can have real victory in our lives and we ought to be able to see improvements in our own lives. 

The problem with looking at someone else’s life is that we do not know their problems. I may count it a major victory when I go a day without snapping at someone. Charlie may be one of those phlegmatic people who never lose their cool, but that new lad in the group.... well, it may be a victory for him if he does not expostulate for half an hour. 

We do not know their hearts, we do not know their problems, the Lord does and He is helping. Note also what Galatians 6 says, ‘If someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently, but watch yourself, lest you yourself be tempted.’  To be able to do so means that you need to know something both of yourself and of the other person. It is as I said when I was talking about relationships
, what you can do depends on your relationship. Too many of us consider that just because we are within the household of faith that gives us the right to go up to any other member and ‘lovingly’ correct them. Not so, we earn that kind of right only by spending time with them and establishing the sort of relationship with them and thus knowledge about them that probably means that instead of trying to ‘correct’ them, we praise God with them for the victory they are achieving day by day, ask their help in our struggles and pray with them for more and greater victories in all our lives.

The Signs of the covenant (Baptism and Circumcision)

Circumcision was the sign of the Abrahamic Covenant. Rather significantly in regard to the arguments about covenants, the Jews of Jesus’ time, the people of the covenant, did not make any distinction between the Abrahamic Covenant and the Siniatic and Deuteronomic Covenants. For them, the Law (Sinai and Deuteronomy) involved circumcision. For them, being a child of Abraham meant keeping the Law as given on Sinai and Mount Hebron. They did not, in this sense, see a difference between the two aspects of God’s dealing with them as a nation. This should be a salutary warning to us as we discuss the covenants.

In fact this warning beacon must shine brightly. Some of these people, the believing Jews of the early church, Christians, did not see a difference between the ‘Older’ Covenants and the ‘New’ Covenant, so much so, that they were trying to impose the sign of the older covenant on the covenant people of the new covenant. There are severely condemned by Paul, but in his struggles with them nowhere is there a correction implying that they are in error about confusing the covenants. In the one place where you might expect it, Hebrews, the major teaching on the New covenant, a lot of time is spent establishing the fact that God’s promises cannot fail, and pointing out the extensive parallels between the two covenants, and in particular establishing the ‘testamental’ nature of the covenant; a will that requires the death of the testator to come into force, but given that the testator dies, not only is in force but is efficacious to enforce its provisions. A lot of the rest of Hebrews establishes the differences between the early pale shadows or ‘types’ and the ‘having come in Christ’ reality of which the types were mere patterns. Circumcision is not mentioned in that environment.

I am aware that this point; that Paul arguing with the circumcision party never says that the New Covenant supersedes the Old; is an argument from silence and must be treated with care. It is however not so much a silence as a resounding void that has to be explained. It would have been so much easier to merely say that the New replaces the Old and therefore the signs are inappropriate. And Yet Paul does not do it. Although Paul corrects their confusion over signs and seals, nowhere does he indicate a need to correct any confusion between covenants. It is not merely Paul either. The Jerusalem council in Acts 15 makes it quite clear that a change in covenants is not the issue, in fact rather the opposite; it speaks of the continuation and yet it firmly refuses the sign of the Old Covenant. In talking of the Jerusalem Council one has to remember that it begins with Peter reporting the baptism of Cornelius and goes on to talk about circumcision. The absence of the argument of a simple replacement of one covenant with another is extremely marked. 

I deduce that there was no confusion to correct simply because there are not two covenants and no one in that age saw two covenants. 

The fact is that the two administrations of the one covenant had different signs and seals should not be used to falsely claim that there were two different covenants.

I now want to look at the causes of the problem Paul did deal with. The signs and seals of the Covenant.

What is Baptism?

It is the sign and seal of the New Covenant. The word  has several flavours of meaning because the New Testament uses it in different ways
 to symbolise different aspects of the initial phase of the salvation of a believer; washing away of sin, sprinkling with the atoning blood, pouring out of the Holy Spirit and as union with Christ in his death and burial signifying the death of sin or the death of the old sinful life and the beginning of the new and renewed life if the believer. As a seal it signifies that Christians have the Holy Spirit indwelling their bodies because their bodies are the temple of God, where God dwells in the church age.

In the New Testament the word for baptism can also mean washing

John the Baptist, baptised with water, as a baptism of repentance, but spoke of the one who was coming who would baptise with the Holy Spirit and with fire. (Mat. 3, Mar. 1, Luk. 3, Joh. 1). When Jesus was baptised by John, The heavens opened and the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus. John himself claims that this was the sign that Jesus was the one who would baptise with the Holy Spirit. Acts records that in the early Church there were occasions when people who had had John’s Baptism of water needed to be baptised in the name of Jesus because they had not received the Holy Spirit (Acts 19). Actually, they were not very good disciples of John because they said that they had not heard that there was a Holy Spirit, yet this was one of the central teachings of John, that he was preparing the way for Jesus. 


(‘Paul said, "John's baptism was a baptism of repentance. He told the people to believe in the one coming after him, that is, in Jesus."‘(Act 19:4) 

They are baptised into Jesus and receive the Holy Spirit. Paul later (Act. 22) in his defence to the Jews explains that this baptism washes away sins. Retelling the story of his calling he relates (Ananias speaking) 


‘And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptised and wash your sins away, calling on his name.'  

In Acts 9, Ananias says ‘ “Jesus .. has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul's eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was baptised.‘ 

Peter, preaching in Acts 2 at the feast of Pentecost says 


‘Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’ 
There is an inescapable relationship between baptism with water and the Holy Spirit.

But it is not causal in either direction. We have already seen examples where baptism preceded the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 19) as Peter suggested in the Acts 2 sermon. But we have also seen an example where baptism was preceded by the gift of the Holy Spirit in Paul himself. The clearest example of this (which so impressed Peter) was in the case of Cornelius (Act 10, repeated by Peter in Act 11 and 15) 


‘they were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured our even on the Gentiles........Peter said “Can anyone keep these people from being baptised with water? They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have.”’  

Reporting to the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 Peter says 


‘God, who knows the heart, showed that he had accepted them by giving to them the Holy Spirit, just as He did to us. He made no distinction between them and us for he purified their hearts by faith.’ 

(Here, the word used for purified is which is used for ceremonial washing
 and the context is the pouring out of the Holy Spirit in Acts 10) 

In Romans and Colossians, Paul uses a very different image involving baptism to explain our union with Christ, our sharing in Christ’s death and resurrection 


‘Or don't you know that all of us who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.’(Rom. 6:3-4) 


‘having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead.’(Col 2:12)<<expand this reference for the point below>>

In Rom 13:12-14 Col 3:8 the image for our union with Christ is of putting off of old clothes, the putting on of new clothes.

I even suggest that they may have misunderstood the significance of baptism entirely. Paul makes it quite clear in both references that they especially quote (Romans and Colossians) that Baptism is symbolic of, and sacramental in, our union with Christ in his death on the cross and relates to the death of our own sinful nature. In one reference it is our new-life that relates to the resurrection and in the other it is our faith in the power of God that relates to the resurrected new life. Baptism is clearly a symbol and sacrament of that great and tragic separation, the casting out (cutting off - circumcision!) of the sinner from God. I am afraid that I cannot understand how anyone can fail to see the parallel Paul draws between circumcision being the putting away of the sinful nature and Baptism being the death of our old selves - and to wrap it up Paul says that Christ’s death is our circumcision. To my mind you have to have a really twisted view of scripture - a prejudgment that demands that there is no relation between old and new covenants - before you can fail to see the parallel - but then, I am fallen, arrogant and intolerant with it.

Paul in 1 Corinthians, talking about the Exodus says


‘They were all baptised into Moses in the cloud and in the sea.’
This is implies not only a salvation by water (from the Egyptian army) but a continuing leading and protection by God in the cloud. The cloud not only went before them, but it stayed between them and their enemies. It was the visible symbol of God in the midst of His people. In our time, the time of the new covenant, God is in our midst because he dwells in us. We are the temple of God in which the Holy Spirit dwells. James says this clearly; in the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) his response to hearing that the Gentiles have received the Holy Spirit and have been baptised is to say that this is what God had prophesied when  Amos had said.


‘God has shown his concern by taking from the Gentiles a people for Himself. The words of the prophet are in agreement with this, as it is written:


 “After this I will return and rebuild David’s fallen tabernacle.
 Its ruins I will rebuild and I will restore it that the remnant of men may seek the Lord and all the Gentiles who bear my name” says the Lord’

Finally in this review, in a most apocalyptic association, redolent of John the Baptist’s warning that Jesus would baptise with the Holy Spirit and with Fire, Peter reminds us of the earlier judgement of the world - by water. In 1 Pet. 3:21 he points out that Noah’s flood symbolises baptism washing - the removal of sin and a clean conscience.

So, in summary, baptism in the New Testament is used to symbolise; the washing from sins, the sprinkling of the blood of the covenant; the pouring out of the Holy Spirit, our union with Jesus, both the death of our sins in His death and the rebirth and renewing of our lives in His resurrection. Our salvation from judgement is closely coupled with God dwelling in us. I cannot reiterate strongly enough that there is an inescapable relationship between baptism (with water) and the Holy Spirit. The only image used where the Holy Spirit is not in view is in the work on the cross of Jesus Christ himself, is in our union in the death and burial, resurrection and ascension of Jesus. 

Modes of baptism

I would conclude therefore that there is no biblical mandate for any one mode of baptism to be emphasised over any other mode any more than there is only one mode of operation of the Holy Spirit. I think the richness of the imagery allows us a richness of practice. Quite clearly, there is no real reason to limit baptism to only one mode. 

The church in its earliest days did not practice Immersion baptism on every occasion. 

It is inconceivable that the temple authorities would have allowed untrained laymen, not even Levites, to have engaged in full ceremonial immersion in the temple precincts of more than three thousand people after Peter’s sermon in Acts 2. In the case of the household baptisms, we must remember that only the richest of people had their own baths. Most people used the public baths. The very feel of the story of Cornelius’ baptism does not seem to leave room for every one getting up and trooping off down to the military baths. It seems to have happened spontaneously, immediately. The Philipian gaoler is hardly rich enough to have had a bathing pool at home, and it is doubtful if the public baths were open at night. Besides which, these people were technically prisoners still and it would not have been safe to take them out on the roads.

Having said that, there is a clear relationship in the New Testament between the words, ‘repent, believe and be baptised’ Many churches which practise infant baptism by sprinkling or pouring recognise this fact and baptise adult converts by immersion. I personally do not think that we should try to impose any one view and thus limit the richness of the possible symbolism even here.

What is far more important than bickering about the mode of baptism, is a realisation of our requirement to be obedient to the commands. ‘Repent. Believe. be Baptised.’ 

The older covenant had an implied curse associated with its sign and seal, - cut off your foreskins or you will be cut off - is there any equivalent in the new covenant? 

In one sense, I think not. Jesus, in being baptised himself, even though John the Baptist protested, has fulfilled all righteousness.  That was His answer to John. He obviously had no need of repentance. I think He was baptised for all of us; the thief on the cross, those who would die before being baptised, those converted while being dragged to their death at the circuses, those converted in prison camps, those for whom there is no possibility of being obedient to the command ‘be baptised.’ 
For those who can be obedient, but who refuse to be baptised or who ‘don’t get round to it’, I would remind them that the choice is life everlasting or eternal death. To fail to even begin your journey by obedience to the entry command does not bode well for your obedience of the first and great commandment which is the Christian’s heartfelt joy to try to obey.

Does Baptism Replace Circumcision?

Circumcision, then, was the sign of the Old covenants and was a reminder that the people were 'cut off' to the Lord, but it was also a warning of the punishment that would come upon covenant breakers. To those who remained within the covenant, they were to be cut off to the Lord, separated to the Lord; Holy. For those who chose to ignore the covenant they would be cut off from the people of God. It is a bloody sign and symbol.

 Christ whose blood is efficacious is our circumcision because He was 

‘cut off from the land of the living, for the transgression of my people he was stricken’ (Isa. 53:8)

‘The Anointed one (Messiah) will be cut off and will have nothing’ (Dan 9:26) 

He fulfilled all righteousness, paying the price. He was ‘cut off’ for the people who otherwise would be cut off from the people of God. By this fulfilment all bloody reminders cease. Paul in Colossians 2:11 clearly sees a parallel of some sort between circumcision and baptism. 

You have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority. In Him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with the circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with Him in baptism and raised with Him through your faith in the power of God who raised Him from the dead’

Paul sees some sort of parallel between circumcision and baptism. Does this mean that baptism replaces circumcision? The answer is 'yes' and 'no'

If the answers were an unequivocal 'yes', then I can see no reason why Paul did not solve the Galatian's problem this way. (The Galatians were being led astray by ‘another gospel which is no gospel at all’ by Judaizers, people who demanded obedience to the Law, and in particular, obedience to circumcision.) The obvious answer (were it true) is to say ‘you have been baptised, baptism replaces circumcision.’ It would seem to be an unanswerable solution. The fact that Paul did not say this should cause us to be cautious, so I will firstly lay out the unequivocal statements and then try to resolve them.

1. Baptism is the sign of the 'new' covenant and all Christians ought to be baptised, for they are not demonstrating their discipleship if they refuse. (Matt 28:20) - if you cannot accept the sign of the covenant, it is extremely unlikely that you will (or even can) fulfil the 'conditions' of the covenant.

2. Circumcision is the sign of one of the older dispensations of the covenant, and all Jews (and the strangers who were included within the covenant) had to be circumcised
. Male children whose parents were within the covenant were to be circumcised on the eighth day after their birth. Incoming strangers and also the people of God, if for some reason they were not circumcised as children (for example Josh. 5) were to be circumcised. 

3. Clearly, Christians are not required to be circumcised.
 

To try and explain the differences between the two signs, I think we need to remember that the Abrahamic covenant did have a dual nature, - physical and spiritual. 

I repeat here the conclusion I came to about circumcision when I discussed the Abrahamic Covenant in the earlier chapter.
  The main thrust of obedience to accepting the physical sign of circumcision is on the spiritual aspect and not the temporal promise to inherit the land. In effect God is saying ' If you cannot accept the sign, then you cannot walk uprightly' In fact, the refusal to accept the physical sign must itself have a symbolic reference, in that nearly all male children would be circumcised in reality. The net result of this fact is to reinforce the spiritual nature of the whole covenant, and as such restore the totality of the divine monergism. It is God who circumcises the heart.

Neither do I think that the Christian promise is merely 'spiritual'. Ephesians 5:6 extends the Decalogue promise of obedience to parents ensuring that you 'inherit the land' to 'inherit the  = cosmos’ - literally, the whole created universe. Revelations clearly sees a very extensive physical city of God and a New Heavens and a New Earth. In any case, we must always be very careful not to draw a too strong distinction between the 'Natural' and the 'Supernatural'. Firstly, the ‘natural’ only exists moment by moment because it is upheld and coheres by His ‘supernatural’ power. (Col. 1:17) Secondly, God may be Spirit (John 4:12) but we shall see Him 'face to face' when He completely fulfils the covenant promise and dwells in our midst, or rather, takes us to be with Him.

I think that we have to give full weight to the silence on the subject in the New Testament. It would have been so easy to have terminated the discussion with the ‘party of the circumcision’ by merely forbidding circumcision. The New Testament writers did not do so. I think that we need to notice James careful statements in Acts 15, in the Jerusalem Council which was called especially to deal with this issue.

‘It is my judgement, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God. Instead, we should write to them, telling them to abstain from food polluted by idols, sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals and from blood. For Moses has been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the synagogue on every Sabbath.’

We need to take especial note of the enigmatic last sentence in that quotation (v21). 

If I understand this passage correctly, James is laying down some broad ethical outlines for non-Jewish believers, but reminding ethnic Jewish believers that they are still Jews, and as such, not strangers to the covenants. They know what God requires of his people (the ‘conditions’ of the covenants) and, of course, you cannot undo circumcision! James is implying that, quite correctly, Moses is still being preached in every city, thus implying the retention of at least some of the Judaistic distinctives. (It maybe this that accounts for Paul's otherwise strange action of circumcising Timothy even while he is taking around a letter that says that circumcision is not necessary. Paul was validly reminding Timothy of his ethnic heritage.) James also may be implying that the fact of the preaching of Moses should mean that every Christian (Jew and non-Jew) is able to hear the scriptures and thus come to know God and the requirements of God This is a very tenuous guess on my part, but we have to remember that the ‘bible’ of the early first century was only the Old Testament, and where it would be found was in the synagogue.

Christ has fulfilled the spiritual aspects of the covenant promises, or at least has them well in His hands. The physical aspects are also still not yet completely fulfilled. Physical aspects need a physical people and we Gentile Christians must never forget that the ethnic Jews are still God's chosen people. God still has plans for ethnic Israel. They are His own, even if they received Him not (John 1:9) Paul makes it clear in Romans 11 that God will re-graft them back into His olive tree when the fullness of the Gentiles is in. Not only that, but their future acceptance will mark the beginning of the end and the resurrection of our bodies. Ethnic Israel are His people, His first love; and I think that the sacrament of the Abrahamic covenant may still be in force to enable them to keep that ethnic identity, the survival of which is so remarkable - where are the Hittites? or the Amorites? or even the Saxons and Jutes?, yet the Jews remain. 

Therefore I conclude that circumcision is still valid for ethnic Jews
, and we cannot merely argue that baptism has replaced  circumcision as the sign of the 'new' covenant. 

Do Christians, baptise their children?

On the surface, the answer would seem to be a clear ‘Yes’. While circumcision remains the covenant sign and seal to the ethnic Jew, to ensure the survival of God's own chosen people as 'cut-off' for Him ready to take their place in the great happenings of the final days, I think that it must also be said that in another sense, the new administration of the one covenant as it applies to those who have been brought into the covenant from the nations, that baptism has replaced circumcision. 

We, Gentiles of the Nations, were those who were without the covenant, without the promises and without hope (Rom 4). We are those who have been included because the wall of partition between both us and the Jews, and us and God has been broken down (Eph. 3) by the tearing of the veil of the temple - which is the breaking of His body (Heb 13). I have demonstrated above the essential unity of the one covenant. I have demonstrated that the covenant promises apply to children in both the major dispensations, not only physically, but especially spiritually. Therefore, by parallel, baptism should be applied to the children of those now included within the covenant. 

This is the obvious conclusion so far, but we need to backtrack; and deal more fully with the 'physical aspect' which, it may be argued, has been weakened as the covenant no longer applies to the 'natural line' of descent through Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. This argument states that circumcision was a physical sign for the physical nation and applies to the physical promises relating to the land. The Christian of today is not part of that physical line of descent through Abraham, and has no part in the physical promises therefore the physical sign has no parallel with the physical sign of the new Covenant. 

Let me say at the outset that I disagree with the premise that circumcision was only a physical sign for a physical promise, but also, even if the premise were true, I would still disagree with the conclusion.  

I have already shown that circumcision neither was a merely physical sign, nor that the believers among the Children of Israel ever thought that it was so. I have also shown that the difference between the spiritual and the physical promise is much more tenuous than that kind of argument would require.

But even given that those things were not so, and the premise held up, the conclusion itself is invalid. Firstly, I would deny that apparent breakdown of the 'natural line'. Romans 4 states absolutely that Abraham is the 'father of all who believe'. Hebrews 3 and Galatians between them make it quite clear that not only is Jesus the promised seed, but that Law and Promise are not to be opposed in this way.

Secondly, The New Testament teaching is clear. The argument from silence is strong; the covenant was the centre of life for the Old Testament teaching of God. At the very centre of it was a rite that sealed your identity; and was applied at childhood. It is inconceivable to me that such an important change in the nature of the covenant (viz., that children were now to be excluded) would receive no teaching. The 'silence' argues that 'of course children are still included'. All the evidence we have lends support to the thesis that such a central concept continued. In earlier sections I demonstrated that the principle of some sort of federal headship concept was both accepted and taught.

Many people criticise ‘arguments from silence’, but in this case, the silence is not the silence of a vacuum. There is much teaching about the covenants, about the Law and about circumcision. Here I would argue that the silence is more ‘it is so obvious that it does not need mentioning’

I therefore consider that as children were members of the covenant family of God in the old dispensations, having the sign and seal of that membership set in their flesh, that we should be baptising our children into the church - the manifestation of the family of God today, and that this should be the case in every human family where at least one of the parents is a church member (1 Cor 8)

The final argument to me comes from Hebrews: Hebrews 11 says that in every way, the 'new' covenant is better than the 'old'. If at the centre of the ‘old’ covenant was the comfort and assurance of placing one's male children under God's promises, then surely we have at least the same right to do the same for our children - rather, we have greater rights. Now there is no 'male nor female' (Gal. 4) we may place all our children under God's care and incorporate them into the covenant, into the family of a God who graciously allows His people to call Him 'Abba', Father.  All our children may learn that prayer that begins 'Our Father' for He who said 'let the children come to me' has done all that is necessary to enable them to come.

I personally believe that entering the covenant necessarily means that obedience to the covenant itself means accepting the sign and seal that applies. Therefore, I would argue that our children should be baptised.

The Lord’s Supper

The Lord's Supper has the Old Testament contextual reference both of Exodus 12, the institution of the Passover, in that Christ is called 'our Passover Lamb', sacrificed for us (1 Cor 5:7) and that the meal itself is the efficacious remnant of the Jewish Passover. Also It has reference to the God instituted peace or fellowship offering of Lev. 7:19-21 which was a meal with the God whose people they were.

The point about the sacrifice system as spelt out in Leviticus is that this was not some idea of how to please or bribe the gods as we see in the practices of the pagans. Rather, the sacrifice system of the Jews was instituted by God, not a guess by men of what he might like, but a precise sequence of events designed to teach men of the cost of approaching God. Sins have to be paid for with blood, but once at-one-ment has been achieved, and peace has been made between the two parties then God and man can share a meal - the peace or fellowship offering.
The main association is with the Passover. It was at a celebration of the Passover that Christ instituted the Lord's Supper. Because of His sacrifice, all the blood has disappeared from our participation in the new covenant. The lamb of Exodus 12 and its blood which was splashed on the door-posts are no longer part of our sacramental ritual because the true anti-type appeared. The flesh of the lamb is replaced with the bread of life (John 6:32-33,50-51) and its blood with the cup of blessing.

The cup of that meal in the upper room was probably the third cup of the traditional Passover meal. There were four cups corresponding to the work of God, as outlined in Exodus 6:6-7.

I will bring you out
I will rid you of your bondage

I will redeem you


I will take you for My people 

and I will be your God

If so, then the covenant promises therein elaborated are what we partake of when we join in the Lord's Supper. The fact that that very night was the work of redemption upon the cross would suggest that this analysis might well be true. Also we must remember that Christ himself said 


‘I will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until I drink it new with you in my father’s kingdom’ (Mat 26:29) 

The work is complete, but our salvation is still incomplete. There will come a day, but until then, we remember He still has to drink that last cup, new, with us in heaven.

The symbolism involves the following elements.


A sign for the death of the atoning sacrifice once offered for the many


A sign of the participation of the believer in that death


A conveyance from the kingdom of Egypt/Satan (cup 1)


A release from the bondage of slavery/sin (cup 2)


A redemption from the wrath of God the Father (cup 3)


A union now of the believers in the body of Christ


A looking forward to the marriage feast of the Lamb, when the kingdom comes in full power (cup 4)

One other element is incorporated from the Peace or Fellowship offering of Leviticus 7. In 7:13 it states that the offerer is to offer leavened bread and cakes. This is one of the wonders of God’s grace. Yeast is often used in the bible as a symbol of the way sin spreads and infects all it comes into contact. Consequently yeast is forbidden in all other sacrifices. But this one sacrifice, the one that the believer whose sins are covered by the other sacrifices may attend and be (at last, after all that blood) in fellowship with God, for this one sacrifice, yeast was permitted. I think this is a picture that the believer, even the forgiven believer, on this earth will not ever be perfect, and yet we may still come and be in fellowship with God. Likewise in the Lord’s Supper, we come, confess our sins, and leave promising to try better
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Appendix 1: Abreviations

	Act.
	Acts

	Am.
	Amos

	Chr.
	Chronicles (1 & 2)

	Col.
	Colossians

	Cor.
	Corinthians (1 & 2)

	Dan.
	Daniel

	Deut.
	Deuteronomy

	Ecc.
	Ecclesiastes

	Eph.
	Ephesians

	Est.
	Esther

	Ex.
	Exodus

	Ezr.
	Ezra

	Eze.
	Ezekiel

	Gal.
	Galatians

	Gen.
	Genesis

	Hab.
	Habakkuk

	Hag.
	Haggai

	Heb.
	Hebrews

	Ho.
	Hosea

	Is.
	Isaiah

	Ja.
	James

	Je.
	Jeremiah

	Jo.
	John (Gospel and Letters 1,2,3)

	Job
	Job

	Joel
	Joel

	Jon.
	Jonah

	Josh.
	Joshua

	Ju.
	Judges

	Jude
	Jude

	Ki.
	Kings (1 & 2)

	Lam.
	Lamentations

	Lev.
	Leviticus

	Lu.
	Luke (Gospel)

	Ma.
	Mark (Gospel)

	Mal.
	Malachi

	Mat.
	Matthew (Gospel)

	Mic.
	Micah

	Nah.
	Nahum

	Neh.
	Nehemiah

	Num.
	Numbers

	Ob.
	Obadiah

	Pet.
	Peter (1 & 2)

	Phi.
	Philippians

	Phil.
	Philemon

	Pr.
	Proverbs

	Ps.
	Psalms

	Rev.
	Revelations

	Rom.
	Romans

	Ru.
	Ruth

	Sam.
	Samuel (1 and 2)

	So.
	Song of Songs

	Thes.
	Thessalonians (1 & 2)

	Tim.
	Timothy (1 & 2)

	Tit.
	Titus

	Zec.
	Zechariah

	Zep.
	Zephaniah

	
	

	W.C.
	Westminster Confession of Faith

	LXX
	Septuagint


Appendix 2: Occurrences of ‘covenant’

	Book
	References
	Occurs
	Comments

	
	
	
	

	Gen.
	6:18
	
	

	
	9:9-17
	7 
	

	
	14:13
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 in a conspiracy, literally ‘God/Master of Covenants’

	
	15:18
	
	

	
	17:2-21
	13 
	

	
	21:27,32
	2
	

	
	26:28,31,44
	4
	

	
	31:44
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Appendix 3

Baptisms and Dedications

This is an attempt to provide some kind of consensus position to handle the problems that exist in a two practice church.
 (The two practices being the paedobaptism and dedication of the children of believers). In fact, many of the churches who find themselves in this situation have people whose beliefs range from a sincere conviction that the children of believing parents are within the covenant of God which is a single covenant embracing all dispensations of God's revelation to man to those who equally sincerely believe that membership of the New covenant is restricted to adult believers.

I think that I can summarise the range of beliefs by describing three distinct positions. Of course, any such divisions are somewhat arbitrary, and I accept that I may be doing injustice to the beliefs of others in producing these summary positions, especially those which are not so congenial to my own position. However, having said that, I ask you to believe that what I say is not designed to exacerbate division, but rather to relieve tension, and I pray that this will be accepted as intended to bring Glory to God.

I will outline my understanding of Covenants first. This is a brief summary of  main body of the text.

Covenantal Theology

The Covenant is, as the Westminster Confession defines it 'a voluntary action on the part of God to bridge the chasm between God and the creature', a chasm exacerbated by the Fall, and the Bible is the history of God's work of reparation and redemption which 'He has been pleased to express by way of covenant' (Westminster Confession. 7:1) - The Covenant is the 'Treaty of the Great King' (this is the title of a book about Deuteronomy. Covenants therefore are a divine work and the work is only that of God - Covenants in this environment are monergic

There is a complete unity between the Covenants of the Old and New Testament, they have the same promise (I will be your God, You will be my people, I will dwell in the midst of you), the same initiator (God) and the same guarantor (God) whose promises are unbreakable. There are no conditions to men and women and their families other than accepting the gift of grace and there is no 'work'  that can be done by humans to earn the blessings involved. The so-called 'conditions' are merely a character description of the people of God and arise out of relationship with God (Ex 20:1 and Jas 1:21-22)

There is however, a difference between the signs (and seals) of the different dispensations of this one covenant. In the Older Dispensation, the sign and seal that mankind accepted the covenant was circumcision of male babies. This sign was indicative of both the blessing and the curse, If they were not prepared to live up to the character description (summarised as 'to love God and to love one's neighbours as oneself'), then the 'cutting off'  would be more severe than merely that of the foreskin.

In the Newer Dispensation, the sign and seal of acceptance is Baptism. The unity between the dispensations is maintained by our Lord who was circumcised for us (Col 2:11) and who also paid the penalty for our rebellion by being 'cut-off from the land of the living' (Is 53:8) thus receiving the curses of the covenant in his own flesh.

There is another critical difference between the two dispensations. The 'new' covenant is different from the old in that it is an enabling version. The older dispensations did not fail because God failed, but because man failed, often in trying to obey it 'as it were of works'. In the older dispensations the law was written on tablets of stone and God dwelt in the Holy-of-Holies in the tabernacle or temple. In the 'new' covenant mankind is assisted by the completed work of Christ and enabled to be the people of the Living God. In the ‘new’ covenant the law is written on the hearts of the believer, and God, in the person of the Holy Spirit, dwells in the believer. This is how this ‘new’ covenant is enabling.

It must be emphasised that in no case did, or does, acceptance of the sign do more than open the individual up to the possibility of either blessings or curses of the covenant. It does not guarantee faith. Hence the Old Testament History of God's dealings with Israel and the 'they are without excuse' (Heb 6:4-8)

So far, so good, now to the 'positions'

Position 1:  Provisionally entitled 'Covenantal - Paedobaptist'
This position sees the essential unity of the covenants including a unity which considers that the sign and seal has in practice (but not in actuality – Christ is our circumcision; being cut of for the people Col. 2:11) replaced the older sign and seal. This viewpoint emphasises that the promise is 'to you and your children' (Act. 2:39) as it was before. It sees the statement that 'God had planned something better  for us' (Heb 11:40) as implying that if they could include their children, then so can we. Consequently, people holding this position desire to baptise their children as infants.

Position 2: Provisionally entitled 'Baptistic'

In no way do I wish to imply that people who hold this belief are not covenantal, they may not be, but that is not at issue here. This position sees a very clear distinction between the covenants, to the extent that the older covenant is completely fulfilled in Christ (Gal 3) and the New Covenant really is New. Because the Great Commission  says that men are to be converted and then baptised, and with other similar references, this position holds that baptism is limited to those who can make a profession of faith, and therefore they do not want to baptise their children as infants.

The position of children varies. It is often that children are unbelievers until they profess faith, and at the extreme, that they cannot refer to God as Father until they do profess faith, because until they do, He is not their Father, and they are not in the family of God. Thus they cannot say or be taught ‘The Lord’s Prayer’. This position accepts that children are a gift from God and  wishes a service of 'dedication' where the parents dedicate themselves to bring up the children in the fear and admonition of the Lord, and also to dedicate the child to God.

Position 3: Provisionally entitled 'Covenantal - Dedicationist' (what a horrible word!!)

This position - a somewhat mediating position between the first two; accepts with position 1 that the covenant applies to families, and that children can be included within the covenant and be taught to know God as 'Abba' Father. But it sees a clear distinction between the covenants, and in particular  that the sign and seal of the older covenant is done away with, having been fulfilled by Christ when He 'became our circumcision' (Col 2:11). They do not accept that the sign and seal of the ‘new’ covenant replaces that of the old. Using similar arguments to the second position they conclude that baptism is only for adult believers. However, they do wish to formally include their children within the covenant, and short of there being any other description, use the word 'dedication' to describe this act of obedience and worship.

Again, I must emphasise that these are only convenient groupings, and also, that I have made a real effort not to parody any belief which is not mine. 

This next section is an attempt to discuss what the practical outworking of having a church with a dual practice. - why dual practice, when there are three positions? The reason is that I believe that a church cannot consistently hold people of the two extremes of positions 1 and 2. There is such a radical difference between the two ways of looking at children that I consider any attempt to reach a compromise practice is fraught with difficulty. While there may be members who espouse such a position, I believe that any church committed to a belief that it can include the children of believers within the covenantal family of God cannot accept position 2 as defining its working practice. The difference is in essence that an elder holding Position 1 and being prepared to hold a mediating position on paedobaptism does accept that there will be children within the church who he will not be baptising. An elder holding Position 2, no matter how mediating a position he might wish to take cannot in good conscience baptise children. Position 1 will ‘not-baptise-children’. Position 2 will not ‘baptise-children’. I, personally, cannot see any solution to that impasse, and so my next consideration assumes a position mediating between Position 1 and Position 3.

My first point here is to take exception to the phrase 'dry baptism' which I have heard used in this context; I disagree with it on three counts.

The first objection is theological: Baptism is a prescribed sacrament, and involves water. To have a 'dry baptism' seems to me to be an equivalent misunderstanding of the sacrament as the Roman Catholic misunderstanding of the mass - that they offer the sacrifice again to God - and even to approach Teilhard de Chardin's view that you can offer anything, even the whole world, to God in place of the wine in the Mass. In baptism, water is essential.

The second objection is also theological. To have a 'dry baptism' is to reduce and demean baptism itself to the nature of a rite. When a 'dry-baptised' baby reaches the point of commitment and 'adult' baptism, what are we then doing ? How, in particular do we obey the Lord when we are told that there is one baptism. It is my considered position here that we would actually upset people of all persuasions by adopting this approach.

The third objection is practical: How do we prevent confusion, particularly among the younger people in a church, of what is happening. We can envision a church service in which there was a child dedication which was indistinguishable from a baptism except that there was no water, followed by a 'damp' (for example, a sprinkling,) adult baptism. The result, I am confident, would be that any children present and even some adults would be quite confused by what had happened.

Consequently, I consider that we need to 'invent'  or develop two distinct liturgical types to accommodate these objections and meet the dual practice which we wish to invoke.

So: where are the differences between the two positions? 

To ask such a question is provocative, I think we should concentrate on the similarities. The different practices of any local church are, praise God, one of the strengths of evangelicalism and are the business of the local church, but it would be remiss of me not to suggest some kind of order of service. I humbly offer something like the following: 

Concentrate on the similarities in the first part of the liturgies and then make a clear break as we move on to the second part, and I suggest something like:


(Q: means a question to be answered)


(T: means an area of teaching)


(P: means prayer)

	
	Paedobaptistic
	Common
	Dedicationist

	
	
	
	

	1>Parental
	
	Q: Belief in Existence of God
	

	
	
	Q: Acknowledgement of personal sin
	

	
	
	Q: Belief in the historic Christ
	

	
	
	Q: Personal acceptance of the Work of Christ
	

	
	
	Q: Personal commitment to obedience
	

	
	
	
	

	2>Break
	
	T: Covenant family of God in the life of the believer
	

	
	
	
	

	3>The Child
	T: The sign of the covenant
	
	T: The joy of belonging to the family of God

	
	Q: Child entrusted to you
	
	Q: Child as Gift of God

	
	Q: Teach about Salvation
	
	Q: Teach about Salvation

	
	Q: Teach about Responsibility of acceptance
	
	Q: Encourage to Full Faith

	
	
	Q:  Accept God may Call to work away from home 
	

	
	
	Q: Accept God may allow them to die before you
	

	
	T: The sign of the covenant
	
	

	
	
	T: Acceptance of responsibility of the individual to come to full faith
	

	
	Baptism
	
	

	
	
	
	

	4>Congregation
	
	T: Responsibility to Parents and Child as part of Family of God
	

	
	
	Q: Accept responsibility to Parents and Child
	

	
	
	
	

	5>Prayer
	
	(shaded to reflect the slight difference of service that has been followed)
	


I appreciate that the pathway is not very different, but I think with a little bit of care, sufficient distinction could be made.

I haven't here given the 'text' of the questions, as I think this is a matter of personal responsibility of the elder
 leading at this point


One other practical point: In order to try and avoid confusion, I consider that you can mix the services as follows

Infant Baptism and Adult Baptism of a convert

Infant Baptism and Adult Baptism of a child 'dedicated' within the congregation

What I do not think would be helpful is to have the following mix

Infant Baptism and Dedication

Dedication and any Adult Baptism (except when dealing with a single family who have come to Christ)

Three other practical considerations that arise (incidentally out of the practice of either position) are these:

Firstly, in accordance with any local church 'rules' for children taking the Lord's Supper: anyone taking the Lord's Supper who is a member (or a regular attendee) of the church should be have been baptised
 as well as 'seeing' an elder first
. I also suggest that a covenant child’s first Lord’s Supper is a good time for him or her to take upon themself the promises and responsibilities of the covenant. I would suggest that a public and personal response to the questions in the first part of the liturgy suggested above would be quite appropriate here. I am not creating another sacrament, merely making a suggestion for a ‘way to’ with dignity and joy welcome a covenant child member to conscious responsible membership of the covenant. 

Secondly,   I think we should 'have in place' some mechanism for ensuring the spiritual health of the children of the church. This should involve the teaching and exhorting of our children of both positions without bias. I am not in any way being pejorative about Sunday-School teachers or Youth-Group Leaders, I think that they do wonderful work. I also accept that the ultimate responsibility is the parents of the child concerned. But it has been the experience of the church 'sensu-lato' throughout history that some sort of formal overview of the progress of younger Christians is required. I am not advocating a 'catechism', but I am suggesting catechatical classes.

Thirdly, I am concerned that the church ensures that both positions are adequately retained among young adults, and especially young couples. I think we need to ensure that not only one of the positions is espoused by the people who are influential in these area. Again, this is not intended as a reflection on anyone, it is merely an attempt to forestall a criticism that young people and young couples are being indoctrinated with any one position. (In fact, I think people are bright enough to resist indoctrination, but we must not only be fair, but be seen to be fair), and also, there are some distinctions between the positions which aren't immediately overt.

What follows is bits and bobs not yet incorporated fully.

These are added notes

a) How could Paul have circumcised Timothy if Circumcision <directly-equates> to baptism?  - He couldn’t – One Faith One Hope One Baptism – One Lord and Father of all – (may have to think about Acts 19 and those who only knew John’s baptism)

a. In this context.. Colossians – he is our circumcision – he was cut off for the people – now no more cutting off (ie where we need to be circumcised, he was)

b. So to next
b) JohnB baptizing Xst… it becomes me to fulfill all righteousness – Jesus is being baptized for those who cannot be baptized, deathbed conversions – like the thief on the cross

a. None-the-less, believers are obedient and are baptized – and baptize their babies

c) This is that! – if no continuity of Covenants then what can we offer a Messianic Jew?

a. Acts 2 – This is That

b. What have we left to say for a Messianic Jew – if we remove his or her birthright and inheritance

d) Ephesians: We were outside and have been brought in. They have the promises that we now enjoy

e) They failed because they obeyed it as it were of works – Rom 9:32

a. does it mean 'as though it were a works covenant' - in which case the centre of the law-grace misunderstanding is exposed

b. literally   'like, so to speak, on the ground of,/from, by means of/ work'

c. so ESV -- they, who pursued a law that would lead to righteousness, did not succeed in reaching that law. Why? because they did not pursue it by faith but as if it were based on works.

f) centre of law grace divide is exposed anyway by Rom 4 and Abraham's 'not by works but by imputed righteousness' 

a. particularly watch this when 'baptism-circumcision debated because 'they' frequently slide from Sinai (works) to circumcision as though it were the same covenant – Circumcision predated the law by at least 600 years

� While the Westminster Confession of Faith is now a Presbyterian confession, the document was also adopted as the Baptist Confession of Faith in the mid seventeenth century virtually unchanged apart from obvious differences about the practice of baptism itself. (Also check Augsberg and Heidleberg)


� One of my theology textbooks (Buswell) endears itself to me by explaining that it is called ‘A Systematic Theology’ not ‘The Systematic Theology’ because while there may be ‘The’ systematic theology, we do not have it.


� Acts 8:26ff - It is exactly Isaiah 53 that so puzzled the Ethiopian eunuch that it needed Philip to explain it.


� The Septuagint is a translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek for the Jews of the dispersion at Alexandria made between 284-247 BC. Tradition says that it was translated by 70 scholars (hence its name and the abbreviation LXX from the Latin ‘septuaginta’)


� Actually, as I will show (at the end of the section on Old Testament Covenants), the fact is that the idea of a ‘last will and testament’ as pertaining to the covenant of grace is essential to a full understanding. However, I do understand what Bauer meant in the context of a translation of the Old Testament, for them the idea of the death of God was literally ‘incredible’ – beyond belief.


� 	Gen. 21:22, 26:28, 31:4, Josh. 9:6, 1 Sam 18:3, 20:8, 2 Sam 3:12, 15:3, 1 Kings 5:12, 15:19, 20:34, Isa. 28:15, Hos 12:1, Obad 7





� 	Beersheba can mean either ‘the well of seven’ or ‘the well of the oath’ Here in Gen. 21:31 it specifically opts for the latter.


�	 In this case, Beersheba is most likely to be the well of the oath, in this history this is the fourth well that they had dug.


� 	Josh. 24:24, 2 Kings 11:17, 23:2, Neh. 9:38, Ezr. 10:3





� 	Gen. 3:14, 6:8, 9:6,12-22, Ex. 2-12, 19-24, Deut. 1-34, 2 Sam 7:12, 1King. 9:4,11:38, Isa. 42-65, Jer 31:31, Hos 6:7


� 	monergic comes from the Greek monergos - literally, 'one work'





� 	see note on this passage in the introduction


� 	the NIV marginal translation allows ‘disbelieved’ for this last word, but the Greek is contrasting  - to fail or refuse to believe - with ( - to disobey


�	1Tim. 2:13ff makes two points very clear


	Salvation came through the seed of the woman. This passage cannot mean that women are kept safe through the act of child bearing (there is no historical evidence to show that Christian women have less problems in labour). It cannot mean that women's salvation is dependent on bearing children (to say so would be totally contrary to the rest of the biblical revelation - see Acts 4:12). It must mean that salvation comes through the seed of the woman - if they (women) continue to bear children


	Secondly, that although Eve sinned chronologically first, before Adam, that it is Adam's sin that has affected all of us. As with Romans 5:12-21, Adam is the federal head of the human race. He sinned, therefore all humanity is under the curse of sin


� 	p.23


� 	Gen. 17:14, Lev. 26:25, Deut 17:2, 29:25, 31:16, Josh 7:11, 23:14, Jud, 1 King 11:11, 19:10, 2 King 17:15, 18:12, Isa 24:5, 28:18, Jer 11:2, 22:9, 31:32, 34:18, Ezek 16:59, 17:15, 44:7, Dan 11:28, Hos 6:7, 8:1, Zech 11:10, Mal 2:8


�	Lev. 26:9, 2 King 17:38, Neh 9:7, Ps 25, 89, 103, 105, 106, 111, 132, Isa 1:1, 54:10, 55:3, 59:21, 61:8, Jer 31:32, 32:38, 33:20, Ezek 16:8, 16:60, 20:37, 34:23, 36:25, Hos 2:18, Hag 2:5, Mal 2:5 (2 Cor 6:18, Heb 8:8)


� It is interesting where Jesus stops the Isiah reading - in the middle of the verse: Isiah goes on say -	‘to proclaim the day of the Lord’s favour and the day of vengeance of our God’


Jesus stopped reading there; proclamation and healing is now - the day of judgement is still to come!


� The NIV puts a capital letter on ‘Seed’ here. This is a reflection of the doctrine of a Triune God, conforming both to the Shemah, ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord, your God, is one’ and with the doctrine that Jesus, the Christ, is God


� ‘Abba’ is best translated as a diminutive of relationship, a diminutive of familiarity - ‘Daddy’. This is not some mere legal relationship that we have been given, but a close and personal relationship into the family of God


� I am indebted to the Calvin Burroughs for pointing me to Tim Keller’s exegesis as a source for the following legal note


�  – although see Gen 15:2 where a similar process is in view


� Francis Lyall: “Slaves, Citizens, and Sons: Legal metaphors in the Epistles” (Gr. Rapids, Mich; Zondervan, 1984) 


� The only use of the word ‘allegory’ in the bible, exegetes beware!


� This gives added meaning to Jesus statement in John 14 and 15 about the coming of the Holy Spirit. And explains why the Pentecost experience in Acts 2 is after the death of Christ. The Holy Spirit, as Paul says (Eph 1:14) is a ‘earnest’ or deposit guaranteeing our inheritance. The Holy Spirit indwelling the believer is available as part of the inheritance that is ours by right as (adopted) sons and daughters of the Living God, but the inheritance is only ours because the testator has died. (The word ‘earnest’ of the KJV translation provides a wonderful picture of the length and height and depth of the love of God. In England in the old days, you could buy a farm at any time of the year, but transfer of the property was traditionally after the harvest at Michaelmas. Someone buying the farm at, say Easter, would receive a handful of the soil as an ‘earnest’ that what he had paid for was actually his now, and would be his in entirety at Michaelmas. Considering the power of the Holy Spirit, describing Him as a ‘muddy handshake’ says a great deal about the broad acres that are the full inheritance to come.)


� Matt 19:28-29, 23:34, Act 20:32, 26:18, Rom 8:17, 1 Cor 6.9-10, 15:50, Gal 3:18, 3:29, 4:7, 4:30, 5:21, Eph 1:11,1:14,1:18,5:5, Col 1:12,3:24, Titus 3:7, Heb 1:14, 6:12, 6:17,9:15, 12:16, Jas 2:5, 1Pet 1:4,3:9, 5:3, Rev 21:7


� This is the ‘you will do greater miracles than these’ in John 14:12. His miracles were accomplished at His word of command. The conversion of a single soul is only accomplished by the death of God.


� Gen. 9:8, 17:7, Deut. 5:2, 29:29, Num. 18:19, 25:10, Ps. 90:16, 102:28, 103:18, 112:1, 115:14, Isa. 44:2, 59:23, Jer. 32:38, Hag. 2:5, Luke 1:50, Gal. 3:16, Heb 11:9





� One of my own personal mentors gives his testimony including the words. ‘That night I made a decision for the Lord, and I have never looked back. Of course, there have been many, many, other times when I have had to remake that decision, to turn back to Him on penitent knees, but I have never looked back.’ 


This surely is the story of all maturing Christians. This side of heaven we will continually fail, the ‘habits that hinder and the sin that entangles’ continually interfere with our campaign. But we are on a campaign, the battle plan is laid, and the victory is before us; the crown of life is within our grasp because we made the decision.


� See Rom 11:22. The ingrafted olive branch will be ‘cut off’ unless it continues in his kindness


� Schaeffer’s image of the plateau (Church at the end of the 20th Century)


� earlier in this chapter under the heading ‘relationship’


� : In the NIV every use of words of the  root is translated by the appropriate English ‘baptise’ or ‘baptism’ etc.: Mat. 3:1, 3:6, 3:7, 3:11, 3:13, 3:14, 3:16, 11:11, 11:12, 14:2, 14:8, 16:14, 17:13, 21:25, 28:19, Mar. 1:4, 1:5, 1:8, 1:9, 6:14, 6:24, 6:25, 7:4, 8:28, 10:38, 10:39, 11:30, 16:16, Luk. 3:3, 3:7, 3:12, 3:16, 3:21, 7:20, 7:29, 7:30, 7:33, 9:19, 12:50, 20:4, Joh. 1:25, 1:26, 1:28, 1:31, 1:33, 3:22, 3:23, 3:26, 4:1, 4:2, 10:40, Act. 1:5, 1:22, 2:38, 2:41, 8:12, 8:13, 8:16, 8:36, 8:38, 9:18, 10:37, 10:47, 10:48, 11:16, 13:24, 16:15, 16:33, 18:8, 18:25, 19:3, 19:4, 19:5, 22:16, Rom. 6:3, 6:4, 1Co. 1:13, 1:14, 1:15, 1:16, 1:17, 10:2, 12:13, 15:29, Gal. 3:27, Eph. 4:5, Col. 2:12, Heb. 6:2, 9:10, 1Pe. 3:21


This is not exactly helpful as in those times several different uses were intended from washing ones hands to wringing out a cloth. This is a failure in translation and merely reflects a desire on the part of the translators to be uncontroversial


�  is used for Cleansing of lepers (Mat. 8:2-3, 10:8, 11:5, Mar. 1:40-42, Luk. 4:27, 5:12-13, 7:22, 17:14-17) It is also ritual purification (Mary - Luk. 2:22; ritual re Lepers - Mar. 1:44, Luk. 5:14; Jars - Joh. 2:6; Ceremonial washing - Mat. 23:25-26, Luk. 11:39)


Comparison of John 3:25 with the context of John 3 - John the Baptist’s practice - suggests that  here may be at least similar to baptism. Again, in Acts 9,11 and 15 - Peter’s vision - there is a close relationship between God’s cleansing of the Gentiles and baptism. 


In Hebrews 9, a clear teaching on the fact that the sprinkling of the blood of the (older) covenant cleansed and purified the tabernacle, altar and everything to do with that covenant, which were only copies or patterns of the reality. So, the sprinkling of the blood of the new covenant purifies the reality - and in particular ‘to take away the sins of the people’ (Heb 9:28) - This is also John’s use of the word in 1 Joh 7-9


� the word can mean ‘tent’ or ‘tabernacle’ or ‘home’. ‘Tabernacle’ is appropriate here, because what is at issue is where God dwells, - he ‘tabernacled’ among us in the days of his flesh (Joh 1), now in the days of his church he dwells in our bodies (1 Cor 6)  while he builds us into his temple. (1 Pet 2) Finally we will go to be with him in the New Jerusalem where there will be no temple.


� Of course, as we have seen, the presence of the physical sign was no guarantee of spiritual or actual obedience. Neither was absence of the sign a guarantee of exclusion. David clearly understood this latter point. When God’s judgment falls upon him because of his adultery with Bathsheba, he prays and fasts seeking  forgiveness. When the baby dies, he stops. His servants ask him why. His reply is 


‘while the child was still alive, I fasted and wept, I thought ‘Who knows? Maybe the Lord will be gracious to me and let the child live.’ But now he is dead, why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I will go to him, but he will not return to me’ 


The technical word used here for ‘child’ means that the child was less than 8 days old. That is, it had not been circumcised. The point is, David knows that the child is with the Lord - ‘I will go to him.’ Yet it has not formally been included in the covenant.


� Acts 15, Gal. 2 etc.


� page??


� I have maintained for some time that there are four ‘uses’ for the Law


written on the hearts of all men (John 1:9 and Rom 1-2) to restrain and control them


to imprison unsaved men and women and lead them to Christ (Gal 3)


to show the Christian believer how to be pleasing to God


to retain ethnic Jewry until the end-times (Rom 11) They are after all his chosen and beloved people and it ill behoves us to forget it


� In spite of what I was taught at Seminary, I do not believe that this is a ‘church discipline’ issue and refer you to appendix C ‘Baptism and Dedications in a mixed church environment’  


� When this was written we were not a dual theology church but a Presbyterian church which acknowledged that there are those who hold to a covenantal family view yet do not see paedobaptism as being scriptural


� The Great Commission command is to all of us to go out, preach, baptise and make disciples, but in the environment of a church, service I think it should always be an elder or other responsible person as commissioned by the elders of the local church. 


� Not necessarily in the particular church concerned. The bible makes it quite clear that baptism is a sacrament of entry into the church of Christ, and that there is only one baptism, we do not need to be washed more than once. 


� I consider that children should demonstrate to an elder that they are capable of ‘discerning the body of the Lord’ This is not a test of the child, but an exercise of the responsibility on the part of an elder to these young members of his congregation as suggested by 1 Cor. 11 27-30.








�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"�Page: 2���Maybe, comment on cultural differences. In Canaan, the sister of an important man was protected while wives were expected to be shared as a duty to a guest. It was not so among the Philistines where wives were protected and Abimelech may have thought he was honouring Abraham by taking his sister. 
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