THE INTER-RELATEDNESS OF THE

OLD AND NEW TESTAMENT
Part 3 – Continuity-Discontinuity:

The Covenants

The second way of understanding how God’s one continuous and eternal plan has unfolded in successive, progressive and distinct stages is through the covenants.

1. INTRODUCTION


Since the creation of the world, God’s relationship to mankind has been defined by covenants – specific requirements God has set for how He wants people to live, and specific promises about how He will act toward man, depending on how man responds.  By definition the covenants in Scripture have been unchangeable, divinely imposed legal agreements between God and man that stipulated the conditions of their relationship.

2.  FORMS OF COVENANT

(a)  With Adam

While the word “covenant” is not used of God’s dealings with Adam and Eve in the book of Genesis, God’s instructions to them contain all the essential parts of a covenant – a clear definition of the parties involved, a legally binding set of provisions that stipulate the conditions of their relationship, the promise of blessings for obedience, and the conditions for obtaining those blessings.  Hosea 6:7 in referring to the sins of Israel says, “But like Adam they transgressed the covenant”, inferring Adam existed in a covenant relationship with God that he then broke.  In Romans 5:12-21 Paul sees both Adam and Christ as heads of a people whom they represent, a concept which is entirely consistent with the idea of Adam being in a covenant before the fall.  The kingdom pattern of God’s people (here, Adam and Eve), in God’s place (the garden of Eden), under God’s rule (the word of God), first established in the Adam and Eve narrative will not only be repeated in future covenants but will emerge as the goal of all God’s activity. 
When man failed to obtain the blessing offered in this first covenant, it was necessary for God to establish another means by which mankind could be reunited with Himself.  The rest of Scripture after Genesis 3 is the story of God working out in history the plan of redemption to bring sin stained people back into fellowship with Himself.  This plan is sometimes called the “Covenant of Grace” or the “Covenant of Redemption.”

Although the essential elements of this Covenant of Grace have remained the same throughout the history of God’s people, the specific provisions of the covenant have varied from time to time in history.  At the time of Adam and Eve, there was only the bare hint of the possibility of relationship with God found in the promise about the seed of the woman, in Genesis 3:15, and in God’s gracious provision of clothing for Adam and Eve (Genesis 3:21).
(b)  With Noah

The covenant that God made with Noah after the flood (Genesis 9:8-17), was not a covenant that promised the blessings of eternal life or spiritual fellowship with God, but was one in which God promised all mankind and the animal creation that the earth would never be destroyed again by a flood. The covenant with Noah depended entirely on God’s grace, the parties involved were God and all mankind, no condition was named on man’s part, and the sign of the covenant (the rainbow) required no active participation on man’s part. 

(c)  With Abraham

The covenant with Abraham (Genesis 15:1-21; 17:1-27) is the basis for God’s redemptive work within human history.  The whole narrative (Genesis 12-24) is dominated by God’s covenant promises, conveyed in three main elements.


(1) Abraham’s descendants would become a great nation


      Genesis 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 16:10; 18:18

            
(2)  these descendants would possess the promised land


       Genesis 12:7; 13:14,15; 15:18-21; 17:8


(3)  these descendants would be God’s own people (implying a relationship with God)

                    Genesis 17:2,7,8; 18:19

That these promises equate to the Kingdom of God formula is intentional and unmistakable.


(1)  God’s people


(2)  in God’s place


(3)  under God’s rule

From the perspective of salvation history, the Abrahamic covenant is central to God’s purpose of saving a people who might truly be “His people”.  The goal of the covenant was to bring God’s redemptive blessings to all nations on the basis of responsive faith.  This would be accomplished through the “seed” (Genesis 22:17,18), identified clearly in the New Testament as Christ (Galatians 3:16-19).  In Galatians 3:8 Paul boldly states “the scripture … preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham” because the essential elements of the covenant of grace are explicit in the Abrahamic covenant.  Luke tells us that Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, prophesied that the coming of his son, John, to prepare the way for Christ, was the beginning of God’s working to fulfill the ancient covenant promise to Abraham “to show mercy to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant, the oath which he swore to our father Abraham” (Luke 1:72,73).  The New Testament constantly views Christ’s mission on earth as a fulfillment of the covenant promises made to Abraham (Luke 1:72,73;  Romans 4:1-25;  Galatians 3:16-18,29;  Hebrews 2:16; 6:13-20).
(d)  With Moses

God’s covenant at Sinai is easily the most misunderstood covenant of any of the Old Testament covenants.  Too many people think like this: God gave Israel the law at Sinai as a program of works whose goal was salvation.  The history of Israel shows they couldn’t keep God’s standard.  In desperation, God scrapped Plan A (salvation through works of the law) and brought in His emergency Plan B (salvation by grace through the gospel).  Because of this, the Old Testament really doesn’t matter to the Christian.  

Two major events occurred before Sinai – the covenant with Abraham and the Exodus.  The call and covenant with Abraham were acts of God’s grace.  The promises made to Abraham were promises dependant on God’s grace and not man’s works.  The descendants of Abraham were promised the kingdom of grace.  The mighty acts of God in Egypt were performed because of the promise to Abraham (Exodus 2:23-25).  The Exodus event became a model of salvation by grace, its goal being the fulfillment of the promises to Abraham in Canaan.  Any assessment of the Sinai Law must place it in the context of God’s gracious program in fulfilling His promises to Abraham.  

The heart of the Law is the Ten Commandments which is prefaced by the significant phrase, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery”  (Exodus 20:2).  God here declares that He has already “saved” His people by His own gracious act.  At Sinai He is “spelling out” for His people what it means to be the people of God, so Israel can live a life consistent with their calling in life as Yahweh’s people.  The Law reflects God’s character, and it will be Israel’s faithful response to God’s character that will demonstrate that they are His children.

Breaking the Law carried heavy penalties, the most severe being death or excommunication. Israel as a nation was expected to be faithful to the Law if it was to enjoy God’s blessing.  But this should not be interpreted that the blessing of salvation was the reward for obedience.  The New Testament carries exactly the same conditions (1 Corinthians 6:9,10; 10:6-12;  Ephesians 4:1; Hebrews 12:12-17; 1 John 3:14,15).  In both the Old and New Testaments, the principle operates that the people of God must live holy lives consistent with their calling.  Flouting this principle is a clear demonstration that we are not God’s people. In both Testaments the demand to be holy stems from the prior activity of God.

Of all the Old Testament covenants, only the Sinai covenant is termed by Paul the “old covenant” (2 Corinthians 3:14;cf. Hebrews 8:6,13).  This Mosaic covenant was an administration of detailed written laws given for a time to reveal God’s character (Leviticus 11:45), to preserve and give cohesion to the nation (Deuteronomy 4:5-8), to both reveal (Romans 3:19,20) and restrain the sin of the people (Galatians 3:19), and to be a custodian to point people to Christ  (Galatians3:19,24).

(e)  With David

The final Old Testament covenant is with David (2 Samuel 7; 23:1-7).  In terms reminiscent of the Abrahamic covenant, God promised David “a great name” (2 Samuel 7:9), stability for his people in the land (2 Samuel 7:10,11), an intimate relationship between God and David’s successors (2 Samuel 7:12-15), and an everlasting dynasty (2 Samuel 7:16; cf. Jeremiah 33:19-22).
Through the Davidic covenant promise that a David-like king would reign over the people of God forever, further light is given to complete the Kingdom trilogy formula:


(1) the formation of the people God had chosen to be His


(2) their inheritance in the land He had sworn to the patriarchs

(3) a Davidic king reigning over God’s people forever.

The pattern was now complete.  God’s Kingdom had been established in the garden of Eden through God’s covenant with Adam, destroyed through the fall, promised through the Abrahamic covenant, partially fulfilled through the Sinai covenant with Moses, and foreshadowed through the rulership of David and the promise of an everlasting David-like king. All that remained was the fulfillment.

(f)  The New Covenant

Jeremiah had prophesied that God would soon make a new covenant with His people (Jeremiah 31:31-34) “not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt”  (v. 32).  In an upper room on the last night that Jesus spent with His disciples, He announced the new covenant (Luke 22:20).  As all ancient covenants were ratified by a sacrifice or with the shedding of blood, so the new covenant would be sealed by the sacrifice of Jesus’ own life and the shedding of His blood (Matthew 26:28).  Each of the promises about the new covenant made by Jeremiah would be fulfilled; those who entered into this covenant would have the law written on their hearts (Jeremiah 31:32); God would be their God and they would be His people (Jeremiah 31:33);  they would know God personally (Jeremiah 31:34), and they would have every sin forgiven (Jeremiah 31:34).

This new covenant in Christ replaced the old (Mosaic) covenant and stood in stark contrast to it.  The old covenant was external and could only bring condemnation (2 Corinthians 3:6-9).  It had no power to save (Galatians 2:21; 3:21).  The new covenant fulfilled the promises made to Abraham (Galatians 3:16-18), wrote God’s standards on our hearts through the Spirit
(2 Corinthians 3:3), and promised genuine forgiveness (Matthew 26:28). This new covenant is the “eternal covenant” (Hebrews 13:20).
Under the new covenant, the kingdom formula is fulfilled:


(1)  God’s people (the ‘new Israel’ [Galatians 6:16], those “in Christ”)


(2)  in God’s place (part of His temple [Ephesians 2:19-22] where Christ dwells)

(3)  under God’s rule (under the rule and authority of Christ [Philippians 2:9-11])
(This study is drawn from parts of Gospel and Kingdom by Graeme Goldsworthy, Lancer Books, [1990] and from parts of Knowing Jesus Through The Old Testament by Christopher Wright , Monarch Books [1992], particularly pp.77-102)
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