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COVENANT THEOLOGY
– Developed in the Reformed Church of Switzerland–

Covenant Theology attempts to develop the Bible’s philosophy of 
history on the basis of covenants, that is, it attempts to understand 
the existence of man and the relationship that God establishes 
with him; this relationship is based on covenants. Covenant The-
ology is a theological system that interprets all of Scripture on the 
basis of two or three covenants.

It does not get its name from the biblical covenants (Abrahamic, 
Palestinian, Davidic, etc.) but from theological covenants ac-
knowledged by covenant theologians. These covenants are known 
as the covenants of redemption, works, and grace.

I. OVERVIEW OF COVENANT THEOLOGY
According to covenant theology the following occurred...

A. The covenant of redemption

A covenant of redemption was made between God 
the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit in 
____________ past in which they covenanted together 
for the redemption of the human race for God knew that 
man would fall away. The Father chose a people to be His 
own and appointed the Son to be the mediator, the Second 
Adam, whose life would be given for the salvation of the 
elect sinner. The Son accepted the commission and prom-
ised to fulfill all righteousness by obeying the law of God. 
The Holy Spirit was designated to apply the work of the 
Son (sacrificial death) to the chosen people of God.

B. The covenant of works

Prior to the fall of man into sin God entered into a covenant of works with Adam 
as the federal head (__________________) of the human race. He promised 
eternal life to Adam and his descendants for their perfect obedience and death for 
disobedience. Adam failed and brought physical, spiritual, and eternal death to 
mankind (Genesis 2:17).

Genesis 2:16-17 
(16)  And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, Of every tree of the 
garden thou mayest freely eat: 
(17)  But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for 
in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die. 
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C. The covenant of grace

Because Adam broke the covenant of works, God graciously entered into a 
covenant of grace with man in order to bring salvation through Jesus Christ. This 
covenant began with Abraham and will continue until the return of Christ. Those 
who through faith become part of this covenant (i.e., the _________ sinners) 
form one, and only one, people of God. This people are the church, or true Israel. 
The covenant of grace is based on the covenant of redemption which was made 
in eternity past between the Father and the Son. It is now God’s great purpose to 
bring salvation to the elect of God.

II. THE COVENANT OF GRACE

A. Who are the recepients of the covenant of grace?

Covenant theologians are in agreement concerning the first party —God, but not over 
the second party. Some say that the second party is the sinner, others say it is the elect 
or the elect sinner in Christ; still others say it is believers and their __________.

B. How can the covenant of grace include both those who are regenerate and 
some who are not?

1. According to Louis Berkhof, the covenant of grace exists both as “a 
communion of life” and as “a purely legal relationship.” Only the saved 
experience the “communion of life;” but both the saved and their unsaved 
children experience the covenant as a legal relationship. Hence, the unsaved 
children of believers are in the covenant of grace.

2. What happens if these children reach the age of discernment and fail to 
accept their covenant obligations voluntarily by entering the “communion of 
life” through true confession of faith?
“If one who stands in the legal covenant relationship does not enter upon the 
covenant life, he is nevertheless regarded as a member of the covenant.”

(Berkhof, Systematic Theology, pp. 269-271)

C. When in history was the covenant of grace established?

1. Some covenant theologians believe that it was established immediately after 
Adam’s fall, when God first promised a Redeemer (Gen. 3:15). Others claim 
that Gen. 3:15 was the first revelation of the covenant of grace, but it was not 
established until God’s covenant with Abraham.

2. The establishment of the covenant with Abraham marked the beginning of 
an institutional Church. Berkhof sees the Church in the Old Testament and 
appears to equate the beginning of the ____________ with the establishment 
of the covenant of grace.

“[Covenant 
Theology] 
teaches that 
God initially made 
a covenant of 
works with Adam, 
promising eternal 
life for obedience 
and death for 
disobedience. 
Adam failed, and 
death entered 
the human race. 
God, however, 
moved to resolve 
man’s dilemma 
by entering a 
covenant of grace 
through which 
the problem 
of sin and 
death would be 
overcome. Christ 
is the ultimate 
mediator of 
God’s covenant 
of grace.”  Paul 
Enns, Moody 
Handbook 
of Theology 
(Chicago: Moody, 
1989), page 503.
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III. THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE COVENANT OF GRACE TO THE 
DISPENSATIONS AND THE PROCESS OF REVELATION

Covenant theologians recognize that there have been different dispensations and progress 
in revelation. They claim the covenant of grace existed throughout these dispensations, 
and that each dispensation is simply another stage of the progressive revelation of the 
covenant of grace.

Louis Berkhof 
wrote, “The 
covenant of Sinai 
was essentially 
the same as that 
established with 
Abraham, though 
the form differed 
somewhat.” 
Yet Paul 
emphasized their 
distinctiveness in 
Galatians 3.

IV. COMMENDABLE FEATURES OF COVENANT THEOLOGY
1. It’s emphasis on the grace of God and redemptive work of Jesus Christ.
2. It’s recognition of Jesus Christ as the central figure of history.
3. It’s honest attempt to be faithful to the Scriptures.

V.. PROBLEMS WITH COVENANT THEOLOGY
There are several problems with this theological system which impact the prophetic 
Word:

A. Covenant theology denies or weakens some of the _______________ found in 
the Scriptures.

1. Covenant theology is an oversimplification of God’s relationship with 
humanity. The covenant of grace is said to cover the time from Adam (or 
Abraham) to the end of the age, with no distinctions being made between 
the differing covenants and covenanted people throughout this period. 
By insisting on the distinctions being simply different phases of the same 
covenant of grace, covenant theology nullifies the genuine difference 
between the Abrahamic Covenant and the Mosaic Covenant, and between the 
Mosaic Covenant and the New Covenant.

2. Covenant theology denies the distinction between Israel and the Church. 
Scriptures related to Israel (e.g., Ezekiel 36:25-28) are made to refer to the 
Church. 
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a. Covenant theology believes that the Church existed in the Old Testament, 
and that Israel was a major part of the Church in the Old Testament.

b. It defines the Church as the continuing covenanted community consisting 
of all the peoples throughout history who have had a covenanted 
relationship with God. 

c. If this is true that the church existed in the Old Testament and that Israel 
and the Church are the same, why did Jesus place the building of His 
Church in the future beyond the time of Matt. 16:18?

(Matthew 16:18)  And I say also unto thee, That thou art Peter, and upon 
this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail 
against it. 

d. Why did the Apostle Peter call the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2) “the 
beginning” (Acts 11:15)? 

B. Covenant theology uses the ____________________ approach to some Scripture.

1. Covenant theology employs a double hermeneutic (two ways of 
interpretating the Scriptures). It recognizes the literal interpretation 
(historical-grammatical method) of the Bible as the normal method. 
However, it uses allegorical interpretation in the area of prophecy—
particularly the future Kingdom of God and nation of Israel.

2. In order to make the various covenants of the Old Testament conform to the 
pattern of the covenant of grace, it is necessary to interpret them in other than 
the literal sense. This is illustrated in the promises given to Abraham and to 
Israel which are interpreted as promises to the New Testament church . . . . 
The covenant theory allows no place for literal fulfillment of Israel’s national 
and racial promises and either cancels them on the grounds that Israel failed 
to meet the necessary conditions or transfers them to the saints in general. 
John Walvoord, The Millennial Kingdom, (Findlay, Ohio: Dunham, 1963), 
pages 90-91.

3. By what authority does covenant theology use the allegorical method when 
interpreting the prophetic Scriptures?

C. Covenant theology makes the biblical covenants (Abrahamic, Palestinian, 
Davidic, and New) simply progressive revelations of the covenant of grace.

Covenant theology has attempted to force all these biblical covenants into the one 
mold of the theological covenant of grace. They simply do not fit. To allow the bib-
lical covenants to speak unconfined by the theological covenant of grace brings one 
to some very different conclusions about things to come — different from those 
found in covenant theology.

D. Covenant theology’s goal of history is not broad enough.

God’s purpose in history includes more than the salvation of the elect. God has a 
different purpose for Israel, the saved, the lost, the holy angels, the fallen angels, 
and for the universe itself.


