
THE  COVENANT - Eternal Fellowship of Love and Peace

Definition
A covenant  is  an  agreement  or  a  pact  between two parties.  Both  partners  formulate  what  they

promise  each  other  and  they  specify  what  they  expect  from  each  other.  Both  also  accept  the  stated
consequences associated with failure to keep such a contract. Each party then agrees to the written content
of this treaty by signing it (e.g. Neh. 9:38). God’s covenant, however, is initiated by Him alone and only He
prescribes the terms in accordance with His eternal Counsel, for He is the Sovereign, Almighty Creator of
all  things.  His  covenant  describes the relation between Himself  and man,  His creature,  the responsible
partner.

One Covenant – Many Facets
After preparing the world, God created man, “male and female he created them”. He made them in

His likeness to take ownership of the created world as God’s deputy, in fellowship with Him and to His
glory. That purpose is maintained throughout history and this goal remains until the end. Full completion is
realized through Christ in the eternal fellowship with God at the end of days. ”Hallelujah! For our Lord God
Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and give him glory!” (Rev 19:6,7).

From time to time progressive revelations may alter, rather expand the formulation of the covenant.
These re-defined descriptions are like different facets of a colourful diamond. Dogmatic terms like covenant
of works, grace or favour, tend to suggest  distinct covenants. Even ‘old’ and ‘new’ covenants before and
after Christ, are really only facets of that one, bright and mysterious, but clear jewel of the  one covenant
between God and man. The Heidelberg Catechism (LD 7, 23, 24) is very clear that justification is not by
works but by faith in Christ and a gift from God. From the very beginning and into eternity, the covenant
pictures the glad tiding of eternal fellowship. Assuming a difference between facets may lead to such notions
as an unbreakable covenant, a covenant only for the elect or a dual baptism and a disappearance of God’s
wrath, anger or curse. History shows that pietism, individualism, humanism, fatalism may then mushroom.
'Sola Deo, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide'.

The only one God reveals Himself and His one covenant over time in increasingly refined and more
elaborate ways. The covenant with Adam, Noah, Abraham and Moses show reformulated facets of God’s
way to accomplish what He started, namely, an eternal fellowship between Himself and His creatures. After
man’s  fall  into  sin,  this  fellowship  covenant  constitutes  the  proclamation  of  the  gospel  of  salvation.
Forgiveness of sin and eternal life are granted through Christ’s accomplishments shared with man by the
Holy Spirit. His “eyes are too pure to look on evil” (Hab. 1:13).

Dual Partnership
The divinely initiated covenant attributes to man a kind of equality in partnership, but only in the

sense of  responsibility, like that  of  a  son to  his  father.  Even though man is  immeasurably unequal,  he
participates as God’s appointed deputy in this agreement. The covenant regulates and describes a fellowship 
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relation between God and man. But man ruined it.  Since man’s fall  into sin,  Christ’s  blood, death and
resurrection make it possible again for man to be a covenant partner. This restored partnership enables man
as fellow-worker to again labour with God in God’s workshop. Immanuel – God with us. Wretched sinners,
rather repenting sinners become His people. In Christ they constitute His church, His body or Christ’s Bride.
In this fellowship relation, man progresses so to say from sinful creatures, fellow-workers and lost sons to
God’s own people, a holy nation, a kingdom of priests and Christ’s body or His Bride.

In contract agreements among people, each partner contributes his/her share, and they always try to
equalize the obligations and expectations of each other.  With God’s covenant,  however,  such a balance
cannot be realized. God the Creator initiates it and only He stipulates its terms. Man is far from an equal
partner, for “We are the clay, you are the potter” (Isa 64:8). Could the clay have any input into the work or
the plans of the potter? (Rom 9:21).

Only God commits Himself. He is, therefore,  obliged to follow through and He does, for He is
faithful. Man, as partner, has nothing to offer on his own, as shown in Genesis 15. He cannot even promise
to accept what God presents: - life. He must just believe and obey. He is dumbstruck until it is said, “Here I
am … I desire to do your will, O God, your law is within my heart” (Psalm 40:7,8; Heb 10:7). Only in
Christ and in faith can man by grace again be a responsible partner in the covenant with God. His death
sentence for breaking the covenant is dismissed through Christ since the day God intervened in Satan’s
attempt to destroy man’s fellowship with God (Gen 3:17). Also Noah “became heir of the righteousness that
comes by faith”(Heb 11:7).

Two-sidedness
The covenant is also two-sided, like a coin. The one side cannot exist without the other. As touched

upon above,  a covenant agreement  consists  of a self-committed obligation or  promise together with an
inherent expectation or demand. When the demand is not met in unbelief or disobedience, the promise is no
longer valid. Consequently, the benefits of the agreement are lost, the promise is void and the contract is no
longer binding. Without God’s covenant-promise of life, man is dead. Instead of fellowship with God, man
is without God, abandoned, cursed and under a death sentence on death row.

God clearly presents  us  with  a  two-sided  covenant  of  both  a  promise  and  a  demand.  The  full
constitution of this covenant is spelled out in the Ten Words of the Covenant, the Law of Moses. Moreover,
many enlightening aspects are revealed in the Psalms and the Prophets. Obedience is what is expected of
man since the beginning in order to have life. On his own he cannot do what is required, until we hear, “here
I am … to do your will”. God grants what He promises, for He is faithful (1 Cor. 1:9). Not only does He
fulfill  His promised obligation,  He also  accomplishes what  He requires of man.  Man is  duty-bound to
believe  and  obey.  In  accordance  with  His  ‘blueprint’,  the  LORD  always  “works  out  everything  in
conformity with the purpose of his will” (Eph 1:11).

The first  Adam failed,  but Christ,  the second Adam, accomplished it  on our behalf  and for our
benefit.  The  O.T.  sign  of  the  covenant  and  the  ceremonial  laws  pointed  forward  to  His  death  and
resurrection. The N.T. sign and seal of baptism points back to His earned righteousness that cleanses us.
Mankind had earned death, for in Adam all disobeyed. But Christ conquered the death we deserved and He
perfectly obeyed on behalf of His people. By faith in Him and regenerated by God’s Word and Spirit, man is
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still expected to believe and so to accomplish all the obedience required of man (H.C.QA 60). It is done out
of thankfulness, which is shown in the believer’s doctrine and conduct of life. This is a gift from God, Who
through His Word and Spirit works in man’s heart by the gospel “to will and to act according to his good
purpose” (Phil 2:13). ”I have mercy on whom I have mercy” (Rom 9:12).

God’s demand is inherently linked to His promise. Claiming that the demand of faith and obedience
is an injustice, is a gross misrepresentation of God’s justice and Christ’s accomplishment (H.C. Lord’s Day
4). This is also the case when it is argued that the demand lessens the value of the promise. Obedience is in
no way ever a  contribution towards receiving what is promised. Neither can faith as such be our perfect
obedience to the law worthy of eternal life, for God did not revoke the demand of obedience (Canons of
Dort, chapter II, Rejection of Errors #4).

These claims show a refusal to accept man’s responsibility in the dual partnership as well as the two-
sidedness of God’s terms in the covenant. It is like doubting the validity and authenticity of a signed cheque
or promissory note. When it is not presented for cash, the actual full value will never be realized. The signed
cheque is true, but it will not turn into cash by itself. The recipient must not only believe its value and its
authenticity. He must also show knowledge and trust in the giver, by making it useful and cash in on it.
Having the promise proclaimed, even personally in baptism, implies the demand to respond to it and use it.
The recipient is duty-bound to trust and believe the Giver and to also show such faith in consequent actions
of profession of faith and a renewed conduct of life. That is the only responsible action required. “Faith by
itself,  if  it  is not accompanied by action,  is dead” (James 2:17). Failing to properly respond makes the
promise not just worthless, but non-existing. The cheque’s ink is dissolved under foot in the rain-puddle.
Only covenant breakers let that happen.

Man’s Response
It must already have become clear that man’s response is of pivotal importance even in spite of his

insignificance. As accountable partners, covenant members must react. It will determine their future in this
life  and in  the life  to  come.  In His  good pleasure,  God chose  and rescued people,  believers  and their
descendants, to be His covenant responders. “Would you discredit my justice? Would you condemn me to
justify yourself?” (Job 40:8).

Although God initiated His covenant and stipulated its terms, man is still expected to be an active
and responsible participant. We may not fully understand that, but we believe Him, His Being, His Word,
His Providence and His Deeds. “With the greatest humility and reverence we adore the just judgments of
God, which are hidden from us” (B.C. art.13). He revealed Himself in His Word and as ‘pupils of Christ’ we
are  privileged  and  eager  to  learn  what  He  teaches  and  shares  with  us  by  His  Word  and  Spirit.  The
requirement to believe and obey validates the promise. God’s calling is confirmed in our confession and
conduct. Faith and obedience secure a blameless, holy or dedicated life for now and in the future. Failure to
satisfy that demand, which Christ accomplished perfectly on our behalf, not only nullifies the promise, but it
also leaves unfaithful partners in the “perdition into which they had plunged themselves by the transgression
of the first Adam” (B.C. art.16). Man is held accountable to factually abide by the requirements of the
covenant. It is his responsibility to believe and obey, to choose life or death, blessing or curse (Deut 30).
There is nothing in between. So, choose life, choose faith and do not doubt. Certainty of faith is found only
in a word from God, in His promise. Fully accept His Word, man’s depravity and Christ’s righteousness. 
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Embrace it and do not be self-righteous (H.C.QA 60). 
You had been sentenced to death. You were doomed to die even before you were born. Just like

Israel, you were also rescued  before promise and demand were presented to you. “The promise is for you
and your children and for all who are afar off – for all whom the Lord our God will call” (Act 2:39). In
Christ the charges against you are dismissed for God released you from death-row into the freedom that is
shared with His adopted and royal people, the church. Believe, repent and act accordingly. Don’t turn your
back on your Redeemer Who called you and Who by His Holy Spirit pours out His heavenly gifts upon us
all (H.C. LD 19).

The Covenant
(summary)

A dual partnership between God and man
initiated by God and on His terms

proclaimed by the gospel of salvation
brought to fruition by Christ

in accordance with God's eternal counsel
shared with man by Word and Spirit

to the Lord's praise and the glory of God.

God presents
promise and demand

forgiveness    faith in
eternal life             lifestyle 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------
know God     love God and
(H.C.QA6)          neighbour (QA4)

Man in Christ responds
in faith and obedience

Abraham's descendants are children who respond positively 
in faith and obedience through Christ 

and who by Word and Spirit live in Christ's righteousness (Rom 9) 
Failure makes them covenant breakers; 

unbelief and disobedience guarantees death
as decreed from the beginning (Gen 2:17).
Therefore in this life, covenant children, 

rescued and called by God, choose life over death, 
guilt over self-righteousness, obedience and not rebellion 

(Deuteronomy 30:15-20).
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