
Theology 1: WCF 7 & 19, 20 
# 13: Covenant Theology/Ethics 

Preston Graham Jr.  
 
Introduction: The tension, “no new religion” (Mt. 5:17, Heb.1:13, Gal.3:17) and “new covenant” (Rom.7:1-7, 
Heb. 8:13)  
 
o The WCF Use of “Covenant”  

i. A gracious condescension by God (WCF 7.1)  
ii. Condescension in the form of an ancient Near Eastern (Hittite) Treaty: (Eg. Gen-Exodus and 

Deut.)  
a. Preamble: Name, title, etc-- to motivate fear and respect... "I am..." (Dt. 1:1-5) 
b. Historical Prologue:  What the sovereign has done to motivate love, respect, etc.   (Dt. 1:6-4:49)  
c. Stipulations: commitments from vassals, both general and specific (Dt. 5-26) 
d. Sanctions: Curses and Blessing or Covenant Ratification as qualified by the breaking or keeping of the 
covenant (Dt. 27-30) 
e. Document Clause and Witness: what to do with the treaty document-- where and when to read it, who 
witnesses the oaths made… (Dt. 31-34)  
f. Oath of Ratification and “Cutting” (Berith)  Ceremony.. those the word “covenant” derived from the word “to 
cut” 

Important Interpretive Observation: We see the "covenantal" nature of Biblical revelation if by the mere fact 
that the Hebrew word for covenant ("berith") is used 289 times in the Old Testament, The "berith" language 
is used explicitly to summarize the Genesis histories in Exodus 2:24, God heard their groaning, and God 
remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.   Clearly God was acting in covenant through 
Moses as noted in Exodus 24:7 Then he took the book of the covenant, and read it in the hearing of the 
people; and they said, “All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient.”  8 Moses took 
the blood and dashed it on the people, and said, “See the blood of the covenant that the LORD has made 
with you in accordance with all these words.”   As we will see, even the prophets themselves where those 
appointed by God as the covenant executors, to proclaim the terms of the covenant as especially related to 
the curses and blessings attached to them-- this will account for the prophets constantly applying the curses 
of Deuteronomy to the sufferings of the Israel people and the hope for blessings to the future Israel.  

 
iii. Two Covenants 

1. Covenant of Works (WCF 7.2) “Pre-Redemptive”  
2. Covenant of Grace (WCF 7.3-4) “Redemptive”  

a. Perhaps better, “Promise of Grace” which then maintains the importance of 
“works/obedience in gaining the blessings of the covenant –e.g. It is called by Paul a 
"promise" rather than a "covenant" in Gal.3:18) as related to God’s taking upon himself 
the obligations of the eternal treaty on behalf of humanity in the work of Christ!  

 
"The difference between the pre-redemptive and redemptive covenant is not then that the latter substitutes promise 
for law. The difference is rather that redemptive covenant adds promise to law.  Redemptive covenant is simultaneously 
a promise administration of guaranteed blessings and a law administration of blessing dependent on obedience, with the latter 
foundational.  The weakness of the traditional designation, "Covenant of Works" for the pre-redemptive covenant is that it fails 
to take account of the continuity of the law principle in redemptive revelation and therefore is not a sufficiently distinctive term.  
The principles of "works" continues into redemptive covenant administration, not only in the sense already stressed that the 
blessings of redemption are secured by the works of a federal head who must satisfy the law's demands, but, in the sense, too, 
that none of the many represented by Christ attains to the promised consummation of the covenant's beatitude except he attains 
to that holiness without which man does not see God." (p.13-14)... "Coherence can be achieved in Covenant Theology only by the 
subordination of grace to law." (p.17)  (Meredith Kline, “Law Covenant”)  
 

Note: Depending on who “swears,” the covenant is “gracious-righteousness” vs. “works-righteousness.”  
 

"Every divine-human covenant in Scripture involves a sanction-sealed commitment to maintain a particular relationship or 
follow a stipulated course of action.  In general then a covenant may be defined as a relationship under sanctions." (p.3)... "It is 
this swearing of the ratificatory oath that provides an identification mark by which we can readily distinguish in the divine 
covenants of Scripture between a law covenant and one of promise.  For it is evident that if God swears the oath of the 
ratification ceremony, that particular covenantal transaction is one of promise, whereas if man is summoned to swear the oath, 
the particular covenant thus ratified is one of law. " (p.3-4)   (p.5)  Meredith Kline, “Law Covenant”)  
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Compare then the Abrahamic Promise in Gen. 15 where oath is taken by God (flaming torch) vs. where oath is taken 
by people (Ex. 19) Note also the oath of man in Gen. 2:23ff vs. the promise oath of God in Gen. 3. 14ff) 
 

C.f Paul’s discussion in Galatians— Promise is added to law and can’t then be annulled by Law... 
Gal. 3:15-17  Brothers and sisters, I give an example from daily life: once a person's will has been ratified, no one adds to it 
or annuls it.  16 Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring; it does not say, “And to offsprings,” as of 
many; but it says, “And to your offspring,” that is, to one person, who is Christ.  17 My point is this: the law, which came 
four hundred thirty years later, does not annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise.  18 For if 
the inheritance comes from the law, it no longer comes from the promise; but God granted it to Abraham through the promise. 

 
o The WCF Use of “Law”  

i. Law= Covenant of Works Generally or “Creation Covenant” (WCF 19:1)  
ii. Law= Mosaic Covenant differentiated into three types/aspects (WCF 19:2-4) 

1. Rule of Faith and Practice (Moral)  
2. Rule of Worship (Ceremonial)  
3. Rule of Geo-Politic (Civil)  
(Note: Categories are clear enough, but differentiating between them is not always so clear—e.g. is all 
of ten commandments “moral” and if so, how to understand #1 and #4—see below on 
continuity/discontinuity) 

iii. Moral Law “for ever bind all” (WCF 19:5) whereas the ceremonial and civil, in so far as they are 
typological as per the ceremonial laws are fulfilled in Christ” and “OT geo-political laws are 
fulfilled in eternal heavenly kingdom life” these are therefore “abrogated under the new 
covenant.” (WCF 19:3)  

 
o Not then to be confused with Paul’s Use of “Law”: “Mosaic Covenant” compared to “gospel” 

i. Principle of Continuity ( “covenant of grace” differently administered) (WCF 7:5) 
o One Church under different administrations (Rom. 9:1ff)  
o One Promise fulfilled in Christ (Gal 3:7-9)  
o “Moral law” as a rule of faith and practice still (WCF 19:6, yet... 
o Temple, albeit administered differently (Eph. 2, c.f Sabbath (7th to 1st) , entrance rite (circumcision to 

baptism,(renewal rite: Sacrificial system to  Lord’s supper  
 

i. Principle of Discontinuity 
o No longer under the law (works righteousness principle)  as temporal “covenant” (Mosaic) 

or even as a eternal covenant (Creation)  
 E.g. Temporal (Geo. Political works-righteousness conditioned)  vs. Eternal (Heavenly faith-

righteousness conditioned) (Gal 3:19-29 “no longer Nation “Jew” vs. “Greek”, Gal 4:1ff—
not according to “elemental spirits” (seasons, etc),  

 E.g. Fulfillment Motif:  Shadows/Types vs. Real/Antitype (Mt. 5:17, Heb. 10:1ff “only a 
shadow”...) WCF  

o Note then WCF summary in 7.4-6)  
fewer in number, and administered with more simplicity, and less outward glory,  
yet, in them, it is held forth in more fullness, evidence and spiritual efficacy, to all nations. 
 

o Purpose of Mosaic “Law” (“Law as a covenant of works-righteousness”(WCF 19:6) as a basis for 
temporal blessing or curse) served as a tutor to discover “spiritual poverty leading to faith in Christ’s 
sacrificial atonement for sins. (Rom 7)  

 
o How then should we live? The ethics of Fulfillment... thus continuity and discontinuity 

o  Temporal Typifying to Eternal:  Expect no necessary “covenantal” relationship  (not to be confused 
with a “natural relationship”) between obedience and eternal blessing (c.f. —in fact “suffering” is the 
motif of New Covenant faithfulness! (C.f. Dt. 11:13-17, 26-28 compared with Philip 3:10, Col. 1:24,  1 
Peter, etc)  

o  Israel Nation to Israel Church:  Ecclesial Ethics vs. Individual or Political Ethics (e.g. Epistles and 
New Covenant “temple” ethics  (Rom 12:1-5) 
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o WCF 20: Considering the topic “Christian liberty”, it is perhaps a great irony that most people today 
pit “freedom” against religion and even Christianity?  Why is that do you think?  

 
The above notwithstanding, and about the Christian life especially, the scripture teaches “for freedom, 
Christ has set us free” (Gal.4:31).  And all of creation is described as yearning to be “set free from its 
bondage” in relation to the work of Christ wherein all of creation is said to “obtain the freedom of the 
glory of the children of God.” (Rom.8:21).  What do you think is meant by “Christian freedom?”   Is 
anyone really “absolutely free, or are we just “relatively free?” And if just “relatively free”—then 
what is true freedom?    
 
In other words, and contrary to the enlightenment “myth” of absolute freedom, the scripture teach 
that we are never absolutely free—such that the Christian hope is to be set free from one thing in 
order to serve, be subservient to, or under the power of something else?  For instance, in Romans 
6:18, we are taught “An having been set free from sin, you became slaves of righteousness.”  Notice 
then, what are the “froms” and “tos” of Christian freedom according to WCF 20?   

 Section 1: From/To as further qualified in section 3. (Titus 2:14, 1Th.1:10, Gal. 1:4, 3:13, Col. 1:13, 
Rom. 6:14)  

o 1: How does “sin” enslave us?  How then does being in submission to Christ set us 
free?  

 3: What doesn’t this mean—what would be a false application of this sort of Christian 
o freedom—or better- why would it not really be “free” if we return to sinning? (Gal 

5:13, 1 Pet 2:16, 2 Pet 2:19, John 8:34)  
 
 Section 2: From/To as further qualified in section 4.  (Gal 1:10, 2:2:4, James 4:12, Rom 14:4)  

o 2: How do other people enslave us—both institutionally and perhaps more so, 
relationally (Notice the title of the book When People Are Too Big And God Is Too Small, 
Edward Welch) 

o 3: What doesn’t this mean—what would be a false application of this sort of Christian 
freedom?   How does the Bible portray the “lawful” exercise of authority—is it a blessing or 
curse?  (Rom 13(e.g. as properly appointed, especially according to apostolic foundation with 
respect to the church). 

 

Addendum: Interpretive Principles which informed the Westminster Assembly  

A. The decalogue is a timeless expression of God’s moral will. see WCF 19.1  
Here is a principle which profoundly influences all else the Assembly did with the decalogue.  They affirmed a 
relationship between the commands given to Adam and the commands given at Sinai.  Some such relationship 
undoubtedly exists, especially the reward for obedience and the curse for disobedience.  There is no apparent 
justification, however, for assuming that the ten particular commands were given to Adam.  Yet it is this 
assumption, justified or not, which influences the Assembly to view the decalogue as a comprehensive summary 
of God’s moral will, valid in the same way for every covenantal administration.  Augustine, Calvin, and Luther, 
for instance, would have denied this statement categorically.  

B. Other passages of scripture illuminate how to interpret the decalogue. 
This is implicit in the proof-texts which the divines attached to their discussion of each of the commandments, 
many of which came from various passages of scripture.  It is also implict in the statement that the will of God is 
“summarily comprehended” in the ten commandments. 

C. Laws which are negative (forbidding something) are implicitly positive as well (requiring the contrary), and 
vice versa. 

LC 99…That as, where a duty is commanded, the contrary sin is forbidden; and, where a sin is forbidden, the 
contrary duty is commanded… 

D. Attitudes, speech or overt behavior which encourage a particular sin are also sin. 
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LC 99  …That under one sin or duty, all of the same kind are forbidden or commanded; together with all the 
causes, means, occasions, and appearances thereof, and provocation's thereunto.  That what is forbidden or 
commanded to ourselves, we are bound, according to our places, to endeavor that it may be avoided or performed 
by others, according to the duty of their places.… 

E. The law is “spiritual,” directing us in our entire person, not merely in overt behavior, thus revealing the 
condition of our soul or heart.  see WCF 19.6 

Most evangelical Christians, if they do not deny the previous paragraph outright, deny this one.  Even if they 
concede that in some sense, the “aforementioned uses of the law” exist, they believe in practice that such uses are 
“contrary to the grace of the gospel,” and that they do not ““sweetly comply with it.”  Most evangelicals would 
consider it injurious to the progress of the gospel to preach the law in such a way that it had the effect of 
“discovering also the sinful pollution's of their nature, hearts, and lives”, or showing “what even their sins 
deserve”. 

F. The law is “perfect” in the old English sense of “unified” or “complete,” so that, failure in one area 
contributes to failure in all the others.  see LC 99  

G. Threatenings and promises endure with the laws themselves.  
LC 99  …where a promise is annexed, the contrary threatening is included; and, where a threatening is annexed, 
the contrary promise is included.… 

H. Some parts of the OT law are either particularly or exclusively suited to the covenant administration at Sinai. 
See  

WCF 19.3  Beside this law, commonly called moral, God was pleased to give to the people of Israel, as a church 
under age, ceremonial laws, containing   several typical ordinances, partly of worship, prefiguring Christ, his 
graces, actions, sufferings, and benefits; and partly, holding forth divers instructions of moral duties.  All which 
ceremonial laws are now abrogated, under the New Testament. 
WCF 19.4  To them also, as a body politic, he gave sundry judicial laws, which expired together with the state of 
that people; not obliging any other now, further than the general equity thereof may require. 
WCF20.1  The liberty which Christ hath purchased for believers under the gospel consists in their freedom from 
the guilt of sin… and dominion of sin; … as also, in their free access to God, and their yielding obedience unto 
him, not out of slavish fear, but a childlike love and willing mind.  All which were common also to believers under 
the law. But, under the New Testament, the liberty of Christians is further enlarged, in their freedom from the yoke 
of the ceremonial law, to which the Jewish church was subjected; and in greater boldness of access to the throne 
of grace, and in fuller communications of the free Spirit of God, than believers under the law did ordinarily 
partake of. 

 
o Ethics and the history of redemption.  The great drama of the human race unfolds in the states of innocence, fall, and 

(partial and entire) redemption.  The duty of the creature undergoes some alteration due to this changing historical 
circumstance. 

a. Ethics in the state of innocence:  Imago Dei and Imitatio Dei.  There was the comprehensive mandate to 
cultivate the created order, and there was the prohibition regarding the tree.  In the first, there was fairly 
evidently an implicit duty for the one made in God’s image to be creative (but not ex nihilo) as the Creator 
was; and to be a governor/ruler as the Creator was (naming).  There is debate, however, as to whether the 
biblical evidence suggests that edenic existence was informed by legislation. 

   
b. Ethics in the fallen state:  The institution of sacrifice, the publication of law, the promise of redemption.  
In the fallen state, the creature now must labor under special circumstances.  Bereft of the blessings of the 
immediate Presence of God, the creature must now labor to fulfill his creaturely mandate.  Further, in his 
relations to God, sacrifice is now necessitated.  Additionally, though many years later at Sinai, it is necessary 
for there to be an external code of divinely-sanctioned behaviour, since the expulsion from the garden renders 
impossible the program of Imitatio Dei formerly possible.  Adam and his descendants can no longer live in the 
immediate Presence of God, following his example on a creaturely scale.  Thus, revealed laws (and especially 
prohibitions) are more necessary (and become far more numerous) than before. 1. Rom. 5:13   sin was indeed 
in the world before the law, 2. 1Tim. 1:8   3.  Rom. 5:20  4.  Gal. 3:19  
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c. Ethics in the redeemed state:  Law continues, yet there is also a revival of the principle of Imitatio Dei 
(and imitatio Christi) 

i. External legislation continues: 
Rom. 13:8   Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has 
fulfilled the law. …10   Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law. 
Gal. 6:2   Bear one another's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.  
Jn. 13:34   I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you 
also should love one another. 
1 Tim. 5:18 For the Scripture says, " You shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing," and "The 
laborer is worthy of his wages."  Note that Paul can settle a matter by quoting either OT scripture of 
sayings of Jesus.  [see Frank Thielman in NTS]. 

 
ii. Imitatio Dei  revived 

Rom. 8:29   For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his 
Son, in order that he might be firstborn among  many brethren.  
1Cor. 11:1   Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.   
Eph. 5:1   Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children,  

d. Ethics in the glorified state--Imitatio Dei in consummated form. (1John 3:2)  
How will we be like God  We will never be the Creator, never infinite, eternal, or unchangeable.  But 
we will be holy, uncorrupted in nature, free of sin.  This will take place when we “see him as he is.” 
The visible presence of God is sufficient to direct us to “be” like Him. (Rom. 8:29).  

 


