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Introductory Matters

Covenants as Scripture’s Backbone
Covenant (Hebrew běrîṯ; Greek diathēkē) is the Bible’s term for “a chosen 
[as opposed to natural] relationship in which two parties make binding 
promises to each other,” often with God as the witness.1 That is, a cove-
nant’s core is a non-biological, oath-bound relationship like those in clan 
alliances (Gen 14:13), personal agreements (Gen 31:44), international 
treaties ( Josh 9:6; 1 Kgs 15:19), national agreements ( Jer 34:8–10), and 
loyalty agreements (1 Sam 20:14–17), including marriage (Mal 2:14).2 
Some scholars assert that “covenant” or “the covenantal kingdom” is 
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the controlling center of the Christian canon.3 Others more modestly 
argue that the covenants’ progression “forms the backbone of Scripture’s 
metanarrative.”4 Through covenants God relates to others, reverses sin’s 
ruinous effects, and introduces his saving reign into the world.

The concept of covenant correlates closely with that of canon, for the latter 
is by nature the authoritative written word of a covenant lord.5 The Bible 
grew up in the context of covenant and is, therefore, canonical revelation.6 
This fact led the early church fathers to designate the Bible’s two parts as 
Testaments (i.e., “covenants”), with the Mosaic (old) covenant and the new 
covenant respectively dominating the first and second.

A development of the covenants guides the biblical storyline. Each his-
torical covenant includes both common grace and saving grace elements 
that Jesus’s person and work culminate or realize. This study overviews 
the nature and interrelationship of the five main historical covenants 
between God and his creatures, which I refer to as the Adamic-Noahic, 
Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, and new.7 The specific covenant head or 
mediator determines the names of the first four, and the title new cov-
enant derives from its contrast with and superseding of the old Mosaic 
administration. 

Tracing the Covenantal Argument Through an Arc
“Arcing” is a type of argument diagraming that allows interpreters to 
quickly trace an author’s thought flow through visual representation.8 
Arcing is a tool for analyzing discourse at any level. It usually serves to 
trace the logical relationships of propositions and paragraphs within Bible 
passages, but I use it here to help visualize the progress and inter-relation-
ship of the biblical covenants. Thought units relate in either a coordinate 
or subordinate way. Coordinate relationships include series, progression, 
or alternative. Subordinate relationships have a main or primary structure 
and then another that restates it, stands distinct from it, or stands con-
trary to it. The question, then, is: How do the Bible’s five main covenants 
progress, integrate, and climax in Christ, and how may one visualize 
such interrelationships through arcing? Table 1 synthesizes the various 
semantic relationships that are possible between two linguistic entities. 
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1. Adamic-Noahic Covenant

Adam’s Headship in the Covenant with Creation 
Because the word “covenant” (běrîṯ) first appears in Genesis 6:18 in relation 
to Noah, some question if God formally makes a covenant with creation 
through Adam.9 However, Yahweh’s interactions with David in 2 Samuel 7 

indicate that the substance of a “covenant” can exist without the term (cf. 2 
Sam 23:5; Ps 89:3; 132:11–12). Furthermore, the Bible’s earliest chapters 
depict the results of God’s choosing to initiate a kinship-type bond with 
creation through Adam’s representative headship (see Gen 1:1; 5:1–3; Jer 
33:20, 25), and this is a covenant’s essence.10 Finally, Adam’s royal-priestly 
duties (Gen 1:28; 2:15; cf. Exod 19:6) and his conditional enjoyment of the 
garden sanctuary and consequences for disobedience (Gen 2:17; cf. Deut 
28) foreshadow Israel’s life under the Sinai/Horeb covenant and suggest 
that Moses viewed what God was doing with Adam as a prototype for the 
Sinai covenant.11 

While creation was “very good” (1:30), it was incomplete. Thus, this 
elected covenantal relationship includes both God’s pledge to providentially 
sustain terrestrial life (1:29–30) and humanity’s conditional responsibility 
to fulfill the Lord’s charge to serve as his image-bearing priest-kings who 
expand a God-dependent community and the garden sanctuary to the 
ends of the earth (1:26–28; 2:15–18).12 From the start, God’s covenant 
with creation through Adam stresses the themes of progeny, property, 
and power (rule) (1:28), all of which resurface in Scripture’s covenantal 
progression culminating in Christ.13 That is, God’s blessing was linked to 
his kingdom, as humans would represent his reign on the earth (1:28). 
By dependently obeying, Adam and his offspring would have gained both 
wisdom and eternal life (3:22, 24), but they gained knowledge and death 
through their disobedience (2:17; 3:1–6, 22).14 Functioning as covenant 
head/representative, Adam transgressed the covenant (Isa 43:27; Hos 
6:7) when he submitted to the serpent’s rule rather than God’s (Gen 4:7; 
cf. Rom 6:12). He failed to spread God’s blessing (Gen 1:28) and sinned 
by disobeying God’s word and not protecting his wife and the land from 
the serpent (2:15, 17; 3:6). As a result, God cursed the earth and con-
demned humanity to spiritual and physical death (2:17; 3:17–19; cf. Isa 
24:4–6; Jer 25:30–38). Thus, “one trespass resulted in condemnation for 
all people,” and “through the disobedience of the one man the many were 
made sinners” (Rom 5:18–19). 

Whereas the first Adam sinned, failing his probationary test for securing 
life, his antitype––the last Adam Jesus Christ––would succeed, securing 
“justification and life for all people” (5:18).15 Hence, the Lord “subjected 
[the creation] to frustration … in hope” (8:20) and renewed his covenant 
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with creation even through the curse.16 Before punishing Adam and the 
world (Gen 3:17–19), God cursed the serpent and promised that the wom-
an’s male offspring would eventually destroy the evil one (3:14–19), thus 
reinstating God’s kingdom blessing.17 By naming his wife “Eve” (ḥawâ), 
which resembles the Hebrew term for “life” (ḥay), Adam professes his 
faith in the promise that the coming Savior would overcome the curse 
of death. God then clothed his royal priests with animal skin garments 
likely because a substitutionary sacrifice was necessary to reestablish his 
relationship and partnership with them (3:20–21).18

Covenant Affirmation through Noah
Rebellious humanity expands, and Yahweh preserves a remnant of those 
calling on his name.19 Yet, because of mankind’s wickedness (Gen 6:5, 
13), God sent a great flood that resulted in the death of “everything on 
the dry land in whose nostrils was the breath of life” (7:22). He saved 
only eight people, the head of whom was Noah, who “found favor [i.e., 
grace] in the eyes of the Lord” (6:8) and who in turn “walked faithfully 
with God” and “was a righteous man, blameless among the people of his 
time” (6:9). 

After the flood, Yahweh fulfilled his promise (6:18) to “establish … the 
everlasting covenant” between himself and all living creatures on the earth, 
including Noah and his descendants (9:16). This singular covenant included 
God’s promise to never again destroy all life with a flood (9:9–11; cf. 8:22).20 
Recalling his earlier command to the first couple (1:27–28), God charges 
Noah and his offspring to fill the earth with his image (9:1, 7). The sign of 
the covenant was his rainbow in the clouds, which symbolically portrays 
that Yahweh’s war-bow was raised and that a season of common grace was 
now blowing over the world (9:12–17). 

A substitutionary blood-sacrifice was necessary for Yahweh to declare, 
“Never again will I curse the ground because of humans. … And never 
again will I destroy all living creatures, as I have done” (8:21). The burnt 
offering of clean animals was a “pleasing aroma” to Yahweh (8:20), and 
it moved him to proclaim the covenant promises. Because even among 
the survivors of the flood “the inclination of the human heart is evil from 
childhood” (8:21; cf. 6:5), Yahweh’s blood-bought grace alone could 
justly allow him to make “his sun to rise on the evil and the good” and 

to send “rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Matt 5:45). That 
is, the symbolic and predictive nature of the substitutionary sacrifice of 
clean animals after the flood anticipated Jesus’s atoning work. This fact 
indicates that what God would ultimately accomplish through Christ 
purchased the very context of common grace that allows for saving grace 
to become operative. 

At least two features show that God affirms with Noah his pre-existing 
relationship with creation under Adam’s headship (thus, the Adamic-No-
ahic covenant [singular]), though with some developments. First, parallels 
suggest that Yahweh recreates the world with Noah as covenant head in ways 
that intentionally recall God’s earlier work with Adam: (1) (re-)creation 
begins in watery chaos (Gen 1:2 // 7:17–24); (2) the Spirit/wind moves 
(1:2 // 8:1); (3) God’s image bearers are creation’s stewards (1:26–27 // 
7:1–3; 9:2, 6); (4) animals are “according to their kind” (1:21–22, 24, 28 
// 7:2–3, 13–14); (5) God blesses/commands humans to be fruitful (1:28 
// 9:1, 7), (6) designates food (1:29–30; 2:16 // 9:3–4), and (7) restricts 
food (2:17 // 9:4); (8) both families include father, mother, and three 
sons (4:1–2, 25 // 6:10; 7:13). Second, God’s “establishing” (Hiphil qûm) 
rather than “cutting/making” (krṯ) the Noahic covenant (hēqîm běrîṯ; 6:18; 
9:9, 11, 17) points to God’s affirming or sustaining his earlier covenant with 
creation rather than his initiating (e.g., Gen 15:8; Exod 24:8; Deut 5:2–3; 
28:69[29:1]) or renewing an old one either after it has been broken (e.g., 
Exod 34:10; Deut 29:1[28:69]) or with a new party (e.g., Josh 24:25; 2 
Chr 34:31).21 Scripture applies “affirmation” language with the Noahaic 
(Gen 6:18; 9:9, 11, 17), patriarchal (Gen 17:7, 9, 21; Exod 6:4; Lev 26:9; 
Deut 8:18), Mosaic (Lev 26:9), and new (Ezek 16:60, 62) covenants. 

Additionally, God’s affirmation with Noah develops the divine-creation 
relationship. Fear and defense of human life now occur within humanity’s 
dominion (Gen 9:2, 6). God sanctions animal life as food (9:3; cf. 1:29), and 
he also guarantees the new context’s perpetuity for redemption by specific 
promises and the covenant sign of the rainbow (9:12–17).22 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 26.1 (2022) An Arc of the Covenants: Tracing How the Bible’s Storyline Climaxes in Christ

16 17

Tracing the Plotline’s Argument: Adamic-Noahic Covenant

Because Yahweh’s purposes and commitments to and through Noah affirm 
those with Adam, the Bible portrays these two figures as successive heads 
of one Adamic-Noahic covenant with creation. What God does with Noah 
restates his earlier work with Adam by sustaining and expounding upon 
what he already started, and this points to a relationship of Idea-Explanation 
(Id/Exp). Furthermore, humanity’s sin and the resulting curse in the garden 
and at the flood are matched by God committing to maintain a context of 
common grace from which he will fulfill his earlier promise to save through 
the first woman’s male offspring. The Adamic-Noahic covenant, therefore, 
provides a Situation, and the rest of the redemptive story provides the divine 
Response (= Sit/R). 

2. Abrahamic Covenant

After the flood and Shem, Ham, and Japheth’s families multiplied and rebelled 
against God by exalting themselves, Yahweh confused their languages and 
dispersed some seventy nations across the globe (Gen 11:8–9; cf. ch. 10). 
From one of them, he then distinguished Abram and his offspring through 
whom he purposed to reverse the global curse and reconcile the world to 
himself.23

God Fulfills the Covenant in Two Stages
Yahweh commissioned Abram to “go” to the land of Canaan and there “be 
a blessing” (12:1–3), the latter of which implies spreading God’s kingdom 

rule through the world (1:28). These two coordinated commands (12:1b, 
2d) are each followed by one or more conditional promises (12:2abc, 3ab), 
and the second command-promise unit includes the ultimate promissory 
result: global blessing (12:3c).24 

Table 2. Genesis 12:1–3, DeRouchie’s translation
And Yahweh said to Abram, 1

Stage 1:

Realized in 
the Mosaic 
Covenant

“Go from your land and your kindred and your father’s 
house to the land that I will show you,

b

so that I may make you into a great nation, 2
and may bless you, b
and may make your name great. c

Stage 2: 

Realized 
in the New 
Covenant

Then be a blessing, d
so that I may bless those who bless you, 3
but him who dishonors you I will curse, b
with the result that in you all the families of the ground 
may be blessed.”

c

At least three features are important from this command-promise struc-
ture. First, the two command-promise units indicate how God would reverse 
the punishments of property and progeny from Gen 3:14–19.25 He would 
do so as the patriarch or his representative would “go” to the land and there 
“be a blessing.” 

Second, the command-promise units foresee two major stages in sal-
vation history.26 Stage 1 relates to Abraham fathering one nation with a 
kingdom centered in Canaan, which Yahweh fulfills through the Mosaic 
covenant after Egypt afflicted Israel four hundred years (Gen 15:13, 18; 
17:8; cf. Exod 2:24; 6:4–5, 8; 33:1; Deut 1:8; 9:5).27 God gave Israel 
Canaan for the twelve tribes during the days of Joshua ( Josh 11:23; 
21:43–45; cf. Gen 17:8), but it is not until kings David and Solomon 
reigned that Israel’s realm stretched from the River of Egypt to the Euphra-
tes River (2 Sam 7:1; 8:1–14; 10:19 1 Kgs 4:20–21; 8:65; cf. Gen 15:18).28 
Stage 2 occurs when God’s representative “blesses” the “clans/families” 
Yahweh dispersed (Gen 12:2d–3; cf. 10:32), thus reversing the universal 
curse. God would commission Israel the nation to extend the blessing of 
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Yahweh’s rule to the nations (Exod 19:5–6; Deut 4:5–8). Yet, like Adam, 
they would fail (Hos 6:7), and a royal representative would be needed 
to fulfill the commission.

Paul recognized how in Christ the church is the beneficiary of these 
blessings: “The Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles 
by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘In you 
shall all the nations be blessed’” (Gal 3:8). Thus, Abraham’s ultimate 
offspring, Christ (Gal 3:16), fulfills stage 2 of the Abrahamic covenant 
by triumphing over God’s enemies (Col 2:15) and blessing the world 
(Acts 3:26; Gal 3:14, 29). This he accomplishes through his perfect life 
of obedience culminating in his death and resurrection (Rom 5:18–19; 
Phil 2:8; 1 Pet 2:22), by which he created the new covenant community 
(Luke 1:54–55, 72–73).

Third, the patriarch initially obeyed (= fruit) only because he first believed 
(= root).29 Thus, the author of Hebrews declares, “By faith Abraham obeyed 
when he was called to go out to a place that he was to receive as an inheritance” 
(Heb 11:8; cf. Gen 12:1–4). The promises must have been desirable, and 
the promise-maker must have been believable to move a former moon-wor-
shiper to leave family and the familiar to go with his barren wife to a far-off 
land ( Josh 24:2–3). As Stephen testifies, “The God of glory appeared to our 
father Abraham” (Acts 6:2). 

Significantly, while Abraham’s faith is apparent already in Genesis 12, 
the narrator reserves the vocabulary of faith for Genesis 15, specifically 
where the hope of the coming offspring is at the fore: “And [Abraham] 
believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (Gen 
15:6). Abraham’s justifying faith was trusting God to do in, through, 
and for him what he could not do on his own, specifically in relation to 
bringing the promised offspring-Deliverer, in whom the world’s hopes 
rested.30 Throughout the Pentateuch, “righteousness” language refers to 
doing righteous acts, yet the declaration of Genesis 15:6 focuses on the 
patriarch’s inability and not his ability. Hence, God imputes to Abraham 
by faith something that was by nature not his own––righteousness. As 
Brian Vickers notes, 

Because Abraham believes the promise for an heir, God counts Abraham as hold-

ing the same status or position as that of a person who has done everything right 

according to God’s standards…. The status or description typically reserved 

for actions is here counted to Abraham on the basis of faith. Abraham’s faith is 

counted to him as something that it inherently is not, righteousness…. What 

might usually be declared over a person who did what is right in God’s sight 

is declared upon Abraham through faith.31

Within the biblical framework, Abraham’s justification by faith directly 
contrasts with the idea that he was justified by works (Rom 4:1–5), and 
his later willingness to offer Isaac as a sacrifice (Gen 22:1–19) simply “ful-
fills” his earlier belief, such that his “faith was completed by his works” ( Jas 
2:21–23). That the Genesis narrative places Abraham’s faith directly in the 
promised offspring highlights how he already recognized that a person and 
not a people would be the ultimate instrument of restoring God’s kingdom 
blessing to the world. 

Genesis 17 contrasts Abraham’s fatherhood of a single covenant nation 
in Canaan (17:7–8) with his becoming “a father of many nations” (17:4–6; 
cf. 35:11), which fulfills the promise in 12:3 and 15:5 (cf. Rom 4:16–17). 
Fulfilling the promise of a singular “offspring” in Gen 3:15, Yahweh would 
raise up the patriarch’s biological “offspring” and multiply him like the 
stars (Gen 15:3–5; cf. 22:17). He will be named through Isaac (21:12; cf. 
17:19, 21), conquer his enemies’ gate, and stand as the agent of blessing 
for all nations (22:17–18).32 Although God refers to both the limited 
“Canaan” and the larger suzerain state with the singular “land” (15:18; 
17:8), this singular offspring from Gen 22:17–18 would inherit plural 
“lands” (26:3–4). By this means God would overcome the world’s curse, 
and Abraham would inherit “the world” (Rom 4:13; cf. Ps 2:8; Dan 2:35; 
Matt 5:5; Eph 6:3).33 Quoting the land promise in Genesis 26:3 with 
an allusion to 22:18 (cf. 13:15; 17:8; 24:7), Paul identifies Christ as the 
“offspring/seed” that blesses the world (Gal 3:16; cf. 3:8, 14), and those 
belonging to him become “Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the 
promise” (3:29).34 

The Fulfillment of God’s Promise is both Conditional and Certain
The Abrahamic covenant testifies to the conditional nature and certain 
fulfillment of its promises. Conditionally, the patriarch must “go” to the 
land and there “be a blessing” to overcome curse and bless the world (Gen 
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12:1–3). For Yahweh to confirm the covenant, the patriarch must “walk 
before” God and “be blameless” (17:1–2).35 The covenant sign of circum-
cision reminded recipients of this priestly commission (cf. Exod 19:5–6), 
portrayed the curse of excision for violators, and distinguished Abraham’s 
offspring from all other ancient peoples.36 Alternatively, Yahweh stresses 
certain fulfillment through his self-imprecatory oath-sign and promise 
(Gen 15:17–21; cf. 1 Sam 11:7; Jer 34:18)37 and by swearing upon himself, 
following Abraham’s faith-filled obedience wherein he nearly sacrificed 
Isaac (22:16–18; cf. 26:3–5). 

Hence, Yahweh vows to fulfill both covenant stages ([1] great nation; 
[2] blessed world), but he would do so only in response to his covenant 
“son’s” obedience (cf. Rom 5:18–19; 8:4; Phil 2:8).38 Using the infinitive 
absolute + yiqtol construction in Gen 18:18 followed by the conditional 
reason plus purposes statements in 18:19 highlights the certainty yet 
contingent nature of God’s promise: “Abraham will surely become [hāyô 
yihyê] a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed 
through him. For [kî] I have chosen him, so that [lema‘an] he will direct 
his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by 
doing what is right and just, so that [lema‘an] the Lord will bring about 
for Abraham what he has promised him.”39 Abraham’s covenant mediating, 
faith-generated obedience does secure initial fulfillment (Gen 22:18; 
26:5), but his own faith rested in the promised obedience of the singu-
lar, male “offspring,” who would become numerous like the stars (Gen 
15:5–6; 22:17ab), expand the kingdom turf from land to lands (22:17c; 
26:3–4), and be the agent through whom the nations regard themselves 
blessed (22:18; 26:4).40 

The Abrahamic covenant parallels ancient royal grants, which obligated 
every generation to loyalty but promised irrevocable or perpetual prom-
ises ensuring the pledged land or kingship remained in the family, even 
if disloyal individuals forfeited their participation in the covenant bless-
ings. This stands in contrast to suzerain-vassal treaties, which a suzerain 
could terminate when a vassal rebelled. The following excerpt supplies an 
example of a grant of royal succession and land that Hattusili III of Hatti 
bestowed on Ulmi-Teshshup of Tarhuntassa: “If any son or grandson of 
yours commits an offense, then the King of Hatti shall question him. …If he 
is deserving of death, he shall perish, but his household and land shall not 

be taken from him and given to the progeny of another.”41 Whereas both 
grants and suzerain-vassal treaties were conditional for every generation, 
grants alone ensured that the property or dynasty would remain in the 
family. The Mosaic covenant is like the suzerain-vassal treaties in the way 
Israel’s rebellion resulted in the covenant’s termination. In contrast, the 
Abrahamic and Davidic covenants express the conditional yet perpetual 
qualities found in ancient grants.42 

Paul likely emphasizes this distinction when he draws attention to 
the Abrahamic covenant’s promissory quality in contrast to the Mosaic 
law-administration: “The law, which came 430 years afterward, does not 
annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to make the prom-
ise void. For if the inheritance comes by the law, it no longer comes by 
promise; but God gave it to Abraham by a promise” (Gal 3:17–18; cf. 
Rom 4:13–14). Furthermore, Christ’s perfect obedience to both the 
Adamic-Noahic covenant with creation (Rom 5:18–19; 2 Cor 5:21) and 
the Mosaic covenant with Israel (2 Cor 3:9; Gal 3:10–13; Col 2:13–15) 
merits all kingdom blessings for those in him, and his once-for-all sacri-
fice and eternal life and reign secure these blessings eternally (Rom 5:9; 
6:22–23; 1 Thess 1:10).

The Single Abrahamic Covenant
Paul Williamson argues that Yahweh builds off his commission in Genesis 
12:1–3 by initiating two distinct covenants with Abraham; (1) Genesis 
15’s temporary, national, and unilateral covenant, and (2) Genesis 17’s 
eternal, international, and bilateral covenant.43 However, both chapters 
include national (Gen 15:18; 17:7–8) and international (15:5; 17:4–6) 
elements, later Scripture always speaks of a single “covenant” with the 
patriarchs (e.g., Exod 2:24; 2 Kgs 13:23; Neh 9:7–8; Ps 105:9; Acts 
3:25), and the switch from God’s “cutting” a covenant (krṯ, Gen 15:18) 
to “affirming” a covenant (Hiphil qûm, 17:7, 19, 21) strongly suggest a 
single covenant administration that develops over two redemptive-his-
torical phases.44 We will see that the Mosaic and new covenants fulfill 
different aspects of the single Abrahamic covenant. 
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Tracing the Plotline’s Argument: Abrahamic Covenant

In response to the five occurrences of “curse” as noun (’ārûr) or verb (Qal 
or Piel’rr) in Genesis 1–11 (Gen 3:14, 17; 4:11; 5:29; 9:25), Gen 12:1–3’s 
five uses of “blessing/bless” (berāḵâ/Piel or Niphal brḵ) signal a major shift 
in salvation history from the problem to the solution (= Situation-Response). 
Paralleling the structure of the Adamic-Noahic covenant, God develops the 
Abrahamic covenant in two phases by first cutting the covenant (15:18) and 
then committing to affirm it (17:7; cf. 22:16–18). The reinstatement and 
expansion point to a relationship of Idea-Explanation (Id/Exp). Furthermore, 
the command-promise structure in Gen 12:1–3 along with the rest of the 
patriarchal narrative anticipate two stages of fulfillment, the first associated 
with Abraham serving as a father of one nation centered in the land of Canaan 
(17:7–8; cf. 13:15–16; 15:18) and the second linked to the rise of the coming 
royal Deliverer in the line of Judah when Abraham will serve as the father of 
many nations in many lands (17:4–6; 22:17–18; 26:3–4; 49:8–10). God’s 
promises stand at the fore in the Abrahamic covenant, and this Anticipation 
prepares us for the Fulfillment (Ant/F) later in the plotline.

3. Mosaic Covenant

The Mosaic Covenant Fulfills Stage 1 of the Abrahamic Covenant
After Yahweh brought Israel through the exodus to Mount Sinai, he charged 
them to respond to his salvation by heeding his voice, keeping his “covenant,” 
and being his treasured possession amid the world so that they might ulti-
mately serve him as “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod 19:5–6; 

cf. Deut 10:12–13).45 God called Israel to love him with all their hearts (Deut 
6:4–5) and to love their neighbor as themselves (Lev 19:18). By treasuring 
God through surrendered lives and by valuing his image in others they would 
mediate and display his worth and beauty to their neighbors through their 
loyalty to Yahweh (cf. Deut 4:5–8). This could happen only by Yahweh’s 
presence igniting holiness (Exod 33:16; cf. Lev 9:23–10:3; 20:8; 21:8; 22:32). 

The national “covenant” of Sinai (Exod 19:5) realized stage 1 fulfillment of 
the Abrahamic covenant (2:24; 6:4)––Israel would become a single nation 
in the land (Gen 12:1–2; 17:7).46 This link between Sinai and Abraham is 
apparent in at least three ways: (1) After the golden calf rebellion Moses 
pleads for the people’s pardon by urging him to remember his covenant prom-
ises to the patriarchs (Exod 32:13; Deut 9:27), and this resulted in Yahweh 
restoring the covenant (Exod 34:1–2, 27–28). (2) Moses’s covenant renewal 
sermons at Moab in Deuteronomy frequently clarify that in giving Israel 
the land God was directly fulfilling his pledge to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 
(Deut 1:8; 6:10; 9:5; 29:13; 30:20; cf. 29:1[28:69]).47 (3) The Abrahamic 
covenant sign of circumcision (Gen 17:10–11) continues into the Mosaic 
covenant as a mark of God’s covenant people (Exod 12:43–49; Lev 12:3).

After synthesizing (Exod 20:1–17) and detailing (20:22–23:19) the 
covenant obligations, Yahweh formalized his relationship with Israel 
(24:1–11). Leviticus and the scroll of the law (ESV = “Book of the Law”) 
in Deuteronomy then develop the covenant through their holiness instruc-
tions and sanctions, and Deuteronomy’s law scroll supplies a formal 
covenant renewal after the exodus generation’s rebellion in the wilderness 
(cf. Deut 29:20; 30:10; 31:26). The way Deuteronomy organizes the 
embedded law scroll resembles second millennium BC suzerain-vassal 
treaty patterns,48 and this link aligns with the way Scripture describes this 
covenant’s contingent and temporary nature. The Mosaic covenant guided 
the evaluation of Israel’s history, determined the indictments, instruc-
tions, warnings and hopes of the prophets, and supplied the framework 
for the wisdom of the sages. It governed God’s people’s existence until 
the coming of Christ (see Josh 1:7–8; Mal 4:4[3:22]; Luke 16:16). Now, 
however, the new covenant has superseded this old administration. As 
Paul states, “Now before faith came, we were held captive under the law, 
imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed. So then, the law 
was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified 
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by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian, 
for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith” (Gal 3:23–26; 
cf. Heb 8:6–13).49 

The Mosaic covenant’s sign was the Sabbath (Exod 31:13–17). Yahweh 
instituted it to supply rest (Deut 5:14) and to develop holiness by testing 
obedience and nurturing trust (Exod 16:4–5, 23–26). Through the Sabbath 
Yahweh proved himself to be Israel’s Provider.50 Furthermore, the weekly and 
yearly Sabbath cycles reminded Israel that through them and their Messiah 
Yahweh would reestablish right order in his world (cf. Matt 11:27–12:8; Heb 
4:9–10) and would restore the sovereign peace he enjoyed with his creation 
in the beginning (Gen 2:1–3; cf. Ps 132:7–8, 13–14). Israel’s Sabbath, there-
fore, represented a future reality to which both Israel and the world were to 
hope––a hope now realized in Jesus.51

The Mosaic Covenant Brings Death
Had Israel “kept” the Mosaic covenant (Exod 19:5), their obedience would 
have brought blessing both temporal (Lev 26:3–10; cf. Deut 28:1–14) and 
spiritual (26:10–11; cf. 2 Cor 6:16), and they would have served as a royal 
priesthood, magnifying and mediating Yahweh’s presence and to the world 
(Exod 19:6; cf. Deut 4:5–8) and igniting the universal blessing linked to 
stage 2 of the Abrahamic covenant (Gen 12:2–3; cf. Deut 4:5–8; 26:18–19; 
28:10; 32:43 LXX; 33:19).52 However, by connecting the means of this 
blessing to the promised royal Deliverer (Gen 3:15; 22:17–18; 26:3–4; 
49:8–10), Genesis already anticipated the nation itself would fail and 
that faith in the coming offspring was the people’s only hope (Gen 15:6) .

The Mosaic covenant shows similarities to both second millennial BC law 
codes and suzerain-vassal treaties, but its conditionality and revocability most 
approximate the latter.53 Yahweh’s gift of righteousness, blessing, and lasting 
life depended upon Israel perfectly obeying all God’s commands (Lev 18:5; 
Deut 4:1; 6:25; 8:1; 28:1–2). Thus, in this “old” covenant, righteousness 
was the goal and not the ground (Deut 6:25; cf. 16:20). Where unforgiven 
disobedience prevailed, curse and death reigned (27:26; 28:15).54 

While a remnant of true believers existed in Israel (e.g., Moses, Rahab, 
Ruth, Hannah, David, Isaiah, etc.; cf. Rom 11:7), the majority needed heart 
surgery (Deut 10:16) since at the core they were unrighteous (9:6) and spiri-
tually disabled (29:4[3]). As Moses characterized them, they were stubborn, 

unbelieving, and rebellious (9:6–7, 23–24; 10:16; 31:27).55 Their spiritual 
want should have moved them to recognize their deep neediness and that 
their only hope was for God to reconcile them by grace through faith in his 
provision of a substitutionary sacrifice, which would atone for them if they 
realized their guilt and confessed their sins (e.g., Lev 5:5–6; Num 5:6–7). 
If they were to enjoy any blessing, it would be solely because of God’s grace 
and not because they earned it. It would be because they would enjoy a right 
standing only attainable by faith (Rom 9:30–32; cf. Gen 15:6) and because 
Yahweh’s past pardoning of them would produce for them power to obey 
and purchase promises that would motivate loyalty (Deut 30:6, 8).

Nevertheless, Moses saw that Israel’s stubbornness would lead them to 
rebel even more in the land and then experience God’s just exilic wrath 
(4:25–28; 31:16–17, 27). The lengthy covenant curse lists (Lev 26:14–39; 
Deut 28:15–68; much longer than the blessing, Lev 26:3–13; Deut 28:1–14) 
forecasted what was to come, and Israel’s history unfolded just as Moses 
predicted (e.g., 2 Kgs 17:13–18; Dan 9:11–14). 

Because the Mosaic covenant era included a sustained hardness that 
resulted in the people’s destruction (Rom 11:7–8; 2 Cor 3:14), Paul rightly 
noted that “the law is not of faith” (Gal 3:12).56 The Mosaic covenant bore 
a “ministry of death” and “condemnation” (2 Cor 3:7, 9) and demonstrated 
Israel and the world’s need for the promised Deliverer (Rom 3:19–22; 
5:20), whose new covenant mediation and rule would result in a “ministry 
of righteousness” (2 Cor 3:9).57

The Mosaic Covenant Anticipates the New Covenant
Moses himself recognized that the covenant he mediated would bring Isra-
el’s death (Deut 4:25–28; 31:16–17, 27) and also that after exile Yahweh 
would remember his covenant promises to the patriarchs (Lev 26:42) and 
the exodus generation (26:45), restore his people, transform the remnant’s 
hearts, curse their enemies, and secure their life (Deut 4:30–31; 30:1–14; 
cf. Hab 2:4).58 Yahweh’s promised Savior would lead a new exodus, bring 
kingdom blessing, and establish global dominion (Num 24:5–9, 17–19). 
Other nations would gather to and rejoice in Yahweh (Deut 32:43; 33:19; 
cf. Isa 60:15; Rom 15:10), and this would ignite jealousy to draw Israelites 
back to God (Deut 32:21; cf. Rom 10:19). In this age, the remnant would 
heed Moses’s commandments (Deut 30:8; cf. Matt 5:19) because a prophet 
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like Moses would supersede Moses’s role (cf. 1 Tim 2:5; Heb 9:15; 12:24), 
perform signs and wonders (Deut 34:10–12; cf. John 20:30–31), clarify 
the divine word (Deut 18:15, 18; cf. Matt 5:17–18; 17:5), and ensure its 
internalization within God’s people (30:8–14; cf. Isa 59:21; Matt 28:20; 
Rom 10:6–8).59

Tracing the Plotline’s Argument: Mosaic Covenant

The Mosaic covenant fulfills stage 1 of the Abrahamic covenant promises 
since under the Mosaic administration Israel becomes a nation centered in 
Canaan with a calling to serve as royal priests amid the world. The covenant 
Yahweh cut with Israel at Sinai/Horeb, he renewed in Deuteronomy with 
a new generation after the exodus generation’s wilderness disobedience. 
Yahweh’s covenant affirmations with Noah and Abraham are different 
than his covenant renewals at Sinai after the golden calf revolt (Exod 34) 
and in Deuteronomy after further wilderness rebellions.60 By affirming a 
covenant, God graciously upholds his previous commitment, whereas by 
renewing a covenant he mercifully re-cuts or re-institutes what the vassal 
broke. Whereas I represented covenant affirmation with the relationship 
Idea-Explanation (Id/Exp), I portray covenant renewal with General-Spe-
cific (Gn/Sp). Thus, in Deuteronomy God instates the new wilderness 
generation and its offspring as his covenant people, assumes the lasting 
validity of the previous covenant materials, and develops the implications 
of the covenant relationship for the whole community dwelling in the 
promised land. Had Israel “kept” the covenant, they would have served 

Yahweh and his world as royal priests (Exod 19:5–6; cf. Deut 4:5–8), 
thus igniting stage 2 of the Abrahamic covenant (Gen 12:2–3). Instead, 
the law revealed and increased sin (Rom 3:20; 5:20; 7:7–9; cf. Gal 3:19) 
and brought wrath (Rom 4:15) and death (7:10; 2 Cor 3:7, 9). Israel’s 
only hope would be in God’s new work through the promised offspring.

4. Davidic Covenant

During the Mosaic covenant era after Israel settled the promised land, Yahweh 
advanced his promise of a coming royal Savior by pledging to David an eternal 
kingdom (2 Sam 7:8–16; 1 Chr 17:7–14). While the narrative accounts do 
not call the event a “covenant,” other Scriptures do (2 Sam 23:5; Pss 89:3, 
28, 34, 39[4, 29, 35, 40]; 132:12).

The Nature of the Davidic Covenant
Scripture progressively reveals Yahweh’s commitment to raise up a roy-
al-priestly offspring to deliver the world. He would overcome the curse 
with blessing, expand God’s kingdom, and come from the first woman 
(Gen 3:15) and from the lines of Shem (9:26–27), Abraham (17:6, 16; 
22:17–18), Isaac (17:19; 21:12; cf. 26:3–4), Jacob (35:11; Num 24:17–19), 
and Judah (Gen 49:8–10). He would lead a new exodus, overcome enemies, 
and bestow blessings (Num 24:7–9). His reign would curb the self-rule of 
God’s people ( Judg 21:25), be the means by which Yahweh would judge 
the ends of the earth (1 Sam 2:10), and fulfill the hope for a faithful king-
priest around whom Yahweh would build a sure house (2:35; cf. Ps 110:4; 
Zech 6:12–13).61 The Davidic covenant now reveals that God’s kingdom 
blessing would rest on his house and that the coming royal Son of God in 
his line would reign eternally (2 Sam 7:16, 29).62 

While describing his prior (7:8–9) and subsequent (7:9–11a; cf. Ps 
89:21–23, 27[22–24, 28]) accomplishments for David, Yahweh echoes 
the Abrahamic covenant. Yahweh then vowed that after David’s death he 
would build David a “house/dynasty” (2 Sam 7:11b–16). David’s biolog-
ical descendant (“offspring”) would build a “house” for God’s name, enjoy 
a lasting kingdom, and be Yahweh’s royal son (7:12–15). David’s house, 
kingdom, and throne would remain steadfast and established forever (7:16). 
In response, David recognized that such promises bore hope and guidance 
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for the world (7:19).63 Thus, David’s final words before death unpack his 
confident longing for this Deliverer to work justice, overcome the curse, and 
establish a new creation (23:3–7).64

Because of the royal son’s potential for sin (7:14) and because Solomon 
was convinced that his temple fulfilled God’s promise that David’s son 
would build Yahweh’s “house” (1 Kgs 8:18–20), Solomon initially and 
typologically fulfilled God’s promise of a royal son. Nevertheless, as with 
royal grants, Yahweh promised that the royal son’s throne would last for-
ever (2 Sam 7:13, 16) but also stressed how fulfillment was conditioned 
on the king’s lasting loyalty (1 Kgs 2:4; 8:25; 9:4–5; Ps 132:12). Hence, 
only a monarch with perfect obedience and an eternal reign would fulfill 
God’s Davidic promises––facts manifest only through Christ Jesus in the 
new covenant (Isa 9:6–7[5–6]; 11:4–5; 50:5–9; 55:3; Luke 1:32–33; 
Acts 2:29–36).65

Other Scriptural Reflections on the Davidic Covenant
The writing prophets identified the promised Savior of the Pentateuch 
and Former Prophets with David’s seed and noted that through him 
God would work a new exodus and new creation and reconcile many 
from Israel and other nations to himself (Isa 9:7; 11:1–12:6; Jer 23:5–8; 
30:9; Ezek 37:24; Hos 3:5; Amos 9:11–15; Zech 12:10; 13:1; cf. Acts 
15:16–18). The royal psalms also anticipate this Davidide, who would 
be Yahweh’s “begotten son” (Pss 2:7; 89:27[28]; cf. Acts 13:33; Heb 
1:5; 5:5), receive Yahweh’s everlasting blessing (Pss 21:6[7]; 45:2[3]; 
cf. 72:17), fulfill the Davidic covenant promises (89:28–37[29–38]; 
132:11–12, 17–18), and inherit both the nations (2:8–9; cf. Rev 5:9–10; 
12:5; 19:15) and Melchizedekian priesthood (Ps 110:1–4; cf. Heb 5:6; 
7:17, 21).66 

Peter identifies Jesus as the descendant whom God promised to sit on 
David’s throne (Acts 2:30–31). The author of Hebrews views Jesus as 
fulfilling the promise, “I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a 
son” (Heb 1:5). And the rest of the NT stresses that Jesus’s already and 
not yet end-time reign realizes all Davidic kingdom hopes (Matt 1:1; 
Luke 1:68–75; Rom 1:1–4; Rev 22:16).

Tracing the Plotline’s Argument: Davidic Covenant

The Abrahamic covenant anticipated a two-stage fulfilment, the second of 
which would include a single, male Deliverer from the line of Judah whose 
reign would extend Yahweh’s influence to the earth’s ends (Gen 17:4–6; 
22:17–18; 26:3–4; 49:8–10). The shift from Abraham’s fatherhood of one 
nation in the Mosaic era to many nations in a future era would mark a true 
Progression (P) in Scripture’s plotline that cannot be reversed. The Davidic 
covenant narrows the promise from Judah to the Davidic line and signals this 
Progression. While Yahweh made the promises to David during the Mosaic 
administration, the covenant Anticipates an ultimate Fulfilment after this era 
in stage 2 of the Abrahamic covenant (Ant/F).

5. New Covenant

The new covenant in Christ between God and his church realizes the hopes 
of Scripture’s previous divine-human covenants. The new covenant solves 
the global problem of sin and death that the Adamic-Noahic covenant 
creates. It also accomplishes the universal blessings promised to the patri-
archs, overcomes the Mosaic administration’s condemnation, realizes the 
old covenant’s restoration blessings, and embodies the Davidic kingdom 
hopes. Yahweh’s elect seers, sages, sovereigns, and song writers foresaw 
from a distance the glories that you and I now enjoy in Jesus (Matt 13:17; 
Luke 10:24; John 8:56; Heb 11:13; cf. 1 Pet 1:10–20).

The Old Testament Terminology Associated with the New Covenant
Among the various labels the OT uses for the end-times relationship between 
Yahweh and those reconciled in Christ are “covenant” ( Jer 31:33; Ezek 16:62; 
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Dan 9:27; Hos 2:18; Zech 9:11; Mal 3:1), “new covenant” ( Jer 31:31), 
“everlasting covenant” (Isa 55:3; Jer 32:40; 50:5; Ezek 16:60; 37:26), and 
“covenant of peace” (Isa 54:10; Ezek 34:25; 37:26). Yahweh also calls the 
messianic servant himself a “covenant” (Isa 42:6; 49:8; 59:21; cf. 55:3; Dan 
9:27).67 The relationship is commonly associated with other features like:

• New exodus (Isa 11:10–12, 15–16; Jer 16:14–15; 23:7–8; Hos 11:10–11; 

Zech 10:8–12; cf. Mark 1:1–3; Luke 9:30–31; 2 Cor 6:17–18);

• New “David” (Isa 9:7; 16:5; 22:22; 55:3; Jer 23:5–6; 30:9; 33:15; Ezek 

34:23–24; 37:24–25; Hos 3:5; Amos 9:11; Zech 12:10; 13:1; cf. Luke 

1:32–33, 68–69; Acts 2:30–35; Rev 5:5; 22:16);

• Restoring past fortunes (Zeph 3:20; to a remnant of Israel/Judah: Jer 29:14; 

30:3, 18; 31:23; 32:44; 33:7, 11, 26; Ezek 39:25; Hos 6:11; Joel 3:1; Amos 

9:14; Zeph 2:7; to a remnant of other nations: Jer 48:47; 49:6, 39; Ezek 16:53; 

29:14; cf. Deut 30:3);

• New “heart” ( Jer 24:7; 32:39; Ezek 11:19; 36:26; cf. Deut 30:6; Rom 2:29);

• The outpouring of God’s Spirit (on the messianic Servant: Isa 11:2; 42:1; 

59:21; 61:1; cf. Matt 12:18–20; Luke 4:18–19; on the people: Isa 32:15; 44:3; 

59:21; Ezek 36:27; 37:14, 27; Joel 2:28–29; Zech 12:10; cf. Acts 2:16–18; 

Rom 2:29; Gal 3:14);

• A new “Jerusalem” (Isa 2:2–4; 4:2–6; 11:6–9; 65:18, 25; Jer 3:16–17; cf. 

Gal 4:25–26; Heb 12:22) that appears coterminous with a new creation (Isa 

43:19; 48:6; 65:17; 66:22; Hos 2:18[20]; Amos 9:13–15; cf. Rev 21:1–2).

From one perspective, in the new covenant Yahweh affirms the origi-
nal patriarchal covenant promises (hēqîm běrîṯ; Ezek 16:60, 62 with Lev 
26:42).68 But Scripture also treats the covenant Christ mediates as new 
and freshly initiated (kāraṯ běrîṯ) when contrasted with the temporary 
Mosaic covenant ( Jer 31:31; 32:40; Ezek 34:25; 37:26).69 Only in Jer 
31:31 does the OT use the adjective “new” to describe the end-times 
relationship between God and humanity that Jesus inaugurates through 
his life, death, and resurrection (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25; Heb 9:15). 
This covenant’s newness brings “righteousness,” against the old Mosaic 
covenant that brought “death” and “condemnation” ( Jer 31:32; 2 Cor 
3:6–7, 9, 14). In relation to the outworking of the Abrahamic covenant 
promises, the author of Hebrews notes that the Mosaic administration 

was the “first covenant” and the “new covenant” the “second” and that 
because of Christ the new covenant supersedes the old, which is now 
“becoming obsolete and growing old” and will soon “vanish away” (Heb 
8:6–8, 13; cf. Gal 3:23–25).70

The Old Testament depiction of the New Covenant community
The prophets at times portray the new covenant in national terms ( Jer 
31:36; Mic 4:7; Ezek 37:22), specifically when describing the Messiah’s 
kingdom people (cf. 1 Pet 2:9).71 This community, however, includes a 
remnant from Israel/Judah (Isa 10:20–22; 11:11, 16; Mic 2:12; 7:18; 
Zeph 2:7, 9; Zech 8:11–12) and––fulfilling the Abrahamic promises (Gen 
12:3; 22:18; cf. Isa 54:1–3; Jer 4:1–2; Acts 3:25–26; Gal 3:8, 14)––other 
nations (Amos 9:12; cf. Isa 2:2–4; 49:6; Jer 3:17–18; Zech 8:22–23).72 
God adopts both groups into his single family (Isa 19:24–25; Jer 12:16; 
Zech 2:11; cf. Gal 4:4–5; Eph 1:5) by their faith in the righteous Ser-
vant-person’s substitutionary sacrifice and victorious resurrection (Isa 
53:10–11; Zech 12:10; 13:1). Together they serve Yahweh their God 
and the Davidic king ( Jer 30:9; Hos 3:5) and enjoy new birth certificates 
associated with the new Jerusalem (Ps 87; cf. Ezek 16:61).73 Thus, God 
counts as Abraham’s multi-ethnic offspring the single “Israel of God” (Gal 
3:29; 6:16; Eph 2:13–22; cf. Rom 2:28–29; Phil 5:3) whom Yahweh’s 
Servant-person “Israel” justifies (Isa 45:25; 49:3, 6; 53:10–11; 54:2–3; 
59:21).74 These peoples are Christ’s church and God’s new “holy nation” 
(1 Pet 2:9; cf. Rev 5:10) connected with the heavenly “Jerusalem” (Gal 
4:25–26; Heb 12:22; cf. Phil 3:20). The church does not replace Israel. 
Instead, its members are part of the true Israel (cf. Rom 2:28–29; Gal 
3:29; 6:16; Phil 3:3) by means of their faith in Christ, who is the true 
“Israel” (Isa 49:3) and who saves a remnant offspring of ethnic Israelites 
and some from other nations (49:6; cf. 53:10–11; 54:1–3).

From the prophets’ perspective, whereas sin once characterized the 
hearts of foreigners ( Jer 3:17) and most Israelites/Judeans alike (4:4; 
9:26; 17:1), every member of the new covenant will gain new, united, 
law-filled hearts (3:17; 31:33; 32:39; cf. Ezek 11:19–20; 36:26–27). 
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Yahweh will restore his relationship with them ( Jer 24:7; 31:33; 32:38; 
Ezek 11:20; 37:23, 27; Zech 8:8), and from the least to the greatest, all 
will know, fear, and obey God because every covenant member will expe-
rience blood-bought forgiveness (Isa 43:25; 44:22; 54:13; Jer 31:33–34; 
32:39–40; Ezek 36:25–26, 33; cf. Matt 26:28; John 6:45; Heb 10:26; 
1 John 2:20–21). God will count the many as righteous, all on account 
of the righteous Servant-person’s perfect obedience culminating in his 
substitutionary sacrifice and victorious resurrection (Isa 53:10–11; 55:3; 
Zech 12:10; 13:1; cf. Isa 45:25; 50:7–9; Rom 5:19).75

The New Testament sets forth how the New Covenant is Realized
Jesus’s ministry inaugurates the new covenant and God’s end-times reign 
that the OT anticipates (Matt 26:28–29; cf. Mark 14:24–25; Luke 22:20). 
Christ is Abraham’s singular, male “offspring” (Gal 3:16). Through him 
believers from every nation become God’s children and inherit every 
kingdom promise (3:8, 14, 28–29; cf. Acts 3:13–14; 1 Cor 2:20).76

Many faithful evangelicals, especially in paedo-Baptist circles, claim 
that Christ has only partially inaugurated the new covenant, thus allowing 
both regenerate and non-regenerate covenant membership.77 The use of 
perfect verbs in Hebrews, however, indicates that Christ has already fully 
initiated the new covenant, though God has not brought it to comple-
tion—fully now, finally later.78 “Christ has obtained [tetychen] a ministry 
that is as much more excellent than the old as the covenant he mediates 
is better, since it is enacted [nenomothetēai] on better promises” (Heb 
8:6). Indeed, “By calling this covenant ‘new,’ [God] has made the first 
one obsolete [pepalaiōken]; and what is obsolete and outdated will soon 
disappear” (8:13 NIV; cf. John 1:16–17; 2 Cor 3:9–10). If the new cov-
enant is fully inaugurated, then all, and not just some, of its members are 
already experiencing the internal transformation that God promised ( Jer 
31:31–34; Heb 8:8–12). Furthermore, we know that “by a single offering 
[Christ] has perfected [teteliōken] for all time those who are being sancti-
fied” (10:14)—that is, those who are part of the new covenant, in whose 
hearts Yahweh has already put his law and whose sins he remembers “no 
more” (10:16–17; cf. Jer 31:33–34). Such teaching reaffirms that only 

those who “have come [gegonamen] to share in Christ,” the new covenant 
priestly mediator, “hold our original confidence firm to the end” (Heb 
3:14), for sustained sinning results in punishment (10:26–27). One does 
not over-realize the new covenant by stressing that membership into it 
comes only by faith in Christ’s covenant mediating, priestly-sacrifice.79

Within the Abrahamic covenant, physical circumcision depicted an 
excising curse, marked one out for God’s service, and typologically 
foreshadowed a heart circumcision that would bring about the required 
devotion.80 Until Christ’s coming, for most Israelites the sign announced 
only their coming punishment rather than actual loyalty. However, in 
his death, Jesus underwent the excising curse to which the physical 
circumcision pointed (Col 2:11; cf. 1:22; John 3:14–15; 1 Cor 5:21; 
Gal 3:13)81 and secured the new covenant’s sign of promised heart cir-
cumcision for those believing in him, thus characterizing God’s new 
people as true “Jews” (Rom 2:28–29; Gal 6:15; Phil 5:3; cf. Rev 2:9).82 
Baptizing believers in the Triune God’s name externally testifies to this 
inward reality (Matt 28:19; cf. John 3:23; Acts 8:36–39) and signifies 
membership in Christ’s church as his new people (Mark 1:4–5; Rom 
2:28–29; 4:16; Gal 3:7). Rather than replacing circumcision in the flesh, 
water baptism symbolizes primarily the believer’s union with Christ in 
his death and resurrection (Rom 6:3–4; Col 2:11–12) and secondarily 
the believer’s cleansing from sin (Heb 10:22; 1 Pet 3:21). Because heart 
circumcision as the antitype is now realized among all new covenant 
members, physical circumcision as a type is no longer necessary (1 Cor 
7:19; Gal 5:6; cf. 3:28–29).

Along with the one-time rite of water baptism, gathered members of 
Christ’s church regularly partake of the Lord’s supper (1 Cor 11:17–20, 22) 
to remember Christ (11:25) and receive spiritual nourishment (10:16–17; 
cf. John 6:53–57, 63). We eat bread signifying his body given for his people, 
and we drink the Lord’s cup signifying the new covenant in his blood (1 
Cor 11:23–26; cf. Luke 22:20).

The contrast of the old and new covenants parallel a number of other 
NT end-times old and new contrasts like old wine in old wineskins vs. new 
wine in fresh wineskins (Matt 9:17; Mark 2:22; Luke 5:37–38), old man 
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vs. new man (Rom 6:6; Eph 4:22–24; Col 3:9–10), oldness of the letter vs. 
newness of the Spirit (Rom 7:6; cf. 2:29; 2 Cor 3:6), old leaven vs. new leaven 
(1 Cor 5:7–8), and old creation vs. new creation (2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15). 
Furthermore, Paul highlights a series of theological contrasts that often 
parallel the old and new covenant distinction: law vs. faith (Rom 3:20, 
28; 4:13–14; 9:30–10:8; Gal 2:16–21; 3:1–14; Phil 3:9), first Adam vs. 
last Adam (Rom 5:14, 18–19; 1 Cor 15:22, 45), sin vs. righteousness 
(Rom 5:21; 6:20; 8:10), flesh vs. Spirit (Rom 8:4–13; Gal 3:3; 4:29; 
5:16–25; 6:8), letter vs. Spirit (Rom 2:29; 7:6; 2 Cor 3:3, 6), and slavery 
vs. freedom (Gal 4:21–5:1). These all highlight two different ages and 
place Jesus’s person and work as the decisive turning point in salvation 
history.83 In Christ, God fulfills what he promised, and Christ realizes 
what the OT anticipates.

Jesus is a better covenant mediator than Moses (Heb 8:6; 9:15; 12:24; 
cf. Deut 18:15–19) because he offers a superior sacrifice (Heb 9:6–10:18) 
that brings better results, better provision, and better promises. Whereas 
the first Adam failed to secure lasting life, Christ as the last Adam suc-
ceeds, winning justification unto life for all who believe (Rom 5:18–19; 
cf. 1 Cor 15:45). Through his perfect covenant keeping unto death (Rom 
5:19; 2 Cor 5:21; Phil 2:8), he triumphs over all powers of darkness (Col 
2:15), satisfies God’s wrath against his elect (Rom 5:9; 8:1; Gal 3:13; 
Col 3:14; Heb 9:26), and secures for them every eternal blessing and 
consummate inheritance (Matt 5:3, 10; 28:18–20; Gal 3:14, 29; Eph 1:3, 
14; 1 Pet 1:3–5), including eternal redemption, forgiveness, adoption, 
sonship, peace with God, righteousness, sanctification, and glorification 
(Rom 5:1; 8:4, 30; Eph 1:3–14; Heb 9:12; 10:10, 14). “Christ, having 
been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, 
not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him” 
(Heb 9:28). In that day, the victorious King will punish his enemies, 
consummate his new creation, and bless all his redeemed with the right 
to eat from the tree of life in God’s paradise and to reign with him for-
evermore (2 Thess 1:9–10; Rev 5:10; 21:1–22:5, 14)), thus fulfilling 
humanity’s original mandate (Gen 1:28).

Tracing the Plotline’s Argument: New Covenant

Christ came declaring, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at 
hand; repent and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15). Indeed, Christ fulfills all 
that that the OT anticipated both directly and indirectly (Matt 5:17), but that 
fulfillment comes in various ways, depending on the covenant. For example,

• In fulfillment of the Adamic/Noahic covenant, Jesus is the Son of Man, last 

Adam, and image of God (Mark 10:45; 14:62; Rom 5:14, 18–19; 1 Cor 

15:45; 2 Cor 4:4). 

• In fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant, Jesus is the offspring of Abraham 

and agent of universal blessing (Gen 22:17b–18; Acts 3:25–26; Gal 3:16).

• In fulfillment of the Mosaic (old) covenant, Jesus represents Israel and stands 

as God’s Son, Yahweh’s servant, the embodiment of wisdom, the one who 

fulfilled the law’s demands, and the substance of all covenant shadows (Exod 

4:22–23; Isa 49:3, 5–6; Matt 3:17; 11:2, 19; 12:42; 13:54; John 2:19–21; 

Acts 3:25–26; Rom 5:19; Col 2:17; Heb 9:9–12; 10:1).

• In fulfillment of the Davidic covenant, Jesus is the King of the Jews, the Son 

of David, and the builder of the true temple (Matt 2:1; 16:18; 21:9; Luke 

1:32–33; Eph 2:19–21).

• In fulfillment of the new covenant promises, Jesus is the prophet like Moses 

who was to come, the only true mediator between God and man, and the 

one who grants new hearts and the indwelling Spirit (Deut 18:15, 18; Luke 

7:16; 22:20; Acts 3:22–26; 7:37; Rom 2:29; 2 Cor 3:3; 1 Tim 2:5; Heb 

8:6; 9:15; 10:16; 12:24).

The tragic Situation of sin and curse that the Adamic-Noahic covenant 
introduced finds its divine saving Response ultimately in Jesus’s life, death, 
and resurrection. What Yahweh resolved to accomplish in the Abrahamic 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 26.1 (2022) An Arc of the Covenants: Tracing How the Bible’s Storyline Climaxes in Christ

36 37

covenant, he fulfilled in two stages climaxing in Christ (Ant/F). The OT 
is dominated by the first stage, realized in the Mosaic old covenant, whose 
ministry was one of death and destruction (2 Cor 3:7, 9). Yet God had a 
purpose in delaying the resolution to the world’s problem: “What if God, 
desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has endured with 
much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, in order to make 
known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared 
beforehand for glory—even us whom he has called, not from the Jews 
only but also from the Gentiles?” (Rom 9:22–24). The OT’s story of deep 
darkness through rebellion and punishment supplies a backdrop for Christ’s 
light to shine all the brighter.

Christ’s coming initiates the second stage of Abrahamic covenant ful-
fillment (P) and the culmination of all salvation history (Sit/R). In direct 
realization of the Davidic covenant promises, which themselves built on God’s 
promises to Abraham, the angel Gabriel foretold of Jesus, “He will be great 
and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give to 
him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob 
forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:32–33). Indeed, 
the one who would be born in David’s city was the “Savior, who is Christ 
the Lord” (2:10–11). What the Davidic covenant anticipated, Jesus fulfills 
(Ant/F), and he does so in a way that overcomes the problems set forth in 
both the Adamic-Noahic covenant (Sit/R) and the Mosaic covenant (P).

As for the Mosaic covenant, “Before faith came, we were held captive under 
the law, imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed. So then, the 
law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified by 
faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian” (Gal 
3:23–25). Why? “When the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his 
Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under 
the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons” (4:4–5). 

As for the Adamic-Noahic covenant, “As one trespass led to condemnation 
for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all 
men. For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by 
the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous” (Rom 5:18–19). 

In Christ Jesus, the use of law for righteousness finds its end (Rom 10:4), 
every promise gains its Yes (2 Cor 1:20), and every OT shadow finds its 
substance (Col 2:16–17). All the OT’s laws, history, prophecy, and wisdom 

point to Jesus, and through him God fulfills all the OT anticipates (Matt 
5:17–18; Mark 1:15; Acts 3:18; 1 Cor 1:23–24).

Summary

The Bible’s storyline progresses through the historical covenants between 
God and his people. Jesus fulfills each covenant in different ways. The 
Adamic-Noahic covenant with creation establishes the crisis and context 
of global curse and common grace out of which the other covenants 
clarify God’s solution and saving grace. The Abrahamic covenant 
forecasts the hope of Christ and new creation through its conditional 
yet certain kingdom promises of land(s), seed, blessing, and divine 
presence. The remaining covenants clarify how God fulfilled these 
promises in two progressive stages. In the Mosaic covenant (stage 1) 
Abraham’s offspring as a single nation experience blessing and curse, 
which results in their exile from the promised land. The Davidic cove-
nant recalls the promises of a royal Deliverer and declares the specific 
line through whom he will rise. Then the new covenant (stage 2) real-
izes these hopes in an already-but-not yet way through the person and 
perfect obedience of Christ Jesus, whose kingdom work overcomes 
the curse with universal blessing, makes Abraham the father of many 
nations to the ends of the earth, and reconciles all things to God through 
the new creation.84
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