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OVERVIEW OF COVENANT THEOLOGY 

 

Covenant Theology (also known as Federal Theology) is a theological system which 

asserts that, throughout redemptive history, God relates to people through covenants. 

 

THE DEFINITION AND NATURE OF COVENANTS 

According to its most basic definition, a divine covenant is a relationship God establishes 

with people.  More specifically, a divine covenant may be understood as a religious relationship 

between God and man that is made by God and sovereignly imposed on man through a 

representative.  An even more detailed and complete definition is as follows: A divine covenant 

is a binding agreement between God and man consisting of the terms in which their relationship 

is initiated, maintained, and/or broken. It includes divine promises and commands, as well as 

rewards/punishments for obedience/disobedience.  Here is how it is described in Nelson's New 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary: 

COVENANT — an agreement between two people or two groups that involves promises 

on the part of each to the other. The Hebrew word for “covenant” probably means 

“betweenness,” emphasizing the relational element that lies at the basis of all covenants. 

Human covenants or treaties were either between equals or between a superior and an 

inferior. Divine covenants, however, are always of the latter type, and the concept of 

covenant between God and His people is one of the most important theological truths of 

the Bible ... By making a covenant with Abraham, God promised to bless His 

descendants and to make them His special people. Abraham, in return, was to remain 

faithful to God and to serve as a channel through which God’s blessings could flow to the 

rest of the world (Gen. 12:1–3). God’s covenant with Abraham was made (Gen. 15:18) 

and confirmed (Gen. 17:2) to guarantee that Abraham’s descendants would be 

innumerable and that they would receive the Promised Land. The Abrahamic covenant 

sign is circumcision (Gen. 17:11) ... the “covenants of promise” (Eph. 2:12) are God’s 

guarantees that He will provide salvation in spite of people’s inability to keep their side 

of the agreement because of sin. The provision of a Chosen People through whom the 

Messiah would be born is the promise of the covenants with Adam and David (Gen. 

3:15; 2 Sam. 7:14–15). The covenant with Noah is God’s promise to withhold judgment 

on nature while salvation is occurring (Gen. 8:21–22; 2 Pet. 3:7, 15). In the covenant with 

Abraham, God promised to bless Abraham’s descendants because of his faith (Gen. 12:1–

3). These many covenants of promise may be considered one covenant of grace, which 

was fulfilled in the life and ministry of Jesus ... 

In summary, covenants, by definition and nature are: 

• Relationships – They consist terms, conditions, promises, etc. 

• Representative – They are mediated through a covenant head 

• Religious – They pertain to man’s connection to God both spiritually (i.e., with regard to 

spiritual matters) and ecclesiastical (i.e., pertaining to divinely established worship) 
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OVERARCHING THEOLOGICAL COVENANTS 

There are three overarching divine theological covenants: the Covenant of Works, the 

Covenant of Redemption, and the Covenant of Grace.   

The Covenant of Works was made in the Garden of Eden with Adam. In it, God 

promised Adam and his posterity eternal life for perfect obedience and threatened death for 

disobedience (Genesis 2:16-17). Because Adam is the federal head of the human race, all men 

descending from Adam by ordinary generation sin in him (imputation) and inherit his sin nature 

(original sin) and thereby break the Covenant of Works. 

The Covenant of Redemption was made between the members of the Trinity before the 

beginning of time (John 17:2). In it, the Son covenanted to purchase and secure the redemption 

of the elect by perfectly keeping the Covenant of Works on their behalf as their federal head. 

The Covenant of Grace is the historical counterpart to the Covenant of Redemption.  It is 

the covenant through which God promises man eternal life through faith in the Messiah.  It was 

informally revealed by God in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:15) and more formally established 

by Him through entering into a covenantal relationship with Abraham and his seed (Genesis 

17:1-14). It was made progressively clear through the Old Covenant era and came to full 

expression in the New Covenant era. 

 

 Covenant of Works Covenant of Redemption Covenant of Grace 

Parties God and the first Adam 

(representing mankind) 

God and the last Adam 

(representing the elect) 

God and sinners 

Commands Perfect obedience Fulfill the Covenant of 

Works; suffer penalty for 

sin 

Repent and believe the 

gospel 

Promises Continuing life in 

fellowship with God 

Sustenance in humiliation; 

exaltation; salvation of the 

elect 

Forgiveness of sins; 

eternal life; blessing for 

obedience 

Penalty Death, separation from 

God 

 Condemnation for 

unbelief; chastening for 

disobedience 

FIGURE 1: Tabular representation of the theological covenants 

 

It noteworthy that the Covenant of Grace began in Genesis 3:15, not Luke 22:20. Why?  

The terms of relationship between God and man changed at that point in time.  Prior to Genesis 

3:15, man's only hope for relationship with God was by perfect obedience.  From Genesis 3:15 

onward, God provided man with eternal life through faith in Jesus Christ.  Just as Adam is the 

covenant head of everyone in the Covenant of Works, and Christ is the covenant head of all who 

are in the Covenant of Grace (Romans 5:12-21).  All people are under one or the other.   
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It is also important to understand that the Covenant of Works is broader than the Mosaic 

Law and Covenant.  It began with Adam and is universal.  Otherwise, one could argue that the 

Gentiles were not really under the Law and not really required to be perfect (Matthew 5:48), 

since they were not members of the Mosaic Covenant.  To the contrary, the Covenant of Works 

is universal (in Adam).  Thus, the entire earth is accountable to God (Psalm 24:1). 

 

THE PEOPLE OF GOD: VISIBLE AND INVISIBLE 

God chose to save a subset of humanity before the foundation of the world (Ephesians 

1:4; 2 Thessalonians 2:13; 2 Timothy 1:9).  This group of people is referred to in Scripture as the 

elect (Romans 11:7), those given by the Father to the Son (John 6:37), Christ’s sheep (John 

10:27-28), those appointed to eternal life (Acts 13:48), etc.  Although God unilaterally, 

unconditionally, and independently chose people before time, He, in the beginning of redemptive 

history, revealed that all humanity would be divided into two groups.  In the “first gospel” 

(Genesis 3:15), He referred to the elect (i.e., the seed of the woman) and the non-elect, or 

reprobate (i.e., the seed of the serpent).   

The people of God can be viewed from two different perspectives: invisible and visible.  

The invisible body is the “people of God” from God’s perspective.  It consists of those who are 

inwardly/internally in covenant with God.  The visible body is the “people of God” from man’s 

perspective.  It consists of those who are outwardly/externally in covenant with God.  By 

definition, the invisible body is made up of all of the elect and them only; the visible body, 

however, is a mixed multitude of believers and unbelievers.   

Although the visible and invisible bodies have a large degree of intersection, they are not 

equal.  There are those who are part of the visible body who are not members of the invisible 

body (i.e., outwardly associated with the people of God but not saved).  Figure 2 (below) shows 

a graphical representation of the visible and invisible bodies within the world (note, proportions 

of groups shown are not to scale; they are only meant to illustrate). 

 

 

                   

 

FIGURE 2: Graphical representation of the people of God 
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COVENANT ADMINISTRATIONS 

From the perspective of the salvation of the soul (i.e., the invisible body), there have been 

only two covenant administrations or dispensations throughout redemptive history.  The 

Covenant of Works was made with Adam (Genesis 2:16-17).  In it, eternal life was promised on 

condition of perfect obedience.  When Adam failed to keep the covenant of works, the Covenant 

of Grace was extended to him (Genesis 3:15).  In it, eternal life was promised on condition of 

faith in the Messiah, Jesus Christ, who would live a perfectly obedient life and thereby fulfill the 

Covenant of Works on behalf of His people.  Thus, the Covenant of Grace did not replace the 

Covenant of Works but provided a fulfillment of it.  All men in the first Adam (i.e., who have 

Adam as their head and representative) are under the Covenant of Works and are required to live 

a perfect life (Matthew 5:48).  Since the last Adam (i.e., Jesus Christ) fulfilled the Covenant of 

Works, all men in Him (i.e., who have Christ as their head and representative) are saved on 

account of His righteousness (Matthew 3:15; Romans 5:18).  The Covenant of Grace, then, is 

God’s provision of the way in which those who are in Adam may be in Christ and may receive 

all of the benefits of Christ through faith.  This teaching regarding the federal headship of Adam 

and Christ is found in Romans 5:15-19 and 1 Corinthians 15:21-22, 45-49. 

From the perspective of the God’s outward, tangible interactions with men (i.e., the 

visible body), there have been six covenant administrations or dispensations of the Covenant of 

Grace throughout redemptive history. 

1. The Adamic Covenant – A universal covenant with all mankind in Adam.  In this 

covenant, God commanded work (Genesis 2:15), marriage (2:24), reproduction (1:28), 

dominion (1:28), and Sabbath observance (2:3; cf. Exodus 20:8, 11). 

2. The Noahic Covenant – A second universal covenant.  In it, God renewed and extended 

his covenant with Adam by repeating many of the same commands (Genesis 9:1ff). 

3. The Abrahamic Covenant – The first covenant of promise.  In it, God entered into a 

special covenant relationship with Abraham and his seed (Genesis 17).   

4. The Mosaic Covenant – The second covenant of promise.  In it, God extended His 

covenant with Abraham and his seed and transitioned them from clan (i.e., collection of 

families) to nation (Exodus 19-24). 

5. The Davidic Covenant – The third covenant of promise.  In it, God extended His 

covenant with Abraham and his seed and gave them a king (2 Samuel 7; Psalm 89:3). 

6. The New Covenant – The covenant of fulfillment.  In it, God extended His covenant with 

Abraham and his seed to make them into a global church (Luke 22:20) by fulfilling all 

that the previous covenant administrations pointed to via type and shadow. 
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FIGURE 3: Graphical representation of covenant administrations (excludes Adamic & Noahic) 

 

Given that God’s promise of salvation by grace through faith in Christ (i.e., the Covenant 

of Grace) has been operative since Genesis 3:15 and will continue until Christ returns, the 

historical covenants cut with Abraham and his seed (i.e., Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, and New 

Covenants) may be thought of as administrations of the Covenant of Grace.  In other words, they 

represent the relationships through which the Lord has administered salvific grace in history.   

Since the covenant administrations are properly classified as belonging to the Covenant 

of Grace, they should not be understood as belonging to the Covenant of Works (i.e., in each of 

them, the only hope for salvation is through faith in the person and work of Christ, not through 

the obedience of Adam or self).  Nevertheless, each one contains work-related aspects, such as 

commands to obey along with rewards for obedience and punishments for disobedience.  These 

aspects are part of the basic definition and nature of divine covenants (see section on page 1). 

Some object to the use of the term “covenant” for the theological covenants and the term 

“administration” for the divine covenants, because the Bible only uses the term “covenant” to 

refer to the divine covenants.  This nomenclature issue is easily solved by referring to the period 

beginning with Genesis 3:15 as “the era of grace.”  The divine covenants may be thought of, 

then, as various ways in which God related to man and administered grace during the era of 

grace.  It makes no conceptual difference. 
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THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT 

The Abrahamic was the first “covenant of promise.”  It serves as the foundation and 

building block for all subsequent divine covenants.  In it, God entered into a special covenant 

relationship with Abraham and his seed (Genesis 12, 15, 17). 

The fact that God would Himself fulfill the Abrahamic covenant by grace is pictured in 

covenant cutting ceremony found in Genesis 15.  In the ceremony, God alone passed through the 

animals halves, signifying that He alone would meet the stipulations of the covenant.  God swore 

the promise to Abraham by Himself on oath (Hebrews 6:13-17).  In response, Abraham believed 

God and was saved (Genesis 15:6; Galatians 3:6).  Thus, he is referred to as “the believer” 

(Galatians 3:9).   

Although the covenant was made with Abraham and his seed (i.e., descendants), it was 

never designed to be a primarily national or ethnic covenant.  Instead, its core design was 

covenantal and religious (i.e., spiritual and ecclesiastical).1  For this reason, proselytes were 

grafted into the covenant community while others were cut off.  Even from the outset, God 

explicitly told Abraham that his own son Ishmael would be cut off from the covenant and that 

the covenant would be extended through Isaac (Genesis 17:18-21). 

Scripture speaks of temporal promises to Abraham being fulfilled in part for Israel in the 

Old Testament.  However, it is important to understand that these “fulfillments” were only 

typological (i.e., land of Israel, seed of Abraham physically, blessing on the nation of 

Israel).  Nevertheless, the New Testament specifies that the promises of land, seed, and blessing 

were all truly fulfilled for the Church in Christ the antitype.2  Paul explains that, in reality, the 

covenant promises to Abraham were to him and his one Seed, that is to Christ (Galatians 3:16).  

Thus, Christ came to fulfill the covenant made with Abraham (Luke 1:72-73; Acts 3:24-26).  For 

that reason, those who are in Christ make up the collective seed of Abraham and are heirs of the 

promise with Christ (Galatians 3:7, 27-29).  Paul therefore referred to the promise as “the 

gospel” (Galatians 3:8) and to Abraham as the father of both believing Jews and believing 

Gentiles (Romans 4:11-12).   

 

THE COVENANTS OF PROMISE 

In the New Testament, the apostle Paul referred to the covenants to Abraham and his seed 

(i.e., Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic) as the “covenants of promise” (Ephesians 2:12).  Since 

these were given to Israel (Romans 9:4), Gentiles, who by definition were outside of the 

covenants of promise, were “separate from Christ” and “without God” (Ephesians 2:12).  

Nevertheless, those “in Christ” become members of God’s covenant (Ephesians 2:13, 19; 3:6).3 

                                                 
1 Israel was first and foremost a covenant people.  The fact that God was their God and they were His 

people makes the relationship spiritual.  By definition, it is impossible to have a relationship with God that is non-

spiritual, since God is a spirit.  Furthermore, God called Israel “My Son” (Exodus 4:22; Hosea 11:1; cf. Jeremiah 

10:20). 
2 The fulfillment of the tri-fold promise is referenced in Romans 4: land (v. 13); seed (v. 17); blessing (v. 9) 
3 Note that those cut off from the New Covenant are to be regarded as “Gentiles” (i.e., those outside the 

covenant) per Matthew 18:17, whereas those in the New Covenant are referred to as the “Israel of God” (Galatians 

6:16). 



Chris Villi 

February 2014 

 

7 

 

The covenants of promise did not cancel or replace one another; instead, they expanded 

upon one another.  For example, the Abrahamic covenant, which was always considered as a 

covenant of promise, was not nullified by the coming of the Law (Galatians 3:17).   

Even though the Mosaic Covenant had a heavier emphasis on conditionality and works, 

the Mosaic Law was inherently spiritual (Romans 7:14).  It was a reflection of the very character 

of God and needed to be fulfilled by Christ.  Despite their weakness and inability to keep it, 

Israel was bound to a Law which required spiritual worship of God (1st and 2nd 

Commandments).  Part of this worship was sacrificing animals for atonement, which has nothing 

to do with being a nation but is thoroughly spiritual/religious.  Jesus understood the Law to the 

spiritual at the core and therefore summarized it as loving God with one’s whole heart and loving 

one’s neighbors as himself (Matthew 22:37-39).4 

Faith was always central, even during the Mosaic covenant.  Note why members of the 

Mosaic Covenant were not allowed to enter the Promised Land: “they were not able to enter 

because of unbelief ... the word they heard did not profit them, because it was not united by faith 

in those who heard” (Hebrews 3:19; 4:2).  Even though the covenants of promise were inferior 

to the New Covenant, faith was always at their core.  All of the people mentioned in Hebrews 11 

are noted for their faith, and as a result of it, they obtained promises (Hebrews 11:33) but did not 

receive the promise (Hebrews 11:13, 39), because they lived during the time of promise, not 

fulfillment. 

The sign of the Abrahamic Covenant, and all of the covenants of promise (i.e., 

circumcision), is nowhere spoken of as a temporal badge of ethnicity or national citizenship.  To 

the contrary, it was designed to have a spiritual, not physical, emphasis.  It was to be a sign of the 

covenant (Genesis 17:11), as well as a picture of regeneration (Jeremiah 4:4; Deuteronomy 

10:16; 30:6; Romans 2:28-29), the cutting away of sin (Colossians 2:11), and justification 

(Romans 4:11).  The reality of the symbol was accomplished in Abraham, as it is in all believers 

(Philippians 3:3).  Since heart circumcision was God’s motive, He made it clear that He would 

“punish all who are circumcised and yet uncircumcised” (Jeremiah 9:25). 

 

COVENANT RELATIONSHIPS 

The invisible body is always defined as those who are members of the Covenant of Grace 

(i.e., the elect).  Similarly, the visible body is always defined as those who are members of the 

current external covenant administration.  These external covenant administrations were never 

intended to be mutually exclusive of one another or to cancel or replace previous 

administrations.  Instead, each one built upon the previous administration(s) to accommodate the 

growth and development of the covenant people of God (i.e., tribe � nation � monarchy � 

global church). 

Moving beyond the universal covenant administrations (Adamic and Noahic), all other 

covenants (Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, and New) were between God and His special people 

(i.e., Abraham and his seed).  These four covenants may be viewed as two periods: the covenants 

of promise (Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic) collectively make up the Old Covenant, and the 

covenant of fulfillment makes up the New Covenant.  All four of the covenant administrations to 

                                                 
4 Jesus clearly emphasized the spiritual nature of the Law in His teaching (e.g., the Sermon on the Mount) 
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God’s special people share the central promise that God will be there God and they will be His 

people (Genesis 17:7-8; Exodus 6:7; Leviticus 26:12; Jeremiah 7:23, 24:7, 31:33, 32:38; Ezekiel 

11:20, 14:11, 34:30, 36:28, 37:23, 37:27, Zechariah 8:8; 2 Corinthians 6:16; Hebrews 8:10). 

 

Covenant 

Administration 

Central Promise 

Abrahamic Genesis 17:7  "I will establish My covenant between Me and you and your 

descendants after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be 

God to you and to your descendants after you. 

Mosaic Exodus 6:7  'Then I will take you for My people, and I will be your God; and you shall 

know that I am the LORD your God, who brought you out from under the burdens of 

the Egyptians. 

Leviticus 26:12  'I will also walk among you and be your God, and you shall be My 

people. 

Davidic Jeremiah 7:23  "But this is what I commanded them, saying, 'Obey My voice, and I 

will be your God, and you will be My people; and you will walk in all the way which I 

command you, that it may be well with you.' 

New Jeremiah 31:33  "But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel 

after those days," declares the LORD, "I will put My law within them and on their 

heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people. 

Ezekiel 37:27  My dwelling place also will be with them; and I will be their God, and 

they will be My people. 

2 Corinthians 6:16  … For we are the temple of the living God; just as God said, "I 

WILL DWELL IN THEM AND WALK AMONG THEM; AND I WILL BE THEIR 

GOD, AND THEY SHALL BE MY PEOPLE. 

Hebrews 8:10  "FOR THIS IS THE COVENANT THAT I WILL MAKE WITH THE 

HOUSE OF ISRAEL AFTER THOSE DAYS, SAYS THE LORD: I WILL PUT MY 

LAWS INTO THEIR MINDS, AND I WILL WRITE THEM ON THEIR HEARTS. 

AND I WILL BE THEIR GOD, AND THEY SHALL BE MY PEOPLE. 

FIGURE 4: Tabular comparison of the central promise of the Covenant of Grace 

 

Because the New Covenant is a covenant of fulfillment, it has fulfilled all of the types and 

shadows of the Old Covenant (e.g., temple, sacrificial system, Levitical priesthood, etc.).  Thus, 

the physical types and shadows themselves have been abrogated, because there is no longer any 

need for them. 

Given the relationships between them, it is easy to see that there is both discontinuity and 

continuity from one covenant administration to the next.  There is discontinuity in that each new 

administration adds new dimensions in the relationship (i.e., blessings, stipulations, etc.).  There 

is continuity in that all of the covenant administrations build toward the fulfillment of the New 

Covenant (e.g., the fact that all other covenant administrations build on the Abrahamic is found 

in Genesis 17:4-7).  There is also continuity in that the members of the covenant remain the same 

as long as the willfully accept the terms of the current covenant administration (see next section). 
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COVENANT MEMBERSHIP 

In Genesis 17, God clearly defined covenant membership in the Abrahamic 

administration.  He established the covenant with Abraham and his seed (17:7-9).  Those who 

accepted the terms of the covenant were, along with their household, to receive the sign of the 

covenant (17:10-13).  At the same time, God declared that it is possible for His people (i.e., the 

visible body) to break the covenant and be cut off from it (17:14).  He then stated that He would 

establish His covenant with Isaac and his seed (17:15-22).5  Abraham then immediately gave 

himself, Ishmael, and all other males of his household (Greek: oikos) the sign of the covenant 

(17:23-27).  Due to the covenantal oikos principle (vv. 10-13), Abraham gave Esau the sign of 

the covenant, even though he had previous knowledge that the covenant would be established 

through Isaac (vv. 15-22).  This fact indicates that, under the oikos principle, Ishmael was 

considered to be a member of the visible body.   

The members of all subsequent covenant administrations (i.e., Mosaic, Davidic, and 

New) continued to be the same people as the Abrahamic administration (i.e., Abraham and his 

seed).  What began with one man (i.e., Abraham) extended to his heir (i.e., Isaac).  From Isaac, it 

extended to Jacob, who was renamed Israel.  From Jacob, it extended to the twelve tribes of 

Israel, who transitioned from being a clan during the time of Jacob and his sons to being a nation 

during the time of Moses and beyond.  From the twelve tribes and nation, it has extended and 

continues to extend to the world during the New Covenant era in fulfillment of prophecy. 

It is a mistake to think that Genesis 17 describes a static covenant given to Abraham and 

his physical descendants only.  While it is true that the text clearly presents the children of 

covenant members as members of the covenant themselves, it also presents a provision for the 

physical seed to be cut off from the covenant due to unbelief and a provision for the non-blood 

relatives of Abraham to be grafted into the covenant through faith.  In this sense, the covenant is 

meant to be a dynamic visible body of people made up of believers and their children.  Given 

that the heart of the covenant extending across all administrations was the central promise of 

God that He would be their God and they would be His people (i.e., a promise that is spiritual in 

nature), the covenants have always been spiritual in nature, and covenant membership was and is 

based on acceptance and compliance to the terms of the covenant.   

Those who broke the covenant were to be cut off from Israel (Genesis 17:14; Exodus 

12:19; 31:14; Leviticus 18:29-30; 20:5; Numbers 15:30-31; 19:20; Judges 21:6; 1 Kings 14:14; 2 

Kings 10:31-33; 2 Chronicles 22:7; Psalm 37:9, 22, 28).  Because it is impossible to be cut off 

from the invisible body, we know that these people were never saved and were only cut off from 

the visible body.  Thus, in all covenant administrations, it has always been true that a non-elect 

person can only break the covenant and be cut off outwardly/externally, not inwardly/internally.  

Some of the notable physical descendants of Abraham who were cut off from the visible body 

include Ishmael, Esau, Saul, Judas, and many from the northern tribes who eventually became 

known as “Samaritans.”  Despite the clear instructions given in Scripture, Israel, throughout her 

history, was not faithful with regard to her duty to cut off covenant breakers. 

Those outside the covenant who desired covenant membership were grafted in to it.  

Since the covenant was made with Abraham and extended down through the oikos principle, 

                                                 
5 Later Scripture specifies that God established the covenant through Jacob, not Esau (Genesis 35:9-12; 

Exodus 2:24; Leviticus 26:42; Acts 7:8). 
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covenant membership during the Abrahamic, Mosaic, and David administrations tended to be 

made up primarily of ethnic Jews.  However, from the beginning, Abraham was promised that he 

would be the father of many nations (Genesis 17:4-5), and he was commanded to accept some 

who were not his descendants (v. 12) into covenant membership.  As a result, Gentiles were 

converted to the true faith and were grafted in to the covenant and given the sign of covenant 

membership as full-fledged proselytes.  Such a Gentile was given full citizenship in Israel and 

thereby became an heir of the promises given to Abraham (i.e., land, seed, and blessing) and was 

treated “like a native in the land” (Exodus 12:48).  One notable proselyte was Caleb.  He was a 

Kenizzite by birth (the Kenizzites were a Canaanite tribe who were partially absorbed into the 

tribe of Judah) who eventually became the head of the tribe of Judah (Numbers 13:6) and 

received an inheritance in the Promised Land (Joshua 14:13; 15:13; 21:12).  Other notable 

proselytes who entered the visible body include Doeg the Edomite, Uriah the Hittite, Rahab the 

Canaanite, and Ruth the Moabite.  There was no small number of proselytes.  In fact, there were 

153,600 foreigners living in the land (2 Chronicles 2:17) during the reign of Solomon.   

Figure 5 (below) depicts the dynamic nature of covenant membership across all covenant 

administrations.  The presence of the invisible body within the visible body illustrates that the 

people who are outwardly/externally in covenant with God are not all saved.  Since the 

covenants were made with Abraham, and those in covenant became known as Israel, the diagram 

depicts those who are cut off from the covenant community as “Jews” and those grafted in as 

“Gentiles.”  It is important to note that those who are cut off never belonged to the invisible body 

of believers, and those who are grafted in are not necessarily saved.  Additionally, the proportion 

of Jews who were cut off and Gentiles who were grafted into the covenant was unparalleled at 

the inauguration of the New Covenant (Romans 11:17-24).  At that time, the number of Jews 

who were cut off and the number of Gentiles who were grafted in was so great that the covenant 

people of God, for the first time in history, was made up of less blood relatives of Abraham than 

non-blood relatives.  

 

          

 

 

FIGURE 5: Graphical representation of covenant membership 
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A brief review is helpful at this point.  The people of God can be seen from two 

perspectives: the invisible body and the visible body.  The invisible body is made up of everyone 

who is a member of the Covenant of Grace, and the visible body is made up of everyone who is a 

member of the current covenant administration at any given point in redemptive history.  These 

covenant administrations were progressive and consisted of promises to Abraham and his seed.  

His seed was and is defined as his physical offspring plus converts who were grafted into the 

covenant minus covenant breakers who were cut off from it.  The people of God continued to be 

members of the covenant from one covenant administration to the next as long as they did not 

reject the terms of the new administration. 

 

 

OT ISRAEL AND THE NT CHURCH 

 

Just as there was continuity and connectivity within the covenants of promise, there is 

continuity and connectivity between the covenants of promise and the covenant of fulfillment 

(i.e., the New Covenant).  Although there were two other changes in covenant administration 

prior to the inauguration of the New Covenant (Abrahamic � Mosaic � Davidic), no one 

questions the continuity between them with regard to membership.  All agree that “Abraham and 

his seed” grew into the nation of the Mosaic administration and the monarchy of the Davidic 

administration.  However, there is much more confusion surrounding the inauguration of the 

New Covenant.  All of these misconceptions can be corrected by developing a proper 

understanding of the relationship between Old Testament Israel and the New Testament Church.  

To do so, it is imperative to consider the Messiah of Israel, Paul’s argument in Romans 9-11, 

Paul’s argument in Ephesians 2-3, and other continuities. A discussion of each is found below. 

 

THE MESSIAH OF ISRAEL 

When studying redemptive history through the use of biblical theology (i.e., viewing 

theology historically as it developed over time), one would not expect to find the appearance of a 

separate entity or a separate people of God after the writing of Malachi in the 400s BC.  

Similarly, no one would think develop that sort of expectation on the basis of the gospel accounts 

of the birth of Israel’s Messiah, Jesus Christ.   

Luke’s gospel account begins by explicitly declaring Jesus to be the Messiah of Israel.  

Before He is mentioned, John the Baptist is presented as the one who will “turn many of the sons 

of Israel back to the Lord their God” (Luke 1:16).  Next, Mary is told by an angel that “the Lord 

God will give [Jesus] the throne of His father David; and He will reign over the house of Jacob 

forever, and His kingdom will have no end.” (1:32-33).  In her Magnificat, Mary declares that 

God “has given help to Israel His servant, In remembrance of His mercy As He spoke to our 

fathers, To Abraham and his descendants forever.” (1:54-55).  Later, when John the Baptist was 

born, his father Zacharias, filled with the Holy Spirit, prophesied and said, “Blessed be the Lord 

God of Israel, For He has visited us and accomplished redemption for His people, And has 
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raised up a horn of salvation for us In the house of David His servant … To show mercy toward 

our fathers, And to remember His holy covenant, The oath which He swore to Abraham our 

father” (1:68-73).  Finally, when the infant Christ was brought to Jerusalem, Simeon, who was 

“looking for the consolation of Israel” (2:25), saw Christ as the fulfillment (2:30-32), and Anna 

“continued to speak of Him to all those who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem” 

(2:38).   

Similarly, the account of Matthew begins with “The record of the genealogy of Jesus the 

Messiah, the son of David, the son of Abraham” (Matthew 1:1).  When visited by an angel in his 

dream, Joseph was told that Christ “will save His people from their sins” (1:21) in fulfillment of 

the prophecy given to God’s people centuries before (1:22-23).  It is clear from the context that 

those who received the prophecy, are called “His people,” and will be saved from their sins are 

none other than Israel.  In fact, the idea of Jesus as the Christ or Messiah meant that He would be 

the “king of the Jews” (2:2), a fact which Jesus later confirmed to be true (27:11).  Matthew also 

quotes from the prophet Micah, who specifically states that the Messiah will be born to be “A 

RULER WHO WILL SHEPHERD MY PEOPLE ISRAEL” (2:6).  Jesus taught His disciples 

likewise.  When He sent them out to evangelize and heal, Jesus instructed them: “…Do not go in 

the way of the Gentiles, and do not enter any city of the Samaritans; but rather go to the lost 

sheep of the house of Israel.” (Matthew 10:5-6).  Although Christ did not forbid them to speak to 

non-Jews, he initially directed His ministry and theirs to the covenant people of God (cf. 15:24; 

Romans 1:16).  Later in His ministry, due to their rejection of Him, Christ told members of the 

covenant people, “The kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people, 

producing the fruit of it” (Matthew 21:43).  Did Christ, at this point, reject His people Israel, 

whom He came to save?  Did He simply cast them off for a time?  Did He replace them?  Further 

investigation of the New Testament offers clarity with regard to this issue.  Although some 

conclude that Israel and the church are two distinct peoples of God, it may be demonstrated that 

the New Testament, like the Old, presents only one people of God. 

 

PAUL’S ARGUMENT IN ROMANS 9-11 

Paul begins this section of Scripture by conveying his deep sorrow and grief (9:1-2) for 

ethnic Israel, his “kinsmen according to the flesh” (9:3).  To these Israelites, belong “the 

adoption as sons, and the glory and the covenants and the giving of the Law and the temple 

service and the promises, whose are the fathers, and from whom is the Christ according to the 

flesh…” (9:4-5).  For this reason, some were tempted to think that the promises of God had 

failed when a large proportion of ethnic Jews rejected their Messiah.  Thus, Paul saw it necessary 

to correct their misunderstanding.  In the next verse (9:6), he argues that God’s Word did not fail.  

Why?  It has never been the case that all of the covenant people Israel (i.e., the visible body) 

were members of true Israel (i.e., the invisible body).  In fact, election, not ethnicity, (i.e., being 

a physical descendant of Abraham) has always been the determining factor of who are 

considered “children of the promise” (9:7-23).  Although the covenant community was 

predominantly Jewish prior to the New Covenant, God’s election and calling extend to both Jews 

and Gentiles (9:24).  The prophets foretold that large numbers of Gentiles would be saved and 

included in the people of God (9:25-26).  However, even though a large portion of ethnic 

Israelites were guilty of rejecting and stumbling over Christ, some of them remained faithful to 

God in the New Covenant administration (9:27-33).  In the gospel age of the New Covenant 
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administration, types have been fulfilled and distinctions have been erased so that Jews and 

Gentiles alike must come to Christ and call out to Him in the same way (10:1-17).  In refusing to 

call upon her Messiah in faith, the disobedience and obstinacy of Israel has been manifested with 

utmost clarity, and God’s patience has expired (10:18-21).  

At this point, Paul reiterates that God’s rejection of unbelieving Jews in the visible body 

does not imply a rejection of all ethnic Jews, because it was always His intention to save the 

elect remnant (11:1-5).  All others were manifestly hardened at Christ’s coming (11:6-10).  Paul 

explains how God providentially planned to use Jews and Gentiles to provoke one another to 

faith (11:11-15).  He then employs a well-known word picture – the olive tree (11:16-24).  The 

olive tree here, as in Jeremiah’s writings, represents the covenant people of God or visible body 

(cf. Jeremiah 5:10; 11:16-17).  It is important to note that there is only one olive tree (i.e., 

covenant people of God / visible body), not two, and that some people are grafted into this entity 

while others are cut off from it.  Paul states that “some of the branches were broken off” (11:17).  

The fact that some of the Israelites, not all, were broken off, implies that others remained 

connected (i.e., in the covenant community).  Paul also argues that the Gentiles were made 

members of the Israelite covenant community.  They were “grafted in among them and became 

a partaker with them” (11:17).  After returning to the idea that God providentially planned to use 

Jews and Gentiles to provoke one another to faith (11:18-19; cf. 11:11-15), he explains that those 

who were broken off were removed from the covenant people of God due to unbelief, and those 

who were grafted in were added to the visible body through a profession of faith (11:20).  

Similarly, if the Gentiles forsake their profession, they will also be cut off (11:21-22), and if the 

Jews repent, they will be grafted back in again (11:23-24).  In fact, all of the elect Jews and 

Gentiles will be saved (11:25-29) according to the depth and riches of God’s wisdom and plan 

(11:30-36). 

In summary, Romans 9-11 teaches that ethnic Jews were the natural recipients of the 

covenants and promises under the Old Covenant and primarily constituted the visible people of 

God (9:4-5).  Many ethnic Jews who were members of the visible body in the Old Covenant were 

not members of the invisible body and children of promise / descendants of Abraham (9:6-23).  

A remnant of ethnic Jews have always been children of promise (11:1-5).  At the inauguration of 

the New Covenant, God cleansed the visible church by casting out the unbelieving ethnic Jews 

(who were not part of the remnant) and grafting in believing Gentiles (11:16-24), who became 

fellow members of the covenant community with the Jews 

 

PAUL’S ARGUMENT IN EPHESIANS 2-3 

Ephesians 2-3 provides additional insight into the nature of Gentile inclusion in the 

covenant people of God with the Israelites.   

Prior to the New Covenant, Gentiles had to become Jewish Proselytes in order to enter 

the covenant community.  Yet, with the inauguration of the New Covenant, they are 

automatically citizens of Israel through union with Christ: “you were at that time … excluded 

from the commonwealth of Israel … [but now] you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you 

are fellow citizens with the saints” (Ephesians 2:12, 19).  The noun “commonwealth” in 2:12 

(Greek: politeia) in 2:12 means “citizenship” and directly corresponds to the noun “fellow 

citizens” (Greek: sumpolites) in 2:19.  By using two cognate nouns with the same root, Paul is 
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making the point that Gentile believers are grafted into the covenant people Israel through faith 

in Christ, the true seed of Abraham and heir of the promises.6  Therefore, Gentiles and Jews are 

presented before God as one people (cf. Galatians 3:28).   

All in Christ (Gentiles, as well as Jews), are heirs of all of the promises.7  Now that the 

dividing wall has been broken down (2:14) and the ceremonial laws have been abolished (2:15), 

Jews and Gentiles from every tongue, tribe, people, and nation are now part of “the 

commonwealth of Israel” (2:12), “are of God's household” (2:19), and are “fellow partakers of 

the promise in Christ Jesus” (3:6).8  They, who were once separated from the covenants of 

promise (Ephesians 2:12), were grafted into them (Ephesians 2:13, 19; Romans 11:17) and are 

now part of the chosen race and holy nation (1 Peter 2:9) through union with Christ, who is the 

true seed of Abraham (Galatians 3:16).9 

 

OTHER CONTINUITIES 

As stated above, there was continuity within the covenants of promise, and there is also 

continuity between the covenants of promise and the covenant of fulfillment (i.e., the New 

Covenant).  Ezekiel 37:24-26 ties all of the covenants (and the covenant people) together in 

organic relationship and shows that the New Covenant fulfills them all:  

"My servant David will be king over them, and they will all have one shepherd [an allusion to the 

Davidic Covenant]; and they will walk in My ordinances and keep My statutes and observe 

them [an allusion to the Mosaic Covenant].  They will live on the land that I gave to Jacob My 

servant, in which your fathers lived; and they will live on it, they, and their sons and their sons' 

sons, forever [an allusion to the Abrahamic Covenant] ... I will make a covenant of peace 

with them; it will be an everlasting covenant with them. And I will place them and multiply them, 

and will set My sanctuary in their midst forever [an allusion to the New Covenant].  

Further continuity between the covenants of promise and fulfillment can be seen in that the 

central theme / central promise of the New Covenant – “I will be your God and you will be My 

people” (Hebrews 8:10) – is exactly the same as the theme of the covenants of promise 

(Abrahamic: Genesis 17:7; Mosaic: Exodus 6:7 and Leviticus 26:12; Davidic: Jeremiah 7:23). 

In Hebrews 8:8-12, the writer quotes Jeremiah 31:31-34 and states that the New 

Covenant was given to “The house of Israel and the house of Judah.”  Since the covenant was 

promised to Israel and fulfilled in the Church, the Church may be considered as the New 

                                                 
6 In Isaiah 49:3, the Messiah/Servant is referred to as “Israel” (see 42:1; 49:5-7; 52:13; 53:11).  The 

covenant people Israel failed.  Thus, the Messiah was the true Israel, and everyone united to Him in faith becomes a 

member of the true Israel (cf. Ephesians 3:6; 5:30). 
7 Including the land promise.  In times past, Gentiles like Caleb the Kenizzite, were grafted into the land 

promise by becoming proselytes – Caleb became the head of the tribe of Judah (Numbers 13:6) and received an 

inheritance in the Promised Land (Joshua 14:13; 15:13; 21:12). 
8 The word “household” (2:19) is Abrahamic language, as are “heirs” and “promise” (3:6).  Thus, there is 

a connection to Paul's argument in Galatians that believers in Christ (i.e. the Church) are true descendants of 

Abraham and heirs according to promise (3:29; cf. 3:8-18; 3:26-28; 4:7; 4:26-31).  This is why the Church is 

referred to as the “Israel of God” (Galatians 6:16), the “true circumcision” (Philippians 3:3), and the “house of 

Israel and the house of Judah” (Hebrews 8:8; cf. Hebrews 3:5-6). 
9 See also John 11:50-52, where it is prophesied that Christ would die not only for the nation of Israel “but 

in order that He might also gather together into one the children of God who are scattered abroad.”  These will be 

gathered together into “one flock with one shepherd” (John 10:16). 
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Covenant Israel and Israel may be considered as the Old Covenant Church.10  Similarly, Romans 

11 details the unity of the people of God throughout time by picturing them as branches 

connected to one vine.  The metaphor is explained by a “visible church” throughout time.  Those 

pictured as being connected to the vine are those who are externally in covenant with God (cf. 

John 15:1-6).  Some are truly saved members of the “invisible church” while others will be cut 

off from the visible church in time (cf. Matthew 18:15-17; 1 John 2:19) or at the judgment 

(Matthew 7:21-23; 13:36-43). 

The apostles spoke of OT Israel as the spiritual forefathers of the NT Church.  In 

Hebrews 3:1-6, the author argues that Moses was faithful over Christ's house (v. 2).  A few 

verses later, he declares that the Church is Christ's house (v. 6).  Therefore, the visible church of 

the NT has continuity with the visible church of the OT.11  In the verses which follow, the writer 

to the Hebrews uses the OT to exhort the visible church not to apostatize (vv. 7ff).  Similarly, 

when writing to the Gentile Corinthians, Paul refers to the Jews under the Mosaic administration 

as “our fathers” (1 Corinthians 10:1) and teaches that the OT Jews and NT Church partook of 

the same Christ (vv. 3-4).  Nevertheless, many were not believers (vv. 5, 7-10).  The fact that 

“our fathers” were a mixed multitude gives the NT Church continuity with them.  Hence the 

note of them being types (vv. 6, 11) and the warning for us to stand by faith and not fall (vv. 7-

14). 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The above discussion leads to the following two conclusions.  First, the discontinuity 

between the “covenants of promise” and the covenant of fulfillment is found primarily in the 

discontinuity between type and antitype, promise and fulfillment.  Second, the continuity 

between the “covenants of promise” and the covenant of fulfillment is found primarily in the 

continuity of the Covenant of Grace.  The covenants of promise were by nature 

religious/spiritual, not simply carnal/physical, and the people of God in the covenants of promise 

were the visible church just as the visible church under the covenant of fulfillment is the Israel of 

God.   

 

                                                 
10 Israel was the “church in the wilderness” (Acts 7:38, KJV) and the Church is the “Israel of God” 

(Galatians 6:16). 
11 The recognition of continuity does not imply a belief in complete continuity but certainly implies 

identification. 


