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Covenants and The Big Picture 
 

What is a Testament? 

Testament = Covenant, not contract 
Contract is between equals with obligations and rights on both sides. 
Covenant has the idea of one party, generally the stronger, or the one who has something to give 
(as in Last Will and Testament), making promises to another party, sometimes conditional, but 
often unconditional. 

 
The Bible describes God as a covenant-making God (unique among the sacred texts of the 
world’s religions). It describes the covenants He has made with mankind, their terms and 
promises, and the history of mankind in relation to them. Most of them are unconditional – God 
always acts in grace in response to man’s faith (even under the Law, the one conditional 
covenant). 

 

Are there just two testaments (or covenants) – Old and New? 

Our answer to that will help identify our fundamental pre-suppositions about the Bible and is one 
explanation of the differences that exist between movements and denominations, all of whom 
claim to read the same Bible. Our approach to the Bible will be conditioned by our view (knowingly 
or unknowingly) and that will determine some aspects of how we understand what it is saying and 
what it means. We all have an exegetical viewpoint, even though we may not know it! Hopefully, 
this Ephesians 4 Academy will help you identify your viewpoint, and challenge it if necessary! That 
will help us know why we believe what we believe. 

 
Bible scholars give a number of different answers – 1, 2, 4, 5, 7. Don’t worry about the details – 
you won’t be tested on them. This is just to help us realise that there are different ways of viewing 
the Bible and explains some of the differences Christians have. 

 

Who is the New Covenant between? 

God says in Jer. 31:31 that it is between Himself and the house of Israel and the house of Judah. 
At the Last Supper, Jesus shows that He is the mediator of the New Covenant, and that it is to be 
based on His death. 

 
In Romans 9:4-5, Paul reiterates that the covenants belong to Israel and in Eph. 2:12 says that the 
Gentiles were “strangers from the covenants of promise, without hope and without God in the 
world”. Then there is a wonderful ‘but’ – “But now, those who were far away have been brought 
near through the blood of Christ”, God having broken down the middle wall of partition (between 
Jew and Gentile – Gentiles being grafted in to the people of faith Rom 11:17), so that the gospel 
can be preached to the Gentiles. This echoes God’s words to Abraham “In you all nations of the 
earth will be blessed” (in Gal. 3:8, Paul calls this “the Scripture preaching the gospel to Abraham”). 

 
So now, everyone who has faith in God is included in the New Covenant and are included in 
Christ, who is the inheritor of all God promises. In Christ, we also inherit – sons of God and joint 
heirs in Christ (Rom. 8:17; Gal. 3:14) 

 

What are the terms and promises of the New Covenant? 

The New Covenant is unconditional (in contrast to the covenant God made with Israel Jer. 31:32). 
It is not “This do and you shall live”, but is a gift received by faith (Rom.10). God promises to take 
away our stony hearts and give us hearts of flesh (Ezek. 36) in which He will write His laws and 
put His Spirit. He Himself will come and live with us, so that everyone will know the Lord for 
himself – not through the mediation of priests or prophets or sacrifices or vows or laws, etc., etc. 
He will forgive our iniquity and will remember our sins no more! Wow!! 

The New Covenant wasn’t a ‘what can we do now that everything else has failed’ plan on God’s 
part, but the climax of God’s dealings with mankind. The original Plan A! 
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So, how many covenants are there?  
 
One 
 
Bible teachers from the Reformed tradition, who trace their roots to Luther and Calvin, often speak 
of the Covenant of Grace – one covenant throughout Scripture which covers all God’s dealings 
with mankind. The term itself is not found in the Bible, but it does emphasise the truth that all 
God’s initiatives towards us are motivated purely by His grace, regardless of what we have or 
have not done. (It’s always God’s grace in response to man’s faith.) 

 
This gives a strong emphasis on the continuity between the Testaments, as it is seen a single 
story (which it is). But it has implications: Israel in the old is seen as the church in the new (one 
people, God’s elect in any age), with Old Testament images carried into the New, e.g. infant 
baptism is equivalent to circumcision, bringing you into the covenant; Sunday = Sabbath, etc. 

 
It also allows you to take any portion of Scripture and apply it to yourself and your situation, 
regardless of the original context. Interesting that, in my experience, people who do that, tend to 
take the blessings and not the curses! They often are unaware that their underlying view is a ‘one 
covenant’ position. 

 
Two 
Probably the most widespread answer, as our Bible is divided into two testaments or covenants. In 
this view, the New has completely replaced anything in the Old – all God’s dealings in the Old 
Testament are lumped together and seen as obsolete (Heb. 8:13). The Old Testament is useful as 
history and for object lessons but not applicable directly to us today. 

 
This gives an emphasis on the discontinuity between the Old and New Testaments, as prophesied 
in Isaiah, “Behold, I do a new thing ....... ” All the promises of God in the Old Testament are fulfilled 
in Christ and by Christ (2 Cor. 1:20), and, in the extreme position, having been delivered, can be 
discarded like an old catalogue. 

 
But it also has implications – Israel (the people and the land) are now at best an irrelevance, and 
at worst, a theological heresy and a political danger. God’s specific promises of a particular piece 
of land to a particular ethnic group are only an allegory of what God is now doing in the New 
Covenant. God is creating a new people not based on descent from a particular man (Abraham), 
but on our assent to Christ and His calling. 

 
This is the basis of what is called ‘Replacement Theology’ – the Church has replaced Israel as 
God’s people on the earth and is now the sole agent of God’s grace to mankind. God has now 
finished with national Israel, except as individual Jews believe the Gospel and become part of the 
Church. All the Old Testament promises to Israel are fulfilled in the Church spiritually. Again, this 
tends to be the blessings, where the curses are fulfilled literally for Israel and the Jews for their 
rejection of their Messiah (basis of headings in many old AV Bibles). 

 
Arising from both the one and two covenant position is the idea that the Church will be the sole 
means whereby the Kingdom of God is set up on earth. 

 
Four 
The view of the early Church Fathers – see next answer, but they didn’t recognise the Davidic 
covenant. 
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Five 
The Bible actually uses the word ‘covenant’ to describe 5 distinct dealings God made with specific 
individuals: 
Noah Gen 9 (7 times) 
Abraham Gen 15 & 17; in Ex. 2:24, this covenant is extended to include 

Isaac and Jacob as well as their descendants 
Israel (the nation) through 
Moses 

Exodus 19:5; 24;7 

David 2 Sam. 7; Psa. 89:19-29 
Jesus Jer. 31:31-34; Last Supper – Blood of the New Covenant 

 
Only one of them is specifically called old and only one is specifically called new. 

 
In this view, God’s promises to Noah are still being fulfilled (seedtime and harvest, summer and 
winter). This is known as ‘common grace’ by the one and two covenant positions – God makes His 
rain to fall on the righteous and the unrighteous, His sun to shine on the just and the unjust. 

 
His promises to Abraham and David are still waiting fulfilment, and will be consummated when 
Jesus returns and sets up the Kingdom of God on earth. This is the classic pre-millennial position 
and is the view taken by David Pawson (so is relevant to our understanding of the set book). 

 
So, in this view, 3 of the Old Testament covenants are still in force, although 2 of them are in 
abeyance at the moment, plus the New Covenant, which is applicable today – making 4 covenants 
which are not ‘old’. 

 
The only one which is ‘old’ by this definition is the Mosaic covenant – the rules and regulations for 
worship and approach to God involving the tabernacle and later the temple. This is the specific 
context of Hebrews 8 

 
Seven 
This is an expansion of the previous view, and is the basis of dispensationalism. By applying the 
principles of covenant, two further covenants are added, for God’s dealings with Adam before (the 
Edenic Covenant) and after the Fall (The Adamic Covenant). 

 
 

Summary 
 

Can get heated. People holding one view attack the others as though they defame the character of 
God in some way, as they see it relevant to their understanding. All have some aspects of the truth 
– they can all prove their position from Scripture. But I think God will surprise us when He fulfils 
His purpose – just like Jesus first coming wasn’t what people were expecting. 


