Christological Reflections in
Light of Scripture’s Covenants
Stephen J. Wellum

I

n a newly published work, Kingdom through Covenant, Peter Gentry and I sought to demonstrate
how central the concept of “covenant” is the narrative plot structure of the Bible.1 To be sure, this is
not a new insight. Almost every variety of Christian
theology admits that the biblical covenants establish
a central framework that holds the story of the Bible
together. In fact, from the coming of Christ and the
beginning of the early church, Christians have wrestled with the relationships between the covenants,
particularly the old and new covenants. It is almost
impossible to discern many of
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the wrestling with the strong and weak within the
church (Rom 14-15), and the implications for the
church on how to live in relation to the old covenant
now that Christ has come (Matt 5-7; 15:1-20, par.;
Acts 7; Rom 4; Heb 7-10). In reality, all of these
issues are simply the church wrestling with covenantal shifts—from old covenant to new—and
the nature of fulfillment that has occurred in the
coming of Christ.
However, our work sought to provide a via
media between the current biblical-theological
way of “putting together” the biblical covenants,
i.e., between the theological systems of dispensational and covenant theology. In addition, we also
intended to demonstrate how our understanding
of the relationship between the covenants could
help illuminate various theological issues and
debates. In this article, I want to summarize some
of our findings, particularly related to the overall
theme of this edition of SBJT, namely Christology.
Obviously given the constraints of this format, I
cannot even begin to lay out the entire argument
here; one will have to read the book in order to see
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how we have developed our case! Instead, I simply
want to describe two ways a proper understanding of the unfolding and progressive nature of the
biblical covenants helps illuminate and ground the
biblical presentation of first, the glorious person of
Christ, and secondly, our Lord’s work.
THE BIBLICAL COVENANTS AND THE
IDENTITY OF JESUS
In what ways does a proper understanding of
biblical covenants affect our understanding of the
person of Christ? Before we begin it is important
to state what I mean by the word “person.” In this
context I am using the term to address the question: “Who is the Jesus of the Bible as an entire
individual?” or, in today’s terminology, “What is
the identity of Jesus the Christ?” I am not primarily
using it as it is used in classical theology and particularly the Chalcedonian Definition. At Chalcedon it specifically refers to the “subject” or the
“who” of the incarnation in relation to the persons
of the Godhead and thus the intra-Trinitarian personal relations. I am no doubt assuming this entire
theology, but my main aim here is to speak to the
issue of how Scripture and the biblical covenants
unpack for us the identity of Jesus—who Jesus is as
an individual and his significance for us.2
If we ask the all-important question—Who
is the Jesus of the Bible?—Scripture presents
a straightforward answer which the church has
confessed throughout the ages: Jesus is God the
Son incarnate. As God the Son he has existed from
all-eternity, co-equal with the Father and Spirit
and thus fully God. Yet, at a specific point in time
he took to himself our human nature and became
incarnate in order to save us from our sin by his
glorious life, death, resurrection, and ascension.
Or, as summarized by the later Chalcedonian
Creed: Jesus is fully God and fully man, one person existing in two natures now and forevermore.
How does Scripture teach these incredible
truths about Jesus? How did the church draw this
theological conclusion from the diverse biblical
data? For the most part, the church appealed to

individual texts which not only establish Jesus’
unique relation to the Father, but also demonstrate his unique divine status and prerogatives,
his divine work and acts, and his divine name
and titles. 3 However, and this is the point I want
to strongly emphasize, an often neglected way of
establishing Jesus’ identity is by tracing out the
storyline of Scripture. As God’s redemptive plan
is progressively disclosed through the biblical covenants (viewed diachronically) the identity of the
coming Son (Messiah) becomes more defined.4 By
the time the curtain of the NT opens, OT expectation of a Messiah to come who will inaugurate
God’s saving reign and usher in the new covenant
age, is viewed as the obedient son, the antitype of
all the previous covenant mediators, yet one who
is also uniquely the Son who is identified with the
Lord, hence God the Son incarnate. Four steps
will sketch out how Scripture identifies the Jesus
of the Bible by unpacking the biblical covenants
which all terminate in Christ.
First, Scripture begins with the declaration
that God, as Creator and Triune Lord is the sovereign ruler and King of the universe. From the
opening verses of Genesis, God is introduced and
identified as the all-powerful Lord who created the
universe by his work, while he himself is uncreated, self-sufficient, and in need of nothing outside
himself (Pss 50:12-14; 93:2; Acts 17:24-25). As the
Lord, he chooses to enter into covenant relations
with his creatures through the first man, Adam.
But sadly, Adam willfully and foolishly rebels
against God’s sovereign rule and by his act of disobedience, sin and all of its disastrous effects are
brought into this world. Instead of leaving us to
ourselves and swiftly bringing full judgment upon
us, God acts in grace, choosing to save a people for
himself and to reverse the manifold effects of sin. 5
This choice to save is evident in the protoeuangelion (Gen 3:15), given immediately after the fall
to reverse the disastrous effects of sin upon the
world through a coming deliverer. This promise,
in embryonic form, anticipates the coming of a
Redeemer, the “seed of the woman,” who though

45

wounded himself in conf lict, will destroy the
works of Satan and restore goodness to this world.
This promise creates the expectation that when it
is finally realized, all sin and death will be defeated
and the fullness of God’s saving reign will come to
this world as God’s rightful rule is acknowledged
and embraced.
Second, God’s promise receives greater definition and clarity through the biblical covenants.
As God’s plan unfolds in redemptive history and
as God enters into covenant relations with Noah,
Abraham, Israel, and David, step by step, God, by
his mighty acts and words, prepares his people to
anticipate the coming of the “seed of the women,”
the deliverer, the Messiah. A Messiah who, when
he comes, will fulfill all of God’s promises by ushering in God’s saving rule to this world.6 This point is
important for establishing the identity of the Messiah, especially the truth that he is God the Son
incarnate. On the one hand, Scripture teaches that
the fulfillment of God’s promises will be accomplished through a man as developed by various
typological persons such as Adam, Noah, Moses,
Israel, and David, all seen in terms of the covenants.
On the other hand, Scripture also teaches that this
Messiah is more than a mere man since he is identified with God. How so? Because in fulfilling God’s
promises he literally inaugurates God’s saving rule
(kingdom) and shares the very throne of God—
something no mere human can do—which entails
that his identity is intimately tied to the one true
and living God.7 This observation is further underscored by the next point which brings together the
establishment of God’s kingdom through the inauguration of the new covenant.
Third, how does God’s kingdom come in its
saving/redemptive/new creation sense? As the OT
unfolds, God’s saving kingdom is revealed and
comes to this world, at least in anticipatory form,
through the biblical covenants and covenant mediators—Adam, Noah, Abraham, and his seed centered in the nation of Israel, and most significantly
through David and his sons. Yet, in the OT, it is
clear that all of the covenant mediators (sons) fail
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and do not fulfill God’s promises. This is specifically evident in the Davidic kings who are “sons”
to Yhwh, the representatives of Israel, and thus
“little Adams,” but they fail in their task. It is only
when a true obedient son comes, a son which God
himself provides that God’s rule finally and completely is established and his promises are realized.
This is why, in OT expectation, ultimately the
arrival of God’s kingdom is organically linked to
the dawning of the new covenant. This is also why
when one begins to read the Gospels, one is struck
by the fact that the kingdom of God is so central to
Jesus’ life and teaching; he cannot be understood
apart from it. 8 But note: in biblical thought one
cannot think of the inauguration of the kingdom
apart from the arrival of the new covenant.
In this regard, Jeremiah 31 is probably the most
famous new covenant text in the OT, even though
teaching on the new covenant is not limited to it.
New covenant teaching is also found in the language of “everlasting covenant” and the prophetic
anticipation of the coming of the new creation, the
Spirit, and God’s saving work among the nations.
In fact, among the post-exilic prophets there is an
expectation that the new covenant will have a purpose similar to the Mosaic covenant, i.e., to bring
the blessing of the Abrahamic covenant back into
the present experience of Israel and the nations,9
yet there is also an expectation of some massive
differences from the old, all of which are outlined
in Jeremiah 31. Probably what is most new about
the new covenant is the promise of complete forgiveness of sin (Jer 31:34). In the OT, forgiveness
of sin is normally granted through the sacrificial
system. However, the OT believer, if spiritually perceptive, knew that this was never enough, as evidenced by the repetitive nature of the system. But
now in verse 34, Jeremiah announces that sin will
be “remembered no more,” which certainly entails
that sin finally will be dealt with in full.10 Ultimately, especially when other texts are considered,
the OT anticipates a perfect, unfettered fellowship
of God’s people with the Lord, a harmony restored
between creation and God—a new creation and a

new Jerusalem—where the dwelling of God is with
men (see Ezek 37:1-23; cf. Dan 12:2; Isa 25:6-9; Rev
21:3-4). That is why it is with the arrival of the new
covenant age that we also have God’s saving kingdom brought to this world, which is precisely the
fulfillment of the protoeuangelion.
Fourth, let us now take this basic storyline of
Scripture and explain how it answers the crucial question: Who is Jesus? If we step back for a
moment and ask—Who is able, or what kind of
person is able to fulfill all of God’s promises, inaugurate his saving rule in this world, and to establish
all that is associated with the new covenant including the full forgiveness of sin?—in biblical thought
the answer is clear: it is God alone who can do it
and no one else.11 Is this not the message of the
OT? Is this not the message of the covenants? As
the centuries trace the history of Israel, it becomes
evident that the Lord alone must act to accomplish
his promises; he must initiate in order to save; he
must unilaterally act if there is going to be redemption at all. After all, who ultimately can achieve the
forgiveness of sin other than God alone? Who can
usher in the new creation, final judgment, and salvation? Certainly none of these great realities will
ever come through the previous covenant mediators for they have all, in different ways, failed. Nor
will it come through Israel as a nation for her sin
has brought about her exile and judgment. If there
is to be salvation at all, God himself must come and
usher in salvation and execute judgment; the arm
of the Lord must be revealed (Isa 51:9; 52:10; 53:1;
59:16-17; cf. Ezek 34). Just as he once led Israel
through the desert, so he must come again, bringing about a new exodus in order to bring salvation
to his people (Isa 40:3-5).12
However, as the biblical covenants establish,
alongside the emphasis that God himself must
come and accomplish these great realities, the
OT also stresses that the Lord will do so through
another David, a human figure, but a human figure who is also closely identified with the Lord
himself. Isaiah pictures this well. This king to
come will sit on David’s throne (Isa 9:7), but he

will also bear the very titles and names of God
(Isa 9:6). This King, though another David (Isa
11:1), is also David’s Lord who shares in the divine
rule (Ps 110:1; cf. Matt 22:41-46). He will be the
mediator of a new covenant; he will perfectly obey
and act like the Lord (Isa 11:1-5); yet he will suffer for our sin in order to justify many (Isa 53:11).
It is through him that forgiveness will come for
he is, “The Lord our righteousness” (Jer 23:5-6).
In this way, OT hope and expectation, which is
all grounded in the coming of the Lord to save, is
joined together with the coming of the Messiah,
one who is fully human yet also one who bears the
divine name (Isa 9:6-7; Ezek 34).
It is this basic storyline of Scripture which
serves as the framework and background to the
NT’s presentation of Jesus. Who is Jesus? He is
the one who inaugurates God’s kingdom and new
covenant age. In him, the full forgiveness of sin
is achieved; in him, the eschatological Spirit is
poured out, the new creation dawns, and all of
God’s promises are fulfilled. But, in light of the
OT teaching, who can do such a thing? Only one
who is both the Lord and the obedient Son, which
is precisely how the NT presents Jesus. The NT
unambiguously teaches that this human Jesus
is also the Lord since he alone ushers in God’s
kingdom. He is the eternal Son in relation to his
Father (see Matt 11:1-15; 12:41-42; 13:16-17; Luke
7:18-22; 10:23-24; cf. John 1:1-3; 17:3), and also
the one who has taken on our flesh and lived and
died among us in order to win for us our salvation (John 1:14-18). In him, as fully human, the
glory and radiance of God is completely expressed
since he is the exact image and representation of
the Father (Heb 1-3; cf. Col. 1:15-17; 2:9). In him,
all the biblical covenants have reached their telos
and by his cross work, he has inaugurated the new
covenant and all of its entailments. But it is crucial
to point out: to say that he has done all of this is to
identify him as God the Son incarnate, fully God
and fully man.13
It is for this reason that the NT presents Jesus
in an entirely different category from any created
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thing. In fact, Scripture so identifies him with the
Lord in all of his actions, character, and work that
he is viewed, as David Wells reminds us, as “the
agent, the instrument, and the personifier of God’s
sovereign, eternal, saving rule.”14 In Jesus Christ,
we see all of God’s plans and purposes fulfilled; we
see the resolution of God to take upon himself our
guilt and sin in order to reverse the horrible effects
of the fall and to satisfy his own righteous requirements, to make this world right, and to inaugurate a new covenant in his blood. In Jesus Christ,
we see the perfectly obedient Son who is also the
Lord, taking the initiative to keep his covenantpromises by taking upon our human flesh, veiling
his glory, and winning for us our redemption. In
him we see two major OT eschatological expectations unite: he is the sovereign Lord who comes to
rescue and save his people, who is, simultaneously,
David’s greater Son. In this way, our Lord Jesus
Christ fulfills all the types and shadows of the OT
who is also the eternal Son, identified with the
covenant Lord and thus God-equal to the Father
in every way. The biblical covenants, then, nicely
teach us who Jesus is and, in fact, he cannot be
understood apart from them.
THE BIBLICAL COVENANTS AND THE
ACTIVE OBEDIENCE OF CHRIST
Let us now turn to an examination of how the
unfolding nature of the biblical covenants help
illuminate the important biblical truth of Christ’s
active obedience. Historically and in contemporary
theological discussions, people have disputed the
biblical and theological basis for the active obedience of Christ.15 In Reformed theology (but not
limited to it), the discussion of Christ’s active obedience is part of the larger discussion of the nature
of Christ’s cross work and how his work is applied
to us in salvation. Often the distinction is made
between Christ’s active and passive obedience.
On the one hand, active obedience, as Wayne
Grudem explains, is conceived of in terms of the
way “Christ had to live a life of perfect obedience
to God in order to earn righteousness for us. He
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had to obey the law for his whole life on our behalf
so that the positive merits of his perfect obedience
would be counted for us.”16 As that active obedience is applied to us, it is viewed in terms of the
imputation of Christ’s righteousness to us, tied
to the larger discussion of justification by grace
through faith. In other words, our Lord, in his life
and death, acts as the obedient Son in our place so
that his righteousness is legally reckoned to us by
faith union in him.
On the other hand, passive obedience refers to
Christ, as our substitute, bearing our sin in our
place and paying the penalty we rightly deserve.
Together they emphasize that for our Lord Jesus
to act as our Savior, his whole life and death is one
act of obedience to the Father on our behalf. Salvation requires that our Lord not only had to pay for
our sin as our substitute (passive obedience); he
also had to live a life of perfect, devoted obedience
before God, as our representative (active obedience). In so doing, as the obedient Son, he fulfilled
God’s righteous demands for us both in regard to
penal sanctions and positive demands.
W hy have some disputed the biblical basis
for the active obedience of Christ? A number of
reasons could be given all the way from a misunderstanding of the terms, to thinking that it can
only be maintained as it is linked to a specific
understanding of the “covenant of works,” and to
a rejection that God demands perfect obedience
for salvation.17 Yet, such a dismissal or even worse,
rejection, greatly affects how we think of Christ’s
cross and its application to us. As Greg Van Court
reminds us, the active/passive distinction is not
just an attempt to describe the judicial character
of justification:
It is also a means of articulating the holiness
and infinite worth of God’s character and the
positive and negative aspect that is inherently
and inseparably bound up in all true obedience
to his perfect will. For example, it is not enough
to have no other gods before him; if one is to be
acceptable before holy God, he must love him

with all his heart, mind, and soul. It is not enough
to refrain from committing adultery; if a husband
is to be obedient to God, he must love his wife as
Christ loved the church and gave his life for her.
It is not enough to put off filthiness; one must
also put on righteousness. Righteousness is not
merely the negative lack of what is bad but also
the positive fulfillment of what is good. It is this
positive aspect of Christ’s obedience to the will
of the Father even unto and especially unto death
that Reformed theologians have termed active.18

Or, as John Murray nicely states,
We must not view this obedience in any artificial
or mechanical sense. When we speak of Christ’s
obedience we must not think of it as consisting
simply in formal fulfillment of the commandments of God. What the obedience of Christ
involved for him is perhaps nowhere more strikingly expressed than in Hebrews 2:10-18; 5:8-10
where we are told that Jesus “learned obedience
from the things which he suffered,” that he was
made perfect through sufferings, and that “being
made perfect he became to all who obey him the
author of eternal salvation.”… It was requisite
that he should have been made perfect through
sufferings and become the author of salvation
through this perfecting. It was not, of course, a
perfecting that required the sanctification from
sin to holiness. He was always holy, harmless,
undefiled, and separate from sinners. But there
was the perfecting of development and growth
in the course and path of his obedience—he
learned obedience. The heart and mind and will
of our Lord had been moulded—shall we not say
forged?—in the furnace of temptation and suffering. And it was in virtue of what he had learned
in that experience of temptation and suffering
that he was able, at the climactic point fixed by
the arrangements of infallible wisdom and everlasting love, to be obedient unto death, even the
death of the cross.19

Given the importance of the active obedience
of Christ for understanding Christ’s work and its
application to us, how is it best demonstrated?
As in the discussion of the identity of Christ, one
must establish its biblical basis text by text. But
it is also important to remember that texts are
embedded in an overall storyline which provides
the categories, structures, and framework to make
sense of individual texts. In the case of the active
obedience of Christ, one’s grasp of the biblical covenants is crucial in establishing its grounding. Let
us develop this point in three steps.
First, the active obedience of Christ is intimately related to the larger question of the
unconditional-conditional nature of the biblical
covenants. What exactly do I mean by this distinction? In Kingdom through Covenant, we spend a lot
of time addressing it. There we discuss that a common way to distinguish the biblical covenants is to
employ the unconditional-unilateral (royal grant)
versus conditional-bilateral (suzerain-vassal) distinction. 20 It is on this basis that the Abrahamic,
Davidic, and new covenant are often characterized as a royal-grant covenant (unconditional)
covenant, while the covenant with creation and
the covenant with Israel is described as a suzerainvassal covenant (conditional). From here a variety
of theological conclusions are drawn depending
upon the issue. Yet, as we discuss in the book, for
a variety of reasons, we dissent from this common way of distinguishing the biblical covenants.
Instead, we argue that the OT covenants consist of
unconditional (unilateral) and conditional (bilateral) elements blended together. In fact, it is precisely due to this blend that there is a deliberate
tension within the covenants—a tension which is
heightened as the storyline of Scripture and the
biblical covenants progress toward their fulfillment in Christ and a tension which is important
in grounding Christ’s active obedience.
On the one hand, what the covenants and storyline of Scripture reveal is the sovereign promise-making and covenant-keeping God who never
fails. He is the covenant Lord who supremely
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reveals himself as the God of hesed and ‘emet or,
in NT terms, “grace and truth.” As Creator and
Lord, he chooses to enter into relationships with
his creatures, and in that relationship he always
shows himself to be the faithful partner. He always
remains true to himself, his own character, and
his promises, and it is on this basis alone that we
can hope, trust, and find all our confidence in him.
Does not the author of Hebrews capture this point
well when he reflects on the certainty of God’s covenant promises, especially as those promises are
brought to fulfillment in Christ? The author states:
“So when God desired to show more convincingly
to the heirs of the promise the unchangeable character of his purpose, he guaranteed it with an oath,
so that by two unchangeable things, in which it is
impossible for God to lie, we who have fled for refuge might have strong encouragement to hold fast
to the hope set before us” (Heb 6:17, 18). The covenants, then, reveal first and foremost the incredible
sovereign-personal Triune God of Scripture who
is our covenant Lord, who makes and keeps his
promises and as such they can never be thwarted.
It is for this reason that all of the biblical covenants
are unconditional or unilaterally guaranteed by
the power and grace of God. Whether it is with
Adam in the garden, God’s commitment to his
image-bearers and creation, tied to his promise in
Genesis 3:15, will never fail. That same promise
runs across the entire canon and it is developed
through the biblical covenants until it comes to
its most profound fulfillment in the coming of
God’s own dear Son. It continues in the Noahic;
it is given more definition and expansion in the
Abrahamic; it undergirds the old covenant and
the Davidic, and, as noted, it reaches its crescendo
in Christ.
On the other hand, all the biblical covenants
also demand an obedient partner (son). This is
evident with Adam as commands and responsibilities are given to him and the expectation is that
he will do so perfectly. Furthermore, as the covenants unfold the same emphasis is in all of them.
Complete obedience and devotion are demanded
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from the covenant mediators and the people; God
demands and deserves nothing less. In this sense,
there is a conditional/bilateral element to all
the covenants. It is this latter emphasis on God’s
demand of complete obedience from his creatures
which is crucial in establishing the grounding to
the active obedience of Christ. This is consistent
with who he is as the standard of righteousness
and justice. To demand anything less than full
devotion from his creatures would be a denial of
himself. In addition, in creating us, our Triune
God made us for himself, to know him, to worship
him as servant-kings, to obey him, as we fulfill our
task to extend his rule to the entire creation.
Second, in the covenant of creation, it is best to
think of God’s initial arrangement with Adam as
holding forth a conditional promise of everlasting
life. Even though this point is often disputed, there
are good reasons to maintain it. 21 In this regard,
God’s specific command and warning to Adam
in Genesis 2:16-17 and the emphasis on the tree
of life (Gen 2:9) is important. Admittedly, in the
text, no reward is explicitly given, yet in light of
the entire canon, this conclusion is warranted.
First, think of the command not to eat of the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil. It is best to view
this command as a test of Adam’s obedience to the
Lord. He was created to love God and his neighbor with a heart of love and devotion. The specific
prohibition was a test to discern whether Adam
would be what he was created to be: an obedient
son. Sadly, Adam failed and the consequence of his
action was no private affair. As the first man and
representative head of the human race, his choice
brought death into this world—spiritually and
physically—for the entire human race.
In addition, think of the tree of life. It is best
to see it as an implied promise of life especially in
light of Genesis 3:22 where God expels man from
Eden so that he will not take of the tree and live
forever.22 The expulsion from Eden not only speaks
of God’s judgment upon Adam (and the entire
human race) but it also gives a glimmer of hope
that eternal life is still possible, especially set in

the context of the Genesis 3:15 promise of a coming deliverer. Together the two trees present two
choices in Eden: life or death. As Micah McCormick rightly notes, “If the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil loomed over Eden with the threat
of death, so too did the tree of life course with the
expectation of everlasting life.” 23 Canonically, it
is significant that the tree of life appears again in
the new creation.24 Not only are believers told that
they will eat of the tree of life if they preserve until
the end (Rev 2:7), but in the new creation all who
dwell there are sons of God who enjoy the tree of
life (Rev 22:1-5). G. K. Beale captures the significance of this when he writes: “To ‘eat of the tree of
life, which is in the paradise of God’ is a picture of
forgiveness and consequent experience of God’s
intimate presence (22:2-4)…. The ‘tree’ refers to
the redemptive effects of the cross, which bring
about the restoration of God’s presence.”25 In this
light, it is legitimate to conclude that the tree of
life symbolizes eternal life—held out to Adam in
the beginning and won by our Lord Jesus Christ.
Putting together these pieces, especially in light
of the larger Adam-Christ typological relationship (Rom 5:12-21; 1 Cor 15:22, 45-49; cf. Heb
2:5-18), where Adam failed, Christ succeeded in
gaining eternal life for his people. Death (physical
and spiritual) was the result of Adam’s disobedience; eternal life (spiritual and physical) was the
result of Christ’s act of obedience—an obedience
which characterized his entire life including the
supreme act of obedience in his death (Phil 2:8).
Adam acted as our covenantal head yet failed the
test. God demanded from him covenant loyalty,
devotion, and obedience, but he did not fulfill the
purpose of his creation. As Michael Horton rightly
notes, “Adam is created in a state of integrity with
the ability to render God complete obedience,
thus qualifying as a suitable human partner,”26 yet
he failed. Our Lord, as the second Adam, lived a
life of complete love, devotion, and obedience to
his heavenly Father for us—showing us what an
obedient son looks like—and in the greatest act
of obedience possible, went to the cross for us to

pay for our sin and satisfy God’s own righteous
requirements which we violated in our sin, rebellion, and disobedience.
Third, building on the previous point, it is
important to observe how tension grows as we
progress through the biblical covenants in regard
to God’s demand for obedient covenant partners.
To be sure, the Lord himself always remains the
faithful covenant partner as the promise-maker
and promise-keeper. By contrast, all the human
covenant mediators—Adam, Noah, Abraham,
Israel, David and his sons—show themselves to be
unfaithful, disobedient covenant-breakers—some
to a greater extent than others. As a result, there
is no faithful, obedient son who fully obeys the
demands of the covenant. Obedience must be rendered but there is no obedient son to do so. How,
then, can God remain the holy and just God that
he is and continue to be present with us in covenant relation? How can he remain in relation with
us unless our disobedience is removed and our
sin is paid for in full? The only answer is this: God
himself, as the covenant-maker and keeper, must
unilaterally act to keep his own promise through
the provision of a faithful, obedient Son. It is only
through his obedience—in life and in death—that
our redemption is secured, our sin is paid for, and
the inauguration of an unshakeable new covenant
is established.
In this regard, it is important to note how much
the NT stresses the obedience of Christ. 27 John
Calvin is correct when he states, “Now someone
asks, how has Christ abolished sin, banished the
separation between us and God, and acquired
righteousness to render God favorably and kindly
toward us. To this we can in general reply that he
has achieved this for us by the whole course of his
obedience.”28 A whole course of obedience which
not only refers to Christ’s obedient death on our
behalf, but also his entire obedient life, lived out
for us as our representative head. In the context of
the covenant of creation, God’s demands must be
perfectly satisfied, either personally or representatively. “To reflect God as his image-bearer is there-
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fore to be righteous, holy, obedient—a covenant
servant, defined as such by the covenant charter
(Hos 6:7, with Isa 24:5; Jer. 31:35-37; 33:20-22,
25-26).”29 Christ fulfills Adam’s role; he recapitulates Adam’s testing in the garden, yet he does not
fail. In his obedient life he fulfills the covenant
of creation representatively, and by his obedient
death, he acts as our substitute paying the debt we
could never repay. And all of his work as the head
of the new covenant becomes ours, not by physical
birth or anything in us, but solely by God’s sovereign grace as the Father chooses us in him, the
Spirit unites us to him by new birth, and his righteous standing becomes ours as a result.
It is in this covenantal context that we must
think of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness
to the believer and how it is that his active obedience becomes ours. It is by Christ acting as our
covenant head and we, by God’s grace and through
repentance and faith, come under his covenant
headship. As John Murray rightly states, “Christ’s
obedience was vicarious in the bearing of the full
judgment of God upon sin, and it was vicarious
in the full discharge of the demands of righteousness. His obedience becomes the ground of the
remission of sin and of actual justification.”30 God
reckons or counts our entire sin to be Christ’s and
Christ’s entire righteousness to be ours. This great
exchange provides the basis for the forgiveness of
sins and the gift of eternal life. In this way, Scripture speaks of three great imputations. “The first
great imputation is Adam’s entire guilt from the
Fall to all people (Rom 5:12, 18a, 19a; Ps 51:5). The
second is the elect’s entire sin to Christ (Isa 53:46; Rom 8:3-4; 1 Cor 5:21a; Gal 3:13). The third
is Christ’s entire righteousness to his elect (Rom
3:21-22; 5:18a, 19b; 1 Cor 5:21b; Phil 3:9).”31
Viewing Christ’s active obedience, imputation,
and justification within context of the biblical
covenants is nothing new. Yet, in light of today’s
debates, it helps illuminate and underscore the
great gospel truth of salvation by grace alone, by
faith alone, and by Christ alone. In a recent article wrestling with the “new perspective on Paul,”
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Kevin Vanhoozer rightly suggests that viewing
Christ’s work and how it becomes ours in the context of Christ’s covenant representation of his people and our faith union with our covenant head, is
a more biblical way of thinking. When we do so, it
now makes sense to say that God reckons Christ’s,
right covenantal relatedness ours … [since]
Christ does everything that Israel (and Adam)
was supposed to do. He suffers the covenant
sanction and fulfills the covenant law, including
its summary command, “to love God and your
neighbor as oneself.” In counting us righteous,
then, God both pardons us (“there is therefore
now no condemnation” [Rom 8:1]) and gives us
the positive status of rectitude, a down payment,
as it were, sealed with the Spirit, on our eventually achieving an actual righteous state (i.e.,
sanctification)…. Christians become members
of God’s covenant family by receiving the Son’s
status: righteous sonship. Jesus Christ was the
righteous Son the Father always wanted Israel,
and Adam, to be…. Sons and daughters in Christ,
we have Christ’s righteousness standing before
God and unity with one another as members of
Christ’s one body. 32

CONCLUDING R EFLECTION
Here, then, are two examples of how understanding the progressive, unfolding nature of the
biblical covenants helps illuminate the glories of
our great Redeemer, first in terms of his identity,
and secondly in terms of his new covenant work as
our Lord and Savior. In some small way, may these
short reflections on the biblical storyline and biblical covenants lead us to greater love, adoration,
and obedience to the Lord of Glory.
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