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Towards a Biblical Understanding of Covenants, 

Covenant Communities and Covenant Signs 

 

INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS 

The first thing we need to keep in mind is that almost every group, though having greatly differing 

conclusions, believes that their understanding IS Biblical. Ultimately it is consistent with their 

interpretation of the meaning (influenced by various hermeneutic presuppositions and 

methodologies) of the Bible. Alas, they cannot all be right. They could all be wrong, but all are 

convinced that everyone else is wrong.  

Next we must be aware that these can be very highly charged and emotionally invested issues to 

some because it involves their beloved children, publically declare positions and deeply 

convinced convictions. So, even as we consider this subject, it grieves me a little to think that this 

might be helpful only for those who already agree with the positions that will be taught and that 

others will likely discredit and discard the teaching with such erudite comments as “He has 

succumbed to the influence of rampant individualism and post-revivalism” or something else that 

sounds so smart that anyone who, with much care and prayer, takes up the Scriptures to search 

to see if these things are so are viewed as abandoning the intellectual high ground. 

Yet, as yourself this question – What is the value of defending my position and missing the truth 

taught by God’s Word? This is the question that I ask myself every time I approach a passage or 

subject. I want to challenge myself afresh to make sure that I’m not just regurgitating the teaching 

of a certain Christian tradition and that I’m not unduly influence by the teachings or writings of 

other men. My earnest prayer for myself as I’ve again studied afresh as I prepared these lessons 

and for those who will read, listen or watch is that we will long to bring our hearts and minds into 

accord with the revealed truth of God’s Word. 

I pray that God will help us to re-evaluate our presuppositions to make sure that they are truly 

demanded by the Bible. Years ago I was dealing with the supervisor of our classroom painting at 

a seminary in India and we met a complete impasse. The walls were supposed to be painted 

white, but when I arrived the whole thing was yellow. I asked the supervisor why the walls were 

painted yellow instead of white and he replied “they are not – they are white!” I called in person 

after person and in the presence of the supervisor asked them “what color are these walls?” and 

they all replied “yellow” and each time he declared “NO – they are white!” Finally he was forced 

to concede they may be “off-white rather than pure white” to which I stated “they are so far off 

from white that they are actually YELLOW!”. Clearly the paint supervisor was colorblind and it 

was clear that no amount of evidence (even if the paint cans said yellow) or witnesses would 

convince him because he knew and trusted what he saw. I further remember seeing two cartoon 

characters on television making a getaway in a small airplane. The character in the backseat (of 

a two seat airplane) said “sir, can you see anything in this fog” and the character flying the plane 

from the front seat replied “It’s foggy? Blasted, I can’t see the fog through my cataracts”. If we 
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have, by tradition or writers/teachers or our own studies, put on yellow or green tinted glasses, 

though a white wall will look yellow or green, it is really white. Indeed, if we have been tinted or 

tainted with bias or anything that keeps us from perceiving aright then we must pray that that 

these will be removed by the power and clarity of God’s Word. 

Over the years some people who are very dear to my heart have been influence by viewpoints 

that have caused them to move from, what I am convince by my studies of God’s Word, the 

correct practice of baptism and the Lord’s Supper to wrong practices. Very intelligent men with 

very creative minds who with witty words have walked those who had a right practice, but not 

the full understanding of why it is right, to a different understanding resulting in wrong practice.  

Let’s not pretend here. I am convince by Scripture that those who practice infant baptism (and 

toddler communion) have misunderstood what the Bible teaches on the covenants, covenant 

communities and covenant signs (ordinances/sacraments). Further the understanding of these 

issues impact the way that one views our union with Christ, the efficacy of Christ’s shed blood, 

and how the children of believers are taught to think of themselves and their relationship with 

God. As such, these are not secondary or side issues but deal with important central truths - 

teachings pertaining to the Gospel of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

Some well-meaning, sweet-spirited Christians might at this point say, as long as we are saved and 

love God do these details even matter. Please remember that the passage that we call the Great 

Commission given by Christ to His Apostles was not merely make converts but disciples 

“…teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (having just commanded the 

baptism of disciples). If we want to observe and strive to carry out the commission then 

everything Jesus taught is important. 

COVENANTS 

Oh so vast a subject. We have the Biblical Covenants, those God made with Adam, Noah, 

Abraham (Isaac & Jacob), Moses (the national, Aaron and the Levites), David, and the New 

Covenant. There are the Theological Covenants, the Covenant of Works (obedience), the 

Covenant of Redemption, the Covenant of Grace. There are the Historic Covenants of those made 

from nation to nation, King to people etc…, Further, we’ve got the difference between the 

Dispensationalist and Federalist (Covenant Theology) and various extreme (Federal Vision, 

Preterist) and somewhat in-between (Progressive Dispensationalism and New Covenant 

Theology) positions. Ugh. Truly – Lord help us! 

This is a subject that has been the grounds for some of the thickest books that I’ve ever laid eyes 

on. Rather substantial libraries could be assembled limiting the scope to these matters alone. 

When we consider the Covenants (Biblical) our overarching theology give us an expectation and 

thus and perspective of either continuity or discontinuity in how the Covenants relate to each 

other. Each theological perspective tends to emphasize one or the other (or fall somewhere in 

the spectrum between both ends).  
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As I’ve studied this subject in Scripture there are certain points at which I find agreement 

between God’s Word and Covenant Theology, other points where I find agreement between 

Dispensationalism and the Bible and other elements and issues that the Scripture simply does 

not fit with either system. The goal is NOT to find a middle ground where we can all compromise 

a little and gather together but to know that truth as God has revealed it in His Word and call us 

all to change and correction where needed as we gather together in spirit and truth. 

I’m feeling weary just trying to determine how to begin. This is especially the case since I know 

that issues that I don’t address initially with be used to refute what I’m teaching even though my 

subsequent lessons will get around to refuting what supposedly refuted my point. As we proceed 

there will be some overlap in subjects but let’s begin by dealing with the idea of the “genealogical 

principle” or “multi-generational” issue. 

In an effort to make this about the issue and not individuals I’ll try to distill the teaching of various 

camps and compare it with Scripture and when quoting I’ll choose someone quite un-famous but 

whose teaching is heavily if not totally influence by the famous guys. 

In Genesis as God expands on His covenant with Abraham initially revealed in chapter 12 we read: 

ESV Genesis 17:10  This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and 

your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11 You shall be 

circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between 

me and you. 12 He who is eight days old among you shall be circumcised. Every male 

throughout your generations, whether born in your house or bought with your money 

from any foreigner who is not of your offspring, 13 both he who is born in your house and 

he who is bought with your money, shall surely be circumcised. So shall my covenant be 

in your flesh an everlasting covenant. 14 Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised 

in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant." 

Or in Psalm 105 we see the same as the following. 

ESV 1 Chronicles 16:15-16   15 Remember his covenant forever, the word that he 

commanded, for a thousand generations,  16 the covenant that he made with Abraham, 

his sworn promise to Isaac, 

These passages are used to show that God’s covenant(s) are multi-generational, that is, to them 

and their children. There ARE many passages that speak of covenants or promises or curses 

continuing to children and children’s children. So many in fact that some conclude “God never 

enters into a covenant with His people without including their children. God doesn’t just work 

with isolated individuals – He does work with individuals, but not just with individuals all by 

themselves – He is also working with you and your family together” (from Paedobaptism, A 

Biblical Case for Covenantal Infant Baptism at www.foxlakechurch.org).  

Many of the proponents of these ideas are consummate logicians and winsome wordsmiths and 

literature lovers but their exegetical handling of Scripture is oft overrun by their cognitive 

http://www.foxlakechurch.org/
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creativity and insatiable intellect. Rather than carefully studying, listening and learning what a 

passage teaches and how it truly harmonizes with the rest of what the Bible teaches they impose 

themes, stories, categories and concepts upon a text that in the end – they makes it seem that 

any who differ from them do so because they are just too dumb or deceived. 

Let’s not make as “given” or axiomatic things that might differ from covenant to covenant. For 

example when Jeremiah is speaking of the New Covenant in Jeremiah 31:31ff the preceding 

verses say this: 

ESV Jeremiah 31:29-30   29 In those days they shall no longer say: "'The fathers have eaten 

sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge.'  30 But everyone shall die for his 

own iniquity. Each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on edge. 

Here, we see, unlike the modern day individualism that characterizes most cultures these ancient 

culture had saying the indicated a more genealogical or multi-generational mindset. But this 

passage the introduces the verses declaring the coming of a New Covenant actually calls those 

with their ancient multi-generational mentality to an individualistic (“his own”, “each 

man”...phrasing again seen in the new covenant verse 34) understanding of the things being 

address in this text. For an expanded explanation of this teaching we must read and consider 

Ezekiel 18:2ff. 

In addition to ‘forcing’ a biblical concept of generations into passages where it, not only, does 

not belong but even where it is expressly denied there is a forcing of the concept of continuity 

between the covenants that apparently allows one to ignore strong statements of distinction and 

difference. Such as: 

ESV Jeremiah 31:31-32   31 "Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will 

make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah,  32 not like the 

covenant that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to bring 

them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, 

declares the LORD. 

The passage clearly states that the New Covenant is “not like the covenant that I made with their 

fathers”. The proponents of generational/continuity still start from – well since it’s a covenant 

between God and man it must be multi-generational and it must be conditional with attending 

blessings and cursing…so in what way (other than these immovable, unchanging constants) is it 

not exactly like even though it is essentially like all previous covenants. At this point I try to remind 

them that God’s covenant with Noah (Genesis 9) was not only with Noah and his offspring but 

also all living creatures and it was unilateral – no stipulations, no conditions, no obligations, no 

curses, one promise – where God clearly and unconditionally commits himself to never again 

destroy all flesh of the earth by flood. Sometimes people can get some caught up in themes and 

connections that they overlook essential truths that would keep them back from the errant 

conclusions that their super-theme-ism drives them toward. 
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Here is the question for today (and we’ll tie it into a consideration of Abraham’s Seed next week) 

“Is the plan and purpose of God in Christ and the New Covenant in His blood include believers 

AND their physical children or is there a change and the Household of God is reckoned 

differently?”  

Having seen clear statements In Jeremiah’s proclamation of the New Covenant that is would be 

different (not like) and not generational but individual. What do we learn from the expanded 

teaching in the New Testament? Though there is instruction to believers about parenting and 

even instruction to children (such instruction of course presupposes that they have sufficient 

understanding to grasp the instruction and thus could, through the work of the Spirit, hear and 

believe the Gospel commands as well). 

Those reading – read carefully. Those listening I’ll read and explain the context and connections 

of the following teachings from God’s Word. 

Galatians 6:10   10 So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to 

those who are of the household of faith. 

Luke 12:51-53   51 Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather 

division.  52 For from now on in one house there will be five divided, three against two and two 

against three.  53 They will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against 

daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law and daughter-

in-law against mother-in-law." 

Matthew 12:48-50   48 But he replied to the man who told him, "Who is my mother, and who are 

my brothers?"  49 And stretching out his hand toward his disciples, he said, "Here are my mother 

and my brothers!  50 For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister 

and mother." (Mark 3:33ff 

Galatians 4:26 But the Jerusalem above is free, and she is our mother. 
 
Ephesians 2:17-19   17 And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to 

those who were near.  18 For through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father.  19 So 

then you are no longer strangers and aliens,1 but you are fellow citizens with the saints and 

members of the household of God, (Acts 2:39   39 For the promise is for you and for your children 

and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself.") 

1 Peter 4:17  17 For it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God; and if it begins with 

us, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God? 

1 Timothy 1:2  2 To Timothy, my true child in the faith: Grace, mercy, and peace from God the 

Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. 

2 Timothy 1:2 To Timothy, my beloved child: Grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father and 
Christ Jesus our Lord. 
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Titus 1:4 To Titus, my true child in a common faith: Grace and peace from God the Father and 
Christ Jesus our Savior. 
 
1 Corinthians 4:14 I do not write these things to make you ashamed, but to admonish you as my 
beloved children. 15 For though you have countless guides in Christ, you do not have many fathers. 
For I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 16 I urge you, then, be imitators of 
me. 17 That is why I sent1 you Timothy, my beloved and faithful child in the Lord, to remind you 
of my ways in Christ,2 as I teach them everywhere in every church. 
 
3 John 1:4 I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth. (little 
children 7 times in 1 John) 
 
Romans 9:7-8   7 and not all are children of Abraham because they are his offspring, but "Through 
Isaac shall your offspring be named."  8 This means that it is not the children of the flesh who are 
the children of God, but the children of the promise are counted as offspring. 
 
Acts 2:38-41   38 And Peter said to them, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name 

of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  39 

For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the 

Lord our God calls to himself."  40 And with many other words he bore witness and continued to 

exhort them, saying, "Save yourselves from this crooked generation."  41 So those who received 

his word were baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls. 

1 Peter 3:18-21   18 For Christ also suffered1 once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that 

he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit,  19 in which1 

he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison,  20 because1 they formerly did not obey, when 

God's patience waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that 

is, eight persons, were brought safely through water.  21 Baptism, which corresponds to this, now 

saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, 

through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

1 John 3:1 See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of 
God; and so we are. The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him. 
 
Mark 10:29-31   29 Jesus said, "Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers 
or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel,  30 who will not 
receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children 
and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life.  31 But many who are first will 
be last, and the last first." 
 
Galatians 6:14-16  14 But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

by which1 the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.  15 For neither circumcision 
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counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation.  16 And as for all who walk by this 

rule, peace and mercy be upon them, and (that is, namely) upon the Israel of God. 

Romans 9:25-28   25 As indeed he says in Hosea, "Those who were not my people I will call 'my 

people,' and her who was not beloved I will call 'beloved.'"  26 "And in the very place where it was 

said to them, 'You are not my people,' there they will be called 'sons of the living God.'"  27 And 

Isaiah cries out concerning Israel: "Though the number of the sons of Israel1 be as the sand of the 

sea, only a remnant of them will be saved,  28 for the Lord will carry out his sentence upon the 

earth fully and without delay." 

Galatians 4:27-31  27 For it is written, "Rejoice, O barren one who does not bear; break forth and 

cry aloud, you who are not in labor! For the children of the desolate one will be more than those 

of the one who has a husband."  28 Now you,1 brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise.  29 But 

just as at that time he who was born according to the flesh persecuted him who was born 

according to the Spirit, so also it is now.  30 But what does the Scripture say? "Cast out the slave 

woman and her son, for the son of the slave woman shall not inherit with the son of the free 

woman."  31 So, brothers, we are not children of the slave but of the free woman. (Isa 54) 

Galatians 5:6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but 

only faith working through love 

2 Corinthians 5:17-18   17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.1 The old has 
passed away; behold, the new has come.  18 All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled 
us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; 
 
Ephesians 2:10 For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. 
 
Ephesians 4:24 and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness 
and holiness. 
 
Colossians 2:11-13   11 In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, 

by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ,  12 having been buried with him 

in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, 

who raised him from the dead.  13 And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the 

uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our 

trespasses, 

Colossians 3:10 and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the 

image of its creator. 11 Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, 

barbarian, Scythian, slave,1 free; but Christ is all, and in all. 


