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The One Covenant of Grace:
From Skin to Nucleus
Covenants are a common theme throughout the whole scope of special revelation. These covenant
statements display, among other things, God’s faithfulness, steadfast love, almighty power and unconditional
grace for his people. However, sometimes, the abundance of covenant language in Scripture can be
mishandled and derived into an unhealthy partition of the Word of God, which must of the time ends up
bringing undesired results into one’s theology.1 Thus, how someone understands the relationship or lack
thereof between different covenants throughout the Bible will end up being a significant factor in their
system of interpretation of Scripture itself. J.I. Packer goes even further as to say that not only Scripture but
also the Gospel and the reality of God are not properly understood until viewed within a covenantal frame.2
Due to its different dispensations, this covenant language mishandle is particularly true when it comes
to the specific covenant known as the Covenant of Grace. Hence, this work will aim to demonstrate, as
Covenant Theology has taught for centuries, that the different postlapsarian covenants are indeed nothing
else than administrations of the one Covenant of Grace instead of distinct individual covenants without
further relationship than that of a historical one. Alternatively, what is the same, to show that the Covenant of
Grace is one in essence, but many in its dispensations.
This task will be undertaken by way of analogy. When a physician attends medical school, before
learning how to treat emergencies, how to diagnose specific pathologies or how do antibiotics work, indeed,
before receiving babies at the delivery room, or help save lives at the E.R., three basic courses are to be
attended and well learned in the first years. These are anatomy, physiology, and genetics. There is a reason
for this. Before acquiring the ability to notice what is wrong or unhealthy about a human body and how to
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solve that problem, the soon-to-be physician must fully understand these three basic sciences insofar they are
meant to first, help him recognize what structures form a normal (healthy) human body. This is what
anatomy does. Secondly, physiology explains to him how a healthy human body must work. Lastly, genetics
teaches him the biological essence of what makes a human body human and not canine or feline.
In this same way, we will learn the anatomy, physiology, and genetics of the Covenant of Grace. For
doing so, we will take the Covenant of Grace with all its dispensations into the theological amphitheater and
start by observing its characteristics in their skin; this is the framework in which both the Covenant of Grace
and its different administrations are enclosed. Then, the dissection will begin for us to perceive the anatomy
of this covenant and its administrations, this is what are they formed by. We will then move from the
amphitheater to the laboratory to explore the way on which those covenants work, or their physiology.
Finally, before building those parts together again, we’ll run genetic tests so we may be able to take a glance
at their DNA and discover if indeed they are in essence one and the same, or many and different.
Skin. Understanding General Principles.
As we want to begin by observing the framework in which our subjects of study are to be understood,
a twofold warning must be brought forth. In one hand, we must recognize that this framework is a linguistic
one. Indeed, as Donald K. McKim expresses, “Words are the building blocks for Christian Theology.”3
Therefore, our first approach in our attempt to understand the Covenant of Grace must be a linguistic one.
Nevertheless, on the other hand, the problem of defining terms is particularly tricky within theologians due to
the multiple perspectives in which a particular term could be defined.4 Indeed, as Rhodes comments, while
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attempting to define the word covenant, “the problem with giving definitions is that you can usually give
four or five different answers that would all be right.”5 Both of these statements are true as we come to the
study of our specific covenant. Hence, let us begin by defining the terms covenant, grace, dispensation,
covenant people, covenant mediator, stipulation, blessing, and curse. At the end of this section, the concept
of Biblical Progressive Development as a recurring theme in Scripture will also be discussed as is the
author’s convictions that an acquaintance with this concept is critical for the theme in view.
Covenant: from the Hebrew word  ברהberit, meaning agreement; covenant; contract;6 and from the
Greek διαθήκη diatheke, meaning testament, covenant, contract.7 It is understood to be a mutual agreement
that displays the relationship8 between God and man which necessarily involves a promise from God and a
retribution on man’s part.9 Blessings are promised if the conditions are kept, and curses if broken.10
Grace: from the Latin word gratia, meaning the benevolent disposition of God towards sinful
humanity and therefore the divine operation by which the sinful heart and mind is regenerated.11 In short,
unmerited favor.12
Dispensation: from the Latin word dispentatio, meaning arrangement; the Latin term equivalent of
oikonomia; a term applied primarily to the arrangement of God’s works and specifically by the Reformed to
the successive dispensations of the one Covenant of Grace.13 This may also found in its synonym forms,
economy or administration and always entails the idea of timeframe or a temporal perspective.
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Covenant People: A term to describes those groups with whom God has entered into a covenantal
relationship.14
Covenant Mediator: A public person, head or representative for all those who are involved in a
covenant between God and mankind.15
Stipulation: from the Latin word stipulatio, the legal foundation or condition of the Covenant of
Grace.16 That part of a covenant, upon the performing of which one's right to the benefit promised, is
founded.17
Blessing: a particular goodness received or given.18 In the context of covenant, it is that positive
promise which God bestows onto man if the covenant stipulation is kept.
Curse: an oral pronouncement for harm or evil to befall on another.19 In the context of covenant, it is
the negative promise or consequence with which God warns the covenant people what would happen if they
fail to preserve the covenant stipulation.
All these terms are not arbitrarily baptized as skin. For, as it is the skin what everybody sees when
approaching a human being, that skin is not the whole body. It is but the framework in which everything else
is contained. As Beeke notices when going through the definition of covenants, “the consistent themes of
mutuality [relationship], contract [arrangement], and blessing certainly predominate in the discussion about
the natures of the covenants in general.”20 Also, terms like positive [blessings] and negative [curses]

14

McKim, Westminster Dictionary. 64.
Nehemiah Coxe and John Owen, Covenant Theology from Adam to Christ, ed. Ronald D Miller, James M Renihan, and
Francisco Orozco (Palmdale, Calif.: Reformed Baptist Academic Press, 2005). 39.
16
Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms. 344.
17
Thomas Boston, A View of the Covenant of Grace from the Sacred Records: Wherein the Parties in That Covenant; Together
with The Trial of a Saving Personal Inbeing in It, and The Way of Instating Sinners Therein, Unto Their Eternal Salvation (East
Sussex: Focus Christian Ministries Trust, 1990). 63.
18
McKim, Westminster Dictionary. 32.
19
Ibid. 69.
20
Beeke and Jones, A Puritan Theology. 221.
15

5
promises are discussed in its relationship to the completion or not of the conditions [stipulations] prescribed,
by covenant theologians such as Witsius,21 and Boston.22
Along with these terms, the concept of Biblical Progressive Development must be treated. The term
‘progressive’ upholds the notion of graduality. This means that something does not happen suddenly, but
gradually. The word ‘development’ carries the sense of growing into maturity. It aims to communicate the
impression of something that advances into completeness. Finally, the term ‘biblical’ alludes to the idea that
this progressive development is to be found as a thematical characteristic throughout Scripture.
Several examples of this Biblical Progressive Development can be given but let us mention three
only. 1. Creation. Even when it was ex nihilo, one cannot say that it was de subito. This was not because God
didn't have the power to do so, but because it is not how He regularly works.23 2. Redemption. As the
creation, for instance, it occurs not suddenly, but progressively, both in the way it is accomplished and in the
manner in which it is bestowed upon the elect. About the first statement, we should remember that Jesus
Christ did not come as a 33 (or so) years-old-adult to be directly crucified for sinners. But that he underwent
incarnation, a human birth, perfect obedience in an active and a passive way; indeed, crucifixion, which also
had its own progress and was not as rapid as, even perhaps the eternal Son of God would have wished in his
humanity. Then, again, He was buried and did not come to life at that very time, but three days after. Also,
He did not ascend immediately but stayed more days to continue teaching. And even when He ascended, and
now He enjoys his time of session, He has promised to come back for his elect. About the second statement,
let us fix our eyes in the ordo salutis, with its election, regeneration, faith and repentance, sanctification and
glorification, not to be discussed exhaustively, but by noticing that, as it all not happens suddenly at once in
the life of the believer, it does supports the fact that progressive development is not new or uncommon to
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Christian teaching. Finally, 3. Scripture itself may be considered, insofar it is not as if God has sent us a
printed copy of the Bible one Tuesday afternoon. But it was indeed progressively revealed and canonized.24
Thus, this concept is not something exclusive to covenant theology. But a recurring theme in
Scripture. This will acquire a special meaning though in our understanding of Covenant Theology, and
particularly in the relationship between the Covenant of Grace and its administrations. Indeed God, through
covenants, has caused his light gradually to increase until the whole mystery of his grace was perfectly
revealed in and by Jesus Christ.25 But this point will be revisited near the end when we reach the genetics lab.
Anatomy. Structure. What is the Covenant of Grace and its administrations formed by?
Having observed the skin of our subjects meticulously, let us now begin our dissection and see which
parts come out of the Covenant of Grace and its administrations or dispensations. What we are looking for is
the structure of the covenants.
Covenant with Abraham,
The Abrahamic Administration of the Covenant of Grace
After reading the loci classici for the Abrahamic Covenant,26 We can note that the covenant made
between God and Abraham is formed by 1. covenant people, this is, Abraham and his offspring,27 we could
say, Israel in its tribal state. 2. A covenant mediator, who is Abraham.28 Covenant promises in the form of 3.
blessings and 4. curses which are dependent to the keeping of the 5. stipulations or covenant conditions. How
do these parts relate to each other and work together as a whole is a question to be answered in the
physiology lab. For now, let us simply observe the raw flesh and bones that compose these covenants.
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Coxe and Owen, Covenant Theology from Adam to Christ. 33.
26
Namely, Ge. 12; 15 & 17.
27
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Sacrifice narrative. See, Ge. 22:1-19.
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Covenant with Moses,
The Mosaic Administration of the Covenant of Grace.
Exodus 6:1-9 and Deuteronomy 5:1-21 may be the primary texts for this passage. In which we can
also notice the presence of covenant people, which is in this case, the Hebrew people, Abraham’s
descendants.29 Not quite a political nation yet, but still, the chosen people of God. A covenant mediator being
the prophet Moses.30 Covenant stipulations, with the presentation of the law,31 along with its proper
blessings32 and curses.33
Covenant with David,
The Davidic Administration of the Covenant of Grace.
As we examine the covenant made with David as written in 2 Samuel 7:1-16 and Psalm 132:11-12, we
become able to bring forth also these elements that had appeared in past covenants. A covenant people, being
again Israel but now established as a nation among others. 34 We can see David as the king covenant
mediator.35 Positive promises are made, for us to see the blessings36 of this covenant, but also warnings of
discipline37 are established as the curse, or the negative promise for those who depart from the conditions
stipulated.38
The New Covenant also known as The Covenant of Grace
As for the New Covenant, Jesus establishes the church, indeed, many nations included, as the recipients of
the full blessings of the covenant, thus, being them the covenant people.39 Jesus Christ functions as the
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Ex. 6:5-9; Deu. 5:1-3.
Ex. 6:2; Deu. 5:5.
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clear in his prayer of gratitude that follows the covenant. See, 2 Sam. 7:23-24.
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mediator of this New Covenant.40 The New Covenant condition is faith symbolized by the outward sign of
baptism, and its blessings are much as well,41 but the covenant curses remain.42
Now that it has been observed that both Covenant of Grace as a whole and its different
administrations share the same body-parts or elements in their structure, these being, covenant people,
covenant mediator, blessings, curses, and conditions, it is right time for answering the question about how
each element relate to each other. Let us move, therefore, from the amphitheater to the physiology laboratory.
Physiology. Function. How do the Covenant of Grace and its administrations work?
In the Abrahamic administration of the covenant of grace, the mediator receives and communicates
the covenants to the covenant people. This covenant people include not only the mediator, but also his
household, children, and even slaves. Here we encounter one of the most prominent features of how
covenants functions regarding its parties. The beginning party is always God, and the receiving party
includes, always the offspring.43
Regarding the condition in this dispensation, it is the outward sign is circumcision, which functions as
the stipulation. Every male shall be circumcised.44 Even when circumcision was truly a physical act, the mere
fact of Abraham and his descendants believing and obeying God in this commandment was intended to
expose the outward demonstration of a spiritual reality, namely, faith.45
If the stipulation is kept, then blessings will follow. The blessings on this covenant are numerous in
specifics, and those are indeed important, but for the purpose of this work, let us condense them as Rhodes
rightly does: “God promises Abraham a people, a place, and God’s own presence as blessings.”46 This also
will be a repeated theme throughout the rest of the covenants. However, blessings are not all that is promised.
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The curses are, in fact, a reversal of the covenant blessing. This is well illustrated by the act of circumcision
in which, if someone failed to follow the prescribed stipulation of cutting off the foreskin from his male
genitalia, he himself would be cut off from the covenant people.
In the Mosaic administration of the Covenant of Grace, Moses, the mediator between God and his
covenant people, including offspring,47 which were chosen by grace alone and not because of their
ethnicity,48 brings forth the rather lengthy conditions of the covenant which can be resumed in this: the law
must be obeyed by faith.49 This covenant also overs life as a blessing,50 and death, and departure from the
land as the curse.51
When analyzing the Davidic administration of the Covenant of Grace we shall also note the same
covenant dynamics exposed so far. God promises David in a covenantal way the eternal establishing of his
kingdom by way of his offspring. Through whom life will come, and the land will be forever assured.
The New Covenant, which, established through Christ, the mediator, for the church, the chosen
people of God, and their children52 promises not only redemption, this is, eternal life, but also looks forward
to an eternal place with God's presence in the new heavens and the new earth.
Whereas analyzing the anatomy of the covenants reveal to us that they all share the same basic
structure, to study their physiology teaches us that they all have the same fundamental relations within their
elements and that they function in the same way. A covenant is received by a mediator to share with his
people and his people's offspring, in which if the stipulations kept, the promise of life is given, and when not,
death and misery follow.
Thus, before closing covenant bodies, let us run the genetic tests.
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Genetics. Essence. What is at the core of the Covenant of Grace and its administrations?
The genetic information is kept at the nucleus of the cell. In there the most basic essence of any
biological composite, DNA, can be found. This molecule will tell us if any given cell belongs to the human
species, or perhaps the canine family, or whatever other species it pertains to. While the covenants’ PCR
tests53 are running, let us talk about the essence of covenants.
Regarding covenants’ DNA or their essence, this would be what is known as the covenant formula,
which is: “I will be your God, and you will be my people.”54 Now, this would not tell enough as to say if one
covenant can be differentiated from another in its species. It would be as if we find two different samples
with the label “feline” written on them. The word feline only refers to the biological family to which the
individual creatures from which those samples were taken belong. Those two samples may be from the same
lion, or perhaps from two different lions, or maybe even one is a lion's sample, and the other is a cat’s. We
would never know because that information would not suffice for us to determine which feline species we
are talking about. Finding the covenant formula in any given passage would only tell us that a covenant
exists. It would only indicate that we have discovered some theological organism which belongs to the
covenant family. But it will not reveal the species’ identity of any specific covenant. Therefore, there is
another characteristic required for us to build the essence of a particular covenant species. This we will name,
the overarching covenant context.
This second concept will tell us, for example, if the covenant is mediated or unmediated; if the
condition for being in good standing with God is faith which is from God and given by grace alone, or by
good works, which can be acted by any individual in his own behalf. This overarching covenant context will
function for us to reveal the specific species of our subjects of study.
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In the end, it is this concept which will demonstrate if we are speaking about different covenants, in
essence, or one and the same covenant. Hence, let us analyze the subjects.
In the Abrahamic,55 and the Mosaic56 Covenants, the covenant formula can explicitly be found. The
promise is, in essence, one and the same. I will be your God, and You will be my people. Then in the Davidic
Covenant, the concept remains, for, in fact, this covenant comes as a shadow completion of the covenant of
Abraham, in which kings were promised,57 and the Mosaic as well, which stipulated how kings should act
and behave.58 Also, these three covenant dispensations are linked to the New Covenant from which we also
find the explicit covenant formula.59 In Ezekiel chapters 34-37, while speaking about the yet-to-come New
Covenant, we can notice echoes of the covenants that had come before. The inheritance of a land60 and the
witnessing to all the nations61 associates the New Covenant with the Abrahamic Covenant. The exodus-like
theme about gathering his people out of the wicked nations for bringing them to their own land, the
sacramental cleanliness, and the covenant formula again appear to bond the Mosaic Covenant with the
New.62 Also a connection with the Davidic Covenant in which an eternal kingdom was promised through
David’s offspring may be found by way of a promise of a Davidic king which will rule over God’s people.63
Furthermore, we can attest the fulfillment of all those covenant promises in Jesus Christ, which whom
Matthew does well in trace his origins all back to Abraham, of course, passing through King David.64
It is not only this covenant connections in the way of covenant promises fulfilled in Jesus’ New
Covenant which bear witness of the unity of all these postlapsarian covenants, but also the fact that this same
covenant formula is presented in the same overarching covenant context: This promises are to be bestowed
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by grace alone, through faith alone, mediated, not unmediated. Placing all these covenants under the specific
category of a Covenant of Grace. For grace is indeed the condition through which faith is obtained. A
condition which is extra nos, outside of us. Thus, leaving no room for boasting and all glory to God.
This is the reason why it was so important to notice that circumcision, obedience to the law, and
David’s gratitude prayer after the covenant was made, as earthly as they all may seem, were intended to be
an outward display of the inward reality of faith which has been received by grace from God. This, in the
New Covenant, is replaced by the sacrament of baptism. Also, the reality of a mediator, in the form of an
Abrahamic Priest, a Mosaic Prophet, and a Davidic King, was intended all to point forward to the perfect
Prophet, Priest, and King that is displayed in our federal head, our public representative, our final mediator,
Jesus Christ.
In this way, as the author of Hebrew says, we are before a better covenant, in that it more fully
displays God’s glory. But also, one which is more inclusive. One which has developed from one tribe as
representing the people of God, in which the sign was given only to males, then to males among one people
in the Mosaic dispensation, to males among one nation in the Davidic dispensation, and now to both male
and female as the baptism is to be applied in the New Covenant to all who belong to the covenant
community, indeed, to everyone who is the people of God.
Results are ready, and they all say the same:
Genetic compatibility of 100% in all cases for Foedus gratiae.65
Conclusion.
Hence, having the same DNA, being, the same covenant formula under the same overarching
covenant context, which is grace through faith, we are compelled to conclude that all these covenants are one
in essence. But, how can this be? Here is where our concept of Biblical Progressive Development is useful.

65
In taxonomy, which is the branch of biological sciences that operates to name specific species, names are given in Latin first by
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to the upper taxonomical rank, and gratiae corresponds to the word grace, which determines the specific species. This Foedus
gratiae was also the standard way theologians used to refer to the Covenant of Grace.
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When we speak about the different dispensations of the one Covenant of Grace, the only thing we are
saying is that we are going to limit the one and only Covenant of Grace from a temporal perspective in the
history of redemption. Now, this does not mean that we ought to change its identity. When we speak about
ourselves referencing to our childhood or our youth, it does not follow that we change the most basic idea of
who we are primarily depending on the life-stage about which we are talking. Thus, when we speak about the
Mosaic dispensation or the Mosaic covenant, all we are saying is that we are going to concentrate in the time
period in which the Covenant of Grace function from Moses to David. But we are still talking about the same
Covenant of Grace when we speak about the Abrahamic or the Davidic dispensations.
This unity is not only a personal conviction but a broadly accepted theme upon covenant theologians
and historic Reformed tradition. Beeke and Jones comment that "Though the covenant of grace in one in
substance, the Reformed divided the covenant of grace into several administrations to reflect the pattern of
the biblical narrative, which shows the gradual unfolding of God's redemptive purposes."66 Or as O. Palmer
Robertson says, “Instead of “wiping clean the slate” and beginning anew, each successive covenant with
Abraham’s descendants advanced the original purposes of God to a higher level of realization.”67 Witsius
also declares that, according to its substance (or essence), the Covenant of Grace is not only one, but that “it
could not possibly be otherwise”, insofar he links the unity of the Covenant of Grace to the only way of
salvation found in the Gospel.68
Indeed the unity or the oneness of this Covenant of Grace brings not only stability and continuity to
the history of redemption, but its correct comprehension helps us understand that the people of God in all
ages, Old and New Testament included, had always been saved by grace through faith in Christ, to whom
every other covenant mediator somehow typified. It also helps us avoid the error which separates Israel and
the Church as two completely different entities, for whom God has two different purposes. As Bass explains,
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it is grace that unifies Israel and the Church, it is the cross that amalgamates the Jew and the Gentile into one
group standing before God in need of grace.69
With all these in mind, we can merge with our brethren in the past, the whole Israel of God, and
declare as the Confession does, that there are not, therefore, two Covenants of Grace, differing in substance,
but one and the same under various dispensations.70
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