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X I V

The Covenant of Grace

To that question all mankind has at all times and in all places given
the answer that men, such as they are, may not appear before the face
of God nor dwell in His presence. There is no one who can say or dares
to say: I have made my heart clean, I am pure from my sin (Prov.
20:9). Everybody feels himself to be guilty and defiled, and everybody
acknowledges, if not to others, at least internally to himself, that he is
not what he should be. The hardened sinner has moments in which
restlessness and turmoil master him; and the self-righteous in the last
instance always continue hoping that God will blink at what is lacking
and accept the intent for the deed.

True, there are many who try to banish these serious thoughts from
their minds and plunge into life as though there were no God and no
commandment. They deceive themselves with the hope that there is no
God (Ps. 14:1), that He does not bother about the sins of men, so that
whoever does evil is good in His sight (Mai. 2:17), that He does not
remember evil nor see it (Ps. 10:11 and 94:7), or else that, as perfect
Love, He may not seek out and punish the wrong (Ps. 10:14). And
whoever holds to the demand of the moral law and lets the ethical ideal
stand in its loftiness, can only agree that God must punish the wrong.
God is love, indeed, hut this glorious confession comes into its own only
when love in the Divine being is understood as being a holy love in per
fect harmony with justice. There is room for the grace of God only if
the justice of God is first fully established.

After all, the whole history of the world gives an irrefutable testimony
to this justice of God. We cannot speculate out of the world the special
revelation in Christ which tells us of the love of God; if we were to do
that the general revelation with its benefits and blessings would be lost to
us. But if we were, but for a moment, in our thoughts to leave the reve
lation in Christ to one side, there would remain very little ground for
belief in a God of love. For if the history of the world clearly teaches
us anything, it is this: that God has a quarrel with His creature. There
is disagreement, separation, conflict between God and His world. God
does not agree with man, and man does not agree with God. Each goes
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his own way, and each has his own idea and will about things. The
thoughts of God are not our thoughts, and His ways are not our ways
(Isa. 55:8).

Therefore the history of the world is also a judgment of the world.
No, it is not as one poet has said, the judgment of the world, for that
will come at the end of days, and it is not judgment alone for the earth
is still full of the riches of God (Ps. 104:24). All the same, the history
of the world is a judgment, a history full of judgments, full of struggle
and war, of blood and tears, calamities and afflictions. Above it are writ
ten the words which Moses once spoke when he saw the race of the
Israelites dying away before his eyes: We are consumed by thine anger,
and by thy wrath are wc troubled (Ps. 90:7).

This testimony of history to the justice of God is confirmed by the
fact that mankind has always looked for, and still looks for, a lost Para
dise, for a lasting bliss, and for a redemption from all evil that oppres
ses it. There is in all men a need for, and a seeking after, redemption.
It is just this which specifically comes to expression in religion. True,
one can take the word redemption in so large a sense that it includes
all the labor which men do on the earth. For when man by the work
of his hands tries to supply the needs of his life, when he tries to de
fend himself against all kinds of antagonistic forces in nature and among
men, and when in science and art he strives to subdue the whole earth,
all that has also the purpose of being liberated from evil and ushered
into the good.

Nevertheless the concept of redemption is never applied to this kind
of human labor. No matter how much such effort makes the life of man
a pleasanter and richer thing, there lives in mankind a sense that all such
progress and civilization docs not satisfy for the deepest human needs
nor rescue them from their worst distress. Redemption is a religious
concept and is at home only in the sphere of religion. Religion preceded
all culture and civilization, and right up to the present day religion con
tinues to occupy its own position alongside of science, art, and tech
nology. It cannot be supplanted or compensated for even by the mag
nificent results of human effort. Religion supplies a unique need in man,
and its tendency after the fall is always to rescue him from a particular
d is t ress .

Hence the idea of redemption comes up in all religions.
It is true that sometimes religions are classified as natural, ethical,

and redemptive religions. When that is done the redemptive kind is
distinguished from the other two as a special kind. But such a classifica
tion is rightly disputed. In a general sense, the notion of redemption
is proper to all religions. All the religions of the peoples want to be
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redemptive religions. There is difference about the nature of the evil
from which redemption is wanted, about the way in which it can be ob
tained, and about the highest go(̂  that men should strive for. But all
religions aim at the redemption from evil and at obtaining of the high
est good. In religion the big question is always: What shall I do to be
saved? Precisely that which cannot be obtained by culture or civiliza
tion, by a subduing and having dominion over die earth, precisely Uiat
is the thing sought for in religion: lasting hap(Mness, eternal peace, per
fect blessedness. In religion man is always concerned with God. True,
in his sinful condition, man represents God to himself mistakenly, dif
ferent from what He is, seeks Him with a wrong motivation and in the
wrong way and the wrong place, but he does seek God, if haply he may
feel after Him, and find Him (Acts I7i27).

This need for redemption, which is common to all humanity, and
which seeks satisfaction in the many self-willed religions of the people,
is in itself, and is for Qiristianity, of very great importance. For this
need is continually aroused in the hearts of people and kept alive there
by God Himself. It illustrates that God hu not yet entirely left the
human race to its own ways. It is an ineradicable hope, and it enables
men on their long and fearful joum^ through the world to keep on liv
ing and working. And it serves as a guarantee and a prophecy of the
fact that there is such a redemption, and that, whereas men seek it in
vain, it is out of sheer mercy freely given of God.

* * * * *

In order to understand aright and to appreciate the better this great
redemption which God's grace has prepared in Christ, it will be useful
to pause a moment or two before the efforts which have been put forth
by men, outside the pale of special revelation, to be delivered of evil uid
to come into possession of the highest good. The moment we do that we
are struck by the great difference, and at the same time by the great
uniformity, which characterizes all of ffiese efforts.

The great difference comes out already in the large number of reli
gions which have existed through the centuries, and which still exist,
among men. Indeed, the number is greater than that of the natitms and
languages. Just as thorns and thistles come up out of the earth, the false
religions grow up out of human nature. Th^ grow up rank. Thty are
so numerous and so different, that they can hardly be surveyed and are
not susceptible to any satiŝ ng dassification. Inasmuch as rdigion
occupies a central position, it takes on a different diaracter according to
how it views the relationship of God and the world, of nature and S(»rit,
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of freedom and necessity, destiny and guilt, history and culture. Accord
ing to whether evil is rqiarded as positive or negative, as a permanent
identity or a passing moment in the devel<q>ment of civilization, as be
ing natural or moral, sensuous or spiritual in character, the idea of re
demption changes, as does the way in which men seek to obtain it.

Still, when we try to peer into the essence of all these religions, thty
all seem to have all kinds of traits of similarity and relationship. In the
first place every religion tries to comprehend a whole of ideas about
God and the world, about spirits and men, about soul and body, and
about the origin, essence, and purpose of things. Every religion brings
with it a doctrine, a world and life view, a dogma. In the second place,
no single religion is satisfied with a merely rational apprehension of
these ideas, but urges men Ity means of those ideas and with their assist
ance to penetrate through to the supernatural world of God and spirits
and to become united with them. Religion is never dogma and doctrine
alone. It involves also the affection of the feelings, the attitude of the
heart, and the enjoyment <rf the Divine favor. But men at all times and
in all places know that this &vor of the Godhead is not naturally theirs.
On the one hand, men have a sense of the fact that they must have that
favor if thty are to obtain eternal happiness and the salvation of their
souls; and, on the other hand, they feel just as profoundly that they
lack this htvor, and that because of their sins they do not have the fel
lowship with God. Hence, in every religion, a third constituent enters
in, namely the effort in some way or other to obtain this favor and fellow
ship and to assure its continuance in the future. Every religion comes
with a cluster of related ideas, tries to foster particular affections and
feelit̂ s, and prescribes a series of practices.

These rdigious practices, in turn, are dmded into two kinds. To the
first class belong all those practices which can be subsumed under
the term worship and which consist principally of rdigious assemblies,
sacrifices, prayers, and songs. But religion never remains limited to
these directly religious practices. Because religion occupies a central
place in life, it saturates the whole of that life, and tries to bring it into
line with itself. Every religion raises some ethical ideal aloft and pro
claims a moral law according to whidi a person, in his personal, domestic,
dvic, and social life, too, must conduct himself. Tliere are in every
religion, ideas, feelings, and actions which are in part relevant to worship
and in part to the moral life, and which may therefore be called both
cultic and effiical.

There is not a single religion in which any of these constituent ele
ments are missing. But there is a great deal of difference about the con
tent that is contained in each of these dements, about the relationship
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in which they stand to each other, and about the worth which each of
them has. Paul says that the essence of the heathendom of the Gentiles
consists of this, that men have changed the glory of the uncorruptible
God into an image made like to corruptible man, and to birds, and four-
footed beasts, and creeping things. According to the extent that the
Godhead is identified with the universe, with nature, with men or an
imals, the religious concepts change, and thence also the religious emo
tions and actions.

Three chief types can be distinguished. When the Divine is identified
with the mysterious forces of nature, religion becomes denatured into
gross superstition and fearful magic. Then soothsayers and magicians
serve to provide men with power over the arbitrariness of invisible Di
vine beings. If the Divine is thought of as being like the human, the
religion takes on a more humane character but all the same it falls easily
into a ritualistic worship of forms or else into sheer moralism. And
when the Divine is conceived of as the idea, the soul, or the substance
of the world, the religion retreats from the appearance of things into the
mysticism of the heart, and seeks fellowship with God by way of ascet
icism (withdrawal, abstinence) and ecstasy (spiritual transport). In
the various religions, one or another of these chief forms comes to ex
pression, but never to the point of mutually excluding the other. Re
demption is always sought in the way of understanding and knowledge,
of will and action, and of heart and emotions.

Philosophy enters into support of this. Philosophy, too, occupies it
self with the idea of redemption and seeks for a world view which sat
isfies both the mind and the feelings. Philosophy came up out of reli
gion, periodically takes elements from religion into its own system, and
for many serves as a kind of religion. Despite all of its speculation and
reflection, however, it does not come out at a point beyond the basic
ideas of religion. The moment philosophy deduces a principle for the
conduct of life from its world view, it tries to open up a way to redemp
tion in the knowledge of the mind, the moral deeds of the will, and the
experiences of the heart. Without special revelation the religion of men
and the philosophy of thinkers do not have a right knowledge of God,
and hence no right knowledge of man and the world, and of sin and re
demption. Both do indeed seek after God, if, haply, they might seek and
find Him, but find Him they do not.

♦ ♦ » * ♦

Hence special revelation is added to the general revelation. In it God,
on His own part, comes out into the open from His secret place, makes
Himself known to man, and prepares Himself a dwelling place in man.
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Between the self-conceived and self-willed religions, on the one hand,
and the religion based on the special revelation to Israel and on Christ
there is, consequently, a difference in principle. In the first it is always
man who tries to find God, but who constantly shapes a false idea of
Him and therefore never gets a true insight into the nature of sin and
the way of redemption; but in the second, in the religion of the Holy
Scriptures, it is always God who seeks man, who discloses man to him
self in his guilt and impurity, but who also makes Himself known as
He is in his grace and compassion. From the depths of the human heart
there rises the plaint: Would that God would rend the heavens and come
down. In Christianity the heavens do open, and God descends to the
earth. In the other religions it is man whom we always see at work,
trying by the achievement of knowledge, by keeping all kinds of rules,
or by withdrawal from the world into the secretty of his own inner life,
to obtain redemption from evil and communion with God. In the Chris
tian religion the work of men is nothing, and it is God Himself who
acts, intervenes in history, opens the way of redemption in Christ and
by the power of His grace brings man into that redemption and causes
him to walk in it. Special revelation is the answer which God Himself
gives in word and d̂  to the questions which through His own guid
ance arise in the human heart.

Immediately after the fall God already comes to man. Man has sinned
and is seized upon by shame and fear. He flees his Creator and hides
himself in the dense foliage of the garden. But God does not forget him.
He does not let go of him, but condescends, seeks him out, talks with
him, and leads him back to fellowship with Himself (Gen. 3:7-15).

And this thing that happened thus immediately after the fall, contimtes
in history from generation to generation. We see the same thing hap
pening again and again. In the whole work of redemption it is God and
God alone who manifests Himself as the seeking and calling One, and
as the speaking and acting One. The whole of redemption begins and
ends in Him. It is He who puts Seth in the place of Abel (Gen. 4:25),
who causes Noah to share in His favor (Gen. 6:8) and preserves him
in the judgment of the flood (Gen. 6:12 ff.), who calls Abram and takes
him up in His covenant (Gen. 12:1 and 17:1), who, out of grace alone,
chooses the people of Israel as His inheritance (Deut. 4:20 and 7:6-8),
who in the fulness of time sends His only-begotten Son into the world
(Gal. 4:4), and who now in this dispensation out of the whole human
race gathers a church which He has elected to eternal life, and who pre
serves them for the heavenly inheritance unto the end (Eph. 1:10 and
1 Peter 1:5). Just as in the work of creation and providence, so in the
work of the redemption, the re-creation. God is also the alpha and the



2 6 6 Our Reasonable Faith

omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end (Isa. 44:6 and
Rev. 22:13). He can be no other and no less, for He is God: Of Him.
and through Him, and to Him are all things (Rom. 11:36).

That God is the first in the work of salvation is evident not only from
the fact that special revelation proceeds wholly from Him, but also is
clearly manifested in the fact that the whole of that redemptive work
depends upon an eternal counsel. We indicated previously that the
whole creation and providence of God comes up out of such a counsel.
But in Scripture we are told in (if possible) even clearer language and
in even stronger phrasing that such an eternal and immutable counsel
also lies at the basis of the whole work of redemption, of re-creation.

There is mention made at various points of Scripture of a counsel
which precedes things (Isa. 46:10), which works all things (Eph. 1:11),
and which has as its content especially the work of redemption (Luke
7:30 and Acts 20:27). This counsel is not a counsel of His mind only
but also of His almighty will (Eph. 1:5, 11), is unbreakable (Isa. 14:27
and 26:10), immutable fHeb. 6:17), and will stand forever (Ps. 33:11
and Prov. 19:21). Other names are also used, and shed further light on
the matter; besides counsel, we read of a good pleasure which God has
manifested to men in Christ (Luke 2:14), and which delights in the'r
being brought in and accepted as children of God (Eph. 1:5 and 9). We
read of a purpose which goes about the work of election (Rom. 9:11 and
Eph. 1 .-9), which is purposed in Christ Jesus (Eph. 3:11), and which
realizes itself in the calling of those who love (Rom. 8:28). We
read, further, of an election and foreknozidedge whicb has its source in
grace (Rom. 11:5) and which has Christ as its center (Eph. 1:4), par
ticular persons as its object (Rom. 8:29), and their salvation as its pur
pose (Eph. 1 ;4). And, finally, we read of an ordination or foreordina-
tion which by means of the proclaiming of the wisdom of God (1 Cor.
2:7) culminates in the adoption of children by Jesus Christ to Himself
and in eternal life.^

When we gather all these data of Holy Scripture together it becomes
apparent that the counsel of God has especially three matters as its con
t e n t .

The first is election, by which is meant that gracious purpose of God
according to which He ordained those whom He had before known in
love to be conformed to the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29). It is possible
also to speak of an election of peoples or nations, for in the days of the
Old Testament Israel alone among all the nations was chosen to be the
inheritance of the Lord; and in the New Testament dispensation one
people is acquainted with the Gospel much earlier than another. But

1 . A c t s 1 3 : 4 8 : R o m . 8 : 2 9 : a n d E o h . 1 : 5 .
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this acceptance of nations is not the whole scope of the Biblical election.
As, within mankind, it extends to the nations, so, within the nations, it
extends to individuals. An Esau is rejected and a Jacob is accepted
(Rom. 9:13). And those whom God foreknew, those He also in time
called, justified, and glorified (Rom. 8:30).

But, even though election has particular persons as its object, those
persons are not the ground or basis of it. That basis is solely the grace
of God. The Lord has mercy on whom He will have mercy, and com
passion on whom He will have compassion; so then it is not of him who
wills nor of him who runs, but of God who shows mercy (Rom. 9:15
and 16). Faith too does not avail here, for faith cannot be the condition
or ground of election, inasmuch as it is rather the result or fruit of it.
After all, that faith is a gift of God (Eph. 2:8). The believers are pre
cisely elected in Christ from before the foundations of the world in order
that in time they should arrive at the faith, and by faith should be holy
and without blame before the face of God (Eph. 1:4). Consequently
there are always so many who believe as are ordained unto eternal life
by God (Acts 13:48). The will of God is for us the final ground of all
that is and all that happens, and so, too. His good pleasure is the deepest
cause to which the distinction in the eternal destiny of men can be traced.

In the second place, there is contained in the counsel of redejnption
the achievement of that whole salvation which God wants to grant to
His elect. In the plan of redemption, not only the persons who are to
inherit eternal salvation are indicated, but the Mediator who will pre
pare this salvation for them is also pointed out. To this extent Christ
Himself can be called the object of God's election. Naturally He can be
called this not in the sense that He, like the members of His church,
was elected to come up out of a condition of sin and misery into a state
of redemption and salvation. But He can be called that in this other
meaning that He who was the Mediator of the creation would also be
the Mediator of the re-creation, and would bring it about entirely by
His passion and death. That is why He is called the servant of theI.ord,
the elect of God (Isa. 42 ff. and Matt. 12:18). As Mediator He is sub
ordinate to the Father and obedient to Him.® He has a command and
a work to fulfill which the Father has assigned to Him.® And as the
reward for His finished work He receives His own glory, the salvation
of His people, and the highest might in heaven and on earth.̂

The counsel of redemption, therefore, goes on without the .Son no
more than does that of creation and redemption. We read in so many

2. Matt. 26:42; John 4:34; Phil. 2:8; and Heb. 5:8.
3. Isa. 53:10; John 6:38-40; 10:18; 12:49; and 17:4.
4. Ps. 2:8; Isa. 53:10; John 17:4, 24; and PhU. 2:9.
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words that the eternal purpose was purposed in Qirist Jesus (Eph.
3:11), and that those who arrive at faith in time are chosen in Christ
before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4). That does not mean to
say that Christ is the cause or foundation of the election, for He is Him
self die object of the Father's electing in the sense delimited above, and
cannot any more serve as the ground and cause of salvation than He can
serve as these for creation and providence. But just as creation and
providence, both as counsel and as reality, proceed from the Father
through the Son and so come into being, so the plan of salvation is also
made through the Father in and with the Son. Together with the
Father He designates Himself as the Mediator of redemption and as the
Head of His church. And from this we may infer that the election, even
though it has particular persons as its object, rules out all possibility of
accident or arbitrary choice. For the purpose of that election is not to
pick up a few people at random, to bring them to salvation, and to let
them stand loosely alongside of each odier as single individuals. In
His election God aims at nothing less than placing Christ the Mediator
at the Head of His church, and to conform die church to the body o(
Christ.' In an organic sense it is mankind that is saved in the church,
and in the new heaven and earth the world is restored.

Hence, in the third place, the working out and the application of the
salvation wrought by Christ is also included in the counsel of God. The
plan of redemption is established throi^h the Father in the Son but it
is established also in the fellowship of the Spirit. Certainly, just as
creation and providence come into being from the Father through the
Son and in the Spirit, so the redemption or re-creation takes place only
through the applicatory activity of the Holy Spirit. It is the Spirit who
is earned, promised, and sent by Christ (John 16:7 and Acts 2:4, 17),
who testifies of Christ and receives everytibing from Christ (John 15
and 16:13, 14), and who now works regeneration in the church (John
3:3), faith (1 Cor. 12:3), the adoption (Rom. 8:15), the renewing
(Titus 3:5), and the sealing unto Ae day of redemption (Eph. 1:13
and 4:30). And all this the Holy Spirit can work out and bring into
being bemuse, together with the Father and the Son, He is the one
true God who lives and reigns eternally. The love of the Father, the
grace of the Son, and the fdlowship of the Holy Spirit are well founded
for the people of the Lord in the eternal and immutable counsel of God.

* * * * *

This counsel of God, consequently, is also inexpressibly rich in com
fort. It is often presented quite differently — that is, as a cause of dis-
TTCor. 12:12. 27; Eph. 1:22-23; and 4:16.
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coutagement and despair. It is said against this counsel that if every
thing is determined from eternity, man is a mere toy in the hands of Di
vine caprice. What good is it for a person to exert himself and to lead
a virtuous life? If he is reprobate, rejected, he will be lost anyway. And
— so the argument continues — what harm is it for a person to live in sin
and to surrender to the most gruesome godlessness and immorality?
If a person is elected, he will be saved anyway! Such a counsel of
leaves no room whatsoever for any freedom and responsibility of man.
May he live then according to the dictates of his heart, and may he sin
in order that grace may abound the more!

That the confession of the counsel of God has often been abused in
this way is most certainly true. Nor has it been since Augustine and
Calvin alone that this abuse has been practiced. It happened already in
the days of Jesus and the apostles. For it is said of the Pharisees and
scribes that they rejected the counsel of God against themselves which
became apparent to them in the baptism of John, so that what should
have served them as a means of conversion became in their hands an
instrument for their doom (Luke 7:30). The apostle Paul calls it
blasphemy when he is charged with lauding the doing of evil in order
that good might come out of it (Rom. 3:8), and he puts a restraining
hand on the mouth of puny man who dares find fault with God (Rom.
9:19-20). To do this Paul has the fullest right. For the counsel of God
not only determines the results, but it also governs the means. It in
cludes not merely the consecfuences, but also the causes. And it estab
lishes just such relationships as are seen to exi.st in life itself. The
counsel of God does not therefore annihilate the rational and moral
nature of man, but creates it, rather, and guarantees it, and always to
the same extent as history causes us to know it.

The abuse that is made of this confession is the more serious because
the counsel of God is revealed and proclaimed in Holy Scripture, not
so that we should deny the reality of it, and harden ourselves against it,
but, on the contrary, so that we, sensing our guilt and helplessness, should
depend upon that counsel of God with a childlike faith, and should in all
distress and need put the full confidence of our whole heart into it For
if salration to a greater or lesser extent depended upon man, upon his
faith and his good works, then .salvation would be eternally lost to him.
But the counsel of God teaches us that the work of redemption is from
banning to end the work of God, that it is most uniquely tiie divine
work. Redemption, quite as much as creation and providence, is solely
the work of G .̂ No man was His counsellor or gave to Him, so that
it must be recompensed to him again (Rom. 11:34-35). Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit together have thought out the whole work of redemp-
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tton and have detennined it, and they are the ones also who wilt carry
it out and will complete it. Man does nothing in it. All things are
of God, through Him, and unto Him. Hence our soul can rest in it
with unperturbed certainty. It is God's will, his eternal, independent,
and immutable will, that in the church mankind be restored and saved.

We are convinced of this comfort of election even more when we re
member that the counsel of God is a work of His mind not merely, but
also of His will, is not a thought merely which belongs to the realm of
eternity but also an almighty power which realizes itself in time. So it
is with all God's excellences and perfections: they are not passive, silent
attributes, but are almighty powers, full of life and action. Every at
tribute is .His being. When God is called the Righteous and the Holy,
this implies that He reveals Himself as such also, and that He bears His
justice in upon this world and the consciences of men and maintains it
there. When He is called Love the implication is not merely that in
Christ He looks upon us with approbation, but also that He manifests
that love and pours it into our hearts through the Holy Spirit. When
He calls Himself our Father, this carries with it also the implication
that He r̂ enerates us, adopts us as children, and by His Spirit testifies
with our spirit that we are His children. When He makes Himself
known as tfie Gracious and Merciful One, He does not merely say it, but
demonstrates it also by in very fact forgiving our sins and comforting
us in all afflictions. Just so, too, when Scripture speaks to us of the
counsel of God, it thereby proclaims to us that God Himself executes
that counsel and fully actualizes it. The counsel of redemption itself is
a work of God in eternity, but as such it is also the principle, the mo
tivating power, and the guarantee of the work of redemption in time.
Therefore, regardless of what may happen with the world, with man
kind, or with ourselves, the ever-wise counsel of God will forever stand
and forever remain active. Nothing can ever deflect His high decision:
it will remain from generation to generation. There is no ground what
soever for discouragement or despair. Everything certainly shall be as
God in His wisdom and love determined it. His almighty and gracious
will is the guarantee of the redemption of mankind and the rescue of the
world. In the great afflictions our hearts therefore remain at peace in
the Lord.

* * * * *

As soon as man has fallen, therefore, the counsel of redemption
begins to work. Quite on His own initiative God comes down, seeks
man out, and calls him back to Himself. True, an investigation and a
hearing takes place then, and a declaration of guilt and announcement
of penalty. But the punishment pronounced upon the snake, the woman.
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and the man is at the same time a blessing and a means of preservation.
After all, in the mother-promise (Gen. 3:14-15) the fact is not only that
the snake was debased, and the evil power whose instrument it was stood
condemned. It was also declared tlUt from then on there wotdd be en
mity between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman, and
that it is God Himself who calls this enmity into being and who will
establish it. The culmination of this enmity and strife will be that the
seed of the serpent will bruise the heel of the seed of the woman indeed,
but nevertheless that the seed of the woman will bruise the head of the
seed of the serpent.

In this mother-promise is contained nothing less than the announce
ment and institution of the covenant of grace. True, the word cove
nant is not named in this context. It is a word which can be used only
later, in connection with Noah, Abraham, and others, when men have
in their various struggles against nature, and against animals, and by
the practical experience of life, come to know the necessity and usefulness
of contracts and covenants. Nevertheless in principle and essence there
is present in the mother-promise all that constitutes the meaning of the
covenant of grace. By his transgression — such is that meaning —man
has departed from obedience to God, has left His fellowship, and has
sought out the friendship of Satan and entered into contract with him.
And now God comes in His grace to break up this covenantal relation
ship between men and Satan, and to put enmity there instead of the
friendship that has been concluded between them. By an almighty deed
of His gracious will, God brings the seed of the woman, which the wom
an had surrendered to Satan, back to His own side. He adds to this the
promise that the seed of the woman, despite many kinds of adversity
and oppression, will nevertheless sometime gain the total victory over
the sê  of the serpent. There is nothing conditional and uncertain
about this. God Himself comes to man. He Himself plants the enmity.
He initiates the warfare, and He promises the victory. Man has no part
in this except to listen to it and to accept it in childlike faith. Promise
and faith are the content of the covenant of grace which is now set up
for man, which disclose the way to the Father's house to this fallen and
straying creature, and which gives access to the eternal salvation.

There is a big difference, therefore, between the way in which man
before the fall was to share in the eternal life, and the way in which alone
he can obtain it after the fall. Then the rule held: Do this and thou
shalt live. By way of perfect obedience to God's command he was to
set about inheriting eternal life. In itself that was a good way, which,
had man but remained on it to the end, would with absolute certainty
have led him to the heavenly salvation. And God has not, on His part.
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broken that rule. He still holds to it. If there were a man wh® could
perfectly keep God's law, he would still receive eternal life as his reward.'

Man, however, made that way of salvation impossible for himsdf. He
can no longer keep the law because he has broken the fellowship with
God and no longer loves, but hates. His law (Rom. 8:7). And now the
covenant of grace opens up for him a different and safer way. Accord
ing to it man need no longer work to enter into life. According to it,
man immediately at the beginning receives the eternal life, accepts it in
childlike faith, and out of that faith proceeds to bring forth good works.
The order is reversed. Before the fall the rule was: through works to
eternal life. Now, after the fall, in the covenant of grace, the eternal life
comes first, and out of that life the good works follow as fruits of faith.
Before, man had to mount up to God, to full fellowship with Him; now,
after the fall, God comes down to man and seeks a dwelling place in his
heart. Then the working days preceded the Sabbath; now the Sabbath
begins the week and hallows all its days.

Now that there is such a way to the heavenly sanctuary for fallen
man, a fresh and newly laid way, an absolutely certain and rewarding
way (Heb. 10:20), it is owing altogether to God's gr̂ e and̂  to the
counsel of redemption. The counsel of redemption, fixed in eternity, and
the covenant of grace with which man is acquainted immediately after
the fall, and which is then set up, stand in the closest of relationships with
each other. They are so closely related that the one stands or falls with
the other. There are many, it is true, who are committed to a differ
ent idea. These take their vantage point in the covenant of grace and
from that position deny and attack the counsel of redemption. In the
name of the purity of the Gospel they reject the confession of election.
Actually they thus destroy the covenant of grace and convert the Gospel
once more into a new law.

After all, when the covenant of grace is separated from election, it
ceases to be a covenant of grace and becomes again a covenant of works.
Election implies that God grants man freely and out of grace the salva
tion which man has forfeited and which he can never again achieve in
his own strength. But if this salvation is not the sheer gift of grace but
in some way depends upon the conduct of men, then the covenant of
grace is converted into a covenant of works. Man must then satisfy
some condition in order to inherit eternal life. In this, grace and works
stand at opposite poles from each other and are mutually exclusive. If
salvation is by grace it is no longer by works, or otherwise grace is no
longer grace. And if it is by works, it is not by grace, or otherwise works
are not works (Rom. 11:6). The Christian religion has this unique

6. Lev. 18:5; Erek. 20:11, 13; Matt. 19:16 ff.; Rom. 10:5; and Gal. 3il2.
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characteristic, that is the religion of redemption, sheer grace, pure re
ligion. But it can be recognized and maintained as such only if it is a
free gift coming up out of the counsel of God alone. So far from election
and the covenant of grace forming a contrast of opposites, tfje election
is the basis and guarantee, the heart and core, of the covenant of grace.
And it is so indispensably important to cling to this close relationship
because the least weakening of it not merely robs one of the true insight
into the achieving and application of salvation, but also robs the believ
ers of their only and sure comfort in the practice of their spiritual life.

A richer light is shed upon this relationship when the covenant of
grace is seen in the context not exclusively of election but also of the
whole counsel of redemption. Election is not the whole counsel of re
demption, but is a part, the first and principal part, of it. Included and
established in that counsel is also the way in which the election is to be
actualized—in short, the whole accomplishment and application of re
demption. We know that the election was purposed in Qirist, and that
the counsel of God is not merely a work of the Father but also a work
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. It is a Divine work of the Holy Trin
ity. In other words the counsel of redemption is itself a covenant — a
covenant in which each of the three Persons, so to speak, receives His
own work and achieves His own task. The covenant of grace which is
raised up in time and is continued from generation to generation is noth
ing other than the working out and the impression or imprint of the
covenant that is fixed in the Eternal Being. As in the counsel of God,
so in history each of the Persons appears. The Father is the source,
the Son is the Achiever, and the Holy Spirit is the one who applies our
salvation. Hence everybody immediately and to the same extent does
injustice to the work of the Father, the Son, or the Spirit, when he re
moves the foundation of eternity from time by loosening history from its
anchorage in the gracious, almighty Divine Will.

* * * * *

All the same, though time cannot do without eternity, and although
history stands in the closest relationship with God's thought, the two
are not in every way the same. There is this big difference between them
that in the history of time the eternal idea of God comes to be revealed
and actualized. The counsel of redemption and the covenant of grace
cannot and may not be separated, but they differ from each other in
this respect, that the second is the actualization of the first. The plan
of redemption is not enough in itself. It needs to be carried out. As a
decision, it carries its implementation and actualization within itself, and
itself briners these about. It would even lose its character as counsel
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and decision if it did not in time achieve realization and manifestation.
And so it happens. Immediately after the fall, the covenant of grace is
made known to man and is concluded with him, and thereupon it con
tinues itself in history from generation to generation. The thing that is
one thing in the decision imfolds itself in the breadth of the world and
develops itself in the course of the centuries.

When we give our attention to this historical developmCTt of the
covenant of grace, we detect a trio of remarkable characteristics in it.

In the first place, the covenant of grace is everywhere and at all times
one in essence, but always manifests itself in new forms and goes through
differing dispensations. Essentially and materially it remains one, wheth
er before, or under, or after the law. It is always a covenant of grace.
It is called this because it issues from the grace of God, has grace as its
content, and has its final purpose in the glorification of God's grace.

Just as it was in its very first announcement, which fixed the enmity,
began the stru l̂e, and promised the victory, so God remains the first
and the last in all the dispensations of the covenant of grace, whether
of Noah. Abraham, Israel, or the New Testament church. Promise,
gift, grace are and remain the content of it. In the course of time, what
is included in it is much more plainly unfolded, and it becomes more
apparent how rich the content of the covenant is. But in principle it is
all already contained in the mother-pnMnise. The one, great, all-inclusive
promise of the covenant of grace is: I will be thy God, and the God of
thy people. That is ccmiprehensive and includes everything, the whole
accomplishment and application of salvation, Christ and his benefits, the
Holy Spirit and all His gifts. A single straight line runs from the mother-
promise of Genesis 3:15 to the apostolic blessing of 2 Corinthians 13:13.
In the love of the Father, the grace of the Son, and the fellowship of
the Holy Spirit is contained the whole of salvation for the sinner.

We have to note particularly therefore that this promise is not condi
tional, but is as positive and certain as anything can be. God does not
say that He will be our God if we do this or that thing. But He says
that He will put enmity, that He will be our God, and that in Christ He
will grant us all things. The covenant of grace can throughout the cen
turies remain the same because it depends entirely upon God and be
cause God is the Immutable One and the Faithful One. The covenant
of works which was concluded with man before the fall was violable
and it was violated, for it depended upon changeable man. But the cove
nant of grace is fixed and established solely in the compassion of Ĝ .
People can beomie unfaithful, but God does not forget His promise.He cannot and may not break His covenant; He has committ̂  Him
self to maintaining it with a freely given and precious oath: His name.
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His honor, and His reputation deĵ nds on it. It is for His own sake
that He obliterates the transgressions of His people and remembers
their sins no more.̂  Therefore the mountains may depart and the hills
be removed, but His kindness will not depart from us, nor shall the cove
nant of His peace be removed, says the Lord who has mercy on us (Isa.
54:10).

However unchangeable the covenant of grace is in its essence, it
changes in its forms, and takes several shapes in the several dispensa
tions. In the period before the great flood a separation had also taken
place between the Sethites and the Canaanites, but the promise all the
same had not yet been confined to one person and race. It spread itself
out over all men. A formal separation had not yet taken place; general
and special revelation still flowed in the same river-bed. But when in
that circtimstance the promise threatened to be lost, the flood became
necessary, and Noah took the promise with him in the ark. Even then
the promise continued for a long time to be general. But when, after the
flood, a new danger arises for the progress of the covenant of grace,
then God no longer extirpates men, but lets the people go their own
ways, and segregates Abraham to be the bearer of the promise. The
covenant of grace finds its realization then in the families of the patri
archs. These families are separated from the other nations by circum
cision as a seal of righteousness, and by faith as a sign of the circum
cision of the heart.

At Sinai the covenant of grace is established with Israel as the seed
of Abraham. But, since Israel is a nation or people, and must live be
fore the face of God as a holy people, the covenant of grace now assumes
a national form and character. It makes use now of the law, not merely
of the moral law, but also of all kinds of civic and ceremonial laws, in
order thus, as a schoolmaster or disciplinarian, to lead the people to
Girist. The promise was older than the law, and the law did not come
in the stead of the promise, but was added to the promise, precisely in
order to bring it further development and to prepare it for its fulfillment
in the fulness of time. In Girist the promise gets its fulfillment, the
shadow its body, the letter the spirit, and servitude its freedom. As
such the promise makes itself free of all external, national boundaries,
and, as at the beginning, it spreads itself out again over the whole of
m a n k i n d .

Irrespective, however, of the forms in which the covenant of grace
manifests itself, it always has the same essential content. It is always
the same Gospel (Rom. 1:2 and Gal. 3:8), the same Girist (John 14:6

7. Isa. 43:25; 48:9; and Jer. 14:7, 21.



276 Our Reasonable Faith

and Acts4:12), the same faith (Acts 1S:11 and Rom. 4:11), and always
confers the same benefits of foipveness and eternal life (Acts 10:43
and Rom. 4:3). The light by which the believers travel differs, but
their route is always the same.

The second peculiarity or remarkable characteristic of the covenant
of grace is that in all of its dispensations it has an organic character.

Election fixes the attention on particular, individual persons, who
have been known of God beforehand and therefore are in time called,
justified, and glorified, but it does not yet in itself indicate the relation
ship between these persons. But Scripture tells us further that election
took place in Christ (Eph. 1:4 and 3:11), and therefore went into op
eration in such a way that Christ could appear as Head of His church,
and the church could form the body of Christ. The elert, accordingly,
do not stand loosely alongside of each other, but are one in Christ. Just
as in the days of the Old Testament the people of Israel were a holy
people of God. so the church of the New Testament is a chosen genera
tion, a ro)ral priesthood, a holy nation, a peculiar people (1 Peter 25).
Christ is the Bridegroom, and the church is His bride; He is the vine,
and they are the branches; He is the Cornerstone, and they are the liv
ing stones of God's building; He is the King, and they are the subjects.
So intimate is the unity between Christ and His church that Paul com
prises both of them in the name of Christ: For as the body is one, and
has many members, and all the members of that one body, being many,
are one body: so also is Christ (1 Cor. 12:12). It is one communion or
fellowship, endeavoring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of
peace. There is one body and one spirit, even as they are called in one
hope of their calling: One Ixrd, one faith, one baptism, one God and
Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in them all (Eph.
4:3-6).

Thus the election cannot have been an arbitrary or accidental deed.
If it was governed by the purpose of constituting (̂ rist a Head and the
church His body, then it has an organic character and already includes
the idea of a covenant.

But in the testimony that the election was purposed or done in Christ
something further is indicated. After all, the organic unity of the human
race under one head becomes apparent first of all not in Christ, but in
Adam. Paul expressly calls Adam an example of those who should
come (Rom. 5:14) and he calls Christ the last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45).
In this the covenant of grace seems to have the basic ideas and lines of
the covenant of works; it is not the discarding but the fulfillment, rath
er, of that covenant, just as faith does not make the law of no effect but
rather confirms it (Rom. 3:21). On the one hand, as was indicated
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above, the covenant of works and that of grace are very sharply to be
distinguished from each other; on the other, they are very intimately re
lated. The big difference consists of this: that Adam has forfeited his
place at the head of the human race, and lost it, and that he has been
supplanted by Guist Christ, however, takes upon Himself the fulfill
ment not only of what the first man has done amiss but also of what he
should have done and did not do; He satisfies for us the demands made
by the moral law; and He now gathers together into one unit His
whole church in the form of a renewed humanity under Himself as Head.
In the dispensation of the fulness of times, God gathers everything in
one again in Christ — all things in heaven and on earth (Eph. 1:10).

Such a gathering can take place only in an organic way. If the cove
nant of grace itself is thought of as organic in Christ then it must also
be organically set up and continued. Hence we observe that in history
the covenant is never concluded with one discrete individual, but always
with a man and His family or generation, with Adam, Noah, Abraham,
Israel, and with the church and its seed. The promise never concerns
a single believer alone, but in him his house or family also. God does
not actualize His covenant of grace by picking a few people out of hu
manity at random, and by gathering these together into some sort of
assemblage alongside of the world. Rather He bears His covenant into
mankind, makes it part and parcel of the world, and sees to it that in
the world it is preserved from evil. As the Redeemer or Re-Creator,
God follows the line which He drew as Creator, Sustainer, and Ruler
of all things. Grace is something other and higher than nature, but it
nevertheless joins up with nature, does not destroy it but restores it
rather. Grace is not a legacy which is transferred by natural birth, but
it does flow on in the river-bed which has been dug out in the natural
relationships of the human race. The covenant of grace does not ramble
about at random, but perpetuates itself, historically and organically, in
families, generations, nations.

A third and final characteristic of the covenant of grace goes paired
with the second, namely, that it realizes itself in a way which fully
honors man's rational and moral nature. It is based on the counsel of
God, yes, and nothing may be subtracted from that fact. Behind the
covenant of grace lies the sovereign and omnipotent will of God, which
is penetrated by Divine energy, and which therefore guarantees the tri
umph of the kingdom of God over the whole power of sin.

But that will is not a necessity, a destiny, which imposes itself on man
from without, but is, rather, the will of the Creator of heaven and earth.
One who cannot repudiate His own work in creation or providence,
and who cannot treat the human being He has created as though it were
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a stock or stone. Further, that will is the will of a merciful and kind
Father, who never forces things with brute violence, but successfully
counters all our resistance by the spiritual might of love. The will of
God is not a blind, irrational force: it is wiU, wise, gracious, loving, and
at the same time free and omnipotent will. Therefore God works indeed
in conflict with our darkened understanding and our sinful will, so that
Paul can say of the Gospel that it is not after man, not in correspondence
with the foolish insights and errant desires of fallen man (Gal. 1:11).
But it is so that the will of God must act, precisely because He wants to
deliver us from all the error of sin and to restore our rational and moral
nature in its wholeness and soundness.

This accounts for the fact that the covenant of grace, which really
makes no demands and lays down no conditions, nevertheless comes to
us in the form of a commandment, admonishing us to faith and repent
ance (Mark 1:1S). Taken by itself the covenant of grace is pure grace,
and nothing else, and excludes all works. It gives what it demands, and
fulfills what it prescribes. The Gospel is sheer good tidings, not demand
but promise, not duty but gift. But, in order that as promise and gift it
may be realized in us, it takes on the character of moral admonishment
in accordance with our nature. It does not want to force us, but it wants
nothing other than that we freely and willingly accept in faith what God
Mrants to give us. The will of God realizes itself in no other way than
through our reason and our will. That is why it is rightly said that a
person, by the grace He receives, himself believes and himself turns
from sin to God.

Inasmuch as the covenant of grace enters into the human race in this
historical and organic manner, it cannot here on earth appear in a form
which fully answers to its essence. Not only does there remain much
in the true believers which is diametrically opposed to a life in harmony
with the demand of the covenant: Walk before My face, and be upright;
be holy for I am holy. But there can also be persons who are taken up
into the covenant of grace as it manifests itself to our eyes and who nev
ertheless on account of their unbelieving and unrepentant heart are de
void of all the spiritual benefits of the covenant. That is the case now
not only, but has been so throughout all ages. In the days of the Old
Testament by no means all were Israel which were of Israel (Rom. 9:6),
for it is not the children of the flesh but the children of the promise that
are counted for the seed (Rom. 9:8 and 2:29). And in the New Testa
ment church there is chaff in the grain, evil branches on the vine, and
earthen as well as golden vessels.* There are people who display a form

8. Matt 3:12:13:29: John 15:2: and 2 Tim. 2:20.
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of godliness, but who deny the power thereof (2 Tim. 3:5).
On the basis of this conflict between essence and appearance, some

have tried to make a distinction and a separation between an internal
covenant, which was made exclusively with the true believers, and an
external covenant, comprehending the external confessors. But such a
separation and difference cannot stand in the light of the Scriptural
teaching. What God has joined together, no man may put asunder. No
one may take away from the demand that being and appearance answer
to each other and from the demand that confessing with the mouth
and believing with the heart shall correspond (Rom. 10:9). But, even
though there are no two covenants standing loosely alongside of each
other, it can be said that there are two sides to the one covenant of
grace. One of these is visible to us; the other also is perfectly visible to
God, and to Him alone. We have to keep to the rule that we cannot
judge of the heart, but only of the external conduct, and even of that
defectively. Those who, as the human eye sees them, are walking in
the way of the covenant must according to the judgment of love be re
garded and treated as our fellows in grace. But in the final analysis it
is not our judgment, but God's, that determines. He is the Knower of
hearts and the Trier of the reins. With Him there is no respecting of
persons. Man looks on the outward appearance but God looks on the
heart (1 Sam. 16:7).

Let everyone, therefore, examine himself, whether he be in the faith,
whether Jesus Christ be in him (2 Cor. 13:5).


