
 
 

Review: 
Lesson 1: The Covenant as a Reformed Distinctive 
Lesson 2: The Covenant Defined  
Lesson 3: The Covenant Dynamic 
Lesson 4: The Covenant vs. Dispensationalism 
 

Covenant: Lesson 5 
THE FIRST EXPRESSION OF THE COVENANT  

 
Topic:    God’s covenant with Adam: “the covenant of works” or “the covenant of life” 
Scripture Reading: Genesis 1:26-2:17 
 

I. “COVENANT”: A WARRANTED TERM 
A. THE TWO PARTIES: We begin with the biblical understanding of “covenant” as God’s condescending 

commitment to fellowship with man.  
1. God’s condescending commitment … i.e. unilateral in origin 
2.  …to fellowship with Man… i.e. bilateral in outworking 
3. The covenant of works is made with Adam “as a public person, not for himself only, but for his 

posterity, all mankind, descending from him by ordinary generation”.  
B. THE TWO TREES:  The intended use of the two trees in the ‘earthly paradise’ was sacramental of the 

covenant terms, assuring life for obedience and death for disobedience.  
1. The Tree of Life  [implied condition and promise] 
2. The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil [stated condition and penalty]  
3. Thus, the two trees in ‘the earthly paradise’ indicate that Adam was in a state of temporary 

probation, not yet the eschatological perfection of ‘the heavenly paradise’.   
 

II. COVENANT: BROKEN BY THE FIRST ADAM, YET STILL BINDING… 
A. All humans are inescapably related to the covenant of works  

1. The demand for perfect obedience still applies to all humans 
2. The curse and punishment pronounced on sinners still applies to all humans 
3. The conditional promise remains in effect although it cannot be met by sinners 

B. All humans are violators of the covenant of works  
  

III. COVENANT: FULFILLED BY  THE LAST ADAM FOR US… 
“Only one human being ever kept the covenant of works. That person was Jesus. His work as the 
second or new Adam fulfilled all the terms of our original covenant with God.” [RC Sproul] 
 
“Christ, therefore, our Mediator, subjected himself unto the covenant of works and unto the law 
for our sake, and did both fulfill the condition of the covenant of works in his holy and good life, 
even in the highest degree of perfection: and also he did undergo that curse which was 
denounced against man in that covenant of works, if that condition of good and holy works were 
not kept. Wherefore we see Christ in two respects, to wit, in doing and suffering, subject to the 
covenant of works, and to have most perfectly fulfilled it, and that for our sake whose Mediator 
he is become.” [Robert Rollock. c. 1597]  
 
“Some people have enormous trouble with this because they find the whole notion of a covenant 
of works distasteful. But it is clear beyond a doubt that the reason why man was expelled from 
the garden was his disobedience. There is nothing whatever inherently improper in a covenant 
of works. Our very salvation rests on the obedience of the Last Adam and that obedience was 
compliance with a covenant of works. Christ saved us by finishing the work given to Him to do 
(John 17:4). He was ‘obedient unto death’ (Phil. 2:8). ‘By the obedience of the one shall many be 
made righteous’ (Rom 5:19). There were, indeed, gracious elements in the Adamic covenant. But 
we must accept that the primary relation between God and man is a relationship of works and 
obedience. That had never been abrogated. It is still true that the man who does the things 
contained in the law shall live by them. More important, it is still true that Christ saved us by 
putting His own personal obedience over against Adam’s disobedience.” [Donald Macleod] 


