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INTRODUCTION TO
NEW COVENANT THEOLOGY
Dennis M. Swanson
Director of the Seminary Library and Director of Israel Studies
New Covenant Theology (NCT) is a relatively new system which, though not
yet well defined , attem pts to combine strengths of Dispensationalism and Covenant
Theology and to eliminate the weak points of the two. Its founders have come from
Reformed Baptist circles w ho re acted aga inst key tenets o f Cov ena nt Th eology in
rejecting such doctrines as the Covenant of Redemption, the Covenant of Works, and
the Covenant o f Grace. The movement has a strong emphasis on study of the
Scripture in attempting to derive a biblically based theology. For the most part,
NCT’s origins have been local churches rath er than acade mic circles. Thou gh its
growth continues to be substantial, it has come about mostly through the channel of
the Intern et rather than works published throu gh m ajor eva ngelical publising h ouses.
Lead ers of NCT include John Zens, John G. Reisinger, Fred G. Zaspel, Tom Wells,
and Steve Lehrer. Am ong various p rogram s prom oting N CT a re Providence
Theological Seminary, Sound of Grace Ministries, The John Bunyan Conference, and
In-D epth Studies. The progress of NCT’s grow is most obvious in the number of
churches that have adopted the movement’s approach to Scripture, but the impact on
mainstream evang elicalism ha s been m inimal b ecause of a lack of exposure through
mainstream publishers, a lack of full endorsement by a noted evan gelica l scholar, its
doctrinal differen ces from w ell-known histo ric documents of Covenant Theolog y, its
newness historically, and its failure to produ ce a pu blished sy stematic or biblical
theology. NCT’s most notable peculiarities include a rejection of Covenant
Theology’s supe rstructu re, its granting of prio rity of the NT over the OT, its rejection
of OT ethica l stand ards for Christians, and its rejection of infant baptism and the
distinction between the visible and invisible church.
*****
The Hall of Fame Baseball player and “noted philosopher,” Yogi Berra,
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once said, “W hen you com e to a fork in the ro ad, take it.” 1 In a nutshell this perhaps
summarizes the develop ing theo logical system known as New Covenant Theo logy
(hereafter NCT ). While relatively anonymous within the larger sphere of evang elicalism, 2 NC T has nonetheless been experiencing slow but steady gro wth bo th in
numbe rs and influence since its inception in the late 1970s.3
NCT is described by mo st of the leaders within the movement as an attempt
to “find a middle road” between traditional Covenant Theology and Dispensational
Theology. As N CT leader Fred Zaspel notes,
We are not satisfied with the simple “one covenant—two administrations” idea of
Covenant Theology. In our judgment this results in a rather “flat” reading of Scripture
which fails to appreciate the advance, the distinctively “new” character of this Messianic
age. Nor are we satisfied with the over-compartmentalizing tendency of Dispensational
Theology.4
Another NCT leader, John G. R eisinger states mo st firmly,
Dispensationalism drives a wedge between the OT and the NT and never the twain shall
meet as specific promise (OT) and identical fulfillment (NT); and Covenant Theology
flattens the whole Bible out into one covenant where there is no real and vital distinction
between either the Old and New Covenants or Israel and the church.5
Reisinger also states,
As New Covenant Theologians, we believe that historic Dispensationalism, as a system
is not biblical (even though it contains truth and is held by many godly men) simply
because its basic presuppositions are either wrongly assumed or wrongly deduced from
their theological system. We are also convinced that Covenant Theology, as a system, is
just as unscriptural for the same reasons (even though it has truth and many godly
exponents). Until recently most people felt that one had to believe one or the other of

1
Yogi Berra (with Dave Kap lan), When You C om e to a Fo rk in the R oad , Ta ke It! (New York:
Hyperion Books, 20 02). See also Y ogi Berra (w ith Dave Kaplan), What Time Is It? You Mean Now?
(New York: Sim on and S huster, 2003 ).
2
A s of this time there are no articles in any standard theological reference work detailing N C T.
Even the most recent edition of the Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (Wa lter A. E lwell, ed., 2d ed.
[G rand Ra pids : Ba ker, 1 997 , 20 03] ) has no re feren ce to th e m ovem ent.
3

“Inception” is used here somewhat loosely. As this article will discuss, NCT is perhaps better
described as a convergence of the w orks of several different individuals that has begun the process of
evolving into a coherent and coh esive theolog ical syste m ; how ever it is fair to say th at N CT has yet to
arrive at either destination.
4

Fred G. Zaspel, “A Brief Explanation of ‘New Covenant Theology’” (online at www.
biblicalstudies.com /bstudy/hermen utics/nct.htm, accessed 3 Feb 20 07).
5

John G. R eisinger. Abraham’s Four Seeds (Frederick, Md.: New Covenant Media, 1998) 19.
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these two systems.6
This article presents an introduction and overview of NCT . It will examine
this movement in the fo llowing areas: The Persona and Personalities of NCT, The
Programs and Progress of NC T, and The Peculiar Positions of NCT. It will also
interact briefly with some of the positions that NCT has carved out and examine
briefly whether or not this “third way” has actually been forged.
I. The Persona and Personalities of NCT
Though examining the persona before the personalities responsible for the
movement may seem to be a reversal of the investigative process, understanding the
persona and the sphere in which NCT is evolving will make the role of individual
perso nalities much m ore coherent.
A. The Persona of NCT
To begin, at its theological core N CT began within the Reformed Bap tist
mov ement. Although NCT rejec ts the key distinctive of the Reform ed B aptist
position, namely the cardinal features of Covenant Theology, all the foundational or
first-generation contributors to NCT and many who have since identified with it have
their roots in Reformed Baptist circles. It is a reactionary movement against the key
aspects of Covenant Theo logy, that is, the Covenant of Redemption, the Covenant
of W orks, and the C ovenant of Grace. Seemingly, it also is a reaction against a real
or perceived dilution of traditional Baptist distinctives that the adoption of Covenant
Theology has brought into Reformed Baptist circles, such as the adoption of
Covenant Theology’s positions on a “visible” and “invisible” church. Reisinger calls
this a “theological creation that allows a congregatio n to de liberately and consciously
include both believ ers and know n unbelievers in its mem bersh ip.” 7
On a positive note, NC T is no t heterodox or cultic at any level. 8 Mainstream
NCT adherents and organizations must be viewed as fellow Christians operating
within the larger sphere of evangelicalism. It is characterized by and large as a
movement dedicated to an Acts 17:11 approach to studying the Scripture and

6

Ibid, ii.

7

Ibid., 109.

8

As with all group s or m ovem ents , exc eption s alw ays occur. M any on the Internet affirm or identify
themselves with NCT but have odd or extreme views. For instance, one proponent of N CT states on h is
Web page concerning Charles H. Spurgeon, “Indeed, this Covenant Theology misuse of law reveals that
Spurgeon knew ab solutely nothing about the gospel, flowing oratory notwithstanding.” Elsewhere in his
site h e la be ls Sp ur ge on a “ fa ls e te ac he r. ” G ar y A n de rs on , “ Sp ur ge on : P rin ce of La w P re ac he rs ” ( On line
at www.newcovenanttheology.com/spurgeon.html, accessed 7/20/2007).
In his section on
“D ispens ationalism ,” he also states, “Dispensationalism is no less a false gospel than is Covenant
Theology” (on line at ww w.new covenanttheology.com/dispensa tion.html, accessed on 7/20 /200 7). T his
kind of thought, fortunately, does not represent mainstream NCT.
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developing theolo gy from the text. 9 By its own claim, it is a movement that seeks to
examine the Scripture and develop a biblically based theology. As Volker states,
“One must always base his interpretation on the use of S cripture in context and not
by impo sing his theological system on the text.” 1 0 Douglas Mo o, in the foreword to
W ells’ and Zaspel’s book New Covenant Theology, acknowledges the same approach
by NCT and calls their work “a fine representation of this new biblical theology
tradition.” 1 1
An additional, and impo rtant, asp ect of the perso na of N CT is that it
represents largely a “grassroots” movement centered in the local church. W hat this
means is that NCT is not a movement that began in seminaries or the academy and
worked its way “down” into the churches. It began in local churches and has slow ly
mov ed its way up in the acad emic world .
The final, and most important, feature of the persona of NCT is that it is a
“theology of the Internet.” It is no coincidence that the development and growth of
the Internet and the deve lopm ent and growth of N CT have p aralleled each other.
Though individuals within NCT have produced a large amo unt of written material,
so far it has all been self-published. N CT authors and materials are not represented
in the catalogues of any mainstream evangelical publisher. The rather isolated works
of different individuals in varied locations, operating for about a 20-year period,
simply would not have co alesced into an organized movement without the vehicle of
the Internet to bring them together.
B. The Personalities of NCT
Among NC T’s man y propo nents, at least five have been responsible for the
creation and initial propagation of NCT. They are individuals whose written
contributions to the movement have been found ational and d efining. The first four
can be viewed as the “fathers” of the movement, and the last represents the new or
second generation of NCT.
Jon Zens is not a prime mover at this time within NCT , but he really started
the movement. Zens is one of the elders at Wo rd of Life Church in St. Croix Falls,
W isconsin. He has a B.A. from Covenant College and an M.Div. from Westminster
Seminary in Philadelphia. He was a pasto r in Reformed B aptist churches in
Nashville, Tennessee, and Malin, Oregon. He has published his own journal,

9
Which, of course, is not to say that those of the Covenant Theology and Dispensational theological
systems would not affirm the same.
10
Geoff Volker, “Foreword” to New Covenant Theology: Questions Answered , by Steve Lehrer (by
the author, 2006) 14.
11
Douglas J. Moo, “Foreword,” in New Covenant Theology, by Tom W ells and Fred Zaspel
(Fre deric k, M d.: N ew Co ven ant M edia , 20 02) xiii.
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formerly called Baptist Reformation Review and now called Searching T ogether. 1 2
His major contribution to NCT was an article in his journal, “Is There a Covenant of
Gra ce,” 1 3 written in 1977. It was Zens who appears to have coined the term “New
Covenant Theology” in 1981 in a compilation of articles from his journal, where he
stated, “[I]t is my prayer that we will seek only the glory of Christ as we work
towards a Ne w Co venant Th eology.” 1 4 Zens has published over 100 articles and
several books; however, excep t for two articles, all were published in his jo urnal.
This is not a criticism of Zens, but an observation of a tendency common to NCT.
The next and proba bly the m ost significant and influential ind ividual in
NCT, is John G. R eisinger. Reisinger describes himself as evangelist and Bible
conference speaker. He graduated from Lancaster Bible College and studied at
Bucknell University. He foun ded an d operates Sound of Grace Ministries (online at
www.soundofgrace.org) and New Covenant M edia, the main publishing outlet for
NCT materials. Both ministries operate under the auspices of the Grace New
Covenant Church of Walkersville, Maryland. Reisinger is a prolific author and
speaker, and in man y respe cts has b een the “face” of NCT for about 20 years. His
book, Abraham’s Four Seeds,1 5 is a seminal work for NCT . Two other important
works of Reisinger are his exp osition of the Sermon on the Mount, But I Say Un to
You, 1 6 and his discussion o f the Ten Comm andments, Tablets of Stone.1 7 Reisinger,
now 83, resides in Rochester, New York, with much of his direct-ministry oversight
having been passed to others.
Fred G. Zaspel serves as the pastor of the Cornerstone Church of Skippack,
Pennsylvania, and is now p robably the most widely acknowledged lea der within
NCT. For many years he was pastor at the Word of Life Baptist Church in Pottsville,
Pen nsylvania (his bro ther, Paul Zaspel is no w the pastor). Zaspel has stud ied wid ely,
at Bob Jones University, Denver Seminary, Valley Baptist Theological Seminary, and
has his Th. M. from Biblical Theological Seminary in Hatfield, Pennsylvania. He has
two M.A. degrees alo ng with his Th.M. and is a Ph.D . candidate. H is Th.M. thesis
at Biblical Seminary1 8 in 1994 formed the basis of several chapters in his major
contribution to NC T litera ture, New Covenant Theology: Description, Definition,

12
The n am e ch an ge fro m Baptist Reformation Review to Searching Together occu rred in 19 81 w ith
Volume 11, N o. 3. The publication maintained continuity by continuing the same num ber sequence.
13

Jon Zens, “Is There a Covenant of Grace?” Baptist Reformation Review 7/3 (1977):45–53.

14

John Zens , Studies in Theology and Ethics (Malin, Ore.: BREM, 1981), 1.

15

See note 5.
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John G. R eisinger, But I Say Unto You (Southbridge, M ass.: Crown e Books, 19 89).

17

Reisin ger, Tablets of Stone (Southbridge, M ass.: Crown e Publications, 1989).

18

Fred G. Z asp el, “T he S tatus of M osaic Law in T his M essia nic Age: A Theological and Exegetical
An alysis of Matthew 5:17-20” (un pub lished Th .M . Th esis, Bib lical Th eologic al Sem inary, Ha tfield, Pa.,
1994).
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Defense, which he co-authored with Tom W ells.1 9 Zaspel was also the author of a
pivotal article, “D ivine La w: A N ew Covenant P erspe ctive.” 2 0 This article, along
with the books by Reisinger, were the impetus for the most significant published
response so far to NCT and its view of the OT law from a Reformed Baptist leader.2 1
Zaspel speaks regularly at NCT conferences, is active in Internet discussion groups,
and is very influential in NCT circles.
Tom W ells, the co -author of New Covenant Theology: Description,
Definition, Defen se with Zaspel, has been a p astor at The King’s Ch apel in W est
Chester, Ohio, for 28 years. Though having a lower profile than the others
mentioned, he is highly respected within the movement, has authored several boo ks,
and is a regular co nference spe aker for N CT events.
Representing what might be called the “second generation” of NCT , Steve
Lehrer is one the pastors at New Covenant B ible Fe llowship in Te mpe , Arizo na. He
has an M.A. in Theology from Westminster Seminary in Escondido, California.
Along with Geoff Volker and Michael Feather, his ministry has prod uced the m ost
recent literature and has an extensive presence on the Interne t. For several years,
Lehrer was the editor of The Journal of New Covenan t Theology, which was
published in printed form from 200 3 to 2005 and then was transferred to an online
publication. H is recent boo k, New Covenant Theology: Questions Answered, 2 2 has
been a major wo rk within N CT . His church and ministry also produced The New
Covenant Statement of F aith, 2 3 a 20-page docum ent which is the first real detailed
positional statement to give at least an outline of a systematic theology from an NCT
perspective.2 4
A number of other important individuals function within NCT, but these five
are the most notable, at least in terms of public ministry

19
Tom W ells and Fre d Zas pel, Ne w C ove nan t Th eolo gy: D escr iption , D efinition, Defense
(Frederick, M d.: New Covenan t Med ia, 2002).
20
Fred G. Zaspel, “Divine Law: A New Covenant Perspective,” Reformation and Revival 6/3
(Sum mer 1997):145–69. At one time Reformation and Revival j ou rn al, op er ate d b y J oh n H . Arm strong,
was a leading outlet for NC T thought, but A rm stron g’s th eological perspective continued to evolve and
his j ourn al no lon ger re flects N CT thou ght.
21

Richard C. B arcellos, In Defen se of the Dec alogue: A Critique of New Covenant Theology.
(Enum claw, W ash/: WineP ress, 2001 ).
22

Steve Le hrer, New C ovenant Theology: Questions Answered (by the author, 2006).

23

The Elders of New Covenant Bible Fellowship, “The New Covenant Confession of Faith” (online
at http://ww w.ncbf.ne t/PDF/confess ion.pdf, accessed 2 /3/2007).
24
S om e with in N CT hav e criticiz ed the work of Lehrer and his associates for some of its doctrinal
positions, however.
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II. The Programs and Progress of NCT
NCT, beca use of its persona, has been somewhat slow to develop , and its
influence, although gro wing, is no t widesp read. All of its written works have been
through its ministry-based publishing efforts and on the Internet through organizational Web pages. However, many churches have begun to adopt the tenets of NCT,
and NCT groups have several organized programs that are reaching into the larger
evangelical world. Four of these programs are particularly noteworthy.
A. NCT Programs
The most recent and, for the growth of the movem ent, perhaps the most
important is Pro vidence T heological Seminary. Lo cated in Colorad o Sp rings, it is
a new school with the following purpose:
The doctrinal reason for PTS can be summed up in the three phrases: New Covenant
Theology (NCT); the Doctrines of Grace; and Baptist Ecclesiology. The latter two areas
are taught in other Christian institutions of higher learning. But the first area of emphasis,
NCT, is not widely and openly taught in the American evangelical educational system.
Not to be detached from holiness of life, the focus of NCT is upon Christ as revealed in
the whole counsel of God inscripturated in the 66 books of the Holy Bible. Instruction is
grounded upon the exegetical, biblical-theological and systematic teaching of principles
of biblical interpretation (hermeneutic). The hermeneutic is based upon the way that the
Lord Jesus and the writers of the New Covenant Scriptures understood and explained the
fulfillment of the final revelation of God’s eternal redemptive purpose. In brief, this is
what is meant by the term New Covenant Theology.25
The president of the faculty, Gary D. Long, received his Th.D. from Dallas Seminary
in historical theology (1972) and has been an important theological writer for NCT.
The school is small and lists only three faculty members, but it represents the first
attempt to train pastors within the framework of an NCT perspective.
Sound of Grace M inistries (online at www.soundofgrace.com/) is the
Internet window into the ministries and works of John G . Reisinger and others. The
New Covenant Media Bookstore and other resources are located at this site, along
with a schedule of other conferences. The Sound of Grace W eb page provides links
to a vast am ount o f free and high qu ality audio and written resources as well as links
to likemind ed m inistries. Also published and available at this site is the Sound of
Grace e-journal.
Perhaps the key ministry for NCT as far as reaching into the evangelical
world has been T he Jo hn B unyan Conference (online at www.bunyanconf.com/).
This is an annual B ible conference which has been in operation for 23 years. The
conference has a number of NCT leaders as speakers, but it often has other noted

25
Providence Theological Seminary, “Progr ams and Pu rpose” (online at www .ptsco.org/ptsco/
generalinfo.htm, accessed 5/10/2007 ).
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evangelical scholars who do not embrace N CT. In the past, conference speakers have
included S. Lewis Johnson, D. A . Carso n, Do uglas M oo, Jerry B ridges, Russe ll
Moo re, and Bruce Ware. The conference was begun by John Reisinger and in 1994
Fred Zaspel bec ame the host.
Begun as a cam pus m inistry at Arizona State U niversity in 1 983 , In-De pth
Studies (online at www.ids.org) is something of an umbrella ministry operated by
Steve Lehrer, Geoff Vo lker, and Michael Feather. The website has articles, audio
files, and information about their NCT -based m inistry (conferences, publications,
etc.). This represents the most sophisticated Internet presence for an N CT ministry.
Along with the features already mentioned, it has interactive study program s, a
regular blog, and a SKYP E live teaching feature. T his ministry o perates in
conjunction with New Covenant Bible Fellowship Church of Tempe, Arizona.
B. NC T Pro gress
The progress of NCT can be seen in the number of churches that are counted
as adherents or partners.
Reisinger’s Sound of Grace ministry lists a church, “provided it believes and
teaches the necessity of the New Birth, Believer’s Baptism and the Doctrines of
Grace as und erstoo d within the Reformed B aptist trad ition and does not unkindly
disparage those churches and brethren who have fellowship with Sound of Grace or
who promote N ew Covenant Theology.” 2 6 His ministry lists over 100 churches in the
United States, Great Britain, Canada, and Australia. Lehrer’s ministry counts about
five churches affiliated with them and additional ministries in nine European and
Eastern European countries, all of whom embrace NCT.
Despite the emergence of a sem inary dedicated to NC T, the overall progress
of NCT into the mainstream of evangelicalism has been significantly hindered by
several factors alluded to above. Those factors include:
•

A lack of publications by mainstream evangelical publishers. The tendency for
NCT writers thus far has b een either to self-publish (individ ually or in their small
publishing ventures) or to make materials available on the Internet. A lack of
distribution by large publishing houses often causes their materials to go
unnoticed and thus not widely interacted with. College, university, and seminary
libraries frequently do not have NC T m aterials in their collections. For example,
only 12 scho ols list Reisinger’s Abraham’s Four Seeds in their collection. Only
19 schools list having the W ells and Zaspel book, New Covenant Theology. Only
3 schools list having L ehrer’s, New Cove nant Theolo gy: Q uestions and A nswers.
To give a comparative example, Geo rge Eldo n Ladd ’s A Theology of the New

26
Sound of Grace Church Directory (online at w ww.soundofgrace.com/directory.htm, accessed
1/20/2007 ). All the churches listed do not necessarily embrace N CT, b ut a large percentage of them do.
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Testament, 2 7 is currently held by 718 different academ ic libraries.2 8
A lack of any noted evang elical scholar o r leader willing to affirm belief in NCT
as a system. Though noted theologians such as D. A. Carson and Douglas Moo
have made affirmative statements about some NCT works and spoken at their
conferences, no high-profile evangelical leader has publicly embraced NCT as
a system.
Theologically, NC T is o bviously acceptable only in a church that is not bound by
a confession such as the Westminster Confession, the London Bap tist Confession,
or a local doctrinal statement that would affirm Covenant Theology. Also, any
church that firmly embraces a Dispensational perspective would not find NCT
com patible with its do ctrinal statement.
The relative newness of the system and lack of preced ent in church history.
However, the key issue that has been holding NCT back from advancing further
is a lack o f a published systematic or biblical theology that at least a significant
percentage of NCT adherents would embrace.2 9 Though a general agreement on
the basic concepts of NCT exists, a clearly articulated theology has not been
forthcoming. When asked what the sina qua non of NC T is, Zaspel replied, “I’m
not sure NCT can be reduced to that level.” 3 0

NCT proponents have been active and innovative in their use of the Internet
and their self-publishing efforts have be en imp ressive, given their resources. The
addition of a theological seminary with NCT as a core belief is also immensely
beneficial to the movement, as are their conference ministries. The future p rogress
of NCT is likely connected to the development of a completely coherent and cohesive
biblical system tha t has broad supp ort of tho se currently iden tified with N CT . A
clear, agreed-upon definition o f what exactly NCT is (and is not) has, to this p oint,
been elusive.
III. The Particular Positions of NCT
NCT is not a monolithic system and some expressions of it are less cohesive
than others. As previously noted, NCT began as a reaction on the part of some
Reformed Baptists against the basic tenets of Covenant Theo logy, namely the
Covenant of W orks and the Covenant of Grace. At the same time, the formulators
of NC T were no t willing to take the other trad itional ro ad, namely, Dispensational
Theology. Since all of the N CT formula tors have come from a background of
Covenant Theology (primarily as stated in the Reformed Baptist tradition and the
1689 London Confession ), most of their wo rk has b een in arguments aga inst the

27

George Eldon La dd. A Theology of the New Testament (Grand R apids: Eerdm ans, 197 3, 1993 ).

28

Based on a search of the OCLC World Cat Online database of Library catalogues in the United
States, Canada, and Europe, search performed on 7/10/2007.
29

See a lso Barc ellos, Defense 7-8.

30

Fred Zaspel, a telephone conversation with this writer on 9/7/2004.
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tenets of that system and th e inconsistencies between the traditional B aptist
distinctives and Covenant Th eology.
NCT has been characterized as being to Covenant Theology what
Progressive Dispensationalism is to Trad itional or Classic Dispensationalism.
However, this assessm ent is not accurate. Despite its differences with the traditional
or classic position, Progressive Dispensationalism still retains a measure of the core
Israel-church discontinuity with the resulting ecclesiological and eschatological
schemes essentially intact. On the othe r hand , NC T entirely abandons all the
distinctive fundamentals of Covenant Th eology, so that no connection remains or is
possible.3 1
NCT is not a unified movement, but W ells sums up nicely the main goal of
all NCT proponents when he states,
We do have a decided goal, however. It is to join together three things: the logical
priority of the NT over the Old, the logical priority of Lord Jesus over his godly
predecessors, and the logical priority of the theology of the text over our own theologies
and those of others.32
Following W ells, desp ite some variation in ho w different NC T p roponents elucid ate
their views and some differences of op inion o n some points; by and large, N CT is
characterized by the following.
A. The Rejection of the Superstructure of Covenant Theology
First and foremost, NCT is founded on its central precept that the cove nants
of Covenant Theology: the Covenant of Redemption, the Covenant of Works, and
the Covenant of Grace are unbiblical and are to be rejected. Reisinger states the
overall objection, “Covenant Theology flattens the whole Bible out into one covenant
where there is no real and vital distinction between either the Old and New
Covenants or Israel and the Church.” 3 3
M any Covenant theologians begin their theological process with the
Cove nant of Red emption. R egarding this covenant Zens states,
But, further, why must the “covenant” concept be called into service to describe the
“eternal purpose” of God in Christ? Why not be satisfied with the Biblical delineation?
As far as I can tell, the Bible nowhere calls the pre-creation commitments in God-

31

Though Progressive D ispensationalism takes som e herm eneutical paths that are different from
Clas sic or Traditional Dispensationism , it still retains the essential features of Dispensationalism. NCT,
on the other hand, abandons both the supers tructure and most of the key outworkings of Covenant
Th eology w hile reta ining a com m on h erm ene utica l appr oach as d oes C oven ant T heo logy.
32

Tom Wells, “The Christian Appeal of a New Covenant Theology,” in New Covenant Theology
(Frederick, Md.: New Covenant Media, 2002) 22.
33

Reisin ger, Four Seeds 19.
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head—among themselves or to elect sinners—a “covenant.”34
Lehrer also declares, “[W ]e do not believe it is wise to refer to God’s plan to save a
peo ple in eternity past as a ‘co venant.’” 3 5 Regarding this particular covenantal
construct, Lehrer makes the following observation, which becomes the cornerstone
of mo st NC T arguments aga inst Covenant Th eology:
The reason we should only use the word “covenant” to describe events in Scripture that
are actually called covenants is because of the importance of the word “covenant” in
Scripture and the place of prominence the concept has in our theological systems. The
danger of calling something a covenant that Scripture does not refer to as a covenant
increases the likelihood of making something a cornerstone of our theology that in fact
is not an emphasis in Scripture. This of course would lead to an unbalanced and
unbiblical theological system. 36
Regarding the Covenant of W orks, L ehrer notes, “N CT disagrees with those
who hold to a Covenant of W orks with Ad am.” 3 7 The “New Covenant Confession
of Faith,” on which Le hrer collabo rated, Article 20 on “The Law o f God ” states,
“There is no rec ord in Scripture of God making a Covenant of W orks with Ad am.” 3 8
Finally, regarding the pivotal Covenant of Grace, Wells and Zaspel sta te,
“[N]evertheless, it now seems clear that a mistake has be en ma de in sp eaking of this
purpo se as ‘the Covenant of Grace.’” 3 9 Also, Zens asks the rhetorical question, “But
it must be asked, where is ‘covenant of grace’ revealed in the Bible?” 4 0
Regarding the “covenants” of C ovenant T heology, Reisinger makes the
NC T position absolutely clear when he states,
We agree that the Bible is structured around two covenants. However, the two covenants
that you keep talking about, namely, a covenant of works with Adam in the garden of
Eden and a covenant of grace made with Adam immediately after the fall, have no textual
basis in the Word of God. They are both theological covenants and not biblical
covenants. They are the children of one’s theological system. Their mother is Covenant
Theology and their father is logic applied to that system. Neither of these two covenants
had their origin in Scripture and biblical exegesis. Both of them were invented by
theology as the necessary consequences of a theological system. 41
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W hatever NC T is o r may yet beco me, beyo nd dispute, without this
distinctive rejection of the superstructure of Covenant Theo logy, New Covenant
Theology as a theological construct would not exist.
B. The Priority of the New Testament over the Old Testament
Even though NCT rejects the structure of C ovenant T heology, it nonetheless
retains the basic hermeneutical concept of the system. As previously quoted from
W ells, this is “the logical priority of the N T o ver O T.” 4 2 This is the driving force in
NC T’s interpretation of Scripture. According to Lehrer the OT is to be read and
interpreted “throug h the lens of the N ew Covenant Scriptures.” 4 3 For Lehrer and
other NC T writers, even the O T context is superseded by the New Covenant
Scriptures. As he states,
It seems that to understand the work of Christ (which is the New Covenant) as applying
to ethnic Israel because the Old Covenant context demands it, makes a fundamental
mistake in biblical interpretation. The mistake is reading the New Testament through the
lens of the Old rather than the other way around.44
NCT authors have a tendency across the board to utilize the phrase, “New
Covenant Scriptures” instead of New T estament, which Lehrer explains in the
following manner:
I say New Covenant rather than New Testament Scriptures because the Gospels are a
swing period in which Christ is under the Old Covenant, which was still in effect
(Galatians 4:4) while simultaneously announcing the New Covenant. Therefore, the New
Covenant Scriptures that serve as our sieve are the teaching passages of the epistles. They
are no “more inspired” but they serve as the authoritative guide for the life of the believer
today. This guidance includes authority over interpreting and applying truths found in the
Old Testament Scriptures to our lives today. 45
This approach is the sam e as H yper-D ispenationalists who teach tha t only certain
portions of the NT are applicable for the believer today, as Blaising notes, “They
relegate water baptism (and for some the Lord’s Supper) along with much of the
Book of Acts and the general epistles to the intervening dispensation rendering them
not directly relevant for the church tod ay.” 4 6
W ells and Zaspel also affirm the same hermeneutica l principle. As they
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discuss their formulation of NCT, they first affirm,
The justification for works on NCT seems to be at least fivefold. First, it has seemed to
some of us that if the New Testament is the apex of God’s revelation, then we ought to
read the earlier parts of Scripture in its light. The point seems self-evident, but for some
of us it was nevertheless hard to arrive at.”47
They also state, “[T]he critical point here is this: NT revelation, due to its finality,
must be allowed to speak first on every issue that it addresses. This point, of course,
is a logical point.” 4 8
This hermeneutical model is clearly in keeping with historic Covena ntalism
and is fundamentally flawed. Lehrer provides an excellent example of this when he
states regarding Jer 31:31,
God says that He will make this New Covenant with physical Israel and Judah. If you
read the verses that surround this text as I wrote it out above, it is crystal clear that this
New Covenant, in its Old Testament context, is promised to the geo-political nation of
Israel at some point in the future.49
He then goes on to explain that this is not the proper way to interpret the text, but
rather it must be remembered that the “New Covenant Scriptures” make it clear that
“the promise of the New Covenant in Jeremiah that was made to the picture of the
Peo ple of God is actually fulfilled in the real people of God (all believers, both Jews
and Gentiles) through the work of Christ on the cross.” 5 0 Of co urse, this hermeneutic
means that Israel could not possibly have understood any significant portion of the
OT. Though they may have thought the promises of Jerem iah 31 applied to their
nation, that was not true.5 1 It also flies in the face of Neh 8:8, where Ezra the scribe
presented the portion of the OT to a Jewish audience “so that they understood the
reading.” If the NCT hermene utic is true, then Ezra could not possibly have
accomplished this; and Nehemiah, in his inspired and inerrant account of the event,
only thought that he did.
C. The Rejection of the Old Covenant as Ethically Binding on Christians
Another major concept in NCT is that the Mosaic Law (Old Covenant) has
no theological, legal, ethical, or binding influence on the Christian in the New
Covenant era. The traditional divisions of the Law into Moral, Civil, and Ceremonial
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(as und erstoo d by C ovenant T heology) also have no bib lical warrant.
The M osaic Law was given to an unbelieving people and serves only to
condemn. T his is also impo rtant to recognize. Israel in the OT were, by and large,
an unbelieving peop le. They have no future and no promise, and never did! In many
ways Israel only serves as a bad example. As already no ted, for NC T Israel is on ly
a “picture of the Peo ple of God.” 5 2
Regarding a practical outworking for the Christian life, NCT affirms that the
Christian is required to obey only the “Law of Christ,” that is, those issues of conduct
that have been detailed in the New Covenant Scriptures. That causes some ethical
problems for NCT. Many prohib itions in the OT are not repeated in the NT . The
most common example is the prohibition against marrying one’s own sister. Since
all states in the United States have specific laws against sibling marriage, NCT
affirms that the principle of Romans 13 applies to the Christian, including the
requirement to be submissive to the go verning autho rities. However, if no civil law
were in place, as Lehrer is forced to admit, “[I]t seems that if you and your sister are
both believers and you live in a country that deems marriage between siblings to be
a lawful p ractice, then you r marriage wo uld be holy in G od’s sight.” 5 3
D. Other Distinctive Positions of NCT
Along with the rejection of the superstructure of Covenant Theology, several
other important features of Covenant Theology are rejected. Infant baptism, Sunday
as Sabbath, along with tithing, are viewed as remnants of the Old Covenant system
that some Christians have mistakenly carried over into the New Covenant era.
Additiona lly, the concept of the “visible” and “invisible” church, as used by
Covenant Theology, is a “theo logical creation that allows a congregatio n to
deliberately and consciously include both believers and known unbelievers in its
mem bersh ip.” 5 4 Lehrer and others in NCT also reject the Doctrine of the Imputation
of the Active Obedience of Christ; calling it a “Sacred Cow of Co venant Th eology.” 5 5
T his position is not universally held within NCT , though, and others, such as Gary
D. Long and Gregory A. Van Court of the Providence Theological Seminary, have
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been critical o f Lehrer on this p oint. 5 6
Conclusion
Other articles in this series will examine in closer detail the key aspects of
NCT , but it is clear that the movement represents an honest attempt to examine the
Scripture and apply it properly to the life of believers. However, although much
about NCT is commendable, we can readily affirm much is dubious at best. Even
W ells and Z aspel admit that the outworking of NC T has many questions and that “it
is too soon to kno w how these difficulties will be reconciled.” 5 7 NCT is attempting
to create a “third way” b etween D ispensationalism and Covenant Theology, but they
have not as yet reached that goal and with Yogi Be rra are still standing at that fork
in the road.
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NEW COVENANT THEOLOGY AND
THE OLD TESTAMENT COVENANTS
W illiam D. Barrick
Professor of Old Testament
Though New Covenant Theology (NCT) has positive aspects such as an
insistence on a biblically based theolog y, several asp ects of the system are no t so
positive. For example, in pursuing a m iddle cou rse betwee n Disp ensation alism and
Covenant Theolog y, its theologia ns rely on a strained view of Dispensationalism and
adopt an interpretive methodology called supersessionism. A noteworthy omission
in NCT’s listing of covenants is the Da vidic. To a d egree, NC T ag rees w ith
Dispen sationalism on the Noahic and Abrahamic Covenants, but the system fails to
grasp the thematic continuity of the OT covenants. Instead, NCT stresses discontinuity as the defining characteristic of a covenant because of the biblical contrast of the
Old and New Covenants, and follows a redemption, fulfillment, and kingdom
herm eneutic rather that a literal, normal, or plain hermeneutic. NCT and
Dispen sationalism agree on the centrality of the Abrahamic Covenant in the theology
of the OT, but NCT sees one kind of fulfillment of that cove nan t’s land prom ises in
the days of Joshua. It understands the spiritual aspects of the Abrahamic Covenant
as ultimately fulfilled in the Messiah and the possession of the promised land as
ultimately fulfilled in a spiritual rest. The system holds that the gospel was not
clearly revealed before the coming of Christ. The system takes the Old Covenant as
fulfilling the physical parts of the Abrahamic Covenant and the New Covenant as
fulfilling the spiritual parts. NCT holds that the Israelites redeemed from E gypt w ere
phy sically redeemed, but not spiritually redeemed because the Mosaic Covenant was
based on w orks. This leads to th e stran ge position that O T sain ts were not saved
until after the death an d resu rrection of C hrist. NC T thin ks tha t the D avidic
Covenant was fulfilled in the death and resurrection of Ch rist and fails to allow for
the NT teach ing o f a future king dom . With all its positive features, NCT misses vital
points featured in the O T cove nants.
*****
Introduction
Majo ring on negatives is never a pleasant or satisfying ap proach to
165
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disagreem ents. Being overly negative is counterproductive and works against the
unity of believers and their mutual edification. Especially when fellow believers are
in view, to focus first on areas of agreement is a joy—and, when it comes to New
Covenant Theology (NCT ), the system has much with which to agree. Proponents of
NCT herald the significance of covenants to a proper understanding of the OT and
emphasize adhering only to those covenants that Scripture itself specifically
identifies.1 Such an approach immediately separates NCT from the theologians who,
for example, find a covenant of works in the white spaces of the biblica l text. 2 In
keeping with NCT’s concentration on a biblically-based theology, its advocates stress
the role of context in Scripture interpretation.3 As the old dictum goes, any text apart
from its context is a pretext for a proof text. Context is the touchstone against which
every interpre tation m ust be judge d.
Respect for the underpinnings of NCT is not grudgingly given. Those who
engage its adheren ts in dialogue quickly appreciate not having to slog through the
mire of a philosop hically based theology. In his critique of NCT, Richard Barcellos
confirms this observation as he lists a number of positives that evangelical
theologians should appreciate about NC T: a high view of Scripture, respect for divine
sovereignty, diligence to com prehend biblical covenants, engaging the issues of
continuity and d iscontinuity between O T and N T, an insistence that theo logy be
grounded in exegesis, and an endeavor to fathom the implications of “the redemptivehistorica l effects of C hrist’s dea th” for N T the ology.4
Lest the reader think at this point that little basis exists for devoting The
Master’s Seminary (TMS) Faculty Lecture Series to NCT, all is not a beautiful
mou ntain meadow filled with brilliant white daisies and sunshine. Theological
perfection will not be found this side of heaven—e ither in a TM S meadow or in that
of NC T. O ccasio nal interp retive blight mars the pastoral scene. W hat is the source
of disagreement that incites further discussion and examination? First of all, NCT
theologians openly reject both Dispensationalism and Covenant T heology5 in their
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search for a middle path between the two—assuming that such a path exists. In their
opinion, the two theologies’ “basic presuppositions are either assumed or wrongly
deduced from their theological system.” 6 Thus, relying on a strained view of
Disp ensatio nalism, N CT initiated the ongo ing skirm ish.
Secondly, in the area of hermeneutics, NCT has chosen the interpretive
methodology of supersessionism,7 rather than nonsupersessio nism. Dispensational
theology constructs its theology on the following hermeneutical assumptions: “(1) the
OT is not reinterpre ted by the NT; (2) progressive revelation cannot cancel
unco nditional prom ises to Israel; (3) Israel is not a type of the church; and (4) OT
promises can have a fulfillment with both Israel and the church.” 8 In contrast,
supersessionist hermeneutics assumes that
(1) the New Testament has interpretive priority over the Old Testament; (2) national Israel
functioned as a type of the New Testament church; and (3) the New Testament indicates
that Old Testament prophecies regarding national Israel are being fulfilled with the
church.9
Evidence for the association of NCT with supersessionism includes NCT ’s
claim that NT writers employ OT texts “in ways that the pro phets never intended.” 1 0
This is a strange position for someo ne to ta ke, who assumes the supremacy and
integrity of Scripture as the foundation for theology. It is an inherent contradiction
to declare that Scripture (in the NT) conveys a meaning not intended by Scripture (in
the OT ).1 1 However, that is exactly the dilemma faced by a hermeneutic that assumes
NT priority over the OT. In yet another association with supersessionism, NCT
proponents argue that both OT and N T teach the rejection of national Israel as the
peo ple of God and that the New Covenant teaching that Jews and Gentiles are one
in Christ rules out any future restoration of national Israel as an ind ependent entity
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in the divine program.1 2
In light of the clear differences that exist between the hermeneutical and
doctrinal stances of TMS and NC T, the issue must be discussed. In spite of all the
mutual concord, areas of discord dem and greater clarity in the a rticulation of the
respective theolo gical positions. The follow ing pre sentation focuses on a single
aspect of this dialogue : the OT covenants.
Genera l Considerations of O T Co venants
One of the questions often asked about OT covenants is whether they are
unilateral (imposed by God alone) or bilateral (entered by mutual agreement between
God and man) relationships. Tom W ells and Fred Zaspel insist on the unilateral
nature of all biblical covenants: “The point is that a co venant given by God is
imposed on men. It is entirely from God.” 1 3 On this point, Dispensationalists and
NCT theologians find general agreement. OT covenants are, indeed, mainly unilateral
in nature. Strangely, however, Wells assumes that anyone beginning with the OT
(before reading the N T) would see but one cove nant. 1 4 It is strange, because he later
declares that NCT recognizes “other cove nants.” 1 5 However, when it comes to listing
those other c ovenants, it includes o nly the N oachic and Abrah amic Co venants. 1 6
Absence of a reference to the D avidic Co venant by N CT writers is the result of
viewing it as “simply a continuation of and further revelation of the promises already
made in the Abrahamic Co venant. In brief, the Davidic dynasty seems to inherit the
promises of the Abrahamic Covenant and follows the story line ou t further
concerning the seed that will bless all nations.” 1 7 This treatme nt of the D avidic
Covenant marks an area of disagre ement touched upon later in this essay.
W ells identifies a “mathematical unity” and a “teleological unity” in regard
to the OT covenants.1 8 The former refers to the progressive nature of the co venants
and the latter to the contribution of each covenant to “the fulfillment of redemptive
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history.” 1 9 He also sp ecifies that the Abrahamic Covenant offers an overview of
redemptive history:
From the NT we can see that the Abrahamic Covenant spoke of two distinct peoples,
Israel and the church, that would experience two kinds of redemptive histories with two
covenants to guide them. They stand in typological relation to one another. One would
experience a physical and national redemption, starting with deliverance from Egypt and
guided by the Old or Mosaic Covenant. The other would experience a spiritual,
transnational redemption, starting with deliverance from sin and guided by the New
Covenant.20
W ith this approach to the OT covenants, biblical Dispensationalism finds much in
common with NCT— especially in what appears (at least at first blush) to be
adherence to distinct identities for Israel and the church. Unlike Co venant Th eology,
NC T d oes not absolutely equate Israel and the church.
An exquisite balance between inter-covenantal continuities and discontinuities distinguishes the OT revelation concerning the biblical covenants. Each
covenant develops a thematic element of the Abrahamic Covenant (representing
continuity) while adding distinctly new associations (representing discontinuity).
Consider the following chart’s diagrammatic depiction of the thematic continuity of
the OT covenants:2 1
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Thema tic Progression in Israelite Covenan ts 2 2
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W ells stresses that NCT offers the Christian community a return to “the
central concern with Old/New Covenants that we have seen in much of church
history and a way out of that dead end that seems to largely ignore the discontinuity
that characterizes the transitio n from Moses to Christ.” 2 4 NCT’s stress on discontinuity for the defining characteristic of a covenant2 5 is built upon the biblical contrast set
up between the Old and New C ovenants. However, that focus can lead (and in some
cases does lead) to an excessive disco ntinuity between the OT and N T, especially in
over-emphasizing physica l salvation (in contrast to spiritual salvation) under the O ld
Covenant.
According to Gary D. Long, NCT aims at “A biblical theology that develops
its hermeneutic from a redemptive history approach to understanding the fulfillment
of Go d’s eternal kingdom purp ose o n earth.” 2 6 In other word s, NC T attempts to
develop its herme neutic fro m prior theological (redemption, fulfillment, and
kingdom) assumptions. The very first point that Long makes is that such a
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hermeneutical approach will “[p]ro vide the basis for an alternate way to interpret the
Bible” and that herm eneutic will be developed “from the New Testament interpretation of the Old with Christ at its center”2 7 — viz., NT priority over the OT.2 8 As Long
explains it,
Dispensational theology’s hermeneutical principle of “literal, normal, or plain interpretation” which sees God having two distinct purposes and two distinct, chronological aspects
of the New Covenant—one for the church and one for Israel—is not based upon a
theology expressed in the Bible itself. Biblical theology supports one eternal redemptive
purpose and one New Covenant church in history consisting of saved Jews and Gentiles
(Rom. 9-11). It is based upon one New Covenant (Heb. 8) inaugurated by Christ at His
first advent and is to be consummated by Him at His second advent.29
In fact, the result of such an app roach is that a truly b iblical theology (by Lo ng’s
definition) rejects the concept of a national Israel and the church continuing as two
distinct entities for God’s program in this age even before engaging the biblical text
interpretively. Any hermeneutic that begins with the assumption that the NT
fulfillment alters O T fulfillment must beware of implying that the N T contradicts or
revises the OT . The NT complements the OT , contributes to the teachings of the OT,
and explains the OT in context. Rightly interpreting the NT in its context reveals that
the NT says what the OT says within the OT ’s context. 3 0
Abrahamic Covenant3 1
NCT and biblical Dispensationalism agree on the centrality of the
Abraham ic Covenant to biblical covenants and to the theology of the OT. However,
Lehrer, speaking on behalf of NC T, d eclares that the land promise s of the A brahamic
Covenant were already fulfilled historically “by the time of the conq uest of the Land
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of Canaan un der Joshua.” 3 2 Genesis 15:21 mentions the Canaanites and the Jebusites
among the peoples whose lands the Israelites would possess. According to the OT,
the Israelites d id not fully possess the land s of the Canaanites and Jebusites during
the lifetime of Joshua. Joshua himself interpreted the Genesis 15 promise as requiring
the driving out of all these inhabitants (Josh 3:10). Judg es 1:21 reveals that such did
not happen prior to Joshua’s death. Indeed, the Israelites continued to live in the
midst of all the peoples God listed in Genesis 15 (see Judg 3:5). It wasn’t until the
time of David that the Jebusites w ere finally evicted from their stronghold at Zion (2
Sam 5:7-9).
Though the Levites and Ezra in Neh 9:8 seem to state that God had fulfilled
the promise made to Abraham in Gen 15:18-21, the context and the remainder of
Scripture must be brought to bear on that statement. By context, the emphasis is on
Go d’s faithfulness to His people. Also, by context, Ezra and the Levites state that, in
spite of the divine faithfulness, the unfaithfulness (disobedience) of the Israelites
resulted in non-fulfillment (Neh 9:26). 3 3 Therefore, NCT ’s claim for fulfillment of the
Abraham ic Co venant in the days of Jo shua d oes not survive exegetical scrutiny.
In another matter related to the A braham ic Covenant, Lehrer sees no
necessity for belief in order for one to be a recipient of the covenant’s blessings, since
blessing materialized merely through being born into the physical line of Abraham.3 4
Likewise, when God told Abraham that He w ould be his G od and the Go d of his
descend ants (Gen 17:7-8), it “was not a saving relationship in which the Israelites
were spiritually redeemed (Heb 3:19), but the entire nation was physically redeemed
and chosen to be the recipients of God’s love in a way that no one else was at that
time.” 3 5 That is a common claim of NCT. For NCT, Israel was primarily a nation of
unbelieving people with whom Go d had dealings that marked them as special.
However, being special had nothing to do with spiritua lity or being spiritually
redeemed.
As far as NCT is concerned, spiritual aspects of the Abrahamic Covenant
deal with the ultimate fulfillment of the seed in the Messiah and the possession of the
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land is fulfilled in an ultima te spiritual rest, not a physica l rest. 3 6 Abraham’s spiritual
descendants enter into a special relationship with God in which He “promises to love
them foreve r and to never punish them .” 3 7 Seeking to clarify the position on salvation
in the OT, Lehrer writes, “NCT simply makes the point that the Old Covenant did not
save, not that there was no salvation before the Old Co venant era. We say that the
Gospel was not as clearly revealed in the eras before Christ, not that there was no
revelation of the Go spel.” 3 8
Indeed, a straightforward reading of OT and NT indicates that the truths of
the Gospel were not hidden from the Israelites though they did not yet have the NT.
Therefore, Volker and Lehrer cloud the issue when they claim that Paul had “been
given more light by God as to H is plan of salvation than any of the Old Testament
prophets.” 3 9 Perhaps confusion arises from N CT ’s view that a necessary dichotomy
exists beca use the O T writers and NT writers “read the terms o f the Abrahamic
Covenant in two different ways.” 4 0 OT writers, according to Wells, understand that
the fulfillment is for Israel, but NT writers see the fulfillment for the church.4 1 As
proof he offers Josh 21:4 3-45 and H eb 11:8-9 and 3 9-40 . “Everything is fulfilled in
Joshua;4 2 nothing is fulfilled in Hebrews. Clearly they are reading the evidence from
differing persp ectives.” 4 3 For some NCT theologs, the way out of the dilemma
consists of resorting to a typological hermeneutic in the OT — Israel is a type of the
church.4 4
On the other hand, as W ells adm its, “Typology, howe ver, does not quite
exhaust the relatio n of Israel to the church.” 4 5 Appealing to Romans 11 and Pau l’s
figure of the olive tree, W ells identifies “an organic relation between the church and
Go d’s individually elect people from ancient Israel. We who are be lievers in Jesus

36

Lehrer, New C ovenant Theology: Questions Answered 36.

37

Lehrer, “Comm only Asked Questions About New Covenant Theology,” Journal of New Covenant
Theology 2/1 (Winter 2004):8.
38

Lehrer (online at www .idsblog.org/?p=340, and p ersonal email corresponde nce, 2/13/07).

39

Volker and Lehrer, “Did Paul Misinterpret the Old Testament?” 76.

40

W ells, “Description of the New Covenan t (Part Two),” in New Covenant Theology: Description,
Definition, Defense 60.
41

Ibid.

42

But see the discussion of this argument abo ve in th e first tw o pa ragra phs und er “A brah am ic
Cove nant.”
43

Wells, “Description of the New Covenant (Part Two)” 61.

44

Ibid., 62. This observation ought not be construed as an accusation of excessive typology by NCT,
however. As a matter of fact, NCT exposes and condemns exc essiv e typolog y. A g ood tr eatm ent of this
issue is found in Michael Feather’s contribution to “Comm only Asked Questions About New Covenant
Theology,” Journal of New Covenant Theology 2/2 (Summer 2004):5-9.
45

Wells, “Description of the New Covenant (Part Two)” 63.

The Master’s Seminary Journal

174

Christ are now part, with them, of the olive tree as it exists today, i.e., the ‘invisible’
or ‘universa l’ church of God.” 4 6 In other word s, the body of Christ, the universal
church of God, is made up of both the believers of the Old Covenant and those of the
New. Thus, believing Israel is in the body of Christ today—not just those Jews who
convert after the beginning of the NT church, but all those who believed prior to the
com mencement of the NT church.
NCT argues that inclusion of the Gentiles fulfills Amos 9:11-12, according
to Acts 15:12-19. 4 7 Note, first of all, that Jam es never says that Am os 9 is “fulfilled.”
Secondly, James’ reasoning is that the gospel should continue to go out to the
Gentiles because God included them in His redemptive and kingdom plan according
to Amos 9. Amo s 9 mentions G entiles as recipients of Go d’s kingdom blessings, so
how could the early church ever take action to exclude them? Fulfillment o f Amos
9 is not the q uestion and it ce rtainly is not id entified as fulfilled at the Jerusalem
council. Unfortunately, Lehrer slightly misrepresents the text when he insists twice
that God “inspired Luke to interpret the passage from Amos in the boo k of Acts.” 4 8
James is the one interpreting; Luke is merely recording his interpretation.
For NCT, the “Abrahamic Covenant contains both the Old and New
Covenants. The O ld Covenant is the physical fulfillment of the Abrahamic pro mise
and the New Covenant is the spiritual fulfillme nt.” 4 9 W ells lays out this dual
fulfillment sce nario as a chart in an appendix to New Covenant Theology: Description, Definition, D efense. 5 0 As the argument goes, “seed” has two different meanings
(individ ual and corporate) in the Abrahamic Covenant of Genesis 12 and 15.
Therefore, depending on which meaning one uses, that covenant can be read two
different ways. For example, the promise that God would make of Abraham a great
nation is fulfilled corporately and historically by Israel in Deut 26:5, but in Rev 5:9
that promise is fulfilled individually in Christ (the seed) and thus corporately in the
Church. 5 1 NCT displays an exegetical weakness at this point. Deuteronomy 26:5 does
refer to the commencement of the Abraham ic Co venant’s fulfillment, but it is
nowhere near the divinely intended fulfillment of the original promise in Gen 12:2.
Additiona lly, the ceremony that Deut 26:1-19 describes is a covenant renewal
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cerem ony, which God com manded the Israelites to observe following their entry into
the land o f prom ise. This renewal ceremo ny, intended for continual observance
throughout subseque nt generations, looks forward to the fulfillment of the pro mises,
not backward on their fulfillment. Therefore, W ells employs the text without regard
to its context and function.
Regarding the divine promise to bless those who bless Abraham, W ells
points to Gen 39:5 for historical fulfillment by Israel and to Matt 10:42 for spiritual
fulfillment by the church.5 2 In Gen 39:5 the reference is to divine blessing upon
Joseph in Egypt in Potiphar’s household. Israel does not yet exist, so how could the
text speak of historical fulfillment by Israel? Likewise, Matt 10:42 takes place before
the death and resurrection of Christ, so it is not a reference to the church per se.
Certainly far better texts could be employed to try to make this point. Once again,
NCT attempts to build a case upon an exegetically suspect foundation. Taking a third
exam ple (all of these taken consecutively as W ells presents them), NC T sees God’s
prom ise to curse those who curse Abraham (Gen 12:3) fulfilled by Israel in Psalm
149 and by the church in Rev 6:9-11.5 3 These associations are dubiou s because
neither Psalm 149 nor Rev 6:9-11 make any reference to the Abrahamic Covenant or
even to the concept of cursing.
M osaic Covenant
NCT declares that G od’s rede mption o f Israel out of Egypt was only
physical, not spiritual, since Israelites o f that time were unbelievers (H eb 3:19). 5 4
Indeed, in the type of statement that instigates doubt about NCT’s true position on
salvation in the OT, Lehrer emphatically announces that the Israelites “were never
recipients of God’s special grace even tho ugh H e ‘bore them on eagle’s wings.’” 5 5
In an attempt to support his point he explains, “The fact is, the vast majority of
Israelites throughout history were physically red eemed but not sp iritually
redeemed.” 5 6 According to NCT, the OT context demands physical redemption, since
the Mo saic Covenant is based upon works. 5 7 NC T adherents co mpa re the M osaic
Covenant’s focus on works to Roman Catholicism and its view of a works-base d
salvation. 5 8 Lehre r says it this way:
Notice that according to the sacrificial system laid out for us in the book of Leviticus, if
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you sin you are to do a grocery list of things in order to receive God’s forgiveness. This
is a works-based arrangement that shows that the Mosaic Covenant is a works-based
covenant.59
Salvation, according to NCT, was not the immediate purpose of the M osaic
Covenant. “As a part of redemptive history this covenant contributed its part to the
ultimate salvation o f God’s re generated people, but as an im med iate goal the
covenant is virtually silent on this subject!” 6 0 In fact, Wells goes on to declare,
“There is not a word directly about eterna l life anywhere in the legal code.” 6 1 In the
view of NCT, the Mosaic Covenant can only show people their sin, but it does not
call them “to seek an eternal remedy.” 6 2 Since God established the Mosaic Covenant
with a “hard-hearted (unbelieving) people,” 6 3 only the New Covenant provides the
soteriological content by which anyo ne mig ht obtain forgiveness of sins. Such
statements frustrate tho se trying ha rd to understand the true po sition of NCT
concerning salvatio n in the O T.
NC T’s declarations concerning the M osaic Covenant raise a legitimate
question: How could an Israelite under the Mosaic Covenant be saved or be forgiven
his sins? According to Lehrer, the “reconciliation of both Jews and Gentiles to God
is contempo raneo us!” 6 4 In other word s, OT saints ob tained salvation only after the
death and resurrection of Christ. He insists upon a mere remnant in the OT actually
being saved and that only “by the work of Christ that was to be done years later (Rom
3:25 ).” 6 5 Such a viewpoint appears to ignore the Pauline declaration in Acts 26:22-23.
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VanGemeren’s description of the nature and purpose of the Mosaic Covenant is
closer to what is presented in the OT:
The Mosaic covenant is an administration of law in that the Lord bound individuals and
tribes together into one nation by detailed regulations. The law was God’s means of
shaping Israel into a “counter-community.” Yahweh had consecrated Israel as a witness
to the nations by showing them in the law how to mirror his perfections. The legal system
of any other people reflects the culture of that people. Through God’s law, however, the
godly came to know how to reflect God’s love, compassion, fidelity, and other
perfections.66
God gave the Mosaic Law primarily to the godly, not the ungodly. 6 7 Israelites
obedient to the divine covenant are defined by that covenant as God’s “possession”
as well as “a kingdo m of p riests and a holy nation” (Exo d 19 :5-6). Such language is
not secular nor is it political, ethnic, or no n-spiritual— it is spiritual. Consider the fact
that God’s offer in the Mosaic Law to restore Israel when they repent (Lev 26:40-43)
is not for the future alo ne. It is addressed to Israelites at Sinai to teach them how they
should approach God at the time, as well as when they eventually go into exile. The
text clearly speaks of a spiritual matter, not a physical matter. Confessing iniquity and
repenting are spiritual activities that result in God’s spiritual action granting
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forgiveness. Repentance was not omitted from M osaic Law.6 8
For NC T, however, the nation o f Israel “never truly b ecam e God’s p eop le
in any spiritual and eternal sense whatever. They were never a true ‘holy nation,’ nor
were they ever the true ‘people of God.’” 6 9 They argue that, wherea s the O ld
Covenant’s purpose was to point forward to the work of Christ, the New Covenant
is all about Christ’s saving of sinners— offering them forgivene ss of sins.7 0 The
message and purpose of the latter is not the message and purpose of the former.
However, this position is a denial of the clear divine declaration in the Law of Moses
that “I will also walk amo ng you a nd be your G od, a nd you shall be M y people” (Lev
26:1 2).
Reisinger insists that “eve ry single word like elect, chosen, loved, redeemed,
son that describes Israel’s relationship to God as a nation has a totally different
connotation when the identical words are used of the church’s relationship to Go d.” 7 1
Yet, Psalm 49 clearly teaches redemption by means of a ranso m price that no man is
capable of paying (vv. 7-8). That redemption deals with living forever (v. 9). God
alone gives such a ransom for an individual soul (v. 15). In the sam e context, it is also
clear that life beyond this life and beyond the grave is in view when the psalmist
announces that “the upright will rule over them [the unrighteous dead] in the
morning” (v. 14). Does this sound like “redeemed” has “a totally different connotation” than when it is used in the NT? W here does the NT obtain its terminology? It
obtains it from the OT. Paul did not miss-speak when he reminded Timothy that from
his youth he had “known the sacred writings [= OT] which are able to give you the
wisdom that leads to salvation through faith which is in Jesus Christ” (2 Tim 3:15;
cp. Ps 19:7).
Davidic Covenant 7 2
This cove nant see ms to be largely ignored by NCT, in spite of the fact that
a strong argument can be made for it receiving “more attention in the Hebrew Bible
than any covenant except the Sinaitic.” 7 3 Reisinger states that he believes that “the
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NT Scriptures clearly establish that the Davidic Covenant was fulfilled in the
resurre ction and ascension of Christ (Acts 2:22-36). The Davidic throne is not
waiting to be set up in the future, but it is already estab lished.” 7 4 Long mentio ns it in
his attribution of divided views among Dispensationalists and Covenantalists.7 5 But,
if this is true, why does Christ announce that those who follow Him will one day
judge “the twelve tribes of Israel” (M att 19:28) as a separate entity in His kingdom
(Luke 22:30)? T hat kingdom and that judging have yet to com mence.
In Acts 1:6-8, the disciples asked Jesus , “Lord, is it at this time You are
restoring the kingdom to Israel?” He did not tell them that they were in error
regarding “restoring the kingdom to Israel.” His response merely tells them that it is
not for them to know when that will occur—implying that it will. Nor did H e say,
“W ait a minute, fellows. When I say ‘Israel,’ I really don’t mean Israel. I am referring
to the church.” Lest one think that the kingdom was inaugurated on the day of
Penteco st (as Reisinger believes 7 6 ), Paul is still looking forward to “the hope of
Israel” at the end of Acts (28:20) and proclaiming the coming kingdom to all who
will listen (28:23, 31). That is not surprising. Paul spoke of the kingdom as something
yet to be inherited (1 Cor 6:9-10), the kingdom that will come at the time of Christ’s
judging the living and the dead when He app ears in the second advent (2 T im 4:1).
At the end of Paul’s life he was still expecting to be brought “safely to His heave nly
kingdom” (2 Tim 4:18), because he had not yet entered it. James (Jas 2:5) and Peter
both concur (2 Pet 1:11) with Paul that they had not yet entered that kingdom 7 7 — a
kingdom whose coming John describes in Revelation 12:10.
New Covenant 7 8
NCT defines the New Covenant as “the bond between God and man,
established by the blood (i.e. sacrificial death) of Christ, under which the church of
Jesus Christ ha s com e into being.” 7 9
Conclusion
There is much within NCT with which TM S might find agreement— especially in its strong faith in Christ, its high regard for S cripture, its desire

74

Reisin ger, Abraham’s Four Seeds 21.

75

Long, “C hap ter 8, Par t 1: S um m ary,” in “N ew Co ven ant N on-P rem illennia lism” (online at
ww w.sound ofgrace.com/v7/n8 /ncprm lgdlL.htm, acce ssed 7/26/07 ).
76

Reisin ger, Abraham’s Four Seeds 49.

77

Contra ibid., 56.

78

See Larry D. Pettegrew, “The New C ovenant,” The Master’s Seminary Journal 10 /2 ( Fa ll
1999):251-70 and his presentation of “The New C ovenant and NCT” in the current issue.
79
Wells, “Description of the Ne w C ovenan t (Part O ne),” in New Covenant Theology: Description,
Definition, Defense 57.

180

The Master’s Seminary Journal

to develop a theology based upon the Wo rd of God rather than upon human
philosophy, its stand contrary to the theological position of Covenant Theo logy, and
its particip ation in the ongoing debate over continuity and discontinuity. Many of the
observations NCT adherents have m ade about the Abrahamic Covenant and its
centrality are biblical. That covenant’s central role as the leading OT covenant
theolo gically cannot be seriously denied. Likewise, NCT engages eagerly in a study
of the Mosaic Covena nt because of its dominance in the OT and the apparent
contrasts between it and the New Covenant. The role of Mosaic Law for NT believers
is not just a hot bu tton top ic— it is a topic that should be of great interest to all
believers. An aspe ct of the topic requiring clarification is NCT ’s true beliefs
concerning the salvation of OT saints living under Law.
This study must not end without reviewing the differences between what
T M S teaches and what NCT espouses. Due to a weakness in both hermeneutics and
exegesis, NC T struggles with inconsistencies and ends up doing exactly what its
adherents condemn in Covenantalism and D ispensationa lism: they make their
theology their hermeneutic. By p lacing to tal priority on the NT , NC T tends no t to
treat the OT text in its own context. It is corre ct that the N T p lays a vital ro le in one ’s
interpretation of the OT, but too often NCT presupposes a discontinuity far more
radical than what either testament actually demands. Though accurate in saying that
peo ple in both OT and N T times are saved from sin by the same gospel message
concerning the atoning work of Christ, NCT theologs too often obscure their stance
on the immediate salvation for the OT saint. By focusing almost entirely on the
Abrahamic, Mosaic, and New Covenants, NCT devalues the covenant that has some
of the strongest ties to God’s future program for natio nal Israel: the D avidic
Covenant. That is no sm all oversight. For NCT to continue contributing to the
ongoing discussion to which they invite others and to which T MS willingly respond s,
they must expend time and energy to produce a comp lete study of the full revelation
concerning the Davidic Covenant in the OT.
As fellow believers, brothers in Christ, who accept the full authority of
Scripture, we can engage N C T adherents in fruitful conversation. H ope fully, this
series of essays will be just the entrée to a fuller feast in the Word.
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THE NEW COVENANT AND
NEW COVENANT THEOLOGY
Larry D. Pettegrew*
Former Pro fessor of Theology
On a spectrum of continuity and discontinuity, New Covenant Theology lies
between Covenant Theology and Progressive Dispensationalism and shows a numb er
of improvements over Covenant Theology in such matters as emphasizing exegetical
and biblical theolo gy as a basis for systematic theology. Jeremiah 31:31-34 and
several other passages state provisions of the New Covenant in the OT. The NT
mentions the New Covenant in Luke 22:20, 1 Cor 11:25, and 2 Cor 3:6, among other
places, indicating that the dea th of Christ marked the inauguration of the New
Covenant. Traditional Covenant Theology sees the New Covenant as merely an
upd ating of the O ld Co venant a nd se es it as fulfilled in the church. New Covenant
Theology sees the New Covenant as something new and not just a redoing of the
Mo saic Covenant, b ut still thinks the N ew C ovenan t is being fulfilled in the church.
Though som e Dispen sation alists disa gree, most Disp ensa tiona lists understand that
the New Covenant was inaugurated with the death , burial, resurrection, and
ascension of Ch rist and the co min g of the Spirit at Pentecost. Dispensationalism sees
the New Covenant a s som ething new, bu t in agreement with early Christian tradition,
furnishes a fuller expla nation of the New Cove nant in regard to Israel’s future
regathering and restoration. Covenant Theology and New Covenan t Theology agree
that the OT is to be read through the lens of the NT, but Dispensationalism is alone
in insisting that th e OT sho uld b e give n its full weight in light o f historicalgram matical principles of he rmen eutics.
*****
New Covenant Theo logy (NCT ) is a branch of Reformed theology that

*
After delivering his Faculty Lecture at The Master’s Seminary early in 2007, Professor Pettegrew
accepted the position of E xec utive V ice-P resid ent of Sh eph erds Th eologic al Sem inary, Ca ry, N orth
Carolina. He is no w s ervin g as a leade r at S hep herd s, bu t gracio usly co nse nted to con tribute this essay
to The Master’s Seminary Journal before he assumed his new position.
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proclaims that the entire Mosaic Covenant has passed away as a law code, and that
Christians are supposed to live under the New Covenant. T his is in con trast to many
Covenant theologians who assert that the New Co venant is only an updated O ld
Covenant and that parts of the M osaic Covenant continue on into the New Covenant
era and serve as a standard of ethics for New Testament Christians. In the spectrum
of continuity and discon tinuity, New Covenant Theology seems to fit in between
Covenant Theology and Progressive Dispensationalism.
Continuity

Discontinuity

7 th Day Adventism—Theonomy— Cove nant Theology— N C T — P r og re ss iv e D is pe n. — T ra dit io na l D is pe n. — U lt ra D ispen.

THINGS TO LIKE ABOUT NCT
There are several things to like about NCT. Without going into detail or
referencing Covenant theologians from whom N CT is contrasted, the following
twelve p oints are definite im provements over Co venant Th eology.
1. NCT tries to emphasize “exegetical and biblical theology as the source
of systematics.” 1 New Covenant theologians, Tom Wells and Fred Zaspel write,
Those of us who are of the Calvinistic theological tradition should be diligently seeking
to sort out biblical fact from system or tradition driven conclusions. That is, if there is
some belief that we hold to be biblically true and its truth is an essential part of our
theological system or heritage, yet we cannot establish its validity on any text of scripture,
then we must throw that belief out; perhaps even throw out our theological system; or
ignore certain parts of our heritage.2
2. NCT rejects the Covenant of Redem ption as a theo logical covenant.
Steve Lehrer explains,
We do not believe that it is wise to refer to God’s plan to save a people in eternity past as
a “covenant.” But we do believe that our one God who is three co-equal and co-eternal
persons did make a perfect plan that He would save a people from their sins. But if this
plan is not called a covenant by the authors of Scripture, we must think twice about
describing it by that name ourselves. . . . The danger of calling something a covenant that
Scripture does not refer to as a covenant increases the likelihood of making something a
cornerstone of our theology that in fact is not an emphasis in Scripture. This of course
would lead to an unbalanced and unbiblical theological system.3
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3. NCT re jects the Covenant of Works as a foundational theological
covenant. Acco rding to Lehrer, “NCT, however, disagrees with those who hold to
a Co venant of W orks with Adam.” 4
4. NCT rejects the Co venant of G race a s a theological covenant. 5
5. NCT “views the Ten Comm andments as the essence of the Old Co venant
and not the essence of all of G od’s law.” 6
6. NCT believes that “the O ld Co venant is obsolete and will disappear. . .
. Heb rews 8 :13.” 7
7. NCT recognizes the relative newness of Covenant Theology. “Covenant
Theology was unknown until Ulrich Zwingli called it into service against the
Anabap tists.” 8
8. NCT appreciates the contributions of the Anabaptists. “Whether anyone
noticed or not, they [the Anabaptists] adopted the Reformation slogan sola scriptura
and took it more seriously than their opponents, but traditional ways of doing
theolo gy won the day.” 9
9. NCT rejects the typical Covenant Theologica l (and others) view that
divides the Mosaic Law into three distinct parts, some of which have been abrogated,
and some of which the New Covenant Christian is obligated to obey. Wells and
Zaspel write, “The popular hermeneutical attempt to divide M oses’ law into so many
parts and then interpret NT statements of the passing of law accordingly is simplistic,
and it cannot be maintained exege tically.” 1 0 “It is the Mosaic code as a whole and
in all its parts that has passed away, and the apostolic declarations to that end must
therefo re be seen to emb race e ven the Decalog ue.” 1 1
10. NCT recognizes the difficulty for Covenant Theologians to differ from
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the Reformation creeds. “What I want to say [in this chapter] may be summarized
in two short sentences:
1. Our creeds and co nfession s are one imm ense b arrier to unity.
2. T here is no easy or ob vious w ay to cro ss this divid e.” 1 2
11. NCT elevates the person and law of Christ, that is, the N ew Covenant,
over the Mosaic Law. “W hich is the higher revelation of the character of God, the
Ten commandments or the perso n, work and teaching of Jesus C hrist? Most
Christians, we think, will agree on the answer. We’ve tried to go a step further and
work out its imp lications acco rding to the N T S criptures.” 1 3
12. NCT rejects the typical covenant theological view that the New
Covenant is simply a renewed Old Covenant. 1 4
It would seem, therefore, that NCT has exposed and co rrected some of the
major errors of Covenant Theology, and for that one can be thankful to N CT . In fact,
one might think that NCT has cut out the heart of Covenant Theo logy by rejecting the
three basic theological covenants of Covenant Theology. But this would be
somewhat of an exaggeration in that other essential Covenant Theological matters are
embraced by NCT.
T his article will focus on the role of the New Covenant in New Covenant
Theology. Specifically, the goal of this essay is threefold: (1) To identify the
differences between NCT , Covenant Theology, and Dispensationalism in the
interpretation of the New Covenant as it is found in Scripture. These difference s will
be found in two key questions: Is the N ew Covenant a re newed O ld Covenant or the
New Covenant? And is Israel really Israel, o r is Israel the church? (2) W hat are the
key differences in these three systems in doing theology, especially in the relation of
the Old Testament to the New Testament? (3) In regard to understanding the New
Covenant, what are the differences in the hermeneutical systems in these three
systems?
THE NEW COVENANT
Before considering the differences between NCT , Covenant Theology, and
Dispen sationalism in the interp retation of the N ew Covenant, the main features of the
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New Covenant as stated in Scripture need to be summarized.
The New Covenant in the Old Testament
The phrase, “New Covenant,” is o nly found in one passage in the OT,
Jeremiah 31:31-34:
“Behold, days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new covenant with
the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with
their fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My
covenant which they broke, though I was a husband to them,” declares the LORD. But this
is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,” declares the
LORD, “I will put My law with in them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their
God, and they shall be My people. They will not teach again each man his neighbor and
each man his brother, saying, ’Know the Lord,’ for they will all know Me, from the least
of them to the greatest of them,” declares the LORD, “for I will forgive their iniquity, and
their sin I will remember no more.”15
However, the New Covenant is revealed under other names and descriptions
throughout the OT prophets. The New Covenant is described as the “everlasting
covenant” (Jer 32:40); “new heart” and “new spirit” (Ezek 11:19-20); “covenant of
peace” (Ezek 37 :26); “a covenant” or “my covenant” (Isa 49:8).
The parties of the C ovenant are always God with Israel/Judah, as illustrated
in Jer 31:31-40 quoted above. Som etimes the prophets even mention the geography
of Israel, or the city of Jerusalem in their descriptions of the recipients of the New
Covenant. On the other hand, other nations are not excluded from the NC, and in fact
there seems to be some spill over or trickle down benefits of the New Covenant to the
Gentiles (Isa 5 6:7-8 ). But the Co venant is mad e with Israel.
The provisions of the New Covenant include a new heart (Ezek 11:19-20);
permanent forgiveness of sins (Je r 33:8); the p erma nent ind welling o f the Holy Sp irit
in all believers (Ezek 36:27); the law inside of a believer (Jer 31:33); a consummation
of Israel’s relationship with God (Jer 31:33); physical blessings on Israel consisting
of gathering of the scattered Israelites to the land, rebuilding o f the cities, productivity of the land , increase in herds and flock s, rest, peace, and expressions of joy.
The fulfillment of the New Covenant, from an OT perspective, therefore,
involves two parties—God, on the one hand, and Israel/Judah, on the other (Ezek
37:15-28) According to the OT, the fulfillment of the New Covenant will take place
when Israel is spiritually alive (Ezek 37:1-14); in relationship to the coming of the
Messiah when Israel is regathered to the land (Ezek 3 7:24 -28; Jer 3:1 4-16 ); and in
the Messianic Kingdom (Isa 11:6-10; Jer 32:37-41). Other nations will also receive
the trickle down blessings (Isa 19:22-25) as an elaboration of the feature of the
Abraham ic Covenant, “in you all the nations of the earth will be blessed” (Gen 12:3).
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Of course, there is nothing in the New Covenant passages about the church—Jew and
Gentile together in one body on equal footing because the New T estament explains
that the church was a mystery in the OT (E ph 3:1-12).
The New Covenant in the New Testament
Some Disp ensatio nalists would arg ue that the New Covenant is not
inaugurated until the be ginning of the millennial kingdom. It seems much more
likely, however, that the New Covenant was inaugurated with the death of Christ for
forgiveness of sins, and the outpo uring of the Ho ly Spirit on the Day o f Pentecost.
Jesus says that the shedding of His blood is the basis of the New Covenant: “And in
the same way He took the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup which is poured
out for you is the new covenant in My blood” (Luke 22:20). Moreover, the Holy
Spirit, a main feature of the New Covenant, comes to begin to fulfill the promise of
the New Covenant at P entecost. In his P entecost serm on, P eter explains,
“This Jesus God raised up again, to which we are all witnesses. Therefore having been
exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the
Holy Spirit, He has poured forth this which you both see and hear. . . .” Peter said to
them, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness
of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you
and your children and for all who are far off, as many as the Lord our God will call to
Himself” (Acts 2:32-33; 38-39).
In the epistles, Paul restates the Lord’s teaching about the blood of the New
Covenant to the church at Corinth: “In the same way He took the cup also after
supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in My b lood; do this, as often as you
drink it, in remembrance of Me” (1 Cor 11:25 ). Paul also ide ntifies himse lf and his
fellow ministers as “servants of a new covenant” (2 Cor 3:6).
The writer of the epistle to the Hebrews also tries to convince the Christian
Jews that through the New Covenant, they had a better mediator than Moses in Jesus
Christ (Heb 8:6 ; cf. Exo d 20 :18-2 1). H e also p lainly explains that the New Covenant
has replaced the Old Co venant (Heb 8:7-13 ). In fact, we know exactly when the Old
Covenant, the Mosaic Covenant, came to an end. God clearly indicated that it was
no longer in existence at the crucifixion when the grea t veil in the Je rusalem temple
was torn in two from top to bo ttom (M att 27:51). Really, the NT is a manual on how
to live as a Christian und er the N ew Covenant.
TH E N EW CO VEN AN T A ND TH E TH EO LO GIC AL SY STEM S
The discussion about the New Covenant among the systems focuses on two
key questions: (1) Is the new covenant a renewed Old Covenant or a New Covenant
distinct from the old Mosaic Covenant? (2) Is the “Israel” that is to fulfill the New
Covenant really Israel, or is Israel somehow replaced by the church?
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Traditional Covenant Theology
An Updated Old Covenant
To answer the first question, many traditional Covenant theologians argue
that the New Covenant is really the Old Covenant updated. Without a doubt, the
main sponsor of the renewed Old Cove nant viewpoint was John Calvin. In his
com mentary on J erem iah, Ca lvin states,
Now, as to the new covenant, it is not so called, because it is contrary to the first covenant;
for God is never inconsistent with himself, nor is he unlike himself. . . . It then follows,
that the first covenant was inviolable; besides, he had already made his covenant with
Abraham, and the Law was a confirmation of that covenant. And then the Law depended
on that covenant which God made with his servant Abraham, it follows that God could
never have made a new, that is, a contrary or a different covenant. . . .
It being new, no doubt refers to what they call the form. . . . But the substance remains the
same. By substance I understand the doctrine; for God in the Gospel brings forward
nothing but what the Law contains. We hence see that God has so spoken from the
beginning, that he has not changed, no not a syllable, with regard to the substance of the
doctrine.16
Also in the Institutes, in a section entitled, “The Similarity of the Old and
New Testaments,” Ca lvin argues that the New Co venant is really a renewed O ld
Covenant. He writes, “Now we can clearly see from what has already been said that
all men adopted b y God into the company of his people since the beginning of the
world were covenanted to him by the same law and by the bond of the same doctrine
as obtains amo ng us.” 1 7 Moreo ver, “T he co venant mad e with all the patriarchs is so
much like ours in substance and reality that the two are actually one and the same.
Yet they differ in the mo de of dispensation.” 1 8
For Calvin and his Covenant followers, the M osaic law, though renew ed in
the New Covenant, serves as the norm for the Christian’s life today. More
specifically, the mo ral law, given for the New T estament Ch ristian, is given in the
Ten Comm andments. Question 41 of The W estminster Sh orter Catechism, 1647,
reads: “Wherein is the law summarily comprehended ? An s. The mo ral law is
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summ arily com prehended in the ten commandments.” 1 9 And the Westminster
Confession, perhaps the first major confession of faith to promote systematized
Covenant Theology, reads, “The moral law [i.e., the ten commandments] doth forever
bind all, as well justified persons as others, to the obedience thereo f; and that not only
in regard of the matter contained in it, but also in respect of the authority of God the
Creator who gave it. Neither doth Christ in the gospel any way dissolve, but much
strengthen, this ob ligation.”
Traditional Covenant Theologians, such as the nineteenth-century Princeton
professors, followed Calvin’s interpretation. 2 0 And so have contempo rary Covenant
Theologians. William Van Gemeren states, The New Covenant “is the sam e in
substance as the old covenant (the Mosaic administration), but different in form” 2 1 ,
and “The law is not replaced by the Spirit in the eschatological age. The Spirit opens
peo ple up to the law and transforms them to live by a higher e thics.” 2 2 Robert
Reymond adds, “Revelation defines that likeness to God according to which
Christians’ lives are to be patterned concretely in terms of conformity to his
perceptive will for them—the moral law or Ten com mandments (Exod 20:1-17; Deut
5:6-21). That is to say, it is the Decalogue which is the ethical norm for the
Christian’s cove nant wa y of life.” 2 3 Interestingly enough, some New Perspective
theologians have also stressed this rather extreme contin uity between the Old
Covenant and the New Covenant. 2 4
Fulfilled with the Church
To the second question as to who fulfills the New Covenant, traditional
Covenant Theology answers that though the New Covenant was made with Israel, it
is ultimately fulfilled with the church. William E. Cox writes, “The contention of
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this writer is that the new covenant was established at the first coming of Christ, and
that it was established with the church— which is the fullness of which Israel was
only a type (c omp are E ph. 1:23).” 2 5 David W ilkerson pro claims, “Ho wever, this
New Covenant was m eant not for natural Israel, not then, not now, nor in some
millennial period. It is meant for spiritual Israel. . . .”2 6 Samuel Waldron adds, “You
may be asking: Does not Jeremiah 31 say that the New Covenant was to be made
with the house of Israel and the house of Jud ah? How can it be, then, that the New
Covenant is fulfilled in the mainly Gentile Church? The simple answer to that
question is that the Church is Israel.” 2 7
In fact, the way the New Covenant relates to the church is one of Covenant
Theology’s arguments for the church being new Israel. O. P almer Ro bertson writes:
When Jeremiah specifically indicates that the new covenant will be made “with the house
of Judah and with the house of Israel,” this perspective must be kept in mind. If the new
covenant people of God are the actualized realization of a typological form, and the new
covenant now is in effect, those constituting the people of God in the present circumstances must be recognized as the ‘Israel of God.’ As a unified people, the participants
of the new covenant today are Israel.”28
W hat Rob ertson seems to be saying is, (1) The Old Testament said that the New
Covenant would be fulfilled with Israel. (2) Tod ay, the New Covenant is being
fulfilled with the church. (3) T herefo re, the ch urch m ust be a renew ed Israel.
One would think that the more biblical and logical conclusion in point three
above would be that this proves that the ultimate fulfillment of the promises of the
New Covenant has not yet occurred, and there will be a future fulfillment of this
Covenant with Israel. So to summarize: Mo st Covenant Theologians believe that the
New Covenant is really the Old Co venant updated; and all Covenant Theologians
believe that the church replaces Isra el in fulfillment o f the New Covenant.
New Covenant Theology
NCT places a great stress on the New Covenant, as one would expect, given
the name o f the system. Lehrer explains,
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We are often asked why, as a ministry, we have chosen to highlight NCT. . . . We believe
that our emphasis on the New Covenant is a reflection of God’s Word. The reason why
we highlight the New Covenant is because the Scriptures highlight it. . . . The centrality
of the New Covenant cannot be overemphasized. It is a way of speaking about all that the
Lord accomplished. We believe that the way in which you understand the New Covenant
affects both how you understand a myriad of important doctrines in Scripture and how
you live as a Christian in a fallen world.29

A New C ovenant
Mo reover, for NCT, the New Covenant really is a New Cove nant, not the
old Mosaic Covenant redone. 3 0 Still, there is a fine line here. For NCT, this does not
mean that the Old Covenant is abolished. Rather the Old Co venant transm utes into
the New. David W ells writes, “Does that mean that the Decalogue is abolished? Not
at all. It just means that the fulfillment o f Jerem iah 31 :33 is a fulfillment that
involves a transformation from the Ten Comm andments as written in the OT to the
teaching of Jesus and his writing disciples. The caterpillar has been transformed. He
now loo ks very different.” 3 1
At any rate, as a result of this transformation, the Ten Com mandments are
no longer a rule of life for a child of God in NCT . In Zaspel’s words,
[T]he church is not at all obliged to follow the old law in its older form. We are required
to follow the law only as it comes to us through the grid of Jesus Christ, the law’s Lord
and fulfiller. It does not belong to any hermeneutical system to dictate beforehand what
part of Moses remains and what does not—which parts are ‘moral’ and which are not.
Neither must we displace the law altogether because of another hermeneutic.32
Even the idea of dividing the M osaic Covenant into three parts and claiming that one
part still remains is rejected. “To argue that not the moral (i.e., Decalogue) but only
the civil and/or ceremo nial aspects of M oses are passed, when P aul says tha t it is in
fact the Old C ovenant itself, ‘written and engraved in stones’ that has pa ssed away,
misses Paul’s point. It is Moses en toto that he says has gone (2 Cor. 3). 3 3
Thus, instead of the Mosaic law, the rule of life under the N ew Covenant is
the “law of Christ.” “NCT em braces the law of C hrist,” writes Lehrer, “which is the
law that is applicable to b elievers today. T he law of Christ includes the commands
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given by Christ and H is Apostles. There are many, many laws in the New Co venant
Scrip tures. . .” 3 4
Fulfilled with the Church
Though making some significant steps forward, NCT takes a step back
toward Covenant Theology and teaches that the New Covenant is ultimately fulfilled
with the church rather than with the nation of Israel. New Co venant Theologians
adm it that Jer 31:31 teaches that the New Covenant was originally made with Israel.
According to Lehrer, “If you read the verses that surround this text. . . , it is crystal
clear that this New Covenant, in its O ld Testament context, is promised to the geopolitical nation of Israel at so me p oint in the future.” 3 5 Nonetheless, “Israel in the
Old Covenant era was a temporary, unbelieving picture of the true people of God, the
church. There always existed a small remnant of believers within unbelieving
Israel.” 3 6 Thus, in both Covenant Theology and N CT, the church replaces Israel, and
God has no special future for the nation other than as individual Jews become a part
of the church.
NCT does have a somewhat different view of OT Israel from standard
Covenant Th eolo gy. NCT , much more than Covenant Theo logy, minimizes the
significance of OT Israel. T he natio n of Israel, at best, was only “an unbelieving type
or picture of the true people of God, the church. . . . Israel was not the church in the
Old Testament. . . .” 3 7 Many Covenant Theologians would insist that Israel in the OT
was the church. But for NC T, exce pt for “a tiny remnant,” O T Israelites “are in hell
because o f unbelief.” 3 8
Dispen sationa lism
Dispen sationalism is not a monolithic theology. There are differences of
opinions within Dispensationalism on many items, and some Dispensationalists have
taught not only that the New Covenant of Jer 31:31 has not yet been inaugurated, but
also that the New Covenant really is the Old Covenant redone.3 9 But this w ould
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probab ly be a minority view. M ost Dispensationalists teach that the New Covenant
was indeed inaugurated in connection with the death, burial, resurrection, and
ascension of Christ and w ith the coming o f the Spirit in His New Covenant ministries
on the day of Pentecost. Moreover, the New Covenant really is new.4 0
A New C ovenant
One might think, therefo re, that D ispensationa lists are in agreem ent with
New Covenant Th eologians who also teach that the N ew Covenant really is new.
Though this is true to so me extent, some d isagree ment with NC T also exists as to
how the New Covenant should be defined and explained.
A Correct Definition
New Covenant Theologians regularly limit their definition of the New
Covenant to “the work of Jesus Christ on the cross (He brew s 8:6-1 3; 10 :11-1 8.” 4 1
W ells defines, “The New Cove nan t, then, is the bond between God and man,
established by the blood (i.e. the sacrificial death) of Christ, under which the church
of Jesus Christ has come into being.” 4 2
Such explanations are good as far as the y go, and one cou ld not argue with
the essence of these explanations. But they leave out many other features of the New
Covenant, not the least that the New Co venant was made with Israel, not the church.
From the Dispensational perspective, a fuller explanation of the New Covenant as
taught in Scripture might ad d something like this: “This Covenant, then, has to do
with the regeneration, forgiveness, and justification of Israel, the outp ouring of the
Ho ly Spirit with His subsequent ministries, Israel’s regathering and restoration to the
place of blessing, all founded on the blood o f Christ.” 4 3
An Historical Tradition
Though Calvin’s view that the New Covenant is basically the Old Covenant
redone has many followers, the view that the New Covenant is really a new and
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different covenant also has a strong tradition in the history of Christian doctrine. The
church father, Justin Martyr, in his Dialogue with Trypho the Jew, argues that
Christians “do not trust through Moses or through the law. . . . Now, law placed
against law has abro gated that which is before it, and a covenant which comes after
in like manner has put an end to the previous one, and an eternal and final
law— namely, Christ— has been given to us, and the co venant is trustworthy, after
which there shall be no law, no commandment, nor ordinance.” 4 4 Femi Adeyemi
comm ents,
From the above one could say that Justin Martyr understood that the Old Covenant was
a covenant for national Israel only, not for the current church. It could be assumed also
that he recognized that the Old Covenant had its own law, both of which have already
ended with the Christ event. However, in Justin, with the cessation of the Old Covenant
and its Law came the New Covenant and its law through Christ.45
Other fathers who also proclaim the newness of the New Co venant include
Irenaeus, 4 6 Tertullian,4 7 and Augustine.4 8 In the Reformation, Martin Luther insisted
that the New Covenant was not the Old Covenant redo ne and that the entire M osaic
Covenant had passed away, not just the ceremonial law.4 9 So D ispensationa lists and
New Covenant Th eologians would fall in line with this historical tradition that the
New Co venant is really new, not an upd ated O ld Co venant.
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A Better Exposition
Mo reover, the best exposition of the key OT passage where the covenant is
called “new” teaches that the New Covenant is indeed new.5 0 The H ebrew word for
“new” means “new,” “fresh,” something “not yet existing.” It is used in the OT for
a new garment, a new house, a new wife, a new song, a new king, and a new moon.
Other Hebrew wo rds speak of repair, but not the word used here. Neither the
Hebrew adjective no r the G reek adjec tive means “renewed.” 5 1
Furthermore, the Lord through Jeremiah, adds that the N ew Covenant wo uld
not be like the Old Covenant that He had mad e with the fathers at the time of the
Exodus, the Covenant “which they broke” (Jer 31:32). The adverb, “not,” placed
with the comparative phrase, “like the covenant,” “emphatically negates the
correspondence or identity of the coming New Co venant with the Sinaitic Covenant
that had existed b efore.” 5 2 Besides, Israel’s ongo ing diso bed ience of the O ld
Covenant brought curses to them instead of blessings (cf. Deut 29) and eventually led
to the abrogation of the Old Covenant with Israe l (cf. M att 27:51; H eb 8:13). It is
highly unlikely, therefore, that the New Covenant is a renewed Old Covenant, or that
the Mosaic law, which is at the heart of the Mosaic Covenant, is at the heart of New
Covenant Christian ethics. Of course, the New Covenant as taught by Christ and H is
apostles, is often similar to the Mosaic law.
Fulfilled with Israel
Dispensationa lists are agreed that the N ew Covenant will be ultimately
fulfilled with Israel in the millennial kingdom.5 3 Jeremiah states that the New
Covenant will be made with the House of Israel and the House of Judah (Jer 31 :31).
“Hou se of Israel” occurs 147 times in the OT and “House of Judah ” occurs 3 5 times.
The two terms are found together nine times, eight of the se in Jeremiah. All of these
texts speak specifically of national Israel. Since it is plainly stated that the New
Covenant is made with Israel, one might expect that its ultimate fulfillment would be
mad e with Israel.
Many other texts throughout the OT point toward the fulfillment of the New
Covenant with a future Israel. The prop het Hosea, for example, writes, “For the sons
of Israel will remain for many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or sacred
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pillar and w ithout ep hod or ho useho ld ido ls. Afterward the sons of Israel will return
and seek the L ORD their God and D avid their king; and they will com e trembling to
the LORD and to His goodness in the last days” (Hos 3:3-4).
In addition, the N T teaches that God has not perm anently cast off
disob edien t Israel. Paul says it clearly:
For I do not want you, brethren, to be uninformed of this mystery—so that you will not
be wise in your own estimation—that a partial hardening has happened to Israel until the
fullness of the Gentiles has come in; and so all Israel will be saved; just as it is written,
“THE DELIVERER WILL COME FROM ZION, HE WILL REMOVE UNGODLINESS
FROM JACOB. THIS IS MY COVENANT WITH THEM, WHEN I TAKE AWAY
THEIR SINS.” From the standpoint of the gospel they are enemies for your sake, but
from the standpoint of God's choice they are beloved for the sake of the fathers; for the
gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable (Rom 11:25-29).
THE NEW COVENA NT AND TH EOLOGICAL ISSUES
In the ongoing discussions among the systems, the debate has often come
down to two basic matters. First, different views have been taken about how
theology should be done in determining the order of the Old and N ew Testaments.
The second matter deals with herm eneutics, specifically how does one interpret the
OT. The two matters are closely related.
How to Do T heology: Th e Orde r of the Testaments
NCT follows the erro r of classic Covenant Th eolo gy of subordinating the
Old Covenant to the new. Historically, the Reformers brought the Protestant church
out of the long night of Medieval exegetical disaster and reawakened the church to
the value of the history and ethics of the OT. T hey took the OT mo re seriously and
developed their idea of the theolo gical co venant out of OT theolo gy. There was also
a renewal of the commitment to literal interpretation and an awareness of the dangers
of allegorical interp retation. However, one hermeneutical principle from medieval
attitudes toward the clarity of Scripture remained: the subordination of the OT to the
NT .
This procedure in doing theology continues to this day to be the method of
doing theology in Covenant Theology. Covenant Theologian, Hans K. LaRondelle,
for example, argues that the OT Scriptures can be interpreted accurately o nly by
studying the NT. H istoric C hristianity, he says, has always tried to understand the
Old by the N ew. T he Christian interpreter of the O T is once and fo r all obliged to
read the Hebrew Scriptures in the light of the NT as a whole, because the Old is
interpreted authoritatively, und er divine inspira tion, in the NT as God’s continuous
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history of salvation. Ac cord ing to LaRo ndelle, historic C hristianity has always
confessed that the New Testament is the goal and fulfillment of the Old.5 4
New Covenant theologians agree. Lehrer insists, “Hermeneutical princip le
#2 is, always read the Old Covenant Scriptures through the lens of the New Covenant
Scrip tures.” 5 5 To m W ells concurs, “T he critica l point here is this: NT revelation, due
to its finality, must b e allowed to speak first on ev ery issue that it addresses.” 5 6
For Covenant and N ew Covenant T heologians, therefore, doing theology
proceeds as follows: 5 7
(1) The formulation of a biblical theology from the NT;
(2) The formulation of a biblical theology from the OT;
(3) T he production o f a systema tic theolo gy by harmonizing p oints 1 and 2 .
But there are serious weaknesses in using the NT as a pair of glasses through
which to read the OT, as nice as it may sound. By reading the NT back into the OT,
Covenant Theologians may in effect minimize the historical-grammatical interpretation of great sections of the OT and p roduce allegorizations of the OT . New Covenant
Theologians admit that the OT says one thing (i.e., “Israel”), but it must mean
something else (i.e., “churc h”), because they ha ve restricted its meaning only to what
they think the NT d irects the O T to say.
New Covenant Theo logians in effect “undo, or replace the results that would
have been obtained in perfo rming a true biblical theology of the O T.” 5 8 In doing
theolo gy, the OT is almost an afterthought in this procedure. In actua lity, the NT is
used like the “presidential power of veto” 5 9 over legitimate exegetical results in OT
passages. Consequently, a true OT biblical theology that serves to form the
production of systematic theolo gy is nonexistent. The systematic theology is “onelegged .” 6 0
The proper approach for d oing theology is as follows:
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(1) The formulation of a biblical theology from the OT;
(2) The formulation of a biblical theology from the NT;
(3) The production of a systematic theology by harmonizing all biblica l inputs
to theo logy.
And why is this better? For at least three reasons. First, be cause this is the
nature of progressive revelation. In progressive revelation, revelation builds upon
previous revelation. Second, because this process enables the interpreter to read the
OT with a co nsistent gra mmatical-historical hermeneutic. And third, be cause in this
procedure, there is really no priority of one testament over another except in a
chronological order of progre ssive revelation. In the end , it is superior to be able to
insist that an O T text must not be strippe d of its original meaning in its context, found
through historical-gramm atical interpretation and bib lical theology. Both the NT and
the OT should be treated as perspicuous, not just the NT.
How to Do Hermeneutics: The Interpretation of the Old Testament
Interpreting the OT through the lens of the N ew Testament leads New
Covenant Theologians to use no n-historical-grammatical hermeneutics in interpreting
important OT passages. This propensity to dismiss what the OT says spreads to
passages that are not necessarily related to the New Covenant. Lehrer writes, for
example, “The words ‘atonement’ and ‘forgiven’ are repeated many times. If you
were simply to read the Old Testament accounts without considering the New
Testament teachings, you would certainly come to the conclusion that true spiritual
atonement and d ivine forgivene ss were acqu ired b y that priestly work.” 6 1 Lehrer
continues, “The problem still remains that God said that the animal sacrifices actually
atoned for sin when they did no t. . . . Consequently, God could say that the animal
sacrifices actually atoned for sin when they did not because he wanted to teach us
spiritual truth through this O ld Co venant picture.” 6 2 It certainly sounds as though
Lehrer is suggesting that G od sa id som ething tha t was no t true. A system that
depends on that kind of hermeneutic would seem to be inferior to a system that
consistently interprets OT passages with historical-grammatical herme neutics.
Such an inad equate hermeneutic of the OT im pacts specifically New
Covenant Theo logy’s understanding of the New Covenant. As noted above, new
Covenant Theologians recognize that Jer 31:31 “is promised to the geo-political
nation of Israel at some point in the future.” 6 3 As Lehrer comments, “The Israelites
would have read Jeremiah 31 and thought that the New Covenant restoration was
exclusively for them. But when God interprets His own word H e tells us that this is
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simply not the case.” 6 4 A co nfusing hermeneutic such as this leads to a confusing
biblica l theology, and consequently to an inadequate systematic theology.
The consistent use of the historical-grammatical hermeneutic leads to an
understanding that the Abrahamic, Davidic, and New Covenants made with Israel
were declared to be everlasting and irrevocable. Moreo ver, the N T clearly teaches
that a gracious and faithful God has not cast off Israel even though the nation was
often disobedient and unbelieving. In regard to the covenant-keeping God, Scripture
says, “What then? If some did not believe, their unbelief will not nullify the
faithfulness of God, will it? M ay it never be! Rather, let God b e found true, though
every man be found a liar . . .” (Rom 3:3-4; cf. 11:25-29).
CONCLUSION
The interpretations of the New Covenant prese nted b y Covenant Th eology,
NC T, and Dispensationalism can be summa rized in chart form as follows:
SYSTEM

Covenant
Theology

New Co venant
Theology

Dispen sationalism

New Co venant
new?

NO

YES

YES

Is Israel really
Israel?

NO

NO

YES

Maintains OT integrity?

NO

NO

YES

NO

NO

YES

Consistent histo rical-grammatical
interpretation of
the OT?

New Covenant Theo logians have taken a large step in recognizing that the
New Covenant is really a new covenant— that Christians live under the commandments of the law o f Christ, as the NT states it (1 Cor 9:19-21). Ne w Covenant
Theologians’ spiritual maturity and honest desire to interpret the Scriptures accurately
is obvious in their literature. However, replacement of Israel by the church in New
Covenant passages is biblically unwarranted, and represents extreme continuity in the
continuity/disco ntinuity debate. Hopefully, since NCT is still in development, the
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New Covenant Theologians will yet improve their system, first, by seriously
reexamining their theo logical proc edure of reading the OT through the grid of the
N T , and second, by revaluating their hermeneutics that lead the m to abandon the
historical-grammatical method of interpreting the OT.
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NEW COVENANT THEOLOGY
COMPARED WITH COVENANTALISM
Michael J. Vlach
Assistant Professor of Theology
New Covenant Theology has a risen a s an a lternative to Dispen sationalism
and Covena nt Theology. It differs from C ovenan t Theolog y in denying the co venants
of works, grace, and redemption, and in asserting th e tem porary n ature of the M osaic
Law. It differs from Disp ensa tiona lism and a grees with C ovenan t Theolog y in
endorsing a hermeneutical approach to the OT and the NT that abandons the
historical-grammatical und erstan ding of certa in OT passages. In a greement with
Covenant Theology, it also adopts supersessionist views regarding Israel and the
church. The eight specific differences between New Covenant Theology (NCT) and
Covenant Theology (CT) include NC T’s denial of the C ovenan t of Redem ption , its
denial of the Covenant of Works, its denial of the C ovenan t of Grace, its affirmation
of the unity of the Mosaic Law, its affirmation of the expiration of the Mosaic Law,
its teaching that Christians are under only the Law of Christ, its rejection of infant
baptism, and its affirma tion that the church b egan at P entec ost. NCT agrees with CT
herm eneutically in accepting the NT logical priority over the OT and a typological
interpretation of the two testaments, in holding that the NT church is the only true
peo ple of God, an d in exhibiting a vagueness about the nature of the future kingdom.
NCT show s some impro vement over C T, but still has its own sh ortcom ings.
*****
The purpose of the following discussion is to examine the relationship
between New Co venant Theology (hereafter NCT) and Covenant Theo logy1
(hereafter CT). Such an examination is justified for three reasons. First, New
Covenant theologians have openly identified NCT as an alternative to the theological
systems of Dispensationalism and CT. Thus, a compariso n of NCT with either of

1
Covenant Theology is also called Federa l The ology “because of its emphasis on solidarity in a
repres entative he ad” (M ichael H orton, God of Prom ise [Gra nd R apids: B aker, 20 06] 78.)
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those two systems is a worthwhile endeavor. Second, at the time of this writing, New
Covenant theologians have focused significant effort on showing how their system
contrasts with CT. Though also interacting with Dispensationalism, they have
devoted most of their attention so far to explaining and defending their system in
contrast to CT. Third, some of the key theologians of NCT received their theological
training within an environment of CT . Thus, NCT appears p rimarily to be a
movement away from CT.
The following will contrast and compa re NCT with C T, focusing on
significant differences and similarities between the two theological systems. Since
NCT and CT deal primarily with theological issues of continuity and d iscontinuity,
the focus will be mostly on the areas of covenants, law, people of God , and
hermene utics. At times, evaluations of NCT and CT will be offered, although the
following treatment is mostly about NCT.
In short, NCT differs from CT on eight key areas o f theology. And in m ost
cases where NCT differs with C T, N CT is closer to the biblical witness than CT . This
applies especially to NCT ’s refusal to accept the three foundational covenants of CT
and NCT’s view on the temporary nature of the Mo saic Law. However, NCT also has
serious deficiencies that it shares with CT . Particularly troub lesom e is NC T’s
hermeneutical approach to the Old and New T estaments that at times abandons the
historical-grammatical context of certain O T p assage s. Also tro ubling is NC T’s
supersessionist views regarding Israel and the church.
Covenant Theology D efined
Establishing a basic understanding of CT as a basis for a comparison of
NCT with CT is important. CT is a system of theology that views God’s eternal plan
of salvation through the o utworking of three covenants—the Covenant of W orks,
Covenant of Grace, and Co venant of Redemption. 2
Historically, CT was birthed out of the Protesta nt Reformation of the
sixteenth century, particularly by those in the Reformed tradition.3 Some of the

2
S om e Covenan t theologians see on ly two covenants—the Covenant of Works and the Covenant
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there was a pre-creation Covenant of Redemption between the Father and the Son (O. Palmer Robertson,
Th e C hris t of the Co ven ants [Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reform ed, 1980 ] 54).
3
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R elation ship Betw een the O ld an d N ew Tes tam ents , ed. John S . Feinberg [W estchester, Ill.: Crossway,
1988] 45).
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Reform ers, Zwingli especially, began to emphasize the imp ortance of “covenant” in
the plan of God. In the early seventeenth century, the system of CT began to take
shape. CT found a mature form in the W estminster Co nfession of Faith of 1647,
which is often viewed as a primary expression of CT.
Cov enant of W orks
According to CT, three covenants are the overarching framework for
understanding God’s purposes in salvation and the explicit covenants m entioned in
Scripture.4 The first is the Covenant of W orks. 5 According to the Westminster
Confession: “The first covenant made with man was a Co venant of W orks, wherein
life was promised to Adam, and in him to his posterity, upon condition of perfect and
personal obedienc e.” 6 Thus, the Covenant of Works was made with Adam before the
Fall. Acco rding to M . E. Osterhaven, the Covenant of W orks consisted of three
things: “(1) a promise of eternal life upon the condition of perfect obedience
throughout a probationary period; (2) the threat of death upon disobedience; and (3)
the sacrament of the tree of life.” 7
Covenant of Grace
According to CT , Adam, the federal head of the human race, failed the
Covenant of Works. As a result, God then instituted another covenant—the Covenant
of Grace. T his allegedly is a covenant made betw een G od and the elect after the Fall
in which sa lvation is given to those w ho trust in Christ b y faith. In regard to this
Cove nant of Grace, the W estminster Confession of Faith states,
Man by his fall having made himself incapable of life by that covenant, the Lord was
pleased to make a second, commonly called the covenant of grace: wherein he freely
offered unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus Christ, requiring of them faith in him, that
they may be saved, and promising to give unto all those that are ordained unto life, his
Holy Spirit, to make them willing and able to believe.8

4
Horton states, “A broad c on sens us em erg ed in this Refo rm ed (fe de ral) theology with respect to the
existence in Scripture of three distinct covenants: the Covenant of Redemption (pac tum salu tis), the
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arrange m ents” (H orton, God of Prom ise 78).
5
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of

Faith”

(online

at

www .reformed.org/docu men ts/wcf_

7
M . E. Osterhaven, “Covenant Theology,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A.
Elwell (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994) 279.
8
Chapter VII of “The Westm inster Confession of Faith” (online at www.reformed.org/documents/
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For Covenant theologians, the Covenant of Grace is believed to be manifested in the
other covenants of Scripture such as the Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, and New
Cove nants. 9 Accordingly, significant continuity exists between the covenants of
Scripture since they are all outworkings of the Covenant of Grace.
Covenant of Redemption
M any Covenant theologians affirm a third covenant—the Covenant of
Redemp tion, a cove nant sup posedly established in eternity past between the members
of the Trinity. As defined by Louis Berkhof, “The covenant of redemption may be
defined as the agreement between the Father, giving the Son as Head and Redeemer
of the elect, and the Son, voluntarily taking the place of those whom the Father had
given Him .” 1 0 Com menting on this Co venant of Re demp tion, Osterhaven states,
“[C]ovenant theolo gy affirms tha t God th e Father and God the Son covenanted
together for the redemption of the human race.” 1 1 According to CT, the Father
commissioned the Son to be the Savior, and the Son accepted the commission,
agreeing to fulfill all righteousness by obeying the law of God.
Other impo rtant beliefs are associated with CT. Covenant theologians
traditionally have affirmed Reformed Theology. Thus, they hold a high view of God
and Scripture. Also, an important hermeneutical belief of CT is its view of NT
priority over the OT, in which the NT has logical priority over the OT. This means
that the NT becomes the interpreter and even reinterpreter of the OT. Co venant
Theology often describes the O T-N T re lationship as one of “typ e-antitype” and
“shadow-reality” in which the new supersedes the old. A major implication of the
type-antitype understanding of the testaments is that the nation Israel was a type that
has given way to the superior antitype—the Christian church composed of both Jews
and Gentiles. According to CT, the true Israel is now the church and the pro mises to
Israel about a land and a temple find a spiritual fulfillment in the church.
Another key belief of CT is infant baptism. If Israel of the OT used
circumcision on its children, then the new Israe l—the church— should use b aptism
on its children as well.1 2 Also, many Covenant theologians hold that the M osaic Law,
particularly the T en Comm andments, is still in force. Though the ceremo nial and civil
aspects of the Mosaic Law are no longer binding, the moral law as found in the

9

See Lo uis B erkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1941) 279.

10

Ibid., 271 (em phases in the original).

11

Osterhaven, “Covenant Theology” 280.

12

“The covenant theologian sees this sign of the covenant continued in the N T in baptism, which
carries the same basic m eaning as circum cision” (Sm ith, “The Ch urch and Covenan t Theology” 57).
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Decalogue is still operative. Thus, the M osaic Law has a co ntinuing aspect today. 1 3
Comparing NCT with CT
Several New Covenant theologians have a background in both Reformed
Theology and CT . Thus, some of them are in full agreement with many aspects of
Reformed Theology, such as a high view o f Scripture, be lief in Go d’s sovereignty,
and Calvinism. Therefore, comparisons cannot be comprehensive. Comparing NCT
and CT in every area of doctrine would reflect points of agreement that are q uite
numerous. Rather than being exhaustive, the following will focus on issues such as
hermeneutics, law, peop le of God, covenants, and salvation in the two testaments.
Those topics are on w hich the most significant difference s exist.
Differences Between NCT and CT
NC T breaks with CT on eight key issues:
(1) NCT does not accept the Covenant of Redemption. Unlike Covenant
theologians, New Covenant theologians hold that the Bible does not teach a Covenant
of Redem ption, as Steve Lehrer states: “W e do not be lieve that it is wise to refer to
Go d’s plan to save a pe ople in eternity past as a ‘co venant.’” 1 4 Jon Zens writes,
But, further, why must the “covenant” concept be called into service to describe the
“eternal purpose” of God in Christ? Why not be satisfied with the Biblical delineation?
As far as I can tell, the Bible nowhere calls the pre-creation commitments in the
Godhead—among themselves or to elect sinners—a “covenant.”15
New Covenant theologians are not asserting that the perso ns of the Trinity
did not have a plan for salvation before time.1 6 But they see no evid ence of a specific

13
VanGem eren states, “The ceremonial laws, civil laws, and the penal code have been abrogated,
and the moral law has received further clarification in the person and teaching of Jesus Christ” (Willem
A. VanGemeren, “The Law is the Per fection of R ighteo usn ess in Jesu s C hrist, ” in Th e La w, th e G osp el,
and the Modern Christian: Five Views, Greg L. Bahnsen, Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Douglas J. Moo, Wayne
G. Strickland, and W illem A. VanGem eren [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993)] 37). Knox Cham blin takes
issue with the idea that “the m oral dim ens ion of the M osaic Law is safeguarded while the ceremonial and
the civil dimensions are jettisoned. In some sense, the entirety of the law remains in force.” For Chamblin,
the whole law is “preserved,” “transformed” and “reshaped” in the hands of Jes us and the ap ostles (Knox
Chamblin, “The Law of Moses and the Law of Christ,” in Co ntinu ity an d D isco ntinu ity 200).
14
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Covenant of Redem ption.
(2) NC T does not a ccept the Co venant of W orks. Departing from CT,
New Covenant theologians reject the idea of a C ovenant of Works. Lehrer w rites,
NCT, however, disagrees with those who hold to a Covenant of Works with Adam.17
NCT does not believe that it is wise to refer to God’s relationship with Adam as a
“covenant.” NCT holds that God gave Adam a command with a promise of punishment
if broken. And because this situation is not called a covenant by the authors of Scripture,
we must think twice about describing it by that name ourselves.18
(3) NCT does not accept the Covenant of Grace. Also, New Covenant
theologians do not believe in a Covenant of Grace. Jon Zens states, “But, it must be
asked, where is ‘covenant of grace’ revealed in the Bible?” 1 9 Tom W ells declares,
Nevertheless, it now seems clear that a mistake has been made in speaking of this purpose
as “the Covenant of Grace.” We may agree in asserting the unity of God’s purpose
through the ages, but the selection of the word “covenant” to describe this unity has lent
itself to important misunderstanding. 20
New Covenant theologians are not denying the importance of grace in salvation
history, but they do not be lieve in a sp ecific Covenant of Grace.
In offering an evaluation of points 1-3 above, this writer believes that NCT
is correct in not accepting and affirming the three covenants of CT. New Covenant
theologians have rightly pointed o ut that CT has co nfused matters with its talk of a
Covenant of Redem ption, a Covenant of Wo rks, and a Covenant of Grace. Three
reasons support this positive assessment of NCT on this matter.
First, NCT is correct that the three covenants of CT are not found or rooted
in the Bible. They are the product of CT’s system, but they do not arise from
Scripture. For e xample, co mmenting o n the co ncep t of an alleged Covenant of
Redemp tion, O. Palmer Ro bertson, a Covenant theologian himself, states, “To speak
concretely of an intertrinitarian ‘covenant’ with terms and conditions between Father
and Son mutually endorsed before the foundation of the world is to extend the bounds

17

Lehrer, New Covenant Theology, 40.
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Ibid., 41. Also, Article 20, “The Law of God,” in the New Covenant Confession of Faith states,
“There is no record in Scripture of G od m aking a Covena nt of Wo rk s w ith Ad am ” (online at
ww w.ncbf.ne t/PDF/confess ion.pdf, accessed 6 /4/07).
19
Zens, “Is There a ‘Coven ant of Grace?’” (nline at ww w.searchingtogether.org/artic les/zens/
covenant.htm , accessed 6/4/07 ).
20
Tom Wells and Fred G. Zasp el, New C ovenant Theology: Description, Definition, Defense
(Frederick, Md.: New Covenant Media, 2002) 45.
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of scriptural evidence beyond propriety.” 2 1 The same is true for the Covenant of
W orks and Covenant of Grace which find little support in Scripture.2 2
John Reisinger, who may be considered the father of NCT, rightly states that
the covenants of CT are the children of CT’s theological system and are not the
products of exegesis. In addressing a group of Reformed ministers who adopted CT,
he said,
We agree that the Bible is structured around two covenants. However, the two covenants
that you keep talking about, namely, a covenant of works with Adam in the garden of
Eden and a covenant of grace made with Adam immediately after the fall, have no textual
basis in the Word of God. They are both theological covenants and not biblical covenants.
They are the children of one’s theological system. Their mother is Covenant Theology and
their father is logic applied to that system. Neither of these two covenants had their origin
in Scripture texts and biblical exegesis. Both of them were invented by theology as the
necessary consequences of a theological system.23
Second, as New Covenant theologians have pointed out, the term “covenant” is strategic in the Bible.2 4 Berith is explicitly used to describe the Abrahamic,
Mosaic, Davidic, New, and other covenants. These are actual biblical covenants that
have been cut in history. It is unwise to add three covenants that God does not
designate as covenants. W hat makes matters particularly confusing is that CT is
asking Christians to understand the actual biblical covenants of Scripture through the
lens of the covenants of CT. For example, CT views the Abrahamic, M osaic , and
New Covenants as outworkings of the alleged Covenant of Grace. This approach,
though—as NCT has shown—flattens out the meaning of the actual biblical
covenants 2 5 and emph asizes a continuity that is not suppo rted b y Scripture.

21

Rob ertson, Th e C hris t of the Co ven ants 54.
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Horton states that the concept of a Covenant of Works is even more “controversial” than the idea
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John Reisin ger, Abraham’s Four Seeds. (Frederick, Md.; New Covenant Media, 1998) 129.

24
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For example, Scripture teaches significant discontinuities between the
Mosaic and the New Covenants. The M osaic Covenant was a conditional temporary
covenant based on Israel’s faithfulness to God (see Jer 31:31-32). 2 6 The NT indicates
that the Mo saic Covenant came to an end with the death of Christ (see Eph 2:15 and
Col 2:14). The N ew Covenant, which replaces the now “obsolete” Mosaic Covenant
(see Heb 8:13), is an unconditional, eternal covenant of God. It is specifically “not
like the covenant which I made with their fathers” (H eb 8:9). Y et, CT wants to
emphasize too m uch co ntinuity between the M osaic Covenant and the New Co venant
claiming that both are the outworkings of an alleged Covenant of Grace.2 7
Third, New Co venant theologians have rightly pointed o ut that an
understanding of biblical covenants should be based on the actual covenants of the
Bible.2 8 Their interpretation of these covenants is in error at times, but at least NCT
starts with the actual covenants of the Bible and not alleged co venants that are not
referred to as covenants in Scrip ture.
In sum, NCT is correct in not accepting the cove nants of CT . Ock ham’s
Razor may apply to this issue, which is, “D on’t mu ltiply hypo theses needlessly.” In
this case C T has cluttere d G od’s p lan with covenants that can only be found in the
white spaces o f scripture .
(4) NCT views the Mosaic Law as a unit that cannot be divided. The
issue of a Christian’s relation to the Mosaic Law’s is a major point of disagreement
between CT and NC T. Steve Lehrer states, “Law has been the hill upon which many
swords have be en drawn b etween NC T and C ovenant T heology.” 2 9
Covenant theologians often make a functional distinction between the moral,
civil, and cerem onial aspects of the Mosaic Law. Though m any Covenant theologians
do not view the ceremonial and civil elements of the Mosaic Law as binding on the
present-day believer, some of them believe that the Decalogue or moral regulations
of the Mosaic Law are currently binding.
NCT, though, views the M osaic Law as a unit that cannot be d ivided. T hus,
NCT rejects a functional distinc tion be tween moral, civil, and ceremonial aspects of
the M osaic Law. A s Lehrer puts it,

“A Stu dy o f the Presuppositions of Covenant and Dispensational Theology” [online at www.
gos pe lpe dla r.c om /ar ticle s/B ible /pr ed isc ov. htm l, access ed 6/4 /07]). S ee also Leh rer, New Covenant
Theology 38.
26
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Covenant Theologians divide the Mosaic Law into moral, civil, and ceremonial laws and
consider the moral laws binding but the civil and ceremonial laws as having been fulfilled
in Christ and no longer binding on believers today. But I don’t believe this understanding
is supported by Scripture. . . . It seems to me that dividing the Mosaic Law into different
kinds of laws to arrive at an answer concerning which laws believers must obey today is
misguided.30
On this matter, NCT is more correct than CT. Although the Mosaic Law can
be analyzed by looking at its ceremonial, civil, and moral elements, the Mosaic Law
is a unit that cannot be divided. The Bible does not warrant believing that some parts
of the Mosaic Law are for today while others are not. The NT emphasizes the unity
of the law as James and Paul have written:
James 2:10: “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has
become guilty of all.”
Galatians 5:3: “And I testify again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is
under obligation to keep the whole Law.”
D. A. Carson has argued that Scripture does not support the tri-fold
distinction in law, which is often stressed in CT: “Although this tripartite distinction
is old, its use as a basis for explaining the relationship between the testaments is not
dem onstrably derived from the NT and probably does not antedate A quinas.” 3 1
(5) NCT affirms that the M osaic Law as a unit has b een fulfilled and is
no longer operative for Christians today. NCT emphasizes that the Mosaic Law
in its entirety has been fulfilled and is no longer binding. That includes the Sabba th
command. Steve Lehrer states, “T he O ld Covenant has passed away and none of the
commands of the M osaic Law are binding on believers today, including the command
to keep the S abb ath holy.” 3 2 Geo ff Volker writes,
I understand that the Mosaic Law is tied to the Old Covenant and that the Old Covenant
came to an end at the cross (Luke 23:45, Hebrews 8:7-13, Galatians 4:21-31). Therefore,
since the Old Covenant has come to an end the law of that covenant, the Mosaic Law, has

30

Ibid., 185 n. 46. “Covenant Theologians typically divide the Mosaic Law into moral, civil, and
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also come to an end (Ephesians 2:14-16).33
Important to this understanding is NCT’s interpretation of Matthew 5:17–18.
New Covenant theologians say Jesus bro ught the M osaic Law to an end by
eschatologically fulfilling it. For NCT , the Mosaic Law ended at the cross, as Lehrer
states,
This covenant [Old or Mosaic Covenant] is brought to an end and is fulfilled at the cross.34
The Mosaic Law has passed away with the coming of Christ and the New Covenant. God
no longer requires people to follow the Mosaic Law. 35
On this point, NCT is more correct than CT. The era of the Mosaic Law has
come to an end. T he biblical witness affirms this on multiple occasions:
For you are not under law, but under grace (Rom 6:14).
But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the Law (Gal 5:18).
For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes (Rom 10:4).
For when the priesthood is changed, of necessity there takes place a change of law also
(Heb 7:12).
When He said, “A new covenant,” He has made the first obsolete. But whatever is
becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to disappear (Heb 8:13).
(6) NC T teaches that C hristians today are und er only the Law of Christ.
Unlike CT which stresses that Christians toda y are under the Decalogue, NCT
teaches that Christians are solely under the Law of Christ which consists of the
commands and principles found in the NT.3 6 Lehrer states, “NCT embraces the law
of Christ, which is the law that is applicable to b elievers today. T he law of Christ
includes the comm ands given b y Christ and H is Apostles.” 3 7 The New Covenant
Confession of Faith declares, “The church is made up of both Jew and Gentiles and
is not regulated by the M osaic Law, b ut by the L aw of Christ.” 3 8
Again, NCT offers a significant advance over CT on this issue. In 1 Cor

33
Geoff Volker, “Foreword,” in New Covenant Theology 14. “[T ]he M osaic era is ‘don e aw ay’ w ith
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9:20-21 Paul explicitly states that he is no t under the M osaic Law, b ut instead is
unde r the Law of Christ:
And to the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might win Jews; to those who are under the
Law, as under the Law, though not being myself under the Law, that I might win those
who are under the Law; to those who are without law, as without law, though not being
without the law of God but under the law of Christ, that I might win those who are
without law. (emphasis added)
Th is view that the Christian is not under the Mosaic Law has led to the
charge of lawlessness or antinomianism by some.3 9 Many Dispensationalists, too,
have faced this charge for their view that the NT Christian is not under the M osaic
Law but und er the Law of Christ. Now New Covenant theologians are facing this
accusation as well. The charge is baseless, however. It is not as though New
Covenant theologians (and Dispensationalists) are saying that Christians are not
bound to any law— they are. But there is a new law for the New Covenant era— the
Law of Christ, which consists of the commands, principles, and precepts of the NT.
Thus, it cannot rightfully be claimed that New Co venant theologians are antinomians.
(7) NCT rejects infant baptism. Another point of difference between CT
and NCT relates to NC T’s rejection of infant ba ptism. C T sees so m uch co ntinuity
between the OT and the NT that infant b aptism is viewed as the parallel to
circumcision. NCT disagrees with this. As Lehrer notes: “Infant baptism . . . and New
Covenant Theology are inc omp atible b ecause they are based on fundamentally
different views of how the Old Covenant relates to the New Covenant.” 4 0 John
Reisinger states,
[I]f Covenant Theology can exegetically establish its view of Abraham and his seed from
the Scriptures, then . . . the Baptist view of baptism is proven to be a denial of the major
covenant promise given to Christian parents. Baptists are literally guilty of heresy if
Covenant Theology is correct.41
Th is is another area in which NCT is an advance on traditional CT. The
Bib le does no t support the co ncept of infant bap tism. No evid ences for infant bap tism
appear in the N T, nor do any instructions that indicate that baptism of infants is
warranted.
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(8) NCT affirms tha t the chu rch began at Pen tecost and that Israel was
not the church in the Old Testam ent. CT holds that the church began in the OT
and that Israel was the church of the OT.4 2 NCT rejects both these points, claiming
that the church began at Pentecost and that Israel was not the church in the OT:
While there has always been a people of God, the church in the New Covenant era has a
unique historical beginning at Pentecost.43
Covenant Theology looks at Israel as the church in the Old Testament. This system of
theology sees continuity between Israel and the church in that they are both part of the one
people of God. . . . Covenant Theology views the people of God in the Old Testament
being widened in the New Covenant era to include Gentiles as well. It also sees the future
for Israel that is predicted in the Old Testament as being fulfilled in the church today.
Then there is the view of NCT. . . . Israel was not the church in the Old Testament. . . .44
NCT does not view Old Covenant Israel as the church. We make a distinction between
Old Covenant Israel and the church.45
This view of NCT has strong biblical support. Israel was not the church of
the OT. Jesus p resented the church as future during his earthly ministry. In Matthew
16:18 He decla red: “A nd I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I
will build My church.”
On the eight points of difference m entioned ab ove, N CT offers a significant
advance over CT. NCT is correct that the three foundational covenants of CT do not
find support in Scripture. Plus, NCT offers a view of the temporary nature of the
Mosaic Law that is more biblica l than what CT proposes. NCT is also co rrect in its
rejection of infant baptism and its belief that the church began with the P entecost
event described in Acts 2.

Similarities Between NCT and CT
Significant points of similarity between CT and NCT need to be highlighted
at this point. The points of agreement are in areas of hermeneutics, people of God,
and kingdom.

42
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(1) Her meneutics. In regard to the hermeneutical relationship between the
two testaments, NCT and CT share two common assumptions: the NT has a logical
priority over the OT, and typological interpretation is a proper hermeneutical
appro ach for interpreting the testame nts.
Logical priority of the NT over the OT
CT and NCT share the view that the OT m ust be understood primarily
through the lens o f the NT. T hat approach go es beyond the idea of progressive
revelation to holding that the NT actually jettisons the original historical-grammatical
sense of certain OT passages. T hus, accord ing to N CT and C T, at times the NT
overrides or supersedes the original authorial intent of the OT authors. Th is is
particularly true of OT passages that teach the restoration of the nation Israel. Such
is the view of Co venant theologian, Antho ny Ho ekem a: “I agree . . . that the O ld
Testament must be interpreted in light of the New Testament and that a totally and
exclusively literal interpretation of Old T estament prophecy is not justified.” 4 6 This
is also the view of Louis Berkhof, another Covenant theologian:
It is very doubtful, however, whether Scripture warrants the expectation that Israel will
finally be re-established as a nation, and will as a nation turn to the Lord. Some Old
Testament prophecies seem to predict this, but these should be read in light of the New
Testament.47
The view of NT priority is also the perspective of New Covenant theologians. W ells and Zaspel assert,
[I]t has seemed to some of us that if the New Testament is the apex of God’s revelation,
then we ought to read the earlier parts of Scripture in its light.48
The critical point here is this: NT revelation, due to its finality, must be allowed to speak
first on every issue that it addresses.49
[T]he NT holds logical priority over the rest in determining theological questions upon
which it speaks.50
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The view of testament priority in which the NT becomes the starting point
for understanding OT texts is problematic. Though acknowledging the varied
applications that the NT writers make in using the OT, o ne is not justified in
jettisoning the authorial intent of the OT writers. The approach of NCT and CT, at
times, casts doubt on the integrity of some OT texts. It also casts doubt on the
persp icuity of the OT. If the NT reinterprets the OT or seriously modifies its promises
and covenants, in what sense were the original OT revelations actually revelations to
the original readers? 5 1 W hat about the original authorial intent of the OT writers?
David L. Turner rightly states, “If NT reinterpretation reverses, cancels, or seriously
modifies OT promises to Israel, one wonders how to define the word ‘progressive.’
Go d’s faithfulness to His promises to Isra el must also be explained.” 5 2 Turne r also
points out that this approach com es close to violating N T statements that uphold the
truth claims of the OT : “It appears exceedingly doubtful that the NT reinterp rets the
OT. . . . This comes perilously close to conflicting with such N T p assage s as M att
5:18 and J ohn 1 0:35 b.” 5 3
W alter C. Kaiser is correct when he points out that Christians “misjudge the
revelation of God if we have a theo ry of interpretation which says the most recent
revelation of Go d is to be preferred or sub stituted for that which cam e earlier.” 5 4 In
fact, this belief that the NT m ust be the guide for interpreting the OT comes
dangerously close to the view of a canon within the cano n. Ka iser states,
But why would a rule be imposed on the revelation of God that demands that the Old
Testament passages may not become the basis for giving primary direction on any
doctrines or truths that have relevancy for New Testament times? This is only to argue in
the end for a canon within a canon.55
Typ olog ical interpreta tion a s a pro per a pproac h for in terpreting the testam ents
Bo th CT and NCT adopt what is sometimes called “typological interpretation.” Typological interpretation is a hermeneutical approach that views the
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connection between the OT and NT on the basis of type/antitype relationships found
in the two testaments. This perspective has led both CT and N CT to emphasize (and,
from a dispensatio nal viewpoint, overe mph asize) the typological connection between
Israel and the church. For both CT and NCT , Israel of the OT is the inferior type that
gives way to the fuller reality or antitype—the church. Likewise, all the promises of
land and p hysical blessings to national Israel typologically po int to the greater
spiritual blessings of the church.
Mark W . Karlberg, a Covenant theologian, argues against a future
restoration o f the nation Israel based on typo logical interpre tation:
If one grants that national Israel in OT revelation was truly a type of the eternal kingdom
of Christ, then it seems that, according to the canons of Biblical typology, national Israel
can no longer retain any independent status whatever.56
According to Karlberg, Israel’s special place in the plan of God has been
transferred to the Christian church, which is now “the true people of God with the
privileges, the responsibilities, and the d estiny of Israel.” 5 7 This belief that national
Israel is a type of the church means that OT prophecies and promises given to Israel
find their typ ological fulfillment in the church. T his rules out a literal fulfillment of
those promises with the natio n Israel.5 8
This use of typological interpretation is also the view of NC T. Leh rer states,
Then there is the view of NCT, which understands Israel to be an unbelieving type or
picture of the true people of God, the church. According to NCT, Israel never was a
believing people as a whole. Israel always had a tiny remnant of true believers in her
midst. Israel was not the church in the Old Testament, but they did function as a type or
picture of the church—the true people of God.59
Israel in the Old Covenant era was a temporary, unbelieving picture of the true people of
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God, the church.60
The use of typological hermeneutics by Covenant theologians and New
Covenant theolo gians is problematic. Certainly, pro gressive revelation exists. And
yes, the NT is a more com plete revelation than the OT, plus, antitypes that fulfill OT
types occur in the NT. In addition, applications of OT passages occur in the NT that
go beyond the single intended meaning of the OT authors. Those issues must be taken
into account. However, it is highly doubtful that the NT teaches that OT prom ises
will not be fulfilled in agreement with the original intent of OT authors. Though NT
authors may offer added applications and significance to O T passages, they do not
do so a t the expense o f the original intent of the texts.
Two questions raise doubts about Israel being a type that has been
superseded by the church. First, how can Israel be a type tha t is transcended by a
greater antitype (the church) when the NT itself explicitly reaffirms the OT
expectation of a restoration of Israel? Jesus discussed a restoration of the twelve
tribes of Israel in Matt 19:28 and Luke 22:30 when H e told His apostles that in the
regeneration of the earth they would be ruling over the twelve tribes of Israel. Also,
after forty days of kingdom instruction from the risen Jesus, the apostles still
expected a restoration of the nation Israel (see Acts 1:6). T his idea was not corrected
by Jesus. 6 1 Also, Paul reaffirmed that “all Israel shall be saved” (Rom 11 :26) and
proved this poin t by quoting New Covenant texts in the OT (see Rom 11:27 ). In
reference to Paul’s use of Isa 59:20, 21 and Jer 31:34 in Rom 11:27, John Murray
states, “There should be no question but Paul regards these Old Testament passages
as applicable to the restoration of Israel.” 6 2 The fact that Paul speaks of a future for
the nation Israel after the beginning of the church shows that the church cannot be
equated with Israel. If the nation Israel was a type that has been superseded, why does
the NT still predict the salvation and restora tion of Israel?
Second, CT and NCT have not adequately shown how God can make
unconditional and eternal promises to a specific people—Israel—and then not fulfill
His promises to this people? CT and NCT have no adequate answer to that question.
God specifically promised the perpetuity of the nation Israel (Jer 31:35–37). How
then can God not fulfill His promises to this people? C laims that “Israel” has now
been redefined and that the church is the new Israel are not satisfactory. Jeremiah
promises the perpetuity of Israel as a nation.
Upon review, it appears that C T’s and NC T’s understanding of testament
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priority is related to what R. K endall Soulen calls “structural supersessionism.”
Structural supersessionism occurs when a hermeneutic is adopted that boxes out the
ability of the Jewish Scriptures to inform on the issues that they address. With the
hermeneutics of CT and NCT, the OT is muted.6 3 Since the NT is viewed as the
starting point and the lens through which the OT is understood, texts like Jer 31:3537, which exp licitly declare the perpetuity of national Israel’s place in God’s plan,
are not given the attention they deserve.6 4
(2) People of God. As the discussion on hermeneutics reflects, both CT and
NCT view the NT church as the only true people of God. Both affirm that the nation
Israel will never again experience a unique identity, role, or mission in the plan of
God. NCT does differ from CT in believing that the nation Israel was not the church
of the OT. Instead, NCT affirms that Israel was just an unbelieving picture of the
peo ple of God.6 5 Nevertheless, both NCT and CT assert that the church alone is now
the true people of God and that the nation Israel will never again possess a unique
identity or mission as the people of God.6 6
Thus, both CT and NCT promote supersessionism.6 7 Supersessionism is the
view that the NT church supersedes, fulfills, or replaces the nation Israel as the
people of God. In particular, both CT and NCT promote a form o f supersessionism
called “economic supersessionism.” According to Soulen, economic supersessionism
is the view that “carna l Israel’s history is providentially ordered from the outset to be
taken up into the spiritua l church.” 6 8 W ith this form of supersessio nism, national
Israel corre sponds to Christ’s church in a merely prefigurative and carnal way. Thus,
Christ, with His adve nt, “brings abo ut the ob solescence of carnal Israel and
inaugurates the age of the spiritual church.” 6 9 With economic supersessionism, Israel
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is not replaced prima rily beca use of her diso bed ience, but rather because her role in
the history of redemption expired with the coming of Jesus. It is now superseded by
the arrival of a new spiritual Israel—the Christian church. T his form of supersessionism appears similar to what CT and NCT are affirming.
In sum, CT’s and NC T’s rejection of national Israel’s restoration goes
against the biblical witness of both the OT and the NT. Texts such as M att 19:28;
Luke 22:30; Acts 1:6; and Romans 11:25ff. reaffirm the O T expectation of a
salvation and restoration of the nation Israel. Further, C T and N CT do not adequately
account for OT texts that explicitly promise the perpetuity of Israel as a nation (Jer
31:35–3 7). 7 0
(3) Kingdom. The issue o f the kingdom is one in which New Covenant
theologians and Covenant theologians appear to be similar. Neither side claims that
its system necessarily leads to any particular millennial view. It appears that, within
both CT and NCT, one could be an am illennialist, po stmillennialist, or historic
prem illennialist. Yet neither C T nor N CT is compatible with dispensational
premillennialism and its view that the nation Israel will have a distinct identity and
mission in the plan of God that is culminated in a literal millennium. Thus, both NCT
and CT appear to offer some latitude on the issue of the millennium.
Conclusion
NCT has significant areas of disagreement and agreement with CT. NCT
differs with CT in that it rejects the covenants of redemption, works, and grace. NCT
also views the Mosaic Law as a temporary law that has been fulfilled and superseded
by the Law of Christ. NCT also re jects infant baptism and the belief that Israel in the
OT was the church. On these areas of disagreement between NCT and CT, it appears
that NCT is closer to the biblical witness than is CT .
As for points of agreement, NCT largely shares the same hermeneutic as CT
in regard to the testam ents. B oth ho ld to logical priority of the NT over the OT and
both accept a view of typological interpretation which leads to the view that the
nation Israel has been superseded by a greater antitype— the church. T hus, bo th
groups de ny a resto ration o f the nation Israel.
New Covenant theologians are to be commended for their departure from
CT on several key areas of doctrine where CT is found wanting. Yet the picture is not
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as bright as it could be. N CT ’s hermeneutic in regard to the testaments and its denial
of a future for Israel remain problematic. The OT and NT present a much brighter
future for the nation Israel than do either CT or NCT.

TMSJ 18/1 (Fall 2007) 221-232

NEW COVENANT THEOLOGY
AND FUTURISTIC PREMILLENNIALISM
Richard L. Mayhue
Senior Vice President and Dean
Professor of Pastoral Ministries and Theology
New Covenant Theology (NCT) advocates have correctly abandoned the
non-biblical covenants of Covenant Theology (CT). However, w ith few excep tions,
they have inconsistently maintained CT’s eschatologies, which usually reject a future
premillennial kingdom on earth, ruled over by Christ for 1,000 years in fulfillment
of OT unconditional promises made to Abraham and Da vid. After surveying the
current theolog ical landscape a mong prominent NC T writers, seven compelling
reasons for embracing Futuristic Premillennialism (FP) are discussed: (1)
Hermeneutics Is a Presupposition, Not a Theology, (2) Careful Exegesis Is Required,
Not a Presupposed Theology, (3) Unconfused and Separate Identities for Israel and
the Church , (4) Preserva tion o f the Jewish Race and Israel, (5) Unconditional
Abraham ic and Dav idic Covenan ts, (6) Proper O rder of Ch rist’s Return and Ch rist’s
Reign, and (7) Promises of an Irreversible Restoration for the Nation. Because of
these seven determinative, biblical facts, the only eschatology which would be
consistent with NCT’s denial of the non-existent covenants espoused by CT would be
FP.
*****
This essay builds upon the four previous articles in this issue of TMSJ,
dealing with New Covenant Theology (NCT): A Critique. If you have not yet read
Dr. Barrick on how N CT relates to OT cove nants and Dr. Vlach on how NCT relates
to Covenant Theology (CT), please do so before proceeding here.
NCT is to be commended for having recognized the absolute lack of biblical
evidence for the three co venantal mainstays of CT, i.e., Covenant of Grace, Covenant
of Redemption, and Covenant of Wo rks. NCT has advanced the theological
discussion by limiting their studies to covenants that are clearly and repeatedly taught
in Scripture, e.g., the Abrahamic, D avidic, and N ew Co venants.
W e interact here with NCT in that they limit G od’s p romises for Israel in the
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future and miss the futuristic aspects of the Abrahamic and Davidic Covenants. In
this, they unnecessarily and erroneously rejoin their CT brothers in proposing that the
NT church has replaced OT Israel and thus inherited Go d’s land, ruler, and kingdom
promises from the supposedly disobedient and disinherited Jews. As a result, the
eschatological options for NCT are essentially no different from those of CT.
Bed-Rock H ermeneutics
W hy would NCT rejoin CT at the po int of esch atology? D r. Barrick’s
assertion that their presupposed eschatology drives their hermeneutic rather than the
other way around needs to be reasserted. By putting the theological cart before the
hermeneutical horse, NC T slip s back into the CT error that they avoided in their
soteriology where the herm eneutical horse is rightly ahead of the theological cart.
Most NCT adherents have not completely abandoned CT as they rightfully should.
A somewhat surprising explanation of hermeneutics made by a well-known
theolo gian illustrates this po int.
What is covenant theology? The straightforward, if provocative answer to that question
is that it is what is nowadays called a hermeneutic—that is, a way of reading the whole
Bible that is itself part of the overall interpretation of the Bible that it undergirds. A
successful hermeneutic is a consistent interpretative procedure yielding a consistent
understanding of Scripture that in turn confirms the propriety of the procedure itself.
Covenant theology is a case in point. It is a hermeneutic that forces itself upon every
thoughtful Bible-reader who gets to the place, first, of reading, hearing, and digesting
Holy Scripture as didactic instruction given through human agents by God himself, in
person; second, of recognizing that what the God who speaks the Scriptures tells us about
in their pages is his own sustained sovereign action in creation, providence, and grace;
third, of discerning that in our salvation by grace God stands revealed as Father, Son and
Holy Spirit, executing in tripersonal unity of single cooperative enterprise of raising
sinners from the gutter of spiritual destitution to share Christ’s glory for ever; and fourth,
of seeing that God-centered thought and life, spring responsively from a God-wrought
change of heart that expresses itself spontaneously in grateful praise, is the essence of true
knowledge of God. Once Christians have got this far, the covenant theology of the
Scriptures is something that they can hardly miss.1
According to the highly respected Dr. Packer, “Covenant Theo logy … is a
hermeneutic.… ” Amazing! If one’s hermeneutic is one’s theology, then one’s
theology determin es one’s hermeneutic; that is what logicians call “circular
reasoning”—a catastro phic lo gical fallacy. Traditionally, one’s hermeneutic has
app lied to the entirety of the OT and N T, text by text, which then resulted in one’s
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theology, not the reverse as stated by Packer.
NCT advo cate D onald Hochner similarly writes, “There are three main
systems of interpreting Scripture.… [T]he author of this comparative analysis wishes
to state his preference for New Covenant T heology, as being a more balanced system
for interpreting Sc ripture.… ” 2 Gary D. Long likewise notes, “If the nonprem illennialism aspect of prophecy is on the right track then it must be part of a
better hermeneutic. I believe New Covenant theology presents a better biblical
hermeneutic.” 3
If a consistent hermeneutic that leads to one’s theology is the pro per way to
approach Scripture, then some of Futuristic Premillennialism’s (FP ’s) staunchest
critics recognize the consistent nature of and o utcom e when the historical-grammatical approach is taken to interpret all Scripture, including prophetic portions. For
example,
O.T. Allis—“…the Old Testament prophecies if literally interpreted cannot be regarded
as having been yet fulfilled or as being capable of fulfillment in this present age.”4
Floyd E. Hamilton—“Now we must frankly admit that a literal interpretation of the Old
Testament prophecies gives us just such a picture of an earthly reign of the Messiah as the
premillennialist pictures.”5
Loraine Boettner—“It is generally agreed that if the prophecies are taken literally, they
do foretell a restoration of the nation of Israel in the land of Palestine with the Jews
having a prominent place in that kingdom and ruling over the other nations.”6
However, each one asserts that consistency does not necessarily yield the eschatological truth of Scripture, bec ause the fruit thereof does not agree with his hermeneutic
of CT.
Perhaps the great writer Robert Louis Stevenson (1850– 1894) summ ed it up
best.
I cannot understand how you theologians and preachers can apply to the Church—or the
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multiplicity of churches—Scripture promises which, in their plain meaning, must apply
to God’s chosen people Israel, and to Palestine; and which, consequently, must still be
future. You call yourselves the “Israel of God” or the “Spiritual Israel.”’ As an example
of this misinterpretation, he gave me Isaiah LXII. “But,” said he, “that does not stand
alone. The prophetic books are full of teachings which, if they are interpreted literally,
would be inspiring, and a magnificent assurance of a great and glorious future; but which,
as they are spiritualized, become farcical—as applied to the Church, they are a comedy.”7
Representative NCT Eschatological Approaches
Steve Lehre r offers five key conclusions that lead him away from
premillennialism.8
1.

“NCT … views the Old Testament through the lens of the New. That is our driving
theological presupposition.”9
“This means that if the New Covenant fulfillment of an Old Covenant promise
changes the nature of the original promise, then we have no biblical reason to
expect the Old Covenant promise will be fulfilled as the promise stood in its Old
Covenant context.”10
“Then there is the view of NCT, which understands Israel to be an unbelieving type
or picture of the true people of God, the church. According to NCT, Israel never
was a believing people as a whole. Israel always had a tiny remnant of true
believers in her midst. Israel was not the church in the Old Testament, but they did
function as a type or picture of the church—the true people of God.”11
“I don’t believe that Romans 11 teaches there is a promise for a national salvation
for all of ethnic Israel.”12
“In summary, NCT is not replacement theology if by that you mean that God has
replaced the first true people of God with people of God number two. But NCT is
replacement theology if by that you mean the focus of God’s attention is no longer
on a particular nation (Israel), but rather God’s preoccupation with the nation has
been “replaced” or fulfilled by God showering His love on the true people of God,
which is made up of Jews and Gentiles.”13

2.

3.

4.
5.
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John Reisinger, in spite of his excellent critique of CT,1 4 shies away from
premillennialism be cause
1.
2.

“Israel has no separate purpose or future independent of the Body of Christ.”15
“The physical nation of Israel was cast off and the special national covenant
relationship was totally ended when Christ came (Matt. 21:43).16

Tom W ells reasons from Romans 11 . He concludes, “From the standpoint
of eternity future, looking back, the church will prove to have been God’s elect
individuals from every era.” 1 7
W hile each of these men has approached the theme of eschatology
differently, they have one common characteristic. Having rejected CT’s unbiblical
covenants in favor of the New Co venant, they then embrace CT’s eschatological
conclusions which had their origins and basis in the abandoned, non-biblical
covena nts. They have returned to the source of the error which supposedly they
already recognized and from which they fled.
But is this return to CT eschatologies an essential, necessary plank in the
NCT agenda?
NCT Is Compatible Only With FP
Fred Zaspel, who co-authored New Covenant Theology with Tom W ells, is
unquestionably a futuristic premillennialist and finds FP in absolute harmo ny with
NCT, especially in its rejection of the unbiblical covenants of CT. In personal
correspondence (10/22/06), he writes, “NCT generally is more a moveme nt than a
settled positio n as of yet. This is p articularly the case in terms o f eschatology.…
[M]ost of the published ‘spokesmen’ (self-appointed or otherwise) for NCT are
amillennial. And of these, some are particularly outspoken in their disregard for
prem illennialism.”
Zasp el, though a minority voice in NCT, eschatologically speak ing, is a
determined FP. He believes in a distinct future for ethnic Israel. 1 8 He reasons thusly
from Romans 11:
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It should be noted further that the ground on which Paul bases his hope of the future
conversion of “all Israel” is nothing other than Israel’s ancient covenants. In 11:29 Paul
says this directly, and in 11:26–27 he cites by way of support and explanation a composite
of passages from the Old Testament (Psa. 14:7; Gen. 17:4; Isa. 59:20–21; 27:9; Jer.
31:33ff). The language is reminiscent of more passages, particularly from the prophets,
in which the Davidic, Abrahamic, and new covenants are held in view for the people.
Significantly, these same passages speak to a time when Israel, in her own land, will again
enjoy her prominence among the nations.19
Amusingly, one British CT adherent accuses both Zaspel and his amillennial
co-author of being FPs. G eorge M . Ella writes in a review of New Covenant
Theology, “They offer us dyed-in-the-wool Dispensationalism of the most extreme
kind under the guise of a New Speak which is almost amusing in its ingenuity.…” 2 0
Actually, Ella proves to be the extremist by lab eling am illennialist W ells as a
dispensationa list and accusing Zasp el of be ing extreme when, in fac t, he is quite
moderate.
Just released, in late summer 20 07, is the most significant N CT futuristic
premillennial boo k, Future Israel, by Barry Horner. 2 1 He contrib utes a formidable
work that clearly marks out FP as the most com patible eschato logy for NC T. In so
doing, he dramatically demonstrates that non-FPs in NCT have not fully removed
their roots from the soil of CT.
A B rief Ca se for Futuristic Pr emillennialism 2 2
NCTs who find a CT-based eschatology incompatible with their total break
from CT in favor of NCT , will be encouraged by the seminal works o f Zaspel and
Horner. Also, the y will take heart in the following discussion of seven primary
reasons for FP.2 3
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Ibid., 25.
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George M . Ella, “Ne w C ovenan t Theo logy: A Re view,” New Focus 11 /3 (Oct/Nov 2006) (online
at www .go-newfocus.co.uk/pages.php?section=25&subsection=7&artID=177, accessed 9/3/07).
Australian CT devotee Kevin Hartley understands Zaspel to be “a dispensationalist at heart” (See “New
Covenant Th eology a nd its Fundam ental Presupposition” [online at ww w.pressiechu rch.org/
Theol_1/D efining%2 0NC T.htm , accessed 9/2/07 ]).
21
Barry Hor ner, Future Israel (Na shville: B& H, 2 007 ). He has been significantly influenced by the
19th -century Scottish P resbyterian and h ymn writer of n ote (180 8-188 9), H oratius B onar, Prophetical
Landm arks Co nta inin g Data for Helping to Determine the Question of Christ’s Pre-Millennial Advent
(London: Jam es Nisbe t, 1847).
22
See Da vid Larsen , Jews, Gentiles, and the Church (Gr and Ra pids : Dis cove ry H ouse, 1995) for
an excellent treatment of Futuristic Premillennialism.
23
These m ate ria ls have been adap ted from Rich ard M ayhue, 1, 2 Thessalonians (Fearn, Ross-shire,
Scotland: Christian Focus, 1999) 203–11.
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1. Hermeneutics Is a Presupposition, Not a Theology
Advocates of FP use a consisten t grammatica l-historical approach to bo th the Old
and New Testament Scrip tures, by which the Bible is interp reted norm ally
throughout, regardless o f whether it is non-esc hatolo gical or escha tological.
Therefore, Go d’s promises to Abraham and D avid are viewed in a futuristic sense
as anticipating a restored nation of Israel. In this pattern, the rapture comes first
(it can be pre-tribulational, mid-tribulational, or post-tribulational), followed by
Christ’s second co ming at the end of the sev en-year tribulation period, b iblically
spoken of as Daniel’s seventieth week. After judging the earth and its inhabitants, Christ rules over the earth for one thousand years (the millennium) from H is
Davidic throne in Jerusalem. At the end of the millennium, Satan rebels for one
final time but is instantly defeated. Then com es the resurrection and judgment
of all unbelievers at the Great White Throne judgment, which is followed by the
New Jerusalem and the eternal state.
FP does not require new sp ecial rules of interpretation when it comes to
prophetic texts . T he biblical text is take n at normal fac e-value, in its context,
recognizing symbolic language and speech figures, plus the reality that they
represent. It allows the interpreter to take the same general approach to the
unvarnished history of Joshua, or the highly figurative images of Solomon’s
Song, or the prophetic books.
Normal interpretation produces the correct understanding of OT prophecies
that have already been fulfilled in history. For example, Gen 17:6 predicts that
from Abraham would com e real kings, and they did. Daniel prop hesied of
coming Persian, Greek, and Roman nations, and they came to be.
Mo st convincing to this writer is the manner in which Christ’s first advent
prophecies are correctly interpreted, i.e., by consistently using the normal or
grammatical-historical appro ach. Christ was born in the tribe of Judah (Gen
49:10); He was born in Bethlehem (M icah 5:2); He died by crucifixion (Ps 22)
and rose from the grave (cf. Ps 2:7 with Acts 13:33; 16:10; Isa 55:3).
Therefore, unless some clear, uncontested mandate from Scripture changes
how one interpre ts second-coming prophecies (and there is none), then prophetic
Scripture should be interpreted co nsistently throughout the Bible. Only FP does
so.
2. Careful Exegesis Is Required, Not a Presupposed Theology
Revelation 20:1-10 might well be considered the summum bonum of millennial
studies, for in this text one encounters a unique historical period which is
designated as “one thousand years” (vv. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 ). This serves as an
exam ple of careful exegesis.
Several preliminary inquiries logically precede determining a correct
eschatological understanding of R evelation 20 . First, the qu estion needs to be
asked whether this period of time is yet future or has it already been fulfilled?
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Next, is this period actually one thousand years in length or does the term
represent another length of time, e.g., 5,000 years? Finally, how has the ‘one
thousa nd’ of Reve lation 20:1-1 0 normally been interpreted in the past?
The Time of Fulfillment
Several peculiar events o ccur d uring this special segment of time. An angel
binds Satan with a great chain (20:1-2). Satan is then incarcerated in the abyss
which is shut and sealed (20:3). Thus, Satan no longer deceives the nations until
the one thousand years transpire. The Tribulation martyrs are resurrected to reign
with Christ (20:4, 6). When the one thousand years end, Satan is released for a
short time to deceive the nations once again (20:3, 7-8).
Has this alread y been fulfilled? Mo st who hold to a form of Covenant
Theology respond affirmatively and point to Christ’s victory over Satan at the
cross as the starting po int. Such texts as M att 12:22-29 are employed to bolster
the position that Satan is now bound in fulfillment of Revelation 20.
Though Christ did win the victory at Calvary and Satan’s doom was
eternally settled, Satan has not been incapacitated in the manner demanded by
this text. Satan still entices men to lie (Acts 5:3). He is blinding the minds of
unbelievers to the gosp el of the glory of Christ in God (2 Cor 4:4). Satan
currently disguises himself as an angel of light to deceive the church (2 Cor
11:2-3, 13-15). The devil hinders ministers of God (1 Thess 2:18) and roams
about the earth to devour its population (1 Pet 5:8). Revelation 20 could never
refer to the present time in light of these abundant testimon ies of Sa tan’s prese nt,
frenetic pace (cf. 2 Cor 2:11; E ph 6:11-1 2). Therefore, the conclusion must be
that Revelation 20 looks to some future time of special magnitude. Since it is yet
ahead, the next question is, “How long will this time last?”
The Period o f Tim e
The bottom line in this discussion asks, “Does chilia et in Revelation 20
really mean a literal one-thousand years?” The discussion begins by looking at
biblical numbers in general and then narrowing the focus to Revelation and “one
thousand” in particular.
It is com mon ly understood as a basic rule of hermeneutics that numbers
should be accepted at face value, i.e., conveying a mathema tical quantity, unless
substantial evidence warrants otherwise. This dictum for interpreting biblical
numb ers is generally accepted by all as the proper starting point.
This rule holds true throughout the Bible, including Revelation. A survey
of numb ers in the A poc alypse supp orts this. For instance, seven churches and
seven angels in Revelation 1 refer to seven literal churches an d their messengers.
Twelve tribes and twelve apostles refer to actual, historical numbers (21:12, 14).
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Seven lampstands (1:12), five months (9:5), two witnesses (11:3), twelve hundred
and sixty days (11:3), twelve stars (12:1), ten horns (1 3:1), sixteen hundred stad ia
(14:20), three demons (16:13 ), and five fallen kings (17:9–10) all use numbers
in their normal sense. O ut of the scores of numbers in Revelation, only two
(seven spirits in 1:4 and 666 in 13:1 8) are conc lusively used in a sym bolic
fashion. Though this line of reasoning does not prove that “one thousand ” in
Revelation 20 should be taken normally, it does put the burden of proof on those
who disagree with accepting “one thousand” as one thousand to prove otherwise.
Not only are numbers in general to be taken norm ally in Revelation but,
more specifically, this is also true with numbers referring to time. In Revelation
4–20 at least twenty-five references to measurements of time occur. Only two of
these dem and to be understood in something other than a literal sense and , with
these instances, numbers are not employed. The “day of His wrath” (6:17 ) would
likely exceed twe nty-four ho urs and ‘the hour of His judgment’ (14:7) seemingly
extends beyond sixty minutes. Nothing, however, in the phrase “one thousand
years” suggests a symbolic interpretation.
This next point is very impo rtant. Never in the Bible is “year” used with a
numerical adjective when it does not refer to the actual period of time that it
mathematica lly represents. Unless evidence to the contrary can be provided,
Revelation 20 is not the one exception in the entire Scripture.
Also, the number “one thousand” is not used elsewhere in the Bible with a
symbolic sense. Job 9:3; 33:23; Pss 50:10; 90:4; Eccl 6:6; 7:28; and 2 Pet 3 :8
have been used in support of the idea that “one thousand” in this text is used
symbolically. However, these attempts fail because in each of these texts “one
thousa nd” is used in its normal sense to make a vivid po int.
One thousand and its varied comb inations are used frequently in both
Testam ents. No one q uestions the response to five thousand believers (Acts 4:4),
twenty-three thousand men killed (1 Cor 10:8), or seven thousand killed (Rev
11:1 3). Likewise, no exegetical reason exists to question the normality of onethousand years in Revelation 20.
The Testim ony o f History
From the earliest post-apostolic era, the church understood the “millennium”
of Revelation 20 as a literal, one thousand years. P apias, Barnabas, Justin
Martyr, Irenaeus, and Tertullian all evidenced this fact in their writings. The
church taught nothing else until the fourth century.
W hen ancient theologians began to go beyond what the Bible taught about
the millennium, whe n they began to make it a period of time that would be more
for the enjoyment of men than for the glory of God, some reac ted to corre ct this
excess by interpreting this time as something less than an actual historical period.
Augustine (c.354-430) popularized the approach, which reasoned that the
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church inherited the blessings promised to Israel and that they are spiritual, not
earthly. He taught that Revelation 20 referred to this time.
However, even Augustine understood from Revelation 20 that this period
lasted one thousand literal years. So Augustine, called by many the father of
amillennialism, took the one thousand years normally. Even to this day some
non-p remillen nialists interpret Revelation 20 to be actually one thousand years
in length. T o do differently does injustice to the text.
Conclusions
The one thousand years of Revelation 20 look to the future for fulfillment
since an honest appraisal of the text and history determines that they have not yet
occurred. Further, a survey of num bers in the B ible and Revelation po intedly
demands that the “one thousand” years be un dersto od in a normal sense. T his
position received further substantiation through a brief review of how the church
has historically interp reted this text.
Although to pro ve Futuristic Premillen nialism fro m Revelation 20 alone is
beyond the scope of this discussion, certainly the ne xt sequentially logical
question would be, “Is there an unmistakable bridge that links the OT promises
of a restored earthly kingdom to Israel with the distinctive statements of
Revelation 20?” In closing, the suggestion is that there is—the rule and reign of
the Lord Jesus Christ on the throne of David in the city of God. Consider 2 Sam
7:12-16; Ps 2:1-12; Isa 2:2-4; 9:7; Jer 33:14-18; Ezek 34:23-24; Dan 2:44-45;
Hos 3:5; Joel 3:9-21; Zeph 3:14-20; and Zech14:1-11 with Revelation 20:4, 6.
Only FP takes this approach and arrives at this conclusion.
3. Unconfused and Separate Identities for Israel and the Church
The book of Acts sp eaks frequently of the “church” (nineteen times) and “Israel”
(twenty times). Howeve r, ‘church’ refers to those believing at Pentecost and
beyond; while “Israel” refers to the nation— historically and ethnically. The
terms are never used synonymously or interchangeably. The church is never
called “spiritual Israel” or “new Israel” in the NT; furthermore, Israel is never
called “the church” in the OT.
Only three texts might even remotely be considered to equate Israel with the
church. However, upon closer inspection, they yield the following proper
interpretations.
1. Romans 9:6 distinguishes between physical birth and the new birth.
2. Romans 11:26 promises that all elect Jews will be saved.
3. Galatians 6:16 re fers to the believing Jews in the G alatian congregations.
“Church” is mentioned at least eighteen times in Revelation 1–3. It is not
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later confused with “Israel’ in Revelation 6–19. Between Rev 4:1 and Rev 22:15,
the church is not mentioned. The last occurrence of “church” refers back to the
original recipients/readers in the late first-century church. Only FP accounts for
this clear biblical distinction.
4. Preservation of the Jewish Race and Israel
The Jewish race is the most persecuted ethnic group in world history. The ten
northern tribes of Israel ha ve be en extremely obscure since the Assyrian ca ptivity
in 722 B.C. The nation of Israel never regained any degree o f its former
sovereign rule after the Babylonian captivity in 586 B.C. until the nation was
restored in A.D. 1948. Yet, today the Jewish race and the nation of Israel are a
recognized people residing in the ancient land o f their ancestors, who trac e their
roots back to Abraham in Genesis 12 (c.216 5–199 0 B.C.).
The OT promised that Israel would again be restored by God to international
pro minence in spite of their ancient exiles, Ezek 37:15–28 being the most
prominent text. Both Jer 31:35–37 and 33:19–26 guarantee that this promise is
as sure as the laws of nature. M any O T texts pro mise that once Israel is fully
restored, she will never be overthrown or shamed again (Jer 31:40; Ezek 37:25;
Joel 2:26–27; Amos 9:15; Zeph 3:20). Only with FP is this expected.
5. Unco nditional Abrah amic and D avidic Cov enants
Bo th the Abrahamic and Davidic Covenants were intended to be unconditional
in their ultimate effect. Nowhere does Scripture suggest that Israel forsoo k Go d’s
blessings forever and that these blessings have now allegedly been made spiritual
and inherited by the church. To say otherwise, in effect, is to make God a liar.
The Abrahamic Covenant is called an everlasting covenant in which God
gave Abraham and his descendents the land of Israel as an everlasting possession
(Gen 17:7–8). God’s promise to Abraham is corroborated in 1 Chron 16:15-17
and Ps 105:8-15. By this covenant, a people and a land are promised for Israe l.
The Davidic Covenant of 2 Sam 7:8-16 is called an everlasting covenant in
2 Sam 23:5, 2 Chron 21:7, and Ps 89:3 –4, 1 9–2 9, 36 . By this covenant, a throne
is promised for Israel. Only FP fully takes these features into consideration.
6. Proper Order of Christ’s Return and Christ’s Reign
In prophetic Scrip ture, Christ is portrayed as first returning to earth for H is
kingdom and then reigning over it. He returns in Daniel 2:34-35 and then reigns
in Dan 2 :44–4 5. He first returns in Zech 14:5 and then reigns in 14 :9. Christ’s
coming first appears in Matt 24:27, 30, 37, 42, 44, followed by His reign in Matt
25:31. In Rev 19:11, H e returns to re ign as described in Rev 20:4. Only FP
holds to this repeated p attern. In the other unbiblical prophetic profiles, Christ
reigns first before later coming to earth.
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7. Promises of an Irreversible Restoration for the Nation2 4
The OT has scores of passages that support this thesis. For the sake of brevity,
listed below are ten of the most indisputable.
•
•
•

Jeremiah 2 4:6— “I will plant them and no t pluck them up.”
Jeremiah 3 1:12 — “They shall never languish again.”
Jeremiah 31:40—“It shall not be plucked up, or overthrown any more
forever.”
Ezekiel 34:28–2 9— “They will no longer be prey to the nations” (v. 28).
“They will not endure the insults of the nations anymore” (v. 29).
Eze kiel 37 :25— “They shall live in the land … foreve r.”
Joel 2:26 –27 — “Then, M y people will never be put to shame” (vv. 26, 27).
Joel 3:18 –21 — “Judah will be inhabited forever and Je rusalem for all
generations” (v. 20).
Amos 9:11–15 — “They will not again be rooted out from their land” (v. 15).
Zeph 3:14– 20— “You will fear disaster no more” (v. 15).
Zech 14:11— “There will be no more curse, for Jerusa lem will dwell in
security.”

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Only FP takes these pro mises seriously.
A Final Word
The purpo se of this article ha s been twofo ld. First, to sh ow the lamentable
inconsistency that most NCT adherents display by rejecting the non-biblical
covenants of CT, while at the same time embracing CT eschatologies. This illogical
and unnecessary approach has been avoided by N CT sp okesmen Fred Zaspe l and
Barry Horner. Each of these N CT advo cates re ject both CT non-biblical co venants
and CT eschatologies in favo r of a tho roughgoing, biblically based, grammaticalhistorical hermeneutic, which results in FP.
Second, a representative and suggestive case for FP has been offered.
Though this is not intended to be an unabridged discussion, it certainly forms a
primary foundation upon which particular details can be added to construct a
convincing FP esc hatology which is not in need of CT’s unbiblical covenantal
influence.
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The extreme to which CT and/or NCT people go to deny a future for ethnic and national Israel is
illustrated in “An Open Letter,” in which it is written, “[A] day should not be anticipated in which
Christ’s kingdom will manifest Jewish distinctives, whether b y its location in ‘ the lan d,’ b y its
constituen cy, or by its ceremonial institutions and practices” (online at www.kn oxsem inary.org/
pros pec tive/faculty/wittenbergdoor, accessed 8/31/07) . Signatories include well-known m en such as
Richard Gaffin, Michael Horton, Joseph Pipa, Robert Reymond, O. Palmer Robertson, R. C. Sproul, and
Bruce W altke.
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REVIEWS
Jeffrey D. Arthurs. Preaching with Variety: How to Re-create the Dynamics of
Biblical Genres. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007. 238 pp . $15.99 (paper).
Reviewed by Keith Essex, Assistant Professor of Bible Exposition.
“I believe that a sermo n’s con tent should exp lain and apply the Word of
God as it is found in a biblical text, and a sermon’s form should unleash the impact
of that text. The second part of that declaration is the special province of this book”
(13). So begins Jeffrey Arthurs, associate professor of preaching and communication at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in the sixth and latest volume of
Kre gel’s Preach ing W ith series. One of the earlier boo ks in this series is Preaching
with Passion by Alex M ontoya from TM S. In the present work, Arthurs describes
six biblical genres and suggests how they can guide contempo rary expositors in
developing variety in their preaching.
The author creatively borrows from M artin Luther with an introduction that
states 9.5 theses which clarify the presuppositions of this book (13-20). In essence,
variety in preaching is important because Jesus and other biblical preachers used
various forms, and b oth listeners and preachers could use some variety too.
However, while variety is necessa ry, it is not sufficient; a sermon must herald G od’s
Word, flow from a clean heart, and have as its purpose the glory of God. W hen
these characteristics are present, the preacher has the freedom to choose from a
variety of sermon forms to communicate his message. Arthurs explains the mo st
important thesis for his book: “The defining essence of an expository sermon lies
primarily in its content, not in its form” (16). That principle is foundational for the
author’s argum ent and his advice to preachers though the rest of the volume. He
even suggests to preachers that “[w]e must patiently help people distinguish between
biblical doctrine and communicative procedure” (17), a task made easier because
“most North Americans in the twenty-first century have been socialized to expect
variety and multiple perspectives” (17).
Nine chapters form the heart of the book. Chapters 1 and 2 defend Arthurs’
theory that variety in preaching is biblical and it can enhance rec eptivity. The first
chapter declares that God is “the great communicator” who used a variety of literary
forms in His special revelation, the Bible, because He is both an artist and a
persuader.
This is the first and basic reason we should preach with variety (21-28).
241

242

The Master’s Seminary Journal

The second chapter gives the other reason for variety in preaching: the need to adapt
our sermons to the way contemporary hearers listen. The preacher needs to learn
how to “speak Bantu to channel surfers” (29-37). The author concludes, “W hy
preach with variety? Not because we’re trying to exalt self, but because we want to
exalt God; not because we call the shots, but because God sets the pattern as the
Great Communicator; not because we want to manipulate listeners, but because they
speak Bantu” (37).
Chapters 3 to 9 are devoted to a discussion of six biblical genre s [psalms,
narratives, parables, proverbs, ep istles, and apocalyptic] (38-199 ). Each genre is
allotted one chapter, except narrative, which has two. The author first describes the
genre. He then suggests ways the genre can be preached. He concludes with a
checklist to aid the preacher in both his exegesis and exposition of the genre under
consideration. Arthurs does give this caveat: “I do not assert that we must slavishly
and minutely copy th e exact genre of the text. . . . The key to genre sensitive
preaching is to replicate the im pact of the text, not its exact techniques, although
technique is the best place to start” (2 7-28 ). The autho r conclude s with a one-page
epilogue that summarizes the essence of the book (201). Endnotes (203-20) and a
bibliography (221-38) complete the volume.
Preaching with V ariety is a stimulating read for the b iblical expositor. Its
strength is in its descriptions of the biblical genres discussed and its suggestions of
the variou s ways the preacher can enh ance his variety. The different biblical genres
remind expositors of the necessity of such elements as evocative language, the lean
story, lead-in statem ents, sum mary statements, pithy statements, end stre ss, rhetorical
questions. Arthurs cautions the preacher not to go too far or too fast in reduplicating
the exact biblical genre in a sermon, although he gives only broad suggestions and
not specific directions on how to accomplish this. However, he does make it clear
that the goal is always to explain the content of the text to the listener, not to show
the creative skill of the preacher.

W illiam P. B rown. Ecclesiastes. Interpretation. Louisville, Ky.: John Knox, 2000.
xiii + 143 pp. $21.95 (cloth). Reviewed by William D. Barrick, Pro fessor o f Old
Testament.
W illiam P. Brown is professor of Old Testament at Union Theological
Seminary/PSCE in Virginia. As the subtitle for the series (A Bible Commentary for
Teaching and Preaching) indicates, the Interpretation co mmentaries seek to present
a contempo rary exposition integrating histo ry and theolo gy. Each co mmentary is
based upon the RSV or (more recently) the NRSV.
The volume is a very readable exposition throughout, in which the author
freely expresses his own thinking and feeling. In his preface he wonders whether any
traditional commentary on Ecclesiastes could be considered a legitimate undertaking
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in light of the book’s mysteries, ambiguities, and contradictions (vii). Thus, Brown
follows the model of a dialogical commentary exhibiting the simultaneous operation
of “a hermeneutics of trust and a hermeneutics of suspicion” (viii).
At the outset, he compares Qoheleth with the Mesopotamian tale of
Gilgame sh (1-7). He believes that the Gilgamesh epic was the source of the original
Qo heleth’s reflections. Rejecting S olom onic authorship, B rown places the bo ok’s
composition in the fourth or even third century B.C. (8), even though he admits that
Ecclesiastes itself claims to have been written by Solomon (10). Throughout the
com mentary, the reader is reminded that the commentator believes that a variety of
editors were involved in the composition of E cclesiastes (cf. vii, 11 6). Y et,
Ecclesiastes is viewed as “an indispensable part of the canon” (33).
Brown correctly (and eloquently) highlights the various themes of
Ecclesiastes. Some of those themes include the following: God-given enjoyment of
life (37), reverence for God out of an awareness of our finitude (45), individual
acco untability for how o ne lives b efore God in the w orld (56), and the inevitable
common expe rience of death (91 ). Illustrating his thoughts with writers like Gustave
Flaubert (26), Mark T wain (69), and Barbara K ingsolver (102), Brown weaves them
into the teachings of Ecclesiastes. Such citations provide material for the preacher in
today’s pulpit. Exegetical problems receive short shrift since detailed treatment of the
Hebrew text is outside the intent of a dialogical commentary. However, that does not
mean that Brown totally ignores tough problems. For example, he dedicates over a
page and a half (in other wo rds, ap proximately one percen t of his entire co mmentary)
to the crux interpretum in 5:9 (Hebrew, 5:8), providing some excellent insight to its
solution.
The commentary concludes with its own epilogue exploring “Qo heleth’s
Place in Christian Faith and Life” (121-37). The bibliography includes recommendations for further study (139-40) and a list of the works cited in the body of the
commentary (140-43).
Bro wn’s volume would not be the first choice (or even a second) for the
expositor to add to his library if he is looking for a verse-by-verse, exegetical
commentary. The commentaries by Michael Eaton (Tyndale OT Commentaries; IVP,
1983), Duane Garrett (New American Comm entary; Broadman & H olman, 1993),
and Tre mpe r Longman III (N ew Internation al Commentary on the O T; Eerdma ns,
1998) serve that purpose better. For the expositor capable of mature theological
discernment (able to separate the wheat from the chaff), this commentary can be a
catalyst for illustration, preaching, and application.

W illiam P. B rown. Seeing the Psalms: A Theology of Metaphor. Louisville, Ky.:
W estminster John Knox, 2002. xiii + 274 pp. $24.95 (paper). Reviewed by
W illiam D . Barrick, P rofesso r of Old T estament.
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“More so than any other corp us in Scripture, the Psalter contains discourse
that is as visceral as it is sublime. In the psalms, pathos is wedded to image” (ix).
Thus the author contends for the significance of this volume on metaphor in the
Psalms. His introduction deals with “A Poetics of the Psalmic Imagination” (1-14),
presenting a case for the power of evocative language in the Psalter. Brown asserts
that metap hors act as “‘grids’ or ‘filters’ through which reality is viewed and
reconfigured” (6), so that the reader might apprehend that reality differently.
Metaphor “exploits an irresolvable incongruity between the target and source
domains to generate a ‘sema ntic shock’” (7). Therefore, metaphors in Hebrew poetry
require that the reader think more and more about the text (9). Indeed, the Psalter’s
poetry is not just visceral, it is intensely reflective and cognitive.
By their very nature, metaphors provoke hermeneutical discussion. If
metaphor is “the hinge between multiple lines of associations and manifold worlds
of meaning” (8), how can it be “delimiting” hermeneutically (10)? Brown throws
down the gauntlet for reader-oriented method ologies by insisting tha t the read er’s
imagination must be subject to the full appreciation and understanding of the ancient
imagination (12). In his view, the reader is not sovereign, nor is the text a mere
corpse (223 n. 110). He concludes, “Perhaps the time has come to declare the
resurrection of the text and the receptivity of the reader” (ibid.). In the remainder of
the volume, B rown’s modus operandi identifies the source and target domains for
each metaphor, seeks to discover its meaning in its ancient Near Eastern background,
and examines its associations within the Psalter itself (14).
Eight chapters take up the exam ination o f the follow ing top ics:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

8.

metaphors of refuge (15-30),
metaphors of pathway (31-53),
arboreal metaphor (55-79, a detailed analysis of the metapho r in Psalm 1),
solar metaphor (81-103, an examination of metaphor in Psalm 19),
water metaphors (105-34),
animal metap hors (1 35-6 6, a no n-exhaustive survey of animal motifs and
metaphors in Psalms),
personal metaphors for God (167 -95, anthropomorphisms involving the
senses, face, hands, mo uth and voice, breath, emo tions, and roles such as
king, warrior, parent, and teacher), and
impersonal metaphors for God (19 7-206, including light, shield, shadow,
mountain, fountain, portion, and cup).

Metapho rs may also have counter metaphors. For example, the pit and Sheol
are counter metapho rs of the refuge metaphor (26). As the author observes, the
language of lament sets the psalmist “between pit and refuge, between God’s absence
and presence, death and deliverance” (27). A metaphor’s meaning informs the
meaning of its counter metaphor and vice versa.
Brown proposes that neither refuge nor pathway comp rises a root metaphor
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encompassing the entire Psa lter. Bo th are comp lementary, each to the other. T heir
assoc iation is ro bust, but they are not interchangeable and neither can subsume the
other (39). Refuge features being present before God, while pathway designates the
struggle toward God via law and wisdom (42, 45). The two metapho rs are “the warp
and the woof of the Psalter’s variegated tapestry” (53).
From time to time, the author’s analyses appear strained. For e xample, his
treatment of Psalm 19, comparing its concepts with the iconography of synagogue
mosaics (100-103) m ight strike the reader as esoteric. However, although the
discerning evang elical rea der m ight weed out some of the association, the point of
the diversion is still pertinent: neither natural nor special revelation can be detached
totally from the other. The interrelationship is a major aspect of what the psalmist
prese nts in Psalm 19.
Polyvalency of metapho rs com es to the fore in Brown’s essay on water
(105-34). Many waters frequently represent overwhelming danger and chaos
(106-22), but water also pictures refreshment and renewal (122-34). Images of
sweeping floodwaters and the overwhelming power of thunderous cataracts and
waves are foundational to two different experiences and perspectives. Metapho rs are
flexible and are cap able of conveying widely differing meanings. Readers must pay
close attention to context in order to interpret such images properly. “Destructive and
cleansing, formless yet sustaining, water can convey diametrically opposing nuances
even within one verse or line of poetry” (105).
In his conclusion, Bro wn take s up P salm 139 to examine its metaphors (20715). Extensive endnotes (217-62), an extremely helpful index of Scripture and
ancient sources (263-70), and an author/subject index (271-74, detailed in the former
case, and very limited in the latter) close out the volume.
W illiam P. Brown is professor of OT at Union Theological Seminary/PSCE
in Virginia. Among the books he has authored are Cha racter in Crisis: A F resh
Approach to the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament (Eerdma ns, 1996),
Ecclesiastes (Interpretation; John Kno x, 2000; see earlier in this issue of TMSJ), and
The Ten Commandm ents: The Reciprocity of Faithfuln ess (We stminster John Knox,
2004). He is also editor and contributor to Character & Scripture: Moral Formation,
Community, and Biblical Interpretation (Eerdmans, 2002 ).

Dee Duk e, Prayer Qu est: Breaking through to Your God-Given Dreams and Destiny.
Colorado Springs, Colo.: NavPress, 2004. 178 pp. $11.00 (paper). Reviewed by
Gregory H . Harris, Pro fessor o f Bible Exposition.
A pop ular website promises a secret means of getting what you want from
life by visualizing your goals and dreams to such a degree that they eventually
become reality. From a website promoting “The Secret,” the following is promised:
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There is a universal intelligence or knowingness in each and every one of us. When you
are open to this intelligence of the heart, it guides you in the right direction to do what is
best for you and those around you. Following this intuitive knowing attracts to you
whatever you need as you need it. You find yourself having, being and doing whatever
is right for you in the moment for your highest good. Your heart knows what actions are
appropriate for you to take to attract to you what is appropriate for you.

In Prayer Que st: Breaking thro ugh to Your God-Given D ream s and Destiny, Dee
Duke presents very much the same approach. Throughout the boo k he offers ways to
develop and fo llow one’s dreams. Of course, in this case dre ams d o not refer to
revelatory dreams, such as to Jo seph had in Matthew 1 or to the common dreams that
occur during sleep. D uke uses dreams in the sense of goals, desires, or wants, writing,
A dream is a desire felt so strongly that we think and meditate on it constantly until we
see it in our mind as clearly as if it were reality. A dream believes that what is desired will
happen; it is accomplished by anticipation and positive expectation. People who dream
tend to be upbeat and enthusiastic. They give hope to those around them, attracting people
to their dreams and causes (26).
Self-help sources abound, in both the secular and the Christian world,
without much difference at the core of each. Something like the statem ent above is
expected from the secular world on a web site promising entrance into “T he Secret,”
but not in a book from a Christian publisher such as NavPress that teaches in essence
the sam e app roach.
Using John 14:12 as a launching pad (“he will do even greater things than
these,” 23), Duke launches into instructing readers on how to dream their own dream,
which he repeatedly claims is God’s dream. For instance,
Welcome to the reality where dreams come true! God has a dream, and it is certain to
happen just as He imagines it. He has placed the stamp of His image on our souls, so that
we also dream great dreams. As we learn to passionately share and enjoy God’s dreams,
we will see Him work in amazing ways . . . (15).
Again, it is not so m uch their own dreams Christians are to pursue, but ultimately they
are Go d’s dream for C hristians. D uke asks in question #9, “What do these passages
[Titus 2:1-4; Romans 12:10-12 ; Joshua 1:7-8] teach about God’s dream for each of
us?” Th at is a brash assumption in these and other verses. The answer, biblically
speaking, is nothing. Nothing ap pears in any of the con texts in regard to a “believer’s
dreams,” nothing about what “we think and meditate on . . . constantly until we see
it in our m ind as clearly as if it were reality,” or believing “that what is desired will
happen; it is accom plished by anticipation and p ositive expectation” (26 ).
Although proponents of Prayer Qu est would no doubt argue that the book
is replete with Scripture references throughout each chapter and therefore thoroughly
biblica l, rarely do the references in their context relate to the point made. Rather, the
author’s presuppo sitions fram e them. One of do zens o f such examp les is the “Parable
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of the Ten Virgins” in Matt 25:14-30. The context deals with events specifically
related to the destruction of the temple and Jerusalem, the seco nd com ing of Christ
to earth, and the end of the age (Matt 24:1-3). Duke instead writes, “The most
common reaso n that mo st believers hav e given up dream ing God’s d ream s is
illustrated by Jesus in Matthew 25:14-30 ” (24).
The author coaches his followers on how to dream their dream with God,
for examp le, by develop ing “dream notes” as “one of many ways to release your
imagination in prayer” (28 -29). Still referring to these as Go d’s “dreams and plans”
(28), he cites “do not judge or be critical of your thoughts now—just let them flow”
(ibid.). He further counsels, “Determine to dream with God again” (ibid.).
Duke acknowledges that the source of such dream s is not a given. He states,
“Your dream notes may stem from one of four sources (although discerning between
these is difficult and not always necessary)” (29). He then lists the four sources as
“thoughts from God,” “your own original thoughts,” “thoughts from the world (good,
neutral, or evil sources),” and “thoug hts from Satan and his demons” (29 ). Duke
prays in this regard, “Father, please help me to und erstand whethe r this thought is
from You or from so me o ther source. H elp me to discern which tho ughts are worthy
of Your d ream for my life” (28).
In reference to o ne’s hea rt (that is, used in the sense of the seat of o ne’s
thoughts, motives, and desires), the Creator who made the heart states and asks about
it in Jer 17:9: “The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who
can understand it?” He then answers in 17:10: “I, the L ORD , search the heart, I test
the mind.” Further, Jesus said in reference to the heart in Mark 7:20-23:
And He was saying, “That which proceeds out of the man, that is what defiles the
man. For fro m within, out of the heart o f men, p roceed the evil thoughts,
fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wickedness, as
well as deceit, sensu ality, envy, slander, prid e and foolishness. All these evil
things proceed fro m within and d efile the man.”
Tho se who im ply their thoughts are God’s thoughts plainly contradict what
God has stated in His W ord. For those whose “dream prayers” originate in their own
heart (even with a “God-tag” placed on them), do so from a source that is “more
deceitful than all else and is despe rately sick.” Has this changed since the time of
Jeremiah or Jesus? Y et Duke explains to his readers, “Select the dream notes you
believe God wishes you to pursue” (29). How does someone know? Feelings? Your
origina l though ts? W hat issues forth from your heart?
For those who “will not endure sound doctrine ; but wanting to have their
ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own
desires; and w ill turn away their ears from the truth, and will turn aside to myths” (2
Tim 4:3-4), Prayer Qu est is a book for them . For those who wa nt to justify the lusts
of the flesh, in the name of God, this book should make them feel good about
themselves. For those who want to be a disciple of Jesus, counting the cost, leaning
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not on their own understanding, denying them selves, and taking up their cro ss to
follow Him, avoid this nonb iblical theology.

G. R. Evans. Joh n Wyclif: M yth and R eality. Downers Gro ve, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2005.
320 pp. $25.00 (cloth). Reviewed by W illiam D . Barrick, P rofesso r of Old
Testament.
W yclif’s legendary status as “the Morning Star of the R eform ation” fails to
survive Gillian Evans’ vigorous professorial investigation (113, 244, 249). Evans
holds the professorship of medieva l theology and intellectual history at the University
of Cambridge. She is author of The Language and Logic of the Bible: The Earlier
Mid dle Ages (Cam bridge U niversity P ress, 19 84), Law and Theology in the Mid dle
Ages (Routledge, 2001), and Faith in the Medieva l World (InterVarsity, 2002). In
addition, she edited both The Medieval Theologians: An Introduction to Theology
in the Medieval Period (Blackwell, 2001) and The F irst Christian Theologians: An
Introduction to Theology in the Early Church (Blackwell, 2004), contributing a
number of the essays herself. W riting extensively on the Middle Ages and on a wide
range of patristic and medieval authors (including Augustine, Anselm, Bernard of
Clairvaux, Peter Lombard, Alan of Lille, and Gregory the Great), Evans is em inently
qualified for a rigo rous examination o f Wyclif’s writings within his medieval
acad emic enviro nment at Oxford University.
Evans’ portrait of Wyclif reveals a complex and conflicted man—an
irascible academic as well as a contrite cleric (14). His academic setting at Oxford
forms the dominant background for Evans’ portrait of both the ecclesiastic and the
educator (16-128 ). According to the author, the Oxford with which W yclif was
contemporary bore no signs of the lethargy that John Fo xe’s Boo k of Martyrs
attributed to it (24). On the contrary, Oxford throbbed with academic rivalry and
thrived on a combative and competitive style of teaching (76). Such pedagogical
methodology “made W yclif and his opponents habitually adversarial in their
problem -solving” (84). W yclif alleged that spies attending his lectures maliciously
recorded his most shocking remarks to use against him (85). T hese adversarial ha bits
in the academy often spilled over into the pulpit (123).
As a parish priest, Wyclif was more educated than most. In 1379 (some
years after he had left the parish ministry), he authored a book on “The Pastoral
Office” in which he defined the duties of the godly pastor: to feed his sheep with
God’s W ord, to purge his floc k of co ntagious spiritua l disease , and to defend his
flock against ravaging wolves (93-94). Evans concludes that Wyclif found pastoral
ministry less than sa tisfying, so he returned to O xford to pursue a doctor of theology
degree (94). He was a staunch critic of absentee pastors who held a plurality of
parishes and/or benefices that drew them away from their pastoral duties (94-95). In
this reviewer’s opinion, Evans’ focus is so much on the educator (and, later, the

Reviews

249

public servant of the royal co urt, 129-93 ) that the ecclesiastic lacks adeq uate
coverage. This may, in part, be due to an absence of adequate do cumentation, the
result of the ultimate condemnation and burning of W yclif’s books in 1410 (204 ).
However, if a pastor, rather than an aca dem ic, were to write the biography, W yclif’s
portrait probab ly would include a mo re detailed examination o f his pastoral practices
for compa rison with his pastoral philosophy.
Througho ut his teaching career, Wyclif exhibited a bent for theolo gy. His
writings on logic deal with theological topics: “the Trinity, transubstantiation, divine
foreknowledge, futurity and eternity, necessary futurity, time as fourth dimension”
(100). In De Veritate Sacrae Scripturae (“About the Truthfulness of Sacred
Scriptures”) he declares that no human writing is superior to the Bible, all Christians
have a right to read it, and the Scriptures are the best foundation for secular and
ecclesiastical life (121). As far as the W ycliffite translations of the Bible into E nglish
are concerned, Evans finds no evidence of any contribution directly from the hand
of Wyclif (230). Although he advocated preaching and teaching in English,
embarrassingly little remains to demonstrate that he did any of it himself (243).
Evans portrays Wyclif as an angry man in his old age (129, 197 ), exploding
in diatribes against perceived enemies (204). In her opinion, some of that anger arose
from his frustration over never attaining to a position of power and beco ming “a
pawn in other people’s political games” (135). In 1374 W yclif served as a member
of a diplomatic commission to meet a papal delegation in Belgium (144). All the
clerics except Wyclif immediately received appointments as bishops (144). He
became bitter (145) and se nsitive at being slighted (1 67). At his passing “there is no
saintly deathbed scene, no rec onciliation; there are no edifying words of wisdom to
repo rt. W e have to turn from him as he fell, angry and despairing” (214). Evans
paints a dark and disappointing picture of a failed hero.
On occasion Evans’ own political sensitivity manifests itself. One passage
comes during her discussion of a violation of the rule of sanctuary when Sir Robert
Hauley was pursued inside Westminster Abbey by the Constable of the Tower and
slain in 1378. W yclif argued the king’s right to violate the rule of sanctuary (179-80).
Evans’ own po litical opinion flares as she com pares W yclif’s arguments with those
of President Bush and Prime M inister Blair “when they took the U SA a nd B ritain
into war in Iraq in 2003" (180). She appears to use this biography as the springboard
for expressing her own political bitterness and/or agenda (cp. 183-84, “Alarm bells
ring when politicians are se en to attempt to subo rn the ac ademics and underm ine their
independence by making the funding of their research dep endent on their arriving at
conclusions acceptable to the Government of the day”).
In spite of the author’s pessimistic approach and assessment, her volum e is
still worth reading. Eve ry future biograp her of W yclif needs to begin with Evans’
book. It is as much an exposé of early Oxford as it is of Wyclif. The reader will find
Evans’ enthusiastic study of the M iddle Age s infectious.
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Bryan A . Follis. Truth with Love: The Apologetics of Francis Schaeffer. W heaton,
Ill.: Crossway, 2006. 206 pp. $15.99 (paper). Reviewed by M ichael J. Vlach,
Assistant Professor of Theology
For those interested in the ministry of Francis Sc haeffer or apo logetics in
general, Truth with Love: The Apologetics of Francis Schaeffer is a helpful book.
Bryan A. Follis, rector of All Saints’ Church, offers a heartwarming and intellectually
stimulating prese ntation of the apologetic ministry of Francis Schaeffer, which he
developed from his dissertation at Trinity College, Dublin.
Schaeffer possesses a mythical and even heroic status for m any eva ngelicals
today, a status that is rightly deserved. Yet, while Schaeffer has left much in the form
of writings and video series, he and his ministry are often misund erstood. Follis,
though, does a goo d service by explaining with precision and clarity the true Francis
Schaeffer. This includes who Schaeffer was as a perso n and his app roach to
apologetics.
Follis shows that understanding Schaeffer starts with knowing what
motivated him. Schaeffer, a convert from agnosticism, was driven by love—love for
Go d, love for people, and a love for truth, a co mbination tha t is rarely found.
As well kno wn as S chaeffer is because o f his ideas, he was prima rily a frontline evangelist, not an acad emic. Thus, Schaeffer’s theology of apologetics was not
always air-tight, nor did Schaeffer feel the need to respond to every criticism.
Schaeffer also did not believe that “there is any one apologetic which meets the needs
of all people.”
W hile Schaeffer certainly did his share of speaking and writing to large
audiences, he was at his best when he was engaging ind ividuals. As Fo llis points out,
so many were w illing to listen to him because they knew he cared. Whether it was the
maid at the hotel, the man with cerebral palsy asking nearly incoherent questions, or
the disheartened and lonely visitor to L’Abri, Schaeffer carefully listened to
individuals and reached out to them with the love of Christ. Any attempts to
understand Schaeffer apart from comp rehending his love for the person will certainly
be unsuccessful.
Follis is also helpful in clearing up confusion about Schaeffer’s views and
metho dolo gy. He shows how recent attempts to label Schaeffer as a presuppo sitionalist or evidentialist are inaccura te. He incorp orated elem ents from both systems, but
was no t an adherent of either approach.
Schaeffer adop ted much from the presuppositionalist, Cornelius Van Til, but
he also differed with Van Til in significant areas. One difference was that Schaeffer
was more open to allowing the unbeliever to question the truth claim s of Christianity,
something which Va n T il oppo sed. In reality, Sch aeffer forged his own apologetic
method, one that Follis says is close to the verificational method. This approach starts
with hypotheses and subjects them to vario us arguments to see if they are true.
One of the more interesting p arts of the book is Follis’s description of how
Van Til viewed Schaeffer and why Schaeffer was reluctant to engage in p ublic
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dispute with Van Til. Follis also evaluates the critics of Schaeffer, like Clark Pinnock
and others, to show that they largely misund erstood Schaeffer. Follis shows that
attemp ts to label Schaeffer as a rationalist are misguided, especially since Schaeffer
was so reliant upon prayer and the Holy Spirit. For Follis, to consider Schaeffer a
rationalist is ridiculous because he lived his life so much in light of the supernatural.
Follis’s final chapter, “Conclusion: Lov e as the F inal Ap ologetic,” is
pow erful. Here he shows how the apologetic of Francis Schaeffer can he lp tod ay in
the postmodern era. W ith keen insight, Schaeffer anticipated what is known now as
postmode rnism. Though o ne must be aware of the mindset of today’s postmodern,
he or she is still made in the image of God and must be challenged to see the
emp tiness of his or her world view an d em brace Jesus Christ.
Follis offers helpful instruction on how a Schaefferian approach can deal
with recent trends. Though Schaeffer was relational and emphasized community, he
never did so at the expense of objective truth. Thus, Follis criticizes the church’s
current fascination with postmodernism. He also singles out the emerging church
movement as abandoning the importance of objective truth in its quest to be more
relevant, mystical, and comm unity-oriented. A s Follis points out, Schaeffer believed
that being relevant or community-oriented and committed to objective truth were not
mutually exclusive . Both can exist simultaneously.
This reviewer found the book to be inspiring as well as informative. For
dealing with such a large topic as the life and beliefs of Francis Schaeffer in a little
over 200 pages, one could criticize Follis for not discussing this or that, but that
could be said of nearly every book of this nature. What Follis intended to address, he
did well.
One does not have to agree with Schaeffer on every detail to learn from him.
For Schaeffer, apologetics was not just a theoretical or academic issue. It was
personal and it was done in love, something all can learn from.

John Go ldingay. Psalms: Volume 1, Psalms 1–41. Baker Com mentary on the Old
Testament W isdom an d Psalm s. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006. 639 pp.
$44 .99 (c loth). Reviewed by W illiam D . Barrick, P rofesso r of Old T estament.
The commentary series of which this volume is a part targets primarily the
needs of clergy and se minary students (8). It is confined to Psalms (3 vols. by
Goldingay), Proverbs (by Trem per Longman III), Song of Songs (by Richard S.
Hess), Job, and Ecclesiastes. The second Psalms volume is scheduled for publication
in late 2007. Go ldingay’s volume was a finalist for the 2007 Christian Book Awards
by the E vangelical Christian P ublishers Asso ciation.
A general introduction (21-78) opens the volume, providing readers with
discussions of the P salms’ relationship to histo ry (21-37), p oetry (3 7-45 ), worship
(46-58), spirituality (58-69), and theology (69-78). Included in the final area of

252

The Master’s Seminary Journal

introduction is a brief examination of the relationship of the NT and the Psalms (7578). Each p salm’s comm entary consists of three sections: translation (Go ldingay’s
own with technicalities relegated to footno tes), interp retation (supp orted by bo th
bibliographical and technica l footno tes), and theolo gical implications. Th e third
section is periodically anemic, consisting of basic application or generic sum maries,
as in the 10-line summary of Psalm 5:1-12 (133).
Making a leap in logic, Goldingay appeals to the songs of Miriam, Deborah,
and Hannah to deduce that “many of the composers of psalms in the Psalter were
women, though one can imagine that female authorship might need to be concealed
in a patriarchal con text in Israel” (32). Overall he is unsupportive of D avidic
authorship of any psalm (26-28). Ignoring biblical (2 Sam 22:1; Hab 3:1, 19; Isa
38:9, 20; Ezek 19:14) and contemp orary examples of hymn superscriptions and
subscriptions (even though he cites an extrabiblical text including one, 34), he makes
no mention of James Thirtle’s theory regarding psalm superscriptions and subscriptions. In fact, he asserts that the psalm headings were not part of the original
compo sitions (109).
Some literary works among ancient Near Eastern peoples exhibit similarities
to biblical psalms. Goldingay properly cautions against thinking “in terms of direct
development from it [i.e., such secular literature]. T he similarities rather reflect a
common humanity and a common culture” (32). Perceptively he writes that Hebrew
poe tic parallelism “keeps the psalm moving, keeps the hearers involved, and enables
the psalmist to have two runs at expressing adequately what needs to be expressed”
(56). The author identifies and explains the interpretive significance of a variety of
literary de vices throughout the com mentary.
Go ldingay’s translation sometimes borders on idiosyncratic. He rende rs 1:1's
“Blessed” (NRSV, “Happy”; NLT, “Oh, the joys of”) as “The good fortune of” (79)
and neglects to counter any potential association with “luck.” In nearly every instance
he translates “sin” (!)(, jfa ) as “failure” (79 , 593 ; see “fall short” in 4:4 [116]),
which he defines as mo ral failure (82) or “a reprehensible failure to do what was
required, a missing the way for which we are responsible” (593). Three exceptions
appear at 26:9 (“sinne rs,” 380), 32:5 (“my sinful wrongd oing,” 452), and 39:1 (“so
as not to sin with my tongue,” 553). The commentary on Psalm 32 (452 -61) clears
up any doubts about the author’s view of sin. It is, indeed, a biblical reality for which
he is willing to employ the term “sin.” “Selah” becomes “Rise” (107, 599), creating
a misleading juxtap osition in 7:5-6, “(Rise) Rise, Yhwh” (142-43 ). “Composition”
replaces “psalm” ( 9|/'A/
E , m! z mor, 592) and “daughter Zion” appears as “Ms. Zion”
(9:14). With minimal explanation, the author avoids terms like “hate” (“Aga inst, Be,”
591 ), “love” (“De dicate oneself,” 593), “sin” (“Fail, failure s,” 59 3), and “iniquity”
(“Waywardness,” 601 ).
Goldingay make s little reference to d ates for the psalms (30), since historical
references are lacking in most psalms and background is not as significant as it is for
prophetic literature (24-25). L ikewise, he steers clear o f identifying any specific
liturgical setting for individual psalms (54-55). Exemp lifying his reluctance to assign
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a background to individual psalms, he speaks of imagining the use of P salm 6 on the
lips of someone like Hannah or even as the prayer of a woman who had been raped
(137; quoting M archiene V roon Rienstra, Swallow’s Nest: A Feminine Reading of
the Psalms [Eerdmans, 1992 ]). Wom en as well as men might relate to and find
com fort in this psalm— a fact that exegetes and expo sitors too often ignore.
Imprecatory psalms are given meager treatment (66-67)—a lack one w ould
hope to find remed ied in later volumes. According to Goldingay, no psalm’s original
meaning had any prophetic reference to the Messiah. Instead , the NT uses them “in
a way that sees new significance in them” (72). His view is similar to ISP (inspired
sensus plenior): “The Holy Sp irit who inspired Scripture is inspiring the writers to
see a new significance in the words that appear in Scripture” (77; cp. 234).
At 2:11-12 the commentator eliminates refere nce to “the So n” (“sub mit
sincere ly, Lest he be angry”) siding with Symmachus, Jerome, NRSV, and NJPS
(93). Though he avoids any messianic interpretation of Psalm 2, he accurately notes
that it depicts a situation unknown in any Israelite king’s reign (95-96) and that kings
from all over the world are involved (98). About whom d oes the psalm speak then?
He conc ludes that it “belo ngs to the Jewish people as the peo ple of God . . . in
particular to the State of Israel as a focal embodiment of the Jewish people” and also
to the church “as an expanded version of the peo ple of God” (1 05).
Goldingay observes that 14:1-3, if kept in isolation from verses 4-6, “could
be taken as a statement about universal wickedness” (212). H owever, he himself
interprets the text as a reference to the perm eation of corruptio n within the psalm ist’s
immediate community (213, 214). After stating that Paul (Rom 3:10-12) makes the
point that “the who le of hum anity can be described in terms of vv. 1-3,” the author
repeats that the psalmist’s meaning is only that “communities can degenerate to that
point” (217), thus taking a stance at odds with a commentator like Willem A.
VanGemeren (“Psalms,” in Expositor’s Bible C ommen tary [Zondervan 1991]
5:144-45).
This reviewer especially appreciates the author’s recommendation that the
two copies of Psalm 18 (2 Sam 22) not be assimilated and harmonized with one
another (253). It seems viab le to identify 2 Samuel 22 as the royal archive’s copy of
the original composition (presented as an exhibit of David’s psalmistry) and P salm
18 as the revised ve rsion for the mo re liturgical use in the T emp le.
Comm ent on P salm 19 d istances the psa lm from any concept of revelation
(either natural or special), thereby eliminating any treatment of the psalm along these
lines (298-99). “At the end,” writes Goldingay, “it has to come to a plea for
redemption” (299). However, his summation rings hollow on the heels of translating
the final word of verse 14 as “my restorer,” rather than “my Redeemer,” and a
comm entary that relegates G)a @l ( -!
F K# ) to imp lying “‘Do your d uty by me’” (297).
At the conclusion of the volume, Psa lm 41 :13 is ha ndled in a separate
chapter as the coda to Psalms 1–41 (59 0). A glossary of terms marked by asterisks
throughout the commentary elucidates key vo cabulary and concep ts (591-60 1). A
select bibliography (602-5) omits major commentaries by James Montgomery Boice
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(3 vols., Baker, 1996), Amos Hakham (3 vols., Mosad Harav K ook, 2003), Robert
Davidson (Eerdmans, 1998 ), Franz Delitzsch (3 vols. in 1; reprinted, Hendrickson,
2006), J. J. Stewart Perowne (2 vols.; reprinted, Zondervan, 1966), and VanGemeren
(in Expositor’s Bible C ommen tary, Zondervan, 1991).
Practical and p urpo sefully theological, this comm entary contains a variety
of quotable excerpts: “Christians are reticent about telling God things that God
presum ably knows, though they are then oddly unrestrained about itemizing what
God should do even though they recognize that God could work this out” (62).
“Doxology requires theology” (69). “God even has the glory in the grammar” (55).
Seminarians and pastors alike will bene fit substantially from G oldingay’s 3-volume
com mentary.
John Gold ingay is David A llan Hubb ard Professor of O ld Testame nt at
Fuller Theological Seminary. Prior to his tenure at Fuller, he was lecturer in O ld
Testament and H ebrew at St. Jo hn’s T heological College in N ottingham, England.
From 198 8 until his d eparture in 1 997 , he also served as principal. A prolific writer,
his works include Daniel (Wo rd Biblical Commentary; Word, 19 89), Isaiah (New
International Biblical Co mmentary; H endrickson, 2001), The M essage of Isaiah
40–55: A Literary-Theo logical Commen tary (T & T Clark, 2005), and Old Testament
Theology, first 2 of 3 vols. (IVP, 2003, 200 6). He also serves as associate pastor at
St. Barnabas Church, Pasadena, California.

Hank Hanegraaff. The Apocalypse Code. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007 . xxvii +
300 pp. $ 21.9 9 (clo th). Reviewed by G regory H. Harris, Pro fessor o f Bible
Exposition.
The Apo calypse Code is Hank Hanegraaff’s reaction to what he and others
would consider fanciful interpretations of the Book of Revelation by Hal Lindsey and
Tim LaHaye. Though many premillennialists would not necessarily hold many of the
same interpretations on selected passages, Hanegraaff seems to lump all premillennialists together through “guilt by association.” He specifically targets Tim LaH aye
since he considers him to be “the standard-bearer for Lindsey’s brand of eschatology”
(xviii). Yet the absence of Robert Tho mas’ two-volume work on the book of
Revelation in his rather extensive bibliography of books (295-99) and articles used
(300) is significant. One w ould hope that at least one sentenc e within Tho mas’ first
volume, Revelation 1–7 (524 pages), or the second, Revelation 8–22 (690 pages),
might contribute in some way to Hanegraaff’s argument. In addition, Hanegraaff has
no references to the works of M acArthur, Ryrie, and Pentecost on eschatolo gy.
Hanegraaff takes two authors and any speculation they may bring to the text to imply
that anyone who holds a premillennial understanding of the Book of Re velation must
reach that conclusion by the same hermene utical means.
Using an acronym “LIGH TS,” which begins with “L” for a “literal
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understanding” of the text, Hanegraaff presents his methodology as the proper means
“to interpret the Bible for all its worth . . . “ (xxvii). Though this sounds very similar
to a premillennial understand ing of the text, the outworking or app lication o f his
hermeneutics causes the interpretational paths to diverge.
For instance, the “T” section of his acronym “LIGH TS” is chapter six,
“Typology Principle: T he Golden Key” (161 -203). Perhaps a better subheading
would be “The Hermeneutical ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ Card.” In reality, what
Hanegraaff does in the name of typology is em ploy an allego rized hermeneutic
whenever a text does not supp ort his preterist theology. Allego rizing of different tex ts
basically undermines a great deal o f what he argues for in a literal approach to the
text (his “L” section in the LIGHTS acronym). If the “L” (literal principle) and the
“T” (typology principle) stand at odds with each other, how can one discern which
is dom inant?
Most Bible-believing scholars readily accept types as a legitim ate
compo nent of hermeneutics and recognize that wide debate exists regarding the
number and breadth of what is and what is not a type. However, Hanegraaff’s use of
typology inserts his theology and supports it with what he calls typology. For
instance, in writing about the paramount importance of types, he writes, almost by fiat
pronouncement and with no support, “Persons, places, events, or things in redemptive
history serve as types o f Christ or spiritual realities pertaining to Christ. Palestine is
typological of paradise” (9). H anegraaff refers to the land of Israel as “P alestine,”
a term God never used for the land; the name “Palestine” came from Philistia (Exod
15:14; 14:2 9, 31 ; Joel 3 :4). H anegraaff has shown his bias, already denouncing what
he considers to be racial discrimination against Arabs (xx-xxiii) and the modern
“explosive debate over real estate” in the M iddle East (xxiii-xxvii). H e presents his
conclusion, which presumably will be in the “H” (historical principle) section.
“Ultimately, we must decide whether the land is the focus of the Lord or the Lord the
locus of the land” (xxvii). Yet God is the one who repeatedly re fers to the land , His
covenant promises, and Je rusalem throughout the W ord. Just one example of this
hermeneutical divide is Zech 14:1-4:
Behold, a day is coming for the L ORD when the spoil taken from you will be
divided among you. For I will gather all the nations against Jerusalem to battle,
and the city will be captured, the houses plund ered, the women ravished, and half
of the city exiled, but the rest of the people will not be cut off from the city. Then
the L ORD will go forth and fight against those nations, as when He fights on a day
of battle. And in that day His feet will stand on the Mount of Olives, which is in
front of Jerusalem on the east; and the Mount of Olives will be split in its midd le
from east to west by a very large valley, so that half of the mountain will move
toward the north and the other half toward the south.
Ob viously, this is important since it describes the return of the Lord to earth.
Does Zech 14:1-4 refer to literal Jerusalem where “His feet will stand on the Mo unt
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of Olives,” or is it some sort of life lesson for Christians to deciph er? W ould
Hanegraaff place this under the “L” (literal) section, “H” (historical), or “T”
(typological)? This is important because he ends his introduction saying,
In the pages that follow, you will answer these and a host of other questions by
internalizing and applying the principles of a methodology called Exegetical Eschatology. . . . In the process you will not only be equipped to interpret the Bible for all it’s
worth but you may well discover that you hold the key to the problem of terrorism in one
hand and the fuse of Armageddon in the other (xxvii).
Rep eated ly throughout the book, Hanegraaff uses typology to allego rizes prophetic
texts that do not suit his preterist preunde rstanding.
Hanegraaff cites the need for Scripture to be interpreted by Scripture as the
last element in his LIGHTS acronym:
Finally, the S in LIGHTS represents the principle of scriptural synergy. Simply stated, this
means that the whole of Scripture is greater than the sum of its individual passages. You
cannot comprehend the Bible as a whole without comprehending its individual parts, and
you cannot comprehend its individual parts without comprehending the Bible as a whole.
Individual passages of Scripture are synergistic rather than deflective with respect to the
whole of Scripture.
Scriptural synergy demands that individual Bible passages may never be interpreted
in such a way as to conflict with the whole of Scripture. Nor may we assign arbitrary
meanings to words or phrases that have their referent in biblical history. The biblical
interpreter must keep in mind that all Scripture, though communicated through various
human instruments, has one single Author. And that Author does not contradict himself,
nor does he confuse his servants (9-10).
Such reasoning is sound and m any premillennial scho lars would wholehe artedly
agree with the principle. A ccordingly, since H anegraaff claims to base his teaching
from within the text, to use his own words, individual passages must be com pared in
Scripture to see if they harmonize. In o ther wo rds, his scriptural synergy p rinciple
applies just as much to himself as it does to Lindsey, LaHaye, or anyone else.
One of the major positio ns Hanegraaff holds in interp reting the Book of
Revelation is that Ne ro was the first beast of Revelation 13 :1-8, namely, the
Antichrist. Hanegraaff moc ks LaH aye’s (and others’) rejection that the advent of the
Antichrist has occurred in history past and that instead, a future individual with
relevance to the Je wish pe ople is divine p rophecy that awaits fulfillment.
Hanegraaff’s position that Nero is the first b east is full of exegetica l prob lems, only
one of which this review has space to cite. W hen he describes the death of Nero by
suicide on June 9, A.D. 68 (1 48-4 9), the sc riptural synthesis principle is just as true
for him as for anyone. Hanegraaff rails against “unbridled speculation, or subjective
flights of fancy” (xvii) and encourages the reader concerning his own The A poca lypse
Code: “In the pages that follow, you will answer these and a host of other questions
by internalizing and applying the principles of a methodology called Exegetical
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Eschatolo gy. . . . In the pro cess you will not o nly be equipped to interp ret the B ible
for all it’s worth but you may well discover that you hold the key to the problem of
terrorism in one hand and the fuse of Armaged don in the other” (xxvii). No, actually
Jesus’ words in Acts 1:7 offer a better theology of who knows the timing of end-time
events: “It is not for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His
own authority.”
To put such principles as Hanegraaff says he employs requires that Jesus
Christ returned to earth at the latest on June 8, AD 68— the last full day of N ero’s
life—b ecause if Nero is the Antichrist, he must be alive at the Lord’s return. Either
Nero meets this biblical requirement, or he must be discarded as a consideration for
fulfilling the biblical requirements for the Antichrist. To accept that the death of Nero
in anyway remo tely matches this Scriptural requirement—plus dozens of other
requirements— is contrary to Acts 1:7 and num erous other prophetic passages.

Gregory Harris. The C up and the G lory. Wood land, T ex.: Kress Christian, 2006.
170 pp. $12.00 (paper). Reviewed by Ray S. Mehringer, Director of Admissions
and Placement.
Dr. Jim R osscup says in his article on “The Priority of Prayer in Preaching”
that “prayer is not an elective but the principal element in the kaleidoscope of
spiritual characteristics that mark a preacher. These traits unite into a powerful
spiritual force. They build a spokesman for God .” In The C up and the G lory written
by the professor of Bible exposition at The M aster’s Semina ry, Gre g Ha rris presents
a powerful spiritual force that challenges the reader to live out what Scrip ture reveals
on the road of suffering. The lessons he draws are sign posts on this road that reveal
the huma n heart, the dep ravity of man, the be liever’s ongoing struggle with trust, the
walk of faith, the unexpected challenges, the bearing up under adversity, God’s work
of perfecting, and the sufferer’s inc reased sensitivity to Go d’s glory.
As I sat around the dinner table with several TM S men, the discussion of
this book centered on the very personal nature of suffering and ho w Professor Harris’
lessons on suffering caused many to examine wounds that had festered, but had never
healed. One talked about the death of a believing father while dealing with the
contempt for a hard-hearted, faithless mother; another discussed anger and
disappointment with God over the suffering of his child; and still another added only
tears for a brother dying of cancer. That, then, is the real strength of the book; it
draws the reader into a biblical discussion of suffering and stimulates examination
where pain m ay have been a roadblock. As Dr. Harris states, “Deep treasures lay
emb edd ed in G od’s W ord, ready to be mined and assayed .” Th is boo k is rich with
spiritual princip les mined by a prospector eagerly willing to share his nuggets of truth
with biblica l certainty. If you liked D. A. Carso n’s book on prayer, A Ca ll to
Spiritual Reformation, or D. Edmond Hie bert’s boo k, Working with God Through
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Prayer, you will thoroughly enjoy The Cup an d the Glory . . . again and again and
again.

Logos Bible Software 3. Libronix Digital Library System. 2000-2006. (Various
levels of pricing). Reviewe d by W illiam Varner, P rofessor of B iblical Studies,
The M aster’s College.
The following review of Lo gos B ible So ftware 3 , the latest version of the
most widely used computer Bible program, expresses the view of this reviewer and
is not an official view point of The M aster’s Semina ry.
The reviewer remembers well the day that a 5 1/4 inch floppy disk arrived
with the beta version of the very first Bible program designed for the W indows
operating system. He has observed over nearly twenty years as the Logos program
has developed into what it is today—the largest available digital library of biblical
literature in the world. In its early days, Logos did not attempt to keep up with some
of its more scholarly com petitors, but sought to include various biblical works and
sets and entire libraries that could serve the study needs of as wide an audience as
possible. They succeeded in doing that and continue to publish an enormous library
of digitized works for all levels of scholarly abilities.
However, creative people at Logos heard and responded to the requests of
those interested in more serious original-language-based, scholarly works. They
hired appropriate people and improved and expanded their scho larly resources with
each upgrade to their Libronix system . Now Logos 3 reflects their com mitment to
serve both the scholarly community as well as the broader Christian com munity.
W ith this version, Logos in some ways has positioned itself as the leader in computer
Bib le programs. Some programs may still be their equal in scholarly texts, but Logos
3 undoubtedly is the leader in all-round programs that include features that can serve
every level of those eng aged in bib lical studies.
I have used Log os 3— Sch olars Library: Go ld for nearly ten mo nths in
preparation for classes, in preparing sermons, in personal study, and also in focused
research for an academic commentary on James. Having migrated years ago to
another Bible pro gram, I wond ered if Logo s could measure up on the scholarly level.
I am pleased to conclude that in this version it has not only measured up to the
comp etition, but has surpassed it in many ways.
For those already familiar with the Windows interface of Logos, the friendly
drop down menus are still there, with all the many standard works available in the
program un der th e “M y Library” tab. Also, the sizable windows holding the various
Bib le versions and texts can still be viewed an d compa red either horizontally,
vertically (my favorite), cascading, or arranged according to one’s preference.
W hy do p eop le use co mpu ter Bible programs? So me use them to compare
different versions o f a passa ge, perhaps with a co mmentary alongsid e. Logos still
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fulfills that function well, with dozens of E nglish Bible versions included as well as
a growing number of comme ntaries and study Bible notes. I was very pleased that
the Gold version includes the entire New International Greek Testament Com mentary—enough to make the upgrade to the Gold version more than worth the additional
cost. Some use the versions to do simple word searches as one would do in a
Crude n’s, Young’s, or Strong’s concordance. Logos does that type of search very
well. W hat Logo s adds to E nglish Bible searc hes is the ability to search all of its
many other resources for places where that word is also discussed. For exam ple, if
you search for the word redemption, Logos will not only find all the times it appears
in a Bible version, b ut will direc t you to the entry for redemption in the New Bible
Dictiona ry and in many other study resources. This is a very helpful and timesaving
function, especially when doing a topical study. That type of search through all the
availab le resources in a program is, to my knowledge, a function unique with Logos.
The sheer number of resources available in Logos, compared to some other Bible
programs, make s it an excellent choice for those who desire those types of extensive
researches.
Such are functions that can be performed with paper books also , but Logos
helps do them with blazing speed and directs to resources about which one may be
unaware. It also provides so many of the resources that laymen, and even many
pastors, do not always have on hand. One imagines a Sa turday evening in a pastor’s
home, a distance from his study at the church, when he needs to confer with some
resource that he does not have at home. W ith that and many o ther resources avaliable
at the click of a mouse, no problem! Furthermore, the more complex the search
becomes, the more likely one is not to perform that search in books because of time
constraints. Logos saves time, not to encourage laziness, but so that time can be used
in reflecting on the text rather than in data gathering.
For those who use the biblical languages, computer Bible program s have
been a special boon. They can have the Masoretic Hebrew text, the Septuagint Greek
translation, and an English Bible text all in parallel colum ns, with each linked and
scrolling through the passage simultaneously. Searches can be done on both the form
of the original word in the text and also o n its lemma or lexical form. All original
language texts are morphologically tagged, so a window with the parsing of each
word opens with the mouse. Though we who teach the bib lical languages are not
excited about beginning stud ents using such helps as crutches, busy pastors, who se
language abilities are sometimes rusty, can again use those languages in sermon
preparation. The frustration of figuring out the form of an irregular verb, for
example, can be relieved by looking up that verb in a lexicon and discovering its
various usages in the immediate context and also in its wider usage. Inclusion of the
valuab le Exe getical D ictiona ry of the New Te stam ent (Balz-Schneider) is another
advantage of the Gold Version.
Such lexical and morphological searches have been available in Bible
programs for years. When one wants to go beyond that function and desires to find
a certain form of the Greek word and not just its lemma (for example, all third person
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singular forms of 8X(T), com puter Bible pro grams start to show their value. That
type of search can be d one very easily and re sults in more acc urate observations by
the exegete. Again, this could be done with a good hard-back Greek concordance,
but who will take the time to look up every third person singular form in the Moulton
and Geden C oncordance entry for 8X(T?
Other programs can d o this as well, so this discussion could apply to them.
W hat does Logos offer uniquely in its new versions for more complex Greek and
Hebrew searches? Research in this area of language stud y has been extensive in
recent years. For example, OpenText.org has prepared an extensive syntactical
analysis of the entire NT that is available Online. The various functions of words and
phrases in the clause and sentence are identified and are fully searchable.
Knowledgeable exegetes recognize that the value of word-based study for interpretation is enhanced when the words are studied, not in isolation, but as the basic
com ponents of larger phrases, clauses, and sentenc es. In ad dition to having the entire
OpenT ext database, Logos 3 now includes another valuable database—the Lexham
Syn tactic Greek New T estam ent— which draws more on traditonal terminology used
in Greek grammars to analyze NT syntax. T he results of these syntactical analyses
are presented in an attractive graphical format that will prove to be immensely helpful
to the student/professor/pastor who wants to study more than ju st the individual
word s of their G reek N T.
In any case, one should alread y be doing this type of study as part of an
analysis of any passage. Professors have taught exegesis students for years that they
cannot stop at the word level, but must move on to view all the passage being studied
at the clause, sentence, and paragraph levels. Some teachers call this a sentence flow
analysis. Now searches can be done for entire syntactical constructions—not just for
morphological forms. Furthermore, for those who prefer the traditional line
diagramm ing approach to a passage, Logos provides that as well.
Finding something sub stantial to criticize in Logos 3 is hard. P erhaps its
syntactical search engine could be more intuitive, but Logos has anticipated a
learning curve and provided a step by step video instruction to help those at any level
of language and computer ability. I also found a shortcut for doing a complex
linguistic search apart from the comm and driven or the graphical search engine. Just
placing the cursor on a Greek or Hebrew word , right clicking, choosing B ible Study,
in a few seconds yields more info rmatio n on tha t single word than one ever dreamed
existed! Here the lexical and grammatical databases yield their best results by
organizing the resulting information into simple categories.
M y long experience in observing closely the dev elopment of nearly all the
computer Bible programs and all their upgrades, as described above, perm its me to
respond to my students who constantly ask what program(s) I recommend. Some
programs I recommend for those who want help only in scho larly language stud y.
Some also are very versatile for those using the Mac environment. But, in this
reviewer’s opinion, if one is looking for the best all-round computer Bible program
for both general and scholarly help, the new version of Logos is the one for an
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individual, and also for those in his church. Furthermore , as evide nce o f their
responsiveness to user requests, Logos is also developing a version for the Mac
operating system. They have excellent pricing plans for the various levels of
programs they offer also. I recomm end at least the Scholars Library as a starter for
serious study. Whatever level one chooses, looking at such a purchase as an
investment for the future is wisest—and also one that can be enlarged since Logos
will continue adding valuable resources in the years ahead.

I. Ho ward Marshall. New Testament Theology: Many Witnesses, O ne Gospel.
Downers Gro ve, Ill.: InterV arsity, 2004. 765 pp. $40.00 (cloth). Reviewed by
Keith Essex, Assistant Professor of Bible Exposition.
“Here is a New Testament theology that will not only guide students and
delight teachers but reward expositors with a lavish fund of insights for prea ching.”
So promises the book jacket of this magnum opus from the well-known British NT
scholar, I. Howard Marshall. For over forty years, a steady stream of writing has
come from the pen of the honorary research professor of NT at the University of
Aberdeen, Scotland, including commentaries on Luke (NIGTC), Acts (TNTC), 1 &
2 Thessalonians (NCBC), the Pastoral Epistles (ICC) [see TMSJ (Fall 2002)
13:290-91 ], 1 Peter (IVPN TC) [see TMSJ (Fall 1991) 2:213-5] and the Epistles of
John (NICNT). From this wealth of backgro und study, M arshall has pre sented his
conclusions concerning NT theology in his latest volume.
W ith so much ma terial in print, the reader comes to the present work already
knowing where the author stands on many historical, exegetical, and theological
issues. In this volume many examples re-express previous viewpoints. Though
Marshall has much to commend in his positions, the present reviewer rejects some
of his statements. For instance, first, he holds that the Pastoral Epistles are best
viewed as “allonymous,” i.e., “they contain Pauline materials that have been adapted
within a Pauline circle after his death in order to make his teaching available in a
form adapted to the needs of the congregations at the time when there was the danger
of succumbing to a heresy compounded of Jewish and asc etic elements and some
misrepresentation of Pa ul’s teaching” (3 98). Seco nd, source criticism of the Syno ptic
Go spels is a given; Markan priority is assumed (Mark is the first Gospel discussed
in the volume [57-94]) with Matthew and Luke basing their books on Mark, sayings
of Jesus, and “Q,” a narrative about Jesus (51-53). Third, Marshall’s mod erate
Arm inian position is evident whe n he states, “[T]he p erseverance of believers is
simultaneously dependent on their own steadfastness and on the activity of God”
(242) and when he declares that the warning passages in Hebrew s “seem to allow that
a person who has be en a believer and enjo yed the blessings of salvation can lapse
into a state of unbelief” (619). Fourth, throughout the volume, the church is seen as
the “new Israel,” although the author states, “”Thus there is not so much a superses-
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sion of the ancient promises to the Jews that they be God’s people as rather a spiritual
renewal of those promises in the new covenant . . . and the extension of the covenant
peo ple to include all who are spiritually descend ants of A braham through their faith
in Messiah” (712 ). Thus, ultimately, he prefers to speak of the Christian believers
as the “renewed Israel” (711-2). Though the discerning reader must have his antenna
attuned to such viewpoints, profit in the author’s approach to N T the ology is still
prese nt.
Marshall begins his work with an introductory chapter entitled “How Do W e
Do New Testament Theology?” However, before he discusses how to write a
theology of the NT, he first defends the legitimacy and possibility of the enterprise
(17-23). The author claims that despite the problems of occasionality, diversity, and
development, “it makes sense in the light of canonization to ask whether there is a
commo n, basic theology in the set of books that the early church canonized” (20).
Thus, “the aim of students of New Testament theology is to explore the New
Testam ents’ writers developing understanding of God and the world” (23). Having
defended th e legitim acy o f N T theology, M arshall describes how it can be
accomplished (23-46), concluding the chapter with a helpful summary of his proposal
(46-47). The scope of NT theolo gy is the bo oks in the cano n of the N T. These
books must be understoo d in historical, “jesusological/christological,’‘ and
“missiological” contexts. The stage of description attempts to elucidate the theology
of the individual boo ks directed to the specific occasions or purposes for the writings.
The stage of analysis seeks to find the central thru st of the books’ theolo gy and its
detailed outwo rking. The stage of studying development explores the way in which
these various expressions of theology have deve loped. The stage of synthesis
determines the ways in which these books display com mon beliefs [unity, harm ony]
and/or a variety of beliefs [diversity, contradiction ]. The stage of application, the
ways this NT theology has been and should be taken up into the dogmatic theology
of the church, lies beyond the task of the present volume. This methodical approach
to NT the ology explained and mode led is the strength o f this work.
Chapters two through thirty proceed according to the proposal on how to do
NT theology described in chapter one. Marshall breaks the NT into four sections:
Jesus, the Synoptic Gospels, and Acts (49-206); the Pauline Letters (207-488); the
Johannine Literature (489-601); Hebrews, James, 1-2 Peter, and Jude (603-704 ).
Each section follows a basic pattern. The canonical books are first individually
prese nted. The presentations begin with an introduction that gives data concerning
the authorship, the occa sion, and, mo st essentially, the purp ose o f the book. Then
Marshall gives an overview of the book, which he calls “the theological story.” Up
to this point, these chapters read like a NT survey. With this “survey” foundation,
the writer details the “theological themes” of the books. The book chapters conclude
with helpful summ aries in a conc lusion. Having isolated the theological themes of
the individual books, the writer synthesizes the theology of the individual b ooks into
a whole for the section in an individual chapter. Here, the common theological
themes of the individual books are brought together. In sections two and three, the
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Pauline Letters and the Johannine Literature re spectively, he further synthesizes the
theological material of that section with the previously discussed synthesis of the
proceeding section(s) in an additional chapter. A similar additional chapter in section
four wo uld have be en help ful; as it is, Hebrews, James, 1-2 Peter, and Jude are not
synthesized into the rest of the NT by the author.
The volum e con clude s with a chap ter where M arshall discusses “D iversity
and Unity in the New T estament” (7 05-3 2). H e acknowledges, “[W ]e have to
recognize that the theological languages and concepts used by the early Christians
developed and diversified” (7 11). But he continues by asking, “But to what extent
were they still recognizably bearing testimony to the same things and the same
experiences desp ite all the diversity” (711)? Fo r M arshall, the answer lies in the fact
that all of the NT writings emerged from and were directed toward mission. In
essence, NT theology is missionary theology. The unity of the NT writings can be
unpacked in a the following way: the context of mission—Go d the Father; the center
of mission—the saving event; the community of mission—the renewed Israel, the
response of faith, the Holy Spirit, the church, and the love comm andment; and the
consumm ation o f mission— the fullness of salvation.
The prese nt volum e takes its place in the heritage of the previous
evangelical NT theolo gies of G eorge Lad d (Eerdm ans, 19 74, 1 993 ) and Do nald
Guthrie (1981). Ma ny of M arshall’s conclusions echo and upda te what is in those
works. However, he begins the discussion of NT theology with the individual books,
whereas Ladd and G uthrie begin with and concentrate more on the theological
synthesis. Ladd’s synthesis of the sections o f the NT into the Syno ptic Gosp els, Paul,
John, and other N T writings is echoe d in M arshall. However, the present volume
does not proceed to use the catego ries of dogm atic or systematic theolo gy as its
ultimate organizing principle as did Guthrie. The NT exegete and expositor can now
gain a basic understanding of the contemporary “broad evangelical” discussions of
and conclusions concerning NT theology by reading, in the following order,
Marshall, Ladd , and G uthrie.
Two annoying characteriistics of the p resent typeset o f New Testament
Theology: Ma ny Witnesses, One Gospel make reading the book harder, particularly
for American readers. First, the numeral “1” is consistently rendered by the capital
“I” in the text, footnotes, and indexes. Second, in accord with British custom,
commas and periods are placed outside, rather than inside, the quotation m arks. But
the NT expositor should not let these annoyances keep him from reading the volume.

Matt Jackson-McCabe, ed. Jewish Christianity Reconsidered: Rethinking Ancient
Groups and Texts. Minneap olis: Fortress, 200 7. 389 pp . $35.00 (cloth).
Reviewed by W illiam V arner, Professor o f Biblical Studies, The M aster’s
College.
It is encouraging to note that the study of early Jewish Christianity has
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experienced something of a reviva l in recent years, after deca des o f serious neglect.
The neglect can most likely be traced to the influence of such scholars as Adolph
Harnack and Rudo lph Bultmann, who saw Jewish Christianity as a primitive form of
the faith that was quickly replac ed by a Ge ntile Christianity, influenc ed by Paul. This
volume could be viewed as something like a status qua estionis regarding the subject.
The book is an edited collection of papers, mo st of which were originally
delivered in the Jewish Christianity Consultation at recent meetings of the Society of
Biblical L iteratu re. T he ch airman of that c onsulta tion, M att Jackson-McCabe, is
editor of the book. The first chapter by Jackson-McC abe discusses the problem of
what to call this early movement— Jewish Christianity, Christian Jud aism, etc. The
following chapters are divided into two main sections: “Part I: Groups” and “P art II:
Texts.” The authors, who evidently have thought deeply about their subjects, discuss
familiar themes: the early composition of the Jerusalem church (Hebrews and
Hellenists); the identity of the so-ca lled Judaizers opposed by Paul; and the
continuing history of those Jewish group s called by the Fathers “Ebionites” and
“Nazaren es.” Later chapters deal with the Jewish-Christian character of the mythical
“Q” document, the Gospels of Matthew and John, the Apocalypse, and the Didache.
The final chapter is a very helpful discussion of what is often considere d the last
ancient writing by a Jewish Christian author, the Pseudo-Clementines, written by the
world’s authority on that co mpo site document, F. Stanley Jones.
As is always the case in a collection of different authors, the chapters are
uneven, with some more valuab le than others. In this reviewer’s opinion, the mo st
insightful and helpful chapter for the non-specialist and/or pastor is the one by Patrick
Hartin, “The Religious Context of the Letter of James.” It is so good in analyzing the
thought of this neglected epistle that it alone is worth the price of the book. The
chapter on the Didache by Jonathan D raper is also quite insightful, especially serving
as an excellent introduction to the issues raised by the study of this unique little gem
from the early church.
Sad ly, the editor’s introduction is perhaps the weakest part of the book.
Consider as one example the following biased and almost arrogant statement by
Jackson-McCab e, “No serious scholar believes that the canonical Letter of James .
. . was produced within the Jerusalem community, let alone by James himself” (11).
Having been engaged in a serious study of this subject myself, I marvel at his
describing such recognized scholars as Luke Johnson and Richard Bauckham as not
being serious scholars, because they can offer no better alternative to the authorship
of the epistle than James the Lo rd’s brother! These and other statements revealing
his higher-critical bias may ind icate that the title “no se rious scholar” might apply to
the editor himself.
This flaw is fortunately not indicative of the o ther excellent chapters.
Readers will benefit greatly from becoming more familiar with a movement in the
Christian world that sadly disappeared after ca. A.D. 400. The current revival of
“M essianic Judaism” both in Israel and in the Diaspora is an indication that
Christians need to p ay greater attentio n to the d eep Jewish roots of their faith. This
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volume is a good place to do just that, as is the more conservative work by the
evangelical Norwegian scholar, Oskar Skarsaune, In the Shadow of the Temple:
Jewish Influences on Early Christianity (InterVarsity, 2002).

John Piper. Wh at Jesu s Dema nds from the W orld. Wheato n, Ill.: Crossway, 2006.
400 pp. $19.99 (cloth). Reviewed by Trevor Craigen, Associate Professor of
Theology.
Diversity in writing style is surely confirmed by this book from the pen of
John Piper. “Refreshing and personable” well describes his style this time. The
introductory sections offer suggestions on how to read the book, advise on its aim,
and inform the scholar that the fruitlessness of the quests for the historical Jesus
caused him to set aside the conjectures and speculations of those seeking to get
behind the Gospels som ehow (29 ). Piper forthrightly assesses all those efforts as
“massive minds assem bling, with great scholarly touch, a ho use of card s,” to which
he immediately adds, “It helps to be sixty years old. I have watched the cards collapse
over and over” (31 ).
W hat he did was rea d the G ospels, wherein is the o nly true, compelling
portrayal of Jesus, and gather all the comm ands which came from Christ’s lips. Then,
by eliminating those which would not have any abiding significance to one’s faith and
life, he end ed up with fifty different commands worthy of reflection. Crunched down
into one se ntence , his aim find s expression in these words: “My aim has been to
probe the meaning and the m otivation of Jesus’ comm and s in conne ction with h is
person and work” (19, emphasis original).
The treatments average about six pages per command, with each set within
its context, the comments be ing marshalled under several headings covering the
whole of the pericope in which it stands. Demand #1 is “You Must Be Born Again”
with its Scripture references, John 3:5, 7 and John 3:3, placed in italics imm ediately
beneath the chapter title. D emand #50 is “M ake D isciples o f All Na tions” with its
references, Matt 8:11-12; Luke 21:12-13; Luke 21:24, similarly placed. Demand #25
is “Yo ur Righteousness M ust Exceed that of the P harisee s, for it was H ypoc ritical
and Ugly,” using Matt 5:20; 23:27-28; Mark 7:21-23; Matt 5:8, as its biblical base.
The next demand builds on #25 so that #26 presents the Pharisees from another
angle: “Your Righteousness Must Exceed that of the Pharisees—Clean the Inside of
the Cup ” (19 6). As one glances over the list of demands o r the cha pters, familiar
subje ct’s are brought to mind: loving your neighbor, loving God, not being angry or
proud, taking up one’s cross, praying always, striving to enter the narrow door, and
laying up treasures in heaven.
A healthy blend of devotional warmth and orientation with careful study, as
evidenced by quite a number of footnotes and careful exegesis has produced a book
adm irably suited, because of its set up, to be a series of informative, instructive, and
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encouraging readings, either daily or week ly or wha tever fits best with one’s
schedule, e.g., this reviewer, with anticipation of being blessed, will dip in bi-weekly.
Thanks to Bethlehem Baptist Church, who, in awarding their pastor (Piper)
a five-month leave from preaching, p rovided the conc entrated period need ed to pull
it all together, and gave to the Christian, evangelical world what must be rated as a
very good and stimulating boo k. Rea d it, and it will become p erhap s just as quickly
a “favorite from Piper.”

Stanley E. Porter, ed. The Messiah in the Old and New Testaments. Grand Rapid s:
Eerdmans, 2007. 268 pp. $29.00 (paper). Reviewed by W illiam Varner,
Professor of Biblical Studies, The M aster’s College.
Stanley Porter must be the world’s leader in the number of books that one
person has edited. The amazing thing ab out them is the high degree o f academic
excellence that pervades his works. One of his recent edited collections of chapters
by different authors is a compilation of addresses given as part of the H. H. Bingham
Colloquium in New Testament at McMaster Divinity College, where Porter is
presid ent. Delivered as part of the 2005 Bingham Colloquium, the theme of the book
is obvious form its title—a summation of recent scholarly work on the concept of the
Messiah in both the Old and the New T estaments. Porter introduces the theme and
the chapters in his opening chapter. Craig Evans sums up the conference and offers
some b rief concluding o bservations.
The material is handled canonically, with four chapters by Tremper
Longman, Mark Boda, Al Wolters, and Loren Stuckenbruck on Messianic themes as
traced through the La w, the W ritings, the P rophets, the Q umran documents, and
other Second Temple “apocalyptic” literature. While the chapters are serviceable as
surveys, little fresh ground is plowed. The theological position that seems to be
advocated in the chapters could be described as an evangelicalism bro adly
understood. Too much ground is conceded, in this writer’s opinion, to higher critical
views. Recognition of a eventual supernatural Messiah predicted by the OT writers
is acknowledged, although some tradition al texts are questioned as to their legitimate
application to Jesus. Another work that is often mentioned by the writers (see 2, 4,
13, 20, 25, 46, 144 ) and one that better serves the theological cha racter of these
writings is The Lord ’s An ointed: Interpretation of Old Testam ent M essianic Tex ts,
eds. Satterthwaite, Hess, and Wenham (Lo ndon: Scholars Press, 1998).
The five authors who cover the Messianic themes of the NT , in my opinion,
rescue the book from the level of academic mediocrity. I. Howard Marshall explores
“Jesus as Messiah in Mark and Matthew” with his usual thoroughness and aplomb.
Stanley Porter himself writes of “The M essiah in Luke and Acts: Forgiving the
Captives” with his usual bibliographica l thoroughness, while focusing on one theme
of the Messiah’s work in one author. Tom T hatcher covers what he calls the

Reviews

267

“negative Christology” of the Gospel of John, while S.A. Cum mins stresses Paul’s
“Corporate Christo logy” of God, Jesus, and the covenant community. Cynthia Long
W estfall effectively covers the Messianic ideas as expressed in Hebrews and the
General E pistles in a m arvelo usly com pact fashion.
If you are a pastor preaching on this vital subject or a professor desiring an
update on some current thinking about the M essiah, this b ook could serve yo u well.
Better overall work s are available (e.g., The Lord’s Anointed above), but Po rter is to
be thanked for his efforts, in this and many other volumes, to bring before readers
stimulating chapters on similar themes. Also. for a more popular study of the subject
that interacts with Jewish views, see this reviewer’s The Messiah: Revealed, Rejected,
Received (Indianapolis, Ind.: AuthorHouse, 2004).

W illiam Varner. The Way of the Did ache: The F irst Christian Handbook. Lanham,
Md.: University Press, 2007. 148 pp. $33.00 (paper). Reviewed by Richard L.
Mayhue, Senior Vice President and Dean; Pro fessor of Pastoral Ministries and
Theology.
Two early Christian documents supercede all others, except Scripture, by
providing the earliest compendiums of the apostolic church’s preaching and practices.
First, in regard to doctrine, is Irenaeus’ Proof of the Apostolic Preaching (ca. A.D.
180) which provides an exposition of the biblica l basis on which the apostolic
preaching rested. Second, in regard to practice, is the anonymously authored
Didache (ca. A.D. 90), which delivers the first Christian handbook. William Varner,
Ed.D. (professor of biblical studies, The M aster’s College), has devoted his
considerab le scholastic energies to the latter during a recent sabbatical, in order to
produce this veritable goldmine.
Varner has written in such a way that serious laymen, pastors, and scholars
alike will profit from engaging this work, which is at once provocative, deep, and
readable. This piece of first-rate scholarship provides an extensive bibliography of
Didache research (139–45), plus lexical (109–26), topical (127–30), and authorial
(147 ) indexes.
Of particular value are two chapters which provide the Greek text (chap. 3)
and the author’s translation (chap. 4). Three of the most interesting essays include
“The Scriptures of the Didache” (chap. 5), “The Ministers of the Didache” (chap. 8),
and “The Theology of the Didache” (chap. 9).
W hile reflecting his own personal “take away,” the author does lead the
reader to some of the mo st practical lessons emphasized by this anc ient do cument in
“The Lessons of the Didache” (chap. 10).
All in all, this reviewer highly recommend s this fresh study of such a
critically important historical document. This is a must read for every pastor.

