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THE NEW COVENANT
Larry D. Pettegrew
Professor of Theology
Theologians of all kind s focus on C hrist as the key to understanding the
biblical covenants. Two significant characteristics of the New Covenant promised
to Israel are its newness in replacing the Mosaic Covenant and its everlasting and
irrevo cable nature. For Israel the Ne w C oven ant promises her transformation
through providing her a new heart, her final and permanent forgiveness, and the
consummation of her relationship with the Lord. Through Israel God will also bless
the Gentiles because of this covenant. As mediator of the New Covenant, the
Messiah will be identified with Israel as God’s Son, Servant, covenant, and
Abrah am’s seed. Though the Messiah is not yet identified nationally with Israel, He
is already identified w ith the ch urch . Terminology and provisions spelled out in the
NT indicate that Christ inaugurated the New Covenant at His first advent. Though
the New Covena nt will not be fulfilled with Israel until her future repentance, the
church throug h Spirit baptism into Christ pa rticipates in that coven ant.
*****
Strange as it may seem at first, many covenant and dispensational
theologians seem to agree that union with Christ solves the problem of how the
church relates to the New Covenant. Of course, the theological underpinnings and
implications are different for each system. When covenant theologian Vern
Poythress argues that the covenants are fulfilled in Christ, he implies that Israel has
no future as a covenant nation. Advising cov enan t theologians how they should
explain that Israel’s covenant promises are fulfilled in the church Poythress writes,
The argument is strongest if one does not bluntly and simplistically assert that the church
is a straight-line continuation of Israel. Rather one proceeds by way of Christ himself
as the center point of fulfillment of the promises. Christ is an Israelite in the fullest
sense. In fact, though all Israel be rejected for unfaithfulness (Hos. 1:9), yet Christ would
remain as the ultimate faithful Israelite, the ultimate ‘remnant’ (cf. Isa. 6:11-13; 11:1).1
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Church saints united to Christ thus replace Israel as the recipient of the covenant
blessings.
On the other side of the spectrum, some traditional dispensationalists teach that
union with Christ solves the problem of how the church relates to a covenant not
made with her. According to them, the church does not participate in the New
Covenant at all. John M aster concludes his discussion on the New Covenant by
mak ing this v ery po int:
What then is a suggested relationship of the church to the new covenant of Jeremiah
31:31-34? The church is united to the mediator of the new covenant. The new covenant
has been cut. The actualization of the new covenant in the lives of believers, however,
is yet future, when Christ returns and the house of Israel and the house of Judah are
transformed by God’s grace to obey completely the commands of God.2
Similarly progressive dispensationalists speak of Christ as the recipient of the New
Covenant. Therefore, the Gentiles’ “share in the prom ise and cove nants com es in
Christ, throug h the H oly Spirit, not by some incorporation into Israel.” 3
W hatever the theological reason, these scholars have drawn attention to a vital
truth. Christ is the key to understanding the biblical cove nants. The purpose of this
essay, therefore, is to analyze the New C ovenant, (1) emphasizing that Israel will be
the recipient of the blessings of the New Covenant in the future millennial kingdom,
and (2) high lighting the relationship of the church saints to the New Covenant
through C hrist.
THE NEW COV ENANT PROMISED TO ISRAEL
The Characteristics of the New C ovenant for Israel
An enormous problem arises in approaching the New Covenant in the O ld
Testament. The promises of the New Covenant direct themselves to Israel, and that
leaves non-Israelites on the outside lookin g in. In the one p assag e in the Old
Testament using the expression “new covenant,” the Lord tells Jeremiah,4 “Behold,
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days are coming . . . when I will make a new cove nant with the house of Israel and
with the house of Judah” (Jer 31:31, em phasis add ed). In parallel passages, the
parties involv ed are alwa ys the Lord and the nation of Israel. 5 Som e blessings relate
to the G entile na tions, bu t even these a re “spill-over” b lessing s from Israel.
W hy the concern that this covenant is to be made with Israel? Because, the
covenan t is amazing in what it offers. It presents the solutions to all of life’s deep
problems, including cleansing from sin and an intimate relationship with the God of
the universe. Any reason able person wou ld want to become a part of this cove nant.
Specifically, then, what is this covenant like?
New
First of all, the New Covenant really is a new cove nant, not a ren ewed old
covenan t. Jeremiah states that it will be “not like” the M osaic Co venant (Jer 31:31).
Gerhard von R ad writes,
What is important and towers right above any previous prediction, lies in the prophecy
of a new covenant which Jahweh intends to make with Israel. This is clearly something
quite different from Jahweh’s saying that days were coming when he would again
remember his covenant which he made with Israel. No, the old covenant is broken, and
in Jeremiah’s view Israel is altogether without one. What is all important is that there is
no attempt here—as there was, for example, in Deuteronomy—to re-establish Israel on
the old bases. The new covenant is entirely new, and in one essential feature it is to
surpass the old [that is that Jahweh is to give his people a heart to know Him (Jer 24:7)].6
Bernh ard Anderson adds, “But Jeremiah’s oracle cannot be understood as
reactualization of the past sacred history. He speak s of a new cove nant, not a
covenant renewal, and thereby assumes a radical break with the M osaic tradition.” 7
Even the word for “new” has some significance. Brevard S. Childs presents a study
of Akkadian, Ugaritic, and Hebrew meanings of “new” and “renew,” and concludes
that newness in the OT expresses both new in time and new in quality. “The new
covenant . . . is not simp ly a renewal of the Sinai covenant as occ urred in the yearly

York: Harper Row, 1963] 229). As a typical critic, however, Anderson thinks that the phrase, “and the
house of Ju dah ,” is “u ndo ubte dly an ad ditio n,” since the se sam e wo rds do not sh ow up in v erse 33 (ibid.).
5
Other names for the New Cov enant include an “everlasting covenant” (Jer 32:40: “And I will make
an everlasting covenant with them. . . .”), “covenant of peace” (Ezek 37:26: “And I will make a covenant
of peace with them. . . .”), and “my covenant” or “a covenant” (Hos. 2:18-20). Cf. Bruce W are , “The
New Cov enant and the P eople(s) of God,” Dispensationalism, Israel and the Church , 69, and Walter C .
Kaise r, Jr., “ Th e O ld P rom ise a nd the Ne w C ov en an t: Jer em iah 31 :31 -34 ,” JETS 15 (Winter 1972):14.
6
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R o w , 1965) 212 [emphasis in the original]. For a further discussion of reasons why the New Covenant
is n ot a ren ew ed co ve nant, s ee C arl B . Ho ch , All Things New (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995) 105.
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festivals.” 8 “The whole point of these verses,” w rites H. D. Po tter, “is that they are
a deliberate contrast to Deuteronomy, not a complement to it, or a restatemen t of it.” 9
Everlasting and Irrev ocable
The new cove nant is also de sirable b ecau se it is everlasting and irrevocable.
The Mosaic Covenant depended on the ability of the people to keep their part of the
contract. They had sworn, “All that the LO R D has spoken we will do, and we will
be obed ient!” (E xod 24:7). As K line points out, “On this occ asion . . . the oath was
sworn by the peop le of Israe l, not by the Lo rd.” 10 But the New C ovenant, like the
Abraham ic and Davidic covenants made with Israel, was declared everlasting and
irrevocable, based on the promise of the sovereign, faithful God of the universe.11
Thus the nation would possess the promises of the covenants forever. Through
Jeremiah, for example, the Lo rd insisted that H is relationship with Israel was as firm
as the existence of the universe:
Thus says the LO R D , Who gives the sun for light by day, And the fixed order of the moon
and the stars for light by night, Who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar; The LO R D of
hosts is His name: “If this fixed order departs from before Me,” declares the LO R D ,
“Then the offspring of Israel also shall cease from being a nation before Me forever.”
Thus says the LO R D , “If the heavens above can be measured, and the foundations of the
earth searched out below, then I will also cast off all the offspring of Israel for all that
they have done,” declares the LO R D (Jer 31:35-37).

8

Br ev ard S. C hild s, Myth and Reality in the Old Testament (London: SCM, 1960) 79-80.
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H . D. Potter, “The New Covenant in Jeremiah XXX I 31-34,” VT 33 (1983):350. For the view that
the New Cov enant is a renewal of the M osaic Cov enant, see M ere dith G. K line , By Oath Co nsigned
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968) 53-75.
10
Kline, By O ath Consigned 17. Concerning such a treaty, Klaus Baltzer exp lains, “ Th e pa rties to
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‘lord.’. . . Un der c ertain circumstances a collective entity like the ‘people of the land’ can be party to a
treaty; the phrase probably refers to the important men. Finally one of the parties may be an entire nation”
(K lau s B altz er, Th e C ove nan t Fo rm ula , trans. Dav id E. G reen [P hiladelph ia: Fortress, 19 76] 1 7).
11
According to the pro phe ts, the New Covenant, once inaugurated, would be an everlasting
covenant (Jer 32:40; cf. Isa 55:3; 61:8; Eze k 16 :60; 3 7:26 ). As exp laine d in th e oth er ess ays in this issue,
God beg an H is ma rvelo us c ove nan t prog ram with a serie s of p rom ises to Ab raha m an d his heirs. These
promises as made by God are clearly irrevocable. Concerning the covenan t rite de scrib ed in grap hic
deta il in Genesis 15, Delbert R. R. Hiller, professor of New Eastern Studies at the Johns Hopkins
University, writes,
Wh at makes this an cien t acco unt e erily im pres sive is the b old w ay in wh ich it depicts Yahweh as
swearing to Abraham. Abraham makes all the preparations for a covenant ceremony; he splits up
anim als and arranges the pa rts fo r the sw ear ing of a n o ath . Then he falls asleep, and Yahweh, as
a smoking oven and a flaming torch, passes between the parts. The author is discreet; he does not
flatly say that Yahweh invokes a curse on himself. But the vision he has related makes the literal
restatement unnecessary, and the imagination of the reader can supply: “Just as this heifer is cut
up, so m ay I . . . .” (D elb ert R . R. H iller, Covenant: The History of a Biblical Idea [Baltimore: Johns
Ho pkins , 1969 ] 103 ).
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The Provisions of the New Covenant for Israel
More than anyth ing else , it is the provisions of the New Covenant that make
it so welcome. The Lord promises to prosper Israel with an abundance of physical
blessings, including the gathering of the people to the land (Jer 31:8-11, 15-17),
productivity (Jer 31:12), expressions of joy (Jer 31:13-14), increase in herds and
flocks (Jer 31:23-24), and rebuilding of cities (31:38-40). The spiritual provisions
include a transfo rmed heart of flesh, forgiveness of sins, and a consummated
relationship with the Lord. Ezekiel adds that a permanen t indw elling of the H oly
Spirit will accompany the law within the heart: “I will put My Spirit within you and
cause you to walk in My statutes, and you w ill be careful to observe My ordinances”
(Ezek 36:27). 12
Transformation
The spiritual provisions of the New Covenant are thus transformation,
forgiveness, and relationship.13 For some OT scholars, the key provision of the New
Covenant is the new heart (Jer 24:4-7; 31:31-34; 32:37-41; Ezek 11:17-21; 36:2232). Yah weh promises, “I will give them a heart to know me, for I am the LO R D ;
and they will be My people, and I will be their God, for they w ill return to m e with
their who le heart” (Jer 24:7). Gerhard von Rad insists that one w ho neglects this
feature will “ne ver gra sp the characteristic fea ture of the salva tion envisaged by
Jeremiah, for here is his prophecy of the new covenant compressed into one
sentence.” 14 He continues, “[W ]hat is he re outlined is the picture of a new m an, a
man who is able to obey pe rfectly because of a miraculous change of his nature.” 15
Raitt argues similarly,
From creation until the end of the judgment preaching it was assumed that man is fully
responsible for his own sin, and that natural man is wholly capable of the complete
obedience which God requires. But in the era which deliverance inaugurates this is no
longer assumed. The shift is subtle, but far-reaching in its significance. . . . Jeremiah

12

The matte r of th e pro mise d H oly S pirit coming to transform and indwell the New Covenant saint
(Ezek 36:27) is too large to de lve in to he re, tho ugh His ministry to the church saints will be a subject later
in the essay. Geerhardus V os comm ents, “. . . [T]he Spirit appears as the source o f the future new life
of Isra el . . . , also as the pledge of divine favor for the new Israel, and as the author of a radical
transformation of physical conditions in the eschatological era, and thus becomes characteristic of the
eschatological state itself” (Geerhardus Vos, “The Eschatological Aspect of the Pauline Conception of
the Sp irit,” Bib lical and Theological Studies [New Yo rk: Ch arles Scribn er’s Son s, 1912 ] 219 ). For a
discussion of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit as a New Co ve na nt p rom ise, s ee L arry D. P ette gre w, The
New Covenant Ministry of the H oly S pirit (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1993) 7-14, 27-45.
13
Th is is R aitt’s sum ma ry o utlin e (T ho ma s F . Ra itt, A T heo logy of E xile [Philade lphia : Fortress,
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and Ezekiel despaired that unaided or unimproved human nature could ever meet what
God expected. And in neither case was this a momentary despondency. Rather, it was
an ongoing, painfully sober realism about the possibilities and limits of the capacity for
goodness within human nature.16

It is true that Old Testamen t saints were exp ected to keep the O ld Co venant.
Mo ses, after prophesying about a future time when the Lord would bring the nation
back and circumcise their hearts (Deut 30:6), explains to the people that keeping the
Mosaic covenant in the interim was not impossible: “For this commandment which
I command you today is not too difficult for you, nor is it out of reach. . . . But the
word is very near you, in your mouth and in your heart, tha t you m ay ob serve it”
(Deut 30:11, 14). But could a natural man be wholly capable of the com plete
obedience that God required? In theological terms, does this mean that the Old
Covenant saint was not regenerated and the New Covenant saint is? Or, does
Mo ses’ statement in Deut 30:11-14 mean that the Old Covenant saint was
regenerated, able to keep the law, but just chose not to? Homer Kent answe rs these
questions w ell:
This does not mean that no Jew under the Mosaic Covenant had a transformed heart.
What is being stated is that the New Covenant itself would provide this for every
participant. Such was not the case with the Mosaic Covenant. Even though it was
obviously possible to know God and have a transformed heart during OT times, the old
covenant itself did not provide this. Many Jews lived under the provisions of the Mosaic
Covenant and still died in unbelief. The New Covenant, however, guarantees
regeneration to its beneficiaries.17
Thus von Rad and Raitt seem to miss an impo rtant distinction. Moses and
the earlier writers were not teaching that a natural man was wholly capable of
com plete obedience to God. Instead, Moses taught that it was possible for an O ld
Testament saint with a new nature to keep successfully (though not perfectly) the
provisions of the Old Covenant. Some saints such as Daniel did. Unfortunately,
many Old Testament Israelites lived under the Old Covenant and were not
regenerated, so they could not keep its requirements. Ronald Pierce writes,
In contrast to the old-covenant model in which entrance into the community was through
physical birth, the new-covenant community will be formed by spiritual birth. To state
it differently, in contrast to Old Testament Israel where the remnant is sometimes
represented by only ten percent of the nation (e.g. Isa 6:13), the new-covenant
community will include only believers because that will be the criterion for entrance.18
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Ra itt, Th eolo gy o f Exile 176 [emp hasis in th e origina l].
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H omer A. Kent, Jr., “The New C ovenant and the Church,” Grace Theological Journal 6
(1985):294.
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Forgiveness
For those in the N ew Covenant, God promises to forgive their iniquity and
not to remember their sin (Jer 31:34). According to the Book of Heb rews, this is a
better provision tha n was found under the O ld Co venant. Under the O ld Co venant,
the ongoing sacrifices were “a reminder of sins year by year” (Heb 10:3). But the
New Covenant even “provided an expiation for the guilt of those who lived under
the Mo saic coven ant” (Heb 12:22-24). 19 This in itself show s the infe riority of O ld
Covenan t forgiveness.
In addition, Raitt suggests five ways that new covenant forgiveness was
superior to Old Covenant forg ivene ss. First, in the OT the norm al und erstanding
was that punishment was “mitigated rather than sw ept aw ay. Fo r exam ple, in
Num bers 14:20, God says, ‘I have pardoned (salah), according to you r word,’ but
the verses following (14:21-23 ) describe the level of punishment which will be
exac ted.” 20 Especially, when it came to serious sins, there was an atoning “in the
sense of po stponing their punishme nt.” 21
Second, thoug h God reg ularly did forgiv e, “a he avy cloud of unc ertainty
always hung around whether or n ot God w ould re spon d favo rably to a heartfelt
petition for forgiveness” (Exod 3 2:30, 32; Jer 14:7-10). But “there is absolutely no
uncertainty about whether God will forgive in the new era. . . . [H]e moves to forgive
on his ow n initiative.” 22 Third, Go d’s forgiveness in the OT “is held in sharp tension
with God’s readiness to punish.” 23 In other words, G od is ready to forgive and ready
to pun ish. The Lord proclaims,
The LO R D , the Lord God, compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in
lovingkindness and truth; who keeps lovingkindness for thousands, who forgives
iniquity, transgression and sin; yet He will by no means leave the guilty unpunished,
visiting the iniquity of fathers on the children and on the grandchildren to the third and
fourth generations (Exod 34:6-7).
Fourth, Raitt argues that under the Old Covenant, forgiveness was
“contingent upon repe ntanc e as a p rerequ isite” (1 K gs 8:46-53), but repentance is

19

Ke nt, “New Covenant and the Church” 295. Con cerning H ebrews 1 2:22-24, K ent adds, “These
were O T saints with who m C hristians share a commo n salvation. They are called ‘spirits’ because they
are not yet u nited w ith their bod ies in resurre ction, but their spirits have been m ade perfect because
Ch rist’s sacrifice has provided expiation (11:40). Thus the New Cov enant has relevance for O T be lievers
as well as the NT one s” (2 96) . In the soter iolog ical p rov ision s of th e ne w c ove nan t, theref ore, th ere is
one people of God.
20
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Daniel P. F ulle r, Th e U nity o f the B ible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992) 374. Fuller has a fine
explanation of how the sacrificial system w orked under the Old Covenant and how “second-level
forgiveness” w as provided b y appealing to G od’s $2G(
G ( hE esed) (373 ff.).
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not mentioned in the OT passa ges describing the New C ovenant.24 Fifth, the hope
for forgiveness under the Old Covenant is “more often denied the community Israel
than it is granted .” 25 Raitt lists for evidence E xod 23:21 , Deu t 29:20, Josh 24:19,
Hos 1:6; 8:13, et. al. Though Raitt may have exaggerated the contras ts in places,
most of his points are well taken. Above all else, the shed blood of the Son of God
provided the means of final an d perm anen t forgiveness. New Covenant forgiveness
of sins is of a different nature than forgivene ss of sins und er the O ld Co venant. 26
Consumm ation of Relation ship
The New Covenant formula is, “I will be your God and you will be my
people” (Jer 24:7; 31:33; 32:38; Ezek 11:20; 34 :30; 36 :28; 37 :23, 27 ). This formula,
often called the Bundesformel, was expre ssed under the M osaic Covenant as well
(Deut 26:17; 29:13) and even in connection with the Davidic Covenant (2 Sam
7:24). In an overall review of the history of Israel in the OT, however, at least two
problems kept this relationship from being consummated. First, the kings w ere
generally less than enth usiastic abou t God, and second, the majority of the peop le
were not spiritually qualified.27 But the prophets predicted a future kingdom without
the defects of the historical kingdom. In that future kingdom, a perfect mediatorial
king, the Lord Jesus Christ, will rule (Isa 42:1-4), and the people will all have
experienced the new birth (Ezek 11 :17-20). The Lord thus promises that those in the
New Covenant will be changed from the inside o ut, and thus “they w ill really be M y
people and I will really be their God.” 28
The Lord expresses His p leasure in the future consu mm ation of His
relationship with Israel in one of the most delightful passages in the OT. After
telling Israel that He would pour out His Spirit on their descendants, the Lord
expresses the pride they w ill have in havin g Yahw eh as their God: “T his one will
say, ‘I am the L O R D ’s; And that one will call on the name of Jacob; And another will
write on his hand, ‘Belonging to the L O R D ,’ and will nam e Israel’s name with hon or”

24

Ibid ., 188. Ac tually, Raitt seems to exaggerate this contrast of repentance. Repentance is not
missing in new covenant passages. One of the passages that Ra itt uses to pro ve h is po int ab out th e O ld
Covenant emphasis on repentance, Deut 30:1-10, actually is pointing tow ard th e New C ovenant era.
M oreov er, when John the B aptist, the forerunner of the messenger of the New Cov enant, appeared, he
preached, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Ma tt 3:2), and th at inquirers mu st “b ring f orth
fruit in keep ing w ith repen tance” (M att 3:8).
25

Ibid., 188-89.
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of the Kingdom (Chicago: Moody, 1968) 104-19.
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(Isa 44:5). With similar pride, the Lord says about Israel, “I will be their God, and
they will be My people.” “In the fulfillment of this ancient longing, we approach the
realization of the kingd om o f God within history.” 29
A lingering question rem ains. W hy is G od so conc erned abou t His
relationship with Israel? W hat is special about this nation that leads God to make
such wonderful promises to its people? The basic answer is that the Lord has
identified Him self with the nation to the extent that His reputation and honor are at
stake. So He says,
It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to act, but for My holy name,
which you have profaned among the nations where you went. And I will vindicate the
holiness of My great name which has been profaned among the nations, which you have
profaned in their midst. Then the nations will know that I am the LO R D (Ezek 36:22-23).
From the very beginning of Israel’s election, Yahweh made clear that He “did not
set His love” on Israel because it was inherently better or larger than other nations,
for the Israelites “were the least of all peoples” (Deut 7:7; cf. Ezek 16:1-14). The
Lord set His love on the Israelites because He sovereignly chose to love them (Deut
7:8). Through the A brahamic Covenant, G od ide ntified Israel as “a peop le for
Himself, a special treasure above all the peoples on the face of the earth” (Deut 7:6).
To consumm ate H is relationship w ith Israel, G od promises to bring the nation into
the salv ation and blessing s of the New C ovenant.30
The NT reaffirms that Yahw eh’s prom ise-covena nts with Israel are
irrevocable. Paul asks an important question in the early part of his letter to the
Roma ns. Since the nation had rejected its Messiah, “[W]hat advantage has the Jew?
. . . If some did not believe, their unbelief will not nullify the faithfulness of God,
will it?” And he answers, “May it never be!” (Rom 3:1-4). Later in the letter he adds
that a partial harden ing ha s happened to Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has
come in; and thus all Israel will be saved (11:25). The bottom line is that “the gifts
and the calling of God are irrevocable” (11:29).

29

30

Ibid., 200.

Though the N ew Co ven ant is m ost fu lly developed by the w riting prop hets, the concept is not new
with t he m . M o s es , e ve n a s h e w a s e xp la in in g th e “ O ld C ove nan t,” looked forward to a time when the
Lord wo uld brin g the n ation ba ck from its scattering o ver the “ ends of the ea rth” (De ut 30:4 ), “prosp er”
them (v. 5), and “circumcise” their hearts (v. 6). See John MacArthur’s note on Deuteronomy 30:6, The
MacArthur Stud y Bib le (Nashville: Word, 1997) 293. Also see Dennis T. Ol sen , Deuteronomy and the
Death of Moses (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994) 127.
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The Blessings for Gentiles through Israel

Even the blessings promised to Gentiles were routed through the nation of
Israel. From the beginning of the covenant program, God promised Abraham that
in him and his seed, all the nations of the earth wou ld be blessed ” (Gen 12:3; 22:18).
Additionally, when the New Covenant is fulfilled with Israel in the future kingdom,
the prophets promise that Gentiles will receive “trickle down” blessings:
Also the foreigners who join themselves to the LO R D , to minister to Him, and to love the
name of the LO R D to be His servants, everyone who keeps from profaning the sabbath,
And holds fast My covenant; even those I will bring to My holy mountain and make
them joyful in My house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be
acceptable on My altar, for My house will be called a house of prayer for all the peoples
(Isa 56:6-8).
So, in the Old Testament, there was hope for non-Jews. 31
This hope dimmed, however, when Israel was led by its leaders to reject the
Messiah. Jesus laments, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones
those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, the
way a hen gathers her chicks under her w ings, and you were unwilling. Behold,
your house is being left to you desolate!” (Matt 23:37-38). Christ even pronounced
a curse on the Jews w ho had rejected Him (Matt 12:30-31). Thus the nation was
under a curse, and the Gentiles, without an intermediary nation, had no access to the
blessin gs of the New Covenant. Paul writes, “Therefore, remember, that form erly
you, the Gentiles in the flesh, . . . remember that you were at that time separate from
Christ, excluded from the commonwea lth of Israe l, and strangers to the covenants
of promise, having no hope and without God in the world” (Eph 2:11-12). The
situation was indeed desperate.
THE MESSIAH IDENTIFIED WITH ISRAEL
The only hope for Gentiles and cursed Jew s, as it turns out, was for a
mediator who could not only enter into the N ew C ovenant Himself, but could also
enab le others to enter into it. This med iator w ould no do ubt ha ve to be a Jew, one
who in some way epitomized the nation and represented it in faith and righteousness.
At the same time, He would have to have a special relationship with Gentiles. Was
there such a person?

31
The OT prophets, including John the Baptist, say nothing a bou t the c hur ch— Jew and Ge ntile
together in one bod y on e qual fo oting (cf. E ph 3 :1-7). The church was a mystery which had been “hidden
in Go d.” W hen the N ew Co ven ant is f ulfilled with Israel, G od’ s pro gram will o nce aga in feature nations
of faith, not an international organism, and Israel will be the civil and religious center of the world (Isa
2:2-4; Z ech 1 4:16-1 9).
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As God’s Son

Interestingly, in the OT, the Messiah is identified with Israel, sometimes
almost interchangeably. 32 This is apparent with the covenantal equivocation on the
term “son” for both Israel and the king of Israel. For example, the Lord tells Moses
to say to Pharaoh, “Thus says the LO R D , ‘Israel is My son, My first-born” (Exod
4:22). Such lang uage has covenant overtone s. In McCarthy’s wo rds, “W e have,
then, an idea of father-son relationship which is essen tially that of the covenant.” 33
Fensham adds, “In Hosea, e.g., Israel is described as son. . . . [T]he tradition of
Israel as “son” foreshadowed the special role of Israel am ong the nations of the
world.” 34
But “son” also designates the king. In the Davidic Covenant, David, along
with his descendants, is titled “son” (2 Sam 7:14). In the co mm entary on this
covenant in Psalm 89, David calls God “my Father” (Ps 89:26). In another great
kingdom Psalm, the Lord speaking to the Messiah, proclaims, “Thou art My Son,
Today I have begotten Thee.” “Son” is thus a covenant name for Israel and the
Messiah/King. It is not surprising, therefore, when M atthew applies the term “son”
to th e M essiah and w rites that at the time Josep h and Mary too k Jesu s to Eg ypt it
fulfilled the saying, “Ou t of Egypt did I call my Son” (Matt 2:15). 35
As God’s Servant
The term, “servan t” also applies to both the Messiah/King and the nation.36
This is apparent in the Servant songs of Isaiah.37 W ho is the servant? In some texts,
the servant is Israel. The L ord says, “B ut you , Israel, M y serv ant, Jacob whom I
have chosen, Descendant of Abraham My friend, You whom I have taken from the
ends of the earth, A nd ca lled from its remotest parts, and said to you, ‘You are my

32
J. A . Al lan , “T he ‘In C hris t’ Fo rmu la in Ep he sian s,” NTS 5 (1958):55. Allan writes, The “idea
of c orp ora te p erso na lity . . . o ccu pie s a la rge pla ce in the thin kin g o f the Bi ble .”
33
De nnis J. M cC arth y, Old Testament Covenant: A Survey of Current Opinions (Richmond: John
Knox Press, 1972) 33.
34
F. Charles Fensham, “Father and Son as Terminology for Treaty and Covenant,” Near E astern
Studies in Honor of William Foxwell Albright, Hans Goedicke, ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1971)
134.
35
Fensham adds that “when we approach the Ne w T esta me nt, w he re ‘F ath er-S on ,’ and ‘Go d-C hrist’
often ap pear, a w hole n ew w orld of in terpretation b ecom es po ssible” (ibid., 13 5).
36
King Ahaz, in fact, calls himself both a servant and a son to T iglath -pilese r, sho win g tha t a
covenant relationship had been established (2 Kgs 16:7). Among other things, this shows “that the
H e br ew s were well aware of the employment of a concept such as ‘son’ in a treaty sph ere” (ibid., 12 9).
37
See the helpful five-part study on the Servant songs by F. Duane Lindsey in BSac, beg innin g in
the Janu ary-M arch issue, 1982, 12. The term, “servant,” can be used for high court officials and
dignitaries, even for king s. M oses an d D avid, for e xam ple, are called the “servants of the L ORD” (Exod
14:31 ; 2 Sam 7:5).
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servant, I have chosen you and not rejected you ’” (Isa 41:8-9). 38 In other songs, the
servant is the Messiah, someone who will bring Israel back to the Lord. The prophet
records, “Behold, My Servant, whom I uphold; My chosen one in whom My soul
delights. I have put My Spirit upon Him; He w ill bring forth justice to the nations”
(Isa 42:1; cf. 49:6 and 53:11). The S ervan t, therefore, is the M essiah . And it would
seem that He represents and personifies the nation.
As God’s Covenant
Even more interesting is the fact that the Servant/Messiah is designated as
the personified covenant: “I will appoint you as a covenant to the people, As a light
to the nations” (Isa 42:6). 39 And again, “I will keep Y ou and give You for a
covenant of the people” (Isa 49:8). We learn first, in these passages that the Servant
would have an impact on both the Jews and the Gentiles. In both 42:6 and 49:8,
“people” refers to Israel. 40 In 42:6, “nations” could as well be translated as
“Ge ntiles.” 41 The “light” is expand ed in various p assages to m ean justice (42:1-4),
salvation (49:6), and righteousness (51:1-6). When the Me ssiah wa s born hundreds
of years later, the old prophet Simeon applies this passage to Christ: “A light of
revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Thy people Israel” (Luke 2:32). Paul
later applies Isa 42 :6 to his ministry to the Gentiles (Acts 13:47). 42 This blessing on
the Gentiles is not a surprise because the Abrahamic Covenant included the
provision that all the families of the earth would be blessed through Abraham.
The personification of the covenant by the Servant is also remarkable. Up
to this point one might have thought that the S ervan t was only a mediator like Moses

38
See R o be rt A. Pyne’s discussion of the rela tion shi p b etw een M ess iah an d Is rae l in “ Th e ‘S eed ,’
the Spirit, and the Blessing of Abraham,” BSac 152 (April-June 1995):211-22. Pyne points out that the
“seed” ( de sc en d an t) of A br ah am in Is a 4 1 :8 is ph ys ic al Is ra el (2 1 5) . O n the o ther h and , it is the “unique
relatio nsh ip between the nation and the Messiah” that may allow for the identification of Christ as the
seed in Galatians 3:16 (ibid.). Also see Robert Thomas’ helpful chapter, “The Mission of Israel and of
the Messiah in the Plan of God,” Israe l, the L and and the P eop le, W a y ne H ou se , e d. ( Grand Ra pid s:
Kre gel, 1998) 261-95. Thomas write s that “ a un ity bind s the in divid ual S erva nt to th e co rpo rate se rvan t”
(264 ).
39
Knight p ro p os es , “ A covenant for mankind may be translated in more than one way: (1) ‘I have
made thee into th e peo ple of th e (new ) cove nant.’ . . . (2) ‘I have made thee to become the means of my
making co ve na nt w ith (a ll) m an kin d’” (G eo rge A. F . Kn igh t, Deutero-Isaiah [ N ew York: Abingdon,
196 5] 75 ).
40
For a thorough discussion of the interpretation of these passages, see Michael A. Grisanti, “The
Re lation ship of Israel and the Nations in Isaiah 40-55,” (PhD diss., Dallas Theological Seminary, 1993)
222-76. Al so s ee, M ich ael A . Gr isan ti, “Is rae l’s M issio n to the Na tion s in Isai ah 40 -55 : A n U pd ate,”
TMSJ 9/1 (Spring 1998):39-61.
41

Lindsey, “The Call of the Servant in Isaiah 42:1-9,” BSac 139 (January-March 1982):25. See also,
“The Com mission of the Servant in Isaiah 49:1-13,” BSac 139 (April-June 1982):140-42.
42

Thomas, “Mission of Israel” 272.
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was for the O ld Co venant. 43 It is true that the Servant, as a mediator, was to deliver
Israel from bondage (Isa 42:7; 49:8-12) and mediate the covenant which was to be
established between the Lord and His people (Isa 54:1; 55:3; 59 :21; 61:8).
Moreover, Hebrews says that Christ was the mediator of the New Covenant, and
superior to Moses (Heb 8:6)44 or any of the kings of Israel. 45 But in the Servant
songs one learns that the Messiah would be more than a mediator. As Odendaal
points out, “He is the impersonated, incarnated cove nant. We may rega rd him , in
other words, to be the one who is able so fully to represent the ‘~m in the co venant,
that he himself can be considered to be the incorporated cove nant.” 46
Like the Messiah/Son, the Messiah/Servant who is given as a “covenant to
the people” must be in the royal Davidic line (Isa 55:3). Odenda al continues,
Such a one only, according to the history of revelation, could be described as the
incarnated covenant, i.e., the mediator and the representative of the covenant. As the one
chosen by Yahweh to be his vice-regent in his kingdom, the king as covenant-head has
a relation both to Yahweh and to the people as defined by the covenant. . . . As covenant
representative he can therefore also be called “Israel” (49:3), because in himself he
comprehends all the hopes, privileges, and responsibilities of Israel, and as Messianic
King he leads Israel to the consummation of its calling in the history of salvation.47
As Abraham ’s Seed
The New T estam ent also provide s evidence that Jesus represents Israel.

43
VanG emeren note s that a t M oun t Sina i, “Israe l reacte d w ith terror to God’s revelation and
demanded that Moses be their mediator (Exod 20:18-20; Deut 5:4-5). Moses served in this capacity by
giving Israel the law of Go d (Ex od 2 0:22-2 3:19). . . . The acceptance of Moses in his mediatorial office
is confirmed by Go d’s re spo nse to M ose s’ re qu est to see his glo ry (3 3:1 7-1 8)” (W illem Va nG em ere n, The
Progress of Redemption [Gran d R apids: Z ond ervan , 1988 ] 138 ).
44
According to the w riter of He brew s, the N ew C oven ant is sup erior to the O ld Co vena nt. In
addition, while the author treats Moses as a covenan t mediator, “he never calls him a :,F\J0H and
reserves this distinction f or Je su s” (S u sa nn e L eh n e, “ T he N ew C o ve na nt in H eb re w s,” J S N T, Supplement
Series 4 4 [Sh effield, En gland : Sheffield Aca dem ic Press, 19 90] 2 2).
45
Walton, following Gerald Gerbrandt, argues that the king of Israel was viewed as the mediator of
the M osaic co vena nt. The king’s responsibility w as to b e su re tha t the L ord wa s be ing p rop erly
represented, including being sure that the covenant was being kept by the people and remaining “a
sub ord inate instrument for the Lord’s military leadership” (Joh n H . W alto n, Covenant [Grand R apids:
Zo nd erv an , 19 94 ] 68 -69 . Se e fu rthe r M cC lain , Greatness of the Kingdom 91-1 19).
46
D irk H. O de nd aal, Th e Es cha tolog ical E xpe ctatio n of Is aiah 40– 66 w ith Sp ecia l Refe ren ce to
Israel and the Nations (Ph illips bu rg, N .J.: Pre sby teria n a nd Re for me d, 1 97 0) 1 31 . Lindsey suggests that
there is a metonymy of effect here, that the Servant is “one who in so me w ay is a caus e, source , mediato r,
or dispe nser of c oven ant realities or illum inating b enefits” (“C all of the S ervan t” 25).
47
Ibid ., 134. John Martin concurs, “The Messiah is called Israel because He fulfills what Israel
sho uld have done. In His Person and work He epitomizes the nation” (John A . Ma rtin, “Isaiah,” The
Bib le Kn ow ledg e C om me ntar y, O ld Testament, John F. W alv oo rd a nd Ro y B . Zu ck , ed s. [W he ato n, Ill.:
Victor, 1 985 ] 110 3).
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Paul proclaims that Christ has replaced the Old Covenant with Himself: “Therefore,
let no on e act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a festival or a
new moon or a Sabbath day— things which are a m ere shadow of what is to come;
but the substance belongs to Christ” (Col 2:16-17; cf. Matt 5:17). Moreover, Paul
describes Christ as the seed of Abraham, the personification of corporate Israel (Gal
3:16). Longenecker observes,
The apostle is not just forcing a generic singular into a specific mold. . . . Rather, he is
invoking a corporate solidarity understanding of the promise to Abraham wherein the
Messiah as the true descendant of Abraham and the true representative of his people, and
the Messiah’s elect ones, as sharers in his experiences and his benefits, are seen as the
legitimate inheritors of God’s promises.48
Both the Old and New Testament writers point to a faithful and righteous supermediator representing and p erson ifying the nation. He is the M essiah , Jesus Christ.
THE MESSIAH IDENTIFIED WITH THE CHURCH
Not Yet with Israel
In the opening pages of the NT, Israel is still the intended recipient of the
provisions of the N ew Covenant. Jeremiah had p rophesied that Yahw eh w ould
“forgive their iniquity, and their sin,” He would remember no more. In anticipated
fulfillment of this promise, the angel announcing the birth of Christ tells Joseph to
name his son Jesus, “for it is He who shall save H is people from their sins” (M att
1:21). In Zechariah’s prophecy at the birth of his son, John, Zechariah blessed “the
Lord God of Israel,” not only because He would save them from their enemies (Luke
1:71), but also would “give His people the knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness
of their sins” (1:77).
John the Bap tist, Himself the forerunner of the messenger of the New
Covenant (Mal 3:1; 4:5-6; cf. Mark 9:11-13), taught that it was useless to have the
Abraham ic Covenant if one did not have the New Covenant: “Do not suppose that
you can say to yourselves, ‘W e have Abraham for our father’; for I say to you that
God is able from these stones to raise up children to A braham” (Matt 3:9). John’s
baptism also implied a renunciation of dependence only on circumcision. Fuller
comme nts, “Since baptism was a requirem ent for a proselyte (a Gentile converting
to Judaism), a Jew who sub mitted to John’s baptism was acknowledging that as far
as salvation was concerned, he was in the same category; his con nection with

48
Rich ard Lo ng en eck er, Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975)
124. It is important to note that Christ replaced the Old Covenant with Himself, but He did not replace
Israel. He represents Israel under certain circumstances.
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Abraham as symbolized by circumcision was of no value w hatsoever.” 49 In New
Covenant language, John also preached “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness
of sins” (Luke 3:3). M oreover, John w as the first to teach that Christ, in fulfillment
of the Father’s promise, would be the one to pour out the Holy S pirit (John 1:33; cf.
Acts 1:4-5; 11:16).
Jesus Christ, in His presentation of the kingdom to Israel, made the New
Covenant the means of entrance. In order to enter the kingdom, one had to have the
New Covenant transformation w hich Jesus called being “b orn again” (John 3:3).
Jesus, in fact, upbraided Nicodemus for being a teacher of Israel and not understanding this important po int (John 3:10).
Christ presented Himself as a covenant to the nation. But as mentioned
above, that generation of Jews rejected its Messiah, and so the Servant has not yet
consummated the covenant w ith the na tion. Th ese covenant proph ecies w ill
ultimately be fulfilled with a spiritually revived Israel (Zech 12:10-14) in the Day
of the Lord events which culminate in the millennial kingdom.
Already with the Church
Covenant Inauguration
The Terminology. Though abandoned by His nation, Ch rist finished His
New Covenant work. Before ascending to heaven, He cut the N ew Covenant by His
death and initiated a beautiful ordinance (Luke 22:20). W hat occurred at the last
Passover meal was qu ite amazing. S. Lewis Johnson, Jr. writes,
There is here that which might legitimately be called an act of arrogant audacity, if one
bears in mind the situation. The celebration of the Passover was the celebration of the
mighty deliverance of the children of Israel from the bondage of Egypt. . . . What
presumptuous confidence and boastful audacity to call upon the members of the nation
that possessed “the adoption as sons and the glory and the covenants and the giving of
the Law and the temple service and the promises” (Rom 9:4) to transfer their worship,
as they might have thought, from the God of their fathers to Jesus of Nazareth, and to lay
aside their ancient covenants for a new covenant, to replace the annual celebration of the
impressive ritual of the Passover for a simple feast of remembrance in bread and wine.50
After His ascension, Christ inaugurated the New C ovenant by pouring out
the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. The New Testament thus becomes a New

49
Fuller, Un ity of th e Bib le 369. Fuller adds, “It was also fitting that the church which was in a
con tinuity inaugurated by John the Baptist should adopt as this sign the rite of baptism by which he had
sig nifi ed to d iso be die nt Is rae l tha t it ha d n o m ore fav or b efo re G od tha n d id G en tile s inn ers.”
50
S. Lewis Johnson , Jr., “ Th e L ast P ass ov er, th e F irst L ord ’s S up pe r, an d th e N ew Co ve na nt,”
Reformation and Rev ival 6 (S um me r 19 97 ):11 9-4 3. For a discussion of the relationship between the
Passover and Lord’s Supper, see Mark A. Throntveit, “The Lord’s Supper as New T estament, Not New
Pa sso ve r,” Lu thera n Q uar terly 11/3 (Autumn 1997):271-89. Also see, Joachim J ere mia s, Th e Eu cha ristic
Words of Jesus, trans. Norman Perrin (London: SCM , 1966) 41-84.
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Covenant document. The New Testament writers, in fact, use the expression “New
Covenant” more often than the Old Testament prophets did. In the epistles, lest
there be any question whether the New Covenant relates to the church, the Apostle
Paul restates the Lord ’s teaching ab out the blood of the N ew Covenant in his
communion instructions to the local ch urch at Corinth (1 C or 11:25). Paul next
identifies himself and his fellow ministers as “servants of a 51 new covenant” (2 Cor
3:6). Scott H afem ann argue s that Pa ul’s contrast in 3:3 and 3:6, “when viewed
again st the ba ckground of Exodus and Ezekiel, is tw ofold.”
On the one hand, Paul affirms that the age characterized by the law as the locus of God’s
revelatory activity is over. Thus, the Corinthians owe their relationship to Christ not to
the revelation of God in the law, but to God’s work in changing their heart through his
Spirit. Conversely, the conversion and new life of the Corinthians are evidence that the
new age has arrived, i.e., the age of the ‘fleshly heart’ prophesied by Ezekiel.52
In the Book of Heb rews, Christ is called the “mediator of a better covenant” (Heb
8:6), which is identified as the New Covenant that has replaced the first (Mosaic)
covenant (Heb 8:7-13). The writer of Hebrews also employs the parallel OT term,
“the eternal covenant” (H eb 13:20 ).
The Provisions. The specific terms “New Covenant” and “everlasting
covenan t” do not exhaust NT references to the New Covenant. Clearly the
provisions of the New C ovenant are also opera tive, beginnin g with the inauguration
of the N ew Covenant on the day of Pentecost. 53 Peter insists, that in initial
fulfillment of the promised Holy Spirit, Christ, “having been exalted to the right
hand of God, and having rec eived from the Fath er the promise of the Holy Spirit,
. . . poured forth this w hich you both see and hear” (Acts 2:33). Actually, all the
teaching abou t the Holy Spirit in the New Testament (especially about the “promise
of the Spirit” [Eph 1:13; Gal. 3:14]) 54 is evidence that the New Covenant has been
inaugurated.55
The new level of forgiveness of sins promised in OT prophecies of the New

51

Interestingly, b y l ea vi ng o ut th e a rt ic le , P au l f ol lo w s Jeremiah’s prophecy precisely (“I will make
a new cove nant w ith the ho use o f Israel and with th e hou se of Ju dah” [Jer 31:3 1]).
52

Sc ott J . Ha fem an n, Suffe ring and M inistry in the Spir it (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990) 222.

53

See Rodney D ecker’s chart of the New Testament’s initial fulfillment of the provisions of the New
Covenant prophesied in the Old Tes tame nt, “T he C hur ch’s Re lation ship to th e N ew Co ve na nt, P art 1 ,”
BSac 152 (July-September 1995):292.
54
See the h elpfu l essa y by Pau l R. T hor sell, “The Spirit in the Present Age: Preliminary Fulfillment
of the Predicted New Covenant According to Paul,” JETS 41/3 (September 1998):397-413.
55
Carl Hoch w rites, “The new cov ena nt co mes with ‘batte ries inc lude d.’. . . Th e Sp irit internalizes
the New Covenant so that the people of God are motivate d to d o G od’ s w ill. By c ontra st, the o ld
covenant stood over the people of Israel like a judge, demanding obedience, but providing no
enablement” (All Things New 116 ).
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Covenant also pervades the NT. “Above all things,” writes Leon Morris, “the new
system that Jesus had established meant the forgiveness of men’s sins. . . . His blood
avails to put them in right relationship to Go d.” 56 Morris notes that the remedy for
sins, in the Book of Hebrews alone, is prevalent: 1:3; 2:17; 8:12; 9:15, 26, 28; 10:12,
17, 18, 26. Morris concludes, “The effect of all this is to stress the completeness
with which C hrist has dealt with sin. Whatever needed to be done He has done,
fully, finally. Sin no lon ger ex ists as a force. . . . Christ has m ade it null and void.
He has broken its pow er.” 57 The “entire New Testame nt teaching on forgiveness”
in fact, is “an extended exp osition of the blessing of the new cove-nant. . . .”58
The New Testament (coven ant!) documents thus should be looked at as
instruction on how to live out the New Covenant in the present age. Edward
Malatesta, for example, presents a convincing case that John writes 1 John as a New
Covenant document, explaining the existing provisions of the N ew Covenant.
Malatesta writes, “The composition of Jer 31 (LXX 38), 31-34 highlights three
elements of the New Covenant: an interiorization of the Law, knowledge of God,
and forgiveness of sins. We shall see later that 1 Jn associates these same three
elements in a Covenant context.” 59 Othe r NT books plainly un fold the teachings of
the N ew Covenant.
Thus, not only the terms for the New C ovenant but also the provisions of
the New Covenant are highly visible in the NT. NT Christians benefit in marvelous
ways from this covenan t that was promised to Israel.
Covenant Participation
So here is the tension. In the first part of the essay we emphasized that the
New Covenant was promised to Israel. In the second part of the essay we
emphasized that the New Covenant is operative and that membe rs of the church are
benefiting from it. How does the church get to benefit from the New Covenant that
was made with Israel? For non-dispensationalists, this is not much of a problem.
They have some tensions with the Old Testament teaching about the New C ovenant
being mad e with Israel. 60 But the chu rch in the New Covenant is not a problem since
in their system, the churc h esse ntially rep laces Israel. 61 Dispensationalists, who
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Le on M orri s, The Cross in the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965) 297.
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Ibid., 301.
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Bl aisin g a nd Bo ck , Progressive D ispensationalism 203.
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Edw ard M alat esta , Inter iority and Covenant (Rom e: Rom e Biblical Institute, 1978) 3 17. See also
his com men ts o n ho w 1 John emphasizes the promised New Covenant ministry of the Holy Spirit and the
forgive ness o f sin (31 6).
60
For a covenant theologian’s discussion of the covenants, see Roger T. Beckwith, “The Unity and
D ivers ity of God’s Coven ants,” Tyn dale Bu lletin 38 (1987):93-118. Beckwith speaks of giving the
cove nant req uireme nt “their C hristian re-interp retation” (1 16).
61
See Walter Kaiser’s critique of r ep lace me nt th eo log y: W alte r C . Ka iser , Jr., “An Assessment of
‘Replacement Theology,’” Mishkan 10:9-20.
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believe that God has separate programs for Israel and the church, have suggested
various solutions to this problem. These include two new covenants (one for Israel
and one for the church), or one covenant for Israel with application of the blessings
to the church, or that the church has only new-covenan t-like blessings.62 The best
solution is that the church participates in the New Covenant, but the New Covenant
will not be finally fulfilled until Israel com es into a right relationship with God at the
end of the T ribulation. The chu rch do es not participate in the land blessings, and
may not have full benefit of the spiritual blessings because the king is not yet he re
on earth ruling. But the church really does participate in the New Covenant
provided by Jesus C hrist. 63 Still, “participation,” though it explains the “what,” does
not ex plain the “how.” How do chu rch saints participate in the New Covenant?
In Christ. Though the Servant/Messiah was rejected by the covenant nation,
and thoug h the O ld Testament promises will not be fulfilled until the eschaton, the
Servant/Messiah has already begun to be the mediator of the New Covenant. Hope
remains, therefore, for Gentiles outside of the covenants and promises and Jews
related to a nation under the curse of the unpardonable sin to participate in the New
Covenant. To do so, they would have to be able to establish an intim ate relationship
with this Servant/Messiah. Is this possible?
This is exactly what has happened to believ ers in this dispensation. Paul,
after explaining the bad news that the Gentiles were “strangers to the covenants of
promise, having no hope and without God in the world” (Eph 2:12), proclaims the
good news: “But now in Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off have been
brought near by the blood of Christ” (Eph 2:13). The answer to the question as to
how churc h saints participate in the New C ovenant is thus found in being “in
Christ,” the personified New Covenant. Believing Jews in this dispensation also
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have been united with C hrist. Jesus makes “the two into one new man” (Eph 2:15 ).64
W ith some q ualification, one can say that the phrase, “in Christ” is a neartechnical phrase describing church saints. The phrase occurs “83 times in the Paul
corpus . . . not counting the equivalent phrases using a pronou n (‘in him/wh om’)
defined by the context. It usually has the form ‘in Christ’ or ‘in Christ Jesus.’” 65
The addition of the “in him/whom” phrases brings the total to more than 130.
Outside Paul’s writing s, the on ly occurrence is in Peter’s epistles (1 Pet 3:16; 5:10,
14).
To be a technical designation, the phrase must be ¦< OD4FJè [ z30F@Ø] (en
Christ Ç- [I sou], “in Christ [Jesus]”) without the article (or “in him/whom”). Even
then, a few “in Christ” phrases describe something other than believers in Christ, as
in Philippians 2:5 where Paul exhorts readers to have the same attitude that was “in
Christ.” Nonethe less, at least 75 “in Christ” phrases plus many “in him/whom”
phrases refer to the wonderful position church saints have . It is only through being
“in Christ” that church saints participate in the New Covenant. Th ey are elect “in
Christ,” “and because of his unique relationship with the father, they are heirs
togeth er with Ch rist (1 Co r 3:22-2 3).” 66
Spirit Baptism. But how does one get into Christ? Clearly it is through the
baptism of the Spirit at the time of conversion. Even more intimately, Paul explains
that all who were baptized into Christ have “clothed” themselves “with Christ” (Gal
3:27). Dunn w rites, “To be baptized into Christ is complementary to or equivalent
to assuming the persona of Christ. In both cases [Spirit baptism and putting on
Christ] some sort of identifica tion or se nse of bound-up-with-ness is implicit.” 67
Through such intimacy, church saints, whether Gentiles or Jews, inherit what Christ
inherits and are sons of Abraham because Christ is (Gal 3:29).
CONCLUSION
This essay has emph asized that the relationship of Christ to the New
Covenant and the church to Christ does not in any way negate the future fulfillment
of the N ew Covenant w ith Israel. The Lord made the New Covenant with Israel and
presented it to Israel as a foundation of the messianic kingdom program. But the
nation rejected the Messiah and His kingdom. Thus the New Covenant will not be
fulfilled with Israel until the Day of the Lord events when the nation in repentance
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accepts the One whom it previously considered to be “stricken, smitten of God, and
afflicted” (Isa 53:4; cf. Zech 1 2:10-14). Before that happens, Gentiles outside God ’s
covenant program and Jews under the shadow of a curse are blessed to be able to
participate in the N ew Covenant. This they can do throug h Spirit baptism into Christ
at the time of conversion. Though the Servant/Messiah came to His own people,
“His own did not receive Him. But as many as received Him, to them He gave the
right to become the children of God, even to those who believe in His name . . .”
(John 1:11 -12).

