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The Christ of the Covenants: Book Review Brian Sandifer 

The Christ of the Covenants by O. Palmer Robertson (hereafter COC) has become a 

modern classic in its thorough presentation of the covenantal-framework understanding of the 

Bible.  Assuming the reader is unfamiliar with the distinctive points of Covenant Theology, 

Robertson lays the groundwork in Part One by expounding on the nature, extent, unity, and 

diversity of biblical covenants between God and man.  First, he defines a covenant as “a bond in 

blood sovereignly administered” (p 15), then argues that all of redemptive history is governed by 

God through such divine covenants, and finally demonstrates that each individual covenant must 

be understood both independently and in relationship to the others.  Parts Two and Three of COC 

expound each covenant in greater detail to persuade the reader that the story of redemption found 

in the pages of Scripture cannot be appreciated without comprehending the covenants.  

According to Robertson, the covenants are the biblical frame that reveal God’s majestic plan to 

redeem not only man, but to restore all of creation to its proper purpose of glorifying the Creator. 

The various covenants are distinguished in chronological order as Creation, 

Commencement, Preservation, Promise, Law, Kingdom, and Consummation.  These correspond 

to the following Bible characters and the covenants established through them: Adam (pre-Fall), 

Adam (post-Fall), Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, and Christ.  Robertson defines a covenant as 

“sovereignly administered”, therefore he excludes the classically formulated Covenant of 

Redemption (the pre-creation redemptive agreement between the co-equal persons of the Trinity) 

from his list.  This exclusion is merely asserted with the comment that the nature of biblical 

covenants is understood more completely today than by theologians of the past who postulated 

this Trinitarian agreement as covenantal (p 54).  No discussion of the Son’s submission to the 

will of the Father appears in this context.  Furthermore, Robertson groups all of the covenants 
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after that of Creation under the umbrella of “The Covenant of Redemption”, thus clouding the 

issue.  This redefinition of historic theological terms could confuse the uninformed reader. 

On one hand criticizing speculation, Robertson succumbs to the same vice when he 

addresses the possible reasons for circumcision as the seal of the Abrahamic covenant.  He 

writes, “because it is the male reproductive organ that is involved in circumcision, it would 

appear that the rite has special significance with regard to the propagation of the race” (p 152).  

This could be a tangential reason for the rite of circumcision, but without further discussion it 

appears out of place among other biblical symbols for circumcision that receive solid support, 

including that of community inclusion, and the need and accomplishment of spiritual cleansing.  

Robertson concludes with some beautiful (and correct) truths from his thesis regarding 

circumcision’s purpose, but one suspects that they may not be warranted from his premise. 

I wish that COC contained a more elaborate explanation of the covenant of 

Consummation’s beginnings.  Robertson posits that the consummative historical setting began to 

develop during the return of Israel from the sixth century Babylonian Exile, and was inaugurated 

by Israel’s annulment of its covenant through disobedience.  The concept of “covenant 

annulment” suggests that Israel was not under any divine covenant stipulations from its captivity 

until Christ’s discourse in the Upper Room.  But this would undermine a major premise of COC, 

namely that the covenants are united, continuous, and come to fruition in the final covenant of 

Consummation instituted by Christ.  Robertson probably didn’t intend for this gap of covenantal 

administration, but he did leave much for misunderstanding. 

Despite these few shortcomings, COC is a seminal work that masterfully opens the 

Bible’s covenantal structure for all to see.  The spirit of Robertson’s prose flows like that of an 
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ancient Hebrew poet, interspersed with rich parallelisms in many paragraphs, while his literary 

style is organized in analytically incisive cycles of thesis/argument/example/conclusion.  All 

thinking evangelical Christians should read COC to better appreciate, understand, and adore our 

Blessed Savior, the incomparable Christ of the Covenants. 
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