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INTRODUCTION 

Geerhardus Vos and Meredith G. Kline are theologians who consciously align themselves to 

the Presbyterian and Reformed tradition.  They are two of the most insightful North American 

biblical theologians of the 20
th

 century.  Although Vos lived a generation prior to Kline, their 

influence on biblical theology, and especially covenant theology, coincided in the second half of 

the century.  In recent years, American covenant theologians have polarized into two “schools” 

that trace their roots to the theology of either Vos or Kline.
1
  This rift is unfortunate yet 

understandable.  While there is significant agreement between Vos and Kline, there are also 

important differences, which lead the two schools in divergent paths.  One important difference 

is the nature of biblical covenants. 

A comparison of the writings of Vos and Kline must be more than merely setting passages 

side-by-side and noting agreements and differences.  There must also be a fair bit of 

interpretation employed, for Kline and Vos approach the Scriptural data from different (yet 

complementary) perspectives.  Vos is concerned with the historical progression of special 

revelation as his central theme of explaining Scripture.  Kline’s emphasis is on the kingdom of 

God and its separate covenantal administrations.  Interpretation and comparison are possible 

because while these are different perspectives, they are perspectives on the same thing.  Kline 

explains his thought in relation to Vos this way: “What is in Vos’s Biblical Theology the 

                                                 
1
 Kline’s view of the Mosaic covenant shifted early on, from a position that was very close to Vos, to his 

modified two-level view.  It appears that Kline began to modify his views on the Mosaic covenant after the 

publication of his first book Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of Deuteronomy (Grand Rapids, Mi.: 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1963).  His article “Law Covenant,” Westminster Theological Journal 

26 (Nov. 1963-May 1964): 1-20, seems to indicate the beginning of a shift in his covenant theology.  Because of 

Kline’s theological modification, this study will concentrate on his later writings as they contain his mature 

theological formulations. 



The Mosaic Covenant  Introduction 

 

Reformed Theological Seminary  iv 

infrastructure, the particular historical pattern in which the periodicity principle gets applied, 

becomes here [in Kline’s Kingdom Prologue] the surface structure.”
2
 

In this study I will compare and contrast the works of Vos and Kline on the Mosaic 

covenant, and its relation to the other major biblical covenants that the New Testament compares 

to it, namely the Abrahamic and New covenants.  Chapter 1 will serve as an introduction, 

comparing Vos and Kline’s definitions of the term “covenant,” exploring what is meant by the 

theological terms “covenant of works” and “covenant of grace,” and giving a brief overview of 

their views on the six covenantal administrations: Adamic, Noahic, Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, 

and New.  Chapter 2 will explore the Mosaic covenant’s relationship to the Abrahamic covenant, 

comparing and contrasting Vos and Kline.  Chapter 3 will follow the same methodology of 

Chapter 2, except the Mosaic covenant will be compared to the New covenant.  Chapter 4 will 

explore how Vos and Kline deal with conditionality in the Mosaic and New covenants.  Chapter 

5 will discuss Vos and Kline on the relationship of Law and Faith.  In Chapter 6, I will compare 

Vos and Kline on the purpose of the Mosaic covenant in redemptive history.  Chapter 7 will 

contain a discussion of illegitimate and legitimate applications of the Mosaic covenant for the 

Church today.  Finally, in Chapter 8 I will suggest a few paths of further research for comparing 

the Mosaic and New covenants, suggesting books and authors holding views similar to either 

Vos or Kline, and a few from other Christian traditions.  Occasionally I will cite a passage more 

than once if it is especially relevant to a different topic. 

I hope to demonstrate that although Vos and Kline come to several different theological 

conclusions, each works in the same American Presbyterian and Reformed tradition, and thus 

should not be set against each other as fundamentally incompatible.  Each labors to be 

                                                 
2
 Meredith G. Kline, Kingdom Prologue: Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Overland Park, 

Ks.: Two Age Press, 2000), 7. 
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confessionally faithful primarily to the Scripture and subordinately to the Westminster Standards, 

and each has some penetrating insights into the nature of the Mosaic covenant.  Therefore there 

is profit in harmonizing or synthesizing their thought when possible, and also much to be learned 

about the Mosaic covenant when they are opposed to one another. 

Finally, note that all Scripture quotations (except those appearing in the writings of Vos and 

Kline) are from the English Standard Version (ESV). 
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CHAPTER 1 BIBLICAL COVENANTS 

The concept of “covenant” is not extinct.  It is not uncommon to encounter the word in 

everyday life.  Real estate buyers and sellers sign contracts that contain the word “covenant” 

throughout.  A neighborhood might require its residents to adhere to a Homeowner’s Association 

Covenant.  Marriage ceremonies refer to the relationship between husband and wife as a 

covenant.  Sometimes church congregations require members to sign a church covenant 

statement that spells out the distinctives of its particular beliefs, practices, and requirements.  The 

Church and the culture both seem to understand that a covenant is more than a legal agreement.  

We sense that a covenant is not exactly the same thing as a contract.  Covenantal language 

connotes a more solemn kind of bond that operates at the moral, foundational level of a society.  

In a word, we understand that a covenant is serious.  It turns out that this common understanding 

of the serious of a covenant is a good starting point for the study of biblical covenants. 

Covenant theology is distinct to the Reformed and Presbyterian traditions.  While normally a 

doctrine or doctrinal system that is not found across a broad swath of Christianity should elicit a 

measured skepticism, a covenantal reading of Scripture demonstrably illuminates much of 

biblical revelation.  It is assumed by many, for example, that the Westminster Confession of 

Faith (the last of the great Reformation confessions) is the most thorough expression of biblical 

Christianity in confessional form.  One beautiful aspect of its system of doctrine is its expression 

of covenant theology, which provides a superstructure for interpreting all of Scripture.  

Organizing biblical revelation by its historical covenant administrations elicits such high praise 

because it is a system of doctrine built from reading the text rather than one imposed on the text 

from the outside.  Historically speaking, a primitive covenant theology has existed since the 

dawn of the Church, but it was not until the Reformation when it was developed into a coherent 
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system.
1
  To comprehend covenant theology, we must first understand what is a biblical 

covenant.  How did Vos define a biblical covenant?
2
  In his book Biblical Theology he writes 

about the Hebrew word “berith.” 

Only the reason for its occurrence [berith] in such places is never that it relates to an agreement.  

That is purely incidental.  The real reason lies in the fact that the agreement spoken of is 

concluded by some special religious sanction.  This, and not its being an agreement, makes it a 

berith.  And similarly in other connections.  A purely one-sided promise or ordinance or law 

becomes a berith, not by reason of the religious sanction added.  From this it will be understood 

that the outstanding characteristic of a berith is its unalterableness, its certainty, its eternal 

validity, and not (what would in certain cases be the very opposite) its voluntary, changeable 

nature.  The berith as such is a “faithful berith,” something not subject to abrogation.  It can be 

broken by man, and the breach is a most serious sin, but this again is not because it is the 

breaking of an agreement in general; the seriousness results from the violation of the sacred 

ceremony by which its sanction was effected.
3
 

Here we can ascertain a number of characteristics of Vos’s definition of a covenant (berith). 

• It encompasses an agreement, but its essence is the supplementing with a special 

religious sanction 

• It cannot be altered 

• It is certain 

• It possesses eternal validity 

• It can be broken by man. 

In another passage Vos elaborates on the nature of covenant, and names the “essential 

element” that must be present for a covenant to exist. 

                                                 
1
 For a brief historical overview of the development of covenant theology, see Vos’s article “The Doctrine of 

the Covenant in Reformed Theology,” in Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of 

Geerhardus Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr. (Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R Publishing, 2001), 234-67. 
2
 During Vos’s career, there was some scholarly disagreement on whether the OT term berith and the NT term 

diatheke could both be translated as “covenant.”  Many suggested that a diatheke was properly translated 

“testament” and thus could not be related to the instances of berith in the OT.  Though Vos argued that diatheke can 

properly be translated “covenant” in certain (but not all) instances, he preferred to use the transliterated terms when 

discussing the subject of covenant to avoid confusion.  See Vos’s Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments 

(Grand Rapids, Mi.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1948, reprint, Edinburgh, U.K.: The Banner of 

Truth Trust, 1975), 23-24; “Covenant or Testament,” in Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter 

Writings of Geerhardus Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr. (Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R Publishing, 2001), 400-411. 
3
 Vos, Biblical Theology, 23-24. 
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The sense of “contract,” “agreement” does not belong to the essence of the berith-conception at 

all.  This does not mean that sometimes in the Old Testament the berith does not appear in the 

form of an “agreement” between parties and that this may not be an important feature 

theologically considered.  It only means that even in such cases what constitutes the agreement 

a berith is not the two-sidedness but something else which equally well can appear where there 

is no compact at all.  This essential element is the absolute confirmation of the arrangement by 

means of a religious sanction or ceremony; in other words, it is the introduction of the divine 

factor securing stability that gives to the berith its specific character.
4
 

According to Vos, the essence of a covenant is not the agreement (whether it be one- or two-

sided), but rather it is the confirming of the agreement by sacred sanction or ceremony.  For Vos, 

an agreement or contract does not become a covenant until God secures and seals its stability.  

As for the initiation and content of a covenant, only God is responsible, and in a sovereign and 

monergistic way. 

However bilateral the arrangement may be in its outcome, to God alone belongs the prerogative 

of initiating it and with Him alone lies the right of determining its content.  God never 

deliberates or bargains with man as to the terms of the berith He condescends to enter into.  

Many may accept voluntarily but can in no wise modify what the sovereign divine will arranges 

for him.  Thus even in the case of an avowed bilateral berith there already is seen to exist a 

balance of monergism on the divine side sufficiently strong to exclude every thought of a 

contractual procedure unworthy of God.
5
 

In perhaps the clearest passage where Vos defines the essence and nature of a covenant, he 

employs the highest language of religious affection.  For Vos, human marriage is a picture of 

what is at the heart of God and man in covenant with one another. 

It is this direct confrontation of the religious mind with God which finds in the covenant-idea its 

perfect expression.  To be in covenant with God—what finer and what more adequate definition 

of the perfect religious life could be conceived than this?  The classical formula in which 

already under the Old Testament God Himself expresses His conception of the covenant and 

which through Jeremiah has descended to our author reads: “I shall be to them a God and they 

shall be to me a people,” and “All shall know me from the least to the greatest.”  According to 

this the covenant means that God gives Himself to man and man gives himself to God for that 

full measure of mutual acquaintance and enjoyment of which each side to the relation is 

capable.  The highest concrete analogy for this is that offered by the prophet Hosea when he 

compares the berith between Jehovah and the people to the marriage-bond between husband and 

wife, which when perfect leaves no room for divided interests or possessions.  Some of the 

                                                 
4
 Geerhardus Vos, “Hebrews, the Epistle of the Diatheke,” in Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: 

The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr. (Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R Publishing, 2001), 167-

68.  Italics mine. 
5
 Ibid., 168. 
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Psalms also reach the same high altitude, where the soul rises above every thought of self, even 

above the consciousness of its own need of salvation, and desires and receives God for His own 

sake.
6
 

Kline begins in his book Kingdom Prologue with a definition of covenant along the same 

trajectory as Vos, identifying the original language terms berith and diatheke used to translate 

the word “covenant”: 

Of the biblical words usually rendered “covenant” the primary one in the Old Testament is the 

Hebrew berith, for which the Greek diatheke was the translation choice of the New Testament 

writers.  What is it that constitutes the peculiar berith-character of that which is so 

denominated?  Repeatedly we read of a berith being “made.”  The berith-making is 

accomplished through a solemn process of ratification.  Characteristically this transaction 

centers in the swearing of an oath, with its sanctioning curse.  Clearly a berith is a legal kind of 

arrangement, a formal disposition of a binding nature.  At the heart of a berith is an act of 

commitment and the customary oath-form of this commitment reveals the religious nature of the 

transaction.  The berith arrangement is no mere secular contract but rather belongs to the sacred 

sphere of divine witness and enforcement.
7
 

Notice the similarity in this definition of covenant with that of Vos.  The arrangement (Vos: 

agreement) becomes a covenant through a solemn (Vos: religious) process of ratification.  Kline 

is in agreement with Vos at this point, that a covenant is an agreement made sacred by God’s 

commitment and witness to it.  But in this first definition of covenant offered by Kline he begins 

to distinguish his position from Vos when he defines a covenant in legal terms.  Whereas Vos 

describes the agreement or ordinance or law as “incidental” to a covenant, Kline believes these 

are absolutely essential for a covenant to exist.  In other words, for Kline, a mere legal 

arrangement does not constitute a covenant, but a covenant (with its essence of divine witness 

and enforcement) must contain some kind of legal arrangement.  This divergence in Kline from 

Vos is explainable by the discovery (subsequent to Vos) of ancient Near East (ANE) suzerainty 

treaty documents and their incorporation into the development of covenant theology.  On the 

basis of scholarly consensus regarding certain aspects of these ANE treaties, Kline writes, 

                                                 
6
 Ibid., 186.  Italics mine. 

7
 Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 1. 
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“Converging lines of evidence have indicated that what is designated berith is primarily a legal 

disposition, characteristically established by oath and defined by the terms specified in oath-

bound, divinely sanctioned commitments.”
8
  As applied to biblical covenants, Kline says, “Now 

divine sanctioning is an essential element in covenants.  Moreover, in a divine covenant the 

divine sanctions coalesce with the commitments made by God as one party to the covenant, for 

here, uniquely, the covenant suzerain is himself the divine witness and enforcer of the sanctions 

of the covenant.”
9
 

Another important distinction that Kline makes regarding the nature of biblical covenants is 

the nature of the divine sanction contained therein.  According to Kline, there are two types of 

covenants—one enforcing a human commitment, the other God enforcing a self-imposed 

commitment upon himself.  For Kline, this distinction is very important for understanding the 

nature of specific biblical covenants (Vos does not make this distinction).  “Covenantal 

transactions are those that involve divinely sanctioned commitments.  In some biblical covenants 

the divine sanctioning is the divine witnessing and enforcing of a human commitment; in others, 

it consists in God’s making the commitment himself…”
10

 

Despite the differences between Vos and Kline on the nature of covenants, their definitions 

of the essence or core of a covenant are remarkably similar.  Kline positions himself squarely in 

agreement with Vos when he writes, 

Of special importance are passages where the people’s acknowledging that Yahweh is Lord 

through the act of surnaming themselves after him is matched by a divine response 

acknowledging that the people are indeed God’s special covenantal possession.  This reciprocal 

                                                 
8
 Ibid., 4. 

9
 Ibid., 18. 

10
 Meredith G. Kline, God, Heaven, and Har Magedon: A Covenantal Tale of Cosmos and Telos (Eugene, Or.: 

Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2006), 62. 
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acknowledgment of Yahweh as Lord by Israel and of Israel as his people by Yahweh expresses 

the core of their covenant relationship.
11

 

For Kline, the high religious expression of mutual possession as pictured in human marriage 

is the pinnacle of the covenant relationship between God and his people (excluding common 

grace covenants that relate God to all people).
12

  Vos agrees that relationship is the pinnacle of 

the covenant, but it is also the summary or goal of the covenant relationship between God and his 

people.  For Vos, the covenant is about intimate relationship throughout. 

I. COVENANTS OF WORKS 

As Reformed theologians, Vos and Kline affirm the macro-covenantal structure of the Bible 

as traditionally defined in the Westminster Standards,
13

 namely the division of history at the fall 

of mankind between the covenant of works (pre-fall history) and the covenant of grace (post-fall 

history).  This theological categorization of covenantal history hinges on being able to identify 

what constitutes a “covenant of works.”  For Vos and Kline, God arranged a relationship with 

Adam in the Garden that possessed all the necessary elements of the type of covenant that is 

based on works.
14

  Hence the definition of a covenant based on the works principle is derived 

primarily from the Scriptural data that describes this prelapsarian divine-human relationship. 

                                                 
11

 Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 191.  Italics mine. 
12

 “Improper restriction of the biblical theological definition of the berith concept has also occurred by 

inclusion of what is effected by the covenantal transaction.  Some suggest that the main component in this definition 

should be the effecting of a religious relationship, more specifically, a holy fellowship in love between God and a 

chosen people.  If we were limiting our analysis to those covenants in which God bestows his holy kingdom on a 

sanctified community, we might properly include in an expanded definition of covenant this feature of the union and 

communion of God and man in recognition that this is the acme of blessedness secured in these covenants and the 

chief end in view, under the glory of God.  However, if our definition is intended to cover all the divine covenants in 

Scripture, this feature of special relationship must be omitted, for there is also the common grace covenant (cf. Gen 

9) in which God commits himself to maintain a certain order of life but does not therein bestow his holy kingdom 

and communion on an elect people.” Ibid., 5-6. 
13

 Westminster Confession (WCF) 7; Westminster Larger Catechism (WLC) 30-35; Westminster Shorter 

Catechism (WSC) 12, 16, 20. 
14

 Vos wants to allow for grace in the establishment of the covenant of works.  In other words, for Vos, it is 

gracious of God to condescend to enter into covenant with his creature Adam.  For Kline, no trace of grace existed 

in the covenant of works.  He does not want to use the term “grace” to describe God’s free decision to enter into 

covenant with Adam.  For Kline, using the term “grace” to describe God’s free decision to covenant with his 
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Specifically, what is being affirmed and denied when labeling a covenant as based on 

“works”?  For Vos, the definition of a “works” covenant is bound up in the historical 

circumstances of the covenantal administration in force in the Garden of Eden before the Fall.  

At that time, God made a covenant with Adam that may be summarized in the statement “Do 

this, and you shall live.”  The first part of the statement (“Do this”) represents the “works” aspect 

of that covenantal arrangement; the second part (“and you shall live”) represents the unearned 

reward God graciously offered to Adam for doing the work commanded.  Vos emphasizes that in 

a covenant of works, the commanded work is required of man but does not put God in man’s 

debt if the work is successfully performed, since obedience to God’s command is good and 

required of man in itself. 

As a creature man is subject to God, and, had it not pleased God to reward the keeping of the 

law with eternal life, the requirement would still be effective.  “Do this!” is still valid, even if it 

is not followed by: “You shall live.”  Thus, it is that in the covenant of grace, too, the 

participants are exempt from the demand of the law as the condition for eternal blessedness, but 

not from its demand as being normative for their moral life.
15

 

Vos affirms that what makes a covenant one of “works” is that man is genuinely able to 

perform the work, and that God sovereignly decides to reward man for the obedient performance 

of the stipulated work.  Because this fits the description of the arrangement between God and 

Adam, it may be called a covenant of “works.”  But notice that although the nature of the divine-

human relationship requires the creature’s subjection to the command of the Creator, a covenant 

of “works” may not be equated with this natural arrangement. 

                                                                                                                                                             
creation is a confusion of what grace is: demerited favor from God.  “Theologically it is of the greatest importance 

to recognize that the idea of demerit is an essential element in the definition of grace.  In its proper theological sense 

as the opposite of law-works, grace is more than unmerited favor.  That is, divine grace directs itself not merely to 

the absence of merit but to the presence of demerit.  It addresses and overcomes violation of divine 

commandments…Because grace cannot be defined apart from this context of covenantal stipulations and sanctions 

and is specifically a response of mercy to demerit, it must be carefully distinguished from divine love or 

beneficence.”  Ibid., 113. 
15

 Vos, “The Doctrine of the Covenant in Reformed Theology,” 244. 
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According to the Reformed view the covenant of works is something more than the natural 

bond which exists between God and man.  The Westminster Confession puts this in such a 

pointedly beautiful way (VII:1): “The distance between God and the creatures is so great, that 

although reasonable creatures do owe obedience to Him as their Creator, yet they could never 

have any fruition of Him as their blessedness and reward, but by some voluntary condescension 

on God’s part, which He hath been pleased to express by way of covenant.”
16

 

Vos says the “works” obligation always exists between God and man, but a “covenant of 

works” arrangement requires a sacred religious relationship entered into for the purpose of 

offering a higher reward for faithful obedience.  This is an essential element in a covenant of 

“works.”  According to Vos, it is important that the reward in a covenant of works must offer 

some kind of higher level of attainment to man.  His comparison illuminates the Reformed and 

Lutheran views of the pre-fall test revolving around the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and 

Evil.  For the Lutheran, the command amounts to a confirmatory test; for the Reformed, it is a 

probationary test. 

The Reformed view of the original state of man leads to a totally different result.  It was a state 

of perfect uprightness in which he knew the good and did it consciously.  As long as he 

remained in that state, he could also be sure of God’s favor.  Up to this point the Reformed view 

concurs with the Lutheran.  But whereas the latter can be satisfied by perpetuating such a state 

and extending it indefinitely, the Reformed view fixes its gaze on something higher.  It sees 

man not as being placed in eternal bliss from the beginning, but as being placed in such a way 

that he might attain to eternal bliss. There still hovers above him the possibility of sin and death 

which is given with his mutable freedom.  He is free to do the good out of his good nature, but 

he has not yet attained the highest freedom which can do good only.  The latter is placed before 

him as an ideal.  The means of obtaining it is the covenant of works.
17

 

Vos therefore affirms that a covenant based on “works” must contain something 

commanded of man and some kind of higher reward promised for obeying that command.
18

  

Consequently, he denies that a covenant based on works: 

                                                 
16

 Ibid., 244. 
17

 Ibid., 243. 
18

 Incidentally, Vos also describes how God means for the essential principle of a covenant of “works” (“Do 

this, and you shall live”) to remain even after man has broken it.  In “The Doctrine of the Covenant in Reformed 

Theology,” 254-55 he writes, “Even after the fall, the law retains something of its covenantal form.  The law was not 

included in the federal relationship without having been affected by it.  Even today the call of the law sounds in our 

ears: such a life I would give you, if only you could fulfil me!  God could have wholly eradicated that relation and 
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• excludes obedience to one or more commands 

• is an expression of the natural relation required between man and his Creator 

• includes a confirmatory reward of man’s present state or possession 

Because Kline constructs his biblical theology according to the various covenantal 

administrations, he has more to say than Vos (who instead builds his biblical theology on the 

progression of divine revelation) about what it means that a covenant is based on “works.”  Kline 

succinctly defines a covenant as “a relationship under sanctions.”
19

  Recall that Kline makes a 

distinction between covenants in which God enforces demands on people (covenants of “works”) 

and covenants in which God enforces demands on himself (covenants of “grace”).  Kline 

suggests that a reliable method for identifying the type of covenant is to identify the oath-

swearer.  He argues, 

there are berith arrangements in the Bible that are informed by the principle of works, the 

opposite of grace.  One of these is the original order in Eden.  In postlapsarian history, where 

we encounter covenants both of works and grace, the identity of the party who takes the 

ratification oath is an indicator of which kind of covenant it is in a particular case…More 

precisely, in the situation after the Fall it is the presence or absence of a human oath of 

ratification that provides the clue as to the governing principle, for divine oath is at least 

implicit in the ratification of all divine-human covenants, whether of works or grace.
20

 

According to Kline, in covenants of “works,” the principle of “Do this, and you shall live” is 

fundamental.  Commenting on the covenant with Adam in the Garden, he is in agreement with 

Vos: 

According to the terms of this probation arrangement, the promised Sabbath rest must be 

merited by obedience, while, on the other hand the hope of that blessing would be forfeited by 

disobedience.  A fundamental principle of divine governance emerges here, namely that 

consummation blessing, in contrast to pre-consummation benefits, must be earned through 

                                                                                                                                                             
have taken away the last traces of it from our minds, after the covenant of works was broken.  However, He kept its 

memory alive in us.  He has repeated that promise hypothetically and consequently has held up before us constantly 

the ideal of eternal life to be obtained by keeping the law, a lost ideal though it be.  Thus the essential content of the 

concept of covenant has been kept in our consciousness.” 
19

 Kline, “Law Covenant,” 3. 
20

 Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 5. 
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successful probation (cf. Rom 2:6-8).  Eternal life in glory is a reward for meritorious service 

rendered to the Creator.
21

 

Notice that Kline agrees that the test was probationary in nature, that the reward follows 

successful obedience of the command, and that the reward is of a higher nature than previously 

possessed.  Kline and Vos also agree that the successful performance of the probationary 

assignment merits the reward promised.  Kline reasons that, although God is never obligated to 

enter into a covenant of “works” with man, after God freely (under no compulsion) enters into 

such a covenant, God is obligated to reward man upon condition of perfect obedience according 

to the stipulations of the covenant of works arrangement.  In other words, under a covenant of 

“works,” man can earn or merit the promised reward because God is just and will adhere to the 

covenantal law under which he voluntarily condescended to bind himself.  Whereas Kline 

affirms the possibility of man’s meritorious righteousness within the parameters of a covenant of 

“works,” Vos also affirms that meritorious righteousness is possible but reminds us that God’s 

decision to enter into covenant introduced grace into the divine-human relationship.  

Furthermore, whereas Vos prefers to describe the high religious affection between God and his 

people by employing an analogy of love in covenant marriage, Kline chooses to describe the love 

between God and his people in terms of the ANE suzerain-vassal treaties.  In effect Vos chooses 

a familial metaphor, but Kline’s metaphor of choice is from the legal realm, under which he 

subordinates all other analogies.  Kline attempts to resolve the tension between family and legal 

metaphors by defining familial love in terms of covenantal obedience. 

There is no incompatibility between this demand for love in the sense of a total and exclusive 

commitment in personal devotion and adoration to God, man’s heavenly Father, and the 

obligation of obedience to the multiple prescriptions involved in the mission of developing the 

kingdom order and carrying forward the kingdom program of the covenant.  It was indeed by 

obedience to the particular requirements of kingdom activity that man would express his love 

                                                 
21
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for his Lord.  The meaning of the law of love in biblical covenants is illuminated by the usage 

of the term “love” in ancient treaties.  In these texts it is faithful adherence to the directives of 

the overlord that is called love.  When swearing allegiance to the suzerain the vassals at times 

declared: “Our lord we will love.”  And a vassal wishing to clear himself of suspicion of 

infidelity protests that he is the great king’s servant and “friend” (literally, one who loves the 

suzerain).  Love in the covenantal vocabulary was not a term for an affective attitude that was 

resistant to delineation in specific legal obligations.  On the contrary, to love the suzerain meant 

precisely to serve him by obeying the particular demands stipulated in his treaty.
22

 

Kline therefore affirms that in order for a covenant to be one of “works,” it must: 

• be governed by the works principle of “do this and you shall live” 

• promise a reward of a higher state than that which was previously possessed 

• award obedience to the stipulated command as meritorious righteousness that legally 

secures the sanctioned blessing-reward 

• punish disobedience of the same command as sinful unrighteousness with the 

sanctioned curse 

Kline conversely denies the following regarding a covenant of works: 

• to be rewarded is an occasion for man to receive glory apart from God 

• to give to a covenantally obedient man anything less than the promised reward is 

within God’s sovereign prerogative 

• God may justly declare a man righteous upon condition of perfect covenantal 

obedience, yet is under no obligation to bestow a higher (eschatological) reward 

• divine grace and divine love are synonymous terms 

                                                 
22

 Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 64.  On page 110, Kline pleads it is imperative that Christians use language from 

both the family and law to describe covenants of works.  “Manifestly, paternal love and the legal justice of the 

works principle are not mutually exclusive but entirely compatible.  The revulsion felt at the concept of meritorious 

works in divine-human relationship by those who reject meritorious human works in the avowed interests of making 

room for divine love is not attuned to the teaching and spirit of the Scriptures.  In particular, it is inimical to a 

Scriptural theology of the Cross.  We are obliged by the biblical facts to define works and justice in such a way that 

we can apply both the legal-commercial and family-paternal models to explicate the same covenants.” 
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• the higher reward promised for covenantal obedience is patently disproportional (and 

therefore a gracious gift) to that obedience. 

II. COVENANTS OF GRACE 

The administration of God’s kingdom and the plan of salvation throughout postlapsarian 

history are described in Reformed theology as the Covenant of Grace.  The major covenants that 

God made with man (since the fall) have been systematically arranged under this theological-

umbrella term that is meant to contrast with the Covenant of Works.  Reformed theologians 

differ on how precisely to define a covenant that is based on the “grace” principle.  Vos describes 

a covenant of grace as a relationship covenantally established with the purpose of restoring a 

violated faithfulness, and rooted in the eternal covenant of redemption between the persons of 

the Trinity. 

If the work of salvation has a covenantal form at its roots, then the rest of its unfolding is bound 

to correspond to it and proceed in a covenantal way.  The covenant of redemption does not 

stand by itself, but is the basis of the economy of salvation.  It is the great prelude which in the 

Scriptures resounds from eternity on into our own time and in which we can already listen to the 

pure tones of the psalm of grace.  Because God has from the beginning set Himself to give love 

and faithfulness as a man to his friend, and because by the Son of His good pleasure He has 

committed Himself covenantally to the restoration of the violated faithfulness, so the 

application of this covenantal salvation will have to proceed along the same lines.  The covenant 

of redemption is the pattern for the covenant of grace.  However, it is more than that.  It is also 

the effective cause for carrying through the latter.  As far as its offer and application are 

concerned, the covenant of grace lies enclosed in the counsel of peace, so that with respect to 

the latter it appears completely as a gift, as a covenantal benefit.
23

 

Kline’s description of the covenant of grace is in basic agreement with Vos.  All the 

covenant administrations after the Fall may be considered  “grace” covenants because they occur 

within redemptive (postlapsarian) history—the same era governed by the overarching covenant 

of grace. 

The series of temporal administrations of redemptive grace to God’s people are subsections of 

what we shall call “The Lord’s Covenant of Grace with the Church” (or, for brevity’s sake we 
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may use the traditional “Covenant of Grace”).  Preeminently the Covenant of Grace finds 

expression in the new covenant, but it also includes all those earlier covenantal arrangements 

wherein the benefits secured by the obedience of Christ in fulfillment of God’s eternal covenant 

with him were in part already bestowed during premessianic times, in each case according to the 

particular eschatological phase of covenant history.
24

 

Recall that Kline offers a test for determining whether a particular covenant is one of grace 

(promise) based on which party takes the oath of covenant ratification. 

It is the swearing of the ratificatory oath that provides an identification mark by which we can 

readily distinguish in the divine covenants of Scripture between a law covenant and one of 

promise.  For it is evident that if God swears the oath of the ratification ceremony, that 

particular covenantal transaction is one of promise, whereas if man is summoned to swear the 

oath, the particular covenant thus ratified is one of law.
25

 

God’s plan of salvation unfolds in history in such a way as to correspond to the covenants he 

makes with his people.  These individual biblical covenants may be essentially understood as 

either grace-based or works-based covenants.  Since the Mosaic covenant is enacted and 

administered within the Covenant of Grace, it is important to understand the relation of each of 

these covenants to the Covenant of Works and the Covenant of Grace. 

III. INDIVIDUAL BIBLICAL COVENANTS 

There are many covenants that are recorded and described in the Bible.  Some of these 

covenants are agreements between two or more human parties.  The covenant between David 

and Jonathan is an example of such a covenant (1 Sam 20:16-17).  But the biblical covenants that 

impact the structure of covenant theology are those that administer a relationship between God 

and men.  These are the Adamic, Noahic, Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, and New covenants.  

Each of these important biblical covenants is summarized below. 
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1. Adamic.  

Faithful to Reformed theology, Vos labels the covenant God made with Adam as one of 

works.  He writes, 

[The Reformed view] sees man not as being placed in eternal bliss from the beginning, but as 

being placed in such a way that he might attain to eternal bliss.  There still hovers above him the 

possibility of sin and death which is given with his mutable freedom.  He is free to do the good 

out of his good nature, but he has not yet attained the highest freedom which can do good only.  

The latter is placed before him as an ideal.  The means of obtaining it is the covenant of 

works.
26

 

Kline also does not veer from the traditional Reformed view of the Adamic covenant when 

he describes it as one based on the works principle.  Specifically, Kline and Vos align themselves 

with the Westminster Confession by calling the Adamic covenant the Covenant of Works.
27

 

In the case of the sabbatically shaped covenant with man in Eden, however, God’s judgment 

was the rendering of a verdict as to whether man’s work was morally-religiously righteous or 

sinful, obedient or rebellious.  And the nature of Adam’s performance, whether good or evil, 

was the legal ground of the outcome, whether good or evil, life or death.
28

 

2. Noahic.   

Vos views this covenant as one of common grace.  In other words, it is a gracious covenant, 

but it does not constitute a promise of redemptive grace to a peculiar people, but rather it is a 

promise of divine blessing on all the earth and its inhabitants.  This is evident by the covenant 

recipients and the covenant sign. 

That the development of natural life is proximately dealt with follows from the following: what 

is ordained by God and the promise made have equal reference to the entire Noachian family.  

But we know that the work of redemption was carried on in the line of Shem only; the 

arrangement made is not even confined to the human race; it is made with every living creature, 

nay, with the earth herself; that the berith is a berith of nature appears from the berith-sign; the 
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 Vos, “The Doctrine of the Covenant in Reformed Theology,” 243. 
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rainbow is a phenomenon of nature, and absolutely universal in its reference.  All the signs 

connected with redemption are bloody, sarcramentally dividing signs.
29

 

Kline makes a distinction between the covenants God made with Noah before the flood (the 

ark covenant) and after the flood (the common grace covenant).  According to Kline, only the ark 

covenant belongs to the Covenant of Grace. 

An administration of the overarching Covenant of Grace, this Noahic covenant (Gen 6:13ff., 

esp. v. 18) is to be clearly distinguished from the subsequent covenant of common grace that 

God made with all mankind, providing not for the inheritance of heaven but simply for a 

measure of earthly benefits (Gen 8:21-9:17).  The ark covenant with Noah arranged for the 

deliverance of his family from the Deluge, the age-ending judgment of the old world.  More 

than that, it provided for them a place in the consummate kingdom of God in the symbolic form 

of the ark on Ararat.
30

 

Beginning with his treatment of what is commonly viewed as a single Noahic covenant, it is 

important to note that here Kline begins to distinguish his approach from Vos and other covenant 

theologians.  He is first concerned with clear and precise distinctions between the details of the 

various covenant enactments before proceeding with the process of theological synthesis and 

categorization. 

3. Abrahamic.   

Vos clearly places the Abrahamic covenant in the context of the Covenant of Grace when he 

writes, “…through the diatheke with Abraham the relation between God and Israel was put on a 

foundation of promise and grace.”
31

  But curiously, he does not define this berith/diatheke 

promise to Abraham as a “covenant” but rather as a “disposition” arrangement. “The berith with 

Abraham was not a covenantal berith at all.  It was a disposition-berith in the strictest sense, 
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 Vos, Biblical Theology, 51. 
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31
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intended exclusively by God for the purpose of binding Himself in the strongest possible way by 

His own promise, and so rendering the promise unalterably sure.”
32

 

Note that without the ratification oath test that Kline uses, Vos has difficulty identifying a 

berith as a “covenant” if the relationship established is one-sided (i.e., when God take the 

covenantal oath).
33

 

For Kline, the Abrahamic covenant is foundational for the old and new covenants.  It is 

clearly a covenant governed by grace and thus a redemptive administration of the unified 

Covenant of Grace.  Although it is a foundational covenant in the Scriptures, it is not 

independent of covenantal revelation that came prior to it.  Regarding this covenant, Vos and 

Kline are in substantial agreement.  Kline writes, 

the Abrahamic Covenant involved all the subsequent unfolding of the Covenant of Grace 

through the Old and New Covenants.  And the Abrahamic Covenant was, of course, not without 

rootage in the past.  For the kingdom promises given to Abraham renewed the kingdom 

prospects of the redemptive prophecies of Gen 3:15 and 9:25-27, in which the kingdom hope 

originally given to Adam was resumed, now adjusted to reflect the new redemptive realities.  

The lines of kingdom continuity thus reach back from the Abrahamic Covenant to the creational 

covenant and its promise of sabbatical Har Magedon, as well as forward to the New Covenant’s 

attainment of that eschatological goal.
34

 

In terms of the specific content of the covenant God made with Abraham, Kline notes that 

the covenant was one of promise and blessing.  “In their simplest terms the promises of the 

covenant were that Abraham would be blessed and he would be a blessing.  The one involved the 

                                                 
32

 Vos, “Hebrews, the Epistle of the Diatheke,” 178. 
33

 Many consider Genesis 17 an account of Abraham taking an oath of circumcision, thus casting doubt on the 
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34
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other.  It was by receiving the blessing that he would become a blessing.  The secret of this 

connection is that the blessing was, in a word, Christ.”
35

 

4. Mosaic.   

This covenant creates the most problems for categorization.  Attempts to label it a covenant 

of works or a covenant of grace require extensive explanation because of the similarities and 

differences it has with each.  Furthermore, the New Testament’s antithesis between the old and 

new covenants (and between law and gospel) creates difficulties for under-nuanced views of the 

nature, content, and purpose of the Mosaic covenant.  Basically, Vos places the Mosaic covenant 

under the covenant of grace because it was given in the wake of Israel’s salvation from Egypt, 

and because it is a shadow of the substance of the new covenant.  He writes, “the old has only the 

shadow of heaven, the new has the full reality of heaven.  And therefore to do the author [of the 

epistle to the Hebrews] full justice the stress should not be laid exclusively on the statement that 

there is ‘only’ a shadow, but equally on the fact that there ‘is’ a shadow of the true things of 

religion under the Old Covenant.”
36

 

Conversely, Kline tends to highlight the similarities of the Mosaic covenant with the 

Adamic Covenant of Works.  It was a typological picture of the Edenic arrangement for the 

gracious purpose of preparing God’s people for the announcement of the gospel of Jesus 

Christ.
37

  Kline says “in the Mosaic economy there was a reproduction of the creational order as 

a whole (within the limitations of the fallen situation and with the adjustments resulting from the 
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redemptive process), including specifically the nature of the original Edenic order as a holy 

paradise-kingdom and as a probationary-works arrangement.”
38

 

Kline’s view of the Mosaic covenant is dual-layered.  On the redemptive-historical layer, the 

Mosaic covenant is gracious and therefore an administration of the Covenant of Grace, but on the 

typological layer it is a covenant based on the works principle. 

The [Mosaic] Law covenant was a sub-administration of the Covenant of Grace, designed to 

further the purpose and program of the gospel.  By exhibiting dramatically the situation of all 

mankind, fallen in and with Adam in the original probation in Eden, the tragic history of Israel 

under its covenant-of-works probation served to convict all of their sinful, hopeless estate.  The 

Law thus drove men to Christ that they might be justified by faith.  All were shut up in 

disobedience that God might have mercy on all (Rom 11:28-36; Gal 3:19-25).
39

 

Here Kline is in sharp contrast with Vos, who unambiguously understands the typological 

layer of the Mosaic covenant as a shadow of gospel rather than law-works. 

5. Davidic.   

Vos has little to add regarding the Davidic covenant, as he most certainly interprets it as 

further divine revelation within the Covenant of Grace, and thus preparatory for the new 

covenant gospel of the kingdom.  As such, Vos probably would categorize the Davidic covenant 

as one governed by the grace principle. 

Kline sees the Davidic covenant as an elaboration or further development of the Mosaic 

covenant.  Hence, his view of the Davidic covenant encompasses a typological work-principle 

layer, and a substratum grace-principle layer at the redemptive-historical level. 

Significantly, the record of the Davidic Covenant comes immediately (2 Samuel 7) after the 

account of David’s service (2 Samuel 5 and 6).  In this respect David was a type of Christ, who 

earns the eternal kingship by fulfilling the intratrinitarian covenant of works, triumphing in the 

Har Magedon conflict over Satan.  In so far as the dynastic grant to David referred to the 

typological level of the kingdom it was an administration of the Sinaitic covenant of works, and 

accordingly it included a warning that for failure to obey the law of the theocratic king, 

occupants of David’s throne would incur the curse of the covenant (2 Sam 7:14; Ps 89:30-32).  
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At the same time, in so far as there was a reference to the New Covenant level of the kingdom, 

the Davidic Covenant was an administration of the Abrahamic Covenant as a covenant of 

sovereign grace and the promised dynasty of David culminated in the Messiah, the king on 

whom the dynasty was confirmed for ever (2 Sam 7:15,16; Ps 89:3,4,28f.,33ff.).
40

 

6. New.   

The new covenant administration, enacted by the incarnate Christ, is the last of the biblical 

covenants between God and man.  Accordingly, Vos writes, “the new diatheke can be 

represented as a new species of legislation.”
41

  For Vos, the new covenant is the final and perfect 

administration of the Covenant of Grace, and is therefore a covenant based on the grace-

principle.  Vos describes the new covenant as the ideal covenant, one that is (1) internal, (2) 

enacts perfect forgiveness, and (3) eternal.  First, “The new covenant is the ideal covenant 

because in it the will and law of God are internalized, put on the heart and written upon the mind.  

Here its nature as a covenant can first freely and perfectly unfold itself.”
42

  Second, “in this 

prophecy (Jer 31:31-34), besides the name ‘New Berith,’ the two most distinctive features of the 

new order of affairs are described.  The one is: Jehovah will create obedience to the law through 

writing it in the heart.  The other is: there will be complete forgiveness of sin.”
43

  Third, “the new 

order of affairs, so far from being in its turn again subject to change or abrogation, is of final 

significance.  It reaches over into the eschatological state, which of itself makes it eternal…What 

we call the ‘New Covenant’ here appears at the outset as an eternal covenant.”
44

 

Kline is explicit in connecting the new covenant to the eternal intratrinitarian covenant of 

redemption and also the covenant of grace.  Kline explains these relationships in the following 

two passages: 
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the covenant of the Father and the Son as second Adam, with its requirement of obedience unto 

the death of the cross on the part of the incarnate Son, was foundational to the Lord’s Covenant 

of Grace with the Church.  Accordingly, the new covenant, the ultimate administration of that 

covenant, was ratified in the blood of Christ (Matt 26:28; Heb 10:29; 13:20) and it is this 

prerequisite role of Christ’s atonement in the establishment of the new covenant that is 

prototypically expressed in the symbolic sacrifices by which the premessianic administrations 

of the Covenant of Grace were inaugurated from Genesis 3 onward.
45

 

Also, relating the new covenant to the Covenant of Grace, Kline writes, 

It was also on the meritorious ground of his probationary triumph over the evil one that the Son, 

the grantee of the kingdom, became the guarantor for his people’s inheriting of the kingdom.  

This arrangement was administered through the New Covenant, of which Jesus is mediator-

Lord.  Ratification of this final administration of the Covenant of Grace took place on the Cross; 

Jesus’ blood shed there was the blood of the new covenant.
46

 

Clearly the various historical biblical covenants enacted between God and men are 

complexly related.  Reformed theologians, including Vos and Kline, are in substantial agreement 

with the confessional tradition regarding the details of the two-covenant superstructure of 

redemptive history—the Covenant of Works and the Covenant of Grace.  However, there are 

significant disagreements on how this covenantal picture should be pieced together, especially 

regarding how the Mosaic covenant administration fits with the other pieces of the covenantal 

puzzle. 
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CHAPTER 2 THE MOSAIC AND ABRAHAMIC COVENANTS 

The Mosaic covenant, commonly called the old covenant, is the first covenantal relationship 

that God established after the Abrahamic covenant was made with the patriarchs.  These two 

biblical covenants are frequently compared and contrasted with one another, both by the 

Scriptural authors and by theologians ever since.  Vos and Kline are two significant voices in this 

conversation on how the Mosaic and Abrahamic covenants relate to one another. 

I. CONTINUITY VS. DISCONTINUITY 

Recall that Vos hesitates to identify the berith made with Abraham as a “covenant.”  He 

instead defines it as a promise-berith rather than a covenant-berith.  Vos does this in order to 

safeguard the New Testament’s teaching that the old (Mosaic) covenant is the covenant God 

made with Israel, and thus must be distinguished from the berith made with Abraham.  However, 

this distinction does not remove the continuity between the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants in 

redemptive history.  For Vos, the promise given to Abraham is the broad foundation upon which 

the covenant given through Moses to the nation of Israel rests. 

Apart from the covenant idea the element of continuity is found by the writer [of Hebrews] 

inherent in the promises given to Abraham.  These promises he does not call a covenant, for the 

old diaqh,kh [diathēkē], with which the new is coordinated, begins according to his 

representation at Sinai, not with Abraham.  But the promise underlies the whole subsequent 

development; it is the broad basis on which the two successive covenants rest; New Testament 

believers have an equal interest in it with the saints of the old dispensation, and in this way the 

uninterrupted continuity of grace is recognized ([Heb] 6:13-18).
1
 

The apostle Paul is one source for Vos’s contention that the Mosaic covenant rests as a 

continuity on the Abrahamic foundation.  Vos expounds on Paul’s argument in Galatians against 

the Judaizers that the Mosaic law historically followed the promises to Abraham in such a way 

that was continuous. 
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Paul has a profound insight into this universalistic purport of patriarchal religion.  His main 

contention with the Judaizers was that they insisted upon interpreting the patriarchal period on 

the basis of the Mosaic period.  The reasoning (Gal. 3:15ff) is in substance as follows: through 

the diatheke with Abraham the relation between God and Israel was put on a foundation of 

promise and grace; this could not be subsequently changed, because the older arrangement 

remains regulative for later institutions (vs 15), and the law was by no less than 430 years later 

than the Abrahamic berith.  The revealed religion of the Old Testament in this respect resembles 

a tree whose root system and whose crown spread out widely, while the trunk of the tree 

confines the sap for a certain distance within a narrow channel.
2
 

In another place Vos again cites Paul to prove that the Bible’s teaching on the relation of the 

two covenants is one of basic continuity, constituting the character of grace and promise.  Vos 

writes, “God could not have meant to change its [Abrahamic berith] fundamental character as a 

dispensation of grace and promise through the later giving of the law at Sinai, and that therefore 

the law may not be interpreted on a legalistic principle but must be subsumed under the 

Abrahamic arrangement as a means to an end.”
3
 

Notice that Vos understands the purpose of the Mosaic covenant to be the divinely 

prescribed means whereby the Abrahamic promise will be fulfilled.  He argues that God would 

not modify or annul the gracious and promissory nature of the relationship established with 

Abraham and his seed by introducing a legalistic arrangement.  No, if the Mosaic covenant 

serves to bring about the fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant, then its foundational principle 

must be continuous with what came prior (grace and promise). 

Nevertheless, there is an aspect of discontinuity between these two covenants.  Vos notes 

that Israel entered into relationship with her Lord in a unique way at the inauguration of the 

Mosaic covenant at Sinai.  The relationship established was in one sense new, and did not in this 

sense exist prior, even during the era of the patriarchs.  This new sense may be summarized with 

the metaphor of marriage. 
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3
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Israel had not been always thus united to Jehovah.  The berith-conception as here conceived 

does not belong to General but to Special Revelation.  Israel entered into this special union with 

Jehovah at the time of the exodus (Hos. 13:4; cp. 11:1, and Amos 2:10).  It is characteristic of 

the prophetic point of view, that the origin is sought, not so much in a concrete act of 

ratification, although that is presupposed, but in the events of the exodus with all their rich 

implications.  It was not a blind transaction, but one full of intelligence.  The idea of marriage 

was eminently fitted to emphasize the historical birth of the union, better than that of fatherhood 

and sonship.  Father and son never exist apart from each other.  Husband and wife do so exist at 

first, and then are brought together at a definite point of time.
4
 

Vos explains the continuity and discontinuity by employing the categories of typology to 

draw contrasts between the earthly/spiritual aspects of the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants.  

The promises given to Abraham were ultimately eschatological in nature, having first a typical 

and finally an antitypical fulfillment.  The fulfillment in the Mosaic covenant administration was 

an earthly picture and type that pointed away from itself to the spiritual fulfillment in the 

promised heavenly antitype. 

For the [Abrahamic] promises are like an ethereal garment, more precious than the body of the 

promised thing over which it is thrown.  Had the promises been quickly fulfilled, then the 

danger would have immediately arisen of their acquiring importance and value apart from God.  

In later times, when much of them had actually gone into fulfillment, this danger proved very 

real.  The mass of the people fell from the spiritual height of Abraham’s faith.  The early and 

typical obscured to them the spiritual, and alongside of this there went a fatal losing of interest 

in Him whose gift the earthly treasures were.
5
 

So for Vos, there is continuity between the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants in their 

governing principle (grace and promise) and their structural unity with a foundation supporting 

the building in the context of the covenant of grace.  There is discontinuity in their typological 

referents (the Abrahamic covenant being fulfilled typically in the earthly blessings enjoyed by 

Israel under the Mosaic covenant, and being fulfilled spiritually in the antitypical, heavenly 

                                                 
4
 Vos, Biblical Theology, 260.  It does not appear that there is a real difference between Vos and Kline at this 

point.  It is true that Vos does not think the oath ratification test is adequate to serve as the basis for the covenant 

relationship.  For Vos the covenant oath is presupposed, but redemption is the basis for the covenant.  Kline 

emphasizes the oath as a test to determine whether the covenant is one of works or grace, but this distinction for him 

only operates at the typological level in redemptive history.  At the foundational level, Kline agrees that the 

redemption of the exodus (as well as the promise to the forefathers) is the basis for covenant relationship.  This 

should be obvious from his understanding of the purpose of the historical prologue in ANE suzerain-vassal 

covenants. 
5
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blessings enjoyed by God’s people under the new covenant) and in the introduction of the 

marriage metaphor for the Mosaic covenant to describe the relation between God and his people. 

Kline follows Vos in some of his conclusions, but he emphasizes the typological 

relationship between the economies of Abraham and Moses.  Kline also distinguishes separate 

governing principles within the different Mosaic covenant levels (at one level: grace and 

promise; at another level: law and works).  Yet for all his emphasis on the discontinuity between 

the covenants of Abraham and Moses, Kline is at pains to remind us that the Mosaic covenant is 

certainly an administration of the Covenant of Grace and as such must also be understood as in 

basic continuity with the Abrahamic covenant.  He summarizes the relationship between the 

Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants when he writes, “the Abrahamic Covenant involved all the 

subsequent unfolding of the Covenant of Grace through the Old and New Covenants.”
6
  Kline’s 

preferred unifying theme of Scripture is the kingdom of God, and he employs this theme to 

divide redemptive history into two successive stages (the typological and the anti-typological).  

So according to Kline, “The two-stage structure of the history of the promised kingdom can best 

be displayed by tracing the fulfillment of each of the individual components of the kingdom: the 

king, the people, and the land.”
7
  This two-stage structure becomes for Kline the solution to the 

dichotomy between continuity and discontinuity in the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants. 

Classic covenantalism recognizes that the old Mosaic order (at its foundation level—that is, as a 

program of individual salvation in Christ) was in continuity with previous and subsequent 

administrations of the overarching covenant of grace.  But it also sees and takes at face value 

the massive Biblical evidence for a peculiar discontinuity present in the old covenant in the 

form of a principle of meritorious works, operating not as a way of eternal salvation but as the 

principle governing Israel’s retention of its provisional, typological inheritance.
8
 

                                                 
6
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7
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8
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In this passage Kline lays out his case for a dual-natured interpretation of the Mosaic 

covenant.  According to Kline, classic covenant theology has historically affirmed this two-fold 

structure of the Mosaic covenant—at its foundational level it is in continuity with the Abrahamic 

promise and the covenant of grace, and at its typological level it is in discontinuity with them.  

The cause of this discontinuity is found in the works principle at the typological level of the old 

covenant.  Kline explains, 

the Scriptures indicate that in the Mosaic economy there was superimposed as a separate second 

tier on this foundation stratum of gospel grace a works arrangement, the Torah covenant with its 

“do this and live” principle (cf. Lev 18:5), the opposite of the grace-faith principle (Galatians 3 

and 4; Rom 10:5,6)…The works principle of the Law was rather the governing principle in the 

typological sphere of the national election and the possession of the first level kingdom in 

Canaan.
9
 

For Kline, the continuity between the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants is found in their 

shared context in the Covenant of Grace, which includes their shared governing principle of 

grace and faith.  This continuity from the Abrahamic covenant to the Mosaic covenant is at the 

anti-typological level.  Conversely, at the typological level of the old covenant, there is 

discontinuity in the governing principles of grace-faith in the Abrahamic covenant and law-

works in the Mosaic covenant.  This discontinuity coincided with the Abrahamic covenant’s first 

stage fulfillment in the Mosaic covenant. 

II. ORGANIC GROWTH VS. DIFFERENT ROOTS 

By his method of arranging the biblical records of divine revelation, Vos offers a hint at his 

thought: that the Mosaic covenant grows out of the Abrahamic promise (first, he categorizes both 

Abrahamic and Mosaic revelation as “redemptive special revelation,” distinguished from pre-

redemptive special revelation; second, he describes redemptive history as progressive and 

organic).  Additionally, Vos notes that God foretold to Abraham the exodus of Israelites at the 
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establishment of the Abrahamic berith.  This indicates that the Mosaic covenant is revealed as an 

organic fulfillment of the promises given to Abraham. 

It should be remembered that in the history of God’s people external bondage is frequently a 

concomitant of spiritual unfaithfulness to Jehovah.  We need not deny, of course, that the 

secondary causes of Israel’s oppression lay in political considerations and racial antipathies.  

Only, political developments never furnish a sufficient explanation of what happens in Sacred 

History.  The Egyptians were but instruments in carrying out the designs of God.  That God had 

ordered the bondage beforehand for a specific purpose is made probable by its having been 

foretold to Abraham on the occasion of the making of the Berith (Gen. 15:13).
10

 

That there is a development in the content of this organic covenantal revelation is clear.  The 

prophets who arise after the era of Moses in the kingdom of Israel cite the Mosaic covenant to 

accuse Israel of her sins, because the religion of Israel was by and large revealed by Moses and 

not Abraham.  Vos notes “the prophets charge the people with apostasy from a legitimate 

religion revealed to them at the time of the Exodus.”
11

  Abraham may be the father of the nation, 

but the law (old covenant) was given through Moses. 

For Vos, a further proof that the Mosaic covenant is an organic development of the 

Abrahamic berith/diatheke is its governing principle of grace.  Vos takes his position from Paul’s 

teaching on the law, and concludes that the old covenant cannot be interpreted on a legalistic 

basis, but rather must be situated in the context of the Abrahamic promise. 

The Roman testament, as we know it, is changeable till the testator dies, but under the Syro-

Grecian law a prospective disposition of property could be made during the lifetime of the 

possessor, frequently carrying with it adoption, which after having been once sanctioned in 

public immediately carried with it certain effects and was not after that subject to modification.  

Comparing the berith God made with Abraham to such a diatheke, Paul could within the terms 

of the representation properly say that God could not have meant to change its fundamental 

character as a dispensation of grace and promise through the later giving of the law at Sinai, and 

that therefore the law may not be interpreted on a legalistic principle but must be subsumed 

under the Abrahamic arrangement as a means to an end.
12
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For Kline, the answer is not so simple.  His two-level typological schema of dividing 

promise and fulfillment leads to a dual-level (foundational and typological) answer for the 

problem of covenantal roots.  At the foundational level (which Kline explains is the level which 

encompasses continuity between the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants as progressive 

administrations in the overarching Covenant of Grace), Kline describes the root of the Mosaic 

covenant this way: 

Sinai sealed the national election of Israel.  They had now been brought into being, gathered 

together to the mountain of God and constituted by covenant the kingdom people of Yahweh.  

The kingdom promised in the Abrahamic Covenant was thus in process of realization at the 

typological level.  Indeed, with God’s tabernacle-enthronement in the midst of his kingdom 

people at Sinai, the theocracy had, in principle, been founded.
13

 

While Kline understands the nature of covenants primarily as legal arrangements, he 

recognizes the importance of God’s loving and gracious decision to enter into covenant 

relationship with his fallen creation.  When viewed from this basis of God’s love and grace, the 

Mosaic covenant is an outgrowth of the Abrahamic covenant and an administration of the 

Covenant of Grace. 

And while a works principle was operative both in the grant of the kingdom to Abraham and in 

the meting out of typological kingdom blessings to the nation of Israel, the arrangement as a 

whole was a gracious favor to fallen sons of Adam, children of wrath deserving no blessings, 

temporal or eternal.  The Law covenant was a sub-administration of the Covenant of Grace, 

designed to further the purpose and program of the gospel.
14
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According to Kline, the answer to whether the Mosaic covenant’s relation to the Abrahamic 

covenant is one of organic outward growth or one of different roots, is that it depends on the 

level of fulfillment.  At the foundational level (governed by grace), the Mosaic covenant is an 

organic development of the one covenant made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  At the 

typological level (governed by works), the Mosaic covenant is of a different root than the 

Abrahamic covenant; it shares its roots with the Adamic covenant and the eternal covenant of 

redemption (pactum salutis). 

III. FULFILLMENT AND ABROGATION 

Does the Mosaic covenant somehow fulfill or abrogate the Abrahamic promise?  There is 

general agreement among Reformed theologians that the Mosaic covenant does not abrogate the 

Abrahamic covenant.  Paul is emphatic on this point in his epistle to the Galatians (3:15-17).  So 

Vos writes, 

The apostle means to say, the gracious principle on which God pledged to Abraham and in him 

to all believers the inheritance of salvation was as absolutely immutable, as absolutely incapable 

of being modified or replaced by the subsequent law-giving, as if it had been a testamentary 

disposition: “A testament, though it be but a man’s testament…no man makes void or adds 

thereto”…even so “a testament confirmed by God beforehand, the law which came four 

hundred and thirty years after doth not disannul so as to make the promise of none effect.”
15

 

But what is the nature of fulfillment in the Mosaic covenant in relation to the Abrahamic 

covenant?  Vos understands the fulfillment of the promises to Abraham in the people, land, and 

kingdom along earthly/heavenly typological lines. 

For the [Abrahamic] promises are like an ethereal garment, more precious than the body of the 

promised thing over which it is thrown.  Had the promises been quickly fulfilled, then the 

danger would have immediately arisen of their acquiring importance and value apart from God.  

In later times, when much of them had actually gone into fulfillment, this danger proved very 

real.  The mass of the people fell from the spiritual height of Abraham’s faith.  The earthly and 

typical obscured to them the spiritual, and alongside of this there went a fatal losing of interest 

in Him whose gift the earthly treasures were.  In the interpretation of the patriarch’s faith given 

by Hebrews 11, this side of the matter stands in the foreground.  Here it is pictured how the 
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patriarchs were contented to dwell in tents, and did not regret the non-possession of the 

promised land, and the reason for this frame of mind is carefully added: it was not that through 

faith they looked forward in the vista of time to a more solid and comprehensive possession of 

Canaan than was possible in their own days; the real reason was that from the earthly, possessed 

or not-yet-possessed, they had learned to look upward to a form of possession of the promise 

identifying it more closely with God Himself: “They looked for the city that has the foundation, 

whose builder and maker is God” (i.e., because its builder and maker is God) (Heb. 11:10).
16

 

In this passage Vos comments on Hebrews 11 and its relation to the fulfillment theme of the 

old covenant economy to the Abrahamic promises.  According to Vos, the possession of the land 

was a kind of fulfillment (a shadowy type), but it carried no solidity and was not complete.  

Indeed Abraham, the original recipient of the promises, did not look to the real estate under his 

feet as his hope, but rather recognizing that the land he stood on was a picture, he set his gaze 

heavenward for the real and true promised possession.  The land of Canaan, with its cities built 

by men, was possessed by the Israelites through sight; the heavenly city, its walls built by God 

himself, was possessed by Abraham (and his spiritual seed) by faith.  So in an earthly and 

provisional sense, the Mosaic covenant fulfilled the Abrahamic promise.  But that sense was 

overshadowed by the heavenly and spiritual fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise, which the 

Mosaic covenant decidedly did not fulfill. 

Similarly, Kline agrees with Vos that the Mosaic covenant did not abrogate the Abrahamic 

covenant.  Examining the perspective of the wilderness wandering generation of Israelites (for 

whom the question of abrogation must have been acute), Kline offers an emphatic statement on 

the question of abrogation. 

The Law did not abrogate God’s promise covenant to Abraham.  The Lord’s sovereign grace 

relationship to the promised seed of Abraham, the true Israel, remained intact during the forty 

year hiatus in the typological kingdom program.  Moreover, since…God’s typological kingdom 

grant to Abraham assured the continuance of the Israelite covenant nation until the advent of the 
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messianic seed of Abraham, the renewal of the broken Law covenant and the typological order 

after the forty years disruption was assured.
17

 

Kline goes on to explain why the establishment of the Mosaic covenant and the theocracy 

actually required something of a fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant.  According to his 

typological schema of the kingdom, nothing short of a fulfillment would satisfy the hopes of 

Israel for a king and kingdom. 

Completion of the typological picture of the kingdom in the land of Canaan required the 

fulfillment of the king promise given to Abraham.  The Deuteronomic Covenant had anticipated 

that after taking possession of the land and settling down there Israel would desire a king to be 

appointed over them and it had prescribed the kind of king they should have, one chosen by 

God and observant of the words of the Torah-covenant of the Lord his God (Deut 17:14-20).  

After the delay of the period of the judges and the disappointment of Saul’s term as king, the 

covenantally promised and prescribed kingship was realized in the divine choice and Spirit-

anointing of David for this office of vicegerent of Yahweh in the theocratic kingdom.
18

 

Moreover, Kline says that the fulfillment that the Mosaic covenant brought served as a sort 

of new publication of the Abrahamic promise.  Hence the Mosaic covenant and theocracy 

painted a picture on the pages of history of God’s grand plan of salvation. 

While the first level kingdom under the old covenant was itself a fulfillment of the Abrahamic 

promises, it had the character of prophetic promise when viewed in relation to the second level 

fulfillment under the new covenant.  The latter is the fulfillment and the former was prototypal.  

The Abrahamic promises were in effect restated and elaborated as they were embodied in their 

symbolic old covenant fulfillment.  This typological expression of the promises in the kingdom 

of Israel developed the picture presented in the verbal promises made to the patriarchs into a 

dramatically concrete visual model by which the ultimate reality of the promised kingdom could 

be conceptualized and apprehended until the time of true fulfillment came in the messianic 

age.
19

 

Here Kline is agreeing with Vos’s statement that the Mosaic fulfillment was earthly and 

carnal, and was truly meant for the purpose of pointing to the heavenly and spiritual.  Many 

would not understand the pictorial and typological nature of the Mosaic covenant and economy, 
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but those who looked past the typological pictures and symbols by faith would see the Jerusalem 

above, the heavenly city and promised land of the renewed heavens and earth. 

By virtue then of both the filling of the land of Canaan and its characterization as a Sabbath-

land, this first level, Canaanite fulfillment of the land promise is seen to be an anticipatory 

portrayal of the consummated kingdom-land, the Metapolis kingdom-city of the new heavens 

and earth which the Creator covenanted to man from the beginning.  Canaan represented this in 

a figure; it was only a limited land, not the cosmic goal of the creation kingdom.  Also, as 

Hebrews 4 teaches, Canaan was not the true Sabbath experience.  Even believers under the new 

covenant still await that.  The Canaanite, first level fulfillment of the land promise served the 

pedagogical purpose of pointing beyond itself to the second level fulfillment, intimated by the 

“everlasting” nature of the promised possession.
20

 

Kline is careful to situate the true fulfillment in history and not just in the eternal heavenly 

realm.  He is explicit that the anti-typical fulfillment begins in redemptive history in the 

unfolding progression of the type.
21

  This is particularly true of the Abrahamic promise of a 

kingdom people, the spiritual seed of Abraham who would outnumber the stars of heaven. 

The promise of the kingdom people is unlike the promise of the king and the kingdom land in 

that its two levels of meaning cannot be simply equated with two successive eschatological 
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stages (i.e., old and new covenants).  For the second, spiritual level of the promised seed is 

already in process of realization under the old covenant, being the spiritual election within the 

national election of Israel.
22

 

Kline believes that the Mosaic covenant typologically fulfills the Abrahamic covenant, that 

it (like the Abrahamic covenant) also anticipates new covenant fulfillment by setting up 

covenantal structures that point forward and upward, and that in no way does this fulfillment 

abrogate the Abrahamic promises. 
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CHAPTER 3 THE MOSAIC AND NEW COVENANTS 

Although the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants are comparable, their relationship is not as 

obvious as is the relation of the Mosaic and New covenants.  The New Testament frequently 

contrasts the Mosaic covenant (as the covenant of the Old Testament) with the New covenant (as 

the covenant of the New Testament).
1
  It is this relationship to which we now turn our attention. 

I. CONTINUITY VS. DISCONTINUITY 

Vos is clear that he sees both continuity and discontinuity between the old and new 

covenants.  Depending on his purpose in writing, he is comfortable emphasizing either one.  For 

example, when describing the marriage analogy which the prophet Hosea employed to picture 

the Lord’s relationship with Israel, Vos draws a clear line between the old age (as lived in the 

Old Testament) and the new eschatological age (as lived in the New Testament). 

In Hosea [chapter 2] the following points must be noted: a new union between Jehovah and 

Israel will be established.  (Observe that this is not represented as the remarriage of the formerly 

divorced husband and wife.  It is a new marriage altogether.)  A new betrothal, like unto a first 

betrothal, precedes.  In this the prophecy falls out of the setting of the story.  But this is allowed 

to take place on purpose in order to indicate that the past will be entirely blotted out, so as not to 

cast forward its dark shadow on the future blessedness of the eschatological union.  For this 

reason the prophet drops the recital of his own marriage-experience in chapter 3.  He steps out 

of the picture, because to him the indelible stain of the former disruption clung, which should 

not cleave to the final relation between Jehovah and Israel.  The new union will be absolutely 

undissolvable.  This is nought but the expression of the eschatological in terms of the marriage-

figure.
2
 

According to Vos, there is not one marriage between God and Israel—one ruptured by sin 

culminating in exile but eventually restored in perfect eschatological union.  Instead, there are 

two separate marriages: (1) between the Lord and the Israel of the old covenant, who became 

unfaithful to their covenant marriage vows, and (2) between the Lord and the new covenant 

Israel.  The first marriage dissolved when God divorced his people for their continual adulteries 
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and exiled them out of their marriage home.  The second marriage, which cannot and will not be 

dissolved, is none other than the final and perfect union between God and his people.  For Vos, 

the dissolution of the old covenant marriage and the sealing of the new covenant marriage is the 

hinge upon which all of redemptive history turns.  He describes the old and new covenants as 

characterizing the contrast between law and faith, letter and Spirit, condemnation and 

righteousness. 

Paul is in the New Testament the great exponent of the fundamental bisection in the history of 

redemption and of revelation.  Thus he speaks not only of the two regimes of law and faith, but 

even expresses himself in the consecutive form of statement: “after that faith is come” (Gal. 

3:25).  It is no wonder, then, that with him we find the formal distinction between the “New 

Diatheke” and the “Old Diatheke” (2 Cor. 3:6, 14).  Here also, to be sure, we have in the first 

place a contrast between two religious ministrations, that of the letter and that of the Spirit, that 

of condemnation and that of righteousness.
3
 

Lest Vos be misunderstood as a theologian of only old/new covenant discontinuity, he also 

writes that the light and revelation God manifested in the old covenant was real.  In other words, 

believers in the new covenant age of the Son may have more revelation than the children of old 

covenant Israel, but they still need the old covenant (as characterized in the Mosaic covenant and 

administration) because what was revealed by God through Moses was real light and real truth.  

Commenting on the relation between the old and new covenants in the book of Hebrews, Vos 

argues, 

It needs…no lengthy demonstration to show that Hebrews vindicates by this philosophy of 

history in the most satisfactory manner the identity and continuity of the Old Covenant with the 

New.  Still it is not a work of supererogation to call attention to this.  The concrete purpose for 

which the epistle was written gave occasion for placing great emphasis on the superiority of the 

New Covenant to the Old.  And this undoubtedly is also the proximate purpose in the mind of 

the author when he formulates that antithesis: there the shadow, here the image itself.  But the 

antithesis would be overdrawn and the author’s mark overshot if we were to interpret this as 

meaning the old has only the shadow of the new…the author’s real intent is this: the old has 

only the shadow of heaven, the new has the full reality of heaven.  And therefore to do the 

author full justice the stress should not be laid exclusively on the statement that there is “only” a 

shadow, but equally on the fact that there “is” a shadow of the true things of religion under the 
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Old Covenant.  The word in the prophets cannot take the place of the word in the Son, but it is a 

word in which God spoke.  The sacrifices and lustrations could not do the work for which alone 

the priestly work of Christ is adequate, but they were in their own sphere faithful adumbrations 

and true means of grace, through which a real contact with the living God was actually 

maintained.
4
 

Therefore Vos is interested in the eschatological discontinuity between the Mosaic and New 

covenants.  The permanent arrives in the New, and the old is a shadow of the New covenant 

reality.  Likewise, Vos writes that continuity exists between the Mosaic and New covenants 

because old covenant revelation and religion was true in that it was revealed by the same Lord of 

the new covenant, and thus the shadows and pictures of the old covenant point truly to the 

substance and reality as revealed in the new covenant.  It is instructive that the controlling 

metaphor which Vos employs to describe revelation in Scripture is organic—that of a plant.  

Revelation begins in seed form, sprouts into a seedling, grows as a budding plant, and finally 

blossoms into its full glory.  At each growth stage the fundamental nature of the plant does not 

change, but progressively more details about the plant are revealed as it matures into its final 

form.  The organic metaphor reveals that for Vos, Scripture’s continuity is foundational to any 

discontinuity found within.  The fundamental nature of Scripture does not change, but as it 

progressively unfolds in time and space the form matures into the eschatological glory of the 

kingdom of God when it is administered in the new covenant between the Lord and his people. 

This controlling metaphor explains why Vos arranges his biblical theology according to the 

progression of biblical revelation (although he is still concerned about the details of the various 

covenant administrations). 

Kline, on the other hand, is very concerned with covenantal details and how they relate to 

the coming of the kingdom of God.  Overall, Kline describes the continuity/discontinuity of the 
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old and new covenants as they relate to the kingdom this way: “The Old and New Covenants are 

thus correlated with two stages in the fulfillment of God’s kingdom promises to Abraham.  The 

establishing of the Old Covenant coincided with the Mosaic-typological stage of the coming of 

the kingdom; the promulgation of the New Covenant, with the inaugurating of the messianic-

antitypical stage.”
5
  Whereas Vos preferred to primarily describe the discontinuity between the 

old and new covenants in terms of shadowy (earthly) and eschatological (heavenly) realities, 

Kline adds to this a distinction in covenantal operating principles (at the typological level).  

Accordingly, the Mosaic covenant is also discontinuous with the new covenant because it 

operates under the law-works principle, while the new covenant is governed by the principle of 

grace-faith.  Note the legal language when Kline writes of the Mosaic covenant, “Israel’s 

obedience to the stipulations of the works arrangement mediated by Moses would be accepted as 

the legal ground of their continued possession of the typological kingdom.”
6
  And again, 

A core complex of such elements of discontinuity arose under the old covenant.  As ratified by 

Israel’s oath, this covenant sealed their corporate election as a kingdom people to occupy the 

typological holy land, continuance in this temporary status being governed by law (i.e. works in 

contrast to grace).  This covenantal core of national election, typological theocratic domain, and 

law formed an indivisible complex of mutually limiting and conditioning components.
7
 

Kline is clear that at the level of typology, the Mosaic covenant was governed by the 

principle of law-works, and this principle is opposed (discontinuous) to how the Lord governs 

his people in the new covenant.
8
  While the meritorious works of Jesus Christ are present as the 
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foundational basis of the new covenant, law-works are not demands imposed on God’s new 

covenant people in order to merit the blessings of the kingdom in the new covenant 

administration.  “Jesus does not summon the church to earn the eternal kingdom by obedience to 

the demands of the new covenant.  Rather, it is as the one who obedient unto the death of the 

Cross, has himself already merited salvation and the kingdom of glory for his church that Jesus 

commissions his disciples to go and engage with him in the building of his eternal Glory-

temple.”
9
 

But this is not an antinomian bifurcation of the covenants.  Kline is quick to point out that 

the principle of law-works operating at the typological level of the Mosaic covenant is not 

divorced from the love of the suzerain, and the grace-faith principle operating in the new 

covenant is not without obedience to the commands of the Lord.  So even when there is 

discontinuity between the covenantal operating principles, there is an element of convergence 

(continuity).  Here Kline explains what it means for the covenant people to love their Lord. 

When Moses as mediator of Yahweh’s covenant with Israel issued the demand: “Thou shalt 

love the Lord thy God with all thy heart” (Deut 6:5), he was echoing the ancient treaty 

stipulations, even in the qualifying expression “with all thy heart.”  That adverbial phrase 

appears in treaty texts describing how the vassal is to love the suzerain, particularly while 

engaged in battle in his behalf.  That Moses meant by love what the political treaties meant by it 

is clear, for he at once equates this wholehearted love of God with the conscientious observance 

of all the words he was commanding Israel – the stipulations, the statutes, and the judgments 

(Deut 6:6; cf. vv. 1,2,17,20).  Similarly, Jesus as mediator of the new covenant tells his disciples 
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that the one who loves him is the one who has and keeps his commandments (John 14:21; cf. v. 

14; 15:14; cf. 1 John 5:3).
10

 

The discontinuity in the principles of covenant operation is therefore not the presence or 

absence of prescribed law-works, but rather the command of law-works in order to merit 

covenantal blessings.  In the Mosaic covenant (at the typological level), obedience to the 

covenant stipulations is a prerequisite for receiving covenantal blessings; in the New covenant, 

the blessings of the covenant are earned and secured by Jesus Christ for the covenant people, 

who out of love for their suzerain Savior respond by keeping his commandments. 

How then is the old covenant continuous with the new?  Kline says that the new is not 

merely a renewal of the old, but it is a continuation of the kingdom plan revealed in the old under 

the overarching Covenant of Grace. 

The new covenant is not a renewal of an older covenant in the sense of confirming the 

continuing validity of the old.  If we speak of the new covenant as a renewal of the old it must 

be to express their continuity as two administrations of the Covenant of Grace or, more 

specifically, the continuity of the new covenant with the underlying, foundational stratum of the 

old covenant, the substratum of gospel-grace as the way to the ultimate heavenly hope in Christ.  

But with respect to the old covenant as a typological realization of the promised kingdom realm, 

the new covenant does not confirm the continuing validity of the old but rather announces its 

obsolescence and end.
11

 

Exploring the significance of the Jeremiah prophecy of the new covenant, Kline concludes 

that both continuity and discontinuity between the old and new covenants are taught in Scripture, 

and that separate covenantal operating principles of works and grace govern the two. 

Jeremiah, speaking of the new covenant to be made in the coming days (Jer 31:31-34), drew a 

sharp contrast between it and the covenant made at Sinai (i.e., the stratum of it concerned with 

the typological kingdom).  He described the Old Covenant as breakable and in fact as having 

been broken by Israel, which means that it was informed by the works principle of inheritance.  

And he asserted that the new covenant would be unlike the Torah covenant.  It would be 

unbreakable; it would be an administration of gospel grace and forgiveness.  While then we will 

want to affirm the New Covenant’s continuity with the foundational gospel stratum of the 

Mosaic economy and with the Abrahamic Covenant of promise, we must also acknowledge the 
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works-grace discontinuity between the new and the old (at its typological level), the difference 

that Jeremiah so emphatically asserted.
12

 

It is difficult to overemphasize the importance of typological relationships and fulfillments 

in Kline’s covenantal schema.  The relationships between Moses, Christ, and the covenants they 

mediate must be understood in terms of typology instead of simple analogy.  It is possible to 

misunderstand Kline by diagramming the covenantal administrations of redemptive history in 

two parallel timelines both rooted in the Abrahamic covenantal promises.  The proper reading 

would diagram the history of the kingdom as a single line proceeding from the Abrahamic 

covenant to the Mosaic administration of the kingdom as the typological stage, and finally to the 

New covenant administration of the kingdom as the eschatological stage.  Kline explains, 

Not analogy then but typology describes the relationship between the two levels of fulfillment 

of the kingdom-inheritance.  They do not stand in parallel to one another but in a linear 

succession proceeding from the provisional and transient to the perfective and permanent stage 

of the kingdom.  Kingdom level one is identified with the old covenant and level two with the 

new covenant, and the new covenant is continuous with the old in a successive manner that 

involves its replacing of the old.
13

 

Summarizing his understanding of continuity and discontinuity between the old and new 

covenants, Kline characterizes his position as faithful to classic (i.e., Protestant scholastic and 

orthodox) covenant theology: 

Covenant theologians fully recognize that the eternal salvation of the elect is by God’s grace 

alone, solely on the basis of Christ’s merit.  That is true from the Fall to the Consummation, not 

excluding the Mosaic economy.  Accordingly, the old covenant is subsumed under the covenant 

of grace.  But classic covenant theology also recognizes that at another level, that of the 
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typological kingdom, the works principle was simultaneously operating under the old 

covenant.
14

 

Vos and Kline are in agreement that there are aspects of continuity and discontinuity in the 

old and new covenants.  Kline accepts Vos’s teaching that the old covenant is typologically 

connected to the eschatological new, and adds the distinction of separate governing principles of 

covenantal operation (law-works and grace-faith).
15

  Next we will examine their positions on 

whether these continuities and discontinuities may be attributed to organic growth from the same 

root or growth from fundamentally separate root systems. 

II. ORGANIC GROWTH VS. DIFFERENT ROOTS 

Vos describes the story of Scripture as a divinely revealed process of organic growth.
16

  This 

points to organic unity between the old and new covenants.  Yet Vos prefers to explain the 

foundational principles of the old and new covenants by accentuating their profoundly divergent 

fruit. 

Thus in II Corinthians 3 the two diaqhkai [diathēkai] compared, that of the letter and that of the 

Spirit, represent two great systems and methods of religious procedure, working themselves out 

through two corresponding ministries, that of Moses and that of Paul, and thus inevitably 

shaping the result of human destiny and experience according to their intrinsic law of operation.  

The old diatheke is the system of legal administration: it issues into bondage, condemnation, 

and death.  The new diatheke is the system of spiritual procreation and endowment prevailing 

through Christ: it produces liberty, righteousness, and life.
17
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Vos explains Paul’s teaching that the law (i.e., the Mosaic covenant) was an administration 

of God’s kingdom that produced bondage, condemnation, and death.  Conversely, the new 

diatheke leads to liberty, righteousness, and life.  The (dead) letter of the old diatheke is 

contrasted with the (living) Spirit of the new diatheke.  Only different trees can produce such 

differences in fruit.  Vos refers to these “trees” as “two great systems and methods of religious 

procedure.”  Also, he refers to the new diatheke as “legislation” but does not intend a legalistic 

(according to the letter) or contractual (two equal parties negotiating a bilateral agreement) 

connotation by this description.  Thus he reminds us “the new diatheke can be represented as a 

new species of legislation.  God has enacted it.  The reason is not that it is legalistic in content or 

import, but simply that God has instituted it with the same supreme authority with which He 

promulgates His law.”
18

  Referring to the new covenant, he writes, “The sense of contract is not 

only absent here: one may perhaps go so far as to say that the introduction of it would have 

jarred upon the singlemindedness of the divine sovereignty and monergism of procedure.”
19

 

So for Vos, describing the new covenant as “legislation” is just another way of describing 

God’ sovereign administration of the covenantal arrangement.  While the Mosaic and New 

covenants are successive administrations of the unfolding revelation of the kingdom of God and 

thus may be viewed as sharing a common root system, they are also so different in terms of the 

fruit they produce that they may be described as growing from different root systems.  In certain 

situations and contexts, Vos is free to employ language that highlights the vastly different 

purposes and fruits of the old and new covenants. 

But Vos also recognizes that the unity of Scripture and the Covenant of Grace require in 

some sense a common root system for the old and new covenants.  He attempts to achieve this by 
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stretching the new covenant and its heavenly antitypes back into the old covenant, thereby 

modifying his organic analogy into a “transcendental” one.  He writes, 

the bond that links the Old and the New Covenant together is not a purely evolutionary one, 

inasmuch as the one has grown out of the other; it is, if we may so call it, a transcendental bond: 

the New Covenant in its preexistent, heavenly state reaches back and stretches its eternal wings 

over the Old, and the Old Testament people of God were one with us in religious dignity and 

privilege; they were, to speak in a Pauline figure, sons of the Jerusalem above, which is the 

mother of all.
20

 

In Vos’s academic writings a certain degree of tension appears unresolved in this 

characterization of old and new covenant roots.  For if the new covenant canopies the old from 

the inception of redemption so as to envelope it, then in what sense can the old covenant produce 

the negative fruit of bondage, condemnation, and death?  If the Old Testament saints died in faith 

as sons of the Jerusalem above, then in what sense did they not receive the fulfillment of the 

covenantal promises?  Vos affirms both, and provides answers to these questions in a sermon 

comparing the new covenant with the old. 

First, Vos answers that the old covenant is transitory while the new is eternal.  Relative to 

the new covenant, saints living under the old sensed the impermanence of life and their 

inevitable death.  God’s people experienced a profound and lasting shift in their outlook on life 

when the new covenant was inaugurated. 

Time, especially time with the wasting power it acquires through sin, is the arch-enemy of all 

human achievement.  It kills the root of joy which otherwise belongs to working and building.  

All things which the succeeding generations of mankind have wrought in the course of the ages 

succumb to its attacks.  The tragic sense of this accompanies the race at every step in its arch 

through history.  It is like a pall cast over the face of the peoples.  In revealed religion through 

the grace of redemption it is in principle removed, yet not so that under the Old Covenant the 

dark shadow entirely disappears.  The complaint of it is in Moses’ own psalm: “Thou turnest 

man to destruction—Thou carriest them away as with a flood.”  And something of this bitter 

taste of transitoriness enters even in to the Old Testament consciousness of salvation.  Now put 

over against this the triumphant song of life and assurance of immortality that fills the glorious, 

spacious days of the New Covenant, especially where first it issues from the womb of the 

morning bathed in the dew of imperishable youth.  The note of futility and depression has 
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disappeared, and in place of this the rapture of victory over death and decay, the exultant feeling 

of immersion in the atmosphere of eternity prevail.  And this particularly communicated itself to 

the spirit in which the covenant-ministration was performed.  The joy of working in the dawn of 

the world to come quickens the pulse of all New Testament servants of Christ.
21

  

Second, he notes that the old covenant ministry was veiled compared to the new, which 

demonstrated the former’s fading and fleeting glory, and contributed to Israel’s ignorance of 

God’s redemptive plan.  Vos argues, 

there is a difference operating to the advantage of Paul between the two ministries in regard to 

the measure of openness and clearness with which they are conducted.  Moses ministered with 

covered, Paul ministers with open, that is uncovered, face.  As regards Moses this was that the 

children of Israel should not perceive the passing away of the glory underneath the veil.  Not 

that Moses acted as a deceiver of his people.  Paul means to say, that in receiving the glory, and 

losing it, and hiding its loss, he served the symbolic function of illustrating, in the first place, 

the glory of the Old Covenant, in the second place its transitoriness, and in the third place the 

ignorance of Israel in regard to what was taking place.
22

 

Third, Vos observes that Paul considered himself a greater minister than Moses because he 

had been entrusted with the full light of the gospel of Christ.  The nearness of Christ’s glory in 

the new covenant made the old covenant appear distant.  The ministry of Moses was missing a 

feeling of palpable satisfaction and produced a longing for the brightness and closeness of God. 

Because of the consciousness of this Paul felt himself greater than Moses, for the partial light 

that shone on the latter’s face has now become omnipresent and fills the New Covenant.  Under 

the old dispensation the servants of God saw only from afar the brightness of the Messiah’s 

rising.  Now he is visible from nearby, the One filling all in all, occupying the entire field of 

vision.  The humblest of preachers surpasses in this respect the greatest of Old Testament 

evangelists.  He carries a gospel all-fragrant and all-radiant with Christ.
23

 

Fourth, according to Vos the new covenant is characterized as a ministry overflowing with 

forgiveness and righteousness, while the old was broadly a ministry of conviction, curse, and 

death.  Paul’s new covenant ministry is more excellent than Moses’ service because of its 
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accompanying forgiveness and righteousness, and all the benefits which flow from them.  Vos 

exhorts us to consider:  

the excellence of the ministry of the New Covenant is seen in this that it is a ministry of 

abundant forgiveness and righteousness…Hence Paul in working out the comparison between 

Moses and himself with special reference to the question of righteousness reduces the difference 

to terms of glory: “For if the ministry of condemnation is glory, much rather does the ministry 

of righteousness exceed in glory.”  In a broad sense the Old Testament was the economy of 

conviction of sin.  The law revealed the moral helplessness of man, placed him under a curse, 

worked death.  There was, of course, gospel under and in the Old Covenant, but it was for its 

expression largely dependent on the silent symbolic language of altar and sacrifice and 

lustration.  Under it the glory which speaks of righteousness was in hiding.  In the New 

Covenant all this has been changed.  The veil has been rent, and through it an unobstructed view 

is obtained of the glory of God on the face of Jesus Christ.  And with this vision comes the 

assurance of atonement, satisfaction, access to God, peace of conscience, liberty, eternal life.
24

 

Finally (and most significant for Vos), the new covenant brings a more excellent personal 

transformation to its members and ministers.  Moses and the old covenant saints to whom he 

ministered experienced a temporal and external transformation from an encounter with the glory 

of God.  Paul and the Church he ministers to experience lasting, internal, spiritual rebirth by 

reflecting the unveiled glory of Christ as he is revealed in the preaching of the gospel.  Preaching 

the gospel message of Paul, Vos heralds the power of Christ and the Spirit: 

the Christ-glory is a living and self-communicating power, transforming both those who 

mediate it and those who receive it from glory to glory into the likeness of the Lord.  Paul here 

again has in mind the difference between Moses and himself.  Moses’ own condition and 

appearance were only externally and temporarily affected by the vision on the mount.  After a 

while his face became as before.  And what he was unable to retain for himself he was unable to 

communicate unto others.  Over against this the apostle places the two facts, first that the 

servants of the New Covenant are internally and permanently transformed by beholding the 

image of the Lord, and second that they effect a similar transformation in others to whom 

through their ministry the knowledge of the glorified Saviour comes…The glory that shone 

around him on the road to Damascus had in one moment, in the twinkling of an eye, swept away 

all his old beliefs and ideals, his sinful passion and pride, and made of him a new creature, to 

whom the past things were like the faint memory of some distant phase of existence.  And what 

had happened there Paul had afterwards seen repeating itself thousands of times, less 

conspicuously, to be sure, but not on that account less truly, less miraculously.  To express this 

aspect of his ministry he employs the formula, that it is a ministry of the Spirit, that is of the 

Holy Spirit, whereas that of Moses was one of the letter.  The Spirit stands for the living, 
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energizing, creative grace of God, the letter for the inability of the law as such to translate itself 

into action.
25

 

Kline’s solution to this tension of whether the Mosaic and New covenants are organically 

related or have different roots differs from Vos’s position.  Once again, in order to understand 

Kline’s view, the category of typology is necessary.  At the foundational level, Kline affirms that 

the old and new covenants are both rooted in the redemptive Covenant of Grace.  But the second 

level of typology is instructive for understanding how the law is distinct from the gospel.  In his 

exegesis of Romans 5:12-21, Kline explains how typology unlocks this notoriously difficult 

passage: 

the law-gospel contrast naturally suggests itself as the differentiating feature in the contrast 

posited in Rom 5:13-14.  Indeed, it is our conclusion that the exegetical demands inherent in the 

terminus indicators in this passage cannot be satisfied except with the recognition that while 

grace was the principle of kingdom blessing in the Abrahamic covenant (and new covenant), in 

the covenant of creation and in the old covenant (at that typological level in terms of which Paul 

here and elsewhere identifies it) the operating principle was works.
26

 

Kline explains that Paul teaches (at the typological level of understanding the outworking of 

kingdom history) that the Abrahamic and New covenants share the same governing principle 

(grace-faith), and conversely the Adamic and Mosaic covenants also share the same governing 

principle (law-works).  In effect, Kline reads Paul in Romans 5 as teaching that transgression of 

the law of Moses is akin to Adam’s transgression of the creational covenant of works in the 

Garden, and that sins committed in the era between the Fall and the giving of the law at Sinai 

were somehow different than sins committed under the old covenant.  The difference, Kline 

argues, is that Adam’s first sin and sin in the old covenant both were committed under a 

covenant of works arrangement, whereas sins committed prior to the Sinai legislation (e.g., 

during the days of Seth, Noah, and the patriarchs) and in the new covenant era are sins under a 
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covenantal arrangement governed by the grace-faith principle.  Thus at the typological level, 

Kline’s schema describes the old and new covenants as growing out of separate and distinct root 

systems—the old covenant growing from the roots of the original covenant of works in Eden; the 

new covenant growing from the roots of the Abrahamic covenant.
27

  Kline continues by giving 

evidence for how and why the old and new covenants differ: 

A covenantal order that can be terminated by being broken is clearly not one for which a 

consummation of blessing is secured by the sovereign grace of God.  It is a probationary 

covenant of works.  Jeremiah contrasted the old covenant with the coming new covenant by 

characterizing the former as breakable: “which covenant of mine they broke” (Jer 31:32).  The 

new covenant would be different.  It would not be breakable, for Christ would be surety of its 

perfection.  It would be a covenant of grace: “I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember 

their sin no more” (31:34).  Paul expounded the same contrast: “Through this man is preached 

unto you the forgiveness of sins.  And by him all who believe are justified from all things, from 

which you could not be justified by the law of Moses” (Acts 13:38-39).
28

 

Nevertheless, outside the bounds of typology at the foundational level, Kline compares the 

Mosaic and New covenants as successive administrations growing from the same root, which is 

the progressive unfolding of the one and only kingdom of God. 

The overall unity of the covenants will be provided by the concept of the Kingdom of God, of 

which they are so many manifestations.  If a general unifying term were desired it might then be 

Covenant of the Kingdom.  For the two major divisions of the Covenant of the Kingdom our 

suggestions would be Covenant of Creation and Covenant of Redemption.  Since the terms 

“creation” and “redemption” call attention to God’s position in relation to his covenant people 

as their Maker and Owner-Possessor they effectively unfold the concept of God’s lordship.  

Moreover, these terms point to a fundamental distinguishing feature of each covenant in the 

distinctive kind of divine action by which each covenantal order was established.
29

 

So at the foundational level of the Covenant of Grace, Kline categorizes both the Mosaic 

and New covenants as successive administrations of redemptive grace.  Here the covenant 

                                                 
27

 If the covenant of works is discontinuous with the new covenant, then how can Paul argue that Adam is a 

type of Christ (Rom 5:14)?  It is probably more correct to say (although perhaps more confusing) that Kline believes 

that the Mosaic covenant grows out of the covenant of works (at the typological level), and the new covenant grows 

out of the Abrahamic covenant, which grew out of the eschatological goal of the covenant of works.  This connects 

the covenant of works and the new covenant in their shared eschatological kingdom purpose, and thus explain how it 

is possible for Adam to be a type of Christ. 
28

 Ibid., 440. 
29

 Kline, “Law Covenant,” 18. 



The Mosaic Covenant  The Mosaic and New Covenants 

 

Reformed Theological Seminary  47 

theologies of Vos and Kline can be harmonized.  Kline’s system of typology may be more 

refined than Vos’s, but this is attributable to his privilege of building on the insights of Vos.  Vos 

recognizes that the old and new covenants are so different as to warrant describing them as 

separate religious legislations, yet they continue to be true administrations within the one 

Covenant of Grace.  Kline explains this apparent tension by employing two levels of 

administration: a foundational level under the Covenant of Grace, and a typological level 

contrasting the governing principles of covenant operation (old: works; new: grace). 

III. FULFILLMENT AND ABROGATION 

Reformed theologians generally agree that the new covenant fulfills and abrogates the old 

covenant.  But the old is “fulfilled” in more than one way.  For example, the moral law was 

fulfilled by Christ (i.e., was kept perfectly by Christ), yet it is still binding on believers in the 

new covenant.  The ceremonial law of the old covenant was fulfilled by the work of Christ (i.e., 

was brought to its redemptive-historical purpose and conclusion), yet is no longer binding on 

new covenant era believers.  The old covenant civil law was fulfilled in its sanctions by Christ 

(i.e., by Christ suffering the penalties in the place of those who transgressed the civil law), yet is 

no longer binding in the new covenant because Israel as the theocratic covenant nation no longer 

exists, and more importantly because Christ’s sacrifice is forever a sufficient atonement to satisfy 

God’s wrath on civil law breakers.  The textbook OT passage that deals with this subject is 

Jeremiah 31, and Vos also turns to this chapter to begin forming his doctrine on the relationship 

of the old and new covenants in terms of fulfillment and abrogation.  He writes, 

There is…one prophetic utterance in which this form of thought crystallizes into the phrase 

“New Berith”: Greek, “New Diatheke.”  This is Jer. 31:31-34.  Although here the correlative 

“Old Berith” does not explicitly appear by the side of “New Berith,” still the idea itself is 

clearly given in the words: “Not according to the berith that I made with their fathers—to bring 

them out of the land of Egypt.”  As a matter of fact, in this prophecy, besides the name “New 

Berith,” the two most distinctive features of the new order of affairs are described.  The one is: 

Jehovah will create obedience to the law through writing it in the heart.  The other is: there will 
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be complete forgiveness of sin.  And, what most closely concerns our present purpose, the 

“newness” is applied not merely in a general way to religious status, but is most specifically 

extended to the sphere of revelation and of knowledge of God: “They shall all know me, from 

the least of them to the greatest of them.”
30

 

Vos sees in the Jeremiah passage three contrasting elements in the old and new covenants.  

First, the law that was written on stone tablets in the Mosaic covenant will in the new covenant 

be written on the hearts of God’s people, and this will create the power to obey the law’s 

demands which was absent in the law’s stony codification.  Second, the forgiveness of sin 

provided in the old covenant will become complete in the new covenant.  Third, the knowledge 

of God which was in a sense limited to certain of God’s people in the old covenant 

administration will be extended to all of God’s people: “from the least of them to the greatest of 

them.”  Each of these three features incorporates aspects of fulfillment and abrogation in the 

transition from the Mosaic to the New covenant.  The law of God encapsulated in the old 

covenant was written in stone, but lacked the power to change behavior from lawlessness to 

obedience.  Since obedience to God’s commands was the purpose and goal of the old covenant, 

only a new arrangement inaugurated to empower obedience would fulfill the purpose of the old 

covenant.  That arrangement is in fact the new covenant which brings obedience.  With the 

coming of the new covenant and its bringing of lasting obedience, the provisional ways of the 

old covenant are set aside.  “The new covenant is the ideal covenant because in it the will and 

law of God are internalized, put on the heart and written upon the mind.  Here its nature as a 

covenant can first freely and perfectly unfold itself.”
31

  Moreover, the old covenant sacrificial 

system was the means of providing forgiveness of sin, but it pointed forward to a sacrifice that 

would fulfill all the shadowy pictures of sacrifice and put an end to (abrogate) the endless cycle 
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of sacrifices to atone for sins.  That final sacrifice, which brought complete forgiveness of sin, is 

the new covenant sacrifice of the Lamb of God on the Cross.  Furthermore, the knowledge of the 

Lord experienced at various times by various saints in the old covenant era was finally 

broadened to what it prefigured: the knowledge of God, mediated by Christ, for each and every 

one of God’s people.  With such an eschatological fulfillment of the glory of the knowledge of 

the Lord, the provisional knowledge of the old covenant was both fulfilled and happily left 

behind (abrogated).  “The New Covenant, then, coincides with the age to come; it brings the 

good things to come; it is incorporated into the eschatological scheme of thought.”
32

 

Vos notes that in the NT Jesus himself clearly teaches that the new covenant fulfills and 

abrogates the old covenant. 

After Jeremiah the phrase [new diatheke] does not recur in the Old Testament Scriptures.  We 

first meet with it again in the words spoken by Jesus at the Last Supper.  His blood He calls “my 

blood of the diatheke” (Matthew and Mark), the cup “the new diatheke in my blood” (Luke and 

Paul).  It is evident that our Lord here represents His blood (death) as the basis and inauguration 

of a new religious relationship of the disciples to God.  While the former relationship is not 

referred to as “the old,” the implied allusions to Ex. 24 and Jer. 31, even apart from the use of 

the adjective “new” in Luke (and Paul, 1 Cor. 11:25) reveals the presence in His mind of a 

contrast between something past abrogated and something new substituted.
33

 

It is important to note the nature of old covenant revelation in relation to the new covenant.  

Vos wants to emphasize that abrogation does not imply that the Mosaic covenant and the 

accompanying revelation were any less true than the new covenant.  On the contrary, the same 

God who made the new covenant revealed the old.  This mistake commonly arises on reading the 

Gospel of John with its recurring theme of Jesus as the harbinger of truth.  Vos corrects this error 

when he writes, 

There are certain passages in the Gospel [of John] usually misunderstood, because of ignorance 

or non-regard of the peculiar notion of “truth” commented upon.  In 1:17: “The Law was given 

through Moses; grace and truth came by Jesus Christ,” the wrong inference may be easily 
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drawn, that the Law contained not the truth.  The meaning simply is, that it did not yet bring that 

full disclosure of the heavenly reality in Christ, which is “the truth.”  It contained the shadows 

and types, not as yet the antitypical revelation.  “Not-true” here is not the equivalent of “false,” 

as though a Gnostic idea came to the surface, an interpretation plainly excluded by the phrase 

“through Moses” (not “by Moses”).  The giving of the Law by God through the mediation of 

Moses is presupposed.  In the other member of the statement, “came by Jesus Christ,” the 

preposition “by” is used.
34

 

Therefore Vos believes that the Mosaic covenant was a true revelation from God and 

accomplished its limited purpose for its limited time frame, and that the old covenant was 

fulfilled in the new covenant.  He adopts the vocabulary of intertestamental Judaism applied to 

the old and new covenants: the “present age” and the “age to come.” 

The fundamental scheme of which this eschatological theology in early times, even before the 

New Testament period, avails itself is that of the two ages, the present age and the age to come, 

a scheme which has passed over from Jewish thought into New Testament teaching.  In this 

developed form it is not found in the New Testament.  But the substance is found there, and, 

what is even more important, this substance has in one passage of the Old Testament, created 

for itself another form in the distinction between the two beriths, the old berith made at Sinai 

and the new berith to be made in the future.  This distinction, where it occurs in Jeremiah, has 

eschatological significance; it is not the meaning of the prophet that the new berith which is 

promised may in the course of time have to give way to a newer one; the consciousness lying 

back of this utterance differs essentially from the earlier consciousness, which counted a 

succession of beriths, one replacing another.  To the prophet the future berith promised is a final 

and absolute arrangement, beyond which in the perfection and permanence of its appointments 

nothing can be conceived.  It gathers into itself all the wealth of eschatological expectation.
35

 

Kline agrees with Vos when describing the fulfillment accomplished in the new covenant 

from the perspective of the foundational level in the Covenant of Grace.  “Actually the Son’s 

administering of the Covenant of Grace began at the initiation of redemption immediately after 

the Fall, the New Covenant being the culmination of the series of redemptive administrations.”
36

  

Yet in a different but complementary fashion, Kline also argues for old covenant fulfillment and 

abrogation accomplished by the new covenant in terms of his typological kingdom schema.  He 
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analyzes the book of Hebrews in its use of the Jeremiah prophecy of the new covenant and 

concludes that the new covenant replaces and permanently fulfills the Mosaic covenant. 

Kingdom level one is identified with the old covenant and level two with the new covenant, and 

the new covenant is continuous with the old in a successive manner that involves its replacing 

of the old.  Such, according to the author of Hebrews, is the significance of the designation 

“new” applied to the covenant mediated by Jesus.  Commenting on Jeremiah 31:31-34, he says 

that in referring to the future covenant as new the prophets identified the Mosaic covenant as 

old in the sense of that which becomes obsolete and vanished away (Heb 8:13)…It is a 

continuity in which the old gets annulled and removed, its place being taken by the new, the real 

and permanent fulfillment of the prophetic promise contained in the old.
37

 

Kline’s understanding of the new covenant fulfilling and abrogating the old is even clearer 

in this passage: 

The Old Covenant kingdom is only a temporary type, a provisional symbol, while the New 

Covenant kingdom is the permanent antitypical reality.  Emphasizing this difference, the Book 

of Hebrews declares the discontinuity to be such that with the initiating of the New Covenant, 

the Old Covenant becomes obsolete and vanished away (Heb 8:13).  To be sure, a certain 

continuity is involved in the typological relationship itself, the continuity of the earlier 

prototype to the later antitype, the continuity of promise to fulfillment.  Nevertheless, the New 

Covenant fulfillment entails the discontinuance of the Old Covenant.  The Old Covenant is 

abrogated and replaced by the New Covenant (cf. Heb 7:18; John 1:17; Rom 10:4).
38

 

Finally, Kline accounts for the provisional nature of the Mosaic covenant in its governing 

principle of works.  For Kline, the works principle in the old covenant explains the inevitable 

execution of the covenant curses in the judgment of Israel.  Agreeing with Vos, the old covenant 

was breakable and was indeed collectively broken by the nation.
39

  This breaking of the covenant 

is explainable, according to Kline, by the governing principle of law-works.  The new covenant 
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is different in that it is unbreakable and governed by a different principle: grace-faith (i.e., the 

gospel). 

The works principle of the Law was rather the governing principle in the typological sphere of 

the national election and the possession of the first level kingdom in Canaan.  It is this works 

principle that explains the otherwise inexplicable termination of the typological kingdom of 

Israel through judgment curse.  With the abolishing of the Mosaic order, the second level 

kingdom of the messianic age was initiated under the Lord’s New Covenant with the church.  

Jeremiah, speaking of the new covenant to be made in the coming days (Jer 31:31-34), drew a 

sharp contrast between it and the covenant made at Sinai (i.e., the stratum of it concerned with 

the typological kingdom).  He described the Old Covenant as breakable and in fact as having 

been broken by Israel, which means that it was informed by the works principle of inheritance.  

And he asserted that the new covenant would be unlike the Torah covenant.  It would be 

unbreakable; it would be an administration of gospel grace and forgiveness.
40

 

It is obvious that Vos and Kline essentially agree that the new covenant fulfills and 

abrogates the old covenant because the new is unbreakable, it is the eschatological goal of the 

old, and it is the heavenly reality to which the old covenant typological shadows testify.  The 

emphases of Vos and Kline are different: Vos majors on the letter-Spirit and provisional-final 

features of the two covenants; Kline stresses the type-antitype character of the kingdom 

administrations.  But both affirm the full-orbed nature of the new covenant fulfilling and 

abrogating the old covenant. 
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CHAPTER 4 CONDITIONALITY IN THE MOSAIC AND NEW 

COVENANTS 

If the Mosaic covenant is significantly different from the New covenant in terms of an 

operating principle of law-works, then the concept of conditionality is introduced into the 

discussion.  However, if the old and new covenants are not fundamentally different in some 

respect, then the question arises whether there is or is not an element of conditionality in both 

covenants.  The question of conditionality in the Mosaic and New covenants is an important one 

that has ramifications in all divisions of theology, including soteriology and ecclesiology.  While 

Kline is more directly interested in these questions, a careful reading of Vos’s relevant writings 

yields enough of his theology to draw comparisons between the two. 

I. IS THE MOSAIC COVENANT CONDITIONAL IN A WAY THAT THE NEW 

COVENANT IS NOT? 

Before considering Vos’s position on whether the Mosaic covenant is conditional (and in 

this way distinct from the New covenant), it is instructive to review his writing on the Adamic 

covenant of works.  Recall that Vos says, 

in the covenant of works the natural relationship was made to serve a positive purpose.  It is not 

set aside, but incorporated into something higher.  From this it follows that, where the higher 

becomes powerless and falls away, the natural relationship nevertheless remains.  As a creature 

man is subject to God, and, had it not pleased God to reward the keeping of the law with eternal 

life, the requirement would still be effective.  “Do this!” is still valid, even if it is not followed 

by: “You shall live.”  Thus, it is that in the covenant of grace, too, the participants are exempt 

from the demand of the law as the condition for eternal blessedness, but not from its demand as 

being normative for their moral life.
1
 

According to Vos, the first covenant God entered into with man in Eden was governed by 

the principle of “do this and you shall live.”  But man, by nature of the Creator-creature 

relationship, is always obligated to obey God regardless of whether there is a promised reward 

for faithful service.  This responsibility to obey God is wed to man’s covenant responsibility to 
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image his Creator.  So obedience is not a condition to be met for promised blessings to follow, 

since the natural relationship between God and man entails his obedience to God.  Nevertheless, 

Vos says that God condescended by grace to grant the blessing of eternal life for man’s obedient 

performance.  This was the arrangement in the Garden, but not so at Sinai.  Since Vos 

understands the Mosaic covenant with Israel as one stage of redemption in the history of the 

covenant of grace, the old covenant is not governed by the “do this and live” principle.  Those 

under all redemptive covenantal promises are exempt from this principle.  In fact, the governing 

principle for all covenants since the Adamic covenant of works is exactly reversed: “you shall 

live, therefore do this.”  In other words, the Mosaic and New covenants are not conditional so as 

to allow sinners to bear the fruit of obedience in order to earn eternal life.  Notice that the 

inverted relationship of law and reward in the covenant of grace continues to retain an important 

place for the law.  Vos shows how the Reformed view of law, which grants it a broader 

significance, is different than the Lutheran view. 

There is still another area in which the Reformed view of the law is influenced by the idea of 

the covenant.  Even after the fall, the law retains something of its covenantal form.  The law 

was not included in the federal relationship without having been affected by it.  Even today the 

call of the law sounds in our ears: such a life I would give you, if only you could fulfil me!  God 

could have wholly eradicated that relation and have taken away the last traces of it from our 

minds, after the covenant of works was broken.  However, He kept its memory alive in us.  He 

has repeated that promise hypothetically and consequently has held up before us constantly the 

ideal of eternal life to be obtained by keeping the law, a lost ideal though it be.  Thus the 

essential content of the concept of covenant has been kept in our consciousness.  When the 

work of the Spirit by means of the law and the gospel leads to true conversion, in this 

conversion the longing for this lost ideal of the covenant appears as an essential part.  From the 

above we can also explain why the older theologians did not always distinguish between the 

covenant of works and the Sinaitic covenant.  At Sinai it was not the “bare” law that was given, 

but a reflection of the covenant of works revived, as it were, in the interests of the covenant of 

grace continued at Sinai.
2
 

For Vos, the law and conditional promise of eternal life is not attached per se to the Mosaic 

covenant, rather it retains in the minds of all people in all ages (even OT Israelites under the 
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Mosaic covenant)—to prod them to mourn the lost blessings in the Adamic covenant of works, 

and to lead them to conversion and faith in the God of grace.  The nature of the covenant 

between God and his people (in both the old and new covenants) is one of fellowship governed 

by grace.  Conditionality (in the contractual sense) implies a relationship that is too cold and 

formal to be an adequate descriptor. 

The covenant is neither a hypothetical relationship, nor a conditional position; rather it is the 

fresh, living fellowship in which the power of grace is operative.  Only by the exercise of faith 

does it become a reality.  It is always believers who act as true covenant partners with God.  

They who are partners also have the promises in their entirety sealed to them as believers.  The 

covenant is a totality from which no benefit can be excluded.
3
 

To illustrate that there is no conditionality in the covenant (either for the old or new 

covenant believer), Vos contrasts the Reformed and Lutheran practical uses of the law.  The 

Lutheran uses the law only to point back to the failed Adamic covenant of works to incite 

repentance and faith according to the NT gospel declaration.  Likewise, the Reformed use the 

law in this manner, but they also employ it as a standard of righteous living for believers in 

covenant with God. 

The law holds an essentially different place for the Lutherans than for the Reformed.  

Theoretically both agree in the threefold use of the law: usus politicus, usus elenchticus, usus 

normativus (i.e., (1) the law as the rule of civil righteousness; (2) the law as pedagogue leading 

to Christ; (3) the law as rule of life for the regenerate).  The difference lies in the fact that the 

Lutherans only relate this third use of the law to the remnants of the old nature of the believer, 

while the Reformed relate it to the new man, who finds in the law a positive rule of life.  This 

difference comes to light especially in practice.  In the Reformed churches the law is read every 

Sunday, a usage with which Lutherans apparently are not familiar.  It is treated extensively in 

the Heidelberg Catechism and in Calvin’s Genevan Catechism under the heading of gratitude.  

Lutheran catechisms deal with the commandments at the beginning; that is to say, the law is 

considered chiefly as the means to arouse repentance, as pedagogue leading to Christ.  The 

Reformed use it for the same purpose, but its highest and abiding purpose lies elsewhere for 

them.  With reference to man’s knowledge of his misery, the Heidelberg Catechism refers to the 

law of God only to summarize its main teaching (Q. 4) and not to treat the separate 

commandments.  Only under the teaching on gratitude is each commandment dealt with 

separately.
4
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What are the ramifications of Vos’s view of the lack of pure conditionality in the old and 

new covenants?  Primarily, the way of salvation is the same under the old and new covenant 

administrations.  Justification, sanctification, eternal life and fellowship with Israel’s God can 

only be grasped by grace alone, through faith alone, and in Christ alone.  God saves from the sin 

and bondage of the old life, and grants believers (in the old and new covenants) new life, which 

must be lived in gratitude and humble obedience to God’s holy will as revealed in the law. 

Kline, while affirming the unity of the covenant of grace, prefers to emphasize the 

conditionality of the Mosaic covenant as it “republishes” the Adamic covenant of works, and 

contrasts this conditionality in the old covenant with the unconditional nature of the new 

covenant.  As Kline points out, contrasting the old and new covenants based on conditionality is 

often the theme of OT and NT authors. 

The contrast between the old and new covenants repeatedly drawn by the apostle Paul is the 

same works-grace contrast found in Jeremiah’s familiar prophecy of the new covenant (Jer 

31:31-34).  Identifying the old covenant as one that could be and was broken, the prophet 

declared that the new covenant would not be, like the old covenant, a breakable covenant.  It 

does of course happen that individuals prove false to the new covenant, but Jeremiah was 

referring to the kingdom order as such.  The eternal antitypical kingdom of the new covenant, 

the kingdom of the righteous knowledge of God in the Spirit, is attained on the ground of the 

meritorious accomplishment of Christ, and its realization is thus made sure as a matter of 

guaranteed grace to Christ’s people, God forgiving their iniquity and remembering their sin no 

more.  But the prototypical kingdom immediately in view in the old covenant obviously lacked 

that unbreakable guarantee, for once and again, and at last irrevocably, that kingdom was taken 

away from the covenant people by their removal into exile.  Indeed, the kingdom order as such 

was ultimately terminated in a devastating divine infliction of the curse of the covenant.  The 

principle operating here was manifestly altogether different from the promise-faith principle of 

God’s sovereign grace in Christ.  Apart from a recognition of the operation of the principle of 

works in the old covenant it is impossible to account for Jerusalem’s desolation.
5
 

Here Kline provides a clear exposition of the nature of the contrast between the old and new 

covenants, summed up in the characteristic of breakability.  For Kline, the old covenant was 

breakable and therefore conditional.  Israel could possess the promised blessings of the old 
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covenant only by keeping the law and failing to break the covenant.  How does Kline prove that 

the Mosaic covenant was conditional?  He proposes Israel’s exile from the land as sufficient 

evidence that Israel collectively and nationally broke the covenant made at Sinai.  Conversely, 

the new covenant is unbreakable and therefore unconditional.  The new covenant’s unbreakable 

and unconditional nature remains so because it is guaranteed by the merit of Christ.  Note that 

Kline implies that those who disobey the Mosaic law are covenant breakers, but those who 

flagrantly and unrepentantly disobey Christ in the new covenant are not “new covenant 

breakers.”  Because the new covenant cannot be broken, they must be described as those who 

prove false to the covenant.  Behind this formulation is Kline’s position on the significance of 

covenant signs and seals, which has implications on the doctrine of the Church.  It appears that, 

for Kline, an unresolved tension exists here, for those who disobey the Lord in the old covenant 

cannot be described in the same way if they disobey the Lord in the same manner under the new 

covenant.  Disobey under the old covenant and you are a covenant breaker; disobey under the 

new covenant and you are not really in the new covenant?  For Kline, circumcision and baptism, 

traditionally signs and seals of entrance into the covenant community (and thereby the covenant 

of grace), are reinterpreted as sincere invitations of grace directed to those undergoing the 

covenant sign to be united to Christ by faith in his death, burial, and resurrection life.  In other 

words, baptism does not signify initiation into the covenant by faith, but an invitation to join the 

covenant by faith. 

Circumcision threatened the covenant-breaker with ultimate excision.  Nevertheless, its proper 

purpose was found in its significance as an invitation of grace to undergo God’s judgment in 

the Redeemer-Substitute and so experience the death-passage as the way of life.  Matching 

circumcision in all major respects is the new covenant ordinance of baptism…The New 

Testament exposition of Christian baptism as a participation with Christ in the judgment ordeal 

of his death, burial, and resurrection (Rom 6:3ff.; Col 2:11ff.) further evidences the basic 

generic symbolism of baptism as a judgment ordeal of death, but at the same time it points to 

the specific kind of baptismal death properly in view in this rite, namely, death with Christ.  

According to its proper redemptive purpose baptism speaks of justification, reception of the 
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Spirit with all the attending soteriological benefits; it is an invitation to undergo the baptism 

and death ordeal in Christ unto resurrection and everlasting life.
6
 

Furthermore, for Kline the old and new covenants also differ in the way excommunication is 

expressed.  In the old covenant, members of the covenant are excommunicated by unrepentant 

sinful actions that “break” the covenant.  After centuries of prophetic warnings to Israel, God 

decided Israel had individually and collectively “broken” the covenant long enough, so God 

brought judgment curse in the exile of the nation.  In the new covenant, unrepentant sinners are 

excommunicated from the Church, thus signifying God breaking these false believers off from 

the covenant as unfruitful branches from a tree.  The difference here between the old and new 

covenants is that the old covenant “tree” can be (and was) broken, but the new covenant “tree” 

cannot be broken (Rom 11:17-24). 

In contrast to the new covenant which could not be broken, founded as it was on God’s 

sovereign, forgiving grace in Christ, the old covenant, according to Jeremiah, was breakable 

(Jer 31:32).  Individual members of the new covenant community might prove false and be 

broken off as branches from a tree while the covenant tree remained intact, pruned and 

flourishing.  But the old covenant’s typological kingdom order as such could be and was 

terminated.  The axe of God’s judgment was ultimately laid unto the roots of the tree and the 

tree itself was felled. Jeremiah’s identification of the old covenant as breakable was the 

equivalent of an assertion that it lacked the guarantee afforded by the grace principle and was 

instead based on the principle of works.
7
 

This formulation raises many questions regarding covenant membership.  If there cannot be 

“new covenant breakers,” then if a church member commits apostasy, would he thereby reveal 

he was never a member of the people of God (Heb 10:28-36; cf. 1 John 2:18-19)?  Is new 

covenant membership not tangible as it was under the old covenant?  What signifies new 

covenant membership if baptism only signifies that a person is formally and ritually invited into 

new covenant fellowship with Christ and his people?  With respect to new covenant 

membership, Kline’s answers to these questions seem to be at odds with the way the Pauline 
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epistles address the Church as believers united to Christ, not merely those invited in baptism to 

such a relationship (cf. Rom 1:1-8; 1 Cor 1:1-9; 2 Cor 1:1-7; Eph 1-2; Phil 1:1-11; Col 1:1-14; 1 

Thess 1; 2 Thess 1). 

This tension also has ramifications for soteriology, but his appeal to the kingdom order 

seems to resolve the problem.  It is conceivable for a believer to be excluded from the 

typological kingdom of God by breaking the old covenant, yet still possess salvation as one of 

the eternal elect.  The example of Moses excluded from entering the promised land is a case in 

point.  But it is difficult to see how the same example could be true in the new covenant.  How 

could an eternally elect child of the new covenant violate it in such a way to exclude himself 

from the kingdom?  The NT is clear that those who live in such a way will not inherit the 

kingdom (1 Cor 6:9-10; Gal 5:19-21), and thus they have no claim on the salvific benefits of the 

covenant.  But Kline does not believe in a conditional salvation by works in the old covenant.  

The conditionality enters for the believer at the typological kingdom level, and only for the old 

covenant administration. 

Israel’s obedience to the stipulations of the works arrangement mediated by Moses would be 

accepted as the legal ground of their continued possession of the typological kingdom.  But 

Jesus does not summon the church to earn the eternal kingdom by obedience to the demands of 

the new covenant.  Rather, it is as the one who obedient unto the death of the Cross, has himself 

already merited salvation and the kingdom of glory for his church that Jesus commissions his 

disciples to go and engage with him in the building of his eternal Glory-temple.
8
 

Kline and Vos are in significant agreement regarding their positions on conditionality in the 

old covenant when their differences are viewed as a matter of emphasis.  Vos majors on the unity 

of the covenant of grace, emphasizing the usus normativus of the law.  Kline prefers to 

emphasize the typological level of the old covenant as the usus elenchticus of the law.  Both Vos 
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and Kline subscribe to these two uses of the law, and tend to emphasize one or the other 

depending on their audience and pedagogical purpose.
9
 

II. ARE ISRAELITES ELECT IN SOME HISTORICAL SENSE THAT IS DISTINCT 

FROM ETERNAL ELECTION? 

Vos and Kline both affirm the election of national Israel and the doctrine of eternal election, 

but there have always been problems when comparing these two aspects of election.  Vos 

summarizes his view of biblical election when he writes, “The election of Abraham, and in the 

further development of things, of Israel, was meant as a particularistic means towards a 

universalistic end.”
10

  In other words, election from the beginning moved progressively toward 

its purpose of universality (by which Vos means that election was at first limited to Abraham and 

his Israelite descendants, but will reach its ultimate end with the inclusion of elect from every 

nation).  Many Jews in the OT and the Judaizers in the NT Church failed to recognize God’s 

purpose in election.  They limited the number of the elect to those who were ethically and/or 

covenantally children of Abraham and followers of Moses.  Vos explains how the apostle Paul 

addressed this misunderstanding of election’s purpose. 

Paul has a profound insight into this universalistic purport of patriarchal religion.  His main 

contention with the Judaizers was that they insisted upon interpreting the patriarchal period on 

the basis of the Mosaic period.  The reasoning (Gal. 3:15ff) is in substance as follows: through 

the diatheke with Abraham the relation between God and Israel was put on a foundation of 

promise and grace; this could not be subsequently changed, because the older arrangement 

remains regulative for later institutions (vs 15), and the law was by no less than 430 years later 

than the Abrahamic berith.  The revealed religion of the Old Testament in this respect resembles 

a tree whose root system and whose crown spread out widely, while the trunk of the tree 

confines the sap for a certain distance within a narrow channel.  The patriarchal period 

corresponds to the root growth; the freely expanding crown to the revelation of the New 

Testament; and the relatively constricted form of the trunk to the period from Moses to Christ.
11
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The root of election is traced to the patriarchal promises, is temporarily narrowed according 

to the providential plan of God during the period of national Israel under the Mosaic covenant, 

and finally reaches its purpose in the new covenant when it blossoms and expands to include all 

the nations on earth.  In this passage Vos rejects the idea that the national election of Israel under 

the old covenant was always meant to stay that way.  On the contrary, the purpose of OT Israel’s 

national election was that it would develop and lead to the Church universal.  So from the 

perspective of nationality, the election of Israel is part of a continuum that eventuated in the 

election of the nations.  But from the individual human perspective, election contains a 

differentiating principle. 

We must not forget, however, that election forms also a permanent feature in the divine 

procedure, and consequently remains, although with a different application, in force at the 

present time, no less than in the days of the Old Testament.  In regard to individuals, the divine 

saving grace is always a differentiating principle.  There is a people of God, a chosen people, a 

people of election, as truly today as in the time of the patriarchs.  Of this likewise Paul was 

intensely conscious.  We find him in the Epistle to the Romans reasoning in what at first sight 

appears to be a self-contradictory manner.  On the one hand, as between Jew and Gentile, he 

upholds the principle of universalism, and proves it from the patriarchal history (Gal. 4:22ff.); 

on the other hand, as between Jew and Jew he insists upon discrimination; not all who are 

descended from Abraham are children of God and of the promise (Rom. 9:6ff.).  The elective 

principle, abolished as to nationality, continues in force as to individuals.  And even with 

respect to national privilege, while temporarily abolished now that its purpose has been 

fulfilled, there still remains reserved for the future a certain fulfillment of the national elective 

promise.  Israel in its racial capacity will again in the future be visited by the saving grace of 

God (Rom. 11:2, 12, 25).
12

 

Clearly the differences and similarities between the election of Israelites and those who are 

eternally elect depend on the particular elective perspective.  Vos writes that the difference 

between elect national Israel and individual eternal election has been abolished in the new 

covenant (although he subscribes to some kind of still-future saving work of God for racial Jews 
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that will fulfill the national elective promise of the old covenant).
13

  In the new covenant, there is 

no room for a single nation to model election.  The national election principle has been abolished 

by its fulfillment in Christ and his international body, the Church, the new holy nation, the elect 

(1 Pet 2:7-10).  But the elective principle that was always in force at the eternal salvation level 

continues in the new covenant, which is individual eternal election that operated in the old 

covenant under the custody of national election. 

Vos’s doctrine of election has implications for the doctrine of the Church.  In a sense, the 

national elective principle operating in old covenant Israel has been transformed into the 

corporate elective principle operating in the new covenant Church.  In the OT, the people of 

Israel were the corporate elect, although not every child of Abraham was a true Jew who 

believed.  Not every Israelite was eternally elect, but Israelites were corporately elect as long as 

they continued in the religious and national life of Israel.  Similarly, in the NT, the people of the 

Church are the corporate elect, although not every child of the Church is a true child of Abraham 

who believes.  Not everyone in the Church is eternally elect, but they are corporately elect as 

long as they continue in the life of the Church.  In this sense the same conditionality exists in the 

old covenant as it does in the new covenant—in order to manifest one’s eternal election, one 

must believe.  But in another sense there is conditionality that existed in the old covenant that is 

not present in the new covenant.  Israel’s corporate, national election was fulfilled in Christ and 

his Church.  Israel’s corporate election was provisional and typological, and superceded upon its 
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eventual historical fulfillment.  In other words, the condition of national Israel retaining its 

election was that Christ had not yet arrived to fulfill it.
14

  The corporate election of the Church is 

not similarly conditional, for Christ and the new covenant are the highest goal of corporate 

election, and thus cannot be an interim form of election awaiting a still higher fulfillment. 

Not surprisingly, Kline’s answer to the puzzle of national and eternal election is found in the 

realm of typology.  On the relationship of Israel as a national kingdom to the eternal election 

promises in the offspring of Abraham, Kline writes, 

Sinai sealed the national election of Israel.  They had now been brought into being, gathered 

together to the mountain of God and constituted by covenant the kingdom people of Yahweh.  

The kingdom promised in the Abrahamic Covenant was thus in process of realization at the 

typological level.  Indeed, with God’s tabernacle-enthronement in the midst of his kingdom 

people at Sinai, the theocracy had, in principle, been founded.
15

 

The basis of Kline’s answer has much in common with Vos: eternal election is rooted in the 

Abrahamic covenant promise, it continues to operate in the old covenant at the individual level 

of the redemptive covenant of grace, but it comes to typological fulfillment in the nation of 

Israel—and is ultimately fulfilled in Christ (and in his elect Church as she is united to Christ).  

That which differentiated eternal election from the national election of Israel was the operating 

principle of the old covenant: law-works.  Israel swore by oath at Sinai that they would keep the 

Mosaic covenant.  Upon condition of obedience they would retain their national election, but if 

they disregarded their covenantal obligations the curses of the Mosaic covenant would activate 

and they would be rejected, becoming like the Gentile nations. 

A core complex of such elements of discontinuity arose under the old covenant.  As ratified by 

Israel’s oath, this covenant sealed their corporate election as a kingdom people to occupy the 
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typological holy land, continuance in this temporary status being governed by law (i.e., works in 

contrast to grace).  This covenantal core of national election, typological theocratic domain, and 

law formed an indivisible complex of mutually limiting and conditioning components.  It was a 

second layer superimposed on the constant foundational stratum of individual election in Christ 

to eternal glory.  It was constituted by and correlative with the old covenant specifically, and, 

therefore, the termination of the old covenant meant the discontinuance of this complex and the 

disappearance of its several components.
16

 

By way of typology, Kline arrives at the same conclusion as Vos.  Israel’s national election 

was temporary and was terminated after it fulfilled its purpose.  Individual eternal election 

continued throughout the old covenant administration and remains in the new covenant because 

it is a part of the foundational covenant of grace Christ made with his Church.  At this point 

Kline introduces another distinction by rooting individual eternal election in the eternal covenant 

of redemption between the members of the Trinity, so that the historically-oriented covenant of 

grace with the Church is wide enough to incorporate individuals who are not eternally elect. 

Also distinguishing the two covenants from each other is the difference in their principal 

parties.  The eternal covenant is between the persons of the Godhead—with the elect of 

mankind also in view in so far as the Son is contemplated as the second Adam, the 

representative of the elect.  But the parties to the Covenant of Grace are the Lord and a 

company of earthlings, the community of those who profess faith and pledge troth to Christ the 

Lord together with those under their household authority.  Whereas only the elect of mankind 

are (representatively) in view in the eternal covenant, in the administration of the Covenant of 

Grace the covenant community includes some who are not elect—“they are not all Israel who 

are of Israel” (Rom 9:6; cf. 11:21).
17

 

By this distinction Kline clarifies the parallels between national Israel and the new covenant 

Church for both corporate and individual election.  Accordingly, Israelites are elect as a 

corporate body in a typological sense (as discussed above), but also in a parallel sense when 

compared to the new covenant corporate body: the Church.  Israel prefigures and typifies the 

kingdom of God that is fulfilled in the antitype of the kingdom inaugurated by Jesus in the NT, 

yet Israel is quite parallel to the Church in terms of its corporate election.  Israel is a corporate 
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body of believers (a kingdom of priests) that houses individuals who are eternally elect.  This is 

not significantly different than the situation of the Church.  The Church’s advantages over Israel 

amount to its full inheritance of the covenantal promises that Israel only experienced in part, 

temporarily, and with limited distribution to select people.  But viewed from the semi-

eschatological perspective of the already/not yet in the new covenant, Israel and the Church 

experience surprisingly similar realities.  They both experience this age of sin and death, 

although for the Church “this age” has been decisively defeated by Christ and is giving way to 

“the age to come.”  So in the final analysis, the distinction between national/corporate and 

individual/eternal election has the same ramifications on new covenant ecclesiology for both Vos 

and Kline.
18

 

III. THE BABYLONIAN EXILE AND THE LAW 

The exile of God’s old covenant people is an important litmus test for determining whether 

the Mosaic covenant is conditional in comparison with the new covenant.
19

  Specifically, this 

question concerns God’s purpose in exiling his people: was the Babylonian Exile of Israel a 

chastening of God’s covenant people, or was it more than a mere chastening and instead a 

cursing of the people? 

Vos’s view of the Exile is founded on his conception of macro-typology.  Israel living in the 

promised land was a grand-scale earthly picture of heaven, a public display of a holy people 

living in God’s blessing and favor (not earned by any righteousness inherent in them, but 

possessed only by sovereign grace).  Vos maintains that the removal of the Israelites from the 
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holy land did not belong to “the legal sphere of merit, but to the symbolico-typical sphere of 

appropriateness of expression.”
20

  Thus, 

the abode of Israel in Canaan typified the heavenly, perfected state of God’s people.  Under 

these circumstances the ideal of absolute conformity to God’s law of legal holiness had to be 

upheld.  Even though they were not able to keep this law in the Pauline, spiritual sense, yea, 

even though they were unable to keep it externally and ritually, the requirement could not be 

lowered.  When apostasy on a general scale took place, they could not remain in the promised 

land.  When they disqualified themselves for typifying the state of holiness, they ipso facto 

disqualified themselves for typifying that of blessedness, and had to go into captivity.  This did 

not mean that every individual Israelite, in every detail of his life, had to be perfect, and that on 

this was suspended the continuance of God’s favour.  Jehovah dealt primarily with the nation 

and through the nation with the individual, as even now in the covenant of grace He deals with 

believers and their children in the continuity of generations.  There is solidarity among the 

members of the people of God, but this same principle also works for the neutralizing of the 

effect of individual sin, so long as the nation remains faithful.  The attitude observed by the 

nation and its representative leaders was the decisive factor.  Although the demands of the law 

were at various times imperfectly complied with, nevertheless for a long time Israel remained in 

possession of the favour of God.  And, Jehovah does not on that account suffer the berith to fail.  

After due chastisement and repentance He takes Israel back into favour.
21

 

To support this view, Vos traces the evidence in the Scriptures from the old covenant 

prophetic writings to Paul’s polemic against the Galatian Judaizers.  Beginning with the OT 

prophets (old covenant emissaries commissioned by God to call the people to repentance), Vos 

finds that “the early prophets predict clearly that the bond of the berith will be suspended.  It will 

not, to be sure, be irreparably broken off.”
22

  In other words, the covenant relationship between 

God and his people will not be severed forever.  The prophets were concerned with confronting 

Israel with her many sins and warned of the sure judgment of God if they would not repent and 

turn to their covenant Lord.  Vos explains that the sins of Israel were not just abstract moral 

failings or injustices committed against fellow countrymen, but rather their sins were an affront 

to almighty God. 

The judgment comes on account of the sin of the people.  Itself it belongs, as we shall see, to the 

eschatological perspective.  But the sins leading up to it belong to the present stage.  The 
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prophets nowhere deal with sin in the abstract.  It is always the concrete sin of Israel with which 

they are concerned.  This, however, they most strictly relate to Jehovah.  Strictly speaking, there 

is no sin except against God.  The prophets deal with certain large aspects of the sinful conduct 

of the people.
23

 

In this passage Vos reveals that he believes the judgment threatened against the OT 

Israelites is an eschatological judgment (i.e., pointing beyond itself to God’s final covenant 

judgment on sin at the Day of the Lord).  This is significant because it implies that the 

Babylonian Exile was not a judgment that terminates the covenant relationship.  For Vos, the 

eschatological fulfillment does not begin to occur until the dawning of the NT with the 

incarnation of the promised seed of Abraham.  Therefore the OT exile is a foreshadowing (or 

prototype) of the final judgment on sin that awaits the last day.  The sins of the old covenant 

people were real sins committed under the Mosaic administration, yet the judgment of these 

concrete sins in the Babylonian Exile is not an eschatological judgment, although on a grand 

scale the Exile typified the eschatological judgment.  One way Vos describes the judgment of 

sins in the Exile is as retribution.  “God hates, despises their feasts, because these things cannot 

avail to stem the judgment, as the foolish people believe they are able to do.  Not sacrifices but 

retribution will satisfy Jehovah: ‘Let judgment roll down as waters, and righteousness as a 

mighty stream.’”
24

  Vos also recognizes that the prophet Hosea employs the metaphor of spiritual 

and covenantal adultery followed by covenantal divorce to describe God’s purpose in the Exile. 

Hosea dwells upon the sin which Israel as a unit has committed against Jehovah.  Sin is to 

Hosea want of conformity to the ideal of marriage-affection and loyalty.  His indictment of 

Israel reads: “There is no truth (i.e. faithfulness), no lovingkindness, no knowledge of God in 

the land” (4:1).  And correspondingly Israel’s sin is positively described as treachery (5:7; 6:7), 

the speaking of lies against Jehovah (7:13), the compassing Him about with falsehood and 

deceit (11:12; cp. further 7:16; 10:2).  Not merely that the people transgress the laws of 

Jehovah, but their considering them “a strange thing” constitutes the wickedness of their 

conduct; they disavow that special claim on their obedience which God has as their marriage-
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Lord (8:12).  Their sin is a failure to regard, to fear, to know Jehovah; they have left off to take 

heed to Jehovah (4:10).
25

 

Vos continues to explore the implications of Hosea’s marriage metaphor for the Exile and 

the subsequent restoration of the people to the land.  Interestingly, while the old covenant 

marriage of which Hosea writes ends in divorce, the restoration of Israel is not characterized as a 

remarriage but as a new marriage bond. 

In Hosea the following points must be noted: a new union between Jehovah and Israel will be 

established.  (Observe that this is not represented as the remarriage of the formerly divorced 

husband and wife.  It is a new marriage altogether.)  A new betrothal, like unto a first betrothal, 

precedes.  In this the prophecy falls out of the setting of the story.  But this is allowed to take 

place on purpose in order to indicate that the past will be entirely blotted out, so as not to cast 

forward its dark shadow on the future blessedness of the eschatological union.  For this reason 

the prophet drops the recital of his own marriage-experience in chapter 3.  He steps out of the 

picture, because to him the indelible stain of the former disruption clung, which should not 

cleave to the final relation between Jehovah and Israel.  The new union will be absolutely 

undissolvable.  This is nought but the expression of the eschatological in terms of the marriage-

figure.
26

 

Here Vos seems to believe that the Babylonian Exile is more than a chastening of God’s 

people but something less than a cursing of them.  A chastening fits the metaphor of remarriage, 

but a cursing of Israel does not fit well the new marriage metaphor since there is continuity 

between the pre- and post-exilic people.  As Vos examines the prophecy of Isaiah these questions 

begin to resolve. 

In the second part of the book [of Isaiah] the captivity is represented as an atonement (in the Old 

Testament sense) for the sin of Israel, and this idea of expiation reaches its highest expression in 

the figure of the “Servant of Jehovah” of chapter 53.  The captivity is also represented as 

leading the true Israel to repentance (59:12-15)…In Micah, chap. 7:7-20 corresponds to the 

second part of the prophecies of Isaiah.  Here a confession is put into the mouth of Israel, 

implying that the experience of the exile has produced a deep consciousness of sin.
27
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In his reading of Isaiah, Vos notes there is a dual purpose in the Exile of the old covenant 

people.  First, the Exile was designed to judge Israel for refusing to repent of her many sins.  

Second, the Exile was also meant to lead the “true Israel” (as opposed to those who were 

Israelites by birth but were not Israelites in their hearts) to repentance.  The judgment from this 

perspective was obviously designed to chasten God’s covenant people.  Moreover, the judgment 

on the true Israel had an expiating and atoning aspect that would divert and satisfy the wrath of 

Israel’s covenant Lord.  Expiation and atonement were associated with the Mosaic covenant’s 

sacrificial system that described how a holy God could forgive and dwell in the midst of his 

chosen sinful people.  Therefore Vos understands the purpose of the Exile to be judgment on 

unrepentant Israel, and an exercise in severe chastening on the “true Israel” (the remnant) who 

proved herself to be true by eventually recognizing and repenting of her sin. 

The judgment as to its intent is with Isaiah (and Micah) mainly a judgment of purification.  But 

the purification is obtained through extirpation of the evil elements.  It is the process by which 

the remnant is, as it were, distilled ([Isa] 4:3, 4; 6:11-13; 10:20-23; 17:6, 7; 24:13, 14; 28:5, 6, 

23-29).  The comprehensive phrase for all this is “the day of Jehovah” (2:12).
28

 

How does the exile relate to the apostle Paul’s discussion in Galatians 3 of the law as 

bringing curse?  Was the old covenant law an evil thing because it led to chastening and cursing?  

“Galatians 3:21 implies that the law which has been given cannot make alive.  In this whole 

chapter the representation is, throughout that the law method of justification is ineffective 

because it curses instead of blessing.”
29

   “Is the law then contrary to the promises of God?”  Vos 

answers in unison with Paul: “Certainly not!” (Gal 3:21a)  For Vos, there is nothing inherently 

problematic with the law given through Moses.  The problem arises when the law meets sin. 
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But it is plain that judgments of this class imply nothing derogatory to the law method of 

securing eternal life in the abstract.  The disability under which the legal system labors is not 

inherent in the system itself, but arises wholly from the fact that men attempt to put it in 

operation in a state of sin.  What under normal conditions would be not only effectual but 

perhaps desirable or preferable to any other method may, under abnormal conditions, become so 

absolutely useless as to evoke scorn from one who has made practical acquaintance with its 

futility in a painful experience.  We can actually feel the scorn and contempt which in his heart 

the apostle poured upon the worthlessness of the efforts to keep the law in which Judaism was 

squandering its religious energy...The law in itself has no religious defect; it is neither weaker 

nor stronger than by reason of its nature one could expect it to be; within the category of law it 

is perfectly normal, spiritual and good (cf. Rom. 7:12, 14); only, it addresses itself to a mind 

which is sinful and cannot react upon its stimulus, so that the result is “weakness,” in the sense 

of inefficacy.  The same is implied where Paul speaks of the law as bringing man under the 

curse…Inasmuch as condemnation presupposes sin, no reflection is cast on the law itself or the 

forensic relationship between God and man regulated by it.  On the contrary, the very 

conception of the curse of the law enforced by God involves the full recognition and 

maintenance on the apostle’s part of the forensic relation of accountability and inevitable 

liability to punishment in case of sin, as the broad fundamental plane on which God and man 

religiously meet.
30

 

The law (i.e., the Mosaic covenant) included sanctions that required the punishment of exile 

for disobedience to its stipulations.  In fact, the punishment of exile was an inevitable outcome 

from God’s perspective because the law was imposed on a sinful people.  But this situation did 

not make the law (or the giving of it to Israel) contrary to the gospel promise of the Abrahamic 

covenant.  God’s purpose in the old covenant was that it would eventuate in the judgment curse 

on the wicked (thus glorifying his justice) and the chastening blessing on his chosen ones (thus 

glorifying his mercy).   

Contrary to Vos, Kline believes the sole purpose of the Babylonian Exile was God’s 

execution of the Mosaic covenant curses as judgment on Israel.  According to Kline, the Exile 

was an old covenant type of the day of the Lord.
31

  Whereas Vos distinguished between the 
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faithful and unfaithful Israelites as individuals in determining the purpose of exile for them, 

Kline distinguishes along his two-level schema of the Mosaic covenant in the covenant of grace.  

Again, the typological level of the old covenant was governed by the works principle, while the 

foundational level is governed by grace as consistent with the overarching redemptive covenant.  

One biblical passage Kline appeals to is Galatians 3 where Paul contrasts the Abrahamic and 

Mosaic covenants. 

It was the apostle’s perception of this opposition of the governing principles of the two 

covenants that obliged him to face the question whether the Abrahamic promise had been 

annulled by the subsequent Mosaic Covenant (Gal 3:15-17).  Stated the other way around, the 

very fact that Paul raises this question is compelling evidence that he saw a principle operating 

in the law that was antithetical to promise-faith.  That Paul did indeed assess the Mosaic order 

in such terms is further supported by his citation of Leviticus 18:5 as an expression of the do-

and-live principle of inheritance.  In Galatians 3 he points to that verse as evidence from within 

the Mosaic Covenant itself that “the law” was “not of faith” (v. 12; cf. v. 18).
32

 

Kline goes on to reason that if the Mosaic Covenant is indeed governed by works instead of 

grace, then the exile at that level is best interpreted as a curse.  God rejected his covenant people 

when he exiled them from the land and declared them “not my people” (Hos 1:9-10).  Since 

Israel as a nation was elect of all the nations of the earth as God’s special people, their loss of 

this privilege amounted to the loss of their corporate election (at the typological level).  What 

was required was corporate faithfulness/obedience to retain their national election status.  But 

corporate unfaithfulness/disobedience finally triggered the ultimate curse of the Mosaic 

covenant—typological rejection which manifested in exile. 

Leviticus 18:5, in stating that the man who performed the covenant stipulations would live in 

them, declared that individual Israelites must observe the requirements of the law to enjoy the 

blessings of the typological kingdom community.  Even individuals who were elect in terms of 

eternal salvation would be cut off from that temporal, typological realm as the penalty for 

various serious infractions of the law.  Likewise, the Israelite people corporately could maintain 

their continuing tenure as the theocratic kingdom in the promised land only as they maintained 
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adamantly stress the exile as “curse” for Israel’s disobedience. 
32

 Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 320-21. 



The Mosaic Covenant  Conditionality in the Mosaic and New Covenants 

 

Reformed Theological Seminary  72 

the appropriate measure of national fidelity to their heavenly King.  Failure to do so would 

result in the loss of the typological kingdom and their very identity as God’s people in that 

corporate, typological sense.  If they broke the covenant, they would suffer exile and the loss of 

their national, typological election.  Such was, of course, the actual outcome.  Israel became Lo-

Ammi.  The fact of this loss of the national election given to Israel in the Mosaic Covenant 

compels all who confess the sovereignty of God’s saving grace to recognize the presence of a 

works principle in that covenant.  Clearly, the sovereign grace of Christ’s suretyship does not 

relate to the typological realm with its national election and blessings under the old covenant in 

the way it does to the individual election to the ultimate realities of salvation, which are in view 

in all administrations of the Covenant of Grace.
33

 

Some refer to the curses of the Mosaic covenant and the threats of rejection and exile as 

merely hypothetical and not actually possible due to the longsuffering character of Yahweh.  But 

Kline argues that this is a curious interpretation since Israel’s rejection and exile matches the old 

covenant’s curse as justified recompense for continual national unfaithfulness.  On the principle 

of Scripture interprets Scripture, Kline finds it impossible to account for the historical fact of the 

Babylonian Exile without affirming it as God’s exercising the curse of the covenant. 

The law’s principle of works was not just something hypothetical.  It was actually applied—and 

with a vengeance.  It was the judicial principle that governed the corporate life of Israel as 

recipient of the national election and controlled Israel’s tenure in the typological kingdom of 

Canaan.  Termination of that typological order and Israel’s loss of the national election in the 

divine execution of the covenant curse in the Babylonian exile and again in A.D. 70, exactly as 

threatened in the Torah treaty, emphatically contradict the notion that the law’s stipulations and 

sanctions were mere hypothetical formulations.
34

 

The exile was a future certainty because the Mosaic covenant, given to a sinful people, was 

typologically breakable.  When the law met sinful flesh, the flesh proved weak.  The kingdom of 

OT Israel was cursed for its corporate disobedience to its covenant charter and experienced 

nothing more than the curses the old covenant threatened. 

But the prototypical kingdom immediately in view in the old covenant obviously lacked that 

unbreakable guarantee, for once and again, and at last irrevocably, that kingdom was taken 

away from the covenant people by their removal into exile.  Indeed, the kingdom order as such 

was ultimately terminated in a devastating divine infliction of the curse of the covenant.  The 

principle operating here was manifestly altogether different from the promise-faith principle of 

God’s sovereign grace in Christ.  Apart from a recognition of the operation of the principle of 
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works in the old covenant it is impossible to account for Jerusalem’s desolation.  As Moses had 

solemnly warned in the constitutional documents of the old covenant, the continuance of the 

Israelite kingdom in Canaan was conditioned on their covenant-keeping; corporate disloyalty 

against the Lord of the covenant would result in the catastrophic ending of the whole kingdom 

order.
35

 

It is obvious that Kline heavily emphasizes the typological level of the Mosaic covenant as a 

covenant governed by the principle of law-works.  Even the Israelites who were eternally elect 

were not exempt from the curses of the covenant and loss of kingdom inheritance at the 

typological level. 

The experience of even the true children of God within the old covenant exemplified the 

operation there of the works principle at the typological level.  Although they did not lose their 

inheritance of the eternal kingdom, guaranteed by sovereign grace in Christ, they too, along 

with the mass of the covenant breakers, did lose possession of Canaan when the Lord enforced 

the works principle of the old covenant and drove the nation into Babylonian captivity as Lo-

Ammi, Not-My-People.  Moreover, while the nation Israel was in the kingdom land, even true 

believers could individually forfeit their place in that typological kingdom by serious violations 

of the civil laws.  In the case of the individual Israelite, including the elect, as in the history of 

the nation corporately, tenure with respect to the typological kingdom had obedience as its 

ground and even faith in the Christ of promise would not prevent the loss of the typological 

blessings when the works condition was not satisfied.
36

 

Nevertheless, Kline does not hesitate to remind us that the foundational level of the Mosaic 

covenant is an administration of the covenant of grace, and as such serves the historical purpose 

of gospel grace and unconditional election in Christ.  “Carrying forward the Abrahamic 

Covenant as they do, both the Old and New Covenants are, like it, administrations of the 

Covenant of Grace.  Foundational to both these covenantal orders is the purpose and program of 

individual election in Christ unto salvation and the heavenly inheritance.”
37

  The covenant of 

grace is governed by grace-faith, is unbreakable, and guaranteed by the work of Christ.  The 

Mosaic covenant is typologically governed by law-works, is therefore breakable, and is 

conditioned on the obedience of Israel.  The reason for Israel’s exile from the land of God’s 
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presence was because they failed to live up to their covenant obligations.  “But the law is not of 

faith, rather ‘The one who does them shall live by them’” (Gal 3:12). 
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CHAPTER 5 LAW AND FAITH 

Law and faith have long been set against one another in many Christian traditions.  When it 

comes to the gospel, law and faith are diametrically opposed principles.  The Reformation 

doctrine of sola fide (justification by faith alone) removes all the sinner’s works from the 

salvation equation.  Indeed no amount of good works or law-keeping can justify a sinner; only 

faith in Christ can save.
1
  But law and faith are not unrelated concepts in the Bible.  Theologians 

have always had to nuance their positions on how law and faith relate, keeping them separate or 

together depending on the context. 

I. FAITH IMPLIED IN LAW; LAW IMPLIED IN FAITH 

The prevailing opinion of faith in today’s culture is that it only contains itself.  Someone is 

said to be a “person of faith” if they are not an agnostic or a generally skeptical individual.  He 

who believes anything that may be categorized as “spiritual” has “faith.”  But this notion is not 

the same as the Bible’s doctrine of faith.  Vos points to Abraham, the father of the faithful, to 

describe what is biblical faith. 

To the Biblical writers faith is not a common denominator to which after some hazy fashion 

every religious sentiment and aspiration can be reduced.  For the reason indicated, faith was in 

Abraham’s life the chief religious act and frame of mind.  His whole life was a school of faith in 

which the divine training developed this grace from step to step.  Even at the beginning there 

was a heavy demand on the patriarch’s faith.  He was called upon to leave his country, kindred, 

father’s house.
2
 

The demands that God imposed on the patriarchs were ethical-moral in nature, and always 

related to the religious relationship between God and man.  Even if a particular requirement 
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results in an act between men, the foundation of such horizontal ethics is the vertical relationship 

between God (as the one issuing the command) and the obedient man.  Thus this religious 

obedience to the command of God amounts to faithful keeping of God’s law. 

Ethics are not, however, represented as independent of religion, much less as the sole content of 

religion; but they are the product of religion.  Gen. 17:1 contains the classic expression of this: 

“I am El-Shaddai; walk before me, then thou shalt be blameless.”  The “walking before 

Jehovah” pictures the constant presence of Jehovah to his mind as walking behind him, and 

supervising him.  The thought of the divine approval furnished the motive for obedience.  Also 

the force of El-Shaddai must be noticed.  What shapes his conduct is not the general thought of 

God as moral ruler, but specifically the thought of El-Shaddai, who fills his life with miraculous 

grace.  Thus morality is put on a redemptive basis and inspired by the principle of faith.
3
 

Even before the giving of the Law at Sinai, Abraham modeled the proper relation of law and 

faith for the Israelites.  Faith is the religious action of believing and trusting God, and walking in 

his laws obediently.  After the giving of the Law at Sinai, Israel was tempted to believe they 

could merit the eternal blessings of God (i.e., salvation) simply by keeping the law of the Mosaic 

covenant.  Vos understands Paul to teach that Israel inherited the land of Canaan and its unique 

status as God’s chosen covenant people by free grace.  Moreover, according to Vos the Law was 

given to Israel as a blessing of grace, not for the purpose of erecting a system of blessings and 

curses earned by strict merit.  Vos accepts the law-gospel contrast in terms of the doctrine of 

justification by faith alone, but not as shorthand for the contrast between the Old and New 

Testaments.  For Vos, there was faith, grace, and gospel inherent in the Law. 

Although the demands of the law were at various times imperfectly complied with, nevertheless 

for a long time Israel remained in possession of the favour of God.  And, even when the people 

as a whole become apostate, and go into exile, Jehovah does not on that account suffer the 

berith to fail.  After due chastisement and repentance He takes Israel back into favour.  This is 

the most convincing proof that law-observance is not the meritorious ground of blessedness.  

God in such cases simply repeats what He did at the beginning, viz., receive Israel into favour 

on the principle of free grace.  It is in agreement with this, when the law is represented in the 

Old Testament, not as the burden and yoke which it later came to be in the religious experience 

of the Jews, but as one of the greatest blessings and distinctions that Jehovah had conferred 

upon his people (Deut. 4:7, 8; Psa. 147:19, 20; cp. even Paul, Rom. 9:4, 5).  And in Paul’s 
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teaching the strand that corresponds to this Old Testament doctrine of holiness as the 

inheritance is still distinctly traceable.  From the above it will be seen how distorted and 

misleading it would be to identify the Old Testament with law, negatively considered, and the 

New Testament with gospel.  This would mean that there was no gospel under the old 

dispensation at all.  The Pauline statements are sometimes apt to lead into this error.  But they 

are not meant by the Apostle in this absolute, mutually exclusive sense.  An illuminating 

analogy in this respect is furnished by the way in which Paul speaks of faith and its relation to 

the two dispensations.  In Gal. 3:23, 25, he speaks of the “coming” of faith, as though there had 

never been any faith before.  And yet the same Paul in Rom. 4:16ff., speaks at length of the role 

played by faith in the life of Abraham, and how it virtually dominated the entire Old Testament 

system.
4
 

The reason Vos wishes to keep the gospel and faith in the Mosaic Law is his concern to 

stress the continuity between the Old and New Testaments.  If faith was not a necessary part of 

the legal system of the law then there would have been nothing spiritual about the law.  It is clear 

that OT Israel had access to God through the temple, sacrifices, prayer, and various other means 

prescribed in the law.  But these would have been unredemptive shells if the law did not contain 

faith, and the old covenant would have no continuity with the gospel in the new covenant.  Vos 

writes, 

there was real gospel under the theocracy.  The people of God of those days did not live and die 

under an unworkable, unredemptive system of religion, that could not give real access to and 

spiritual contact with God.  Nor was this gospel-element contained exclusively in the revelation 

that preceded, accompanied, and followed the law; it is found in the law itself.  That which we 

call “the legal system” is shot through with strands of gospel and grace and faith.  Especially the 

ritual law is rich in them.  Every sacrifice and every lustration proclaimed the principle of grace.  

Had it been otherwise, then the idea of positive, vital continuity would have to be abandoned.  

There would be conflict and opposition instead.
5
 

Overall, Vos’s purposes in writing require him to stress the continuity of the covenants and 

the compatibility of law with faith than to discuss the discontinuities of the various covenants 

and the antitheses between law and faith.  To be sure, Vos writes of both continuities and 

discontinuities, but his emphasis is on the former.  Emphasizing continuity, Vos argues that 

whereas Abraham and the Israelites are OT examples for demonstrating faith in law (and law in 
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faith), Jesus is the quintessential NT example for proving the same principle.  In the episode of 

the wilderness temptation by Satan, Jesus demonstrated his unwavering faith in the Lord under 

enormous spiritual pressure.  The three occasions in which the Devil tempts Jesus to sin are 

aimed at his being the Messiah, and at the same time demonstrate that the trials Jesus endured are 

the trials of every child of God (the parallels in the wilderness temptations to the Fall in the 

Garden are particularly strong). 

The first two temptations plainly attach themselves to Jesus’ Messianic status, being introduced 

by “if thou be the Son of God.”  In the third temptation this is not explicitly stated, but the 

obvious reason is that to mention in one and the same breath our Lord’s divine Sonship and a 

matter of idolatry seemed out of place.  The temptations, therefore, are Messianic.  And yet the 

answers given by Jesus apparently proceed from the common human standpoint: “man shall not 

live by bread alone;” “thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God;” “thou shalt worship the Lord thy 

God and Him alone shalt thou serve.”  Here no Messiahship whatsoever is referred to.
6
 

 What is pertinent about this passage is the means whereby Jesus exercises faith in the Lord.  

The battle of wills between Satan and Jesus is a battle over Jesus’ faith.  What is at stake is 

whether Jesus will remain faithful to God (unlike Adam or the Israelites).  Jesus chose to 

vanquish the Devil by quoting the law and faithfully obeying it.  Thus, unlike Adam and Israel, 

Jesus passed his probationary test and proved himself to be the faithful second Adam and the true 

Israel by putting his faith/trust in God and obeying the Deuteronomic law.
7
  Of course it is 

conceivable that a faithless man could have resisted Satan by a strategy of ignoring him or 

simply refusing to cooperate.  Such externalistic and quasi-obedience was not an option for 

Jesus.  Mere obedience is not proper or adequate law-keeping.  No, to truly obey the law, it must 

be done in faith.  And conversely, in order demonstrate true faith, one must bear the fruit of law-

keeping: obedience. 
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The best comprehensive term available for the state of mind revealed by Jesus is the word 

“faith.”  Only we should remember what this so richly endowed term involved of content on the 

present occasion.  For Jesus here to exercise faith went much further than to practise the 

heroism of an endurance which will keep itself underneath the suffering.  This forms part of the 

conception, indeed the Greek word hypomone, for “patience,” a species of faith, has been 

modeled upon it.  But in the experience of Jesus, as in common Christian experience, the thing 

needed above all is the inner spirit of submission to God.  The question was not in the first place 

what He should bear, pathologically considered, but how He should bear it.  He had to work His 

way through this painful experience after an ideal fashion from a religious point of view.
8
 

Vos is firmly planted in the Reformed heritage on the relationship between law and faith.  

There is faith, grace, and gospel truth contained in law in general and the Mosaic covenant in 

particular; there are law, works, and demands for obedience implied in faith in general and the 

New covenant in particular.  The very nature of the covenant relationship requires the presence 

of both law and faith.  He is so far from divorcing law and faith in the old and new covenants 

that, if anything, the demand for good works from the believer is greater in the new covenant 

than in the old.  Vos summarizes the relation of law and faith by echoing the epistle of James that 

“faith without works is dead” (Jas 2:17). 

Faith, considered from the aspect of the covenant, is not only wider in outlook and more 

comprehensive, it is also more powerful and healthy than elsewhere, for it carries with it the 

basis of good works.  There is a covenantal obligation in the state of grace.  The new life 

obtained by Christ must be brought to action and development by having the stimulus of 

gratitude work on the renewed moral consciousness.
9
 

While Vos is comfortable discussing the relationship of law and faith apart from covenant 

(although he inevitably ties law and faith back to covenant when he situates the nature of biblical 

religion in biblical history), Kline rarely discusses law and faith apart from their redemptive-

historical context. Hence Kline is much more concerned to emphasize that law is preeminent 

(from the human perspective) in covenants governed by the works principle, and that faith must 

be sharply separated from law in covenants operating on the grace principle.  He is so concerned 
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to maintain the law-gospel contrast to protect the doctrine of justification that while he will grant 

the obligation of obedience to the demands of all biblical covenants, he always turns the 

discussion back to the implications of confusing the law with the gospel by mixing law and faith.  

Here Kline describes an historically recent example of what tends to occur when distinct biblical 

covenants governed by works or grace are flattened into on: 

As he [Norman Shepherd] develops the thesis that God’s covenants are characterized by a 

continuum of governmental principle rather than by a works-grace contrast, Shepherd affirms 

the unity of all these covenants, preredemptive and redemptive, specifically proposing that they 

all have in common both demand [i.e., law] and promise [i.e., grace-faith].  We are thus 

conducted into a world of theological obscurities where basic terms, like promise and grace, no 

longer have their customary meanings.
10

 

The law-gospel and law-faith contrast is important to Kline for safeguarding the justice of 

God, which is an indispensable ingredient for the doctrines of substitutionary atonement, 

imputation, and resurrection.  This separation of law and faith is necessary to make sense of 

God’s justice related to the covenantal requirements of Adam and Christ.  Continuing to analyze 

the flattened view of law and faith across all divine-human covenants, Kline writes, 

in the alleged homogenized demand-promise unity of preredemptive and redemptive covenants, 

whatever the common feature “promise” (grace?) is, it must apply to the justification of an 

obedient Adam as much as it does to the justification of believers under the gospel.  The 

justification of Adam cannot be a matter of simple justice or works in contrast to grace.  There 

is no law-gospel contrast, but some sort of continuum—a continuum in which the justice of God 

gets lost.
11

 

One hypothetical objection is that law and love are inherently incompatible.  On this view, 

law is impersonal and thus contrary to love-faith which requires relationship between partners 
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who give themselves to each other.  Again, recall that Kline avoids this dilemma by appealing to 

the nature of ANE suzerain-vassal treaties that defined covenantal love in terms of keeping the 

stipulations.
12

  The greater king promised to love the lesser king by being faithful to the covenant 

law governing their relationship.  He would provide protection, peace, and friendship to his 

vassal.  In return, the lesser king promised to love the greater king by being faithful to the 

covenant law by providing loyalty, service, tribute, and obedience.  This legal relationship was 

sustained by faith and love between the two covenant partners.
13

  Law-works and grace-faith are 

related, but they must always be contrasted for the sake of gospel clarity. 

Grace lives and moves and has its being in a legal, forensic environment.  In the biblical 

proclamation of the gospel, grace is the antithesis of the works principle.  Grace and works 

could thus be contrastively compared only if they were comparable, that is, only if the term 

grace, like works, functioned in a forensic context.  Grace does not exist then except in relation 

to the rendering of divine judgment on situations involving acts of human responsibility, acts of 

man as accountable to God for compliance with appointed duty.
14

 

Like Vos, Kline recognizes that law is implied in faith, and faith is implied in law.  But he 

separates them by applying a functional test to the nature of the works required. 

A certain kind of conditionality attached to the covenant of promise, one consistent with the 

principle and surety of divine grace.  There could not but be demands placed on God’s human 

partner in kingdom-covenant, creational or redemptive.  God’s holiness is insistent in its 

expression.  Reflection of the ethical glory of God must always be required of all, men or 

angels, who dwell in fellowship with him.  Such divine demand for godliness is therefore found 

in covenants of works and grace alike.  The precise kind of conditionality carried by the 

imposed obligations differs, however, in these two types of covenant.  In distinguishing the two 

varieties of conditionality the key question is that of the function of the response of obedience.  

If the obedience functions as the meritorious ground of reception or retention of the kingdom 

blessings, the conditionality is that of the works principle, the opposite of the principle of grace.  
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Obedience functions that way in the eternal covenant of the Father and Son, in the Covenant of 

the Creator with Adam, and in the Mosaic Covenant at the level of the typological kingdom.
15

 

Kline’s litmus test allows him to avoid the trap of a unified flattened covenant.  He admits 

there are conditionality and demand in covenants of promise, thus uniting law and faith, but the 

contrast becomes apparent in the functional purpose of the particular law imposed.  Thus law and 

faith are antitheses of each other in function for covenants of works (the eternal covenant of 

redemption, the Adamic covenant, and the typological level of the Mosaic covenant).  Otherwise 

law and faith are opposite sides of the same coin for covenants of promise (all redemptive 

covenants). 

Exhibiting law and faith in the life of Abraham (the same test case Vos uses), Kline notes, 

“Under the Abrahamic Covenant human obedience was indispensable.”
16

  However, blessings of 

the covenant God made with Abraham were not merited by Abraham’s faithful obedience to the 

covenant requirements.  That obedience was reserved for another. 

Such indispensability of obedience did not, however, amount to the works principle.  For in the 

Abrahamic Covenant, human obedience, though indispensable, did not function as the 

meritorious ground of blessing.  That ground of the promised blessings was rather the obedience 

of Christ, in fulfillment of his eternal covenant with the Father.  And man’s appropriation of 

salvation’s blessing was by faith.
17

 

Note that in discussing the relation of law and faith, Kline is keen to steer the discussion 

back to the gospel.  He writes that the blessings of the Abrahamic covenant were merited, not by 
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Abraham, but by Christ’s faithful obedience of the law of the eternal covenant between the 

Father and Son.  Abraham did not merit the blessings, but received them by faith.  And that faith 

cannot be construed as a sort of “evangelical obedience”—a kind of lowering the bar to make the 

lawful demand attainable for sinners by requiring simple faith (instead of law-keeping) as the 

meritorious work of the covenant. No, for Kline the act of faith that appropriates covenantal 

blessings is required, but it is not a meritorious work because it is itself provided as a promised 

blessing. 

Though it involves a kind of conditionality and has a certain kind of necessity, obedience thus 

originating and thus functioning is agreeable with the principle and guarantee of grace.  

Functioning as it does as a confirmation of saving faith it is supportive of the grace-promise-

faith principle of salvation.  And originating as it does from the renewing grace of God it did 

not nullify the guaranteed fulfillment of the kingdom promises, the grace that produces it being 

sovereign grace which infallibly accomplishes its purpose.  More than that it is not merely that 

there is compatibility here, but rather that attainment of the covenant blessings is unthinkable 

apart from this obedient devotion to covenant law.  For such obedience is itself one of the 

promised blessings.  Indeed, the acme of the redemptive blessings provided in Christ is the 

restoration of man, the image of God, to conformity to the glory of such godliness (Rom 8:29, 

30; Eph 2:10).
18

 

For Kline, in promise covenants faith and law-keeping are both required for God to grant 

typological (as in the old covenant provisional kingdom) and eschatological (as in the new 

covenant eternal kingdom) blessing.  Law and faith as general principles are indeed compatible 

and necessarily dependent on one another, but the type of covenant in which they operate makes 

a difference in their relation.  Thus when comparing the principles of law and faith in the old and 

new covenants, Kline examines several relevant passages in Romans and Galatians and 

concludes “the law is not of faith.” 

Paul in Galatians 3:10ff. and Romans 10:4ff. contrasted the works principle which he saw 

operating in the Mosaic law order with the promise-grace-faith principle of the gospel.  It was 

the apostle’s perception of this opposition of the governing principles of the two covenants that 

obliged him to face the question whether the Abrahamic promise had been annulled by the 

subsequent Mosaic Covenant (Gal 3:15-17). Stated the other way around, the very fact that Paul 
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raises this question is compelling evidence that he saw a principle operating in the law that was 

antithetical to promise-faith.  That Paul did indeed assess the Mosaic order in such terms is 

further supported by his citation of Leviticus 18:5 as an expression of the do-and-live principle 

of inheritance.  In Galatians 3 he points to that verse as evidence from within the Mosaic 

Covenant itself that “the law” was “not of faith” (v. 12; cf. v.18).  Similarly in Romans 10:5 he 

uses that Mosaic formulation as a description of “the righteousness which is of the law,” 

asserting this to be antithetical to “the righteousness which is of faith” (v.6).  Romans 9:32, 

compared with Galatians 3:12, also seems to make the same point.  Also, Romans 5:13, 14 

demands this view of the law.
19

 

When discussing the relationship between law and faith, Vos and Kline do not sing in 

melody, but in harmony.  Vos tends to sing the basic tune, glorifying the unity of redemptive 

revelation and how the covenant of grace saves us from the broken covenant of works.  Kline 

mostly sings the harmony, exploring how law and faith are contrasted, especially when 

comparing the old and new covenants.  Yet neither theologian sings in a key contrary to the 

Reformation and gospel hymn of sola fide, sola gratia, solus Christus. 

II. HYPOTHETICAL OFFER OF SALVATION INHERENT TO LAW? 

The question of whether law as a general principle implies an offer of salvation must be 

asked in a covenantal context because Scriptural revelation is covenantal.  When examining the 

Adamic covenant of works, Vos argues that an offer of salvation existed because the reward for 

covenantal obedience was eschatological in nature. 

The so-called “Covenant of Works” was nothing but an embodiment of the Sabbatical principle.  

Had its probation been successful, then the sacramental Sabbath would have passed over into 

the reality it typified, and the entire subsequent course of the history of the race would have 

been radically different.  What now is to be expected at the end of this world would have 

formed the beginning of the world-course instead.
20

 

The weekly Sabbath, instituted at creation, functioned as a pedagogical type for mankind.  It 

provided a purposeful and chronological structure to the creation story and daily life, modeling 

for man the means of entering into the Creator’s rest.  God worked for six consecutive days, 
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creating the world and pronouncing it good, indicating that work was a moral concept that could 

be performed for good or evil, and then rested from his good labor on the seventh day.  God set 

Adam on a path that imaged his Creator.  Adam was assigned to tend the Garden and name the 

creatures.  This work corresponded with God’s exercise of lordship over his creatures and his 

providence over creation.  Adam was also assigned the probationary task of avoiding the fruit of 

the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  Had Adam succeeded in resisting the appeal of the 

forbidden fruit during his probationary period, he would presumably have followed the same 

path as his Creator, imaging God and his good work, and entering into Sabbath rest.  The work 

that God assigned Adam to do is aptly called the “covenant of works,” for God effectively 

promised Adam that if he did “good work,” his probation would conclude and salvation (typified 

by Sabbath eternal rest of fellowship with God and dominion over creation) would be his reward.  

According to Vos, this offer of salvation through law-keeping was terminated upon the broken 

covenant of works in the Garden, never to be revived again. 

The law given through Moses was given to a fallen but redeemed people, and thus the offer 

of salvation inherent in the law was only hypothetical because the conditions for perfect 

obedience and fulfillment were not present.  Thus the logical order of law-keeping-then-salvation 

was forever reversed in all postlapsarian covenants.  Failure to recognize and adjust to the new 

logical order of salvation-then-law-keeping always results in the creation of legalistic systems of 

righteousness, which are antithetical to attaining salvation in a fallen world.  This confusion of 

salvation’s logical order was the greatest error in understanding how to attain eternal life that the 

Jews were propagating at the dawning of the new covenant. 

The legalism of Judaism is nowhere in evidence [in the nativity]. It must be granted that even in 

Judaism this figures scarcely as an end in itself.  It served as a means for bringing about the 

Messianic blessedness.  The Jewish self-righteousness rested on the deeper basis of egoistic 

eudæmonism.  But the legalism had become so inveterate, that to a considerable extent the 

vision of the other world remained coloured by it.  Still, its main significance pertains to the 
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pre-eschatological period.  The Jewish sequence is: Israel is the first to fulfil the law, then, by 

manner of recompense, the Messiah, with all that pertains to Him, will appear.  The new 

sequence is: first the Messiah will appear, as a gift of divine grace, and through Him Israel will 

be enabled to yield the proper obedience.  The effect of this is twofold: by shifting the law from 

the beginning of the process to the end the Jewish self-righteousness is eliminated; by 

vindicating for the law its permanent place at the end, the ethical import of the salvation is 

emphasized.
21

 

Vos concedes that the Mosaic law seems to offer salvation to the one who will obey it.  

After all, the law says “I am the LORD your God.  You shall therefore keep my statutes and my 

rules; if a person does them, he shall live by them: I am the LORD” (Lev 18:5). 

From the theistic standpoint there can be no outcome in history that is not the unfolding of the 

profound purpose of God.  In this sense Paul has been the great teacher of the philosophy of law 

in the economy of redemption.  Most of the Pauline formulas bear a negative character.  The 

law chiefly operated towards bringing about and revealing the failure of certain methods and 

endeavours.  It served as a pedagogue unto Christ, shut up the people under sin, was not given 

unto life, was weak through the flesh, worked condemnation, brings under a curse, is a 

powerless ministry of the letter.  These statements of Paul were made under the stress of a 

totally different philosophy of the law-purpose, which he felt to be inconsistent with the 

principles of redemption and grace.  This Pharisaic philosophy asserted that the law was 

intended, on the principle of merit, to enable Israel to earn the blessedness of the world to come.  

It was an eschatological and therefore most comprehensive interpretation.  But in its 

comprehensiveness it could not fail being comprehensively wrong, if it should prove wrong.  

Paul’s philosophy, though a partial one, and worked out from a retrospective standpoint, had the 

advantage of being correct within the limited sphere in which he propounded it.  It is true, 

certain of the statements of the Pentateuch and of the Old Testament in general may on the 

surface seem to favour the Judaistic position.  That the law cannot be kept is nowhere stated in 

so many words.  And not only this, that the keeping of the law will be rewarded is stated once 

and again.  Israel’s retention of the privileges of the berith is made dependent on obedience.  It 

is promised that he who shall do the commandments shall find life through them [cf. Lev 18:5].  

Consequently writers have not been lacking who declared that, from a historical point of view, 

their sympathies went with the Judaizers, and not with Paul.
22

 

Here Vos argues that the heresy of Judaistic legalism is attractive because it is 

comprehensive in its philosophical and eschatological scope as a theory that gives coherence to 

the Mosaic law.  The problem, writes Vos, is that this perspective fails to take into account NT 

revelation and thereby misses the primary purpose of the law as revealed therein: to drive sinners 

to desperation under the curse of the law so as to bring them to Christ.  But how does Vos 
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interact with the Mosaic law from an OT perspective?  Is it possible to interpret the old covenant 

law so there is no hypothetical salvation offered to law keepers? 

Only a moment’s reflection is necessary to prove that this is untenable, and that precisely from a 

broad historical standpoint Paul had far more accurately grasped the purport of the law than his 

opponents.  The law was given after the redemption from Egypt had been accomplished, and the 

people had already entered upon the enjoyment of many of the blessings of the berith.  

Particularly their taking possession of the promised land could not have been made dependent 

on previous observance of the law, for during their journey in the wilderness many of its 

prescripts could not be observed.  It is plain, then, that law-keeping did not figure at that 

juncture as the meritorious ground of life-inheritance.  The latter is based on grace alone, no less 

emphatically than Paul himself places salvation on that ground.  But, while this is so, it might 

still be objected, that law-observance, if not the ground for receiving, is yet made the ground for 

retention of the privileges inherited.  Here it can not, of course, be denied that a real connection 

exists.  But the Judaizers went wrong in inferring that the connection must be meritorious, that 

if Israel keeps the cherished gifts of Jehovah through observance of His law, this must be so, 

because in strict justice they had earned them.  The connection is of a totally different kind.  It 

belongs not to the legal sphere of merit, but to the symbolico-typical sphere of appropriateness 

of expression.
23

 

Vos offers an interpretation of the Mosaic law that appeals to the time in which it was given 

during the Exodus of Israel from Egypt.  This is the same kind of historical argument that Paul 

makes in Galatians 3:15-29 where he writes that the covenant made at Sinai cannot nullify the 

covenant of promise made with Abraham because Moses came after Abraham, and the Mosaic 

law cannot annul a previous covenantal promise.  Vos argues that Israel was saved from bondage 

in Egypt and subsequently received the Mosaic law.  The historical order, even in the Mosaic 

covenant, was salvation-then-law-keeping, therefore keeping the law could not have merited 

salvation because they were redeemed from Egypt before the law was given.  In other words, you 

cannot merit salvation through works if you are already saved by grace!  Vos prefers to interact 

with particular texts within the Mosaic covenant that seem to offer salvation by law-keeping by 

placing them in the contexts of the great salvation events of the OT (the Exodus) and the NT (the 

incarnation-death-resurrection of Christ) to argue for the logical order of salvation-then-law-
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keeping during the redemptive era of history.  He argues this way in his discussion of the 

redemptive context, structure, and content of the Decalogue.
24

 

In Kline’s early thought his answer to the question of whether salvation is hypothetically 

offered in the law mirrored Vos’s argument.  The following passages from his commentary on 

Deuteronomy illustrate his adherence to this line of reasoning. 

The commandments about to be given were the divinely dictated law for the theocratic kingdom 

as it was soon to be erected in the new paradise land of milk and honey.  Observe to do it; that it 

may be well with thee…as the Lord God of thy fathers hath promised thee ([Deut 6] v. 3).  

Israel’s continued enjoyment of a habitation in God’s land, like Adam’s continued enjoyment of 

the original paradise, depended on continued fidelity to the Lord.  Certain important distinctions 

are necessary in making such a comparison.  Flawless obedience was the condition of Adam’s 

continuance in the Garden; but Israel’s tenure in Canaan was contingent on the maintenance of 

a measure of religious loyalty which needed not to be comprehensive of all Israel nor to be 

perfect even in those who were the true Israel.  There was a freedom in God’s exercise or 

restraint of judgment, a freedom originating in the underlying principle of sovereign grace in his 

rule over Israel.  Nevertheless, God did so dispense his judgment that the interests of the 

typical-symbolical message of Israel’s history were preserved.
25

 

Although Israel’s inheritance and continued enjoyment of the promises was not a matter of legal 

merit, there was a connection between the nation’s corporate piety and prosperity.  For the Old 

Testament theocratic kingdom prefigured the consummate kingdom of God, in which 

righteousness and glory are united.  Accordingly, to keep the typical-prophetic picture clear 

God allowed the Israelites to enjoy the blessings of the typical kingdom only as they, and 

especially their official representatives, exhibited an appropriate measure of the righteousness of 

the kingdom.  Since any righteousness that Israel possessed was a gift of grace from the God of 

their salvation, the principle which informs Deuteronomy 28 has no affinities with a religion of 

works-salvation.
26

 

Like Vos, the early writings of Kline make a distinction between the purpose of law in the 

Adamic and Mosaic covenants.  Law in the Adamic covenant was to be obeyed perfectly, but 

Israel’s fidelity to the Mosaic law was measured on God’s relative scale which weighed 

obedience, disobedience, repentance, sacrifice, and atonement.  Judgment under the old covenant 

law was according to God’s sense of justice and its appropriate reflection in Israel’s theocracy; 
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mercy and forgiveness under the Mosaic law were according to God’s grace and its appropriate 

reflection in Israel as God’s chosen people.  Thus the purpose of the law was to govern a 

redeemed people living in a theocratic kingdom and to maintain a clear picture (not clouded by 

unrighteousness) of the eschatological kingdom of God.  The law-if-kept did not picture the 

promised salvation.  Instead, the law kept the picture of the promised salvation intact. 

Kline later modified his thought to emphasize the typological level of the old covenant law, 

which pictured the Edenic arrangement at the level of the type.  Kline agrees with Vos on the 

Sabbatical structure of the covenant of works with Adam.  In the original covenant of works, the 

law explicitly offered salvation (i.e., Sabbath rest consummation), symbolized and 

sacramentalized by the Tree of Life. 

In the case of the sabbatically shaped covenant with man in Eden, however, God’s judgment 

was the rendering of a verdict as to whether man’s work was morally-religiously righteous or 

sinful, obedient or rebellious.  And the nature of Adam’s performance, whether good or evil, 

was the legal ground of the outcome, whether good or evil, life or death.  According to the 

terms of this probation arrangement, the promised Sabbath rest must be merited by obedience, 

while, on the other hand the hope of that blessing would be forfeited by disobedience.  A 

fundamental principle of divine governance emerges here, namely that consummation blessing, 

in contrast to pre-consummation benefits, must be earned through successful probation (cf. Rom 

2:6-8).  Eternal life in glory is a reward for meritorious service rendered to the Creator.
27

 

For the question of hypothetical salvation offered in the Mosaic covenant, Kline modified 

his position (that had been identical to Vos’s) by introducing a typological level to the purpose of 

the Law of Moses, which amounted to a “republication” of sorts of the Adamic covenant but 

within the redemptive covenant of grace.  The purpose of the law in the old covenant was 

therefore two-fold.  At the foundational covenant of grace level, Kline retains the position of 

Vos.  But at the typological level, Kline argues that the law actually offered salvation if perfectly 

obeyed inasmuch as it mirrored the original covenant of works.  According to Kline, only this 

dual purpose for the law as it applies at two distinct and separate levels of salvation 
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(individual=eternal, national=temporal) can adequately explain OT passages that suggest the law 

promises salvation if kept.  He writes, 

in the Mosaic economy there was superimposed as a separate second tier on this foundation 

stratum of gospel grace a works arrangement, the Torah covenant with its “do this and live” 

principle (cf. Lev 18:5), the opposite of the grace-faith principle (Galatians 3 and 4; Rom 

10:5,6).  The introduction of this Law arrangement centuries after the covenant of promise to 

Abraham did not abrogate the earlier promise of grace because its works principle did not 

appertain to individual, eternal salvation (cf. Gal 3:17).  The works principle of the Law was 

rather the governing principle in the typological sphere of the national election and the 

possession of the first level kingdom in Canaan.
28

 

Law-keeping at the national level only pictured salvation temporally because it could not 

last, having been imposed on a sinful people.  The national typological picture of salvation was 

finally terminated when God’s patience expired and he executed covenant vengeance.  The old 

covenant law contained both blessing and curse.  The blessings pertained to the redemptive-

historical privileges that Israel enjoyed by grace at the foundational level of the covenant of 

grace; the curses of rejection and exile, triggered by lawlessness, pertained to the typological 

level of the Mosaic covenant as a covenant of works.  This typological purpose of the law was 

necessary to convict Israel of sin and drive them to Christ and the blessings of the new covenant.  

Without the introduction of the law at the old covenant typological level governed by works, the 

legalistic heresy would have appeared plausibly true (as Vos affirms) and the need for Christ as 

the savior from the curse of the law would have been veiled behind the Exodus salvation event of 

the old covenant.  Sinful Israel needed a pedagogue to lead them away from the unattainable 

promise of the law to Christ.  Kline describes how the typological level of the law inexorably 

moved Israel toward exile, and yet how the foundational level of the law benefited their journey 

to eternal Sabbath rest. 

In the rejection of John and Jesus, Israel filled up the measure of the sin of their fathers who had 

slain the prophets.  On that generation was visited the blood of all the righteous shed on the 
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earth.  The Old Covenant dispensation came to an end with the pouring out of the decreed 

desolation on Jerusalem (Matt 23:29-39; Dan 9:26,27).  Nevertheless, as the apostle Paul 

declares, there had been much advantage for the people of Israel in the Sinaitic arrangement. 

Theirs was the adoption as sons, the divine Glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the 

temple worship and the promises.  They had been entrusted with the very words of God and of 

them Christ had come (Rom 3:1,2; 9:4,5).  The Old Covenant order, theirs by national election, 

was one of highest historical privilege.  And while a works principle was operative both in the 

grant of the kingdom to Abraham and in the meting out of typological kingdom blessings to the 

nation of Israel, the arrangement as a whole was a gracious favor to fallen sons of Adam, 

children of wrath deserving no blessings, temporal or eternal.  The Law covenant was a sub-

administration of the Covenant of Grace, designed to further the purpose and program of the 

gospel.  By exhibiting dramatically the situation of all mankind fallen in and with Adam in the 

original probation in Eden, the tragic history of Israel under its covenant-of-works probation 

served to convict all of their sinful, hopeless estate.  The Law thus drove men to Christ that they 

might be justified by faith.  All were shut up in disobedience that God might have mercy on all 

(Rom 1:28-36; Gal 3:19-25).
29

 

To use a theatrical analogy, the Adamic covenant of works was replayed on the world-stage 

for all to see, to convict them of sin, and to illustrate the only possible way of salvation—not in 

law-keeping, but as it is offered in Christ through faith. 

III. LAW AND THE FIRST/LAST ADAM 

The first and second (last) Adam analogy is bound up in typology.  Covenant law is a key 

aspect of the first-last Adam relationship.  While Vos is primarily interested in the nature, 

actions, and eschatological implications of the two Adams (and the people they represent) in 

terms of the flesh/spirit and earthly/heavenly dichotomies, he does offer some hints at the 

relationship of law to the first and last Adam. 

First, Vos notes that the typological relationship between the first man (Adam) and the last 

man (Christ) is explicitly taught in Scripture.
30

  The best place to examine the typological 

relationship that exists between Adam and Christ (in terms of law) is in the account of Christ’s 
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temptation.  In fact, Vos believes that the significance of Christ’s temptation in the wilderness is 

fundamentally tied to Adam’s probation in the Garden. 

Our failure to gauge correctly the significance of the event [Christ’s temptation] springs to no 

small extent from the inclination and habit of finding in it an analogy primarily to our own 

temptations.  This being so we take it too negatively, and do not sufficiently place it in a class 

by itself.  In our case temptation chiefly raises the question of how we shall pass through it and 

issue from it without loss.  In Jesus’ case, while this consideration was not, of course, absent, 

the higher concern was not avoidance of loss, but the procuring of positive gain.  And in order 

to see this we must compare it to the one previous occasion in Biblical history, when a 

procedure with an equally double-sided purpose had taken place, namely, the temptation of 

Adam related in Genesis, chapter 3.  Nor is this purely a theological construction on our part; 

Luke at least seems to have something of this kind in mind, when first carrying back the 

genealogy (in distinction from Matthew) to Adam, and then immediately subjoining to it this 

account of the probation of the Second Adam.  It should be remembered, however, that with the 

analogy there existed a difference between the two cases.  Adam began with a clean slate, as it 

were; nothing had to be undone, whilst in the case of Jesus all the record of intervening sin had 

to be wiped out, before the positive action for the procuring of eternal life could set in.  The 

clearest philosophy of this difference is given us by Paul in Rom. 5 (cp. especially vs. 15).  This 

connection of the probation of Jesus with the atoning removal of pre-existing sin will likewise 

make plain to us that the temptation had to carry in itself for Jesus an element of suffering and 

humiliation on our behalf, and not merely the exertion of a strenuous will for obedience.
31

 

The temptation of Christ was not a trial to be survived, but a test to be passed and an enemy 

to be conquered.
32

  In the Garden of Eden, the serpent embodied the enemy who tempted Eve 

first, then Adam, to doubt God’s word and break God’s law.  The law in this case was the 

assignment of rejecting the fruit of the probationary tree.  Failure to obey this divine covenantal 

requirement would result in God’s cursing of the tempter, the woman, and the man.  Adam, as 

head and representative of his wife and all who would descend from him by ordinary generation, 

infamously chose to doubt God’s good word and to flagrantly break God’s law.  Thus sin and 

death entered the world and infected all who were “in Adam.”  Vos writes that Adam’s probation 

is typologically related to Christ’s situation in the wilderness.  Satan, the ancient liar and enemy 
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of God, who appeared as a serpent in Eden, later appeared to Jesus and attacked him in the same 

manner.  But where Adam failed, Jesus prevailed!  The second Adam kept the law of the 

covenant, thus passing his probation and forever siding with God over Satan, good over evil.  

Vos clearly teaches the headship of both Adams over those they represent by the presence of 

Christ’s suffering and humiliation “on our behalf.”  The Adams are also parallel in the way each 

is expected to attain salvation—the first Adam, by obedience to the covenant of works; the 

second Adam, by obedience to the eternal covenant between the Father and the Son as it is 

governed by the works of the Son.  Another obvious parallel is found in the manner of 

temptation Satan inflicts upon Jesus.  Specifically, his third attempt at luring Jesus away from the 

Father’s will is framed to tempt Jesus in the same way that he tempted Adam and Eve.  Satan 

was not merely interested in destroying purity and introducing sin, he was recruiting followers 

for the kingdom of darkness.  This he hoped to accomplish by inciting the second Adam to 

transgress covenant law. 

The third temptation differs from the preceding ones in two respects.  First, it suggests an open 

act of sin, whereas up to this point the sinfulness of the acts was skillfully disguised, and 

represented as lying within the sphere of what the Messiah could legitimately do.  Here the act 

counseled is an act of Satan-worship, sinful per se.  And secondly, Satan now for the first time 

introduces the element of self-interest, having previously confined himself to the role of a 

disinterested spectator, counseling Jesus for the latter’s own good.  In both these respects the 

third temptation moves on a lower plane of subtlety than the preceding two.  It remains a 

mystery, how Satan, after the two preceding repulses, could entertain any serious hope of 

success in this instance.  And yet if, psychologically speaking, the attempt appears absurd, it 

must be acknowledged that the third temptation was a more fundamental one in that it 

uncovered the ultimate issue around which things had been revolving from the outset.  The 

question at stake was, whether God should be God, or Satan should be God, and 

correspondingly, whether the Messiah should be God’s or Satan’s Messiah.  For this is the 

deeper background which Satan’s conditional “if” and his consequent promise about the gift of 

the glory of the kingdoms reveals to us.  The two acts would not have been single, isolated acts 

of sin.  They would have involved a transfer of allegiance on Jesus’ part from God to Satan.  

Hence our Lord’s summary dismissal of the tempter: “Get thee hence (or ‘behind me’), Satan.”  

The appeal is made to Deut. 6:13 where all idolatry is on principle forbidden.
33
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Kline follows Vos’s lead in expounding the relation of law to the first and last Adams, but 

he is more explicit in drawing the typological parallels between the two, explicating the themes 

of covenantal obedience, federal headship, imputation of the act of one to the many, and Sabbath 

reward.  Also unique to Kline is his insistence on using the language of “merit” to explain how 

law-keeping is rewarded within covenants governed by the law-works principle. 

According to the terms of this probation arrangement [in the Adamic covenant], the promised 

Sabbath rest must be merited by obedience, while, on the other hand the hope of that blessing 

would be forfeited by disobedience.  A fundamental principle of divine governance emerges 

here, namely that consummation blessing, in contrast to pre-consummation benefits, must be 

earned through successful probation (cf. Rom 2:6-8).  Eternal life in glory is a reward for 

meritorious service rendered to the Creator.  This principle applies to angelic beings as well as 

to man.  Their eternal tenure as residents of God’s heaven had to be achieved through a 

probation crisis, the crisis which was the occasion of Satan’s defection.  It is then with good 

reason that the customary designation for God’s covenant with Adam as federal representative 

of mankind has been Covenant of Works, “works” signifying that the inheritance of the 

kingdom of glory was a reward to be earned by man’s probationary obedience.
34

 

According to Kline, the concept of merit is necessary to call attention to the justice of God.  

For if the first Adam successfully completed his probationary assignment, then God would be 

unjust if he withheld the promised reward of eschatologically glorified life.  And if God could be 

called unjust in such a situation, then he would be indebted to Adam for unrewarded 

righteousness.  In other words, God would be unjust if Adam merited the reward but God 

withheld it.  Kline then asserts that the covenantal arrangement in the Garden was akin to the 

eternal covenantal arrangement between the Father and Son. 

Like the covenant with the first Adam, the Father’s covenant with the Son, commissioning him 

as a second Adam, plainly exhibits the works principle of inheritance.  In each case there is the 

proposal of an eschatological grant to be bestowed on the meritorious ground of the fulfillment 

of a probationary assignment.  The nature of the grant as something that is earned is especially 

clear when the promised grant takes the form of the Son’s securing the church as his inheritance 

possession.
35
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Again, note the language of “merit” and “earning” that is important for explaining how the 

components of the gospel relate to each other.  Jesus obeyed the covenantal law over him not 

merely to pass his probationary test and attain righteousness before God, but also to accomplish 

the double imputation of the gospel.  Christ’s law-keeping had passive and active components 

that made double imputation possible.  He actively kept the whole law, thus securing a 

righteousness that is imputed to his people by faith.  Conversely, he passively took upon himself 

the curse of the law incurred by the sins of his people, thus securing forgiveness through the 

imputation of their sins to his account.
36

  Kline’s description of the symmetry between the first 

and last Adam—the extent of the damage caused by the first, and the extent of the blessing won 

by the last—is impressive. 

The obedience the Son must render under his commissioning as a second Adam had both active 

and passive dimensions.  His active obedience consisted in his victorious prosecuting of the Har 

Magedon warfare.  That was the probationary task whose accomplishment was prerequisite to 

gaining the eschatological blessing of consummated glory, the assignment which the first Adam 

failed to fulfill.  It was by performing that “one act of righteousness” (Rom 5:15) as the second 

Adam that the Son would merit for the people he represented the Sabbath inheritance originally 

offered in the creation covenant…To this mission of redemptive judgment God the Son 

committed himself even though it meant he must undertake the burden of passive obedience, the 
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ordeal of suffering unto the death of the Cross.  As the prophetic declaration of Gen 3:15 puts it, 

he would suffer the bruising of his heel in the process of trampling on the serpent’s head.  He 

must undergo the curse that was incurred by the first Adam’s breaking of the Creator’s covenant 

with man in Eden.  He must become a victim of death in order to become the victor over him 

who had the power of death.
37

 

The primary NT passage Kline uses to develop his doctrine of the first and last Adams is 

Romans 5:12-21.  His exegesis of verses 13 and 14 yields four covenantal epochs that span all of 

biblical history: (1) Creation to the Fall, (2) the Fall to Moses, (3) Moses to Christ, and (4) Christ 

into eternity.
38

  Kline concludes this passage teaches that the Adamic and Mosaic covenants are 

governed by a principle of law-works, that Adam and Christ were under the same kind of 

covenantal arrangement, and therefore Adam and Christ were federal representatives of distinct 

humanities—Adam representing the old man and Christ representing the new man. 

Romans 5 expounds the theology of justification as gift of grace by analyzing the analogous 

roles of Adam and Jesus Christ in the drama of history.  In each case the divine government 

employs the principle of federal headship by which the probationary act of the one is imputed to 

the many, whether one act of sin unto death or of righteousness unto life.  Such is the context of 

the cryptic parenthesis that appears in Rom 5:13-14, following the anacoluthon at the end of v. 

12.  As a provisional rendering I suggest: “(13a) For sin was in the whole world until the law.  

(13b) Now sin is not imputed where law is not of force; (14a) but death reigned from Adam to 

Moses (14b) even over those who did not sin after the mode of the transgression of Adam, (14c) 

who was a type of the one to come.”
39

 

Each thread (covenantal obedience, federal headship, probationary temptation, holy war, 

imputation of the act of one to the many, and Sabbath reward) is related to another, forming the 

strong cord of the gospel, and law for the first and last Adams is the environment in which they 

operate.  Kline draws all of these threads together to proclaim the outcome—the gospel of grace 

in Christ. 

According to the biblical data, the probationary role of the two Adams called for a performance 

of righteousness that was to be imputed to the account of those they represented, serving as 

ground for justification and inheritance of the consummate kingdom of God.  What was in view 

was not merely the transmitting from the one to the many of a subjective condition of 
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righteousness but the judicial imputation to the many of a specific accomplishment of 

righteousness by the federal representative.  This decisive probationary accomplishment 

involved the obedient performance of a particular covenantal service, and accordingly it is 

characterized as “one act of righteousness” (Rom 5:18).  (Included in this one act of the second 

Adam was the additional dimension of the passive obedience of suffering the penalty of the sin 

of the many.)  The specific, unitary nature of the act of active obedience assumes sharper focus 

when we see that it had the character of a victory in battle.  An encounter with Satan was a 

critical aspect of the probationary crisis for each of the two Adams and to enter into judicial 

combat against this enemy of God and to vanquish him in the name of God was the covenantal 

assignment that must be performed by the servant of the Lord as His “one act of righteousness.”  

And it was the winning of this victory of righteousness by the one that would be imputed to the 

many as their act of righteousness and as their claim on the grant of the kingdom proffered in 

the covenant.
40

 

Both Vos and Kline see profound theological implications in the typological theme of the 

first and last Adams.  This doctrine in Vos’s writings is not as developed as Kline’s, but they are 

largely in agreement.  Inferences based on what Vos wrote lead to a position identical to what 

Kline believed.  Each sees a probation for both Adams and an eschatological reward offered for 

covenant faithfulness in the midst of the probationary temptation.  Each sees Christ the last 

Adam accomplishing what the first Adam failed to do.  Each sees the one act of law-keeping (or 

law-breaking) imputed to the many—the one act of disobedience to all men in Adam, and the 

one act of righteousness to all those in Christ.  Each sees the inner-workings of the gospel in the 

one act of righteousness, and the inner-workings of sin and death as the curse of the law in the 

one act of disobedience.  Each sees the typological relationship between the two Adams in 

relation to the law as a doctrine that greatly enriches our understanding of the justice and mercy 

of God. 
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CHAPTER 6 THE MOSAIC COVENANT IN REDEMPTIVE HISTORY 

One danger of engaging in a detailed study of the Mosaic covenant is the temptation of 

failing to situate it properly in redemptive history.  From its inception the Church has been aware 

that the OT law must be understood in light of the sweeping changes ushered in by the new 

covenant.  Reformation theology attempts to make a general distinction between the kinds of 

laws codified in the Mosaic covenant.  These categories of law are commonly called moral, 

ceremonial, and civil/judicial.  Although it can be difficult to identify in which category a 

particular law belongs, this threefold distinction has been generally accepted in the Reformed 

tradition as a basis for discussion.  The categorization of old covenant laws is helpful for 

understanding how the Mosaic covenant in all its parts may be applied in the new covenant age. 

I. MORAL LAW 

From the outset of his discussion on the purpose and function of law in the Mosaic covenant, 

Vos emphasizes that the purpose of the law was multifaceted.  But its primary purpose was 

rooted in God’s plan of redemption, and it functioned as a clear signpost pointing to salvation in 

Jesus Christ. 

It is of the utmost importance carefully to distinguish between the purpose for which the law 

was professedly given to Israel at the time, and the various purposes it actually came to serve in 

the subsequent course of history.  These other ends lay, of course, from the outset in the mind of 

God.  From the theistic standpoint there can be no outcome in history that is not the unfolding 

of the profound purpose of God…The law chiefly operated towards bringing about and 

revealing the failure of certain methods and endeavours.  It served as a pedagogue unto Christ, 

shut up the people under sin, was not given unto life, was weak through the flesh, worked 

condemnation, brings under a curse, is a powerless ministry of the letter.
1
 

Vos writes that the main purpose of the law was redemptive-historical in character.  The law 

was good in its several uses, but its best use, especially during the old covenant administration, 

was to confront Israel with her sin and all its ugly consequences, and to lead her to the Messiah 

                                                 
1
 Vos, Biblical Theology, 126. 



The Mosaic Covenant  The Mosaic Covenant in Redemptive History 

 

Reformed Theological Seminary  99 

and the life he promised.  The portion of the old covenant that may be classified as the Moral 

Law is summarily comprehended in the Ten Words (Decalogue), commonly called the Ten 

Commandments.  According to Vos, the Decalogue is an idealized table of divine ethics that is 

stated in such a way as to (basically) remain relevant for any culture in any age, yet it contains 

cultural elements that make it practical for the ancient Israelites who first received it. 

The Decalogue strikingly illustrates the redemptive structure of the theocracy as a whole.  It is 

introduced by the summing up of what Jehovah has done for Israel in delivering them from the 

house of bondage.  Considering the time of its promulgation, we might even call it a brief 

résumé in advance of the whole system regulated subsequently in the detailed laws.  But this 

would overlook the fact that one component element of the law, and that one much in evidence 

elsewhere, is absent from the Decalogue.  It contains no ceremonial commandments.  In a sense, 

therefore, it not so much anticipates as condenses, and in condensing eliminates and idealizes.  

It joins together the beginning and the end of the entire theocratic movement, the redeeming act 

of God, and the resultant state of holiness and conformity to the nature and will of God into 

which the theocracy is designed to issue.  At the same time it gives these elements in a form that 

is adjusted to the practical needs and limitations of the people.  Like the theocracy in general it 

hovers above the life of the people as an ideal never realizable, nor realizable at the then 

existing stage; and at the same time it descends into and condescends to the abnormalities of 

Israel.
2
 

Although the Moral Law contains wording that is obviously meant to OT Israel, Vos sees an 

universality in it that requires applicability to situations inside and outside the theocracy.  Vos 

argues for the Moral Law’s continued relevance because even though it is a covenant made with 

Israel, its redemptive context spans across time.  Rather than rendering the Moral Law as 

antiquated and irrelevant, the historical context actually serves to provide an example of how the 

Moral Law was applied in a particular time and culture.  The record of Israel under the Moral 

Law of God is not merely an example of application—it is the divinely sanctioned example of 

application that all believers are to study. 

The primary application to Israel in no wise interferes with a world-wide application in all 

ethical relationships.  The pronouns and pronominal suffices are in the feminine singular, 

because they are addressed to the nation of Israel.  Certain features at first sight would seem 

applicable to Israel alone, for instance what is said of the deliverance from the Egyptian 

                                                 
2
 Ibid., 129-30. 



The Mosaic Covenant  The Mosaic Covenant in Redemptive History 

 

Reformed Theological Seminary  100 

bondage.  But these features are rare, especially in the text of Exodus….we must remember that 

the history of Israel was shaped by God intentionally so as to mirror all important situations 

befalling the people of God in all subsequent ages.  When Jehovah appeals to the redemption 

from Egypt as a motive for obedience, He appeals to something that has its spiritual analogy in 

the life of all believers.  The historical adjustment does not detract from the universal 

application, but subserves it.
3
 

Furthermore, Vos notices that the Moral Law is not bare ethics, but it is thoroughly religious 

in nature.  We are to infer that keeping the Moral Law is more than an exercise in doing good—

keeping it is counted as obedience to God.  And the Moral Law cannot be isolated from the great 

redemptive acts of God.  God’s people are obligated to keep the Moral Law because they belong 

to the Lord.  He purchased Israel by redeeming them from bondage in Egypt.  Therefore the first 

part of Israel’s obedience is loyalty to her Savior God.  In the new covenant, the Moral Law (as 

revealed in the Decalogue) is transformed into the ethics of loyalty to Christ as the revealed 

savior. 

The most striking feature of the Decalogue is its specifically religious character.  It is not an 

ethical code in and by itself, resting, as it were, on the bare imperative of God.  The preamble 

brings the affection to Jehovah, in view of what He has done redemptively for the people, to 

bear through a responsive affection upon their conduct.  If we may apply the term “Christian” 

thus retrospectively to the Decalogue, we should say, what it contains is not general but 

Christian ethics.  Ethics is represented as the redemptive product; something else, lying behind, 

as the source.  That there is implied, apart from this, a hegemony of religion over ethics, appears 

from the far greater volume of elaboration devoted to the four opening words, dealing with the 

specifically religious side.
4
 

In a sense, the first four commandments are religious in character (since they relate to man’s 

duty to God), while the rest are ethical (since they related to man’s duty to his neighbor).
5
  What 

binds these two types of duties is the law of love.  That love is at the heart of the law is made 
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plain in the tenth commandment, and taught by Christ in his explication of the Moral Law in the 

Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7). 

Our Lord implied that the law requires love towards God and man, and love is the most positive 

of all forces.  The practical nature of the Decalogue, both on its religious and on its ethical side, 

is revealed in the way it addresses itself to concrete external sins.  But this again is not meant to 

deny the organic unity of sin in its root.  On the contrary, this unity is distinctly recognized in 

tracing the transgression back to the hatred of God.  It is likewise implied in the last word of the 

ten, where the overt sins of killing, stealing, committing adultery, bearing false witness, are 

reduced to their one source of coveting, evil lust having its seat in the heart.
6
 

The Moral Law, as it was codified in the old covenant, was written on stone tablets and 

lacked the power of the Spirit that would come in the new covenant.  Therefore the Moral Law 

must be transformed when Christ came to fulfill it.  Vos makes the case that the Moral Law as it 

was revealed in the Mosaic covenant was never meant to continue perpetually to the end of 

history.  When Christ took on flesh, instituted the new covenant, and inaugurated the kingdom of 

God, he introduced the idea that the Moral Law was transformed in his fulfillment of it.  When 

Christ fulfilled the law, he did not abrogate it, but revealed the original intent of the law.  He was 

the blooming flower that existed in seed form in the law. 

The supposition throughout is that God Himself, through Moses, gave these rules of life.  They 

share with every part of the Old Testament in the quality of divine provenience.  Still, it did not 

follow that, because God had through revelation given a law, it therefore had to remain in force 

in perpetuum.  The only question was who had the proper authority in this matter of regulating 

anew the mode of life in the theocracy, and plainly here the Messianic authority of Jesus 

Himself was taken by Him into consideration.  Therein lies the reason why, even in the Sermon 

on the Mount, He modifies some of the ethical and social rules of life by His emphatic “I say 

unto you.”  The question is a question of the “I,” who speaks thus.  And still further we should 

notice that in this general programme of change and development Jesus never loses sight of the 

continuity that ought to exist in Revelation.  The old is not ruthlessly sacrificed to the new, 

purely on account of the latter’s newness.  The idea is always that the old had the seeds of the 

new in itself.  For this reason also a revolutionary discarding of the Old Testament is out of the 

question.
7
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In his earlier writings Kline sounds much like Vos when discussing the portion of the 

Mosaic covenant commonly called “moral law.”  He recognizes that the Decalogue is a 

summation of the Moral Law given through Moses. 

The common designation of the contents of the two tablets as “the Decalogue,” though it enjoys 

biblical precedent, has tended to restrict unduly the Church’s conception of that revelation.  It is, 

indeed, a comprehensive summary of the law of God, the permanent validity of which is evident 

from the nature of its contents and the New Testament attitude towards it (cf., e.g., Mt. 19:17-

19, 22:37-40) and is further marked by its awesome promulgation, its durable physical form, 

and its location under God’s throne in the sanctuary.
8
 

Early on Kline recognizes that the Moral Law is not primarily concerned with morality, but 

rather with covenant loyalty to God as Lord of Israel.  “The Decalogue [in Deuteronomy 5], 

being itself not simply a moral code but the text of a covenant, exhibits the treaty pattern as 

follows: preamble (v. 6a), historical prologue (v. 6b), and stipulations interspersed with curse 

and blessing formulae (vv. 7-21).”
9
  He elaborates by arguing that Moses was not a lawgiver for 

his society as Hammurapi was for Babylon, giving various laws governing the relations and 

dealings of men; Moses was more properly identified as a covenant mediator of the divine law. 

For there is a difference between covenant law and a mere legal code.  A law code like 

Hammurapi’s regulates the relationships of the law promulgator’s subjects to one another.  

Covenant law regulates the relationship of the covenant maker’s subjects to himself.  Covenant 

law does, to be sure, deal with the mutual relations of the suzerain’s vassals but always as an 

aspect of their allegiance and obligations to the suzerain.  The stipulations of the covenant 

sometimes begin with the declaration of this central and controlling demand for personal 

allegiance to the overlord; all other additional stipulations are so many specifications of the 

vassal’s primary allegiance.  We may point up this fundamental difference between covenant 

stipulations and ordinary laws by the observation that Moses was not a law giver but a covenant 

mediator.  He was not an Israelite Hammurapi but the agent through whom the Great King of 

heaven bound a people to himself in a relationship of service.  The covenantal commandments 

revealed through Moses were first and last concerned with the duty of the covenant people to 

Yahweh their Lord, the duty to walk before him in perfect loyalty.
10
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Moreover, Kline in his early thought agrees with Vos that the Moral Law contained within 

the Mosaic covenant was a good rule of life graciously given to Israel as God’s redeemed people.  

This aspect of the Moral Law of the old covenant emphasizes its continuity with the covenant of 

grace. 

The historical occasion of the original giving of this revelation was the establishment of the 

theocratic covenant.  The principles of Ex. 20:2-17 as elaborated and applied in casuistic form 

in the book of the covenant (Ex. 20:22-23:33) served as a legal instrument in the ratification of 

that covenant (Ex. 24:1-8).  The later, Deuteronomic, version is part of a document of covenant 

renewal.  When, therefore, the Scripture designates the revelation of the two tablets as “the ten 

words,” it clearly does so as pars pro toto.  At the same time, this terminology and the 

preponderance of law content which it reflects indicates that the type of covenant involved is 

essentially the establishment of an authoritative order of life as a declaration of the Covenant-

giver’s lordship over His servants.
11

 

Furthermore, Kline stresses in his early works that the Decalogue is of abiding moral 

validity.  Although the wording of several of the commandments contain culturally bound 

applications, the principles taught remain relevant for all cultures and times. 

Since the administration of the covenant of grace is an historically progressive development and 

the Decalogue appears as an integral element in the organic unfolding of covenant revelation, it 

is natural that the Decalogue’s abiding principles are formulated in terms appropriate to the 

Mosaic age.  For example, the specific form of the Sabbath law reflects the Old Testament 

eschatological perspective and the promise appended to the fifth word (and elsewhere related to 

the entire law, cf. Dt. 5:33-6:3) employs the imagery of the contemporary, typical manifestation 

of God’s kingdom.  This does not detract from the Decalogue’s authority as a permanent norm, 

but does require that the specific application at any given time reckon with the realities of 

redemptive history as an eschatologically decisive movement.  The unbeliever, for example, is 

the believer’s “neighbour” until the judgment, but not after that.
12

 

                                                 
11
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Later, Kline moved away from an emphasis on the continuity of the Moral Law as codified 

in the Decalogue with the covenant of grace.  Although he never repudiated his earlier position 

of agreement with Vos, he later divided the purpose of the Moral Law into two levels: the 

foundational and the typological.  According to Kline, the foundational level is continuous with 

the covenant of grace, where the Moral Law is an abiding religious-moral code for believers of 

all times, providing gracious precepts for governing man’s relation to God and his fellow man.  

On the typological level, the Moral Law (which eventually became Kline’s emphasis) is 

discontinuous with the covenant of grace, because it is a codified expression of the works 

principle meant to shut up all under sin and drive them away from the curse of broken law to the 

Savior.  This emphasis on discontinuity is especially clear as Kline finally denied any new 

covenant application of the fourth (Sabbath) commandment.  Kline argues that the symbolic “day 

of the Lord” (the last day of the week from creation to the end of the old covenant era) is 

changed in a revolutionary way into the “Lord’s day” (the first day of the week in the new 

covenant era). 

The arrival of the inaugurated messianic kingdom stage of the day of the Lord raises the 

question of the present status of the Sabbath, the symbolic day of the Lord prior to the New 

Covenant era.  The dominant traditional approach maintains that the Sabbath ordinance 

continues to be in force, only the Sabbath day has been shifted from the end of the week to the 

first day, the day adopted by Christians for their assemblies and soon known as the Lord’s day 

(appropriately so even if Rev 1:10 does not offer an inspired instance of this).  Apart from this 

change in days it is held that the fourth commandment’s regulations regarding the manner of 

Sabbath observance have been transmitted to the alleged New Covenant Sabbath.  But the 

difference between the old and the supposed new Sabbath is not as slight as it might seem.  

Actually in the hypothesized process of changing the Sabbath day from the seventh to the first 

day of the week the whole thrust of the symbolism of the sabbatical week gets radically 

altered.
13

 

Kline sees not only the weekly “day of the Lord” modified in the new covenant, but also the 

kind of week whereby Christians are mandated to order time.  Accordingly, the OT era was 
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governed by the cultural-cultic Sabbath week principle, whereas in the NT era time is ordered by 

the cultic-only dominical week principle. 

The risen Christ by his precedent setting first-day-of-the-week appearances to his disciples (cf. 

Luke 24:13ff., 36ff.; John 20:19-23, 26ff.) appointed the time for believers to come together to 

meet with him henceforth.  In ordering a weekly cycle he was authorizing the continuation of 

the covenant week into the New Covenant era, only now it appertained solely to the cultic 

sphere of the life of God’s people; it was no longer a cultural-cultic sabbatical week.  With this 

instituting of the Christian first day of the week, the sabbatical ordinance of the Decalogue was 

abrogated, replaced by the dominical week.  And this means that contrary to traditional 

Sabbatarianism the distinctive first day of the new, dominical week is not a modified residue of 

the Sabbath day of the fourth commandment, governed by the rules for Sabbath observance, 

such as the prohibition of various non-cultic activities.
14

 

Kline’s final repudiation of a “Christian” Sabbath demonstrates the one exception to his 

position that the Moral Law is applicable and binding for Christians at its foundational level 

(which is continuous with the covenant of grace). 

II. CEREMONIAL LAW 

The ceremonial (“ritual”) law is not an unimportant element of the Mosaic covenant. More 

so than the moral law, Vos writes that the ceremonial law serves the purpose of modeling the 

gospel’s shadowy forms: “it is precisely in these ritual institutions that the greater part of the 

gospel of Moses is enshrined.”
15

  The gospel-pointers in the ceremonial law are divided into 

symbols and types. 

In determining the function of the ceremonial law we must take into consideration its two large 

aspects, the symbolical and typical, and the relation between these two.  The same things were, 

looked at from one point of view, symbols, and, from another point of view, types.  A symbol is 

in its religious significance something that profoundly portrays a certain fact or principle or 

relationship of a spiritual nature in a visible form.  The things it pictures are of present existence 

and present application.  They are in force at the time in which the symbol operates.  With the 
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same thing, regarded as a type, it is different.  A typical thing is prospective; it relates to what 

will become real or applicable in the future.
16

 

In other words, Vos understands the ceremonial law to teach by portrayal what is true in the 

present for the old covenant Israelite (symbol), and what will be true in the future when the 

covenant of grace is fulfilled (type).  But Vos does not draw a hard line between symbol and 

type.  A type is actually a species of the symbolic that receives its significance from a higher 

spiritual level of existence.  So things that have typological meaning which point to the future 

also have symbolic spiritual meaning in the life of faith for old covenant believers.  Vos explains 

that 

the things symbolized and the things typified are not different sets of things.  They are in reality 

the same things only different in this respect that they come first on a lower stage of 

development in redemption, and then again, in a later period, on a higher stage.  Thus what is 

symbolical with regard to the already existing edition of the fact or truth becomes typical, 

prophetic, of the later, final edition of that same fact or truth.  From this it will be perceived that 

a type can never be a type independently of its being first a symbol.  The gateway to the house 

of typology is at the farther end of the house of symbolism.
17

 

The ceremonial law includes two kinds of types: ritual and historical.  The ritual types form 

the set of individual symbolic rituals and their accoutrements instituted for the purpose of 

regulating the worship of God.  These collectively portrayed Israel as a typical entity embodied 

in historical time and space that pointed forward to Christ and his body, the Church. 

Besides ritual types there are in the Old Testament historical types.  With some of these we have 

already become acquainted from the foregoing [pre-Moses biblical] narrative.  There had been 

also ritual types previously.  But all this had been more or less sporadic.  The new thing is that 

now, in the time of Moses, a system of types is established, so that the whole organism of the 

world of redemption as it were, finds a typical embodiment on earth.  The types are shadows of 

a body which is Christ.  If the body called Christ was an organism, then also the shadows of it, 

that came before, must have borne the same character.
18
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Because the typical elements of the ceremonial law pointed forward to higher spiritual truths 

that would reach their fulfillment in the new covenant age, there is a danger in forgetting the real 

spiritual benefits that Israel received from the symbolic ritual elements.  Vos argues this point 

using the example of the tabernacle, which typified Christ as God dwelling with his people, but 

also symbolized the presence of God in the midst of Israel and brought tangible blessing to the 

people of the old covenant.  For Israel, grace was available today in the symbols of the ritual law.  

“The symbolic character [of the tabernacle], however, must not be understood as purely 

symbolical, excluding the element of real efficacy.  There was in all of them [the various 

symbolic things in the tabernacle] a sacramental use; they were real means of grace.”
19

 

The gracious gifts of God, pictured in the ceremonial symbols of the Mosaic law, were not 

merely experienced through contemplation of their spiritual significance.  The things pictured 

actually affected the relationship between God and man.  This is manifestly illustrated in the 

second major purpose of the ceremonial law: sacrifice.  Sacrifice demonstrates that the 

ceremonial law meant to reconcile God with his chosen sinful people.  It was the means whereby 

a holy God could dwell in the midst of sinners.  “The sacrificial ritual forms the centre of the 

rites of the tabernacle.  The altar is in fact a house of God, a tabernacle in miniature.  Hence it is 

described as the place where God records His “Name,” and meets with His people (Ex. 

                                                                                                                                                             
typological purpose.  Even the prophets did not comprehend the full significance of ceremonial laws.  Only in the 

coming of the kingdom of God in the NT does the old covenant ceremonial law become clear enough to discern its 

purposes.  Vos writes, “the symbolic and the typical understanding of the ceremonies could not be expected to keep 

equal pace [with the understanding of the moral law].  Its symbolical function the law performed in virtue of its own 

inherent intelligible character.  It was different with the types.  Even though the defective provisional efficacy of the 
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in the future.  Here the types needed the aid of prophecy for their interpretation (cp. Isa. 53).  We must not infer 

from our comparatively easy reading of the types that Israelites of old felt the same ease in interpreting them.  It is 
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failure to understand, however, does not detract from the objective significance these types had in the intent of 

God.”  Ibid., 147-48. 
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20:24).”
20

  The ceremonial law instituted and regulated many types of offerings (or gifts) that 

Israelite worshipers would present to God at the tabernacle/temple.  But not all of these gifts to 

God were presented on the altar as sacrifice.  Vos explains how the sacrificial offering and the 

altar were related, and how this relation proves that the notion of sacrifice served a major 

purpose in the ritual law. 

All that is devoted in any way whatsoever to the service of Jehovah can be called by these 

names [offerings and holy gifts], but not everything of this nature can be called sacrifice.  Every 

sacrifice is a holy gift, but not every holy gift is a sacrifice…What distinguishes the sacrifice 

from all other things, however sacred these may be, is that part or the whole of its substance 

comes upon the altar.  Without the altar there would be no sacrifice.  This coming upon the altar 

is a most significant thing: it means the direct consumption of the sacrifice by Jehovah, for 

Jehovah dwells in the altar.  In anthropomorphic language the law expresses the principle of 

assimilation of the sacrifice by Jehovah, when it speaks of it as “food for Jehovah” or as 

yielding “a firing for the savour of satisfaction for Jehovah.”
21

 

Of course the old covenant sacrifices only symbolized the placation of God, and their 

performance, no matter how great the number or pageantry of sacrifices, were not what pleased 

God.  The purpose of the sacrifices was to teach Israel that atonement for sin is required to 

propitiate and expiate God’s wrath from upon them.  God was not impressed with the symbol, 

nor was he happy with Israel’s satisfaction with the symbol apart from the Christ that ritual 

animal sacrifices symbolized.  “The law itself nowhere represents sacrifice as a sufficient return 

for the favour of God.  Besides this, the idea of lavishness in ritual to make up for past neglect 

and ingratitude is offensive on every right interpretation of sacrifice.”
22

  The purpose of the 

sacrifices instituted in the ceremonial law was not to provide Israelites with occasion to 

demonstrate their repentance with pomp and circumstance, but rather to model the sacrificial 

death of Christ on the cross, and the perfect and final atonement that his sacrifice brings.  Thus, 

the animal sacrifices were a provisional means of grace for old covenant Israel.  Vos explores the 
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epistle to the Hebrews and concludes that the sacrifices, symbols, and types of the old covenant 

were truly means of grace that provided real spiritual benefits for God’s people under the Mosaic 

administration, but they ultimately pointed to the fullness of the new covenant blessings in 

Christ. 

The sacrifices and lustrations [of the Old Covenant] could not do the work for which alone the 

priestly work of Christ is adequate, but they were in their own sphere faithful adumbrations and 

true means of grace, through which a real contact with the living God was actually maintained.  

When again and again, in pursuance of the immediate end in view, the author [of Hebrews] 

declares their weakness and unprofitableness (7:18), this is meant comparatively, but is not 

intended to void them of all religious efficacy.  If taken in an absolute sense, such statements 

would warrant the inference that the Old Covenant had no spiritual substance at all, that the 

saints of old moved wholly among shadows, for which no body was yet in existence.  This 

would be the same erroneous impression that is sometimes derived in an even stronger degree 

from the Pauline statements in which the apostle speaks of the religious life under the law, 

statements which seem to allow nothing for this life in the way of positive spiritual privilege 

and enjoyment, and to dwell only on the condemnatory, cursing, slaying function of the law.  

And yet we know from Paul that he was well-acquainted not only with the objective 

foreshadowing which the facts of the Christian redemption had found in the Old Testament but 

also with the subjective prelibations which had been tasted by the saints of those days.  And so 

it is in Hebrews.  With whatever degree of clearness or dimness they might themselves 

apprehend the fact, God stood in spiritual relations to the people of Israel; they were not cut off 

from the fount of life and blessedness.  Through the shadows and ceremonies and all the 

instrumentalities of the flesh, God controlled with a sure and sovereign hand the religious 

destinies of each member of his covenant people.
23

 

Kline interprets the ceremonial law as it is related to the priestly ministry—the Levitical 

priesthood ministering to Israel, and Israel as a nation ministering to the Gentile nations.  The 

heart of the priestly ministry was making possible a relationship between a holy God and a sinful 

people.  Thus the Lord taught Israel and its priests how to purify, sanctify, and consecrate 

themselves in order to safely approach him in worship.  Kline notes that the book of Leviticus is 

a priestly instructional manual of sorts accomplishing these ends. 

Moses of course stands by himself as the one set over all God’s house (Heb 3:2,5), the mediator 

of the Sinai Covenant.  Along with his mediatorial function in the covenant ratification process 

and his supervision of the construction of the tabernacle he composed the covenant documents 

that constituted a national constitution, a priority task at Sinai in view of the imminent 

organization of Israel as a kingdom in the promised land.  Foundational covenant 
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documentation was provided in the tables of the covenant and the book of the covenant, enough 

for the purpose of ratifying the covenant.  But the maintaining of Israel’s on-going relationship 

with their holy God would involve an elaborate priestly ministry of purification, sanctification, 

consecration and tribute, and the details of this liturgical service to be rendered to the Lord in 

his sanctuary-residence were given by revelation to Moses within the period—upwards of a 

year—that Israel was encamped at Sinai.  Such was the origin and purpose of the Book of 

Leviticus.
24

 

The ceremonial law, with its detailed instructions for proper worship, is concerned to 

centralize and standardize the worship of Yahweh at the single appointed location: the 

tabernacle/temple which housed the earthly throne of the Lord.  According to Kline, the purpose 

of gathering Israel’s worship at one location was to combat the temptation to mimic or 

participate in Canaanite religious practices.  Rather than creating a religious hardship by 

imposing a difficult travel burden on Israelites, a centralized sanctuary served to protect the 

people from idolatry, created a sense of national religious solidarity, prevented syncretistic 

innovations in Israel’s divinely-revealed worship practices, and made possible the collection and 

use of all Israel’s gifts for political and cultic needs. 

The fact that the law of the central sanctuary ([Deut 12:]4ff) is thus introduced (vv. 2, 3) and 

concluded (vv. 29-31) by such references to the Canaanite cultus shows that one purpose of the 

centralization of Israelite worship, too, was to avoid the contamination of the pure worship of 

Yahweh by idolatrous practices.  The centralization requirement must also be understood in 

terms of Deuteronomy’s nature as a suzerainty treaty.  Such treaties prohibited the vassal to 

engage in any independent diplomacy with a foreign power other than the covenant suzerain.  In 

particular, the vassal must not pay tribute to any other lord.  Similarly, all the requirements and 

prohibitions of Deuteronomy 12 were calculated to secure for Yahweh all Israel’s tributary 

sacrifice and offering.  Israel must not pay any sacrificial tribute to other gods, for such an 

impossible attempt to serve two masters would be rebellion against the great commandment of 

Yahweh’s covenant.
25

 

One of the most important services entrusted to the priests was sacrifice.  Animal slaughter 

and the draining of blood were symbolic of the act of worship.  The Israelite, by offering an 

animal sacrifice to the Lord, communicated he was vicariously offering his life to the sovereign 

Lord and denying himself and all other gods this worship.  Kline explains, 
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to use the lifeblood of animals as a symbolic satisfaction of God’s justice on the altar was to 

give the life to God to whom it was forfeit, according to this cultic appointment, whereas to 

devote that blood to oneself, as by eating it, or to devote it to an idol was to be guilty of a 

murderous shedding of lifeblood, an offense to be punished by being cut off from God’s people 

(Lev 17:4).
26

 

Kline agrees with Vos that the use of blood in the sacrifice was to appease God’s wrath 

against sin.  Blood was necessary because God required a life payment for sin.  The nature of the 

sacrifice was a legal and substitutionary transaction. 

The Mosaic legislation on this issue indicates then that the explanation of the life-value of blood 

is not mystical but forensic.  Moreover, it shows that what is in view is a symbolic value 

introduced by special revelation, not just the natural property of blood by virtue of its critical 

physiological function.  In this connection we may note that the preferable translation of 

Leviticus 17:11 is “the life of the flesh is the blood,” rather than “is in the blood” (cf. Lev 

17:14).
27

 

Of course God accepted the animal sacrifices instituted in the old covenant as symbols that 

substituted for the sacrifice of the sinner, and the sacrifices had typological meaning since the 

symbol of human sacrifice pointed to Christ as the once for all human sacrifice in place of 

sinners.
28

 

The dietary rules, another aspect of the ceremonial law, also carried typological import.  The 

food restrictions revolved around the distinction between clean and unclean animals.  Kline 

observes that while much effort has been expended attempting to find hygienic value in each 

dietary law, it is impossible for this theory to account for some healthy foods that were labeled 

unclean.  Instead, he finds a symbolic and typological purpose in the various food laws. 

Ceremonial distinctions may at times appear arbitrary.  Such is the case with the classification 

of clean and unclean meats in these dietary regulations, for hygienic explanations are apparent 
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only in some, not in all instances.  But the very arbitrariness of these stipulations made them the 

better tests of submission to the sovereign word of the Lord and more distinctive badges of 

consecration to him.  It reminded Israel that man must live according to every word of God’s 

mouth (cf. [Deut] 8:3).  It is God’s creative word that gives to all things their definition and 

meaning, and man must interpret all things according to the interpretation God assigns them.  In 

this respect the Mosaic dietary rules resembled the probationary proscription of the fruit of the 

tree of knowledge in Eden, or the arrangements for the provision of the manna in the 

wilderness.
29

 

Furthermore, Kline theorizes that the clean/unclean distinction that was applied to Israel’s 

diet was a derivative of the distinction at the human level of Israelites/Gentiles.  According to 

further biblical revelation, clean and unclean categories were only applied to God’s people under 

theocratic kingdom rule.  This is an important distinction for Kline, because it explains why there 

was forbidden food in Eden, inside Noah’s ark, and under the Mosaic covenant—each of these 

environments constituted some form of theocracy.  Outside theocratic bounds, east of Eden after 

the Fall until Sinai and under the new covenant, dietary restrictions based on the clean/unclean 

distinction seem to be absent.  Thus the purpose of permitting clean foods and forbidding all 

others is a theocratic symbol that draws attention to the difference between those under God’s 

kingdom rule and those outside his loving protection and provision.
30

 

Acts 10 narrates that Peter was informed through a vision that the regulatory distinction 

between clean and unclean meats was abrogated and that he proceeded to apply this heavenly 

disclosure to the broader cultural distinction according to which theocratic citizens were 

distinguished from the people of other nations as clean from unclean (Acts 10:28).  The 

theocracy was about to pass away and the people of God, as to their cultural life, were to 

become part of the common generality of mankind…Such a fundamental shift in the divine 

structuring of the cultural order as is evidenced in Acts 10 must clearly have an extensive 

bearing on the Christian’s assessment of his obligation to cultural regulations in the Mosaic 

legislation.  This is obviously so with respect to Mosaic prescriptions in which the 

clean/unclean distinction figured and especially those in which the classification of 

nontheocratic culture and persons as unclean was a factor.  By dealing with the illustrative 
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instance of unclean meats and the related issue of table fellowship, Acts 10 established a broad 

hermeneutical principle that must be constantly reckoned with in the study of Christian ethics.
31

 

Notice that Kline connects the dietary regulations and what they represent with Christian 

ethics.  He links Peter’s vision in Acts 10 that eliminated the distinction between clean and 

unclean foods with Peter’s new Christian ethic of accepting Gentiles on whom God had poured 

out his Spirit.  In the new covenant, with the removal of the clean/unclean food distinction, a 

Christian ethic must emerge to reflect the progression of redemptive history.  In the new 

covenant, including Gentiles into the covenant community of the Church is a logical result of 

removing the dietary laws that were based on typological theocratic categories.  But Kline does 

not allow for the complete abrogation of the principles underlying the ceremonial sacrifices and 

dietary regulations.  Even in the new covenant (the antitype and fulfillment of the old covenant’s 

typological level) there is still a need for boundaries and distinctions, even those that reflect the 

clean/unclean principle. 

Movement of the covenant community out of a theocratic domain into a common grace setting 

does not, of course, desacralize the redemptive cultus, with or without an earthly altar.  Thus, 

after the conclusion of the initial period, when it overlapped with the briefly prolonged old 

covenant altar community, the Christian cultus of the new covenant continued to possess a 

distinctive and exclusive holiness in the midst of its common culture context.  Hence, while the 

cultural table became common (Acts 10), the holiness of the cultic table of the Lord was strictly 

maintained (1 Cor 10:16-21; 11:25-29; 2 Cor 6:14-16; cf. 2 John 10).
32

 

This clarification means that Kline understands the ceremonial law to govern cult and 

culture within a theocratic realm, but the ceremonial law only governs cult in a common grace 

realm.
33
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III. CIVIL/JUDICIAL LAW 

Vos is not particularly interested in the Mosaic civil/judicial law abstracted from the 

theocratic kingdom that married religion with national life.  He thinks that Israel’s civil law is an 

important aspect of the Mosaic covenant not because of the righteousness and justice displayed 

therein, but in its being the revealed law of the sovereign Lord. 

The laws under which Israel lived not merely had the divine sanction behind them in the general 

sense in which all law and order ultimately derives from God through general revelation by way 

of the conscience, but in the specific sense, that Jehovah had directly revealed the law.  In other 

words Jehovah in person performed the task usually falling to a human king.
34

 

The civil law is indeed a righteous legal code for governing a nation, but it is unique in that 

it is the King’s law.  Vos explains that the coupling of the Lord’s civil law with the moral and 

ceremonial laws is what lent the civil law its significance and purpose, which was to model true 

righteousness for the Gentile nations—primarily in the religious sphere but also in the civil 

sphere since Israel was organized as a religious-political body. 

The union of the religious lordship and the national kingship in the one Person of Jehovah 

involved that among Israel civil and religious life were inextricably interwoven.  If the union 

had happened to exist in any other person but God, a division of the two spheres of relationship 

might have been conceivable.  The bond to God is so one and indivisible that no separation of 

the one from the other can be conceived.  Hence the later prophetic condemnation of politics, 

not merely wicked politics, but politics per se, as derogatory to the royal prerogative of 

Jehovah.  Further it ought to be noticed that between these two concentric spheres the religious 

one has the pre-eminence.  It is that for the sake of which the other exists.  For our system of 

political government such as interrelation would, of course, seem a serious, intolerable defect.  

Not so among Israel.  The chief end for which Israel had been created was not to teach the 

world lessons in political economy, but in the midst of a world of paganism to teach true 

religion, even at the sacrifice of much secular propaganda and advantage.
35

 

Kline agrees with Vos that the specifically religious aspects of the Mosaic covenant (the 

moral and ceremonial law) are foundational to the civil aspects.  The purpose of the civil/judicial 

law was to apply the moral law to various situations in the life of Israelites when they obeyed 

and disobeyed the moral commandments.  Thus, “The law of the Lord must be administered with 
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justice ([Deut] 16:18-20); therefore, judicial procedures calculated to promote the interests of 

truth must be practiced (17:2-7).”
36

  Commenting on the development of the judicial role in 

Israel, Kline remarks that before the coronation of the first human king, the priests were 

entrusted with the judicial authority of the nation.  Because God was Israel’s sovereign, it was 

appropriate for the priest class to exercise a certain amount of governmental authority until the 

arrival of the monarchy.  In this way, God ruled the religious and civil life of Israel, therefore 

both human priests and kings were adequate pictorial representatives of his sovereignty. 

This section [Deut 16:18-21:23] contains a series of stipulations concerning theocratic 

government, with primary emphasis on the judiciary.  Israel must add to cultic holiness 

political-judicial righteousness.  Between the governmental and the cultic there was a unity of 

ultimate authority since Yahweh was both God and King in Israel.  Consequently, all theocratic 

institutions, unlike those in the ordinary state, were confessionally religious and there was an 

extension of cultic praxis beyond the sanctuary into governmental administration.  Moreover, 

because all theocratic law, moral and civil as well as cultic, was comprehended in the covenant 

stipulations of Yahweh which were inscripturated in the covenant document, and because that 

Book of the Law was committed to the priests at the central sanctuary to be guarded and 

expounded by them, the priesthood possessed the dominant judicial voice (cf. 21:5), at least 

until the beginning of the monarchy (cf. 17:9, 10).
37

 

Kline interacts with the notion that Israel’s civil/judicial law is directly applicable for today 

in his critique of theonomy as it is defended by Greg Bahnsen.  This he labels the Chalcedon 

position.  It is clear from Kline’s strong polemic against theonomy that he is not in favor of 

instituting the civil/judicial aspect of the Mosaic law, not because he believes that the Mosaic 
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law is outdated or barbaric, but rather because it was given for a specific time to a specific 

people for a specific purpose. 

One radical fault that undermines the whole Chalcedon position is the failure to recognize that 

the socio-geo-political sector of the Israelite kingdom of God was a part of the total system of 

kingdom typology established through the covenantal constitution given to Israel in the law of 

Moses—just as much so as was the cultic sector.  Bahnsen appeals to the symbolically 

restorative-redemptive nature of the Old Testament cultus to justify his exempting the laws of 

the cultus from his claim that all Mosaic laws remain normative in the new covenant.  When he 

insists then on carrying over into the New Testament age without significant exception all case 

laws regulative of the socio-political aspect of the Israelite kingdom, he is evidently saying that 

Israel as a geo-political kingdom is not expressive of the restorative-redemptive principle, that it 

is not a type of the antitypical kingdom of Christ, the Redeemer-King.  Certainly, for him to say 

otherwise would be incompatible with his dogmatic assertion that the socio-political laws are 

still everywhere binding.  For it would be patently arbitrary, for him to acknowledge the 

typological-redemptive nature of the socio-political laws of the Old Testament and yet to insist 

they are still normative, while simultaneously arguing from the typological-redemptive nature 

of the cultic laws of the Old Testament that they are now abrogated.
38

 

Here Kline points to the inconsistency of those who advocate instituting the Mosaic 

civil/judicial law codes for all societies and for all time, but do not advocate continuing the 

ceremonial aspect of the law.  This is not the only inconsistency.  The logical conclusion of 

theonomy leads to casting doubt on God’s will for a messianic king. 

Bahnsen says that Israel as a kingdom was just another civil government and Israel’s king just 

another civil magistrate.  According to the Bible the request made by Israel in the days of 

Samuel that they might be ruled by a king like the kings of the surrounding nations was a 

repudiation of the Mosaic Covenant with its requirement that Israel’s king be a distinctive 

theocratic kind of king, that he be the confessing covenant-vassal of Yahweh in Yahweh’s 

redemptive kingdom.  According to Bahnsen’s theory that the Israelite king was just another 

civil magistrate like the kings of the nations, the request of the Israelites was quite proper and 

the dim view of that request taken by Samuel and the Lord must be regarded as mistaken, 

unfair, and unjust.  We can certainly agree that God’s response was not informed by the insights 

of Chalcedon’s doctrine of theonomic politics!
39

 

In a final rhetorical flourish, Kline displays how theonomy pits the Church’s mandate 

against the State, undermining the mission of evangelism by eliminating the mission field. 

Should then the state execute all who apostatize from the Christian faith or even all devotees of 

non-Christian religious, apostate sons of Adam all?  This is presumably the Chalcedon position, 
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for we must assume that they would not want to say that the prophetic ideal of the state to be 

attained late in the millennium will be contrary to the norms for the state set forth in the law, as 

though the canonical status of Scriptural law changed from earlier to later stages within the 

church age.  If then they say that when the ideal state of affairs set forth in the law and the 

prophets arrives, nations that do not submit to Christ utterly perish (i.e., Deut. 13:12-16 is 

enforced), that ideal must be the legal norm which ought to be followed all through the church 

age.  This means that according to theonomic politics God has given the church the mandate to 

gather the harvest of the mission field but at the same time he has given the state a mandate to 

destroy the mission field.
40

 

Indeed, the civil/judicial law of Moses clearly cannot be adopted as societal-national law 

now that the new covenant has arrived.  Attempting to implement it today would be akin to 

pouring new wine into old wineskins. 

One interesting subset of civil law is the stipulations governing war with other nations.  

Kline notices that the laws that govern national conflict with foreign powers make a distinction 

between nations that are within the scope of the promised land (e.g., the coastal-dwelling 

Philistines) and nations that were outside the geo-spatial boundaries of God’s typological 

kingdom Israel.  Kline argues that peoples within Israel’s rightful boundaries are considered 

trespassers on God’s holy land and are thus subjects of holy, theocratic war-judgment.  This is an 

example of how the civil law governing war was inseparably linked to the religious nature of the 

theocracy. 

Theocratic justice must be exercised in the prosecution of war beyond Israel’s borders as well as 

in the administration of criminal law within the land.  Here again a hegemony of priest and cult 

appears in the judicial process ([Deut 20:]2ff.)  Just as the cities of refuge were an extension of 

the asylum aspect of the altar throughout the land (cf. [Deut] 19:1ff.), so the consecrated 

military campaign against the foreign foe was the just and holy judgment of the sanctuary—or 

better, of Yahweh—abroad in the earth ([Deut 20:]1b, 4, 13a).  While all Israelite military 

operations sanctioned by the Lord were theocratic judgments and the adversary always assumed 

the character of enemy of God’s kingdom, a distinction was made between wars waged against 

the Canaanite nations and those against nations very far off ([Deut 20:]15ff.).  The 

programmatic mandate of Deuteronomy 7 concentrated on the former; the present stipulations, 

on the latter.
41

 

                                                 
40

 Ibid., 187. 
41

 Kline, Treaty of the Great King, 104. 



The Mosaic Covenant  The Mosaic Covenant in Redemptive History 

 

Reformed Theological Seminary  118 

Kline says the reason for holy war is to typify the final consummative judgment that awaits 

sinners living in God’s realm who reject his righteous rule.  The typological nature of this 

theocratic warfare was constrained to those nations living within Israel’s bounds so that the 

promise of the Abrahamic covenant—the blessing of the nations through Abraham’s seed—

would have a redemptive-historical theater in which to play itself out. 

The identification of God’s kingdom with the earthly kingdom of Israel brought an Old 

Testament anticipation of the final judgment which is to overtake those who remain outside the 

redemptive kingdom of Christ.  This Old Testament judgment, however, could not be executed 

universally.  For then the age of grace for the nations would have been prematurely terminated 

and the covenant promise that Israel should be a blessing to all the nations through the 

messianic seed of Abraham (cf. Gen. 12:3) would have been nullified.  Therefore, the typology 

of final judgment was strictly applied only in warfare against nations within the boundaries 

claimed by Yahweh for his typical kingdom ([Deut 20:]16-18; cf. 7:2ff.)…Beyond the 

boundaries of the theocracy the typology of judgment was tempered by the principles that 

govern the customary relations of ordinary nations ([Deut 20:]10-15), yet not so that the 

religious significance of the encounter of an ancient nation with God’s kingdom Israel was 

lost.
42

 

Vos and Kline seem to be in substantial agreement on the purpose of the civil/judicial law in 

the Mosaic covenant.  Both understand the civil law as interwoven with the religious fabric of 

Israelite daily life.  Both believe that the religious aspect of the law is foundational to the civil 

law.  Kline delves deeper into the subject by exploring the purpose of the civil laws regulating 

war between internal and external nations, and offers a creative solution to the problem of the 

Mosaic covenant’s sanctioning of holy war.  By situating the civil law in redemptive history as 

directly applicable to the Israelite theocracy, Vos lays the foundation for Kline’s doctrinal 

development of theocratic law and the ethics of typological holy war judgment.
43
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IV. THEOCRACY, EXILE, AND ESCHATOLOGY 

When discussing the Israelite theocracy, Vos stresses that it is here where the Mosaic 

covenant finds its full expression.  The moral, ceremonial, and civil/judicial law as contained in 

the old covenant coalesce in the theocratic kingdom.  In this sense the Mosaic Law is divine and 

royal law.  But the OT theocracy only typified the ideal kingdom of God, that is why there 

always existed an eschatological hope for the kingdom to come, bringing with it salvation and 

judgment.  Even so, the OT theocratic kingdom was not an immaterial concept; it was real and 

consisted of material kingdom symbols and types.  They could be seen, touched, tasted, smelled, 

and heard.  They aroused the senses in awareness of the higher spiritual truths and realities that 

the eschatological age promised. 

The significance of the unique organization of Israel can be rightly measured only by 

remembering that the theocracy typified nothing short of the perfected kingdom of God, the 

consummate state of Heaven.  In this ideal state there will be no longer any place for the 

distinction between church and state.  The former will have absorbed the latter…[Josephus] 

observes that Moses, by giving such a constitution to the Israelites, did not make religion a part 

of virtue, but made all other virtues to be a part of religion.  The fusion between the two spheres 

of secular and religious life is strikingly expressed by the divine promise that Israel will be 

made “a kingdom of priests and an holy nation” (Ex. 19:6).  As priests they are in, nay, 

constitute the kingdom.
44

 

Vos offers an historical argument that Israel’s eschatological kingdom expectations did not 

begin to emerge until later in the old covenant administration.  The expectations for spiritual 

antitypical fulfillment were latent from the outset in Mosaic revelation, but they did not begin to 

burst forth until the advent of canonical prophetic revelation (especially in messianic prophecy).  

When the OT kingdom began to take shape in the monarchy, that which was symbol and type 

became more obvious as the prophets looked to the future when God would usher in the 

consummate kingdom of righteousness.  In the typical old covenant theocracy, God’s kingdom 
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was limited in the redemptive sphere to Israel, but in the new covenant phase of the kingdom 

God’s redemptive rule would eventually become universal, spanning all the earth. 

In the Old Testament God is frequently represented as the King of the universe not only, but 

also as the King of Israel in a special, redemptive sense.  He became so at the time of the 

deliverance from Egypt and the organization of Israel on the basis of the covenant (Ex. 19:4-6; 

cf. Deut. 33:4, 5).  In this sense God’s kingdom first meant a present, real relation between 

Himself and His people, not something whose realization was expected from the future.  

Through the supernatural giving of the law and its administration and His direction of the 

course of history Jehovah exercises the functions of King in Israel.  Later on, however, the 

conception of the kingdom, without losing its older meaning, obtains a distinctly eschatological 

sense.  This development coincided with the development of messianic prophecy, and both took 

place in dependence on the institution and further development of the human kingdom, 

especially that of the Davidic line.  When the human king had been installed as the vice-gerent 

of God, it became apparent that in this representative form the perfect realization of the 

kingdom could not be a matter of the present, but would have to belong to the future.  It is 

especially in the book of Daniel that this idea becomes prominent.  The future kingdom is here 

described as the supernatural, universal, everlasting reign of the God of heaven which will 

overthrow and replace the great world monarchies.
45

 

Vos thinks that the Babylonian exile served to heighten the eschatological expectations for 

the universal rule of God.  The Exile effectively terminated the glorious typological old covenant 

kingdom and forced the faithful in Israel to set their hopes on the future heavenly kingdom of 

God, when the covenant made with Israel and mediated by Moses would be fulfilled and 

righteousness would reign forever.  According to Vos’s redemptive-historical schema, this was 

accomplished in deposit form when Jesus inaugurated the kingdom of God during his first 

advent, and will be accomplished in full form at the second advent when Jesus finally brings the 

kingdom in its glorious fullness.  Although revealed in the old covenant idiom, the OT prophets 

foresaw the future orientation of the theocratic kingdom and sought to teach Israel the purpose of 

the theocracy and the exile. 

Side by side with the kingdom that is we meet in the Old Testament a kingdom yet to come.  

This is due to three causes.  In the first place, among the Semitic tribes the kingship very often 

originated by some powerful personality performing great acts of deliverance and obtaining in 

result of this a position of preёminence, as we see it happen in the case of Saul.  Thus, though 
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Jehovah was King, he nevertheless could perform acts in the future, work deliverances for his 

people, such as would render him King in a new sense, cf. Is. 24:21; 43:15; 52:7; Mic. 2:12; 

4:6; Obad. 21; Ps. 97:1; 99:1.  Secondly, the suspension of the visible exercised rule of Jehovah 

during the exile naturally led to the representation, that he would in the future become King by 

resuming his reign.  It is especially in the Book of Daniel that the idea of the future kingdom of 

Jehovah is developed in contrast with the world-monarchies through which his kingdom 

appeared in abeyance for the present.  Thirdly, the rise of Messianic prophecy had the natural 

result of projecting the true kingdom of God into the future.  If not the present king was the 

ideal representative of Jehovah, but the future ruler as the prophets depict him, then, as a 

correlate of this, the thought would suggest itself that with this new ideal instrument the rule of 

God in its full ideal sense will first be realized.  The expectation of the kingdom of God became 

equivalent to the Messianic hope of Israel.
46

 

Kline builds on the ideas of Vos by making more explicit the pictorial nature of the 

typological theocracy.  Kline writes that the kingdom was formed at Sinai but did not fill out the 

theocratic picture until the coming of the monarchy.  He is also explicit in identifying the 

Israelite king as the earthly representative of the Lord as he rules over the kingdom people. 

Through the Sinai covenanting this national community was constituted a kingdom, the 

theocratic kingdom of Yahweh, the divine Suzerain.  The Lord’s declaration that the Israelites 

were to be to him “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod 19:6) made clear from the 

outset the objective of establishing the kingdom.  In due time the kingdom structure would be 

completed in the instituting of the monarchy with its earthly representative of Yahweh, as had 

been prophesied in Jacob’s blessing on Judah (Gen 49:8-12) and legislatively provided for in 

the Deuteronomic renewal of the Sinaitic covenant (Deut 17:14-20).
47

 

In due time the old covenant theocratic kingdom came to an abrupt, tragic end with the 

sacking of Jerusalem and the people driven into exile.  Kline argues that exile was the predicted 

and inevitable terminus of the theocratic kingdom because of the works principle governing 

Israel’s retention of the promised land. 

The introduction of this Law arrangement centuries after the covenant of promise to Abraham 

did not abrogate the earlier promise of grace because its works principle did not appertain to 

individual, eternal salvation (cf. Gal 3:17).  The works principle of the Law was rather the 

governing principle in the typological sphere of the national election and the possession of the 

first level kingdom in Canaan.  It is this works principle that explains the otherwise inexplicable 

termination of the typological kingdom of Israel through judgment curse.
48
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Kline interprets Paul in Galatians as saying that because the works principle only governed 

Israel at the typological level, it could not replace the grace-governed Abrahamic covenant 

promises of eschatological blessing which came first.  As an analogy of what compelled God to 

remember Israel even after they had broken the Mosaic covenant, Kline compares the situation 

of Israel in Babylonian Exile with the generation of Israelites who died in the wilderness after the 

Exodus.  For both generations of Israelites who were “exiled” from enjoying the blessings of the 

covenant in the promised land, the Lord remembered his covenant with Abraham and brought 

the next generation into a state of blessing. 

This period of roughly forty years [following the exodus from Egypt] was comparable to the 

later time of the nation’s removal to Babylon.  It was a virtual exile from the promised land 

even before they entered it, an executing of the curse sanction of the Sinaitic covenant of works.  

Here we must recall our earlier, introductory analysis of the relation of the Sinaitic covenant to 

the Abrahamic kingdom promise.  The Law did not abrogate God’s promise covenant to 

Abraham.  The Lord’s sovereign grace relationship to the promised seed of Abraham, the true 

Israel, remained intact during the forty year hiatus in the typological kingdom program.  

Moreover, since…God’s typological kingdom grant to Abraham assured the continuance of the 

Israelite covenant nation until the advent of the messianic seed of Abraham, the renewal of the 

broken Law covenant and the typological order after the forty years disruption was assured.
49

 

Furthermore, Kline includes the Day of the Lord (Judgment Day) theme in his 

understanding of theocracy, exile, and eschatology.  According to Kline, the old covenant 

theocracy was a grand historical type of the kingdom of God, the Exile was the type of the Day 

of the Lord foretold by the OT prophets, and the new covenant kingdom of Christ and the Last 

Day are the antitype fulfillments of kingdom and judgment day.  But old covenant macro-types 

of theocracy and exile are not the only historical instances of this kind of typology.  Kline sees in 

prototype form the same themes in Eden. 

Gen 3:8 recounts the primeval day of the Lord following Adam’s failure in the probation crisis 

of the creational covenant.  By transgressing that covenant man had incurred its death curse and 

in response the Lord of the covenant came in judgment.  His parousia, accompanied by 

cherubim and thunderous “voice” (the qôl Yahweh) was a divine advent “as the (Glory-)Spirit 
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of the (judgment) day.”  Again in this episode, as in the seventh day of creation, there is a 

blending of the theophanic-spatial reality (the Spirit) with the judicial-temporal function (the 

day).  Likewise in the administering of the Torah covenant the failure of the covenant people in 

their national probation led to a day of Yahweh, a day of reckoning.  Pressing the Lord’s lawsuit 

against the Israelites, his prophet-lawyers repeatedly warned that for those who did not honor 

their covenant obligations the coming day of the Lord would bring not light but darkness.  Such 

a day of judicial darkness befell the nation in the calamity of the Babylonian exile and a second 

time in the 70 AD destruction of Jerusalem.  Beyond the typological day of the Lord that would 

terminate the Old Covenant order as threatened in the curses of the Mosaic covenants, the Old 

Testament prophets foresaw an eschatological day of the Lord, a final judgment event at the 

conclusion of the coming new covenant age.  For God’s redeemed people it would prove to be a 

day of vindication.  But for those who spurn the invitation to come under the grace of the new 

covenant in Christ, the second Adam, making instead the wretched choice to remain under the 

works principle in the first Adam, this final day of the Lord would bring the unmitigated doom 

threatened against man in the primal covenant of works in Eden.
50

 

Thus Kline believes that the motifs of kingdom, probationary testing, failure, judgment, and 

restoration are present from the very beginning, and are reenacted on the world-stage by Israel to 

prepare God’s people, Jew and Gentile, to understand the severity of rebellion against God’s law, 

the lavish grace of God on a sinful people, and the costliness of that grace. 

V. EXCURSUS: ROMANS 5:20 AS HISTORIA OR ORDO SALUTIS 

This leads naturally to a discussion of Romans 5:12-21 (especially v. 20, which reads “Now 

the law came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more” 

ESV.).  Many commentators interpret this passage as referring to a phase in the common 

experience of sinners who upon learning of God’s laws that forbid actions they are involved in, 

find themselves increasingly committing those sins because now they know the actions are 

forbidden.  In other words, sinful actions become more enticing to the flesh when the command 

forbidding them is introduced to a person’s psyche.  This school of interpretation understands 

Rom 5:20 and its surrounding context in terms of ordo salutis (the order of salvation applied 

individually to people as they are converted from sinner to saint).  This is not how Vos and Kline 

read the passage. 
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As discussed previously, Romans 5:12-21 is about the relationship of the two human federal 

heads: Adam and Christ.  A surface-level, existential reading of this passage might suggest that 

Adam’s experience of sin and death represents the universal experience of sin and painful 

consequences that plague all who are born in Adam (everyone).  Conversely, Christ’s experience 

of faithful obedience and life represents the universal experience of repentance and new life that 

is characteristic of all who are reborn in Christ (believers).  Such a reading amounts to an ordo 

salutis interpretation.  A more contextual interpretation understands Adam and Christ not as 

existential examples of everyone’s common experience, but as unique covenant heads who 

reaped the fruit of their works for all who are covenantally represented by them.  The act of 

Adam’s sin in the Garden occurred in prelapsarian history, which led to the curse of sin and 

death for all who came after him in history.  Similarly, the act of Christ’s righteousness under the 

law occurred in redemptive history, which led to the blessing of righteousness and eternal life for 

all who are elect in him.  Adam is the federal head of the covenant of works; Christ is the federal 

head of the covenant of grace.  This is the “history of salvation” approach to the text—thus the 

name historia salutis is applied to this interpretation of Romans 5:12-21.  Although Vos does not 

comment extensively on this passage, he does write in one place: 

Paul’s theological vision spans the entire sweep of man’s spiritual history and places it in its 

entirety under the point of view of an unfolding of the eternal purpose of God.  He is not content 

with giving a soteriological construction, as in the contrast between the disobedience of Adam 

and the obedience of Christ (Rom. 5:12-20), though this is in itself one of the boldest and 

grandest contrasts ever drawn, but, recognizing that Christ accomplishes far more than the 

restoration of what Adam ever lost, he places the two over against each other in I Corinthians 

15:45-49 as the representatives of two successive stages in the carrying out of God’s sublime 

purpose for humanity, in such a way that the state of rectitude and the state of glory are by a 

sudden flash of light seen in their mutual relation, detached as it were for a moment from the 

soteriological process intervening…And the same masterful grasp of the principles underlying 

the structure of history, as an organism of the ages, may be observed also in the apostle’s 

dealing with the history of redemption.  The promise given to Abraham in its worldwide 

significance, the law as introduced by Moses in its disciplinary, convicting function, both in 

their relation, in case of the former positive, in case of the latter negative, to the gospel, have 

once for all been interpreted for us by this great philosopher of history.  And this retrospective 

grandeur of conception is equaled by the sublimity of the eschatological outlook the apostle 
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opens up to us into that perfect kingdom of God towards which all the streams of human history 

roll their waters as towards their final goal.
51

 

This paragraph is difficult to interpret.  It is unclear what Vos means by the term 

“soteriological construction” he uses to describe Rom 5:12-20.  Nevertheless, the context in the 

passage is Paul’s comprehensive philosophy of history including the contrast between the two 

Adams, and the relations of the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants to the gospel.  In other words, 

the context is historia salutis.  Vos says the Abrahamic promise relates positively to the gospel 

while the Mosaic law relates negatively to the gospel.  Although Vos may not make his view of 

Rom 5:20 clear, this passage provides the broad categories that seem to suggest that he 

understood the verse in terms of the history of salvation. 

For Kline there is no doubt.  He wrote that Rom 5:13-14 (and its surrounding context, 

including v. 20) must be interpreted in terms of historia salutis.
52

 

The kind of covenantal-historical structuring of theological discourse found in Rom 5:13-14 is 

part of a Pauline pattern.  For him to expound soteriology is to analyze the nature and 

interrelationships of the covenant of promise to Abraham, the law covenant mediated by Moses, 

and the new covenant with its gospel of justification by faith.  Certainly use of the historical 

schema of the covenants as the framework of doctrinal teaching is characteristic of the book of 

Romans.  And in Romans 5 this covenant pattern becomes panoramic, extending back beyond 

the Abrahamic covenant and its redemptive precursors in Genesis 3-11 to the preredemptive 

covenant of the Creator with Adam and reaching forward beyond the law to Christ (the new 

Adam) and the new covenant.  This sweeping overview of covenantal history develops here as 

elsewhere in Paul’s teaching out of his presentation of soteriology.  Exposition of the 

achievement of righteousness and life for the many by the one man, Jesus Christ, called for an 

account of the situation of universally prevailing sin and death that had to be overcome.  That in 

turn involved explaining how the sin/death reign entered the world through the one man Adam 

(vv. 12 ff.), who thus (as a federal representative) played a role parallel to that of the coming 

Christ (v. 14c).  The parenthesis in Rom 5:13-14 sits then in the middle of a chapter that as a 

whole surveys history from the covenant of creation to the new covenant in the fullness of time.  

As the parenthesis elaborates on the reign of sin/death mentioned in v. 12, it naturally continues 

this covenantal structuring.  This is signalized…by the phrases “until the law” (v. 13a) and 

“from Adam to Moses” (v. 14a).  By these allusions to the patriarchal/Abrahamic and law 
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epochs the parenthesis fills in the history between the first and last covenants treated in the rest 

of Romans 5, so completing the cosmic mural of the four major covenant epochs.
53

 

According to Kline, much of Paul’s epistle to the Romans is concerned with the history of 

salvation, especially chapter 5.  Kline broadens the immediate context of Rom 5:20 to include 

not just Rom 5:12-21, but all of chapter 5.  Kline continues his study of vv. 13-14 by carefully 

examining the term “law” in verse 13 (which has direct implications for interpreting Rom 5:20). 

Law in 13b must be understood in the sense of the terminus indicator, “until the law,” in v. 13a.  

It refers to the old covenant, the covenant that was not of faith but of works and yet did not 

abrogate the earlier promise covenant given to Abraham (Gal 3:10 ff.)  More precisely, it would 

appear that because of his identification of the Mosaic law as a works covenant Paul uses nomos 

in v. 13b in the specific sense of works principle.  To affirm the absence of law in that sense (mē 

ontos nomou, “apart from law” or “where law is not of force”) is to state negatively the presence 

of the opposite principle, the gospel principle of grace.
54

 

Having identified the term “law” with the old covenant in this passage, Kline interprets 

“law” as referring to the works principle that operated at the typological level of the Mosaic 

covenant.  If this is the case, he argues, then the term “law” in Romans 5 is opposed to the gospel 

principle of “grace.”  Next Kline demonstrates why this interpretation, while a minority report, is 

the preferred understanding.  He argues that of the most frequent readings of the passage, almost 

all result in hopeless contradictions with Pauline doctrine in general and the rest of the passage in 

particular. 

The prevalent interpretations understand the law referred to directly and indirectly in Rom 5:13-

14 as commandments, not as a covenant governed by the works principle, and they define the 

sin mentioned in vv. 13b and 14b (if not in v. 13a) as individual violation of a particular known 

precept (or in some similarly qualified manner).  Then v. 13b (if not a general axiom covering a 

situation where commandments are absent) means that judicial account was not taken of sin 

before the law of Moses.  And to much the same effect is the statement in v. 14b about sin not 

being committed from Adam to Moses (with possible restriction of the predication to a certain 

part of mankind).  But no combination of the options proves satisfactory.  For one thing, almost 

all the proposals bring the passage into contradiction with Paul’s teaching elsewhere or even 

make it inconsistent within itself.  Some, interpreting v. 12d as a declaration that all have 

individually sinned, take v. 13a as a specific application of that fact to the period up to the law 
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(cf. also v 14a) and vv. 13b and 14b as a denial of individual sin in that same period.  Blatant 

contradiction is then apparent within the parenthesis itself between the assertion of individual 

sin in v. 13a (cf. v. 14a) and its denial in vv. 13b and 14b.
55

 

Kline continues his assault on the traditional interpretations by examining the arguments of 

those who attempt to soften the apparent contradiction, which he sees as an arbitrary relativizing 

maneuver (see below for an example of such).  Without introducing a relative qualifier, the 

interpretive options are limited—one must choose one or the other.  Either sin was committed 

during the epoch after the coming of the law in like manner during the epoch from Adam to 

Moses, or it was not.  Either sin was judicially imputed to the account of sinners during the 

epoch after the coming of the law in like manner during the epoch from Adam to Moses, or it 

was not.  The majority of commentators reluctantly answer in the affirmative, but this cannot fit 

the logic of Paul’s argument in Rom 5. 

Most commentators try to soften the contradictions entailed in their exegesis but can do so only 

by arbitrarily relativizing what [Rom 5:]13b and 14b affirm.  Cranfield’s treatment is fairly 

typical.  He says v. 13b “must be understood in a relative sense…In comparison with the state 

of affairs which has obtained since the advent of the law, sin may be said to have been, in the 

law’s absence, ‘not registered,’ since it was not the fully apparent, sharply defined thing, which 

it became in its presence.”  Such relativizing is in fact rewriting.  Paul says that an age in which 

sin was not imputed and Adam-like transgressions were not committed gave way to the law era, 

in which sin definitely was imputed and Adam-like transgressions were committed.  The 

relativizers change that into a statement that sin was imputed before the law and that Adam-like 

transgressions were committed, only not as much so as was the case under the law.
56

 

To bolster his argument for the contrast between the Abrahamic covenant governed by 

gospel grace and the Mosaic covenant governed by law-works, Kline argues that Paul, 

employing redemptive-historical categories, offers the same contrast in Rom 7:7-12 of the 

Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants. 

Corroborating that classic position and brightly illuminating [Rom] 5:13-14 is the remarkably 

similar passage in 7:7-12.  Here once more there is redemptive-historical structuring, and again 

the specific sequence is pre-law and law covenants.  Echoing and explaining 5:13b is the 
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narrative description given in 7:8b, 9a of the patriarchal/Abrahamic covenantal epoch: “For 

apart from the law sin was dead.  And I was alive apart from the law once.”  And the change 

effected by the Mosaic law, which is implicit in the terminus formulae in 5:13a and 14a, is 

powerfully reasserted in 7:9b, now explicitly: “When the commandment came, sin revived and I 

died.”  According to Rom 7:8-9 the difference between the Abrahamic covenant and the law is 

emphatically not relative but radical.  It is the difference between life and death.  Together, Rom 

5:13-14 and 7:7-12 spotlight the Scriptures’ insistence that between the law and the covenants 

on either side of it there is contrast, not continuum.
57

 

In conclusion, Vos (probably) and Kline (definitely) read Rom 5:20 and its context of 

Romans 5 as belonging to the historia salutis.  Such an interpretation accords with their shared 

biblical-theological method of viewing the Scriptures.  The law (Vos) and the Mosaic covenant 

(Kline) served to “increase the trespass” (Adam’s act of cosmic treason that brought sin into the 

world) so that the gospel grace proclaimed in the new covenant “abounded all the more.” 
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CHAPTER 7 APPLICATIONS FOR THE CHURCH TODAY 

Although for the Church the Mosaic covenant is synonymous with the “old” covenant, it still 

has much to teach new covenant believers.  These lessons are not confined to historical 

categories.  The Church has always understood the Mosaic covenant as useful for instruction and 

training in righteousness on this side of Christ’s resurrection (2 Tim 3:16-17).  Unfortunately, 

many Christians have drawn applications from Moses and the covenant he mediated that are not 

consistent with the NT use of the old covenant.  Vos and Kline identified and critiqued several 

illegitimate applications, and offered approval and further theological development of legitimate 

applications of the Mosaic covenant. 

I. ILLEGITIMATE APPLICATIONS 

Vos and Kline write against the traditional systems hostile toward biblical Christianity, 

including moralism, legalism, and antinomianism.  Also, they hold to the fundamental unity of 

the one people of God across Old and New Testaments, and on this basis offer resistance to a 

historically recent application of the Mosaic covenant—the bifurcation of Israel and the Church 

as distinct peoples of God with parallel redemptive-historical tracks. 

1. Moralism. 

Webster’s dictionary defines moralism as “the belief in a morality divested of all religious 

character” and morality as “conformity, or degree of conformity, to conventional rules, without 

or apart from inspiration and guidance by religion or other spiritual influences.”  Moralism has 

always been a problem in the Church.
1
  From the belief that Aesop’s fables are somehow 
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“Christian” because they are high morality tales, to the “history of religions” schools that 

conclude that all world religions teach fundamentally the same thing, to common do-good 

Sunday School lessons, moralism seems to find fertile soil in Christianity.  Moralism in its 

Christianized form tends towards the belief that the telos of the Bible is to transform people into 

moral creatures for the good of society, and if another religion (or even no religion at all) is 

useful for attaining the same end, then it is just as valid a path for life in this world as 

Christianity.  In the Church, “moralists or neonomians so stress Christian responsibility that 

obedience becomes more than the fruit or evidence of faith.  Rather obedience comes to be seen 

as a constituent element of justifying faith.”
2
  In other words, if one has good deeds, then that is 

enough to prove a person’s righteousness and acceptance before God. 

The Scriptures insist that morality is necessary and essential, but that it must not be 

separated from faith.  Vos writes that the command of God, even if it could be extricated from 

covenantal revelation, would still be binding as the norm for Christians.  Nevertheless, the 

command of God is vitally connected to faith.  He says, “in the covenant of grace…the 

participants are exempt from the demand of the law as the condition for eternal blessedness, but 

not from its demand as being normative for their moral life.”
3
 

For Vos, morality (ethics) cannot be divorced from religion because it properly flows from 

religion, and in a fallen world is inseparably linked with redemption. 

Ethics are not, however, represented as independent of religion, much less as the sole content of 

religion; but they are the product of religion.  Gen. 17:1 contains the classic expression of this: 

“I am El-Shaddai; walk before me, then thou shalt be blameless.”  The “walking before 
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Jehovah” pictures the constant presence of Jehovah to his mind as walking behind him, and 

supervising him.  The thought of the divine approval furnished the motive for obedience.  Also 

the force of El-Shaddai must be noticed.  What shapes his conduct is not the general thought of 

God as moral ruler, but specifically the thought of El-Shaddai, who fills his life with miraculous 

grace.  Thus morality is put on a redemptive basis and inspired by the principle of faith.
4
 

Frequently the Ten Commandments are employed to teach universal morals for the purpose 

of reforming society to a higher moral standard, regardless of people’s religious or secular 

affinities.  Vos will have none of this.  The Decalogue, according to Vos, cannot be used in this 

manner because it is deeply rooted in the religion of Israel (and subsequently in the Church) and 

is a set of commands that assumes a preexisting redemptive relationship between God and his 

chosen people. 

The most striking feature of the Decalogue is its specifically religious character.  It is not an 

ethical code in and by itself, resting, as it were, on the bare imperative of God.  The preamble 

brings the affection to Jehovah, in view of what He has done redemptively for the people, to 

bear through a responsive affection upon their conduct.  If we may apply the term “Christian” 

thus retrospectively to the Decalogue, we should say, what it contains is not general but 

Christian ethics.  Ethics is represented as the redemptive product; something else, lying behind, 

as the source.  That there is implied, apart from this, a hegemony of religion over ethics, appears 

from the far greater volume of elaboration devoted to the four opening words, dealing with the 

specifically religious side.
5
 

Kline stands with Vos as a critic of moralism.  For Kline, morality from the very beginning 

had to do with good and evil in a religious covenantal context.  “In the case of the sabbatically 

shaped covenant with man in Eden, however, God’s judgment was the rendering of a verdict as 

to whether man’s work was morally-religiously righteous or sinful, obedient or rebellious.  And 

the nature of Adam’s performance, whether good or evil, was the legal ground of the outcome, 

whether good or evil, life or death.”
6
  Morality’s relationship to religious faith continued after 

Adam broke the covenant of works when God subsequently entered into gracious covenants with 
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man.  Even in the redemptive environment the ethical aspect of God’s glory must be reflected in 

the covenant servant as “godliness.” 

A certain kind of conditionality attached to the covenant of promise, one consistent with the 

principle and surety of divine grace.  There could not but be demands placed on God’s human 

partner in kingdom-covenant, creational or redemptive.  God’s holiness is insistent in its 

expression.  Reflection of the ethical glory of God must always be required of all, men or 

angels, who dwell in fellowship with him.  Such divine demand for godliness is therefore found 

in covenants of works and grace alike.
7
 

Regarding the Decalogue, it was the rule of life for the faithful who lived under the old 

covenant.  Its morality was covenantal, and thus rooted in the religious relationship between God 

and Israel.  Its core was not an amorphous morality tailored to fit any ethical system. 

The covenant way of life is sovereignly dictated in ten commandments, the standard of Israel’s 

consecration to her Lord.  The very fact that the law is embedded in divine covenant disclosure 

points to the religious principle of personal devotion to God as the heart of true fulfilment of the 

law.  But there is no incompatibility between the divine demand communicated in concrete 

imperatives and the call of God to personal commitment to Him in love.  Yahweh describes the 

beneficiaries of His covenant mercy as “them that love me, and keep my commandments” (Ex. 

20:6; cf. Jn. 14:15).  The biblical ethic is rooted in biblical religion, and biblical religion is not 

shapeless mysticism but structured truth.
8
 

Now that the new covenant has fulfilled the old, Christians are not at liberty to raid the 

Mosaic law for “life principles” to fit our fancy.  The old covenant is still applicable for the 

Church (according to Kline, the one exception being the now-abrogated Sabbath principle), but a 

proper application is not devoid of OT religion (moralism) but is rather transformed by 

redemptive-historical fulfillment in Christ.  Recall Kline’s use of Acts 10 and the clean/unclean 

food distinction in the Mosaic law which illustrates how moralism is an improper application for 

Christian ethics.  According to Kline, the redemptive and covenantal stage of kingdom history is 

determinative for proper application of the Mosaic law.  Israel lived in a typological theocratic 

kingdom under the old covenant, while the new covenant Church lives in the already/not yet 
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stage of kingdom fulfillment characterized by a nontheocratic cult-culture relationship similar to 

the era of the patriarchs. 

 Such a fundamental shift in the divine structuring of the cultural order as is evidenced in Acts 

10 must clearly have an extensive bearing on the Christian’s assessment of his obligation to 

cultural regulations in the Mosaic legislation.  This is obviously so with respect to Mosaic 

prescriptions in which the clean/unclean distinction figured and especially those in which the 

classification of nontheocratic culture and persons as unclean was a factor.  By dealing with the 

illustrative instance of unclean meats and the related issue of table fellowship, Acts 10 

established a broad hermeneutical principle that must be constantly reckoned with in the study 

of Christian ethics.
9
 

It is clear from Vos and Kline that moralism is at root an anti-biblical and anti-Christian 

response to the Mosaic covenant and thus has no place in the life of the Church or the individual 

believer. 

2. Legalism and Antinomianism 

If one accepts that the ethical demands of the Bible are inseparable from the religious nature 

of God’s covenantal revelation, there are still other dangers of poor application that befall the 

Church.  Two of these have to do with grace in the life of the believer and are opposite sides of 

the same coin: legalism and antinomianism.  Webster’s dictionary defines legalism as “1 Close 

adherence to law; strict conformity to law. 2 Theol. The doctrine of salvation by works, as 

distinguished from that by grace. 3 The tendency to observe the letter rather than the spirit of the 

law.”  One danger of legalism is it “inevitably undermines Christian assurance and joy and tends 

to create a self-centred, excessively introspective piety.”
10

  Legalism tends to manifest itself as 

either (1) a misunderstanding of the doctrine of sola fide by obscuring this cardinal truth with a 

myriad of rules one must keep to attain God’s favor and/or maintain upright standing in the 

religious community, or (2) as an outright rejection of sola fide in favor of trusting in one’s 

works and faith for salvation.  One historical example of legalism appeared during the apostolic 
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era in the form of Judaized Christianity, which taught that Gentile believers were required to 

undergo circumcision according to the Mosaic covenant in order to gain eternal life.  

Antinomianism, meaning “against law,” is the opposite of legalism.  According to Webster’s 

dictionary, an antinomian is “one holding that faith frees the Christian from the obligations of the 

moral law.”  Whereas legalism strives for God’s approval in its own righteousness, 

antinomianism rejoices in its believe that the new covenant cancels the requirement of individual 

righteousness.  Accordingly, “antinomianism so stresses Christian freedom from the 

condemnation of the law that it underemphasizes the need of the believer to confess sins daily 

and to pursue sanctification earnestly.  It may fail to teach that sanctification inevitably follows 

justification.”
11

  The result of antinomianism is often moral laxity or outright licentiousness.  In 

attempting to clarify an appropriate application of the Mosaic law for the Church, Vos and Kline 

stand in the Reformation stream of the Church by combating the heresies of legalism and 

antinomianism, demonstrating how they are perversions of God’s grace in Christ.
12

 

Vos argues that the Mosaic law was never intended to operate in a legalistic fashion because 

the Abrahamic covenant was not legalistic (“Abraham believed God, and it was imputed to him 

as righteousness” Gen 15:6; cf. Rom 4:9, 22; Gal 3:6; Jas 2:23) and the Mosaic covenant is 

subsumed under the administration of the Abrahamic promise. 

The Roman testament, as we know it, is changeable till the testator dies, but under the Syro-

Grecian law a prospective disposition of property could be made during the lifetime of the 

possessor, frequently carrying with it adoption, which after having been once sanctioned in 

public immediately carried with it certain effects and was not after that subject to modification.  

Comparing the berith God made with Abraham to such a diatheke, Paul could within the terms 

of the representation properly say that God could not have meant to change its fundamental 

character as a dispensation of grace and promise through the later giving of the law at Sinai, and 
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that therefore the law may not be interpreted on a legalistic principle but must be subsumed 

under the Abrahamic arrangement as a means to an end.
13

 

Although the Mosaic covenant was a legal code that administered the relationship between 

God and Israel, it could not be legalistic in terms of offering Israel a way of earning salvation.  

Vos points to gospel elements of grace that were part of the fabric of the old covenant when he 

writes, 

there was real gospel under the theocracy.  The people of God of those days did not live and die 

under an unworkable, unredemptive system of religion, that could not give real access to and 

spiritual contact with God.  Nor was this gospel-element contained exclusively in the revelation 

that preceded, accompanied, and followed the law; it is found in the law itself [italics original].  

That which we call “the legal system” is shot through with strands of gospel and grace and 

faith.  Especially the ritual law is rich in them.  Every sacrifice and every lustration proclaimed 

the principle of grace.
14

 

Vos addresses the legalistic nature of Judaism with which the apostle Paul interacted in the 

first century.  Note how Vos argues against both legalism and antinomianism by asserting that 

the law is useful in the abstract (contra antinomianism), but that because of sin it cannot be the 

means to attain salvation (contra legalism). 

The apostle’s polemic against the Jewish legalism proceeds along two distinct lines of attack.  

In the first place, it is rejected because [it is] utterly impracticable and futile, because it has 

never led and can never lead to the end for which the Jewish mind pursues it.  In the second 

place, not satisfied with this practical dismissal of it, Paul condemns it on the fundamental 

ground of its irreligious character and tendency…But it is plain that judgments of this class 

imply nothing derogatory to the law method of securing eternal life in the abstract.  The 

disability under which the legal system labors is not inherent in the system itself, but arises 

wholly from the fact that men attempt to put it in operation in a state of sin.  What under normal 

conditions would be not only effectual but perhaps desirable or preferable to any other method 

may, under abnormal conditions, become so absolutely useless as to evoke scorn from one who 

has made practical acquaintance with its futility in a painful experience.  We can actually feel 

the scorn and contempt which in his heart the apostle poured upon the worthlessness of the 

efforts to keep the law in which Judaism was squandering its religious energy.  It is but natural 

that under such circumstances his words are not always carefully qualified, that, while speaking 

about the manner in which the system de facto [italics original] operates, he should sometimes 

appear to condemn the objective principle of it in the abstract.  It can be easily shown, however, 

that this is never his intention…Inasmuch as condemnation presupposes sin, no reflection is cast 

on the law itself or the forensic relationship between God and man regulated by it.  On the 
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contrary, the very conception of the curse of the law enforced by God involves the full 

recognition and maintenance on the apostle’s part of the forensic relation of accountability and 

inevitable liability to punishment in case of sin, as the broad fundamental plane on which God 

and man religiously meet.
15

 

For the life of the Christian, Vos reverses the order of the law in Judaism (the legalistic 

Jewish reading of the law strove to keep the law so that Messiah could finally come).  The 

Christian reading of the law recognizes that Messiah’s coming makes keeping the law possible.  

Vos explains that this highlights the rightful moral and ethical nature of salvation as opposed to 

legalistic and antinomian perversions of the Mosaic law. 

The Jewish sequence is: Israel is the first to fulfil the law, then, by manner of recompense, the 

Messiah, with all that pertains to Him, will appear.  The new sequence is: first the Messiah will 

appear, as a gift of divine grace, and through Him Israel will be enabled to yield the proper 

obedience.  The effect of this is twofold: by shifting the law from the beginning of the process to 

the end the Jewish self-righteousness is eliminated; by vindicating for the law its permanent 

place at the end, the ethical import of the salvation is emphasized.
16

 

As a Reformed theologian, Vos wants to retain law-keeping as an important aspect of 

Christian living.  His application of the Mosaic law avoids the pitfalls of self-righteousness and 

non-righteousness by recognizing the Mosaic law (particularly the Decalogue) as the rule of 

righteous living for the already redeemed new covenant believer. 

Kline’s language compared to Vos is significantly more attuned to the covenantal nature of 

divine commands, particularly in the Mosaic law.  For Kline, biblical revelation is always 

covenantal revelation, and as such is always forensic in character.  However, the priority of law 

over grace does not result in either a legalistic or antinomian application.  Grace and works are 

related properly in the gospel. 

Grace lives and moves and has its being in a legal, forensic environment.  In the biblical 

proclamation of the gospel, grace is the antithesis of the works principle.  Grace and works 
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could thus be contrastively compared only if they were comparable, that is, only if the term 

grace, like works, functioned in a forensic context.  Grace does not exist then except in relation 

to the rendering of divine judgment on situations involving acts of human responsibility, acts of 

man as accountable to God for compliance with appointed duty.
17

 

What might appear to be a legalistic framework in the old covenant with Israel is evidence 

of a republication at the typological level of the Edenic covenant of works. 

The Law covenant was a sub-administration of the Covenant of Grace, designed to further the 

purpose and program of the gospel.  By exhibiting dramatically the situation of all mankind, 

fallen in and with Adam in the original probation in Eden, the tragic history of Israel under its 

covenant-of-works probation served to convict all of their sinful, hopeless estate.”
18

 

The typological level of the Mosaic covenant did not offer a works-based system of 

salvation, but instead a works-based system of retaining the Israelite theocracy and all the 

promised land blessings contained therein.  There was a legal arrangement (though not devoid of 

grace) that God covenanted with Israel at Sinai, but in the post-Fall context of the old covenant 

era the works-based principle for attaining righteousness was inadequate for all Israelites due to 

their sinful nature.  But there was a certain Israelite for whom the promised blessing of obeying 

the law was not hopelessly out of reach. 

Israel’s obedience to the stipulations of the works arrangement mediated by Moses would be 

accepted as the legal ground of their continued possession of the typological kingdom.  But 

Jesus does not summon the church to earn the eternal kingdom by obedience to the demands of 

the new covenant.  Rather, it is as the one who obedient unto the death of the Cross, has himself 

already merited salvation and the kingdom of glory for his church that Jesus commissions his 

disciples to go and engage with him in the building of his eternal Glory-temple.
19

 

Kline emphasizes that the Mosaic law was and is an impossible standard for sinners to meet.  

It is a way of salvation that shuts us up under sin and points to our need of a savior, one who will 

keep the law and bestow the blessings of salvation he earns upon those who put their trust in 

him.  “Under the gospel the legal ground of the elect’s reception of the inheritance is the 

meritorious accomplishment of Christ, the second Adam.  The merit of his one act of 
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righteousness is imputed to elect sinners, who receive it by faith alone—by faith that it might be 

by grace.”
20

  For Kline, the legalistic way of salvation is forever closed to sinners, but salvation 

is accomplished for God’s people (the sinners who put their faith in Christ) through the means of 

representation and imputation.  Thus the law codified in the old covenant is fulfilled in terms of 

its salvific intent, and yet the law is still binding in the new covenant in terms of its rule of life 

intent.  Kline argues, while it is well attested that the literary form of the Mosaic covenant 

employed the treaty structure of contemporary suzerain-vassal relationships in the ANE, the NT 

documents display their covenantal nature by their similar but modified literary structure.  This 

similarity, writes Kline, demonstrates that law occupies a necessary place in the life of the new 

covenant believer. 

As was the case in the Old Testament, the New Testament’s adaptation of the treaty structure is 

highly creative.  Being far less directly related than was the Old Testament to that world of 

ancient diplomacy, the New Testament writings reflect here and there rather than reproduce en 

bloc its peculiar literary formularies.  They were shaped by the special historical circumstances 

of their own origins and by the literary conventions of their own day.  Nevertheless, because of 

the fundamentally covenantal identity of the New Testament, it, like the Old Testament, was 

bound to consist of gospel and law—the gospel witnessing to God’s establishment of the 

covenant with his people by historic intervention in sovereign grace, and the law stipulating the 

community order and mission by which God’s people were to fulfill their covenantal service in 

hope of the parousia of their Lord in the glory of his kingdom.
21

 

Kline also affirms that the law as contained in the old covenant is carried over into the 

Church, not as covenant law, but as life-norms to govern Christian ethics.  Indeed, he even states 

that the old covenant commands that structure these new covenant life-norms are presupposed 

and reaffirmed for the purpose of situational instruction for Christians.  Kline writes,  

the faith-norms of the Old Testament pertaining to the operation of the principles of law and 

grace in man’s salvation continue to be normative for faith in the New Testament revelation.  In 

the nature of the case, all the faith-norm content of the Old Testament remains authoritative for 

faith in all ages.  If to be normative for faith were what qualified for canonical status, the Old 

Testament would belong to the canon of the Christian church.  However, the sine qua non 
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[italics original] of biblical canonicity, canonicity of the covenantal type, is not a matter of 

faith-norms but of life-norms.  More specifically, inasmuch as the nuclear function of each 

canonical Testament is to structure the polity of the covenant people, canonicity precisely and 

properly defined is a matter of community [italics original] life-norms. There are, of course, life-

norms found in the Old Testament which continue to be authoritative standards of human 

conduct in New Testament times.  Such, for example, are the creation ordinances of marriage 

and labor, instituted in Eden, reinstituted after the Fall, and covenantally formalized in the 

postdiluvian covenant which God made with all the earth, explicitly for as long as the earth 

should endure.  Such, too, are the universally applicable individual life-norms included in the 

stipulations of the Mosaic covenants, regulative of a man’s life in relation to his neighbor.  The 

New Testament, though not legislatively codifying these life-norms, does presuppose them and 

didactically confirm them.
22

 

Kline’s heavy emphasis on the covenantal character of Scripture leads him to the peculiar 

conclusion that the OT cannot properly be considered Christian canon.  Here he differs from 

Vos, although they both affirm that some of the content of the Mosaic law is applicable for the 

rule of faithful living in the new covenant era (the one exception for Kline being the fourth 

commandment).  As Reformed theologians, Vos and Kline both reject legalism and 

antinomianism as valid applications of the Mosaic law today. 

3. Israel/Church Distinction (Dispensationalism) 

Dispensationalism is a branch of evangelical theology that emerged in the 19
th

 century and 

reached a popular level of acceptance in the 20
th

 century (at least in America).  Like any other 

system of theology, there are common tenets that all proponents basically agree upon.  

According to the New Dictionary of Theology, 

Dispensationalism rests on the view that God’s dealings with men have proceeded through 

“well-defined time-periods” (Chafer) i.e. “dispensations”, in each of which God reveals a 

particular purpose to be accomplished in that period, to which men respond in faith or 

unbelief…Dispensationalists differ in identification of the dispensations, but it is fairly general 

to distinguish those of innocency (Adam before the fall), conscience (Adam to Noah), promise 
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(Abraham to Moses), Mosaic law (Moses to Christ), grace (Pentecost to the rapture) and the 

millennium.  The sharp distinction drawn between Israel and the church (except during the 

dispensation of grace) is crucial.
23

 

The system of interpreting the Bible called Dispensationalism evolved during the careers of 

Vos and Kline.
24

  Even so, all forms of dispensational theology necessarily adhere to the sharp 

distinction between Israel and the Church in terms of their redemptive-historical purposes and 

prophetic timetables.  One reason why dispensationalists separate the Church from Israel is their 

insistence that OT prophecies and promises made to Israel are not fulfilled in the NT era, but still 

await fulfillment in a phasi-eschatological era between the NT age and the eternal state.  This 

era, which separates the Church age from the second coming of Christ, is the earthly millennial 

kingdom characterized by an ethnically Jewish program.  According to the dispensational 

schema, the Church age, which Christ inaugurated in the new covenant and rules from the right 

hand of God the Father in heaven, is not the apex of God’s kingdom.  Redemptive history must 

revisit ethnic Israel so that God’s covenant promises to Abraham, Israel, and David may be 

literally fulfilled.  Only then will the purposes and promises of God be complete. 

Vos and Kline are united in their opposition to the dispensational chronology and its 

separation of Israel and the Church as two distinct covenant peoples with distinct eschatological 

destinies.  Vos cites the author of Hebrews to show the Scriptures are at odds with these 

doctrines of Dispensationalism. 

It will be noticed that in Hebrews 1:1-2, as in the statements of the Old Testament, and of Jesus 

and Paul, the new dispensation appears as final.  And this applies likewise to the revelation 

introducing it.  It is not one new disclosure to be followed by others, but the consummate 

disclosure beyond which nothing is expected.  After speech in “a Son” (qualitatively so called) 

no higher speech were possible.  Paul also speaks of the sending forth of God’s Son from God 

                                                 
23

 H. H. Rowdon, “Dispensational Theology,” in New Dictionary of Theology, ed. Sinclair B. Ferguson, David 

F. Wright, and J. I. Packer (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1988), 200. 
24

 The three commonly accepted developmental phases of dispensational theology are (1) “traditional” or 

“classical” as propounded by C. I. Scofield and Lewis Sperry Chafer, (2) “modified” as revised by Charles Ryrie 

and John Walvoord, and (3) “progressive” as developed by Craig Blaising, Darrell Bock, and Robert Saucy. 



The Mosaic Covenant  Applications for the Church Today 

 

Reformed Theological Seminary  141 

as taking place in the pleroma of the time (Gal. 4:4).  Consequently there is nowhere any trace 

of the cumulative point of view: Prophets, Jesus, Apostles; the New Testament revelation is one 

organic, and in itself completed, whole.  It includes the Apostles, who are witnesses and 

interpreters of the Christ, but does not have them ab extra added to itself as separate instruments 

of information.  It is a total misunderstanding both of the consciousness of Jesus and of that of 

the New Testament writers, to conceive of the thought of “going back” from the Apostles, 

particularly Paul, to Jesus.  Such a thought is born out of the inorganic, arithmetical frame of 

mind, which knows only to work with addition of numbers, or at best with multiplication of 

witnesses.  To take Christ at all He must be taken as the centre of a movement of revelation.  

When cut loose from what went before and came after, Jesus not only becomes uninterpretable, 

but owing to the meteoric character of His appearance, remains scarcely sufficient for bearing 

by Himself alone the tremendous weight of a supernaturalistic world-view.
25

 

Vos’s comment that in the new covenant there is no “going back” directly speaks to the 

dispensational notion that the Mosaic law, in its civil, ceremonial, and moral components, will in 

the future pre-parousia millennial kingdom be reinstituted by Christ as he reigns on a geo-

political throne in Palestine.  Vos writes that such a redemptive-historical development would, 

according to the author of Hebrews, amount to a colossal regression of the kingdom of God.  

This cannot be so.  Notice how Vos describes Jesus’ kingdom ideas when compared to the 

Judaism contemporary with Jesus.  In the mind of Jesus, the kingdom is higher, more spiritual, 

and more universal (in the sense of transcending ethnic and national bounds).  There is no hint of 

retracing steps to cover the bases of OT prophecy in a literalistic fashion. 

Such is the relation of the Kingdom-teaching of Jesus to the Old Testament.  There is not quite 

the same resemblance between it and the contemporaneous Jewish ideas on the subject.  In 

Judaism the Kingdom-idea had not been able to keep itself free from the faults that had invaded 

the Jewish religion generally.  Judaism was a religion of law.  So the Kingdom came to mean a 

more perfect enforcement of the legalistic principle than could be attained in the present state.  

Still, a difference in principle this could not make; the Kingdom, even in its future 

consummation, was bound to appear less new than it did to Jesus, who filled its content with 

concrete acts of unprecedented grace.  Besides, the Kingdom remained to the Jews in its essence 

particularistic.  Proselytism did not do away with the fact that pagans, in order to partake of its 

benefits, would previously have to become Jews through circumcision.  The Kingdom-hope of 

the Jews was also politically-nationalistically coloured, whereas in the teaching of Jesus its 

tendency was in the direction of universalism.  Finally, there was a considerable mixture of 

sensualism in the Jewish eschatology.  Here the discrimination is more difficult to make.  It 

mainly consists in this, that what to the Jews was a species of literal sensualism, was to Jesus an 

exemplification of His parabolic frame of mind, which makes the heavenly enjoyments, while 
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retaining their full realism, yet processes of a higher, spiritualized world, in which even the 

body will have its place and part.
26

 

Vos recognizes that the Bible indeed teaches there are two phases of God’s kingdom.  But 

these phases are found in the OT as well as the NT, and are better explained by the already/not 

yet tension that runs throughout eschatology, not by positing two peoples and two kingdoms 

ruled by the same messiah king. 

The Kingdom of which He [Jesus] announces the nearness is that Kingdom which lay in the 

future in the Old Testament perspective.  At His time the Jewish theocracy was still in existence 

but He is so eschatologically oriented as never to refer to that as “the Kingdom of God.”  Even 

Matt. 8:12 and 21:43 need not be understood that way.  Of this—from the Old Testament 

standpoint—future Kingdom He speaks at first as a unit without distinction as to parts or stages.  

But in the unfolding of His ministry, the Old Testament future thing resolves itself into two 

distinct phases or stages.  He is in process of making the Old Testament futurity present, but in 

another sense it still remains future, even from His present point of view.  Consequently the 

phenomenon of the Old Testament repeats itself: there are two Kingdoms, the one present, the 

other future, but both these have been obtained through the redivision of the one as yet 

undivided Old Testament eschatological Kingdom.
27

 

Vos also grants that the Bible teaches there are two peoples of God.  But this fact does not 

confirm the dispensationalist version of the Israel/Church distinction.  Rather than parallel tracks 

with unique eschatological endpoints, Vos argues the proper schema is singular linear 

development.  This is precisely how Jesus referred to the Church. 

It will be noticed that Jesus speaks of “His Church.”  The idea is not that hitherto no Church has 

existed. “His Church” should be understood in contrast to the Old Testament Church 

organization which had now come to an end to make place for the Messiah’s Church.  This is 

the inner connection between the Church doctrine enunciated and the prediction of His suffering 

and death interwoven with it.  In His rejection the Old Testament Church abrogated itself.  The 

future is spoken of, because the new dynamic could not enter into the Church until after His 

exaltation.
28

 

According to Vos, the OT church (identified as the nation of Israel) came to an endpoint on 

the linear line of redemptive-historical development.  Vos believes that the OT church abrogated 
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itself when it rejected its messiah Jesus.  Using a different metaphor, recall that Vos compares 

the history of the Church to the organic growth of a tree. 

The revealed religion of the Old Testament…resembles a tree whose root system and whose 

crown spread out widely, while the trunk of the tree confines the sap for a certain distance 

within a narrow channel.  The patriarchal period corresponds to the root growth; the freely 

expanding crown to the revelation of the New Testament; and the relatively constricted form of 

the trunk to the period from Moses to Christ.
29

 

Vos interacts with dispensational ideas in an irenic spirit.  Kline is more polemical, possibly 

because he is at times accused of harboring dispensational leanings in his insistence that the 

Mosaic covenant is governed by works at the typological level (which seems similar to the 

traditional dispensational teaching that people were saved by keeping the law in the Mosaic 

dispensation).  Whereas Vos relies on the language of abrogation, organic development, and 

fulfillment to describe the relationship of Israel to the Church, Kline thinks typology as a 

hermeneutical tool explains how the abrogation, organic development, and fulfillment operate 

across the old and new covenants. 

The issue between covenantal and dispensational hermeneutics is not one of spiritualizing 

versus nonspiritualizing interpretations of the second level kingdom.  For, contrary to a 

common allegation, the covenantal system as well as the dispensational allows for the 

geophysical dimension of that kingdom.  The basic question at issue is rather how to construe 

the relation of the two levels of the promised kingdom of the Abrahamic Covenant to one 

another.  This amounts to the question of the relationship of the old covenant with Israel to the 

new covenant with the church, particularly as that comes into focus in the typological 

connection which the Scripture posits between them.  The fundamental fallacy of the 

dispensational scheme is its failure to do justice to the Bible’s identification of the new 

covenant (or second level) realization of the kingdom promise as standing in continuity with the 

old covenant (or first level) realization as antitypical fulfillment to typal promise.  While the 

first level kingdom under the old covenant was itself a fulfillment of the Abrahamic promises, it 

had the character of prophetic promise when viewed in relation to the second level fulfillment 

under the new covenant.  The latter is the fulfillment and the former was prototypal.  The 

Abrahamic promises were in effect restated and elaborated as they were embodied in their 

symbolic old covenant fulfillment.
30
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Addressing the dispensational doctrine of parallel historical tracks for Israel and the Church, 

Kline explains why covenantal typology more accurately depicts this relationship compared to 

the dispensational analogical model.  Failure to recognize the typological relationship pushes 

dispensational theologians to posit a Jewish pre-millennial kingdom and the Church as a 

parenthesis in Israel’s redemptive history. 

Covenantal hermeneutics properly perceives the prototypal, provisional, passing nature of the 

first level kingdom and the antitypal, perfective, permanent nature of the second level kingdom.  

Dispensationalists, failing to see that the first level kingdom becomes obsolete and gets replaced 

by the antitype in the messianic age, continue the obsolete order on indefinitely into the new 

age.  They assign it a place parallel to the second level kingdom, perhaps even permanently so, 

while relegating the second level fulfillment to a parenthetical rather than perfective status.  In 

so doing, Dispensationalism radically misconstrues the typological structure of the old and new 

covenant, reducing typology to mere analogy and obscuring the historical promise-fulfillment 

relationship of these two covenants.
31

 

Dispensationalism’s error of placing Israel and the Church onto distinct tracks has profound 

ramifications for the Church.  If the Mosaic covenant was given to Israel, and Israel must be kept 

separate from the Church, then it follows that the Mosaic law must not be applied to believers in 

the new covenant.  If keeping the law will have any future for guiding God’s people, it will not 

be applicable again until Israel comes to the forefront of redemptive history in the millennial 

kingdom.  Such a position comes perilously close to antinomianism—a problem that has 

repeatedly sprouted in dispensational circles.  If there is a bottom to this slippery slope, it is two 

ways of salvation: legalism for Israel, and antinomianism for the Church. 

In the past, Dispensationalism has recognized the presence of the works principle in the old 

covenant, even making that the identifying hallmark of its dispensation of law.  In doing so, it 

did not comprehend the full complexity of the situation.  For it did not perceive that the works 

principle was confined to the typological kingdom stratum of the Mosaic economy and that 

there was simultaneously in that economy an underlying stratum that was concerned with the 

eternal salvation of individuals and their inheritance of the everlasting second level kingdom, a 

stratum governed by the principle of grace.  Law (works) was also seen by Dispensationalism as 

the operative principle in the millennial kingdom dispensation.  That was the logical 

consequence of Dispensationalism’s bracketing out the gospel of grace by its concept of the 
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church dispensation of grace as a parenthesis between the two kingdom dispensations of the law 

and the millennium.  As a result, Dispensationalism ended up teaching that there were two 

different and contrary ways by which fallen men secured God’s eschatological blessings.
32

 

Moreover, Kline continues his critique of Dispensationalism by noting that in order to retain 

the gospel of grace for OT Israel and the NT Church, a fatal contradiction remains in its 

insistence on the bifurcation of Israel and the Church.  When dispensational theologians correctly 

recognize that salvation has always been by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone, they 

ultimately deny the result of Christ’s work by erecting anew the dividing wall separating Jews 

and Gentiles.  Mosaic revelation divided Jews and Gentiles as the holy and unholy, chosen and 

rejected.  The gospel announces that Christ destroyed this dividing wall and that all who are 

joined to him by faith are now neither Jew nor Gentile, but one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:27-28; cf. 

Eph 2:11-18).  But if there is a Jewish millennial kingdom, even one not governed by legalism 

but rather by the Law of Moses as a rule of faithful living, then this gospel truth is still 

effectively denied.  Thus even a modified Dispensationalism unintentionally denies this aspect of 

the gospel. 

As Dispensationalism undergoes revision some of its major former tenets are being shucked off.  

For one thing, the revisionists would now acknowledge that the eschatological blessings of the 

salvation-kingdom are secured not by works but by God’s grace in Christ.  However, in 

avoiding the error of propounding two ways of salvation they find themselves confronted with a 

dilemma.  For while they want to affirm that it is only in Christ that the Jew can receive the 

kingdom blessings, they still cling to the notion that there is a separate millennial kingdom for 

Jewish believers.  But the Scriptures disallow this by insisting that if a Jew is in Christ he is no 

more a Jew, just as a Gentile is no more a Gentile in Christ.  For in Christ there is neither Jew 

nor Gentile (Gal 3:28,29; Col 3:11; cf. Eph 2:12-14).  In the only place where salvation’s 

blessing exist—in Christ, the distinction between Jew and Gentile does not exist.  Identification 

with Christ by faith automatically and absolutely erases the distinction between Jew and Gentile 

with respect to the securing of peace with God and the joyous glory of the eschatological 

inheritance.  To suggest that certain Jews who are in Christ will have their own peculiar Jewish 

experience of the kingdom assumes a continuance of the distinction that Christ abolished.  It is 

to build up again the barrier wall that Christ has broken down.  It is to cleave the one new man 

in Christ apart.  All who are in Christ share the same eschatological kingdom destiny.
33
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In Kline’s estimation the progressives fare no better.  While they generally adopt the 

typological schema relating the old covenant to the new, they refuse to give up a literal 

millennial fulfillment of the land promises to ethnic Israel.  In doing so they introduce an 

unbiblical separation—one between the old covenant people and the old covenant land.  This 

merely creates another untenable position, as these two cannot be separated under the old 

covenant typological kingdom. 

Another change being made in Dispensationalism by its progressive wing involves toning down 

the sharp discontinuity between the old and new covenants which came to expression in the 

parenthesis concept of earlier Dispensationalism.  The progressives do not accept the relegation 

of the church to a parenthesis between supposedly earlier and later phases of the first level, 

Jewish kingdom.  They recognize in a general way that the typological, first level realization of 

the promises was provisional and has been replaced by the antitypical realities of the messianic 

order.  Inconsistently, however, they adopt the dispensationalist hermeneutic in their 

interpretation of the land promise…This progressive Dispensationalism is condemned by the 

inconsistency of its hermeneutics.  The people and the land aspects of the kingdom are in fact 

correlative and not to be wrenched apart.  Together they represent the twin cultural task of 

filling the earth with people and subduing the kingdom realm as that creational program gets 

taken up into redemptive history.  Land and people promises must therefore be kept together 

within each level, whether in the typological embodiment of the cultural program in the old 

covenant kingdom or in its new covenant version.
34

 

Israel and the Church are organically and typological related.  The stage of the kingdom 

under the Israelite old covenant theocracy was abrogated because it was typical; once the 

antitype kingdom arrived in the new covenant, that which was typical was fulfilled and became 

obsolete, and thus eventually disappeared.  It had served its purpose in God’s redemptive plan 

for his people.  Vos and Kline are in agreement on the details that Israel and the Church must not 

be distinguished in a dispensational manner.  Their differences in critiquing the Israel/Church 

distinction are explanatory in character. 
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II. LEGITIMATE APPLICATIONS 

There are two main applications of the Mosaic covenant that Vos and Kline agree are 

legitimate uses in the new covenant era.  The first is the more widespread application that 

Reformation churches have always employed as proper uses of the Mosaic law in the life of the 

Church: the doctrine of the three uses of the law.  The second application has been contested in 

terms of its value in the Reformation traditions: the employment of typology for understanding 

the import of the Mosaic law for the Church. 

1. Reformation Doctrine of the Three Uses of the Law 

Describing the standard Reformation application of the law, Robert Godfrey writes, “as the 

Reformers reflected on the law they came to see three uses for it.  First, the law serves as a guide 

to society in promoting civic righteousness.  Secondly, the law convicts sinners and drives them 

to Christ.  Thirdly, the law directs Christians in holy living.”
35

  As a Reformed theologian, Vos 

subscribes to this standard use of the law.  He also notes that of all the Protestant traditions, the 

Reformed branch utilizes this framework in a more robust way, which he demonstrates by 

comparing the catechisms and liturgies of the Lutherans and Reformed. 

The law holds an essentially different place for the Lutherans than for the Reformed.  

Theoretically both agree in the threefold use of the law: usus politicus, usus elenchticus, usus 

normativus (i.e., (1) the law as the rule of civil righteousness; (2) the law as pedagogue leading 

to Christ; (3) the law as rule of life for the regenerate).  The difference lies in the fact that the 

Lutherans only relate this third use of the law to the remnants of the old nature of the believer, 

while the Reformed relate it to the new man, who finds in the law a positive rule of life.  This 

difference comes to light especially in practice.  In the Reformed churches the law is read every 

Sunday, a usage with which Lutherans apparently are not familiar.  It is treated extensively in 

the Heidelberg Catechism and in Calvin’s Genevan Catechism under the heading of gratitude.  

Lutheran catechisms deal with the commandments at the beginning; that is to say, the law is 

considered chiefly as the means to arouse repentance, as pedagogue leading to Christ.  The 

Reformed use it for the same purpose, but its highest and abiding purpose lies elsewhere for 

them.  With reference to man’s knowledge of his misery, the Heidelberg Catechism refers to the 

law of God only to summarize its main teaching (Q. 4) and not to treat the separate 
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commandments.  Only under the teaching on gratitude is each commandment dealt with 

separately.
36

 

Traditionally the law’s three uses were applied to the Church and its new covenant members 

according to the categories of the ordo salutis.  For example, the law’s first use was to restrain 

those in society who would otherwise break the law without a threat of penalty; the second use 

was to show people their sinfulness and hopelessness before God without the savior Jesus Christ; 

and the third use was to guide Christians in how to love God and their neighbor.   As a biblical 

theologian sensitive to the progress of redemption, Vos sees ordo salutis and historia salutis 

aspects in each of these three uses of the law.  For example, the law’s first use was to restrain the 

darkness of sin until the light of Christ dawned in the fullness of time; the second use was 

employed in theocratic Israel—accusing, chastening, and shutting them up under sin until the 

coming of the messiah; and the third use is employed in the OT and NT eras as the guiding light 

of the saints, the moral standard in the word of God they love so much as it expresses the Lord’s 

will for their sanctification. 

Although Kline denies the first (civic) use of the law outside the bounds of the Israelite 

theocracy and does not allow the civil law any usus politicus application in the common grace 

sphere, he affirms the other traditional uses of the law.  Regarding the second (pedagogical) use, 

Kline applies the law to sinners living in the new covenant era according to the Adamic covenant 

of works that condemns them as fallen and in need of a savior.  Similarly, it applied to Israelites 

under the Mosaic law according to its nature as a typological covenant of works, reminding them 

of their fallen state in Adam and their desperate need for a savior who would faithfully keep the 

law in their stead and earns the law’s blessing for them. 
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Finally, Kline, who is sometimes accused of denying the third use of the law as a rule for 

faithful living, proves he affirms this use when he quotes Jesus’ teaching that those who love him 

will keep his commandments. 

When Moses as mediator of Yahweh’s covenant with Israel issued the demand: “Thou shalt 

love the Lord thy God with all thy heart” (Deut 6:5), he was echoing the ancient treaty 

stipulations, even in the qualifying expression “with all thy heart.”  That adverbial phrase 

appears in treaty texts describing how the vassal is to love the suzerain, particularly while 

engaged in battle in his behalf.  That Moses meant by love what the political treaties meant by it 

is clear, for he at once equates this wholehearted love of God with the conscientious observance 

of all the words he was commanding Israel—the stipulations, the statues, and the judgments 

(Deut 6:6; cf. vv. 1,2,17,20).  Similarly, Jesus as mediator of the new covenant tells his disciples 

that the one who loves him is the one who has and keeps his commandments (John 14:21; cf. v. 

14; 15:14; cf. 1 John 5:3).  The same equation of love with obedience to specific prescriptions 

emerges when James points to Abraham’s compliance with God’s demand to sacrifice Isaac as 

the validation that he was in truth “the friend of God,” literally, one who loved God, that is, a 

true covenant servant (Jas 2:21-23; cf. 2 Chr 20:7; Isa 41:8).
37

 

It is no surprise that Vos and Kline, as Reformed theologians, agree that one legitimate 

application of the Mosaic law is found in the traditional Reformation doctrine of the three uses of 

law. 

2. Typology 

Typology is another valid application of the Mosaic covenant to the Church.  G. R. Osborne 

defines a type in biblical typology: 

From the Greek word for form or pattern, which in biblical times denoted both the original 

model or prototype and the copy that resulted.  In the NT the latter was labeled the antitype, and 

this was especially used in two directions: (1) the correspondence between two historical 

situations like the flood and baptism (1 Pet. 3:21) or two figures like Adam and Christ (Rom. 

5:14); (2) the correspondence between the heavenly pattern and its earthly counterpart, e.g., the 

divine original behind the earthly tent/tabernacle (Acts 7:44; Heb. 8:5; 9:24).  There are several 

categories—persons (Adam, Melchizedek), events (flood, brazen serpent), institutions (feast), 

places (Jerusalem, Zion), objects (altar of burnt offering, incense), offices (prophet, priest, 

king).
38
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Vos is comfortable employing typological hermeneutics for reading the OT, and he finds 

many types in the Mosaic law that are not explicitly identified as types by later revelation.  He 

argues that the NT hermeneutic that Jesus taught his disciple gives the Church a mandate for 

discovering latent old covenant types that are not identified in the apostolic writings. 

The instances of typology vouched for by the New Testament writers have nothing peculiar to 

themselves.  To recognize only them would lead to serious incompleteness and incoherency in 

the result.  A system of types is something rational, the shaping of which we may expect from a 

God of wisdom, but the insertion here and there of a few isolated allusions would be out of 

harmony with the evidence of design in revelation.  We have, besides, the direct encouragement 

of the New Testament to heed the typical import of the Old Testament Scriptures.  On the way 

to Emmaus, our Lord, beginning from Moses and from all the prophets, interpreted to the 

disciples in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself.  Since the law of Moses is 

included, some of these things must have been of a typical nature.  He rebuked his companions, 

because they were slow of heart to understand and believe these prefigurations concerning His 

work and career.  The author of Hebrews intimates that about the tabernacle there was much 

more of typical significance than he was able to work out (9:5).  After the same manner he 

speaks of Melchizedek as a typical figure whom his readers had failed to appreciate (5:11ff.).  

Of course, it is inevitable that into this kind of interpretation of Old Testament figures an 

element of uncertainly must enter.  But after all this is an element that enters into all exegesis.
39

 

The use of typological interpretation has been an abused tool by theologians and preachers 

in Church history.  Vos recognizes the potential pitfalls of typological exegesis but does not wish 

to label only those things that the Scripture explicitly identifies as types.  This, he contends, is 

too limited a set, and betrays the interpretive mandate given to the Church by her Lord.  As a 

way forward, Vos states his rule of typology that should safeguard against the worst abuses of 

typological interpretation. 

This is the fundamental rule to be observed in ascertaining what elements in the Old Testament 

are typical, and wherein the things corresponding to them as antitypes consist. Only after having 

discovered what a thing symbolizes, can we legitimately proceed to put the question what it 

typifies, for the latter can never be aught else than the former lifted to a higher plane.  The bond 

that holds type and antitype together must be a bond of vital continuity in the progress of 

redemption.  Where this is ignored, and in the place of this bond are put accidental 

resemblances, void of inherent spiritual significance, all sorts of absurdities will result, such as 
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must bring the whole subject of typology into disrepute.  Examples of this are: the scarlet cord 

of Rahab prefigures the blood of Christ; the four lepers at Samaria, the four Evangelists.
40

 

Vos’s typology adheres to Osborne’s standard definition in that it can be future-oriented or 

heaven-oriented.  Kline’s use of typology is predominantly future-oriented as he relates typical 

persons, objects, and institutions to their antitypical fulfillment in their historical new covenant 

manifestations. 

Indicative of the continuity of the Old and New Covenants with the Abrahamic Covenant is the 

identification of the redemptive accomplishments associated with those two covenants as in 

each case a divine remembering of the covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  For the Old 

Covenant, see Exod 2:24; 6:5; cf. 32:13; Lev 26:42,45; Ps 105:8ff., 42…The Old and New 

Covenants are thus correlated with two stages in the fulfillment of God’s kingdom promises to 

Abraham.  The establishing of the Old Covenant coincided with the Mosaic-typological state of 

the coming of the kingdom; the promulgation of the New Covenant, with the inaugurating of the 

messianic-antitypical stage.
41

 

Kline is careful to define his understanding of biblical typology apart from the concept of 

analogy.  In fact, the use of typology is crucial for understanding Kline’s schema of redemptive 

history and how all the covenants relate to one another in God’s kingdom.  For Kline, one must 

understand the Mosaic economy as it governed the kingdom of God during the theocratic period 

of Israel in two layers: the foundational layer that maintained continuity with the Abrahamic 

promises and the overarching covenant of grace, and the typological layer that maintained 

continuity with the Adamic covenant of works as the divine law in republished form.  For Kline, 

one must employ this macro-typology in order to explain the prophetic oracles of blessing and 

judgment, the Babylonian exile, and the life that Christ recapitulated under the law as the true 
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Israel.  Typology is also necessary, according to Kline, to explain how old covenant Israel was 

an actual fulfillment of the kingdom promises while the new covenant coming of the kingdom is 

an even greater fulfillment. 

Not analogy then but typology describes the relationship between the two levels of fulfillment 

of the kingdom-inheritance.  They do not stand in parallel to one another but in a linear 

succession proceeding from the provisional and transient to the perfective and permanent stage 

of the kingdom.  Kingdom level one is identified with the old covenant and level two with the 

new covenant, and the new covenant is continuous with the old in a successive manner that 

involves its replacing of the old.
42

 

Thus the Mosaic law may be typologically related to the life of the Christian.  This is a 

better course of application than gleaning life principles from the law.  For example, a principial 

application of the dietary laws could conceivably be hygienic in nature.  One might argue, “In 

the old covenant God forbade pork as food for his people.  This may have been God’s way of 

protecting the covenant community from disease.  Today our food industry makes eating pork 

safe.  However the principle of eating healthy remains.  Therefore we should watch what we 

eat.”  Such shallow exegesis entirely misses the typological lesson that the clean/unclean food 

distinction can teach the Church today.  A typological interpretation might argue, “In the old 

covenant God forbade pork as food for his people because pork was ‘unclean.’  The 

clean/unclean theme in the old covenant is related to the theme of the holy vs. the common.  

Israel as God’s people was redeemed to be separate, holy, and different from the peoples around 

them.  Although the new covenant repeals the Mosaic dietary laws, Christians are still called to 

be holy.  Therefore we are to be ‘clean’ in an ‘unclean’ world.”  A typological reading of the 

Mosaic dietary laws teaches Christians to be morally and spiritually clean in our culture just as 

Jesus was morally and spiritually upright in his culture.  This application is obviously more in 

line with NT teaching than the superficial principial application. 
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At first glance, it appears that Kline’s typology is exclusively horizontal as it progresses in 

redemptive history from old to new covenant.  He seems to ignore the heaven-oriented types, at 

least not labeling them “types.”  Instead, Kline creatively employs the concept of “replication” to 

explain those biblical types that are described along the heaven-earth axis.  While Kline’s 

concept of replication yields comparable results to the implications of Vos’s heaven-oriented 

types, Kline’s replication concept is worked out in an elaborate system of space and time. 

Earth, the visible cosmos, was made to mirror the invisible world of heaven.  The lower, 

terrestrial register was so designed that it contained replicas of realities in the upper register 

Glory-realm, including likeness of the God of heaven.  Nor was the visible world alone the 

scene of such ectypes.  Heaven too was filled with images of the God of Glory in the form of 

the angel “sons of God,” like Elohim their Creator-Father and accordingly also called ’ĕlōhîm, 

“gods” (Ps 82:1)…it has appeared that the creating of heaven itself was a replicating of the 

eternal, uncreated Glory of God.  This is most clearly seen when the heavenly Glory-Temple is 

perceived as an epiphanation of the Spirit.  Further it has appeared that the replicating of eternal 

divine Glory in the creation of the cosmos points back to a radiating of divine Glory involved in 

the dynamic forms of subsistence within the Trinity apart from creation.  Within the divine 

ontology the filiation of the Son is an imaging of the Father’s Glory, and the procession of the 

Spirit is an efflorescence of that glory, itself eternally unseen and beyond our comprehension, 

evoking our unending wonder and worship.  The replication principle is then a dominant aspect 

of the exhibiting of the Glory of God, which is teleologically the ultimate tenet of theology.
43

 

Kline employs replication to explain why the antitype realities in the heavenly realm are 

reflected (copied) in the earthly realm—to manifest the glory of God, invoke worship, and give 

the creation a glimpse of the eschatological consummated glory to come.  Kline, and well as 

Vos, understands that typological application reorients the Christian’s thoughts from the earthly, 

shadowy forms of the old covenant to the heavenly realities manifested in historical new 

covenant forms.  The tabernacle and temple, the elaborate sacrificial system, the justice of the 

civic and judicial law, and the Decalogue all typologically point away from the Mosaic covenant 
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to the antitypical realities in the new covenant, drawing our hearts and hopes away from that 

which cannot save and toward the Spirit who is making all things new in Christ. 
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CHAPTER 8 PATHS OF FURTHER RESEARCH 

Note: relevant page numbers (or other reference numbers) and annotated comments often 

follow bibliographical references. 
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III. AUTHORS IN OTHER CHRISTIAN TRADITIONS AND SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT 

These Christian traditions are listed according to their theological proximity to Vos and 

Kline in the Reformed tradition.  Hence other Reformed schools of thought are listed first, then 

evangelicals and other conservative Protestants, liberal Protestants, Roman Catholics, and finally 

a few Eastern Orthodox theologians. 

1. Theonomic 

An historically recent development, theonomy as a theology of the Mosaic law is a (strongly 

criticized) branch of the Reformed tradition. 
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to the Mosaic law. 
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3. Lutheran 

Lutheranism is a confessional tradition, therefore its confessional standards (the Book of 

Concord) should be consulted. 

McCain, Paul Timothy, ed. Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions (A Reader’s Edition of the 

Book of Concord). 2d ed. St. Louis, Mo.: Concordia Publishing House, 2005, 2006. 
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4. Anglican-Episcopal 
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Wright, Nicholas Thomas. The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology. 

Minneapolis, Mn.: Fortress Press, 1992. Pp. 18-40, 137-257. 

5. Historical Critical 
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redemptive historical perspective.  The official catechism contains a concentrated summary of 

the Roman Catholic teaching on the Mosaic law. 

U.S. Catholic Church. Catechism of the Catholic Church. 2d ed. n.p.: Image, 1995, 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/catechism/ccc_toc.htm (accessed February 13, 2009). 

Lines 574-94, 1950-2029, 2052-2557. 

7. Eastern Orthodox 

Whereas Roman Catholic theology operates in different (but broadly comparable) categories 

that Protestant theology, Eastern Orthodox theology is built on broadly incomparable categories.  

It is mystical, sacramental, and minimalistic.  This branch of the Church almost completely 

ignores the category of law in the Bible. 

Fairbairn, Donald. Eastern Orthodoxy Through Western Eyes. Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John 

Know Press, 2002. Pp. 161-65 (for general orthodox themes and categories). 

Meyendorff, John. Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes. New York: 

Fordham University Press, 1974. Pp. 129-227 (for general orthodox themes and 

categories). 

Stamoolis, James J. ed. Three Views on Eastern Orthodoxy and Evangelicalism. Grand Rapids, 

Mi.: Zondervan, 2004. All. 
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APPENDIX: IMPORTANT DISTINCTIONS FOR VOS AND KLINE 

1. Kline distinguishes between types of biblical covenants based on who takes the oath of 

ratification (if man takes the oath, it is a covenant of law/works; if God takes the oath, it 

is a covenant of grace/promise). 

2. Kline distinguishes between the covenant make with Noah before the flood (the ark 

covenant belonging to the covenant of grace) and the covenant made with all creation 

directly after the flood (the common grace covenant). 

3. Vos distinguishes between the beriths made with Abraham (a promise-berith) and 

Moses/Israel (a covenant-berith).  Kline distinguishes the same beriths as a promise-

covenant (Abraham) and a law-covenant (Israel). 

4. Kline distinguishes two levels at which the Mosaic covenant is governed.  The first and 

foundational level is governed by grace/faith and is continuous with the covenant of 

grace.  The second and typological level is governed by law/works and is continuous 

with (as a republication of) the covenant of works. 

5. Vos and Kline distinguish between pre-redemptive special revelation (concerning the 

biblical revelation given during or related to the time before the Fall) and redemptive 

special revelation (concerning the biblical revelation given during or related to the time 

after the Fall). 

6. Vos distinguishes the old and new religious administrations as a fundamental division of 

redemptive history between the ages of law and faith. 

7. Vos distinguishes the old and new covenants in terms of earthly and heavenly realities.  

Kline agrees, and adds a distinction at the typological level between covenantal 

operating principles (law/works vs. grace/faith). 
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8. Kline distinguishes and contrasts law and gospel, noting that in terms of covenant 

stipulations, law is associated with a covenant of works, and gospel is associated with a 

covenant of promise. 

9. Vos distinguishes the old and new covenants in terms of eschatological significance—

the old gives way to the new, which is the perfect and permanent arrangement. 

10. Kline distinguishes between national and individual election.  The former is grounded in 

the covenant of grace and thereby incorporates both eternally elect and reprobate 

covenant members.  The latter is grounded in the eternal Trinitarian covenant of 

redemption and thereby incorporates only those who are eternally elect to salvation. 

11. Vos distinguishes the purpose of the Exile for Israelites based on whether they are 

wicked unbelievers (in which case the Exile is a judgment curse) or God’s wayward 

remnant (in which case the Exile is a fatherly chastening). 

12. Kline distinguishes an element of comparison between the covenant of works and the 

Mosaic covenant to account for Israel’s fallen environment and nature.  Whereas perfect 

obedience was required in Eden, only the maintenance of an acceptable degree of 

religious loyalty was required in Canaan.  This distinction also applies to the purpose of 

law in the covenant of works and the Mosaic covenant. 

13. Vos and Kline distinguish Adam and Christ as unique federal heads under particular law 

covenants (Adam, under the covenant of works and head of the old humanity according 

to the flesh; Christ, under the covenant of redemption and head of the new humanity 

according to the spirit). 

14. Vos and Kline distinguish between three categories of law in the Mosaic covenant: 

moral, ceremonial, and civil/judicial. 
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15. Vos distinguishes between three legitimate uses of the law: usus politicus (civic use), 

usus elenchticus (pedagogical use), and usus normativus (rule-of-life use).  Kline makes 

a distinction, arguing that the civic use of the law only applies to theocratic situations, 

and is therefore inapplicable in the new covenant era. 

16. Kline distinguishes between moral laws as codified in the Decalogue that are applicable 

or not in the new covenant.  For Kline, only the fourth commandment (the Sabbath 

ordinance) does not apply in the new covenant. 

17. Kline distinguishes between theocratic and non-theocratic eras in determining whether 

clean/unclean cultic distinctions should be observed.  For Kline, this distinction is valid 

only during theocratic eras (in which the Church does not exist).  This distinction is 

related to the church/state distinction, which for Kline is valid only in non-theocratic 

eras. 

18. Vos and Kline distinguish between the typological and eschatological phases of the 

kingdom of God.  The old covenant kingdom is typological; the new covenant kingdom 

is eschatological. 


