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Introduction

A

ll over the world processions are taking place every day in which
a loved one is being buried or cremated. It is the saddest sight to
behold. What explains the universality of death when God created
all things very good? In the last booklet on creation and man’s place in
it, we pointed out how wonderful man’s position was. Adam was made
in God’s image. He was given a companion in Eve who corresponded
to him in every way. They were placed in the garden of Eden which
was supplied with all they could want. The work they were given to do
was pleasant. They were to enjoy a Sabbath rest every seventh day, in
order to worship and glorify their Creator. God their Creator had daily
communion with them as they walked with Him in the cool of the day
(Genesis 3:8). It would seem that there could be nothing higher than
the state they enjoyed. But that is not true. God had greater things in
store for mankind. It is true that man was the apex of God’s creation,
but man was not at the apex of his own “career”.1
We pointed out earlier that Eve came, not from the ground, but from
Adam. The reason being, that Adam was to be the head of all humanity.
Adam, in the state in which he was created, had the possibility of

1
Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics: God and Creation
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), 2:564.
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choosing evil as well as good. He had the possibility of dying as
a consequence of disobedience. God gave mankind the greatest
opportunity of meriting the highest life possible, in which he would
not be able to sin or die, and never have any possibility of falling from
such a state. It is because Adam failed that mankind experiences death.
Thanks be to God, who has provided a Second Man, the last Adam, in
Jesus Christ who provides the eternal life, which we forfeited in Adam.

Romans 5:12 Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so
death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned:

Romans 5:18 Therefore as by the offence of one judgment came upon all men to
condemnation; even so by the righteousness of one the free gift came upon all men unto
justification of life.
1 Corinthians 15:45 And so it is written, The first man Adam was made a living soul; the
last Adam was made a quickening spirit.
1 Corinthians 15:47 The first man is of the earth, earthy: the second man is the Lord
from heaven.
In this booklet we will consider the covenant God made with man,
giving Adam and all mankind whom he represented, the opportunity
of achieving the highest life. Understanding the covenant made with
Adam will greatly help us to appreciate the work of the Lord Jesus
Christ. Let’s examine the subject with a series of questions.

8
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1
what is a covenant and did
god have to make a covenant?

A

covenant among men is an agreement between two parties
binding them to the conditions set forth in it. The covenant

has certain elements such as a condition to be fulfilled, as well

as reward for fulfillment and penalty for failure. Now God does not
ask man’s opinion before entering into covenant. God sovereignly

establishes the covenant with Adam as the representative of all his
descendants, and imposes that covenant on man. We see such a
covenant though the word itself does not occur in Genesis:

Genesis 2:16 And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, Of every tree of the garden
thou mayest freely eat: 17 But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not
eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.
Here we note that God alone proposes it, sets the condition and the
penalty, in case it is broken. Man, by fulfilling the condition, is entitled
to the reward that God had promised. The implication of Genesis 2:1617 is that if man had kept the covenant, he would have entered into

eternal life, not only for himself, but for all mankind. We gather this
truth from the reply the Lord gave to the question of how one gains
eternal life:
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Matthew 19:16 And, behold, one came and said unto him, Good Master, what good thing
shall I do, that I may have eternal life? 17 And he said unto him, Why callest thou me
good? there is none good but one, that is, God: but if thou wilt enter into life, keep the
commandments.
Did God have to enter into a covenant with Adam? No, God was under
no necessity to do so. It was a gracious act on His part to put Himself
in man’s debt by the arrangement. Man owed perfect obedience to
God simply because God is His Creator and Sustainer. After complete
obedience, man could only utter the words found in Luke 17:10:

Luke 17:10 So likewise ye, when ye shall have done all those things which are commanded
you, say, We are unprofitable servants: we have done that which was our duty to do.

If there were no covenant, the distance between God and man
would remain infinite. No fellowship would be possible. Herman
Bavinck says,
Accordingly, if there is truly to be religion, if there is
to be fellowship between God and man, if the relation
between the two is to be also…that of master to his
servant, of a potter to clay, as well as that of a king to
his people, of a father to his son, of a mother to her
child, of an eagle to her young, of a hen to her chicks…
For then God has to come down from his lofty position,
condescend to his creatures, impart, reveal, and give
himself away to human beings; then he who inhabits
eternity and dwells in a high and holy place must also
dwell with those who are of a humble spirit (Isaiah
57:15). But this set of conditions is nothing other than
the description of a covenant.2

2

Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 2:569.
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If God did not enter into covenant, then God would remain distant
from His creatures. The covenant concept is unique to biblical religion.
God is found communing with Adam in the garden. The other religions
of the world either drag God down so He is part of every creature, or
they elevate Him infinitely above them. Scripture insists on both. God
is both above and near us in covenant.3

3

Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 2:570.
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2
is it rightly called a
covenant of works?

T

he covenant with Adam, as representative of all mankind, is rightly

a covenant of works because the reward would be bestowed on
Adam for obedience, which obedience Adam would render without

supernatural aid. Some object to it being called a covenant of works
because they argue that God is never a debtor to man. They argue on

this basis. First, the reward given to Adam for his obedience (that is,
eternal life), would have far exceeded the value of such obedience.

But who can say what value God places upon the obedience which
He requires? All obedience to God is of infinite value, and gives Him

pleasure. If we follow this argument and apply it to the work of Christ,
we find that though His death was sufficient to save the whole world,

yet the Father gave Him the elect as His reward.4 The second argument

to deny the covenant was of works, is to say man can have no merit

before God. It is true God has given man being and given him all that
he has, therefore nothing man does can bring God into his debt. But
if God has voluntarily entered into covenant and promised certain

things upon fulfillment, then it is God who has put Himself in debt

4
Robert Reymond, A New Systematic Theology of the
Christian Faith (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1998), 433.
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to man on the basis of man’s obedience. Adam could justly claim the
reward that was due him for his obedience.

If we argue that the obedience of Adam would not have earned him
eternal life, then the same would be true of Jesus Christ, since He came
to fulfill that covenant of works for His people.5 But that contradicts
Scripture:

Romans 5:17 For if by one man’s offence death reigned by one; much more they which
receive abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness shall reign in life by one,
Jesus Christ.) 18 Therefore as by the offence of one judgment came upon all men to
condemnation; even so by the righteousness of one the free gift came upon all men unto
justification of life. 19 For as by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by
the obedience of one shall many be made righteous.
Among rich and powerful men who make covenants, often they do not
fulfill their promises even when the conditions have been met. They
simply back out of it, knowing that there is no one willing or able to
enforce the agreement. With God it cannot be so, for though no one is
above Him to bring Him to justice, He remains true to His character
and is always just (Genesis 18:25).

It is also called a covenant of life because eternal life was to be the
reward of obedience. Now some object to the whole concept of
covenant being used and argue they do not find the word in Genesis
2:16-17. Robert Reymond answers this objection with the following.
First, the word does not have to be used in order for a covenant to
be present. For example, in 2 Samuel 7 the word is not used, yet we
learn from Psalm 89:19-37 God covenantally promised David He
would establish his dynasty over Israel. Secondly, covenant elements
(parties, stipulation, promises, and threats) are present. Thirdly, Hosea

5
W. Heyns, Manual of Reformed Doctrine (Grand Rapids,
MI.: Eerdmans, 1926), 71.
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6:7, “But they, like Adam, transgressed covenant,” states plainly that
Adam’s sin was also a transgression of a covenant. Some translate
the phrase “like Adam” as “like men”, but Reymond rightly retorts,
“How else could they transgress except as men?” Others emend the
text to read “in Adam” and argue it was a covenant that was broken
in the town by that name (Joshua 3:16). There is no record of such an
event in Scripture. It seems best to leave the text alone. Fourthly, the
New Testament is the best interpreter of the Old and it tells us that
Adam was in covenant with God. (Romans 5:12-19; 1 Corinthians
15:22, 45-49)6

6
Reymond, A New Systematic Theology of the Christian
Faith, 430.

The Greatest Opportunity

15

Dr. Kuldip Singh Gangar

3
with whom was this covenant made?

S

ome erroneously answer, “with our first parents”. No, the covenant
of works was made with Adam, acting as the head of humanity.
The reason some say it was made with both Adam and Eve is
that they see the transmission of corruption coming through ordinary
generation. We need to distinguish between the guilt of Adam’s first
sin that is reckoned to all mankind because he was its representative,
and the corruption which results from guilt being transmitted through
birth. If this is not the case, how do we explain that it was only the
first sin of Adam that is reckoned to us, and not all his transgressions?
Eve was included under Adam’s headship of the human race. It is
for this reason that she is not made from dust, but from Adam. Sin
is not reckoned because we were physically in Adam, but because he
represented us. This alone does justice to Scripture, for those who are
saved were not physically in Christ, but were represented by Him.
Robert Dabney, a southern Presbyterian theologian, shows the
significance of this fact of Adam’s headship of the human race. He
says that if all men are not descended from Adam, as the evolutionists
teach, then they have no connection with him as their head. They also
do not share in the promise given to mankind in Genesis 3:15, often
called the first gospel promise. Nor does the church have any warrant
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to carry the gospel to the ends of the earth, if all men are not under
Adam’s headship. Finally it destroys the integrity of Scripture, which
has only two heads of mankind, Adam and Christ. For these reasons
it is important to hold that all men come from Adam as their father.
There are not many races but one human race (Acts 17:26). Unity of
the race is necessary for relationship to the Redeemer.7

In the Genesis account (chapter 2), note that Adam is first created,
and the command not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil is given before Eve is made from Adam (Genesis 2:7, 17). Also in
Romans 5:12-19, it is Adam’s sin that is imputed (reckoned) to all his
descendants, not the sin of Adam and Eve. A.W. Pink sums this up by
stating that the whole human race can be divided into two classes:
those in Adam and those in Christ. “By the former came ruin, by the
latter came redemption; and neither ruin nor redemption can be
scripturally apprehended [understood] except as they are seen to be
accomplished by those representatives, and except we understand the
relationship expressed by being “in Adam” and “in Christ”.8

Romans 5:12 Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and
so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned:

7
Robert Dabney, Lectures in Systematic Theology (Grand
Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 1975), 292-293.
8
A.W. Pink, The Divine Covenants (New Ipswich, New
Hampshire: Pietan Publications, 2003), 30.
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4
was there any grace in
the covenant of works?

W

e can say there is indeed grace involved in God entering into
covenant with man, for there was no necessity laid upon Him.
It is in fact, astonishing grace that the infinite God should stoop
to enter into covenant with a creature of dust. It was gracious of God to
promise such wonderful reward to all mankind for the obedience that
was due Him as man’s Creator and Sustainer. It was gracious in that
God did not require a work that was hard or impossible to accomplish.
He was simply not to eat of one particular tree. It was gracious in that
the test would last for a fixed period of time. It was gracious that God
encouraged Adam’s obedience by such a wonderful reward - namely
eternal life for all his posterity. It was gracious that man was placed
in Paradise when the test was given.9 In all these ways there was
abundant grace in the covenant of works when it was made. But once
made, the results were strictly based on justice.
It is erroneous to talk about the reward being a reward of grace. Once
the Lord committed Himself in covenant, justice would be the basis
on which the reward would be given. Meredith Kline writes, “Great
as the blessings were to which the good Lord committed himself, the

9

David Murray, Christ the Covenanter, Internet pdf file.
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granting of them would not have involved a gram of grace. Judged by
the stipulated terms of the covenant they would have been merited in
simple justice.”10

10
Quoted in Reymond, A New Systematic Theology of the
Christian Faith, 433 from Kline, “Covenant Theology Under Attack,” 4.
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5
what were the conditions
under which the test was given?

T

here was a two fold circumstance in which this test was
administered. First, it was probation. John Murray explains that
probation by its very nature is of limited duration. A destiny that
depends on an event cannot be settled until it has occurred. This truth
is seen in relation to Adam, the elect angels, and Christ Himself. Our
Lord’s words from the cross are significant. “It is finished” meant His
probation was over.11

Second, it was in the circumstance of temptation. The word temptation
is used here not merely in its neutral sense to mean “test,” but here it is
solicitation to sin by putting inducements to sin, in the way of another.
John Murray again points out that God, in this sense, never tempts
man (James 1:13). John Murray writes,
He [God] did not solicit sin in Adam and Eve; he did
the opposite. He warned them against it and placed
the inducement in the opposite direction. God did try
our first parents. He was the agent of the probation.
The serpent was the agent of temptation. It is of God

11
John Murray, Collected Writings of John Murray (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1977), 2:53.
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to try and prove with a view to moral and religious
strength, confirmation, and increased blessing…It is
satanic to seduce and it is designed for weakening and
degradation.12

Even though the test was for a limited period and under the strong
temptations of the devil, yet man was set in favorable conditions
within which to fulfill it and withstand the devil. Consider some of
those conditions, because it increases our appreciation of Christ, for
whom it was not so. Man was created upright (Ecclesiastes 7:29). He
had light in terms of his understanding, holiness of will, and righteous
affections. He had the law of God written on his heart. He was placed in
the garden of Eden, enjoying all that heart could desire. He was able to
withstand the attacks of the devil, for no force could be applied to his
will from the outside. He enjoyed communion with God and conversed
with Him as a favorite with a prince.13 Such were the conditions for
man when he was tested by God and tempted by the devil. How
different for the last Adam, Jesus Christ, who was born into a sinful
world. He inherited all the sinless infirmities of mankind. All His life
was a probation and temptation and it was not in a garden but in the
wilderness of this sinful world. Adam fell, but our Redeemer under
very adverse circumstances, triumphed. Adam had every inducement
to succeed, yet failed. Jesus Christ had all opposition: His own people
rejected Him, His disciples did not understand His mission but tried
to persuade Him otherwise, yet amidst all of this, He finished the work
the Father had given Him to do in glorious victory!

12
Murray, Collected Writings, 2:53.
13
Thomas Boston, The Complete Works of the Late Rev.
Thomas Boston (Wheaton, IL.: Richard Owens Roberts, Publisher,
1980), 1:240
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6
what was the obedience
required of adam in this covenant?

I

t was to be perfect obedience to all that God required of Adam. First,
it was to be perfect as to principle. That is, it had to be done out of
love for God. It required not merely external obedience but internal
as well, with God’s glory as its chief aim. Second, the obedience had to
extend to all the commandments of God.

Galatians 3:10 For as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse: for it is
written, Cursed is every one that continueth not in all things which are written in the book
of the law to do them.
Third, his obedience had to be perfect in degree. That is, he had to love
God with all his heart, mind, soul, and strength. Every action had to be
to perfection. Such obedience is unimaginable because we are sinful,
and our best works are polluted by sin. But Adam was created perfect,
with no disabilities in his faculties. God will not accept anything less
than perfection. Fourth, his obedience had to be perfect in duration,
for the period God tried him. It did not mean he could sin when the
trial was over. He would have been confirmed in his holy state and
given eternal life, never to risk the possibility of falling again.
The Lord Jesus Christ, the last Adam, fulfilled such obedience under
very difficult conditions. He never once did anything for selfish gain,
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even when He was hungry in the desert after fasting forty days. He
lived for the glory of God. He kept all the commandments of the law.
He could say to His opponents, “which of you convicts Me of sin?”
(John 8:46). He kept them perfectly and the Father exalted Him for
His obedience. He kept them all His lifelong, so He was able to declare
truthfully on the cross, “It is finished.” He had completed the work that
the Father had given Him to do.

Man’s obedience focused on the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil. He was not to eat of it, upon pain of death. Man had the law of God
written on his heart. He had been given the institution of marriage,
and the Sabbath. It would have been natural for him to obey God as his
Creator. The moral law could be summarized as love to God and love
to one’s neighbor. In addition to this, God gave a prohibition as a way
of testing man. Why? In giving this particular command man had to
obey, simply because God said so. There was nothing in the nature of
the tree to keep him from eating of it. It was like any other tree. Moral
law would have found no reason why he should not eat of it. W. Heyns
gives some reason why this way of testing was appropriate. He says it
had to be arbitrary. It had to be commanded concerning something,
that in itself, was not morally wrong. It was tempting by its very
nature, when no reason could be given for not eating, apart from the
will of God. It seemed contrary to man’s free will to do all he wanted
to do. The very name of the tree would suggest that it was the way in
which he would attain to maturity of knowing good and evil.14 Even
though the prohibition was simple in itself, it was very appropriate for
testing man’s absolute dependence on every word from the mouth of
God, whether he understood the reason for it or not.
Our Savior was driven by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tested
by Satan. He was constantly put to the test by Satan to doubt God’s

14

Heyns, Manual of Reformed Doctrine, 73.

24

True Path to God 					

www.truepathtogod.org

provision for Him, and asked to turn stones into bread. Jesus’ response
indicates his absolute trust and dependence on His Father:

Matthew 4:1 Then was Jesus led up of the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted
of the devil. 2 And when he had fasted forty days and forty nights, he was afterward
an hungred. 3 And when the tempter came to him, he said, If thou be the Son of
God, command that these stones be made bread. 4 But he answered and said, It is
written, Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of
the mouth of God.
This prohibition then was an appropriate way to test Adam, our
representative. W. Heyns writes, “Its purpose was not to withhold
from him something good, much less to serve as a stumbling block in
his way, that he should fall, but to place him in a position to show an
obedience such as was demanded by the Covenant of Works, and thus
to gain the prize of eternal life…For the way of obedience as a minor
child, the obedience of implicit trust in the Father, is always the way to
majority of the son.”15 Our Lord would choose the way of implicit trust
in His Father, even when the path led to the cross. Even then He would
say, “Not mine will, but thine will be done.”

15

Heyns, Manual of Reformed Doctrine, 74.
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7
what did the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil symbolize?

T

his tree was a real tree like any other tree in the garden. It was in
the midst of the garden since it was the focus of the test. Adam
was to keep all the commandments of God, but this tree focused
on whether he would obey God simply on the basis of God’s Word.
The tree did not have any magical qualities to supply the knowledge
of good and evil. The fruit of the tree was good. It was pleasant to look
at. It was not poisonous. The tree symbolized faith and obedience.
Continued implicit trust in God would be enough to keep him from
eating of it.
The tree is named for the fact, that by it, man would ultimately know
good and evil. He would have known good and evil by successfully
passing the probation. Knowing good is what God commands, and evil
is what God forbids. Adam came to know good and evil from a position
which did not comfort him. He now knew evil and was experiencing
it to his hurt. Good was that which he could no longer do. It is not, as
some teach, that if he had succeeded he would have known only good,
or if he failed he would have known only evil. Note the tree is called
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, not good or evil.16 Trust

16

Murray, Collected Writings of John Murray, 2:51.
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and obey was the meaning of this tree. Adam failed to do both and
miserably failed the test. This tree was a fit symbol because it stood
for the period of his probation.

28
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8
how could adam sin
when he was created perfect?

U

ltimately it is a mystery we cannot solve. There are factors which
give some clues to hint at the direction in which some solution
lies. A.W. Pink offers some suggestions as to how a perfect
creature could be subject to sin. First, Adam though made perfect, was
mutable, or subject to change. All rational creatures are mutable. Only
God is immutable, not subject to change. This immutability cannot be
bestowed on men or angels. It is true that men and angels in heaven
will not be mutable, but that will be due to God’s power keeping them,
rather than their possessing immutability. In the second place, man is
a responsible being. Man possessed free will, in that he could choose
both good and evil. This freedom implied that man was capable of
making the wrong move. In the third place, man had been placed
under probation, which meant he was fallible, or else testing would be
meaningless. All these things meant he was liable to fall. He could only
have been preserved by his utter dependence on God. Pink writes, “But
God permitted Adam to disobey, to make way for the more glorious
obedience of Christ; suffered the covenant of works to be broken that
the far better covenant of grace might be administered.”17

17

Pink, The Divine Covenants, 40.
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9
what was the punishment
threatened in the covenant of works?

G

enesis 2:17 states, “for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou
shalt surely die.”

Now it is quite clear that death was not natural, but something
introduced into God’s fair earth by sin. It was not inevitable for man to
die, for then it could hardly be a penalty. Genesis 3:19 does not mean
that man, because he was created from the ground, would inevitably
return to it. Rather the punishment is appropriate for a rebel who
disobeys God, that he return to the ground from which he was taken.

Is the death threatened, just physical death or something more?
It is much more than physical death, though that is included, and
immediately evident in man’s body. We know it is more because we
read in the New Testament in Romans 6:23, “For the wages of sin is
death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”
This means death was also eternal in its consequences. Scripture
speaks of a three-fold death. The first is the death of the person when
the soul is separated from the body. The second is separation from
communion with God because of our sins. Isaiah writes:

Isaiah 59:2 But your iniquities have separated between you and your God, and your sins
have hid his face from you, that he will not hear.
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Or as Paul puts it in the epistle to the Ephesians 2:2, “And you hath
he quickened, who were dead in trespasses and sins; wherein in
times past ye walked according to the course of this world, according
to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that now worketh in
the children of disobedience.” This reality is symbolized when man
is driven out of the garden of Eden, where he had enjoyed fellowship
with God.
The third type of death, unless God intervenes to save him, is eternal
death, which will be the separation of body and soul from God for all
eternity to justly suffer His eternal wrath.

Someone may ask, but Adam did not immediately die, did he? The
answer is that the Hebrew idiom, “you shall surely die” literally is
“dying, you shall surely die.” In other words, it is certain. It does not
mean he would die at that very moment. But the seed of death did
enter his body immediately.

Many think this is a disproportionate punishment for such a simple
breach as the taking of fruit from a forbidden tree. Sinful fallen
man, who is accustomed to sinning every moment, does not see the
awfulness of sin. God is so utterly holy that He cannot look upon sin.
Adam’s sin was cosmic treason. It was an attempt to pull God down
from His throne. That is why it was said earlier that man’s obedience
would have been of infinite value and delight to God. Sin is so terrible
that God’s wrath breaks out against it. We see God’s hatred for sin,
that when His own Son became sin for us, He did not spare Him but
punished Him with the awful death on the cross. It is the cross of Christ
that reveals how awful sin is in the sight of God. Those who are not
saved by Christ will experience the punishment of sin for all eternity.

32
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10
what was to be the
reward for obedience?

T

he reward of obedience was “eternal life” symbolized by the “tree
of life” which was also in the midst of the garden. The tree of life
was a sacramental seal of this covenant of works. Pink writes, “A
seal, then is a divine institution of which it is the design to signify the
blessings promised in the covenant, and to give assurance of them to
those by whom its terms have been fulfilled. The very name of this
symbolic (yet real) tree at once intimated its design: it was “the tree
of life.”18

This whole probation implied clearly that the first man did not yet
possess the highest life available to humanity. Adam was in a state of
integrity as he was created, but not yet in a state of glory. This stage
would have been reached if he had stood firm and obeyed God. The
life promised by God was not mere continuation of the earthly, but
would involve also the heavenly life of which he knew nothing. We
gather this from the eternal life which Christ, the last Adam, brings for
those whom He represents in the covenant of redemption (Romans
5:12-19). Herman Bavinck writes, “After the resurrection both the
stomach and food will be destroyed (1 Corinthians 6:13), but both

18

Pink, The Divine Covenants, 52.
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were realities to Adam. In heaven God’s children will no longer marry,
but be like the angels (Matthew 22:30); Adam, however, needed the
help of a wife.”19

We learn what eternal life is from the achievements of the last Adam,
Jesus Christ. His achievements cannot be adequately summed up in
simply restoring man to Paradise. First, in Paradise man could fall,
but those who are in Christ can never fall from their state. Second, in
Paradise man was able to die, but in Christ we have passed from death
unto life. Death, though it comes to the body of a believer, comes to put
the last finishing touches to prepare him for glory. There is no sting in
death for the believer. Third, in Paradise man still knew nothing of the
higher life. In Christ he is already, in principle, seated with Him in the
heavens (Ephesians 2:6), and one day he will enjoy the resurrection
life that is to come. Fourth, into the Paradise on earth Satan could enter
and tempt man, but the Paradise into which Christ brings His people
is barred from such intruders. Fifth, in Paradise man’s state, however
wonderful, was mutable. Man will never be subject to mutability in
the Paradise to which Christ brings man. The eternal life Adam would
have entered, upon the completion of probation, would have meant
being confirmed in his holy state, and no longer being subject to
temptation or dread of death. How he would have been translated
into the heavenly life we do not know, but we do know he would have
entered it, because Christ, the last Adam, secured it by His fulfilling the
covenant of works for His people.
The tree of life symbolized the Second Person of the Trinity, for it
is through Him that eternal life will be granted to fallen men. Adam
points to Christ even before the fall, for he is said to be a type of
Christ. The connection between Christ and the tree of life is made in
Revelation 2 and 22:

19

Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 2:564.
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Revelation 2:7 He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches;
To him that overcometh will I give to eat of the tree of life, which is in the midst of the
paradise of God.
Revelation 22:14 Blessed are they that do his commandments, that they may have right
to the tree of life, and may enter in through the gates into the city.
The tree of life in the garden was a real tree. It had no magical properties
to impart life, as some imagine. God did not forbid man from eating
of this tree, but in God’s providence, man was kept from partaking
of it until the probation was successfully passed. Adam failed, and he
was cast out from the garden and prohibited from partaking of this
sacramental tree. It will be through Jesus Christ that men can partake
of the tree of life. What a glorious opportunity Adam missed, when he
plunged all mankind in misery and death by his sin.
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11
is the covenant
of works still in force?

G

od always deals with man as a covenant creature. Man is either
a covenant keeper or covenant breaker. Biblical religion is
covenantal. The covenant of works is no longer in force as a
probationary framework for mankind. This means man can never
attain eternal life by a covenant of works in his own person. Adam was
the only one who stood in that place and could have gained eternal life
for all his posterity. It is not true that all men are like Adam. We come
into the world as sinners. Adam was sinless. We are not tempted as
Adam was, in his state of integrity. Satan finds something to appeal
to in us, for we are born sinners. Therefore the original probation in
which Adam could have earned eternal life for all has passed.

Robert Reymond summarizes the way in which the covenant of
works is still in force, though not in a probationary framework, in the
following four ways:

1. It is still binding upon all men to render to God perfect

obedience to the moral law. This law is both necessary
and appropriate to please God. It is man’s reasonable
service to His Creator.

2. The sentence of the broken covenant of works and the
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punishment given out in Genesis 3 is still in force. Men
are guilty and subject to death in terms of that original
covenant (Romans 5:12-14; 18-19).

3. The principle, “Do and live!” (stated in the New

Testament, “To him who overcomes, to him [God]
gives the right to eat of the tree of life, which is in the
paradise of God) is still operative (Rev 2:7; see also
Lev 18:5; Rom 10:5; Gal 3:12). In the divine approval
of true human righteousness is an eternal principle
of divine justice, though since the fall no one with the
exception of Christ, in his or her natural state, can
comply with this condition.

4. Precisely the same obligation of personal, perfect, and

perpetual obedience that God laid upon Adam as the
federal representative of the race by the covenant of
works, God laid upon Christ, the “second Man” and
“last Adam” (see 1 Corinthians 15:45, 47) who by his
obedience, accomplished the salvation of the elect
whom He represented (Romans 5:18-19).20

The covenant of works made no provision for redemption. It had
no place for repentance. But God graciously has provided His Son as
the last Adam to fulfill the covenant of works and all whom Christ
represents are accepted on the basis of Christ’s perfect obedience.
It is sheer grace to those who are saved by Christ, but it was by His
personal, perfect and perpetual obedience in his probation that is the
ground of our salvation. All who do not accept Christ are yet under the
covenant of works, and will be judged by it in the Last Day.

20
Reymond, A New Systematic Theology of the Christian
Faith, 439-440.
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12
how is christ related
to the covenant of works?
First of all, Adam is said to be a type of Christ by Paul in Romans 5:14:

Romans 5:14 Nevertheless death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over them that had
not sinned after the similitude of Adam’s transgression, who is the figure of him that was
to come.

T

his means that Christ was in view in Adam’s creation. If it is true
that believers are to be conformed to the image of Christ, then
it would also have been true of Adam’s destiny, but he failed to
fulfill it. The natural came first, that is Adam, of the earth. The spiritual
would follow, if Adam had obeyed. Jesus Christ is the one who fulfills
what Adam failed to do. The image of God was not fully realized in
Adam because of his fall, but it will be realized for all those who are in
Christ. Paul writes:

Philippians 3:21 Who shall change our vile body, that it may be fashioned like unto his
glorious body, according to the working whereby he is able even to subdue all things
unto himself.

Secondly, Christ is the only one who is appointed to stand under the
covenant of works for all those whom the Father has given Him. He
restores more than was lost in Adam, by His perfect obedience and
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death, on behalf of His own. Herman Bavinck says, “The highest kind
of life is the material freedom consisting of not being able to err, sin,
or die. It consists in being elevated absolutely above all fear and dread,
above all possibility of falling.”21 Those Christ redeems are no longer
under the dominion of sin. They cannot die and there is no fear of
punishment.

1 John 3:9 Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; for his seed remaineth in him:
and he cannot sin, because he is born of God.
John 3:16 For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever
believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.
Romans 8:1 There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus,
who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.
Thirdly, Christ represents the tree of life which was the seal of the
covenant of works. It is true that before sin, Jesus Christ was not in the
picture, but God had purposed that it would be through Him, that the
highest life would be attained. This is what the tree pointed to. The New
Testament makes it clear. All life—natural, spiritual, resurrection, and
eternal life resides in Christ (John 1:4; Philippians 1:21; 2 Cor 5:17;
1 Thess 4:17). We have already shown how the book of Revelation
speaks of Christ being the tree of life. Also Scripture makes it clear that
all the promises of God are yea and amen in Him (2 Cor 1:20).22

21
22

Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 2:573.
Pink, The Divine Covenants, 55-56.
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13
what is the connection between the
covenant of works and justification?

T

here are many today who deny that Christ’s obedience is
reckoned to us for our justification. The death of Jesus Christ is
seen as necessary, but not His perfect obedience to the law of
God throughout His earthly life. How often when Christians think of
their salvation, they merely think of His dying for them and forget His
lifelong obedience. The covenant of works guards us from this onesided view of our Lord’s redemptive work.

Adam, as one who stood as the representative for humanity, had to
render perfect obedience to be justified before God. Adam needed no
atonement since sin was not in the picture, but he needed personal,
perfect, and perpetual obedience in order to be pronounced justified
during his probationary period. The last Adam, Christ, therefore
needed to achieve that personal, perfect, and perpetual obedience for
His people in order for them to be justified. Christ’s obedience was
the major part of our justification before God. Suffering and death
was necessary since we were under the sentence of death due to
Adam’s sin. If Adam had succeeded, it would have been his perfect
obedience that would have been imputed to his posterity and been
their justifying righteousness. So it is Christ’s obedience that is the
justifying righteousness of His people. The original condition of the
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probation was obedience, and that Christ rendered. The penalty He
paid was necessary because sin was now in the picture for those He
represented.
It is important to keep in mind that this is the reason Jesus Christ was
born under the law and for this purpose, He came into the world. He
fulfilled the law and magnified it by submitting Himself to it, even in
death.

Galatians 4:4 But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made
of a woman, made under the law,

Matthew 5:17 Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not
come to destroy, but to fulfil. 18 For verily I say unto you, Till heaven and earth pass, one jot
or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled.
Philippians 2:6 Who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with
God: 7 But made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant, and
was made in the likeness of men: 8 And being found in fashion as a man, he humbled
himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross.
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14
what are some of the objections
to the covenant of works?

B

efore we conclude this doctrine it would be good to deal with
some objections brought against God’s dealing with men in this
way. We have already dealt with the objection that the word
“covenant” is not found in Genesis 2.

Another common objection is that it seems unjust for God to make
Adam our federal head. The principle of representation is basic to
human society. The father is the head of the family. The husband
is the head of his wife. The prince is the head of state and the chief
executive officer is the head of his company. In all these cases, what
the head does, affects those whom he represents. Why then, do we
have difficulty with the concept at the beginning of time? Either God
deals with us by representation, or else each individual will have to
undergo probation. God has chosen the best way for us. If we were
asked to choose our representative, should we not have said what G.S.
Bishop says:
He is perfect man and bears the image and likeness of
God,--if any one is to stand for us let him be the man;
Now,--since the angels who stood for themselves, fell—
why should we wish to stand for ourselves. And if it be
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reasonable that one should stand for us—why should
we complain, when God has chosen the same person
for this office, that we would have chosen, had we been
in existence, and capable of choosing for ourselves?23

Objection is voiced that Adam had no choice in the matter, and
therefore it is unjust. This is absurd, since the covenant gave him
every advantage and no disadvantage at all. He was bound to obey
God perfectly as a creature anyway, and now God added a wonderful
promise of eternal life. What is the problem? Adam, as a reasonable
creature, saw what a wonderful opportunity was being granted to him
to attain the highest life by means of this covenant. Adam certainly
consented. When he fell, he never offered the excuse that he had not
consented in the first place.
Any objections raised against the agreement would also have to forfeit
any representation by Jesus Christ, which would mean no salvation
for such objectors. Let us willingly submit to God’s way, and so find
life in His Son.

23

Quoted in Pink, The Divine Covenants, 38.
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conclusions

F

irst, all God’s dealings with men have been by way of covenant.
Adam was the covenant head for all those who would descend from
him by ordinary generation. Adam had the greatest opportunity
of achieving the highest goal for all mankind, eternal life. He failed
miserably and dragged all mankind into sin and death--physically,
spiritually and eternally. Adam was a type of Christ who is the head
of a new humanity (Romans 5:14). Paul emphasizes this truth in
Romans 5:12-19. Note Paul’s emphasis on the word “one” or “offence
of one” (verses 12, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19). There are only two heads that
represent mankind, the earthly seed by Adam and the spiritual seed
by the second man and last Adam, Christ. This is especially highlighted
in Paul’s letter to Corinth:

1 Corinthians 15:45 And so it is written, The first man Adam was made a living soul; the
last Adam was made a quickening spirit.
1 Corinthians 15:47 The first man is of the earth, earthy: the second man is the Lord
from heaven.
Adam brought sin and death. The last Adam brings righteousness
and life for all His spiritual seed. Our Lord is called the “second man”
because there will be many more new men and women that will be
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the result of His saving work.24 Edward Donnelly writes, “…Christ is
never referred to in the Scriptures as the second Adam. He is…the
‘last’ Adam—the final, the perfect, the ultimate Adam, the supreme
representative who has once and for all accomplished salvation.”25

Secondly, it is natural for fallen man to think of salvation by works.
Men think their good and bad works will be weighed, and depending
on how the scale tilts, they will either go to heaven or hell. This is
totally demolished by the fact that God views men as either in Adam
or in Christ. If a man is not a Christian, then he is still in Adam. It does
not matter what he does. Even if he were to do good from now till the
Day of Judgment, he would perish on the basis of his being in Adam.
Donnelly illustrates the truth this way:
On 6 August 1945, a B29 aircraft took off with a strange
and terrible cargo. The plane was called the Enola Gay
and it was heading for the headquarters of the Second
Japanese Imperial Army in a city called Hiroshima. Its
cargo was a uranium bomb…If you were in Hiroshima
that morning, you were doomed. It did not matter
what you did. You could have rung up your uncle who
had emmigrated to America and asked him to call his
Congressman. It would have made no difference. You
could have put on a pair of jeans and a baseball cap
and run into the streets waving an American flag. It
would not have mattered. You were doomed because
Hiroshima was doomed and, whatever you did, you
were still in that place.26

24
Edward Donnelly, Life in Christ: walking in newness of
life (Bryntirion, Wales: Bryntirion Press, 2007), 19-20.
25
Edward Donnelly, Life in Christ: walking in newness of
life, 20.
26
Edward Donnelly, Life in Christ, 26, 32.
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Third, the most important question that arises is, “How can a person
get out of Adam and into Christ?” Once again our study of the covenant
of works helps us. It is God who placed Adam in covenant, and it is
God alone who can place us in Christ. This is achieved by the work of
the Holy Spirit who baptizes us into the body of Christ (1 Cor 12:13).
We need to call on God and cry out for mercy to place us in Christ. We
are not to be passive, but believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, for when
we do so, it will be the evidence that the Spirit has given us new birth
and planted faith in us. This is how Paul answered the question when
the jailor asked him, “What must I do to be saved?” He responded,
“Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved” (Acts 16:30-31).

It does not matter how bad you have been. All that matters is that you
are “in Christ” and only the Spirit can do that. He creates faith and
unites us to Christ. The thief on the cross was far gone. It seemed too
late for him to do any good, but if by the grace of God he is removed
from Adam and placed in Christ, then his future is bright indeed.
Listen to what happened the moment he cried out to Jesus, after the
Holy Spirit had given him faith. He heard these precious words from
the Savior, “Verily I say unto thee, Today shalt thou be with me in
paradise” (Luke 23:43). The great transfer occurred even at that last
hour, from being in Adam, to being in Christ.
If such destiny depends on my being in Christ, and this is brought
about by the Spirit through faith, I need to understand rightly what
faith is. Believing is not mere intellectual assent to a proposition,
though that is necessary. I can intellectually believe many things that
have little relevance to my everyday life, but not so, my believing in
Christ. To believe in Christ is to be united to Him in the closest bond so
that we depend on Him utterly for life and godliness. It is to trust Him
implicitly and follow Him wherever He leads. It means we are no longer
our own. We are, as the apostle Paul delights to say, “bondservants” of
Jesus Christ. We become so united to our Savior that the Scriptures
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speak of the Christian as one who suffers with Him (Rom 8:17) and is
crucified with him (Rom 6:6). The believer is made alive in Him (Eph
2:5). We draw all our resources from this union with Christ. If you have
not fled to Jesus Christ, you are still in Adam, and doomed to eternal
death. I urge you to cry out to Him today for He will not turn you away.
In Christ you will be a new creation. There are only two Adams. There
is salvation in none other than the last Adam, Christ Jesus our Lord.

2 Corinthians 5:17 Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are
passed away; behold, all things are become new.
John 14:6 Jesus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto
the Father, but by me.
Acts 4:12 Neither is there salvation in any other: for there is none other name under
heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved.
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