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25. Covenant theology (3) 

O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Covenants, chs 9-11 (pp. 127-

227) 

Introduction 

In session 25 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course we’re continuing our study of Covenant 

Theology with the help of O. Palmer Robertson’s book, The Christ of the Covenants (Phillipsburg: 

Presbyterian and Reformed, 1980). You’ll recall from the previous sessions that covenant theology 

is a way of reading the whole Bible that takes into account the unfolding shape of God’s work in 

the world and his unfolding relationship with humanity. This relationship always takes the form of 

a covenant, and Covenant Theology attempts to trace the development of these covenants 

through Scripture.  

We’ve looked in previous sessions at the theme of the divine covenants in general terms, and then 

at some specific biblical covenants, beginning with the so-called “Covenant of Creation,” made 

with Adam before the fall, and then looking at God’s covenant with Abraham. We continue today 

where we left off, looking at the seal of the Abrahamic covenant and the Mosaic covenant, before 

working through Robertson’s critique of dispensationalism. 

As ever, if you’re pressed for time omit the questions marked with a *. 

Questions for reflection 

i. “The Mosaic Covenant was an external covenant requiring external obedience; the New 

covenant is an internal covenant requiring – and indeed providing – transformation of heart.” Do 

you agree?  

ii. Can a Christian be saved without being baptised? Explain your answer? 

iii. Explain what is going on Exodus 4:24-26. Does this have any implications for your answer to the 

previous question? 

iv. To whom should baptism be administered? Why? 

Study questions 

We begin in chapter 9, still looking at the Abrahamic covenant, but focussing on the seal of the 

Abrahamic covenant: the sign of circumcision. 

1. “Far from being an optional aspect of the covenantal bond, the seal is the covenant” (p. 148). 

What does Robertson mean by this? 

For reflection: What light does your answer to the above question shed on Exodus 4:24-26? 

2. What are the five points identified by Robertson which highlight “the import of circumcision as 

originally instituted for Abraham” (pp. 150-152)? Do any of these points surprise you? 

3. “This absolute openness to the incorporation of Gentiles into the community of Israel has far-

reaching significance affecting the interpretation of massive portions of Old and New Testaments” 

(p. 154). Why? 
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4. What do you think of the following statements from Robertson? In particular, is there a tension 

with his previous claim that “the seal is the covenant” (p. 148)? 

•  “The circumcision symbol of the old covenant has no value whatsoever unless it be 

joined with the true righteousness which it represents” (p. 160) 

•  “The symbol of circumcision under the old covenant is not the thing which makes a 

man acceptable to God. Only the true circumcision of the heart by the Spirit 

accomplishes the cleansing which is sufficient to make a man acceptable to God” (p. 

161). 

5. Robertson argues that “circumcision under the old covenant is replaced by baptism under the 

new covenant” (p. 162). What do you think of the argument as Robertson develops it on pp. 162-

166? 

Chapter 10 discusses the Mosaic covenant. After some opening remarks about dating based on 

alleged parallels with Hittite treaties (pp. 168-169), Robertson moves on to the theological 

significance of the Mosaic Covenant (from p. 170 onward). 

6. “Whatever concept of law may be advanced [concerning the Mosaic era], it must at all times 

remain subservient to the broader concept of covenant” (p. 171). What does this mean? Why does 

it matter? 

7. How does Robertson describe “the distinctiveness of the Mosaic covenant” on pp. 172-173? 

For reflection: Do you agree with Robertson’s characterisation of the Mosaic covenant here? You 

might find the following texts helpful as you consider this question: 

• Deuteronomy 6:4-6 

• Deuteronomy 30:14 

• Psalm 37:31 

• Psalm 40:8 

• Psalm 119:11 

(Note: Robertson himself seems aware of some problems in his argument here – see footnote 13 

on p. 190. It isn’t clear, however, that he manages to resolve them.) 

Robertson tackles head-on what he calls the “difficult question” of whether “the covenant of law 

[is] still significant for participants in the new covenant” (p. 178).  

8. “The Christian does not live under an externalized ministration of law engraved on stone tablets 

... he no longer relates to that law as an impersonal code standing outside himself” (pp. 182-183). 

What do you think of this statement? 

9. How does Robertson believe that Jeremiah 31:33-34 supports his argument (p. 190-191)? Do 

you agree with him? 

Chapter 11 is an extended critique of dispensationalism. If you’ve never heard of 

dispensationalism, you’re about to find out how lucky you are (as Calvin used to say) to have been 

spared the experience. 

10. Why, according to Robertson’s brief comments on p. 201, is “covenant” a significant 

framework through which to understand biblical revelation? 

11. What alternative system of structuring biblical revelation does Robertson interact with (p. 

201)? What caveats does he note (pp. 202-203)? 
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12. How do the earlier dispensational treatments of Gen 1-3 differ from the later developments 

(pp. 204-206)? 

13. What crucial passage does dispensationalism misunderstand in its elaboration of “the 

dispensation of conscience”? What are the effects of this misunderstanding (pp. 206-208)? 

14. “The treatment of the ‘covenant’ with Noah [‘the dispensation of human government’] in 

dispensational thinking may be characterized as secularistic rather than redemptive-historical” (p. 

210). What exegetical factors lead dispensationalism towards this way of thinking? 

15. What “basic dualism” (p. 212) in dispensational thinking is manifested in their treatment of the 

covenant with Abraham? How does it arise? What “basic distinction” is “involved in God’s 

treatment of his elect people” (p. 214)? 

16. What misunderstanding leads dispensationalists to postulate a “Palestinian covenant” (pp. 

217-218)? 

17. What is Robertson’s “focal point of disagreement with dispensationalism” (p. 220) concerning 

the Davidic covenant? What evidence does he adduce to establish his view (pp. 220-221)? 

18. How do dispensationalists believe Jesus responded to the Jewish rejection of his kingship? 

How did Jesus actually respond (p. 224)? 

19. What implications does Robertson believe that dispensationalist thinking has for 

understanding Jesus’ resurrection (pp. 225-227)? 

20. “The present age is not a ‘parenthesis’ unforeseen by the prophets of old” (p. 227). Why do 

dispensationalists disagree? 

 

 


