
The Covenant of Works – Genesis 2:15-17                                   

 

As most of you know, it is my intention this afternoon, to discuss what historically has been called the 

Covenant of Works—now there have been other names that have been suggested—the Covenant of Life, the 

Covenant of Creation, or the Adamic Covenant—but, because the Covenant of Works is the most common, 

and the phrase is found in our confession, I will frequently use this phrase The Covenant of Works... 

 

But let me clarify—while I do believe it's best to use this phrase, I am not fighting for the phrase, as much as 

the concepts behind it—it's my own personal conviction that to deny the essence of this doctrine, is to put you 

at odds with our London Baptist confession, and open you up to many, rather serious errors or deviations from 

historical reformed religion... 

 

I.   The Covenant of Works Examined (in four considerations) 

II.  The Covenant of Works Applied (in three observations) 

 

I.   The Covenant of Works Examined (in four considerations – its parties, stipulation, penalty, promise) 

 

A. Its parties  

 

1. The parties of this covenant are two—God and Adam as head of the human race—[1] God—having 

created man in chapter 1, God entered into covenant with him in chapter 2... 

2. It's important to remember—Adam was not created in covenant but for covenant—God entered covenant 

with man... 

3. Thus, Genesis 2:15-17, is the formal commencement of the covenant of works—God makes a covenant 

with man in Adam... 

4. Now, I totally agree the actual word "covenant" is not found in this passage—but that doesn't mean it's not 

a covenant... 

5. In fact later or subsequent revelation, actually refers to this arrangement between God and Adam as a 

covenant... 

6. Hos.6:7—"But like Adam they transgressed the covenant"—that is, the nation of Israel, broke their 

covenant just as Adam broke his... 

7. John Gill—"As Adam transgressed the covenant God made with him; so the Israelites had transgressed the 

covenant God made with them..."   

8. This is similar to the Davidic Covenant—when this is made with David (2Sam.7:12-17), the term covenant 

isn't used... 

9. But, later on in Psalm 89:3-4, this very arrangement is referred to as a covenant, between God and His 

chosen...  

10. Thus, God created Adam, put him in the garden of Eden, and then entered into a covenant arrangement 

with him... 

11. Now, before I go any further, let me give a brief definition of a covenant—a covenant is a formal 

relationship between two parties... 

12. Richard Barcellos—"A divine covenant with man can be defined very briefly as follows: a divinely 

sanctioned commitment or relationship..." 

13. Thus, divine covenants are initiated by God with man, wherein God commits or promises, to better his 

condition...  

14. Thus, essential to a divine covenant are divine promises—God seals His covenants with an oath or 

promise... 

15. And here we behold the goodness of God—for no sooner does He create man, He then covenants with 

man... 

16. Nehemiah Coxe—"The immediate and direct end therefore, of God's entering into covenant with man at 

any time is the advancing and bettering of his state. God never made a covenant with man in which His 

goodness to him was not abundantly manifest..." 

17. [2] Adam—consider two things about Adam's role in this covenant—[a] He was sinless and thus able to 

comply with this covenant... 
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18. As we shall see in a minute—Adam was expected to obey God perfectly, and Adam was able to obey God 

perfectly... 

19. The covenant of works was made with Adam, as the sinless, image-bearing son of God, able to obey God 

perfectly...  

20. And here we behold the wisdom of God, in that He Himself selects man's representative to stand in his 

place... 

21. [b] He represented the human race within this covenant—he represented himself, Eve, their children, and 

the human race...  

22. This is why, the consequences of his sin, not only affected him, but his wife, children, and every person 

since... 

23. Rom.5:12—"Through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all 

men, because all sinned (in Adam)" 1Cor.15:22—"For in Adam all die..." 

24. All men sinned and die in Adam, as their federal or covenant head—he acted as a public person in our 

place... 

25. As a result, the consequences for Adam's sin, were experienced by Eve, their children, and the human 

race... 

26. Thus, the parties of this covenant are God and Adam, as the sinless image bearer of God, and head of 

mankind... 

 

B. Its stipulation  

 

1. Simply put, the stipulation or condition of this covenant, was perfect obedience to God's holy and pure 

law... 

2. Now—here I must remind you, of the theological distinction between creational (or moral) and positive 

law... 

3. [a] Creational law—by this is meant the law that was native to man as created in God's moral image—it's 

called natural, creational, or moral law... 

4. Its essence would be codified at Mount Sinai in the Ten Commandments—Jesus summarized it into two—

love God and neighbor... 

5. This moral or creational law was in Adam's heart in perfection, as the moral or righteous image bearer of 

God... 

6. [b] Positive law—by this is meant, any law given in addition to the moral law—it's positive in terms of 

addition... 

7. Thus, in addition of the moral law written upon his heart, or perhaps as an expression it, God gave Adam a 

positive precept... 

8. Gen.2:16—"And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, of every tree of the garden you may freely 

eat; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat..." 

9. Thus, while this command was in addition to the moral law, it was in fact a specific expression of it to a 

specific person... 

10. In other words, this positive command, was a concrete expression or summary of the moral law in one 

command... 

11. LBC 19:1—"God gave to Adam a law of universal obedience written in his heart, and a particular precept 

of not eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil; by which he bound him and all his 

posterity to personal, entire, exact, and perpetual obedience, promised life upon the fulfilling, and 

threatened death upon the breach of it, and endued him with power and ability to keep it..."  

12. Thus, I suggest the older writers were correct in saying, the matter of the covenant of works, was the moral 

law as expressed in one command—Do not eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil... 

13. This single command, had the essence of the entire moral law in it—it was a condensing of all Ten 

Commands... 

14. Thus, it's important to remember—that the moral law in Adam by creation, was not the covenant of works, 

until the positive command was added to it... 

15. John Colquhoun—"The law in the form of the covenant of works, compromised not only all the 

commandments peculiar to it as the law of nature, but also a positive precept which depended entirely on 

the will of God..." 
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16. John Colquhoun—"This positive precept was, in effect, a summary of all the commands of the natural or 

moral law: obedience to it included obedience to them all, and disobedience to it was a transgression of 

them all at once..." 

17. Thomas Boston—"God put to the natural law a promise of eternal life, and a threatening of death, and so it 

became a covenant of works..." 

18. [1] Perfect obedience—"Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat; but of the tree of the knowledge of 

good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die..."  

19. That is, nothing less than perfect obedience was necessary—"in the day you eat"—that is, in the day YOU 

SIN...  

20. [2] Perpetual obedience—that is, continual obedience throughout an undisclosed probational period of 

time...  

21. In other words—there is evidence to suggest, this arrangement with Adam, took place within a trial 

period...  

22. J.H. Thornwell—"The constitution which made Adam a representative, and which put the race on trial in 

him, contains on the face of it a limitation of probation. There was a period when the scene should be 

closed, and when his destiny and that of his descendants should be determined either for sin or holiness..." 

23. In other words, the very fact that Adam was our federal head, demands this relationship was probational or 

temporal...  

24. Remember, the federal headship of Christ, necessarily presupposes the covenant of works, and a probation 

period...   

25. Furthermore, remember that Christ as the Last Adam, also had a probation period, as He represented His 

elect people... 

26. How long this trial period was to last, we don't know—all we do know is that Adam sinned at the 

beginning of it... 

 

C. Its penalty  

 

1. The penalty for the covenant of works was DEATH—"for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die 

(lit. dying you shall die)..." 

2. To "die" means to "separate"—Adam experienced or was liable to three aspects of death—physical, 

spiritual, and eternal...  

3. [1] Physical death—this refers to the separation of body and soul—Adam began to physically die after he 

sinned... 

4. This aspect of his penalty, assumedly began as he gradually began to die, and eventually returned back to 

dust...  

5. [2] Spiritual death—this refers to the separation of our soul with God—Adam lost all fellowship with 

God... 

6. It's for this reason Adam and Eve were removed from the Garden, a place of fellowship and communion 

with God... 

7. This geographical separation was merely symbolic of his spiritual separation—Adam and Eve, spiritually 

died...  

8. Gen.2:24—"So He drove out the man; and He placed cherubim at the east of the garden of Eden, and a 

flaming sword which turned every way, to guard the way to the tree of life..." 

9. [3] Eternal death—this refers to the eternal separation of a sinner, from the goodness of God for all 

eternity... 

10. Whether or not Adam ever experienced this aspect of his punishment is debated, that is, was Adam ever 

saved... 

11. I personally believe he was—I think this is illustrated or typified in God robbing him with the garments of 

another... 

12. But either way, the NT refers to this death as the "curse of the law"—that is, God's eternal wrath in 

hellfire... 

 

D. Its promise  
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1. The promise of this covenant was eternal life—a life that was better than the life that Adam was created 

with... 

2. Adam was created as a mutable being—he was created with the ability to sin and not sin—his condition 

was changeable... 

3. A.W. Pink—"The reward, or additional good, which would have followed Adam's obedience, was a state 

of immutable blessedness both for himself and his posterity..." 

4. Bavinck—"Adam's condition was provisional and temporary and could not remain as it was. It either had 

to pass on to higher glory or to sin and death. The penalty for transgressing the command was death; the 

reward for keeping it, by contrast, was life, eternal life..." 

5. [1] The penalty—that is, the promise of life is implied by its penalty—if the penalty was death its reward 

was life... 

6. A.W. Pink—"Unto the prohibition was annexed a promise. This is an essential element in a covenant: a 

reward being guaranteed upon its terms being fulfilled..."  

7. [2] The tree of life—that is, had Adam obeyed, he would have eaten from the tree of life, and had eternal 

life...  

8. This suggests the likelihood that Adam, never ate from this tree, and would have eaten from it, if he earned 

life...  

9. Gen.3:22—"Then the LORD God said, Behold, the man has become like one of Us, to know good and evil. 

And now, lest he put out his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live forever..." 

10. Notice, God removed Adam from the garden—"lest he put out his hand and take also of the tree of life, 

and eat, and live forever..." 

11. The implication being—he was removed from the garden unless, in addition of the tree of knowledge he 

ALSO eat of the tree of life... 

12. Had Adam eaten from that tree—"he would have lived forever"—that is, he would have had ETERNAL 

LIFE... 

13. [3] The anti-type—by this I refer to Christ, who Adam was a type of,  Rom.5:14—"Adam, a type of Him 

who was to come..." 

14. Christ came as the Second Man, the Last Adam, in order to accomplish what the first Adam failed to 

achieve... 

15. Rom.3:23—"For we have all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God"—all men sinned in Adam, and 

thus in Adam, fell short of a promised glory... 

16. Thus, throughout the NT, we are told that Christ came to bring many sons to glory, to achieve what the 

first Adam failed to accomplish... 

17. Heb.2:10—"For it was fitting for Him, for whom are all things and by whom are all things, in bringing 

many sons to glory, to make the captain of their salvation perfect through sufferings..." 

18. [4] The NT testimony—here I refer to a set of texts that teach, the law was originally given with a promise 

of life... 

19. Matt.19:17—"If you want to enter into life, keep the commandments" Rm.7:10—"And the commandment, 

which was to bring life, I found to bring death..."  

20. In both of these texts, mention is made of the law's original intent—if it had been kept, it would have 

brought life... 

21. Rom.8:3—"For what the law could not do in that it was weak through the flesh"—that is, man's fall into 

sin... 

22. The law is not able to give live, not because it doesn't promise it, but because fallen man isn't able to meet 

its demands... 

 

II.  The Covenant of Works Applied (in three observations) 

 

A. Behold the plight of native man 

 

1. Simply put—fallen man is born under the broken covenant, and thus, remains under the curse of that 

covenant... 

2. Every single person is born (or conceived), under this broken covenant, and thus are under its original 

curse... 
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3. Rom.2:19—"Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law (as a broken 

covenant)..." 

4. When the NT describes native man as "under the law" it doesn't merely mean he is under the law as a 

creature... 

5. Yes, man is born under the law as a creature, but more than this, he is born under the law as a covenant 

breaker... 

6. The law strictly considered condemns no person—the law condemns man ONLY, as it exists in the broken 

covenant of works... 

7. Thus, I can summarize the plight of native man in this simple phrase—he is born, lives, and dies, under the 

law... 

8. [1] He is BORN under the law—all men, Jew and Gentile, is born, or conceived under the broken 

covenant of works... 

9. Eph.2:3—"we were by nature children of wrath"—that is, we are all natively under the just and holy wrath 

of God... 

10. We are all by nature, born under the law, and not merely as creatures of God, but as covenant breakers in 

Adam... 

11. I remember speaking to a Dispensational friend once, and I asked him—Is your unsaved pagan neighbor 

under law or grace... 

12. And he thought for a few minutes and confessed—You know, I will have to think about that before 

answering... 

13. Well, you see, for us, the answer is simple—he is under law—and what law is he under—the law as a 

covenant of works... 

14. He is conceived guilty of Adam's sin—Adam's covenant breach, is attributed to him because Adam was 

his federal head... 

15. Now, this is in part why we do not baptize our infants—because they are not in Christ until they are 

converted... 

16. They are born as covenant children—brethren, it is wrong to think Baptist deny they children are covenant 

children... 

17. We simply believe they are born as children of Adam's broken covenant of works, they are members of 

that covenant... 

18. [2] He LIVES under the law—all men, Jew and Gentile, lives under the law, as a broken covenant of 

works...   

19. Because of our sin in Adam, God has given of mankind not merely to the guilt, but the moral filth of our 

sin... 

20. Thus, for Paul—to be "under the law" (Rom.3:19), and "under sin" (Rom.3:9)—are one and the same 

thing... 

21. And what does it mean to be "under sin," but to be under its bondage and servitude—it's to be a slave of 

sin... 

22. Think of it like this—what was the punishment given to Adam—DEATH—which included—spiritual 

death... 

23. Thus, Adam's spiritual posterity are born spiritually dead—they are separated from God, and enslaved to 

sin... 

24. Perhaps put another way—man's native corruption is passed to him, by virtue of the broken covenant of 

works... 

25. Rom.6:14—"For sin shall not have dominion over you, for you are not under law but under grace"—you 

are no longer under the law as a broken covenant..." 

26. Those who remain under the law as a broken covenant are under sin, or, they are spiritually dead and 

slaves of sin...   

27. Simply put—they remain under the penalty of that broken covenant—they remain separated from God and 

His grace (Eph.2:1-13)...  

28. [3] He DIES under the law—every person who dies unforgiven, dies under the curse of the broken 

covenant of works...   

23. In the case of such people, the covenant of works is never fulfilled, and they remain under it for all 

eternity... 
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24. Not only paying for the original sin of Adam, but also for their own personal sins committed under this 

covenant...  

25. My dear friends, if Adam's single sin deserved eternal death (for him and his posterity), how much more 

wrath, does a live time of sin deserve... 

  

B. Behold the need for the Last Adam 

 

1. The Scripture refers to Christ as the Second Man and the Last Adam—this means He came as the Head of 

His race... 

2. Adam represented the human race and Christ the elect race—and just as the first Adam, God entered into a 

covenant with the Last Adam 

3. This is often referred to as the Covenant of Redemption, and it took place in eternity past between the 

Father and Son... 

4. The Father commissioned His Son to become incarnate, suffer as His people's surety, and fulfill the law in 

their place... 

5. In turn, He would be exalted as the Godman, and would earn for them the eternal life, that Adam failed to 

obtain...  

6. [1] He suffered the curse of the law—that is, He suffered for them the curse of the law as a broken 

covenant... 

7. Gal.3:10—"For as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse; for it is written, Cursed is 

everyone who does not continue in all things which are written in the book of the law, to do them... v13 

Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us..." 

8. [a] A curse—several times Paul speaks about "a" or "the" curse—this refers to the curse threatened back in 

Gen.2:17... 

9. All men, not merely unbelieving Jews, are natively under this curse, v10—"For as many as are of the 

works of the law..." 

10. To be "of the works of the law" means—"to be under the law as a covenant of works"—such are "under 

the curse..." 

11. [b] A quotation—Paul quotes Deut.27:26, to illustrate the principle that the law demands perfect 

obedience... 

12. In other words—the OC was a national covenant, that in some sense, republished a covenant of works 

principle... 

13. This covenant of works principle, native to the OC, illustrated the original covenant of works with Adam 

in Eden... 

14. [c] A redemption, v13—"Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for 

us..."  

15. Christ delivered us from the curse of the law, "having become a curse for us"—that is, He bore the curse 

for us... 

16. Now again brethren, what "curse" is here meant, but ultimately, the curse threatened Adam in Genesis 

2:15-17... 

17. Robert Rollock—"Christ, therefore, our Mediator, subjected himself unto the covenant of works, and unto 

the law for our sake, and did both fulfil the condition of the covenant of works in his holy and good 

life...and also he did undergo that curse which was denounced against man in that covenant of works, if 

that condition of good and holy works were not kept..." 

18. John Colquhoun—"The Lord Jesus, as the Representative and Surety of elect sinners, condescended to 

subject Himself, in their stead, to the moral law as a covenant of works in order to redeem them from it in 

its covenant form..." 

19. Thus, Christ as our Surety, bore in His human nature, the agony and pain of God's holy and righteous 

wrath...  

20. [2] He earned for them eternal life—that is, all that the first Adam failed to obtain, the Last Adam 

secured...   

21. The eternal life that Christ earns for His people, is the result of Him keeping the covenant He made with 

His Father... 
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22. It's for this reason, our Savior speaks of the life He earned for His people, with the imagery of the tree of 

life... 

23. Rev.2:7—"To him who overcomes I will give to eat from the tree of life, which is in the midst of the 

Paradise of God..." 

24. Thus, Christ, as the Last Adam, returns us to the Garden or Paradise of God, but one greater than the 

original... 

25. Christ, by virtue of the Father's promise to Him, takes all of His posterity into a Paradise that covers the 

new earth... 

26. Louis Berkhof—"He came to do what Adam failed to do, and did it in virtue of a covenant agreement 

(covenant of redemption)..." 

 

C. Behold the blessedness of those in Christ  

 

1. Adam was a type of Christ, in that they both represented their posterity—we are born into Adam, and re-

born into Christ... 

2. Just as Adam acted as the federal head of the human race, so too, Christ acted as the federal head of the 

elect race... 

3. Thus, by grace, we are transferred from Adam and his broken covenant, to Christ, and His new covenant 

of grace... 

4. Those in Christ are no longer under the law as a covenant of works, thus the NT repeatedly says we are not 

under law... 

5. Now, I don't think I need to tell you brethren, that many Christians have wrongly understood what this 

means... 

6. But brethren, while we need to clarify what it does not mean, we also need to be very clear on what it does 

mean... 

7. Let me say very simply, when Scripture says we are no longer under law, it means the law as a covenant of 

works... 

8. This is the ONLY way Christians are NOT under the law—they have nothing to do with the law as it 

functions in that broken covenant... 

9. Now—let me makes this very clear—though Christians are not under the law as a covenant of works, they 

are under it as a rule of life... 

10. That is—they are now in Christ and His new covenant of grace—they are no longer under law but 

GRACE... 

11. Thus—in closing, let me suggest three blessings of no longer being under the law as a broken covenant of 

works... 

12. [1] The law no longer condemns us as a covenant of works—that is, it no longer says to us—"sin, and you 

shall die..." 

13. Rom.8:1—"There is therefore, no condemnation for those who are in Christ"—that is, Christ the Last 

Adam... 

14. To be "in Christ" is to no longer be "in Adam"—and to no longer be "in Adam" is to no longer be under 

his covenant... 

15. Thus, the law can no longer condemn us—it looks upon us, in Christ, as having perfectly met its just 

demands... 

16. Just as Pilate said of Christ—"I find no fault in Him" (Jn.19:4)—so too, the law says of us—"I find no 

fault in them..." 

17. Now this of course does not mean, the law no longer convicts of sin—the law convicts but no longer 

condemns... 

18. Thus, whenever you hear the law condemn you, you must know, it comes not from God but from your 

enemies... 

19. Samuel Bolton—"The believer is freed from the law as a covenant, and so from the curse of the law. The 

law cannot pass sentence upon him, it cannot condemn him. He is not to be tried in that court. Christ has 

satisfied the law to the full..." 

20. Samuel Bolton—"Even though the believer falls into sin, yet the law cannot pronounce the curse on him 

because, as he is not under the law, he is freed from the curse of the law. The apostle tells us: 'He has 
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blotted out the handwriting of ordinances that was against us, which was contrary to us, and took it out of 

the way, nailing it to the cross.' By 'the handwriting of ordinances' I conceive is not meant the ceremonial 

law alone, but the moral law also, so far as it was against us and bound us over to the curse..."  

21. Pilgrim's Progress (Faithfull's encounter with Moses. After his discussion with Old Man, Faithful 

continued uphill)—"When I had gotten half way up the Hill, I looked behind me and saw someone coming 

after me, swift as the wind...As soon as the man overtook me, after saying only one word, to my surprise, 

he knocked me out cold with one blow. When I came to, I asked him why he had treated me this way. He 

said that it was because of my secret inclination toward Adam the First. Then he struck a powerful blow to 

my chest, and—continuing to punch me—he made me stumble backwards until I again lay at his feet like 

one dead. When I came to again, I cried to him for mercy, but he said, I don't know how to show mercy. 

With that, he knocked me down again. He would doubtless have made an end of me had not that One 

came by and ordered him to stop. Who was the One who made him stop? asked Christian. I didn't know 

Him at first, but as He went by, I noticed holes in his hands and His side; then I concluded that He was our 

Lord. After that I went on up the Hill. That man who overpowered you was Moses. He doesn't spare 

anyone. He doesn't know how to show mercy to those who break his law..."  

22. [2] The law no longer commands us as a covenant of works—that is, it no longer says—"Do this and 

live..."  

23. The law in its covenant form only commands, but it can never provide the strength or the ability for us to 

obey... 

24. But, this is very different for those "under grace"—for in Christ the law says—"Because you live, obey 

me..." 

25. That is, in Christ we find all the necessary resources to obey the law—grace, the Spirit, and Christ's perfect 

example... 

26. Rom.7:4—"Therefore, my brethren, you also have become dead to the law through the body of Christ, that 

you may be married to another—to Him who was raised from the dead, that we should bear fruit to God..." 

27. The apostle speaks as if the Romans were natively wed to the law—that is the law as a broken covenant of 

works... 

28. But through God's grace in Christ, they became dead to the law—and have now been married to Christ 

Himself... 

29. The result of this happy marriage is FRUIT—"that we should bear fruit to God"—fruit is only found in 

those wed to Christ... 

30. Only those in Christ can evangelically obey the law—only those in Christ have the ability, to bear fruit to 

God... 

31. Thus, the same law, with regards to content, exists in the covenant of works and the covenant of grace 

(NC)... 

32. The difference being—the covenant of works says, DO and LIVE, the covenant of grace says, LIVE and 

DO... 

33. [3] The law no longer agitates us as a covenant of works—to agitate is "to disturb, trouble, or stir up"—by 

nature the law agitates our soul... 

34. Rom.8:7—"The carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject to the law of God, nor indeed can 

be..." 

35. Within the covenant of works, the law agitates us because we natively have only hostility towards God and 

His law... 

36. But this changes for those who are removed from Adam and united to Christ, and His gracious New 

Covenant... 

37. He removes that heart of stone, and writes the law upon our mind and heart, giving us delight and joy in 

His law...  


