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GIVE THANKS FOR GOD’S COVENANT OF GRACE 
 (SUNDAY, MARCH 9, 2014) 

SCRIPTURE: GEN. 2:15-17; ROMANS 5:12-19 
INTRODUCTION 

Imagine parachuting into central China and then being asked to find your way blindfolded to 
a city 500 miles north. 

How successful would you be in this challenge?  

We know that Scripture in various places clearly points to the fact that even men and women 
in their sinful, fallen state know that God exists. 

God has sufficiently revealed Himself so that all men are without excuse. 

But without God’s revealed word, you are more lost than you would be in my opening 
illustration. 

On your own, how would you ever come to understand the covenant God made with Adam 
in the garden and the significance of that covenant for every one of his descendants? 

On your own, how would you ever come to understand the nature of man, the reality of sin 
and evil, and the reality of God’s saving grace? 

What an incredible blessing to continue to read and study these opening chapters of God’s 
Word, which so powerfully help us understand the world and our own lives. 

 We will look at Genesis 2:15-17 in two parts before reflecting again on Romans 5. 

 
GOD HAS COMMANDED US TO WORK, V. 15 
Gen. 2:15  Then the LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to 
tend and keep it. 

I stated again last week that the beautiful Garden of Eden was the first sanctuary, later 
reflected in the tabernacle and temple. 

How do we make this connection? 

It is not based on a single verse but through a study of the imagery and vocabulary used in 
the tabernacle and temple and the Garden of Eden. 

The design of the tabernacle was not put together by a committee of Israelites. 

God gave the divine pattern for the tabernacle which is reflected in the temple. 

This is what we see also for the Garden of Eden. 

The beautiful Garden was not man’s great idea. 

One of the important points of application today is that what we do in worship must be 
directed by God’s Word rather than our own wonderful ideas. 
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Our main problem is not lack of imagination but the resistance to follow what God teaches us 
to do. 

Let’s look more closely again at verse 15. 

There are two verbs used for God’s actions at the start of the verse and then two verbs 
describing the work given to the man, the adam. 

Already in verse 8 we read that God put the man whom He had formed into the garden. 

Why do we read again of God taking Adam and putting him in the garden? 

The reason is that verse 15 picks up the main account that was “interrupted” by the details in 
verses 10-14. 

One commentator notes that this style is very common in the OT.1 

The two verbs at the beginning of verse 15 show God’s sovereignty over Adam. 

The two verbs that follow show the work that Adam was given. 

And in these two verbs we have a connection again with the tabernacle. 

The verbs tend and keep can be understood in terms of Adam’s work in the Garden. 

The verb tend could also be translated as work. 

In 2:5, we read that there was no man to till or work the ground.  

In 3:23, Adam is sent out of the garden to work the ground. 

The verb keep can also be translated as watch or guard. 

It probably best has the meaning of simply maintain the garden. 

But this verb is significantly used then to describe the duty of the cherubim at the end of 
chapter 3. 

And both verbs – tend and keep – are used later in the context of the Levites. 

In Numbers 3:7-8, the Levites are called to minister and guard the tabernacle. 

The point is that there is again a connection between the tabernacle and the Garden of Eden. 

Consider three very significant themes that have their foundation in Genesis 2 – Sabbath 
Rest, Work, and Marriage. 

Each of these three areas is under assault today in our nation and much of western culture. 

We will deal with theme of marriage, next week. 

Here we consider how work is not the result of the fall. It has been made much more 
complicated by sin and the fall. 

There is much greater frustration then in our work but the place of work, hard work, has a 
wonderful foundation in God’s calling of Adam. 

                                                
1 Wenham, 67. 
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Rushdoony in the Institutes of Biblical Law writes: 

Man should therefore enjoy work and delight in it. On the contrary, however, escape 
from work is a common desire among men. The lure of Marxism and similar faiths is 
their declaration that man is fettered to work and must be freed from it.2 

We should often give thanks for the work that God has given us to do, not simply that it 
provides a means for living, but the work itself is part of God’s gift and the challenge that He 
has granted. 

There is no surprise that societies that have followed God’s Word in terms of the value of 
hard work generally prosper, while cultures and nations that resist work have become very 
impoverished. 

It is scary to see the changes in our own nation that are the result of our spiritual rebellion 
against God. 

May God give each one of you strength in terms of the work and callings that He places 
before you to do. 

 

GOD’S COVENANT WITH MAN, VV. 16-17 
16 And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, “Of every tree of the garden you 
may freely eat;  17 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.” 

I initially was planning on having us cover the rest of chapter 2 beginning in verse 15, but 
these two verses demand that we give greater attention. 

The word covenant is often used in Scripture and in preaching in this church and many 
others. 

What do we mean by covenant? 

When God deals with men, He always deals in terms of covenant. 

O. Palmer Robertson states, “a covenant is a bond-in-blood sovereignly administered.”3 

The phrase bond-in-blood means that the commitment or relationship has life-and-death 
consequences. 

What does sovereignly administered mean? It means that God is the one who sets the terms. 
It is not a deal that God and men make together with each other. 

Does the word covenant appear in verses 16 and 17? 

No, the word does not appear in Genesis until Genesis 6:18. The word covenant appears 8x 
in the account of Noah. 

                                                
2 Rushdoony, 310. 
3 O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Covenants, 15. 
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But certainly we see the basic parts of a covenant here. 

The verb command shows this is God’s choice. God did not ask if Adam found this relationship 
to his liking. No, he is given an absolute command. 

The reference to death in verse 17 shows also that this is a covenant that God was making 
with Adam. 

This might be one of the most simple covenants in Scripture, but this in no way takes away 
from its great importance. 

People often say that the Bible is just filled with a bunch of rules. Ironic when you consider 
how many laws are passed in our nation each year. 

According to Jewish counting, there are 613 OT laws, which may sound like a lot, but in 
reality it is not all that complicated. 

Here we see that God gave two very clear instructions in His covenant. 

There was incredible freedom and one point of restriction. 

As I mentioned last week, in our sinful human nature, we so often miss the blessings in search 
of the forbidden. 

There is a beautiful symmetry in verses 16 and 17. 

Both verses end with the same grammatical structure in Hebrew. 

Freely eat is a translation from the Hebrew where the verb is repeated in two different forms. 

Surely die also repeats the same Hebrew verb in two different forms. 

God set before Adam incredible freedom and certain death. 

There is a certain mystery about the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, which is 
mentioned here by name for the last time in Genesis. 

What is the knowledge of good and evil? 

Probably the best understanding is the fruit of this tree would give moral experience. 

The ESVSB states: 

… by their obedience or disobedience the human couple [Adam and Eve] will come to 
know good and evil by experience. Experience gained by “fearing the LORD” (Prov. 
1:7) is wisdom, while that gained by disobeying God is slavery. 

How do we understand the words, you shall surely die when Adam lived 930 years? 

I think we understand the death to be spiritual death which also included physical death. 

Adam and Eve did not physically die right away, but they were immediately driven from the 
Garden and all its blessings. 

John Calvin wrote here: 
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The miseries and evils both of soul and body, with which man is beset so long as he is on 
earth, are a kind of entrance into death, till death itself entirely absorbs him; for the 
Scripture everywhere calls those dead who, being oppressed by the tyranny of sin and 
Satan, breath nothing but their own destruction. Wherefore the question is superfluous, 
how it was that God threatened death to Adam on the day in which he should touch the 
fruit, when he long deferred the punishment? For then was Adam consigned to death, 
and death began its reign in him, until supervening grace should bring a remedy.4 

The Westminster Confession of Faith calls the covenant of verses 16 and 17, a covenant of 
works. 

WCF 7.2 - The first covenant made with man was a covenant of works, wherein life was 
promised to Adam; and in him to his posterity, upon condition of perfect and personal 
obedience. 

Some have disliked this term, covenant of works for a variety of reasons. 

We might argue that a different name could be used, but what is important is to see at least 
three things from verses 16 and 17. 

First, there is an historical Adam, the first Adam, just as we believe in an historical Jesus of 
Nazareth, the second or last Adam. 

Second, the first covenant made with man was a covenant based on perfect obedience and 
the threat of death.  

And as we know from just turning one page in our Bibles, Adam and Eve failed in keeping 
this most basic covenant. 

Third, Adam did not just act for himself alone in the garden. He acted on behalf of every 
person that would follow him. How do we know this? The rest of Scriptures makes this clear. 

We absolutely most hold to these three points as being critical to the entire message of 
salvation found in God’s Word.  

There are other points to debate, but these three points can never be given up without doing 
severe harm to the message of salvation. 

 

ROMANS 5:12-19 
Rom. 5:12  Therefore, just as through one man sin entered the world, and death 
through sin, and thus death spread to all men, because all sinned— 

Rom. 5:18  Therefore, as through one man’s offense judgment came to all men, resulting 
in condemnation, even so through one Man’s righteous act the free gift came to all men, 
resulting in justification of life.  19 For as by one man’s disobedience many were made 
sinners, so also by one Man’s obedience many will be made righteous. 

                                                
4 John Calvin, Commentary on Genesis, s.v. Genesis 2:17. 
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Adam and Eve obviously broke completely the covenant of works. 

This doesn’t mean that it is no longer relevant or of interest. 

Every person enters life as a sinner, having Adam as their covenant representative. 

And every person fails in terms of keeping God’s Law perfectly. 

All men are under the covenant of works and are guilty like Adam of breaking it. 

And yet God in His grace provided salvation that would come freely through His grace and 
have nothing to do with the obedience of sinners but rest completely in the obedience of Jesus 
Christ. 

It is not uncommon to hear people defining grace almost in terms of God saying, “it’s ok.”  

Or you will hear people say, well I am going to show you grace and not make you pay what 
you owe. This second definition is a bit closer to the Biblical expression. 

Grace is God’s glorious freedom to show mercy and love to those totally undeserving while at 
the same time expressing fully His justice through the punishment that Jesus Christ endured. 

As I have stated before the amazing thing about God’s grace is not primarily what it 
accomplishes in you but that God freely chose to love and to act on your behalf. 

Charles Hodge has stated, “The doctrines of grace humble a man without degrading him, 
and exalt him without inflating him.”5 

And as you even think of your current sin and failure, grace does not speak, don’t worry 
about your sin, it’s no big deal or it’s all going to be ok. No, grace points you to see the 
obedience of Jesus Christ and His sacrifice and suffering for you. 

 
CONCLUSION: 

Do you remember the account found in Luke 7 where Jesus ate a meal at the home of a 
Pharisee. 

While at that meal, a woman, identified as a sinner, came and anointed the feet of Jesus. 

She washed His feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head. 

She kissed His feet and anointed them with fragrant oil. 

The self-righteous Pharisee was indignant and said if Jesus were truly a prophet he would 
have known what kind of a woman this was. 

Jesus responded with an illustration of two men forgiven of their debts, one forgiven a great 
deal and the other a lesser amount. 

The powerful point Jesus made is found in verse 47. 

                                                
5 John Blanchard, eds. The Complete Gathered Gold: a Treasury of Quotations for Christians. 
Accordance electronic ed. (New York: Evangelical Press,2006), s.v. Grace – Essence. 
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Luke 7:47 Therefore I say to you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved 
much. But to whom little is forgiven, the same loves little.” 

May we never think that we have just been forgiven a little. 

It is certainly right that we emphasize God’s grace. What else could we boast in? 

A proper emphasis on God’s grace should always remind us of how much we have been 
forgiven. 

Let us give thanks that we live under grace – may our love show much we have been forgiven. 

 

Prayer 

Hymn 440 

 

 

 

 

 

BENEDICTION – HEBREWS 13:20-21 
Now may the God of peace who brought up our Lord Jesus from the dead, that great 

Shepherd of the sheep, through the blood of the everlasting covenant,  make you complete in 
every good work to do His will, working in you what is well pleasing in His sight, through 

Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen. 

 


