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Foreword

It
is a truly distinct pleasure to write a foreword for John Reisinger’s
timely and helpful book, In Defense of Jesus, the New Lawgiver.
I know of no other author more qualified to present the important
truths found in this book.

As
I consider this book, my mind goes back several years. After I had
experienced various stages, influenced by Covenantalism and
Dispensationalism, I discovered an approach to the Scriptures
dictated from the Scriptures themselves. I discovered what John
Reisinger had known and taught for years. I discovered New Covenant
Theology. Finally, a clear, consistent, working revelation from God’s
word replaced theories that did not work without being
artificially pushed. Finally, the Bible made sense without being run
through a complex system of covenants or dispensations, or theories
of various people existing in numerous covenants during God’s
new and final covenant with the true people of God—his elect in
Christ.

One
vital area that now made sense was the stark distinction between the
Old Covenant Mosaic law, and the New Covenant in Christ, who is our
all in all. The great truth that John Reisinger asserts and
defends in this book became my main hermeneutical principle for
exhortation in expository preaching: Christ, in his New Covenant,
gave us a higher standard than that of the Old Covenant law in terms
of living out the life of Christ that we already have
in him. Consequently, I have taught and preached the high
standard of our upward call from our position in Christ the
New Covenant, and I have confidently done so without preaching the
Old Covenant law as our standard for life and godliness.

During
the early years of my transition to New Covenant Theology, I read
books and articles by men such as John Reisinger, Dr. Gary Long, Tom
Wells, Fred Zaspel, Geoff Volker, and Steve Lehrer, to name just a
few. These men have invaluable insights concerning various
perspectives of New Covenant Theology. Their work has developed and
moved New Covenant Theology toward more recognition as a viable
theological system. At the same time, I was also reading critics of
New Covenant Theology. I was amazed and dismayed at the
misrepresentations, straw men, and ad hominem attacks I saw
leveled at New Covenant Theology. I would read these attacks and
think, “I don’t believe the doctrine in the way that
he is presenting it. That is not New Covenant Theology as I know it
to be, or have seen it to be.” These critics only served to
bring confusion, not clarity, for anyone exploring New Covenant
Theology with an honest and open mind.


One of these critics was Dr.
Richard Barcellos. He wrote several articles, one of which was
published in Tabletalk magazine. I was particularly
concerned with his handling of the Old Covenant commandments engraved
on stone. Later, I became even more concerned when this brother
published his book, In Defense of the Decalogue. This
tradition-based attack upon New Covenant Theology defended the
Decalogue (the ministry of death engraved on stones, cf. 2
Corinthians 3:7). I suspected that such a book would impose scarring
damage upon the face of New Covenant Theology.

My
suspicions were confirmed years later when a fellow minister of our
church visited a Reformed Baptist church in another state. While
there, my friend noticed that Barcellos’ critique of New
Covenant Theology was on sale in the building’s foyer, and the
church in general exhibited open and obvious contempt for New
Covenant Theology. It was the first time my friend had heard of
Barcellos or his book. When my friend read the book, the same
thoughts hit him that had hit me years before, “This is not
the New Covenant Theology that I have heard preached. I have never
heard Barcellos’ version before. Why is he writing these
things?”

When
my friend shared his experience with me, I realized that something
needed to be done, but what? In God’s providence, John
Reisinger had already done something. He had written a series of
excellent articles for Sound of Grace that soundly refuted
specious views of New Covenant Theology. I thought about how
wonderful it would be for Reisinger’s articles to be printed in
book form: to be handed to a wide audience; to be available on
library shelves; to be consulted as a clarifier and reference work
that exposes and refutes misrepresentations of New Covenant Theology.
Such a book could be an antidote to the caricature of New Covenant
Theology’s position on the old Mosaic law covenant and
antinomianism. This book could answer indictments based upon an
inexcusable failure to recognize New Covenant Theology’s
appreciation of a higher law standard in Christ (i.e.,
supernominanism). The book you hold in your hands is that
book. Reisinger’s In Defense of Jesus, the New Lawgiver
is an answer to Barcellos’ In Defense of the Decalogue: A
Critique of New Covenant Theology. 


I
am so very thankful to God for John Reisinger’s desire to both
promote and defend God’s New Covenant. I hope that this book,
by God’s sovereign hand, will be a tool in the hands of many of
his servants to achieve that same end. It is my prayer that you, the
reader, will see that the critique of New Covenant Theology has been
critiqued itself and has been found lacking. It is also my prayer
that by reading In Defense of Jesus, the New Lawgiver,
an accurate representation of New Covenant Theology, you will better
understand and appreciate the key issues of New Covenant Theology.


Pastor Kerry Kinchen




Introduction

I
have been asked by some friends to review In Defense of the
Decalogue: A Critique of New Covenant Theology, written by
Richard Barcellos, and published and distributed in 2001 by Founders
Ministries, a Southern Baptist group committed to the theological
position advocated by Barcellos. This is the kind of writing that I
do not at all enjoy, but sometimes find necessary. In Defense of
the Decalogue is not just another theological book or even simply
another book in the on-going discussion on law and grace. This book
issues a specific and detailed list of challenges to all who reject
the form of Covenant Theology that Barcellos and Founders Ministries
espouse. The author clearly sets forth his objections to the tenets
of New Covenant Theology (hereafter NCT) in general, and to me in
particular, quoting me at least twenty-seven times. He then
challenges the people who hold to NCT to respond to his objections.
We must either answer his critique or give the impression that we
have no answer to give. In Defense of the Decalogue begs for a
clear and straightforward response. We would be irresponsible if we
were silent in the face of this challenge.

Richard
Barcellos, at the time of his writing this book, was the pastor at
Palmdale Reformed Baptist Church in Palmdale, CA. In his book, he
objects to NCT in eight areas. Each chapter focuses on one area of
his disagreement and ends with one or more specific challenges to
NCT. The eight areas of discussion form the titles for the chapters
in the book. They are:

1.
“NCT and the Promise of the New Covenant”

2.
“NCT and the Identity of the Old Covenant”

3.
“NCT and the Abolition of the Old Covenant”

4.
“NCT and the Sermon on the Mount”

5
.“NCT and the Identity of the Moral Law”

6.
“NCT and Hermeneutical Presuppositions”

7.
“NCT and Canonics”

8.
“NCT and Historical Theology”

Both
Barcellos’ book and one of my books to which he refers should
help anyone interested in the subject of law and grace.1
In this present book, In Defense of Jesus, the New Lawgiver,
we will respond to each of Barcellos’ criticisms and then try
to clarify exactly what we do, and do not, believe and teach about
the specific texts and doctrines he addresses. Thus, we will do more
than just review his book; we will also explain and defend the NCT
position. We will devote a chapter to each of Barcellos’
chapters, beginning with his preface, and excluding his chapter on
canonics. We will address the points he raises about canonics as that
issue occurs in other places throughout his book. Our reply to his
final chapter, “NCT and Historical Theology,” is lengthy
and comprises two chapters.

If
our readers will carefully digest what Barcellos writes (and we urge
every reader to do just that), and then carefully compare that with
our corresponding comments, they should be able to form an impartial
opinion of who correctly exposits
the Scripture.


Our response to In Defense
of the Decalogue is entitled In Defense of Jesus, the New
Lawgiver. The two titles delineate the fundamental difference
between the two positions. Barcellos believes that the words of the
covenant (Exod. 34:27, 28) written on the tables of the covenant
(Heb. 9:4), or the Decalogue, were and are, the highest moral law
ever given. He believes the Decalogue is THE one eternal, unchanging,
moral law of God. We agree that those Ten Commandments were indeed
the highest laws and clearest expression of God’s holy
character given up to that point in history.
However, we believe that the laws of the kingdom of grace
established by our Lord Jesus Christ are higher and more demanding
than any laws God ever gave to Israel through Moses. Barcellos
explains his position:


As shown in the
pages that follow, this critique ends up being a defense of the
perpetuity of the Decalogue, hence the title.2


The key words there are the
perpetuity of the Decalogue. Barcellos equates the perpetuity of
the Decalogue with the perpetuity of something he and other Covenant
theologians call the moral law: a theological division arbitrarily
imposed upon the Mosaic law. In Barcellos’ position, the
Decalogue equals THE unchanging moral law. We contend, however, that
the biblical authors never used or implied either the term or the
concept of moral law when referring to the Ten Commandments.3
The inspired authors of both the Old and New Testament Scriptures
used various synonyms for the Ten Commandments/the Decalogue
(literally, “the ten words”): two of these synonyms in
the New Testament are the phrases “the tables of the covenant”
(Heb. 9:4), and “the ministry of death, in letters engraved on
stone” (2 Cor. 3:7). Biblically speaking, the words Decalogue,
Ten Commandments, tablets of stone, and
tables/words of the covenant are interchangeable phrases (See
below: Exod. 34:27, 28; Deut. 9:9-11; Heb. 9:4).


And the LORD
said unto Moses, Write thou these words: for after the tenor of these
words [the Ten Commandments]
I have made a covenant with thee and with Israel. And
he was there with the LORD forty
days and forty nights; he did neither eat bread, nor drink water. And
he wrote upon the tables the words of the covenant, the ten
commandments. (Exod.
34:27, 28, KJV, emphasis added)


When I was gone
up into the mount to receive the tables of stone, even the tables
of the covenant which the LORD
made with you, then I abode in the mount forty days and forty nights,
I neither did eat bread nor drink water: And the LORD
delivered unto me two tables of stone written with the finger
of God; and on them was written according to all the words, which the
LORD spake with you in the
mount out of the midst of the fire in the day of the assembly. And it
came to pass at the end of forty days and forty nights, that the LORD
gave me the two tables of stone, even the tables of the covenant.
(Deut.
9:9-11, KJV, emphasis added)


Which had the
golden censer, and the ark of the covenant overlaid round about with
gold, wherein was the golden pot that had manna, and Aaron’s
rod that budded, and the tables of the covenant; (Heb.
9:4, KJV, emphasis added)

The
context surrounding these emphasized phrases establishes their
referent as the Ten Commandments. Thus, we could legitimately call
Barcellos’ book In Defense of the Tables of the
Covenant God made with Israel at Sinai, without altering the
biblical subject matter. The Decalogue, in these texts, is called the
tables of the covenant. The Ten Commandments are specifically
called the words of the covenant. Barcellos’ statement,
quoted above, could read, “This critique ends up being a
defense of the perpetuity of the document that formed the summary of
the Old Covenant that established Israel as a nation.”
Barcellos, however, does not see the Decalogue as the basic Old
Covenant document that initially established the nationhood of
Israel.4
He takes the opposite stance, denying that the tables of the covenant
were a real part of the Old Covenant, done away in Christ. In order
to do this, Barcellos must call the Decalogue the moral law, despite
the absence of any textual evidence that would allow him to do so.
Additionally, he must ignore the existing textual evidence that
equates the Decalogue with the tables/tablets of the covenant.

We
would claim for our reply that it is a defense of the enduring laws
of God contained in (but not exhausted by) the Ten
Commandments, expounded and expanded by our Lord Jesus Christ,
the new lawgiver, in his ministry and later through the inspired
epistles of the New Covenant Scriptures. Our basic disagreement with
Barcellos has nothing to do with whether the revelation of God’s
will for his people comes in clear and concrete commandments, or
whether the Ten Commandments are a vital part of that revelation
applicable to a child of God today. Our difference is (1) whether
Moses is the greatest lawgiver that ever lived, including the
Lord Jesus Christ himself, or (2) whether Jesus replaced Moses as the
new prophet and lawgiver in the very same sense that he replaced
Aaron as the new high priest. These two contrary principles underlie
the two positions. New Covenant Theology defends Jesus Christ as the
new, greater, full, and final lawgiver who replaces Moses. We insist
that the laws of Christ, given to the children of the kingdom of
grace, make higher demands than those given by God to Israel at
Sinai. Our position makes us theological supernomians,
rather than antinomians as some of our opponents have claimed.5
Barcellos defends Moses as the greatest lawgiver who ever lived and
the laws that God gave him at Sinai as the highest laws ever given.
In this view, Christ is the greatest expositor of what Moses meant,
but he does not replace Moses as lawgiver in the same way he replaces
Aaron as priest.


We believe that the
greater-honor-than-Moses (Heb. 3:3) that belongs to the Lord Jesus
extends to his role of new lawgiver and not just to his office of
priest. If his role of priest were the only role in view, the writer
of Hebrews would have written that Jesus is worthy of greater honor
than Aaron. Since the inspired author compares Christ to Moses, we
must ask ourselves about the nature of the comparison. Moses
functioned as a prophet, not as a priest. Any attempt to make this
particular text to be anything other than a comparison of the
prophetic functions of Christ and Moses misses the biblical writer’s
point. Based on this comparison, we reject the notion that Moses is
the greatest lawgiver and Jesus is merely the greatest exegete of
Moses. This is a vital point of difference between our position and
that of Barcellos. We insist that Christ is the new lawgiver and
Barcellos insists that Christ is merely the greatest exegete and
interpreter of the unchanging law of God given through Moses. To view
Christ as only an exegete, even as the greatest exegete, is to reduce
the Sermon on the Mount to nothing more than a true and spiritual
understanding of the law given to Moses. This reduction fails to
consider both the force and the context of Christ’s “But
I say unto you” statements in that sermon.6
Barcellos states his position clearly:


The Reformed view
of the Sermon on the Mount sees Jesus as introducing a contrast
between the true understanding of the law and the false understanding
of the scribes and Pharisees. Christ is not altering the Law in any
way or supplanting it with another.7

We
agree that in the Sermon on the Mount, our Lord did indeed exegete
the true meaning of the law of Moses. However, we insist that he
addressed that law in three other ways as well.

1.
He gave some new and higher laws, some of which were impossible under
the law covenant at Sinai.

2.
He changed some of the laws written on the tables of stone.

3.
He dropped one of the laws written on the tables of the covenant, as
well as some of the laws written in the book of the covenant.

As
the new and final lawgiver, he had every right to do all three. If,
however, Christ is merely an exegete and not a lawgiver, as Barcellos
states, then Christ had no right to change, add, or drop laws. If
Moses has given THE unchanging moral law of God, then Christ can and
must be a lawkeeper, but not a lawgiver. Our response to that
position is that our Lord is both
a lawkeeper and a lawgiver.
John Piper expresses it well in his
exposition of Romans 12:11:


… serving
Christ is not mainly following a new law. Rather now a Person, Jesus
Christ, stands where once the law stood. And that divine Person is
first and foremost a Law-fulfiller not a law demander. And in that
way he is utterly unlike Moses.8


If the Sermon on the Mount is
really only a true and
spiritual interpretation of the law of Moses, then it would be quite
proper to call it the Talmud of Jesus. That is all it can be in the
view of Barcellos. In no sense could Christ give new and higher
revelation of the moral character of God. Barcellos’ position
allows our Lord to be a scribe, even the greatest scribe, but it does
not allow Jesus to be a lawgiver. If this view is correct, then Jesus
did not have the authority to say, “But I say unto you”
in any matters where his statements clearly contrasted with the words
of Moses. In such a case, he could quote the rabbis, but he could not
speak with his own law-giving authority. New Covenant Theology
prefers to view the Sermon on the Mount as a vital part of the new
law of the kingdom of grace given by the new prophet and king of the
church. We insist that Christ never contradicts Moses or in any way
implies that Moses was wrong. That would destroy the unity of
Scripture. Contrasting two things with each other and showing how one
is “better” is not saying the other one is bad or wrong.
The New Covenant replaces the Old Covenant, but that in no sense
means the Old Covenant was in any way wrong. It means exactly what
the writer of Hebrews says in chapters seven and eight—the New
is better than the Old.


The issues involved in this
discussion are tremendously important. They involve the person and
work of our Lord Jesus Christ in his offices of prophet, priest, and
king. Neither Barcellos nor I would send a child of God back to Aaron
as the priest who offers a lamb as a sacrifice. We agree that Aaron’s
ministry as a priest is over. However, Barcellos would (and does)
send believers back to Moses as their lawgiver, while NCT does not
and will not. We reject the Covenant Theology mantra, “Moses
will lead you to Christ to be justified and Christ will lead you back
to Moses to be sanctified.” That axiom would be appropriate if
the tables of the covenant, or the Decalogue, were indeed the
unchanging moral law of God. If such were the case, that would also
mean that Moses is the ultimate authority in the conscience of a
child of God. New Covenant Theology protests that such a view reduces
Jesus to the status of servant in the house (Heb. 3:1-6), and not
lord over the house. Christ then becomes a mere rubber stamp of
Moses, who is the true and only lawgiver. We believe that the
Scripture teaches that the ministry of the Spirit is to glorify
Christ, not Moses.


The goal of both Barcellos and
NCT in our teaching and preaching is the same: to glorify God by
encouraging saints to live holy lives. We agree that the intent of
Covenant Theology is to see saints of God honor him by walking in
obedience to his revealed will. New Covenant Theology desires the
same thing. The difference between us is the identification of the
biblical means to accomplish that goal: what is the content of the
message we use to inform the conscience of a believer to help him or
her to be holy? Do we impose the Mosaic law on a believer’s
conscience because it is the greatest instrument of God to produce
holy living, or do we seek to free the believer’s conscience
from the law and marry it to Christ alone (Rom. 7:1-5)? Barcellos
answers differently than we do. Simply stated, the key question is
this: Do we define our ultimate ethics and moral duties with Sinai or
with Calvary; with Moses or with Christ; with law or with grace? Who
is the true and final lawgiver over the conscience—Moses or
Christ?


Martyn Lloyd-Jones, in his
commentary on Romans 7, has stated the position quite clearly:


In winding up his
first argument in chapter six he [Paul] has said, “For sin
shall not have dominion over you,” and his reason for saying
that is, “for (because) you are not under the law, but under
grace.” He seems to glory in this fact. He seems to be striking
another blow at the Law. He has already knocked it down, as it were,
in chapter 5, verse 20; he is now trampling on it. At once his
opponents take up the cudgels and say, “Surely these are very
wrong and very dangerous statements to make; surely if you are going
to abrogate the Law and do away with it altogether, you are doing
away with every guarantee of righteous and holy conduct and behavior.
Sanctification is impossible without the Law. If you treat the Law in
this way and dismiss it, and rejoice in doing so, are you not
encouraging lawlessness, and are you not almost inciting people to
live a sinful life?” Law, they believed, was the great
guarantee of holy living and sanctification. The Apostle clearly has
to safeguard himself and the truth of the gospel against that
particular misunderstanding and charge…9

Covenant
Theology insists that the only way to produce holiness is to preach
the law. Its confidence is in the law to do what NCT believes only
the grace of God can do. Proponents of Covenant Theology would
enslave the conscience under law; NCT would set the conscience free
under grace. We believe that the New Covenant forces us to enthrone
the person and work of Christ in the heart of the believer as the
ground of both justification and sanctification. Covenant Theology
does not view grace as having a teaching power of its own; NCT sees
it as having both a teaching and enabling power that the law lacks.
Covenant Theology really does believe, as Lloyd-Jones said, that
sanctification is impossible without the law. Lloyd-Jones does not
stop there, but continues:


But the Apostle
has another particular object in view also, namely, to show that
sanctification by the Law is as impossible as was justification by
the Law… As it is impossible to be justified by the Law, it is
equally impossible to be sanctified by the Law. As we shall see
later, he even puts it as strongly as this, that not only can a man
not be sanctified by the Law, but it is actually true to say that the
Law is a hindrance to sanctification, and that it aggravates the
problems of sanctification. That is the thesis of this seventh
chapter; not only can a man not sanctify himself by observance of the
Law; the Law is even a hindrance and an
obstacle to sanctification.10


The implications of this
statement address our question: what produces holy living? If, as
Lloyd-Jones states, the law not only is not an aid in
sanctification, but actually is a hindrance, then the preacher who
consistently preaches law to the conscience hinders biblical growth
in grace. Such a preacher is not helping saints to be truly holy,
even though that intention lies behind the preaching. He is, even if
unknowingly, giving sin an advantage because “the strength of
sin is the law” (1 Cor. 15:56). If a believer is struggling
with sin, the law, according to this text, will give aid and strength
to sin, not to the believer.

The
way we frame questions often reveals the premises we have adopted and
the answers we expect. One question often used by Covenant
theologians is this: Do you believe that the Decalogue is the rule of
life for a Christian today? In the eyes of a Covenant theologian, any
answer but an unqualified yes earns the responder the label of
antinomian. New Covenant Theology responds by addressing the premises
that shaped the question. We say, tongue in cheek, “Oh my no,
the tablets of the covenant, or the Decalogue, are far too low a
standard for a child of God indwelt by the Holy Spirit and living
under grace.” A more straightforward answer is that the Ten
Commandments, not as they are written on the tablets of the covenant
and given to Israel at Sinai as a covenant document, but as they are
interpreted and applied by Christ and his apostles in the New
Covenant Scriptures, are a vital part of our rule of life today.
We refuse to equate the Decalogue, as written on stone tablets, with
the theological concept of THE moral law and thereby THE rule of life
for a believer today.

Request
number one to Barcellos

In
his book, Barcellos issues many challenges and requests to NCT. We
intend to answer those, and in turn, we have some for him. Our first
request is for him to show how someone can legitimately describe a
belief in a higher law as being against law. How can believing that
Christ gives higher laws than Moses gave be labeled “against
law” or antinomianism? Barcellos has labeled our belief that
the Sermon on the Mount is a higher law than that which God gave to
Israel at Sinai as anti-law.11
We grant that he can label us as anti-Covenant Theology’s view
of law, but that does not equal anti-law. If we are wrong in our
belief that the Sermon on the Mount is a new and higher law and not
merely a true interpretation of the law given through Moses, we still
end up obeying the very law that Barcellos advocates we obey. If the
Sermon on the Mount is, as Barcellos insists, the true interpretation
of the Decalogue, then, when we obey the Sermon on the Mount
(regardless of what we think it is), we actually obey the Decalogue’s
true interpretation. We may be mistaken in our terminology when we
call it a new law, but the actual content that informs our obedience
is the same in either case. What is the problem? Will not our
lifestyle be the same either way? Barcellos urges believers to obey
the Sermon on the Mount as the true interpretation of Moses, and we
urge them to obey the identical laws as the laws of Christ. Are not
the actual laws the same in both cases? How can we possibly be
anti-law for advocating obedience to the exact same rule of life,
under a different label, that Barcellos advocates that we should
obey? Why all the uproar?

Request
number two to Barcellos

We
want to ask Barcellos if he believes that we should press the law on
the Christian’s conscience as an aid in sanctification, or if
instead, he agrees with John Bunyan in his article, The Christian
and the Law, excerpted below. Barcellos or others may say that
they agree with Bunyan, but not with our understanding of him. They
may say that we misuse or misrepresent Bunyan, to which we would
respond, “Please tell me then what Bunyan means in his
statement.” I asked one Reformed Baptist pastor what he thought
Bunyan meant and he said, “I don’t have a clue.”
The following statement by John Bunyan, taken at face value,
expresses exactly what we believe about the law and the Christian’s
conscience. The emphasis in capitals within the quotation is mine.


Therefore whenever
thou who believest in Jesus, dost hear the law in its thundering and
lightening fits, as if it would burn up heaven and earth; then say
thou, I AM FREED FROM THIS LAW, these thunderings have nothing to do
with my soul; nay even this law, while it thus thunders and roareth,
it doth allow and approve of my righteousness. I know that Hagar
would sometimes be domineering and high, even in Sarah’s house
and against her; but this she is not to be suffered to do, nay though
Sarah herself be barren; wherefore serve it (the law) also as Sarah
served her, and EXPEL HER FROM THY HOUSE. My meaning is this, when
this law with its thundering threatenings doth attempt to lay hold on
thy CONSCIENCE, shut it out with a promise of GRACE; cry, the inn is
took up already, the Lord Jesus is here entertained, and there is NO
ROOM for the LAW. Indeed if it will be content with being my
informer, and so lovingly leave off to JUDGE me; I will be content,
it shall be in my sight, I will also delight therein; but otherwise,
I being now upright without it, and that too with that righteousness,
with which this law speaks well of and approveth; I MAY NOT, WILL
NOT, CANNOT, DARE NOT, make it my Saviour and Judge [JGR: Bunyan
is talking about justification], NOR SUFFER IT TO SET UP ITS
GOVERNMENT IN MY CONSCIENCE; [JGR: Bunyan is talking about
sanctification] for so doing I FALL FROM GRACE, and Christ
doth profit me NOTHING.12

There
is a great difference between someone honestly misunderstanding a
position, and someone deliberately misrepresenting it. All of us can
be unknowingly guilty of the first. I feel that Barcellos has tried
to be honest and fair as he represents what he thinks we believe. It
is difficult, however, to honestly represent a position that you have
never held or understood. When a Calvinist talks to an Arminian about
the doctrine of election, he or she usually responds that Calvinists
think human beings are robots. It does not matter how many verses the
Calvinist quotes, or how hard he or she tries to explain the
difference between free will and free agency, the Arminian will still
hear, “Human beings are robots.” It is not possible for
Arminians, within their frame of reference, to understand what
Calvinists really believe. The same principle holds true when a
person who sincerely holds to Covenant Theology hears a New Covenant
theologian talk about law. That individual hears what Covenant
Theology dictates he or she should hear.


How ought Christians to
understand the word law? The great John Owen had a good
understanding of its various biblical meanings. In a sermon on Romans
6:14, “Ye are not under the law, but under grace,”
published by his wife five years after his death, Owen elucidates the
point under discussion. We agree with and accept Owen’s
definition of the word law in Romans 6:14 to mean “law
as a covenant,” and we agree with him that it is an either/or
proposition. You are either under law or you are under grace, but you
cannot be under both at the same time in the sense in which Paul uses
those words. Those two concepts, in Romans 6:14, are antithetical.
The emphasis in the following quotations
is mine. Owen says:


First, the law
giveth no strength against sin unto them that are under it, but grace
does. Sin will neither be cast out nor kept out of its throne, but by
a spiritual power and strength in the soul to oppose, conquer, and
dethrone it. Where it is not conquered it will reign; and conquered
it will not be without a mighty prevailing power: this the law will
not, cannot give.


The law is taken
two ways:


1. For
the whole revelation of God in the old testament. In this
sense the law had grace in it, and so did give both life, and light,
and strength against sin, as the Psalmist declares, Ps. 19:7-9. In
this sense it contained not only the law of precepts, but the promise
also and the covenant, which was the means of conveying spiritual
life and strength unto the church. In this sense the law is not
spoken of in Romans 6:14, nor is it anywhere opposed
to grace.


2. [The law is
taken] for the covenant rule of perfect
obedience: “Do this, and live.” In this sense
men are said to be “under it,” in opposition unto being
“under grace.” They are under its power, rule,
conditions, and authority, as a covenant… In this sense the
law was never ordained of God to convey grace or spiritual strength
unto the souls of men… It is not God’s ordinance for the
dethroning of sin, nor for the destruction of its dominion…
There is, therefore, no help to be expected against the dominion of
sin from the law… Wherefore those who are “under the
law” are under the dominion of sin… “The law is
holy… just… good” but can do them no good, as
unto their deliverance from the POWER of sin. God hath not appointed
it unto that end. Sin will never be dethroned by it; it will not give
place unto law, neither in its TITLE nor its POWER…13


Owen, in this passage, says
exactly what NCT does about the law. The Old Testament Scriptures
(the thirty-nine books written before Christ came), or the law
in the first sense in Owen’s definition, clearly revealed and
declared the one gospel message of grace. The law covenant
made with Israel at Sinai, however, had no grace at all in its
covenantal terms. It was a killing covenant. God designed it to be a
ministration of death (2 Cor. 3 and Rom. 7:1-11). The law covenant
served a very gracious purpose in the history of
redemption; it killed self-hope and prepared those under it for
grace, but its terms were solely legal. The ceremonial feasts
and holy days clearly preached the gospel of a coming messiah, but
even that proclamation came at the end of a sword. It is impossible
for a Covenant theologian to view the Sinaitic covenant as a legal
covenant, since that system allows no legal covenants after Genesis
3:15. Scripture, however, poses no such difficulty: it clearly
presents the Mosaic covenant as a legal covenant.

Owen
then goes on to his second major heading. “The law not only
gives no strength against sin”:


Secondly, the law
gives no liberty of any kind; it gendereth unto bondage, and so
cannot free us from any dominion,—not that of sin, for this
must be by liberty. But this we have also by the gospel. There is a
twofold liberty:—1. Of state and condition; [referring to
justification] 2. Of internal operation; [referring to
sanctification] and we have both by the gospel.14

Owen
then shows that we are delivered from the curse of the law and have
internal liberty, which he calls


… the
freedom of the mind from the powerful inward chains of sin, with an
ability to act all of the powers and faculties of the soul in a
gracious manner. Hereby is the power of sin in the soul destroyed.
And this also is given us in the gospel.15

Owen
goes on to show the inability of the law, used in his second
definition as a covenant, to help a believer fight sin.


Thirdly, the law
doth not supply us with effectual motives and encouragements to
endeavor the ruin of the dominion of sin in a way of duty; which must
be done, or in the end it will prevail. It works only by fear and
dread… these things weaken, enervate, and discourage the soul
in its conflict against sin…16

Owen’s
last major heading under this section shows how he saw clearly what
contemporary Covenant theologians miss.


Fourthly, Christ
is not in the law; he is not proposed in it, not communicated by
it,—we are not made partakers of him thereby. This is the work
of grace, of the gospel. In it is Christ revealed; by it he is
proposed and exhibited unto us…17

Can
you say, with John Owen, Christ is not in the law? You can if
you understand the two-fold meaning of law as Owen has defined it. Of
course, if you view the law covenant at Sinai as an administration of
the Covenant of Grace then you cannot agree with Owen.

To
follow Owen’s argument, we must see that the first covenant—the
Old Covenant—rested on the tables of the covenant, or the
Decalogue. The Ten Commandments were the basic covenant document or
summary of the covenant terms. We must see the Old Covenant as a
legal covenant with one primary purpose, namely, conviction of sin
and preparation for grace. We must separate a gracious purpose—the
preparation of sinners for salvation—from grace itself, which,
as Owen said, is found only in the gospel. John Owen is unerring in
his two-fold definition. When the Scripture refers to the law
covenant at Sinai, it refers to a legal covenant with no grace in its
terms. Conversely, the Old Testament Scriptures, as revelation, are
inherently gracious: it is an act of grace for God to reveal himself
to his creatures, especially to those who have rebelled against him.
The entire Old Covenant, as a part of that revelation, is gracious in
that same sense, but not in its covenantal terms.

In
the same vein, there is not an ounce of covenantal law in the gospel
of grace. There are clear, objective, moral standards, or laws, given
to the New Covenant people of God, but they do not come as law at the
end of a sword. They do not come from Mount Sinai. They come from
Mount Calvary. However, even though there is no law, as defined in
Owen’s second sense, in the gospel, true saving grace will
always lead a child of God to seek to fulfill every command that God
has revealed as his will for us today. The biblical gospel of grace
will always produce a holy heart that pants after righteousness. The
law covenant is powerless to either produce or sustain such an
attitude; if the gospel cannot accomplish these goals, then it is
just as weak as the law. Grace must reign in righteousness or it is
not grace.


We are not implying in any way
that John Owen held to NCT and therefore was one of us. John Owen was
a vocal Covenant theologian in most of his writings. The sermon from
which we have quoted is one of Owen’s last works, and it seems
to contradict his earlier statements. It is difficult to reconcile
his statements quoted above with his Covenant Theology. Our purpose
in quoting Owen, however, is not to question his commitment to
Covenant Theology, but to establish that in this one point—what
Paul meant by not under the law, but under grace in his sermon
on Romans 6:14—NCT and at least one Covenant theologian teach
the same thing. If that makes NCT antinomian, it also makes John Owen
antinomian.18

New
Covenant Theology’s response to Barcellos and the Founders will
be of special interest to Southern Baptists who love the Doctrines of
Grace but are not interested in becoming Reformed Baptists.19
It will also be a resource for any Christians who are curious about
the tenets of NCT. We hope that this book will be helpful to all who
are concerned about the place of the tablets of the covenant, or the
Decalogue, in the life and worship of the church and the Christian
today.

The
question that Barcellos asks at the very beginning of his book, Is
[NCT] biblical, is surely the right question. He and I agree on
the question, but answer it differently. Barcellos insists that NCT
is not biblical and I insist that it is. We differ because of our
respective views of the extent of the lordship of Christ over the
church. I believe that Christ’s lordship includes full and
final authority in the area of morality for all people and in the
laws for holy living for the church. Barcellos believes that Moses is
the final and full lawgiver for both groups. Which position is
biblical? You, the reader, use the same Bible that both Barcellos and
I use. To answer this question, you must carefully and honestly weigh
what both of us say in the light of that book alone.




Chapter One:
Review
of In Defense of the Decalogue
“Preface”

The
preface of a book, whether consciously or unconsciously, usually
introduces presuppositions with statements that often appear to be
innocuous, but in reality may be, even unintentionally, loaded with
assumptions and implications that color all that follows. With that
in mind, I want to consider carefully Barcellos’ opening words
in his preface.


Issues of
continuity and discontinuity between the Testaments are some of the
most difficult to grasp in all of theology. For many years, Covenant
theologians and Dispensational theologians have locked horns on these
issues, producing many books, articles, and debates on the subject.
One recent entrant into the debate has been New Covenant Theology.
This theology seeks to strike a middle ground between the stress on
continuity in traditional Reformed theology and the radical
discontinuity of some older forms of Dispensationalism. Yet the
question that must be asked is: Is it biblical? Does New Covenant
Theology accurately reflect the teaching of the Bible? It is this
author’s contention that some of the major tenets of New
Covenant Theology are not biblical and do not accurately reflect the
teaching of the Bible. I also believe New Covenant Theology is
troublesome because it produces a reductionistic, myopic and
truncated view of Christian ethics. This book offers a biblical
critique of New Covenant Theology.20

This
excellent preface does exactly what a preface is supposed to do. It
clearly sets out the author’s intention and contention. Let us
look at it in detail, since it tells us openly and honestly, just as
it should, exactly where Barcellos intends to take us.


Issues of
continuity and discontinuity between the Testaments are some of the
most difficult to grasp in all of theology.

Barcellos’
use of the word Testaments instead of the word Covenants
signifies a fundamental problem that few writers, including
Barcellos, discuss. Exactly what does Barcellos mean by the word
Testaments? Does he mean the continuity and discontinuity
between (1) the Old Testament Scriptures (thirty-nine books of the
Bible) and the New Testament Scriptures (twenty-seven books of the
Bible)?  Does he mean the
continuity and discontinuity between (2) the Old Covenant made with
Israel at Sinai and the New Covenant established by Christ? That is
another matter all together. The denotative meaning of the words
testament and covenant are similar, but their
connotative/theological usage is considerably different. Old
Testament is a literary term used to distinguish the books in the
Bible written before Christ came from those written after he came.
Old Covenant refers to one of the two major covenants around
which the biblical authors build most of Scripture. It refers
specifically to the covenant God made with Israel at Sinai. The
biblical usage of New Covenant refers not to the twenty-seven
books we call the New Testament Scriptures, but to the covenant God
made with the church through Christ. Failure to recognize this
distinction causes confusion.


The Old Testament Scriptures
(the thirty-nine books written before Christ came) are in force as
the unchanging Word of God as much today as when first written.
Within those thirty-nine books, however, there is a distinctive Old
Covenant, sometimes called the law of Moses, that God made with
Israel alone at Mount Sinai (Exod. 20-24). The cross (the death,
resurrection, and ascension) of Christ has done away with this Old
Covenant, but it has in no sense whatsoever revoked the Old
Testament Scriptures. They were, and are, part of the inspired
Word of God. To treat the terms covenant and testament
as synonymous not only misses the theological distinction between the
two, it also invites needless misunderstandings. When NCT says, “The
Old Covenant is done away,” most Covenant theologians hear,
“Throw out the Old Testament Scriptures.” That is not at
all what we mean or what we are saying.

Here
is what we believe on the subject of continuity and discontinuity:


(1) There is perfect harmony
and continuity between the Old and New Testament Scriptures.
The Old Testament Scriptures are just as much an authoritative part
of the inspired Word of God after Christ as they were before Christ
(2 Tim. 3:16).


(2) There is total antithesis
and discontinuity between the Old and New Covenants. The Old
Covenant has passed away and has been replaced by the New Covenant (1
Cor. 11:25; Heb. 8:6-13).

Barcellos’
statement, “Issues of continuity and discontinuity between the
Testaments are some of the most difficult to grasp in all of
theology,” echoes a common complaint voiced in current
literature on the subject of law and grace, especially from the camp
represented by Barcellos. When NCT challenges this idea, as we have
done by pointing to the harmony and unity of Scripture, we are
charged with holding a “reductionist, myopic, truncated view of
Christian ethics.” We do not find the continuity/discontinuity
issue difficult to understand when we speak in biblical
instead of theological terms. However, if we
invest the pertinent biblical terms with our own particular
theological connotations, we may indeed have problems pinpointing
what continues and what does not. When we use biblical terms in the
same way that the biblical authors did, we solve many of the
continuity/discontinuity problems before they even arise.
Difficulties result when people insist on using theological terms
instead of biblical terms.

Here
is our position. If we are talking about biblical covenants,
and not theological covenants, then there is complete
discontinuity between the Old and New Covenants.21
A new and radically different covenant has replaced an old and
obsolete covenant. It is not reductionist of NCT to recognize clear
facts that Scripture presents in a straightforward manner. The
Scriptures themselves are not ambiguous concerning the end of the Old
Covenant and its full replacement by the different and better New
Covenant. The Old Covenant does not partly end; it is totally
rescinded as a covenant and is replaced by
a new and better one. Barcellos freely admits that the “Old
Covenant” is gone, but only after he has redefined its
contents.22




If, as Covenant Theology
posits, the Old Covenant remains partially in effect, we would indeed
find it difficult to ascertain what parts of it were finished and
what parts remained. The attempt to make this determination by
creating categories into which laws are neatly slotted could be
considered “reductionistic,” to borrow Barcellos’
term.23
That does create problems that are not easily answered. However,
since the Scripture states that the Old Covenant is entirely finished
(Heb. 8:6-13), we do not have to attempt to figure out what continues
and what discontinues. Nothing that originated and came into being
under the Old Covenant continues with covenantal status.
Please note that I did not say that nothing from the Old Testament
continues, nor did I say, “Nothing continues in any sense.”
I said, “Nothing continues in a covenantal sense.”


The book of Hebrews states
unequivocally that there is a complete end to the Old Covenant. The
Old Covenant that established Israel as a theocratic nation, and
every law and ceremony that it brought into being, has been fulfilled
in Christ and discharged under the New Covenant. The Scriptures do
not make this idea difficult to understand; it is the theological
refusal to accept the fact of a truly new and different covenant that
replaces an old and obsolete covenant that produces confusion.
Covenant Theology’s insistence that the New Covenant is a new
administration of one continuing Covenant of Grace introduces
needless complications that cloud the issue. You will indeed have
questions without answers if you believe that there is one covenant
with two administrations. An attempt to fit the
two-administrations-of-one-covenant idea into Hebrews 8 invites
confusion. If you use the biblical terms, Old and New Covenants,
instead of the non-biblical, theological phrase, one covenant with
two administrations, you will see that the New Covenant has
completely replaced the Old Covenant. You will see discontinuity
in the area of covenants.


If we change the subject and
the terminology, and instead of discussing covenants, we start
talking about the one unchanging redemptive purpose of God in
sovereign grace in all ages, then we have complete continuity.
God has one unchanging, sovereign, redemptive purpose and plan in all
ages: to save his one elect people through the one unchanging gospel
of sovereign grace. In this respect, NCT is incompatible with
old-line Dispensationalism. God does not have two separate redemptive
purposes for two different peoples—one earthly and the other
heavenly. Most Progressive Dispensationalists agree with NCT about
the single purpose of God. The Bible calls this one unchanging
purpose of grace the gospel (Gal. 3:6-9), but Covenant
Theology refers to it as the Covenant of Grace. Again,
terminology is important. Conflation of a biblically factual purpose
of grace with a theologically constructed Covenant
of Grace creates confusion indeed. The first is
textually established (Eph. 1, etc.), but the second is a product of
theology and logic (See the Westminster Confession of Faith,
hereafter WCF). Many of the arguments between NCT, Covenant
Theology, and Classical Dispensationalism, and the confusion about
continuity and discontinuity, would disappear if we would all use
biblical terms and texts of Scripture instead of theological terms
and logical deductions.24

Barcellos
acknowledges that Covenant Theology and Dispensationalism disagree on
the issue of continuity and discontinuity.


For many years,
Covenant theologians and Dispensational theologians have locked horns
on these issues, producing many books, articles, and debates on the
subject.25

This
statement is true, but it does not reflect the whole truth. Some
points of disagreement discussed in Barcellos’ book and in my
reply have existed in the church since the time of the Reformation,
well before any division into these two theological camps had
occurred. Furthermore, the disagreement is not merely between
Reformed/Covenant and Dispensational theologians. It also exists
within Reformed circles, as some members of the Reformed
community freely admit. Richard P. Belcher and
Richard P. Belcher, Jr. address this subject in their excellent
presentation of the different Sabbath viewpoints (a specific matter
within the larger continuity/discontinuity issue).


Finally, there is
sent forth a plea for unity in the body of Christ even though there
exists a difference of conviction on the subject [the Sabbath]. Not
only is there a difference between various theological traditions,
but there is disagreement among those within the same theological
tradition. Whether it be Baptists or Presbyterians or even some other
group (though not every group), there is disagreement. One author
admits that there is a family quarrel of long-standing within the
Reformed tradition. Two different meanings of the Sabbath commandment
flow to the Reformed community today from two different standards of
faith, the Heidelberg Catechism and the Westminster Confession.
26


Neither Covenant theologians
nor Dispensationalists have provided clear and textual expositions of
the basic presuppositions of their respective systems. One system
assumed that dispensations were the key to the Scriptures, and then
discovered that Scripture contained seven dispensations. The other
system assumed that covenants were the key to understanding
Scripture, and then discovered two covenants in Genesis: a Covenant
of Works with Adam before he fell, and a Covenant of Grace with Adam
after he fell. Neither of these covenants is found in Genesis (or
anywhere else in Scripture); neither is based on clear textual
evidence. The same holds true for the seven dispensations of
Dispensationalism. The two alleged covenants with Adam are simply
assumed as facts that then become the essential blocks upon which the
whole system of Covenant Theology rests; just as the seven supposed
dispensations are simply assumed to be true, which in turn become the
foundation of Dispensationalism. The refusal of both
Dispensationalism and Covenant Theology to deal with their basic
presuppositions has made any meaningful discussion between these two
groups almost impossible.

In
the past, there was indeed an abundance of “books, articles,
and debates,” as Barcellos correctly observes, but there was no
forum for open discussion. The abundance of written material is
increasing today, but again, with little or no attempt at
constructive dialogue. The Belchers succinctly note and diagnose this
problem.


In stressing unity
it is recognized that the Lord’s Day view [NCT] is more
conducive to an attitude of unity than the other two views
[Seventh-day Adventist and Puritan]. Or to turn the matter around,
the Seventh Day view and the Christian Sabbath view might find it
more difficult to join in a spirit of unity. But it should be
possible for each to treat the others in a brotherly spirit of love
and kindness, even though there are these distinctions of
convictions, and even though there is a desire to maintain and uphold
those distinctions in separate churches and denominations.27

In
the interest of promoting “a brotherly spirit of love and
kindness,” when referring to people who disagree with us, let
us refrain from using odious labels such as antinomian or legalist.
In the interest of achieving unity, let us complement the writing of
books with face-to-face dialogue in open conferences, with open
Bibles. This may prove difficult for those who argue strictly from
the creeds and “the good and necessary consequences”
deduced from their theological system. An open Bible may not back up
their creeds or their tenets. If a confession of faith was biblical
when written, it is still biblical today, and it can stand the test
of biblical evaluation. We should welcome open discussion of our
creeds and confessions. Who among us really wants to retain an
unbiblical portion of a creed or a confession?

The
third line of Barcellos’ preface includes another statement
that could be misleading:


One recent entrant
into the debate has been New Covenant Theology.28

This
is not quite accurate. Our views are not recent. Our
Anabaptist/Baptist forebears contended with the Reformers and the
Puritans over most of the same doctrines being argued today. Some of
our doctrinal ancestors died at the hands of the Puritans and the
Reformers for believing that Christ was a new and higher lawgiver
than Moses. These were men and women who disagreed with the Reformers
and the Puritans over the doctrines of the church, the Sabbath, law
and grace, as well as infant baptism. The Anabaptists refuted the
Puritan view of sacralism, carried over from Rome and used to
persecute and in some instances, to kill, dissenters.29
We are arguing today over some of the same issues and texts that our
counterparts in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries addressed. A
reading of The Reformers and Their Stepchildren will
demonstrate the historical inaccuracy of Barcellos’ description
of NCT’s contribution to the debate as “recent.”30

In
the fourth line of the preface, Barcellos states his view of NCT’s
goal:


This theology
[NCT] seeks to strike a middle ground between the stress on
continuity in traditional Reformed theology and the radical
discontinuity of some older forms of Dispensationalism.31

This
statement does not accurately represent the objective of NCT, perhaps
because Barcellos himself does not accurately understand our aim. New
Covenant Theology did not arise out of a desire to steer a middle
road through anything. We are not intentionally seeking any degree of
compatibility with either of the prevailing theological systems. Our
agreement with some things in both Dispensationalism and Covenant
Theology occurs by coincidence and not by design. We own no one as
our father and none of the fathers would totally own us. We are the
stepchildren of both the Reformers and the Anabaptists.

My
own experience is typical of many, but not all, of the people
involved in NCT. I was converted on a Tuesday, received a Scofield
Bible on Wednesday, and enrolled in the Moody Scofield Bible
Correspondence Course on Thursday. I graduated from a Dispensational
Bible School believing that Amillenialism was modernism. I viewed
anyone who did not believe in the pre-tribulation rapture as a person
who did not believe the Bible. I thought church history went from
Paul to Luther to D. L. Moody to Billy Graham. If someone had asked
me to name a famous Puritan, I would have replied, “What is a
Puritan?” I thought that all really godly Christians carried
Scofield Bibles.

While
I was in my first pastorate, someone asked some questions about
prophecy that I could not answer except with a Scofield footnote. I
started to go through the Scofield Bible and to look up every
footnote on the kingdom. That study led me out of Dispensationalism.
I left Dispensationalism before I ever read a single book written
against it.

Shortly
thereafter, I came to understand all five points of the Doctrines of
Grace. The only books available at that time that taught
sovereign-grace theology were those written by Presbyterians. I
adopted everything they taught except infant baptism. I bought
Covenant Theology along with sovereign grace as a package deal. I
sold or gave away at least one-thousand copies of the WCF.
Then, about twenty years ago, people were once again asking me
questions that I could not answer except by quoting an extra-biblical
source. This time my reference was the Westminster Confession of
Faith instead of the Scofield Reference Bible. So,
I started to do the same thing with the WCF that I had done
with the Scofield Reference Bible. I looked up every Scripture
reference in the WCF on law and covenants. I knew the WCF’s
proof texts for infant baptism would be irrelevant, but I never
expected to find the same thing to be true of the covenants and the
law. I left Covenant Theology before I ever read a single book
against it. In fact, a book written by one of my favorite Covenant
theologian authors finally led me all the way out of Covenant
Theology.

John
Murray (still one of my favorite writers) wrote Principles of
Conduct, which I read hoping to find proof for my Covenant
Theology views of law and grace. Instead, I discovered that the basic
presuppositions I held were not biblical. Murray’s attempts to
prove that easy divorce and polygamy were just as sinful for David
and Abraham as they were for a Christian today were unconvincing. He
openly admitted, as he always does on all subjects, exactly what was
involved in this attempt. He stated that if he could not prove his
case, then there are two different canons of conduct: one for Israel
that did not condemn polygamy as a sin, and one for the church that
made polygamy a sin. Murray, one of the most honest writers I have
ever read, clearly drew out the implications of the subject. If,
indeed, there are two different canons of conduct, one for Israel and
another one for the church, then Covenant Theology’s concept of
law and grace is invalid. If there are two different canons of
conduct, then we cannot legitimately hold that there is one covenant,
one people, and one canon of conduct. Yet Barcellos attempts to
protect and preserve that very tenet by denying that Christ is a new
lawgiver who replaces Moses. Murray wrote his book, by his own
admission, in an attempt to defend the Covenant Theology position,
which believes that since there can only be one unchanging canon
of conduct, Christ may not in any way change or add to the law of
Moses.


New Covenant Theology seeks to
develop a truly biblical theology. It was never our intention or our
desire to either agree or disagree with anything in either
Dispensationalism or Covenant Theology. We had no heritage to protect
or group loyalty to defend. We came from independent churches with no
denominational or creedal backgrounds. Our only authority and loyalty
were to the Scriptures. In the beginning, the only thing we were sure
about was that neither Dispensationalism nor Covenant Theology could
establish their basic presuppositions with texts of Scripture. Since
we belonged to neither of those camps, we started all over with just
the Scriptures. Our first departure from those systems came when we
insisted that we had to derive both our hermeneutics and our theology
from the New Testament Scriptures. We knew that both
Dispensationalism and Covenant Theology had their entire systems in
place before they ever got out of Genesis. We refused to impose a
system of theology completely drawn from the Old Covenant made with
Israel onto the New Covenant. We knew that the word new really
meant new and not new merely in one aspect, but still one
in substance with the old.

New
Covenant Theology is not wedded to any form of either
Dispensationalism or Covenant Theology. Contrary to what Barcellos
states, it is not an attempt to either synthesize the two systems or
offer a middle-of-the-road position. New Covenant Theology does not
ask what either the Scofield Reference Bible or the
Westminster Confession of Faith says. Our primary question is
the same one that Barcellos asks: Is it biblical? For a New Covenant
theologian, the WCF has no more authority than does the
Scofield Reference Bible in establishing a point of biblical
theology. Likewise, we do not see something as necessarily wrong just
because it appears in either a footnote in the Scofield Bible or in
the WCF. What drives us is not an inclination to retain or to
destroy a system, but a desire instead to take the question Barcellos
asked (Is it biblical?) seriously.

Barcellos
accuses us of being reductionist in our view of Christian ethics.32
This charge means that we attempt to explain complex ethical issues
with simplistic answers. We plead partly guilty and partly not
guilty. We frankly admit that rigid, uncritical adherence to systems
of theology and confessions of faith creates complex problems in the
field of ethics, and many of those problems not only do not have easy
answers, they have no answers at all! We do indeed seek simple
biblical answers. The view that we have set forth on
continuity/discontinuity and applied to ethics is one such example.

We
believe that the issue of biblical ethics is not nearly as complex or
complicated as Covenant Theology and Dispensationalism have made it.
The exaltation of systematic theology above Scripture always creates
problems, and the field of ethics is no exception. Ethics do indeed
become complex and complicated when we speak about covenants that the
Bible never mentions, and divide the law of God into divisions not
found in any text of Scripture. We agree that there are no simplistic
answers to the complex problems created by the theologians and their
creeds, but we also insist that God’s Word is not a book that
is impossible for ordinary men and women to understand. We might also
add that one does not need a doctoral degree from a seminary in order
to grasp the theology of the Bible. One of my uncles was one of the
best theologians I ever met, and he only went as far as the fourth
grade in school.33


New Covenant Theology draws its
ethics from texts that specifically speak to the New Covenant
experience. This procedure makes good biblical sense. The covenant
under which a person lives tells that person how to live. We must
understand texts such as, “you are not under law, but under
grace” to mean exactly what they say. There is some law
that a Christian is not under, and the reason he or she is not
under that law is that he or she is under grace. In Romans
6:14, “under grace” is, in some sense,
antithetical to “under law.” I may not understand what
law Paul means, or what it means to be not under that law, but I do
know that a child of God is, in a real and total way, in some sense,
not under law but under grace. In order to develop our ethics, we
must ask: In what sense are we not “under the law”?
It is essential to recognize that we are not under the law but under
grace before we can talk about what that means. The Bible makes that
very statement; therefore, we cannot ignore it. Romans 6:14 states a
fact that we need to exegete clearly and to urge believers to apply
appropriately to their consciences.

It
is not enough to write and preach about what “not under the
law, but under grace” cannot
possibly mean; we must also explain exactly what Paul does
mean. Biblical holiness depends on the answer. We must answer such
questions as these: To what specific law does Paul refer? What does
it mean to be “under that law”? Why are “under law”
and “under grace” antithetical in this text? What
does this concept have to do with personal holiness? Granted, it is
possible that I am incorrect in my answers to these questions, but
any person who desires to have biblically informed ethics must ask
these questions and must answer them textually, not only
theologically. Apart from this kind of procedure, we cannot
understand Paul’s theology of law. Apart from understanding
Paul’s theology of law, we cannot know what the New Covenant
demands from those living under it, and we certainly cannot conform
our lives to those demands.

Barcellos
also accuses us of being myopic in our ethics.34
That charge means that we have a lack of discernment or long-range
perspective in thinking or planning. It means near-sighted. We
confess that we are far more interested in the trees than we are in
the forest, but this does not mean we are ignorant of the forest’s
existence. We are fully aware of, and rejoice in, God’s
unchanging plan of redemption. We do not lose sight, however, of that
broad redemptive sweep in Scripture by refusing to adopt Covenant
Theology’s one Covenant of Grace with two administrations. If
we are shortsighted in that refusal, then so are the writers of
Scripture. We refuse to believe that there is one covenant with two
administrations because the biblical authors always present an Old
Covenant that will be/has been replaced by a new, different, and
better covenant. They never speak of one covenant with two
administrations. It is not myopic to use the terminology employed by
the Holy Spirit in Scripture as we seek to establish the ethics that
will shape our conduct.

We
agree that the concept of an old and a new administration of one
Covenant of Grace fits beautifully into the system of Covenant
Theology, but it is taught nowhere in Scripture. We grant that we
cannot see far enough to force the word administration into
texts where it never occurs, so that we can take out the word
covenant where it does occur. We admit that we are afflicted
with a near-sightedness that cannot see past the pages of Scripture
when we are looking for evidence to establish a particular doctrine.
To us, the good and necessary consequences deduced by logic from a
system of theology are not equal to the authority of Scripture. If
being myopic means that we reject the idea that one can have a
theological understanding of the whole of Scripture without being
able to supply texts of Scripture as evidence for specific points in
that theological system, then we plead guilty. When we are laying
foundation stones, we prefer actual and specific texts of Scripture
to arguments based only on the analogy of faith. John Brown clearly
expressed his concerns about an over-emphasis on the analogy of
faith. 35
They are our concerns as well. True exegesis unfetters the Bible by
making its truth easily visible.


… Thus to
loose the truth, which has been unhappily so long fettered, is the
great end of exegesis.


Much was done
towards the attainment of this by the expositors of the age of the
Reformation, numbering among them some of the greatest men of an age
singularly fruitful in great men: Erasmus, Luther, Calvin,
Melanchthon, Zwingli, and Martyr, and others of scarcely inferior
ability, learning, and piety.


In the age that
followed [the Puritan age or the time of the writing of the WCF],
the fetters which had been shattered were strangely repaired by many
of the second and third series of Protestant expositors; and, with
some noble exceptions, humanly constructed theories for harmonizing
the varied statements of Divine Revelation, under the plausible name
of “The Analogy of Faith,” were by them not only used as
a direct means of interpreting the Scriptures, but so elevated above
all other means as to control, and, indeed, in a great degree, to
supercede them.…36

Brown
goes on to insist that we must be careful not to allow theology to
control our understanding and interpretation of Scripture, but rather
to make sure that the Bible controls our theology.


… it is
wiser and safer to make the Bible the basis and the test of the
system, than to make the system the principal, and in effect the
sole, means of the interpretation of the Bible; and that if, in any
case, the system, fairly interpreted, should forbid the reception of
a doctrine, which the well-established principles of interpretation,
fairly and cautiously applied, bring out of a passage of Scripture,
there must be no hesitation as to whether it would be better to
modify the system, or to misinterpret the Bible.37

To
adopt a confession of faith and give it privileged status so that no
one may question it is to have ignored Brown’s warning and to
have moved into a Roman Catholic use of the analogy of faith.
Augustine, Origen, Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Jerome all argued that
valid interpretations of Scripture were those and only those
that conformed to the established teaching of the church. The
Reformers challenged this use of the analogy of faith, claiming that
it allowed for a source outside of Scripture to control the exegesis
of Scripture. Many Reformed people today have rejected one of the
first principles of the Reformation—sola Scriptura, and
one of the primary beliefs of a true Reformed theology—“always
reforming.”

Lastly,
Barcellos calls NCT’s view of ethics truncated.38
The verb truncate means to shorten by or as if by cutting.
If by charging us with truncated ethics, Barcellos means that NCT
insists that we cannot mix law and grace in either justification or
sanctification, and we must cut one or the other, then we plead
guilty. If Barcellos means that we insist that Scripture sets forth
law and grace as completely antithetical in one sense, and
that the gospel is not made up of both law (even though it has
commandments) and grace, then again we admit to the charge. We
believe that “not under law, but under grace” says what
it means and means what it says. It does not mean, “You are not
under the Bible and the authority of its commandments,” because
we are under the Bible and every duty it commands as our rule
of life. Paul does not say, “You are not under the objective
and specific laws (plural) laid down in the Bible.” We insist
that we are indeed under laws
(plural), but we are not under the law (singular). If that statement
causes confusion, you have failed to understand either what we really
believe, or Paul’s theology of “not under law, but under
grace.” To believe that we receive our law (our ethics) from
the hand of Christ rather than the hand of Moses is not to cut away
law. Jesus Christ is “that prophet” of whom God spoke
when he promised Moses that he would send another prophet—one
who would always and only speak the very words of God himself and to
whom everyone must listen.

Barcellos
closes his preface by expressing a desire that God will bring about a
theological and practical reformation in the church.39
That is our desire as well. We believe that it will happen when the
church, theologically and practically, returns Christ to the elevated
status that Scripture gives him. This is the goal of New Covenant
Theology.




Chapter Two:
Review of In Defense of the
Decalogue
“Introduction”

In
his introduction, Barcellos briefly restates his understanding of
NCT’s goal, its impetus, and its effects. He then identifies
the key texts he believes NCT uses, the tenets he thinks we draw from
those texts, the facets of NCT he finds praiseworthy, and those he
finds disturbing. We have already established our disagreement with
parts of his understanding of NCT’s aims, genesis, and
consequences. In this chapter, we will look closely at Barcellos’
claims and we will pinpoint the difficulties his introduction raises.

Barcellos
begins by presenting his view of NCT’s foundations:


New Covenant
Theology attempts to base its conclusions on the exegesis of key
texts that speak to the issues of continuity and discontinuity in
both the Old and New Testaments.40

He
then identifies what he believes are three key NCT texts and their
themes upon which we build our theology:


1. Jeremiah
31:31-34 with its theme of Old Covenant abrogation by the
introduction of the New Covenant;


2. Matthew 5:17-20
with its theme of a redemptive-historical shift in the law;


3. Ephesians
2:14-15 with its double themes of the destruction of the Mosaic law
by the death of Christ, which makes ethics dependent on Christ, and
the church as a new work of God rather than as a continuation of Old
Covenant Israel.

As
he develops his critique of NCT’s use of these texts (in later
chapters), Barcellos quotes from two of the three books I have
written that deal with the themes involved in this discussion:
Tablets of Stone, But I Say Unto You, and Abraham’s
Four Seeds. Out of curiosity, I used the “Search and Find”
feature on my computer to see how often, and in what context, I had
used these texts to attempt to prove those key points of NCT. In my
three books combined, I mention one of the three texts four times,
another of the texts twice, and the other one not at all. However, I
never used any of these texts in any of my three books to attempt to
prove the points that Barcellos states that NCT believes. I do not
know from which NCT writings Barcellos found his key NCT texts, but
he did not get any of them from any of my books.


We often find that when
Barcellos states what we believe, we cannot be sure whether he agrees
or disagrees with the point he presents. For instance, when he
introduces Jeremiah 31:31-34 as one key Old Testament text for New
Covenant theologians, he writes:


According to New
Covenant Theology, this text teaches us that the Old Covenant will be
abrogated and replaced by the New Covenant. … New Covenant
theologians also hold that Jeremiah 31 leaves us with the expectation
that the New Covenant community will be comprised of believers only
(those who know the Lord).41


Is Barcellos saying he does not
share these beliefs? Does he believe that the Old Covenant has not
been abrogated and replaced with the New Covenant? He certainly
states many times in his book that he believes the “Old
Covenant will be/has been abrogated and replaced by the New
Covenant.”42
If, in his introduction, Barcellos mentions our understanding of
Jeremiah 31 because he disagrees with it, then he undermines his
point when he later states the same belief as his own. Although he
incorrectly identifies Jeremiah 31 as one of our key texts, he
correctly represents our interpretation of it. He says, “According
to NCT, this text teaches us that the Old Covenant will be abrogated
and replaced by the New Covenant.”43
Later, however, he proceeds to affirm that he himself believes that
very same thing.

Why
does Barcellos raise the issue at all? Is it because he believes we
make the right point, but use the wrong text? Since we do not build
the case for NCT on the texts that Barcellos says we do, that
particular argument would be invalid. It is futile to prove that NCT
has a faulty hermeneutic by showing how we incorrectly exegete a text
that we do not use to support our case! Does Barcellos raise the
issue because he thinks the features he has identified as NCT’s
key points are in and of themselves incorrect? This hardly seems
possible when he affirms his own belief in those very same key
points.


Does Barcellos oppose NCT’s
belief that the New Covenant community consists of believers only?
Does he believe that the New Covenant community is not made up
of believers only? I am fully aware that Barcellos’
Presbyterian colleagues believe that the church comprises both
believers and unbelievers, but I thought that all Baptists rejected
that ecclesiology. I thought all Baptists believed in an exclusively
regenerate church membership. Furthermore, Barcellos misrepresents
NCT when he grounds our belief in an exclusively regenerate New
Covenant community on “many New Testament texts, such as
Galatians 3:7, 9, 26-29, and the fact that baptism, the Lord’s
Supper, and other New Covenant privileges are reserved for
believers.”44
I do not know of anyone within NCT who uses those arguments to prove
that all in the New Covenant community are believers. We use Hebrews
8:6-11 where it expressly states that under the New Covenant “they
shall not teach every man his neighbour, and every man his brother,
saying, Know the Lord: for all shall know me, from the least to the
greatest” (KJV).

Barcellos
himself argues in the same vein when he raises the issue of NCT and
the promise of the New Covenant (his chapter 1):


Second, notice
that the law of God under the New Covenant will be put in the mind,
written on the heart of all the beneficiaries of the New Covenant.
This promised blessing of the New Covenant of the law written on the
heart is to be enjoyed by the whole New Covenant community. The law
of God written on the heart will be universal within that community,
just as the saving knowledge of God and the forgiveness of sins (see
verse 34). In other words, the New Covenant community is a saved,
regenerate community.45


We are left wondering why
Barcellos has identified the themes of covenant abrogation and
regenerate population in Jeremiah 31 as NCT tenets, when he clearly
shares those same beliefs. As mentioned earlier, it is sometimes
impossible to tell exactly why Barcellos has raised some issues. What
does Barcellos himself believe, and when is he trying to refute
something that we believe and he rejects?


Barcellos identifies Matthew
5:17-20 as a second key NCT text, used to support the idea of a
redemptive-historical shift in the application of the law away from
Moses and toward Christ:


One key New
Testament text for New Covenant Theology is found in Matthew
5:17-20.46


While NCT does believe in a
redemptive-historical shift in the law, we do not present this text
as a key text to support the idea. We usually only refer to this text
in relation to that shift when someone else raises it as an
objection. To present it as one of our key texts is akin to saying,
“One of the key texts for those who believe in free will is
Romans 9,” and then proceeding to show how Romans 9 teaches
sovereignty and refutes free will. Arminians do not use Romans 9 as a
key text. Barcellos’ point is similar to stating that 1 John
2:2 is a key text for those who believe in limited atonement, and
then demanding an explanation from them of the phrase the
whole world. It would seem that Barcellos has chosen
texts that he himself wants to discuss, and then has stated that he
is using those particular texts because they are important texts to
NCT. While it is legitimate for him to feel that a given text is
important in this discussion, it is not fair to put words in our
mouth and then refute them. If the phrase “One key text for
New Covenant Theology” means “this is a key text that NCT
must explain,” then Barcellos has made a fair request. If he
means that the text he identifies is one that New Covenant
theologians use as a key text, then he has misrepresented NCT.


Matthew 5:17-20 is important to
this discussion because Covenant theologians make it a key text in
their refutation of NCT. Again, I acknowledge that NCT must explain
that text, as well as any other salient text, but that does not mean
that we make it a foundational text for our view. 



The next text that Barcellos
identifies is Ephesians 2:14-15.


Another key New
Testament text for New Covenant Theology is Ephesians 2:14-15.
According to New Covenant Theology, this text teaches that the Law of
Moses was destroyed by the death of Christ, thus making ethics
dependent upon Christ, not Moses. In addition, New Covenant
theologians believe this text teaches that the Church is a new work
of God and not merely a continuation of Old Covenant Israel.47

This
statement contains two different charges. The first is that NCT
interprets this text as teaching that the law of Moses was destroyed
by the death of Christ, and the second is that NCT believes that this
text teaches that the church is a new work of God and not merely a
continuation of Old Covenant Israel. Depending on what Barcellos
means by destroyed, we will plead guilty to both charges.


First, NCT does not teach that
the law of Moses was destroyed by the death of Christ if
destroyed means that it was smashed and thrown on the trash
heap. Regardless of what we believe about the Mosaic law, we
continually and adamantly teach that our Lord magnified the law and
made it honorable. If you want to see how highly God valued his holy
law, just stand under the cross and listen to our blessed Lord cry
out, “My God! My God! Why hast thou forsaken me?” and
remember that at that very moment, our Lord was bearing the full
curse of the holy, just, and good law. We could not make this and
similar statements if we devalued the Mosaic law. We believe that
Christ fully obeyed the law and earned the righteousness that it
promised. In fulfilling the law, he set it aside as a covenant;
however, we would never use the word destroyed to describe
that action. We would use the word that Matthew 5:17 uses—fulfill.

Barcellos,
in chapters two and three, presents his views, some of which exactly
match what we believe. He is emphatic there that the Old Covenant is
done away. We agree. Where we differ, however, is in his calling the
Decalogue the “law of the Old Covenant.” Notice how
clearly, in one instance, Barcellos identifies the Decalogue as part
of the Old Covenant.


The Old Covenant
includes the Ten Commandments, but is not exhausted by
them.48

At
the same time, however, he wants the Decalogue to function as if it
were not actually a real part of the Old Covenant. In writing about
the utility of the Decalogue as transcending the Old Covenant,
Barcellos concludes,


The Decalogue is
the basic, fundamental law of the New Covenant and the basic
fundamental law for all men, the Moral Law.49

Barcellos
treats the Decalogue as a separable part of the Old Covenant. This
way of handling the Decalogue enables him to insist, on the one hand,
that the Old Covenant is totally done away, but on the other
hand, the Decalogue remains. The entire law of Moses is indeed
abrogated, but the Decalogue, because it is a separable part
of the law of Moses, is transcovenantal and therefore, perpetual.50


As part of his treatment of NCT
and the abolition of the Old Covenant (chapter 3), Barcellos includes
an exposition of Ephesians 2:14-16. He identifies both the middle
wall of partition that Christ broke down and the law of commandments
contained in ordinances that Christ abolished as the law of
Moses. He then concludes:


In sum, Ephesians
2:14-16 speaks of the abrogation of the Old Covenant as a covenant
with ancient Israel.51


New Covenant Theology agrees
completely. We insist, however, that the Decalogue, or tables of the
covenant, are the summary document of the Old Covenant, and as such,
cannot be excised out of the Old Covenant. The Decalogue contains the
“words of the covenant” (Exod. 34:28). The Decalogue is
an integral and inseparable part of the Old Covenant. Barcellos wants
to arbitrarily excise the Decalogue out of the Old Covenant and to
make the “words of the covenant,” or the Ten
Commandments, transcovenantal. He states that the New Testament
writers viewed the Old Covenant as a “permanent revelation of
binding moral principle,” citing several New Testament texts,
and concludes from this that the Decalogue contains the binding moral
principles of which he speaks and thus is the heart of the law of the
Old Covenant.52

Apart
from making the Decalogue the container of binding moral principles,
we agree with much of what Barcellos writes about the law of Moses in
this section of his book.


Again, the Law of
Moses no longer functions as it once used to. … It now
functions as a part of the New Covenant law (Matt. 5:17-20; 2 Tim.
3:16-17).53

This
statement raises two important questions that must be answered before
we can state whether we agree or disagree with Barcellos on this
point.

(1)
How is Barcellos identifying the law of Moses, which we assume is the
noun reference for the pronoun it? Is it the Decalogue or the
Old Covenant?

(2)
Exactly what is the New Covenant law? Are the tables of the covenant
(the Decalogue) the New Covenant law? Is there another specific list
of laws, something similar to a New Covenant Decalogue? Is the New
Covenant law the entire New Covenant Scripture? Barcellos’
statement here is ambiguous enough to mean almost anything a reader
wants it to mean. Regardless of what it may mean, Barcellos agrees
with NCT that the New Covenant controls the law in question. No
matter what course Barcellos takes, he acknowledges our basic
presupposition concerning the supremacy of the New Covenant.


Ephesians 2:14-16,
and other New Testament texts, speak of the abrogation of the Old
Covenant as a covenant with ancient Israel…54

That
is precisely what NCT believes. We insist, however, that the basic
foundational document of that Old Covenant, the tables of the
covenant, or the Decalogue, in the Ark of the Covenant, was a vital
part of that covenant. Not only were the Ten Commandments a vital
part of the Old Covenant that was abrogated, they were the most
important part of that covenant. When Barcellos talks about the
abrogation of the Old Covenant, we must bear in mind that he defines
that covenant as something detachable from its law. He extracts the
Decalogue and makes it transcovenantal. He equates the tables of the
covenant, the Decalogue, with the law of the Old Covenant and
separates them from the covenant that was abrogated. This concept is
foreign to Scripture. In order for Barcellos’ position to be
valid, the law of the covenant must be confined to the Decalogue and
identical to the moral law of God.


Barcellos believes that the Old
Covenant is done away, but the law of the Old Covenant, the
Decalogue, being transcovenantal, is brought fully intact into the
New Covenant. When we substitute a biblical synonym for the word
Decalogue, the fallacy of this position becomes evident. It
would look like this: “The tables of the covenant, upon which
were written the words of the covenant that established Israel’s
nationhood, have been brought over into the New Covenant. The words
of the Old Covenant are the law of the New Covenant.” In such a
case, the law of the New is the same as the law of the Old, yet the
writer of the letter to the Hebrews explicitly states that a change
in the law necessarily accompanies a change in the priesthood. “For
when there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily
a change in the law as well” (Heb.
7:12, ESV, bold emphasis added).

Barcellos
does not allow the Decalogue to be an integral part of the Old
Covenant that ends when the rest of the Old Covenant ends. His
abrogation of the Old Covenant has nothing at all to do with the
Tablets of the Covenant per se. The Old Covenant is gone, but
the Tablets of the Covenant upon which the summary of the moral terms
of the covenant are written remains in full force as the law of the
New Covenant. We disagree and insist that the entire law of Moses,
including the Ten Commandments, all the ceremonies, and all the civic
laws, constitute the Old Covenant.

Barcellos
concludes his chapter on the abolition of the law with a confusing
statement:


It must be granted
that the redemptive-historical change brought on by Christ’s
death and the inauguration of the New Covenant causes the application
of the law to differ, but this is not to say that the law is canceled
in all respects. The law is the same; its application is modified to
fit the conditions brought on by the death of Christ and the
inauguration of the New Covenant.55

The
beginning of Barcellos’ first statement here is close to what
NCT teaches: the redemptive-historical change brought on by Christ’s
death and the inauguration of the New Covenant causes the application
of the law to differ. We phrase it somewhat differently: the Ten
Commandments, as interpreted and applied by Christ and the apostles,
are brought over into the church. I find no basic difference between
our statement and that of Barcellos. The confusion stems from
Barcellos’ equating the Tables of the Covenant with the
unchanging moral law of God. He wants the “words of the
covenant” that established Israel’s nationhood to be the
“law of the New Covenant over the church.”

The
second part of Barcellos’ statement is just as confusing:


… but this
is not to say that the law is canceled in all respects. The law is
the same; its application is modified to fit the conditions brought
on by the death of Christ and the inauguration of the New Covenant.

Here,
Barcellos appears to have shifted from old-line Covenant Theology.
This statement is confusing because it embraces the presuppositions
of both Covenant Theology and NCT. As I understand Covenant
Theology, it posits that (1) the Decalogue equals THE moral law, and
(2) the Decalogue equals the Ten Commandments as written on the
tables of the covenant. Barcellos agrees with this point.


The Decalogue is
the basic, fundamental law of the New Covenant and the basic
fundamental law for all men, the moral law.56

He
wants the Decalogue to be completely unchangeable because it is the
moral law of God, but he also wants its application to be
modified by the inauguration of the New Covenant. But we cannot have
it both ways. Either the law is unchanged or it is changed, but it
cannot be both. That point is one of the fundamental differences
between Covenant Theology and NCT. The Covenant Theology of Barcellos
insists that the Ten Commandments, as they are written on the tables
of the covenant, are the unchanging moral law of God. Jesus himself
cannot change any of those ten words in any way, or give any higher
or more spiritual laws than those written on the tables of the
covenant. That is the main thesis of In Defense of the Decalogue.
On the other hand, Barcellos wants the New Covenant to control and
differently apply this unchanging moral law. According to this
position, there is no actual change in the law, just in its
application. This is contrary to the teaching of NCT, which allows
Jesus to change the actual law itself, as well as its application.
Yet Barcellos’ allowance for the conditions brought on by
Christ’s death to change the application of the law accords
with NCT teaching. The “conditions brought on by the death of
Christ” allow for a change in the “application of the
Law.” It seems to me that both Barcellos and a New Covenant
theologian could make that statement.

Based
on my understanding of what Barcellos has written, I would pose the
following four questions:

1.
Exactly what conditions did the death of Christ bring about that
forced a change in the application of the Decalogue?

2.
Who has the authority to change the application from that of
Old Covenant use to New Covenant use? I assume this would be Christ
and his apostles.

3.
How much change must take place before it can be admitted that there
has been an actual change in the law?

If,
as Barcellos posits, Christ and his apostles changed the application
of the Decalogue, then is not Barcellos, in this respect, saying what
NCT is saying? Our claim is that the New Covenant Scriptures given by
our Lord are the full and final authority for our rule of life. The
New Covenant Scriptures are the final authority over everything,
including the Decalogue and its application. Everything,
including the Decalogue, is to be interpreted and applied through the
lens of those New Covenant Scriptures. Again, that sounds similar to
what Barcellos is saying.

4.
Does Scripture make the distinction between the actual content of the
law and its application that is necessary for Barcellos’ view?
For instance, does the spiritualization of the Sabbath commandment so
that it now means to rest in Christ, and the subsequent elimination
of it as a literal twenty-four hour day, constitute an instance of
modified application?

New
Covenant Theology can legitimately do that, but Covenant Theology
cannot. It seems to me that if the law of the Old Covenant, the
Decalogue, is the unchanging moral law of God for all people in all
ages, then it cannot be changed in any way, including
spiritualizing its content and application. This means
that Barcellos faces a problem. He must change the Decalogue to fit
the New Covenant Scriptures’ application of it while he
continues to insist that the very same law transcends every
dispensation and covenant arrangement.57


Barcellos makes this point when
he expounds Matthew 5:17-20. All of the italics are his.


What Jesus is
saying is that the Old Testament is still binding upon His people,
but not in the same way it used to be. The Old Testament is
still authoritative as far as our sanctification goes, but the
coming and death of Christ and the inauguration of the New Covenant
now condition its application.58

Statements
such as these need clarification. New Covenant Theology will agree
without reservation that the Old Testament is still binding upon
God’s people as long as (1) the Old Testament means the
thirty-nine books of the Bible written before Christ came, and (2)
the New Covenant Scriptures control the application of the Old
Testament, as we have just defined it. If, however, Barcellos means
the Old Covenant document upon which were recorded the
“words of the covenant” at Sinai, then we disagree.

Barcellos
has clarified what he means by the phrase, “the Old Testament
is still authoritative as far as our sanctification goes,” with
the rest of the sentence, with which we agree. The “coming
and death of Christ and the inauguration of the New Covenant now
condition its application.” That is the heart of our
position. Here, Barcellos is teaching exactly what NCT teaches:
Christ is the new authority, the new lawgiver, who controls the life
and worship of a Christian.

This
concept of authority raises an important question: How do we
understand those portions of the Old Testament Scriptures that deal
specifically with the establishment of Israel as a theocracy? Nothing
in the Old Covenant with Israel, as it stands alone, or as it
established the theocracy at Sinai, is authoritative for our
sanctification today without some kind of New Covenant context for
its application. But what does this mean? Is the law of Moses that
established and governed the theocracy of Israel in any way the law
that establishes and governs the church, or is that aspect of the law
of Moses done away in Christ? Is the law of Moses, if applied to the
conscience of a believer today, an aid or a hindrance in
sanctification? Are the laws that were written at Sinai on the stone
tables of the covenant the rule of life for a child of God under the
New Covenant?

If
we insist that the New Covenant Scriptures alone condition the
application of the law in any sense whatsoever, then we must include
the Decalogue in that mix. Barcellos seems to agree with this, yet
this position is at odds with his statement in Tabletalk that
the Ten Commandments are transcovenantal. Barcellos, however, insists
on exempting the Decalogue from the conditioned application of the
law. He clearly recognizes that there has been a radical change, but
he states that the change does not include, in any way, the tables of
the covenant, the Ten Commandments.


The whole Law of
Moses, as it functioned under the Old Covenant, has been
abolished, including the Ten Commandments… However, to
acknowledge that the Law of Moses no longer functions as Old
Covenant law is not to accept that it no longer functions; it
simply no longer functions as Old Covenant law.59

Several
aspects of this position seem untenable. If the Decalogue is
transcovenantal, then no covenant can condition its application,
including the Old Covenant of which it becomes a part. It is basic
and fundamental; hence, it stands outside the covenants and it
conditions them. Furthermore, the first sentence of the quotation
is not coherent. The “whole Law of Moses” does not
simply function under the Old Covenant; it IS the Old
Covenant. We cannot understand what it means to say that the Old
Covenant, as it functioned under itself, has been abolished, yet it
still functions, but not as itself.

Apart
from that, however, we understand Barcellos to be saying that a
Christian applies the Ten Commandments to his or her life, not as
they were written on stone, but as they are interpreted and
applied by Christ, the new lawgiver, in the New Covenant Scriptures.
If that is the case, then Barcellos and NCT agree.

Barcellos,
like us, is stating that the Christian is under the authority of
Christ. He agrees, as shown earlier in the quotation from page
65 of his book, that the New Covenant Scriptures control our
understanding of both the Old Testament Scriptures and the Old
Covenant, including the Ten Commandments. We agree wholeheartedly
with Barcellos that the “coming and death of Christ and the
inauguration of the New Covenant now condition its application.”
However, we do not believe that Barcellos’ theology can
consistently say the same thing. Barcellos is permitting changes in
the “application” of the Decalogue while insisting the
Decalogue is unchangeable. Such a distinction is possible in NCT but
not in Covenant Theology. Barcellos offers the following as support
for his position of conditioned application.


New Testament
scholar Vern Poythress agrees, when he says, “All the
commandments of the law are binding on Christians…, but the
way in which they are binding is determined by the authority of
Christ and the fulfillment that takes place in His work.60

This
quotation seems to undermine, rather than support, Barcellos’
claims. New Covenant Theology, as I understand it, would agree with
Poythress. However, I am not sure if Barcellos and NCT understand
Poythress’ statement in the same way. When Poythress writes,
“All the commandments of the law,” NCT hears a literal
“all.” That surely includes the “words of the
covenant.” It cannot mean “all the commandments of the
law except those written on the tables of the covenant.” All
the commandments of the law, which includes the Ten Commandments, or
tables of the covenant, are clearly under the authority of Christ to
interpret and apply as he chooses. If, however, Barcellos hears
Poythress in the same way that NCT does, then he contradicts his
assertion of the transcovenantal nature of the Decalogue.


In his introduction, Barcellos
identifies Ephesians 2:14-15 as a key text for NCT, and identifies
our interpretation of it as teaching two tenets: (1) the law of Moses
has been destroyed by the death of Christ. We have addressed that
first tenet and will now consider the second point. (2) The church is
a new work and not an extension of Old Covenant Israel.


In addition, New
Covenant theologians believe this text [Eph. 2:14, 15] teaches that
the Church is a new work of God and not merely a continuation of Old
Covenant Israel. 61


I was surprised to read this
from Barcellos. I had assumed that all Baptists held that the church,
as the body of Christ, began in the New Testament. Historically,
Baptists have viewed the church as Paul’s “new man”
in Ephesians 2. This has always been a major difference between
Baptists and Presbyterians. The identification of Israel as the Old
Testament church is one of the doctrines necessitated by the premises
of Covenant Theology. However, Southern Baptists (for whom Barcellos
writes in In Defense of the Decalogue), both traditionally,
and currently, would, along with NCT, reject the idea that the church
is merely a continuation of Old Covenant Israel. I would think that
only those who had been deeply influenced by the Presbyterians would
hold such a view.

Included
among the Southern Baptists of the past who taught that the church
began in the New Testament are B. H. Carroll, J. M. Frost, and John
L. Dagg. Carroll, former President of Southwestern Seminary and of
Baylor writes:


The first thought
that I would impress upon the mind is that Christ alone founded His
church. I mean that the church was established in the days of His
sojourn in the flesh; that the work of its construction commenced
with the reception of the material prepared by John the Baptist; that
organization commenced with the appointment of the twelve apostles,
and that by the close of His earthly ministry there existed at
least one church as a model, the church at Jerusalem.62

Frost,
founder and first Executive Secretary of the Sunday School Board,
SBC, which published all of the church literature for the SBC (now
renamed Lifeways), was quite clear on this point. In Our Church
Life, he wrote:


The church is
itself an interpretation of the Scriptures. A Baptist church is the
Baptist interpretation of the Scriptures, especially of the New
Testament, and is at once a result and support of that
interpretation. Christians differ in the matter of interpretation,
and as a result there are different denominations. But the
Scriptures, as one may read and study for himself, are the only
sufficient and satisfactory basis to determine his church relation
and membership. Holding a Baptist interpretation as a personal belief
justifies and requires membership in a Baptist church. I
have said the New Testament especially, not as against the Old
Testament in any sense, but simply because
the church is an organization exclusively of the New Testament. And
concerning the church as to its nature, ordinances, missions,
members, and indeed everything pertaining to its life, the New
Testament is our only guide and our one authority.


The coming of John
the Baptist marked a turning point in the affairs of men, and in the
history of the human race. He was the immediate forerunner of Christ
as others had been more remotely; and his preaching prepared the way
of the Lord for the coming of the church.
When he began his preaching in the wilderness there
was no church; there had been no church; he faced a world without a
church. God from the first, indeed, had not left Himself
without a witness in the world. There was the individual, men and
women, who honored Him in their devotion and worship; there was the
family, multiplying and succeeding each other throughout the
centuries, in which His name was written and where His glory dwelt;
there was the nation also whose people were His chosen people who
served Him with ever-varying moods and conditions, and who worked out
His purpose among the nations of the earth. There
was all this, and with a meaning
of tremendous moment, but no church.


The coming of the
church as a distinct movement of God’s grace was reserved until
the coming of Christ. He brought in the new dispensation, and with
Him came the new order of things—the outgrowth and fulfillment
of the old. He stood at the new opening in the highway of human
history and spoke that creative word of assertive power and prophetic
vision, “I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall
not prevail against it.” The Old Testament period was behind
Him with all its manifest marks of God’s presence and care, but
our Lord was bringing in a new period, and setting in operation new
forces, and making new history which would make possible and
necessary the New Testament. He entered His public ministry through
an ordinance new then, but thenceforward to be perpetuated among
those who love Him—the ordinance of baptism, as seen in His
immersion in the Jordan. When He began there
was no church—no church at Jerusalem, nor in Judea, nor in
Asia, nor in Europe, nor anywhere in the world. It was His
to build, and He did the building. He found no church here, but He
left a church behind Him, which He Himself had founded and entrusted
with his truth and ordinances, and which He commissioned with the
mighty task of giving the gospel to the world, and of making His name
great among the nations of the earth.63

Dagg
(1794-1884), a Baptist pastor, theologian, and president of Mercer
college, was one of the most learned of Southern Baptist theologians.
In his Manual of Church Order, reprinted with a recommendatory
notice by Ernest C. Reisinger, Dagg defines church. By stating
that the first church existed at Jerusalem, he precludes the
existence of any church in the Old Testament.


In our definition
of a church, we have called it an assembly of believers in Christ…
We are informed, concerning the members of the first church, “Neither
said any of them that aught of the things which he possessed was his
own, but they had all things in common.” (Acts 4:32) …


One among the
promises made to Abraham was, “I will make of thee a great
nation.” In the covenant of circumcision, it was promised that
he should be the father of many nations; and the nation of Israel was
contemplated as one of these. The covenant
in its literal sense, instituted no ecclesia
or worshipping congregation.
A cahal for the worship of God was instituted by Moses; and
laws and ceremonies for that worship were instituted with it. The
covenant then made with Israel had ordinances of divine service and a
worldly sanctuary; but he who looks for these in the covenant of
circumcision will look in vain. It contains
no sanctuary, no ordinances of divine worship, no
priesthood, no assembly. We have shown that the cahal
instituted by Moses has been dissolved; and if the covenant of
circumcision still survives, it exists as it did before the days of
Moses—a national covenant, made with the literal descendants of
Abraham, admitting no others to be incorporated with the covenant
seed, and making no provision for the worship of God. Surely,
the Christian church is not founded on this covenant.64


Dagg continues by countering
the argument that “has been much relied on, as proof that the
Christian church is a continuation of an organized society which
existed in the Old Testament dispensation” by examining what is
truly meant by Paul’s analogy in Romans of the good olive
tree.65

New
Covenant Theology posits nothing foreign to Baptist ecclesiology by
believing that the new man in Ephesians is not a continuation of Old
Covenant Israel, but rather a new work of God under a completely New
Covenant. If Barcellos has pointed out NCT’s understanding of
the church as a uniquely New Covenant institution because he
disagrees with our view, then it would seem that he must hold to the
Presbyterian view of the church. Many, but not all, Reformed Baptists
hold this Presbyterian view of the church. It would seem that the
Founders Ministries, the publishers of Barcellos’ book, are
among those who espouse this view. However, this view does not
represent the historic Southern Baptist view. If Barcellos is indeed
representing the Founders’ view of the church, then this is one
place where the Founders Ministries have parted company with those
whom they claim to represent—the founders of the Southern
Baptists.

Barcellos
concludes his introduction with a list of eight ethical issues he
thinks arise from NCT. He devotes a chapter to each issue,
identifying what he sees as the NCT position and challenging that
position exegetically, with the result that his critique ends up by
being a “defense of the perpetuity of the Decalogue.”66
We will examine each issue he raises, explaining where his
understanding of NCT is faulty and defending our position
exegetically.




Chapter Three:
Review of In Defense of the
Decalogue
“New Covenant Theology and 
the Promise of
the New Covenant”


Barcellos’ purpose in
this chapter is to identify the law that God puts in the minds and
writes on the hearts of those persons who live under the New
Covenant. Barcellos examines Jeremiah 31:31-34 and asks if God’s
law in that text refers to the Decalogue or to something different.
He represents the NCT position as teaching that God’s law in
Jeremiah 31 is radically different from the law of the Mosaic
Covenant, and describes that tenet as the central thesis of NCT:


The first area of
challenge for New Covenant Theology concerns its central thesis, that
the law written on the heart in the New Covenant is decidedly not the
same as the law of the Mosaic Covenant.67


The central thesis of NCT is
not, as Barcellos states, the identification of the precise law that
God has written on the heart under the New Covenant. Furthermore, we
do not believe that the major intention of the author of the text
concerns the identification of the precise law so written. Covenant
theologians frequently cite Jeremiah 31:31-34 to refute NCT, but we
do not use it as a key verse. We agree with Barcellos that these are
important verses, but we differ as to why. We see them as important
because they clearly predict that a real, true, and radically
different New Covenant is going to replace an obsolete Old Covenant.


We believe that the primary
idea in the Jeremiah text is not the content of the law
written in the heart, but the contrasting natures of the two
covenants. This contrast is indeed one of the key doctrines of NCT.
Jeremiah points to the coming time when God will put in the mind and
write on the heart of every covenant community member both the will
of God (in the mind) and more importantly, a sincere desire to obey
(on the heart). New Covenant Theology views the following six
particulars in Jeremiah 31:31-34 as crucial:68


1. God will replace the Old
Covenant with a new one. Behold, the days come, saith the
LORD, that I
will make a new covenant… The
entailed concepts of newness and replacement form the basis for one
of our primary differences with Covenant Theology. God’s stated
intention in this prophecy cannot be fulfilled by turning the
promised New Covenant into a new administration of an imaginary
Covenant of Grace. Unless a truly new and different covenant fully
replaces an old and obsolete covenant, this prophecy has not been
fulfilled. Jeremiah is not writing about a new and better
administration of an existing covenant; he is talking
about a new, different, and better covenant. He is not
positing a New and an Old “Covenant of Grace.” There is
no such thing in Scripture. It exists only in the minds of Covenant
theologians. Jeremiah writes that a New Covenant is going to replace
an Old Covenant. That statement is true regardless of what
specific laws may, or may not, be written for each covenant, and
where those laws are located under each covenant. New really
means new and not newer; old really means old and not older; and
covenant really means covenant and not administration.

On
the surface, Barcellos seems at times to agree with this. He sees and
accepts the biblical fact that a New Covenant has replaced an Old
Covenant. Upon closer examination, however, we find that he distorts
the essence of both covenants. He excises the law, meaning the table
of the covenants or the Ten Commandments, out of the Old Covenant. He
correctly wants the Old Covenant to include more than the Ten
Commandments, but at the same time, he insists that those very
commandments are not a part of the Old Covenant that is replaced.
When we ask if the tablets of the covenant, or the Ten Commandments,
were a vital part of the Old Covenant done away with in Christ,
Barcellos answers no. He allows that the Old Covenant is indeed
fulfilled and, in Christ, done away with in its entirety, but he
qualifies this allowance by insisting that the unchanging moral law,
or tables of the covenant, is not a part of the abrogated Old
Covenant.


2. God alone is going to
make this New Covenant. I will make a new covenant…
The success of the New Covenant will be the Lord’s doing
entirely. This is one of the major differences between the Old and
New Covenants. God has based the New Covenant on better promises
(Heb. 8:6). The Old said, “Do and live, disobey and die”
and the New says, “It is finished, believe.”
The Old Covenant failed because it was based on law; the New Covenant
succeeds because it is based on grace. Covenant Theology denies this
and contends that the Old and New Covenants are one in substance and
are, in reality, an old and new administration of the one Covenant of
Grace.69
We believe this idea is foreign to both the prophecy in Jeremiah and
its fulfillment passages in Hebrews.

3.
The New Covenant is going to be essentially different from the Old
Covenant. The New Covenant will not [be] according to
the covenant that I made with their fathers… New Covenant
Theology and Covenant Theology cannot agree on what the differences
are between the two covenants because Covenant Theology insists that
in essence they are not really two different covenants. For Covenant
Theology, there can only be one covenant in substance, with different
administrations.70
In that system, the two covenants differ only in how they
administer the Covenant of Grace. New Covenant Theology, however,
maintains that not according to means exactly what it says. It
means that the New Covenant is radically different in both nature and
substance from the Old Covenant made at Sinai. God has based the New
Covenant on the atoning work of Christ; therefore, that covenant
differs in essence from the covenant God made with Israel at Sinai.
Covenant Theology rejects this and makes Sinai an administration of
the Covenant of Grace. We agree that the Old Covenant was a vital
part of preparation for grace and thereby fulfilled God’s
unchanging purpose of grace. That, however, is different from calling
a legal covenant a gracious covenant.


Barcellos states that the
essence of the New Covenant’s newness is that the covenant
cannot be broken. We disagree with his understanding of the meaning
of newness in Jeremiah 31:32.


First, unlike the
Old Covenant, the New Covenant cannot be broken. This is what
Jeremiah means in verse 32, when he says, “not according to the
covenant that I made with their fathers in the day that I took them
by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which
they broke, though I was a husband to them, says the LORD.”71


We agree that one of the
differences between the Old and New Covenants is the fact that the
New cannot be broken. That, however, is not what the phrase not
according to in verse 32 emphasizes. Hebrews 8:6 makes it clear
that not according to in Jeremiah refers to the different
terms upon which the two covenants rest. Jeremiah is not
concerned merely with the fact that the New Covenant cannot be
broken. The text, as referenced by the writer of Hebrews,
raises the issue of why the New can and will succeed where the
Old failed. The Old Covenant failed because its terms were open: obey
and live, disobey and die. The better terms of the New Covenant are
that it is finished and we have only to believe. God has based the
New on grace and the Old on works. Covenant Theology does not, and
cannot, believe that the Old Covenant at Sinai was indeed a legal
covenant with different terms than the New Covenant. For them, it was
an administration of the overarching Covenant of Grace. Barcellos
believes he has found the emphasis in Jeremiah that his system
demands. We believe such emphasis is not there.


4. The Old Covenant is
positively identified as the covenant made with Israel at Sinai.
[I]n the day that I took them by the hand to lead them out
of the land of Egypt… These words can refer only to the
law covenant made at Sinai. We cannot do justice to the text by
pushing this replaceable covenant back into the Garden of Eden and
turning it into a Covenant of Works with Adam, as Covenant Theology
seeks to do. The Old Covenant to which Jeremiah refers is the one
that God made with Israel at Sinai. The text is explicit. Whether
there is, or is not, a Covenant of Works in the Garden is another
discussion. If there is such a covenant, Jeremiah 31:31-34 does not
prove it.


5. Israel broke the Old
Covenant and never experienced its conditionally promised blessings.
Which my covenant [the old one] they brake, although I was
an husband unto them, saith the LORD…
(Jer. 31:32). The New Testament Scriptures, 1 Peter 2:5-9 in
particular, clearly show that the church has inherited the specific
blessings promised Israel in Exodus 19:4-6 because Christ has kept
the covenant for her.


6. God himself clearly
describes these basic differences between the Old and New Covenants.
“This is the covenant I will make with the house of
Israel after that time,” declares the LORD.”
(Jer. 31:33). God declares the unique features of the New Covenant.


Barcellos focuses on the
identity of the law in his exposition of Jeremiah 31: 31-34. As he
develops his argument, Barcellos asserts three points that he
believes to be crucial in the text:


1. The phrase my
law, as found in Jeremiah
31:31-34, always refers to the Ten Commandments.

2.
My law written on the
heart under the New Covenant is identical to the Ten Commandments
that were written on the Tablets of the Covenant at Mount Sinai.


3. The primary
focus of my law in
Jeremiah 31:31-34 is not about motivation
but the content of the
law written on the heart. 72


Barcellos argues that Jeremiah
31, properly exegeted, teaches that the specific laws God will write
on the heart of New Covenant believers are identical to the laws he
gave Israel at Sinai on the stone tablets of the covenant, the Ten
Commandments. He states that my law was something specific
already revealed and set before the Old Covenant people of God. It
could be heard, identified, and kept or broken. My law,
promised in the New Covenant, was something that both had been and
would be written by God. All other laws may cease or be changed, but
the Decalogue, or the moral law, is forever unchanged. That
law transcends all covenants and dispensations. In short, my law
is the Ten Commandments written on stone, and it is precisely those
commandments that will be written on the heart of a New Covenant
believer. Barcellos appeals to Exodus 24:12 as support for his
exegesis:


Understood this
way, Jeremiah clearly teaches that the law of God under the New
Covenant is a law that was written on stone by God and that
will be written on hearts by God. Exodus 24:12
identifies the “tablets of stone” with “the law and
commandments which I have written.” This is a very important
verse, for it uses the Hebrew word torah [law] as a synonym
for what God wrote on stones.… Peter Enns acknowledges that
torah [law] refers to the Decalogue in this text…73


Does a close look at Exodus
24:12 confirm or refute Barcellos’ argument?


The LORD
said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain and stay here,
and I will give you the tablets of stone, with the law and commands I
have written for their instruction.” (NIV)


And the LORD
said unto Moses, Come up to me into the mount, and be there:
and I will give thee tables of stone, and a law, and commandments
which I have written; that thou mayest teach them. (KJV)

The
NIV rendering could mean that the laws and commands are in
addition to (along with) the tablets of stone, or that they are
synonymous with the tablets of stone. To hold the second view you
must mentally supply the words, upon which I have written,
to be the meaning of with. The text would then read, I will
give you the tablets of stone, UPON WHICH I HAVE WRITTEN the law and
commands…This would make the tables of stone synonymous
with the law and commands, as Barcellos asserts. The KJV seems to
list three distinct items: tables of stone; a law; commands. In this
construction, as with the first option in the NIV, a law and
commandments are in addition to the Ten Commandments written on
the stone tablets. Both views seem linguistically possible. If the
second NIV choice is correct, I will give you the tablets of
stone, UPON WHICH I HAVE WRITTEN the law and commands…,
we wonder why, if the purpose is to establish that the Ten
Commandments alone are in view, do we have the redundancy of the
words law and commands?


Peter Enns’ statement to
which Barcellos refers is arbitrary in its equation of torah
and the Decalogue: “‘Other uses of torah [law]
include: a reference to the stone tablets (Exod. 24:12)…’”74
Barcellos’ exegesis at this point reflects Enns’
arbitrariness. Barcellos wants to prove that the Ten Commandments
alone are in view in the text. He may or may not be correct, but his
comments do not prove his point. Covenant Theology has a tendency to
see Decalogue behind every use of the word torah unless
the particular passage is talking about the end of torah,
in which case the word cannot mean the Ten Commandments.75

Barcellos
believes that the words my law cannot include a disposition of
the heart to obey.


The phrase “My
law” in Jeremiah never refers to a disposition in men
but always and clearly to something revealed by God to Israel as His
Old Covenant nation.76


Barcellos compares Exodus
31:18, Jeremiah 31:33, and 2 Corinthians 3:3 to prove that the words
my law always refer to the Decalogue. He concludes from these
passages that the change to which Jeremiah refers is one of location
(from stone to hearts and minds), but not one of content (from one
law to another law). Thus, when Jeremiah uses the term my law,
he means the Decalogue, but not only the Decalogue as Old Covenant
law, but also as New Covenant law. This is his main argument against
NCT on this point, and in my mind, he is confusing rather than
convincing. He acknowledges that this approach reduces torah
to just the Decalogue, but feels that this is necessary in order to
avoid the conclusion that God has written Old Covenant temporary laws
(civil and ceremonial) on the hearts of New Covenant citizens. 77
His theology, rather than the text, drives his exegesis.


The two primary biblical texts
that address the New Covenant (Jer. 31; Heb. 8) contain two
comparisons. The first is between an Old and a New Covenant, and the
second is between an outward and an inward writing of my laws.
Covenant Theology and NCT agree that this second comparison refers to
the writing of God’s law on tables of stone versus the writing
of God’s law on the tables of the heart. The question arises,
though, as to whether Jeremiah’s concern in the comparison is
with motivation or with content.


Is Jeremiah’s intent to
settle the law/grace controversy by teaching that under the New
Covenant, God will “tattoo” the Ten Commandments on the
heart? This would mean he is mainly concerned with content, and with
showing the continuity of the unchanging moral law of God. Or, is
Jeremiah’s purpose to focus on an advance in God’s
purpose in redemptive grace? New Covenant Theology believes that the
new, spiritual experience of the Father’s laws, or revealed
will, actually being written on every believer’s heart is a
significant blessing of the New Covenant. Barcellos misses this when
he makes the main point of his exegesis of Jeremiah 31 to be that my
law can only mean the Ten Commandments, or tablets of the
covenant.


Let us consider my law
(or laws as stated in Hebrews) that God will
write on the heart under the New Covenant. I have bolded a few
phrases for special attention.


31 Behold, the
days come, saith the LORD,
that I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel, and
with the house of Judah:


32 Not
according to the covenant that I made with their fathers in the
day that I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of
Egypt; which, my covenant, they brake, although I was an husband unto
them, saith the LORD:


33 But this
shall be the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel;
After those days, saith the LORD,
I will put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their
hearts; and will be their God, and they shall be my people.


34 And they
shall teach no more every man his neighbour, and every man his
brother, saying, Know the LORD:
for they shall all know me, from the least of them unto the greatest
of them, saith the LORD:
for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no
more. (Jer.
31:31-34, KJV)


What is the difference between
(1) the New Covenant and (2) the law that is going to be written on
the heart as one of the great blessings of the New Covenant? The text
does not say that God will write a New Covenant in the hearts of his
New Covenant people. The text refers to two distinct actions. First,
God promises to replace the Old Covenant with a New Covenant. The
terms of that Old Covenant are obedience to the “words
of the covenant”—the Ten Commandments. That which
constitutes the Ten Commandments as a covenant document is its
“obey-and-live-disobey-and-die” aspect. It is possible
for the same laws to be either covenant terms or a rule of life. The
penalty or blessing aspect is what makes the difference. Second, God
promises that the great blessing experienced under the New Covenant
will be that he will put his law (or, in Hebrews, his laws) in
their inward parts, and write them on their hearts. The second action
is a sure and certain result of the first. The first is concerned
with content and the second with motivation. We must see that the
glory of the New Covenant is that it guarantees the blessings
promised in the covenant will be realized because Christ has assumed
the full responsibility as the surety of the covenant.


What, if any, is the
significance of the New Testament shift from my law (singular)
to my laws (plural) when referring to Jeremiah’s
prophecy of the New Covenant? Barcellos acknowledges that the writers
of the New Testament Scriptures, when quoting Jeremiah 31:31-34,
change the word law to laws but he
dismisses this change as unimportant. In a footnote on page 18, he
writes, regarding Hebrews 8:10:


This text in no
way negates the exposition of Jeremiah 31:33 as referring to the
Decalogue. It simply argues for a redemptive-historical expansion and
application of Jeremiah’s prophecy.78


It seems to me that a conscious
change such as this would indicate that the writer was making a
point, and we would be wise to heed it. The language used by the
author of Hebrews is one reason we cannot accept Barcellos’
argument that my law equals the Decalogue, or the fundamental,
basic law unit (singular) of the Bible:


The text of
Jeremiah clearly teaches that the basic fundamental law of God under
the New Covenant is the Decalogue. What God does is write it on the
hearts of all the covenant citizens.79


If Barcellos’ claim is
true, then the New Testament reference to my laws
(plural) cannot refer to the Ten Commandments alone, but must
mean the Ten Commandments plus other laws, or other laws altogether.80
This poses a dilemma for Covenant Theology with its category of
abiding unchanging moral law. If laws (the
application in Hebrews 8 of Jeremiah 31) includes more than the
Decalogue, then something more than the Decalogue is the moral law
upon which God founded the New Covenant. The Decalogue plus
other laws equals the moral law. If, on the other hand, other laws
entirely are in view in Hebrews 8, then something other than
the Decalogue is the basic, fundamental law of the New Covenant. In
that case, laws other than the Decalogue must equal the moral law. It
is not enough for Barcellos simply to assert that the Hebrews passage
does not negate the equation of my law with the Decalogue.
Barcellos must exposit the shift from singular to plural, and explain
and exegetically establish what he means by “a
redemptive-historical expansion and application of Jeremiah’s
prophecy.”


John Owen offers a convincing
explanation of why the writer of Hebrews changed from the singular to
the plural when quoting Jeremiah 31:31-34. He also posits a plausible
understanding of the phrase write my laws. Owen helps us see
the significance in the Holy Spirit’s obvious and deliberate
change from the singular my law and it in Jeremiah
31:33, to my laws and them in the New Testament
Scriptures (Heb. 8:10 and Heb. 10:18).


Expositors inquire
what laws are here intended, whether the moral law only, or others
also. But there is no need of such inquiry. There is a metonymy of
the subject and effect in the words. It is that knowledge of the mind
and will of God which is revealed in the law, and taught by it, which
is promised. The “laws of God,” therefore, are here taken
largely, for the whole revelation of the mind and will of God. So
doth [TORAH] originally signify “doctrine” or
“instruction.” By what way or revelation soever God makes
known himself and his will unto us, requiring our obedience therein,
it is all comprised in that expression of “his laws.”81


In this quotation, Owen not
only does not support Barcellos’ idea that God wrote the
Decalogue on the believer’s heart; he opposes such an idea.
Owen sees the primary promise in Jeremiah to be that of motivation
and not of content. He says:


It is that
knowledge of the mind and will of God…, which is promised.


Hebrews 8:11 bears this out:
“No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his
brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all know
me, from the least of them to the greatest” (NIV).

Biblical
use of the word knowledge encompasses more than mere cognizance; it
involves an attitude of love as well. This has always been one of the
emphases in Reformed soteriology. God’s foreknowledge of his
elect includes more than mere awareness; it refers to that special
redemptive attitude of love he has for them. Thus, the knowledge
promised by the New Covenant must include motivation.

Owen
also speaks of the Spirit’s illumination and renewal that makes
us habitually “… conformable unto the whole law of
God,—that is, the rule and the law of our obedience in the new
covenant…”82


Here Owen equates the whole law
of God, not with the Decalogue, but with the law of our obedience in
the New Covenant. That is precisely what NCT believes. The New
Covenant believer’s obedience is controlled by the New Covenant
Scriptures and not by the law of Moses. Owen sees the primary force
of the prophecy to be new and internal motivation to obedience
(we are “habitually conformable”) and not specific law
content. In fairness to Barcellos, we must point out that he
does admit that motivation is one of the blessings promised in
Ezekiel 11:19, but he also insists that motivation is not intended in
any sense in Jeremiah 31.


The text [Jer.
31:31-34] does not say that the law of God under the New Covenant
consists of a disposition to obey. This is something true of saved
Old Covenant saints and would not be anything new. A disposition to
obey is one of the promised blessings of the New Covenant,
according to Ezekiel 11:19…. The promise of the New Covenant
includes both a law to follow and a disposition of
heart to obey. The phrase “My Law” in Jeremiah never
refers to a disposition in men but always and clearly as something
revealed by God to Israel as His Old Covenant nation.83

It
is confusing to try to figure out how one of the blessings that is
supposed to come with the New Covenant was already present under the
Old Covenant: “a disposition to obey… is something true
of saved Old Covenant saints and would not be anything new.”
This seems contradictory. If it was already in existence, why is it
promised as future and new? If the same disposition to obey was true
of Old Covenant saints, what is new about it? According to
Barcellos, the law is the same, the disposition to obey that law is
the same, in fact, the only real new thing about the New Covenant is
that everyone under it enjoys its blessings. Actually even this is
not new, since under the Old Covenant, blessings and curses were
experienced corporately. When the nation of Israel was blessed,
everyone in the nation enjoyed the blessing, and when the nation was
cursed, everyone in the nation suffered the effects of the curse.
What is really new about the New Covenant? We believe Owen is
far closer to the answer than Barcellos is.


As we try to ascertain the
essence of newness in the New Covenant, we can turn to the New
Testament Scriptures for help. When the writer of Hebrews, in chapter
eight, introduces Jeremiah 31:31-34 into his argument, he supplies a
short preamble. We will better understand his argument and use of
Jeremiah 31:31-34 if we look at that preamble. In Hebrews 8:1, the
author reviews and summarizes what he has covered up to that
point—the differences between the priesthood of Aaron and that
of Jesus. In Hebrews 8:6, the writer makes three distinct value
comparisons between Christ and that which has preceded him. I have
added numbers to highlight the three comparisons and bold type to
emphasize the subject of each comparison:


But now hath he
obtained [1] a more
excellent ministry, by how much also he is [2]
the mediator of a better covenant, which was [3]
established upon better promises. (Heb.
8:6, KJV)


This verse is vital to our
discussion. The writer identifies three areas in which the New
Covenant is both necessary and superior to the Old Covenant. These
three differentiations provide the sum and substance, not only of the
book of Hebrews, but also of (1) the
heart of the religion of the New Covenant compared to the religion of
the Old Covenant, or the basic difference between Judaism and
Christianity; and (2) the vital
difference between the Old and New Covenants as covenants. Each
comparison grows out of the previous comparison, and all three are
straightforward and uncomplicated.

Our
Lord performs a more excellent ministry than that of the
Aaronic priests. The obvious question raised by such a statement is
this: Why is Christ’s ministry better than Aaron’s? The
answer: Because it is based on a better covenant. The next
obvious question then is this: Why is the New Covenant that Christ
established so much better than the Old Covenant that it replaced?
Answer: Because it is based upon better promises. That leads
to a third and final question: What are those better promises and why
are they better than the promises upon which the Old Covenant was
based?


These three comparisons are
clear. We who live under the New Covenant benefit from a better
ministry accomplished under a better covenant based on
better promises. To identify the nature, purpose, and function
of the two covenants is to understand the biblical relationship of
law and grace. The writer makes these three comparisons in verse 6,
and then he draws the logical meaning and implications of them in
verse 7. Something was lacking in the first covenant that
necessitated the second one. Verse 8 identifies that lack by
introducing the words from Jeremiah 31:31-34. Any attempt to exegete
Jeremiah 31:31-34 without looking at how a New Covenant writer
understood that specific prophecy is not good hermeneutics, yet this
is just what Barcellos has done.


We must base our understanding
of what Jeremiah meant by looking at how the writer of Hebrews
understood Jeremiah. This means that we do not first establish a
rigid meaning of Jeremiah 31:31-34 and then make the book of Hebrews
fit into that interpretation. We first understand the point that the
writer of the letter to the Hebrews is making and then ask why he
chose to use Jeremiah 31:31-34 to prove his point. This approach
exemplifies the difference between our hermeneutics and those of both
Covenant Theology and Dispensationalism. The relationship we see
between Hebrews 8:6-13 and Jeremiah 31:31-34 is an example of what we
mean when we contend that the New Covenant Scriptures must interpret
the Old Covenant Scriptures and not the other way around.


It is impossible to understand
the magnitude and importance of a comparison if we do not understand
both of the items being compared. For instance, if I were to say to
you, “Oranges are much sweeter than lemons,” and you had
never tasted a lemon, my statement would be meaningless. You would be
lacking a necessary referent. In the same way, if the writer of
Hebrews exalts the ministry of Christ as better than the
ministry of Aaron, and we do not have a clear picture of Aaron’s
ministry, we cannot understand passages such as Jeremiah 31 and
Hebrews 8. To understand Aaron’s ministry, we must grasp four
points: (1) the identity of Aaron’s ministry; (2) the
limitations of that ministry; (3) the foundation of that ministry;
and (4) the nature of that foundation that necessitated replacement
rather than repair. There is no understanding of the greatness and
the newness of the New Covenant until there is understanding of the
inherent weakness of the Old Covenant.


Exactly what was Aaron’s
ministry as high priest? His greatest single duty was to make
sacrifice for the people and then to make intercession for them as he
sprinkled the mercy seat with the sacrificial animal blood on the Day
of Atonement. Hebrews 5:1 states that he “offered gifts and
sacrifice for sins.” He represented Israel before God with
sacrifice and intercession.

Was
Aaron’s ministry successful? Did his efforts cleanse the
sinner’s conscience from sin? Was Aaron able to bring the
sinner, without fear, into the presence of God? The answer to all of
these questions is no. We must add, however, that failure to
accomplish these things was not through sin or lack of either effort
or faith on Aaron’s part. He used, correctly and in good faith,
every means that was available to him to do his job. So why does
Jesus prevail in his priestly work and succeed in performing the same
functions in which Aaron failed? Our Lord, like Aaron, also offers
sacrifice and makes intercession. Unlike Aaron, however, Christ can
and does bring the sinner, without fear and with a clear conscience,
into the presence of the thrice-holy God. Why does Christ’s one
offering and his intercession accomplish what all of Aaron’s
offerings and prayers put together could never effect? Both Aaron and
Christ shed blood and both pleaded with God on the ground of the
blood they shed. Why did one succeed and the other fail?


We find part of the answer in
Hebrews 10 where the writer reminds us of the essential difference
between an animal’s blood and the blood of Christ. In Hebrews
8:6, however, the writer uses a
different angle to make the same point: that which makes the work of
Christ effective is the better covenant established by his
once-for-all sacrifice. Christ’s ministry is successful because
he ministers from a better covenant. The covenant terms,
and not just the kind of sacrificial blood, make
the difference between a successful priestly ministry and a failed
one. The blood is important because it established the covenant. This
leads to the second of the three comparisons in Hebrews 8:6, which
raises another question. Why is this New Covenant that Christ
administers better and more effective than the covenant under which
Aaron ministered? What is the weakness of the Old Covenant upon which
Aaron’s ministry was based?


The writer answers that the New
Covenant is based on better promises than is the Old Covenant.
If the two covenants had been based on the same promises, then
Hebrews 8:6 would not make sense. If, as Covenant Theology insists,
the New Covenant and the Old Covenant are the same in nature and
substance, then they are not substantially different at all, and
again, Hebrews 8:6 becomes meaningless. If there is not a radically
new, different, and distinctly better covenant based on new,
different, and better promises (or terms) than the Old
Covenant, then the writer of Hebrews is incoherent.


Nothing was inherently bad
about either the Old Covenant or Aaron as a priest. The Old
Covenant terms were neither unfair nor too rigid, but on the
contrary, were holy, just, and good. The Old Covenant failed because
it could not produce the necessary things the New Covenant
guarantees. That is precisely the point in Jeremiah 31:31-34. The
significance of the promise in Jeremiah 31:31-34 is not that God is
going to inscribe the Ten Commandments on a New Covenant believer’s
heart, as Barcellos insists, nor is it that God is going to write a
new list of laws, a New Covenant Decalogue, on the heart,
as some NCT people teach. It is neither of those things.


The glory and expectation of
the fulfillment of the promises in the New Covenant is that our
blessed Savior is going to accomplish what Aaron and the law covenant
given through Moses could not. He is going to effect inwardly what
Aaron and the law never could. Jeremiah 31:31-34, as can be seen from
Hebrews 8 and 10, is not a law-centered passage at all, it is a
Christ-centered passage. John MacArthur is correct when he
comments on Hebrews 8:10:


The New Covenant
will have a different sort of law—an internal not an external
law. Everything under the old economy was external. Under the Old
Covenant obedience was out of fear of punishment. Under the New it is
out of adoring love and worshiping thanksgiving.
Formerly God’s law was given on stone tablets and was to
be written on wrists and foreheads and doorposts as reminders (Deut.
6:8, 9). Even when the old law was given, of course, it was intended
to be in people’s hearts (Deut. 6:6). But the people
could not write on their hearts like they could write on their
doorposts. And at this time the Holy Spirit, the only changer of
hearts, was not yet given to believers. Now, however, the Spirit
writes God’s law in the minds and hearts of those
who belong to him. In the New Covenant true worship is internal, not
external, real, not ritual (cf. Ezek. 11:19-20; 36:26, 27; John
14:17).84


Aaron’s ministry failed
because he (and those from his line who followed him) could not meet
the just and holy demands of the covenant terms, the Ten
Commandments, written on the tables of the covenant housed in the Ark
of the Covenant. The blessings promised in that covenant (Exod. 19:5,
6) depended on compliance with the covenant terms written on the
tables of the covenant. Neither Aaron nor the sinners for whom he
interceded could meet those terms. Aaron could not provide for
himself or for those he represented the perfect righteousness the
just, good, holy law covenant demanded. He was a sinner who
represented other sinners. The people Aaron represented, along with
Aaron himself, were under the curse of God because they had broken
the terms of the covenant, written both on the tablets of the
covenant housed in the Ark and in the Book of the Covenant (Exod.
24:7, 8), and sealed with blood.

Once
those covenant terms were broken, the law covenant demanded an
acceptable sacrifice to pay for sin. Aaron could no more bring such a
sacrifice than he could bring a righteous, sinless life. He could
make no true atonement for sin any more than he could earn life by
obedience. All that he could do was to sacrifice and to offer an
animal and to plead with God to cover the sin with the animal’s
blood until one came who could, and would, make full atonement.85

Our
Lord accomplished both of the things that Aaron could not. He obeyed
the law and earned the righteousness that it promised and then
endured its just curse on the cross. His righteous life is imputed to
all for whom he died; the sin of those same people is imputed to
Christ.86


The three comparisons in
Hebrews 8:6 guide our understanding of the nature, purpose, and
function of both the New and the Old Covenants and allow us to
understand the essence of newness in Jeremiah 31:31-34. The author of
Hebrews, in 8:7 and 8a, makes the logical observation that grows out
of the three comparisons in verse 6. God would never have moved
Jeremiah to reveal and record the promise of a New Covenant if
something had not been radically lacking in the old one. This is the
same argument the author uses in Hebrews 7:11, 12. A new priesthood
demands a new law and a new law comes from a new covenant. All of
these changes are historically necessary as God accomplishes his
redemptive goal.


God promises eight blessings in
the New Covenant (as developed in both Jeremiah and Hebrews):


1. I will put my laws
(Heb 10:16) in their inward parts


2. I will write them
(Heb 10:16) [my laws] in their hearts

3.
I will be their God

4.
they shall be my people

5.
they shall teach no more every man his neighbor, and every man his
brother, saying, Know the Lord

6.
they shall all know me, from the least of them unto the greatest
of them, saith the Lord

7.
I will forgive their iniquity

8.
I will remember their sin no more

The
New Covenant guarantees that these eight things will be true, because
the Holy Spirit himself will effect them. Are these eight blessings
new? Are they peculiar to a New Covenant believer, or did the
Old Covenant believer also experience them? At the time that Jeremiah
was giving this prophetic word, was a believing Israelite already in
possession of all of the blessings Jeremiah was promising? This is
another way of asking if Jesus really established a new and different
covenant, or if he merely established a better administration of the
one Covenant of Grace already in existence. This is one of the major
points of disagreement between NCT and the Covenant Theology of
Barcellos.


Barcellos’ theology
teaches not only that the specific laws that are written on a New
Covenant believer’s heart are exactly the same laws,
one-on-one, as those that were given to Israel as the moral terms of
the Old Covenant, but also that all of the specific blessings
mentioned in Jeremiah 31:33-34 were experienced by Old Covenant
believers. This would be true if Israel and the church were both
under the same covenant. If, as Covenant Theology asserts, there is
only one Covenant of Grace with two administrations, and Israel is
under the old administration and the church is under the new, then in
reality there are not two distinctly different covenants.
Covenant Theology maintains all of this even as it acknowledges a New
Covenant that replaces an Old Covenant. This stance raises some
legitimate questions.

The
first two blessings that God promises in the New Covenant are that he
will put his laws in their inward parts and write his laws on their
hearts. Was the law that God was going to write in the heart
of the New Covenant believer already present in the heart of the
believing Israelite, or was that promise peculiar to the
establishment of the New Covenant? In other words, from Jeremiah’s
perspective, was the blessing a present reality or a future promise?

Covenant
Theology, to maintain their tenet of one covenant, one people, and
one moral code, answers that it was a present reality for the Old
Covenant believer. If, however, that exact law was already
written in the inward part of the believing Israelite under the Old
Covenant, then what need is there for a New Covenant? It seems
redundant. It cannot accomplish what is already true of the people of
God. Why does God make a New Covenant? What does the New Covenant
bring into a believer’s experience that is new? Why a
future promise? If the same law that is written on a believer’s
heart under the New Covenant was also written on a believing
Israelite’s heart under the Old Covenant, what is the real and
vital difference between the Old and New Covenants?

The
third blessing God promises in the New Covenant is that he will be
their God. Did Israel experience the specific promise that God would
be their God in an eternal, redemptive sense, or
is that blessing peculiar to New Covenant believers? Is it possible
that, despite her unique covenant relationship with God, God will
cast the church away as he did Israel? Is the church eternally secure
in Christ? If the church is secure in a way that Israel was not, is
it not because she is under a new and different covenant based on
better promises than those upon which Israel’s covenant was
based?

God’s
fourth New Covenant blessing is that they will be his people. Did God
unconditionally promise that the nation of Israel would be his
people in the same way that the New Covenant nation would, and
does that mean that all those in Israel had eternal life? Or, is that
a promise made only to those in Christ under the New Covenant?
Israel, viewed as my people in a physical and national sense,
is not the same as my people viewed in a redemptive and
spiritual sense. If God indeed made that exact promise and
application to the nation of Israel, then what is unique and
different about the New Covenant? How does the New Covenant really
differ from the Old Covenant that it replaces in respect to they
shall be my people? Again, we ask, “Can the church,
as the people of God, be cast off as Israel was cast off? If not, why
not?”


God promises in the fifth and
sixth blessings that they shall teach no more every man his
neighbor, and every man his brother, saying, Know the Lord: For they
shall all know me, from the least of them unto the greatest of
them, saith the Lord. Does this also apply to the nation of
Israel? Were the Old Covenant people of God a totally regenerate
community, or does this promise pertain only to the regenerate
community under the New Covenant? If this statement indicates an
entire future population that is regenerate, as Barcellos
acknowledges, what hermeneutic principle dictates that we understand
this particular part of the promise in Jeremiah differently than the
other parts?87


Finally, God promises to bless
those in the New Covenant by forgiving their iniquity and remembering
their sin no more. This specific promise guarantees that sin is both
forgiven and forgotten. Are these blessings a part of the New
Covenant alone or were they equally shared by the Old Covenant
community? Do we, like Israel, need a yearly Day of Atonement, or are
our sins, all of them, past, present, and future, not merely covered
for a year, but forever blotted out? What is the difference between
covered and blotted out? Was the Day of Atonement a
testimony to a believing Israelite that God would never again
remember his or her sins, or was it a reminder of the need for a
greater atonement than that which Aaron’s ministry could offer?
The fact that there was a Day of Atonement every year answers the
question (Heb. 10:1-4).

Under
the New Covenant, there will not be a yearly reminder of sin on a Day
of Atonement. As a result of Christ’s work on their behalf, all
the elect in Christ, of all ages, do indeed have their sins forgiven
and forgotten, but those who lived and died under the Old Covenant
were not promised the knowledge of this reality. This truth was not a
part of the covenant under which they lived. We can only guess at
the degree of awareness they had of how sins ultimately would be
forgiven. Only under the New Covenant is the promise explicit.


In order to maintain what it
calls the unity of the one Covenant of Grace, Covenant Theology must
flatten the Bible and read all of the above New Covenant blessings
back into the experience of the Old Covenant believer. But this
results in all manner of confusion, as we have demonstrated above.
The inevitable result is a minimization or actual loss of a true new
and radically different covenant. The unity of the Scripture,
and the one unique way of salvation in all ages, which NCT
believes and preaches, is not the same as Covenant Theology’s
unity of the one covenant. The Covenant Theology of Barcellos
insists that the blessings promised in Jeremiah 31:31-34 are not
peculiar to the New Covenant community, but were also experienced by
Old Covenant believers. This eviscerates the New Covenant of its
greatness and glory.

The
1689 Baptist Confession (Philadelphia Confession of Faith)
follows The Westminster Confession on this point. New Covenant
Theology agrees with what this section states about liberty, except
for the relationship of the Old Covenant believer to these blessings.
I have bolded the parts with which I disagree.


1. The liberty
which Christ hath purchased for believers under the gospel, consists
in their freedom from the guilt of sin, the condemning wrath of God,
the rigor and curse of the law (Gal. 3:13), and in their being
delivered from this present evil world (Gal. 1:4), bondage to Satan
(Acts 26:18), and dominion of sin (Rom. 8:3), from the evil of
afflictions (Rom. 8:28), the fear, and sting of death, the victory of
the grave (1 Cor. 15:54-57), and everlasting damnation (2 Thess.
1:10): as also in their free access to God, and their yielding
obedience unto him, not out of a slavish fear (Rom. 8:15), but a
child-like love and willing mind (Luke 1:73-75; 1 John 4:18).


All which were
common also to believers under the law for the substance
of them (Gal. 3:9, 14); but under the New Testament the liberty of
Christians is further enlarged, in their freedom from the
yoke of the ceremonial law, to which the Jewish church was
subjected, and in greater boldness of access to the throne of
grace, and in fuller communications of the free Spirit of God,
than believers under the law did ordinarily partake of (John 7:38,
39; Heb. 10:19-21).88


Several points call for
comment. The law that was a yoke to which believing Israelites, along
with all Israelites, were subjected was not the so-called ceremonial
law. The yoke too heavy to bear (Acts 15:10) was the terms of the law
covenant, written on the tables of the covenant, and pressed on the
conscience. The ceremonial laws were not a heavy burden, but the
so-called moral law as a covenant term was indeed a yoke impossible
to bear. Both the orthodox Jew and the Seventh-day Adventist live
under ceremonial laws without any problem. Some people in the
back-to-nature movement observe the food laws of the Old Covenant
without complaint and do not even profess to do it from love of God.
The problem raised in Acts 15:1, 10, 11, and Galatians 2:4, 5 was not
with ceremonial laws, but with the way of salvation.


The Judaizing teaching
addressed in Acts 15:1 did not concern sanctification. The teaching
repudiated by Paul and Barnabas dealt with justification. The
teaching did not state, “Unless you are circumcised, you cannot
be sanctified,” but rather, “And certain men which came
down from Judea taught the brethren, and said, Except ye be
circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot be saved”
(KJV, emphasis added). The Judaizers were trying to press the law on
the conscience as the means by which believers would find true
acceptance with God.


The exhortation in Galatians
5:1 to “Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ
hath made us free, and be not entangled again with the yoke of
bondage” concerns liberty of conscience, and not merely
liberty to eat non-kosher foods or wear clothing woven from mixed
fibers. Jesus did not shed his blood just to make it acceptable for a
Christian to eat shrimp and bacon—to be freed from laws that we
have labeled ceremonial. Paul is writing about true liberty of
conscience that enables Christians to come boldly to the throne of
grace—a privilege an Old Covenant believer did not have as long
as the veil stood in place. It is a liberty that we must protect
against all infringements.


It is impossible for people who
do not see this liberty as a distinctly New Covenant blessing to
protect it. This fact holds true for Judaizers of Paul’s day,
and for subsequent theologians of any day. The moment you read this
liberty of conscience back into the experience of an Old Covenant
believer, you have already lost the reality of the liberty
itself. The Apostle Paul exhorts us to “Stand fast therefore
in the liberty with which Christ has made us free…”
John Stott’s comments on Galatians 5:1 are clear and to the
point.


As the New English
Bible puts it, “Christ set us free, to be free men.”
Our former state is portrayed as a slavery, Jesus Christ as a
liberator, conversion as an act of emancipation and the Christian
life as a life of freedom. This freedom, as the whole Epistle and
this context make plain, is not primarily a freedom from sin,
but rather from the law. What Christ has done in liberating
us, according to Paul’s emphasis here, is not so much to set
our will free from the bondage of sin as to set our conscience
free from the guilt of sin. The Christian freedom he
describes is freedom of conscience, freedom from the
tyranny of the law, the dreadful struggle to keep the
law, with a view to winning the favor of God. It is the freedom of
acceptance with God and of access to God through Christ.89

Much
Reformed preaching, especially that of some Reformed Baptists,
presses the law on the conscience in a way that cannot avoid legalism
and fear. These preachers vehemently deny that they are setting
people under the law for salvation. However, when these same
preachers consistently appeal to fear as the primary motive to
produce holy living, the result is experientially the same as it
affects the conscience before God.90


Another blessing that Covenant
Theology insists that Old Covenant believers share with those who
live under the New Covenant is that both groups have boldness
of access to the throne of grace, but those under the New Covenant
have a greater boldness. We all have the same blessing, but
New Covenant believers have it to a larger degree. I think it fair to
ask, “But what about the veil?” The Confession, in
effect, implies that the veil did not totally close off access
to the Most Holy Place. The Old Covenant believer had the same access
in substance, but under the New Covenant, the veil opens
wider. Apparently, the veil was partially open before the events
recorded in Matthew 27:51, but when Christ died, it opened wider.


The Confession presents
the Day of Pentecost, not as a new experience, but merely as a little
more of the same old thing. The Holy Spirit did not actually come
on Pentecost in any distinctly new sense, he just revealed a little
more of himself. The New Covenant believer received a fuller
communication of the free Spirit of God (John 7:38, 39; Heb.
10:19-21), but the Old Covenant believer had the same Holy Spirit,
and in the same sense, but not to the same degree. Read the proof
texts the Confession uses and see if those texts teach that
something new happened at Pentecost, or whether it was just a bit
more of what was already present. A Baptist who understands the
significance of the advent of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost
should wince when he or she reads the statement, “All of
which were common also to believers under the law for the
substance of them (Gal. 3:9, 14).”


Under Covenant Theology, God
has not made two different covenants, an Old one and a New one. The
two covenants contrasted in Hebrews 8, and other places, are actually
the same covenant in substance, with two different
administrations. Nothing really new happened on the Day of Pentecost,
the picture just got a little clearer. The veil opened a little wider
than it was before. There was a greater boldness to enter the same
place to which the Old Covenant believer also had access. If these
things are true, then we are watching the essence and glory of the
New Covenant disappear and merge with the Old Covenant.

It
is essential to define exactly what the writers of Scripture mean
when they write about a New and an Old Covenant. We must see exactly
how these covenants differ and in what way, if any, they are the
same. Barcellos spends page after page listing the implications of
our former identification of the Old Covenant
(we will demonstrate this shortly, and then more in depth when
we review chapter two of Barcellos’ book), but he never gives
us his view of the actual Old Covenant. The only belief of his own
that he presents clearly is that the Decalogue is not in any way a
part of the Old Covenant that was done away.


In an attempt to ascertain the
biblical definition of the Old Covenant, we do well to begin with the
first question that arises as we read Jeremiah 31:31-34: What is the
Old Covenant that God is going to replace with a New Covenant? To
what two specific covenants does Jeremiah refer? Once we have
identified and clearly defined the Old Covenant, we must ask another
question: Why was it essential to replace the Old Covenant with a new
one? It is vital that we answer this question correctly. The next
logical question is this: What is the New Covenant that replaces the
Old Covenant and why is it superior? It is futile to try to discuss
passages such as Jeremiah 31:31-34 without understanding and agreeing
on the answers to the above questions. We will consider these
questions as we review Barcellos’ next chapter.

Let
me repeat Barcellos’ claim from the beginning of this chapter.


The first area of
challenge for New Covenant Theology concerns its central thesis, that
the law written on the heart in the New Covenant is decidedly not the
same as the law of the Mosaic Covenant.91


We have already stated that in
no sense whatever is the central thesis of NCT the idea that the law
written on the heart in the New Covenant is decidedly not the same as
the law of the Mosaic Covenant. It is true that we do not agree with
Barcellos that my law in Jeremiah 31:31-34 must equal
the Decalogue, and we certainly do not agree that the laws
written on the heart in Hebrews 8 and 10 are the contents of the
tables of the covenant. However, we are just as emphatic that it does
not mean that God inscribes a New Covenant list of rules on the heart
of a Christian. We are skeptical of any attempt to create a new list
to replace the old list. There is no New Covenant Decalogue. We
disavow the way some NCT people use the term law of Christ. We
do not think there is a concrete, unchanging, all-inclusive, revealed
list of the specific laws of Christ anymore than there was a
concrete, unchanging, all-inclusive list of God’s moral law
revealed at Sinai. Under the New Covenant, God puts “love God,
love neighbor,” into the heart of every person in Christ
by the Spirit. There is a sense in which the commands to love God and
love neighbor are as sufficient as a complete list would be.


We in no way question that
there is an eternal law of God that is unchanging, but we deny that
the Decalogue, or tables of the covenant, or the law of Christ, is
that eternal law revealed in a specific list as a once-for-all
transcript of that law. The New Covenant has objective absolutes, but
it is not law centered. It is Christ centered, as he is the covenant
(Isa. 42:6; 49:8; 1 Cor. 11:25; Heb. 9:12; 13:12, 20). The New
Covenant believer is under the rule of the entire New Covenant
Scriptures, including the interpretation and application of the Ten
Commandments given by Christ and the apostles.


New Covenant Theology’s
position in no way downgrades the Ten Commandments. We have no fault
to find with them. They functioned well in fulfilling the preparatory
phase in God’s scheme of redemption (Heb. 3:5). Our conflict
with Barcellos’ Covenant Theology is with his insistence that
the word perpetuity in his defense of the Decalogue means that
the Decalogue alone is the highest, clearest, fullest, unchanging
revelation of the moral character of God ever given. Cut that view
any way you want and it still denies any progressive revelation of
the moral character of God. Moses said it all and no one can add
anything. At Mount Sinai, we have the full message as it pertains to
ethics and holiness. It is now merely a matter of correctly
understanding and repeating what Moses taught.


To put it bluntly, we believe
this view is an insult to both God the Father and to his Son our Lord
Jesus Christ. We reject any notion that enthrones Moses as the king
in the conscience in the area of morality, and subjects Christ as his
rubber stamp. The issue is simple. Is our Lord Jesus Christ a new
lawgiver who replaces Moses, or is Moses the greatest and highest
lawgiver that ever lived? We do not pit Christ and Moses against each
other as if they were bitter enemies, as Barcellos charges.92
We do, however, allow for progressive revelation in keeping with the
ideas presented in the opening chapter of the letter to the Hebrews.
Is the primary purpose and function of Christ, in the area of
morality, to merely interpret and enforce Moses, or does he supercede
and go beyond Moses? Barcellos says one thing, and NCT says the
opposite.

Barcellos
closes this chapter with a challenge to NCT. He asserts that NCT
places an unnecessary wedge between the Ten Commandments as a unit
and New Covenant ethics:


Jeremiah is not
teaching us that the New Covenant will be the death knell of the
Decalogue as a unit. To the contrary, he is teaching us that the New
Covenant is the death knell of the Old Covenant.93

We
question the validity of the premises upon which this statement
rests. Barcellos builds his case by isolating the Decalogue from the
rest of the Old Covenant as if they were two completely separate
entities. Barcellos isolates the law, meaning the Decalogue,
from the law of the Moses. He then calls the excised Decalogue
the law of the Mosaic Covenant. Instead of the tables
of the covenant being a vital part of the Old Covenant that has, in
Barcellos’ words, received the death knell, these tables
disappear from the Old Covenant and mysteriously reappear as the law
of the New Covenant. In this way, Barcellos can dismiss the Old
Covenant while hanging on to its very foundation. But this excision
disregards the nature of the Decalogue as the primary covenant
document upon which the entire Old Covenant rests. We will examine
this premise more fully when we review Barcellos’ next chapter,
“New Covenant Theology and the Identity of the Old Covenant.”




Chapter Four:
Review of In Defense of the
Decalogue
“New Covenant Theology and 
the Identity of
the Old Covenant”

Barcellos
has entitled the second chapter of his book “New Covenant
Theology and the Identity of the Old Covenant.” This is by far
his longest (it occupies almost a third of the book) and most
carefully argued chapter. In it, Barcellos responds to a position I
held when I published the first edition of Tablets of Stone,
but have since publicly modified. My change of view was not yet
published when Barcellos wrote his book. Formerly, I believed that
the Ten Commandments and the Old Covenant were identical. Barcellos
explains why he disagrees with that position, stating that it is the
result of an inadequate hermeneutic.94

Barcellos
argues effectively and correctly that although the Old Testament at
times identifies the Decalogue with the Old Covenant, both the Old
and the New Testament Scriptures portray the Old Covenant as
consisting of more than just the Decalogue. Thus, we cannot
biblically affirm the Old Covenant and the Ten Commandments as
coextensive.

Since
we have already acknowledged that Barcellos is correct on this point,
and we have changed our view and now agree with him, much of what he
writes needs no response. However, Barcellos makes some comments in
this chapter with which we do not agree and we will respond to them.


… the
author of Hebrews does not understand the first Covenant as referring
exclusively to the Ten Commandments, but to the whole of the Mosaic
legislation. The Old Covenant includes the Ten Commandments,
but is not exhausted by them.95

We
agree with this statement, especially the sentence “The Old
Covenant includes the Ten Commandments…” The
problem is that Barcellos, in other places, states that the Old
Covenant is done away, but the Ten Commandments are transcovenantal
and no longer qualify as part of that abrogated covenant. The
Decalogue is “the law of the covenant” and as such, it
becomes separate from the covenant.

We
also find ourselves disagreeing with his understanding of the
function of the Ten Commandments. He asks this question:


Does the Bible
view the Ten Commandments as a unit, functioning any other way
than as Old Covenant law? New Covenant Theology affirms that the Ten
Commandments never function outside the Old Covenant as a unit.96


Barcellos thinks that we
arrived at this conclusion because of our pre-commitment to the
notion that the Decalogue equals the Old Covenant. He then reminds
readers of his previous exposition of Jeremiah 31:33 where he stated
that the Ten Commandments do function as a unit outside the Old
Covenant. We have already demonstrated why we believe Barcellos’
exegesis misses Jeremiah’s point. New Covenant Theology
believes that the correct focus is on the essence or nature of the
two covenants Jeremiah contrasts. Barcellos, however, focuses on
content. Has he arrived at his conclusion about the nature of the
Decalogue because of his pre-commitment to the concept of moral law
and his equation of it with the Decalogue?

Biblically
speaking, the Decalogue is indeed, in some texts, represented as one
with the tables of the covenant. The writers of
Scripture, in some texts, specifically called the Ten Commandments
the words of the covenant.97
As Barcellos correctly points out, those same writers enlarged
that meaning to include more than just the Ten Commandments.
Barcellos, however, goes wrong in assuming that somehow, because the
Decalogue is not identical to the Old Covenant, it is not an actual
and vital part of the Old Covenant that Christ has abrogated. We
agree that we cannot consider the Decalogue as equivalent to the Old
Covenant, but at the same time, we still insist that it was a true
covenant document.

The
Decalogue was kept in the Ark of the Covenant because it was a
covenant document. The box was built for the express purpose of
housing the tables of the covenant, the Ten Commandments. That box
was holy and untouchable, not because it carried the document
containing the so-called moral law, but because it carried the
document containing the words of the covenant that had
established Israel’s special covenantal relationship with God.
The Decalogue was not equal to the Old Covenant, but this in no sense
precluded it from being the document that established the terms of
the Old Covenant. Two things are certain from Scripture: (1) There is
no textual evidence that the biblical authors ever treated the
Decalogue as something separable from the rest of the Old Covenant,
and (2) the Decalogue, or tables of the covenant, was finished as the
foundation stone of a covenant when the rest of the Old Covenant was
finished. To argue that the Decalogue, as a covenant document, was
not a vital and integral part of the Old Covenant, abolished in
Christ, is to exalt a non-biblical theological concept above the
Scriptures.


Barcellos clouds the issue by
not seeing the Decalogue as a vital part of the Old Covenant done
away in Christ. We see this in his identification of the New
Covenant, where he exposits Jeremiah 31:33:


In a very unique
way, the Ten Commandments comprise the law of God.98

This
is a confusing and ambiguous statement, but it is important that we
try to understand it, as it forms a key point in Barcellos’
doctrine of the Old Covenant. Does Barcellos mean unique in
the sense that the Ten Commandments include torah in a way
that other Scripture does not? If this is his meaning, we disagree
with his assessment of the Decalogue. All Scripture is torah.
If Barcellos has used the traditional definition of comprise,
then he has stated that the Ten Commandments, in some unique way,
include within themselves the entire law of God. The Decalogue is
made up of the law of God in a way that other Scripture is not. If he
is using comprise in the sense of compose or constitute, then
he means that the Ten Commandments uniquely constitute the law of
God. Either way, we disagree. With such thinking driving his
hermeneutic, Barcellos goes on to explain why he thinks that the Ten
Commandments uniquely comprise the law of God.


All other Old
Covenant laws were both mediated through Moses and written by Moses.
The Ten Commandments were first written by God and then by Moses. We
conclude the terms of the New Covenant include the writing of the
Decalogue on the hearts of God’s people. “The [torah] is…
the Decalogue…”99


We need to note two things
about this statement. First, by reading Exodus 20 through Exodus 31,
we learn that God first spoke the Ten Commandments, along with
many other laws, to Moses. Then Moses wrote down everything
the Lord had said, and then, after Moses had been on the mountain for
forty days and forty nights, God wrote the tablets of the Testimony
on stone. For NCT, the order of these events is not theologically
significant, but for Barcellos, they are. It is surprising,
therefore, that he builds his argument on a careless reading of the
text. Furthermore, even if the premise were true, the conclusion does
not logically follow. If texts specifically written by the finger of
God carry unique significance as the law of God, then why do we not
include the writing on the wall (Dan. 5) as part of this law of God?

Barcellos
does not seem to realize that the New Testament Scriptures use the
point he has made (writing the Decalogue with the finger of God) to
prove the opposite of what he is trying to prove.


He has made us
competent as ministers of a new covenant—not of the letter but
of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. Now
if the ministry that brought death, which was engraved in letters on
stone, came with glory, so that the Israelites could not look
steadily at the face of Moses because of its glory, fading though it
was, will not the ministry of the Spirit be even more glorious? If
the ministry that condemns men is glorious, how much more glorious is
the ministry that brings righteousness! For what was glorious has no
glory now in comparison with the surpassing glory. And if what was
fading away came with glory, how much greater is the glory of that
which lasts! (2
Cor. 3:6-11, NIV)

The
ministry, engraven on stones, which brought death, was the tables of
the covenant or the Decalogue. Rather than being the highest and
greatest revelation of the law of God, the tables of stone are viewed
by Paul as radically inferior to the New Covenant. The Decalogue was
attended with glory, but that glory, when compared with the glory of
the New Covenant, is so inferior as to be no glory at all. Moses made
every effort to keep a veil on his face so the vanishing glory would
not be visible, but those efforts were in vain. Moses indeed had his
day in the sun, but he has been eclipsed by someone with a greater
glory that lasts.

After
Barcellos mistakenly concludes that the terms of the New Covenant
include the writing of the Decalogue on the hearts of God’s
people, he goes on to equate torah exclusively with the
Decalogue. Here too, Barcellos has failed to consider the
implications of his assertion. If he is correct, then every passage
that speaks of Christ doing away with torah must mean that
Christ has done away with the Decalogue. We cannot make those
passages refer to the theological category of ceremonial law;
Barcellos’ equation demands that they refer to the Decalogue.
Furthermore, biblical usage of the word torah prevents us from
equating it solely with the Ten Commandments, since it sometimes
refers to the first five books of the Bible and sometimes to the
entire Old Testament Scripture.


Barcellos’
presuppositions drive his identification of both covenants and his
answer to the question he asks about the function of the Decalogue
outside the Old Covenant. Having asserted, incorrectly, that Jeremiah
refers to the Ten Commandments functioning as a unit under the New
Covenant, Barcellos identifies and exegetes three New Testament texts
that he feels support his conclusion: 2 Corinthians 3:3; Ephesians
6:2-3; and 1 Timothy 1:8-11. He also mentions four other New
Testaments texts in a footnote, but does not exposit those texts
(Matt. 5: 17-20; Rom. 2:14-15; Rom. 3:19-20; and 2 Tim. 3:16-17).
Rather than go through each passage in detail and refute the
specifics of Barcellos’ exegesis, let us challenge the
procedure Barcellos has used. It is exegetically indefensible to
assume a premise, and then use that premise to interpret texts as
support for that premise. This is circular reasoning, or begging the
question, and as such, it is unacceptable. The texts, with their
context, must drive their own interpretation. If any of the texts
that Barcellos has mentioned teach that the Decalogue functions as a
unit outside the Old Covenant, they must do so on their terms, and
not on the terms that Barcellos has imposed on them.


Barcellos assumes that a New
Testament reference to one of the Ten Commandments as binding on a
Christian means that all of them are. In his exposition of Ephesians
6:2-3, he states:


… Paul
views the Decalogue as a whole unit and in a positive light. If the
fifth commandment is applicable in a positive way, and if Paul is
assuming it as it occurred in a series of commandments in which it
was the first with a promise, then the commands which precede and
follow it still function as commands in a series.100

Given
this reasoning, may we assume that the opposite holds true? A New
Testament reference to one of the Ten Commandments as not binding on
a Christian means that none of them are? Paul, the apostle whom
Barcellos thinks views the Decalogue as a unit, writes to the
Colossian church that the cancellation of the written code means that
no one who is in Christ is obligated to observe a sabbath day. If we
follow the hermeneutical principle that Barcellos uses, we can assume
that since the fourth commandment is not applicable in a positive
way, the commands that precede and follow it and function as a unit
are not applicable in a positive way. Thus, the Decalogue, as a unit,
does not apply to those who live under the New Covenant. Barcellos’
hermeneutic does not work, because it results in Paul writing
contradictory statements. We may not assume that a New Testament
reference to one of the Ten Commandments as binding on a Christian
means that all of them are. Barcellos argues against NCT’s
hermeneutic that the New Testament repetition of an Old Testament
command is that which makes the Old Testament command binding and
states that it cannot be borne out by exegesis. Yet the same
objection applies to his hermeneutic.

As
Barcellos closes his chapter on the identity of the Old Covenant, he
writes:


The utility of the
Decalogue transcends the Old Covenant. Paul uses the Decalogue as the
basic, fundamental law or body of ethical divinity applicable to all
men.… The Decalogue is the basic, fundamental law of the New
Covenant and the basic fundamental law for all men, the Moral Law.…
It is inescapable: the Ten Commandments function outside the Old
Covenant as a unit contrary to the claims of New Covenant Theology.101

It
seems that Barcellos has a general term, law, and a specific
instance of it, moral law. To be consistent with his
theological position, Barcellos has accepted an artificial taxonomy
of law and then relegated the tables of the covenant to a specious
class called the moral law. By equating the Decalogue with a specific
instance of law, Barcellos is able to deny that the Ten Commandments,
as a unit, are a vital part of the Old Covenant that is done away.
There is a problem with this sophistry. The Decalogue is not the
“fundamental law of the Old Covenant.” The Decalogue is
the essential foundation document of the Old Covenant. As we
mentioned earlier, this is why God told Moses to keep the
Decalogue in the Ark of the Covenant. This is why the Israelites
called that box “the Ark of the Covenant” and not
the “the Ark of the Moral Law.”102

Barcellos
insists that the Ten Commandments, or tables of the covenant, are not
an integral part of the Mosaic Covenant. The Decalogue is only the
law of the Mosaic Covenant, and as such, it transcends the Mosaic
Covenant. The Decalogue is not an actual part of the covenant that
Christ abrogated. The Ten Commandments “function as a unit
outside the Old Covenant.” Separating the Ten Commandments as
the law of the Old Covenant enables Barcellos to, on the one hand,
agree that the Old Covenant is totally finished and gone, but, on the
other hand, assert that the tables of the covenant, or the Ten
Commandments, are still in full force and unchanged under the New
Covenant. The law of the Old Covenant, the Ten Commandments,
written on the tables of the covenant, remains, unchanged, but the
Old Covenant is completely gone. When Barcellos identifies the
New Covenant, he can say that it is the death knell of the Old
Covenant because he has divorced the tablets of the covenant from the
Old Covenant.103
The New Covenant replaces the Old Covenant, but it is the Old
Covenant minus the Decalogue. He has denied that the actual
treaty/covenant document (the tables of the covenant, the Ten
Commandments), kept in the Ark of the Covenant, is a real part of the
Old Covenant. Barcellos’ commitment to the theological concept
of moral law demands the excision he so willingly performs on the Ten
Commandments.

In
his article, “Death of the Decalogue” Barcellos writes,


In other words,
although NCT may not be against law in an absolute sense, if it
denies that the moral law of the Old Testament is the moral law of
the New Testament, and if it replaces the moral law with another,
then it is antinomian on two counts.104

Notice
that the moral law, defined by Barcellos in In Defense of
the Decalogue as the basic fundamental law of the Old Covenant,
has become an entity all its own that transcends and is separate from
the Old Covenant.105
The moral law is both the law of the Old Covenant and the law
of the New Covenant, but it is not actually an essential part of
either covenant. It certainly is not a part of the Old Covenant that
Christ abrogated. The Decalogue somehow evaporates out of the Old
Covenant made with Israel before God does away with that covenant.

We
agree with the premise that the basic fundamental law of the Old
Covenant is assumed into the New Covenant, and we further believe
that that assumption included nine of the Ten Commandments. Our
differences with Barcellos arise from the identification of that
basic, fundamental law. We do not believe that there are two kinds
of morality or that the New Testament starts at ground zero and
builds a totally new and different morality with no reference to, or
adopting of, anything that was a part of Old Covenant. If we believed
that, how could we insist that nine of the Ten Commandments written
on the tablets of the (Old) covenant are just as much in effect today
as when God gave them at Sinai? Barcellos has misunderstood what we
have said on this point.106

Our
major problem with the above quotation is its limitation, in both the
Old and the New Testament Scriptures, of the moral law to the Ten
Commandments. (I used testament instead of covenant
because Barcellos used that word in his article. I assume this was a
conscious word choice on his part.) New Covenant Theology views every
duty commanded to a believer, in either Testament and under both
covenants, as an absolute moral duty.107
We see little profit in downgrading the Epistles to the status of
good spiritual advice as the means to exalt the law given to Moses as
the supposedly highest law ever given.108
This robs Jesus in order to pay Moses.

The
second part of the quotation above sets forth the heart of Barcellos’
objection to NCT. Nothing can in any way change one jot or tittle of
the law written on the tables of the covenant: therefore, anyone who
alters that law is an antinomian—against law: “…
if it [NCT] replaces the moral law with another, it is antinomian on
two counts.”

According
to Barcellos, the law given to Moses on those stone tables is THE
unchanging moral law of God. Barcellos frankly admits, “NCT
may not be against law in an absolute sense.”109
But, we ask, isn’t being against law, period, the very essence
of antinomianism? Barcellos is not satisfied with that definition and
wants to redefine antinomianism entirely in terms of the Decalogue. A
theologian earns the odious label of antinomian by rejecting the Ten
Commandments, as written at Sinai, as the unchanging moral law.
It is essential that we grasp what Barcellos is really saying. Look
carefully at his words:


… if it
[NCT] denies that the moral law of the Old Testament is the moral
law of the New Testament, and if it replaces the
moral law with another, then it is antinomian on two counts.


The problem, for Barcellos, is
not NCT’s belief that God, in the New Covenant Scriptures, has
given clear, objective, and sufficient commandments to govern his
people. The problem is not that we insist that those commandments
include nine of the Ten Commandments written on the tables of stone.
The issue for Barcellos is that unless we accept all Ten
Commandments, as they were written on the stone tables in Exodus
20, we are antinomian.

Let
us suppose, for the sake of argument, that this premise is true.
Acting upon that supposition, we must ask, “If we accept nine
of the ten laws written on stone as binding on a believer today, then
does it not follow that the fundamental objection to our view
concerns the one we do not accept: the Sabbath Commandment? Since NCT
recognizes all of the other nine commandments in its system of
ethics, are we labeled as antinomian simply because we believe that
the Sabbath is a ‘ceremonial law’ and not a ‘moral
law’?”

Barcellos’
assertion that NCT is antinomian rests on one of two tenets. Either
we are antinomian because we believe the Sabbath is fulfilled and
done away in Christ, or we are antinomians because we changed the
law. Our antinomianism lies not in being lawless or in rejecting the
Ten Commandments, since we clearly believe and teach nine of the ten.
It lies in believing that Jesus, as a greater lawgiver, replaces
Moses and his law. Our fault is our insistence that in the New
Covenant Scriptures, Christ raised the law given to Moses to a higher
standard, thus giving a new and higher code of morality. Under the
system of Covenant Theology, even Jesus himself cannot change the
unchanging moral law that God gave to Moses at Sinai.

If
Barcellos cannot prove biblically that the tables of the covenant, or
the Decalogue, are the unchanging moral law, then the charge
of antinomianism is a theological pronouncement with no biblical
foundation. Barcellos’ theology insists that Christ neither
replaces Moses as lawgiver nor changes any of the moral law written
on the tables of the covenant. We insist that Christ is the new
lawgiver who replaces Moses, just as he replaced Aaron. Furthermore,
Barcellos misunderstands what we mean when we say that Christ
replaces Moses:


Those of this
[NCT] persuasion often say, “… We are not under the Law
of Moses, but under the law of Christ,” as if Moses and Christ
are sworn enemies.110


This is caricature. We never
state explicitly or implicitly that Moses and Christ are enemies. We
constantly assert that Christ never contradicts Moses. We do not
demean Moses any more than we demean Aaron. Will Barcellos accuse the
writer of Hebrews of thinking that the Old and New Covenants are
sworn enemies because that writer says that God’s people are no
longer under the Old Covenant but under the New? Does Paul
believe that the just, holy, and good law of God is a sworn enemy of
grace because he constantly insists that we are not under the law,
but under grace? The relationship of law to grace, the Old Covenant
to the New, and Moses to Christ is not one of opposition, but one of
preparation and progression.

We
will develop this idea when we review chapter 4, “New Covenant
Theology and the Sermon on the Mount.” There, Barcellos
compares Christ and Moses with regard to the law. He writes:


Jesus is indeed
introducing a contrast, but not between the Law of Moses and the Law
of Christ. Rather, the contrast is between a true understanding of
the Law of Moses and the false understanding evidenced in the
hypocrisy of the scribes and the Pharisees.111

Barcellos
must keep the concept of moral law intact and he must safeguard its
identity as the Decalogue. Therefore, Moses must remain the greatest
lawgiver and Christ must be no more than Moses’ greatest
interpreter. The moral law, or the words of the covenant, given
through Moses, must remain the highest law ever given and even Jesus
cannot change any of it. In essence, this means that in respect to
morality there is no actual progression from the Old to the New
Covenant. Barcellos states this explicitly in “Death of the
Decalogue:”


… the moral
law of the Old Testament is the moral law of the New Testament…112

Moses
has given us the full and final word on morality and Jesus’ job
is to make we sure we understand what Moses meant. Barcellos writes,


… Christ is
stating explicitly what was already contained implicitly
in the… commandment.113

Barcellos
and those who agree with his concept of moral law assert that Christ
is a lawkeeper, but not a lawgiver. New Covenant Theology sees him as
both.

It
is essential to Barcellos’ position that the tables of the
covenant, or the Decalogue, is the moral law. This he avers without
textual evidence. The nature of this moral law is such that it must
transcend all covenants and all dispensations.114
In this way, Covenant Theology can allow the Old Covenant to
disappear completely while retaining the law of the covenant.
New Covenant Theology maintains that the law of the covenant IS the
Mosaic Covenant, and the Decalogue, as a vital part of that covenant,
ended when the Old Covenant ended. The Old Covenant and the tables of
the covenant stand or fall together. There is no such thing as a
separate law of the Old Covenant. To assert that there is requires
hermeneutical sleight-of-hand.


We cannot do away with the Old,
or Mosaic, Covenant without also doing away with the tablets of the
covenant—the Decalogue. Those tablets were a vital enduring
part of the foundational covenant document upon which Israel’s
special nationhood was established. In the same way, we cannot do
away with the tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant without doing
away with the covenant document, the Ten Commandments, or the words
of the covenant written on stone. The tables of the covenant (Heb.
9:4), housed inside the Ark of the Covenant, were a vital part of the
covenant. The Ark of the Covenant and the covenant document inside of
it stand or fall together. It is impossible to do away with one and
keep the other. Barcellos seems to recognize this unity:


The revelation of
the Decalogue does not constitute the totality of the Old Covenant.
The Decalogue, the Book of the Covenant, and the blood of the
covenant all go together.115

Here,
Barcellos seems to admit what he has elsewhere denied. If it is true
that “the Decalogue does not constitute the totality of
the Old Covenant,” is that not an admission that the Decalogue
does at least constitute a part of the Old Covenant? We agree
that these three things go together. They all began at the same time
and are integrally tied together. Since these things are all tied
together, then they must have all ended at the same time. However,
Barcellos insists the Decalogue is transcovenantal. It did not end
with either the Old Covenant or the Book of the Covenant. Barcellos
is correct in stating that they all go together, but it seems
impossible to reconcile this idea with the idea that the Decalogue
transcends the Old Covenant. If all means all and go
means go, then the Decalogue, or tables of the covenant, ended when
the rest of the Old Covenant ended. The context into which Barcellos
has placed those words defines them, and unless we change their
meaning, Barcellos is saying exactly what we are saying! Everything
that the Old Covenant established was finished when the establishing
covenant ended. Everything, including the tables of the covenant,
was finished.

Barcellos
ends his chapter on the identity of the Old Covenant with a challenge
for NCT to explain how Christ’s obedience to a law that God
gave exclusively to Israel (NCT’s position on the Decalogue)
benefits Gentiles. In Barcellos’ thinking, in order for
Gentiles to benefit from Christ’s obedience to the Mosaic law,
the Gentiles must have been under that law. Since they were excluded
from the Old Covenant, and they do indeed benefit from Christ’s
lawkeeping (as NCT acknowledges), then the only way that they can
benefit is by Christ having kept the moral law in their stead. In
Barcellos’ mind, this proves that the Decalogue functions as a
unit, as the moral law, outside the Old Covenant.

Barcellos
raises a legitimate question. We would respond as follows: Our Lord
did not live and die as a representative of the nation of Israel, but
as a representative of the elect. He was not the surety of a covenant
made only with Israel, but the surety of a covenant made with the
elect. If a Gentile was in Christ when Christ died, then that Gentile
was also in Christ when Christ lived under the law. Therefore,
Christ, in his lawkeeping and his bloodshedding, legally represented
elect Gentiles in the same way he represented elect Israelites. I, as
an elect Gentile, have the same righteousness as an elect Jew imputed
to my account, because I was represented in exactly the same way that
he or she was. I was in Christ when he said, “I do always those
things that please my father.” Christ indeed “kept the
law for me” in exactly the same sense that he “died for
me.” It is union with the son who always pleased the Father,
and not a universal moral law, that allows any person, Jewish or
Gentile, to benefit from Christ’s life and death.




Chapter Five:
Review of In Defense of the
Decalogue
“New Covenant Theology and 
the Abolition
of the Old Covenant”

In
this chapter, Barcellos addresses what he sees as wrong with NCT’s
understanding of what exactly is abolished and the implications of
that position for New Covenant ethics. He agrees that the Old
Covenant has been abolished, but as we demonstrated in the previous
chapter, his identification of the Old Covenant contains facets to
which NCT strenuously objects. Barcellos opens his chapter by
presenting his understanding of what NCT believes about abrogation.
Under the subheading “The Issue at Stake,” he writes:


Hearty agreement
must be given when New Covenant theologians argue for the abolition
of the Old Covenant. This is clearly the teaching of the Old and New
Testaments (See Jer. 31:31-32; 2 Cor. 3; Gal. 3, 4; Eph. 2:14-15;
Heb. 8-10).116

Barcellos
sounds here as though he agrees with one of the basic points of NCT.
He is in “hearty agreement” concerning the abolition of
the Old Covenant. He clearly states that he believes that Covenant
Theology and NCT agree that the Old Covenant has been abolished. The
problem is that Barcellos has radically changed the definition of the
Old Covenant. We disagree with him over what constitutes the
abrogated Old Covenant. As Barcellos explains his concept of the
abrogation of the Old Covenant, he seems to create a separate
entity—the “function of the Law of Moses under the Old
Covenant”—that is both different and the same as the Old
Covenant. This “function of Law of Moses” includes the
Decalogue, but when the Old Covenant is abolished, it does not
include the Decalogue.


The whole Law of
Moses, as it functioned under the Old Covenant, has been
abolished, including the Ten Commandments. Not one jot or tittle of
the Law of Moses functions as Old Covenant law anymore, and to
act as if it does constitutes redemptive-historical retreat and
neo-Judaizing.117

Exactly
what is this “whole Law of Moses” that has been
abolished? Barcellos is emphatic that the “whole Law of Moses…
has been abolished,” but what does he mean by this? The
italicized phrase “as it functioned under the Old Covenant”
qualifies the abolition he so candidly acknowledges. This
qualification is a masterpiece of sophistry. Barcellos separates the
“function of Law of Moses,” which includes the Ten
Commandments, from the Old Covenant while insisting that the
whole Old Covenant, minus the Decalogue, has been abolished. The
Decalogue and the rest of the law of Moses are no longer part of the
Old Covenant that has been abolished, but instead have become “the
law of the Old Covenant.”


… To
acknowledge that the Law of Moses no longer functions as Old
Covenant law is not to accept that it no longer functions; it
simply no longer functions as Old Covenant law.118

Barcellos
has derived this statement theologically, and not exegetically. He
offers no textual evidence for the separate categories of Old
Covenant and Old Covenant law. Furthermore, he contradicts his
earlier definition of the Old Covenant as the whole of the Mosaic
legislation. In chapter two, where he identifies the Old Covenant, he
argues for the equation of the two. There he was emphatic:


… The first
[Old] Covenant [refers] … to… the whole of the Mosaic
legislation. The Old Covenant includes the Ten Commandments,
but is not exhausted by them.119

Barcellos
asserts that the Old Covenant includes the Ten Commandments and is
the “whole of the Mosaic legislation.” Thus, by
Barcellos’ own definition, the entire law of Moses (the
Mosaic legislation) is the Old Covenant, and not an entity separate
from that covenant. We agree. The Mosaic law is not the law of
the Old Covenant. The whole law of Moses was, in and of itself,
the Old Covenant. Barcellos acts upon the truth of these
statements when he insists that the Old Covenant included more than
the Ten Commandments. However, he acts as if the same statements are
not true when he writes that the Old Covenant is done away. The
Decalogue somehow is divorced from the Old Covenant before it (the
Old Covenant) ends and it (the Decalogue) becomes the law of the Old
Covenant. Conveniently, the law of the covenant and the Old Covenant
itself have become two distinct entities. Again, Barcellos is
inconsistent with what he has argued elsewhere:


The revelation of
the Decalogue does not constitute the totality of the Old Covenant.
The Decalogue, the Book of the Covenant, and the blood of the
Covenant all go together (See Exod. 24:1-8).120

When
Barcellos says, “The revelation of the Decalogue does not
constitute the totality of the Old Covenant,” he sounds as
though he believes that the Decalogue is a vital part, but not the
whole, of the Old Covenant. But he only believes this when it suits
his argument. The Decalogue, the Book of the Covenant, and the blood
of the Covenant go together when Barcellos is proving that the
Decalogue is not coextensive with the Old Covenant. These three
things do not go together when he wants to talk about the abolition
of the Old Covenant. Two of them go and one of them remains intact.

Barcellos’
contradictory statements make it difficult to follow, much less
accept, his argument. First, when Barcellos is showing that we cannot
identify the Decalogue as the Old Covenant, he insists that the
Decalogue is only a part of the Old Covenant. The Old Covenant
included, but was not limited to, the Ten Commandments. The Book of
the Covenant was just as much a vital part of the Old Covenant as was
the Decalogue. We agree. We are convinced. The Ten Commandments were
only a part of the Old Covenant, but they were a real part of the
Old Covenant, and as such, they were abolished along with the
rest of the Old Covenant. Barcellos both denies and affirms this at
the same time.

When
Barcellos discusses the abolition of the Old Covenant, he wants to
insist that the Ten Commandments are not an integral part of
the Old Covenant, but are merely the law of Old Covenant. The
Old Covenant is abolished, but its law is still in force, although it
no longer functions as law. How can law no longer function as law? If
a law is in force, it is functioning as law. If it is functioning as
something else, then it has become something else and no longer
remains law. Barcellos’ statements are confusing and
unsupported biblically. In chapter two of his book, Barcellos’
argument hinges on the Decalogue being a vital part of the Old
Covenant. In chapter three, his argument hinges on the Decalogue not
being a vital part of that Covenant. By excising the Decalogue out of
the actual covenant, he can discard the Old Covenant in its entirety,
including the Ten Commandments, and at the same time
hang on to the Ten Commandments as the unchanging moral law of God.
Barcellos wants the Old Covenant to include the Ten Commandments when
it suits his purpose and argument, but does not want the Ten
Commandments to be part of the Old Covenant when the Old Covenant is
abolished. He cannot have it both ways. Barcellos here reminds us of
the exchange between Alice and Humpty Dumpty in Lewis Carroll’s
Through the Looking-Glass. “What does that word mean?”
“It means whatever I want it to mean.”121


Barcellos justifies his
statements by claiming that the “New Testament teaches both
the abrogation of the law of the Old Covenant and its abiding
moral validity under the New Covenant.”122
He offers Matthew 5:17-20 and Ephesians 2:14-15 as evidence to
support his claim. His treatment of Matthew 5:17-20 begins with his
perception of a common understanding of this text, which he views as
erroneous. He lists five reasons why he views it as erroneous,
followed by three observations that attempt “to give a more
plausible understanding of this vital text.”123
It is a well-argued position, and we have no major quarrel with it.
However, the common understanding against which Barcellos argues is
not our understanding at all. Barcellos has not grasped what we
believe when we speak of the abrogation of the Old Covenant; he has
confused Old Covenant with Old Testament Scriptures.
We must keep the following facts in mind as we discuss Matthew
5:17-20.


One: Matthew 5:17-20 has
nothing to do with the Decalogue. Barcellos himself admits that in
Matthew 5:17-20, Jesus is talking about the entire Old Testament
Scriptures and not about the Ten Commandments.


In verse 17, the
phrase “the Law or the Prophets” refer[s] to the whole
Old Testament. … According to Matthew 5:17-18, the “Law
and the Prophets” (the whole Old Testament) have their place
under the administration of Christ in the New Covenant.124

We
agree with these statements. But what does this have to do with
defending the Decalogue? Barcellos jumps from treating the Ten
Commandments as the unchanging moral law to talking about the whole
Old Testament Scriptures as if the two were equal terms.


Two: The Old Testament
is not identical to the Old Covenant. New Covenant Theology
distinguishes between Old Covenant and Old Testament. Thus, the
abrogation of the Old Covenant does not equal the abolition of the
Old Testament Scriptures as though they had no relevance to
Christians. So what place does the whole Old Testament
have under the New Covenant? Does that part of the Mosaic
legislation that allows easy divorce (Deut. 24:1-4) control our
theology and practice of divorce today? Does Deuteronomy 24:4 still
have the authority to keep a man from marrying a woman he has
formerly divorced? Deuteronomy 24:4 certainly still functions as part
of the authoritative Word of God, or the Old Testament Scriptures.
But exactly what specific authority does it have in the church today?
If Covenant Theology allows a pastor to perform the ceremony to
remarry a divorced man and his first wife, then they must provide
theological reasons for jettisoning the authority of the Old
Testament as set forth in Deuteronomy 24:1-4.


The Old Testament
Scriptures, meaning the thirty-nine books of the Bible written
before Christ came, continue to be part of the inspired Word of God
provided for the Christian’s rule of life. The Old Covenant,
meaning the entire Mosaic legislation, with all its laws,
regulations, feasts, and the like, has totally ended. The law of
Moses, or the Old Covenant, no longer has covenant authority over the
conscience of a believer. The Old Covenant has served its
purpose and has been done away in Christ. The Old Testament is
still exactly what it always was—a vital part of the inspired
and unchanging Word of God. Barcellos confuses these two things, as
is demonstrated from his exposition of Ephesians 2:14-16:


It may be helpful
at this time to consider two ways the New Testament views the Old
Covenant. First, the New Covenant views the Old Covenant as a
temporary covenant pointing forward to Christ, abolished by Christ,
and replaced by the New Covenant (See Gal. 3:10-25 and Heb. 7:18-19;
8:1-7; 10:1).125

We
agree with that statement, although I am unsure why Barcellos changed
New Testament to New Covenant in the second sentence.
Regardless, Barcellos correctly states that the Old Covenant is
“abolished by Christ and replaced by the New Covenant.”
The Old Covenant is gone, but not the Old Testament. We
agree. Now notice the next sentence.


Second, the New
Testament views the Old Covenant as a permanent revelation of binding
moral principles (See Matt. 5:17-18…)126


Here it would seem that
Barcellos uses the phrase Old Covenant to mean Old Testament. His
first support reference, Matthew 5:17-18, refers, by his own
admission, to the entire Old Testament.127
Now he wants the same text to mean the Old Covenant. Barcellos cannot
use any of his supporting Scripture to justify the claim that the New
Testament views the Old Covenant made with Israel at Sinai as
having any ultimate authority on the church. The New Testament
asserts that the Old Covenant, and everything that it brought into
being, has been abolished. Both Barcellos and NCT agree that the New
Testament binds the Old Testament Scriptures upon the church,
as our Lord Jesus Christ and his apostles interpret and apply those
Scriptures. If forced to put a label on this, we may call it New
Testament Theology. Barcellos acknowledges this when it suits his
purpose, but refuses to accept the implications of this truth.


Barcellos’ discussion of
Matthew 5:17-20 demonstrates his misunderstanding of what NCT teaches
concerning the relationship of the Old and New Testament Scriptures:


… [T]his
view [NCT] cannot justify capital punishment as a duty of the civil
magistrate. It can justify the presence of civil government, but it
cannot give it the grave responsibility of taking life for life
unless it breaks its own rules and makes binding under the New
Testament something not explicitly repeated by the New Testament.128


Barcellos fails to account for
the biblical fact that the death penalty precedes the Old Covenant.
God did not give it uniquely to Moses and Israel at Sinai. God
explicitly established it as early as Genesis 9:6, in the covenant
with Noah, long before the birth of Moses or the establishment of the
Old Covenant. Barcellos’ objection is invalid. If he wants to
talk about capital punishment, Covenant Theology is the one with the
problem, not NCT. Both theologies believe that the secular magistrate
has the power of the sword to inflict capital punishment (Rom.
13:1-6). But who informs the magistrate as to when and on whom to use
the sword? If a theological system grounds the death penalty in the
Old Covenant theocracy, it must also use the Old Covenant theocratic
criteria to identify whom to punish by death. John Cotton and the New
England Puritans understood this principle and used it to silence
their critics and justify their marriage of the church and the state.

Cotton
justified whipping and, in some instances, executing Baptists and
others who disagreed with the state church by appealing to the
precept of one unchanging rule of conduct. He argued thusly: Did God
hate and put to death false prophets in old time? Yes. Has either God
or his law changed? No. It is true that Jesus set up a new form of
worship, but did he ever set up new moral laws? No. Where in the New
Testament Scriptures does our Lord give the magistrate instruction on
whom to use the sword? If none can be found, and of course there are
none, then why should we not use the instructions already given to
his church (remember Israel is the church in this view) in old time?
If we agree that Cotton’s logic is sound, on what grounds do we
refuse today to execute homosexuals, adulterers, Jehovah’s
Witnesses, and Baptists?

Cotton’s
critics argued that it was unacceptable to put people to death for
breaking the first table of the Decalogue (a spurious division, but
one that was accepted in Cotton’s day).129
Cotton counter-argued that: (1) If a man sold poisoned milk that
killed children, we would put him to death. (2) A person’s body
is not worth more than his soul is. (3) Why then should we not today,
as God did in the old time, put the false prophets (Romanists,
Baptists, etc.) to death? The poison of their heresy kills men’s
souls.130
On this view, the twenty-first century Theonomists alone are right,
and both Covenant Theology and NCT have failed to recognize and
implement God’s will.

The
question Barcellos raises about the relationship of the Old and New
Testament Scriptures is important. Of the two following
possibilities, which one is true? (1) Once a law is in force it is
always in force unless later revelation specifically annuls it. (2)
No Old Covenant laws are in force today unless repeated in the New
Testament. I believe both of these things, with qualifications, have
some truth to them in certain key and specific respects that
Scripture identifies for us. I do not, however, accept either of them
without these biblical qualifications.


After Barcellos sets forth what
he thinks we believe, he provides this conclusion from his exegesis
of Matthew 5:17-20:


What Jesus is
saying is that the Old Testament is still binding upon His people,
but not in the same way it used to be.131

This
is precisely what NCT believes. When we make that statement,
Barcellos, labels us as antinomians. When Barcellos makes that same
statement, he assumes it to be good theology, and backs it up by
quoting New Testament scholar Vern Poythress:


All the
commandments of the law are binding on Christians…, but the
way in which they are binding is determined by the authority of
Christ and the fulfillment that takes place in His work.132

Again,
we could not state what we believe any better or any more clearly
than Poythress has done. Christ determines the way in which the
commandments contained in the Old Testament Scriptures are binding,
or as Barcellos has stated, “the Old Testament is still binding
upon His people, but not in the same way it used to be.”
One thing that Barcellos fails to do, however, is to make, and to
maintain, a clear distinction between the Old Testament,
meaning the thirty-nine books of Scripture written before Christ, and
the Old Covenant made with the nation of Israel at Sinai. We
believe the Old Testament Scriptures are just as authoritative
today as when they were first written. If Barcellos really believes
his own statement and the quotation from Poythress, then he has no
basis upon which to condemn NCT. His hermeneutics have become
identical to ours as they relate to the authority of the Old
Testament. If he had recognized this, he would have realized how
reckless he was to use an inflammatory term such as antinomian
to describe our position.

We
also agree with Barcellos that the Old Covenant, in its entirety, has
been abolished. In his objection to our statements that expand this
idea, Barcellos conflates the Old Covenant and the Old
Testament. He somehow imagines that we are throwing out the
Old Testament when we insist on the abolition of the Old
Covenant. This is inexcusable since Barcellos claims he
believes the same thing and he does not think that he is throwing out
the Old Testament. The significant difference between our position
and that of Barcellos lies in his making the Decalogue to be the law
of the Old Covenant, but not an actual part of the Old
Covenant. That way, he can say, “The Old Covenant is finished”
and at the same time say, “But the Decalogue was not an actual
part of the Old Covenant and is still in force.” Barcellos
commits the classic fallacy of equivocation, which does
nothing but cause confusion for anyone wanting to study this issue.
We need clarity of terms that allows all interested parties to
understand the issues raised by those terms.

Barcellos
concludes chapter three with his usual “Challenge to New
Covenant Theology.” It is difficult on two fronts to address
his concerns since he has not drawn them from an accurate
understanding of NCT’s position, and they reflect his continued
conflation of the terms Covenant and Testament. Perhaps
it is best to close this chapter of our response to Barcellos with
his own words.


Simply put, the
Christian ethic involves the whole Bible. The abrogation of the Old
Covenant does not cancel the utility of the Old Testament.133

Adherents
of NCT, as Bible-believing Christians, wholeheartedly concur with
these statements. We only ask that Barcellos work out the clear
implications of this statement, especially as regards the distinction
between the Old Covenant and the Old Testament.




Chapter Six: 
Review of In Defense of the
Decalogue
“New Covenant Theology and 
the Sermon on
the Mount”

Barcellos
identifies NCT’s understanding of the Sermon on the Mount as a
fourth area of disagreement. We view the significance of Jesus’
words, “But I say to you,” as one of
redemptive-historical movement. Barcellos interprets them as
corrective of pharisaical abuse and as a return to Moses’ true
intent. There is no redemptive-historical movement forward. As he
opens this chapter with his usual “Issues at Stake,”
Barcellos clearly delineates his charges against NCT:


A fourth area of
challenge for New Covenant Theology concerns its understanding of the
Sermon on the Mount. The Sermon on the Mount, found in Matthew 5-7,
is one of the most precious portions of the Word of God. In it, the
Lord Jesus expounds and applies part of the Moral Law of God.


The issue at stake
with respect to New Covenant Theology concerns the statement, “But
I say to you.” This statement is used six times by the Lord
Jesus in this sermon. According to New Covenant Theology, it is used
to contrast Christ’s teaching with the Law of Moses.
Christ is seen as “giving the Church a new canon of moral
conduct.”134

As
he does in all his other chapters, Barcellos issues a challenge at
the end of this chapter. He says,


… Jesus [in
Matthew 5] is indeed introducing a contrast, but not between
the Law of Moses and the Law of Christ. Rather, the contrast is
between a true understanding of the Law of Moses and the false
understanding evidenced in the hypocrisy of the scribes and
Pharisees. Matthew chapter six makes very clear that Christ is
contrasting true righteousness with hypocrisy, not the Law of Moses.
He instructs his disciples on the correct way to give, pray, and
fast, as contrasted with the Pharisaical approaches to giving,
prayer, and fasting… Thus, Christ is not altering the Law
of Moses in the Sermon on the Mount, but rightly applying it,
unlike the scribes and Pharisees who were hypocrites…135

Barcellos
has given a fair and honest assessment of the difference between his
Covenant Theology and NCT on this particular point. One view
perceives Moses as the highest and final authority on morality and
holy living; the other view sees Christ as a new and higher lawgiver
who replaces Moses in exactly the same way that he is a new high
priest who replaces Aaron. One view sees Christ, in the Sermon on the
Mount, as merely the greatest exegete of the law of Moses, and the
other view insists that in that sermon, Christ raises the law of
Moses to a higher level.

It
is vital in this discussion to define our terms clearly. If I
understand Barcellos’ position, and the position of Covenant
Theology in general, the law of God given to Moses can, and must, be
divided into three separate and specific lists of laws. There is the
ceremonial list of laws that Christ has abolished. There is
the civil list of laws that most Covenant theologians believe
is abrogated.136
Lastly, there is the moral law, which is the list of moral
laws that remains and is binding on all people in all ages and
therefore, still in force today. According to Covenant Theology, the
moral law is the Ten Commandments written on the tables of the
covenant. Therefore, it becomes not only proper but also mandatory
that we call the words of the covenant, or the Ten Commandments, the
eternal, unchanging, moral law of God.

New
Covenant Theology does not deny that there are specific laws in the
Old Testament Scriptures that govern the areas of life covered by all
three categories, but we do deny that there are three distinct lists
or codes of different kinds of law, and that two lists are
abrogated in Christ, and the other list is kept as binding for all
time on all people. We also believe that an Israelite would never
have thought or acted in terms of different kinds and lists of laws.
For an Israelite, there was one law. The entire Mosaic legislation,
in all of its parts, was the law of God to an Israelite. The law was
one ball of wax. Every law, irrespective of category, was part of the
law of Moses, and all of the laws were equally binding on the
Israelite.137

It
is difficult to understand exactly what Barcellos means when he talks
about “the Moral Law of God” and the “Law of
Moses.” He uses both phrases synonymously as he states the
issue at stake in this chapter. In chapter three, however, he equates
the Mosaic legislation with the entire Old Covenant. If the Mosaic
legislation is the same thing as the law of Moses (the normal way to
understand legislation is as a synonym for enacted laws), then the
law of Moses, the moral law, and the Old Covenant are co-extensive.
Yet Barcellos, throughout his entire book, emphatically equates the
moral law of God with the Decalogue only. That is the main point of
his book. He insists that the law written on the tablets of the
covenant and the law written in every person’s conscience is
the same law. Barcellos often uses the phrase “… the
identity of the Moral Law, the law common to all men.”138
For Barcellos, the moral law equals the Decalogue and that same law
is common to all people.


Barcellos’ understanding
of the Sermon on the Mount requires that all the contrasts addressed
by Jesus fall into Covenant Theology’s category of moral law.
Barcellos and Covenant Theology would have no problem if Christ were
eliminating or changing what they view as civil or ceremonial laws.
Thus, the subject of each of the six contrasts in the Sermon on the
Mount must be something found in the moral law—the Decalogue.
Does a close look at Matthew 5 support or refute this premise?


vv.
21-22: “You have heard that it was said to those of
old, ‘You shall not murder, and whoever murders will be in
danger of the judgment.’ But I say to you that whoever is angry
with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment.
And whoever says to his brother, ‘Raca!’ shall be in
danger of the council. But whoever says, ‘You fool!’
shall be in danger of hell fire.”


vv.
27-28: “You have heard that it was said to those of
old, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you
that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed
adultery with her in his heart.”


vv.
31-32: “Furthermore it has been said, ‘Whoever
divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’
But I say to you that whoever divorces his wife for any reason except
sexual immorality causes her to commit adultery; and whoever marries
a woman who is divorced commits adultery.”


vv.
33-37: “Again you have heard that it was said to
those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform
your oaths to the Lord.’ But I say to you, do not swear at all:
neither by heaven, for it is God’s throne; nor by the earth,
for it is His footstool; nor by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the
great King. Nor shall you swear by your head, because you cannot make
one hair white or black. But let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’
and your ‘No,’ ‘No.’ For whatever is more
than these is from the evil one.”


vv.
38-39: “You have heard that it was said, ‘ an
eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I tell you not to
resist an evil person. But whoever slaps you on your right cheek,
turn the other to him also.”


vv.
43-44: “You have heard that it was said, ‘You
shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to
you, love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those
who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute
you.” (NKJV)

For
the purposes of our discussion, the key issue is with what
Christ contrasts his teaching in the Sermon on the Mount. Is
Barcellos correct when he says: “In it [the Sermon on the
Mount] the Lord Jesus expounds and applies part of the Moral Law of
God.”?139
Is that what these six contrasts demonstrate? Or is NCT correct when
it says that Christ uses the but I say unto you statements to
contrast his teaching with the law of Moses? The latter cannot be
true in any sense whatever in Covenant Theology; it would upset the
entire system. We are firmly convinced, however, that this is exactly
what Jesus does.

We
need to identify the differences, if any, between the moral law and
the law of Moses. This is difficult, as the concept of moral law is a
theological construct, and not a biblical tenet. However, we would
assume from the stance of Covenant Theology that the first phrase,
the moral law of God, refers to the Decalogue, and the other
phrase, the law of Moses, refers to the Mosaic theocracy in
its entirety, which comprises the three contrived lists (civil,
ceremonial, and moral). As we mentioned earlier, Barcellos, in his
opening statement of chapter 4, uses the two terms synonymously, and
this adds to the confusion. If Barcellos is departing from the
traditional Covenant Theology usage, then when he states, “the
Sermon on the Mount ‘expounds and applies part of the Moral Law
of God,’ and New Covenant Theology believes that Christ
‘contrasts his teaching with the Law of Moses,’”
he means that we are both referring to the Decalogue. He
may mean the Decalogue, but NCT does not.


In the opening of chapter 4,
Barcellos uses the phrase part of the Moral Law of God. His
definition of the moral law as the Decalogue forces this phrase to
mean part of the Decalogue, but much of the Sermon on the
Mount does not deal with the Decalogue. Christ quotes, and clearly
contrasts, much more than just the Ten Commandments in his but I
say unto you distinctions. Barcellos seems to miss this point
when he states that Christ expounds and applies part of the moral
law. Yet Barcellos’ own exposition of Matthew 5:27-28
relies on Christ expounding and applying words from the Old Testament
other than (or in addition to) the special ten.140
He offers a thesis that if Christ’s laws, spoken in the Sermon
on the Mount, exist anywhere at all in the Old Testament Scriptures
(“the Law of Moses or the rest of the Old Testament”),
then he has disproved NCT’s case for new and higher law.
Barcellos then uses one particular contrast (adultery) as a test case
for this thesis.141


Barcellos has either
misunderstood or misrepresented our stance on contrast. We never said
that in order for Christ to be a new lawgiver he has to change every
law that was part of the Old Covenant. In chapter 8,
“New Covenant Theology and Hermeneutical Presuppositions,”
we will explain at length that although a new and better covenant
replaced the Old Covenant, some of the individual laws that were part
of that Old Covenant were transferred, unchanged, into the New
Covenant. This point, which we consistently assert, is vital to NCT.
To miss it is to miss one of the most crucial aspects of our
hermeneutical method. These laws are binding, not because they used
to be part of the Old Covenant, or because they somehow transcend
covenants, but because they now are part of the New Covenant. In the
light of this, Barcellos’ test case proves nothing. We readily
agree that some laws of the New Covenant are identical to some laws
of the Old Covenant. Furthermore, his premise that one case can stand
for the whole is faulty. This premise would work only if every
contrast in Matthew 5 featured a law from the Decalogue and Christ’s
exposition and application of it. Even a casual glance at the content
of all six contrasts shows that this is not true—a fact that
Covenant Theology may choose to brush aside, but one that we will not
ignore.

We
need not take further issue with Barcellos’ use of two
different phrases that may or may not mean the same thing. However,
we do insist that the context in which Barcellos uses those two
phrases does not allow them to mean the same thing. The Moral Law
of God cannot mean both the Decalogue exclusively and
selected parts of the rest of the law of Moses. This is especially
true when not all of those selections contain laws that would be
considered moral in nature. It is misleading to say that in the
Sermon on the Mount “the Lord Jesus expounds and applies part
of the Moral Law of God.” That would mean, in Barcellos’
definition of “the Moral Law,” that the Sermon on the
Mount gives the true interpretation of the Decalogue. That simply
cannot be correct if both of the following statements are true: (1)
the Decalogue, and only the Decalogue, is the moral law of
God, and (2) some contrasts in the Sermon on the Mount refer neither
to any part of the Decalogue nor to other laws commonly held to be
moral in nature.


When we look at the six but
I say unto you statements, it is obvious that some of them may
indeed refer to the Decalogue, but others cannot possibly be an
exegesis of any of the Ten Commandments. Even if we try to extend the
idea of moral law to include the moral aspects of the whole
law of Moses, we are still in trouble. At least one of the six
contrasts (5:38-39) deals with a law that governs the so-called civil
arena and is neither mentioned nor implied in what is called the
moral law in any sense.


Let us turn our attention now
to the text itself. Consider the first contrast.


Matthew
5:21-22 – “You have heard that it was said to
those of old, ‘You shall not murder, and whoever murders will
be in danger of the judgment.’ But I say to you that whoever is
angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the
judgment. And whoever says to his brother, ‘Raca!’ shall
be in danger of the council. But whoever says, ‘You fool!’
shall be in danger of hell fire.” (NKJV)


The primary difference between
Covenant Theology and NCT’s interpretations of “But I say
to you” hinges on the meaning of the phrase that precedes it:
“You have heard it said.” Does “you have heard it
said” mean that you have heard the teaching of the Pharisees,
or does it mean that you have heard it said by Moses? The
NKJV, and every reputable Bible translation done by a scholarly team,
such as the ESV, NASB, and the NET, translates the beginning of the
verse to reflect the meaning as “it
was said TO those of old.” I am not a linguist; I am not sure
whether to or by is the correct translation. However,
if the NKJV and the others I list above are correct, it ends the
argument. Barcellos and Covenant Theology build their position on
treating these words as rabbinical and/or pharisaical distortions of
the commandment. If the above-mentioned translations are correct,
then the comparisons have to be with Moses and not with
rabbinical/pharisaical distortions. William Hendriksen, himself an
eminent Covenant Theologian, admits this fact in his comments on
Matthew 5:21. Notice his admission of many versus some.


The formula, “You
have heard that it was said” presents a difficulty, since the
following phrase, considered by itself, can be translated either “TO
the men of long ago” (R.S.V.: “TO the men of old”)
or “BY the men of long ago.” MANY translators and
commentators prefer TO, several others favor BY.
According to the first view, Jesus meant that Moses in the law said
something TO the fathers, and Jesus now “assumes a tone
of superiority over the Mosaic regulations” (A. T.
Robertson, Word Pictures, 1:44). J. Jeremias… expresses
the same view in even stronger language when he states that “Jesus
establishes a new divine law when he opposes his ‘But I
say unto you’ to the Word of Scripture.”142


Hendriksen then proceeds to
show why he disagrees with the majority of commentators, including A.
T. Robertson, the ESV, the NASB, the NET, the NIV, and others. It
appears that Hendriksen’s Covenant Theology dictates his
understanding of what the text means. He may be right, and men such
as Robertson, one of the greatest Greek scholars of his day, may be
wrong, and so may all the Greek scholars of the translation teams I
have mentioned. It may be correct that all that Christ is doing in
the Sermon on the Mount is refuting the misunderstanding of the
Pharisees. In such a case, the text would mean, “You have heard
the distortions of Moses given by the rabbinical fathers.”
However, one arrives at such a view only by a theology driven by
one’s presuppositions and not by exegesis of the biblical
texts. For instance, this view assumes that Christ is not actually
quoting the Seventh Commandment in Matthew 5:27, even though he uses
the exact words found in Exodus 20 (You shall not commit
adultery). Barcellos’ position insists that Christ is
really referring to the Pharisees’ faulty application of the
commandment. This is an assumption, and is not drawn from anything in
the text of Scripture. It puts words into the mouths of both Christ
and the Pharisees that Scripture nowhere mentions, while ignoring the
plain and obvious quotation from Exodus 20 that Jesus is referencing.

If,
on the other hand, the text means that Moses spoke to the
Israelites (he gave them the particular law to which Jesus refers),
then Christ was indeed contrasting himself with Moses, and raising
the law of Moses to a higher level. As I said, I am not a linguist,
but if most of the linguists and commentators favor to
instead of by, then our position is more likely and Barcellos’
position is only minimally possible. If Robertson, the great Southern
Baptist scholar, was correct when he said, “Jesus assumes a
tone of superiority over the Mosaic regulations” then
Barcellos’ challenge was refuted long before he even made it.143


It is vital to remember exactly
what Barcellos and Covenant Theology advocate, as well as what they
vehemently reject. They begin with an unproven warrant—the
existence of something called the moral law that delineates all
ethics and morality—and build from this presupposition. The
first tenet they assert is that the tables of the covenant, or the
Decalogue, are the full and final word from God on ethics and
morality. Those stone tablets contained THE eternal and unchanging
moral law of God. They are the final word on morality and holy
living. Even Christ’s supposed commentary on them is only
that—a commentary. Secondly, because this is true, it follows
that no one, even Christ, can in any way change or add to the moral
law of God inscribed on the tables of the covenant as recorded in
Exodus 20. For NCT, or anyone else, to suggest that Christ is a true
new lawgiver who replaces Moses in the same way that he is a true new
high priest who replaces Aaron is to earn the odious label of
antinomian.


One’s theology too
frequently affects the way one approaches a particular passage of
Scripture. This is especially noticeable in a passage such as Matthew
5:38-42. The following quotation by Greg Bahnsen is consistent with
Covenant Theology’s view of the true purpose of the
Sermon on the Mount:


Christ’s
primary concern at this point [Matt. 5:17-48] was the validity
and meaning of the older Testamental law. From the
antitheses listed in verse 21-48 we see that Christ was concerned to
show how the meaning of the Law was being distorted (and thus
its fine points overlooked).


These radical
commands (Matt. 5:21-48) do NOT supercede the older
Testamental law; they illustrate and explain it. … In
six antitheses between His teaching and the Scribal
interpretations Christ demonstrates His confirmation
of the Older Testamental law…


So we see in
Matthew 5:21-48 examples of how Christ confirms the Older
Testamental law and reproves the Pharisaical use of it;
the antitheses are case law application of the principle enunciated
in Matthew 5:17-20. Christ did not come to abrogate the law; far from
it! He confirmed it in full measure, thereby condemning
scribal legalism and showing us the pattern of our Christian
sanctification.144

Bahnsen’s
application of this view goes further than that of most Covenant
theologians. He holds that the so-called civil laws were just as
unchangeable as the so-called moral law. I am not sure if Bahnsen’s
definition of moral law is the same as that of classic Covenant
Theology. Note several points in this quotation.

(1)
Bahnsen uses the words older Testamental instead of Old
Testament. This is a conscious change. In Covenant Theology, there is
only one testament (covenant) with two (older and newer) versions
(testamental administrations) of that one covenant.

(2)
In the Sermon on the Mount, Christ is merely applying unchanging case
law to the church.

(3)
The older testamental law, rightly understood and applied, is the
pattern of our Christian sanctification. Many Covenant
theologians balk at admitting that they believe the law is the
Christian’s greatest aid in sanctification, but Bahnsen spells
it out clearly. Bahnsen tells us what the Covenant Theology mantra
“Moses will drive you to Christ to be justified and Christ will
lead you back to Moses to be sanctified” really means.


(4) Bahnsen, in this quotation,
clearly elucidates the main contentions of Barcellos and Covenant
Theology when he writes, “Christ’s primary concern
at this point [Matt. 5:17-48] was the validity and meaning of
the older Testamental law. From the antitheses listed in verse
21-48 we see that Christ was concerned to show how the meaning of
the Law was being distorted (and thus its fine points
overlooked).”

In
order to establish his thesis concerning Christ’s primary
concern, Bahnsen must first establish the final authority of Moses as
lawgiver and then show how Christ gave no new revelation on morality.

A.
W. Pink is also representative of this view:


Christ is not
here [Matt. 5:28-42] pitting Himself against the Mosaic law, nor is
He inculcating a superior spirituality. Instead He continues
the same course as He had followed in the context, namely to define
that righteousness demanded of His followers, which was more
excellent than the one taught and practiced by the Scribes and
Pharisees; and this He does by exposing their error and expounding
the spirituality of the moral law.


… our
Lord’s design in these verses has been misapprehended, the
prevailing but erroneous idea being held that they set forth the
vastly superior moral standard of the New Covenant over
that which was obtained under Judaism…145

Why
do Pink, Bahnsen, and Barcellos insist so vehemently that the moral
standard of the New Covenant cannot be higher in any way than that of
the law of God given to Moses? Why do they label us as antinomians
simply because we believe Christ replaces Moses as a lawgiver? Why
can’t our New Covenant Prophet, Priest, and King be allowed to
give his church any new or higher laws than those given to Moses? Why
does Barcellos so vehemently fight the idea that Jesus, especially in
the Sermon on the Mount, raises the law to a higher level? Why would
he defend a position that rejects the interpretation of the NKJV,
ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, and one of the greatest Greek scholars America
ever produced, A. T. Robertson? I cannot understand this, except to
see it as a conscious and deliberate effort to protect the one
canon of conduct dogma that is essential to Covenant Theology.
Likewise, Pink’s statement does not grow out of exegesis, but
instead grows out of the good and necessary consequence deduced
that is essential to Covenant Theology’s view of law.

Walter
Chantry, a contemporary Reformed Baptist pastor and writer, also
espouses the view held by Barcellos.


Our Lord Jesus
Christ himself did not give a condensed and definitive code of
morality. In his great sermon on kingdom righteousness (Matt. 5), the
greatest prophet produced no new standard. He merely gave clear
exposition of the old statutes. These were selected, not to make a
complete list of duties, but to correct the prevailing
misinterpretations of the hour.146

Covenant
Theology sometimes chides us for saying that they will allow Christ
to be the greatest interpreter of Moses, but not a true lawgiver in
any sense. But it seems to NCT that Covenant Theology’s
position makes Christ merely a rubber stamp of Moses. When men like
Chantry say, “the greatest prophet produced no new standard”
we want to ask how he can possibly say Jesus is a prophet. We have
always believed that the difference between a scribe and a prophet
was that a prophet could say, “I am speaking for God. He has
told me what to say.” A scribe could only say, “This is
what God has spoken and this is my understanding of what he meant.”
The greatest prophet can say, “I am God, and I speak as God. I
can say, ‘but I say unto you’ in contrast to everyone,
including Moses. I am giving my church a higher standard than I gave
Israel.”

Chantry,
in effect, is saying that Christ may be a scribe or a rabbi, even the
greatest scribe or greatest rabbi that ever lived, but he cannot be a
lawgiver in any sense whatever. He may tell us what Moses really
meant, but he can give us no new or higher laws. When a Covenant
theologian says, “Christ merely gave clear exposition of the
old statutes,” we feel justified in saying that Covenant
Theology should call the Sermon on the Mount the Talmud of Jesus.
That is all the Sermon on the Mount can be in that system.

Chantry
describes those who believe that Christ did indeed produce a new and
higher standard than the law of Moses as antinomians:


cranks who foment
against Sinai… [a] Neo-antinomian who demands the rash
obliteration of the Ten Commandments… one who hates the Ten
Commandments… one who demeans… hates… attacks…
and wants to suspend the moral law.…They are trying to
demolish the only biblical summary of moral obligation… by
firing enthusiastic assaults against the moral law… and using
meat-cleaver hermeneutics to totally amputate the Old Testament from
Scripture.147


Chantry accuses us of all this,
only because we believe Christ is a new lawgiver who replaces Moses,
raises some of the commandments to a higher level, and drops the
seventh-day Sabbath
because he fulfilled it.


We have discussed all of the
six contrasts in Matthew 5 in detail in our book But I Say Unto
You. We will not cover the same ground here, but will take a
quick look at a few of these contrasts. The first contrast, verses
21-26, concerns murder and is indeed a reference to the Decalogue. In
verses 27 and 28, Jesus again quotes the Decalogue. He quotes the
seventh commandment and then adds that the heart can commit adultery
even if the body does not. A lawyer may use the “greater
includes the lesser” argument here, and claim that all that
Jesus is doing is giving the true meaning of what Moses had said,
even though Moses disclosed only the words of the actual commandment.


We will grant that a good
lawyer could reason from the commandment in Exodus 20:14 that the
greater includes the lesser and therefore, God has always considered
lust in the heart to be adultery. It is logically true that the
greater includes the lesser, but Jesus’ explicit acknowledgment
of what was heretofore only implicit represents some kind of an
advance in the scope of the commandment. Not only that, but this kind
of an argument suggests that there are two degrees of adultery; a
greater degree (physical) and a lesser degree (mental and emotional),
or vice versa, depending on which command is the greater and which is
the lesser. This is not at all the point of what Jesus taught in
Matthew 5. If we argue that the terms greater and lesser do not refer
to degrees of adultery, but to the scope of the commands themselves,
what do we have? We have a greater command and a lesser command; not
two commands that are equal, as the one canon of conduct tenet
of Covenant Theology insists. This argument, far from supporting
Covenant Theology, actually undermines their position. They would do
well to abandon it.


Jesus does not stop with saying
that lust in the heart is adultery in the sight of God. Christ’s
contrast includes verses 29 and 30, and nowhere did Moses teach about
plucking out the eye and cutting off the hand. Clearly, these are
commands of Christ and are not commentary. Regardless of the probable
distortions by the Pharisees of many of the laws, I find it
unimaginable that they could have taught that it was permissible to
lust, as long as one did not actually commit physical adultery. We
surely have no evidence of such teaching, nor do we, as I mentioned,
ever find Moses teaching the things mentioned in verses 29 and 30.


Our Lord’s further
teaching on adultery in relationship to divorce and remarriage is
different from that of Moses on the same subject. Christ’s
teaching on divorce and remarriage is in direct contrast to the law
of God given to Moses. This is an incontestable example where Christ
changed, by raising to a higher level, the law of God given to Moses
on the subject of divorce and remarriage. First, notice carefully
exactly what is said. In verses 27 and 28, Jesus speaks of lust in
the heart being equal to the overt act of adultery.


“You have
heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not commit
adultery.’ But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to
lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”
(NKJV)


Then, his application in verses
29-30:


“If your
right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and cast it from you; for
it is more profitable for you that one of your members perish, than
for your whole body to be cast into hell. And if your right hand
causes you to sin, cut it off and cast it from you; for it is more
profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for your
whole body to be cast into hell.” (NKJV)


Jesus then returns to the
subject of adultery as it applies to divorce and remarriage (vv.
31-32):


“Furthermore
it has been said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her
a certificate of divorce.’ But I say to you that whoever
divorces his wife for any reason except sexual immorality causes her
to commit adultery; and whoever marries a woman who is divorced
commits adultery.” (NKJV)

In
the view of Barcellos, Jesus cannot possibly be contrasting his
teaching with the teaching of Moses. Jesus supposedly never changes
or adds to the law of Moses in any sense or in any way. If we can
demonstrate, from Scripture, one clear instance where Jesus changed
the law of Moses and raised it to a higher level, we have disproved
the foundation of Barcellos’ entire position and book. Let us
see what Jesus actually taught about divorce and remarriage. Did
Jesus merely reaffirm what Moses said in this passage? Did he merely
give us the true interpretation of the teaching of the law of Moses
on the subject of divorce and remarriage? Or did Jesus clearly change
and raise the standards for divorce and remarriage?


First, verse 27 contains a
direct quotation from the Decalogue (You shall not commit adultery
[Exod. 20:14; Deut. 5:18]). However, verse 31 (Whoever divorces
his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce [Deut.
24:1]) has nothing to do with the Decalogue. There is nothing
in the Decalogue about divorce or certificates of divorce. The
Decalogue does not address divorce at all. Verses 31 and 32 are
foreign to the Decalogue.


It is impossible to use a
greater-includes-the-lesser argument here, simply because the
Decalogue’s definition of adultery did not consider divorce at
all. In verse 32, Jesus is not contrasting his view of divorce and
remarriage with the moral law of God (the Decalogue), but this is not
because he does not possess the authority to make such a contrast. He
does not contrast his teaching on divorce and remarriage with the
Decalogue simply because the Decalogue neither explicitly nor
implicitly provided any doctrine of divorce or remarriage. The
seventh commandment neither mentions nor in any way anticipates
either divorce or remarriage. In this instance, Christ unquestionably
contrasts his teaching with the law of God given through Moses
in the rest of the Old Testament; he does not expound what
Moses wrote, he expands it and raises it to a higher level. One
wonders why this is not obvious to those who insist that Jesus is
merely commenting on the Decalogue as the moral law. Matthew clearly
presents these facts concerning divorce in the text—they are
not difficult to see or understand.


Second, Jesus adds a quotation
from Deuteronomy 24:1-4, which, in essence, had already added to and
changed the seventh commandment. Our Lord is showing that in his
kingdom, the rules for divorce and remarriage have radically changed
from the laws given to Moses for Israel. Consider the passage from
which Jesus quotes:


When a man
takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no favor
in his eyes because he has found some uncleanness in her, and he
writes her a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends
her out of his house, when she has departed from his house, and goes
and becomes another man’s wife, if the latter husband detests
her and writes her a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, and
sends her out of his house, or if the latter husband dies who took
her as his wife, then her former husband who divorced her must not
take her back to be his wife after she has been defiled; for that is
an abomination before the , and you shall not bring sin on the land
which the LORD your God is
giving you as an inheritance. (Deut.
24:1-4, NKJV)


(1) In what way does this
passage add to the Ten Commandments? There is no allowance in the Ten
Commandments for divorce and remarriage for any reason. Adultery
simply is not defined in terms of divorce and remarriage. The word
used in Exodus 20:14 means to break wedlock, and it is
left at that. Adultery is the sexual relation of a married person
with one who is not his or her lawful spouse—breaking wedlock.


If we use the
greater-includes-the-lesser argument here, then it means that the
true interpretation of the seventh commandment somehow envisions the
allowance of divorce and remarriage found in Deuteronomy 24:1-4. In
such a case, Moses, by inspiration, in Deuteronomy, changes the law
of God given at Sinai on the tables of stone, because the hearts of
the Israelites were just as hard as those stone tablets were (Matt.
19:8). Moses lowered the moral standard of the Decalogue.
He allowed for divorce when the Decalogue did not.148


(2) There can be no doubt that
Jesus, in Matthew 5:31, 32, is quoting from Deuteronomy 24:1-4.
Nothing in the Matthew text indicates that Christ is either quoting
or refuting anything the Pharisees said on the subject. Look at what
the Word of God actually says:


“Furthermore
it has been said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her
a certificate of divorce.’ But I say to you that whoever
divorces his wife for any reason except sexual immorality causes her
to commit adultery; and whoever marries a woman who is divorced
commits adultery.” (NKJV)

It
was God himself, not the Pharisees, who said, “Whoever divorces
his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.” It is
that specific statement that Christ contrasts with his new teaching
on the same subject. Jesus deliberately and specifically contrasts
his teaching on divorce with that of Moses, kicking it up a notch,
rather than bringing it down from the actual Decalogue. The teaching
of the Pharisees is not in view in any sense in these texts of
Scripture.


(3) Just as Moses changed the
seventh commandment by adding an allowance for divorce and
remarriage, Jesus also changed the rules laid down in Deuteronomy
24:1-4. The Old Testament Scriptures nowhere teach that whoever
divorces his wife for any reason except sexual immorality causes her
to commit adultery. The law of God given to Moses in Deuteronomy 24
allowed divorce for reasons other than sexual immorality. If a woman
found no favor in her husband’s eyes because he found some
uncleanness in her, all he had to do was give her a written divorce
paper.

Jesus
clearly overturned this law of Moses. First, he disallowed
uncleanness of any kind whatsoever to be a ground for divorce.
Then, he made sexual immorality (adultery) to be not only a
legitimate ground for both divorce and remarriage, but the only
legitimate ground. Jesus rejected the uncleanness ground for divorce
that the law of God given to Moses clearly allowed. Jesus’
teaching here had nothing at all to do with the teaching of
Pharisees.


Jesus returned to this subject
of divorce and re-marriage in Matthew 19, and there he does address
the rabbinical teachings. Perhaps it would be appropriate to look at
those verses also.


And it came to
pass, that when Jesus had finished these sayings, he departed from
Galilee, and came into the coasts of Judaea beyond Jordan; And great
multitudes followed him; and he healed them there. The Pharisees also
came unto him, tempting him, and saying unto him, Is it lawful for a
man to put away his wife for every cause? And he answered and said
unto them, Have ye not read, that he which made them at the beginning
made them male and female, And said, For this cause shall a man leave
father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall
be one flesh? Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What
therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder. They say
unto him, Why did Moses then command to give a writing of
divorcement, and to put her away? He saith unto them, Moses, because
of the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives:
but from the beginning it was not so. And I say unto you, Whosoever
shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall
marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is
put away doth commit adultery. (Matt.19:1-9,
KJV)


In this passage, Jesus clearly
changes the terms of divorce from that of the law of God given to
Moses. We quoted and commented on Deuteronomy 24:1-4 above, but let
us be sure we understand what the old terms really were.

First,
the Old Covenant allowed divorce and re-marriage. Not only were they
allowed; they were simple. A man need only say, “I divorce you”
and give the woman a bill of divorcement and the marriage was over
and both were free to remarry. Unfortunately, the woman did not have
the same privilege; she could not divorce her husband. That is also
one of the changes made in the New Covenant.


Second, different rabbinic
schools proposed different criteria for uncleanness. When the
Pharisees in Matthew 19 tempted Jesus, saying, “Is it lawful
for a man to put away his wife for every cause,” they likely
were trying to get him to settle the long-standing argument between
the two prevailing schools. Rabbis disagreed over what the word
uncleanness meant. A liberal group who followed the teachings
of Rabbi Hillel said that it meant anything, including something as
trivial as failing to brush her teeth. A conservative group who
followed the rabbinical teachings of Shamai defined it as something
serious. One thing is certain; uncleanness could not mean or include
adultery, since that would have been punished by death. All agree on
that point. Notice that the Pharisees never asked whether Jesus
believed divorce and remarriage were permissible; Deuteronomy 24
prevented that from being an issue. Their question concerned whether
divorce was permissible for every cause. Jesus responds
by going back to Creation. In verses 4-5, he quotes from Genesis
1:27b and 2:24 to show that God’s original intention was one
man for one woman. Jesus reinforces this with his own comment in
verse 6, “Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh.
What, therefore, God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.”
There is neither provision nor anticipation for divorce either in the
words Jesus quoted from Genesis or in his comment on them. If the
dialogue had stopped there, then Jesus would have been saying no
divorce for any reason.


The Pharisees notice this and
say, “Well, if the case is such that the pre-fall revelation
does not allow divorce, why did Moses command men to provide a
writing of divorce?” Strictly speaking, Moses did command that
very thing. Jesus points out that the command was needed because of
the sinful action of men acting out of the hardness of their hearts.
This law, Deuteronomy 24:1-4, was, among other things, protection for
a woman who was being arbitrarily divorced.


Jesus’ answer in verses 8
and 9 provides the rules for divorce and marriage for the kingdom of
grace as opposed to both the laws of God given by Moses and the law
established at Creation (what Covenant Theology calls a Creation
Ordinance). By adding the phrase “what God has joined together,
let no man put asunder” as a logical conclusion to the teaching
of Genesis 2:24, Jesus, in this context, establishes Genesis as the
origin of the concept of one husband for one wife, thus eliminating
either divorce or polygamy as part of God’s purpose for
humanity. According to Jesus, God’s original intention was
clearly one man and one woman. Sin entered and prevented that ideal
from becoming a universal reality in human experience, and
ironically, divorce became necessary to protect the sanctity of
marriage. In allowing divorce and remarriage for sexual immorality,
Jesus clearly accepted the fact of legitimate divorce and remarriage.
He partially agreed with the changes in the rules of Genesis 2:24
that occur in the law given to Moses. In quoting Deuteronomy 24,
however, our Lord also changed the already-changed law of God given
to Moses, by closing the door to divorce for every cause except one.
Jesus trumps both views and says, “Things have changed. The new
rule in my kingdom is that there is only one reason for legitimate
divorce and remarriage and that is adultery.” Christ’s
rule was not possible within the law of God given to Moses, because
adultery was punished with death (Lev. 20:10 ff.). Here is clear
proof of a specific contrast between the Old Covenant and the New
Covenant as it respects divorce and remarriage.


I do not mean to be belligerent
or disrespectful, but if Jesus, in Matthew 5:31, 32 and in Matthew
19:1-9 is not contrasting and changing the law of God given to Moses
in Deuteronomy 24:1-4, then words have lost all true meaning. To
insist that Jesus, in Matthew 5:31, 32 is merely giving us the true
meaning of Deuteronomy 24:1-4, as opposed to rabbinical distortion,
is to deny the clear teaching of Scripture. I say this as kindly as
possible, but anyone who reads Matthew 19:1-9 carefully and then
says, “Jesus never changed the rules for divorce or remarriage
from the law given to Moses” simply will not accept the clear
teaching of Scripture.

Third,
if a man married and divorced a woman and the woman’s new
husband died or divorced her, the woman’s first husband was not
allowed to marry her a second time. There is nothing in the New
Covenant that would now forbid that same thing.

It
is dangerous to elevate the tenets of any doctrinal system to such a
high status that they become the hermeneutical tool by which one
interprets Scripture. Unhappily, Covenant Theology’s insistence
on the doctrine of one unchanging canon of conduct for all people,
including God’s redeemed people, in all ages, falls into this
category. Barcellos faults me for the position I have set forth in
this chapter and labels me as antinomian. It is a perilously short
step from this kind of shortsightedness to pride and from pride to
idolatry.149

Before
we consider the remaining three contrasts, we will list the three
core presuppositions of Covenant Theology that directly impinge on
our subject.

One:
There is one unchanging Covenant of Grace in all ages; it has two
different administrations.

Two:
There is one redeemed people of God in all ages under the one
unchanging covenant.

Three:
There is one unchanging canon (rule) of moral conduct for the one
redeemed people under the one covenant, and that one moral canon, or
standard, is the “eternal, unchanging Moral Law of God,”
or Ten Commandments, written on the stone tables of the covenant at
Mount Sinai.150

No
one has defended these maxims as clearly and ably as Professor John
Murray of Westminster Seminary. Murray is one of the most clear and
honest writers you will ever read. He carefully lays out exactly what
he believes and then he raises obvious questions and objections to
his position. Murray is one of those writers who do not wait for
critics to raise the problems; he raises them himself. I will
demonstrate his honesty shortly with some quotations on the subject
of polygamy.

We
believe that the definition of adultery under the Old Covenant did
not include polygamy, but the New Covenant changes that and makes
polygamy a sin. Covenant Theology must, and does, insist that
polygamy has always been a sin. It was just as sinful for David as it
would be for a Christian today. Covenant Theology holds that under
the Old Covenant, God permitted polygamy and did not overtly
punish it, but nonetheless, he still considered it a sin. We agree
that the fact that God did not punish polygamy as a sin under the Old
Covenant does not prove, in itself, that it was not in reality a sin.
This is the position that John Murray argues in his book, Principles
of Conduct; namely, that God allowed polygamy because of the
wickedness of men’s hearts, even though it was a sin, a clear
violation of God’s “perceptive will.” Murray, an
extremely honest writer, sets forth the problems he must answer in
order to hold his position.


It is quite
obvious that this statement of the case poses several questions. And
the most basic of these is the question: Is there in the sense
defined, a biblical ethic? Is there one coherent and consistent ethic
set forth in the Bible? Is there not diversity in the Bible and
diversity of a kind that embraces antithetical elements? Are there
not in the Bible canons of conduct that are contrary to one another?
To be specific: Is there not an antithesis between the canons of
conduct sanctioned and approved of God in the Old Testament and those
sanctioned and approved of God in the New in respect of certain
central features of human behaviour? It is a patent fact that the
behaviour of the most illustrious of Old Testament believers was
characterized by practices which are clearly contradictory of the
elementary demands of the New Testament ethic. Monogamy is surely a
principle of the Christian ethic. Old Testament saints practiced
polygamy. In like manner, under the Old Testament, divorce was
practiced on grounds which could not be tolerated in terms of the
explicit provisions of the New Testament revelation. And polygamy and
divorce were practiced without overt disapprobation in terms of the
canons of behaviour which were recognized as regulative in the Old
Testament period.151


Murray answers the above
questions with an emphatic yes and no: Yes, there is one coherent and
consistent ethic set forth in the Bible, and (2) no, there are not
two canons of conduct that are contrary one to the other. Murray
seeks to prove that there is one unchanging canon of conduct in
Scripture, which is the Ten Commandments written on stone at Mount
Sinai. Murray admits, “It is a patent fact that the behaviour
of the most illustrious of Old Testament believers was characterized
by practices [easy divorce and polygamy] which are clearly
contradictory of the elementary demands of the New Testament ethic,”
but nonetheless, those practices were just as sinful then as now.
Murray’s primary argument is that the statement in Matthew 19
where Jesus emphasized that Moses allowed easy divorce, must, by
implication, include polygamy, which God allowed only because of the
Israelites’ hard hearts. This is an eisegetical stretch of the
actual text. Again, Murray does not wait for his critics to raise the
tough questions. He anticipates and raises them himself.


The insistent
question immediately arises: How can this be? How can God allow his
people, in some cases the most eminent of Old Testament saints, to
practice what was a violation of his perceptive will? It is a
difficult question. Yet the position taken is the only one that
satisfies the authoritative deliverance of our Lord in reference to
divorce. He tells us explicitly that for the hardness of their hearts
Moses suffered the Israelites to put away their wives, but that from
the beginning it was not so (Matthew 19:3-8; Mark 10:2-9). If Jesus
could enunciate this position in reference to divorce, there is no
good reason why the same principle should not be applied to polygamy.
The position would then be that because of perversity they were
permitted to take more wives than one. Polygamy was not penalized by
civil or ecclesiastical censures, even though in terms of the
creation ordinance it was a violation of the divine institution. Men
were permitted to take more wives than one, but from the beginning it
was not so. Sufferance there indeed was, but no legitimation or
sanction of the practice.152

Let
me point out several difficulties with Murray’s explanation.
First, there is confusion with terminology. Murray talks about the
revealed will/perceptive will of God condemning polygamy, but
by these terms he means what Covenant Theology calls the Creation
Ordinances given to Adam, and not the law given to Moses at Sinai.
This means, in Murray’s view, that the law of God given to
Moses in the Book of the Covenant, and other places, concerning easy
divorce, is not the real law of God. Actually, parts of the
law of God that were given to Moses were a concession or toleration
on God’s part that “allowed” clear violations of
his unchanging moral law revealed in Creation, but
those laws did not “legitimize or sanction” the things
they governed. Israel should have known that easy divorce and
polygamy were sins according to the real law of God—the
creation commandment.

Murray
continues,


And polygamy and
divorce were practiced without overt disapprobation in terms of the
canons of behaviour which were recognized as regulative in the Old
Testament period.153

Polygamy
and easy divorce were recognized as regulative and not treated
as a sin, but were, nonetheless, in reality still sins, because they
clearly contradicted the revealed, or perceptive, will of God (the
real law of God) in Creation. God permitted them and regulated them
by law, but he did not sanction them. That seems a bit like double
talk. How can a law come from God and thereby bind as law, while at
the same time not actually be sanctioned and approved by God? It
sounds as though Moses was a bit of a loose canon who was giving
laws, purely on his own authority, that clearly contradicted the real
law of God revealed in the Creation Ordinance. This thinking
creates a clear distinction between the law of Moses and the law of
God. It also does not permit Jesus in any way to change the law given
to Moses, while it allows Moses to change the law given at Creation!

Murray’s
question is indeed insistent: How could God inspire Moses to give a
specific law to govern polygamy when both God and Moses knew that
polygamy was contrary to God’s true perceptive will given in
Eden? By exactly what law of God will the Israelite be judged on
Judgment Day? Will it be by God’s perceptive will or his
written law?


As mentioned above, Murray’s
primary answer to the problem, and the answer of most Covenant
theologians, is from Matthew 19. Jesus said that Moses allowed easy
divorce, and by implication, polygamy, only because of the hardness
of Israel’s heart. One of the major problems with this defense
is this: Abraham and David were not hard-hearted sinners. The
Scripture expressly tells us that David was a man after God’s
own heart who meditated in the law of God day and night. If, as
Barcellos and Covenant Theology insist, David (1) had the same
revelation of God’s holy law that we have, (2) had the same
indwelling of the Holy Spirit that we have, (3) had the same law
written on his heart that we have, and (4) had a heart sincerely
desirous of obeying the law of God, then why did the Holy Spirit
never convict him of his wicked heart and sinful practice of
polygamy? You cannot have it both ways.

This
argument may well explain the ungodly Israelite’s
polygamy but it certainly does not explain David’s. Does
Scripture ever intimate that David spent most of his life in open
disobedience to God’s revealed or perceptive will concerning
the sin of polygamy? That would be the case if polygamy were a sin
under the Old Covenant. If the real law of God condemned polygamy as
sin and David knew that was the case, then David willfully disobeyed
God’s clearly revealed will for most of his life and God
blinked at it.


Murray, as does Barcellos,
argues for a universal realization of the law written in the heart
and uses Abimelech (Genesis 20) to prove that this heathen king knew
that adultery was wrong. I wrote in the margin of my copy of Murray’s
book, “I agree one-hundred percent. But then why did godly
Abraham, with the law written on his heart, not know that polygamy
also was a sin?” Why did Abimelech not know that polygamy also
was adultery? Murray’s argument proves too much. It is obvious
that David was not convinced that his polygamy was a sin. Here are
several biblical facts that any theological system must face and
consider:

1.
The Old Testament Scriptures record over thirty instances of
individuals who practiced polygamy with no accompanying accusation of
sin. There is no instance in the Old Testament Scripture that
suggests, in any way, that polygamy was a sin. This does not prove
that polygamy was not a sin, but it does prove that God never treated
it as a sin. We need a legitimate explanation for this other than
decretive or perceptive theorizing.

2.
The twelve tribes of Israel had one father, Jacob, but came from four
different wives. There is no indication in Scripture that either
Jacob or the four women were guilty in any way of adultery, which
would have been the case if polygamy were a sin.


3. David committed murder and
adultery and God severely punished him for that sin. The child of
that adulterous liaison died as a part of David’s punishment.
David then entered into a polygamous marriage with Bathsheba (at the
time, he already had several wives). Bathsheba became pregnant again
and had a second son by David. God sent the same prophet who had
brought the news of condemnation concerning the first child to inform
David that God loved Solomon, the second child of Bathsheba (2 Sam.
12:24, 25). If polygamy is adultery, then Solomon was just as much
the child of an adulterous union as was the first child of Bathsheba
and David. These two incidents seem to prove that the first situation
was indeed adultery, because it was outside of marriage. It also
seems to prove that the second instance, involving the same two
people, was not adultery despite the fact it was polygamous, because
it was within marriage. If polygamy is indeed adultery under the Old
Covenant, then there was no way that Solomon was not just as much the
product of adultery as was the first child who died.


4. In Exodus 24, we have the
account of the Book of the Covenant being read and then sprinkled
with blood. That book contained what is recorded in Exodus 20:1
through 24:8. It included at least two things that were a vital part
of that covenant document, neither of which would be acceptable under
the New Covenant. This again demonstrates that there are two
different canons of moral conduct: one for Israel and one for the
church. Remember that the Ten Commandments, Exodus 20, were part of
the Book of the Covenant sealed in blood in Exodus 24:8. Chapters 21
through 23 comprise a section that gives specific applications of the
law of God for Israel. Exodus 21:1-6 deals with laws for a slave and
his wife. If the slave had a wife when he became a slave, then his
wife went free with him after six years of servitude. If the master
gave him a wife during his period of servitude, then when he left
after six years, the wife and children, if there were any, belonged
to the master. Is that same law of God in effect today? It certainly
deals with the morality of marriage in relationship to slavery. Does
this law contradict Covenant Theology’s Creation Ordinance
concerning the sanctity of marriage? It would seem that the Old
Covenant exalted property rights even over the sanctity of marriage
and personal rights. Does the New Covenant do the same?


5. In Exodus 21:7-11, we have
the law of God and polygamy. A man was allowed to sell his daughter
into slavery. The owner could keep her as a maid, or he could either
marry her himself or give her as a wife to his son. If the owner took
a second wife, he was still duty bound to sleep with the first one.
If we think this through, we will find it difficult to see how
polygamy could have been considered adultery. If it were, this would
be the story: (1) God established a one-man-for-one-woman principle
in Genesis 2:24. He also gave an absolute law forbidding adultery at
Sinai. (2) God knew that hard-hearted Israelites were going to break
the Seventh Commandment after he gave it and were going to commit
adultery by taking more than one wife. (3) To keeps things under
control and protect the sanctity of marriage, God said, “I know
you are going to break the Seventh Commandment and commit adultery by
taking more than one wife, so when you do, make sure you sleep with
both of the wives so you do not aggravate and further complicate the
matter.” Such a view has God commanding a man to commit
adultery if that man chooses to take more than one wife. Why did God
not just require the man to provide food and clothing for both women,
but to sleep with only one?

This
is only a sample of the evidence that demonstrates that polygamy was
not a sin under the Old Covenant. It amazes me to read futile
attempts to force the Scripture to mean what a particular theology
dictates. In this case, it is far easier just to accept the fact that
progressive revelation includes the area of morality as well as
everything else. I honestly cannot see how anyone can understand the
law of God given to Moses, and then claim that that law is not
changed in any way under the New Covenant. To say that a Christian is
under the identical law of God as was an Israelite takes a lot of
wherefores, and still leaves a host of unconnected dots. Polygamy and
easy divorce were not sins under the Old Covenant. Our Lord radically
changed the law given to Moses concerning divorce and re-marriage and
also made polygamy a sin. He had every right to do both.


The remaining three contrasts
in the Sermon on the Mount address quotations from the Old Testament
Scriptures, but not from the Decalogue. Christ is not, as Barcellos
maintains, expounding and applying part of the moral law of God.
Verses 33-37 contain the fourth contrast: the swearing and performing
of oaths. This is a reference to Leviticus 19:12 combined with
Deuteronomy 23:23. The words that Christ quotes here are words that
God gave to Moses for Israel, but are not in the Decalogue. This fact
alone leaves one wondering how Covenant Theology can attempt to place
this teaching on its moral list, and not its ceremonial list.
Furthermore, if the Pharisees were distorting this, their alteration
is not recorded. The context provides only for a contrast between
what Christ quoted (directives from the Old Testament Scriptures) and
what he was now teaching.


The fifth contrast is found in
verses 38-42: an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. In the world
of theological language, this is formally known as the lex
talionis, or the law of retribution. The origin of the
quoted phrases is Exodus 21:24; Leviticus 24:20; and Deuteronomy
19:21. Jesus sets his teaching, not in contrast to some imaginary
pharisaical law of excessive retribution, but in contrast to the
exacting law of God given to Moses regarding appropriate punishment
to fit the crime. This is a case where the old law governs the civil
arena and is not an extension of any of the laws found in the
Decalogue. Once again, it should be obvious that since this section
of the Sermon on the Mount is not dealing with the Decalogue at all,
Barcellos’ position that Christ is expounding the correct
interpretation of the moral law is not tenable.


The sixth contrast, love your
neighbor and hate your enemy, is recorded in verses 43-48. “Love
your neighbor” is quoted from Leviticus 19:18 and refers to the
attitude an Israelite is to have for his fellow Israelites. “Hate
your enemy” comes from Deuteronomy 23:3-6 and refers to the
attitude an Israelite is to have toward the Ammonites and Moabites,
and why he or she is to have that attitude. Again, Jesus is
contrasting his teaching with the established laws that Moses had
given Israel in antiquity. Further, Jesus is establishing the great
law of liberty, which is the royal law of love that we find all
throughout the New Testament as one of the commandments of the New
Covenant.

In
all six of these contrasts, Jesus quotes from the Scripture. If the
content of the you have heard it said portion of these
contrasts is the pharisaical distortion of Moses’ true intent
set out in the Decalogue, then the Pharisees must have gotten those
distortions from Moses himself! Every statement that follows the
introductory you have heard it said phrase is something that
Moses himself specifically taught the ancients. We believe this
sufficiently answers the challenge posed by Barcellos at the end of
his chapter. There are indeed some parallels between what Jesus
teaches and what we find in parts of the Old Testament, but there are
also some striking dissimilarities, the very criteria Barcellos
claims we need to make our position on the Sermon on the Mount
tenable.


Barcellos concludes chapter 4
with the assertion that Matthew 6 and 23:23-25 prove that Jesus, in
Matthew 5, is contrasting true righteousness with hypocrisy, and not
with the law of Moses.154
These portions of Matthew’s Gospel, far from proving Barcellos’
point, contradict it. In the section of the Sermon on the Mount
recorded in Matthew 6, Jesus drops the but I say unto you formula
and specifically names the contrasted behavior as something that the
hypocrites do.


So when you
give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the
hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, to be honored by
men.… And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for
they love to pray standing on the street corners to be seen by men.…
When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they
disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. (Matthew
6:2, 5, 16, NIV)


Here, Jesus is explicit about
the pharisaical distortions of the parts of the Mosaic legislation
that command charity, prayer, and fasting, none of which are governed
by commandments in the Decalogue. Clearly, Christ is applying a
corrective here, but it is not a corrective of distortions of the
Decalogue. He has shifted his focus from “you have heard it
said by Moses” to “you have seen it done by the
hypocrites.” The same focus appears in Matthew 23: 23-25, where
Jesus explicitly identifies and denounces the hypocritical practices
of the Pharisees. The striking differences between Jesus’ words
in Matthew 5 and Matthew 6 support, rather than refute, NCT’s
claim that in Matthew 5, Jesus is contrasting his teaching with that
of Moses.









Chapter Seven: 
Review of In Defense of the
Decalogue
“New Covenant Theology and 
the Identity of
the Moral Law”


In this chapter, Barcellos
describes and challenges NCT’s identification of the moral law,
and then offers his own definition of what constitutes moral law. He
explains NCT’s position as one that relies on Romans 2:1-4 to
establish that there is some law that is common to all people, an
exegetical basis with which he agrees. He disagrees, however, with
our stance that we discover the identity of this law by searching the
Scriptures to find which violations of the Ten Commandments God
punished before he set up the actual commandments, and which he
punished after the abrogation of the Old Covenant. In other words,
which laws were in effect before, during, and after the
implementation of the Old Covenant? Barcellos sees this as an
argument from silence rather than from explicit teaching, because, he
argues, other sins, unmentioned by the writers of Scripture, might
also have been part of the law common to all people—what he
calls the moral law. He concludes that “silence proves silence;
it does not define the Moral Law for us.”155

Barcellos’
objections to our methodology are misplaced. His contention that the
moral law might have included other sins, “not mentioned during
the time before the promulgation of the Decalogue, which would
constitute a breach of the Moral Law,”156
is itself an argument from silence. We cannot find from Scripture
what is not there. The category of “sins that might have
been punished” is wide open and of no help whatsoever in
finding out what God considered sin before he gave the Decalogue to
Israel. If NCT is finding out from Scripture what specific sins God
punished before there even was a nation of Israel, then we are hardly
arguing from silence as we seek to identify the law that was common
to all people. Where would Barcellos prefer that we look?


In his exegesis of Romans
2:14-15, Barcellos asks and answers three crucial contextual
questions:

1.
What law do the Jews possess?


2. Do Gentiles without special
revelation possess law?

3.
What law do Gentiles without special revelation possess?


Barcellos identifies the law
possessed by the Jews as special revelation: i.e., Holy Scripture. He
immediately narrows this to the Decalogue, based on the specific
mention in verses 21 and 22 of commands found in the Decalogue (no
theft, no adultery, and no idolatry):


Paul therefore
gives the impression that what he means by the law the Jews possessed
is the basic, fundamental law of the Old Covenant, the Decalogue.
Elsewhere in Romans, Paul refers to the law of the Old Covenant and
immediately quotes parts of the Decalogue (see Rom. 13:8-10).157


Barcellos then explains why, in
his opinion, Paul cannot be referring to the entire Mosaic
legislation (torah) or the entire Old Testament. According to
Barcellos, Romans 2:15 teaches that God writes the law (the one the
Jews possess) on the hearts of all people, and if Paul meant the
entire Mosaic legislation, that would mean that God has written the
civil, ceremonial, and moral law of the Old Covenant on the hearts of
all people. He contends that this is untenable, as the ceremonial law
comes after the fall and has as its goal the reparation of damage
done by sin.


The law of the
Gentiles referred to in this context is a law based on creation, not
sin or even redemption. Therefore, the law that the Gentiles possess
via general revelation cannot refer to the Old Testament as a whole
or the Law of Moses as a whole. It must be referring to law that is
basic and fundamental to man’s status as creature and image
bearer of God. It is a law all men possess by nature, because all men
are created, and a law contained somewhere within the whole body of
special revelation given to the Jews in the Old Testament.158

Barcellos
then quotes H. C. G. Moule to support his statement.


Manifestly “the
Law” in this passage means not the ceremonial law of Israel,
but the revealed moral law given to Israel, above all the Decalogue…159


Once again, Barcellos has built
a key point of his argument on a careless reading of the text.
Unhappily, he is not alone in this. Paul, in Romans 2:15, does not
teach that God wrote some law on the hearts of all people; he teaches
that all people show that the requirements/work of the law are
written on their hearts. What is the work of the law? It is to
distinguish between right and wrong, to condone the doing of right,
and to condemn the doing of wrong. The law, regardless of what law it
is, works wrath when disobeyed. That is one of the God-ordained
functions of law. We know this because Paul refers to conscience as
serving the same function as the work of law written on the heart.
Conscience either excuses a person (an action is right) or it accuses
a person (an action is wrong). Something, however, has to inform
conscience. According to Paul, in Romans 1:19, 20, general revelation
is that informant.


Since what may
be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to
them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible
qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been
clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men
are without excuse. (NIV)


General revelation, or
creation, informs the conscience that God is eternal, powerful, and
has a nature different from that of humans. Therefore, the conscience
knows that it is wrong to deny that those characteristics are true of
God. Paul’s argument in 2:14 is that the Gentiles, working
solely from consciences informed by general revelation, sometimes
make judgments about right and wrong that correspond to right and
wrong as defined by the law the Jews possess. Paul is contrasting the
situation of the Jews (with law) to that of the Gentiles (without
law). It would hardly serve his purpose to teach that ultimately
there is no contrast since special revelation and general revelation
are the same thing and the Jews and Gentiles have the same law after
all—they both have the Decalogue. Paul’s point is that in
spite of their opposite situations with regard to special revelation,
both Jews and Gentiles make judgments about right and wrong. There is
nothing in Paul’s argument in this passage or the surrounding
context that justifies equating either special or general revelation
with the Decalogue.

Barcellos
disagrees and concludes a long series of arguments with these words:


It should be
obvious now that what the Gentiles possess is the Ten Commandments,
though not necessarily in the identical form as they appear in
the Decalogue.… In other words, what the Jews get via special
revelation the Gentiles get via general revelation.160

Barcellos
protests that NCT complicates the identification of the law common to
all persons too much. This is a departure from his initial charge
that NCT produces a “reductionist, myopic, and truncated view
of Christian ethics.”161
He then sums up his position in his challenge to NCT:


… a careful
exegesis of Romans 2:14-15 demonstrates that the Moral Law is
summarily contained in the whole Decalogue and is at the same time
common to all men through general revelation.162

Fix
in your mind what Barcellos has labored to prove: The moral law is
the Ten Commandments. God wrote that law on stone and gave it to
Israel. He wrote that same law, though not in the identical from, in
all people in all ages. That same law is still the rule of life for a
believer’s sanctification today. Are we not justified in
asking, “At the end of the day, exactly what knowledge and
revelation of God’s character or his law does a New Covenant
believer have that both an Israelite and a Gentile did not also have
before Christ came?”

Barcellos
is determined to exalt the Decalogue as the full and final revelation
of both the character of God and as a Christian’s rule of duty
for his or her life. It seems to me that Barcellos, in his attempt to
protect Moses as the full and final lawgiver of
God’s law (meaning the Ten Commandments), has
accomplished his goal only at the expense of the supremacy of Christ.
He has put the New Covenant believer on an equal footing with both
the Israelite and the Gentile as it concerns the knowledge of God’s
law. Again, we point to the title of Barcellos’s book, In
Defense of the Decalogue, and the title of our book, In
Defense of Jesus, the New Lawgiver.
The difference in the titles underscores the difference in our
beliefs about supreme authority.

Barcellos
wants us to believe that (1) God gave the moral law (the Ten
Commandments) to Adam, and through him, to all humanity; (2) God gave
the same moral law to Israel; (3) God wrote the same moral law in the
heart of a believing Israelite; and finally, (4) God wrote the same
moral law in the heart of a New Covenant believer. This would mean
that the behavior that constitutes holy living is universal and
unchanging. The same requirements apply across the board and across
the ages; therefore, the law that God gave Israel that taught them
how to be holy is identical to the law that God gives the church that
teaches them how to be holy.


This position cannot be
supported biblically. Even a cursory comparison of the New Covenant
Scriptures and the book of Leviticus disproves Barcellos’
claim. When Peter exhorts New Covenant believers to “be holy”
(1 Pet. 1:15, 16) he refers to Leviticus 11 and 19 to establish that
duty. Leviticus 11 contains regulations for discerning clean and
unclean food for human consumption—a distinction that comes
only by special revelation. The concept of clean animals
predates Sinai (see Gen. 7:2, where God instructs Noah, “Take
with you seven of every kind of clean animal…”), but the
idea of being allowed to eat only certain kinds of animals is unique
to Israel’s relationship with God. God had told Noah to eat
anything that lives and moves as well as all green plants (Gen. 9:3).
Israel’s obedience in this matter looked different from Noah’s
obedience. The duty to be holy was universal: the rules for what
constituted holy living were not the same.


Leviticus 19 provides a list of
various laws, all of which defined holy living for an Israelite. Some
of the things in this list (verse 18 - “love your neighbor”)
might have been written in a Gentile’s heart by general
revelation, but others (the very next verse concerning wearing
mixed-fiber clothing, planting different vegetables in the same
garden, and crossbreeding animals) could only have been known by
special revelation. Was a Gentile guilty before God if he or she wore
a garment made with both wool and linen? Is a Christian guilty if he
or she plants both peas and beans in the garden? A Jewish person
would have been guilty in both cases. It was just as important for an
Israelite to not cut the corners of his beard as it was to not give
his daughter into prostitution (Lev. 19:27, 29). The Israelite had to
obey all the laws in Leviticus 19 in order to be a holy person in
God’s sight. The law written in Scripture was the rule of life
for an Israelite, and in some instances, it was a radically different
law than that written in either the Gentile or the Christian. The
rule that teaches a Christian how to be holy is unique in the sense
that it springs from Christ’s unique position, based upon his
unique work. In this way, his law is different from any law given
before his advent, including the words of the covenant, the Ten
Commandments (Exod. 34:28), written on the tables of the covenant
(Deut. 4:13).


We need to qualify one more
point. We in no sense deny that there are some laws in Scripture that
are different in nature from other laws. Obviously, the laws
governing circumcision regulate a ceremony and the laws governing
adultery regulate moral (or ethical) behavior. One law is ceremonial
in nature and the other is moral in nature. We do however, object to
(1) artificially dividing the law of Moses into three clear cut lists
of laws, labeling one “the ceremonial law,” another
list “the civil law,” and still another “the moral
law,” and then (2) discarding two lists, the ceremonial and
civil, and keeping one list, the moral, under the New Covenant. Such
a division is foreign to both the Old and New Testament Scriptures.
The law of Moses was a complete entity. Everything commanded in
Leviticus 19 was equally a “moral duty” for a person
living under the Old Covenant.163

As
we conclude our examination of Barcellos’ argument about the
moral law, we must remember that the term moral law is a
theological term. Covenant Theology uses this term as a synonym for
the Ten Commandments, but the phrase itself never occurs in
Scripture. That, of course, does not prove that it does not convey a
biblical concept. If we can establish, by Scripture texts, that there
is a specific list of laws that we can identify and treat as the
moral law as opposed to lists of other laws, then we can use the term
in discussions and arguments. The problem is that the terminology has
been established purely on the grounds of theology and not from
Scripture texts. It is a term produced from what are called “the
good and necessary consequences deduced from Scripture.” We all
agree it is “deduced,” but NCT is not convinced that the
deduction is either good or necessary. The term is essential to
Covenant Theology, but it is not essential to Scripture.




Chapter Eight:
Review of In Defense of the
Decalogue
“New Covenant Theology and 
Hermeneutical
Presuppositions”

This
chapter addresses a legitimate question raised in chapter 6 of
Barcellos’ book. How does a Christian read the Old Testament?
What is carried over into the New Testament and what is dropped or
changed? The discussion centers on the issue of continuity and
discontinuity.


These two words describe the
heart of an ongoing discussion among Reformed Christians over the
relationship of the Christian to the law of Moses. Sincere Christians
often ask how many of the laws that God gave to Israel, especially as
recorded in Leviticus and Deuteronomy, God wants us to obey today.
There are two basic answers, both with some variations. Covenant
Theology says that once God gives a law, it remains in force until
later revelation rescinds it. In contrast, Dispensational Theology
says that of the laws given to Israel, none binds a Christian unless
the New Testament repeats it. I find both of these positions
half-right and half-wrong. As Barcellos examines hermeneutic
presuppositions, he correctly defines the two positions, but
incorrectly credits New Covenant Theology with holding the view held
by Dispensational Theology.


The historic
Reformed hermeneutic assumes continuity between the Testaments unless
rescinded. New Covenant Theology assumes discontinuity unless
repeated.164

Again,
we wish Barcellos would clearly define what he means by Old
Testament/New Testament and Old Covenant/New Covenant. We believe
there is complete continuity between the two testaments and
total discontinuity between the two covenants.


Agreement or disagreement with
the above quotation hinges on what Barcellos means by rescinded
and repeated. In addition to the need to define terms, a
second difficulty is that no adherents, in either the Covenantal or
the Dispensational camps, consistently apply their presuppositions as
stated above. Both systems demonstrate glaring inconsistencies; both
will arbitrarily drop certain Old Testament laws and just as
arbitrarily bring other laws into the New Testament with no clear
textual warrant to do so. For instance, Hebrews 4 and Colossians 2
teach that Christ has fulfilled and thus done away with the Sabbath.
Covenant Theology, however, insists on having a Christian Sabbath.
Both Dispensationalism and NCT view that phrase as a contradiction in
terms. On the other hand, Dispensationalism will not allow the New
Testament Scriptures to teach that the church is the Israel of God,
and as such, she fulfills the promises made to the fathers (cf. Gal.
6:16; and in respect to Israel according to the flesh, 1 Cor. 10:18).
Dispensationalism views the concept of the church as spiritual
Israel as a contradiction in terms. Acts 2 clearly teaches that
Pentecost fulfills the promises in Joel 2 and the promise to David in
2 Samuel 7, but Dispensationalism insists that those fulfillments are
still future.

As
already mentioned, I agree and disagree to a certain extent with both
of the above positions. I agree that every law that God gives remains
in force until later revelation, in some way, rescinds
it. However, the rescission does not have to be explicit. Likewise, I
believe that unless the New Testament Scriptures repeat a theocratic
law, that law is not legally binding, in a covenantal sense, but
again, the repetition need not be explicit. We must, however, have
clear later revelation of some kind to validate either
discontinuing any law given by God in the Old Covenant or including
such a law in the New Covenant. Let me develop both of these ideas.


Jeremiah prophesied that there
would be later revelation—the New Covenant (Jer. 31:31-34).
This New Covenant would replace the Old Covenant, thereby ending
everything (including all laws) that had been part of the Old
Covenant, including the theocracy established by that Old Covenant.
We have often illustrated this concept with the following example:
When the colonies ratified the Constitution of the United States of
America, they became a new nation, and as such, they ceased to be
under the law of England. They were under the new law of the United
States of America. When the framers of the Constitution wrote a new
constitution, they incorporated many of the existing laws of England.
They also changed some of those laws, and added some completely new
laws as well. Regardless of how much the new constitution did, or did
not, resemble the old constitution of England, that British law no
longer had any binding authority over the citizens of the United
States. In a United States’ law court, no American could appeal
to anything, and that really means anything, in the English
Constitution. The citizens were one-hundred percent free, in a legal
sense, from the law of England. That which wholly governed the life
of Americans was the Constitution of the United States of America.
That is exactly the same way in which a Christian is free from the
laws of the covenant that established the theocratic nation of
Israel. However, it also means that a Christian is under the laws of
the new constitution of the new spiritual nation of God. In no sense
are God’s people ever without law.

This
principle means that in a purely legal sense, the Old Covenant that
established Israel as a theocracy is finished and has been replaced
by a New Covenant with the church. Everything under the Old
Covenant is finished as far as having binding authority over the
conscience. Because this is true, it follows that none of the
theocratic laws of Israel can be used in the church in an absolute
sense unless those laws are, in some sense, given validity in the New
Testament.


Let us look at some
implications of Covenant Theology’s position (continuity
between testaments/covenants unless rescinded) by considering the Old
Testament passage we mentioned in our last chapter. Leviticus 19
lists many specific laws. How many of these ought the church to keep
and how many ought we to dismiss? Just as importantly, what authority
do we have for the dismissal of some and the continued duty to obey
others? All agree that some of the laws in this chapter remain in
force and others pass. The key question has to do with who determines
which laws continue and which ones discontinue, and on what basis
they make that decision. Do we approach the chapter with the
understanding that every single law therein has discontinued because
it was part of the Old Covenant? If so, we would then check to see if
any of those laws reappear in some form in the New Testament
Scriptures. Or do we assume that we must look at each law and decide
if it is moral, civil, or ceremonial, and keep only the moral ones,
regardless of whether or not the New Testament repeats it?165
What happens if the New Testament rescinds a law that we have placed
on the moral list? Do we move it to another list or do we interpret
the Scripture so that we keep our list intact?


Here are some of the specific
laws in Leviticus 19.166


Each of you
must respect his mother and father, and you must observe my Sabbaths.
I am the LORD your God
(Lev.
19:3).


This sentence commands two
things and places them side by side: (1) Respect for parents, and (2)
observation of the Sabbaths. All would agree that the first directive
is binding today because it meets both the Dispensational and the
Covenant Theology criteria; the New Testament Scriptures do not
rescind it and they clearly repeat it (Eph. 6:1-3). There is less
agreement, however, over the status of the second command. If the
plural (Sabbaths) refers to all of the Sabbaths (the
ceremonial feast-day Sabbaths as well as the seventh day Sabbath—see
Leviticus 23 for a list), then the New Testament Scriptures rescind
this law (Col. 2:16). Let us assume for a moment that everyone will
agree the New Covenant does away with the Sabbaths. The question
remains: what hermeneutical principle allows us to take half of a
sentence and one of the commandments and assert that commandment’s
continuance, but at the same time, affirm that the second commandment
in the other half of the sentence does not continue? How do we arrive
at this conclusion? It would seem the division-of-the-law idea would
work in this case. The first commandment is moral and therefore
perpetual; the second is ceremonial and temporary. The New Testament
treatment of these commands would seem to validate this approach. How
well does this approach work with the other commands in Leviticus 19?


Do not turn to
idols or make gods of cast metal for yourselves. I am the LORD
your God. (v.
4)

Everyone
agrees that idolatry is still a sin today. We can justify its
inclusion in the New Covenant by either criterion: repeated in some
way or moral. Let us continue.


When you
sacrifice a fellowship offering to the LORD,
sacrifice it in such a way that it will be accepted on your behalf.
It shall be eaten on the day you sacrifice it or on the next day;
anything left over until the third day must be burned up. If any of
it is eaten on the third day, it is impure and will not be accepted.
Whoever eats it will be held responsible because he has desecrated
what is holy to the LORD;
that person must be cut off from his people. (vv.
5-8)


In order to justify our
discontinuance of this law, must we have a New Testament verse that
specifically states, “You must stop sacrificing fellowship
offerings as commanded in Leviticus 19?” Does that mean that we
stop making fellowship sacrifices altogether, or do we only stop
doing them in the way prescribed by Leviticus 19? Does later
revelation indicate that there is a legitimate end of all physical
sacrificial offerings for the church? Exactly what is the hermeneutic
that allows us to find that legitimate end, and exactly what is the
specific later revelation that authorizes the rescission of these
specific commands? According to Covenant Theology’s hermeneutic
(continuity between testaments/covenants unless rescinded), we place
this command in the category of ceremonial law and then we need to
find a clear New Testament directive that abolishes all ceremonial
laws. Is there one?

How
well does Covenant Theology’s list-approach work for the next
command?


When you reap
the harvest of your land, do not reap to the very edges of your field
or gather the gleanings of your harvest. Do not go over your vineyard
a second time or pick up the grapes that have fallen. Leave them for
the poor and the alien. I am the LORD
your God. (vv.
9, 10)


Do we need a New Testament
verse that says, “It is now permissible to reap your harvest to
the edge of the field,” or is this command rescinded on grounds
other than an explicit statement? Do we dismiss this command in
toto because it falls into the category of civil law? If so, can
we find a New Testament text that clearly abolishes all civil laws?
If we can find such a text, is it legitimate to retain the principle
in Leviticus 19: 9, 10 to teach Christians that they have a duty
to help take care of the poor, or does that principle only apply to
Israel? Do we establish the concept of Christian charity from
a specific New Testament text?


Let us continue with verse 18,
an interesting and important verse:


Do not seek
revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your
neighbor as yourself. I am the LORD.


This verse carries two
commandments. The first forbids holding a grudge and seeking revenge
and is specifically carried over into the New Testament Scriptures.
The second clause of the sentence contains, according to our Lord,
the second greatest commandment in the entire Bible (Matt. 22:36-40).
Christ clearly brings this duty into the New Covenant, word-for-word,
and he treats it in such a way that we may legitimately call it the
law of the New Covenant (Gal. 6, Rom., James, 1 John, etc.). Our Lord
certainly raised this law to a much higher status than it enjoyed in
Leviticus. Here we need no special hermeneutic. It should be noted,
however, that we would never know from Leviticus that
this was the second greatest commandment, if our Lord, in the New
Testament Scriptures, had not designated it as such. There is nothing
in the Old Testament context that indicates that something of great
significance and import is coming. It is included on a list and
treated in the same manner as is every other item on that list: “Do
this to be holy.”


Verse 19 also is interesting,
but we do not treat it as anywhere near as important as we do verse
18:


Keep my
decrees. Do not mate different kinds of animals. Do not plant your
field with two kinds of seed. Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds
of material.


This verse should make us
question the three-lists-of-laws approach to hermeneutics. Are these
moral, civil, or ceremonial laws? They seem to elude categorization
as ceremonial, since they refer to no worship practices. They do not
govern how citizens of Israel are to interact with each other, so
they do not fall into the civil category. All that is left is the
moral category. Yet we carry none of them forward into the New
Covenant. Furthermore, any distinction on the part of an Israelite
between verses 18 and 19 would be as arbitrary as the three proposed
divisions of law are. Yet we in the church find significant
difference between the commandments in verse 18 and those in verse
19. On what grounds do we ask the following question: What in the
world does mixing seed in your garden, crossbreeding animals, and
weaving different kinds of fibers into one fabric have to do with the
second greatest commandment in the entire Bible—the duty to
love one another? Why would God put the commandments of verses 18 and
19 side-by-side in instructions for people on how to be holy under
the law of Moses?


As we mentioned in our last
chapter, it seems obvious that being holy to an Israelite is not the
same as being holy for a Christian. Verses 18 and 19 were equally
binding on an Israelite. There was no way that he or she could say,
“Verse 18 is a moral law that I must obey, but verse 19
contains ceremonial laws that I need not obey. Or are they civil
laws? Maybe they are moral laws after all and I should obey them. Who
knows for sure?” But more importantly for us, who gives God’s
people under the New Covenant the authority to retain verse 18 and
discard verse 19 as duties? The answer is straightforward with verse
18. It is never specifically rescinded and it is specifically
repeated, thus meeting the requirements for both Covenant Theology
and Dispensationalism. This is not the case, however, with verse 19.
The standard method of Covenant Theology that divides the law into
three lists—moral, civil, and ceremonial—and then
discards two lists and hangs on to one does not work very well here.
It is difficult to understand why God would put two widely different
kinds of laws into one small section of a single pericope (vv.
18 and 19) if he wanted us to think in terms of “lists”
to either discard or retain later.


It is difficult to establish
the tripartite nature of the law from a reading of these two verses.
There is no evidence from the context of this passage that the
Israelite was to understand that verse 18 was on the moral list and
therefore binding, but verse 19 was on the ceremonial list and
therefore not quite as binding. It was just as important to the
Israelite that he or she not crossbreed livestock as it was to love
his neighbor as himself. Where does later revelation ever explicitly
rescind verse 19? What clear later revelation allows me to say that
verse 18 is still binding under the New Covenant, but the very next
verse is not? What clear hermeneutic justifies keeping one portion of
the larger treatment and discarding the next? Consider the problems
to the three-part-list approach to hermeneutics posed by the next
verse:


If a man sleeps
with a woman who is a slave girl promised to another man but who has
not been ransomed or given her freedom, there must be due punishment.
Yet they are not to be put to death, because she had not been freed.
(v.
20)

Where
does later revelation do away with the distinction between adultery
with a ransomed slave girl and a non-ransomed slave girl? Does
adultery/fornication deal with morality or with civil status? Is
morality different under the theocracy than it is under the New
Covenant? New Covenant Theology insists that we need to bring
biblical exegesis to bear on the concept of the word moral.
Why is such a law differentiating between adultery with a slave girl
and freed-slave girl part of the same list as the other laws we have
already discussed? Why are those laws part of the list that contains
the second greatest commandment in all of Scripture?

Where
are these next verses specifically rescinded in the New Testament
Scriptures?


When you enter
the land and plant any kind of fruit tree, regard its fruit as
forbidden for the first three years; it must not be eaten. In the
fourth year all its fruit will be holy, an offering of praise to the
LORD.
But in the fifth year you may eat its fruit. In this way your harvest
will be increased. I am the LORD
your God. (vv.
23-25)


Is this a ceremonial, civil, or
moral obligation? More importantly, what rule of hermeneutics gives
us a clear answer? Verses
26-30 also contain quite a mixture:


Do not eat any
meat with the blood still in it. Do not practice divination or
sorcery. Do not cut the hair at the sides of your head or clip off
the edges of your beard. Do not cut your bodies for the dead or put
tattoo marks on yourselves. I am the LORD.
Do not degrade your daughter by making her a prostitute, or the land
will turn to prostitution and be filled with wickedness. Observe my
Sabbaths and have reverence for my sanctuary. I am the LORD.

Eating
meat with blood in it, practicing divination, getting a tattoo,
making your daughter a prostitute, and observing the festive Sabbaths
are all equal laws on the same list! An Israelite was duty
bound to obey equally all of the laws on the list. There is no way he
or she could have divided these statements into lists of moral,
civil, and ceremonial law, even with the help of post-Reformation or
Covenant theologians. Was it not just as sinful in God’s eyes,
and in an Israelite’s conscience, for a man to cut his beard
incorrectly as it was to make his daughter a prostitute? Were both of
those things equally part of the law of Moses? Are they equal today?
How can we know for sure? Covenant Theology’s insistence on one
unchanging canon of conduct for God’s people in all ages raises
questions that its hermeneutic cannot answer.

Even
under the Mosaic legislation, it would seem that there were two
canons of conduct: one for males and one for females. A woman
certainly could not follow the command to be holy by correctly
trimming a beard. How could men be holy by observing the laws that
governed purification after menstrual flow or childbirth? Does the
New Covenant also contain male and female canons of conduct, or are
all of God’s New Covenant people commanded to do the same
things and refrain from the same things in order to be holy?


If Barcellos’ statement,
“The historic Reformed hermeneutic assumes continuity between
the testaments unless rescinded” means that we need an explicit
commandment to rescind each specific law, then we disagree with its
hermeneutic. In such a case, Christian men need to keep their beards
shaped a certain way, and women should not attend the meeting of the
church during menstruation. If it means that any change of a law
needs some concrete evidence of some kind in later
revelation, then we agree. The later revelation of the New
Covenant is sufficient to show that all theocratic laws and
ceremonies are dropped. However, we can go further in many cases. The
passage in Acts 11:1-10 does not have to use the specific words pork
or shrimp to teach that it is permissible to eat those things
today.


Barcellos states, “New
Covenant Theology assumes discontinuity unless repeated.”167
In the very early days of the resurgence of NCT, some teachers,
including me, made that very statement. Since that time, all of the
people I know within NCT have qualified it. We now agree with the
statement only if we can make the same basic qualifications that
Covenant Theology itself makes. With regard to that former position,
we agree only if the unless repeated is clearly defined. We do
not need an explicit commandment in the New Testament to retain or
rescind a specific law from the Old Testament, but we do need some
concrete New Testament revelation. This point is extremely important,
so please understand what we are saying. We do not need a
word-for-word repetition of a specific commandment to bring something
from the Old over into the New, anymore than we need the same to drop
something from the Mosaic law. However, as illustrated in the
previous case of Leviticus 19 and Covenant Theology, we do indeed
need some kind of clear evidence in the New Testament that
tells us what to do with Old Covenant commands. Barcellos wants
liberty to do that very thing while refusing us that same right. He
wants to reject a “specific-explicit” criterion to drop
something from the Old Covenant, but he insists that NCT must have
that very criterion to bring something over from the Old to the New.

Consider
this example. The Old Covenant specifically condemned bestiality as a
sexual sin. It also condemned other forms of sexual sin, including
not sleeping with your second wife. The New Testament Scriptures
explicitly condemn some of those same sexual sins: homosexuality,
adultery, etc., but they never specifically mention bestiality.
Covenant theologians, especially some Theonomists, say, “Aha!
Your hermeneutic forces you to admit that bestiality is no longer a
sin.” All we ask is the right to use exactly the same principle
that Barcellos himself uses in the opposite direction. We agree that
we must indeed have some New Testament evidence that bestiality is a
sin, but we do not need an explicit statement saying, “bestiality
is a sin” anymore than we need the same kind of statement, “it
is no longer a sin not to sleep with your second wife.” Or, if
we want to shift the focus away from sexual sins and onto the area of
dietary laws, we do not need a specific statement that allows
Christians to eat pork or shrimp.


Bestiality, however, was a sin
outside the Old Covenant God gave to Israel. God explained to Israel
that such activity (among others) was an abomination (Lev. 18:23-24)
that had been done in Egypt and was being done in Canaan (Lev. 18:3,
24-25, 27, 30). God called these activities abominations before he
gave the Old Covenant to Israel: at least, before he provided for its
written form. If an activity were a sin outside the Old Covenant, as
well as inside it, the abolition of the Covenant would not
necessarily abolish the status of that activity as sin. In this way,
the Old Testament Scriptures inform our understanding of the same
kinds of activity under the New Covenant.


The Old Covenant law condemned
sexual immorality and listed at least six specific kinds of sexual
sins. The Old Testament Scriptures describe many kinds of sexual sins
that God found abhorrent and abominable among the Gentiles before
there was a law covenant with Israel. If the New Testament Scriptures
specifically condemn sexual immorality and only mention four of the
six forms listed in the Old Covenant laws, does that mean the other
two are no longer sins? Does this mean that what the Gentiles
practiced that God described as abominations in Leviticus 18 were not
really sins before there was an Old Covenant law?
That is the basic argument of Covenant Theology against NCT’s
hermeneutic. Let me illustrate the fallacy in their objection.

Several
years ago, a toxic waste disposal company purchased ground near my
home. The citizens objected and took the issue to court. The county
had passed a law stating that nothing could be brought into our
county that would endanger our health or that would make it difficult
if not impossible to quickly and safely move a large number of people
from special facilities, such as schools, nursing homes, hospitals,
etc. There is a federal penitentiary in our county that is only four
miles from the disputed site. Because the law did not specifically
mention penitentiary, the waste management people claimed the
law did not apply. The judge cited the law and said, “If you
can show me how you can move, quickly and safely, the inmates from
the penitentiary, I will grant your request.” That ended the
argument.

That
identical principle holds with bestiality. If something is clearly
condemned under a specific category, then it remains condemned when
that category is later mentioned, unless you can show that the
specific thing has somehow changed its nature and moved to a
different category. The New Testament Scriptures do not have to
mention the word bestiality with regard to sexual sin anymore
than they have to mention the words pork or shrimp with
regard to unclean food. The same principle goes for questions such as
marrying one’s sibling. The Old Testament Scriptures inform our
understanding in the ways we just explained, though the New Testament
may not explicitly identify such a scenario as sin.

After
saying all of the above, we still have not set forth the NCT
position. Our position is fundamentally the same as that of
Barcellos. Our main problem with him at this point is his refusal to
be consistent with his own statements. If we ask, “How does a
Christian read the Old Testament Scriptures,” Barcellos will
answer as follows:


What Jesus is
saying is that the Old Testament is still binding upon His people,
but not in the same way it used to be.168


Simply put, the
Christian ethic involves the whole Bible. The abrogation of the Old
Covenant does not cancel the utility of the Old Testament.169

Barcellos
quotes Poythress in support of his position.


“All the
commandments of the law are binding on Christians…, but the
way in which they are binding is determined by the authority of
Christ and the fulfillment that takes place in His work.”170

Why
would Barcellos use this to argue against our hermeneutic?
This statement is consistent with NCT hermeneutics. Poythress
supports our hermeneutic, rather than refutes it. As we mentioned
earlier, that is exactly the way we would answer the same question.
Everything in the Old Testament must be read through the lens of the
New Covenant Scriptures, or as Poythress puts it, “determined
by the authority of Christ.” This is what we mean when we say
that later revelation does not necessarily entail a word-for-word
correspondence. We agree with Barcellos’ statements quoted
above, and work out our theology using the priority of the New
Covenant Scriptures. Barcellos, however, does not seem to apply his
hermeneutical principles as consistently as we do. Furthermore, he
charges us with equivocation. How can he justify the following with
what we have clearly set forth as our hermeneutical principle?


New Covenant
Theologians give the appearance of not allowing the whole Old
Testament to inform the content of New Covenant ethics.171

We
do not “give the appearance” of refusing to allow the
whole of the Old Testament to inform the content of New Covenant
ethics, we openly state that as one of our clear New Covenant
hermeneutical principles. In fact, it is a necessity of NCT. But
Barcellos himself does exactly the same thing in the two quotations
above. Barcellos, in effect, is setting forth two different views. To
say that the whole Old Testament informs the content of New Covenant
ethics and that the way in which they (the Old Testament Scriptures)
are binding is determined by the authority of Christ is to say two
entirely different things. The first statement is classical Covenant
Theology and makes the Old Testament interpret the New Testament. The
second statement is NCT, and insists the New must interpret the Old.
Either the Old is the final authority in informing the content of the
New or else the New is the final authority in interpreting the Old.
You may not have it both ways. You cannot bring an Old Covenant view
of any subject into the church without some kind of clear
corroborating evidence from the New Covenant Scriptures. Barcellos
says he believes this even as he contradicts himself and attacks us
by accusing us of not allowing the whole Old Testament to inform the
content of New Covenant ethics.

Barcellos’
questions in this chapter raise a further salient question. What
hermeneutical maxim can we legitimately exegete from Scripture? Can
we find a passage of a Scripture that tells us how we who live under
the New Covenant ought to read the Old Testament? This question
applies to every hermeneutical proposal we have discussed in this
chapter. What Scripture teaches that everything old is binding unless
specifically rescinded? What Scripture teaches that we ought to
divide law into three categories and discard two of those categories
while retaining the third? What Scripture teaches that nothing old is
binding unless specifically repeated? If we cannot find passages of
Scripture that teach us how to understand the Old Covenant, then we
are left to figure out from example what to do. How did Jesus and the
writers of the New Testament documents treat the Old Covenant? Can we
glean some principles from their treatment?


It would seem from the decree
issued by the church at Jerusalem (Acts 15:28-29) that only four
proscriptions from the Mosaic legislation were carried over into the
church:

1.
Abstain from food sacrificed to idols.

2.
Abstain from blood.

3.
Abstain from the meat of strangled animals.

4.
Abstain from sexual immorality.


Here, then, is a place to
start. If some would protest that three of these four fall into the
category of ceremonial law, what can we reply? It is what the
Scripture states. If we insist on obtaining our hermeneutic principle
from an exegesis of Scripture, then we cannot very well ignore the
clearest Scripture that tells us exactly what negative requirements
from the Old Covenant remain! Of these four, one is specifically
modified by progressive revelation. Paul, in 1 Corinthians 8:1-8,
establishes a principle that allows for the eating of meat sacrificed
to idols. Although we have stated that the decree in Acts 15 carries
forward the negative requirements of the Old Covenant, the text
simply identifies these four laws as requirements, with no
categorization. These requirements may be the only requirements,
positive or negative, specifically continued from the Mosaic
legislation. If the decree from the apostles in Jerusalem (further
modified by the Apostle Paul) constitutes all of the Mosaic
law that is carried forward, and not just the prohibitions, then we
must look to Jesus and the writers of the New Testament
documents to inform us about holy living under the New Covenant. The
Scripture has left us no other option.




Chapter Nine:
Review of In Defense of the
Decalogue
”New Covenant Theology 
and Historical
Theology”
The 1689 Philadelphia Confession of Faith
and
John Calvin’s View of the Sabbath

In
this chapter, Barcellos issues his final challenge to NCT. He finds
fault with us in three areas of historical theology: (1) our
understanding of the 1689 Philadelphia Confession of Faith on
the law of God, (2) our understanding of John Calvin’s view of
the Sabbath, and (3) our understanding of John Bunyan’s view of
the Sabbath. In spite of his criticisms, Barcellos makes generous
concessions in this chapter. He is the first Covenant theologian that
I have read who does so.

As
we review this chapter, we will look at Barcellos’ first two
challenges. In our next chapter, we will consider
his third charge concerning John Bunyan. Barcellos accuses NCT of
chiding the Confession for taking a flat approach to the
issues connected to continuity and discontinuity, specifically, the
issue of the transcovenantal nature of the Decalogue.172
The issue between Barcellos and NCT over the 1689 Confession
does not concern what the Confession actually says, but what
it means. In his treatment of the Philadelphia Confession, and
its parent document, the Westminster Confession of Faith,
Barcellos argues for both continuity and discontinuity, but not in
the usual sense.


Continuity in law
and discontinuity in application due to the redemptive-historical
effects brought on by Christ’s death and the inauguration of
the New Covenant are both acknowledged in these confessions, though
not in those words.173

As
stated previously, we would not have much difficulty with that
statement if Barcellos would define, clearly and consistently, the
difference between the law and the application of the law.
It would seem that he wants the law to continue without a single
change, but at the same time, he also wants the coming of Christ to
change the application of the law. It could be that Barcellos, by
using different terminology, affirms the very thing that we believe,
or it could be that he is using that terminology to mean something
different. We take the Confession, in the sections that
Barcellos quotes, in a literal and unqualified sense. I am not sure
that he does. He quotes part of 19.3 of the Confession:


The Baptist
Confession of Faith of 1689 in 19:3 also acknowledges that Christ
is “the true Messiah and only law-giver (emphasis added
[by Barcellos])…”174

It
seems to me that the Confession here affirms the position that
Barcellos denies and NCT avers. The issue concerns whether Christ is
really a true lawgiver or only a law-keeper and law-expositor. The
Confession, taken at face value, agrees with NCT about
Christ’s identity as lawgiver. The difference between Barcellos
and NCT is that we take “lawgiver” to mean a literal
lawgiver at all times and in every sense of that office. Barcellos is
quite willing to call Jesus the only lawgiver, (the
Confession forces him to do that), as long as Jesus, the
eternal Son, the second person in the triune Godhead, neither changes
nor adds any new moral laws to those that God gave Moses. Christ
is the only lawgiver only as long as he does not give any new laws.

Christ
may be the true interpreter of the Decalogue and he may change or do
away with any or all the ceremonial laws, but he is not a true
lawgiver in any sense when it comes to the moral law. Jesus cannot
possibly replace Moses as lawgiver in exactly the same way that he
replaces Aaron as priest. Moses alone was, is, and always will be the
ultimate giver of moral law. That is the point of Barcellos’
book. His constant contention is that Moses is the full and final
lawgiver and thus the authority over the consciences of all people in
all ages. No one, including our Lord, can change the unchanging moral
law of God given to Moses.

We
disagree with Barcellos and agree with the Confession. We
believe the Confession is biblically correct in this point in
insisting that our Lord is not only the Messiah, but also the true,
final, and only lawgiver. We believe that “only lawgiver”
really means “only lawgiver.”

Let
me add a little more of the section (19.3) of the Confession
from which Barcellos quotes. I should mention that the WCF
does not contain the following words. The Philadelphia Confession
of 1689 followed the Westminster Confession of Faith
closely, but not exactly. Wherever the authors of the 1689
changed the wording from the WFC, they did so consciously and
deliberately. We need to ask why the authors of the 1689
Confession brought in the concept of Christ as the only lawgiver
when the authors of the WCF saw no need to do so. Were the
authors of the 1689 Confession, as Barcellos implies,
interested only in showing the continuity between the law of Moses
and Christ’s interpretation of that law, or were they
interested in showing the uniqueness of Christ as the only
lawgiver?


… all which
ceremonial laws being appointed only to the time of reformation, are,
by Jesus Christ the true Messiah and only lawgiver, who was furnished
with power from the Father for that end, abrogated and taken away.

We
believe that Jesus was “furnished with power from the Father”
as the only lawgiver, not so that he could abrogate only the
ceremonial laws and leave Moses in charge of the consciences of
believers, but so that he could be a real, new
lawgiver. As Bunyan pointed out, Christ alone occupies the inn of
conscience in a Christian, and there is no room for the law. It is
shut out.175
I find it unlikely that the authors of the 1689 Confession
consciously added the above clause concerning Christ as the only
lawgiver just to prove that Christ had the right to change ceremonial
laws. Christ is Lord over all law and he is lawgiver in all areas of
law. He is not the lawgiver over only ceremonial laws, and merely an
interpreter in the area of moral law. We cannot read the minds of the
framers of the 1689 Confession. However, we can be sure they
deliberately changed and added to the WCF. They surely would
not have added the phrase they did if their only concern was to prove
that Jesus had authority as the only lawgiver over ceremonial laws
only.

Barcellos
may see the Confession as teaching something that NCT does not
see it teaching: (1) The moral law binds everyone, both believers and
unbelievers, forever. (2) Christ, in the New Covenant, does not
weaken the moral law’s strength, but enforces and adds to its
strength. In such a case, it would be the Confession itself
that is inconsistent. According to Section 19.5, which Barcellos also
quotes, the moral law was firmly entrenched before the advent of
Christ, and no laws that he gave interfered with it.176
However, what the Confession grants with one hand
(redemptive-historical changes), it takes away with the other (no
changes, but only reinforcement).

Perhaps
both Barcellos and NCT are justified in quoting the Confession
to support opposing viewpoints. New Covenant Theology can point to
Section 19.5 to justify the claim that the Confession is Old
Covenant in its approach to biblical law, and at the same time, point
to Section 19.3 to justify its claim that NCT and the Confession
teach the same thing about Christ as the new lawgiver. Barcellos can
point to Section 19.3 to justify his claim that NCT wrongly reads
flatness into the Confession, and to Section 19.5 to justify
his claim that the Confession teaches the same thing he does
about the abiding validity of the moral law. It is no wonder that
Barcellos and NCT find themselves at loggerheads with regard to this
historical theological document.

Barcellos’
second challenge in this chapter concerns NCT’s understanding
and citation of John Calvin on the Sabbath.


More specifically,
they [NCT] say that Calvin believed the fourth commandment was a
temporary law exclusively regulating the Jews under the Old Covenant.
They thus claim to be heirs of Calvin and the continental Reformers
in holding that the New Covenant Lord’s Day is not Sabbath
directed. For example, Fred Zaspel, claims, “… the
sabbatarian is not properly a ‘Reformed’ position, for
the continental Reformers themselves did not so observe the day.”177

New
Covenant Theology does not claim to be an heir of Calvin, but we do
indeed claim that Calvin was not a Sabbatarian. He clearly believed
that the fourth commandment was a temporary law exclusively
regulating the Jews under the Old Covenant. He believed, on this one
point, exactly what NCT believes. Barcellos makes candid statements
on this subject that very few other Covenant Theology writers make.
After a lengthy discussion of Calvin’s view, Barcellos comes to
the following conclusion.


… Calvin
was neither New Covenant in his view of the Sabbath/Lord’s Day
question, nor was he perfectly in line with the confessional theology
of the seventeenth century. Calvin’s view of the Sabbath was
very complex and cannot be claimed by either New Covenant Theology or
those adhering to the Puritan view of the Sabbath.178

Barcellos’
own quotations from Calvin reveal that Calvin was not a Sabbatarian.
We must give Barcellos credit for admitting that Calvin did not hold
the view of the Puritans. However, he cannot bring himself to admit
that Calvin’s view of the Sabbath is similar to that of NCT.
One cannot reject the Puritan view of the Sabbath in the areas that
Calvin did and not hold some kind of NCT view on this particular
point, no matter how “very complex” that view seems to
be. Either the Sabbath is a moral commandment for all people or it is
not. Since Barcellos believes in Covenant Theology’s tripartite
division of the law, it follows that if the Sabbath is not a moral
commandment, then it is either a civil or a ceremonial commandment.
To admit that Calvin believed that the Sabbath was given only to the
Jews is to admit that he agreed with one of the basic presuppositions
of NCT on this point. We have never remotely suggested that
Calvin was a New Covenant theologian. All we have said, and continue
to say, is exactly what Fred Zaspel is quoted as saying. And, we
might add, it is what Barcellos admits Calvin himself said.

Many
Covenant Theology writers try to make Calvin agree with the Puritans.
Banner of Truth typifies this approach. I thank God for the many
wonderful books Banner has republished; however, they have (1) been
very selective in choosing which Puritan works to republish, and (2)
attempted to rewrite history when it did not fit their view. If our
entire knowledge of the Puritans and their era were confined to what
we could gather from Banner of Truth books only, we would form a
warped view both of the Puritans and of the times in which they
lived.179



On
one occasion, Banner of Truth printed a double issue (ninety-six
pages) of their monthly magazine, consisting entirely of one article
by Ian Murray on Anne Hutchinson and John Cotton. As I read it, I
thought to myself, “Ian is on a crusade against somebody.”
Several weeks later, I was preaching in Texas and staying with an
elder and his wife. After supper, the wife said, with tears in her
eyes, “John, all my life I was taught, as a Southern Baptist,
that Anne Hutchinson was a godly woman and a hero of Christian
liberty. I have read every book that Banner of Truth has published
and loved each one. Now Ian Murray has painted Anne Hutchinson as an
antinomian witch. I do not know what to believe.” I told her
that I could not address her concerns, but that I would do some
research.

About
a month later, I was preaching in New England and I spent three
afternoons in a library there. I read the actual record of the Anne
Hutchinson trial and her subsequent banishment from the colony as
well as the analyses, both pro and con, of that historic event.
Several things were self-evident. (1) Anne Hutchinson was a godly
student of Scripture. (2) She was neither an antinomian nor a witch.
(3) She was a very gifted woman who lived about two-hundred years
before her time. (4) She foolishly said and did some things that
forced issues that could not, in that culture, be tolerated. (5) Her
trial, conviction, and banishment were a shameful mockery of
integrity and justice, especially as regards the duplicity of some of
the clergymen. (6) Reformed writers, including Ian Murray, have tried
(in vain, I might add) to re-write the history of that infamous trial
to whitewash the actions of John Cotton and some others.

I
mention all this to show that Reformed writers have done the same
thing with John Calvin and the Sabbath. They attempt to re-write
history. The following excerpts are from a tract printed in 1916 and
entitled “The Day Changed and the Sabbath Preserved,” by
A. A. Hodge. The emphasis in bolding is mine:


The whole
historical Christian world, Catholic and evangelical, has
always been agreed as to the truth of the following propositions:


1. The institution
of the Sabbath rests upon the physical, moral and religious nature of
man…


2. … God
instituted the Sabbath at the creation of man… and imposed its
observance as a universal and perpetual moral obligation upon
the race.


3. After the
resurrection of Christ, instead of abrogating an old and introducing
a new institution, God, through his inspired agents, perpetuated
the Sabbath, re-imposing it upon Christians with increased
obligations…


This statement of
the historical faith of the whole church contradicts the
following false view of small and transient parties:


1. That the
Sabbath was simply a Jewish institution, temporary in its
adaptation and design…


2. That the Lord’s
Day is a new Christian institution established by the apostles
and binding on Christians.


The object of this
tract is simply to state the grounds upon which the faith of the
universal church rests when, while recognizing the fourth
commandment as an integral part of the supreme, universal and
unalterable moral law…180

The
above is a classic example of revising history to fit your theology.
Dr. Hodge wants us to believe that all of church history has been
Sabbatarian except for “small and transient parties.” The
view that he espouses is said to be the “faith of the universal
Church” or the “whole Christian world, including Catholic
and evangelical.” That statement simply is not even
close to the truth! Anyone who has done even the smallest amount
of historical research on the Sabbath will know that Dr. Hodge has
badly twisted and grossly misrepresented the historical facts. His
statements are either an exhibition of ignorance of history or a
deliberate attempt to distort and deceive.

Robert
L. Dabney, in Lectures in Systematic Theology, also published
by Banner of Truth, says exactly the opposite of Hodge.
Remember that both Dabney and Hodge are ardent Sabbatarians,
and both are writing against those who believe the fourth commandment
is ceremonial rather than moral. However, unlike Hodge, Dabney is
honest with history and admits that church history is not on
his side. As you read the following quotations ask yourself, “How
could Hodge have been familiar with the same facts of history that
Dabney was and then have made such patently false statements?”
The emphasis in bolding in the following quotation is mine:


There is, perhaps,
no subject of Christian practice on which there is, among sincere
Christians, more practical diversity and laxity of conscience than
the duty of Sabbath observance. We find that, in theory, almost all
Protestants now profess the views once peculiar to
Presbyterians and other Puritans;…


[It is an]…
historical fact, of which many intelligent Christians are not
aware [JGR: Hodge apparently was one of them]—that the
communions founded at the Reformation, were widely and
avowedly divided in opinion as to the perpetuity of the
Sabbath obligation. A number of the Reformation churches,
including some of the purest, professed that they saw no
obligation in the Scriptures to any peculiar Sabbath observance…181


It may be stated
then, in general terms, that since the primitive times of
Christianity, two diverse opinions have prevailed in the
Christian world. The first is that adopted by the Romish, Lutheran,
and most of the continental communions in Europe, including, it must
be confessed, those founded by Calvin.182
[JGR: Dabney is talking about the view that believes the Sabbath was
not moral, but only ceremonial. This is the view I hold.]


The second opinion
is that embodied in the Westminster symbols, and, to the honour of
Presbyterianism be it said, first avowed in modern times [JGR:
Dabney could have omitted “in modern times”], even among
Protestants, by that part in England.183
[JGR: Dabney is now talking about the view that believes the Sabbath
is a moral commandment, and a perpetual duty on all people. This is
the view we reject.]

Dabney
then presents the Roman Catholic, the Lutheran, the Socinian, the
Anglican, the Calvinistic, the Arminian, and the Mennonite view. He
concludes his review of all of these groups by saying:


On the whole, it
may be said that the Protestant Churches of continental Europe have
all occupied this ground, concerning the sanctity of the Lord’s
Day. These churches, properly speaking, have never had the
Sabbath; for it has only been to them a holy-day, ranking no
higher than Christmas or Easter, or a season set apart by civil
enactment, or a convenient arrangement for concert in public worship;
and not a sacred day of Divine appointment.184

Either
Dabney could not read and understand history and Hodge was right, or
Hodge did not like what history said and deliberately rewrote it to
agree with his position. Remember, both men are noted
Presbyterian scholars and both Hodge and Dabney are ardent
Sabbatarians writing against a common enemy. Both base their opposite
conclusions on the same data from the same historical era. It seems
highly unlikely that Dabney would have presented skewed data; he
gained no ground for his argument by presenting history as he did. It
is easy to see which writer is being honest with the facts and which
one is not.

It
seems strange that A. A. Hodge would call Calvin and all of the
Protestant churches of Reformation-era Europe (Lutheran, Mennonite,
Arminian, and Anglican) “small and transient parties.”
There were no other Protestant parties besides these in Europe at
that time! The truth of the matter is just as Dabney clearly
proved; by and large, the faith of the universal church was exactly
opposite what Hodge says it was.

The
Roman Catholic Church of that time had accepted a form of
Sabbatarianism. Their purpose was to find justification for the
church’s establishment of holy days. According to R. J.
Bauckham “… the development of Sabbatarian views in
Christian theology over a long period [led] to a Sabbatarian doctrine
that was accepted nearly unanimously in the scholastic theology of
the later Middle Ages.”185
This, of course, would be entirely within the confines of the Roman
Catholic Church. Bauckham supports his statement with detailed
quotations from leading theologians of that day, most notably, Thomas
Aquinas, who strongly influenced the development of the premise of
the Decalogue as Natural Law and the subsequent acceptance of
Sabbatarianism.186

Bauckham
then devotes an entire chapter to analyzing the break with
Sabbatarianism in early Protestant theology, represented by Calvin
and Luther, and the subsequent trend back to a more Sabbatarian
position, with special attention focused on English Sabbatarianism,
followed by a survey of opposition to Sabbatarian views in English
theology.187

The
English Presbyterians were the first evangelical people in the
history of the church to hold the view that Hodge was advocating, and
Dabney was honest enough to admit this fact. The following quotation
from J. I. Packer corroborates Dabney’s statements:


We must fill in
the historical background of our study [JGR: Packer is discussing the
Puritans and the Lord’s Day]. The Puritans created
the English Christian Sunday—that is, the conception and
observance of the first day of the week as one on which both business
and organized recreations should be in abeyance, and the whole time
left free for worship, fellowship, and “good works.” This
ideal was never generally accepted by continental Protestants…
James I’s Declaration of Sports (1618) laid it down that,
apart from bull and bear-baiting and bowls, all the popular games of
the day might be played on Sundays after church. In fact, James
hereby simply reiterated what had been the law of the State and the
Church since the earliest days of the Reformation… [The
Reformers]… followed Augustine and medieval teaching generally
in denying that the Lord’s Day was in any sense a Sabbath.
They held that the Sabbath, which the Fourth Commandment prescribes,
was a Jewish typical ceremony, foreshadowing the “rest”
of a grace-faith relationship with Christ. So Calvin explains it.188

Packer
then shows how the English Puritans “corrected” the
mistake of the Reformers and created the Christian Sabbath concept.
Packer disagrees with Calvin and Luther on the Sabbath, but, unlike
Hodge, he is honest with history. He does not rewrite historical
facts as Hodge did and pretend that “the universal church”
held the Puritan view. I do not know why some people have such great
difficulty being honest with history. Why is it so hard to speak of
one of our heroes and say, “He was a great man, but I believe
he was wrong on that particular issue”? Packer certainly loves
the Reformers, but he believes they were wrong on the Sabbath issue.
That fact did not make Packer respect Luther and Calvin any less. He
simply admitted he thought they were wrong. Hodge could not do that.
I revere both the Reformers and Puritans, but I believe the Puritans
were wrong and Calvin and Luther were right about the Sabbath
commandment.

Dabney’s
statement about the Reformers’ non-Sabbatarian view is
identical in essence to the statement by Fred Zaspel, quoted earlier
by Barcellos. Dabney wrote, “the Protestant Churches on
continental Europe have all occupied this ground [non-Sabbatarian],
concerning the Lord’s Day,” and Zaspel said, “the
sabbatarian position is not properly a Reformed position, for the
continental Reformers themselves did not so observe the day.”

I
urge you to read the entire section on the fourth commandment in
Calvin’s Institutes and then decide how honest Hodge was
with Calvin. Hodge, like so many other Reformed writers, seems
determined to twist the historical Calvin until a Sabbatarian Calvin
emerges. Dabney did not stoop to such tactics; he used an entire page
to lament the truth about Calvin and his views on the Sabbath. The
following quotation consists of that page, just as Dabney wrote it.


Opinion of
Calvin


We proceed now to
state the opinions of Calvin, and some of the Reformed Churches. By
consulting Calvin’s Institutes (Book 2, Ch. 8), it will
be seen that his views of Sabbath-observance are substantially those
of Luther. He states that, among the Israelites, there were three
grounds for the observance of the seventh day: first, that it might
be a type of that cessation of the works of self-righteousness which
true believers practice; second, that there might be a stated day for
public worship; and third, that domestic animals and servants might
enjoy a merciful rest from bodily labor. Only the last two of these
grounds exist, according to Calvin, under the New Testament. Hence he
says (Ch. 8:33): “We celebrate it not with a scrupulous rigor,
as a ceremony which we conceive to be a figure of some spiritual
mystery, but only use it as a remedy necessary to the preservation of
order in the Church.” In the previous section he says: “Though
the Sabbath is abrogated, yet it is still customary among us to
assemble on stated days, for hearing the Word, for breaking the
mystic bread, and for public prayers; and also to allow servants and
laborers a remission from their labor.” And in section 34:
“Thus vanish all the dreams of false prophets, who in past ages
have infected the people with a Jewish commandment, which, according
to them, is the appointment of the seventh day, has been abrogated;
but that the moral part of it, that is, the observance of one day in
seven, still remains. But this is only changing the day in contempt
of the Jews, while they retain the same opinion of the holiness of a
day; for, on this principle, the same mysterious signification would
be attributed to particular days, which formerly obtained among the
Jews.” And in the same tenor, he remarks upon Col. 2:16: (“Let
no man, therefore, judge you in meat or in drink, or in respect of a
holy-day, or of the new moon, or of the Sabbath-days.”) “Such
a distinction (of days) suited the Jews, to observe sacredly the
appointed days, by separating them from other days. Among Christians,
such a distinction has ceased. But, somebody will say that we still
retain some observance of days. I answer, that we by no means observe
them, as if there were any religion in holy-days, or as if it were
not right to labor on them; but the regard is paid to polity and good
order, not to the days.”189

For
an example of a contemporary revisionist approach to Calvin, compare
the candid statement by Barcellos with one by Walter Chantry:


Calvin’s
view of the Sabbath was very complex and cannot be claimed by either
New Covenant Theology or those adhering to the Puritan view of the
Sabbath.190


Calvin’s
only difference from the Puritans was his refusal to specify a
particular day in seven as the divinely appointed day for rest and
worship.191

Somebody
does not understand either Calvin or the Puritans. Or maybe both!

What
motivates a person to fly in the face of history and claim that
Calvin agreed with the Westminster and Philadelphia
Confessions about the Sabbath? My primary point at the moment is
not an attempt to either prove or disprove the character of the
Sabbath. I have clearly stated, in other places, why I reject the
Sabbatarian view. I also have gladly acknowledged that godly and
knowledgeable people, including some Calvinists, have disagreed (and
still do) over the subject of the fourth commandment. However, it is
in everyone’s best interest to expose gross misrepresentations
either of persons or of history. There is nothing that fosters and
maintains division as much as an unrelenting conviction, even if that
conviction is based on ignorance, that one’s view is the true
historical view, when in reality, the opposite is the case.

To
brothers and sisters who want to believe and practice a Sabbatarian
view, I say, “God bless you.” If they wish to discuss
their view earnestly with me, I am happy to do so. However, they
ought not to claim that their view is the “true historic view
held by the universal church.” No one should resort to
historical revisionism. Men such as J. I. Packer do not speak from
ignorance or prejudice when they say that the English Puritans
invented the English Christian Sunday. Likewise, men such as R. L.
Dabney would never make admissions and concessions that are in no way
helpful to their position if they had historical evidence to do
otherwise. We must consider the serious question of intellectual
integrity as we read both Hodge’s and Dabney’s historical
analyses of Calvin and the Sabbath.

Some
years ago, I wrote an editorial for Sword & Trowel that is
appropriate here. The following is an edited version of that
editorial.

Editorial
from Sword & Trowel

Some
time ago, I was asked to speak to a group of pastors and offer my
opinion about what was happening among people and groups that believe
and love the truth of sovereign grace. In preparation, I could not
help but rejoice as I thought back over twenty-five years and
realized all that God had done. It was amazing how many people now
believed and loved sovereign grace. There was hardly a town of which
I was aware that did not have a family or two of “grace”
people. I was saddened, however, as I thought of the splits and
divisions that seemed to multiply every week. It seems that as fast
as people come to love sovereign grace, they split over some
secondary issue. This is all the more tragic when we realize that
most of those issues have caused needless divisions and confusion
earlier in history. Will we ever learn?

I
suppose that I have greater opportunity to observe specific,
prevailing evils than have most of my readers, since I travel
frequently in evangelism and conference ministry and encounter all
kinds of people, churches, and groups. I am amazed that so many
people, especially preachers and book publishers, engage in one or
more of these harmful practices:

1.
A selective appeal to leaders and movements in history as a
means of proving that “we alone are their true heirs.”
For instance, where are the reprints of the Puritans’ views of
civil government that were used to justify the capital punishment of
people who rejected the Puritans’ creeds? Why have these
particular works, that called for and justified the killing of
Baptists, been ignored by publishers such as Banner of Truth?

2.
Construction of a rigid system of doctrine and a subsequent
pigeonholing into the opposite system of every person who
disagrees in even one point. If you do not adhere to Covenant
Theology is it necessary that you then are a Dispensationalist? Are
those the only two possible options?

3.
Judgment and condemnation of a person, movement, or a particular
teaching without any personal knowledge, simply because a favorite
preacher or author condemned it.

Let
me illustrate this with some concrete examples. All of the following
have been said in my presence:

Mr.
A: “I heard Brother X preach last week. I believe he really is
Calvinistic.”

Mr.
B: “Oh, no, he cannot possibly be a Calvinist. He is still a
Dispensationalist.”

Mrs.
C: “I have met quite a few people who have been converted down
at Hope Tabernacle.”

Mr.
D: “I doubt if they are genuine conversions that will last.
That place is Charismatic.”

Mr.
E: “Several families from our congregation went to Family
Seminar, and God really seems to have changed their lives.”

Ms.
F: “Oh, that seminar cannot be of God; it is not under the
authority of a local church.”

Mr.
G: “Brother, you just must go to hear Pastor Z. He is a godly
man and has a tremendous grasp of the Word.”

Mr.
H: “How can he possibly have a grasp of the Word when he
doesn’t even preach out of the true and only Word of
God? He uses the ASV, not the KJV! I even heard him quote from the
NIV in the pulpit.”

Mrs.
I: “Sister, did you hear that Pastor Y has gone Dispensational
and antinomian?”

Miss.
J: “Yes, and I believe it. He does not believe that the fourth
commandment is part of the eternal moral law, but holds that it is
only a ceremonial law given to Israel. Our pastor said that anyone
who believes that is an antinomian Dispensationalist.”

I
could go on and on, and unfortunately, on and on. However, let me
comment about the last conversation mentioned above. I myself have
been labeled an antinomian and ostracized by many Reformed Baptist
churches simply because I believe that God gave the Sabbath only to
Israel. Most Reformed people today believe that the Sabbath
commandment (the fourth) was part of the so-called moral law.
Unhappily, most of these people are also just as convinced that the
church has held this view through all of her history. They label
anyone who believes that the Sabbath commandment is a ceremonial
law given only to Israel as an antinomian who is completely outside
the mainstream of church history. Such was not always the case
in Reformed churches, which compounds the guilt of those who practice
this evil. Most people today do not realize what a controversy the
Sabbath question has been among godly people within the
Reformed community in the past. Reformed scholars who promote the
fallacy of the “unified historical” position have revised
history to fit their theology. Two careful contemporary Reformed
writers, Richard Belcher and Richard Belcher, Jr., explain:


Finally, there is
sent forth a plea for unity in the body of Christ even though there
exists a difference of conviction on the subject [the Sabbath]. Not
only is there a difference between various theological traditions,
but there is disagreement among those within the same theological
tradition. Whether it be Baptists or Presbyterians or even some other
group (though not every group), there is disagreement. One author
admits that there is a family quarrel of long-standing within the
Reformed tradition. Two different meanings of the Sabbath commandment
flow to the Reformed community today from two different standards of
faith, the Heidelberg Catechism and the Westminster Confession.192

The
Belchers’ book provides an excellent review of three different
positions on the Sabbath, all of which are held today. Although I
hold a different view from that of the Belchers, I still feel that
their presentation is honest and fair. I feel that they do not
adequately present the view I hold, but only because they do not
really understand my view as thoroughly as they understand the other
two. The Belchers’ attitude is rare among those who hold their
Sabbath view. This is an excellent book designed to promote genuine
tolerance. I highly recommend it to anyone wanting to examine the
issues and problems.

Charles
Spurgeon was a great Baptist Calvinist. He was just as great as he
would have been if he had been a Reformed Presbyterian—but he
was a knowledgeable and convinced Baptist who preached the
Doctrines of Grace more clearly than some of his “really”
Reformed brethren did. He was also not any less great because he was
a convinced pre-mil and a mild Dispensationalist. Any attempt to make
Spurgeon anything other than a pre-mil would be an attempt to
re-write history. Isn’t it better to say, “Well, nobody
is perfect,” and to accept him as he was, instead of trying to
prove something that simply is not true? Admit that you believe that
he was wrong, show where and why he was wrong, but do not twist
history and try to make him believe what he did not believe. Oh, yes,
and please do not pigeonhole him into the camp of Arminian
antinomians because he was a pre-mil Baptist! Say he was inconsistent
in some areas, but be honest and admit the facts of history.

One
of the greatest shocks I have endured since becoming a Christian was
the realization that I had been thoroughly cheated by three years of
brainwashing in a Bible School. I graduated from that school
believing that the only people who believed the Bible were those who
held to the pre-tribulation rapture. All other views were either
liberal or would soon lead to liberalism. When I started to read
Puritan books and realized what a warped view I had been given, I
became skeptical of everything I had learned. I wondered if my
former teachers knew anything.

An
entire generation of young Reformed students is experiencing the same
thing, except in the opposite direction. We now have a host of young
theologians who can define, catalogue, label, and pigeonhole any
Christian in five minutes. They, and they alone, are the true heirs
of the great Reformers and Puritans. In most cases, they are
intelligent, disciplined, articulate young people with exceptional
ability. However, it is also true that they have been brainwashed by
1) selective hearing and reading, and 2) adopting a system or creed
that explains all of Scripture, and exalting that system above the
Word of God itself. Woe to the pastor or teacher who does not fit
their definition of Reformed, or who will not be consistent with
every presupposition and doctrine that they, or rather their system,
dictate. It matters not how high a price a person has paid for the
truth of sovereign grace; all that matters now is whether that
pastor’s church, this week, is willing to be “truly”
Reformed or not.

I
could give example after example of the invasion of churches by
tape-wielding young enthusiasts who insist that you cannot have a
true New Testament church without having a plurality of
elders, a strict Sabbath observance, a constant refutation of
Dispensationalism, the use of the Trinity Hymnbook, an
unquestioning reverence of the Puritans, and so forth.

I
am not a Dispensationalist. I think that their system is not
biblical. However, when someone derides Dispensationalism as being
only several hundred years old, as if that fact should be reason
enough to reject it, that person had better realize that Covenant
Theology is not much older! If we can label a person as an
inconsistent Calvinist because he or she accepts pre-millennialism,
how are we to explain Spurgeon, Gill, Bonar, McCheyne, and others
like them? All of them were both zealous Calvinists and
pre-millennialists. If people are Dispensationalists because they do
not believe that the Sabbath commandment was part of the moral law
but was only ceremonial, then Calvin, Luther, and all the early
church fathers would have been Dispensational hundreds of years
before that system was supposed to have started! Why do I make this
statement? Because Luther, Calvin, and the church fathers taught that
the Sabbath was not a moral commandment. If you think that those who
hold this view consequently practice loose living on Sunday, read how
strict John Bunyan and John Gill were on Sunday. Some of the Puritans
would have labeled Gill as a legalist for the way he kept Sunday,
even though he rejected the fourth commandment as part of the moral
law.

Selective
use of history may convince and prejudice those either unable, or too
lazy, to research and think for themselves. A severe backlash,
however, may occur when thinking individuals discover the true
historical perspective. That very thing is now happening in both
Dispensational and Reformed circles. It is not always the same
doctrine being thus defended, but it is always the same procedure.
Pastors and writers selectively quote the Puritans and the Reformers,
and then represent themselves as the true heirs of those great
thinkers. The obvious inference, and usually the stated
accusation, is that all who disagree with this position are out
of the main stream of truth in church history. End of Editorial

Earlier
in this chapter, we mentioned Banner of Truth, and others, who
attempt to re-write history to make Luther and Calvin to be
Sabbatarians in the same mold as the Puritans.193
To his credit, Barcellos partially repudiates that view. I wish every
writer were as honest in evaluating Calvin as Barcellos is.

If
I had been raised with a strict, Reformed background and had believed
Hodge’s distortion of historical facts, and had then later read
either the primary sources or summaries such as Dabney’s, I
likely would have had the same response that my actual experience in
Dispensationalism produced. I would have felt that I had been lied
to, and would thereafter be skeptical of anything Hodge, or Banner of
Truth, promoted, and that would be a tragedy. Banner of Truth has
some fine material in print, including books by A. A. Hodge.
Unhappily, many persons have experienced the skepticism I just
described, not only in Dispensational and Arminian camps, but also in
Calvinistic and Reformed camps. Young students are reading more and
asking searching questions. They are not going to shut up and go away
just because someone sticks an undeserved label on them and refuses
to discuss their questions. You can pull rank on devotees who are
either unable or unwilling to face facts, but such tactics will
convince others that you have no answer other than tradition and
philosophies that seem orthodox to you. The adamant refusal of some
Reformed leaders to discuss the subject of law and grace and the
Sabbath has been more effective than all of our arguments in
convincing many bright students that NCT is right.

No
persons and no systems are sacrosanct. None is beyond being examined
by the Word of God. Thinking people are not willing to believe
something is true just because it is in the Westminster Confession
of Faith, anymore than if it is in the Scofield Reference Bible
or on a Dispensational chart. Logical deductions may satisfy
philosophers and some systematic theologians, but earnest and hungry
sheep want a “thus saith the Lord.” They will not be
satisfied with, “but the Puritans believed this,” or,
“but our Confession says that.” When a Christian,
especially a leader, refuses to use the Bible to honestly discuss a
subject because the creeds have spoken and said it all, that person
really is saying, “I cannot prove my point with the Scripture.”
If he or she could, the Bible would be open on the spot. Tongue in
cheek, I often tell people that our view must prevail because we
cheat—we use the Bible to prove our points.

The
authors of the Bible never glossed over the sins, weaknesses, and
ignorance of great heroes of the faith—yet we still love those
heroes. We seek to follow their good points and to avoid their
mistakes. Why can we not do the same with Calvin, Luther, the
Puritans, and their contemporary counterparts? Every attempt to deny
or diminish the tyrannical nature of crimes committed by the
Reformers and the Puritans will not erase what they did; such
attempts however, may make them look all the worse when the truth is
seen. We never help our position or our heroes’ reputations by
twisting history. So John Calvin went lawn bowling on Sunday; perhaps
he did not act wisely. So he deliberately engineered the death of
Servetus; I think what he did was horrible. I wish, however, that I
possessed one-tenth of Calvin’s godliness and strengths. So
Spurgeon smoked cigars; you may differ with me, but I wish that he
would have forgone that liberty. I also wish, however, that God would
use me in my whole lifetime as much as he used Spurgeon in one week.
I would gladly attend a church where Calvin was the pastor—even
if he went lawn bowling on Sunday afternoon. I would walk half-a-day
and sit on the floor in order to hear Spurgeon preach—but I
would not buy him any cigars for his birthday.

Both
Calvin and Spurgeon were great sovereign-grace heroes. One was an
ardent Baptist and the other a vehement anti-Baptist, even to the
point of physical persecution. Spurgeon, the Baptist, was a
pre-millennialist and a strong Sabbatarian; Calvin, the anti-Baptist,
was a post-millennialist and a non-Sabbatarian. If you are
system-oriented, you will say that both of them were inconsistent. It
would certainly seem that they were. However, they both were my
grandfathers in the faith and I revere and love them both, even if
they were inconsistent with my system. I suspect that you may
not like me to suggest it, but maybe your knowledge and your system
are not perfect in every detail, either. You might lament that
Spurgeon was a Baptist or that Calvin was not a Sabbatarian (or vice
versa), but as Walter Cronkite used to say: “That’s the
way it is.” To pretend otherwise is to be myopic with
historical facts.




Chapter Ten:
Review of In Defense of the
Decalogue
“New Covenant Theology 
and Historical
Theology”
Bunyan and the Sabbath

Barcellos
challenges NCT in three areas of historical theology: (1) Our
understanding of the 1689 Philadelphia Confession of Faith’s
view of the law of God, (2) John Calvin’s view of the Sabbath,
and (3) John Bunyan’s view of the Sabbath. We have answered the
first two challenges and will now answer the third. Barcellos argues
that NCT’s identification of Bunyan as a kindred spirit on the
issue of the Sabbath is misleading. Here is Barcellos’ charge
against us.


It is claimed that
Bunyan broke rank with his contemporary Puritan brethren on the issue
of the Sabbath. Bunyan’s denial of the perpetuity of the
seventh day Sabbath from creation to the resurrection of Christ was
used to drive a wedge between him and his Puritan brethren. Bunyan is
then claimed as a forerunner to New Covenant Theology’s
perspective on the Sabbath question. However, as with Calvin, things
just aren’t that simple.194

As
support for his claim, Barcellos cites Bunyan’s Questions
about the Nature and Perpetuity of the Seventh day Sabbath and proof
that the First Day of the Week is the True Christian Sabbath, as
well as other excerpts from The Works of John Bunyan,
Volumes One and Two. Unfortunately, Barcellos fails to mention that
NCT’s greatest use of Bunyan is from his treatise The Law
and the Christian. Anyone who carefully reads that treatise will
know why neither Barcellos, nor anyone else, has answered Bunyan’s
arguments concerning the law and the Sabbath. Even with his appeal to
limited evidence, Barcellos makes some candid admissions about Bunyan
in this chapter:


… he [JGR]
makes many of the observations I [Barcellos] make on Bunyan’s
view of the Sabbath. …195


It is true that
Bunyan did not hold to the majority Puritan position on the Sabbath
at creation. He did not see a positive command in the account of
creation nor an approved example that sanctified the seventh day. He
clearly did not hold to the position of The Westminster
Confession of Faith or The Baptist Confession of Faith
of 1689 in his treatise on the Sabbath. However, Bunyan seems to
contradict himself elsewhere.


For
instance, in his The Doctrine of the Law and Grace
Unfolded, he makes many
statements difficult to reconcile with his contention that the
seventh day Sabbath was not revealed until the tablets of stone were
given to Moses.196

Barcellos
admits that Bunyan’s Sabbath position differed from that of the
Westminster Confession of Faith and the Baptist Confession
of Faith of 1689. We agree. Barcellos states the difference
between Bunyan and the Puritans precisely and accurately.


According
to the documents Barcellos cites, Bunyan (1) rejected the idea that
the seventh-day Sabbath was a Creation Ordinance, and (2) insisted
that prior to Exodus 16,
there were no examples
of anyone keeping the seventh-day Sabbath, or any other kind of
Sabbath. That is precisely the stated position of NCT. That is all
that we have ever claimed with
regard to the correspondence between our position and Bunyan’s
on this subject. What is the problem? Where have we
in any way misrepresented Bunyan’s position? Barcellos’
own words prove we are
innocent of his charges against us. If
we have misrepresented Bunyan, then Barcellos has done the same
thing.


He correctly quotes
Bunyan as saying, “we find the Lord rebuking his people for the
breach of the fourth commandment. Ex. xvi. 27-29.”197
Barcellos then writes, “The seventh day Sabbath, in Bunyan’s
thought, was not given until Mount Sinai; …”198
This statement is mildly misleading. In Bunyan’s thought, God
first gave the Sabbath during the manna event recorded in Exodus 16.
Sabbatarians usually argue, as Bunyan did in his earlier work, The
Doctrine of the Law and Grace Unfolded, that Exodus 16
proves the Sabbath commandment preceded the giving of the Ten
Commandments in Exodus 20. They then argue from this that the Sabbath
goes back to Creation.


However, Bunyan, in his
corrective treatise on the Sabbath, written some twenty-five years
later, changed his view. He used the same passage in Exodus 16 to
prove that God did not give the Sabbath to Adam or to anyone else
prior to the events recorded in Exodus 16, since it was obvious that
the giving of the seventh-day Sabbath in Exodus 16 was new
revelation. Barcellos does not quote from Bunyan’s later
arguments that are both clear and convincing. Barcellos commits a
logical fallacy by his appeal to selective evidence in order to
arrive at a conclusion that supports his own position. Because
Barcellos has appealed to selective evidence, and excluded evidence
that contradicts his conclusion, he has misrepresented the fullest
expression of Bunyan’s thought on the Sabbath.

Bunyan’s
remarks in The Doctrine of the Law and Grace Unfolded are not,
as Barcellos claims, “difficult to reconcile with his
contention that the seventh day Sabbath was not revealed until the
tablets of stone were given to Moses.” They are impossible
to reconcile. Barcellos cites excerpts from Law and Grace
that, in his words, “seem to contradict” statements
in The Nature and Perpetuity of the Seventh day Sabbath. The
statements do not seem to contradict, they clearly do
contradict each other. Following the quotations, Barcellos makes this
observation:


Bunyan then
attempts to show that God punished the sins that were committed
against all Ten Commandments prior to the promulgation of the
Decalogue on Sinai. Of special interest is the fact that he says, “we
find the Lord rebuking his people for the breach of the fourth
commandment. Ex. xvi. 27-29.” This appears to contradict what
Bunyan says in his treatise on the Sabbath. How can we reconcile
these statements?199


In order to offer a
reconciliation of these seemingly contradictory statements, Barcellos
argues that while Bunyan rejected a seventh-day Sabbath prior
to Sinai, he nevertheless held that the concept of the Sabbath
was part of the moral law and as such, was given to Adam at Creation.
This idea is a basic Covenant Theology argument: the Sabbath command
is for one day in seven, but not necessarily the seventh. Some
theologians state that the day is changed, but the law
is upheld. The dates of Bunyan’s works, however, do not support
this explanation of his position. It is in his later work that
Bunyan insisted there was no seventh day Sabbath given to Adam or to
anyone else prior to Exodus 16:23. His former work espoused
Barcellos’ position, but his later work changed it. In his
later argument, Bunyan appears to have borrowed some of Luther’s
statements concerning the Sabbath. Ironically, Bunyan’s main
point in this section is to disprove the arguments he had formerly
used to give the Sabbath commandment the status of what today some
theologians call a Creation Ordinance. Barcellos presses for
acceptance of his suggestion by concluding:


Either we
understand Bunyan this way or we conclude that he contradicted
himself or changed his views.200

Barcellos
seems reluctant to consider the last option, namely, that Bunyan
changed his mind. Bunyan’s publisher, however, had no such
reluctance. He not only admitted, in writing, that Bunyan changed his
mind, but also explained why he did so.

The
Editor’s (publisher’s) Advertisement in the front of
almost all of Bunyan’s works includes the date when Bunyan
wrote that particular work, the occasion that prompted that
particular work, and a short outline of the content of that
particular work. In Bunyan’s work on the Sabbath, his editor
states that Bunyan’s chief concern was to see “the day in
which our Lord rose from the dead much set by of Christians.”201
Bunyan’s goal was to establish the believer’s obligation
to keep Sunday as the “Christian Sabbath.” The question
that concerns us is this: does Bunyan himself destroy the only
foundation upon which a person can bring a Sabbath day of any kind
over into the church?

Bunyan
wrote his treatise on the Sabbath in 1685 to refute the claims of the
Seventh Day Baptists, forerunners of the Seventh day Adventists. They
claimed that (1) the Sabbath commandment was still in effect today,
and (2) the New Testament nowhere either commands or authorizes a
change of the Sabbath from the seventh day to the first day of the
week. Their contention, with which we agree, was that the Roman
Catholic Church, and not the New Testament Scriptures, made the
change. Bunyan realized that the only way to refute the Seventh Day
Baptists was to prove that the seventh-day Sabbath was not a Creation
Ordinance given to Adam. He had to prove that the seventh-day Sabbath
was the ceremonial sign of the covenant God made with Israel at
Sinai. Over twenty-five years earlier (1659), Bunyan had held to a
different view, and so accordingly, he had written the work (The
Doctrine of the Law and Grace Unfolded) where he argued that
view. In that work, Bunyan had argued that the seventh-day Sabbath
was given to Adam.


But, though this
law [the Ten Commandments] was delivered to Moses from the hands of
angels in tables of stone, on Mount Sinai, yet this was not the first
appearing of this law to man; but even this in substance, though
possibly not so openly, was given to the first man, Adam in the
garden of Eden. … 202


In his 1659 work, Bunyan held
that the Sabbath originated at Creation. His view there is almost
identical to the view of the classical Covenant Theology of the
Puritans. He believed (1) that the Sabbath commandment was given to
Adam and to all his posterity, and (2) that prior to Exodus 20, God
punished people for breaking all ten of the commandments. Included on
that list is the fourth commandment concerning the seventh-day
Sabbath:


And we find the
Lord rebuking his people for the breach of the fourth commandment in
Ex. 16:27-29.203


In his work on the Sabbath,
nearly twenty-five years later, Bunyan, by his own admission,
changed his earlier view of the origin of the seventh-day Sabbath. In
1685, he used the same passage in Exodus 16 to prove the opposite
view.204
In this later work on the Sabbath, Bunyan argued effectively that the
seventh-day Sabbath commandment was neither a moral commandment nor
was it given to Adam or to anyone else before Exodus 16, thus making
it new revelation hitherto unknown by Israel or by anyone else prior
to that time.

Bunyan’s
editor, as he explains Bunyan’s intention in the treatise on
the Sabbath, raises the question of whether the Sabbath commandment
is moral and eternal. He emphasizes that


… The
answers to that and all other questions must be strictly confined to
revelation [Scripture], for there is no indication in nature, or in
any of its laws, of a day of rest.205


In other words, Bunyan’s
editor, representing Bunyan’s views, argues that there is no
evidence in natural revelation or in any person’s conscience
that God commanded anyone, prior to Exodus 16, to observe a weekly
Sabbath. There is no natural evidence (extra-biblical history) that
anyone did so. Therefore, we must obtain our evidence from Scripture.
We agree. The biblical evidence indicates that the obligation (and
inclination) to worship God is written in human beings from Creation.
However, there is no biblical evidence prior to Exodus 16 that God
commanded anyone to observe any kind of holy day, regardless of
whether it was one in seven, the seventh, or the first day of the
week. We only know about an obligation to observe a holy day of any
kind by a specific commandment from God. Bunyan insists that God
never gave such a commandment to anyone until Exodus 16. Bunyan
quotes Nehemiah 9:13, 14 as a proof text.

Bunyan’s
editor then argues that a weekly Sabbath cannot be part of an eternal
moral law for the following, among other, reasons:


Our Lord taught us
that, the Sabbath was made for man, and therefore did not exist among
angels, prior to the creation of man, as all moral or universal
obligations must have existed.206

The
editor reasons that moral or universal obligations apply to all
sentient created beings. Angels are sentient created beings. Angels
do not observe a weekly Sabbath. Therefore, a weekly Sabbath is not a
moral obligation. The advertisement then gives a short history of the
debate on the Sabbath at the time of the Reformation. The editor
makes four pertinent points: (1) “obedience to tradition,”
and not Scripture,  changed the day from Saturday to Sunday; (2) the
Roman Church made the change; (3) Tyndale said we have authority to
change the day to Monday or any day of the week or even to have two
days; (4) Tyndale’s reference to Luther and Calvin.


The controversy
upon this subject assumed a more public and definite form at the
Reformation. Sir Thomas More asserted that the seventh day was
superseded by the first, in obedience to tradition: it forms the
first of the five commandments of the Holy Church; “The Sundays
hear thou mass.” William Tyndale, in reply, contends that “we
be lords over the Sabbath; we may change it for Monday, or any other
day, as we see need, or have two every week, if one is not enough to
teach the people.” Calvin preferred a daily assembling of the
church, but if that was impossible, then at stated intervals; his
words are: “since the Sabbath is abrogated, I do not so rest
upon the number seven, that I would bind the churches to the bondage
thereof; neither will I condemn those churches that have other solemn
days for their meetings.” Luther considers the observance of
the Jewish Sabbath one of the “weak and beggarly rudiments.”207

Bunyan’s
editor then gives the gist of Bunyan’s treatise. Bunyan’s
view as expressed there is exactly what we believe. All of the
emphasis in the following quotation is by Bunyan’s publisher:


Bunyan’s
arguments are, that the appearances of nature show no difference of
days: that no Sabbath or other day was set apart for worship before
the giving of the law at Sinai.


”Thou
camest down also upon Mount Sinai, and madest KNOWN unto them thy
holy Sabbath, by the hand of Moses” Neh. 9:13, 14. ”The
seventh day is the Sabbath of the Lord thy God: in it thou shalt not
do any work; and remember thou wast a servant in the land of Egypt,
and that the Lord thy God brought thee out thence through a mighty
hand and by a stretched out arm, THEREFORE the Lord commanded thee to
keep the Sabbath day.” Deut. 5:14, 15.


While many crimes
are mentioned in patriarchal times, there is no complaint of
Sabbath-breaking. We read of fratricide, drunkenness, lying,
unbelief, theft, idolatry, slave-dealing, and other crimes, but no
hint as to sanctifying or desecrating the Sabbath. At length, a few
days before the giving of the law, a natural phenomenon announced to
the Jews the great change that was at hand; the manna fell in double
quantity on Friday, and none was found of Saturday. So new was this
that, contrary to the command, the people went on the seventh day as
on other days, and were rebuked but not punished for it. But no
sooner is the Sabbath instituted by Moses than it is broken, and the
Sabbath-breaker is punished with a cruel death.


The Sabbath was
instituted as a peculiar observation to distinguish the Jews from all
other nations; “The Lord has given YOU the Sabbath.”
Ex. 16:39. “The children of Israel shall keep the
Sabbath.” Ex. 31:16, 17. “I gave them (the
Israelites who were delivered from Egypt) my Sabbaths to be a sign
between me and them.” Ezek. 20:12. Ceremonies were
commanded on the Sabbath worship, which cannot now be observed, see
Lev. 24, Num. 28, Neh. 13:22, Ezek. 46:4. The Jewish Sabbath was “a
shadow of the things to come, but the body is of Christ.” Col.
2:16, 17. The shadows have fled away; we possess the substance. The
covenant of Moses was written on stone; the new covenant is written
on our hearts, Heb. 8:9, 10.208


The editor then shows that
Bunyan was thoroughly convinced that God had changed the day of
worship from the seventh day, as first commanded at Sinai, to the
first day of the week for the Christian church. He will refer to this
new day as the “Christian Sabbath.” It is essential to
see that Bunyan accepts without question the idea that the fourth
commandment, with the day changed to Sunday, is binding on
Christians today. Bunyan would agree with Barcellos and strongly
disagree with our position at this point. However, it is just as
clear that for Bunyan, the seventh-day commandment was (1) first
given in Exodus 16, (2) given only to the nation of Israel and, (3)
was not given to Adam or anyone else before Exodus 16. No
Covenant theologian could possibly agree with Bunyan at this point.
Bunyan’s arguments demolish the Creation Ordinance concept that
is essential to Covenant Theology. On this point, I agree with
Bunyan.

Bunyan
himself wrote a short introduction to his work on the Sabbath
entitled “To the Reader,” in which he states what he
intends to prove. Here is part of his introduction:


I
have here, by handling four questions, proved that the seventh
day
sabbath was not moral.209


Bunyan is not saying
that nature does not teach a person that he or she should worship
God. Nor is he saying that there should not be a day appointed for
holy worship. He is saying (1) that before Exodus 16, God did not
institute a particular day of worship, and (2) that the commandment
to worship on the seventh day is not a moral commandment. Bunyan
states that the Ten Commandments contain moral law, but he
will insist that they are not the unchanging moral law of God.

I
believe the evidence demonstrates that Bunyan changed his mind about
the Sabbath. The dates of Bunyan’s writings prove that Bunyan
held the Puritan view first, and later modified that view. If Bunyan
did not hold to the Puritan view that the seventh-day Sabbath was
given to Adam at Creation, and if Bunyan lived before
Dispensationalism was first promulgated, then what position did he
believe? What would we call John Bunyan? If he was neither a Puritan
Covenant theologian nor a Dispensationalist in his view of the
Sabbath, then what was he? Historically, there must have been some
position other than Covenant Theology or Dispensationalism.


Barcellos demonstrates from his
remarks and his selection of quotations that John Bunyan held the
same view on at least one point that NCT holds. Bunyan believed that
there was no seventh-day Sabbath in Scripture before Exodus 16. He
rejected the Puritan view, which he had earlier accepted, concerning
a seventh-day Creation Ordinance and adopted a view similar to what
NCT teaches today. Bunyan affirmed exactly what we believe about the
origin and nature of the seventh-day Sabbath. It was not a moral
commandment and it was not given to Adam or anyone else before Exodus
16.

In
no sense whatsoever are we asserting that John Bunyan was a New
Covenant theologian. Neither, however, was he a classical Covenant
theologian. In one sense, Bunyan resembled many of us; he was a
theologian in the making. We are discussing a single point of
theology, about which Bunyan changed his mind. Who among us has never
changed any of his or her views? I started out as an Arminian
Dispensationalist, became a Calvinist, became a Covenant theologian
and left Dispensationalism, left Covenant Theology and came to
embrace NCT. I suspect that many of my readers have undergone major
changes in their theology as they have matured in their faith. New
Covenant Theology claims two things in common with John Bunyan.
First, Bunyan held the view that the seventh-day Sabbath was not a
moral commandment nor was there a Sabbath commandment given to Adam
in Eden. This is exactly what we believe. Second, Bunyan’s view
of the relationship of the law to the believer’s conscience is
exactly what we believe. Bunyan’s work, The Law and the
Christian, informed our view of law and grace in the Christian’s
life and conscience, and not vice versa. We did not adopt a view of
law and grace and then read that back into Bunyan.

It
is easy to misread Bunyan. Neither side of the Sabbath issue can
honestly claim Bunyan as their representative. He simply does not fit
any place. In the first section of his Sabbath treatise, Bunyan
destroys the foundation of Covenant Theology’s view of law. His
basic understanding of the nature and origin of the Sabbath
commandment is exactly what I believe. In the next section, however,
he argues for Covenant Theology’s doctrine of the Christian
Sabbath. Bunyan’s position, as a single package, seems
untenable. He sets forth two contradictory positions. I believe he
contradicts himself because he does not work out in detail the clear
implications of the premises that he so carefully proved in the
beginning. Logically, you can accept either section of his argument,
but you cannot take both. My Covenant Theology friends agree with my
assessment; we merely disagree over which section Bunyan
had right and which he had wrong!

As
we assess Bunyan, we must remember two things: First, why
Bunyan wrote this particular treatise, and secondly, when he
wrote it. He was fighting Seventh Day Baptists. He was writing
against people who believed the same theology as the modern Seventh
day Adventist. Bunyan saw that there was no biblical refutation of
the seventh-day position if the fourth commandment could be pushed
back to Creation. The phrase Creation Ordinance was not yet in
vogue, but that concept is precisely what Bunyan wanted to refute. He
argued that God did not appoint any day of worship for Adam,
or for anyone else, prior to Mount Sinai. Neither the seventh day,
nor the first day, nor another day, nor even one day in seven, is in
any sense holy in and of itself. All that God did in the Garden was
to reserve a day for himself and then much later, at
Sinai, give Israel his day as the sign of the covenant
that he made with them at that time. This is Bunyan’s view.

Walter
Chantry has seen the clear implications of Bunyan’s attack on
the Sabbath as a Creation Ordinance. He says:


John Bunyan wrote
against seventh-day Christians, giving much attention to what he
considered the ceremonial element in the fourth commandment. It would
be difficult to endorse all of his specific arguments in this
article. Some of the same propositions used to assault the
seventh-day sabbath would (if allowed to stand) bear equal weight
against any Sabbath whatever.210

Chantry
is correct. Some of Bunyan’s propositions could, “if
allowed to stand,” destroy the entire Sabbath position. I agree
with him. That is precisely what Bunyan’s arguments against the
Sabbath as a Creation Ordinance do—they destroy the foundation
for believing in any kind of a holy Sabbath day given at Creation.
Thus, it is surprising that Chantry left every one of Bunyan’s
arguments to stand unanswered. Nor did Chantry refer his readers to
any other writer who had answered Bunyan. I do not know of any
writers who have tried to refute the arguments. If Bunyan’s
arguments have ever been answered, I would love to know by whom it
was done and where to access such an accomplishment. Bunyan’s
editor said:


Bunyan’s
book does not appear to have been answered; indeed it would require
genius of no ordinary kind to controvert such conclusive evidence.211

I
agree! I think this explains why writers such as Chantry and
Barcellos, and others who share their views, have chosen to ignore
Bunyan’s arguments and let them stand unanswered.

Barcellos
and others of his persuasion have difficulty accepting that Bunyan
changed his position on the Sabbath because of their unfounded
assurance that history is on their side. Thus, they have to make
historical figures such as Bunyan, Calvin, and others conform to the
Sabbatarian view. Their belief in this unified historical position is
reinforced because their spiritual forebears who held the same
position have written the books from which they draw their
conclusions. When his fellow Germans asked Hitler, “What do you
think history will say about us?” he replied, “If we win
the war, then we will write history.” The Puritans, with the
use of the steel sword, won their theological war and they wrote the
history. In our generation, Christians of many sorts have revisited
the Doctrines of Grace, but Covenant theologians have had control of
the printing press and so have revived both the good and the bad of
the Puritan era. I have often said that if I had a choice of living
under communist rule or under the rule of Theonomists, I would choose
communism. As a convinced historic Baptist, I would have a better
chance of staying alive under communism than I would in a sacral
society. I also believe that the current rise of Theonomy is nothing
less than the consistent application and outworking of the basic
presuppositions of Puritan Covenant Theology. The Puritans were
Theonomists to the core.

My
Presbyterian friends often ask me why we have no great Baptist
writings produced during the Puritan era. I reply that the Baptists
were hiding to keep from being put to death by the Presbyterians’
forefathers, the Puritans. It is difficult to write and print books
when you are in jail or are fleeing for your life. Bunyan was an
exception: even though in prison, he was able to write The
Pilgrim’s Progress because God gave him a jailer with a
kind heart, as well as a friend in John Owen, who recommended his own
publisher to Bunyan.212

The
dilemma for Barcellos is that neither history, nor Calvin, nor Bunyan
is unqualifiedly on his side on the Sabbath issue. His criticism of
NCT’s conclusions from Bunyan’s works seems to reveal a
sincere desire on Barcellos’ part to honestly represent both
NCT and Bunyan. Barcellos admits it is difficult to reconcile
Bunyan’s work on law and grace with his work on the Sabbath,
even though he tries in vain to do just that. He also fails when he
refuses to admit that Bunyan did indeed change his view on the
Sabbath. When an author writes two different views on the same
subject, all agree that the later view is the author’s mature
and final view. For Barcellos to admit that Bunyan changed his
Sabbath view, he must admit that Bunyan’s mature thought (over
two and a half decades later) recanted
the view that the seventh-day Sabbath was a Creation Ordinance. To do
that is to give up both Covenant Theology’s view of the Sabbath
and its tenet that a Creation Ordinance proves a command to be moral
and not ceremonial. This Barcellos seems unwilling to do at this
time.

As
with every other chapter in his book, Barcellos closes with a
challenge to NCT. Based on the evidence he has cited, he concludes
that NCT may not claim Bunyan as a champion of our Sabbath position.
That is fair enough. We readily acknowledge that Bunyan’s
writings on the Sabbath, taken in their entirety, do not completely
match ours. Where we do claim Bunyan, however, is in his line of
argument that destroys the concept of the Sabbath as a Creation
Ordinance. Based on the evidence that Barcellos has ignored, we must
protest that Covenant Theology cannot claim Bunyan as a champion of
their Sabbath position, either. We have admitted that Bunyan changed
his view and that he was inconsistent in his logic as he presented
his arguments for that altered view. Our request to Barcellos and
Covenant Theology is that they would admit the same and honestly
address the damaging propositions that Bunyan set forth, rather than
ignoring them, which has been their practice up to now. 





Appendix A
Of Interest to Southern Baptists

As
mentioned in our introduction, In Defense of the Decalogue
is not just another book about the relationship between
the Christian and the Mosaic law. It was published to present the
position of the Founders Ministries of the Southern Baptists on the
subject of Covenant Theology and the issue of law and grace. The
Founders, as their name implies, is a group of Southern Baptists
committed to restoring the doctrines preached by the founders of the
SBC. The movement began with an expressed desire to promote sovereign
grace in the same way that the early fathers of the SBC believed and
expressed that doctrine in their preaching and writing. God has
greatly honored their efforts and the Doctrines of Grace enjoy a wide
hearing in Southern Baptist circles because of the Founders.

Recently,
people connected with the Founders movement have intimated that their
leaders were interested in reaching out and broadening their
influence. These people assured me that the leadership was becoming
more open and more ready to discuss differences between them and NCT.
It would seem, from the request of the Founders to Barcellos, that
the men who spoke to me represented their own desires, and not those
of the leadership of the Founders Ministries. The message of In
Defense of the Decalogue is
unmistakable. There will be no deviation from the Founders’
existing efforts to reform the church. The blueprint for that
doctrinal reformation will strictly conform to the 1689 Baptist
Confession of Faith, and the model for the reformation of
local church polity will be the contemporary Reformed Baptist
movement. These reformational paradigms are appropriate if we are
convinced of both creedal authority and the polity of the Reformed
Baptists.

Many
churches and pastors in the SBC appreciate what the Founders have
accomplished, but do not feel free to be part of the movement. It is
not lack of commitment to sovereign grace or reticence to express
their convictions that keeps these people at arm’s length from
the Founders. Their reluctance stems from other issues altogether.
The publication of In Defense of the Decalogue
by the Founders will likely do nothing to bring these
brothers and sisters into the camp, but may well do much to estrange
them further.

Sovereign-grace
Baptists in the SBC have at least two concerns with the Founders
Ministries. Barcellos’ book underscores both of these issues.
First issue: The Founders Ministries seems to some people to be more
Reformed Baptist than Southern Baptist, and to put it
bluntly, many solid sovereign-grace Southern Baptists are not
interested in becoming Reformed Baptists. Many understand the RB cry
of, “Reform the church” as, “Eliminate the pastor,
the deacons, and the congregational system, and replace it with a
Presbyterian view of eldership with everything but a presbytery.”
Granted, some churches are quite comfortable with an elder-run
church, but others are not. Many see this emphasis on church
reformation as going far past the original expressed intention of the
Founders movement.

Barcellos’
book should leave no doubt in anyone’s mind concerning the
Founders’ present attitude to Reformed Baptist theology.
Barcellos, the author of the book, is a Reformed Baptist pastor. The
back cover of the book carries a harsh criticism of NCT from another
Reformed Baptist pastor, Samuel Waldron, the principal of the
Reformed Baptist School of Theology in Grand Rapids, Michigan.
Waldron is explicit that NCT is the “greatest danger to
historic, Reformed Christianity today…” He claims that
Barcellos’ book “mounts a devastating counterattack”
to NCT. The position and attitude espoused by In Defense of the
Decalogue leaves no middle ground, nor is there any place for
serious dialogue. New Covenant Theology, in any form, is not to be
tolerated.

The
second concern of some sovereign-grace people in the SBC is the
Founders’ strict conformity to the 1689 Baptist Confession
of Faith. Historically, Baptists have written creeds and
confessions, but they were never a confessional church in the same
sense as the Presbyterians. The Founders seem to have taken a
Presbyterian attitude toward the 1689 Confession. Barcellos
devotes a chapter to historical theology in which he tries to
disprove what nearly every writer, including most Sabbatarians
believe—that John Calvin did not hold the Sabbath view
expressed in the Philadelphia Confession of Faith. He fails to
mention that in the 1798 annual circular letter to all the churches,
the Philadelphia Association rejected the Confession’s
Sabbath view and declared that the Sabbath was ceremonial and not
moral. That letter is reprinted below.

The
leadership of the Founders has every right to publish their beliefs.
They have every duty to God and to his church to publish that which
they think is of major importance. However, if In Defense of the
Decalogue accurately represents their feelings on this matter,
they may see another sovereign-grace movement within the SBC that
accepts NCT as a legitimate option for those who are willing to
discuss the issues. They will discover that many Calvinistic Southern
Baptist pastors and churches are not interested in becoming Reformed
Baptists.

______________________________
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Philadelphia
Baptist Church


“Religious
Worship and the Sabbath Day”


By Rev. David
Jones, A. M.


1798


The messengers of
the churches of Christ belonging to the Philadelphia Baptist
Association, met at New Mills, in the State of New Jersey.


To their
respective churches, send greeting.


Beloved
brethren,—We have been once more prevented assembling in the
city of Philadelphia by a dreadful visitation from God. Whatever may
be the natural cause of this complaint, no doubt SIN is the procuring
cause; nor can we reasonably expect a removal of the calamity without
a suitable reformation among the inhabitants, for which we ought
fervently to pray to God; and who knoweth but he may, in his great
mercy, graciously answer our supplications.


The subject to
which we shall call your attentions this year is, “Religious
worship and the Sabbath day,” being Chapter XXII of our
Confession of faith.


That there is an
eternal, almighty, unsearchable God, the creator and upholder of all
things, the works of creation, as well as divine revelation, do
clearly make appear; but the acceptable manner, in which we are to
honor and worship him, is made known only by divine revelation, for
which we should ever adore our God.


The object of all
divine and religious worship, is the Godhead, consisting of Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit; and these three personal distinctions are only
one and the same Divine Being, from everlasting to everlasting the
same one, living, and true God, blessed for evermore.


That He alone is
the object of religious worship, is evident from many texts of Holy
Scripture, and in particular Matt. iv. 10, “Thou shalt worship
the Lord thy God, and him ONLY shalt thou serve.”


All religious
worship is to be performed in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, who
is the only Mediator between God and men. To call on any other as
mediator or intercessor, is contrary to divine revelation, and highly
dishonorable to our adorable Redeemer, as well as shameful idolatry.
Nor should such idolaters ever be esteemed Christians, whatever they
may believe, or profess to believe, on other subjects connected with
Christianity. Some of the texts of Scripture to which we would refer
you, on this subject, are the following, viz., “I am the way,
the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me,”
John xiv. 6. And in the 13th verse, it is said, “Whatsoever ye
shall ask in my name, that will I do, that the Father may be
glorified in the Son.” “There is one God, and one
Mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus,” 1 Tim. ii.
5; “For through him, we both have access, by one Spirit, unto
the Father,” Eph. ii. 18.


And whereas, by
reason of the fall, all men are depraved, blind, and insensible of
their spiritual wants, it is necessary to have the assistance of the
Holy Spirit to prepare our hearts, and strengthen our souls to give
glory and honor to God suitable to the divine nature. Our faith
on this subject is founded on the following texts, with many others:
viz., “And I will pour upon the house of David, and upon the
inhabitants of Jerusalem, the spirit of grace and of supplications,”
Zach. xii. 10; “Likewise the Spirit also helpeth our
infirmities: for we know not what we should pray for as we ought; but
the Spirit itself maketh intercession for us,” Rom. viii. 26.
Many other passages of Scripture might be mentioned to the same
purpose; but this subject is generally acknowledged by all who are
worthy of the name of Christians. At the same time, we may confess
with deep humility and sorrow of heart, that God has in a great
measure suspended the powerful operations of his Holy Spirit in our
churches. Oh that it were with us as in years past! All our
preaching, and all your hearing, will be to little purpose, without
the gracious operations of the Holy Spirit.


We now proceed to
observe a few things with respect to the time of performing religious
worship. We are taught that God is a Spirit, and must be worshipped
in spirit and in truth, and that we should pray without ceasing; yet
it is necessary to have, in the churches, fixed times for public
worship. And it is to be wished that all Christians were unanimous on
this subject; but there is little hope of this being the case, till
we drop all traditions and traditional modes of speech; for these
things will cause many mistakes.


The compilers of
our Confession of faith were desirous to use the same language with
other Christians, as far as was thought consistent with a good
conscience; and it may be, on this subject, they conformed more than
can be supported by the Holy Scriptures, or any arguments justly
drawn from them. Should we express ourselves in a manner different
from them, we are in hopes it will give no offence to any of our
brethren; and we are rather persuaded the manner in which we shall
treat this subject, will be generally acceptable, if the arguments
are calmly considered.


We shall inquire
into two points relative to the subject.


Whether the fourth
command was moral or ceremonial?


By what authority
Christians observe the first day of the week as a day of worship?


I. It is not
pretended that the word moral is used either in the Old or New
Testament. By it, we understand those obligations, which in their
nature are unalterable, and binding on all men; and by ceremonial, we
are to understand such commands as were types or shadows of spiritual
things, which might be abolished by the will of the legislator.


Having premised
these things, we proceed to show that the fourth command was not
moral, notwithstanding it is sometimes placed with moral commands;
but this is not always the case.


There is in the
nature of things no reason why one day should be appropriated to
religious worship more than another, for God is the same every day,
and is to be worshipped in spirit and in truth. The observance of one
day more than another was instituted for certain reasons, and was
binding on those to whom the will of God was made known; but not on
the Gentiles, who were never charged with a breach of the Sabbath.
The word Sabbath signifies rest; and two reasons are given in
Scripture why God enjoined it on the Jews. The first is that God
finished the works of creation in six days, and rested the seventh,
Ex. xx. 11. The second reason is the deliverance of Israel from their
bondage in Egypt. When Moses repeated the law in Deut. v. 15, he
said, “And remember that thou wast a servant in the land of
Egypt, and that the Lord thy God brought thee out thence, through a
mighty hand, and by a stretched out arm; therefore, the Lord thy God
commanded thee to keep the Sabbath day.” The Sabbath is
repeatedly mentioned as a sign between God and the children of Israel
throughout their generations, and seems limited to them.


For want of room,
we must omit many arguments; but it may suffice to say that a
ceremonial command is an institution of God to bring to mind some
events past, or to come. Such was the passover, and such was the
Jewish Sabbath. It brought to mind the finishing of the creation in
six days, and God’s resting the seventh, as well as the
deliverance of the children of Israel from their bondage in Egypt;
and it alludes to that rest which a soul enjoys when enabled to
believe in Christ.


The answer of our
blessed Lord to the Pharisees, accusing his disciples of breaking the
Sabbath, plainly proves that he considered the Sabbath as a
ceremonial command. We shall transcribe the passage and make a few
remarks. “And he said unto them, Have ye never read what David
did, when he had need, and was an hungred, he, and they that
were with him? How he went into the house of God in the days of
Abiathar, the high priest, and did eat the show bread, which is not
lawful to eat, but for the priests, and gave also to them that were
with him? And he said unto them, The Sabbath was made for man, and
not man for the Sabbath; therefore, the Son of man is Lord also of
the Sabbath,” Mark ii. 25, 26, 27, 28. This passage affords an
unanswerable proof in what light Christ considered the Sabbath; for
had the Sabbath been a moral command, there would have been no
propriety in quoting the breach of a ceremonial command as a parallel
case.


II. We proceed to
show by what authority we keep the first day of the week, as a day of
Christian worship.


We would premise
that the duties of the Gospel differ in many respects from the law of
Moses; for the law says, “Do this and thou shalt live;”
but the Gospel says, “Live, and as a child of God and joint
heir with Christ, do this, for his yoke is easy and his burden is
light.”


We do not say that
there is any express command in the New Testament positively making
it a duty to worship on the first day of the week; yet from the
examples of the disciples, we have reason to believe that the
disciples met by the authority of Christ; for some of his last words
to his apostles were a solemn injunction, to do as he commanded,
which are these: “Teaching them to observe all things
whatsoever I have commanded you,” Matt. xxviii. 20. If we admit
that the apostles were faithful, of which we can have no doubt, we
must believe that their practice was conformable to the command of
Christ; we would, therefore, refer you to their example, recorded in
John xx. 19 and 26, “Then the same day, at evening, being the
first day of the week, when the doors were shut where the disciples
were assembled, for fear of the Jews, came Jesus, and stood in the
midst, and saith unto them, Peace be unto you.” “And
after eight days, again his disciples were within, and Thomas with
them. Then came Jesus, the doors being shut, and stood in the midst,
and said, Peace be unto you.” And in Acts xx. 7, “And
upon the first day of the week, when the disciples came together to
break bread, Paul preached unto them.” The historian mentions
it as the practice of the church at Troas, and hence we find it as
the known and established order of Christian churches in Galatia and
Corinth, as appears from 1 Cor. xvi. 1, 2. And in John’s time,
it seems to have obtained the name of the Lord’s day, Rev. i.
10.


We must close this
epistle in a few words respecting the manner in which this day of
worship ought to be observed.


Let us avoid all
worldly business as far as possible, that we may with singleness of
heart wait upon God in all the appointed means of grace. In order to
obtain this end, we should use our best endeavors to dismiss all our
worldly affairs on the seventh day of the week, that we may be
prepared for divine worship.


We should spend
the morning of the Lord’s day in prayer or reading the holy
Scriptures, or other good books composed by the servants of Jesus
Christ; and never allow small excuses to prevent our meeting with the
disciples of Christ for divine worship. None can tell how much is
lost by omissions of duty. It is good to wait on the Lord, for he
walks in the midst of the golden candlesticks, and sits as a refiner
or purifier of his people. From the apostle’s words, in Heb. x.
25, it seems some were faulty in his day, and forsook the assembling
together, a sure sign of backsliding of heart. Think not the duties
of the day ended when you have attended public worship; but make a
good improvement of time, for it is very precious. Therefore, redeem
the time by doubling your diligence.


Be not conformed
to the vain customs of the present age, in paying or receiving
unprofitable visits on the Lord’s day, for this will tend to
destroy the power of religion.


From the above
arguments, we may justly infer, that the religious observance of the
Lord’s day for divine worship, is warranted by the examples of
the apostles and churches in their days. Consequently, we have
sufficient grounds to believe that it was by the authority of our
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, who is the head of his church and
lawgiver to the body.


And now, dear
brethren, we commend you to God and the word of his grace, and remain
in the Gospel of Christ.


By order of the
Association,


David Jones,
Moderator.


Burgiss Allison,
Clerk.




Appendix B
Response to Tabletalk; September
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An Open Letter to R. C. Sproul214

Dear
Dr. Sproul:

For
many years, I have benefited from your ministry. Your books present
the reality of our sovereign, gracious God and his amazing love for
undeserving sinners in clear, biblically accurate language. We have
used your videos in Sunday school classes and youth groups and have
encouraged many others to do the same. I was, therefore, greatly
disappointed, but given your unreserved commitment to Covenant
Theology, not at all surprised, by your unjustified attack on New
Covenant Theology in general and two other men and me in particular.
Your magazine, Tabletalk, of September 2002 carried five
articles against antinomianism. One of those articles, “The
Death of the Decalogue,” by Richard Barcellos, applied
the odious label of theological antinomian to Tom Wells and Fred
Zaspel, co-authors of the book New Covenant Theology, and to
me.215

I
have no doubt that your sincere concern is for the truth of the
gospel. I believe that you, my friends, and I, all are concerned to
help the people of God to be more holy in their lives. The articles
in your magazine make it clear that we disagree on the specific
message that will best reach that goal.

We
welcome all open discussion on the subject of law and grace. We are
especially grateful for Morton Smith’s article that clearly
defines what historically was considered antinomianism.216
We wish that all your contributors had used that definition
consistently throughout the entire issue, instead of discarding it
for new and different definitions, especially the definition used by
Richard Barcellos. In another article, one of your contributors
labels Dispensationalism as antinomian.217
If you agree with this definition, we wonder why you have Dr. John
MacArthur, a man openly committed to Dispensationalism, as a speaker
at your conferences. I have read nearly everything that MacArthur has
written and I have not found any explicit or implicit antinomian
statements, despite the fact that he is an avowed Dispensationalist. 


Since
I am not a Dispensationalist, I am not defending Dr. MacArthur on
partisan grounds. It is wrong to automatically label MacArthur or
anyone else as an antinomian just because he or she is a
Dispensationalist. Granted, a Dispensationalist disagrees with the
Covenant Theology of the Westminster Confession of Faith on
some points relating to the law of God, but since the Confession
is not equal with the authority of Scripture, this does not
automatically make Dispensationalism equal antinomianism. Rejecting
Covenant Theology’s view of law and grace and rejecting the law
of God itself are two different things.

I
agree with you that true antinomianism is a heresy, and failure by
church leaders to label it as such is a sin against Christ and his
church. If Mathison’s definition is correct, then it would seem
you are duty bound to condemn John MacArthur as an antinomian.
However, to falsely accuse someone of this heresy or to use an
inaccurate definition when labeling someone an antinomian is also a
sin against Christ and a fellow believer. 


In
his article, Smith quotes a work entitled Antinomianism Discovered
and Confuted by Thomas Gataker, a member of the Westminster
Assembly, that lists six marks of antinomianism.218
None of the six things on that list is true
of Tom Wells, Fred Zaspel, or me. One of the six could
conceivably apply, but only if our view is misunderstood. The other
five are far from our convictions. Your magazine’s articles,
especially the one by Barcellos, that use our names in print rest
their cases on two major points. First: we disagree with Covenant
Theology’s view of the Sabbath (as does John MacArthur, and as
did Calvin, Luther, James M. Boice, and others). Second: we believe
Christ is a new lawgiver who, in revealing more fully and completely
the character of God, not only raises the law of Moses to a higher
and more spiritual level, but also gives the church some new laws.

I
do not at all enjoy writing in a public forum against a fellow
believer whom I deeply respect. However, since you chose to use that
setting to criticize me as a proponent of New Covenant Theology, I
felt it appropriate to respond in kind.

Let
me clearly explain my view of the Ten Commandments. I ask you to show
me what I believe that deserves your magazine’s condemnation of
me as an antinomian heretic. Please show me where I am anti-law in
any sense whatsoever in my understanding of the Ten Commandments.
Apart from viewing the Sabbath as a ceremonial law, I hold to the
same set of ethical standards, raised to an even higher level, than
Covenant Theology holds. At the end of the day, I think the most that
can be consistently claimed is that New Covenant Theology, as I
understand it, is antinomian only because it presents the Sabbath as
a ceremonial and not a moral law. The nature of the Sabbath
commandment is the crux of the entire case. To be consistent with
your principles, you must also charge Luther, Calvin, James
Montgomery Boice, and John MacArthur with antinomianism, since none
of them was or is a Sabbatarian.

Here
is my view of the Ten Commandments, compared with that of Covenant
Theology. Please show me where my view is antinomian.


One: Do you believe and teach
that a Christian is duty bound to obey the first commandment? (“No
other gods”—see Exod. 20:3). I also believe and teach the
same thing. Breaking that commandment was, is, and always will be a
sin. I cannot possibly be an antinomian, or “be against the
first commandment.” (See also Acts 14:15 and 1 Cor. 8:6).


Two: Do you believe that a
Christian is duty bound to obey the second commandment? (“No
idols/images”—see Exod. 20:4-6). I also believe and teach
the same thing. Breaking that commandment was, is, and always will be
a sin. I cannot possibly be an antinomian, or “be against the
second commandment.” (See also 1 John 5:21 and 1 Cor. 10:7).


Three: Do you believe and teach
that a Christian is duty bound to obey the third commandment? (“Do
not take God’s name in vain”—see Exod. 20:7). I
also believe and teach the same thing. Breaking that commandment was,
is, and always will be a sin. I cannot possibly be an antinomian, or
“be against the third commandment.” (See also James
5:12).


Four: Do you believe and teach
that a Christian is duty bound to obey the fourth commandment? (“Keep
the Sabbath”—see Exod. 20:8-11). I believe and teach that
Christ himself is our Sabbath and we keep Sabbath with God when we
truly rest in Christ’s finished work of atonement. I believe
and teach that the Sabbath was the ceremonial sign of the Mosaic
covenant (Exod. 31:14-18).219




Five: Do you believe and teach
that a Christian is duty bound to obey the fifth commandment? (“Honor
your parents”—see Exod. 20:12). I also believe and teach
the same thing. Breaking that commandment was, is, and always will be
a sin. I cannot possibly be an antinomian, or “be against the
fifth commandment.” (See also Eph. 6:1-3).


Six: Do you believe and teach
that a Christian is duty bound to obey the sixth commandment? (“No
murder”—see Exod. 20:13). I also believe and teach the
same thing. Breaking that commandment was, is, and always will be a
sin. I cannot possibly be an antinomian, or “be against the
sixth commandment.” (See also 1 John 3:11-15 and Rom. 13:9).


Seven: Do you believe and teach
that a Christian is duty bound to obey the seventh commandment? (“No
adultery”—see Exod. 20:14). I also believe and teach the
same thing. Breaking that commandment was, is, and always will be a
sin. I cannot possibly be an antinomian, or “be against the
seventh commandment.” (See also Eph. 5:3-7 and 1 Cor. 6:9, 10).


Eight: Do you believe and teach
that a Christian is duty bound to obey the eighth commandment? (“No
stealing”—see Exod. 20:15). I also believe and teach the
same thing. Breaking that commandment was, is, and always will be a
sin. I cannot possibly be an antinomian, or “be against the
eighth commandment.” (See also Eph. 4:28).


Nine: Do you believe and teach
that a Christian is duty bound to obey the ninth commandment? (“Do
not bear false witness”—see Exod. 20:16). I also believe
and teach the same thing. Breaking that commandment was, is, and
always will be a sin. I cannot possibly be an antinomian, or “be
against the ninth commandment.” (See also Col. 3:9 and Eph.
4:25).


Ten: Do you believe and teach
that a Christian is duty bound to obey the tenth commandment? (“No
coveting”—see Exod. 20:17). I also believe and teach the
same thing. Breaking that commandment was, is, and always will be a
sin. I cannot possibly be an antinomian, or “be against the
tenth commandment.” (See also Eph. 5:3-7).220

Dr.
Sproul, can my view, as expressed above, in any sense whatsoever, be
considered against law in general or against the Ten Commandments in
particular?


According to Smith’s
definition, the very most that I can be called is a 1/10
antinomian. The heart of the issue with New Covenant
Theology and with me concerning the Ten Commandments boils down to
whether the Fourth commandment, the Sabbath, is an eternal,
unchanging, moral law, or is the ceremonial sign of the covenant God
made with Israel at Sinai (Exod. 31:14-17). As I understand it, the
Sabbath alone is your real point of difference with New Covenant
Theology’s view of the Ten Commandments. That one commandment
alone is our only point of disagreement.


We feel we have much biblical
evidence for our view of the Sabbath. Exodus 31:16 specifically
states that to keep the Sabbath was to actually keep the covenant.
The Israelites are to observe the Sabbath, celebrating it for the
generations to come as a lasting
covenant, and both verses 11 and 17 state that the
Sabbath was the sign of the Mosaic covenant.
It is vital that we recognize that the Sabbath, like circumcision,
the ceremonial sign of the Abrahamic covenant, was indeed the
ceremonial covenant sign of the Mosaic covenant. To violate the
ceremonial sign of a covenant was to disown the entire covenant. This
is why both signs, circumcision and the Sabbath, even though
ceremonial in nature, carried the death penalty for violation. Within
the context of marriage, the worst thing I could do would be to take
off my wedding ring, throw it at my wife, and walk out. That one act
would be a deliberate rejection of our entire covenant relationship.
That is exactly what the man did who picked up a few sticks on the
Sabbath. He threw the wedding ring in God’s face. That is what
Moses was doing by not having his son circumcised (Exod. 4:24-26). He
was refusing to wear the wedding ring. He disowned the whole
covenant.

Everything
that God in any way associated with worshipping him was always
prefixed with the word holy. However, in most cases, the connotation
of the word holy is “separated unto God,” and not
“morally pure.” A particular day of the week cannot be
intrinsically holy, in the sense of moral purity, any more than a
spoon, an article of furniture, a piece of clothing, or a parcel of
land can be holy. Holy days, including the seventh-day Sabbath, are
in the same category as the Holy Place, holy garments, holy
ceremonies, holy altars, holy furniture, and the like. If the seventh
day was holy in its nature, then it could not be changed to the first
day. If the Most Holy Place were inherently holy, then it would have
to always be holy, yet it ceased to be holy in any sense the moment
the veil of the temple was rent from top to bottom. None of these
things mentioned above reflect the eternal, moral character of God.

Dr.
Sproul, please explain why you label New Covenant Theology as
antinomian when we not only affirm just as strongly as you that the
Christian is not only under clear objective ethical commandments in
the New Covenant, but we also insist those New Covenant laws are even
higher than are those written on stone. How
is it possible for our belief in a higher law to be turned
into anti law? You condemn us as heretics simply because we
believe that our Lord Jesus Christ is a true lawgiver in his own
right and, as such, he gives higher and more spiritual laws than
anything God ever gave to Moses. Why do we deserve the odious label
of antinomian simply because we believe that Christ replaces Moses as
the new lawgiver in exactly the same way he replaces Aaron as high
priest?


Our view is completely
consistent with the teaching of Hebrews 3:1-6. What is anti-law about
binding a Christian’s conscience to obey the higher demands of
grace found in the Sermon on the Mount and the Epistles? How do we in
any way demean either Moses or the holy law of God by insisting that
the law of God under the New Covenant demands a higher and deeper
spiritual response than that given through Moses? Does progressive
revelation not in any way apply to ethical behavior? Do you really
believe that law can demand as much as grace? Why must the highest,
fullest, unchanging standard of moral conduct that God ever gave be
those laws written on the stone tablets of the Covenant (Deut. 9:9-15
and Heb. 9:4) that God made with Israel? Why do you insist that Moses
must be the greatest lawgiver; the giver of the “eternal,
unchanging, moral law of God,” and Christ must merely be the
greatest exegete of that law that God gave Moses? How is it
unbiblical for us to insist that Christ is a greater lawgiver than
Moses is? How are we demeaning either Moses or the holy law of God in
any way by exalting Christ over Moses as the new lawgiver?

I
am especially grateful that your magazine has made the issue so
clear. After condemning my view as “more dangerous than
explicit antinomianism” (I find it hard to believe that is
possible), Barcellos then states his definition of antinomianism. The
emphasis is mine.


In other words,
although NCT may not be against law in an absolute sense, if it
denies that the moral law of the Old Testament is the moral law of
the New Testament, and if it replaces the
moral law with another, then it is antinomian on two
counts.221


Barcellos could not possibly
have stated the heart of the issue more clearly. His position, as
yours, grows out of his unconditional commitment to the perpetuity of
the Decalogue or the Tables of the Covenant. To change in any way the
words of the covenant, the Ten Commandments (Exod. 34:28), written on
the Tables of the Covenant, the Decalogue (Deut. 9:9) is, in
Barcellos’ eyes, to be antinomian. What an admission! It does
not matter if “changing” the law means raising it to a
higher and deeper level, it is still antinomianism. It does not
matter that our Lord himself raised the standards. Even that is
immaterial; it is still antinomianism. In other words, the actual
content of the law we preach may be built upon and go past the laws
written on the stone tables, but that makes no difference, we are
still antinomian! The fact that we change “the moral law of
God,” even though this change actually involves raising it to a
higher level, justifies Barcellos in accusing us of being worse than
the worst of antinomians. It does not matter what law we use to
replace the law of Moses, even if we use the very law of Christ
himself, we are still antinomian.
Our teaching that Jesus Christ has raised the law of Moses to a
higher level is heresy simply because we have dared to believe and
teach that the Sermon on the Mount makes higher and deeper demands
upon the children of grace than does the Decalogue. We have dared to
say that the law of Moses is not the highest law that God ever gave.
We have insisted that our Lord’s law is higher than the law
given to Moses.

When
Barcellos declares that anyone who “replaces the moral law with
another… is antinomian,” he is laying it all on the
table. He is dogmatic that the Decalogue gives us the highest
revelation of the moral character of God ever given. We reply, no,
our blessed New Covenant prophet goes past Moses and gives us a
higher revelation of God’s moral character. The contributors to
Tabletalk do not care if we replace the laws written on stone
with the laws given us by our Lord himself; we are still more
dangerous than explicit antinomians like Agricola.222
If believing that the sovereign grace of God and the authority of
Jesus Christ our new lawgiver demand a higher and deeper spiritual
response than does the law of Moses, then we plead guilty to the
charge of antinomianism. In the name of Christ our New Covenant
prophet, and, we trust to the glory of God and the good of his
church, we will continue to insist that our Lord replaces Moses as
God’s lawgiver over the church in exactly the same way he
replaced Aaron as high priest. We only ask that those who condemn us
realize the true grounds upon which we are being condemned. We are
unjustly labeled and condemned as “against law,” not
because we are at all opposed to any law, but solely because we
believe the higher law of Christ replaces the law of Moses. 


Let
me say again, I am grateful that your magazine has clarified the
issues. The bottom line has nothing to do with whether we believe in
clear, objective, moral absolutes. We preach those as clearly as you
do. The question concerns whether Jesus Christ is merely a true,
full, and final interpreter
of Moses or whether he is a new lawgiver who replaces Moses in
exactly the same way he replaces Aaron as high priest. Is he only a
scribe, even the greatest of all scribes, or is he a true prophet who
gives new and higher laws? That is the real issue.

Barcellos
introduces his article with a quotation from Ernest Kevan’s The
Grace of Law:


“The main
object of the moderate Antinomians was to glorify Christ; but,
failing to understand the true relationship between ‘law’
and ‘grace,’ they extolled the latter at the expense of
the former.”223

I
am sure that some people may have been guilty of Kevan’s
charge. However, I also think that Tabletalk’s attempt
to glorify Moses and his revelation of law has been at the expense of
the greater glory of Christ and his new and higher revelation of law.


If Covenant Theology’s
position that Jesus never changed any of the laws written on the
Tables of Stone is true, we should not be able to find one
unambiguous example where Jesus clearly and definitely changed one of
the Ten Commandments. We may legitimately ask if Covenant Theology
has indeed changed one of those unchanging laws. We might ask, “Where
does any New Testament writer command that the seventh-day Sabbath be
changed to the first day, and observed for a totally different reason
than the two reasons given in the two different versions of the Ten
Commandments in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5?” We must remember
that an example does not constitute a commandment, especially when we
are considering (1) changing one of the “eternal, unchanging,
moral laws” of God written in stone, and (2) that the
particular commandment that we are changing is no less than the
specific sign of a covenant document.

When
we read in the New Testament Scriptures of the furor that was created
by the Jews because the apostles taught that circumcision was no
longer necessary, can we possibly believe that the apostles could
have changed the holy Sabbath of God from Saturday to Sunday and the
Jews would have never said a word of protest? I submit that if the
apostles had changed God’s holy day, the Jews would have
created havoc and yet there is not a single word of that problem
mentioned in the New Testament! Why? Because the New Testament does
not command a change of days. The grounds upon which the church does
this are, in reality, purely circumstantial and arbitrary.


In your own article “To
the gallows with Moses!,” you quote Johannes Agricola: “His
full statement was this: ‘Art thou steeped in sin, an adulterer
or a thief? If thou believest, thou art in salvation. All who follow
Moses must go to the Devil. To the gallows…’”224
If Agricola had changed the tense of his verbs to read, “If you
will truly believe, you will
come into salvation,” he would have been preaching
the gospel. However, his statement as it stands is the epitome of
antinomian heresy because it teaches that a person can willingly live
in sin and still be a child of God. Likewise, if he had said, “All
who follow Moses in the hope of being saved
by their obedience to him
must go to the Devil,” he would have been telling the truth.
Your readers, by implication, have every reason to believe that
Wells, Zaspel, and I believe the same thing as Agricola believes.
However, that is far from the truth. We have preached, and will
continue to preach, the absolute necessity and certainty of the final
perseverance of the saints. At the same time, we will also keep
insisting that true perseverance includes “following holiness
without which no man shall see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14). We
disagree with Agricola just as strongly as you do. You unjustly
malign us by innuendo.

Your
caricature of antinomianism by using a parody of a great hymn again
lumps us into the same camp as Agricola:


“Free from
the law, O blessed condition; We can sin all we want, And still have
remission.”225

If
your parody is indeed the “theme song of antinomianism,”
then I have never met a true antinomian.226
All the New Covenant people with whom I associate would reject, just
as you do, the philosophy set forth in your parody. However, we would
also unashamedly sing from grateful hearts the original words of the
hymn you chose to use for your caricature.


Free from the law/
O happy condition/ Jesus hath bled/ and there is remission/ Cursed by
the law/ and bruised by the fall/ Grace hath redeemed us/ once for
all.227




If that hymn refers to
justification, and it most certainly does, then it proclaims the
gospel in all the purity of sovereign grace. It presents the blood of
Christ our Lord as the sole ground of remission of sin. This is
precisely the point that Paul drives home in Romans 3:20-31. To mock
that hymn is to mock the very gospel itself. Where is the theological
flaw in any hymn that praises God’s grace alone for full, free,
and forever justification?

You
mention how the Reformers correctly sought to qualify the truth of
justification by faith and protect it against antinomianism. You
quote them as saying:


“Justification
is by faith alone, but not by a faith that is alone.” Luther,
in keeping with the epistle of James, argued that saving faith is a
fides viva, a living faith that always yields the fruit of
good works.228



Tom
Wells, Fred Zaspel, I, and all of our New Covenant friends have been
faithfully and fervently declaring that very same thing for many
years; even using those exact quotations. No one has fought
easy-believism and empty professions of faith any harder than we
have.

I
would like to believe that it was not the intention of Tabletalk
to label us as true antinomians, but the facts seem to show
otherwise. Barcellos wants to eat his cake and have it too. He first
admits that we are not “morally antinomian” and then
further admits that we are not “typically antinomian.”
However, he then says that New Covenant Theology is “more
dangerous than explicit antinomianism.”229
So he actually labels us as holding an even more heretical
antinomianism than the worst of the explicit antinomians described in
the rest of the articles in Tabletalk. We are even more
dangerous than Johannes Agricola. Unless you and Barcellos have
adopted an extreme carnal Christian doctrine, your readers have no
reason to believe that you consider those who hold to New Covenant
Theology as truly converted.

Your
magazine printed an article that publicly labels us as more dangerous
than “explicit antinomians,” which means that we are
outside the camp of true orthodox Christianity. I believe this draws
a false line in the sand. An open discussion of issues involving law
and grace, especially as they relate to the Sabbath, is long overdue.
The September 2002 issue of Tabletalk has raised the issue,
but does not promote such a discussion. You may, with the misuse of
labels, help to widen the present gap and create even more divisions
among believers and churches. Surely, this is not the outcome either
of us desires.

We
have received many reviews of the Wells/Zaspel book, New Covenant
Theology. Most of these reviews, even those from people within
your own camp, contain far different responses than that expressed by
Barcellos in Tabletalk. We would welcome your opinion, based
on your personal reading of the book. Perhaps you would agree with
Barcellos, but it is just as possible that you would express a far
different sentiment. It might, at any rate, open the door for further
discussion.

Following
are five quotations that contribute insight into Tabletalk’s
view of antinomianism. These quotations clearly demonstrate that John
Calvin, Martin Luther (along with most early Reformation Churches),
John MacArthur, Colin Brown, and James Montgomery Boice all
consciously rejected the Westminster Confession of Faith’s
view of the Sabbath. In no sense whatever am I suggesting that any of
these men would agree with New Covenant Theology. What I am saying is
that every one of these men deserves the odious label of antinomian
if they are judged by the standard that was used to judge me. They
all clearly affirm that our blessed Lord dropped one of the laws, the
Sabbath, that Covenant Theology considers a part of the “eternal,
unchanging, moral law of God.” It is clear that Christ viewed
the Sabbath as no longer in force but as fulfilled in himself. As the
new lawgiver, he had every right to do so.

One:
R. L. Dabney, an avowed Sabbatarian, in his Systematic
Theology, gives a clear and honest statement of Luther and
Calvin’s views of the Sabbath.


We find that, in
theory, almost all Protestants now profess the views once peculiar to
Presbyterians and other Puritans.… The historical fact, of
which many intelligent Christians are not aware—that the
communions founded at the Reformation, were widely and avowedly
divided in opinion as to the perpetuity of the Sabbath obligation. A
number of the Reformation churches, including some of the purest,
professed that they saw no obligation in Scripture to any peculiar
Sabbath observation.… The second opinion [that the Sabbath is
a moral commandment and not ceremonial] is that embodied in the
Westminster symbols, and, to the honor of Presbyterianism be it said,
first avowed in modern times, even among Protestants, by that party
in England…230



On
pages 368-371, Dabney shows that the Mennonites, the Lutherans, and
the Anglicans were all non-sabbatarian. He then says:


[Calvin’s]
views of Sabbath-observation are substantially those of Luther.

Dabney
concludes:


On the whole, it
may be said that the Protestant Churches of continental Europe…
properly speaking, have never had the Sabbath; for it has only been
to them a holy-day, ranking no higher than Christmas or Easter.231

Two:
John MacArthur’s view


Sabbath
observance was at the heart of the Jewish legalistic system, and when
Jesus violated the traditions as to how that day should be honored,
He struck a raw nerve. 



But that law
[Sabbath commandment] is the only one of the Ten Commandments that is
non-moral and purely ceremonial; and it was unique to the Old
Covenant and to Israel. The other nine commandments, on the other
hand, pertain to moral and spiritual absolutes and are repeated and
expanded upon many places in the New Testament. But Sabbath
observance is never recommended to Christians, much less given as a
command in the New Testament.


When Jesus began
His ministry, the Old Covenant was still in effect and all its
requirements were binding on Jews, the special people of that
covenant. Jesus observed every demand and met every condition of
Scripture, because it was His own Word, which He came to fulfill and
not destroy (Matt. 5:17).


Because the Lord
of the Sabbath had come, the shadow of His Sabbath rest
was no longer needed or valid. The New Testament does not require
Sabbath observance, but rather allows freedom as to whether or not
any day is honored above others… The Lord’s Day
is not the “Christian Sabbath,” as it was considered to
be for many centuries and still is in some groups today.232

Three:
Colin Brown


Sabbath observance
is strongly emphasized in both versions of the Decalogue, though in a
slightly different form and with a different reason suggested.233


The Sabbath was to
be kept holy, because Israel was a redeemed people. The Deuteronomic
version then includes a second reason for its observance. Creation
and redemption are both [equal] motives for its observance, the one
for all men, the other especially for Israel.234


(b) Gal. 4:10.
Paul is addressing Gentile converts who now, after their conversion,
are turning to a scrupulous observance… of Jewish ritual,
special days, new moons, feasts and the yearly observances [and
weekly] enjoined in the Levitical regulation [note in
Leviticus 23 that the weekly is the head of the list]. They are
taking on themselves the Jewish law. Paul will not countenance a
reversal to Jewish practices for Gentile Christians.


(c) Col. 2:16.
Here Paul argues that the Jewish law (the legal demands) were
canceled in the death of Christ (v. 14), and therefore the Jewish
food regulations and religious calendar are not binding on the
Christian. Included in this ritual was the Jewish sabbath observance.
These observances, Paul claims, pointed to a spiritual reality
fulfilled in Christ.


(d) There remains
one other passage bearing on the sabbath. This is Heb. 4:9: “there
remains a keeping of sabbath [sabbatismos] to the people of
God.” Here the rest typified by the sabbath is seen as the rest
of the heart, provided in Christ (cf. Matt. 11:28) as realized
partially now and finally in the life to come.
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Four:
J. I. Packer and the Reformer’s view of the Sabbath


First, however, we
must fill in the historical background of our study.


The Puritans
created the English Christian Sunday—that is, the conception
and observance of the first day of the week as one on which both
business and organized recreation should be in abeyance, and the
whole time left free for worship, fellowship, and ‘good works.’
This ideal was never generally accepted by continental Protestants…


James I’s
Declaration of sports (1618) laid it down that apart from bull-and
bear-baiting and bowls, all the popular games of the day might be
played on Sunday after church. In fact James hereby ‘simply
reiterated what had been the law of the State and the Church since
the early days of the Reformation’…


Against this
background of history we now turn to the Puritan teaching itself.


1. The meaning of
the Fourth Commandment (Ex. 20:8-11). Here the Puritans advanced on
the Reformers. These latter had followed Augustine and medieval
teaching generally in denying that the Lord’s Day was in any
sense a Sabbath. They held that the Sabbath, which the Fourth
Commandment prescribes, was a Jewish typical ceremony, foreshadowing
the ‘rest’ of a grace-faith relationship with Christ.

Packer
then proceeds to show “the Puritans, however, corrected the
[Reformers] inconsistency.”236

Five:
Dr. James Montgomery Boice’s View:

Dr.
Boice reviews the three basic views of the Sabbath. After stating the
Sabbatarian view, which he rejects, he gives his own view, which is
“Sunday Worship as a new ‘Lord’s Day:’”


This view holds
that the Sabbath has been abolished by the death and resurrection of
Jesus Christ and that a new day, the Lord’s Day, which has its
own characteristics, has replaced it... This is my view also.


Are differences on
this matter divisive? Yes, in some cases. Speaking of my own
denomination only, it is worth pointing out that the most serious
conflicts within the Presbyterian Church of America, which is a
conservative denomination, are between those who insist on a strict
adherence to the Westminster Standard, with its Sabbatarian view, and
others who hold to the Standards more loosely... In our denomination
there are people who would like to get pastors such as myself
excluded, because we think this is a non-essential matter on which
the Westminster Confession of Faith has gone beyond what ought to be
required of anyone.


Dr. Boice shows how the first
view (Sabbatarianism) can easily lead to legalism and the second view
can lead to libertinism, and then warns against both dangers. The
context in which Dr. Boice discusses the Sabbath question is
Christian liberty as set forth in Romans 14:5, 6. His conclusion
would be “vile heresy” to anyone who adheres, without
reservation or qualification, to the creeds.


Let me say that I
do not believe you are “breaking the Sabbath” by eating
out on Sunday, playing ball with your children, going to a football
game or even—horrors of horrors—going to a movie. When my
wife and I lived in Switzerland we used Sunday evening for
evangelistic work, and that sometimes included taking our
non-Christian friends to movies. But even though the right approach
is not legalism, surely you can see that you are somehow missing the
boat if Sunday is not a day of spiritual refreshment, an evangelistic
opportunity, hours of genuine worship, and a time of joy for you. If
going to church is something you want to get over with quickly, I
would almost rather have you think of Sunday in a legalistic
fashion.237

Dr.
Boice pleads for tolerance and acceptance because sincere Christians
hold both views. Dr. Boice realizes that the strict
Sabbatarian view of the Westminster Confession finds it
essential, in most cases, to make its view of the Sabbath a test of
fellowship. 


Tabletalk’s
readers could infer from your September issue that its authors
and you fall into the camp that labels any view but that of classical
Covenant Theology as antinomianism. We would echo Dr. Boice’s
plea for tolerance and acceptance, and above all, urge all involved
to discuss the biblical data instead of placing an undeserved label
on those who disagree with a creed.




Appendix C
What is Covenant Theology?

In
order to respond to the criticisms of Barcellos, we must understand
not only what he believes, but also why he feels so strongly that he
must defend his position and condemn mine. Exactly what are the basic
presuppositions, or maxims, of the Covenant Theology espoused by
Barcellos and those who sponsored and published his book?

Presupposition
One: There is one unchanging Covenant of Grace in all ages; it has
two different administrations. The Old and New Covenants written
of in Scripture are actually a new and an old version of the same
covenant. The “New” Covenant spoken of in Hebrews and
other places is the new “administration” of the one
unchanging Covenant of Grace. The Old and New Covenants are not two
separate covenants that are different in nature or substance. The
covenant that God gave to Israel at Sinai is neither a legal covenant
nor essentially different from the covenant he made with Abraham, or
from the New Covenant he made in Christ. The Sinaitic covenant with
Israel is the older administration of the Covenant of Grace.

This
is an essential point in Covenant Theology. If the covenant at Sinai
were a Covenant of Works, differing in nature and substance from the
New Covenant in Christ, or from the Abrahamic Covenant, then the
basic presuppositions of Covenant Theology fall and the entire system
collapses. Barcellos is not defending an isolated point of theology;
he is defending one of the basic presuppositions upon which the
system is built.

New
Covenant Theology in no way denies that the covenant at Sinai
furthered the one unchanging purpose of God’s sovereign
grace, but we adamantly deny that it was a Covenant of Grace.
It was a legal covenant based on works. God’s one unchanging
purpose of grace and a supposed one unchanging Covenant of
Grace are not the same things.


Covenant theologians identify a
Covenant of Works whose mandate was “Do this and you shall
live” (Rom. 10:5; Gal. 3:12). This covenant existed between
Adam, in his capacity as the representative of all humanity, before
the fall, and God. Its terms were threefold: promise of eternal life
upon the condition of perfect obedience during a probationary period;
threat of death for disobedience during that same period; and the
sacrament of the tree of life. Adam’s failure to keep the terms
necessitated the Covenant of Grace, a special intervention by God,
apart from which, all humanity would be hopelessly and helplessly
doomed. God initiated the Covenant of Grace with Adam immediately
upon the breach of the Covenant of Works.238

Covenant
theologians do not attempt to identify a formal Covenant of Grace
from texts of Scripture. They acknowledge that it is not mentioned
specifically in the first chapters of Genesis, but hold that it is
there by implication because all the elements of a covenant are
present.239
They fail to identify the sign or the security of the covenant, both
of which were among the basic elements common to ancient covenants.240
What they mean by the phrase, Covenant of Grace, is
that there is only one way of salvation for all people in all ages.
They assume that since we reject their Covenant of Grace, we believe
in two ways of salvation. Walter Chantry makes this very clear in the
following quotation.


Old Testament
believers and those who enter the kingdom share a common salvation by
grace through faith in Jesus the Lord. They have a common destiny
because all are under the canopy of that arrangement labeled “the
Covenant of Grace.”241

We
believe without question that “those who enter the kingdom
share a common salvation by grace through faith in Jesus the Lord.”
The Bible calls that the gospel that was preached to Abraham, Paul,
and the church today. Chantry does not support his assertion by
appealing to Scripture texts. Chantry also neglected to inform
readers that no writer of Scripture explicitly or implicitly uses the
term. Only theologians label it the Covenant of Grace. The term,
Covenant of Grace, may, in some cases, be a useful label, but
it ought not to be the major building block upon which anyone builds
an entire system of theology. We cannot treat the term as though it
were a text of Scripture. Defining something as “that
arrangement labeled the Covenant of Grace” does not equal a
“thus saith the Lord,” regardless of how essential the
maxim may be to a theological system.

Presupposition
Two: There is one redeemed people of God in all ages under the one
unchanging covenant. Israel is the redeemed “church,”
and the saved Gentiles have been added to this one and only “redeemed
people of God.” The church, viewed as the body of Christ, did
not begin at Pentecost, but with Adam. The Jewish church and the
Christian church are the same redeemed people of God, under the same
covenant. The redemptive words loved, chosen, redeemed,
called, and the like carry the same spiritual meaning when
referring to Israel as they do when referring to the body of Christ.
Israel’s redemption by blood out of Egypt qualifies
Israel as the redeemed and blood-bought church. If Israel is
the redeemed church, then it follows that Sinai cannot possibly be a
Covenant of Works, since you may not put the redeemed church under a
Covenant of Works. This is an instance of confusing the type with its
antitype and viewing the shadow as if it were the reality.

Presupposition
Three: There is one unchanging canon (rule) of moral conduct for the
one redeemed people under the one covenant, and that one moral canon,
or standard, is the “eternal, unchanging moral law of God,”
or the Ten Commandments, written on the tables of the covenant at
Mount Sinai. If the “words of the covenant,” the Ten
Commandments, as written on stone, change in any way, then Covenant
Theology’s view of law collapses.


It is essential to Barcellos’
Covenant Theology that the Ten Commandments, or “the words of
the covenant” (Exod. 34:27, 28), written on the stone tables
(Deut. 9:9-11) come unchanged into the life and worship of the
church, or else we have two canons of conduct: one for Israel, and
one for the church. This is unthinkable in Covenant Theology. To
suggest two canons is to earn the odious label of antinomian. This is
why there is such a heated discussion over the Sabbath. The people
who insist that the Sabbath is part of the unchanging moral law of
God generally are not concerned with whether or not a person watches
football on Sunday afternoon. They teach that all specific behavior,
including watching football on Sunday, is governed by each
individual’s liberty of conscience. This arbitrary view is
concerned only that a person keep the system of Covenant Theology
intact by acknowledging that Sunday (the “Christian Sabbath”)
is part of the one unchanging canon of conduct—the moral law.

I
wrote a short tract entitled Six Views of the Sabbath and,
tongue in cheek, called this view “Sabbath Antinomianism.”
Those who hold this view insist that it is a Christian’s duty
to obey God’s unchanging moral law and to keep the Sabbath
holy. However, if you ask them whether the Sabbath commandment
forbids eating out on Sunday, they reply that it is entirely up to
you and your Christian liberty. In other words, they have an absolute
commandment that they treat as though it were a relative principle. I
do not wish to be unkind, but in Reformed circles, the difference
between the theological teaching and the acceptable practice of
“keeping the Sabbath holy” is as wide as the ocean. I
know of no area where preachers and churches are more openly
hypocritical than in Sabbath preaching and Sabbath practice. This
refusal to make any clear rules of what may or may not be done on the
Sabbath is one area in which Reformed people definitely have not
followed their Puritan forefathers. You probably would have been
disciplined in a New England Puritan church for even asking if
it was permissible to eat out on Sunday.

The
next time someone insists that the Sabbath is a moral commandment
just as binding on a Christian today as it was when first given to
Israel, ask this question: Exactly what must a person do before your
church will discipline him or her for Sabbath breaking? After a
moment of silence, ask if the church has ever disciplined someone for
breaking the Sabbath commandment. When he or she says no, then say,
“You must have a church filled with extremely conscientious
Sabbath-keepers or else you have a very hypocritical leadership that
treats a moral commandment of God as if it had a nose of wax that
could be twisted to mean anything any individual wanted it to mean.”

I
hope my blunt statements will not be misunderstood. To insist that
the Fourth commandment is still in effect as a moral absolute and
then to refuse to treat it as such, but to allow every Christian’s
liberty of conscience to determine how he or she obeys that
commandment is gross hypocrisy. That is Sabbatarian antinomianism!
Would Covenant theologians treat the commandments against adultery or
stealing in this way? Could a Christian use his or her liberty of
conscience to decide how to define marital fidelity or property
rights? According to Covenant Theology, all three commandments are
part of the moral law, but two of them seem to have fixed definitions
and one does not. What hermeneutical or theological principle allows
for this kind of treatment of moral absolutes?

The
above three maxims form the basic presuppositions of Covenant
Theology. If you disprove any one of them, you have greatly weakened,
if not actually destroyed, classical Covenant Theology. These three
tenets form the doctrine called The Unity of the Scripture. That
unity is built around the so-called Covenant of Grace. In reality,
the maxims establish the unity of the system of Covenant Theology,
not the unity of Scripture.




Appendix D
Is There a “Moral Law of
God”?

Every
time someone uses the term the moral law, I am tempted to
reply, “I assume by the moral law that you mean the
opposite of the immoral law.” I understand the opposite
of moral is immoral in the normal use of that word. A moral act is
the opposite of an immoral act. A moral person is the opposite of an
immoral person. However, theological usage of the word moral
differs from normal usage. Theologians have created a new and
unique use of the word moral in order to justify a
preconceived theological position. They have made the opposite of
moral to be ceremonial and civil. Then, without
biblical evidence, they use the three categories created by this new
definition to divide the entire law of Moses into these three kinds
of laws. They insist that the law of Moses can be divided into three
distinct lists: the moral law list; the ceremonial law
list; and the civil law list.

In
general, the people who use the term the moral law treat it
with the same authority it would have if it were a text of Scripture.
Without a shred of biblical evidence, they treat the term as an
established theological fact. They call the Ten Commandments the
moral law, not because it is a biblical term or even a biblical
concept, but because their theological position demands it. Notice
what the Westminster Confession of Faith says concerning the
moral law. In Chapter 19, “Of The Law of God,” the
WCF states that the Ten Commandments were given to Adam as the
basis of a Covenant of Works. After humanity fell, this same law, or
the Ten Commandments, “continued as a perfect rule of
righteousness” and as such, were “given to Israel at
Sinai.” Section 3 then states, “besides this law,
commonly called moral.…” Regardless of how
the Bible views the Ten Commandments, those ten words have now
officially become “THE moral law of God” by declaration
of the framers of the Confession.

Every
time I read that phrase commonly called in the Confession,
I want to ask, “Commonly called that by whom?” None
of the Confession’s commonly-called things is ever
mentioned in the Word of God. If any had been, the framers of the
Confession, or their heirs, would have quoted the texts. What
the Confession really means by commonly called is this:
“This concept is essential to our theological system. We do not
have a text of Scripture to prove it, but theologians use this phrase
all the time. By commonly called, we mean is used all the
time by theologians.”

If
we inform and conform our language usage to the common usage
described in the dictionary, then Covenant Theology has no legitimate
linguistic precedent for making the word moral be the opposite of
ceremonial and civil. The only authority for that idea is the
Confession of Faith. Here is Webster’s definition of the
word moral as an adjective.


1. Of or concerned
with the judgment of the goodness or badness of human action and
character: moral scrutiny; a moral quandary.


2. Teaching or
exhibiting goodness or correctness of character and behavior: a
moral lesson.


3. Conforming to
standards of what is right or just in behavior; virtuous: a moral
life.


4. Arising from
conscience or the sense of right and wrong: a moral obligation.


5. Having
psychological rather than physical or tangible effects: a moral
victory; moral support.


6. Based on strong
likelihood or firm conviction, rather than on the actual evidence: a
moral certainty.

As
a noun, the word means:


1. The lesson or
principle contained in or taught by a fable, a story, or an event.


2. A concisely
expressed precept or general truth; a maxim.


3. Rules or
habits of conduct, especially of sexual conduct, with reference to
standards of right and wrong: a person of loose morals; a decline
in the public morals.

The
synonyms of the word moral are: ethical,
virtuous, righteous. These adjectives mean in accord with
principles or rules of right or good conduct.


1. Moral
applies to personal character and behavior, especially sexual
conduct, measured against prevailing standards of rectitude.


2. Ethical
stresses conformity with idealistic standards of right and wrong, as
those applicable to the practices of lawyers and doctors.


3. Virtuous
implies moral excellence and loftiness of character; in a narrower
sense it refers to sexual chastity.


4. Righteous
emphasizes moral uprightness and especially the absence of guilt or
sin; when it is applied to actions, reactions, or impulses, it often
implies justifiable outrage.242

As
you can see, there is no hint that the word moral ever means
the opposite of or different from ceremonial or civil. The word moral
has to do with ethical, virtuous, and righteous behavior, and its
opposite is immoral, unethical, un-virtuous, and unrighteous
behavior. When moral behavior is contrasted with other behavior, the
second behavior is always immoral, unethical, or unrighteous. There
is no such thing as moral behavior compared to ceremonial behavior.

In
Scripture, human beings are duty bound to obey every law that God
gives. We cannot say it was Israel’s moral duty to avoid
adultery and their ceremonial duty to be circumcised. It was their
duty, period, to obey both commandments simply because God commanded
both. One of those things may be, to our understanding, moral in
nature and the other ceremonial, but not to an Israelite. Both were
equal duties for an Israelite and in both cases, the penalty for
disobeying was death. It is inconceivable that an Israelite could
say, “It is my moral duty to refrain from committing
adultery. That is part of the holy law of my God. It is my ceremonial
duty to be circumcised, but that is not part of the holy law of
God and is not as important as the adultery commandment.”


The concept of moral duty is
confusing and unbiblical. Nowhere in Scripture, in either the Old or
New Testaments, do the writers tell us to figure out the nature of a
commandment before we decide whether it is our duty to obey it. We
obey every law that God gives us simply because he commanded it. We
do, however, need to know which specific laws recorded in the Bible
God wants the New Covenant Christian to obey. New Covenant Theology
believes that the covenant under which any person lives defines and
establishes that person’s rule of life. Under the Old Covenant,
circumcision was essential: in one case, failure to circumcise a son
was a sin worthy of death (Exod. 4:24). The New Covenant views
circumcision as irrelevant (1 Cor. 7:19; Gal. 5:6; 6:15): it is a
physical sign that functioned as a type and thus is done away in
Christ (Rom. 2:29; Phil. 3:3; Col. 2:11).


Covenant Theology says that we
can divide the law of Moses into three lists; two of which, the
ceremonial and civil lists, are abrogated; but the third, the moral
list—the Decalogue—is still in force. This becomes the
moral law and it establishes our rule of life today. New Covenant
Theology insists that the entire word of God, as understood through
the lens of the New Covenant Scriptures, is our rule of life.
Covenant Theology’s view grows out of their belief that Moses
is the greatest lawgiver whose law cannot in any way be changed. New
Covenant Theology views our Lord Jesus Christ as a new and greater
lawgiver who replaces Moses as lawgiver in exactly the same that he
replaces Aaron as high priest. We insist that a New Covenant based on
grace, as opposed to the Old Covenant based on law, of necessity
demands a new and higher law (Heb. 7:11).243
Covenant Theology insists that since there is only one Covenant of
Grace, there can only be one unchanging canon of conduct, the Ten
Commandments. To add to or change in any way the words written on the
Tables of the Covenant is to deny the holy law of God and to earn the
label of antinomian.

As
noted above, the WCF and the Philadelphia Confession of
Faith (which basically copied the WCF), state that God
gave Adam a law in the garden of Eden, and then, after Adam fell, God
continued to impose this same law on Adam and thus on all people. God
delivered this law “upon Mount Sinai in ten commandments”
(Article 19, Section 2). The Confession then says, “…
this law, commonly called moral…” (Article 19,
Section 3, emphasis added). That statement is the sole source of
authority that theologians today use for dividing the Mosaic law into
three lists. The Ten Commandments are never once called the moral law
by any writer of Scripture nor are they ever treated as the eternal,
unchanging, moral law of God.

It
is true that the Decalogue, or the Tables of the Covenant, received
special and unique treatment. Among other things, they were housed in
a box that was so holy that no one was allowed to even touch it.
However, the box was not holy because the so-called moral law was
inside it, but because it housed the Testimony, the Tables of the
Covenant, upon which were written the Ten Commandments, or the
summary of the terms of the Old Covenant. If Covenant Theology is
right in its idea of eternal, unchanging, moral law, then the Ark
would have been called the Ark of God’s moral law.


Please do not misunderstand us
here. We agree that the Bible, viewed from a New Covenant
perspective, contains laws that govern the arena of ethics and others
that govern ceremonies. There are also civil and ceremonial laws
given to Israel that reflect her unique status as a theocracy.
However, nowhere does the Word of God divide the law of Moses into
three categories or lists. Likewise, an Israelite living under the
Old Covenant could not make the same distinctions of the Old Covenant
law that we can make today. The Hebrew people obeyed the law of God
in its entirety. They did not keep some laws because those laws were
on a moral list and not worry too much about other laws because they
were on the ceremonial list. “God said,” was the
Israelites’ sole authority for all their behavior, whether it
concerned loving one’s neighbor or mixing different kind of
seeds in one’s garden (Lev. 19:18, 19).

The
Holy Spirit has never provided a complete list of moral law, a
complete ceremonial list, and a complete list of civil laws.244
I repeat; the idea that the Ten Commandments constitute the moral law
of God comes right out of the Confession of Faith with no
biblical proof. It is this division that is the sole ground for
Covenant Theology’s constant insistence that the Tablets of the
Covenant or the Ten Commandments transcend all covenant arrangements
and all time.245

The
law of Moses contains no such thing as a moral duty versus a
ceremonial duty. That God “spoke and commanded” justified
obedience to every law regardless of its inherent nature. The nature
and authority of the person or the institution giving a commandment,
and the not the nature of the commandment, is what determines the
duty to obey.


The Mosaic legislation
sometimes considered a ceremonial commandment important enough to
attach the death penalty to violations of that commandment. Examples
of this are circumcision and the Sabbath. There is nothing inherently
sinful about either picking up sticks on a particular day of the week
or not being circumcised. However, when God makes those ceremonial
acts to be the signs of a covenant, they then become the most
important act in fulfilling the covenant stipulations. To violate the
sign of a covenant is to disavow the entire covenant (see Gen.
17:9-11). Picking up sticks on the Sabbath was a violation serious
enough to warrant capital punishment because the Sabbath was the sign
of the Mosaic covenant (Num. 15:32-36). Moses did the same thing by
not having his son circumcised (See Exod: 4:24-26). Both incidences
were acts of breaking the entire covenant obligation by breaking the
ceremonial sign of the covenant. Would Covenant Theology consider
this moral disobedience or ceremonial disobedience?

We
freely admit that none of God’s laws that reflect his character
ever changes—provided that the concept of change does not
preclude a law being raised to a higher level. Greater revelations of
God’s character will, of necessity, intensify the depth of our
response to that revelation. I cannot understand a theologian
rejecting this fact just to hang onto the idea that Moses is the
greatest and highest lawgiver. We believe that a person’s
specific duties to God may change according to the covenant under
which that person lives. This is especially true when we compare the
New Covenant to the Old Covenant that established Israel as a nation
at Sinai. The primary reason for this is that the New Covenant
reveals far more of the amazing grace of God than the Old Covenant
revealed.






The
following brief essay was written and contributed by C. L. Bates, who
does much of the editing for Sound of Grace and New
Covenant Media. I thought the essay fit well here, and asked her
permission to use it.

Westminster
Confession of Faith and The Moral Law

A
Fallacy in Ethos: A Simplistic Appeal to Authority

In
1643, one-hundred twenty-one ministers, ten members of the British
House of Lords, twenty members of the House of Commons, and eight
representatives of Scotland assembled in Westminster, England to
formulate a document that would restructure the Church of England
along Puritan lines.246
The Confession of Faith they formulated had to be thorough,
precise, concise, and balanced. It was no small task, and its
durability and influence testify to the admirable job its framers
did.

For
these Protestants, the ultimate and absolute court of appeal on
matters of faith and practice was the Bible. It alone contained God’s
authoritative word; it alone was infallible. That makes G. I.
Williamson’s study question derived from the Westminster
Confession of Faith, Section 19: 3-5, remarkable for its lack of
biblical support. The question, “Is it right to accept other
rules besides the Ten Commandments, and why?” appeals to a
warrant that has not been established; namely that it is right for
Christians in the New Testament era to accept the Ten Commandments as
binding on their consciences.247

Williamson
commits a fallacy in question-framing that imposes the Assembly’s
view of the Ten Commandments on the reader without proving that the
view is legitimate. This fallacy follows one committed by the authors
of the WCF in their assertion that the Ten Commandments
are commonly called the moral law.248
They couch their appeal to authority in terms of commonality. The
explicit statement that everyone calls the Ten Commandments the moral
law implies that since everyone calls the Decalogue the moral law,
therefore, it is the moral law. This is a variation of begging the
question, but it lies in the category of ethos, not logos. The men of
the Assembly never establish from Scripture that God himself, the
final authority to whom Protestants of that day turned, ever called
the Decalogue “the moral law.” Furthermore, they do not
provide any documentation that “everyone” does indeed
call the Ten Commandments the moral law. They simply make an appeal
to authority and move on. Those who want biblical evidence that God
himself has established a precept called moral law and that the Ten
Commandments qualify as such will not be convinced, nor will those
who want to learn who calls the Decalogue the moral law.
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