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Definition: 
The covenant of works (also called the covenant of ‘creation’ or ‘nature’), which 


was instituted at creation in the Garden of Eden, generally binds all people to the 


task of perfectly obeying God’s moral law, and particularly bound Adam, as our 


federal head, to succeed on our behalf in his attempt to keep the probationary 


law forbidding him from eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 


(Genesis 2:8-17, Hosea 6:7).  Adam’s failure, as our representative, to keep the 


covenant of works plunged humanity into sin, separation from God, eternal 


condemnation and the need for another Federal Head to accomplish the 



covenant of works in our place in order to secure our salvation (Genesis 3:1-24, 


Romans 3:9-20, 5:12-14, I Corinthians 15:21-22).
Parties of the covenant: 

1. God the Father






2. All mankind in general; Adam in particular

Ordinances of the covenant:

1. The Sabbath day (Genesis 2:1-3)






2. Marriage/procreation (Genesis 2:18-25)






3. Dominion/labor (Genesis 1:26-28, 2:15)

Promise of the covenant:
Eternal life would be earned for the human race by 






virtue of Adam’s perfect, substitutionary obedience to 





God’s probationary command not to eat from the tree 





of the knowledge of good and evil.

Condition of the covenant:
Adam’s perfect obedience in our place by trusting 






God and so refusing to eat from the tree of the 






knowledge of good and evil.  Though a probationary 





period, at the terminus of which Adam (and all 






humanity in him) would have received eternal life, is 





never explicitly mentioned in Scripture, it is implied.
  

Practical implications:

1. Prefall Eden saw God’s goodness to humanity but 





not merciful goodness.  Mercy is only post-Fall.





2. The unfolding of the Bible’s storyline only makes 






sense if a covenant of works at creation is recognized, since 




Genesis 3:15 and everything after anticipates God’s sending of a 




divine Federal Head able and willing to accomplish what Adam 




failed to do in our place.  





3.  All people without Christ continue to live (and die) under the 




unbearable shadow of the covenant of works which, due to their 




sin, only condemns them.

� As Donald MacLeod writes, “…it is altogether likely that at some point in his probation man would have been confirmed in holiness.  The only alternative is that the race should have had to live on an everlasting probation, which is scarcely conceivable and is in contradiction of God’s procedure elsewhere, as in the case of the angels who kept their first estate.”  The Banner of Truth Magazine, “Covenant 2,” 141:23.





