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25 Years,

This is the LORD's Doing

“ his is the LORD’s doing;
it is marvellous in our
eyes” (Psalm 118:23).

These words of the psalmist are
especially fitting as Bible Witness
marks twenty-five years of ministry.
Psalm 118:22—23 speaks prophetically
of the stone rejected by the builders
becoming “the head stone of the
corner”. Our Lord Jesus Christ applied
these words to Himself in Matthew
21:42 in the context of the rejection by
the religious leaders of Israel. Referring
to Himself as the rejected stone which
became the head stone of the corner,
Jesus said, “this is the Lord’s doing”. In
other words, the rejection, His death,
resurrection and exaltation were all in
accordance with God’s plan. Not even
man’s rejection of Jesus could frustrate
God’s sovereign purpose.

As we look back over twenty-five
years of this magazine and the various
media ministries that have since grown
around it, now collectively known
as Bible Witness Media Ministry, we
gladly confess the same truth. Despite
facing rejection and setbacks along the
way, we acknowledge that whatever
good has been accomplished through
this ministry in proclaiming Christ,
teaching His Word, defending biblical
truth, and encouraging God’s people
has been the LORD’s doing. We have
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every reason to say with the psalmist,
“The LORD hath done great things for
us; whereof we are glad” (Psalm 126:3).

The work began in 2000 as a modest
literature ministry called Bible Witness
Literature Ministry. The God-given
burden for the ministry was to make
biblical teaching available to God’s
people and to spread the Gospel of
Jesus Christ through printed materials.
Over time, as the Lord opened further
opportunities and provided the means
to communicate His truth through
various media and the internet, the
ministry was renamed as the Bible
Witness Media Ministry.

Over the vyears, the Lord has
enabled us to publish Bible Witness
magazine, Gospel tracts, devotional
books and other Christian literature.
He has also paved the way for internet
broadcasting through Bible Witness
Web Radio (BWWR) and Bible Witness
TV (BWTV), as well as for online
articles, sermons, and other resources

on its website. Retreats, seminars,
conferences and various teaching
ministries have provided further

opportunities to declare and defend the
truths of God’s Word.

Through these many avenues, the
Lord has graciously carried His Word
beyond what we could have imagined



at the outset. What began as a local
literature ministry in Singapore has
reached readers, listeners and viewers
across many places. We cannot attribute
this to human ability, careful planning,
technological advancement or financial
provision alone. Every opportunity
opened, every worker provided, every
need supplied and every spiritual
benefit granted has come from the
gracious hand of our faithful God.

From the beginning, our motto
has been drawn from the words of our
risen Lord: “...ye shall be witnesses
unto me both in Jerusalem, and in
all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto
the uttermost part of the earth” (Acts
1:8). That command of our Lord Jesus
Christ has continually reminded us that
Bible Witness exists not to promote
itself, but to bear witness to Him. Our
desire has been that the Scriptures
should be faithfully explained, the
Gospel clearly proclaimed, error
courageously resisted, believers
strengthened in the faith, and Christ
exalted among His people.

We also thank God for the many
brethren who, over these twenty-five
years, have served in this ministry

faithfully and sacrificially. Some
have written and edited; others
have designed, printed, recorded,

broadcast, distributed, and supported
the work in many unseen ways. Many
have prayed, many have given, and
many have laboured quietly without
recognition. We thank the Lord for
every willing heart and every pair
of hands He has employed for the
advancement of this work.

Even as we express gratitude for
those who have served, our praise must

ultimately ascend to God alone. Over
the past two decades, some who served
left us. Many of our circumstances
changed. With the advancement
of technologies, new software and
hardware had to be acquired. Older
methods of production had to give way
to newer methods. Through the ebb and
flow of the ministry, the Lord remains
faithful! He who has preserved His
Word, continues to sustain His servants,
supplying the ministry’s needs, and
opening doors for its witness.

Reflecting on the past twenty-five
years of the Bible Witness ministries, we
must therefore spend time in humility,
thanksgiving and renewed consecration
to serve Him more. If the Lord has been
pleased to use Bible Witness thus far, we
must seek His grace to remain faithful
in the years ahead. The need for sound
biblical teaching has not diminished.
False doctrines are multiplying, worldly
thinking is increasingly pressing upon
the church, and many remain without
the saving knowledge of Christ. Our
calling remains urgent.

As we enter another chapter of this
ministry, may we continue to hold forth
the Word of life without compromise,
trusting neither in human wisdom nor
in earthly strength, but in the Lord,
who alone can make His Word prosper.

“This is the LORD’s doing; it is
marvellous in our eyes”.

25 YEARS, THIS IS THE LORD'S DOING | EDITORIAL
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Foreword
to this Issue

The articles in this issue, under the theme “The Sovereign God and His
Covenants”, seek to refute the notion that God derived or patterned His
covenants after Ancient Near Eastern forms, and to affirm their wholly
divine origin, authority, and revelation. Recently, the claim that God
copied Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) practices surfaced among Christians
in our circles. Some well-meaning Christians, even pastors and teachers,
alluded to God’s accommodation of ANE practices, especially in the
covenant ceremony of Genesis 15. Even some theologians in the Reformed
and Puritan tradition suggest that God patterned His covenants after ANE
forms. Some state this as a historical fact; others are cautious, admitting
they do not know, but submit that God might have adopted ANE forms so
His people would understand His covenant.

This raises a serious theological problem, as it risks making fallen
human culture the conceptual source from which God supposedly
borrowed forms to reveal His redemptive purposes. It diminishes the role
of the Holy Spirit, who gives understanding to His people, including the
saints in the Old Testament, of Christ as the central and only fulfilment
of God’s covenants. When such errors begin to gain acceptance in Bible
colleges and churches, we have a duty not to remain silent.

Bible Witness was established to spread and defend the truth of
God’s Word. Faithfulness to this calling requires not only the positive
proclamation of sound doctrine, but also, when necessary, the exposure
and refutation of errors that threaten biblical truth. As new errors arise
or old ones gain renewed influence, Bible Witness must continue to speak
clearly, graciously and courageously, upholding the authority, sufficiency
and purity of God’s revealed Word.

Hence, on the occasion of the 25th Anniversary of Bible Witness, we
have devoted this issue and the next to affirming the divine origin of
God’s covenants and refuting the claim that their forms were derived from
Ancient Near Eastern practices.

BIBLE WITNESS | FOREWORD



God’s Covenant:
His Eternal Counsel

he covenants of God revealed
I in Scripture are the historical
outworking of His eternal
counsel. The God who progressively
revealed His covenants through the
ages is eternal, infinitely wise, all-
sufficient, and wholly independent of
His creatures. Hence, He needed neither
instruction from man nor human
models to formulate His purposes.

Scripture consistently presents God
as the sovereign Lord who declares
the end from the beginning and
whose counsel shall certainly stand.
His covenant, therefore, must be
understood as an expression of His own
wisdom and will. It was purposed in
eternity and disclosed at the appointed
times according to the good pleasure
of His sovereign will.

COVENANTS, PURPOSED
IN GOD HIMSELF

Paul declares that God has “made
known unto us the mystery of his will,
according to his good pleasure which
he hath purposed in himself”, and that
He “worketh all things after the counsel
of his own will” (Ephesians 1:9, 11). The
phrases “purposed in himself” and “his
own will” are crucial. God’s redemptive
purpose was not conceived through
consultation with His creatures, nor
was it derived from anything outside
Himself. It arose entirely from His

GOD'S COVENANT: HIS ETERNAL COUNSEL | BIBLE WITNESS

own eternal wisdom,
and sovereign pleasure.

goodness,

This redemptive purpose of the
covenants centres on Christ. Paul
speaks of “the eternal purpose which
he purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord”
(Ephesians 3:11). He also teaches that
God’s saving grace “was given us in
Christ Jesus before the world began” (2
Timothy 1:9). Before the foundation of
the world, God had already chosen His
people in Christ and ordained them
to be holy and without blame before
Him (Ephesians 1:4-5). Thus, the
redemptive purpose revealed through
the biblical covenants originates in the
eternal counsel of God alone.

In fact, God’s covenantal dealings
through the ages are the progressive
unfolding of this eternal, redemptive
purpose in Christ. What He purposed
in Himself before the foundation of
the world, He progressively revealed
through His promises, covenants,
ordinances, and redemptive acts,
culminating in the person and saving
work of Jesus Christ.

COVENANTS, FORMED WITHOUT
A CREATURELY COUNSELLOR

To suggest that God borrowed
covenantal ideas or forms from men
so that His people may understand His
covenants fails to adequately account
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for the biblical doctrine of God and the
work of the Holy Spirit in giving them
understanding. The Lord does not learn
from His creatures. He is not enriched
by their wisdom, nor does He discover
in human society principles of which
He was previously unaware.

Isaiah asks: “Who hath directed
the Spirit of the LORD, or being his
counsellor hath taught him? With
whom took he counsel, and who
instructed him, and taught him in the
path of judgment, and taught him
knowledge, and shewed to him the way
of understanding?” (Isaiah 40:13—14).

These questions permit only one
answer: no one. God has never had a
counsellor. No creature has supplied
Him with knowledge, wisdom, or
understanding. All that God knows,
He knows perfectly and eternally in
Himself; all that He purposes arises
from His own infinite mind.

The same truth is proclaimed in
Isaiah 46:9—10: “Remember the former
things of old: for I am God, and there is
none else; I am God, and there is none
like me, declaring the end from the
beginning, and from ancient times the
things that are not yet done, saying,
My counsel shall stand, and I will
do all my pleasure.”

Here, God insists upon His absolute
uniqueness and His  sovereign
accomplishment of His counsel and
purpose. Such a high view of God
requires us not to trace His covenants
to human customs or traditions, but to
understand them as proceeding from
His own eternal wisdom. To suggest
that God copied or adapted human
customs and traditions to express His

eternal purpose reverses the biblical
order and detracts from the doctrine
of God. It makes divine revelation
dependent upon human invention. In
understanding the biblical covenants,
God alone must be acknowledged
as the sovereign source of every
aspect of them, including both their
substance and their forms.

Romans 11:33—-36 magnifies this
truth: “O the depth of the riches both
of the wisdom and knowledge of God!
how unsearchable are his judgments,
and his ways past finding out! For who
hath known the mind of the Lord?
or who hath been his counsellor?
Or who hath first given to him, and
it shall be recompensed unto him
again? For of him, and through him,
and to him, are all things: to whom be
glory for ever. Amen.”

The covenant must be included
among those things that are “of him,
and through him, and to him”. It is of
Him in its origin, through Him in its
establishment and administration,
and to Him in its ultimate purpose and
glory. Nothing in God’s covenant places
Him in debt to human wisdom, social
convention, or cultural practice. m

BIBLE WITNESS | COD'S COVENANT: HIS ETERNAL COUNSEL



God’s Covenant:
Purposed Before History,
Revealed in History

efore nations, cultures, customs,
Bor human institutions arose,

God had already purposed the
redemption of His people in Jesus
Christ. God did not modify His eternal
counsel to adapt or suit human societies
and cultures at different points in
history. The biblical covenants, which
progressively revealed God’s saving
purpose, must be understood as
independent of historical customs.

Paul writes that God “hath saved us,
and called us with an holy calling, not
according to our works, but according
to his own purpose and grace, which
was given us in Christ Jesus before the
world began” (2 Timothy 1:9). Eternal
life itself rests on the covenantal
promise of “God, that cannot lie,
promised before the world began”
(Titus 1:2). God’s saving grace was thus
purposed in Christ before the world
began, before the Fall, and before
any human covenantal practice could
have arisen. Redemption was neither
improvised after man had sinned nor
gradually formulated in response to
human history. It proceeded from God’s
own eternal purpose.

The same truth is declared in
Ephesians. God chose His people in
Christ “before the foundation of the
world” and made known “the mystery of
his will, according to his good pleasure

GOD'S COVENANT: PURPOSED BEFORE HISTORY, REVEALED IN HISTORY | BIBLE WITNESS

which he hath purposed in himself”
(Ephesians 1:4, 9; cf. 1 Peter 1:19—20).
His saving purpose was therefore
not derived from anything outside
Himself. It was purposed in Himself,
centred on His Son, and determined
before the foundation of the world.
Thus, before the appearance of human
nations or their covenantal practices,
God had already chosen His people by
His grace in Christ, purposing their
salvation, which He expressed through
His successive covenants and their
accompanying ceremonies and signs.

This eternal purpose and its
foreordained fulfilment in Christ
provide the theological foundation for
understanding the biblical covenants.
Through them, God progressively
revealed and administered the
redemptive  purpose in history,
culminating in Christ’s sacrificial
death (cf. Hebrews 10:1—10). This is
most clearly seen in the New Covenant,
which Christ established through the
shedding of His blood: “This cup is the
new testament in my blood, which is
shed for you” (Luke 22:20). The covenant
blood shed at Calvary was therefore not
an arrangement arising from historical
necessity, but the accomplishment
in history of the redemptive work
foreordained before the foundation
of the world. Accordingly, Scripture
speaks of Christ as “that great shepherd
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of the sheep, through the blood of
the everlasting covenant” (Hebrews
13:20). The biblical covenants and the
cross thus belong to the unfolding of
God’s eternal redemptive counsel,
culminating in the everlasting covenant
secured by Christ’s blood and in the
eternal redemption of His people.

When cultures, societies, and
time periods in biblical history are
examined, they must be understood as
the spheres in which God reveals and
accomplishes His covenant purpose,
not as the sources from which that
purpose arose. When God covenanted
with Noah, there was no culture,
because human societies had been
completely destroyed. God sovereignly
commanded Noah to sacrifice clean
animals, without accommodating the
customs or norms of the godless, pre-
Flood society. Similarly, when God
covenanted with Abram, He did not
have to follow the established practices
of the Ancient Near East. The heathen
customs of that time were not even
a consideration for His covenant. It
was God’s own, eternally determined
counsel that dictated the signs and
significance of the covenant. The
same is true of the Mosaic covenant.
The stipulations, statutes, ordinances,
and commandments reflect the holy
character of God’s eternal being, not
the unholy customs of the Ancient
Near East. Undoubtedly, God, who
spoke against the wickedness of the
Ancient Near Eastern customs, would
not favourably consider their practices
nor accept them as the means to
establish His covenants.

The various biblical covenants were a
unified covenant of grace, progressively
disclosing His redemptive purpose in

Christ, as discussed above. It is only
through His appointed covenants and
their ordinances that Christ and His
atoning work were revealed to His
people across the ages. The divine
redemptive purpose revealed through
the covenants was never found in
heathen customs or religious practices.
Hence, it is entirely incongruous with
the design and purpose of the unity
of His covenants to suggest that God
borrowed or copied heathen customs or
cultural practices.

Therefore, the biblical covenants
must be understood as divinely
ordained administrations that reveal
and advance His eternal redemptive
plan. They were revealed successively,
yet they were not shaped by the times.
They were revealed amid differing
historical circumstances, yet they were
not produced by those circumstances.
Scripture gives no warrant for
supposing that He derived these
covenantal elements from surrounding
human practices or that He fashioned
His covenants according to patterns
devised by fallen men.

History became the appointed arena
in which the eternal counsel of God
was revealed and carried out. From
the first promise after the Fall to the
establishment of the New Covenant
through the blood of Christ, God
accomplished  throughout history
what He had purposed in Christ
before the world began. m

BIBLE WITNESS | GOD'S COVENANT: PURPOSED BEFORE HISTORY, REVEALED IN HISTORY



Covenant Sacrifices & Signs:
Divinely Appointed,
Not Culturally Derived

he sacrifices, ordinances, and
I signs associated with God’s
covenants with His people must
never be construed as rituals adopted
by God from the surrounding heathen
nations. Scripture consistently presents
God as the sovereign Author of His
covenants and the One who determines
the signs by which His promises are
confirmed. These covenant signs arise
from God’s wisdom, not from man-
invented practices. From the earliest
chapters of Genesis to the institution
of the Lord’s Supper, the pattern is
unmistakable: God Himself appoints
the sign, explains its meaning, and
connects it to His redemptive purpose.

THE EARLIEST COVENANTAL
SACRIFICES AND SIGNS

This principle is evident from the
dawn of human history. After Adam
and Eve sinned, God gave the promise
that the seed of the woman would
bruise the serpent’s head (Genesis
3:15). God saw them covered with fig
leaves (Genesis 3:7) and found their
self-devised covering inadequate to
hide their nakedness and the shame
brought by sin. So, He Himself provided
the covering that fallen man needed:
“Unto Adam also and to his wife did
the LORD God make coats of skins,
and clothed them” (Genesis 3:21). The
making of the coats of skin surely

COVENANT SACRIFICES & SIGNS: DIVINELY APPOINTED, NOT CULTURALLY DERIVED | BIBLE WITNESS

involved the slaying of an animal.
Scripture does not explicitly call this
an animal sacrifice. Nevertheless, the
provision of skins necessarily involved
the shedding of blood and the death
of an animal, and the covering was
provided by God Himself. Thus at
the very beginning of redemptive
history, salvation and covering are
presented as divine provisions rather
than human inventions.

Offering animal sacrifices as worship
soon appears explicitly in biblical
history. Abel “brought of the firstlings
of his flock and of the fat thereof”, and
“the LORD had respect unto Abel and
to his offering” (Genesis 4:4). Hebrews
explains that Abel offered his sacrifice
“by faith” (Hebrews 11:4). Biblical faith
does not invent its own manner of
approaching God; it responds to what
God has revealed. The acceptance of
Abel’s blood offering shows it was God’s
appointed way of approaching Him.

The same truth is evident in
Noah’s sacrifice after the Flood. Noah
“builded an altar unto the LORD;
and took of every clean beast, and of
every clean fowl, and offered burnt
offerings on the altar” (Genesis 8:20).
This should not be regarded as a
religious ceremony devised by Noah
himself. Even before the Flood, God
had distinguished between “clean”
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and “not clean” animals and had
specifically commanded Noah to bring
a greater number of the clean animals
into the ark (Genesis 7:2—3). This
distinction between “clean” and “not
clean” animals was neither invented by
Noah nor borrowed from any human
religious system before the Flood.
Noah understood that only clean
animals could be sacrificed, as this was
already God’s stipulation.

The additional provision of clean
animals (seven pairs) is especially
significant in the light of what Noah
did immediately after leaving the ark.
From those very categories God had
earlier designated as clean, Noah “took”
animals and birds and offered them
as burnt offerings (Genesis 8:20). Had
Noah possessed only the minimum
reproductive number (a male and
female pair), sacrificing any of them
immediately after the Flood would
have endangered their preservation.
God’s command to take seven pairs
of clean animals was His way of
providing for the sacrifice He required
of Noah to offer during the post-
Flood covenant-making.

Noah’s sacrifice was carried out in
accordance with guidelines already
established by God. The LORD received
Noah’s offering, for “the LORD smelled
a sweet savour” and declared His
gracious purpose concerning the earth
(Genesis 8:21—22). Subsequently, when
He formally announced His covenant
with Noah, God Himself appointed
its visible sign: “I do set my bow in the
cloud, and it shall be for a token of a
covenant between me and the earth”
(Genesis 9:13). In both sacrifice and
covenant sign, the pattern is one of
divine appointment followed by human

obedience, not of human cultural
practices adapted by God.

THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT
SACRIFICE AND SIGN

The same pattern governs the
Abrahamic Covenant. God’s instruction
to Abram in Genesis 15—the precise
combination of five creatures, the three-
year age specification for the three larger
animals, the bisection and opposite
arrangement of those animals, and the
explicit instruction that the birds remain
undivided (vv. 9—10)—is unparalleled
among ancient Near Eastern covenant-
making or religious sacrificial practices.
Neither Abram nor any other human
mind contributed to this ceremony. It is
the LORD who sovereignly declared the
covenant and prescribed the sacrifice (vv.
13, 17, 18). In fact, in one instance of this
covenant-making scene, Abram was in
“an horror of great darkness” and a “deep
sleep” (v. 12). God alone, represented
by “a smoking furnace, and a burning
lamp” (v. 17), passed between the divided
pieces. “In the same day the LORD made a
covenant with Abram” (v. 18). The entire
scene emphasises divine initiative and
sovereign commitment because God on
His own initiated, declared, and ratified
the covenant with Abram.

Later, God appointed circumcision
as the sign of the covenant: “This is
my covenant, which ye shall keep ...
Every man child among you shall
be circumcised” (Genesis 17:10). He
further declared, “It shall be a token of
the covenant betwixt me and you” (v.
11). The institution of circumcision as
a covenantal sign, to be administered
on Abraham and his male descendants
on the eighth day, did not arise from
surrounding cultures; neither did its

BIBLE WITNESS | COVENANT SACRIFICES & SIGNS: DIVINELY APPOINTED, NOT CULTURALLY DERIVED



meaning. God, out of His own eternal
counsel, commanded it, defined it, and
attached it to His covenant promise.

THE MOSAIC COVENANT
SACRIFICES AND SIGNS

The Exodus events continue this
divine pattern. The Passover was
not God’s adaptation of an Egyptian
ceremony. God prescribed the lamb,
its condition, the time of slaughter,
the application of its blood, the meal,
and its ongoing observance (Exodus
12:1-14). The blood on the doorposts
was specifically appointed by God: “the
blood shall be to you for a token” (v.
13). Israel’s deliverance depended not
on participation in a familiar cultural
ritual but on obedient faith in the
ordinance God had revealed.

Under the Mosaic administration,
the Levitical sacrificial system was
likewise instituted by divine command.
Moses was repeatedly instructed to
make and order things “according to
the pattern” shown by God (Hebrews
8:5; cf. Exodus 25:9, 40). Leviticus
does not portray Israel as developing
sacrificial worship from neighbouring
religions. Rather, “the LORD called
unto Moses, and spake unto him out
of the tabernacle” (Leviticus 1:1), after
which He prescribed the offerings
in detail. Their meaning ultimately
pointed beyond themselves to Christ.
The blood of bulls and goats could
never take away sins (Hebrews 10:4); it
was “a shadow of good things to come”
(Hebrews 10:1), anticipating the one
sufficient sacrifice of the Son of God
(Hebrews 9:11—14, 26; 10:10—14).

This is fulfilled in Jesus Christ. The
sacrifices of the Old Testament did not

COVENANT SACRIFICES & SIGNS: DIVINELY APPOINTED, NOT CULTURALLY DERIVED | BIBLE WITNESS

arise from pagan religion and later
receive Christian reinterpretation.
They belonged to God’s own redemptive
revelation and found their appointed
fulfilment in Christ, “the Lamb of
God, which taketh away the sin of the
world” (John 1:29). Christ “offered one
sacrifice for sins for ever” (Hebrews
10:12), fulfilling what the former
sacrifices could only signify.

THE DAVIDIC COVENANT
SACRIFICES AND SIGNS

Although no sacrifice is specifically
prescribed at the formal establishment
of the Davidic Covenant in 2 Samuel
7, sacrifice does appear at the divinely
appointed inauguration of David’s
kingship. God commanded Samuel
to go to Bethlehem with a heifer for
sacrifice, and within that sacrificial
setting, He identified David as His
chosen king and commanded Samuel
to anoint him (1 Samuel 16:1—13). This
sacrifice should not be regarded as a
ratifying sacrifice of the later Davidic
Covenant. Nevertheless, there is a
meaningful theological connection:
the sacrifice forms part of the divinely
ordered setting in which God publicly
identifies and anoints the man whom He
would establish the Davidic Covenant.
It formed part of God’s own ordering of
the events that set David apart as king,
preparing the historical foundation
for the covenant promise subsequently
given concerning his house, throne,
and kingdom (2 Samuel 7:12—16).

THE NEW COVENANT SACRIFICES
AND SIGNS

The same principle governs the sacrifice
and signs of the New Covenant. Its
foundation is the once-for-all sacrifice
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of Jesus Christ, who “by one offering
... hath perfected for ever them that
are sanctified” (Hebrews 10:14). The
New Covenant does not depend upon
repeated animal sacrifices, for Christ
has accomplished the redemption to
which those former sacrifices pointed
(Hebrews 9:11—14; 10:1—14).

Christ likewise appointed the
ordinances by which His covenant
people are visibly identified with Him
and His saving work. On the night
before His crucifixion, Christ Himself
instituted the Lord’s Supper. Taking
bread, He said, “This is my body which
isgiven for you: this doin remembrance
of me.” Taking the cup, He declared,
“This cup is the new testament in my
blood, which is shed for you” (Luke
22:19—20; cf. 1 Corinthians 11:23-26).
Bread and wine are common elements
of ordinary life, but their sacramental
significance come solely from Christ’s
appointment. Thus, both Baptism
and the Lord’s Supper derive their
covenantal meaning and authority not
from surrounding religious culture
but from the command of the covenant
Lord. He appointed the signs, defined
their meaning, and connected them
with His finished redemptive work.

Before Hisascension, He commanded
His apostles, “Go ye therefore, and
teach all nations, baptizing them in
the name of the Father, and of the
Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matthew
28:19). Baptism was therefore not an
ecclesiastical custom developed by the
church from surrounding religious
practices. Its authority and significance
rest upon the command of Christ
Himself. It signifies union with Christ
in His death and resurrection and the
cleansing associated with His saving

work (Romans 6:3—4; Colossians
2:11—12; 1 Peter 3:21).

CONCLUSION

Thus, the entire biblical record

presents one coherent pattern. God
does not look to fallen human culture
for models to shape His covenant
dealings. He sovereignly reveals
His covenant, appoints its signs and
ordinances, and determines their
meaning. The sacrificial offerings, the
rainbow, circumcision, the Passover
blood, and finally the bread and
cup of the Lord’s Supper, all possess

covenantal significance because
God has appointed them.
Similarities between biblical

practices and ancient customs, if there
are any, therefore cannot establish
dependence or borrowing. At most,
they demonstrate that fallen humanity
retained, imitated, or corrupted
elements of truths known from earlier
divine revelation. Scripture itself moves
in the opposite direction from theories
of cultural accommodation: the pattern
proceeds from God to man, not from
heathen culture to God.

From the covering provided after the
Fall to the broken bread and poured-
out cup that proclaim Christ’s death,
redemption is marked throughout
by signs God Himself has given.
Their authority rests not in antiquity,
custom, or cultural familiarity,
but in the sovereign Word of the
covenant-making God. He appoints
the sign, He gives it meaning, and He
brings its redemptive significance to
fulfilment in Jesus Christ. m
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The Abrahamic Covenant
& Its Ceremony

iscussions of the Abrahamic
Dcovenant, particularly  the

ceremony recorded in Genesis
15, often compare it with Ancient
Near Eastern covenantal practices
and even suggest that God adopted
a familiar covenantal form of that
period. But Scripture gives no warrant
for concluding that the LORD derived
either the form or the meaning of
His covenant from Chaldean or
other Ancient Near Eastern customs.
The Genesis narrative presents the
covenant as proceeding from God’s
own initiative: He declared the
promise (15:4—7, 13—16), prescribed
the types of animals (15:9), directed
the ceremony by His sovereign act
(15:17), and confirmed the covenant
with Abram (15:18—21).

THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANTAL
CEREMONY, DIVINELY
INSTITUTED

According to God’s instruction, Abram
prepared the animals by dividing each
into halves (15:10). Later, as the sun
was going down, a deep sleep fell upon
him, during which the LORD revealed
what would befall his descendants
(15:12—16). When the solemn covenant-
confirming sign followed, God alone,
represented by the smoking furnace
and burning lamp, passed between
the divided pieces. By this act, the
LORD sovereignly confirmed His
own promise to Abram.
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Notice how often the phrases “the
word of the LORD came” and “he
said” (referring to the LORD) occur
in this chapter (15:1, 4; cf. 15:7, 9, 13).
Therefore, this entire ceremony is God’s
idea, notan adoption oradaptation of an
existing human model. God established
the act itself and its meaning. The
animals were selected at His command,
the arrangement was carried out
according to His instruction, and the
covenant-confirming passage between
the pieces was undertaken by the divine
presence. Nothing in the narrative
suggests that God was borrowing a
familiar human treaty form so that
Abram might understand. Rather, the
entire ceremony proceeded from God’s
sovereign initiative and served to seal
His pledge to accomplish what He had
promised. It is scripturally incoherent
to suppose that, when instituting the
Abrahamic covenant, God looked to
the covenantal practices of the Ancient
Near East as a pattern for expressing
His redemptive purpose.

The New Testament confirms that
this is the proper interpretation. It
explains the Abrahamic covenant in
the light of the Gospel of Jesus Christ,
the promised seed of Abraham. It does
not direct the church to pagan treaties
to determine the essential meaning
of God’s covenant with Abraham.
Scripture itself provides the divinely
authoritative interpretation of this
covenant-ratifying ceremony.
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THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT:
WITHIN GOD'S ETERNAL
REDEMPTIVE PURPOSE IN CHRIST

Scripture shows that the Abrahamic
covenant, found in Genesis 12:1—3, 15:1—
21, and 17:1—22, is an outworking of
God’s eternal plan for the redemption
of sinners in Christ. Paul declares that
“the scripture, foreseeing that God
would justify the heathen through
faith, preached before the gospel unto
Abraham, saying, In thee shall all
nations be blessed” (Galatians 3:8).
This shows that God’s covenant with
Abraham was, in substance, from the
beginning the Gospel. It anticipated
the justification by faith of people from
the nations and announced beforehand
the worldwide blessing that would
come through Christ.

Paul further explains that the
promises were made to Abraham
and to his seed: “He saith not, And to
seeds, as of many; but as of one, And
to thy seed, which is Christ” (Galatians
3:16). Christ was not a later addition
to the Abrahamic promise. He was the
divinely intended focus and fulfilment
of the Abrahamic covenant. The law,
which came four hundred and thirty
years later, did not annul the covenant
previously confirmed by God or render
its promise ineffective (Galatians 3:17).
The promise rested on God’s sovereign
faithfulness and steadily moved
towards its accomplishment in His Son.

Romans 4:13—17 likewise presents the
promise to Abraham as extending far
beyond his immediate circumstances.
The promise that he should be “the heir
of the world” (v. 13) came not through
the law, but through the righteousness
of faith. It was given by grace so that it

might be sure to all the seed, not only to
believing Jews, but to all who share the
faith of Abraham. Thus, he is called “the
father of us all” (v. 16). The Abrahamic
covenant anticipated a redeemed people,
gathered from many nations and united
by faith in the promised Redeemer.

Together, these passages
demonstrate that the Abrahamic
covenant was a divinely ordained stage
in the historical revealing of God’s
eternal purpose to redeem a people
from every nation through His Son,
which preceded Abraham, the nations
surrounding him, and the institutions
of the ancient world. God did not
encounter Abraham at an uncertain
moment and then search among
existing social customs for a suitable
way to express His intentions. The
covenant was established according
to the counsel of the One who had
already purposed redemption in Christ
before the world began.

To maintain that God probably
modelled His covenant upon a human
institution reverses the  biblical
order. God’s eternal purpose does not
grow out of history; history unfolds
according to His purpose. His covenant
does not originate in human culture;
human life exists under His creative
and sovereign rule. God does not learn
from the customs of His creatures;
all wisdom and knowledge belong
eternally to Him. Whatever He reveals
in time proceeds from what He has
purposed in Himself. In Scripture, the
Lord Himself establishes and defines
the form and meaning of His covenant-
ratifying ceremonies and binds them
to His holy purpose. m

BIBLE WITNESS | THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT & ITS CEREMONY



How Did God’s People Understand
His Covenants and Their Ceremonies?

ow did God’s people in ancient
times understand His covenants
and their ceremonies?

Some contend that they understood
them primarily because they were
already familiar with the Ancient
Near Eastern covenantal customs. It
is sometimes argued that, in Genesis
15, God accommodated Himself to
Abram by employing a covenantal
ceremony already familiar to him
through Chaldean or other Ancient
Near Eastern practices.

Scripture, however, gives no warrant
for treating such cultural familiarity as
the source of Abram’s understanding.

Throughout Scripture, the Holy
Spirit illuminates His appointed
servants, giving them understanding
of Gods covenantal ordinances,
which He  Himself appointed
and revealed to them.

Hebrews 9:8—12 shows clearly how
the Old Testament saints understood
the meaning of their ceremonies.
Concerning the Old Testament
tabernacle and its ceremonies, verse
8 declares that “the Holy Ghost this
signifying, that the way into the holiest
of all was not yet made manifest”.
The participle Sniodvrtog (délountos),
translated “signifying”, comes from
dMidéw (délod), meaning “to make
known, make clear, indicate, or reveal”.
The statement therefore teaches
that the ceremonial ordinances of
the tabernacle were a “figure” (v. 9)
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through which the Holy Spirit made
known the spiritual and redemptive
truth of Christ’s perfect atoning work.
The Holy Spirit used those divinely
appointed ordinances to teach the
saints about their sin, the holiness
of God, God’s cleansing, atonement,
mediation, and the necessity of access
to God through an appointed High
Priest (Hebrews 9:8—12).

Thus, the Old Testament ceremonies
were vehicles of God’s revelation,
through which the Holy Spirit
communicated God’s redemptive
purposes and directed the faith of
the saints towards the redemption
to be accomplished in Christ. The
significance  of the covenantal
ceremonies was neither derived from
heathen culture nor later imposed
upon them by Christian interpretation.
The believing priests and worshippers
understood the significance of the
Levitical ceremonies through the
illuminating work of the Holy Spirit
in them. Importantly, Hebrews does
not appeal to pagan temples, ancient
covenant customs, or surrounding
ritual practices to explain what
these ceremonies meant.

So the biblically sound answer to
the question of how the ancient saints
came to understand the spiritual
significance of the Old Testament
ceremonies is this: they were taught
by the Holy Spirit, who made known
what those divinely appointed
ordinances signified.

17



18

This principle is evident from the
earliest biblical history. Abel brought
to God “of the firstlings of his flock
and of the fat thereof” (Genesis 4:4),
and Hebrews explains that “by faith
Abel offered unto God a more excellent
sacrifice than Cain” (Hebrews 11:4).
Since biblical faith rests upon divine
revelation—“faith cometh by hearing,
and hearing by the word of God”
(Romans 10:17)—Abel’s acceptable
sacrifice  strongly indicates that
acceptable worship was made known
by God rather than devised by man. The
Holy Spirit, who throughout Scripture
is the divine Revealer of God’s truth,
instructed God’s people concerning the
worship that He required. Sacrificial
worship therefore appears in Scripture,
not as a human religious invention later
appropriated by God, but as worship
ordered according to divine revelation
and ultimately directed towards the
atoning sacrifice of Christ.

This work of divine revelation
through the Spirit becomes increasingly
explicit as covenant history unfolds.
The Holy Spirit made known God’s
covenant purposes through the words
that God spoke to His servants and
caused those revelations to be faithfully
communicated and preserved. God
revealed His covenant to Noah,
declaring its promises and appointing
its sign (Genesis 6:13—22; 9:8—17). He
repeatedly spoke to Abraham, declaring
the promises, confirming their
certainty, prescribing the ceremony
of Genesis 15, and later appointing
circumcision as the covenant sign
(Genesis 12:1—3; 15:1—21; 17:1—14; 22:15—
18). Thus, Abraham’s understanding
of the covenant came through divine
revelation, not through dependence
upon the covenantal customs of the

surrounding nations. The narrative
nowhere states that Abram was
expected to interpret God’s covenant by
recalling Chaldean customs.

This is especially significant in
Genesis 15. God Himself specified the
animals Abram was to bring (vv. 9-10),
revealed beforehand the history of his
descendants (vv. 13—16), manifested
His presence in the smoking furnace
and burning lamp (v. 17), and expressly
declared the covenant and its promise
(v. 18). Through such divine words and
acts, the Holy Spirit furnished Abram
with the true meaning of the covenant
ceremony. Its interpretation, therefore,
arises from revelation itself, through
the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
Scripture never presents other ancient
practices of the heathen world as the
source from which Abram learned the
meaning of the covenant ceremony.

The same principle governs the
Mosaic covenant. At Sinai, God
declared His covenant and prescribed
its ordinances (Exodus 19—24). Through
Moses, the Holy Spirit revealed detailed
instructions concerning sacrifices, the
priesthood, purification, the Day of
Atonement, and sacred feasts (Leviticus
1-16, 23). Moses communicated “all
the words of the LORD” to the people
(Exodus 24:3); priests were commanded
to teach God’s statutes (Leviticus 10:11);
and parents were required to instruct
their children in His commandments
and redemptive acts (Deuteronomy
6:6—9, 20—25). Nehemiah later
expressly acknowledged this as the Holy
Spirit’s ministry: “Thou gavest also thy
good spirit to instruct them” (Nehemiah
9:20). God Himself gave His “good
spirit”, or the Holy Spirit, to instruct
them. The Hebrew verb translated
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“instruct” carries the sense of giving
understanding or insight. The emphasis
of Nehemiah 9:20 is therefore the Holy
Spirit’s  instruction accompanying
divine revelation: God gave His law,
and He also gave His Spirit to teach His
people its truth and significance.

Whether it was Abel sacrificing
the lambs, Noah sacrificing the clean
animals, Abram dividing the animals, or
Israel observing the Levitical sacrifices,
the Holy Spirit did not leave them to
derive the significance of these acts
from the surrounding culture. As the
supreme teacher of His people, the Holy
Spirit Himself gave them understanding
of what these acts meant. God joined
His ordinances to His explanatory
Word and provided the Spirit’s
illumination so that their meaning
was understood and transmitted from
generation to generation.

A further illustration of how the
Holy Spirit made known the meaning

of the covenantal ceremonies is seen in
Christ’s own teaching concerning the
0Old Testament Scriptures. He declared,
“Search the scriptures; for in them ye
think ye have eternal life: and they are
they which testify of me” (John 5:39).
After His resurrection, He expounded
from Mosesand the prophets “the things
concerning himself” and then “opened
... their understanding, that they might
understand the scriptures” (Luke 24:27,
44—45). Christ was not imposing a
meaning on the Old Testament that
had never been there. He was unveiling
the redemptive significance already
contained in God’s revelation. In the
same way, the covenantal ceremonies
possessed a  divinely intended
meaning from their institution, and
the saints understood their spiritual
significance through the teaching and
illumination of the Spirit. m

GBPC TV App
Watch Bible Witness

TV (BWTV) on your
smart TV! BWTV is
a video on-demand

platform airing Bible-
based, Reformed video

content for all ages.

You can download
our TV app on Apple
TV and Google

TV. Just search for

“Gethsemane BPC” in

your app store to get
started.

HOW DID GOD'S PEOPLE UNDERSTAND HIS COVENANTS AND THEIR CEREMONIES? | BIBLE WITNESS

19



BIBLE TRIVIA—JOSHUA 20

SARAH YONG

As part of the allotment process, six cities were appointed as places of refuge
for a person who accidentally killed a man to flee to and hide from an avenger.
Read the assigned chapter then complete the activity below.

Part I—Decide if each statement is True (T) or False (F) and circle the answer.

The slayer must stand at the gate of the city, and declare his cause before the
elders of that city, before dwelling among them. T/F

He shall dwell in that city of refuge until the death of the high priest: only
then shall he return to his own city and house. T/F

The cities of refuge were appointed only for the children of Israel, not for the
stranger that sojourneth among them. T/F

Part Il—The table lists the six cities of refuge. Find their names in
the Bible passage and fill in the blanks. Locate each city on the map
printed on the right.

1 K in Galilee inmount _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

2 S inmount _ _ _ _ _ _ _

3 H in the mountainof _ _ _ _ _

4 |B upon the plain out of the tribe of _ _ _ _ _ _
5 R in Gilead out of _ _ _

6 |G in Bashanoutof _ __ _ ____

Lesson to learn:

Spiritually, Jesus provides us with a city of refuge (the Gospel of His grace) in
whom we can hide; He is the High Priest who has paid the price for our sins.
Let us run from our guilt and sin to find true rest through Christ our Redeemer.

Answers to Bible Trivia—Joshua 18 & 19 (Vol. 26, Iss. 4, pp. 32-33)

1. Asher; 2. Naphtali; 3. Zebulun; 4. Issachar; 5. Dan; 6. Benjamin; 7. Simeon
Statement blanks: Joshua; Timnathserah
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