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I. Introduction

For anyone interested in historical theology the relationship between the New and Old 

Testaments is a fascinating topic with far-reaching implications for doctrine and practice. The 

main facet of this relationship between the Testaments is the relationship between the Divine 

covenants. God's relationship with human beings is structured through the biblical covenants, 

and much of the debate over various biblical-theological systems boils down to different views 

over how the biblical covenants relate to one another.

John Calvin has been influential in the development of one particular view, namely 

Covenant Theology. This paper will seek to examine Calvin's view of the relationship between 

the biblical covenants. It will focus Calvin's Institutes of the Christian Religion, because it is 

there that Calvin is most clear on the topic. The paper will conclude with a critique of Calvin's 

view.

II. Summary of the Institutes on the Topic

Calvin's Institutes of the Christian Religion is the culmination of a lifetime of studying and 

teaching the Bible, and attempts to present a systematic account of the teaching of the Bible. Its 

structure is based on the Apostles' Creed, with Book One focused on God as Creator and 

providential Governor of the world, Book Two focused on God the Redeemer and the 

accomplishment of redemption in Christ, Book Three dealing with the application of salvation by

the Holy Spirit, and Book Four dealing with the Church. The passages in which Calvin's view on
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the relationship between the covenants is most explicit are 2.6-11, and 4.14, 16. These sections 

will now be briefly summarized.1

Book Two deals with redemption, and begins by discussing the fall as the occasion for 

redemption in 2.1-5, and then moves to a discussion of redemption as the solution beginning in 

2.6. His main point in 2.6 is that there is redemption for man only in Christ. He takes pains to 

explain that “as the Lord cannot be propitious to the human race without a Mediator, Christ was 

always held forth to the holy fathers under the law as the object of their faith” (2.6.2).

In 2.7, Calvin examines the “Law,” by which he means “not only the Ten 

Commandments, which contain a complete rule of life, but the whole system of religion 

delivered by the hand of Moses” (2.7.1) The Law was given to Israel so that they might look 

with expectation to Christ's coming. The Law is said to be abrogated in the NT not in the sense 

that it no longer has authority to command us, but that it no longer has authority to condemn us. 

On the other hand, the ceremonies of the law (sacrifices, etc.) are to be set aside because Christ, 

to whom they pointed, has come.

Chapter eight contains an exposition of the Ten Commandments, which Calvin calls the 

“moral law” (2.8). In 2.9, Calvin wants to show that Christ was made known to the Jews under 

the Old Covenant, but in a shadowy, partially obscured way (2.9.1).2 On the other hand, in the 

New Covenant, the teaching of the gospel is clearly manifested (2.9.2, 4).

1 This summary is conducted specifically with reference to the question of the relationship between the 
covenants. Other information that may be helpful or important in other ways has been left out in order to focus the 
analysis. Parenthetical citation will be used to identify the passages in the Institutes (John Calvin, Institutes of the 
Christian Religion, Henry Beveridge, trans. [Peabody: Hendrickson, 2012]).

2 He says this because he doesn't want people to think that everyone in the OT was under the curse of God 
simply because they lived under the “Law” and before Christ was manifested (2.9.4).
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In 2.9.4, Calvin discusses an interesting point about the covenants. He says that some 

people are mistaken when they relate the law and the gospel only by way of a simple contrast 

between  “merit of works, and the gratuitous imputation of righteousness.” While Paul does 

present the “righteousness of the Law and the gospel as opposed to each other,” and so it is right 

to contrast them in a sense, nevertheless the administration of the Law and the administration of 

the gospel are not two ways of salvation but relate to one another in terms of promise and 

fulfillment, shadow and substance.3

Chapters ten and eleven are the main passages in which Calvin describes his view on the 

relationship between the covenants.4 In Chapter ten, Calvin discusses the unity of the covenants, 

and states with characteristic “lucid brevity” his central thesis with regard to the covenants: “The

covenant made with the fathers is so far from differing from ours in reality and substance, that it 

is altogether one and the same: still the administration differs” (2.10.2). Thus for Calvin, there is 

only one covenant, but two administrations. 

There are three reasons that Calvin affirms the identity of the covenants: 1. they both hold

out “the hope for immortality” (2.10.3),  2. both covenants were “established by the free mercy 

of God” (2.10.4), and 3. “confirmed by the intercession of Christ” (2.10.4). Since the second and 

third reasons depend upon the first, Calvin spends the rest of the chapter arguing that first reason 

(2.10.5-2.10.22). He provides eleven arguments that can be subsumed under 5 headings:

3 Peter A. Lillback helpfully explains that Calvin actually uses both “Law” and “gospel” in both a narrow 
and a broad sense. The “law” is used in a narrow sense to speak of “Justification by works of merit,” and in a broad 
sense to speak of the “Old Testament economy of the Covenant of Grace.” Similarly Calvin uses the term “gospel” 
in a narrow sense to speak of the “New Testament economy of the Covenant of Grace,” and in a broad sense to 
speak of “God's one and only way of salvation by faith in Christ, or, the Covenant of Grace” (Peter A. Lillback, the 
Binding of God: Calvin's Role in the Development of Covenant theology [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001], 
159). A very helpful guide to the way these concepts are related is his chart from p. 159, which is reproduced in this 
paper as Appendix 1.

4 See Appendix 2 for a chart of these similarities and differences.
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1. Argument 1: The OT sacraments and the NT sacraments signify the same things (2.10.5-6, cf. 1 

Cor. 10:3-4).

2. Argument 2: God's Word has inherent effectiveness, so that when OT people accepted God's 

revelation of Himself in the Scripture, the result had to be entrance into the kingdom of God 

(2.10.7; cf. 1 Pet. 1:23).

3. Argument 3: The covenant formula: “I will be your God and you shall be my people” was used of

the OT people (Ex. 6:7, Lev. 26:12, etc.); how can this be true apart from salvation (2.10.8-9)?

4. Arguments 4-9: Arguments from examples of the OT believers who, explicitly or implicitly, 

hoped in the resurrection (2.10.10-19).

5. Arguments 10-11: Arguments from the later prophets who, explicitly or implicitly, spoke of 

eternal life (2.10.20-22).

Chapter eleven covers the differences between the covenant, which he distills down to 

five: 1. Under the Old Covenant God held out His promise to them in the form of earthly 

blessings, while under the New we can see it clearly and directly (2.11.1-3). 2. Under the Old 

Covenant, the covenant was administered by means of types and shadows (i.e. the sacrificial 

system); under the New Covenant the covenant “became new and eternal when it was 

consecrated and established in the blood of Christ” (2.11.4-6).5 3. The Old Covenant is a 

temporary covenant of the letter, engraved on tablets of stone and resulting in condemnation. The

New Covenant is an eternal covenant of the Spirit, engraved on the heart, and resulting in life 

(2.11.7-8).

5 There is an interesting passage in 2.11.4 in which Calvin says that the ceremonies and sacrifices were 
God's way of administering the Covenant in the Old Testament, but with the death of Christ “the covenant of God 
was truly realized, made new, and eternal, when it was sealed with his blood.” This is a place where we can very 
clearly see that Calvin thought of the Old and New as one covenant, so that the New Covenant was properly 
conceived of as a “renewed covenant” that was in a sense the Old Covenant as it had been “truly realized” by the 
death of Christ.
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4. The fourth difference is derived from the third: the Old Covenant is characterized by 

“bondage” because it produces “fear,” while the New Covenant is characterized by “freedom” 

because it produces “confidence and security” (2.11.9).6 In 2.11.10, Calvin points out that the 

second, third, and fourth differences have to do specifically with the Mosaic covenant; the first is

broader and includes “the promises which were given before the Law.” Finally, the last 

difference is 5. the Old Covenant was for Israel only, while the New Covenant is for all nations. 

After discussing the unity and diversity of the covenants, Calvin begins discussing the the actual 

work of Christ as the mediator (2.12 through the end of Book Two).

Calvin's teaching on the relationship between the covenants picks up again in Book Four 

(“of the Holy Catholic Church”), Chapters 14 and 16 (on the sacraments). For Calvin, a 

sacrament is an external sign that serves as a confirmation of God's grace toward us, as well as a 

demonstration of our faith toward Him (4.14.1). They are intended to strengthen our faith 

(4.14.1). Calvin believes that for New Testament believers there are two sacraments: baptism and

the Lord's Supper (4.14.20).

4.14 discusses the sacraments in general. Pertaining to the present topic, Calvin says that 

“Christ is the matter, or, if you choose it, the substance of all the sacraments [...]” (4.14.16). He 

distinguishes between the sacraments that were prescribed for the Jewish people before Christ 

and the two sacraments for the Christian church: “Now these have been different at different 

times, according to the dispensation which the Lord has seen meet to employ in manifesting 

himself to men” (4.14.20).

6 Calvin here discusses again how this relates to the OT believers. He says that though OT believers 
experienced some degree of bondage and fear by virtue of being under the Law as a national covenant, they 
experienced some relief and liberty from the gospel (in the broad sense or God's redemptive promises); nevertheless,
they did not experience it to the degree that we do under the New Covenant. 
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Nevertheless, the OT sacraments were also designed to point to Christ (ibid.). In fact, 

Calvin militates against the view that the OT sacraments “did nothing but shadow forth the grace

of God,” while the NT sacraments “actually confer” it (4.14.23). The OT sacraments had “the 

same efficacy” as the NT sacraments: “they were seals of the divine favor toward them in regard 

to the hope of eternal salvation” (ibid.). This is not to say that the OT sacraments were 

efficacious in themselves, but by virtue of “Christ, on whom the whole efficacy depends” (ibid.).

In 4.16 Calvin argues for paedobaptism (infant baptism). There are two arguments in 

particular that he uses to support this practice that are relevant to the relationship between the 

covenants. His first is his argument that we should not develop our practice of baptism merely by

looking at how it is done in the NT, but by inquiring as to the meaning of the sacrament (4.16.2). 

He tries to demonstrate this in 4.16.4 by claiming that circumcision and baptism agree with 

regard to the promise (i.e., “the promise of the paternal favor of God, of forgiveness of sins, and 

eternal life”) and the thing signified (“regeneration”). The second is that the covenant that God 

gave to Abraham is essentially the same as the covenant that Christians have with God (4.16.6). 

Therefore, since Abraham was to circumcise his children as a part of the covenant, why should 

Christians change this practice?

In more of a defensive argument in 4.16.10-15, Calvin attempts to refute those who say 

that the covenants are different, and therefor infants should not be baptized. Calvin recoils at the 

idea that God's people in the OT were simply given lots of physical blessings by God and then 

perished eternally (4.16.10).7 Calvin next responds to the objection that Abraham's children in 

7 He responds: “It is absolutely certain that the original promises comprehending the covenant which God 
made with the Israelites under the old dispensation were spiritual, and had reference to eternal life, and were, of 
course, in like manner spiritually received by the fathers, that they might thence entertain a sure hope of immortality,
and aspire to it with their whole soul.” (4.16.11).
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the Old Covenant were physical and under the New Covenant they are spiritual (4.16.12). Calvin

admits that Christians are not physically related to Abraham, but he insists that the promises to 

the OT Israel were spiritual. 

III. Analysis

Since the main question with regard to the relationship between the covenants is the question of 

continuity versus discontinuity, the following analysis will seek to highlight both positive and 

negative aspects of Calvin's teaching in terms of continuity and discontinuity.

1. Positive: Apprehending the Unity and Continuity of Redemptive History

The positive contribution of Calvin in the area of continuity between the covenants lies in his 

recognition of the unified nature of redemptive history. He shows this is a couple of ways. First, 

his grasp of the basic flow of the unified nature of redemptive history is insightful. He very 

helpfully points out that salvation has only ever been through Christ (2.6), the law was designed 

to help God's people anticipate Christ's coming (2.7), and that there was only partial 

understanding of Christ in the OT, as opposed to the more clear revelation of Him in the NT 

(2.9). He also helpfully points out those places where OT believers demonstrate a hope of eternal

life (2.10.5-2.10.22). These are all very biblical ideas that his view of redemptive history 

captures.

Second, Calvin holds tenaciously to the exclusivity of Christ as mediator (2.6). The way 

he harmonizes the New and Old Covenants accounts for the administration of God's salvation to 

God's people in the OT by means of the Old Covenant (2.11.4). Whether one agrees with Calvin 

on the concept of the “one covenant,” it should be seen that his system practically seeks to 
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explain how OT believers participated in the benefits of Christ's atonement, which is 

commendable. Third, he shows how redemptive history is focused on Christ, and follows a 

pattern of promise-fulfillment (2.6; 2.7; 2.9; 2.11).

2. Positive: Avoiding Erroneous Discontinuity

The flip-side of the point mentioned above is Calvin's avoidance of some significant errors in the

area of discontinuity. The first error is the error of thinking that believers in the OT were saved 

in a different way than NT believers (2.6; 2.7; 2.9). The second is the error of thinking that OT 

believers were not saved because Christ had not yet come (2.9.4; 2.11.9). Both of these are 

potential pitfalls that theologians can fall into if they radicalize the discontinuity between the 

testaments, and Calvin consciously avoids both.

3. Negative: Over-reading the Continuity

On the negative side, Calvin is so strong on continuity that he seems to over-read the continuity 

in a couple of ways.8 In essence, by mushing the Old and New Covenants together into one 

covenant, he “Christianizes” the OT and “Judaizes” the NT. Greg Welty writes the following of 

Paedobaptists in general, and the critique seems to apply well to Calvin:

In thus “Christianizing” the Old Testament, paedobaptists restrict the significance 
of circumcision to purely spiritual promises and blessings, while neglecting its 
national, earthly, and generational aspect. In thus “Judaizing” the New Testament,
paedobaptists import Old Testament concepts of “covenantal holiness,” “external 
holiness,” “external members of the covenant,” “external union to God,” 
“covenant children,” etc. into the New Testament, even though these distinctions 
are entirely abolished by the New Testament and completely foreign to its 
teaching.9

8 Greg Welty, “Critical Evaluation of Paedobaptism,” Rev. 1.3 (Fullerton: Reformed Baptist Publications), 
2001. Accessed at “Founders Ministries” website: www.founders.org/library/welty.html on 5/12/14.

9 Welty, “Critical Evaluation” (n.p.).
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There are a number of places in the Institutes where this criticism is appropriate. On the 

one hand, Calvin seems to have the tendency to read specifically Christian beliefs and concepts 

into the OT. For example, Calvin speaks of the land of Canaan as follows: “in the earthly 

possession which the Israelites enjoyed, they beheld, as in a mirror, the future inheritance which 

they believed to be reserved for them in heaven” (2.11.1). There seems to be no reason to read 

into the OT saints an explicit understanding of the heavenly inheritance that God has so clearly 

revealed in the NT. 

On the other hand, there is the tendency, because of his view of the unity of the 

covenants, to see the Christian community as a mixed community like OT Israel. This is very 

clear from the discussion of the sacraments, and especially the chapter on paedobaptism (4.16).

4. Negative: Overlooking the Discontinuity

The flip-side of the above criticism is the problem is the tendency to under-read the discontinuity

between the covenants. In this sense, each covenant has a distinctive place in redemptive history,

and Calvin doesn't seem to see this. For example, Calvin reads the Mosaic Covenant as a 

fundamentally spiritual covenant (2.10). Here it is important to note that the OT did have a 

conception of resurrection and eternal life, and that many people experienced forgiveness of sins 

and hope for something after death (for example, Ps. 32:1-2; Dan. 12:2-3; Job 19:25-27). 

Nevertheless it is also true that the focus in the OT and especially the actual terms of the Mosaic 

covenant is physical life in the land of promise. It is true that these point forward to eternal 

things, as Calvin so helpfully points out in 2.11.1-3. The problem is that Calvin, at least in the 
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Institutes, seems to over-read the continuity in such a way that the physical terms of the OT 

almost disappear.

He also under-reads the discontinuity in the New Testament. This primarily takes the 

form of neglecting the newness of the New Covenant. There are at several ways in which he does

this. First, he seems to overlook the change in mediators between the covenants.10 Moses was the

mediator of the Old Covenant (Gal. 3:19; Ex. 20:19, etc.), but Jesus is the Mediator of the New 

Covenant (Heb. 9:15; 12:24, etc.). But Calvin claims over and over again that Jesus is the 

Mediator of both covenants (2.6.2; 2.10.4, etc.). But this strikes the reader as an over-

identification between the covenants, and it is related to some of the other problems mentioned 

above.

Another place where Calvin seems to under-read the discontinuity is in places where the 

Scripture seems to indicate the temporary nature of the Old Covenant. In these places he 

arbitrarily limits the discontinuity to the ceremonial parts of the law without any noticeable 

textual warrant.11 

Finally, Calvin seems to downplay the newness of the New Covenant in terms of its 

membership. Calvin's doctrine of baptism in 4.16 reveals that Calvin conceives of the covenant 

10 Herbert W. Bateman IV, “Chart of Discontinuities,” from Charts on the Book of Hebrews (Kregel Charts 
of the Bible; Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2012), 126, accessed from Andy Naselli, Thoughts on Theology blog: 
http://andynaselli.com/6-discontinuities-between-the-old-and-new-covenants, accessed 5/9/14.

11 For example, in 2.7.17, where he discusses Col. 2:13-14, he says that the “handwriting of requirements” 
that was “nailed to the cross” are the ceremonial requirements, because the sacrifices of the OT testified to our guilt. 
But Douglas J. Moo helpfully points out that it is much more likely that this is talking about the whole Mosaic law, 
because “Paul's point here is to show that Christ's cross cancels the debt we owe to God for the sins we have 
committed […]. It is the law that defines these sins and is, because of that, “against us.” Clearly, then, Paul would 
not be thinking only of sins committed against the ceremonial law; he must be speaking of the Mosaic law as a 
whole” (Douglas J. Moo, “Response to Willem A. Vangemeren,” in Five Views on Law and Gospel, Stanley N. 
Gundrey, ed. [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999], 85). In 2.11.7-8, Calvin discusses 2 Cor. 3, where Paul contrasts the
New Covenant and the Old Covenant. Calvin walks through the contrast and explains each part, but when he gets to 
the section that talks about the temporary nature of the Old Covenant, he arbitrarily limits that characteristic to the 
ceremonial parts.
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community as a mixed body just as OT Israel was. But Jer. 31:31-34 highlights some ways that 

the New Covenant will be unlike the Mosaic Covenant: the members of the new covenant will 

have God's law on the heart, they will “all know” Him, and they will all have forgiveness of 

sins.12 The Baptist idea of a believers' church is more in line with the Scripture on this point, and 

the implications for baptism (believers' baptism) follow from there.

IV. Conclusion

Calvin's teaching on the relationship between the covenants is an incredibly well thought-out 

view and is very helpful in a number of ways. However, to the degree that it over-reads the 

continuity between them, it fails to bring out the distinct emphases of each.

12 Welty, “Critical Evaluation,” (n.p.).
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Appendix 1: Calvin's Narrow and broad conceptions of Law and gospel13

13 Lillback, The Binding of God, 159.
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Appendix 2: Calvin's view of One Covenant, Two Administrations, Similarities and Differences 
based on Institutes (2.10-11)

1. Both Covenants promised immortality/eternal life
2. Both Covenants were established by the mercy of God

3. Both Covenants were confirmed by the mediation of Christ

                                                        ONE COVENANT                                        
TWO ADMINISTRATIONS

                        Old Testament                                 New Testament                   
1. Heavenly inheritance offered under 1. Heavenly inheritance offered
    the form of earthly blessings     clearly and directly
2. Covenant administered by types 2. Covenant established as real, new, 
    and shadows     and eternal by the death of Christ
3. Temporary covenant, of the letter, 3. Eternal covenant, of the Spirit,
    engraved on tablets of stone, results     engraved on human hearts, 
    in condemnation     resulting in life
4. Results in “fear,” characterized 4. Results in “confidence and 
    by “bondage”     security,” characterized by 

    “freedom”
5. For Israel only 5. For all nations
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