
ORDINANCE OF COVENANTING. 
 

(Duty of Covenanting, Part 3) 

 

“[P]ublic, social covenanting, is an ordinance of God, obligatory on churches and nations 
under the New Testament.”—Fourth Term of Communion. 
_________________________ 

 

Question 1.—How do we know that personal covenanting is commanded in the moral 
law? 

Answer.—Personal covenanting is commanded because every individual, willing or 
unwilling, is a moral subject of the Mediator, Christ, Isa. 45:23.  On every one, therefore, 
as an individual, obedience to His law is obligatory, Luke 4:8.  These words were indeed 
addressed at first to the Israelites, and they imply the existence of a covenant relation 
between God and them, Deut. 6:13.  But they address a command to engage in 
covenanting to all to whom they are known, Phil. 2:10, 11.  On the same principle, that the 
application of them would be confined to the people of God, might every precept of the 
moral law be reckoned obligatory on believers alone, Rom. 2:14-16.  But even as the 
epistles of the inspired servants of Christ, though addressed to saints, commanded the 
attention of all who were in the churches that received them, that each one might sustain 
in reality the character of a saint, 1 Cor. 1:2; so those precepts addressed to the church of 
God in every age, not merely commanded obedience to the duties inculcated in them, but 
enjoined all to endeavor to attain to the character of the covenant people of God to whom 
they were first delivered, 1 Cor. 1:4-8.  The saints of God alone can render acceptable 
obedience, Rom. 6:6, 7; but all are commanded to obey, Rom. 6:16.  Commands 
enjoining covenanting must be obligatory on men, in an individual, or in a social capacity, 
or in both, Deut. 29:12.  However, they cannot be obeyed by men in an incorporate 
condition, without being obeyed by each member as an individual, Deut. 29:25.  The 
whole engage, only by each giving consent, Josh. 24:22-25.  If the whole society were 
reduced to one, the moral duties engaged to by the whole, ought, according to his 
circumstances, to be engaged to by that one alone, Josh. 7:11, 15.  And as the duties 
frequently incumbent on a given person could not be explicitly engaged to by a society, so 
he himself is called to covenant to discharge these duties, Rom. 14:11; and each precept, 
enjoining the service in general, may be considered as addressing each one as an 
individual, Rom. 14:12. 

Question 2.—How do we know that social covenanting is commanded in the moral law? 
Answer.—This exercise of social covenanting is acknowledged in Scripture as a fact, 

and stands there uncondemned, Deut. 7:2.  Moreover, seeing that the law of God ought to 
be viewed as extending its authority to every exercise that may be performed, those 
commands that inculcate the service in general, should be interpreted as enjoining the 
performance of this, cf. Deut. 5:11.  Besides, though each of these commands is delivered 
to all individually, yet any of them are addressed to men in an incorporate relation, and 
cannot be understood as enjoining duty merely upon them singly, 2 Kings 11:4, 17.  
Again, social duties, not less than duties of a personal character, are sanctioned in the 
divine law, and no reason can be given for vowing to perform those of the latter class, that 
does not countenance the exercise of social covenanting to discharge those of the other, 
cf. Prov. 14:34.  And, finally, this view is beautifully illustrated by the designation of the 



people of God as His witnesses, Isa. 43:10.  Their witnessing for Him is a part of His 
service, and is therefore commanded, Acts 1:8.  The witness testifies not unfrequently by 
the oath, Ex. 23:1; and a testimony in it most general acceptation must be considered as 
accompanied by the use of it, Gen. 21:30, 31.  The people of God testify for Him in the 
use of the oath, Josh. 9:19, 20.  This testifying is not singly alone, but also in their social 
capacity, and before the eyes of the world, John 21:24; Rev. 6:9.  Even as a witness 
swears to the truth of his deposition, John 8:17; even as various witnesses by oath testify 
to the same facts observed by them, Ruth 4:10, 11; the people of God, by covenanting, 
harmoniously testify to His precious truth in swearing by His name, Deut. 10:20.  To this 
they are called by His high authority, Deut. 10:20; their oath sworn in their social capacity 
is prescribed by His command, Lev. 19:12. 

Question 3.—What are some of the particular ways in which social covenanting is a matter 
of duty? 

Answer.—Covenanting, in an ecclesiastical capacity, is commanded, as the visible 
church of Christ is a moral subject, 2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:23.  Individual churches, sound in 
the faith, having a lawful and regular ministry, and enjoying the ordinances of grace 
properly dispensed, being sections of the true church, are each accordingly subject to the 
Mediator, Gal. 1:2; and the precepts prescribed to the whole, they receive as addressed to 
themselves, Gal. 1:3-9.  Since all the laws enjoining covenanting were delivered to the 
church, the obedience of the whole church in her associate capacity, and consequently of 
each of her sections, Rom. 1:5-7.  Possessing a constitution essentially distinct from that 
of every other community, she is under peculiar obligations, Isa. 9:7; and because of her 
subjection, and of the delivery of divine statutes to her, in her proper character she is 
called to vow and swear to fulfil these, Ps. 56:12.  Every section of the church ought to 
attempt the service, Ps. 89:7.  Additionally, if sections of the true church simultaneously 
exist in the same land, and accordingly be of one class of circumstances, each should 
renounce its errors, and unite with the others, in one enlarged section of the church, to 
display a banner for the whole truth, Ps. 60:4; and confirm their union by entering into 
solemn covenant engagement with the LORD, 1 Cor. 1:10.  What would justify each of 
such sections of the church in approving of every covenant engagement of all the others, 
would not merely warrant but demand, a union in one ecclesiastical body among all of 
them, and their vows as one society dedicated to the LORD, 1 Cor. 12:25; Phil. 1:27.  And 
this might be extended even over all the earth, Isa. 2:2.  Though the circumstances of a 
section of the church in one land, might not precisely correspond with those sections 
elsewhere, all ought to testify against all error, and to maintain all truth, so that all might be 
united in one ecclesiastical connection, Ps. 133:1; Phil. 3:16.  Were the churches to see 
eye to eye, there might be adopted, by solemn oath, a testimony so universal in the 
exhibition of truth, and condemnation of error, as would suit the exigencies of the church 
in every land, Isa. 52:8; and these, submitting to one form of government, holding the 
same doctrine, abiding by the same worship and discipline, and carrying their final 
appeals to one general council, instead of being reckoned merely sister churches, would 
appear as one church, by solemn covenant explicitly devoted to the LORD, and jointly 
witnessing for Him, Ps. 122:3; cf. Acts 16:4.  And wherever such a federal union would 
take place in some lands, what encouragement would be afforded that it would be 
extended to all, Ps. 43:3; Hag. 2:7.  And how would the general confederation testify to a 
glorious work of reformation, Jer. 31:6; even as the whole visible society, though imperfect 
still, might be expected to proceed from strength to strength, Ps. 84:7. 



Covenanting, in a national capacity, is also commanded, because nations are moral 
subjects, Matt. 25:32.  The Mediator is the Governor of the nations, Ps. 22:28; and higher, 
or mightier, than the kings of the earth, Ps. 89:27.  He is also called the Prince of the kings 
of the earth, Rev. 1:5; as well as King of kings and Lord of lords, Rev. 19:16; Deut. 10:17.  
He gives nations their origin, Jer. 27:5-7.  Civil government is an ordinance of God, as well 
as an ordinance of man, Rom. 13:1; 1 Pet. 2:13.  The providence of God that relates to 
nations is directed by the Mediator, Prov. 8:15, 16.  In the laws that enjoin covenanting, 
they are not excluded, for in their public character they owe to God obedience, and in 
these laws they are called to pledge themselves to that obedience by entering into 
covenant with Him, Ps. 2:10-12.  Moreover, the people who are under their authority are 
herein addressed as appears from the language in a previous verse, Ps. 2:8.  The same is 
taught elsewhere in the Psalms, Ps. 67:3, 4; wherein the verb translated “let praise thee,” 

(yôdûkâ; יֹו֖דּוָך), in the Hiphil, means literally “to declare with the outstretched hand,” or “to 

confess,” as it is rendered elsewhere, 1 Kings 8:33, 34.  That the exercise of covenanting 
is specially intended there appears from the end to be accomplished, Ps. 67:1, 2.  Rulers, 
both in church and state, in their official capacity are bound to enter into covenant, 2 
Chron. 34:31.  Though rulers ought not compel any man to take the covenant, they ought 
to punish any who would obstruct its fulfillment, as they would punish any transgressor of 
any civil statute, 2 Chron. 23:16-18.  Being entered into by the whole nation, the covenant 
would be eventually national, and even, as the whole nation considers every man bound 
by the laws of the nation, so they ought to consider every one, whether willing or unwilling, 
as bound by the covenant, 2 Chron. 15:12, 13. 

Nations, whose constitutions are immoral and unscriptural, are commanded to perform 
the duty, Josh. 23:6-8.  By such are intended those which have the truth diffused in them, 
but have not had the framework of their civil polity modelled according to the law of the 
Mediator, Hos. 8:1-4; and likewise those that may have had their constitutions in whole, or 
in part, based on scriptural principles, but who have changed them, so that to these they 
are now in opposition, Hos. 8:14.  Those who swear to support them, swear to maintain 
what God has threatened to destroy, Ezek. 20:38; Zech. 13:2. 

Nations that have not yet heard the Gospel, are not guiltless for not covenanting, for 
these are regulated by the light of nature, Rom. 2:14, 15; which teaches the heathens to 
vow in order to render an acceptable service to God, Jon. 1:16.  Although they do not 
have adequate ideas of the Saviour, their sin, not being committed under Gospel light, is 
not so aggravated as that of others, 2 Pet. 2:21.  However, when the Gospel is sent to 
them, the statutes that enjoin the service will exhibit to them their obligations, and power 
from on high will urge many to obey, Isa. 60:11, 12. 


