
The Covenant of Works 
 

COVENANT 

• An agreement that binds two or more parties together through promises, conditions, and sanctions. 

WHAT IS THE COVENANT OF WORKS? 

• The covenant of works is the first covenant God made with Adam, wherein he promised Adam and his offspring 
eternal life upon the condition of perfect and personal obedience to his commands. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

• The covenant of works helps us to understand the problem that the covenant of grace solves. Why do we need grace? 
Why is the world the way that it is? The covenant of works is the backstory to the entire development of the Bible. 
Without understanding the covenant of works, we can't understand who Jesus is and his work. 

CONFESSIONS & CATECHISM 

WCF 7.2 
The first covenant made with man was a covenant of works, wherein life was promised to Adam; and in him to his 
posterity, upon condition of perfect and personal obedience. 

WSC Q. 12 — WHAT SPECIAL ACT OF PROVIDENCE DID GOD EXERCISE TOWARD MAN IN THE ESTATE 
WHEREIN HE WAS CREATED? 
Answer: When God had created man, he entered into a covenant of life with him, upon condition of perfect 
obedience, forbidding him to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, upon the pain of death. 

CHALLENGE 

• The word covenant does not appear in Genesis 2–3. However, all the pieces of a covenant are present: promises, 
condition, sanctions, blessing and curses. 

COVENANT ANALYSIS 

Parties God and Adam 

 

Promises Eternal life. The tree of life embodied the promise (Gen. 2:9). The tree of life symbolized 
eternal life in God's presence (Rev. 22:2–3). 

 



Conditions Perfect obedience — God gave Adam two specially revealed commands. This was a test to 
see if Adam would obey God's word on the basis of God's authority. 

(1) Dominion mandate: “And God blessed them. And God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and 
multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea 
and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the 
earth’” (Gen. 1:28). 

(2) Not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil: “And the Lord God 
commanded the man, saying, ‘You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you 
eat of it you shall surely die’” (Gen. 2:16–17). 

 

Sanctions Death — this is the covenant curse. 

(1) Adam and Eve would die if they ate from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. “In 
the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” (Gen. 2:17). 

How did humanity die in the Garden? 

• We died spiritually: the guilt of sin, condemnation, and lost communion with God. 

• We died physically: the life span of Adam's children gradually decreases. 

• We died eternally: unless Christ saves us, we will be separated from God. 

THE FALLOUT FROM THE FALL 

• Adam's sin plunged humanity into a state of sin and misery. 

– Spiritual death 

– Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden (Gen. 3:24) 

– The world became less hospitable to human life (Gen. 3:19)  

– The ground was cursed — making work burdensome (Gen. 3:17-18)  

– Spiritual conflict: enmity between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman (Gen. 3:15) 

– Pain in bearing children (Gen. 16) 

– Conflict in the home (Gen. 3:24) 

– The first son murdered the second son (Gen. 4:8) 

– Death affects every generation after (Gen. 5) 

– The wickedness of human nature (Gen. 6:5) 

– A universal flood wipes out humanity — picture of the final judgment (Gen. 6-8) 

APPLICATION 

• The covenant of works can show nonbelievers that the Bible accurately describes and explains the world as it really is: 
cursed earth, hard jobs, painful childbirth, illness, broken families, war, natural disaster, false religions, and death. 


