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I. Introduction 

Covenant theology, or federal theology, is an essential part of Reformed theology. Over 

centuries, Reformed theologians came into a broad agreement and summarized three 

overarching biblical covenants: the covenant of redemption (pactum salutis), the covenant of 

works (foederus operum), and the covenant of grace (foederus gratiae).
1
 The covenant of 

redemption is a pre-temporal, intra-Trinitarian covenant between the persons of the Trinity, 

where the father appoints the Son to be the Savior for the elect and stipulates the conditions 

of salvation; the Son voluntarily accepts to fulfill the requirements, and the Holy Spirit 

promises to apply the effect of the Son’s work on the elect. The covenant of works is God’s 

covenant with Adam in his integrity, as the head of the whole humanity, requiring of man the 

perfect obedience of the law of works, promising him eternal life in heaven for obedience, 

and eternal death for transgression. The covenant of grace is God’s covenant with the elect, 

where he promises eternal life for those who trust in Jesus Christ, because Christ has merited 

salvation for them by his perfect obedience. The structure of the three overarching covenants 

has not been under severe criticism until the last decades. Among the opponents, one of the 

most influential is Karl Barth whose influence has rarely been denied even today.  

This paper demonstrates that Barth’s criticism and re-formulation of covenant theology are 

inconsistent. To prove this thesis, this paper first examines Barth’s criticism on the doctrine 
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of pactum salutis and covenant of works, where his major point was on the legal arrangement 

in them. Then it turns to his re-formulation of covenant of grace, and indicates that in his 

formulation Barth blended the legal principle which he criticized in the beginning into the 

covenant of grace, where the grace becomes wrath, and gratitude functions as a new law. 

Therefore the meaning of grace alters, resulting in no triumphant grace.  

II. Barth on the Pactum Salutis 

In the Church Dogmatics, Barth presented his doubts on the doctrine of the pactum salutis 

primarily on the legal arrangement which precedes grace. In Barth’s view, to put anything 

that precedes the grace is intolerable. “Nothing can precede his grace, whether in eternity or 

time.”
2
 There are three main points in his argument: first, the presupposition of a righteous 

God in abstracto; second, the concept of legal agreement between the persons in the Godhead 

brings indeterminacy to the execution of grace; third, because God is God only if he is in 

relation with man, the pactum is redundant.  

A righteous God in abstracto 

First, Barth affirmed that the pactum creates “a God who is righteous in abstracto and not 

free to be gracious from the very first.”
3
 God is able to exercise grace “only with the 

conclusion of this contract.”
4
 This intra-Trinitarian covenant becomes an obstacle to God’s 

grace. It is caused by the “anxiety lest there might be an essence in God in which, in spite of 

that contract [i.e. the pactum], His righteousness and His mercy are secretly and at bottom 

two separate things.”
5
 Barth’s solution is a synthesis of the righteousness and grace: the being 

of God is righteous mercy, and merciful righteousness. 
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However, Barth depicted that the righteousness binds the grace. But he neglected a vital truth 

in the doctrine. It is God who initiates the gracious act of salvation. J. Gresham Machen hit 

the core:  

The fundamental thing is that God himself and not another, makes the sacrifice for sin. 

God Himself in the person of the Son who assumed our nature and died for us, God 

Himself in the person of the Father who spared not His own Son but offered Him up 

for us all. Salvation is as free for us as the air we breathe; God’s the dreadful cost, 

ours the gain … This love is love that did not count the cost. It is love that is love 

indeed.
6
  

The pactum salutis, the covenant of redemption, is God’s initiative. It presents a righteous 

and merciful God. Preciously because God is simultaneously righteous and merciful, He 

establishes this eternal covenant of redemption to grant his saving grace. The pactum unifies 

the justice and grace of God. Unity is not synthesis. Dividing or blending of the two brings 

only further confusion. The inter-Trinitarian pact makes the execution of grace immutably 

binding and therefore consoling and assuring. Without this legal agreement, the whole 

redemptive work of Christ is nothing but an arbitrary act of maltreatment.  

Indeterminacy of execution of grace 

Second, Barth turned the argument into the persons and being of the Godhead. It is 

unthinkable, for Barth, that the Father and the Son as two legal subjects entering into 

obligations one with another. This opposition still focuses on the legal aspect which, Barth 

believed, brings indeterminacy of the execution of grace. “When the covenant of grace was 

based on a pact between two divine persons … The result was an uncertainty which 

necessarily relativised the unconditional validity of the covenant of grace.”
7
 Again, Barth’s 

axiom: nothing precedes grace. It is a “defiance of the Gospel.” Even though it is an eternal, 
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legal, divine agreement, for Barth, it no less opens up the possibility of some other form of 

God’s will. Moreover, it brings “the hypothesis of a law in relationship of God to man.”
8
  

It is difficult to see why the legal agreement could take away the certainty of God’s grace 

toward us. The pactum is an agreement, not a disagreement. It is legally binding. He is our 

Surety because he was appointed by God the Father and his own volition, that is, the pactum 

salutis. Herman Witsius, a 17
th

 century Reformed theologian, affirmed that this compact 

constitutes the very “foundation of our salvation.”
9
 The pactum assures God’s unequivocal 

will of grace, even though it takes the fall into account. Regarding the will of God, as Richard 

Muller presented, there was consensus among the earlier Reformed covenant theologians: the 

nature of an agreement indicates one in willing, given the unity of the Godhead, but 

nonetheless appropriated in a distinct manner to the Father and to the Son, given their 

personal distinction.
10

 The hypothesis of a law in relationship of God to man does not 

undermine the definiteness of God’s grace. The legal nature of this intra-Trinitarian 

agreement protects the true sense of security and determinacy of the execution and 

completion of God’s own gracious redemptive work.  

The necessity of grace in God-man relationship 

At last, Barth’s preference of grace goes beyond to propose that God is not self-satisfied 

within His eternal intra-Trinitarian life, because God is not God if he is not in a gracious 

relation with man. To emphasize the superiority of grace, Barth claimed that the divine 

gracious disposition in God-man relationship is a necessity in God’s essence. “He is no 
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longer alone by Himself, He does not rest content with Himself.”
11

  Grace becomes an 

obligation or a law to God. This gracious God-man relationship does not need a basis. The 

pactum is redundant. The relationship between the persons of Godhead can hardly be 

described as grace, if grace presupposes sin and opposition against God, and there is no sin in 

the intra-Trinitarian relationship. However he insisted that nothing can precede grace even in 

eternity. Therefore, the pactum is unfitting to this central dogma. As Michael Horton has 

indicated, this also impacts the doctrine of creation.
12

 Because Barth has exactly the right 

concept of grace which is more than generosity, there must be a relation of fault exist in 

eternity to exercise the act of grace. This is where Barth implied that man in his very being 

from creation always opposes to God.
13

  

Barth unveiled his major concern about the pactum: “The result was that … the covenant of 

grace … [became] only a secondary and subsequent divine arrangement and not the 

beginning of all the ways of God … covenant of nature or works was superimposed on … the 

covenant of grace.”
14

 Barth’s concern was more about the order than the significance. Grace 

is a merciful response to a presupposed fault. The fact that fault antecedes the grace does not 

mean that fault is more important than grace. Yet grace is not an obligation for God. God is 

still God even if he did not grant any grace. However the certainty of God’s grace lies 

nowhere but on this intra-Trinitarian agreement, a legitimate binding arrangement, which 

God voluntarily made to save his people. The fact that grace is based upon this legal 

arrangement does not undermine the superiority of grace, but reinforce it, without assimilate 

God’s righteousness into grace.  

                                                           
11

 Barth, CD, IV/1:66. 
12

 Michael Horton, “Covenant, Election, and Incarnation: Evaluating Barth’s Actualist 

Christology,” in Karl Barth and American Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 

133. 
13

 Barth, CD, II/2:122. 
14

 Barth, CD, IV/1:66. 



5 
 

 

III. Barth on the covenant of works 

In his engagement with Federal theology, Barth presented his criticism especially on the 

doctrine of the covenant of works. His main concern remained the same: nothing can precede 

grace. Grace must have an autonomous place. There are three aspects in his argument: first, 

there is no eternal pact that corresponds to the covenant of works; second, the covenant of 

works comes first, and the covenant of grace becomes only in antithesis to it; third, the 

presence of the law causes no liberation from fear and preoccupation.  

Correspondence between Pactum and covenant of works 

In the first place, Barth asserted that the covenant of works is inconsistent within the scheme 

of federal theology, because there is no eternal pact between God the Father and God the Son 

to correspond to the covenant of nature or works. “When this supreme basis [i.e. pactum 

salutis] was ascribed to the covenant of grace, how was it thought possible that another 

covenant, the foedus naturae, or operum, could be placed alongside it and even given 

precedence over it?”
15

 Interestingly, although Barth openly criticized the validity of the 

pactum, here he tried to refute the covenant of works by putting it in contradiction with the 

pactum salutis. One cannot stand with the other. The pactum, which corresponds exclusively 

to the covenant of grace, supersedes and renders the covenant of works superfluous.  

It is important to notice that there is a strong connection between pactum salutis and the 

covenant of works. This is also the reason why Barth rejected both in the end. The connection 

is their shared legal characteristics. The covenant of redemption is a grace to us, for the 

Father freely appoints the Son to be our mediator. But the mediatory task assigned to the Son 

is indeed a covenant of works. In the pactum, God the Son is required to perform a perfect 
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obedience under the law in order to merit the grace of salvation for the elect. Geerhardus Vos 

observed this correlation:  

It was merely the other side of the doctrine of the covenant of works that was seen 

when the task of the Mediator was also placed in this light. A Pactum Salutis, a 

Counsel of Peace, a Covenant of Redemption, could then be spoken of. There are two 

alternatives: one must either deny the covenant arrangement as a general rule for 

obtaining eternal life, or, granting the latter, he must also regard the gaining of eternal 

life by the Mediator as a covenant arrangement and place the establishing of a 

covenant in back of it. Thus it also becomes clear how a denial of the covenant of 

works sometimes goes hand in hand with a lack of appreciation for the counsel of 

peace.
16

  

Therefore, the pactum is not merely ascribed to the covenant of grace, but also to the 

covenant of works. It corresponds to both. In this eternal Counsel of Peace, the righteousness 

and grace are found no longer in antithesis. The grace of God is merited by Christ on the 

ground of a legal pact. The two are uncontradicted, as Calvin said: “By his obedience… 

Christ truly acquired and merited grace for us with his Father… Hence it is absurd to set 

Christ’s merit [with its legal ground] against God’s mercy.”
17

  

Sequence of covenant of works and covenant of grace 

To emphasize his point, Barth came back to the criticism of the precedence of the covenant of 

works: the covenant of works came first, and covenant of grace was only in subsequent 

antithesis to the covenant of works. Sin is measured by the Law of the covenant of works; the 

function of the Mediator as the second Adam is to fulfil the Law of this covenant of works; 

the gifted righteousness is of Law; the weapon in the sanctification is the Law.
18

 Grace comes 

only in a secondary and subsequent place, and has no autonomous place. For Barth, the 

subsequent order threatens the validity of the covenant of grace. But it is the order found in 

Scripture. “For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh [i.e. covenant of 
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works], God did: sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for 

sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, so that the requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us 

[i.e. covenant of grace].”(Rom. 8:3-4 NASB) The Law indeed comes first, but it is weak 

through flesh. It serves as a spotlight to illuminate the subsequent arrangement: God’s 

sending of the Son to be our Savior. The subsequent position of the covenant of grace is not 

to depreciate grace, but to appreciate it, and to exalt Christ as the final fulfillment, 

accomplishment, and completion of the will of God. Just as Christ came after Adam but was 

exalted and ascended, so much so that the covenant of grace is not underestimated by its the 

subsequent order to the covenant of works.  

Liberation from fear 

Barth seemed to see the existence of any account of covenant of works as a potential threat: 

The validity of the Law of that first covenant is the guiding thread which runs through 

the whole development, indeed it controls that development. Grace itself … is always 

the fulfilling of that Law (perfect in Christ, imperfect in us). There is no escape from 

the relationship of do ut des, no liberation from the insecurity of the whole connexion 

between man and God, the fear of punishment and the expectation of reward, no 

radical cessation of the unfortunate preoccupation of man with himself and his 

works.
19

 

But the law is good. (1 Tim. 1:8 ESV) There is a promise of reward in it.
20

 It is the ground for 

Christ’s merit. As Horton correctly said, it is an error to read into all accounts of law 

covenants the indictment of “legalism.”
21

 The problem is not the relationship of do ut des 

between God and man per se. The problem is “in Adam,” and thereby being under the 

condemnation of the law. The liberation, therefore, is not from the eradication the law as a 
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whole, but from the transition from Adam to Christ, the last Adam, the perfect law keeper. 

Because this perfect law-keeping righteousness accounted to be ours through faith, in Christ, 

not in the absence of law, the rest from fear and preoccupation is found.  

IV. Barth’s formulation of the covenant of grace 

The previous two sections presented Barth’s criticism of the doctrines of the pactum salutis 

and the covenant of works. They were connected based on the legal or forensic characteristics. 

This section examines Barth’s own formulation of the covenant of grace. In spite of the 

strong opposition of any legal element, he nevertheless assimilated the principle of law 

arrangement into his formulation of the covenant of grace. His doctrine of the covenant of 

grace implies three things: first, the freedom of God; second, the beneficent character of God; 

third, the obligation of man as partner to show gratitude.
22

  

The freedom of God 

First of all, Barth was right. The covenant of grace manifests the freedom of God. And the 

ground for the grace is the “undeservedness with which man can receive and respond to the 

fact that God has chosen and determined and made Himself his God.”
23

 In addition, Barth 

argued that this undeservedness is caused by the transgression of the man. But then he 

seemed to go beyond and suggested that the undeservedness is also in the human 

creatureliness.  

Even the fact that God wills to be our God and to act and speak with us as such is free 

grace on God’s side and something entirely undeserved on ours … That is what free 

grace, the overflowing of His love, was and is, that He willed to be our Creator and 

Lord … Why among all creatures does He will to be our God? Why the God of man? 

Because of the peculiarities and qualities of human creatureliness? ... It would by no 

means that God must be God for man, that He should enter into covenant with us.
24
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As G.C. Berkouwer pointed out, it is unacceptable for Barth that the triumph of grace takes 

place after the fall, because in the matter of human disobedience and depravity there is 

“earlier” in which man was not yet a transgressor and as such innocent.
25

 The difference 

between pre-fall and after-fall is obliterated.
26

 Consequently, the transition from wrath to 

grace in history is excluded.
27

 Apart from the problem of the integrity of creation, a more 

crucial problem is at stake. Since the undeservedness is found in the creatureliness of man, 

every act of God toward man is entitled “grace.” The meaning of grace expands beyond the 

presupposition of sin and trespassing the law, to any kind of motion from Creator to creature. 

Grace becomes the necessity in any covenantal relationship between God and man. As a 

result, grace is no longer a freedom of God, but an obligation for God. Since the place of the 

covenant of works in the old federal theology is substituted by the covenant of grace, the 

function of the law is assimilated into grace.  

Beneficent character of God  

Second, the covenant of grace implies the beneficent character of God. Barth gave a general 

description of grace: Grace means the giving of something good and redemptive and helpful. 

“God… is Himself the essence of all favour, the source and stream and sea of everything that 

is good, of all light and life and joy. To say God is to say eternal benefit.”
28

 However, in his 

doxology of the divine grace, the result of the confusion of the law and grace came into the 

sight.  

In the covenant of man, as his God … He does not merely give him something, 

however great. He gives Himself, and in so doing gives him all things … And 

necessarily the benefit offered him by God can in fact and objectively becomes terror 
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and destruction if he flees from God and opposes Him. Even the divine favour will 

then take on the aspect of wrath. God’s Yes will then become a No and His grace 

judgment.
29

 

For Barth, where there is promise, there is also obligation. Law must follow the gospel so that 

mankind would know they are bound as creature, and not live on earth as a tyrant.
30

  Barth’s 

own explanation is that “in certain situations of its execution and history the true character [of 

grace] must be hidden under another form [of law].” The motivation might be to prevent from 

antinomianism, but the dialectical solution is illegitimate. If God’s Yes is No, favour is wrath, 

grace is judgement; if the law is just another form of grace, then why Barth did reject the law 

arrangement in the first place? In Barth’s own formulation, the covenant of grace replaces the 

first covenantal relationship between God and man, that is, the covenant of works. But it is 

only a change of title. It is not a true covenant of grace, because it entails terror and 

destruction. It is not a liberation of fear and preoccupation. Now grace starts to do what the 

law did before. It is no longer a pure grace, but becomes a new law. This result echoes what 

previously mentioned on Barth’s understanding of the being of God: God is righteous mercy, 

and merciful righteousness.  

A new law 

What is the new law in Barth’s formulation of the covenant of grace? What is the new 

principle of do ut des? Barth gave the answer in the third point of implication: the demand of 

gratitude for man.  

For the other partner in the covenant to whom God turns in this grace, the only proper 

thing, but the thing which is unconditionally and inescapably demanded, is that he 

should be thankful … the only answer to χάρις is ευχαριστία … only gratitude can 

correspond to grace… Its failure, ingratitude, is sin, transgression. Radically and 

basically all sin is simply ingratitude… gratitude is the complement which man must 

necessarily fulfil… Thanks is the one all-embracing, but as such valid and inescapable, 
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content of the law of the covenant imposed upon man… That he should be thankful is 

the righteousness which is demanded of him before God. And if he is not thankful, 

that is his unrighteousness.
31

  

Gratitude becomes the new commandment. If gratitude becomes a condition of being right 

with God, then how much and perfect the thanks should be in order to be accepted by God? 

What if a person is not thankful enough as he should? Is God free to give grace to those who 

is unthankful? When the law is assimilated into the grace, the grace is no longer a genuine 

grace. The true triumph of the covenant of grace is not to posit it in the first place of logic 

order, or to eliminate everything else, but to keep the distinction between law and grace, and 

let the grace do what the law cannot do. 

V. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the interconnection between Barth’s rejection of the covenant of redemption 

and that of covenant of works is clear Barth’s major critique was unmistakably on the legal 

element in the pactum salutis and covenant of works. He attempted to eliminate the presence 

of any legal arrangement in God-man covenant. Yet inconsistently, in his formulation of the 

single one covenant of grace, he nevertheless assimilated the principle of works or the law 

into the covenant of grace. Gratitude became a new law. His former criticism can be applied 

also on his formulation of covenant of grace. Does not the new law of gratitude presupposes a 

righteous God in abstracto who grants grace in the beginning but cannot forgive unless 

receives gratitude? Does it liberate sinners from fear and punishment? Does the new law 

brings much more determinacy of God’s grace? What if man is not grateful enough? Is this 

covenant of grace then totally autonomous from the law? Does it really depict a beneficent 

God whose grace can in a sudden turns into wrath and judgement? Therefore, it is necessary 

to observe that such formulation is inconsistent, and the classic three overarching covenants 

structure is consistent, stable, and biblical.   

                                                           
31

 Barth, CD, IV/1:42–43. 



12 
 

Bibliography  

Barth, Karl. Church Dogmatics. Vol. II/2. Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1936. 

———. Church Dogmatics. Vol. IV/1. Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1936. 

Beach, J Mark. “The Doctrine of the Pactum Salutis in the Covenant Theology of Herman 

Witsius.” Mid-America Journal of Theology 13 (2002): 101–142. 

Berkouwer, G. C. The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl Barth: An Introduciton and 

Critical Appraisal. 2nd edition. Eerdmans, 1956. 

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Edited by John T. McNeill. Translated by 

Ford Lewis Battles. Westminster John Knox Press, 1960. 

Cassidy, James J. “Francis Turretin and Barthianism: The Covenant of Works in Historical 

Perspective.” Confessional Presbyterian Press 5 (2009): 199–213. 

Horton, Michael. “Covenant, Election, and Incarnation: Evaluating Barth’s Actualist 

Christology.” In Karl Barth and American Evangelicalism, 112–147. Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2011. 

———. Introducing Covenant Theology. Reprint edition. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Books, 

2009. 

Machen, J. Gresham. Christianity and Liberalism. Grand Rapids, Mich: Wm. B. Eerdmans 

Publishing, 1923. 

Muller, Richard A. “Toward the Pactum Salutis: Locating the Origins of a Concept.” Mid-

America Journal of Theology 18 (2007): 11–65. 

Reeling Brouwer, Rinse. “Karl Barth’s Encounter with the Federal Theology of Johannes 

Cocceius: Prejudices, Criticisms, Outcomes and Open Questions.” Zeitschrift für 

Dialektische Theologie 4 (2010): 160–208. 

Venema, Cornelis P. “Recent Criticisms of the ‘Covenant of Works’ in the Westminster 

Confession of Faith.” Mid-America Journal of Theology 9, no. 2 (September 1993): 

165–198. 

Vos, Geerhardus. Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of 

Geerhardus Vos. Edited by Richard B. Gaffin Jr. Phillipsburg, N.J: P & R Publishing, 

2001. 

 


