
Above and Beyond: Seventeenth-Century Particular Baptist Covenant Theology 

9190

Above and Beyond: 
Seventeenth-Century 
Particular Baptist 
Covenant Theology 
Samuel D. Renihan

Samuel D. Renihan is Pastor of Trinity Reformed Baptist Church in La Mirada, Cal-

ifornia. He earned his MDiv from Westminster Theological Seminary, Escondido, 

California, and his PhD from the Free University of Amsterdam in the Netherlands. 

He serves as an adjunct professor at International Reformed Baptist Seminary. He is 

author of various books on theology proper, covenant theology, and Baptist history, 

including The Mystery of Christ, His Covenant, and His Kingdom (Founders Press, 2019).

Introduction

It is well known that many Baptists of today trace their theological lineage to 
the early decades of the seventeenth century when priests and parishioners in 
the Church of England began to question the biblical validity of the baptism 
of infants. This reevaluation was neither sudden nor unexpected, considering 
the preceding one hundred years of history known as the Protestant Refor-
mation. Like the larger Reformation movement, the reexamination of the 
subjects and mode of baptism was a matter of studying what the Scriptures 
taught, with special regard for the positive institution of the ordinance 
by Christ in Matthew 28 and the illustrative examples of baptisms in the 
books of Acts. Based on these passages, and others, some concluded that 
the Scriptures commanded baptism to be administered upon profession of 
faith in the mode of immersion. 

What is less well known is that the practice of exclusive administration 
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of baptism to professing believers, or credobaptism, was not only based on 
an argument from positive law, but also on a complementary foundation 
of covenant theology. This article focuses on the covenant theology of one 
group in the seventeenth century which later came to be known as “Particular 
Baptists” and are identifiable by their two confessions—the First London 
Confession of Faith, published in 1644, and the Second London Confession 
of Faith, published in 1677.1

Those who practiced credobaptism did not have a clear name or identity 
in the early decades of the seventeenth century. There was no “Baptist” 
denomination made up of “Baptist” churches. In fact, the most consistent 
name applied to credobaptists was that of “anabaptists,” an epithet attributed 
to them by those who believed that the baptism of infants, or paedobaptism, 
was biblically faithful. Among those who endured this label, despite disown-
ing it over and over, there were very diverse groups with diverse geneses. 
It would be a mistake to conflate these various groups simply based on the 
similarities of their baptismal practices.

Narrowing the focus down to the group which came to be known as Par-
ticular Baptists, their historical origins can generally be traced to two main 
streams. The first is the community of English Separatists or “semi-Separatists” 
who established congregational churches which governed themselves inde-
pendently of the Church of England. The second is the Church of England 
itself. To state it simply, the Particular Baptists were partly comprised of Con-
gregationalists who came to baptistic convictions, while others were priests 
and parishioners of the Church of England who skipped the intervening phase 
of paedobaptistic congregationalism and joined the early Particular Baptist 
churches directly.2 In 1644, there were seven Particular Baptist churches in 
London. By 1677, there were over one hundred throughout the country.

This article argues that the covenant theology of the Particular Baptists in 
the seventeenth century reflects their historical genesis and is a natural devel-
opment of Protestant, Reformed, and Congregational covenant theology.

The Law and the Gospel

To understand Protestant covenant theology, one must understand the law 
and the gospel, distinguished in different ways—first, doctrinally, second, 
historically. 
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At the heart of the Protestant Reformation was the contrast between the 
law and the gospel as two opposite paths to a right standing before God, 
sometimes referred to as two opposite “doctrines.” Martin Luther said,

The law and the Gospel are two contrary doctrines … For Moses with his law is 

a severe exactor, requiring of us that we should work and that we should give…

Contrariwise, the Gospel giveth freely and requires of us nothing else but to 

hold out our hands and to take that which is offered. Now, to exact and to give, 

to take and to offer are clean contrary and cannot stand together.3

As explained by Luther, the law and gospel are opposite doctrines. Righ-
teousness is obtained through a perfect record of personal obedience, or a 
perfect record of obedience received by faith. This doctrinal (or dogmatic) 
distinction between the law and the gospel is a common foundation of 
Protestant covenant theology, and it is a point of connection and continuity 
with the Particular Baptists, as will be shown below. 

In addition to the doctrinal contrast between the law and the gospel, 
Protestants also spoke of the law and the gospel in a historical sense, refer-
ring to two successive historical periods, the Old and New Testaments. The 
Old Testament could be identified as the “law” in a broad sense due to the 
prominence and pedagogical function of the law of Moses during that time. 
And the New Testament could be identified as the “gospel” in a broad sense 
due to the clarity afforded by the incarnation, Christ’s earthly ministry, and 
the subsequent writings of the New Testament.

A proper understanding of Protestant covenant theology must account for 
the interplay of these two distinctions.4 The doctrinal contrast between the 
law and the gospel was mutually exclusive throughout history. Righteousness 
is obtained either by works or faith. But the historical contrast between the 
law and the gospel simply marked two successive epochs, during which the 
law and the gospel, as doctrines, were both present. 

As covenant theology developed in the sixteenth century, its rhetoric was 
built on the preceding logic of the contrast between the law and the gospel 
in its doctrinal and historical senses. As the law and the gospel could refer 
to opposite doctrines, so some theologians spoke of a legal covenant and an 
evangelical covenant as two opposite covenants relating to righteousness. Later 
writers expressed the same truths in different terms. They spoke of the fœdus 

operum and fœdus gratiæ, the covenant of works and the covenant of grace. 
These covenants were opposed doctrinally, commonly distinguished by 

a difference in substance (or essence) and condition. As the law cannot be 
the gospel, so also the legal covenant cannot be the evangelical covenant; 
the covenant of works cannot be the covenant of grace. This logic runs 
through the Protestant writers and is used repeatedly in the arguments of 
the Particular Baptists.

The historical distinction of the law and the gospel was incorporated into 
the vocabulary of covenant theology by speaking of the covenant of grace 
under the time of the law, and under the time of the gospel. These were 
commonly called “administrations” or “dispensations,” of the covenant of 
grace.5 It is necessary to note that the historical distinction between the law 
and the gospel locates two phases within one covenant, whereas the doctrinal 
distinction between the law and the gospel differentiates two covenants.

The “administration” of the covenant primarily referred to the external 
organization of the covenant, namely its rites and ordinances. For this reason, 
most Reformed writers identified two administrations within the covenant 
of grace, marked by the institution of circumcision with Abraham and the 
institution of new ordinances by Christ.6 

The law and the gospel, distinguished doctrinally and historically, stand 
behind the common formula of covenant theology which states that the old 
and new covenants are not two different covenants; rather, they are the same 
covenant in substance, differing only in two outward administrations. For 
example, baptism replaced circumcision and the Lord’s Supper replaced the 
Passover as new sacraments that convey the same saving grace (or substance). 

But here a difficulty arises—the Mosaic covenant. The diversity of Prot-
estant and Reformed covenant theology derives, in large part, from the 
question of how to understand the Mosaic covenant and its relation to the 
covenant of grace. 

The Challenge of the Mosaic Covenant

As theologians studied the Mosaic covenant, they wrestled with whether it 
simply contained the law, or whether it was a covenant founded on the law. 
For some, the Mosaic covenant conditioned its blessings on obedience to the 
law and was therefore a covenant of works substantially distinct from, and 
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doctrinally opposed to, the covenant of grace. For others, the law was merely 
a response to blessings already given, and therefore the Mosaic covenant was 
part of the first administration of the covenant of grace.7

For Luther, as quoted above, Moses was the “severe exactor” whose law was 
opposite to the gospel. Many followed this understanding and determined 
that the Mosaic covenant was a covenant of works. The law was commonly 
identified as a line of connection between the Mosaic covenant of works 
and the covenant of works made with Adam. John Bunyan (1628-1688), for 
example, highly praised Luther’s commentary on Galatians as having had a 
profound influence on him. He said, “When I had but a little way perused, I 
found my condition in his experience, so largely and profoundly handled, as 
if his Book had been written out of my heart… I do prefer this Book of Mr. 
Luther upon the Galatians, (excepting the Holy Bible) before all the Books 
that ever I have seen, as most fit for a wounded conscience.”8

Elsewhere, Bunyan taught specifically that the covenant of works made 
with Adam was the same as the covenant made through Moses. Bunyan 
argued, “That which was given to Adam in Paradise, you will grant was the 
Covenant of Works; for it runs thus. Do this and live; do it not, and die… 
Now there is but one Covenant of Works: If therefore I prove, that that which 
was delivered on Mount Sinai, is the Covenant of Works, then all will be put 
out of doubt.”9 It is Luther’s influence on Bunyan which accounts for Adam’s 
and Moses’ brutal treatment of Christian’s companion Faithful at the Hill 
Difficulty in The Pilgrim’s Progress.10

Bunyan illustrates the natural extension of the law/gospel contrast from 
the Adamic covenant of works to the Mosaic covenant of works. Others, 
such as John Owen (1616-1683), made similar comments, arguing for a 
substantial identity between covenants that share the same demands of the 
law. Owen said,

The whole entire Nature of the Covenant of Works, consisted in this; That upon our 

Personal Obedience, according unto the Law and Rule of it, we should be Accepted with 

God and Rewarded with him. Herein the Essence of it did consist. And what ever 

Covenant proceedeth on these terms, or hath the Nature of them in it; however 

it may be varied with Additions or Alterations, is the same Covenant still, and 

not another…So whatever Variations may be made in, or Additions unto the 

Dispensation of the First Covenant, so long as this Rule is retained, Do this and 

Live; it is still the same covenant for Substance and Essence of it.11

In a preface to Samuel Petto’s (1624-1711) treatise on covenant, Owen 
said, “Besides [the covenant of works and the covenant of grace]…there is 
mention in the Scripture of sundry particular intervening Covenants that 
God made with his Church, or single persons, at several seasons.”12 These 
other covenants, however, were “emanations from and particular expressions 
or limitations of one or other of the two solemn Covenants.”13

The Baptist minister and author Benjamin Keach (1640-1704) offered 
the same arguments. For Keach, the foundation of the covenant of works 
and covenant of grace was the distinction between the law and the gospel. 
“The difference betwixt the Law and the Gospel (as all our true Protestant 
Divines teach)” is “that the one requires doing, Do this and live; but the other, 
no doing but believing for Life and Salvation: their Terms differ not only in 
degree, but in their whole Nature.”14 For Keach, covenant theology could be 
reduced to the covenants built on the law and the gospel. “We read of Two 
Covenants, an Old, and a New, a First, and a Second, a Covenant of Works, and 
a Covenant of Grace.”15 All other covenants were repetitions of these two. 
Echoing Owen’s preface to Petto, Keach said, “Both these covenants had 
several Revelations, Ministrations, or Editions.”16

So, for some, like Luther, Bunyan, Owen, and Keach, a covenant based on 
the law could not be the covenant of grace, in substance. The Mosaic covenant, 
therefore, was not the covenant of grace, but a, or the, covenant of works.

Anthony Burgess (d.1664) illustrates the contrary position, i.e., that the 
Mosaic covenant is the covenant of grace, merely under a more legal dispen-
sation. He said, “If we consider the good things annexed unto this [Mosaic] 
covenant, it must needs be a covenant grace: for there we have remission 
and pardon of sin, whereas in the covenant of works, there is no way for 
repentance or pardon…”17 This forgiveness was proffered in circumcision 
and the sacrificial system. Burgess said, 

Now we all know that the sacrifices were evangelical, and did hold forth remission 

of sins through the blood of Christ…Now all must confess, that circumcision 

and the sacrifices did not oppose Christ, or grace, but rather included them. And 

this hath been always a very strong argument to persuade me [that the Mosaic 

covenant is the covenant of grace].18
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For Burgess, where there is forgiveness of sins, there is the covenant of grace. 
But Burgess clarified that typology was at work in this arrangement. “When 
therefore Moses is called the Mediator it is to be understood typically, even 
as the sacrifices did wash away sin typically.”19 Burgess’ identification of 
typology in the Mosaic covenant and its ordinances raises the question of 
whether its mediator or its sacrifices were in themselves the reality to which 
they pointed.

Despite his argument that the Mosaic covenant is the covenant of grace, 
Burgess recognized that the Scriptures propose strong contrasts between 
the old and new covenants. He said,

Now to all this, there are strong objections made from those places of Scripture, 

where the Law and faith, or the Promise, are so directly opposed…If they should 

be rigidly, and universally true, then that doctrine of the Socinians would plainly 

prevail, who from these places of Scripture do urge, that there was no grace, or 

faith, nor nothing of Christ, vouchsafed unto the Jews.20

For Burgess, the old and new covenants are the same because the grace is the 
same. And if one regards the Mosaic covenant as not being the covenant of 
grace because of the Scriptures’ strong contrasts, then one allows the argu-
ment that there was no saving grace prior to the new covenant, a conclusion 
which he refuses to accept. 

So, one faces a dilemma. The Scriptures make strong law/gospel contrasts 
between the old and new covenants and speak of the inferiority and inutility 
of the old covenant and its ordinances. The Scriptures also state that the 
new covenant is established on better promises. And yet the saving grace 
won by Christ Jesus is received and enjoyed by old covenant saints. What is 
the resolution? How does one resolve the unity of salvation in history with 
the disunity of the covenants in history? One solution was found in John 
Cameron’s fœdus subserviens, or subservient covenant.

John Cameron’s Subservient Covenant

In 1608 at the University of Heidelberg the Scottish theologian John Cam-
eron (c.1579-1625) defended 82 theses concerning a threefold covenant 
of God with man.21 Cameron’s threefold covenant model taught that the 

Mosaic covenant was neither the covenant of works made with Adam nor 
the covenant of grace, but a distinct covenant of obedience given to Israel 
concerning life in Canaan. Israel must obey to remain in Canaan.

Cameron called the Mosaic covenant the “subservient covenant” because it 
fulfilled a subordinate function in God’s unfolding purposes. The subservient 
covenant echoed the covenant of works in Eden but was not the covenant 
of works. It commanded obedience, but for life in Canaan. And as the Isra-
elites failed to keep it, it also drove them to Christ in the covenant of grace. 

Cameron’s subservient covenant resolved the law/gospel dilemma of 
whether the Mosaic covenant was the covenant of grace through his artic-
ulation of a two-tiered typology, in theses 74-78.22 Cameron taught that 
“The Sacrifices and Sacraments of the Old Testament are deservedly called 
carnal” and differ from those of the new covenant for two reasons. First, “the 
Sacrifices, Sacraments, and Ceremonies of the Ancients had their carnal use, 
over and besides the spiritual signification. But the Sacraments of the New 
Covenant have, by God’s appointment, no carnal use at all, now, but merely 
spiritual.” Second, “the Sacraments, Sacrifices, and Ceremonies of the Old 
Testament did set forth Christ, and the benefits by Christ; not primarily, 
but secondarily, and that too, but darkly; but the Sacraments of the New 
Covenant do shew forth Christ primarily, and that clearly.”

To illustrate his theses, Cameron exhibited,

So Circumcision, primarily, did separate between the seed of Abraham and the 

rest of the Nations; it did seal unto them the earthly promise: secondarily, it did 

signify out sanctification. In like manner the Passover, primarily, the passing 

over of the destroying Angel; secondarily, Christ: so also the sacrifices, and the 

cleansings, they represented, primarily, a certain carnal holiness: secondarily, 

they figured out Christ, and the benefits of the New Covenant.23

For Cameron, typology functioned on two levels, a “carnal use over and 
besides the spiritual signification.” There is an initial typical historical level 
with its own significance and promises. This is a picture of something above 
and beyond itself, an antitypical historical reality with its own significance 
and promises. The type reveals the antitype but is distinct from it. The type, 
if not understood by faith, does not distribute the antitypical benefits which 
it portrays. 
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Cameron said that the old covenant, i.e., the subservient covenant, was 
“a Type, and a similitude of the new Covenant.”24 And his theses make it clear 
that the old covenant sacrifices restored “a certain carnal holiness.”

Anthony Burgess also acknowledged a typological character in the Mosaic 
covenant, but his typology makes the Mosaic ordinances the future reality in 
a provisional form, and nothing more, whereas Cameron directly acknowl-
edged two levels or two referents for types. They signify and accomplish one 
thing primarily, and another thing, secondarily.

Cameron, Congregationalists, and an Antipaedobaptist 
Anglican

So, where did Cameron’s typology and covenant theology find a home? It 
was among the Congregationalists. In 1645, Samuel Bolton (1606-1654) 
translated the entirety of Cameron’s theses from Latin into English and 
appended them to his The True Bounds of Christian Freedom, adding his express 
appreciation and approval of Cameron’s covenant theology. Bolton said,

[ John Cameron’s fœdus subserviens] is the Key to the Gospel, and the best resolver 

that I have ever met with all of those intricate controversies, and disputes con-

cerning the law; we read often in Scripture that the Law was a Covenant, and 

more frequently among Divines, that we are free from the Law as a Covenant, 

but to tell us what Covenant this was, hath not been the work of many.25

In Bolton’s estimation, Cameron’s contribution was insufficiently known and 
appreciated. Earlier in The True Bounds, Bolton summarized and endorsed 
Cameron’s arguments, “In regard it may be the thing [Cameron’s fœdus sub-
serviens] hath not been observed by all, and many who have not the Author by 
them, And others if they had it could make no use.”26 To Bolton, Cameron’s 
covenant theology was “the Key” to the law/gospel question in the Mosaic 
covenant because it acknowledged that “though it [the Mosaic covenant] 
stand upon opposite terms, yet it hath its subservient ends to the Covenant of 
Grace; and was given by way of subserviency to the Gospel.”27

Jeremiah Burroughs (1599-1646) followed Cameron’s model, teaching 
that the covenant made through Moses was “a temporal Covenant annexed 
unto [the covenant of grace], that concerned their living prosperously in 

the Land of Canaan.”28

Thomas Goodwin (1600-1680) likewise adopted Cameron’s view of 
the Mosaic covenant. Though not published in his lifetime, Goodwin’s A 
Discourse of the Work of the Holy Ghost in our Salvation expresses his views 
in Book VII, chapter 4.29 There Goodwin asserts that the Mosaic covenant 
“was Fœdus Subserviens to the Gospel, (as Learned Cameron calls it)” and 
“was truly the promulgation of the covenant of nature made with Adam.”30 
Following Cameron’s two-tiered typology, Goodwin called the Mosaic cov-
enant an “outward covenant with the Jews” whose ordinances “besides their 
spiritual use in typifying things Heavenly to Spiritual Believers then, they 
had an outward carnal use to the whole Nation.” The forgiveness provided 
by the sacrificial system was “a Forgiveness of reprieval, not to be destroyed 
for their sin…and so had a Sanctification and a Justification which were not 
really such, that is, not of the heart and conscience.”31 The subservient Mosaic 
covenant was “truly, and toto genere, differing from that Second Covenant of 
the gospel…and was that old Covenant God found fault with.”32 For Good-
win, typology both distinguished and related the old and new covenants.

John Owen articulated the same views in his third volume on the book of 
Hebrews, though never mentioning John Cameron. Owen introduced the 
question, “Here then ariseth a difference of no small importance, namely, 
whether these [the old and new covenants] are indeed two distinct Covenants, 
as to the essence and substance of them, or only different ways of the dispensation 
and administration of the same Covenant.”33 Owen acknowledged that “The 
judgment of most Reformed Divines is…they are not to be said to be under 
another Covenant, but only a different administration of it.”34 Owen, however, 
disagreed on the basis of typology.

The issue was not whether the grace of Christ was available to Old Testa-
ment saints. Owen said, “All who contend about these things, the Socinians 
only excepted, do grant that the Covenant of Grace considered absolutely, 
that is, the Promise of Grace in and by Jesus Christ, was the only way and 
means of Salvation unto the Church, from the first entrance of sin.”35 As for 
Cameron, Bolton, Burroughs, and Goodwin, the question was whether the 
old covenant and its ordinances promised and bestowed distinct blessings 
that were typical of the saving grace of Christ.

Owen described the relation of the old and new covenants as one of “Type 
and Antitype.” The old covenant was “legal and carnal, and had respect 
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only unto outward things.”36 Referring to the Levitical priesthood and its 
duties, Owen said, “There were some lines and shadows, to represent the 
body, but the body itself was not there. There was something above them 
and beyond them, which they reached not unto.”37 And yet, the Levitical 
system did serve its own purpose. Owen stated, “All the Levitical Services 
and Ordinances were in themselves carnal, and had carnal ends assigned 
unto them, and had only an obscure representation of things spiritual and 
eternal.”38 Thus, “The Old Covenant was typical, shadowy and removeable, 
Heb. 10.1. The New Covenant is substantial and permanent, as containing 
the Body which is Christ.”39

Through typology, the old covenant portrayed salvation in Jesus Christ, 
but it did not offer salvation in and of itself. Owen distinguished between 
being saved “under” the old covenant, and “by virtue” of the old covenant. 
He affirmed the former and denied the latter. 

If Reconciliation and Salvation by Christ were to be obtained not only under the Old 

Covenant, but by vertue thereof, then it must be the same for substance with the 

New. But this is not so; for no Reconciliation with God, nor Salvation could be 

obtained by vertue of the Old Covenant, or the Administration of it.40 

As Cameron and Goodwin had, Owen was acknowledging the argument 
of Hebrews that the animal blood of the old covenant could not purify the 
conscience or perfect its members. The saving grace which one obtained 
under the old covenant, came from the promise of the Christ to come. “The 
spiritual benefit which was obtained under [the old covenant], proceeded 
from the promise, and not from the efficacy of the Law, or the Covenant made 
at Sinai.” The old and new covenants were not merely two administrations 
of the same covenant, but two covenants distinct in substance yet related 
in typology.

Cameron’s influence among the Congregationalists is readily apparent.41 
Bolton and Goodwin name him while Burroughs and Owen resemble him. 
Meanwhile, the Presbyterians rejected his subservient covenant.

Now we can introduce John Tombes (1602-1676), the Anglican anti-
paedobaptist. Tombes was a minister in the Church of England who came 
to reject infant baptism but remained in the Church of England all his life. 
Tombes is important for at least three reasons. First, Tombes represents 

part of the internal debate of the clergy of the Church of England. Second, 
Tombes appealed to John Cameron’s typology various times throughout 
his writings. Third, Particular Baptists appealed to Tombes repeatedly and 
recommended his work. It is in Tombes’ works that the debates over John 
Cameron’s typology appear more clearly.

In 1645 John Tombes argued that the Abrahamic covenant was a “mixed 
covenant,” by which he meant that the covenant consisted of “temporal ben-
efits…and spiritual blessings.”42 To support this duality, Tombes appealed 
to John Cameron’s typology. He argued, “Yea, Cameron thesibus de triplici 
fœdere Dei, thesis 78. saith, ‘That circumcision did primarily separate Abraham’s 
seed from other Nations, sealed the earthly promise, it signified sanctification 
secondarily.’”43

Tombes was arguing that the Abrahamic covenant promised earthly 
benefits, which were distinct and separate from the spiritual blessings they 
typified. In this way, the promise of the gospel had always been the same and 
was present among the Jews, but the Jews had received additional promises 
and blessings that were limited to the earthly realm.

Tombes used two-tier typology to respond to Anthony Burgess’ arguments, 
already reviewed above. Tombes said, 

[Burgess’ argument that the Mosaic covenant is the covenant of grace] is not 

from the tenor of the covenant, but from some adjuncts of it, as because there were 

sacrifices and other rites appointed, it must be a covenant of grace.44 Answer, the sacrifices 

as they were commanded, so they did belong to the covenant of works. But as God 

used them as shadows and types of Christ to come, so they signify God’s purpose 

of Gospel-grace in Christ, but by another Covenant, not that at mount Sinai.45

Notice that the sacrifices fulfill two functions simultaneously, but these two 
functions belong to two different covenants. The sacrifices themselves belong 
to the Mosaic covenant of works and function within it. But, as types, they 
signify the grace of another covenant, the covenant of grace. 

Earlier in the same work, Tombes said, “Christ it is true is the substance of 
the things promised as they were Types; yet the things promised in respect of 
their natural being had a substance besides, and in relation to the Covenant 
were as much the substance or substantial parts of it as the spiritual promises.”46 
Tombes is saying that a type/antitype relationship involves things distinct 
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in substance. Types have their own substance, function, and meaning, but, 
qua types, they point above and beyond themselves to another substance, 
namely Christ and his benefits.

Another clergyman, Stephen Marshall (1594-1655), replied to Tombes’ 
use of Cameron, and expressed his distaste,

As for that expression of the learned Cameron that Circumcision did primarily 

seal the earthly promise, &c. if by primarily he meant immediately, though not chiefly, 

that it sealed these things first in order, as they were types of spiritual things, it may 

then pass cum grano salis [with a grain of salt], but if by primarily be intended 

principally, that Circumcision did chiefly seal earthly blessings, the opinion is too 

unsavory to be received.47 

Marshall disliked Cameron’s typology, questioning what Cameron meant by 
“primary” and “secondary.” For Marshall, if this refers to a sequence of time 
in which one thing replaces another, then it is acceptable. But Marshall will 
not accept Cameron’s typology if primary means “chief ” or “principal.” If 
the old covenant’s blessings are chiefly and principally earthly and distinct 
from secondary spiritual blessings, Marshall rejects it as unsavory. It does 
not pass his typology taste test.

Stephen Marshall’s rejection of Cameron’s typology in his interaction 
with John Tombes is important not only to illustrate the diversity of views 
in the 1640s, but also to demonstrate the centrality of Cameron and his 
articulation of typology to this diversity.48

The Particular Baptists’ Distinctives 

When one reads Particular Baptist literature about covenant theology, one 
does not find extensive treatises of covenant. It may seem difficult, therefore, 
to describe “Particular Baptist covenant theology.” Without developed and 
extensive works on the subject, how can one characterize their position?

The answer lies in recognition of the fact that Particular Baptist works on 
covenant theology have a narrow focus on specific polemical arguments. The 
lack of additional literature is easily explained by the significant quantity of 
doctrine which the Particular Baptists held in common with their Congre-
gationalist or Presbyterian brothers. 

Because it was unnecessary for the Particular Baptists to rehearse the 
arguments with which they already agreed, there are certain features of 
covenant theology that find little treatment in their literature. For example, 
among these shorter and more focused publications, arguments about the 
covenant of works made with Adam are absent. This is simply because it 
was not a point of disagreement between the Particular Baptists and their 
polemical counterparts. The covenant of works is present in Particular Bap-
tist literature as an accepted doctrine without need for defense or debate.49

Having surveyed the development and diversity of covenant theology, 
having recognized that the Particular Baptists held much in common with 
others, and having recognized that their works tend to be narrowly focused 
on specific polemical arguments, we are well poised to obtain a precise 
understanding of the distinctives of the covenant theology of the Particular 
Baptists.

That which distinguished Particular Baptist covenant theology from others, 
to state the matter simply, was the application of Protestant law/gospel logic 
and two-tier typology to the Abrahamic covenant. In so doing, they distin-
guished themselves from others such as Cameron and the Congregationalists 
who had identified the Mosaic covenant as a subservient typical covenant 
based on obedience but treated the Abrahamic covenant differently.50 The 
Particular Baptists took the hermeneutical principles that had been applied 
to the Mosaic covenant and extended them to the Abrahamic covenant.

The Particular Baptists argued that the Abrahamic covenant was of the 
same nature as the Mosaic covenant. It, too, was a subservient typical cov-
enant of works. Indeed, they argued that the Mosaic covenant was merely 
an expansion of what was instituted in the Abrahamic covenant, which they 
often called by the name given to it by Stephen in Acts 7:8, “the covenant of 
circumcision.” The logic of the doctrinal law/gospel contrast and two-tier 
typology upheld these beliefs.

For example, in 1642 Andrew Ritor argued that circumcision was “both 
a Covenant and yet also but a signe of another Covenant (to wit) of that 
everlasting Covenant made with Abraham, and all his spirituall seed…which 
is only to be enjoyed by faith.”51 By distinguishing the covenant of circum-
cision from the covenant of grace, Ritor was not saying that the grace of 
Christ was absent from the time of Abraham, but rather that the Abrahamic 
covenant did not, in itself, grant the saving grace of Christ which was to be 
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found only in the new covenant. For Ritor, circumcision is a covenant and 
“a sign of another covenant.” It was typical of the covenant of grace in the 
blessings that it did grant.

Ritor specifically deals with circumcision because in Genesis 17, circum-
cision is called the covenant, and the one who contemns it is cut off from the 
covenant. To the Particular Baptists, a breakable covenant that disinherits its 
members if they disobey a positive law could not be the covenant of grace. 
A covenant that disinherits its members for disobedience to a positive law 
was, in their view, a covenant of works. This is the fundamental logic of the 
law and the gospel as opposite doctrines. If the covenant demands your own 
obedience and threatens you relative to the same, it cannot be the gospel 
covenant.

Here it must be remembered that John Cameron himself had identified 
circumcision within his primary/secondary two-tiered typology, which sep-
arated the Jews according to the flesh from the rest of the world and granted 
them a “carnal holiness.” The Particular Baptists’ view makes the same point, 
applying this to the entirety of the Abrahamic covenant.

In 1644, the Particular Baptist Christopher Blackwood (1607/8-1670) 
argued that the old and new covenants “are two Covenants essentially differ-
ing … The first Covenant was carnal and typical.”52 Then he distinguished 
circumcision from baptism as being applied to distinct subjects and signifying 
distinct blessings.53

A decade later, a Particular Baptist pastor, Thomas Patient (d.1666), 
argued that “The covenant of Circumcision is no covenant of eternal life, but 
a typical covenant, yea a covenant of works.”54 As a typical covenant, “The 
Temporal Israel, and the typical Election of them into the temporal covenant, 
did point out this Spiritual Election in a Spiritual Covenant, confirmed of 
God in Christ Jesus.”55 He added, “For [Israel’s] sacrifices for sin, typed 
out Christ, but they were not Christ, and their typical remissions…can be 
understood to be no other but typical.”56 This is nothing other than what 
the Congregationalists believed, but extended to the Abrahamic covenant 
and not only the Mosaic covenant. 

Similarly, in 1658 the Particular Baptist ministers Abraham Cheare (1626-
1668) and Robert Steed (d.1699) asserted that the old covenant was “a 
covenant ministering or serving to [a] doctrine above or beyond it self.”57

In 1676, the Particular Baptist Edward Hutchinson (d.1676) argued that 

“There is a twofold seed of Abraham … and a two-fold inheritance … But 
the heavenly inheritance was not given to the fleshly seed, but only in Types 
offered to them, and confirmed to the spiritual seed.”58 For Hutchinson, the 
Abrahamic covenant was a covenant of works. He said,

That Covenant made with Abraham, and his natural seed called the Covenant 

of Circumcision, or Covenant of the Law was not the Covenant of Eternal life 

and salvation, which was made with all the elect in Christ upon the condition 

of faith: but a distinct Covenant of it self concerning the worship and service 

of God, and so may be called a Covenant of works, rather then a Covenant of 

grace; though there was also grace in it, as there was in all the Covenants that 

God ever made with men.59

Hutchinson acknowledged the presence of grace in all covenants, but the 
benefits of saving grace are found only in the new covenant. The old covenant, 
in itself, only provided typical shadows.

The principal proponent of the Particular Baptist view that the Abrahamic 
covenant was not the covenant of grace but a subservient typical covenant of 
works was Nehemiah Coxe (1650-1689), minister of the Particular Baptist 
church in Petty France, London alongside William Collins (c.1644-1702).60 
In 1681, Coxe published A Discourse of the Covenants That God made with 
Men before the Law, a work widely praised by contemporary and subsequent 
Baptists as the best on the subject. The focus of Coxe’s work was proving 
that the Abrahamic covenant was a distinct covenant from, typical of and 
subservient to, the covenant of grace.

Coxe said that “Circumcision did not only oblige to the keeping of the 
Law…but did also (as subservient to the Promise) point at the Messiah 
… that thro’ Faith in his Name such a Righteousness [that circumcision 
required] might be obtained.”61 In a few words, one can see Coxe connecting 
the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants as united covenants of works. All the 
circumcised must keep all the law. But the righteousness which this arrange-
ment requires is beyond any fallen creature. So, circumcision points ahead 
to Christ through whom perfect righteousness can be obtained by faith.

Coxe explained that the typology of the old covenant prompted the 
Israelites according to the flesh to see something beyond their ordinances 
and their covenant. Coxe said,
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The State of Israel after the Flesh being typical; The Israel of God among them, 

were taught to look above, and beyond their external priviledges, unto those 

things that were shadowed by them, as set before their Faith in the promises of 

Grace by Christ; and so to live upon the Grace of that Covenant, which their 

outward State, and Covenant of Peculiarity [i.e., the Abrahamic Covenant] was 

subservient to; And unto them, all these things had a spiritual, and evangelical Use, 

which being their principal End and Intent, a fair Occasion is ministred for such 

an Intermixture of the Promises of Typical, with those of real Blessings, as we have 

now had under Consideration; Because of the Covenant of Grace, and that of 

Circumcision have their mutual respect, as the Type to its Antitype.62

Coxe demonstrates that the typology of the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants 
establishes the means of the presence and communication of the saving 
grace of Christ in the Old Testament. And yet, the Abrahamic and Mosaic 
covenants do not, themselves, grant this saving grace. They make it known 
through typology, which the Israelites were taught to see, by looking “above, 
and beyond their external priviledges.”

So then, in the seventeenth century, both Particular Baptists and Presby-
terian and Congregational paedobaptists affirmed that the Old Testament 
is full of the gospel through typology. But for some, typology was a matter 
of two phases of the same thing. So, circumcision and baptism were two 
outward forms of the same thing. Passover and the Lord’s Supper were two 
outward forms of the same thing.

John Cameron, the Congregationalists, and John Tombes disagreed with 
this understanding of typology, distinguishing types and antitypes in the 
old and new covenant as two different things. The Particular Baptists’ dis-
tinctive was that they applied these principles to the Abrahamic covenant. 
It was not just the Mosaic covenant that was based on obedience, but also 
the Abrahamic covenant. It was not just the Mosaic covenant that granted 
typical blessings, but also the Abrahamic covenant.

Philip Cary (fl.1682-1692), a Particular Baptist minister, sums up what 
was a non sequitur to the Particular Baptists. Cary said, 

We do indeed acknowledge the subserviency of the law to Christ, and the cov-

enant of grace … But it does not therefore follow, that the law is a covenant of 

gospel-grace … The law is not the gospel, nor the gospel the law. And therefore 

though the one of them is plainly subservient to the other, yet they ought not 

to be mixed, blended, or confounded the one with the other, as if they were but 

one and the same covenant, and no difference to be made between them; only 

in respect of the different degrees of the discovery of gospel grace, as has been 

suggested … A subserviency in any thing to promote the ends of something else, 

does not make it to be the thing itself; the ends whereof are promoted thereby.63

For Cary and the Particular Baptists’, law, gospel, typology, and subserviency 
distinguished the old and new covenants in substance, while uniting them in 
revelation and redemptive purpose. The Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants 
did not lead anywhere other than to Christ and the new covenant. They were 
temporary, provisional, typical, subservient covenants. The conclusion of all 
this was, of course, that since the new covenant is not a new administration 
of the Abrahamic covenant, but rather its antitype, there was no biblical 
foundation for the automatic inclusion of the children of believers in the 
new covenant or the administration of baptism to them.

The Particular Baptists’ Diversity

The view described above, namely that the Abrahamic covenant was a cov-
enant based on obedience, granting life in Canaan for Abraham’s natural 
offspring, typical of and subservient to the covenant of grace, was the most 
common argument advanced by the Particular Baptists in their writings on 
covenant theology. There are variations in nuance in the ways that Baptists 
articulated this argument, but the overall argument was advanced by a very 
high majority. Notwithstanding this majority, there were Particular Baptists 
of another mind on the matter.

The Particular Baptist pioneer and minister John Spilsbury (1593-
1662/1668) published some of the earliest Particular Baptist arguments 
about covenant theology. In 1643 he stated, 

That the outward profession of the said Covenant [of grace], hath differed under 

severall Periods, I shall not deny: and of the Scriptures speaking of the disan-

nulling and abolishing the old Covenant and making a new, is to be understood 

of the Period from Moses to Christ, and not of that from Abraham to Moses. This 

also in part I confesse, but not the whole.64
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He continued, “So that the opposition the Scripture holds forth between 
Covenant & Covenant, is between Testament and Testament, with refer-
ence to the order and forme of profession thereof.”65 For Spilsbury, the old 
and new covenants were two different outward arrangements of the same 
covenant of grace.

To resolve the relation of Abraham, Israelites, and believers to the covenant 
he distinguished a double seed in Abraham, “There was in Abraham at that 
time a spirituall seed and a fleshly seed.”66 The promises of the covenant were 
directed diversely towards these seeds, “Some of which were proper unto 
both the seeds, and some not.”67 Here he utilized a typological argument 
to say that the land of Canaan was given conditionally to the physical seed 
of Abraham (some of which were also spiritual) and that this promise was 
confirmed by circumcision. The promise of Canaan “pointed at a spirituall 
inheritance” which was “absolute, and confirmed onely upon the spirituall 
seed.”68

Arguably, Spilsbury differs little from the authors quoted above. He dis-
tinguishes earthly and heavenly blessings via typology and affirms that the 
enjoyment of the earthly blessings was conditioned on obedience. Whether 
Spilsbury is simply not as clear as later writers or whether his thought rep-
resents a true disagreement with them is debatable. For now, his inclusion 
is intended to demonstrate diversity among the Particular Baptists.

A much clearer example of diversity is found in the Particular Baptist 
minister Thomas Hardcastle (1637-1678). In a manuscript of lectures given 
on the Westminster Shorter Catechism, Hardcastle said, 

Q: Were those under the Old Testament, the Jews, under a covenant of works? 

A: No, Adam was under a covenant of works, but the Jews were under a covenant 

of grace. Adam was under a covenant of works, Do this and live. The Jews were 

under a covenant of grace, which was obscured by types, sacrifices, and figures 

which did typify and prefigure Christ, and these sacrifices [were] the gospel 

they had. Through this they looked to a Christ to come. Through the type they 

could behold the antitype. Through the blood of beasts they could see the blood 

of the lamb, though many of them very obscurely.69

He added,

Although the old administration was such, as made it to be looked upon (the 

outside of it) as a Covenant of works, if you look to Mount Sinai, there you find 

nothing but working: if you look to the sacrifices there you have a glimpse of 

some relief by a Saviour.70

Hardcastle’s view is identical to that found in the Westminster Confession 
or in Anthony Burgess, described above. Though acknowledging the typol-
ogy of the old covenant, Hardcastle understood this to be the reason why 
the old and new covenants were the same covenant under two different 
forms rather than two distinct covenants. Most Particular Baptists drew the 
opposite conclusion.

The Particular Baptists’ Unity

After surveying the diversity of covenant theology, in which the Particular 
Baptists are a natural branch and development, and after surveying the dis-
tinctive arguments of the Particular Baptists, especially with regard to the 
Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants, one may be surprised by the Particular 
Baptists’ Confession of Faith in its comments about covenant in chapter 7. The 
Particular Baptists’ arguments presented above do not seem to be present, 
especially in paragraph 3.

This Covenant is revealed in the Gospel; first of all to Adam in the promise of 

Salvation by the seed of the woman, and afterwards by farther steps, until the 

full discovery thereof was completed in the New Testament; and it is founded 

in that Eternal Covenant transaction, that was between the Father and the Son, 

about the Redemption of the Elect; and it is alone by the Grace of this Covenant, 

that all of the posterity of fallen Adam, that ever were saved, did obtain life and 

a blessed immortality; Man being now utterly uncapable of acceptance with God 

upon those terms, on which Adam stood in his state of innocency.71
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To understand this paragraph, one must recognize that the Confession was 
not a polemical document or expression of the finer points of covenant 
theology, but a document which represented the faith of those “who jointly 
concur in this work.”72 The Confession was edited and written in a way that 
could accommodate the Baptists’ diversity on this subject.

Though most of the Confession is drawn directly from the Savoy Decla-
ration and the Westminster Confession, this paragraph is a new addition, 
penned by the editors, likely Nehemiah Coxe and William Collins. Whoever 
is responsible for this paragraph, it demonstrates wisdom in that it can be 
affirmed by all of the Particular Baptists, whether they held to the majority 
view or one like Hardcastle’s. It therefore is a document in which the Bap-
tists could unite. 

The Confession affirms the presence of saving grace in all postlapsarian 
history but avoids specifying the precise nature of the relation of the old 
covenant(s) to the covenant of grace. The same truth is taught later in the 
Confession in chapter 8, paragraph 6, and in chapter 20, paragraph 1.

Although the price of Redemption was not actually paid by Christ, till after his 

Incarnation, yet the virtue, efficacy, and benefit thereof were communicated to the 

Elect in all ages successively, from the beginning of the World, in and by those 

Promises, Types, and Sacrifices, wherein he was revealed, and signified to be the 

Seed of the Woman, which should bruise the Serpent’s head; and the Lamb slain 

from the foundation of the World: Being the same yesterday, and today, and forever.73

The covenant of works being broken by sin, and made unprofitable unto life; 

God was pleased to give forth the promise of Christ, the seed of the woman, as 

the means of calling the elect, and begetting in them faith and repentance; in this 

promise, the gospel, as to the substance of it, was revealed and therein effectual, 

for the conversion and salvation of sinners.74

While it may be surprising to some to note the absence of a developed 
covenantal argument in the Confession, the reality is that the Confession 
demonstrates wisdom in its affirmation of common concepts and its avoid-
ance of particular points that might have disunited the Particular Baptists. 
To grasp Particular Baptist covenant theology, one must look beyond their 
Confession and read the treatises which they wrote on the subject, a task 

sadly and largely neglected by Baptists.

Conclusion

This article has demonstrated that the diversity of Protestant covenant theol-
ogy depended, in large part, on the application of the law/gospel distinction 
and the use of typology. For the Particular Baptists, as for the larger Protestant 
community, whether Christ’s saving grace was present throughout history 
was not a debated point ( John Owen said, “the Socinians only excepted”). 
However, one’s view of typology profoundly affected one’s understanding 
of how this saving grace was made known and communicated, i.e., imparted, 
to the faith of saints before Christ’s incarnation. For some, typology rep-
resented two phases of the same reality. For others, typology represented 
a progressive unfolding and unveiling of a future reality through distinct, 
temporary, and provisional realities.

Particular Baptist covenant theology can be understood as a natural devel-
opment of a preexisting Protestant diversity. Specifically, Particular Baptist 
covenant theology can be understood as an extension of Protestant law/
gospel logic and Cameronian, Congregationalist, and Tombesian typology 
to the Abrahamic covenant. Just as others had concluded that the Mosaic 
covenant was a covenant of obedience typical of and subservient to the 
covenant of grace, the Particular Baptists concluded that this was also true 
of the Abrahamic covenant, and that the Mosaic covenant, thus understood, 
was merely an amplification of what had already been established in the 
Abrahamic covenant. The typology of the old covenant pointed, as Owen, 
Cheare and Steed, and Coxe had said, “above and beyond” itself to the ever-
lasting realities of the new covenant.

This view was advanced and defended by a large majority of Particular 
Baptists from the early 1640s to the end of the seventeenth century, though 
a few instances of alternative expressions or views have been identified and 
described above. The Baptists’ Confession did not express this view in detail, 
most likely to accommodate a diversity among them, a diversity which seems 
to have been minimal when measured by the content of their publications.
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