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Covenants, Vows, and Contracts


[bookmark: _Hlk207710498]Covenants, vows, promises, and contracts are sometimes interchangeable in our conversation, particularly when it comes to talking about marriage. But the distinctions are important. 

A contract is a negotiated, legally binding agreement between two or more parties that creates enforceable obligations. It typically requires mutual consent, consideration (something of value exchanged), and clear terms. Contracts are finite and can be terminated by completion (e.g., a loan is paid off), agreement, or a “breach” of the terms of the contract. 

A vow is a personal, one-sided solemn pledge or oath, and made voluntarily. It is not mutual or bilateral. One person can make a vow without the participation of another. It is binding insofar as the person honors the vow he himself has made. 

A covenant is a binding promise or agreement. It can be bilateral (mutual) or unilateral (one-sided). It is an independent construct that one agrees to abide by, or not. Covenants establish a sacred bond between mismatched parties (e.g., God and man). 

We serve a covenantal God. He makes promises and He keeps them. He is faithful to honor His word every time. Deuteronomy 7:9 states, “Know therefore that the LORD your God, He is God, the faithful God, who keeps His covenant and His lovingkindness to a thousandth generation with those who love Him and keep His commandments." Here are some of the examples of His covenants:

· The Abrahamic Covenant: Genesis 12:1–3 – “Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your country, and from your relatives and from your father’s house, to the land which I will show you; and I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great; and so you shall be a blessing; and I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse. And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.’”
· The Mosaic Covenant: Exodus 19:5–6 – “‘Now then, if you will indeed obey My voice and keep My covenant, then you shall be My own possession among all the peoples, for all the earth is Mine; and you shall be to Me a kingdom priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words that you shall speak to the sons of Israel.” 
· The Davidic Covenant: 2 Samuel 7:8–16 – “…Your house and your kingdom shall endure before Me forever; your throne shall be established forever.”
· The New Covenant: Ezekiel 26:26–27 – “Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.”

These examples display God’s sovereignty, power, authority, and deep love. What makes God not like us is that He perfectly and completely keeps every promise to the smallest detail. What He says He will do has the same reliability as when He describes what He has done. Regarding the outworking of the Abrahamic covenant, Joshua 21:45 states, “Not one of the good promises which the Lord had made to the house of Israel failed; all came to pass.” The terms of these covenants were not negotiated, optional, or elective. God spoke and He acts. He keeps His promises. But sadly, we are not like God in this regard. The Marriage Covenant – Matthew 19:4–6


Marriage is a covenantal relationship. This is to say that there are promises, terms, obligations, and conditions imposed in the relationship by Him who created and designed the relationship. Marriage vows are an oral acknowledgment of the terms of that covenantal relationship and a commitment and promise to submit to that covenant. 

Marriage is not a contract. A contract is a negotiated agreement that creates mutual obligations which are enforceable by law. There is an offer, acceptance of that offer, and to be binding there must be consideration (compensation). 

This is how marriage is done in parts of the world to this day. The tradition of a dowry—a payment by a bride’s family—is traced back to ancient Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome. A dowry is a transfer of money, property, goods, or valuables from the bride's family to the groom or his family at the time of marriage. This is treating marriage like a contract.

But marriage is the decision by two people to enter into a covenantal arrangement that is pre-conceived and pre-ordained. The terms of this covenant are not negotiable, flexible, or optional. A man and woman do not get to pick which element they like and don’t like. It is the full package, or it isn’t marriage. And the vows that are expressed at a wedding are, at minimum, the acknowledgement of an understanding of those terms and a commitment to honor that covenant. Vows don’t make a marriage. A contract does not make a marriage. Submission to the covenant relationship ordained by God, fully and completely, is marriage.  

Matthew 19:4–6 – “And He [Jesus] answered and said, ‘Have you not read that He who created them from the beginning MADE THEM MALE AND FEMALE, and said, “FOR THIS REASON A MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER AND BE JOINED TO HIS WIFE, AND THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH”? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate.’”

1. Established by God – the institution of marriage in general was established by God, and your marriage relationship in particular, was established—“joined together”—by God. 
2. Male and Female – anything else is not marriage.
3. Purpose – The reason for marriage supersedes human convenience and social niceties. It is God’s design for fulfilling the role of human beings on this earth that were established at creation. 
4. Exclusivity – one man (singular) joined to his wife (singular). Polygamy and adultery violate God’s design.
5. Union – the man is to leave the comfort, companionship, and familiarity of his family and find companionship and intimacy in a new union—the “one flesh” relationship with his wife.
6. Permanence – but for rare exceptions, the union of a man and woman is for life. It is a union established by God and not to be separated by any man.

These are the elements of marriage, the covenantal relationship, ordained by God. None of these elements are optional or excludable. These were not defined by man. If you are married, this is the nature of the relationship you vowed to join and submit to for the rest of your life. If you are single, this is the covenant relationship you aspire to enjoy unless the Lord has called you to singleness.

The man’s responsibility and commitment within the marriage covenant is summarized in a condensed form in 1 Peter 3:7 – “You husbands in the same way, live with your wives in an understanding way, as with someone weaker, since she is a woman; and show her honor as a fellow heir of the grace of life, so that your prayers will not be hindered.”

1. Submit to the Marriage Covenant – You consented to be in the covenantal marriage relationship under God’s terms.  Now you are to submit to and obey those elements. 
2. Live with Your Wife – God created the man to live with a woman (his wife) after leaving his father and mother’s home. A man is to leave his family and cling/cleave to his wife. Marital separation and divorce are not to be considered. “Let no man separate . . .”
3. Honor Your Wife – She is an equal beneficiary of the blessings of marriage and, in God’s design, she is an equal cause of the blessings in marriage. She is a fellow heir of the grace of life (marriage).
4. Keep Your Promises – “. . . so that your prayers will not be hindered.”  This phrase at the end of verse 7 looks innocuous and benign. It is actually quite serious and bears some consideration. Peter is making a connection between your marriage and your prayer life and your relationship with Christ.Vows and Promises


[bookmark: _Hlk68632485]Malachi 2:13–16 is a blunt explanation of the connection between marriage and your prayers being hindered: “This is another thing you do: you cover the altar of the LORD with tears, with weeping and with groaning, because He no longer regards the offering or accepts it with favor from your hand. Yet you say, ‘For what reason?’ Because the LORD has been a witness between you and the wife of your youth, against whom you have dealt treacherously, though she is your companion and your wife by covenant. But not one has done so who has a remnant of the Spirit. And what did that one do while he was seeking a godly offspring? Take heed then to your spirit, and let no one deal treacherously against the wife of your youth. For I hate divorce,’ says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘and him who covers his garment with wrong,” says the LORD of hosts. ‘So take heed to your spirit, that you do not deal treacherously.’”

Dealing “treacherously” appears 3 times in these verses and 21 times in the rest of the Old Testament. “Treacherously” means to be disobedient against God; to betray God; to defy God. It refers to a lack of fidelity and faithfulness by violating covenants, vows, and moral obligations. It speaks of a deliberate breach of loyalty. Dealing treacherously with your wife means to not be the man God has called you to be. It is disobedience in a very high stakes context. Obey God, honor marriage, and keep your promises. A man who does that will not be dealing treacherously with his wife.

A husband who deals treacherously with the wife of his youth in the privacy of his own home will be exposed. You should consider carefully God’s response to the hypocrisy of a private disobedience in marriage. The Spirit of God is not in him: “ But not one has done so who has a remnant of the Spirit” (Malachi 2:15). That is why his prayers are not heard and are hindered (1 Peter 3:7). Dealing treacherously with your wife calls into question the condition and state of your soul. 

We all must take the hard inventory: How does my life as a husband and father match up with what I promised my bride? A mismatch is a problem. It lacks integrity and actually puts the condition of your heart and your profession of faith in Jesus Christ into question. That is true because of how you treat your wife (Malachi 2). It is also true because of the cavalier approach to vows, promises, commitments, and covenants. 

Ecclesiastes 5:4–7 – “When you make a vow to God, do not be late in paying it; for He takes no delight in fools. Pay what you vow! It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and not pay. Do not let your speech cause you to sin and do not say in the presence of the messenger of God that it was a mistake. Why should God be angry on account of your voice and destroy the work of your hands?  For in many dreams and in many words there is emptiness. Rather, fear God.”

· It is foolish to make careless commitments and promises
· Foolish and thoughtless commitments define a man of no integrity. The subsequent lack of honoring those commitments simply makes it public—it exposes a lack of integrity.
· Verse 6 takes away any option for a man of integrity to acknowledge the poor state of your marriage and say, “I made a mistake.” There may have been lots of mistakes, but promising before God to submit to the marriage covenant wasn’t the mistake. Attempting to write off the permanence of marriage with “I made a mistake” lacks integrity.

Psalm 15 – “O LORD, who may abide in Your tent? Who may dwell on Your holy hill?  He who walks with integrity, and works righteousness, and speaks truth in his heart.  He does not slander with his tongue, Nor does evil to his neighbor, Nor takes up a reproach against his friend;  In whose eyes a reprobate is despised, But who honors those who fear the Lord; He swears to his own hurt and does not change;  He does not put out his money at interest, Nor does he take a bribe against the innocent. He who does these things will never be shaken.

“Swearing to his own hurt” and not changing is a profound measure of integrity. He takes his own words seriously and is not flippant about making commitments and promises. He is a man of his word. He is accountable to his own words. He is reliable and predictable. He doesn’t talk about how he “meant” to do what he committed to. He just does it, even if it causes him inconvenience or difficulty. Sometimes the man of integrity learns the hard way: do not make promises you cannot or will not keep. Accountability means that when a commitment is made, the promise is kept regardless of how much it hurts. The man does not whine or complain about the “hurt” he now must experience. He just does honors his commitment, and possibly learns a hard lesson along the way. He “does not change” points ultimately to Christ. A man is striving to be like Christ endeavors to be a man whose commitments are rock solid, completely reliable, and never changing. 

There is no more important area where a man of integrity keeps his vows than in marriage and family. In Matthew 5, Christ talks about divorce and finishes that discussion quoting Old Testament law in verse 33, “you shall not make false vows but shall fulfill your vows to the Lord.” Then in Matthew 5:37 He says, “Let your yes mean yes and your no mean no.” This is a theme throughout the Bible. You honor the covenant of marriage by being a man of integrity. Keep your promises.

These are sobering words that must be considered by a married man. The claim that your marriage was “a mistake” is foreclosed by the message of Ecclesiastes 5. It should never occur to a man to say anything like, “I know I committed to you for life, but I think I made a mistake.” 

Deuteronomy 23:21–23 – “When you make a vow to the LORD your God, you shall not delay to pay it, for it would be sin in you, and the LORD your God will surely require it of you. However, if you refrain from vowing, it would not be sin in you. You shall be careful to perform what goes out from your lips, just as you have voluntarily vowed to the LORD your God, what you have promised.”

Marriage is covenantal. The relationship between a man and woman that we call marriage is structured, defined, and mandated. None of that is done by man’s law or human agreement (contract).  It is from God who created it for our good, and ultimately for His glory. Inside the covenant of God’s design is tremendous freedom from guilt, uncertainty, and loneliness. Enjoy it. Honor it. Submit to it.


Application:
· Remember Christ, namely, His faithfulness, reliability, and integrity. He keeps His promises. Your life and eternity depend on that!
· Reflect Christ. 
· Remember and review your marriage vows.
· Keep your promises. 

[bookmark: _Hlk212773837]QuestionsFurther Consideration

1. Do you recall your marriage vows? What did you promise? Have you kept those promises? Would your wife affirm that you have generally honored your vows? 
2. In a difficult marriage, “swearing to your own hurt” is a painful reality. What comfort is there from the Bible in situations like that? 
3. The resolve to be a man of integrity in terms of keeping your marriage vows brings cost with it. What are the joys and benefits of doing so? 

Additional Resources:
1. “Whom Shall I Fear?,” a sermon by Brad Klassen available at: https://www.gracechurch.org/sermons/21919.
2.  “God’s Intent for Marriage, Part 1,” a sermon by John MacArthur available at: https://www.gty.org/sermons/90-229/gods-intent-for-marriage-part-1.
3. “God’s Intent for Marriage, Part 2,” a sermon preached by John MacArthur available at: https://www.gty.org/sermons/90-230/gods-intent-for-marriage-part-2

Audio, video, and handouts for this session: www.gracechurch.org/motw
Next meeting: February 25, 2026, Evening of worship and singing with Phil Webb. Bring visitors with you!
[image: Grace Community Church]                                           Chris Hamilton  |  February 18, 2026 	              Page 2 of 4
[image: Grace Community Church]
	                                                          Chris Hamilton  |  February 18, 2026                                        Page 1 of 4
image2.jpeg




image1.png
grace 3
community
church




