13
&

God’s Covenants with Humanity and Israel

Dominik Markl

od’s covenant with Israel and even with all humanity is one of the

most striking and complex theological concepts in the Hebrew
Bible. It is unfolded most prominently in the Pentateuch: God’s cove-
nants with Noah, with Abraham and his descendants, and with Israel.
The idea is actively taken up and transformed in the later prophets. The
following presentation of some key aspects of the divine covenant in
the Hebrew Bible and its early reception will roughly follow a canonical
order, while questions of their historical development will be discussed
along the way. Since the biblical covenant forms part of the general cul-
ture of treaties in the ancient Near East and since the idea of the divine
covenant is based on the institution of covenants among humans, these
two aspects need to be addressed at the very outset.

1. ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN TREATIES

Ancient Near Eastern cultures developed a tradition of elaborate treaties
from the second half of the third millennium BCE. Biblical covenants
are clearly part of this tradition, which has inspired much comparative
research, especially since George Mendenhall’s study Law and Covenant
in Israel and the Ancient Near East.” Mendenhall described the form of
Hittite vassal treaties, which often contain the following elements: a pre-
amble, a historical prologue, stipulations, a provision for deposit in the
temple and periodic public reading, and a list of gods as witnesses as well
as curses and blessings. Although comparable elements are found in bib-
lical covenants, it is highly unlikely that these Hittite examples, which
date from between the fifteenth and the thirteenth century BCE, had
direct influence on biblical texts, since the emergence of major literary




314 e 13 Markl

activity in Israel can be assumed only starting from the middle of the
ninth century BCE.?

In contrast, it is most likely that Neo-Assyrian treaties did indeed
have direct influence on scribes during the late monarchy of Judah. We
shall here concentrate on the most prominent example—Esarhaddon’s
Succession Treaties’—which may illustrate how such influence could have
happened. Having conquered and largely destroyed the northern king-
dom of Israel (ca. 722-720 BCE), the Assyrians continued to threaten
and partly destroy Judah, especially in Sennacheribs campaign in 701
BCE. Under Manasseh’s rule (ca. 697-643 BCE), Judah was a client state
of Assyria, obliged to pay tribute, perform labor duties, and support
Assyrian military campaigns.*

In 672 BCE, King Esarhaddon made vassals (as well as his own offi-
cials) swear an oath of loyalty accepting his designated successors. In
1955, fragments of at least eight such tablets were discovered in the
sanctuary of Nabu in Nimrud (ancient Calah), which addressed Median
city lords. Only in 2009, a copy of the same set of texts was discovered at
Tell Tayinat,® which is located at the Orontes River some 500 kilometers
north of Jerusalem. The tablet was found in situ in a temple on the cita-
del mound. All these recent archaeological data allow for the assump-
tion that a similar treaty may have been imposed on King Manasseh of
Judah and a similar tablet may have been publicly displayed in the Tem-
ple of Jerusalem. This scenario may help explain the striking parallels
between the curse section of Esarhaddon’s Succession Treaties and a se-
quence of curses in Deut. 28, which are shown in the table on p. 315.5

The sequence of six curse motifs in Esarhaddon’s Succession Treaties
418-30 (disease, blindness, corpses eaten by birds, wife taken by an-
other, loss of the house, goods taken by strangers) is nearly identical in
Deut. 28:26-31, except that the third element is moved to the beginning
of the sequence. Instead of the Neo-Assyrian deities we find Yhwh as
agent. On the grounds of this evidence, it seems quite probable that
scribes in Jerusalem used the oppressive Assyrian imperial document to
compose a subversive countercovenant, to declare Israel the people of
Yhwh alone. Moreover, they may have transformed the idea of a cove-
nant between Assyrian deities and the Assyrian king.” It is most likely
that this happened prior to the sack of Nineveh in 612 BCE, after which
the influence of the Neo-Assyrian Empire collapsed.

Esarhaddon’s Succession Treaties
§$38A-42 (418-30)
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Deut. 28:26-31

[cf. below, 427]

* Your corpses shall be food for every
bird of the air and animal of the
earth....

4% May Anu, king of the gods, let
disease, exhaustion, malaria, sleepless-
ness, worries and ill health rain upon all
your houses. ¥ May Sin, the brightness
of heaven and earth, *° clothe you with
leprosy ...

7 Yhwh will afflict you with the boils of
Egypt, with ulcers, scurvy, and itch, of
which you cannot be healed.

2 May Samas, the light of heaven and
earth, ** not judge you justly. May he
remove your eyesight. *** Walk about in
darkness!

# Yhwh will afflict you with madness,
blindness, and confusion of mind; * you
shall grope about at noon as blind
people grope in darkness, but you shall
be unable to find your way....

5 May Ninurta, the foremost among the
gods, fell you with his fierce arrow;

26 may he fill the plain with your blood
*7 and feed your flesh to the eagle and
the vulture.

[cf. above, v. 26]

8 May Venus, the brightest of the stars,
before your eyes make your wives ** lie
in the lap of your enemy;

* You shall become engaged toa
woman, but another man shall lie with
her.

may your sons “*° not take possession of
your house,

but a strange enemy divide your goods.

You shall build a house, but not live in it.
You shall plant a vineyard, but not enjoy
its fruit.

*! ... Your sheep shall be given to your
enemies ...

2. “COVENANT” IN THE HEBREW BIBLE

While extrabiblical ancient Near Eastern treaties probably were used to
shape the literary form of biblical texts on God’s covenants, their most
definite conceptual basis may be found in the institution of the berit
(usually translated “covenant”) among humans described in the narra-
tives of the Hebrew Bible. A few examples will suffice to shed light on
both their diversity and their essential common meaning.
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Abraham makes a covenant with Abimelech (Gen. 21:27, 32), swear-
ing loyalty (hsd) to him and his offspring (Gen. 21:23-24). Abraham
underlines his goodwill, giving animals as a present (v. 27), and ex-
presses his intention to avoid future conflicts over a well (vv. 28-30).
Jonathan makes a covenant with David, loving him “like his soul” (1 Sam.
18:3). David claims Jonathan’s loyalty (hesed) when his life is threatened
by Saul (20:8), and they renew their covenant “before Yhwh” (23:18).
Just as friendship may be reinforced by a berit, the expression “wife of
your berit” (Mal. 2:14) suggests that marriage as well could be under-
stood as a form of covenant.®

The same term berit may also refer to political pacts at the level of di-
plomacy and international law. The kings Solomon of Israel and Hiram
of Tyre make a covenant that consolidates their “peace” ($alom, 1 Kings
5:26).° King Asa of Judah convinces Ben-hadad, king of Aram, with a
substantial gift to make an alliance and to break his berit with Baasha of
Israel (1 Kings 15:17-21). An international berit agreement between Is-
rael (Ephraim) and Assyria is mentioned in Hosea 12:1. Ezekiel describes
how Nebuchadnezzar installs his puppet king Zedekiah by making him
swear loyalty in a berit (Ezek. 17:13-14).

Covenants may redefine the social status of the parties involved. The
Gibeonites offer to become “servants” to convince the Israelites to make
a berit with them (Josh. 9:11). Ahab of Israel calls Ben-hadad of Aram,
whom he has defeated, “my brother” to reestablish their equality (1 Kings
20:32) and makes a covenant with him (v. 34).° A covenant between
David and the elders of Israel precedes his anointment as king of Israel
(2 Sam. 5:3 // 1 Chron. 11:3). The priest Jehoiada is said to have made a
berit “between Yhwh and the king and the people to become a people
belonging to Yhwh” (2 Kings 11:17).

While the social contexts and the character of relationships involved
in covenants made between humans in the Hebrew Bible are extremely
diverse, ranging from individual friendship to political loyalty to inter-
national alliances, there are basic features shared by all covenants. A
berit is a treaty between two (or more) parties that establishes a relation-
ship of mutual loyalty (frequently referred to as hesed). Covenants are
established by speech acts (frequently referred to as “swearing”). They
may involve rituals such as gift-giving (e.g., Gen. 21:27), the erection
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of monuments (Gen. 31:45-46), or a meal shared by the parties (Gen.
26:28-30), which may include a sacrifice ritual (Gen. 31:54) or the cut-
ting apart of animals (Gen. 15:9; Jer. 34:18), which probably is the origin
of the most frequent expression for making a covenant (literally “to cut,
krt, a covenant).

Covenants are usually established through declarations; they may
involve obligations on oneself (promises) or express norms to be kept
by the other party. Thus, covenants often include conditions that require
obedience, which led to the metonymical use of berit as referring to the
norms of the berit (e.g., Deut. 4:13). The opinion, however, that “obliga-
tion” might be the original and basic meaning of berit cannot be sus-
tained." The probable etymological connection of berit with the Akka-
dian birtu/bertu, “fetter,” suggests that the word refers to the bond of the
relationship (cf., similarly, the German Bund).

3. THE NOAHITE COVENANT (GEN. 9)

In the grand biblical narrative, the term berit occurs for the first time in
the story of the great flood (Gen. 6:5-9:17)."2 When God commands
Noah to enter the ark (6:18), he announces making a covenant with
him, which is fulfilled after Noah leaves the ark {seven occurrences of
beritin 9:9-17). God’s covenant includes not only Noah and his descen-
dants, and thus postdiluvial humanity, but even all animals—“the birds,
the domestic animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as many
as came out of the ark” (9:10; cf. vv. 15-17). The object of the covenant
is God’s promise never to bring a flood again over the earth (9:11, 15);
its sign is the rainbow (9:12-17). While the bows of deities in the ancient
Near East and also Yhwh's bow are presented as destructive weapons (cf.
Hab. 3:9), the rainbow becomes the symbol of divine preservation of life.

God’s promise never again to destroy the earth with a flood (Gen.
9:11, 15) is a thematic continuation of his blessing and command to
multiply (9:1, 7), through which Noah is portrayed as a second Adam
(compare 1:28). In the same thematic line, God emphasizes the gravity
of murder (9:5-6), but the covenant following is unconditional and called
“everlasting” (9:16; cf. “for generations everlasting,” v. 12). Yhwh’s inner
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thoughts reveal that he intends not to destroy humanity in future de-
spite the evil intentions of the human heart (8:21).

A comparison with the ancient Babylonian flood tradition of the
Atrahasis epic (seventeenth century BCE) shows the specific emphasis
of our story. According to the epic, the god Enlil inflicts the flood on
humanity because of its multiplication and the “noise” of human activity.
Enki, another deity, warns the human Atrahasis and tells him to build a
ship. After the flood, Enlil has to accept the survival of humanity but sets
limits to its multiplication, through infertility and demons that cause
infant death. While the epic provides an etiology of infertility and infant
mortality as caused by divine resentment against humanity, the biblical
account emphasizes God’s appreciation of human life: “Viewed in this
light, Gn 9,1 ff. ooks like a conscious rejection of the Atrahasis Epic’®

Although God’s covenants in several prominent texts of the Hebrew
Bible describe Israel’s special relationship with Yhwh, the authors or
redactors of Gen. 6:18, 9:1-17—classically identified as “P”"—used the
term berit at a late stage of the formation of the covenant idea to inte-
grate it into their account of the origins of humanity. They thus opened
the concept toward a universalist perspective: not only Israel but human-
ity and all living things are embraced by God in a covenant relationship
that becomes mysteriously visible in the sign of the rainbow.

4. THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT (GEN. 15, 17)

If the Noahite covenant was a result of a crisis of cosmic dimensions, the
next divine covenant is Yhwh's response to the crisis of an individual—
Abraham’s childlessness. It is unfolded in two appearances of Yhwh (Gen.
15:1, 17:1). First, before the birth of Ishmael, Yhwh promises Abraham
in his berit to give “this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river,
the river Euphrates,” to his descendants (15:18; cf. 12:1-7). The second
vision happens when Ishmael is already thirteen and Abraham is ninety-
nine years old (17:1, 24-25). Here, the covenant theme is much more
elaborately unfolded (no fewer than thirteen occurrences of berit in
17:2-21; “eternal covenant” in 17:7, 13, 19)."> God promises abounding
posterity (vv. 2, 4-6), including a son of Sarah to be named Isaac {(vv.
15-16, 19), and repeats the promise of the land (v. 8).
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The words “T will establish my covenant ... for an everlasting cove-
nant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you” (Gen. 17:7) pro-
grammatically introduce an expression of the covenant relationship,
which is frequently used as a formula in the Pentateuch and especially
in Jeremiah and Ezekiel, as Rolf Rendtorff has shown in his analysis of
the “covenant formula”'® Its first reciprocal wording occurs in Exod. 6:7:
“I will take you as my people, and I will be your God” (cf. also Lev. 26:12;
Jer. 11:4, 31:33). The formulation that emphasizes the people’s role is
found several times in Deuteronomy (e.g., 4:20, 7:6, 14:2, 26:17-19; com-
pare Exod. 19:5).

Another new element of the covenant in Gen. 17—framed by God’s
promises—is his demand to “keep” ($mr) the covenant by performing
male circumcision as a sign (vv. 9-14). This prepares a theme central
to covenants that include obedience to commandments (see esp. Exod.
19:5; Deut. 29:8; compare Pss. 78:10, 103:18). Similarly, the motif of
“breaking” the covenant is introduced here (Gen. 17:14).

Already when appearing to Abraham, God announces that he will
continue his covenant relationship with Isaac (Gen. 17:21)."” Although
he repeats his promise to both Isaac and Jacob (Gen. 26:3-4, 28:13-14,
35:11-12), the term berit is not used anymore for them (but see Exod.
2:24; Lev. 26:42; 2 Kings 13:23; Sir. 44:22-23). The covenant with the

patriarchs provides (probably only at a relatively late stage of the for-
mation of the Pentateuch) a strong narrative link between the books of
Genesis and Exodus. Perceiving Israel’s suffering in Egypt, “Yhwh re-
membered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” (Exod. 2:24;
compare 6:4-5), which is the reason why God calls Moses to lead Israel

out of Egypt (Exod. 3:1-4:17).

5. THE SINAI COVENANT (EXOD. 19~24)

Already at the burning bush God announces that the people will wor-
ship him “at this mountain” (Exod. 3:12), a first allusion to Israel’s en-
counter with God at Sinai. As soon as the people have arrived there
(19:1-2), Yhwh establishes his covenant with them in a complex dia-
logic process, in which Moses serves as the mediator. The whole process
of the making of the covenant spans five chapters (Exod. 19-24)." Those
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speeches immediately relevant to the covenant are shown in the follow-
ing scheme:

Offer Decalogue Book of the Covenant
Ex 19:3-6 20:1-17 20:22-23:33

AVAVSAN

19:8 20:19 24:3,7

Consent Request Ratification

for mediation
Figure 13.1. The speeches relevant to the making of the covenant (Exod. 19-24),

When God offers Israel the covenant (Exod. 19:3-6, esp. v. 5), pro-
claims the Decalogue (20:1-17), and conveys the “Book of the Cove-
nant” to Moses (20:22-23:33), the people respond to each of these major
speeches with a declaration of consent: the elders accept the offer (19:8);
ask Moses for mediation, promising obedience to him (20:19); and rat-
ify the content of the Book of the Covenant both after Moses presents it
to them orally (24:3) and after he proclaims the written version the next
day (24:4-7). This fourfold declaration of consent shows that the people
of Israel play an active role and that their declarations are an essential
element in the making of the covenant.

In modern political terms, the Sinai covenant is a constitutional pro-
cess through which God’s law becomes binding for Israel. It establishes
a theocracy in the sense of God’s “kingdom” over a priestly people
(Exod. 19:6)," but it contains the democratic element of the “constitu-
tional consensus” Theologically, this is of great significance, since God’s
law is seen not as imposed upon Israel by force but as freely accepted by
the people. God respects his people as a partner in dialogue and mutual
loyalty.

In an impressive theophany (Exod. 19:16-20:18), God proclaims the
Decalogue (20:1-17), which is at the same time a climax of the making
of the covenant. Yhwh’s introductory words (20:2) can be translated
“I, Yhwh, am your God,” which can be seen as God’s declaration of the
covenant relationship. The following phrase, “who have brought you out
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of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery,” inseparably connects
the establishment of the covenant and Israel’s legal constitution with the
narrative of the deliverance from Egypt. This provides a fundamental
perspective for the hermeneutics of law in the Pentateuch: the gift of the
law is grounded in the experience of deliverance, and thus the meaning
of the law is to preserve freedom.

The Sinai covenant contains both obligation and promise. It is based
on the condition of Israel’s obedience to God’s voice (Exod. 19:5), and
God promises Israel that they will become “a jewel out of all the peoples
... ; and you shall be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”
(19:5-6). This is expounded in the instructions concerning the sanctuary
(Exod. 25-31) and the commandments in the book of Leviticus, which
aim at Israel’s sanctification (e.g., Lev. 19:2, 20:26).

The Sinai covenant includes several rituals. Moses erects twelve stelae
as a commemorative monument (Exod. 24:4), young men offer sacri-
fices (v. 5), and Moses performs a blood ritual applying the blood to both
the altar and the people, thus connecting Israel with the divine sphere
through the symbol of life (vv. 6, 8). Moses declares the successful com-
pletion of the covenant: “See the blood of the covenant that Yhwh has
made with you in accordance with all these words” (v. 8). Finally, Moses,
Aaron, his sons, and seventy elders participate in a festive meal as a cov-
enant celebration at the mountain (vv. 9-11). Despite the frequently em-
phasized danger in perceiving God too closely (e.g., Exod. 19:10-13,
21-24; 33:20), they are said to “see the God of Israel” (Exod. 24:10). After
Moses’s subsequent ascent to the mountain for forty days (Exod. 24:12~
18), the making of the golden calf (Exod. 32) is shown as a paradigmatic
breaking of the covenant, which is only renewed following a process of
reconciliation (esp. Exod. 34:10, 27-28; compare Deut. 9:7-10:11).

Historically, the conception of the Sinai covenant developed in a
complex process. It is generally held that the Book of the Covenant con-
tains the most ancient preexilic legal material of the Hebrew Bible. Yet it
was clearly reworked to fit the narrative framework of the Sinai cove-
nant (e.g., Exod. 23:20-33). This framework was most probably created
after 587 BCE, when the monarchy of Judah had been dethroned and its
people had to redefine their political and religious identity. Sophisti-
cated priestly scribes projected Mount Sinai as a “utopian” setting for the
idea of Israel’s formation as a theocracy in the remote past.
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6. THE MOAB COVENANT (DEUTERONOMY)

Israel’s covenant with God as presented in the canonical form of the
book of Deuteronomy is highly complex. Its basic vision, however, is
twofold. On the one hand, Moses reenacts the covenant at Horeb (Deu-
teronomy’s expression for “Sinai”) for the second generation, because
the generation of the Horeb covenant had to die during the forty years
in the desert (Deut. 2:16; cf. Num. 14:35, 26:65): “Yhwh our God made
a covenant with us at Horeb. Not with our ancestors did Yhwh make this
covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive today” (Deut. 5:2-3).
This statement, which—on the surface—seems to be a blatant lie, rhe-
torically invites the Moab generation to consider themselves included
in the Horeb covenant. At the same time, Moses’s invitation is shaped
in a wording that future generations—and thus even the audience of
Deuteronomy—can apply to themselves, whether in their private medi-
tation of “these words” (Deut. 6:6-7) or in their public teaching (as en-
visioned in Deut. 31:9-13).

The second major conception of Yhwh’s covenant with Israel in Deu-
teronomy is introduced toward the end of Moses’s speeches, when the
narrator informs us that Moses made another covenant “in the land of
Moab, in addition to the covenant that he had made with them at Horeb”
(Deut. 29:1), which serves as a rubric for Moses’s speech in Deut. 29-30.%
The speech contains several elements that resemble ancient Near East-
ern treaties, such as a “historical prologue” (29:2-9) and a reference to
“blessings and curses” (30:1). Yet the rhetorical force of this speech lies
in its free deviations from any ancient Near Eastern pattern. Moses not
only warns his audience that a false covenant oath would have destruc-
tive consequences and finally lead to exile (29:18-27), but he also an-
nounces the possible return to the Promised Land from exile and new
prosperity (30:1-10). Moreover, he emphasizes that “the word” (i.e., the
content of his speeches) is close to Israel’s heart (30:11-14). Finally,
Moses urges Israel in the ultimate rhetorical climax of his addresses in
Deuteronomy to make a choice between life and death (30:15-20)—
“Choose life so that you may live!” (30:19).

In Deuteronomy, we do not find any explicit response by Israel to this
urgent appeal. One should note that this is in stark contrast with both
the Sinai covenant and the covenant that Joshua made “for the people”
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in Shechem (Josh. 24:25): his demand for a decision (24:15) is followed
by a series of assertions, culminating in “Yhwh our God we will obey
and his voice we will obey!” (24:24). Why does Israel not make any re-
sponse in Deuteronomy? Is their consent simply presupposed? Or is
an explicit response avoided because the people’s consent in the Sinai
covenant had quickly been followed by faithlessness and disobedience?
While Deuteronomy does seem to provide an indirect response by re-
porting Israel’s actual obedience to Moses’s commands after his death
(Deut. 34:9),% it remains a glaring lacuna that we do not hear any verbal
response to Moses’s powerful covenant speech.

The solution to our question may be found in Deuteronomy’s strate-
gies of reader communication. As with the reenactment of the Horeb
covenant, the Moab covenant speech needs to be read on two levels: the
narrated world, on the one hand, and the perception of the audience, on
the other. Moses’s speech seems to engage an implied audience of read-
ers who are actually experiencing or have experienced a situation of
exile: “Because they abandoned the covenant ... the anger of Yhwh was
kindled against that land, bringing on it every curse written in this book.
Yhwh uprooted them from their land in anger, fury, and great wrath,
and cast them into another land, as is the case today” (29:25-27). Read-
ers are directly reminded not only of the experience of exile (note the
final word today as the rhetorical climax!) but also of the terrifyingly
powerful reality of “this book” that they are reading with its curses (Deut.
28:15-68).

Furthermore, Moses continues to address a future Israel who are to
return to Yhwh in exile (“you and your children,” Deut. 30:2). Viewed
in this light, “your fathers” is unlikely to refer to the Exodus generation
(as in 5:3) or to the patriarchs, to whom God had promised the land (as
in 6:10); rather, the “fathers” are most easily seen in the Moab genera-
tion, who “had taken [the land] into possession” (30:5; as Moses had
constantly reminded them to do, e.g., 9:1). In the ears of readers, the
voice of Moses sublimely transcends the threshold of the narrated world.
His speech is meant to speak to the heart of those who know exile.

It is they who are promised that God will circumcise their hearts
(Deut. 30:6)* so that they will be able to love God and keep his com-
mandments (30:6, 8, 10). It is they who are reassured that Moses’s word
is “in their heart and in their mouth” (30:14). Finally, it is they who are
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commanded to choose life (30:15-20). They are expected to give their
consent to the Mosaic Torah, which allows them to reestablish the Moab
covenant (which certainly had been broken, as announced by Yhwh him-

self in 31:16-21).” The very words with which these future generations

should express their consent could be suggested in the enigmatic verse
Deut. 29:29, which strangely interrupts Moses’s discourse at its most
dramatic point with a statement of an unidentified “we-group”: “The
secret things belong to Yhwh our God, but the revealed things belong
to us and to our children forever, to observe all the words of this torah?”

The Moab covenant speech as a whole redefines Moses’s preceding
discourses in Deuteronomy. It aims at Israel's commitment to Moses’s
‘commandments, decrees, and ordinances” (Deut. 30:16), which is a gen-
eral reference to Deut. 5-26. It also refers to the “blessing and the curse”
(30:1, 19) that Moses had unfolded in Deut. 28. Therefore, all the central
discourses of Deuteronomy are seen to serve the making of the Moab
covenant.

On the same line, the structure of Deuteronomy can be seen in a rough
analogy to ancient Near Eastern treaties: Moses’s introductory discourse
(Deut. 1-3) can be compared with the “historical prologue”; the Deuter-
onomic laws (Deut. 12-26), with the “covenant stipulations”; and the
subsequent speeches (Deut. 27:12-26; 28), with the “blessing and curse””
However, such comparisons should not be overemphasized. While Deu-
teronomy clearly shares these basic elements of the general rationale of
ancient Near Eastern treaties and deliberately engages with Assyrian
patterns, it should not be overlooked that its literary shape is much more
complex and elaborate than any comparable text of the ancient Near
East. Similarly, although William L. Moran correctly pointed out that
the demand to “love” God in Deuteronomy (e.g., 6:5) is related to the
demand to love the monarch in Assyrian treaties, Jacqueline E. Lapsley
has justly argued that the love of God in Deuteronomy has different
qualities and involves not just obedience but also emotional affection.?

The historical development of the texts related to the covenant in
Deuteronomy seems to be most intricate. While some of the curses of
Deut. 28 are likely to be an expression of anti-Assyrian subversive the-
ology in the seventh century BCE (see above), the final form of Deut.
29-30 clearly suggests an address to the people of Judah, who have suf-
fered exile and have a prospect of rebuilding their collective identity in
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the land, which can hardly be imagined before the second half of the
sixth century BCE.

Both historically and theologically it is most relevant that the final
section of the Pentateuch (esp. Deut. 28-32) emphatically announces a
future disaster for Israel and at the same time opens a new perspective
after the return to the land (Deut. 30). The “finding” of the “book of the
torah” under King Josiah (2 Kings 22:8) clearly refers to Deuteronomy,
and the obvious fulfillment of its threats (2 Kings 22-25) strengthens
the authority of this very book.”® These ingenious literary conceptions
largely contributed to the Pentateuch’s “canonical success” from Persian
times onward. A problematic witness of this can be seen in the reception
of Deuteronomy’s resentment against intermarriage in Ezra’s prayer
(Ezra 9:2, 12, 14; cf. Deut. 7:3),” which prepares for the separation from
foreign women and children in a “covenant for our God” (Ezra 10:5).

7. THE DAVIDIC COVENANT

The tradition of God’s covenant with David is somewhat elusive,? since
we do not find it where we should expect it most—in Nathan’s oracle
(2 Sam. 7:4-16 // 1 Chron. 17:3-15). Although God promises David the
eternal establishment of his throne with great emphasis, the term berit
and covenant-related expressions such as “swear” and “oath” are con-
spicuously missing here. In the “Deuteronomistic History” (DtrH),
God’s response to Solomon’s prayer adds that God’s promise depends on
Solomon’s obedience (1 Kings 9:5), which is soon seen to fail, so that
God announces the reduction of the Davidic kingdom to a single tribe
(1 Kings 11:1-13). Whether the kingship of the Davidic line should have
a future after the destruction of Jerusalem to confirm Nathan's oracle is
one of the questions mysteriously left open by DtrH (2 Kings 25).%

In DtrH, only David’s poetic “last words” (2 Sam. 23:1-7) speak about
the “eternal covenant” that God had made with him (v. 5), and the im-
mediately preceding reference to “my house” may well allude to Nathan’s
oracle. Outside DtrH, a covenant with David is referred to several times,
mostly in texts that are clearly late. In Chronicles, the idea is intro-
duced at least twice (2 Chron. 13:5, 21:7; cf. also the verb krt, “to cut” in
2 Chron. 7:18).%
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Most prominently, Psalm 89 refers to God’s covenant with David. It
solemnly quotes it in the voice of God (vv. 3, 28, 34), finally accusing God
of having broken it (v. 39) and imploring him to restore “your steadfast
love of old” (v. 49; cf. v. 1). Less clear is the reference to the divine berit
in Ps. 132. Although the psalm claims that Yhwh had “sworn” to David
to put his descendants on his throne (v. 11), the further succession of
their sons depends on the condition that they “keep my covenant and
my decrees that I shall teach them” (v. 12). Thus, this covenant does not
seem to be identical with the promise made to David.

David is also mentioned in prophetic covenant texts in the context of
postexilic restoration. Jeremiah’s oracles during his captivity in the court
of the guard under Zedekiah (Jer. 32, 33) speak twice about a covenant
that is to be realized after the return from exile. The first says that God
will enable the people to fear him (32:37-40; compare the new covenant,
below); the second is called a covenant with David that secures the sta-
bility of the succession to his throne as securely as the succession of day
and night (33:20-21). Here, the covenant with David is paralleled with
the Levitic covenant (see also Neh. 13:29; Mal. 2:4-5, 8; Sir. 45:25; cf.
with Pinhas: Num. 25:12-13).%

In Isaiah 55:3, God offers to a group of addressees an “eternal cove-
nant,” which is equated with the “mercies” (hsdy) of David (or for David,
perhaps influenced by Ps. 89:1-3?). This covenant, which may well be
offered to the “servants” of 54:17, gains a universal significance, since
the Davidic reign extends to other peoples (55:4) and attracts unknown
nations (55:5). It seems, thus, that the Davidic monarchy, which has
been dethroned by Nebuchadnezzar, is here transformed and universal-
ized in postexilic times.

8. THE “NEW COVENANT” (JER. 31) AND OTHER
PROPHETIC TRANSFORMATIONS

Lothar Perlitt observed that earlier prophets rarely mention the cove-
nant, which he called the “covenant silence” of the prophets, supporting

his argument that covenant theology did not emerge before the seventh
century BCE.*! The covenant theme, however, becomes quite vigorous in
later prophecy.®
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Jeremiah emphatically accuses Israel and Judah of having broken the
Sinai covenant (11:1-10; compare also 34:12-16 with reference to Deut.
15:12). He exhorts God not to break his covenant (Jer. 14:21, probably
twisting Deut. 31:20). And he quotes the nations’ accusation of Israel’s
abandonment of Yhwh from the Moab covenant (Jer. 22:9; cf. Deut.
29:24; 1 Kings 9:9). Against this backdrop, and explicitly contrasted
with the Sinai covenant, Jeremiah announces—uniquely in the Hebrew
Bible—a “new covenant” (31:31-33).** It is unfolded in active dialogue
with Deuteronomy. While according to the Moab covenant God will
circumcise Israel’s hearts to enable them to love God and obey (Deut.
30:6-10) the written Torah of Moses (31:9), which is to be taught and
learned (e.g., 5:1, 31; 31:12) and is thus in Israel’s hearts (30:14), Jeremiah’s
new covenant announces that God’s Torah will be written on Israel’s
hearts (Jer. 31:33) and they will no longer teach one another (31:34). The
“new covenant” may be identical with the “eternal covenant” announced
for those who return from exile (32:40, see above; cf. 50:5). From Jere-
miah’s new covenant, the “New Testament” derives its name (see below).

Another specific transformation of the covenant idea is found in the
book of Isaiah (42-59). Twice, God announces that he will install his
servant as a “covenant of/with the people” (Isa. 42:6, 49:8). Although
“people” seems to refer to humanity in 42:5, the “covenant of/with the
people” most probably portrays the servant as a symbol of God’s cove-
nant with Israel (compare its context in 49:8).* In the first occurrence,
this is immediately followed by the title “a light for the nations” (cf. also
49:6), reminiscent of the pilgrimage of the nations to Zion and their
quest for “Torah” (2:3, 5; 42:4). Despite these universalistic tendencies,
God’s berit seems to remain reserved for Israel in Isaiah. In contrast to
the “eternal covenant” broken according to Isaiah 24:5, God announces
another “eternal covenant” in Isaiah 55:3 (see above) and 61:8. Yhwh’s con-
solation of the barren lady Zion contains an announcement of a “cove-
nant of my peace/welfare [Salom]” (54:10, compared with the Noahite
covenant in 54:9). The widest opening for strangers is found in the cov-
enant offered to eunuchs and strangers (56:4, 6), who are mainly meant
to keep the Sabbath (as a berit; cf. Exod. 31:16), through which they
become integrated into Israel. Finally, the covenant is closely linked with
the gift of “my spirit that is upon you, and my words that I have put in
your mouth” (59:21; for “spirit,” see 42:1, 44:3, 61:1; for “word,” 51:16).
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Ezekiel introduces the theme of the divine covenant in the metaphor-
ical account of Jerusalem's history as the biography of a woman (Ezek.
16). Yhwh takes her into a marriage covenant (v. 8).3° The theme is un-
folded at the end of the chapter (vv. 59-62). Remembering the covenant
of her past, God will establish an “eternal covenant” in the future (v. 60).
The second major historical reflection (Ezek. 20) mentions the giving
of the law (vv. 11-12), but the term berit occurs only in the context of
Israel’s judgment during their return from exile (vv. 34-37). Twice, the
future covenant is called a “covenant of peace” (34:25, 37:26; cf. Isa.
54:10),% both times immediately following the motif of the Davidic
reign. The breaking of the divine covenant is mentioned as committed
by Zedekiah (Ezek. 17:19) and by Israel through allowing foreigners to
profane the Temple (44:7).

Among the Twelve Minor Prophets, specific aspects in the writings of
Hosea, Zechariah, and Malachi should be pointed out. Hosea refers to a
divine covenant with the wild animals (Hosea 2:18), together with the
breaking of “bow, sword and war,” which is made for the sake of Israel
(on their breaking of the covenant, see 6:7, 8:1). Zechariah announces a
king reigning in Jerusalem to bring universal peace (Zech. 9:9-10), add-
ing that prisoners will be freed “because of the blood of your covenant”
(Zech. 9:11, alluding to Exod. 24:8?). Zech. 11:10 surprisingly mentions
God’s breaking of a covenant “that I had made with all the peoples.” Al-
though it cannot be ruled out that this plural refers to Israel, the context
seems to speak of humanity in general (vv. 6~11). Finally, in Malachi
God’s voice announces a “messenger of the covenant” (Mal. 3:1; ¢f. Exod.
23:20), whose identity is highly disputed.’s

9. THE DIVINE COVENANT IN PSALMS AND WRITINGS

Psalms encourage humans to keep God’s covenant by observing his
commandments (Pss. 25:10, 103:18), and they praise God for remem-
bering his covenant forever (105:8, 111:5). References to the covenant
are relatively frequent in history psalms (Pss. 78, 105-6; on Pss. 89 and
132, see above). Psalm 78 emphasizes Israel’s unfaithfulness to the cove-
nant and the Torah (vv. 10, 37), while Ps. 44:18 denies such guilt. The
contrasting reflections on history in Psalms 105 and 106 are framed by
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the covenant motif. Psalm 105 recalls the covenantal promise of the land
for the patriarchs (vv. 8, 10~11 // 1 Chron. 16:15, 17), which God re-
members, according to the end of Psalm 106, to be merciful to those in
exile (vv. 45-46). From a similar perspective, the end of Psalm 74 asks
God to “have regard for your covenant” in view of the destruction caused
by enemies (v. 20). The Asaph Psalm 50 speaks about the covenant to be
made in the context of cultic sacrifice (v. 5) and of the demand to keep
commandments (v. 16).

Norbert Lohfink has suggested reading Psalm 25 against the back-
ground of Psalm 24 as a prayer of the nations at Zion, which would
provide the only text to include the nations in the divine covenant with
Israel (Ps. 25:10, 14). Lohfink also discovered tendencies to universalize
the covenant formula in Psalm 33 (v. 12) and Psalm 100 (v. 3).*° Indeed,
the conception of God’s universal kingship and the call for all nations to
worship him in the Temple (Pss. 95-100) may justify an understanding
of “his people” (Ps. 100:3) as referring to humanity.

The divine covenant generally plays little role in wisdom literature. It
is missing in Job and Qohelet, and there are only single references to it
in Proverbs (2:17) and in the Wisdom of Solomon (18:22). Sirach, how-
ever, exceptionally portrays the history of Israel as a history of covenants
(esp. Sir. 44:12-45:25), with strong emphasis on the priestly covenants,
representing the interests of the Temple community of the second cen-
tury BCE. Moreover, Ben Sira emphasizes the importance of the “book
of the covenant of the most high God,” which is the Torah of Moses (Sir.
24:23; cf. 1 Macc. 1:57) and develops a universalizing idea of the cove-
nant for humanity (Sir. 17:11-12).° The great importance of the cove-
nant idea in the second century BCE is also attested in its overarching
significance in the Book of Jubilees and the use of “(holy) covenant” as a
metonymic reference to Jewish religion in Daniel (11:28, 30, 32) and
Maccabees (1 Macc. 1:15, 63; 2:20, 27, 50)."

10. RECEPTION IN QUMRAN AND THE NEW TESTAMENT

In the Qumran writings “covenant” is a dominant category (257 occur-
rences, virtually all of them theological). They adduce many covenant
conceptions from the Hebrew Bible, including Jeremiah’s “new covenant”
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(CD 6,19; 8,21; 19,33-34; 20,12). Members of the Qumran community
committed themselves to religious obligations in a covenant ritual that
was annually renewed. The sectarian movement understood itself as a
“community of the covenant” (yahad berit; 1QS 5,5; 8,16).

Compared with the notion of the covenant’s importance in the Qum-
ran texts, it is of much less significance in the New Testament (no more
than thirty-three occurrences of diatheke). Nevertheless, it acquired
great prominence, especially because of its use in Jesus’s words during
the Last Supper, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood” (1 Cor.
11:25 // Luke 22:20) or “This is my blood of the covenant” (Mark 14:24
/I Matt. 26:28; cf. in the background Exod. 24:8; Zech. 9:1 1), which was
received as the institution of the Eucharist or the Lord’s Supper, the
central liturgy of Christianity. Another indication of the importance of
the motif of the “new covenant” is the quotation of Jer. 31:31-34 in
Heb. 8:8-12—the longest quotation of an Old Testament text in the New
Testament. The most elaborate theology of the covenant in the New Tes-
tament is found in the Pauline letters. Since Clement of Alexandria
and Origen (second/third century CE), Christians have referred to the
writings of the Bible as the “old” and the “new testaments”*

1. HISTORICAL AND THEOLOGICAL EVALUATION

In the history of ancient Near Eastern religions, the idea of a covenant
between a deity and humans is not unique to Israel. Certainly unique,
though, is its elaborate and multifaceted unfolding in the Hebrew Bible.
While making covenants “before” a deity had most likely been an old
custom in ancient Israel, the idea of a covenant with Yhwh seems to have
developed in a theological reaction against Assyrian rhetorics of power.
Yet only the catastrophe of the Babylonian exile led to the climax of cov-
enant theology. Israel’s breaking of the covenant served as an explana-
tion of the disaster (e.g., Lev. 26:14-39; Deut. 29:18-27; Josh. 23:15-16;
2 Kings 17:15, 35, 38; Jer. 11:1-10, 31:32; Ezek. 16:59), ancient covenant
promises were invoked to inspire hope (Lev. 26:42, 44-45), and the idea
of God’s renewed or new “eternal” covenant became a crucial category
to express the perspective of restoration (Deut. 29-30; Isa. 55:3, 54:10,
59:21, 61:8; Jer. 31:31-33, 32:40, 50:5; Ezek. 16:60, 20:37, 34:25, 37:26;
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Zech. 9:11; Mal. 3:1; Ps. 106:45-46; Bar. 2:35).* Postexilic readers could
“be addressed by diverse covenant theologies at the same time; the deu-
teronomic, because it convicts of guilt and offers that torah that will be in
force also at the end; the prophetic, stepping out into the universal, be-
cause it contains hope; the priestly, because it offers the ultimate ground
for hope: God’s eternal faithfulness that no human unfaithfulness can
destroy”™®

Theologically, the divine covenant portrays God as caring for all living
creatures (Gen. 9); as a loyal partner, committing himself to generous
gifts (Gen. 15, 17); and as a lawgiver with kingly authority who, never-
theless, engages with Israel in a constitutional process (Exod. 19-24;
Deut. 29-30). Moreover, divine covenants typically follow crises: human
sinfulness and the great flood, Abraham and Sarah’s childlessness, Is-
rael’s oppression in Egypt and their dramatic exodus, their rebellion and
forty years of wandering in the wilderness, and, not least, the Babylo-
nian exile. God’s covenants are always a means of reestablishing human
confidence in personal or communal life through strengthening the re-
lationship, often even despite human failure. God is therefore praised as
“keeping the covenant and loyalty” (Deut. 7:9; 1 Kings 8:23 // 2 Chron.
6:14; Dan. 9:4; Neh. 1:5, 9:32). These foundational ideas and their inten-
sive reception during the Second Temple period led to the covenant’s
central importance in both Judaism and Christianity.

For Christian theology, it is fundamental to acknowledge that the
New Testament’s notion of the covenant is grounded in, and dependent
on, its manifold conceptions in the Hebrew Bible and that a simplified
juxtaposition of “the old” and “the new covenants” does not do justice
to its biblical conception. From a canonical perspective, any covenant
theology can only be considered as grounded in God’s covenant with
humanity (Gen. 9)—which gains new shades of meaning when human-
ity may become able to cause or avoid climate catastrophes.
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