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The Covenant

The Covenant concept was commonly used for ordinary transactions in the ancient Near East. In the Bible, the concept becomes central, & essentially refers to the relationship freely entered into between God & his people. It is a completely gratuitous, undeserved initiative from God, intended to result in a relationship of joy & blessing, which however requires a response from humans if the relationship is to persist & flourish. The Covenant relationship is an agreement, or promise, or relationship which is legally binding, & may be compared with marriage. Parties entering into such a relationship were not necessarily on an equal footing.

“Testament” is another word for Covenant. Thus, in the Bible, the OT refers to the Covenant relationship established principally with Abraham & Moses, while the NT grows out of the New Covenant initiated through the death & resurrection of Jesus Christ.

The Covenant in the Old Testament

God renews his covenant on several occasions. In biblical order, these are:

1. The Covenant with Noah, made after the Flood (Gen. 9:8-17).

In this Covenant, God promises never again to destroy the earth & its creatures. It is therefore a universal Covenant made between God & the whole of creation, both humans & creatures. It is sealed & “signed” by the rainbow – God’s gloriously coloured bow which is set aside, never again to be used aggressively against the earth.

2. God’s Covenant with Abraham is in the form of a threefold promise (Gen. 12:1-3):

a) God will give Abram a land for him & his descendants;
b) Abram’s descendants will be great, as the stars in the sky or the sand on the seashore (Gen. 22:17);
c) Through Abram’s descendants the whole world will be blessed.

In his response (“so Abram went”, Gen. 12:4), Abraham accepts God’s promise. 

However, Abram understandably wonders how the Covenant is to come about since he & his wife are childless & beyond child-bearing age. God therefore further ratifies his promise by sealing the Covenant with a sacrifice Abram is asked to make (Gen. 15:1-11, 17-20).

In the final ratification of the Covenant (Gen. 17:1-14), Abram’s name becomes
Abraham (“Abraham” means “father of a multitude”), & God demands the circumcision of every male of eight days old – “so shall my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting covenant”. Circumcision among Semitic peoples is known to be an ancient rite; now for Abraham & his descendants it carries special significance.

Isaac is finally born to Abraham (aged 100) & Sarah (Gen. 21:1-7).

3. God’s Covenant with Moses at Mount Sinai (or Horeb) is based on God’s promise to the whole Hebrew people that he will become their particular God (Exod. 19:1-8; 20:1-17; 24:3-8). Having seen God’s character through his rescue of them from slavery in Egypt, they have the required knowledge to decide if this God should be the god of their choice. (As yet each tribe is thought to have its own tribal god).

The people are invited to keep the Law as their response to this Covenant, to which they agree. The Covenant is thereupon sealed with sacrifice: Moses sprinkles blood (representing God-given life) from the sacrificial animals on the altar (representing God); he then reads “the book of the covenant” to the people. On the people’s assent, the remainder of the blood is sprinkled on them. Thus God & his people are bound by blood in a life-giving relationship.

A certain amount of repetition indicates that different strands of written tradition have been woven together. Another tradition (Exod. 31:18; 32:15-20; 34:1-4, 27-28) refers to the tablets of stone on which the commandments were carved.

4. God’s covenant with David promises David a rich posterity (2 Sam. 7:11-13), while 2 Sam. 23:1-7 describes idyllically the life of a people whose king is in a Covenant relationship with God.

Psalm 89:1-36 expresses similar sentiments about David, the chosen of the Lord, & his Covenant relationship with God. However, a total reversal of mood in verses 38-52 indicates the people’s orderly life has become shattered; the nation has hit hard times; Jerusalem is destroyed; there is no longer a king. God, it seems, has rejected his part of the Covenant (verses 38-39). The Psalmist (perhaps an exile in Babylon after the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BCE) agonises, “What’s happened? What has gone wrong? Has God broken his promise to David?” David is now a past figure (v.49).

This indicates how the Psalm grew, as a later generation struggled to make sense of life in a changed world.


The Development of the Covenant in Hebrew Understanding

The original universal Covenant with Noah gradually became narrowed down, through Abraham & his “tribe”, through his descendants at Mount Sinai, to the king of Israel, pre-eminently David. Finally, it resides in one individual descendant of David, Jesus, who inaugurates the New Covenant through his death & resurrection. This Covenant which brings forgiveness is foreshadowed at the Last Supper in the wine as Christ’s shed lifeblood of the New Covenant (1 Cor. 11:25; Mk 14:23-24; Mt 26:27-28. Also, Lk 22:20, which is omitted in some versions).

But the understanding of the Covenant gradually changes too. God’s promise to Abraham is one of limitless blessing. It is unconditional & accepted as such in a contractual agreement of which circumcision is the sign. At Sinai, God freely & gratuitously chooses the Hebrews as his people in a totally selfless act. The Law is given as a way whereby the Hebrews can respond to this invitation.

This promise & gratuitous choice by God reveal his quite amazing goodness & generosity. The Covenant relationship was intended to be one of joy between God & his people, called to be separate from all others.

Later, after the fall of the kingdoms of Israel & Judah, & the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE, resulting in the Babylonian exile, the people were utterly traumatised. What had happened? Weren’t they still God’s chosen people?

The answer of many was that they had broken the Covenant relationship, forgetting this was intended as a relationship of joy based on God’s generosity. In legalising the people’s response, the Covenant was turned into a religion of works & legal obedience to God. Thus the Covenant could come to be understood as depending on the Hebrews & their acts, rather than on the amazing generosity of God.

But the original sense of the graciousness of God’s Covenant was kept alive, especially by the prophets. Jeremiah chapters 30-31 celebrates God’s new Covenant in a beautiful passage which Jesus may have had in mind at the Last Supper.

In NT times, a lawyer quotes two separate verses from the Torah, “You shall love the Lord your God…” (Deut. 6:5) & “You shall love your neighbour as yourself” (Lev.19:18), as God’s requirements for his people in keeping the Covenant.
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