THE COVENANT


(1)  BACKGROUND OF THE COVENANT IDEA


A covenant is a solemn promise made binding by an oath which may be either a verbal formula or a symbolic action.  In the Old Testament, the covenant rests on God’s promise and lies at the heart of the biblical concept of history.  Covenant is the core of the Hebrew understanding of their relationship with God.

Beginning a generation ago, the vast field of Oriental law and covenants was studied with a view to finding the context for the Old Testament understanding of covenant.  It was seen very early that the idea of covenant was an extremely important means of regulating behaviour between peoples, especially in the area of international relations.  Believing that they reflected a long and varied tradition of ancient law, G.E. Mendenhall studied Hittite suzerainty treaties from the late Bronze Age (1400 – 1200 BC) to try to understand better the biblical idea of covenant. A suzerainty treaty was the formal basis of the empire.  It spelt out the terms of relationship between the Hittite state and the vassals (lesser groups of peoples) which gave allegiance to the empire. The king would offer to protect a people in exchange for their support and tribute.  This was the only choice for many peoples who were caught between larger powers, and it provided for them a means of security in troubled times.

Mendenhall noted six elements that were nearly always found in the Hittite treaty texts:

(1)  preamble – “These are the words of the king of …”

(2)  historic prologue – recorded the previous aid extended by the suzerain to his vassals 
      and the debt they owed him for this deliverance (past benefits called for future

      obedience)

(3)  stipulations – spelt out the  obligations of the vassal state, including the trust and 

      tribute which was due

(4)  provision for temple deposit and periodic public readings – made certain that all 

      the people were aware of their obligations

(5)  invocation of divine witnesses – those of both suzerain and vassals; even the

      mountains, winds and clouds were called to witness (cf. Deuteronomy 32:1; Isaiah 1:2).
(6)  blessings and curses – pronounced on those who obeyed or neglected the treaty 

      stipulations (cf. Deuteronomy 28)

While there is no single place in the Old Testament where a precise parallel to this form is to be found, there is general agreement that this treaty form lies behind the Old Testament understanding of the covenant.  Similarities are immediately apparent in Exodus 20-23 and especially in the book of Deuteronomy.  Apart from the fundamental difference that Israel bound herself to the Lord God and not to an earthly king, the form of covenant offers helpful parallels. The deliverance from Egypt established their relationship (Exodus 20:1,2) though later celebrations expanded the context to the patriarchs (Joshua 24:2-13).  In return they promised to obey the stipulations of the Decalogue (Exodus 19:8).  The law was to be deposited in the ark which was sacred to the Lord (Exodus 25:16).  The solemn renewal of the covenant, of which Joshua 24 is an example and which many scholars believe to have been an annual remembrance fits into this framework. Even the murmurings in the wilderness take on added importance because the stipulations of the Hittite treaties specifically forbade murmurings against the suzerain.  Like their secular equivalents, Israel was forbidden from entering into any agreement with neighbouring nations, and from having anything to do with their gods. The promise of the king’s protection was predicated on their exclusive obedience.

Scholars tend to think that the covenant concept goes back early into history.  The covenant is now recognised as one way of accounting for the unity that Israel as a nomadic people were able to achieve so early.  Part of our understanding of revelation is that God takes concepts that are current and uses them for His purposes.  The end result is that the idea is greatly expanded.  So the covenant relationship, as it developed in history, became something that the original usage could not have comprehended.  This is characteristic of God’s redeeming action.  He meets us where we are and takes us on from there.  In the end, covenant comes to include the whole earth and its validity is eternal.  No human covenant could have been developed to express this breadth.

(2)  DEVELOPMENT OF THE OLD TESTAMENT COVENANT


(a)  The Covenant with Noah

The covenant idea is already implicit in the promise made to Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:15 and is reflected in God’s promise to Cain in marking him so that no one would slay him (Genesis 4:15).  But it is with Noah that the covenant idea appears fully.  Even before the flood, God says to Noah, “I will establish My covenant with you …” (Genesis 6:18).  Then, as if to define the covenant, He tells Noah and his family to come into the ark.  The covenant was then sealed after the flood (Genesis 9:1-17).  The covenant is not just a contract between two parties.  God comes to Noah and his sons and announces that He will establish His covenant with them and with every living creature.  The scope is universal; there are no conditions given, and the rainbow becomes the sign of God’s promise (Genesis 9:13).  God’s purpose, even in narrowing the line of the covenant people, is to bring blessing to all the people of the earth. 

(b)  The Covenant with Abraham (Genesis 15,17)

The basis of this covenant is already present in Genesis 12:1-3 where God calls Abram to leave his home and promises to make of him a great nation.  In response to Abram’s question about his possessing the land in Genesis 15, God performs with Abram a solemn rite concluding in v. 18, “On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram”.  Nothing could assure the certainty of this promise more than this solemn ceremony sealed by God’s oath (see Jeremiah 34:18-22).

God’s promises:  (1) to give the land (cf. Genesis 17:8)


               (2) that Abram will become the father of a great nation (Genesis 17:4 

                                 “many nations”).

                            (3) to be God to them and to their descendents after them (Genesis 17:7)


God is the suzerain (15:18; 17:7).  The covenant is finally to be eternal (17:19) for all their descendants after them.  Isaac is specifically included in the long line of descendants that will know God as their God and become His people.  Ishmael is blessed, but pointedly excluded from the covenant (17:20).

Abraham and his seed must “keep” the covenant (17:10-14).  As a sign of this every male was to be circumcised (17:10), using the cutting of circumcision as a symbolic act of the curse pronounced on anyone who broke the covenant.  This is the first sign of reciprocity in the covenant, although circumcision is probably more a “marker” of those who were later to share in God’s promises than a stipulation.  It served as a type of the ordinances that were later to be signs of God’s promises – baptism and the Lord’s supper.

All of this was an expression of God’s desire for communion with His covenant people.  And while the covenant was unconditional in the sense that God would never forget His promises or leave Himself without a witness ( = those who would respond in faith to these promises), the continuation of each individual in the blessings of these promises was contingent on their response of faith.

(c)  The Mosaic Covenant

While this covenant was to be the fundamental basis for the nation of Israel, the continuity with the earlier promises of God was obvious to all (Exodus 3:15).  The parallels with international treaty forms is so striking that it is clear that Israel viewed this as the basis for her social and spiritual life.  Instead of a king, God would be their ruler (cf. Judges 8:23), and instead of political and economic values being uppermost, moral and spiritual values would have that place.

First, Israel was sovereignly chosen and because of that, delivered from the bondage of Egypt (Exodus 19:4).  The motive for this was later expressed as God’s love for them, but a love that could not be separated from His covenant promises with their fathers (Deuteronomy 7:6-8;  Exodus 2:24). The purpose of the Exodus was redemptive, delivering the people from bondage and making it possible for them to worship God in purity and truth (Exodus 3:12).  While the treaty parallel suggests a fundamental suzerain-vassal relationship between God and His people, it was more than this.  The people were also adopted into a filial relationship with God (Exodus 4:22; Deuteronomy 8:5).  He was not only their suzerain; He was their Father.

Definite stipulations are present in this covenant.  Keeping the covenant is enlarged to mean Israel’s obedient response to God’s initiative (Exodus 19:4,5; Deuteronomy 26:16-19).  The stipulations include both apodictic (“You shall not …”), and case law (“If … then you will …”).  These stipulations are not to be viewed as one of the bases on which the covenant rests (the other being God’s promise), as though this was a bilateral treaty, but rather the condition of their continuing to enjoy the blessings the suzerain promised to them.  But in this case, since the suzerain is God Himself, the stipulations involve a life of obedience in which His holy character is to be reflected (Leviticus 19:2 “You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God, am holy”).  

While the promise evident in the Abrahamic covenant is not missing, the emphasis here is on the stipulations which God imposes on His people.  The covenant is made and put into operation on the basis of God’s (the suzerain) decision.  It is because of the prior fact that Israel was God’s people and so His personal possession, that they are urged to reflect this reality by their obedient response.  God’s choice of them is fixed.  Only their continuance in the blessings of that promise will be the result of their obedience.
This covenant challenge to Israel is a recurrent theme through the books of the kings – sometimes called the Deuteronomic history. In these books their continued existence as a nation is made to rest on their faithfulness to their covenant obligations.  For the northern kingdom, the crucial event was the great sin of Jeroboam (1 Kings 13:33,34).  Until the final deportation, the writer repeats the judgement against each king, “He walked in the way of Jeroboam”.  When Assyria finally conquers Israel, the reason given is: “The people of Israel walked in all the sins which Jeroboam did; they did not depart from them until the Lord removed Israel out of his sight” (2 Kings 17:22,23).  The curses of the covenant fell on Israel for her sin.

(d)  The covenant with David

God’s promises to David follow the pattern of His taking up His promises and repeating them, each time in a larger and more comprehensive framework.  Spoken through the prophet Nathan, the promise to David is found in 2 Samuel 7:12-17.  Though the actual term “covenant” is not used, the idea is unmistakably present.  In Psalm 89:3,4,27,28, God’s covenant with David is described in much the same terms as the Abrahamic covenant.  But there is a new element – kingdom or empire. This includes both the “realm”, the land that God promised to the fathers, and God’s “ruling” over that realm.  God seems to be saying that He will take David’s throne for Himself and make it His own to ensure its permanence (2 Samuel 17:16).
The descendants of David are urged to keep God’s testimonies so that they will continue to sit on the throne (Psalm 132:12), but with a new promise on God’s part, “When he ( = David’s offspring) commits iniquity, I will chasten him with the rod of men, with the stripes of the sons of men” (2 Samuel 7:14).

Chronicles throws further understanding on how Israel understood God’s promise to David.  Compiled as late as 400BC, the books of Chronicles were written for the refugees who had returned to Israel form exile and were tyring to rebuild their nation.  The books of Chronicles treat the rebuilding as restoration.  Only by recalling the covenant forms that David received from Moses and that they were most perfectly realised in the temple worship, could God be properly honoured.  They must remember that God was their true King and that David’s reign was a sign of this greater reign.  Recalling Nathan’s promise, the Chronicler reiterates God’s intention for the Davidic line. “A son shall be born to you … He shall be my son” God tells David, “and I will be his father, and I will establish His royal throne in Israel forever”  (1Chronicles 22:9,10).  

This promise to David featuring an eternal ruler is picked up in Psalm 2:7 “You are my son, today I have begotten you”.  This is interpreted by the Psalmist as a Messianic reference, because in the very next verse, this Son is promised the nations as His inheritance.
The idea that God’s Son would be a mediator of an eternal covenant had earlier played a role in the servant songs of Isaiah.  In Isaiah 42:1 and 6, God chose His servant to bring justice to the nations, “I will appoint you as a covenant to the people, as a light to the nations” (v. 6).  Isaiah 55:3,4 refers to the everlasting covenant as God’s “steadfast sure love to David”.  In Malachi 3:1 this same person is called “my messenger” (3:1) “but who can endure the day of his coming?”  (3:2). This rule will be a universal kingdom, involving all nations as God had promised Abraham (Isaiah 2:2-4), but bringing judgement (chastening) as well as blessing (Isaiah 2:9-12).
Writing in the midst of the destruction of all the outward symbols of God’s covenant promises just before the exile, (Jeremiah 31:31-34), Jeremiah insists that God is not finished with His covenant people.  God promises to one day make a new covenant, new in the sense that it will be unlike the former covenant which the fathers broke.  The Hebrew construction here implies that though the new covenant will succeed where the other did not, it will carry forward, as well as supersede the realities of the Mosaic covenant. 
When Jeremiah says this new covenant would be made “after those days” (31:33), “those days” must refer to God’s redemptive acts described earlier in the chapter as a building and a gathering (vs 4,10,16).  This new covenant would involve placing the law in the heart ( = knowing the Lord v.34).  Jeremiah knew Israel’s failure had been a lack of knowledge (4:22;  8:7; 24:7).  This new standing before the Lord would be for everyone (v.34 “from the least of them to the greatest”), and not just for the prophets or the priests.  And finally this new relationship would include the forgiveness of sins (v.34).  Sin would be dealt with in a final way, so that it would no longer be remembered.  In the midst of personal and national tragedies, Jeremiah lifted the hopes of the people and prophesied of a new and living way, the new covenant Christ would seal by His blood (Luke 22:20; 1 Corinthians 11:25).

Immediately after the exile, Ezra and Jeremiah were faced on their return to Jerusalem with widespread syncretism and paganism.  It was natural to focus on the covenant as God’s reassuring promise and also to attempt to ensure enforcement of the law by political means.  If failure to keep the law had been the cause of their tragedies, they must ensure that the law was kept.  The people responded to Ezra and made an oath to walk in God’s law: “Now therefore, our God, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God, who does keep covenant and loving kindness.  Do not let all the hardship seem insignificant before Thee, which has come upon us … Thou art just in all that has come upon us … Now because of all this we are making an agreement in writing …”  (Nehemiah 9:32,33,38).  God was bound to His promise to Abraham, as Israel was bound to keep the law given at Sinai.  It was during this time that the compiler of Chronicles held up before the people the hope he saw in the theocratic rule of David.
For the rabbis during the intertestamental period, the covenant conception of Chronicles was central.  They often spoke of God as King, who had solicited their worship by His saving acts.  But the conditional element was also prominent.  God’s people had to accept God’s kingship by obedience.  In the covenant, God had provided for sin to be covered.  Keeping this part as well as each and every other part of the law in turn established (or re-established) the covenant relationship.  

Was the covenant conditional or unconditional?  In a sense there are two sides to the Old Testament covenant.  One emphasises the promise aspect, as in the promise to the patriarchs and to David; the other, stemming from Sinai and featured in the Deuteronomic school, emphasises conditions and stipulations (though both include promise and stipulations).  But the two perspectives complement rather than contradict each other.  The promise of salvation given to the patriarchs becomes the blessing of the Sinai covenant which Israel would enjoy through its continued faithfulness.  Nathan voices the promise of eternal blessing in 2 Samuel 7, while Isaiah promises a faithful successor to David who will realise the covenant blessings for all His people.  At this point, the treaty form, while not excluded, is taken into a larger covenant ideal that will be brought about through the work of the Son of David, Jesus the Messiah.
Was the Old Testament covenant idea changeless or was it a changing one?  There is ample evidence that the reality of the covenant took a variety of forms in its historical development.  The suzerain treaty form gives us an important starting point and background. But if we are to be biblical in our understanding of the covenant, we must recognise its historical character.

(3)  THEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE COVENANT

Lying behind the covenant is the sovereign will of the gracious God: “I will be your God and you will be My people” (Leviticus 26:12).  His will now directs a particular course of events.  The life of Israel (and therefore of each person in Israel) has taken on a unique meaning;  history itself receives direction and significance.  God has entered into history and tied Himself to particular events which He promises will have everlasting consequences.  The end is only dimly envisioned, but this is because God sets the terms and fixes the goals.

This implies that for this people there is a new security to life. The covenant, as it is filled in by the law, helps a person know where he stands.  He can count on things because a stable element has been added to his life and to history.  Trust is possible; the capriciousness of Near Eastern gods is totally excluded.  At the same time, each man and woman, each family, is called on to surrender in obedience and love.  Apart from such a response there is no “protection” against this God. He has lovingly provided the means to communion, but at the same time, He has excluded all other ways.

With such a foundation, it now becomes possible to establish a well defined moral and social order that will consistently reflect this foundation. This order comes to expression in the law.

But the basic demand is to know God – to enjoy a living and personal relationship with Him. This is of more consequence than the sacrifice and offerings which express this relationship (Hosea 6:6).  The spirituality of this bond, which is the goal of the covenant, has important implications.  It embraces potentially all people, from the least to the greatest, and makes possible a remarkable individual and group cohesion.  Without diminishing human responsibility, it makes real human solidarity possible.  And more than just that, all of life takes on the character of a response to God, walking humbly in accordance with God’s will (Micah 6:8).  There can be no split between the sacred and profane spheres of life; at least potentially every movement can be sacred unto God.

And finally, from the very beginning, this association between God and His people points to a universal application.  It could not happen immediately, but the covenant bond was not essentially exclusive.

Now it becomes possible to understand the biblical view of history.  This relationship between God and His people arose in the course of actual events.  It is not a bond inherent in nature, as with most primitive religions, but one that God has made in particular events.  Events, when viewed in relation to this program can be seen as decisive and crucial.  There is direction and a momentum to things that point naturally to the crucial events of the life of Jesus of Nazareth.
(This study is a summary of Themes in Old Testament Theology by William Dyrness, InterVarsity Press [1977], pp.113-126)
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