
NEW STUDIES IN BIBLICAL THEOLOGY 23

Series editor: D. A. Carson

Sealed with an oath

COVENANT IN GOD’S
UNFOLDING PURPOSE

Paul R. Williamson

A

IV P
DOWNERS GROVE, ILLINOIS 60515

M564 - SEALED OATH M/UP  29/11/06  9:57 AM  Page 3 Gary Gary's G4:Users:Gary:Public



APOLLOS (an imprint of Inter-Varsity Press)
Norton Street, Nottingham NG7 3HR, England
Email: ivp@ivpbooks.com
Website: www.ivpbooks.com

INTERVARSITY PRESS
PO Box 1400, Downers Grove, Illinois 60515, USA
Website: www.ivpress.com
Email: mail@ivpress.com

© Paul R. Williamson 2007

Paul R. Williamson has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act,
1988, to be identified as Author of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher or
the Copyright Licensing Agency.

Scripture quotations marked  are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version,
published by HarperCollins Publishers © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division of Good
News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked  are taken from the Holy Bible, New International
Version. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission
of Hodder & Stoughton, a division of Hodder Headline Ltd. All rights reserved. ‘NIV’ is
a trademark of International Bible Society. UK trademark number 1448790.

Scripture quotations marked  are taken from the HOLY BIBLE, TODAY’S NEW
INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 2001, 2005 by International Bible Society.
All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked  are taken from the New Revised Standard Version of
the Bible, Anglicized edition, copyright © 1989, 1995 by the Division of Christian
Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA. Used by
permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked  are taken from the Revised Standard Version,
copyrighted 1946, 1952, © 1971, 1973, by the Division of Christian Education, National
Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

First published 2007

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

UK ISBN-13: 978-1-84474-165-6
UK ISBN-10: 1-84474-165-6

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
These data have been requested.

US ISBN-10: 0-8308-2624-6
US ISBN-13: 978-0-8308-2624-7

Set in Monotype Times New Roman
Typeset in Great Britain by Servis Filmsetting Ltd, Manchester
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Creative Print & Design (Wales), Ebbw Vale

M564 - SEALED OATH M/UP  29/11/06  9:57 AM  Page 4 Gary Gary's G4:Users:Gary:Public



To Mum,
with love and gratitude
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Series preface

New Studies in Biblical Theology is a series of monographs that
address key issues in the discipline of biblical theology. Contributions
to the series focus on one or more of three areas: 1. the nature and
status of biblical theology, including its relations with other dis-
ciplines (e.g. historical theology, exegesis, systematic theology, histor-
ical criticism, narrative theology); 2. the articulation and exposition
of the structure of thought of a particular biblical writer or corpus;
and 3. the delineation of a biblical theme across all or part of the bib-
lical corpora.

Above all, these monographs are creative attempts to help think-
ing Christians understand their Bibles better. The series aims simul-
taneously to instruct and to edify, to interact with the current
literature, and to point the way ahead. In God’s universe, mind and
heart should not be divorced: in this series we will try not to separate
what God has joined together. While the notes interact with the best
of scholarly literature, the text is uncluttered with untransliterated
Greek and Hebrew, and tries to avoid too much technical jargon. The
volumes are written within the framework of confessional evangel-
icalism, but there is always an attempt at thoughtful engagement with
the sweep of the relevant literature.

One of the major trajectories that ties the Bible together is the
theme of covenant. Indeed, only because of the misadventure of
doubtful translation do we say that the Bible has two ‘Testaments’
rather than two ‘Covenants’. Many Christian thinkers across the cen-
turies have made ‘covenant’ the organizing principle by which they
understand the Old Testament, or even the entire Bible. Dr
Williamson has given us a fresh reading of the many passages that
contribute to this theme. The task is enormous, of course, since the
material is not only plentiful, but in many passages much disputed.
Inevitably, not every reader will be persuaded by every bit of exegesis
in this book. But few will be the readers who will not learn a great
deal from it, and who will not appreciate the firm but respectful way

9
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Dr Williamson disagrees with his dialogue partners. And perhaps
some of those who are much too indebted to atomistic exegesis,
unable to see how the Bible hangs together, will glimpse something of
the comprehensiveness and wholeness of God’s self-disclosure in
Scripture, and find their worship of the covenant-making God
enhanced.

D. A. Carson
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

SEALED WITH AN OATH

10
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Author’s preface

The present study was first conceived as a dictionary article for IVP’s
New Dictionary of Biblical Theology. Part of the original article was
subsequently expanded for a more focused contribution in IVP’s
Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch. Over a longer than anti-
cipated gestation period, the material has continued to grow and
develop, until it has reached its present shape. In many respects,
however, it remains a work in progress, and is certainly not presented
as a comprehensive analysis of the subject. For the latter a much
larger volume and (for this author, at least) a much longer gestation
period would be necessary. It is hoped, nevertheless, that this study
will provide a stimulating overview of the various divine-human
covenants in Scripture, as well as offering some insights into the role
that covenant has in biblical theology. The most radical departure
from the traditional covenantal schema is my dual-covenant approach
to God’s dealings with Abraham. This approach builds on the insights
of my doctoral supervisor, Dr T. D. Alexander, and is defended in
much greater detail in my earlier monograph, Abraham, Israel and the
Nations. Interested readers will find there the detailed argument that
the present volume must often take for granted.

The aim of the present study is to highlight the significance of
covenant for biblical theology, and explore the role of this concept
within God’s unfolding purpose. The first chapter reviews some of the
important issues that must be addressed in any biblical-theological
investigation of covenant, not least, the meaning of this biblical idea.
The conclusion reached is that covenant is essentially ‘a solemn com-
mitment, guaranteeing promises or obligations undertaken by one or
both parties, sealed with an oath’. The primary function of this
ancient theological motif, first introduced in the context of the flood,
is understood as follows: to advance God’s creative purpose of uni-
versal blessing.

The second chapter, therefore, sets the covenant idea into its biblical-
theological context, namely, God’s purpose to extend his rule and

11
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blessing throughout the world – a divine plan jeopardized but not eradi-
cated by human rebellion. The suggestion that humanity’s prelapsar-
ian relationship with God should also be described as some form of
covenant is explored but rejected.

The following five chapters examine each of the major divine-
human covenants attested to in the Old Testament. The universal
covenant with Noah is all-encompassing, serving mainly to guaran-
tee the future survival of God’s creation despite human rebellion.
Rather than seeing this as a renewal of an earlier covenant established
at creation, this Noahic covenant is understood as the covenant with
creation subsequently alluded to in other OT texts (Jer. 33:19–26),
which guarantees the ultimate fulfilment of God’s creative purpose.

This purpose is further unpacked in the next major development in
the history of the covenant idea: God’s promises to Abraham. Two
distinct, but related aspects of God’s programmatic agenda, namely,
nationhood and international blessing (Gen. 12:1–3), are solemnly
confirmed by two distinct covenants established between God and
Abraham. The national aspect of God’s promises is the primary
focus in the rest of the patriarchal narratives and we begin to see its
fulfilment in the multiplication of the Israelites in Egypt, the exodus
and the conquest.

The next major covenant, established with the nation of Israel at
Sinai, sets out the covenantal obligations for those in whom God’s
national promise to Abraham is realized. In order to mediate bless-
ing to others, Israel must model the kingdom of God on earth by
living according to the Mosaic Law. Despite many renewals, this was
a covenant that ultimately appeared to have failed. Israel failed to
fulfil its obligations, hence jeopardizing the fulfilment of God’s inter-
national agenda.

With the national dimension of the promise attaining fulfilment in
the time of David (2 Sam. 7:1), the next covenantal development
focuses in particular on the royal seed that had earlier been promised
to Abraham (Gen 17:6, 16). As hinted at in the Abraham narrative
itself, this royal seed would ultimately serve as the bridge between the
national and international aspects of God’s ancestral promises: thus
the royal covenant established with David and his dynasty picks
up the royal and international trajectories from the Abraham narrative,
and identifies more explicitly the conquering seed through whom
international blessing would eventually come.

Israel’s failure and inherent inability to mediate blessing to the
nations is addressed directly by the climactic covenantal development:

SEALED WITH AN OATH
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a new covenant through which all others would find their ultimate
fulfilment. Chapter 7 explores how this new covenant is anticipated in
the Old Testament’s prophetic literature, and chapter 8 surveys how
the New Testament portrays its fulfilment – along with all previous
divine-human covenants – in the person of Jesus Christ and the
kingdom he inaugurated.

Thus, by tracing the covenant trajectory from its conception in the
primeval period to its consummation in the new heavens and the new
earth, this study highlights that covenant is not only one of
Scripture’s more significant theological motifs, but that it is also a
most important bonding agent in the cement that unites Scripture as
a whole.

Like all such projects, this work could not have been completed
without the help and assistance of others. I want to take this oppor-
tunity, therefore, to express sincere gratitude to those whose prayers
have been a tremendous source of encouragement. The undergradu-
ate and postgraduate students I have had the privilege of teaching at
Moore College, as well as some of the folk from St Helen’s, Bishops-
gate, have acted as a sounding board for many of the ideas contained
in this volume. The Principal and Moore College Council generously
provided study leave, facilitating a period of writing that was unin-
terrupted with other teaching or administrative responsibilities. The
support of my colleagues at Moore College has been a great help. In
particular, Philip Kern and Peter O’Brien took time out of a busy
schedule to read and comment on earlier drafts of this study. I am
also greatly indebted to Professor D. A. Carson, Philip Duce and the
editorial team at IVP, whose insights and observations have helped
sharpen my own thinking and improve the clarity of expression in
several places. While all these contributions have certainly enhanced
the final product, naturally I alone am responsible for any shortcom-
ings that remain.

Last but not least I want to express thanks to my family – Karen,
Matthew and Andrew – whose love and support are a constant
delight and whose various interests provide a healthy balance to my
theological pursuits. Thanks also to my mum, whose Christian faith
and perseverance were instrumental in my own salvation, and whose
kindness, generosity and love have endured through many trials. I
dedicate this book to her with love and gratitude.

Paul R. Williamson

AUTHOR’S PREFACE
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Chapter One

Biblical theology and the
covenant concept

Biblical theology, covenant and the unity of
Scripture

In terms of theological parlance, ‘biblical theology’ is possibly one of
the most difficult concepts to tie down. While scholars of all persua-
sions happily use the terminology, they do not necessarily have the
same thing in mind.1 For some it simply refers to theological ideas
expressed in the Bible, whether in part or the whole. Thus it may
describe the theology of a particular book or corpus (e.g. the theology
of Isaiah or the theology of the Pentateuch),2 the theology of either
part of the Christian canon (i.e. Old Testament Theology or New
Testament Theology), or even a synthesis of biblical doctrine.3 While
all such theological reflection certainly falls within its broad compass,
as a distinct theological discipline, biblical theology is arguably best
thought of as a holistic enterprise tracing unfolding theological
trajectories throughout Scripture and exploring no biblical concept,
theme or book in isolation from the whole. Rather, each concept,
theme or book is considered ultimately in terms of how it contributes
to and advances the Bible’s meta-narrative, typically understood in
terms of a salvation history that progresses towards and culminates in
Jesus Christ. As Rosner (2000: 3) has recently defined it,

Biblical theology is principally concerned with the overall the-
ological message of the whole Bible. It seeks to understand the
parts in relation to the whole and, to achieve this, it must work
with the mutual interaction of the literary, historical, and the-
ological dimensions of the various corpora, and with the inter-
relationships of these within the whole canon of Scripture.

17

1 See e.g. Barr 1999: 1–17.
2 It is sometimes employed even with respect to putative underlying sources; e.g. the

‘theology of the Yahwist’, etc.
3 In the latter case it may differ little, if at all, from dogmatic or systematic theology.
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It is within the parameters of such a biblical-theological framework
(what some have dubbed, ‘pan-biblical theology’) that the present
study will explore the nature and relationship between the various
divine–human covenants revealed in Scripture.

The validity of such an enterprise, however, has not gone unchal-
lenged.4 Perhaps the most serious of such challenges for constructing
such a biblical theology in general, and one focusing on ‘covenant’ in
particular, concerns the implications of theological diversity for the
overarching ‘unity of Scripture’. Indeed, given the presence of such
theological diversity, for many scholars it is impossible to speak of
the ‘unity’ of either part of the canon. Thus most mainstream schol-
arship rejects any idea of a unified theology of the Old Testament,
preferring to think rather in terms of Old Testament theologies.5 In a
similar vein, most contemporary New Testament scholars reject
the possibility of constructing a single New Testament theology,
although not all would embrace the radical position advocated by
Räisänen, who, following Baur’s lead, identifies such sharp theo-
logical disagreement among New Testament authors as to under-
mine completely the task of constructing a single New Testament
theology.6

Against such a negative premise concerning the extent of theo-
logical diversity within the scriptural canon, it is certainly difficult to see
how biblical theology (as defined above) can be accepted as a legit-
imate scholarly enterprise: ‘biblical theology cannot be maintained if
there is no (at least underlying) unity in the Bible’s theology’.7

Without such fundamental unity, it is inconceivable how one might
construct any coherent biblical theology of an overarching scriptural
concept such as covenant. While one cannot deny that Scripture has
indeed multifaceted voices, sometimes in dialectical relationship,8 the
core issue here is not whether Scripture speaks with one voice or
many, but whether these many voices – regardless of their distinct
emphases – are all essentially singing from the same theological hymn
sheet. Evangelical scholarship has traditionally contended that such

SEALED WITH AN OATH

18

4 See Balla 2000: 20–27.
5 Such a stance is sometimes masked by volumes whose titles imply a unified Old

Testament theology; however, compare the title of Gerstenberger’s (2002) recently
published Theologies of the Old Testament.

6 See Marshall (2004: 17–47) for a concise discussion and response. For a more com-
prehensive critique, see Balla 1997.

7 Balla 2000: 24.
8 ‘Dialectic’ is the interplay between opposing or paradoxical ideas, such as ‘judg-

ment and salvation’ (i.e. opposites in tension).
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is indeed the case, and that the key which unlocks this theological
symphony is the Bible’s meta-narrative as described above. Thus,
while an investigation into the unity of Scripture clearly lies outside
the scope of the current investigation, it is hoped that this study will
demonstrate how the biblical-theological trajectory of covenant illus-
trates at least one way in which Scripture’s numerous and diverse
voices do blend together in perfect harmony.

The place of covenant in biblical scholarship

It is clear that from an early stage in the Christian era the
significance of the covenant concept in biblical theology was recog-
nized. Such is noticeably reflected in the canonical nomenclature
applied to Christian Scripture: the Old and New Testaments.9

Apparently, it was not until the Reformation period, however, that
anyone constructed a biblical theology around this particular
concept. This was done by Johannes Cocceius (1603–69), whose
attempt to interpret the Bible holistically by giving central place to
‘covenant’ not only laid the basis for federal or covenant theology
(e.g. as presented in the 1677 magnum opus of H. Witsius), but also
anticipated more recent emphases by identifying covenant as the
major biblical-theological trajectory that could be traced through-
out salvation history.

While the centrality of the covenant idea was assumed by
Reformed theology in the years that followed, some disagreement
broke out over the precise nature and number of the covenants (e.g.
in the famous Marrow Controversy [1718–23] of the Church of
Scotland, debate raged over the postulated ‘covenant of grace’ and its
relationship to the postulated ‘covenant of redemption’).10 With the
advent of modernity, however, new questions began to arise with
respect to both the antiquity of the covenant concept in Israel’s
history, and its theological importance as a biblical idea. While such
debate took place largely within the domain of Old Testament
scholarship, more recently – through the impact of post-Holocaust
ecumenical dialogue and E. P. Sanders’s concept of ‘covenantal
nomism’ – New Testament scholarship has become embroiled in its

BIBLICAL THEOLOGY AND THE COVENANT CONCEPT

19

9 While the precise origin of this nomenclature is unknown, it was clearly quite
early in the Early Church period.

10 For a concise discussion of the Marrow Controversy and also the twentieth-
century debate on the place of law and grace in federal theology, see McGowan 2005:
183–189.
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own brand of covenant controversy as well. As discussion of the
latter will be taken up in a subsequent chapter, here we will limit
our focus to the discussion of covenant within Old Testament
scholarship.11

Wellhausen and source criticism
In his highly influential Prolegomena to the History of Israel,12

Wellhausen reconstructed the history of Israelite religion from (what
he perceived to be) a primitive stage resting on the conviction of an
indestructible natural bond between Yahweh and Israel, through the
heightened ethical imperatives of the prophets (the highpoint for
Wellhausen) to the slide into legalism in the post-exilic era.
According to this reconstruction, the presentation of Israel’s rela-
tionship with Yahweh in terms of a covenant was a relatively late
development influenced primarily by the preaching of the prophets.13

Through the latter, Wellhausen believed, the ‘natural bond between
the two [Yahweh and Israel] was severed, and the relation was hence-
forth viewed as conditional’.14 From this the notion of covenant or
treaty naturally developed.15

While some scholars by and large accepted Wellhausen’s conclu-
sions with respect to the antiquity and historicity of the Sinai trad-
itions, others rejected the sharp dichotomy he had drawn between
early Israelite religion and that which arose through the preaching of

SEALED WITH AN OATH

20

11 The following material is drawn largely from Nicholson’s penetrating study
(1986).

12 First published as Geshichte Israels, vol. 1 (ET History of Israel; Berlin:
Reimer, 1978), it was renamed Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels in subsequent
German additions. The second edition (1883) served as the basis for the first English
edition, thus entitled Prolegomena to the History of Israel, Edinburgh: A. & C.
Black, 1885.

13 Prior to the prophets, ‘The relation between the people and God was a natural
one as that of son to father; it did not rest upon observance of the conditions of a pact’
(‘Israel’ appendix to Prolegomena, 469). For Wellhausen, the traditions of Moses the
leader of the exodus generation (historical episode) and Moses the Sinai lawgiver (lit-
erary fiction) were sharply distinguished. While Moses subsequently promulgated 
legislation for Israel (beginning at Kadesh), this was the beginning of an ongoing ad
hoc process rather than a single act furnishing Israel with a national constitution
(see Nicholson 1986: 4–5). The Sinai tradition arose later, from the need to stamp
this growing legislative body of material with divine imprimatur by associating it
with a single dramatic moment in the past.

14 ‘Israel’ appendix to Prolegomena, 473.
15 Wellhausen maintained that the key OT term for covenant is not used of a

divine–human relationship in the eighth-century prophets, but was subsequently seen
to fit very well their (as well as later prophetic) emphasis on the conditionality of
Yahweh’s relationship with Israel.
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the eighth-century prophets, and maintained that there was a
historical core to the Sinai traditions which reflected some sort of
early covenant arrangement.16

Form and tradition criticism
The effect of form criticism, with its emphasis on the narratives as
folk tales (German: Sagen), was to sharpen the historical questions
even more: how much of the bondage–exodus–wilderness complex of
stories was rooted in historical fact? While a kernel of such informa-
tion was generally acknowledged, controversy continued over the
antiquity and historicity of the covenant idea.17 Indeed, of those who
accepted the antiquity of the concept in Israel, several understood its
early significance very differently; namely, as a pact of mutual pro-
tection made between various Hebrew tribes living in the vicinity of
Sinai only later reinterpreted theologically in relation to the divine–
human relationship of which Israel was party. This raises the ques-
tion whether or not such a covenant (i.e. made between different
social groups) could also have incorporated a covenant with Yahweh
himself and, as such, constituted one of the distinctive, foundational
aspects of Israelite faith – as was argued by Robertson Smith and
several others.18

However, some explanation was thus required for the dearth of ref-
erences to such a covenant in the literature of the eighth-century
prophets. Solutions to this problem included the following: (a)
memory of the formal act was unnecessary as long as the divine–
human relationship remained intact; (b) the presence of numerous
covenant images (e.g. Yahweh as king, father or vineyard owner) in
the prophets and their frequent depiction of Yahweh in dispute with
Israel indicate that the concept of covenant obligations is present
even if the covenant term is not; (c) its absence in prophecy generally
(not just pre-exilic) is due to prophetic emphasis on spiritual and

BIBLICAL THEOLOGY AND THE COVENANT CONCEPT

21

16 Kittel (1895) perceived of this as an arrangement decreed by one of the parties
(Yahweh), which later evolved into the idea of a reciprocal obligation inherent in the
term. See Nicholson1986: 8–9.

17 According to Nicholson (1986: 9–13), while dismissed by some scholars (e.g. E.
Meyer and [at least initially] H. Gunkel), its antiquity and core historicity was
defended by others (e.g. C. Steuernagel; O. Procksch; H. Gressmann), although not at
the expense of denying perceptible developments within the covenant tradition such
as the transition from a unilateral to a more reciprocal arrangement or vice versa. As
Nicholson observes, the latter highlights the underlying disagreement over the
meaning of the term berît. For more on this controversy in the early twentieth century,
see Nicholson 1986: 13–27.

18 See Nicholson 1986: 22–24.
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ethical realities rather than formal covenant obligations; (d) the
concept of covenant was not sufficiently developed at this stage, and
would thus have led to an impoverished understanding of the
divine–human relationship. While all such explanations found some
support among Old Testament scholars, none proved persuasive
enough to secure a consensus.

Eichrodt, Mowinckel and Noth
However, a new consensus on the antiquity and significance not only
of the Sinai covenant, but also other covenantal traditions in the Old
Testament (notably, the Abrahamic and the Davidic) did begin to
emerge in the period following the First World War.19 The three main
factors leading to this new consensus are listed by Nicholson as
follows:

1. As had been argued at an earlier time, covenant was seen to be
a necessary feature of Israelite religion as a religion of ‘election’ and
not a ‘natural’ religion. Scholars such as Hempel, Weiser and Galling
maintained that covenant was key to the uniqueness of Israelite reli-
gion, a fact further stressed by Eichrodt in his monumental Theology
of the Old Testament, a work that famously employed covenant and
the related theology as the main organizing concept for Old
Testament theology.20

2. A new area of research, the role of the cult in Israelite religion,
came to prominence in the 1920s. Influenced by Gunkel, Greesmann,
Pedersen and Grønbech, Mowinckel’s seminal work on the study of
the Psalms (1921–4) argued covenant (renewal) lay behind Israel’s
New Year festival (Tabernacles) in which Yahweh’s kinship was annu-
ally re-enacted or ‘actualized’ in this cultic drama, and that it
(covenant) was the link between individual and community ‘bless-
ing’.21 Weiser (1925) went further, arguing that the New Year Festival
was in fact a festival of covenant-renewal, and the theory of such a
recurring covenantal festival is reflected also in Alt’s seminal mono-
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19 According to Nicholson (1986: 28), this major swing of scholarly opinion is
reflected in the second edition of Gunkel’s Religion in History and Presence (1913,
1930).

20 Eichrodt explained the sparsity of covenant in the pre-exilic prophets by their
perceived need to counter the threat of dead externalism and mechanical routine,
which they did by encouraging a spontaneous response coming from the heart (rather
than mere obligatory duty).

21 Mowinckel subsequently maintained that the narratives of Exod. 19 – 24 were
simply a description (in the language of historical myth) of such a covenant renewal
celebration from the monarchical period.
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graph (1934) on the origins of Israelite law. This premise of such a
recurring cultic festival incorporating a recital of the divine law
led to the conclusion that the eighth-century prophets were cov-
enant ‘enforcers’, whose ethical teaching clearly presupposed the
covenant tradition inherent in Israel’s cult.

3. Weber’s earlier theory of an Israelite confederacy of tribes,
akin to the later Greek amphictyonies, was firmly established by
Noth (1930). According to Noth, the foundation of this twelve-tribe
league or confederacy was reflected in Joshua 24, which presupposes
a quite separate historical situation from that of the Sinai narra-
tives. Thus understood, the covenant at Shechem was the means by
which the Israelite tribes of the Sinai covenant incorporated into
their community other Israelites who were already settled in the
land.22

While not all of these ideas were new, they were given fresh
impetus by the detailed and cogent manner in which they were pre-
sented. However, as Nicholson (1986: 34–44) suggests, other sig-
nificant factors clearly contributed to the new consensus: (a) the
rebirth of interest in Old Testament theology (as distinct from a
purely ‘history-of-religions’ approach; (b) neo-orthodoxy’s empha-
sis (e.g. Karl Barth) on supernatural revelation and assault on
‘natural theology’ created a climate more conducive to the idea of
revelation in history and discerning the uniqueness of Israel’s faith;
(c) the renewed challenge to validate the relevance of the Old
Testament as part of Christian Scripture (associated with the
upsurge of anti-Semitism in Germany); (d) a shift of emphasis within
the ‘history-of-religions’ school from uniformity and commonality to
distinctiveness and individuality of national beliefs inevitably led to
a focus on the covenant idea; (e) the growing influence of the study
of the sociology of religion, especially that of Max Weber, who
emphasized the function of religious beliefs in the structures and
activities of society – hence the particular significance of covenant
for Israelite society.23
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22 Noth thus rejected the idea that the Sinai covenant was a retrojection based on
the Shechemite traditions of Joshua 24.

23 Weber noted that in other ancient confederacies the deity guaranteed the oath
sworn by the members to each other, whereas in Israel the covenant was not only
between the tribes but also between the tribes and Yahweh, and it was this aspect that
was the key to the stability of Israelite society vis-à-vis many of their neighbours (see
Nicholson 1986: 39). As Nicholson illustrates (43–44), Weber’s sociological analysis
undoubtedly was the main factor that contributed to the new consensus on covenant
in the era following the Great War.
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In addition to the antiquity and significance of the Sinai covenant,
general agreement was also reached on the origin and nature of the
other two major Old Testament covenants; namely, the Abrahamic
and the Davidic. Their antiquity was likewise defended on socio-
logical grounds.24 This general consensus over the antiquity of the
major Old Testament covenants remained largely unchallenged until
the underlying reconstruction of Israel’s history, and in particular,
Noth’s amphictyony hypthothesis, came under increasing attack
during the early sixties to mid-seventies.25

Alleged treaty parallels
A further factor that gave impetus to the study of covenant in the
mid-twentieth century was the recovery of ancient Near Eastern
treaties that, it was believed, shed considerable new light on the origin
and significance of the covenant concept in ancient Israel.

The suggestion in the mid-twentieth century of clear parallels
between ancient Near Eastern secular covenants, particularly the
second-millennium Hittite treaties and certain portions of Deuteron-
omy, seemed to serve a critical blow to the earlier consensus (follow-
ing Wellhausen) that covenant was a relatively late innovation in
Israel’s history. Basing their conclusions on Koroec’s seminal study
of Hittite treaty structures, several scholars identified analogous
structures in the biblical material.26

These scholars insisted that the Hittite treaty documents reflected
a remarkable consistency of form, outlined by Mendenhall as
follows:

1. Title/preamble, giving names of suzerain and vassal
2. Historical prologue – brief history of relationships between the

countries
3. Stipulations, both general and detailed
4. Deposit and public reading of the text
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24 Most notably, in L. Rost’s influential study The Succession to the Throne of David
(German original: 1926) and A. Alt’s ground-breaking monograph, ‘The God of the
Fathers’ (German original: 1929; ET in Essays on Old Testament History and Religion,
1–77).

25 Note, the antiquity of the Davidic covenant, however, was challenged by some,
including Noth – who believed it to be a late innovation.

26 According to M. G. Kline (1975: 114 n. 2), D. J. Wiseman was apparently the first
to make such comparisons (in a paper presented to SOTS in 1948). In any case, such
comparisons were likewise suggested in important studies by other scholars (e.g.
Mendenhall 1955; Baltzer 1964) in the following decades.
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5. List of gods who are witnesses to the treaty
6. Curses/blessings for breaking/keeping the treaty

Mendenhall, whose work proved most influential in this area, con-
cluded from these alleged parallels that the tribes of Israel were not
bound together by blood-ties but by a covenant based on religion and
modelled after the suzerain–vassal treaties established by the great
Hittite king. Thus the covenant form reflected in the Old Testament
traditions such as Exodus 20 – 24 and Joshua 24 could be dated
accordingly.

In contrast to the second-millennium Hittite treaties, later Assyrian
treaties were seen to have a simpler and more varied form, without his-
torical prologue (with the possible exception of just one Assyrian
treaty) and with the witnesses before the stipulations. Hence:

1. Title/preamble
2. Witnesses
3. Stipulations
4. Curses/blessings

Thus Mendenhall maintained that when empires arose again, notably
Assyria in the seventh century , the structure of the suzerain–
vassal treaty was notably different, and therefore the covenant idea in
Israel must go back at least to the Mosaic era (i.e. the latter part of
the second millennium ).

However, while the above outline for the Hittite treaties was gen-
erally accepted (cf. Hillers 1969), others noted with McCarthy (1963)
that the fourth element (deposit and public reading) is the least fre-
quent, and thus omitted this in the outline (or else included it as part
of the detailed stipulations), and presented the stipulations as two
distinct parts:

• general stipulations
• detailed stipulations27

Moreover, although McCarthy agreed with Mendenhall that Israel
used ancient Near Eastern treaty forms to describe its special rela-
tionship with Yahweh, he was much more cautious about using liter-
ary form to argue for an early date of the related Old Testament
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27 So e.g. Baltzer (1971); cf. also Craigie (1976).
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passages. Thus, while recognizing treaty parallels with Deuteronomy
(or more accurately, Ur-Deuteronomy), he nevertheless agreed with
conventional critical dating of the latter to Josiah’s reforms (i.e.
seventh century ).

Largely following McCarthy, Weinfeld (1965, 1972) highlighted
further similarities which suggested that the writers of Deuteronomy
were familiar with Assyrian treaties, even though the book they had
produced was not a covenant or treaty document per se. In particu-
lar, he noted the extensive set of curses in Deuteronomy 28 paralleled
the longer lists of curses in Assyrian treaties. In addition, he high-
lighted a significant amount of shared ideas such as that of undivided
allegiance. While Weinfeld acknowledged some significant ‘discrep-
ancies’ (such as the absence of historical prologue in the Assyrian
treaties and a substantial difference in their objective vis-à-vis
Deuteronomy’s central law-code), he believed that these could be
explained (a) by a gap in our knowledge of Assyrian vassal treaties
(cf. neo-Assyrian ‘royal grants’, which do reflect the ‘historical pro-
logue’) and (b) by the alleged coalescence in Deuteronomy of two
originally distinct covenant types, a ‘covenant of law’ and a ‘covenant
of vassalship’.

Thus, while initially seen as supporting the antiquity of covenant
in Israelite religion, further research into biblical parallels with
suzerain–vassal treaties seemed to suggest otherwise, and scholarship
was once again divided.

A ‘return’ to Wellhausen (Perlitt, Nicholson)
More trenchant criticism of the alleged treaty parallels came from
Perlitt (1969) and Nicholson (1986), who essentially resurrected
Wellhausen’s view that the covenant concept was a relatively late
development in the history of Israelite religion, no earlier than the
Deuteronomic materials.28

Rejecting Mendenhall’s form-critical approach altogether, as well
as that of the comparative religions school, Perlitt dated the fully
developed idea of covenant to the post-exilic era, and argued that all
pre-Deuteronomic references to a berit can be dismissed on source-
critical grounds.29
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28 While not agreeing in every detail (e.g. contra Perlitt, Nicholson [1986: 191] con-
cedes that ‘the notion of a covenant between Yahweh and Israel was not so late a devel-
opment as to have been completely unknown in the eighth century ’), Perlitt and
Nicholson agree on the basics of Wellhausen’s analysis.

29 For a detailed summary of Perlitt’s monograph, see Nicholson 1986: 109–117.
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Likewise dismissing alleged parallels between suzerain–vassal
treaties as a ‘blind alley’, Nicholson made the following incisive
observations to underline that the analogy is inexact and therefore
fundamentally flawed:

1. Deuteronomy is not a legal document in the same sense as the
ancient Near Eastern treaties.

2. Deuteronomy is not treaty-like in its manner of presentation, but
a valedictory speech of Moses.

3. The Deuteronomic legislation deals with many matters not strictly
pertinent to the suzerain–vassal relationship.

4. Deuteronomy contains two prologues unlike anything found in
ancient Near Eastern treaties.

5. The designation of ‘Yahweh as King’ is conspicuous in
Deuteronomy by its absence.

Nicholson also raised the matter of the appropriateness of such an
analogy for the relationship between Yahweh and his people:

Notwithstanding all the references in the treaties to the ‘love’
of suzerain for vassal and of vassal for suzerain, to the suzerain
as ‘father’ and the vassal as ‘son, such relationships were surely
hardly ever like that. Vassals did not as a rule ‘love’ those who
conquered, subdued and dominated them . . . To tell Israelites
that Yahweh ‘loves’ them in the same way as a suzerain (e.g.
Ashurbanipal or Nebuchadrezzar) ‘loves’ his vassals, and that
they are to ‘love’ Yahweh as vassals ‘love’ their suzerains would
surely have been a bizarre depiction of Yahweh’s love of, and
commitment to, his people, and of the love and commitment
with which they were called to respond.30

However, while Nicholson may rightly question the appropriateness of
the analogy if pressed too far, the fact that – as he clearly concedes –
such ‘love’ and ‘filial’ language is used both in covenant texts like
Deuteronomy and these extra-biblical ancient Near Eastern treaties,
surely does suggest that the treaty parallels are not an entirely blind
alley, and may perhaps serve to further our understanding of how such
language needs to be interpreted in biblical covenant contexts.31
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30 Nicholson 1986: 78–79.
31 Perhaps this should be qualified by the recognition that no human analogy or

metaphor can ever be entirely exact.
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Despite a number of protesting voices,32 it appears that within con-
temporary mainstream scholarship, the reigning consensus is that the
notion of a divine–human covenant was a relatively late development
in Israel’s history. This is reflected, for example, in McKenzie’s recent
and informative introduction to covenant (2000). While one could
object to the circularity of his reasoning in a number of places, it is
painstakingly clear that, whatever its socio-political origins, for him
the concept (or image) of a divine–human covenant ‘came to full
expression relatively late in Israel’s history’ (2000: 25). Thus, as this
brief survey of Old Testament scholarship on covenant has shown,
the historical-critical study of covenant has come full circle, and the
dominant approach within mainstream Old Testament scholarship
owes much more to a critical reconstruction of Israel’s history than
to the narrative theology of the canonical biblical text.

Paying more attention to the latter, key contributions by evangelical
scholars appeared in the latter part of the twentieth century. Defining
covenant as ‘a bond-in-blood sovereignly administered’ (1980: 15),
Robertson’s study is primarily interested in the relationships between
the various divine–human covenants in Scripture. As the title of his
book suggests,33 Robertson relates each of the covenants ultimately to
Christ, depicting their relationship in terms of a single, overarching
purpose that each covenant administration expands on until its ulti-
mate fulfilment in Christ. Unfortunately, however, Robertson imposes
on this biblical framework at least two additional covenants, a
‘covenant of creation’ (i.e. a covenant initiated with Adam), and a
‘covenant of redemption’ (i.e. what other Reformed theologians
describe as ‘the covenant of grace’) through which ‘the original pur-
poses of creation are achieved – or even excelled’ (1980: 63).

Dumbrell (1984) approaches the subject from a fairly similar per-
spective, maintaining that all of the major covenants in Scripture are
developments of an original ‘covenant with creation’, implicit in the
creation stories and attested to in a number of other biblical texts.
Thus there is in essence one divine–human covenant with several
different phases from its inception at creation through to its consum-
mation in the new creation.34
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32 E.g. Zimmerli 1978: 50–55, and more recently Cross 1998: 3–21.
33 The Christ of the Covenants.
34 While not wishing in any way to detract from the fundamental unity of the

various divine–human covenants suggested by both these scholars, it is unfortunate
that they find it necessary to appeal to covenants whose exegetical basis appears (at
least to the present author) to be somewhat tenuous (see pp. 52–58, 69–76 below).
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Adopting a rather different approach, yet still operating within a
Reformed framework, McComiskey’s study (1985) differentiates
between two types of covenant in the Old Testament: an uncondi-
tional, promissory type and an obligatory, administrative type.
McComiskey places the Abrahamic (Gen. 15) and the Davidic in the
former category, and understands the covenant of circumcision
(Gen. 17), the Mosaic covenant and the new covenant in terms of the
latter. The significance of such a distinction between the covenant
depicted in Genesis 15 and the one described in Genesis 17 will be
explored further in the present study (see chapter 4 especially).

In a bold attempt to steer a middle path between classical dispen-
sationalism and Reformed theology, Walton (1994) provides a dis-
cussion of covenant from what he calls a ‘revelatory’ perspective.35

His major thesis is that covenant is chiefly a vehicle for the (progres-
sive) revelation of God to his people and the nations. While Walton
has undoubtedly highlighted a neglected aspect of the function of
divine–human covenants, to collapse covenant into revelation seems
overly reductionistic. Thus, while utilizing his emphasis on the reve-
latory function of covenant, the present study will operate with quite
a different definition of the covenant concept (see p. 43 below).

Unfortunately, even though these biblical-theological investiga-
tions by evangelical scholars have certainly made significant contri-
butions to our understanding of the biblical theology of covenant,
they have been largely ignored in the mainstream debate. Never-
theless, their insights are certainly of interest to those concerned with
a holistic biblical theology of covenant. The present investigation,
however different its conclusions may be in a number of places,
intends to build on the important foundation that the latter scholars
have laid.

The role of the covenant concept in Scripture

Covenant is without doubt one of the most important motifs in bib-
lical theology, attested to not only by the traditional labels applied to
the respective parts of the Christian Bible, but also by the fact that
the concept looms large at important junctures throughout the Bible.
It underpins God’s relationship with Noah, Abraham, Israel, the
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35 For a helpful summary, in which he compares the theological ramifications of his
understanding of covenant with covenant theology, classical dispensationalism and
progressive dispensationalism, see Walton 1994: 182–183.
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Levitical priesthood and the Davidic dynasty. It is also used with
respect to God’s relationship with the reconstituted ‘Israel’ of the
future. Therefore, while ‘biblical’ and ‘covenant theology’ must cer-
tainly not be confused as synonymous, covenant is indisputably one
of the Bible’s core theological themes.

Covenant as a recurring theological motif
While the terminology applied to the major divine–human covenants
in Scripture is fairly uniform (i.e. Noahic/Noachic; Abramic/
Abrahamic; Mosaic/Sinaitic; Davidic/royal; new), there is less agree-
ment over the precise number of such covenants and their relation-
ship to one another. Indeed, while many acknowledge only those
divine–human relationships to which covenantal terminology is
expressly applied, others (mainly within Reformed circles) have
identified several additional covenants, including an all-encompass-
ing ‘covenant of grace’.

This latter concept clearly lies at the very heart of what is known
as ‘Covenant Theology’. Ever since the heyday of federal theology in
the seventeenth century,36 covenant theologians have insisted that all
post-lapsarian covenants between God and humans are underpinned
and held together by a ‘covenant of grace’. This meta-covenant,
which is understood to have superseded a probationary ‘covenant of
works’ between God and Adam that existed prior to the fall, is gen-
erally viewed as the outworking of a pre-temporal, inter-trinitarian
‘covenant of redemption’. In any case, every post-lapsarian covenant
explicitly mentioned in Scripture is viewed as an expression and
development of this one supra-historical covenant that lies at the
heart of redemptive history and keeps it advancing towards its ulti-
mate goal: the new creation.

Admittedly, this concept of a single, overarching ‘covenant of
grace’ helpfully serves to keep the continuity and theological rela-
tionship between the various divine–human covenants clearly in
focus. Unfortunately, however, some of the terminology that has thus
been introduced into the discussion has proved problematic and
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36 As noted above, two seventeenth-century Dutch theologians were particularly
influential: Johannes Cocceius (often dubbed the ‘father of federal theology’ and cer-
tainly one of the first to attempt to write a biblical theology) and Herman Witsius
(whose treatise on covenant theology remains in print today). However, while these two
played a significant role in the propagation of federal theology, it had already taken
root before their work was published – as is clear from its expression in the Westminster
Confession of Faith (1643–8). For more on the history of federal theology, see Golding
2004: 13–66.
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potentially misleading. Moreover, superimposing a covenantal frame-
work on the entire canon is not without its difficulties, not least of
which is the somewhat hypothetical nature of the major theological
construct (i.e. the covenant of grace). Therefore, while fully acknow-
ledging that all the divine–human covenants ultimately serve the
same overarching divine purpose (see below), it seems preferable in a
biblical-theological investigation to articulate that purpose as simply
and unambiguously as possible. Thus, rather than speaking in terms
of a single, overarching ‘covenant of grace’, the unity and continuity
of the various divine–human covenants will be explored in terms of
God’s universal purpose – a purpose that is given clear expression in
the Genesis creation narratives, and that finds its ultimate fulfilment
in the new creation inaugurated through the death and resurrection
of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Depending on how one views the Noahic, Abrahamic and Mosaic
covenants, there are thus between five and ten explicit divine–human
covenants in Scripture.37 The following discussion will assume a total
of seven (not including some covenant renewals by Israel such as Josh.
23 – 24; 1 Sam. 12; 2 Chr. 29 – 31; 2 Kgs 22 – 23), which will be exam-
ined under the following headings: the universal covenant (with Noah,
his family and all creation); the patriarchal covenants (with Abraham
and his seed); the national covenants (with Israel and its priestly rep-
resentatives); the royal covenant (with David and his seed); and the new
covenant (with a spiritually renewed and reconstituted Israel).

Covenant as the organizing theological ‘centre’
While it has long been recognized that ‘covenant is a major biblical
metaphor for the distinctive relationship of the people of Israel with
God’,38 some scholars – as already noted – have gone further, identi-
fying covenant as the organizing theological centre (German: Mitte)
around which the entire message of the Old Testament has been con-
structed, and providing the essential coherence between the Old
Testament and the New.39

Certainly influential in this respect, Eichrodt’s cross-sectional
approach to Old Testament theology has been criticized on several
fronts.
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37 The higher figure involves distinguishing between separate ancestral covenants
(see below) and counting covenant ‘renewals’ such as Exodus 34 and Deuteronomy
29 – 30 as separate covenants.

38 McKenzie 2000: 9.
39 Notably, Eichrodt (1961, 1967).
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1. It is too synchronic and not sufficiently diachronic.
2. It is too schematic and not sufficiently dynamic.40

3. It is basically misguided, since any attempt to systematize the Old
Testament by means of one central concept or formula will be
overly reductionistic and will inevitably suppress parts of the tes-
timony that do not fit the overall scheme (e.g. it is difficult to incor-
porate the wisdom literature into Eichrodt’s proposed theological
centre).41

Despite such criticisms, other scholars have adopted Eichrodt’s cross-
sectional approach, while at the same time proposing alternative
‘centres’. However, none of the alternative suggestions is without
problems of its own. While any consensus on this issue seems more
remote in the present postmodern climate than ever, it is perhaps
worth noting that few of the proposed centres are altogether removed
from Eichrodt’s covenant idea.42

Nevertheless, given the fact that there are significant parts of
Scripture in which the idea is certainly not prominent (e.g. the
wisdom literature), it seems better to identify covenant simply as one
of Scripture’s major theological themes, rather than attempting
to reduce all other trajectories so as to squeeze them into this
mould.43

Covenant as a major unifying theological theme
As the above discussion has illustrated, the traditional nomenclature
of the Christian Bible (i.e. Old Testament and New Testament) is not
entirely misplaced. While covenant terminology may not be used as
frequently in the New Testament (e.g. the Greek term for covenant,
diatheke, occurs only thirty-three times, mainly within the Pauline
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40 These first two criticisms are those of von Rad, for whom the whole idea of
finding such an organizing theological centre in the OT was misguided, since, in his
opinion, the OT was an amalgam of historical traditions, which by their very nature
had no ‘centre’; what eventually united them was the culmination of the ‘story of faith’
in Jesus Christ.

41 For a helpful discussion of the problem of finding a theological centre in the OT,
see Hasel 1991: 139–171. For a more concise analysis, see Scobie 2003: 85–87.

42 I.e. it is difficult to unpack proposed ‘centres’ such as Yahweh, communion
between God and Man, Yahweh the God of Israel and Israel the people of Yahweh,
or the book of Deuteronomy without focusing primarily on covenant.

43 Wright (2005: 56) similarly concludes that while ‘it is futile to isolate any one
theme or category as the sole organizing centre for the whole . . . the sequence of
covenants in the canonical narrative does offer us one fruitful way of presenting the
grand narrative that embodied Israel’s coherent worldview’.
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corpus and Hebrews),44 the concept (i.e. the new covenant era inau-
gurated by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ) lies at the very
heart of New Testament theology.45 Moreover, these new covenant
realities experienced in Jesus Christ are repeatedly promised and
foreshadowed in the Old Testament. All God’s covenant promises
anticipate this eschatological reality, and God’s covenant commit-
ment to Noah, Abraham, Israel, the Levitical priesthood and David
typify or foreshadow it in one way or another. Indeed, even the
wisdom literature, with its emphasis on ‘the fear of the L’ as the
key to knowledge and wisdom, is closely related to the concept of
living in covenant relationship with God. It is thus clear that the
concept of covenant is much more pervasive in both Testaments
than the mere frequency of explicit covenant terminology might lead
one to conclude.46

Given its prominence and pervasiveness in the biblical text, no
preaching programme or theological curriculum can ignore the bib-
lical theology of covenant for very long. Indeed, even when not men-
tioned explicitly in the biblical text, covenant is seldom far from the
surface. Some texts anticipate covenant realities, whereas others are
built firmly on such a foundation. Hence one cannot faithfully
expound or explain the Bible without paying particular attention to
this important theological trajectory.

As well as its fundamental role in understanding the Bible as a
whole, the covenant idea is essential for unlocking numerous biblical
texts. Indeed, arguably, the meaning of many texts will be skewed
unless covenant is brought into the hermeneutical enterprise (e.g.
love/hate language is generally covenant related). Therefore, by
reading texts against their implicit or explicit covenantal backcloth,
their theological significance and practical import generally become
so much clearer.

It is essential that, as those who through union with Christ par-
ticipate in the ‘new covenant’, we understand not only what this is,
but how it relates to the covenant history as disclosed in Scripture.
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44 McKenzie (2000: 84) lists the distribution as follows: (a) The four Gospels and
Acts: Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 1:72; 22:20; Acts 3:25; 7:8 (b) letters of Paul:
Rom. 9:4; 11:27; 1 Cor. 11:25; 2 Cor. 3:6, 14; Gal. 3:15, 17; 4:24; Eph. 2:12 (c) Hebrews:
Heb. 7:22; 8:6, 8, 9 (2�), 10; 9:4 (2�), 15 (2�), 16, 17, 20; 10:16, 29; 12:24; 13:20.

45 As highlighted most recently by Gräbe (2006: 68–150). Even John’s Gospel,
which never uses the word ‘covenant’, subtly echoes major covenantal motifs. See
Pryor 1992 (esp. 148–150, 157–180); cf. also Chennattu 2006.

46 Covenant terminology is much more frequent in the OT, the primary word (berit)
occurring some 285 times.
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Pinpointing what is ‘new’ about the new covenant is therefore not
merely a matter of academic interest; it is essential to understanding
how our relationship to God through Jesus is both continuous and
discontinuous with the relationship experienced by Israel under the
‘old’ covenant. Furthermore, to understand our covenant relation-
ship with God and our place and role in salvation history, we must
also understand the covenant promises made to Noah, Abraham,
Israel and David – hence covenant serves as a crucial hermeneutical
bridge that will help Christians move biblically and theologically
from the period highlighted in the biblical text to the contemporary
scene.

It is clear, therefore, that understanding the biblical theology of
covenant serves more than to stimulate our intellect; rather, as we
explore the covenant relationship enjoyed between God and people
in the past, we further appreciate the covenant relationship with God
that we enjoy in the present – both in terms of the privileges it encom-
passes and the responsibilities it enshrines.

The meaning of covenant terminology 
used in Scripture

While the term ‘covenant’ is one with which most people are at least
vaguely familiar, a shared understanding of what is meant by this
term can seldom be assumed. In some cases the intended nuance of
this word is helped by the immediate context or associated termin-
ology. For example, in a legal setting it refers to a formal agreement
drawn up between two or more parties. In a socio-political setting it
refers to the solemn undertaking agreed to by members of a particu-
lar party or group. In an ecclesiastical setting, it may describe the
commitments made by members of a congregation, the marriage
relationship established by the taking of mutual vows, or the topic of
a forthcoming Bible study series. The focus of this particular investi-
gation is obviously most in keeping with the latter, although even here
we need to be careful, since, as has already been noted, examining the
biblical theology of covenant and engaging in a study of covenant
theology can mean two very different things. One is most likely to find
the latter in a volume dealing with the practice of Christian baptism
or systematic theology. ‘Covenant Theology’ is generally used to refer
to a particular theological system of belief that serves as the basis for
an associated set of ideas and/or ecclesiastical practice (e.g. most
Presbyterians defend the rite of infant baptism on the basis of their
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covenant theology). The present investigation has little, if any,
bearing on covenant theology in that sense.47

Rather, the concern here is with understanding a major theological
trajectory in the Bible; namely, the series of covenants that God
established between himself and various individuals or groups. Thus
in the following chapters we will examine the biblical theology of
covenant, not the pros and cons of covenant theology. Yet even with
this important caveat, the definitional problem is not solved, as there
is no universally agreed understanding of what is meant by ‘covenant’
in Scripture.48 It is thus to this important issue that we now turn.

For some, covenant is almost synonymous with a relationship – or
more precisely, a relationship involving promises; for others, a covenant
necessitates that such promises are formalized in some way, mainly by
means of a solemn oath and/or symbolic ritual. For still others, a
covenant is essentially a unilateral obligation or mutual arrangement
of some kind.49 In the Old Testament it encompasses parity agreements
between individuals and/or their families, oaths of allegiance by sub-
jects to their king, international alliances between one nation and
another, as well as several arrangements instituted between God and
men.50 The New Testament picks up the common Old Testament ter-
minology (i.e. as used in the Septuagint), but as well as using it in its
commonly accepted Old Testament sense (i.e. a formal agreement of
one kind or another), it is often claimed that the New Testament also
employs the Greek term in its more technically precise sense – a last will
or testament (however, see p. 38 and the discussion in ch. 7 below).

Thus as McKenzie (2000: 3) correctly concedes, ‘Defining “coven-
ant” in the Bible . . . is not as easy as it might seem. Broadly, the word
refers to an arrangement of some kind between two or more parties.
But the exact nature of the arrangement is not always clear.’ As he
goes on to observe, some of the key questions that need to be
addressed are as follows:

• To what extent is ‘covenant’ in the Bible promissory, and to what
extent does it represent an obligation?

• Are both parties obligated or just one?
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47 For a recent discussion and defence of ‘covenant theology’ in the traditional
Reformed understanding, see Horton (2006).

48 For some scholars, this is due in part to the fact that even the biblical testimony
is not in agreement (i.e. there is no uniform understanding of covenant in the Bible
itself). This latter premise certainly warrants closer investigation.

49 For more detailed discussion, see Nicholson 1986 (esp. 13–27, 83–117).
50 For details, see below.
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• Is the covenant imposed by one party on another, or are its terms
negotiated and arrived at by mutual consent and agreement?

• Is a covenant in the Bible always between two parties, or can it
involve more than two?

In one sense the obvious place to start is with the key terminology
the Bible employs, although – as we will see – even this is problematic
for a number of reasons.

The key terminology
Here we will limit our focus to the main biblical vocabulary for
covenant, while acknowledging that (a) the covenant concept is not
restricted to passages in which such terminology is explicitly used,
and (b) there are several other terms closely associated with the
covenant concept that shed light on what a covenant involved.

Hebrew
The primary Hebrew word for covenant is berit. This word is used 286
times in the Hebrew Old Testament and, as noted above, is used of a
wide variety of arrangements, some on a strictly human level, and
others involving Yahweh also.

While berit has arguably no real synonyms,51 its associative field
includes the following: sebu�â (sworn oath); �alâ (oath); hesed (stead-
fast love); torâ (instruction). Even when found in parallelism with
berit, words like �alâ and torâ are not strictly synonymous (as the test
of consistent reverse replaceability clearly demonstrates). Thus, as
Nicholson (following Barr) puts it (1986: 103), while one may con-
clude that the making of a berit involves the taking of an oath, one
must not deduce from the mere taking of an oath that a berit has been
established.

Unfortunately, the lack of agreement over the etymology of this
Hebrew word has added to the difficulty of tying down its essential
meaning.52 Proposed etymologies include the following:53
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51 So Barr 1974: 31–33; contra Weinfeld 1977: 256–260.
52 This, of course, assumes that (a) there was some basic connotation that was

implicit across its semantic range, and that (b) the usage of this term in the OT reflects
that basic connotation in one way or another. While neither of these can simply be
assumed, it seems to be the best way of explaining why this terminology is so consis-
tently applied to similar concepts (i.e. relationships involving solemn obligations)
across the OT literature.

53 McKenzie 2000: 3 n. 2. For a more detailed discussion, see Weinfeld 1977:
253–255; Barr 1977: 23–38; Nicholson 1986: 94–103.
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1. brh (I) – ‘to eat’ (reflecting the association between covenant initi-
ation and a communal meal)

2. brh (II) – ‘to see’ (with the derived meaning, ‘to choose, decide’,
hence the noun conveys a decision, obligation)

3. birit – an Akkadian preposition meaning ‘between’ (suggesting
agreement between two parties)

4. birtu – an Akkadian noun meaning ‘clasp, fetter’ (hence a
covenant is a ‘bond’)

5. br – a biconsonantal stem meaning, ‘to set apart’ (hence a
covenant is a specially designated or set-apart favour or benefit)

The somewhat subjective nature of such etymological suggestions,
not to mention the rather speculative nature of their results, has high-
lighted for others the unreliability of such an approach. As Barr has
pertinently observed, the etymology of a word may be a completely
blind alley, since (a) etymology concerns the prehistory of the word,
and (b) it may have absolutely no bearing on the semantic function
of the word as used by subsequent speakers and authors (in this case,
those who authored and compiled the Old Testament). It is surely
more profitable to examine carefully how the word is deployed across
the breadth of the Old Testament, while not ignoring any extra-
biblical literature that might possibly shed light on the meaning and
nuances of the term.

Greek
In the Septuagint, berit is generally translated by the term diatheke.54

Strictly speaking, this refers to a promissory obligation, and is com-
monly used in ancient Greek literature of a last will or testament,
rather than of some kind of formal agreement or treaty – for which
syntheke might seem the more appropriate term. However, the latter
implies an equality for those making such an agreement, whereas the
former term serves to highlight that the ‘covenant’ is the result of one
person’s initiative, rather than merely being the result of a mutual
agreement between two equal parties. This important distinction may
thus help to explain why diatheke rather than syntheke is the preferred
Greek term for the biblical authors.

As noted above, the New Testament follows the Septuagint in using
the term diatheke, rather than syntheke, with respect to covenant.
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54 The only exceptions are the following texts: Isa. 28:15 (a covenant with death);
Isa. 30:1; Dan. 11:6, 17 (all three texts describing equitable military alliances).
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However, on at least two occasions (cf. Gal. 3:15; Heb. 9:16–17) it
allegedly uses the term in its strict sense of a ‘will or testament’.
Nevertheless, even apart from the somewhat tenuous nature of the
latter conclusion (see chapter 7 below), on both these occasions the
concept is introduced primarily by way of illustration. Thus it would
seem somewhat incongruous to use the allegedly distinct sense of the
term in these verses to establish or qualify the meaning of covenant
in its more general biblical usage. At most, these verses may highlight
certain analogies between a diatheke (in its literal sense) and the theo-
logical construct to which the term is most commonly applied.55

‘Covenants’ in the Old Testament between human beings
As noted above, in addition to its association with divine–human
relationships, the term berit is frequently used in the Old Testament
with reference to interpersonal and socio-political agreements of
various kinds; for example, see Genesis 14:13 (Abram’s Amorite
‘allies’ are lit. ‘owners of the berit with Abram’); Genesis 21:17
(Abraham’s pact with Abimelech); Genesis 26:26–31 (Isaac’s pact
with Abimelech); Genesis 31:44–50 (Jacob’s pact with Laban);
Joshua 9:3–21 (the Israelite treaty with the Gibeonites); Amos 1:9
(‘covenant of brothers’ implies a treaty made between Tyre and
Edom); 1 Samuel 11:1 (the people of Jabesh-gilead attempted to
negotiate a peace treaty with the Ammonites); 1 Samuel 18:3; cf.
1 Samuel 20:8; 23:18 (the personal loyalty agreement between
David and Jonathan); 2 Samuel 3:12–13 (peace treaty between David
and Abner); 2 Samuel 3:21; 5:3 (loyalty agreement between
David and elders of Israel); 1 Kings 5:13 (Solomon’s pact with
Hiram); 1 Kings 15:19; 20:34 (loyalty pacts between Israel and
Damascus); Hosea 12:1; cf. Hosea 10:4; (suzerainty agreement
between Assyria and Israel);56 Ezekiel 17:11–21 (treaty between
Judah and Babylon); Jeremiah 34:8–20 (Zedekiah’s agreement with
the people of Jerusalem).

In addition to such socio-political commitments, the Old
Testament occasionally describes marriage in terms of a berit:
Malachi 2:14; Proverbs 2:17 (cf. Hosea’s use of the marriage
metaphor in Hos. 1 – 3 for Yahweh’s covenant relationship with
Israel), and also mentions covenants of a more metaphorical nature:
Job 5:23 (the expectation of a berit of peace with the stones of the
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55 However, see the discussion in chapter 7, which argues for a consistent usage of
diatheke in the NT, including these two texts.

56 Possibly Hos. 6:7 also refers to such a loyalty pact.
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field and wild animals); Job 31:1 (Job’s berit with his eyes) and Isaiah
28:15, 18 (Jerusalem’s political leaders’ berit with death).

While it would be misleading to describe these covenants as
‘secular’ – in that God was at least implicitly (and sometimes expli-
citly) involved in them as ‘witness’ and, as such, would certainly hold
the covenant-breaker accountable – they clearly belong in a separate
category from covenants that relate primarily to a divine–human
relationship. Even so, the former obviously throw considerable light
on the latter, as it was from the more secular idea of a berit that the
theological motif or metaphor most likely derives.57

It is clear from the texts surveyed above that a berit covers a wide
range of elective as opposed to natural human relationships:58 a com-
mitment between individuals or families; a suzerain–vassal treaty; a
military alliance; and even a pact made with oneself. We must ask,
therefore, what these arrangements have in common – other than
their shared description as a berit? At least two important observa-
tions are worth noting: (a) some form of divine sanction is generally
implied for covenant-breakers; (b) the establishment of such a
covenant was generally ratified by means of a solemn oath. Indeed,
the latter could well be described as the sine qua non of a covenant.59

While Lohfink (1967: 101–113) may have gone too far in actually
defining a berit in terms of an ‘oath’, it is now widely acknowledged
that an oath was indeed an indispensable aspect in the ratification of
a covenant.60 Thus understood, it is this aspect that constitutes
the most important common denominator between the various
covenants attested to in Scripture. Each of them comprises an elec-
tive relationship formalized by means of a solemn obligation or oath.
We may provisionally conclude, therefore, that one of the key con-
cepts or basic ideas conveyed by the term berit is the solemn nature
of the agreement it enshrined; it had been sealed with an oath.
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57 The concept probably derives from formal kinship ties (so Cross 1998), which
have subsequently been employed (along with vassal treaties) as a metaphor for a
similar bond between God and human beings. For more on this – but reflecting the
developmental views of mainstream OT scholarship – see McKenzie 2000: 11–39;
Nicholson 1986: 83–117.

58 For this important distinction between elective and natural relationship, see
Hugenberger 1994: 171.

59 Cf. the preponderance of oath-taking terminology in covenant-making contexts:
cf. Gen. 21: 27, 31; 26:28, 31; 31:44, 53; Josh. 9:15–20; 1 Sam. 20:16–17, 42; 21:2, 7; 2
Kgs 11:4; Ezek. 17:13–19; 21:23. This is further attested by divine–human covenants;
cf. 2 Chr. 15:10–15; Neh. 8:38; 10:29, and the numerous references to oath-taking in
relation to the major divine–human covenants in the OT (see below).

60 See Hugenberger 1994: 182–183.
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However, this hypothesis must be further tested in the light of the
other main category of berit reflected in the Old Testament; namely,
a berit directly associated with a divine–human relationship.61

‘Covenants’ in the Old Testament between God and
humans
As far as divine–human covenants are concerned, the first mention of
any such berit is in Genesis 6:18 (in association with Noah). Hosea
6:7, however, has traditionally been understood as referring to a
covenant that was established between God and Adam, and thus for
this (and other reasons) many interpreters identify the first divine–
human berit as the Adamic (often referred to as a probationary
‘covenant of works’ or, more recently, as ‘the covenant of/with cre-
ation’; cf. Jer. 33:25). These latter ideas will be explored more fully
below. At this stage it suffices to underline that, whether perceived as
an entirely new development in salvation history or the renewal of an
already existing covenant, the relationship between the Noahic or
universal covenant and God’s creative purpose is not in doubt. While
first mentioned in Genesis 6:18, this covenant is apparently not
ratified until after the flood (cf. Gen. 8:20 – 9:17), where God
solemnly promises with an oath (cf. Isa. 54:9) to restrain the forces of
chaos and maintain the created order.

The next example of a divine–human berit is associated with
Abram (Gen. 15:18), where the common idiom of cutting (Hebrew:
karat) a berit is first employed. This particular idiom most probably
derives from the ritual involved in the establishment of many such
covenants (cf. Gen. 15:10; Jer. 34:18).62 Different terminology is found
in Genesis 17, a chapter whose focus is likewise on a berit between
God and Abraham. Here it is anticipated that the covenant will be
‘set/given’ (Hebrew: natan; Gen. 17:2) or established (Hebrew: heqim),
and there are some markedly different emphases.63 Significantly, on at
least three occasions the patriarchal narratives explicitly use the lan-
guage of oath-taking in relation to God’s covenant obligations to
Abraham (cf. Gen. 22:16; 24:7; 26:3), an association of ideas that is
further attested in numerous other biblical texts (cf. Exod. 6:8; 13:5;
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61 It is worth reiterating that Yahweh was party also to interpersonal and socio-
political covenants, as attested to by the fact that Yahweh is explicitly involved in some
cases (cf. 1 Sam. 20:8; 2 Sam. 5:3), and also by the fact that God held the covenant
partners accountable (cf. Ezek. 17:16–21).

62 Most understand this ritual in terms of a self-maledictory oath.
63 The significance of these differences will be explored in detail below.
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32:13; 33:1; Num. 11:12; 14:23, 30; 32:11; Deut. 1:8; 4:31 [and passim];
Josh. 1:6; 21:43–44; Judg. 2:1; 1 Chr. 16:16–17; Neh. 9:15; Ps.
105:9–10; Jer. 11:5; 32:22; Ezek. 20:28, 42; 47:14; Luke 1:72–73; Heb.
6:13, 16–17).64 While Yahweh’s covenant promises to Abraham are
clearly alluded to in the subsequent patriarchal narratives, a
divine–human berit is not mentioned explicitly again until we reach
the book of Exodus, where it also encompasses Isaac and Jacob, and
serves as the basis for Yahweh’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt
(Exod. 2:24; 6:4–5; cf. Lev. 26:40–42; 2 Kgs 13:23; Neh. 9:8).

When the term is next found in Exodus (Exod. 19:5), it appears to
anticipate the next major covenantal development; namely, the berit
established between Yahweh and Israel.65 The ratification of this
national covenant (generally described as Mosaic or Sinaitic) by
means of a covenant-making ceremony involving blood ritual is
described in Exodus 24.66 Interestingly, there is no explicit mention of
a divine oath in the context of the ratification of the covenant at
Sinai, although a few texts appear to allude to such an oath (e.g.
Num. 14:16; Deut. 28:9; 31:23; Ezek. 16:8, 59–60; 20:5–6; Mic. 7:20;
cf. also Exod. 13:11),67 and such is certainly mentioned explicitly in
relation to the renewal or remaking of this covenant on the plains of
Moab (cf. Deut. 29:12, 14, 19). The obligations imposed on the
people were apparently ‘inscripturated’ in what is described as the
‘Book of the Covenant’ (Exod. 24:7). These obligations – at least in
summary form – are subsequently engraved on ‘the two tablets of the
testimony’ (Hebrew: �edût; Exod. 31:18 ; my italics), which, after
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64 In some biblical texts the precise referent intended by ‘your forefathers’ is ambigu-
ous. However, in the texts listed, an allusion to Israel’s ancestors (i.e. Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob and his sons) seems to be the most straightforward interpretation.

65 Although some (e.g. Dumbrell 1984: 81) insist rather that it refers back to the
patriarchal covenant. Indeed, Baker (2005: 25) has recently argued that the traditional
separation between the ancestral and national covenants is misleading in any case: ‘the
Mosaic covenant is a confirmation and elaboration of that made with Abraham, not
something new or different’.

66 It will be argued below that the blood-ritual involved in ratification of the
Sinai covenant is an enacted oath rite (for the latter idea, see Hugenberger 1994:
194–214).

67 Again, the precise referent point for some of these texts (esp. Mic. 7:20) is unclear.
E.g. one might reasonably infer that the oath by which Yahweh assured the Israelites
of their territorial inheritance was in fact made to their ancestors. In keeping with this,
the reference to the oath Yahweh promised ‘to you and your ancestors’ in Exodus 13:11
() could then be understood in terms of a vav explicative (i.e. ‘to you, that is, to
your ancestors’). Nevertheless, some of these texts are difficult to interpret in this way
(e.g. Deut. 28:9; Ezek. 16:8; 20:5–6), and thus supply further evidence associating
covenant ratification with the swearing of an oath.
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their initial destruction and reintroduction, are referred to (Exod.
34:28 ) as ‘the words of the covenant’ (Hebrew: berit). This
national covenant is clearly the most prominent berit in the Old
Testament (lending some credence to its description as the Old
Testament covenant), and is renewed at several important junctures
in Israel’s history (cf. Deut. 29:1; Josh. 24:25; 2 Kgs 23:1–3). Its
precise relationship with the Levitical covenant(s) will receive more
detailed analysis later (see chapter 3 below), but it seems that this
national covenant also encompasses more specialized commitments
between God and smaller sections of the covenant community;
namely, the ‘covenant of salt’ with the Aaronic Priesthood (Num.
18:19) and the ‘covenant of peace/perpetual priesthood’ with
Phinehas (Num. 25:12–13 ) and the covenant of faithful ministry
with Levi (Jer. 33:22; Neh. 13:29; Mal. 2:4–5, 8).

Although the key Hebrew term is not used in the context of its ini-
tiation, the promises God made to David of a perpetual dynasty (2
Sam. 7; 1 Chr. 17) are explicitly referred to as a berit elsewhere (cf. 2
Sam. 23:5; 2 Kgs 8:19 [cf. 2 Chr. 21:7]; 2 Chr. 13:5; Pss. 89:3, 19–27,
39; 132:11[?]; Isa. 55:3; Jer. 33:14–26). Moreover, the concept is prob-
ably implicit in other texts, which, though not using the actual term
berit, similarly underline the binding nature of the relationship
between Yahweh and Davidic dynasty (e.g. 1 Kgs 9:5; 11:36; 1 Chr.
28:4; cf. Ezek. 37:24–25). The way in which oath-taking language is
employed in biblical texts referring to the royal covenant (cf. Pss. 89:3,
35, 49; 132:11; Acts 2:20) again adds further weight to the conclusion
that such was an indispensable part of the covenant concept.68

The only other divine–human covenant mentioned in the Old
Testament is the future berit anticipated by the prophets (cf. Hos.
2:18; Isa. 54:10; 55:3; 59:21; 61:8; Jer. 31:31–34; 32:40; 50:5; Ezek.
16:60–62; 20:37; 34:25; 37:26; Dan. 9:27[?]; Zech. 9:11; Mal. 3:1[?]).69

The precise relationship between this ‘new covenant’ (Jer. 31:31) and
its antecedents needs to be carefully explored, but whether it is per-
ceived in terms of a covenant renewal (i.e. of the covenant initiated
at Sinai) or as a radically new development, this covenant involves
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68 While God had earlier sworn an oath to David concerning his own kingship (cf.
2 Sam. 3:9), the divine oath enshrined in the royal covenant concerned David’s dynasty
more than David himself.

69 While not using berit, Ezek. 36:22–38 obviously alludes to this future covenant
also, as is clear not only from the emphasis on spiritual cleansing that will facilitate the
meeting of God’s covenant demands (Ezek. 36:25–27), but also from the express use
of the covenant formula (Ezek. 36:28).
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facilitating the demands of love and loyalty that proved impossible
under the written covenant code (i.e. the Mosaic law).70

The fact that these various arrangements, ostensibly dating from
different periods, are described by the same Hebrew term certainly
implies a common denominator of some kind, something that was
best captured in the ancient Hebrew mind by the concept of a berit.
As we have seen, a cross-sectional examination reveals at least two
significant points of commonality:

• A covenant ratifies an already forged or existing elective relation-
ship.

• The ratification involves the making of solemn promises by means
of a verbal and/or enacted oath.

This suggests, therefore, that a divine–human berit may be defined as
the solemn ratification of an existing elective relationship involving
promises or obligations that are sealed with an oath.

Conclusion
The above analysis leads us to conclude that while a covenant involves
an elective relationship, and incorporates obligations on one or both
covenant partners, the key aspect without which it cannot be
described as a berit is the solemnizing of the promises and/or obliga-
tions by means of a formal oath. Even where this latter element is not
expressly mentioned, a close reading of the biblical material leads one
to the conclusion that such an oath was always implicit in so far as a
berit is concerned. Thus, in what follows, the following definition of a
berit will serve as the basis for our examination of divine–human
covenants in Scripture: ‘a solemn commitment, guaranteeing
promises or obligations undertaken by one or both parties, sealed with
an oath’.
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70 The ratification of this new covenant is obviously not recorded in the OT, but
interestingly it is again premised on the basis of a divine oath (cf. Isa. 54:9; 62:8).
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