Covenant
Before we begin this topic in earnest – we need to consider two supplementary issues
The nature of the written material in the Pentateuch and
What we mean when we talk about the people of Israel
The nature of the written material in the Pentateuch
I think these days the traditional view that the books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers
and Deuteronomy were written by Moses is no longer tenable. Please talk to me later if that
decision upsets you and we will discuss it further, but for the moment I am going to take that
matter as read.
The existence of duplicate narratives, interwoven issues and sections of the text which have
very distinctive characteristics seems to support the view that there were a number of
different strains of tradition which may be detected as running through the five books

Let’s consider these
Perhaps the easiest to isolate the one we call the Deuteronomic source. This is mainly legal
material found predominantly in the book of Deuteronomy, but there are indications of its
influence in a number of earlier passages.
The source which we describe as the P or Priestly source again is relatively easy to spot,
although this school of editors, probably lived during the latter years of the Exile and for
some time after the Israelites began to return to their land. Their material included whole
blocks of tradition which they added to existing scripture. .

The remainder of the Pentateuch seems to be made up of information which came from two
editors whose work may have been amalgamated prior to its inclusion in the finished books.
These are known as the J source and the E source or sometimes even the JE source – and
this seems to be the earliest strand of the complete narrative.
You may have noticed that I have carefully avoided the use of the term “author” because
these people who contributed to and published their work were drawing upon information,
material, poems, law codes, narratives, even romances which had circulated in the oral –
tradition for a very long time
So while we may be able to identify these editors and even date the period of history in which
they lived – that fact alone will probably be no guide to the age of the material which they
reveal to us.
Why do we concern ourselves with this in relation to the topic of covenant?
Simply because it will help us understand why the same story seems to appear twice.
There is an account of a covenant between God and Abraham mentioned in Genesis 15
Then when we get to Genesis 17 we have an account of a covenant between God and
Abraham.
Equally when we talk about the Covenant between God and the people at Mount Sinai, you
won’t be too surprised to find that two different sources have recorded this event. Their
slightly different accounts with quite different aims have been somewhat blended together
and unless one recognizes that there may be two distinct sources here placed alongside each
other, the whole issue becomes very confusing.
What do we mean when we talk about the people of Israel?
When do you think in the account of the Old Testament does it become legitimate to refer to
the people as Israelites.
Was Adam an Israelite?
Was Noah?
Were Abraham, Isaac and Jacob Israelites?
Was Moses an Israelite?
How about Joshua?
Saul?
David?
I think the drawing of that line is incredibly important.
Were the people who came out of Egypt Israelites?
All the ancestors of later Israel could hardly have participated in the Exodus for the number
involved cannot have been too large. It is stated in Numbers 1:46 and 26:51 that Israel on the
march could muster some six hundred thousand men of military age – which would mean
some 2 to 3 million in all, counting women and children. This figure is high even for the
population of the nation under the monarchy and it out of the question for the time of the
Exodus. Such a host even marching in close order would more than have extended from
Egypt to Sinai and back and would have had little to fear from a pursuing contingent of
Pharaoh’s army..
There seems to be a theological point being made here, as if to say, “all who are Israelites
were there.”

Whether we call them Israelites or not, it is terribly important to acknowledge that the events
of the Exodus and the crossing of the sea forms the fundamental existential experience and
that those who later joined this key group had to somehow forge a relationship between
themselves and those events if they were to be associated with the so called chosen people.

Meaning of the term “Covenant”
The Hebrew word for a covenant is b’erit often used in the case of a new covenant with the
verb karat– I cut – possibly indicating the sacrificial nature of the term.
The noun comes from the Hebrew root brh which has several meanings.
Some scholars think it is a word derived from the ancient language Akkadian where there is a
term “baru” to bind or fetter.
Others point out that this sort of word is used in the sense of food
While a third group think that it sums up the sort of relationship a person seeking protection
from a ruler might enter into for his or her protection.
Chronology
This rather depends on what you are looking for – whether it is occurrences of the actual
word for a covenant b’erit or the concept of the covenant – that special relationship between
God and mankind
The word appears numerous times in the book of Genesis but the covenant, agreement or
treaty can be over quite secular affairs such as ownership of a well or a marriage covenant.
On the other hand the patriarchs are frequently reminded by God that they have found favour
in his eyes – to the extent that God makes promises to Abraham granting him a special
blessing, reassuring him that his offspring will develop into a great nation and that they will

inherit the land of Canaan. Yet the term b’erit is not used in many of these reassurances – so
where is it used?
Genesis 9 with Noah
In Genesis 15 with Abraham
Again in Genesis 17 in regard to Abraham’s offspring Isaac.
Exodus 24) Between God and the Israelite people who received the 10 commandments at Mt
Sinai.
Reminders of the Covenant are found in Exodus 34 ,Leviticus and especially
Deuteronomy28.
A large covenant renewal at Shechem is described Joshua 24
In 2 Samuel 7 there is mention of a Davidic covenant as well as in quite a lot of Psalms.
Hosea and Amos have numerous oracles reminding the “covenant community” of their
obligations to the terms of the covenant.
Jeremiah who warns that the covenant will be broken and lost.
In the restoration after the exile Ezra conducted a great ceremony in Jerusalem – a renewal of
the covenant.
Then of course within Christianity Jesus at the last supper and reiterated at every celebration
of the Eucharist, says, this is my blood of the new covenant and Christians believe that
through the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, Christians are privileged to be a part of the new
relationship with God.
Is the idea specifically Israelite?
Archaeological finds from the ancient city of Mari located in northern Syria and dating from
2800-1760 BCE included a great deal of legal and social material where actions were sealed
by a covenant or treaty and the tablets speak of the slaughtering of animals when covenants
were made.
At Mari we also know that such a covenant was called a salimum – a peace probably because
the promises made by the defeated nation or group brought to an end the necessity for
military operations to be carried out against the group.
The Hittite people made political covenants with defeated nations. Although I have only
seen some of these in translation it appears as if these suzerainty treaties as they were called
not only called for obedience from the subject people but also ensured that they retained
certain privileges and benefits. For this reason many scholars in the last century believed that
these suzerainty treaties formed a sort of blueprint for the way in which Israel regarded the
covenants we read about in the Old Testament between God and the nation.
This may well be a topic you may wish to explore further.
Secular use of the term covenant
In the Old Testament the term constitutes a legally binding agreement but there is more than
one type of covenant.
Frequently the covenant represents an agreement between two parties in which there is basic
parity. In chapter 21 of Genesis there is a charming little story of how a dispute was settled
between Abraham and Abimelech over the ownership of a well by the making of a covenant.
The two men seem to have disagreed about whose well it was – the matter was eventually

settled by Abraham making a gift of sheep and oxen but also 7 ewe lambs as his part of the
covenant Incidentally this also gave the site its name Beer Sheba (Well of seven)
Peace was restored between Jacob and Laban by the making of a covenant in Genesis 31:44
after Jacob had done an moonlight flit with his wives and some of Uncle Laban’s
possessions.

One most unusual covenant ceremony
In Genesis 15 there are the remains of what I believe is a very ancient form of covenant
ceremony.
In verses 7 – 11 God reminds Abram that he is the God who has brought him into a land
which he has given to him.
Abram responds by asking “how do I know that I am going to possess it?”
Abram is told to bring for a sacrifice
3 yrs old heifer, 3 yrs old she goat, a 3yrs old ram, a turtle dove and a young pigeon.
Apart from the birds, the heifer, the goat and the ram are to be cut in two – halved.
God then outlines for Abram what will happen to him and his descendants.
This includes the descent into Egypt, the slavery and the escape.
In order to seal the story and the events at sunset, God, represented by a smoking pot passes
between the halves of the sacrificed animals
When the sun had gone down and it was dark, behold, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch
passed between these pieces. 18 On that day theLord made a covenant with Abram, saying,
“To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river
Euphra′tes,
Covenant at Sinai
The covenant between God and the people at Sinai welds together two quite different
experiences. The first is the escape from Egypt by the slaves, their miraculous passage
through the waters of the Reed Sea and their subsequent wanderings in the wilderness. The
second is the giving of the Ten Commandments on Mt Sinai to Moses on behalf of the
people.
The first of these is a preparation for the second and the second is based theologically on the
first.
How is the covenant actually made?
For this you need to look at Exodus 24 which is quite a difficult chapter inasmuch as it
contains two quite separate ideas.

According to one version verses 1-2 and 9-11 the covenant is made at a sacred meal on top of
the mountain. A select group of Moses, Aaron, Aaron’s two sons and seventy elders behold
God directly and sit and eat and drink with him.
Meanwhile the other version found in verses 3-8 states that the whole assembly of the people
take part in the covenant ceremony at the foot of the mountain. There is a sacrifice, Moses
builds an altar and sets up twelve pillars to represent the people according to the twelve
tribes. Animals are sacrificed and half the blood from these animals is dashed against the altar
to represent God’s association with the action. The other half is put in basins and Moses reads
to the people the “Book of the Covenant”. The people then pledge themselves to accept and
obey God’s commands and to seal this, the blood from the basins is thrown over the heads of
the people. It won’t surprise you to learn that this is referred to as covenant blood.
What does this tell us about covenant?
The sharing of a common meal as a means of concluding a covenant is fairly common
throughout the Old Testament. The practice of making a covenant by a sacrifice is well
known in ancient society. There is also the belief that the blood has sacramental power to
bring together two parties in a covenant. The belief was common in Old Testament times and
carries over into New Testament theology as an interpretation of the death of Jesus.
Let’s return to Exodus 24 for a moment where we see an important difference between the
two views of covenant. This I think is at the heart of our understanding of the Sinai covenant.

The version in which all the people take part in the meal belongs to the old epic tradition
found in the JE source.

The people listen to the terms of the covenant which are spelled out to them
Not just the ten words
But the whole of those smaller regulations which are collected in chapters 21-23 – a section
known as the Book of the Covenant. .
The people have to agree to them and agree to obey them.
For those of you who may be familiar with the writings of the pre-exilic Old Testament
prophets you will know they are constantly reminding the people that in order to ensure
God’s favour they must obey his commands and keep to his ways. When they don’t this is
seen as sinful and the nation is in danger of breaking the terms of the covenant promise.
The Exile and the defeat of Israel are seen as a failure on the part of the people to keep God’s
words and the terms of his covenant.
The failure of the nation is not quite as simple as that and there are other theological factors at
work in the failure, but I am sure you will catch on to the idea that if the people fail to obey
God and fail to keep their side of the bargain then the covenant relationship might be broken
and God’s favour lost.
That is a very strong theological idea associated with covenant.

Again we return to the text of Exodus 24 to see the other picture.
Here we have a meal celebrated by the few chosen representatives of the people high up in
the mountain. This account seems to belong to the Priestly tradition, which we have said was
put together during the latter part of the exile in Babylon among teachers and scholars who
had to see a way forward for the defeated community who had lost everything after the
Babylonian invasion, the destruction of the temple and the deporting of subjects to Babylon.

They had no doubt about the validity of the Sinai covenant and the importance of obedience
but they promote the idea that what God made with the people after the Exodus was not just a
covenant but an everlasting covenant, – berit olam a covenant for ever – that is a covenant
which God establishes in perpetuity, regardless of human performance.
Can you see how this version of the events at Sinai becomes terribly relevant to the Israelites
who are being released from Exile- who are returning to the land of Israel?

The Priestly writer and covenant
This writer or school of writers had knowledge and probably information in the form of
legends and stories of many of the events which predate the Exodus and even the events
when Jacob and his sons went to live in Egypt – as described in the book of Genesis.
It is likely that he knew and may have had written records even from the primeval history of
Genesis 1-11 – the story of Noah for example and we believe that the writers were familiar
with the traditions about the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

The Priestly writer will also have known that there were traditions about a covenant between
God and Abraham
And his account of the Flood story may well have concluded not with a blessing from God
and a command that man should be fruitful and multiply, but with a full blown covenant.

Covenant between God and Abraham Genesis 17
The whole of chapter 17 of Genesis seems to be the work of the Priestly editor. I think within
it you can see how he takes well known ideas and reworks them in the light of his own
theology.
As we have seen there is an account of the establishment of a covenant between God and
Abraham in Genesis 15.
Despite the fact that this is such a primitive account, the Priestly editor records his version in
quite a different way.
You will probably notice in chapter 17, the Priestly version, the initiative rests with God “I
will make my covenant between me and you. Abram receives his new name – Abraham. He
is to be the father of a multitude of nations, kings shall come forth from him. There is a
promise that his descendants will possess the land of Canaan as an everlasting possession –
and the covenant itself is describes as an everlasting covenant (berit olam).
It is not until we get to verse 9 that there is any hint that Abraham will be responsible for
keeping the covenant. Even then it is almost a passing comment to which little significance is
attached.
The sign of this covenant ( and the priestly editor is very keen to point out that each covenant
regarded as an everlasting covenant has a visible sign) is here the rite of circumcision.
So, according to the text of Genesis 17 God commands Abraham to ensure that those male
children born in his house are circumcised.
Then secondly there is mention of Sarah. Her name is to be changed from Sarai to Sarah and
she will conceive and bear a son despite the fact that she is 99 years old.
If you were to skip on to chapter 18 thee you would find another ancient story about how God
appeared to Abraham and informed him and Sarah that she would bear a son. It is the one
where Abraham is visited by three men- presumably one of whom is God and they tell
Abraham that Sarah will have a child. Sarah overhears this and laughs because she knows she
is too old –and subsequently she is challenged. “Why did you laugh?” but Sarah denies it “I
did not laugh” The whole series of events are just so believable.
Now contrast that with the more clinical approach of the Priestly writer where Abraham is
simply told Sarah will bear a son and I will establish my covenant (the everlasting covenant
you remember) with Isaac.
God’s covenant with Noah Genesis 9
This I think is the most remarkable of all the covenants. It is a covenant between God and not
just the Israelite people but with every living creature of all flesh. It is a berit olam an
everlasting covenant.
“When the bow (rainbow) is seen in the clouds I will look upon it and remember the
everlasting covenant.” Gen 9:16

The sign of the covenant between God and all creatures is the rainbow.
Again the existence of a covenant is a visible symbol for all to see.
But why – why should the Priestly author decide to include a covenant in this way.
Firstly the event has no specific cultic significance for the Israelite people so by emphasizing
this he is not detracting in any from the privileges which will eventually fall to the Israelites
as the chosen people
Secondly it emphasizes a theme which we see reiterated in the psalms that God is the lord,
the creator of the universe. God is the king of creation and one could say that it emanates
from that idea.
Thirdly – one of the things that the Jewish people came to recognize in the Exile was that
they existed among the nations. There is a subtle change in emphasis during the Post – Exilic
period that is that the Jews began to accept that other nations had a part in God’s plan. They
were not just agents of God’s punishment, but they in some way, were also under God’s
jurisdiction. It was hoped that they would eventually come to the Jew’s way of thinking, but
nevertheless for the moment it was beginning to be accepted that they had rights in the eyes
of God.

Post Sinai covenants
There are a number of reports in the books of Deuteronomy and Joshua of a covenant renewal
ceremony. This takes the form of the leader of the people reciting, by way of reminder all the
great acts which God has performed on their behalf. What we cannot be sure about is whether
these are historical reminiscences or the author of the books, usually a person we call the
Deuteronomic historian putting into the mouth of the leader of the people the words he
believes they ought to have said at that moment of history.
So we have a long speech by Moses just before his death, fragments of others elsewhere.
As we are simply looking I to the topic and not studying for a PHD – I propose we note their
existence and move on. One important exception is the covenant at Shechem in Joshua 24.
Shechem evidently had had an important covenant tradition long before Israel existed. The
name of its god, Baal Berit (“Lord of the Covenant”), presupposes some kind of covenant
basis for the local social structure. The Shechem covenant narrative has been preserved at
least in part in the Book, in which Joshua appeals to the family and clan heads to choose
between the new dominion of Yahweh and the continuation of the old ancestral cults of the
Amorite tradition “beyond the River
The subsequent history of the Sinai covenant tradition is very complex. There is some
evidence of a covenant-renewal ceremony held every seven years, which is inherently
plausible and which would function as a means for obtaining the oath-bound loyalty to
Yahweh and his dominion of those who had come into the community from the outside.

Covenant with David
With the onset of the monarchy Israelite religion and covenant theology encountered a
massive obstacle. How could the relationship between God and his people (where God was
regarded as king) incorporate the idea of an earthly king, first in the election of Saul and then

of David.
Saul never coped with the problem.
Throughout the majority of his reign, while he commanded an army and wielded political
power he had the constant restraining force of an equally powerful religious leader, Samuel,
breathing down his neck and it literally drove him mad.
From the beginning of his reign David set out his stall to be different. Once he had disposed
of any possible political challengers from Ishbaal and Abner, he focused his attention on
gaining a neutral capital city – Jerusalem.
We think that Jerusalem, probably in common with other city states already had a strong
religious tradition of its own.
David, I believe, bought in to this and attempted to blend this Jerusalem religious tradition,
which recognised the position and cultic importance of a king, with the covenant faith and
religion of Israel – which found it so difficult to accommodate kingship.
We notice how David acting as a priest performs a sacrifice 2 Samuel 24:25
There is a good deal of speculation among scholars about how much of the old Jerusalemite
religion found its way into the faith of Israel.
Some claim that a god tsedeq was the name of the city’s chief deity
Others feel Shalman or Shulman was a Jerusalemite god
Again the role of the Canaanite god El as El Elyon figured in the city’s pantheon is unclear
Perhaps you may recognise names such as Zadok the priest who served under King David
David’s favourite son Solomon may be a reflection of Salim Sulman

Certainly the way in which King David brought the Ark of the Covenant into the city would
seem to suggest that he was making a deliberate attempt to weld together the old and the new.
Also I am very interested in Genesis chapter 14 which is an unusual story which involves an
expedition by Abraham and his immediate family in order to rescue his nephew Lot who had
been taken prisoner by four kings.
In this strange story as Abraham returns home to Mamre, he encounters a king of Salem
(possibly Jerusalem) who was a priest of El Elyon. His name is Melchizedek (which means
Zedek is my Lord) This priest king gives a blessing to Abraham
Perhaps here we have here is a piece of political/religious propaganda.
It associates the priest king of Salem with the patriarch Abraham
and rather implies that a seniority of the priest king over the ancestor of the Israelites.

Royal Covenant theology
In time David’s weaknesses and foibles were forgotten and his greatness was celebrated.
Israel’s historians believed that in David human virtues of goodness and power were
embodied. He was God’s servant, a god-fearing king.
In 2 Samuel 7 the special relationship between God and David was extended to his whole
dynasty. The Davidic king would be elected to the special relationship of son of God
When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your
offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom.
13
He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever.
14
I will be his father, and he shall be my son.

The same point is made in Psalm 2 – a Royal Psalm
“I have set my king on Zion, my holy hill.”
7

I will tell of the decree of the Lord: He said to me, “You are my son, today I have begotten
you.
And in 2 Samuel 23:5 the so called “Last Words of David
Yea, does not my house stand so with God? For he has made with me an everlasting
covenant, ordered in all things and secure.
The Davidic Covenant – engineered, I believe by David himself is modelled on Canaanite
and other Near Eastern conceptions. In these areas the king was regarded as a sacral person,
the representative or son of a god through whom the blessings of the divine order were
mediated to society. The pattern, as far as I can tell relied upon the monarch (king), God and
the temple which could be described as the dwelling place of God,

David’s particular situation
This pattern seems to have been implemented by King David.
He proposes to build a temple in Jerusalem. Initial discussions with Nathan the prophet seem
favourable and David prepared to go ahead.
The Nathan returned and announced that it would be David’s son who would build the temple
and not him. An interesting change of mind
1. What, I wonder brought this about? Too much change too quickly?
2. There were always rumblings of discontent against David – the revolt under Absalom
and Sheba’s rebellion 2 Samuel 20.
3. Northern Israel was not greatly influenced by happenings in Jerusalem and was
probably unimpressed by David’s rise to power.
4. It is in the north that we see a much more support for the Sinai tradition.
What is interesting about the Davidic covenant is not only the wealth of support it receives in
the literature of Psalms
Eg Psalm 89:3
Thou hast said, “I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to David my
servant: 4 ‘I will establish your descendants for ever, and build your throne for all
generation.”
26

He shall cry to me, ‘Thou art my Father, my God, and the Rock of my salvation.’ 27 And
I will make him the first-born, the highest of the kings of the earth.
But the way in which propaganda against the old order – the old covenant is assembled
On the holy mount stands the city he founded; 2
than all the dwelling places of Jacob.

the Lord loves the gates of Zion
Psalm 87:1

more

In Psalm 78 – having recited at great length the benevolent deeds of God performed on behalf
of the Israelite people, the psalmist declares that God is angry with his people because they
have not been faithful to the terms of the covenant. The result of their rebellion is that God
rejected the people
He rejected the tent of Joseph, he did not choose the tribe of E′phraim; 68 but he chose the
tribe of Judah, Mount Zion, which he loves. 69 He built his sanctuary like the high
heavens, like the earth, which he has founded for ever. 70 He chose David his servant,
Covenant theology under the kings is certainly different from anything that has gone before
it. Once Solomon had built the temple that also had to be included in the equation as well.
There is no doubt that a struggle ensued between the old traditions of the wilderness, the
covenant at Sinai and the Zionism of Jerusalem, the temple and the Davidic monarchy.
Prophets and their attitude towards the Covenant
The next several centuries illustrate the constant battle between the Mosaic and the Jerusalem
traditions. The prophets proclaimed the disintegration (c. 922 BCE) of the Solomonic empire
into a northern (Israel) and a southern kingdom (Judah) as the divine judgement of God for
gross disobedience. Particularly in the north, which did not retain the Davidic dynasty, the
prophets periodically proclaimed the necessity and inevitability of wiping out one royal
dynasty after another.
Elijah, a 9th-century BCE a rustic prophet, ridiculed the idea that the Israelites could limp
along on both legs—i.e., observe loyalty to both the Yahwistic and the Baal cults.

Reforms were carried out occasionally, but not until the time of Josiah, the young king of
Judah (late 7th century BCE), and the discovery of an old copy of the Mosaic legal-ethical
tradition (the Deuteronomic code) in 621 was serious reform undertaken—and there with
little permanent success.
The Old Testament prophet Jeremiah who not only predicted the inevitable downfall of the
kingdom and the wiping away of the covenant but also looked forward to a new covenant.
Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house
of Israel and the house of Judah, 32 not like the covenant which I made with their fathers when
I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant which they
broke, though I was their husband, says the Lord. 33 But this is the covenant which I will
make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them,
and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.
Ezra
There was a clear attempt once the Exile was over to ensure that the Israelite people would
focus completely on the pure unadulterated worship of Yahweh. Ezra the priest and scribe
and Nehemiah the secular governor are said by the author of their books to have worked in
tandem in Jerusalem to reorder the city and cult for the benefit of the people.
Nehemiah was responsible for building the walls of the city while Ezra called a solemn
assembly.
The people were obliged to be present as he read to them “The Law”
It is not quite clear what “The law” actually was but it was clearly a reminder of the terms of
the covenant and a recital of all that God had done for them.
A recital of the good deeds of Yahweh were read out, there was a confession by the people of
sin and a listing of the obligations in considerable detail they were expected to agree to.
This is covenant renewal on a grand scale.
Conclusion
Ezra is but one attempt to see a way forward in terms of a new covenant.
Those who lived at Qumran saw themselves as the heirs to the covenant.
In Christianity we have the same sort of language and association
Jesus at the Last Supper shares the wine with his disciples saying – drink, this is my blood of
the New Covenant which is given for you.
Jesus by the New Testament writers is seen as the true heir of the covenant.
Remember the necessity of the meal in the covenant ceremony
Remember the importance of the blood of the slaughtered beast which was shared with those
participating in the ceremony – how it was thrown over their heads.
Jesus by sharing the cup of wine which he has associated with his blood is using sacrificial
imagery – which he describes as part of the new covenant.
Those who share the meal and share the blood become members of the covenant community.

