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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 disciplines (e.g. historical theology,
exegesis, systematic theology, historical 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 biblical corpora.

Above all, these monographs are creative attempts to help thinking
Christians understand their Bibles better. The series aims simultaneously 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 evangelicalism, 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 centuries 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
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



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 anticipated 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 commitment, 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 universal blessing.

The second chapter, therefore, sets the covenant idea into its biblical-
theological context, namely, God’s purpose to extend his rule and blessing
throughout the world — a divine plan jeopardized but not eradicated by
human rebellion. The suggestion that humanity’s prelapsarian 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 guarantee 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 blessing 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 international 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: 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 opportunity, therefore,
to express sincere gratitude to those whose prayers have been a tremendous
source of encouragement. The undergraduate and postgraduate students I
have had the privilege of teaching at Moore College, as well as some of the
folk from St Helen’s, Bishopsgate, 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 uninterrupted 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 shortcomings 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
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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 persuasions
happily use the terminology, they do not necessarily have the same thing in
mind. ' 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),® 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.® 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
theological 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 theological
dimensions of the various corpora, and with the interrelationships of
these within the whole canon of Scripture.



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 wvalidity of such an enterprise, however, has not gone
unchallenged. * 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 scholarship
rejects any idea of a unified theology of the Old Testament, preferring to
think rather in terms of Old Testament theologies.” 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 Rdisdnen, who, following Baur’s lead,
identifies such sharp theological disagreement among New Testament
authors as to undermine completely the task of constructing a single New
Testament theology. ®

Against such a negative premise concerning the extent of theological
diversity within the scriptural canon, it is certainly difficult to see how
biblical theology (as defined above) can be accepted as a legitimate
scholarly enterprise: ‘biblical theology cannot be maintained if there is no
(at least underlying) unity in the Bible’s theology’.” 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,® 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 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 illustrates 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 recognized. Such is noticeably
reflected in the canonical nomenclature applied to Christian Scripture: the
Old and New Testaments.” 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 throughout 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’)." 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 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. "

Wellhausen and source criticism

In his highly influential Prolegomena to the History of Israel,'* 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
relationship with Yahweh in terms of a covenant was a relatively late
development influenced primarily by the preaching of the prophets."
Through the latter, Wellhausen believed, the ‘natural bond between the two
[Yahweh and Israel] was severed, and the relation was henceforth viewed as
conditional’.' From this the notion of covenant or treaty naturally
developed. ®

While some scholars by and large accepted Wellhausen’s conclusions
with respect to the antiquity and historicity of the Sinai traditions, others
rejected the sharp dichotomy he had drawn between early Israelite religion
and that which arose through the preaching of the eighth-century prophets,
and maintained that there was a historical core to the Sinai traditions which
reflected some sort of early covenant arrangement. '°

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 information was generally
acknowledged, controversy continued over the antiquity and historicity of
the covenant idea.'” 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 protection 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 question 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. **

However, some explanation was thus required for the dearth of
references 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 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. ** 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 religion, 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. *’

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 Grgnbech, 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 annually re-enacted or
‘actualized’ in this cultic drama, and that it (covenant) was the link between
individual and community ‘blessing’.*" 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 monograph (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 covenant
‘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 narratives. 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. *

While not all of these ideas were new, they were given fresh impetus by
the detailed and cogent manner in which they were presented. However, as
Nicholson (1986: 34-44) suggests, other significant 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 emphasis (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. *®

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 sociological grounds.?*
This general consensus over the antiquity of the major Old Testament
covenants remained largely wunchallenged 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. ”

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 Deuteronomy, seemed to serve a
critical blow to the earlier consensus (following Wellhausen) that covenant
was a relatively late innovation in Israel’s history. Basing their conclusions
on KoroSec’s seminal study of Hittite treaty structures, several scholars
identified analogous structures in the biblical material.*®
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

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, concluded
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
historical 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 Bc, 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
BC).

However, while the above outline for the Hittite treaties was generally
accepted (cf. Hillers 1969), others noted with McCarthy (1963) that the
fourth element (deposit and public reading) is the least frequent, 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:

e general stipulations
o detailed stipulations®’

Moreover, although McCarthy agreed with Mendenhall that Israel used
ancient Near Eastern treaty forms to describe its special relationship with
Yahweh, he was much more cautious about using literary form to argue for
an early date of the related Old Testament 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 BC).

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 particular, he noted the extensive set
of curses in Deuteronomy 28 paralleled the longer lists of curses in
Assyrian treaties. In addition, he highlighted a significant amount of shared



ideas such as that of undivided allegiance. While Weinfeld acknowledged
some significant ‘discrepancies’ (such as the absence of historical prologue
in the Assyrian treaties and a substantial difference in their objective vis-a-
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 prologue’) 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. **
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 bérit can be dismissed on source-critical grounds.*
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. *

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. *'

Despite a number of protesting voices,” it appears that within
contemporary 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,” 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 ultimate 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 purposes of creation are achieved — or even excelled’
(1980: 63).

Dumbrell (1984) approaches the subject from a fairly similar
perspective, 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 consummation in the new
creation. >

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 unconditional, 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
dispensationalism and Reformed theology, Walton (1994) provides a
discussion of covenant from what he calls a ‘revelatory’ perspective.* His
major thesis is that covenant is chiefly a vehicle for the (progressive)
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 revelatory function of covenant,
the present study will operate with quite a different definition of the
covenant concept (see here below).

Unfortunately, even though these biblical-theological investigations by
evangelical scholars have certainly made significant contributions to our
understanding of the biblical theology of covenant, they have been largely
ignored in the mainstream debate. Nevertheless, 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 biblical
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 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 certainly 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 agreement over the
precise number of such covenants and their relationship 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-encompassing ‘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,” 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 generally 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
ultimate goal: the new creation.

Admittedly, this concept of a single, overarching ‘covenant of grace’
helpfully serves to keep the continuity and theological relationship between
the wvarious divine-human covenants clearly in focus. Unfortunately,
however, some of the terminology that has thus been introduced into the
discussion has proved problematic and potentially misleading. Moreover,
superimposing a covenantal framework 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 acknowledging 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.” 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 examined
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 representatives); 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’,*
some scholars — as already noted — have gone further, identifying covenant
as the organizing theological centre (German: Mitte) around which the
entire message of the Old Testament has been constructed, and providing
the essential coherence between the Old Testament and the New. *

Certainly influential in this respect, Eichrodt’s cross-sectional approach
to Old Testament theology has been criticized on several fronts.

1. It is too synchronic and not sufficiently diachronic.

2. It is too schematic and not sufficiently dynamic. *’

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 testimony that do
not fit the overall scheme (e.g. it is difficult to incorporate the wisdom
literature into Eichrodt’s proposed theological centre).*

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. *

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. *

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, diathéke, occurs only
thirty-three times, mainly within the Pauline corpus and Hebrews),* the
concept (i.e. the new covenant era inaugurated by the death and resurrection
of Jesus Christ) lies at the very heart of New Testament theology.*
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
commitment 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 LoORD’ 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. *

Given its prominence and pervasiveness in the biblical text, no
preaching programme or theological curriculum can ignore the biblical
theology of covenant for very long. Indeed, even when not mentioned
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 participate in
the ‘new covenant’, we understand not only what this is, but how it relates
to the covenant history as disclosed in Scripture. 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 relationship 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 encompasses 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 terminology. 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 particular 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 investigation 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 covenant theology).
The present investigation has little, if any, bearing on covenant theology in
that sense. ¥

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.® 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.*
In the Old Testament it encompasses parity agreements between individuals
and/or their families, oaths of allegiance by subjects to their king,
international alliances between one nation and another, as well as several
arrangements instituted between God and men.* The New Testament picks



up the common Old Testament terminology (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 here and the discussion in ch. 7
below).

Thus as McKenzie (2000: 3) correctly concedes, ‘Defining “covenant”
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:

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

e Are both parties obligated or just one?

e Is the covenant imposed by one party on another, or are its terms
negotiated and arrived at by mutual consent and agreement?

e 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 bérit. 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 bérit has arguably no real synonyms,® its associative field
includes the following: $ébii‘d (sworn oath); ’ald (oath); hesed (stead-fast
love); tora (instruction). Even when found in parallelism with bérit, words
like “ald and toérd 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 conclude that the making of a bérit
involves the taking of an oath, one must not deduce from the mere taking of
an oath that a beérit 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.
Proposed etymologies include the following: >

1. brh (I) — ‘to eat’ (reflecting the association between covenant initiation
and a communal meal)

2. brh (IT) — ‘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 highlighted 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 extrabiblical literature that might possibly shed light
on the meaning and nuances of the term.

Greek
In the Septuagint, bérit is generally translated by the term diathéke.®

4
Strictly speaking, this refers to a promissory obligation, and is commonly
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 diathekeé 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 synthéke, with respect to covenant. 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 theological construct to which the term is most commonly
applied.”



‘Covenants’ in the Old Testament between human beings

As noted above, in addition to its association with divine—human
relationships, the term bérit 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 bérit 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);*® 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 bérit: 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 bérit of peace with the
stones of the field and wild animals); Job 31:1 (Job’s bérit with his eyes)
and Isaiah 28:15, 18 (Jerusalem’s political leaders’ bérit with death).

While it would be misleading to describe these covenants as ‘secular’ —
in that God was at least implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) 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 bérit that the theological motif or metaphor most likely
derives.*

It is clear from the texts surveyed above that a bérit covers a wide range
of elective as opposed to natural human relationships:>® a commitment
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 observations 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.” While Lohfink (1967: 101-113) may have gone too far in
actually defining a bérit in terms of an ‘oath’, it is now widely
acknowledged that an oath was indeed an indispensable aspect in the
ratification of a covenant.®* 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 elective
relationship formalized by means of a solemn obligation or oath. We may
provisionally conclude, therefore, that one of the key concepts or basic
ideas conveyed by the term bérit is the solemn nature of the agreement it
enshrined; it had been sealed with an oath. However, this hypothesis must
be further tested in the light of the other main category of bérit reflected in
the Old Testament; namely, a bérit directly associated with a divine—human
relationship. *'

‘Covenants’ in the Old Testament between
God and humans

As far as divine-human covenants are concerned, the first mention of any
such bérit 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 bérit as the
Adamic (often referred to as a probationary ‘covenant of works’ or, more
recently, as ‘the covenant of/with creation’; 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 bérit is associated with Abram
(Gen. 15:18), where the common idiom of cutting (Hebrew: karat) a bérit 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).% Different terminology is found in Genesis 17, a chapter whose
focus is likewise on a beérit 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. *

Significantly, on at least three occasions the patriarchal
narratives explicitly use the language 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; 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).* While Yahweh’s covenant promises to Abraham are
clearly alluded to in the subsequent patriarchal narratives, a divine—human



bérit 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 beérit
established between Yahweh and Israel.* 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.% 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),* 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: ‘édiit; Exod. 31:18 Esv; my italics), which, after their
initial destruction and reintroduction, are referred to (Exod. 34:28 Esv) as
‘the words of the covenant’ (Hebrew: bérit). This national covenant is
clearly the most prominent bérit 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



ESV) 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
initiation, the promises God made to David of a perpetual dynasty (2 Sam.
7; 1 Chr. 17) are explicitly referred to as a bérit 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 probably implicit in
other texts, which, though not using the actual term bérit, 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. *

The only other divine—human covenant mentioned in the Old Testament
is the future bérit 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[?]).* The precise
relationship between this ‘new covenant’ (Jer. 31:31) and its antecedents
needs to be carefully explored, but whether it is perceived in terms of a
covenant renewal (i.e. of the covenant initiated at Sinai) or as a radically
new development, this covenant involves facilitating the demands of love
and loyalty that proved impossible under the written covenant code (i.e. the
Mosaic law).”

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

This suggests, therefore, that a divine-human bérit 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 bérit is
the solemnizing of the promises and/or obligations 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 beérit is concerned. Thus, in what follows,
the following definition of a bérit 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’.






Chapter Two

Covenant and God’s universal purpose

Covenant in its biblical-theological context

If covenant is one of the most important ideas in Scripture as a whole, it
is certainly so in the case of the Pentateuch in particular. The term itself (i.e.
bérit) is found some eighty-two times, and is used to describe both
interpersonal (cf. Gen. 14:13; 21:27, 32; 26:28; 31:44; Exod. 23:32; 34:12;
Deut. 7:2) and divine-human covenants. As noted previously, the former
obviously throw considerable light on the meaning of the term; namely, that
it is a solemnly sworn commitment, guaranteeing promises or obligations
undertaken by one or both covenanting parties. However, the predominant
usage — describing divinely established covenants or the stipulations
incorporated within them — is more significant theologically. These divine—
human covenants not only occupy a pivotal place within the Pentateuch
itself, but are also clearly foundational for the revelation that unfolds in the
rest of the Bible. The first of these divine-human covenants (certainly, the
first mentioned explicitly) is the universal covenant established by God
with Noah and all creation in the immediate aftermath of the flood."
However, before looking at this particular covenant more closely, we need
to locate it within its biblical-theological context. This warrants a brief
examination of creation and the divine purpose.’

Creation and the divine purpose

In the book of Genesis, creation does not stand as a prescientific attempt to
explain the origin of the cosmos. Rather, creation functions in Genesis as
the prologue to history. As Anderson (1994: 25) observes:



It sets the stage for the unfolding of the divine purpose and
inaugurates a historical drama within which Israel and, in the
fullness of time, the church were destined to play a key role. Thus
creation stands in an inseparable historical relation to the ensuing
narratives that span the generations from Adam to Noah, from Noah
to Abr(ah)am, and from Abraham to Joseph.

Or as he has more recently (1999: 92) put it, ‘In the book of Genesis,
creation is not presented as an independent “doctrine” but belongs in the
context of an extended story that moves from the beginning toward the
fulfilment of God’s purpose for all creatures and the whole creation.’

However we understand the relationship between the two distinct
creation narratives in Genesis,’ it is clear that both present humanity as the
pinnacle of God’s creative activity. In Genesis 1 this is reflected in the fact
that humans are created last, and delegated responsibility for the rest of
creation (Gen. 1:26-31);* in Genesis 2 it is clear from the anthropocentric
focus of the chapter, and also from its formulaic introduction, which serves
primarily to introduce the tragic story of Adam and Eve.”

The functional aspect of the creation of human beings is explicated in
Genesis 1:26-28. Here it is disclosed that

e humans alone are created in/as God’s image (Gen. 1:26a, 27);°
e as such, humans are to populate the earth and rule over the rest of
creation (Gen. 1:26b, 28).

The ability to fulfil the first aspect of the creation mandate (‘Be fruitful and
multiply and fill . . .”) is clearly an expression of the divine blessing shared
by humankind, birds and fish (Gen. 1:28 Esv; cf. Gen. 1:22; 9:1), but not
land animals (cf. Gen. 1:24-25) — presumably because such blessing in
terms of numerical proliferation would have rivalled and indeed threatened
such ‘blessing’ in terms of humanity (cf. Deut. 7:22). This first aspect of the
divine instruction recorded here is clearly linked to the second; human



procreation (i.e. multiplication of the divine image-bearers) and populating
the earth are imperative for the second aspect to be carried out as divinely
intended (i.e. God wants his rule — as represented by humanity — to spread
throughout the whole earth).

Such a position of power and authority is clearly reflected in the second
aspect of the divine mandate: ‘subdue’ and ‘exercise dominion’ (Gen 1:28
my trans.).” Thus it would appear that humankind is created as God’s
vicegerent: to reign in a manner that demonstrates his lordship over all
creation.® As Wenham (1987: 33) correctly cautions:

This is of course no license for the unbridled exploitation and
subjugation of nature. Ancient oriental kings were expected to be
devoted to the welfare of their subjects . . . Similarly, mankind is
here commissioned to rule nature as a benevolent king, acting as
God’s representative over them and therefore treating them in the
same way as God who created them.

In a similar vein Anderson (1999: 91) insists that ‘human dominion is to be
exercised wisely and benevolently so that God’s dominion over the earth
may be manifest in care for the earth and in the exercise of justice’. Thus it
is important to recognize that while ‘humanity is crowned the royalty of
creation’ (Dempster 2003: 57), this kingship must conform to the heavenly
archetype implied in the divine image.” Humanity is to exercise dominion
not only on God’s behalf, but also to do so just as he would. " As Dumbrell
(2002b: 62-63) aptly puts it, ‘Dominion is the service that takes its
motivation from one’s ultimate human relationship with the Lord God, on
whose behalf dominion is exercised.’

What such lordship over creation entails is spelt out more fully in
Genesis 2:4-25, in which there is a narrowing of focus to the place from
which Yahweh-God’s rule was to extend throughout the world." Having
formed Adam from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the



breath of life (Gen. 2:7), God places him in the garden ‘to work the ground
[lit. “it’] and take care of it’ (Gen. 2:15 my trans.). > Merrill (1991: 15) has
correctly noted that

This must be seen in the light of verse 5, which points out that
before the creation of man no shrub or plant had sprung up because
there was as yet no rain and, more significantly, no man to ‘work the
ground’ . . . To work the ground is one definition of what it means to
have dominion.

Human dominion is exercised even more clearly in the naming of the
animals (Gen. 2:20) — in the ancient Near East, to name something was
tantamount to exercising dominion, and the context suggests such a
connotation here. ' Thus understood, Yahweh is here delegating to Adam
the sovereignty for which he has been created." Therefore, as Merrill
(1991: 18) concludes, ‘God had created man for the express purpose of
conveying to him the status and function of image, that is, man was to
represent God in his dominion over all creation.’

Although the sixth day brought to completion God’s creative activity,
this is not where the narrative ends. Rather, attention focuses on the seventh
day, on which ‘God finished . . . and he rested . . . from all the work that he
had done’ (Gen. 2:3 Esv)." Significantly, the seventh day is distinguished
from the preceding days in two important respects:

e The descriptive pattern so prominent in the previous six days (i.e.
announcement, imperative, report, evaluation or temporal framework)
is entirely absent.

e This day is uniquely blessed and set apart.

As Turner (2000: 25) observes, ‘this final day, unique in its content and
narrative form, forms the apex and goal of God’s creativity’. While the
point is not made explicitly in Scripture until much later, " it is reasonable
to infer from the text that this sabbatical blessing was something in which



God intended humanity (made in God’s image) to share.' Thus, as
Dumbrell (1984: 34) asserts, ‘By the divine rest on the seventh day the goal
of creation is indicated.” '

A harmonious relationship between God, humanity and creation is
already implicit in Genesis 1 (the description of creation as ‘good’ and
finally as ‘very good’).' However, it is the second creation narrative (Gen.
2:4ff.) that especially highlights this idyllic situation. While in this narrative
the order of events is noticeably different,” here again mankind is the focal
point and is distinguished from the rest of creation by being delegated
special responsibilities (cf. Gen. 2:15).%

The garden in which God places Adam is highly significant.

1. It is clearly portrayed as a microcosm of the blessing that God intended
for the whole earth. Indeed, it could correctly be described as ‘a centre of
world blessing’ (Dumbrell 1984: 35), reflected in its depiction as the
source of the four rivers that water the earth. From the creation mandate
to ‘multiply and fill the earth’ (Gen 1:28 ESV) one can reasonably infer
that God’s purpose was for humanity to extend the borders of the garden
throughout the earth.

2. It is presented as a divine sanctuary — a place in which the immediacy of
God’s presence is experienced and enjoyed.” Such ‘gardens’ (i.e.
botanical gardens or parks rather than the domestic variety) were a
common feature of ancient Near Eastern temples, and it is therefore not
surprising that many of the features of Eden are echoed in the tabernacle
and the temple.* The key aspect of Eden is its role as a divine sanctuary.
‘Within Eden the first man and woman have the unique privilege of being
able to relate to God face to face without fear or shame’ (Alexander
2002: 132).

The continuation of this harmonious relationship between God, humanity
and creation, however, was clearly contingent upon human obedience to



God’s command (Gen. 2:16-17). While the clear echoes of the Sinai
covenant in this prohibition (‘you shall not’) and its associated punishment
(‘you will certainly die’) certainly link Adam and Israel typologically (with
an ominous warning implicit for Israel — divine expulsion from the land and
their source of life), it is unnecessary to infer from these or other analogies
such as their shared role as a royal priesthood (see Dumbrell: 2002b: 61—
62) that Adam too had a covenantal relationship with God. **

As Genesis 3 discloses, the conditions pertaining to this idyllic situation
in Eden were not met — with disastrous consequences not only for the
human race, but also for creation as a whole.” The ideal world of the
garden of Eden was completely disrupted by the disobedience of Adam and
Eve.?® This disobedience led to alienation from God, as Adam and Eve are
exiled from the garden (and hence from God and their source of life); to
alienation from each other, as the dynamic of their relationship changed;
and to alienation from the created world with its thorns and thistles making
agriculture difficult. As Alexander (2002: 117) observes, ‘The story of the
fall brings to a bitter end the harmony that was the hallmark of God’s
creative activity.’

Once introduced, sin rapidly reaches avalanche proportions: Cain’s
murder of Abel, Lamech’s vengeful boast,”” and the utter corruption of
humankind before the flood. Sin has thus radically disrupted God’s
universal purpose, so much so that he must undo his creation and begin
again.”

However, while sin clearly disrupted God’s universal purpose, it did not
eradicate it. As Goldingay (2003: 146) observes, Adam and Eve’s
disobedience ‘affected their relationship with God and it cut them off from
the garden, but it did not cut them off from God’. Indeed, as he further
observes (2003: 149): ‘Expulsion from Eden is a terrible event, yet it does
not undo the whole purpose of creation. That purpose now begins to find
fulfilment as Adam and Eve have their first two children.” Moreover, as



already hinted at in Genesis 3:15, God will ultimately reverse the disruption
to his universal purpose caused by the serpent, and he will do so through the
seed of the woman. While Genesis 3:15 can be interpreted simply in terms
of perpetual, unresolved conflict between humanity and evil (‘crush’ and
‘strike’ [TNIV] translate the same Hebrew verb, suggesting a mortal blow in
each case),” without resolution this does not appear to be much of a curse
on the serpent. Rather, while certainly encompassing the ensuing conflict
between humanity and evil, the emphasis in Genesis on a promised line of
seed suggests that it is that particular seed (i.e. subsequently identified as
the seed of Abraham) who would both receive a mortal wound and deliver
such. Thus understood, the curse on the serpent indeed foreshadows the
ultimate triumph of Christ and his church (cf. Heb. 2:14; Rom. 16:20).*

It is with the fulfilment of this divine ‘promise’ of the protevangelium,
and in particular, tracing this promised line of seed, that the rest of Genesis
to Kings is primarily concerned.®" Prior to the flood, the promised line of
seed is traced from Adam through Seth to Noah,* thus highlighting the
theological significance of the latter’s deliverance: Noah was saved from
the disaster of the flood to ensure the survival and preservation of the
promised line of seed, through which the consequences of the fall would
ultimately be reversed. And it is this divine purpose — universal blessing
through this promised seed — that the Noahic covenant and indeed all
subsequent covenants serve to protect and guarantee.

The question of a covenant with Adam

As already noted, the covenant concept is generally acknowledged as one of
the Bible’s major theological themes — as reflected not only in the canonical
nomenclature but also in the recurring appearance of such covenants at all
the major points in salvation history. However, scholastic Reformed (or
federal) theology in the seventeenth century developed a theological system
in which the whole of God’s engagement with the world was understood



within a covenant framework. This covenant framework included a number
of covenants whose biblical basis is not absolutely clear or explicit. Such
covenants include an eternal, pre-creation ‘covenant of redemption/peace’
between Father and Son, a probationary ‘covenant of works’ with Adam
prior to the fall, and a post-lapsarian, all-encompassing ‘covenant of grace’
(of which each of the explicit divine—-human covenants from Noah to the
climactic ‘new covenant’ is understood to be a concrete expression or an
administration).* Accordingly, federalists maintain that there are two great
covenantal epochs in history: the pre-fall covenant of works and the post-
fall covenant of grace, bound together by the eternal, covenant of
redemption established between the Father and the Son in eternity.

Federal theology’s ‘covenant of works’

While there has been some debate within the Reformed camp over how the
first of these two covenantal epochs is best described, ‘covenant of works’
is certainly the most commonly used nomenclature.*® Unfortunately,
however, this way of describing the concept has also resulted in much
misunderstanding over what Reformed theology intends by this idea.®
While some critics have understandably concluded otherwise, there is no
suggestion of humans achieving a righteous status, or procuring it by their
own efforts. However, even many advocates of such a ‘covenant of works’
recognize that the nomenclature is imprecise and potentially misleading. **
For example, as Robertson (1980: 56) observes:

To speak of a covenant of ‘works’ in contrast with a covenant of
‘grace’ appears to suggest that grace was not operative in the
covenant of works. As a matter of fact, the totality of God’s
relationship with man is a matter of grace. Although ‘grace’ may
not have been operative in the sense of a merciful relationship
despite sin, the creational bond between God and man indeed was
gracious. ”’



Different ways in which such grace was widely acknowledged are
conveniently listed by Ward (2003: 117-123) under the following five
headings:

1. God was not obligated to create humanity in the first place.

2. God was not bound to enter into covenant with humanity.

3. The covenant (of works) was necessary, a reality flowing from the nature
of God.*

4. The reward is always of God’s goodness, and the language of merit, in
the sense of earning/deserving the reward, is held to be inappropriate.

5. God gave sufficient grace to Adam for him to keep the covenant if Adam
willed so.

Despite some of its acknowledged limitations, this ‘covenant of works’
is understood by its advocates as having great theological significance,
giving explanation to fundamental biblical doctrines such as the fallenness
of humankind, the universality of sin and guilt, and the federal headship of
Christ.

However, the concept of a ‘covenant of works’ has attracted strong
critique even from those whose ‘Reformed orthodoxy’ is beyond question.
Not surprisingly, this has largely been on the grounds of insufficient warrant
for such an idea in Scripture. Thus Hoeksema trenchantly observes,
‘Nowhere do we find any proof in the Scriptures for the contention that God
gave Adam the promise of eternal life if he should obey that particular
command of God.”* Such a covenant is likewise dismissed by John Murray
because of the lack of exegetical support, although, with others, he is also
uneasy about the imprecise terminology. Most tellingly, even advocates
such as McComiskey are forced to concede that ‘the application of the term
covenant is not wrong, provided we understand it to be used in its broadest
relational sense’ (1985: 219). But this of course raises the question whether



or not this ‘broadest relational sense’ conforms to the use of ‘covenant’ in
the rest of Scripture.

Mainstream Old Testament scholarship

While the idea has been rejected by many within mainstream Old Testament
scholarship, the historical-critical approach does not necessarily exclude the
idea of a covenant with Adam. This is demonstrated, most famously, by the
fact that Wellhausen embraced such a concept, as attested by the source-
critical label (‘Q’) he applied to the putative ‘P’ material contained in the
Pentateuch. Wellhausen’s description of the priestly material, ‘The Book of
the Four Covenants’,* highlights his conception that each of the four main
blocks of this material was associated with a particular covenant (viz. the
Adamic, Noahic, Abrahamic and Mosaic).

However, while the influence of Wellhausen’s classical source-critical
analysis persists to the present day (albeit with significant modification and
qualification), the vast majority of contemporary Old Testament scholars
totally dismiss any idea of an Adamic covenant,* primarily on the grounds
that ‘there is no explicit reference to a covenant with Adam or Eve. The
word covenant does not occur at all in Genesis until the Noah story’
(McKenzie 2000: 46-47).* Attempts to discern an implicit covenant either
with Wellhausen in Genesis 1:28 — 2:4 or with federal theologians in the
wider context are thus forthrightly rejected as having ‘no basis in scripture’
(Day 2003: 102).*

An exegetical critique

The only explicit textual support for the existence of an ‘Adamic covenant’
is Hosea 6:7.* While this text may initially appear to settle all dispute, its
interpretation is notoriously difficult. Even so, several Reformed
theologians have pointed to this text as corroborating an ‘Adamic covenant’
of one sort or another.



The translation, and hence the interpretation, of the key phrase
weéhemmd ké’ adam ‘abérii bérit (lit. ‘and they like Adam have transgressed
a covenant’ my trans. of Hos. 6:7) is hotly disputed. Although several
translations and commentators interpret k8 ddam in a personal sense,®
meaning ‘like Adam’, most interpreters emend the key word to read, bé’
ddam (in/at Adam),* taking the proper noun in its geographical sense —
referring to the first town Israel reached after crossing into the Promised
Land (Josh. 3:16). Indeed, arguably, a geographical interpretation may not
necessitate a textual emendation at all (cf. the similar syntax kammidbar
[Lit. ‘as in the wilderness’] in Hos. 2:3; Mt v. 5). Further support for this
geographical understanding is found in the reference to Gilead (Hos. 6:8)
and Shechem (Hos. 6:9) in the immediate context, and especially in the
deployment of the locative Sam (there) immediately after bérit in Hosea 6:7.
While, as Robertson maintains (1980: 22 n. 2), ‘the emphatic “there” could
represent a dramatic gesture toward the place of Israel’s current idolatry
rather than requiring a poetic parallel to the location at which Israel had
sinned in the past’, such usage of the term is without parallel in Hosea (cf.
Hos. 6:10; 9:15; 10:9; 13:8) and the ‘Book of the Twelve’ as a whole.”
Indeed, even with no adjustments to the Masoretic Text, the Hebrew may be
translated in several ways that clearly militate against using it as a proof-
text for a hypothetical Adamic covenant.* The significance of this must not
be overlooked, for without Hosea 6:7 there is no explicit textual support for
a covenant established between God and Adam. Thus a major difficulty for
those who wish to identify a divine-human covenant in the context of the
creation narrative is the fact that there is no unambiguous warrant for such a
concept elsewhere.

Undaunted by this fact, several scholars have sought to find exegetical
support for such a covenant in the Genesis creation texts themselves. Thus
Niehaus resorts to form criticism in an attempt to validate the existence of
such a covenant.*” His case is undermined, however, by the rather forced



and tenuous nature of some of his suggested analogies between Genesis 1:1
— 2:3 and a typical second-millennium suzerain—vassal treaty pattern.

A better case is offered by Bartholomew,*® who clearly recognizes the
deficiencies in the traditional defence of a covenant within the context of
creation. Nevertheless, while the allusions to Genesis 1 — 2 that he detects
in subsequent covenant texts validate the claim that these covenants are
‘anchored in’ and ‘involve the fulfilling of God’s creative purposes’, this
does not necessarily indicate ‘a covenantal understanding of creation in
Genesis 1 and 2’ (1995: 29). Moreover, Bartholomew’s attempt to explain
the absence of key covenantal elements (i.e. an oath or covenant rite) in
Genesis 1 and 2 is unconvincing; he maintains that ‘the normal assurance
and legalizing element of covenant’ is unnecessary prior to the fall (1995:
30), but this surely raises the question whether covenant is a necessary
constitutive element at this stage either (cf. Stek 1994). In a similar vein
Goldingay (2001: 23) comments: **

The fact that Genesis does not use the word ‘covenant’ until after
the flood is unlikely to mean nothing. I suspect it suggests that there
is no need for the formalising or legalising of the relationship
between God and the world when the relationship is in its unspoiled
state. It is when humanity is discovered to be wrong-minded from
youth (8:21) and God has acted so destructively towards the world
that God comes to make the kind of irrational promise that Noah
receives, and to seal it with a covenant commitment.

More recently Goldingay (2003: 181) elaborates as follows:

By not speaking of the relationship between God and the first
human beings as a covenant, Genesis has perhaps implied that there
was no need for formally binding commitments before the time of
human disobedience and divine punishment. Those events have
imperilled the relationship on both sides. God cannot trust human



beings, and human beings cannot trust God. So now God makes a
formal and solemn binding commitment to humanity.

Tellingly, McComiskey (1985: 217) can offer no better explanation to
this issue (the non-usage of covenant vocabulary before Gen. 6:18) than the
following:

The intent may be that we are not to understand the relationship
with Adam to be a bérit in the same sense that the word has in its
other occurrences in the Book of Genesis. In the other instances
where the word is used of a divine—human relationship, it connotes
the assurance of a divine promise of blessing that the human
participant did not previously possess.

Surely this concedes too much, given that the latter understanding of a
divine-human covenant applies not only in the rest of Genesis, but
throughout the rest of Scripture.

Conclusion

It is difficult to get past the lack of unambiguous textual warrant for the
existence of a covenant between God and Adam. While the absence of
formal covenant terminology cannot be said to exclude the idea (cf. the
absence of the key Old Testament term in 2 Sam. 7 and 1 Chr. 17, which
record the establishment of the Davidic covenant), the fact that such
terminology is not introduced until Genesis 6:18, where it unarguably
relates to God’s covenant with Noah, must carry considerable
significance.

Moreover, it appears that advocates of such a pre-lapsarian Adamic
covenant must define ‘covenant’ in a way broad enough to encompass the
situation that prevailed in Eden (e.g. a divine-human bond or relationship
sovereignly administered), hence ignoring or excluding aspects that appear
to be absolutely intrinsic to the making of a covenant both elsewhere in the



Old Testament and the ancient Near East generally (i.e. a commitment
solemnly sealed with an oath).

While there is little evidence of such a solemn commitment prior to the
fall, Robertson and others may initially seem to have a firmer basis for the
alleged covenant established between God and Adam after the fall. Here, at
least, is a substantive divine promise (Gen. 3:15) in some sense
foundational for the covenants that follow. However, the fact that this
promise was expressly made to the serpent rather than directly to the human
pair does raise questions over calling it a ‘covenant with Adam’.

It seems best to conclude, therefore, that while Adam and Eve were
certainly involved in a divine—-human relationship both before and after the
fall, neither the pre-lapsarian relationship nor post-lapsarian relationship
was understood in terms of a ‘covenant’. This explains not only the lack of
scriptural warrant for any such Adamic covenant, but also the
insurmountable fact that the biblical narrator clearly chose not to employ
the word ‘covenant’ prior to Genesis 6:18.






Chapter Three

God’s universal covenant with Noah

Introduction of the covenant idea

Whereas historical-critical reconstructions generally dismiss the idea of a
divine—human covenant as a relatively late innovation that has been
retrojected unto Israel’s earlier traditions,’ the canonical text
unambiguously suggests that the concept extended back into the primeval
era. It is first explicitly introduced in Genesis 6:18, where it apparently
anticipates the solemn oath God made to Noah (as the selected
representative of all creation) in the immediate aftermath of the flood (Gen.
9:1-17; cf. Isa. 54:9).°

Although some have distinguished between the covenant mentioned in
Genesis 6:18 and the post-diluvian covenant established between God and
all living creatures (Gen. 9), a close reading confirms that the mention of
‘covenant’ at Genesis 6:18 is proleptical. God’s initial speech to Noah (Gen.
6:13-21) lacks even the most basic covenantal element (i.e. a promissory
oath). Moreover, while some have pointed to implicit covenantal
associations in the fulcrum of the flood narrative, where God is said to have
‘remembered Noah’ (Gen. 8:1), the fact that ‘covenant’ is not explicitly
mentioned there is probably significant; God remembered Noah, rather than
his covenant. If the latter had already been established by this stage,
analogous texts suggest that God would have remembered the covenant in
question rather than the person(s) with whom it was associated (cf. Exod.
2:24; 6:5; Pss. 105:42; 106:45). Therefore, the mention of ‘covenant’ at this
point simply anticipates the covenant ratified in Genesis 9 and discloses
God’s purpose in the divine selection and preservation of Noah and his
family.



Of all the divine-human covenants explicitly mentioned in Scripture,
this first such covenant has attracted much less scholarly interest,
sometimes being ignored entirely or receiving only passing mention due to
its more tenuous links with a salvation history whose primary focus is
God’s dealings with Israel.> As Dell (2003: 111-112) observes, in
mainstream scholarship this scholarly neglect is due also to the fact that the
Noahic covenant has been viewed as a post-exilic attempt to bring covenant
into closer harmony with creation ideas, which were likewise deemed late
and understood as having been subordinated to the doctrine of redemption.
However, as she goes on to highlight (2003: 112), in more recent
scholarship ‘creation ideas are being seen as a more shaping influence upon
the thought and writings of the Old Testament’.* This is reflected in texts
that not only bring covenant and creation into association, but also make
such a covenant incorporating creation pivotal for eschatological hope.®
Thus understood, the Noahic covenant is not marginal, but rather
foundational for salvation history and a holistic biblical theology of
covenant.

Covenant and (re-)creation

It is important to understand the Noahic covenant against its immediate
literary and theological setting; namely, the catastrophic judgment of the
flood. The latter, in turn, must be read against the backdrop of creation and
the fall, for as Clines has underlined, ‘the Flood is represented not just as a
punishment for the sin of the generation of the Flood, but as a reversal of
creation’.® Whereas Genesis 1 depicts creation in terms of separation and
distinction, in Genesis 6 — 7 such distinctions are eradicated. In Genesis
1:6-8 God establishes a firmament to keep the heavenly waters at bay, but
the opening of the ‘windows of heaven’ in Genesis 7:11 (EsV) tears this
protective canopy apart. Likewise, the distinction between subterranean
waters and the earth established in Genesis 1:9 is obliterated by the



‘fountains of the deep’ bursting out in Genesis 7:11. In the flood, the
creative process (bringing order out of a watery chaos) is thus reversed.
Therefore, as Clines (1997: 81) aptly concludes, ‘The flood [sic] is only the
final stage in a process of cosmic disintegration that began in Eden.’

It logically follows from this that the climax of the flood narrative is
best understood in terms of a ‘recreation’ — a restoration of the divine order
and God’s visible kingship that had been established at creation. As a
comparison with the Genesis creation narratives again illustrates,” such is
indeed the case: The earth is made inhabitable by the separation of the land
from the water (Gen. 8:1-3; cf. Gen. 1:9-10). Living creatures are brought
out to repopulate the earth (Gen. 8:17-19; cf. Gen. 1:20-22, 24-25). Days
and seasons are re-established (Gen. 8:22; cf. Gen. 1:14-18). Humans are
blessed by God (Gen. 9:1; cf. Gen. 1:28a), commanded to ‘Be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the earth’ (Gen. 9:1b, 7; cf. Gen. 1:28b), and given
dominion over the animal kingdom (Gen. 9:2; cf. Gen. 1:28c). God
provides humanity — made in his image (Gen. 9:6; cf. Gen. 1:26-27) — with
food (Gen. 9:3; cf. Gen. 1:29-30).

For all this parallelism, however, there is one very significant difference
between the recreated world of the post-flood era and the original creation.
As noted in Genesis 8:22, the world had not been restored to its pristine,
pre-fall condition. Rather, it was still marred by human sinfulness,
significantly described in similar terms that had previously (Gen. 6:5)
provided the rationale for the deluge; what had earlier explained the
necessity of the flood now highlights the necessity of the covenant that God
was about to establish.® Thus understood, this post-diluvian covenant (Gen.
8:20 — 9:17) reaffirms God’s original creational intent that the flood had
placed in abeyance and that humanity’s inherent sinfulness would otherwise
continue to place in jeopardy.

Ratification of the universal covenant



While the formal declaration of the covenant oath (for the latter, cf. Isa.
54:9) is admittedly restricted to Genesis 9:8-17, the actual ratification of
the Noahic covenant apparently begins with the offering of sacrifices in the
previous chapter (Gen. 8:20).° Some support for this may be found in the
discernible chiastic pattern framing this section,'’ although the
identification of such literary devices is admittedly a somewhat subjective
enterprise that may sometimes reflect more the ingenuity of the modern
commentator than that of the ancient author. In any case, the immediate
context connects this sacrificial ritual with God’s deliberation to preserve
the created order without future disruption by flood (Gen. 8:20-22); hence
these sacrifices serve to explain the basis of the covenant promises that
follow. "' Moreover, such a sacrificial ritual was apparently anticipated by
God himself (cf. Gen. 7:2-3). Thus Noah’s action here is more than a
spontaneous expression of thanksgiving: it is apparently something that
God himself had intended, if not in fact commanded." Furthermore, the
Noahic covenant is not alone in mentioning sacrificial ritual in the context
of covenant ratification (cf. Gen. 15:9ff.; Exod. 24:5-6), which may
indicate that such sacrificial ritual was a common precursor to a covenantal
oath. The sacrifices of Genesis 8 are thus best understood as an intrinsic
element in the establishment of the Noahic covenant. In any case, it is
difficult to deny that it was these sacrifices that prompted the subsequent
divine promise (Gen. 8:21-22) — a divine self-deliberation that forms the
basis of the oath reflected in Genesis 9:9—-11: never again will God’s plans
be interrupted by a suspension of the natural order. Hence humanity’s
creational mandate (cf. Gen. 1:26-30) is here renewed (Gen. 9:1-7) and a
solemn guarantee of the preservation of life on earth, without further divine
interruption, is given (Gen. 9:8-17).

Human obligations of the universal covenant



The juxtaposition of the latter two passages (i.e. Gen. 9:1-7 and Gen. 9:8—
17) highlights the fact that the Noahic covenant incorporates bilateral
obligations. Admittedly, this covenant is unconditional in the sense that
God’s promises are not contingent upon human response or behaviour.
Even so, the introduction of divine commands indicates that the obligations
enshrined in this covenant were not unilateral.

The opening pericope in Genesis 9 clearly focuses on the human
obligations, as is underlined by the bracketing of these verses with divine
imperatives (Gen. 9:1, 7), which echo the creation mandate in Genesis 1 —
indicating that ‘God’s purpose for the population of the earth remained the
same’ (Hartley 2000: 104). Thus the primary obligation imposed on
humanity was that of fulfilling the role appointed by God in the beginning
(Gen. 1:28).

Once again, however, attention is drawn to the fact that the postflood
circumstances are subject to significant change in human relations (Gen.
9:2-3). While some see an allusion to the enmity between animals and
humans that existed since the fall (cf. Gen. 3:15), the wording of Genesis
9:2 seems to indicate a new development here; a further breakdown in
human relations with the animal kingdom. A degree of enmity will now
exist between humans and the entire, non-domesticated animal world. ** By
implication, humanity’s non-vegetarian diet — now divinely sanctioned (cf.
Gen. 1:29) — would undoubtedly be a contributing factor. "> The animals had
now become ‘fair game’.

With these new circumstances in view, further responsibilities are
imposed (Gen. 9:4-6). Animal life in general, and human life in particular,
must be treated with the dignity it deserves. As a token of such respect, the
consumption of blood (representative of the animal’s life-force; cf. Lev.
17:11) is strictly prohibited. Moreover, while animal slaughter is
permissible, the killing of humans (whether by other people or by animals)
is a capital offence (Gen. 9:5).'® Significantly, the reason given for such



severe punishment is the fact that humans, even in the post-fall, post-flood
world, retain their unique status as divine image-bearers (Gen. 9:6). Thus,
in this new, postdiluvian era, Noah and his sons are commanded to carry out
humanity’s creation mandate, while at the same time treating animal life
generally and human life especially with due respect.

Divine obligations and sign of the universal
covenant

The formal declaration of the divine covenant in Genesis 9:8—17 is made up
of two distinct parts: the first (Gen. 9:8-11) articulates the divine oath,
whereas the second (Gen. 9:12-17) announces the covenant sign. As Turner
(1993) plausibly suggests, the latter element, God’s ‘bow in the clouds’
(Gen. 9:12-17), probably signified the domelike barrier (ragia’,
‘firmament’) restraining the ‘waters above’ (Gen. 1:6-8)."” While this
visible symbol in the sky would undoubtedly reassure humankind, its
express intent was to remind God himself to keep his covenantal promise.
Thus, unlike subsequent examples (i.e. ‘circumcision’ and ‘sabbath’), this
first covenant sign chiefly served to remind God of his covenant obligation.

In keeping with the divine deliberation of Genesis 8:21-22, the
covenant is universal in scope — encompassing Noah, his sons, their
descendants (Gen. 9:9) and ‘every living creature’ (Gen. 9:10, 12, 15-17) —
and ‘everlasting’ in endurance (Gen. 9:16). In the present context the latter
appears to signify ‘as long as the earth endures’ (Gen. 8:22 TnIV). In any
case, the covenant emphatically guarantees that a cataclysmic flood will
‘never again’ be repeated (Gen. 9:11-12, 15; cf. Gen. 8:21). As
Westermann comments:

Underlying the history of nature and the history of mankind is an
unconditional divine Yes, a divine Yes to all life, that cannot be
shattered by any catastrophe in the course of this history . . . [or] by



the mistakes, corruption or rebellion of man. God’s promise remains
rock certain as long as the earth exists. '*

God’s universal covenant elsewhere
in the Old Testament

As mentioned above, Dell (2003: 114-122) has recently highlighted the
following prophetic texts that juxtapose covenant and creation ideas.

Hosea 2:18

Here Hosea anticipates a divine covenant with non-human creatures that
will lead to peace, and is seemingly a reversal of the more chaotic picture
portrayed in Hosea 4:3, thus echoing aspects of the covenant God
established with Noah. Significantly, it implies that the covenant with Israel
(‘for them”) would have wider ramifications than mere national concerns.

Isaiah 24:3-5; 33:8-9; 11:6-9

The first of these texts highlights the negative effects on the earth/world of
breaking the everlasting covenant by ignoring laws and statutes. The
covenant is not identified specifically, but the universal emphasis of the
passage, the juxtaposition of chaos and lawlessness, and the description of
the covenant as ‘everlasting’ may well suggest that it is the Noahic
covenant that is primarily on view.

The connection between the Noahic covenant and the second of these
Isaianic texts (Isa. 33:8-9) Dell (2003) mentions seems much more tenuous,
and an allusion to the Mosaic covenant is just as likely. *°

The third Isaianic text (Isa. 11:6-9) depicts the overturning of the
natural enmity that exists between animals and that which exists between
animals and men by the future Davidic king, suggesting a reversal of fallen
creation to its pre-fallen state, and thus, a situation to which the Noahic
covenant ultimately points. *°



Jeremiah 5:22-25; 14:20-22; 33:20-26

While covenant is not explicitly mentioned in Jeremiah 5:22-25, there are
clear echoes of God’s seasonal guarantees and the boundaries he placed on
the watery chaos in the context of the covenant with Noah (cf. Gen. 8:22;
9:11-15), which the present iniquity of the people is now placing in
jeopardy.

A similar allusion to the Noahic covenant is probably reflected in
Jeremiah 14:20-22, where it may be referred to even more explicitly (Jer.
14:21b).

In Jeremiah 33:20-26 God’s ‘covenant with day and night’ is explicitly
recalled.® This is most likely a reference to the Noahic covenant, as is the
further elaboration in Jeremiah 33:25. Clearly, the covenant in question is
considered permanent and unbreakable, and the assurance given here
resonates with the strong affirmative language used in the context of the
Noahic covenant (cf. Gen. 8:21-22).%

Ezekiel 34:25-30; 37:26; Isaiah 54:9-10

These three texts all mention a future ‘covenant of peace’ that echoes
features of the Noahic covenant. In Ezekiel 34:25-30 this anticipated
covenant (made by Yahweh with his rescued people) is depicted in terms of
the rejuvenation of nature and the banishment of wild beasts.

Such a covenant of peace between Yahweh and the restored people of
God is again heralded in Ezekiel 37:26; here it is described also as ‘an
everlasting covenant’ and involves the people’s multiplication, possibly
echoing the creation mandate to ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ reiterated in the
context of the Noahic covenant. While there is no explicit mention of nature
here, the concept of God’s sanctuary in their midst reminds the alert reader
of the idyllic portrayal of harmony portrayed in Eden.

Isaiah 54:9-10 contains the most explicit reference to the Noahic
covenant. Again, the context is Israel’s hope of future restoration. This



idyllic future is described in terms of a covenant of peace that is absolutely
secure, like the solemn oath God made with respect to another flood. The
simile drawn here between the Noahic covenant and God’s future covenant
of peace with Israel implicitly suggests that the turning point proclaimed
here ‘had a significance which far transcended Israel herself, and affected
the whole world’.*

Rather than being an innovation of the prophets, this anticipated
‘covenant of peace’ may well be the projection of an older tradition into the
future,* as the various echoes of the Noahic covenant might well suggest.

In addition to these prophetic texts, Dell discusses a number of
psalmic/wisdom passages that may point to the antiquity of Israel’s creation
tradition. > Of the texts she mentions, however, few seem to be directly
relevant to the Noahic covenant.”® The link between the ideal king and the
creative order in Psalm 72 echoes the similar concepts noted in some of the
prophetic texts discussed above. The Noahic covenant is apparently alluded
to in Psalm 104:9, where reference is made to God establishing boundaries
to stop the waters from again covering the earth, and a similar allusion is
perhaps intended in Psalm 148:6.

Theological significance of the universal
covenant

The theological significance of the Noahic covenant is at least twofold.
First of all, it is the basis for our present confidence in God as Sustainer. It
is the Noahic covenant that gives us the assurance that God will sustain the
creation order, despite the chaos that continually threatens to engulf it. As
Rendtorff (1993: 108—-109) has well observed (in answer to the question
‘How can we be sure that there will be no further “uncreation” of the
earth?’):



The answer of the primeval history is unequivocal: nothing at all
suggests that this will not repeat itself. On the contrary, the
declaration that “the imagination of man’s heart is evil from his
youth” is explicitly repeated (8:21; cf. 6:5) . . . The reason for the
danger therefore still exists; the earth is no longer “very good” and
can never again become so. And yet God lets it go on existing. He
pledges himself to do so . . . So according to the idea behind the
Bible’s primeval history, the reason that human beings can trust the
orders of creation is not to be discovered simply in creation itself.
On the contrary, creation’s existence is profoundly endangered by
all the things that constantly happen in it, which are anything but
good. The fact that it still goes on existing in spite of this is due to
God’s self-imposed obligation, his covenant with Noah. And that is
the reason why human beings can have confidence in creation . . .

Secondly, given that the Noahic covenant provides the biblical-
theological framework within which all subsequent divine—human
covenants operate, its universal scope is undoubtedly significant. As
suggested by the allusions to Genesis 1 noted above, the universal scope of
this covenant implies that the blessing for which humanity had been created
and the creation had now been preserved will ultimately encompass not just
one people or nation, but rather the whole earth. Accordingly, while the
patriarchal narratives reflect an obvious narrowing in focus, the universal
emphasis of Genesis 1-11 is not lost entirely in the subsequent chapters of
Genesis and beyond. Thus as Anderson (1999: 95-96) observes:

An eschatology, or hope for future consummation, is incipient in the
flood story. For the Creator moves human history from potential
chaos toward a new age in which the relations between human
beings, nonhuman creatures, and their environment will be
reordered. The rainbow is a sign of the purpose of God that



overarches history from creation to new creation . . . In Christian
perspective, the Noachic covenant belongs to a history of God’s
covenants that leads up to the ‘everlasting covenant’ made through
the blood (sacrifice) of Jesus Christ (Heb. 13:20). Christ’s covenant
of peace does not supersede the Noachic covenant: it is built upon it,
as the temple atop the graduated levels of a ziggurat rests on a broad
foundation.

Dell (2003: 131) concludes in a similar vein:

God’s final will is for peace and harmony in an ideal creation. The
Noachic covenant is the pivot around which this promise of a bright
future revolves . . . God has made a promise, an agreement, a
covenant with all people and animals and with the earth, that he will
never allow creative chaos to ensue and destroy the creation that is
God-given. He will maintain order over chaos, and the sign he will
forever maintain his covenant with the earth is the rainbow.

A creation covenant?

While the above analysis has acknowledged clear links between the Noahic
covenant and creation, several scholars go further, suggesting that the
Noahic covenant is in fact a renewal of an already-existing covenant — one
that God had previously made in the context of creation itself. As already
noted, traditionally federalist theologians have posited a pre-fall ‘covenant
of works’ and a post-fall ‘covenant of grace’ (the latter commencing with
Adam and attested to by the protevangelium of Gen. 3:15), but several
recent advocates of an antediluvian ‘covenant’ prefer to speak in terms of
an all-embracing covenant established between God and his creation. Such
a covenant was not established between God and humanity at some point
subsequent to creation; rather, this covenant of/with creation was
established in the very act of creation itself.



Exegetical arguments for a creation covenant

An exegetical case for such a ‘covenant with creation’, allegedly implicit in
Genesis 1 — 2, has been mounted, among others,”” by Dumbrell (1984: 11—
43), for whom this covenant was established with creation generally rather
than with humanity in particular.**

Dumbrell’s argument leans heavily on his exegesis of Genesis 6:18,
from which he infers that the covenant there announced is simply the
confirmation of the covenant God had previously ‘brought into existence by
the act of creation itself * (1984: 43). This conclusion is based primarily on
two observations: how the Noahic covenant is introduced and how its
ratification is described.

Genesis 6:18 (cf. Gen. 9:8-17) introduces the Noahic covenant by using
a possessive pronoun, ‘my covenant’ (bériti). For Dumbrell, ‘the most
natural interpretation . . . is that an existing arrangement to be preserved is
referred to, to which no more specific appeal is required than the
denomination of it as “my covenant”’ (1984: 24).

The other major factor in Dumbrell’s argument is the precise
connotation of the other Hebrew verbs used in association with a
‘covenant’, especially the verb hegim (establish). As in Genesis 17 (in
which the covenant concept reappears in the Abraham narrative after its
initial introduction in Gen. 15:18), the verbs natan (give) and heqim are
used with reference to the Noahic covenant rather than the more idiomatic
karat (cut) — the verb most commonly associated with the initiation of a
divine—human covenant in the Old Testament (cf. the Abramic covenant,
Gen. 15:18; the Sinaitic covenant, Exod. 24:8; the Davidic covenant, Ps.
89:3; the new covenant, Jer. 31:31). Dumbrell maintains that the ratification
of secular covenants reflected in the Old Testament is likewise described by
this same verb and that none of the analogous verbs used in association with
a berit is strictly synonymous with karat. Such verbs, he avers, are not
deployed with reference to a covenant’s actual initiation (i.e. the point of



entry), but are consistently used in relation to covenants that have been
established formerly.* From this Dumbrell concludes that it is ‘more likely
that in contexts where hegim berit stands (Gen. 6:18; 9:9, 11, 17; 17:7, 19,
21; Ex 6:4; Lev 26:9; Deut 8:18; 2 Kings 23:3) the institution of a covenant
is not being referred to but rather its perpetuation’ (1984: 26). If, as
Dumbrell insists, the verb heqim is used exclusively for perpetuating a pre-
existing relationship, then one must inevitably concede that Genesis 6:18
refers to an already-existing covenant.

In addition to the above arguments, Dumbrell (1984: 33-39; 1989: 137-
156) also finds implicit evidence for a creation covenant (i.e. a commitment
to achieve the purpose of creation) in the opening creation narrative itself
(i.e. Gen. 1:1 — 2:4a). Thus the covenantal relationship is implicit in
humanity’s unique function as divine image; sharing in divine rest is the
covenant’s goal, and it is conditioned on submitting to Yahweh’s authority
(i.e. living under Yahweh’s kingship).

Other advocates of a creation covenant (e.g. Robertson 1980: 19-21)
have looked for scriptural support to Jeremiah 33:20-26.* In these verses
God expressly mentions his ‘covenant with the day and with the night” (Jer.
33:20 my trans.) and seems to link this with ‘the fixed patterns of heaven
and earth’ (Jer. 33:25 my trans.) that he has established. Thus Robertson
asks (1980: 19), “‘When did God establish a “covenant” with “day and
night”?’ and notes that there are really only two possibilities: ‘These
phrases apparently refer either to God’s ordinances of creation or to the
ordinances of the covenant with Noah. In both instances, the regularity of
day and night play a prominent role.’

However, while conceding that Jeremiah could be alluding to Genesis
8:22, Robertson concludes in favour of an allusion to Genesis 1:14, mainly
on the basis of a second Jeremianic text (Jer. 31:35-36), where a similar
analogy is employed. Robertson acknowledges that this second text does
not actually use the term ‘covenant’, but notes that the terminology it does



employ — ‘statute’ or ‘fixed order’ (Heb. h0q) — is used in parallel
expressions elsewhere (e.g. 1 Kgs 11:11; 2 Kgs 17:15; Pss. 50:16; 105:10).
Robertson further notes that the details given in Jeremiah 31:35 correspond
with those of the creation narrative but not with the Noahic covenant:

Quite interestingly, the reference to the sun and moon specifically as
light-bearers for day and night is found in the creation narrative but
not in the narrative describing God’s covenant with Noah.
Furthermore, the narrative of the creation activity of the third day
refers to the stars as well as to the moon (Gen. 1:16), as does
Jeremiah 31:35. The record of God’s covenant with Noah makes no
mention of the stars.

For these reasons Robertson concludes that both Jeremiah 31:34-35 and
Jeremiah 33:20-26 allude to God’s creation ordinances, and thus a covenant
made in the context of creation, rather than to the covenant with Noah in the
aftermath of the flood.

Exegetical arguments critiqued

Prior to Genesis 6:18 there is not even a hint of any covenant being
established — at least between God and humans.®’ Explicit covenant
terminology is conspicuously absent in the creation narrative. As noted
previously, the absence of such covenant language does not preclude the
possibility that God established a covenant in the context of creation (cf. the
absence of explicit covenantal terminology in 2 Sam. 7). However, unlike
the Davidic covenant — for which there is ample explicit support elsewhere
(e.g. 2 Sam. 23:5; Pss. 89:3, 28, 34; 132:12) — the corroborative evidence
for an antediluvian covenant between God and creation is somewhat
tenuous. Moreover, while the situation for Adam and Eve prior to the fall
may have been similar to the situation experienced under the terms of
subsequent divine—human covenants, it was not identical. As Dell (2003:
129) suggests, Dumbrell ‘understresses the part played by human sin in the



inauguration of this [creation] covenant after the flood’. As noted
previously, the fact that the biblical narrator chose not to employ explicit
covenant terminology until after the fall and in the context of a major threat
to the fulfilment of God’s purpose must surely be significant.

As well as the glaring absence of corroborative evidence for his
postulated creation covenant, Dumbrell’s exegesis of Genesis 6:18 may
itself be challenged. Exodus 19:5 analogously heralds the formal
inauguration of the Sinaitic covenant (cf. Exod. 24:8), referring to the latter
(as yet, unestablished) covenant as ‘my covenant’. In keeping with his
earlier suggestion, Dumbrell (1984: 80—-81) again suggests that an element
of continuity is reflected here by the pronominal suffix: “The phrase “my
covenant” contains the same unilateral implications as are suggested by
references such as Gen. 6:18; 9:9ff, hinting thus that the Sinai revelation
may in fact be further specification only of an already existing relationship.’
This, however, is clearly a circular argument; Dumbrell is uncritically
assuming that the Noahic covenant must be understood as an expansion of
his postulated ‘covenant with creation’. Without the Ilatter premise,
Dumbrell’s conclusion with respect to the Sinaitic covenant is not
immediately obvious. Indeed, it is seriously undermined by the fact that the
Sinai covenant is presented as a new development in the Pentateuchal
narrative. Furthermore, given the use of the verb karat (cut) in Exodus 24:8
(according to Dumbrell, a verb consistently deployed only in the context of
the initiation of a new covenant), this is something that even Dumbrell
himself must surely concede.

In any case, a careful reading of the relevant texts amply demonstrates
the fallacy of Dumbrell’s underlying premise. Weinfeld offers a more
comprehensive list of such texts and therefore provides a better basis on
which to evaluate Dumbrell’s assertion.® In several of the texts cited by
Weinfeld the key verbs do indeed refer back to established covenants rather
than to the initiation of new covenants (e.g. 2 Sam. 23:5). Nevertheless,



such is not uniformly so, and is clearly difficult to maintain for several texts
(e.g. Num. 25:12; Deut. 29:12 [mT 11]; Ezek. 16:8; 17:13; 2 Chr. 15:12),
arguably including the relevant covenantal texts in Genesis also (i.e. Gen.
6:18; 9:9, 11; 17:2, 7, 19). Moreover, while the causative verb heqgim may
be understood as ‘to confirm’ or ‘to maintain’ (e.g. Lev. 26:9; Deut. 8:18),
it has a wide range of nuances in the Old Testament (see Williamson 2000a:
197-198). Thus a close examination of the relevant texts demonstrates that
Dumbrell’s conclusion is seriously flawed. For example, as Beckwith
(1987: 99 n. 23) observes, the deployment of hegim in Exodus 6:4
illustrates that this verb does not necessarily suggest the confirmation or
perpetuation of a previously existing covenant. Similarly, in Jeremiah 34:18
a strong case can be made in support of a covenant being instituted and not
just renewed (cf. Jer. 34:10). Clearly, the context alone must determine the
meaning attached to hegim in any given text, hence Dumbrell is mistaken
simply to infer from the use of this verb that an already existing covenant is
being maintained.* Rather, as Weinfeld (1977: 260) acknowledges, several
verbs may be used to reflect the institution or ratification of a bérit, one of
which is hegim. This being so, there is no compelling argument for
interpreting Genesis 6:18 as alluding to the reiteration of a previously
existing covenant. Rather, as a straightforward reading suggests, here the
concept of a divine—-human covenant is being introduced for the first time.
But how then is its initial description as ‘my covenant’ to be explained?
Well, rather than indicating that this is an already existing covenant, the
initial description of the Noahic covenant (like the subsequent Mosaic
covenant; Exod. 19:5) as ‘my covenant’ simply underlines its unilateral
character. God describes the covenant as ‘my covenant’ because he initiated
it and he alone determined its constituent elements. Even Dumbrell
recognizes such a connotation for the pronominal suffix in both texts (i.e.
Gen. 6:18; Exod. 19:5), and it is quite unnecessary to extrapolate further.
Thus the use of bériti (my covenant) in Genesis 6 cannot be said to indicate,



still less prove, that the covenant spoken of in this chapter is simply a
reiteration or an expansion of a covenant already recounted (implicitly) in
the opening chapters of Genesis. Rather, the possessive pronoun simply
emphasizes the divine prerogative in every aspect of the covenant in view.
Thus understood, Genesis 6:18 heralds the formal inauguration of the
Noahic covenant that is subsequently set out in Genesis 8:20 — 9:17.

While some scholars have pointed to Jeremiah 33:20-26 for further
support,* the references here to a covenant with inanimate created things
seem to allude more to dimensions of the Noahic covenant reflected in
Genesis 8:22 — 9:13 (esp. Gen. 8:22) than to an implicit ‘covenant with
creation’ in Genesis 1 — 3. Admittedly, the somewhat similar analogy drawn
in Jeremiah 31:35-37 may indeed allude to the fixed order established at
creation, although this appears to build an argument from silence.* In any
case, nothing is explicitly said in this particular context (Jer. 31:35-37) of a
divine covenant with creation, and caution needs to be exercised before
adjudging terminology to be ‘synonymous’ on the basis of Hebrew
parallelism. Neither here nor elsewhere is it suggested that the cycle of day
and night and the other cosmic ordinances established at creation were
ratified by divine covenant prior to that established with Noah.

Nevertheless, while the conclusion that Genesis 1 — 3 must portray an
antediluvian covenantal relationship is a non sequitur, Dumbrell and others
are obviously correct to recognize several clear echoes of the creation
narrative in the Noahic covenant. But these echoes suggest merely that God
intended, through Noah, to fulfil his original creative intent; they do not
necessarily presuppose the existence of a covenant between God and
inanimate creation or indicate that the material in Genesis 1 — 3 must be
understood covenantally. Rather, ‘Creation can only be called a bérit from
the point of view of its restoration after the flood’ (Rendtorff 1993: 134).

The significance of the debate



While the preceding discussion may seem somewhat pedantic, it does have
a direct bearing on our understanding of covenant. For Reformed
theologians, apparently, any relationship involving God must be covenantal
in nature — whether his relationship with creation in general or his relation
with human beings in particular. Covenant is seen as framing or
establishing any such relationship.

This, however, is not in fact what the biblical text suggests. Rather than
establishing or framing such a divine—human relationship, a covenant seals
or formalizes it. The biblical order is relationship, then covenant; rather
than covenant, hence relationship.

Leaving aside creation for a moment, just consider the ensuing biblical
examples of divine—human relationships that are subsequently sealed by
means of a covenant: God was clearly in relationship with Abraham from
Genesis 12, yet it is not until Genesis 15 that God formalizes that
relationship by means of a covenant. Similarly, God was in relationship
with Israel before the covenant he formally established with them on Mount
Sinai. Likewise, God was in relationship with David long before he sealed
that relationship by covenant in 2 Samuel 7. And a straightforward reading
of Genesis 6 suggests that God was in relationship with Noah before sealing
that relationship by covenant immediately after the flood. Thus the question
is not whether or not a relationship existed between God and creation or
between God and humanity prior to the fall. Undoubtedly, such a
relationship existed. However, to insist on calling this relationship a
‘covenant relationship’ is another matter entirely. There is no indisputable
evidence in the biblical text for doing so. This is hardly surprising if, as
suggested above, a covenant was primarily a means of sealing or
formalizing such a relationship; it did not establish it. As Waltke (2001:
136) puts it, ‘A covenant solemnizes and confirms a social relationship

already in existence.”*



Hence our discussion throws important light on the precise relationship
between creation and covenant. Rather than allowing creation to be
subsumed under covenant,* covenant must be understood in the context of
creation. The priority of creation over covenant has important ramifications
for redemptive or salvation history. The latter is concerned not merely with
the restoration of the divine-human relationship established at creation, but
ultimately with the renewal of all things, including creation itself, which, as
Paul reminds us, ‘will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought
into the glorious freedom of the children of God’ (Rom. 8:21 Niv). It is
towards this eschatological objective that each of the divine—human
covenants in Scripture advances. The glue that binds all the biblical
covenants together is God’s creative purpose of universal blessing. Each of
the subsequent covenants simply takes us one step closer towards the
realization of that divine goal.

