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  THE BIG IDEA?

  

  



  WE LIVE IN a world of broken promises. A fragile web of truthful communication and practical commitments connect us to one another, and when any part of that web comes under significant stress, the trust on which our relationships depend can easily break. Self-interestthat is, outright violation of our commitments (“what we have done,” in the prayer of confession) isn’t all that tugs on this web; often the pursuit of things that are in themselves worthy but subordinate goods (“what we have left undone”) tug on it as well. Either way, we transgress the law of love.


  As Jesus reminds us, there is an inseparable connection between the “two tables” of the Law: love of God (the vertical dimension) and love of neighbor (the horizontal). In the fall of humanity in Adam, recapitulated in the history of Israel, human relationships fray as a result of prior infidelity to their covenant Lord. Yet before, during, and after humankind’s broken promises, the promise-making and promise-keeping God is present and will not let the web fall apart.


  God’s very existence is covenantal: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit live in unceasing devotion to each other, reaching outward beyond the Godhead to create a community of creatures serving as a giant analogy of the Godhead’s relationship. Created in the image of the Triune God, we are by nature outgoing, interdependent relationship establishers, finding ourselves in the other and not just in ourselves. Unlike the persons of the Trinity, we at one time did not exist. But when God did decide to create, his decree was not that of a lonely monarch, but of a delighted Father, Son, and Holy Spirit establishing a creaturely, finite analogy of their eternal giving and receiving relationship. We were not just created and then given a covenant; we were created as covenant creaturespartners not in deity, to be sure, but in the drama that was about to unfold in history. As covenant creatures by nature, every person has a relationship with God. What exactly the nature of that relationship happens to be after the fall will be taken up at some length in this book, but there can be no doubt: everyone has a relationship with God, and that relationship is covenantal. Since that is true, it stands to reason that we would want to know more about the nature of that relationship.


  So what exactly is a covenant? Anticipating the definition in the next chapter, we can start by saying that from the most commonly used Hebrew word for this concept (berit), a covenant is a relationship of “oaths and bonds” and involves mutual, though not necessarily equal, commitments. As we will see shortly, some biblical covenants are unilaterally imposed commands and promises; others are entered into jointly. Some are conditional and others are unconditional. In other words, under the overarching concept of oaths and bonds we encounter a substantial variety of covenants in Scripture.


  How remarkable it is that a great God would stoop not only to create finite analogies of himself, but that he would condescend still further to establish a partnership with them, commissioning them to exercise his own righteous and generous reign over the rest of creation.


  My goal for this brief survey is to show the richness of this covenantal web and its centrality to the organization of the Bible’s diverse teaching. “Reformed theology is simply covenant theology,” according to I. John Hesselink. In other words, Reformed theology is guided by a concern to relate various biblical teachings to the concrete covenants in Scripture as their proper context. But is that the usual perception today? People readily associate “Reformed” (i.e., Calvinistic) theology with the so-called Five Points of Calvinism, with its famous TULIP acronym (total depravity, unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, perseverance of the saints). Encountering the God of sovereign grace is one of the most life-changing experiences in the Christian life, but it is only the beginning of what Reformed theology is all about. While some friends and critics of Reformed theology have reduced Calvinism to “five points,” or further still, to predestination, the actual confessions, catechisms, and standard doctrinal works of the Reformed tradition all testify to a far richer, deeper, and all-embracing faith in the God of the covenant. Reformed theology is synonymous with covenant theology.


  The last century of scholarship has helped to strengthen the traditional Reformed homage to the covenantal motif. In the mid-twentieth century, George E. Mendenhall, consolidating a number of studies by others, demonstrated the remarkable parallels between the Hebrew Scriptures (i.e., Old Testament) and ancient Near Eastern (i.e., secular) treaties. “The names given to the two parts of the Bible in Christian tradition rest on the religious conception that the relationship between God and man is established by a covenant.”1


  Although secular scholars also have their own presuppositions and biases, it is unlikely that the recent consensus on the significance of covenant in the Scriptures is the result of a commitment to a central doctrine. One hobby of theologians is to pick out a central teaching in a given religion or theological system by which all of its doctrines and practices can be understood. So, for example, it is said that Rome begins with the doctrine of the church and deduces everything else from it; Lutherans do the same with justification, and Calvinists treat predestination and the sovereignty of God in that manner.


  The impression is therefore given that a systematic theology is imposed externally on the biblical text, not allowing Scripture to speak for itself. That this has happened sometimes in Reformed as in other traditions is no doubt true. However, this whole approach to defining core beliefs has come under great suspicion for very good reasons in our day. It reduces a complex network of interrelated themes to a single dogma from which everything is logically made to follow. Although one can find some examples of this simplistic approach in Reformed circles, which always gives rise to various factions of those committed to this or that emphasis, one is hardpressed to find much resemblance here to the mature development of Reformed theology in its most representative statements.


  For example, while divine election is a crucial doctrine in Reformed theology, it is treated in the confessions and catechisms as an important doctrine alongside others. And it certainly never functions as a central dogma from which everything else can be deduced logically. Rather, it is articulated and defended within a web of associated beliefs, all of which are supported by careful exegesis (interpretation of the Scriptures).


  So if predestination is not the “central core” of Reformed theology, what is? As a growing body of theologians is demonstrating these days, there is no such dogma. Reformed theology at least attempts to interpret the whole counsel of God in view of the principle that Scripture interprets Scripture. In other words, that which is clearest and is treated with the greatest significance in Scripture interprets those passages that are more difficult and less central to the biblical message. At least the goal is to say what Scripture says and to emphasize what Scripture emphasizes. If Scripture itself coalesces around the revelation of Christ as the fulfillment of the Father’s plan of redemption, as Jesus himself said, then we are hardly imposing our own nonbiblical theological grid on Scripture in saying that Scripture is centrally a witness to Christ. But we do not begin with a conception of Christ that we have already formed independently of Scripture, by which we judge the Scriptures (deductively); instead, we come to learn from the Scriptures (inductively) that Christ stands at their center.


  Yet “Christ” would himself be an abstract idea or concept apart from the biblical doctrine of the Triune God or the Bible’s teaching concerning humanity and the history of creation, fall, redemption, and consummation.


  So what brings all of these themes together? What unites them is not itself a central dogma but an architectonic structure, a matrix of beams and pillars that hold together the structure of biblical faith and practice. That particular architectural structure that we believe the Scriptures themselves to yield is the covenant. It is not simply the concept of the covenant, but the concrete existence of God’s covenantal dealings in our history that provides the context within which we recognize the unity of Scripture amid its remarkable variety.


  According to Meredith G. Kline, “It will emerge, we believe, that for purposes of reappraising the Old Testament canon, the most significant development in the last quarter-century has not been the Dead Sea scroll finds but discoveries made concerning the covenants of the Old Testament in the light of ancient Near Eastern treaty diplomacy.”2 Of all the various forms of literature in the Bible, the treaty is the most basic.3 Old Testament historical records “are extensions of the treaty prologues . . . linked to both law and prophecy, and on both scores served as an instrument of covenant administration.”4 In fact, Kline argues, there is “an architectural aspect to the Bible. . . . In this connection the imagery of God’s ‘house’ comes to the fore in the book of Exodus. That house is built by means of the canonical Scripture which proceeds from the victorious Yahweh.”5


  Like the architecture of most buildings, the framework is largely hidden from view. To be sure, it is visible enough to distinguish one style from another. We can discern the difference between a neoclassical façade and a Victorian house even though we may not have the terminology down. However, in most buildings at least, one rarely notices the intricate fabric of steel and concrete behind the walls. The same is true in Reformed theology. The covenant is the framework, but it is far from a central dogma. The various covenants are visible and significant, in some “rooms” (i.e., topics) more than others. The covenant of redemption is prominent in discussion of the Trinity, Christ as mediator, and election, while the covenant of creation is more obvious when we talk about God’s relationship to the world (especially humanity), and the covenant of grace is most visible when we take up the topics of salvation and the church. However, whenever Reformed theologians attempt to explore and explain the riches of Scripture, they are always thinking covenantally about every topic they take up.


  So what are the benefits of such an approach?


  What Difference Does It Make?


  First, as I hope to make clear in the opening chapters, this covenantal structure can be seen to arise naturally from the ordinary reading of the Scriptures from Genesis to Revelation. When we start with a central dogma, we can easily pillage the Scriptures for it and then discard them, no longer needing the Scriptures themselves, but merely logical deduction, to establish everything else as a consequence. How often have we heard important debates about biblical teaching dismissed with a shrug and the words, “You have your verses and we have our verses,” as if the Bible itself were internally inconsistent or contradictory? For Christians all of the verses are “our verses.” Our interpretation of a given point must be demonstrated not only as taught in this or that passage, but as consistent with the whole teaching of Scripture. Scripture is internally consistent, not contradictory, but we do not always know how to resolve complicated questions that arise from its diverse teaching. We need to have a framework that Scripture itself provides us; otherwise we will serve the whim of our own assumptions about what should or should not be true, given our starting point. As the first chapters unfold, it is hoped that the reader will gain a fresh sense of wonder at this covenantal unity that undergirds the diversity in Scripture.


  Second, recognizing the covenantal framework of Scripture unifies what otherwise is too often divided or confused in our day. For example, in a lot of academic theology as well as popular piety, God and creation are either separated or confused. In other words, God is viewed as so completely beyond us that we cannot really know him or have a personal relationship with him. People don’t know how to relate God to the world he has made. Some banish God from his own domain, as in deism, in which adherents acknowledge God’s existence but deny his personal involvement in the world. God is thus often perceived as an impersonal force or abstract principle. Others simply identify God with the world, as if the difference between God and humans were merely quantitative (God as greater, larger, more impressive, intelligent, and powerful) rather than qualitative (different from that which he has made). Ironically, in either case, God is rendered irrelevant: either by being too distant from us or by being absorbed into us our will, our intellect, our emotions, our experience. The point of idolatry is to maintain our own autonomy (i.e., sovereignty) over God, either by banishment or absorption. In the one case, we ignore the reality of God; in the other, we use God as a projection for our own felt needs and make him serve our own ends. As we will see, the biblical understanding of God’s relationship to the world as covenantal is both a bridge that deism ignores and a bar to any confusion of the Creator with his creation.


  Covenant theology also speaks of the unity of the human and nonhuman creation without simply erasing the difference. In our age, a lot of harm has been done to the natural creation because of the pretensions of human sovereignty. Whereas the covenant of creation places humanity in a privileged position in order to conserve and shepherd the rest of God’s creatures for his glory and their good ends, our atheistic culture knows of no obligation to a sovereign God that stands over our own ambitions and drives. At the same time, recognizing humanity’s poor stewardship of creation, many of our neighbors today confuse humanity with the nonhuman world just as they collapse the Creator into his creation in an effort to ground ethical responsibility in a divine creation instead of a divine Lord of creation. Covenant theology speaks to this crisis quite definitely.


  Further, we see on all hands a tendency to either separate or confuse the individual and the community. On one hand, a rampant Western individualism has unleashed a war of all against all. The individual self is sovereign. This has infected the church profoundly, in both its faith and practice, wherever the emphasis on “me and my personal relationship with God” has supplanted the biblical assumption of covenantal solidarity. Covenant theology, in fact, requires such solidarity: that of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in the covenant of redemption; our solidarity with all of creation and especially our being “in Adam” by virtue of the creation covenant and “in Christ” in the covenant of grace.


  Significantly, nearly all of the emphasis in Scripture in this regard falls on metaphors of solidarity: the people of God, the holy nation, the congregation, the body with its head and various parts, the vine and its branches, living stones being built into a spiritual temple, a family, and so on. Yet many Christians today are tempted to overreact to individualism by emphasizing the corporate aspect to a degree that seriously downplays the importance Scripture attributes to the personal relationship to God that must be accepted and acted upon by each individual within the covenant. How do we bring the individual and corporate aspects of our theology and practice together in the face of such circumstances? Only, I will argue, by recovering not a concept or an idea, but a concrete covenantal context and practice within which the self is no longer sovereign and self-enclosed or lost in the crowd of the “community,” but liberated to belong to God and to each other.


  Related to all of the preceding is the opposition between body and soul that one often encounters in popular piety. Salvation is often conceived of in terms of being freed from this world and going to another world that is superior in that it is spiritual rather than physical. This concept, however, is far from the biblical understanding of salvation, which confesses its faith in the resurrection of the body and the life to comenot apart from our bodies and the physical creation all around us, but with both! This is the good news that Paul announces in Romans 8:1824: we are only fully saved when our bodies are raised and the whole creation joins us in its liberation from the effects of the fall.


  Much of Christian faith and practice has also tended either to divorce the kingdom of God from or confuse it with the kingdoms of this world. Divorcing the kingdom of God from the kingdoms of this world is accomplished by failing to recognize that all of creation, especially all humans, stand already in a relationship to God as creator and judge in the covenant of creation. We all are bound together ethically in mutual responsibility. Each person, Christian or not, bears God’s image, and we can work side by side with non-Christians to fulfill the scriptural command to show love to our neighbors. We must therefore take this world seriously, because we share with non-Christians that image of God and participate with them in ordinary secular callings and cultural endeavors. At the same time, the fall in Eden marks the breaking of this covenant, and since then humanity has developed along two distinct lines: those who build cities and those who call on the name of the Lord (Gen. 4:1726). Those two lines intersect in the individual Christian, who is a citizen of both kingdoms. But the two kingdoms are distinct. The covenant of creation is not the same as the covenant of grace, and the world is not the church. The kingdom of God does not advance through cultural achievement but through divine rescue. Covenant theology marvelously unites these crucial commitments without confusing them.


  Still another benefit of the covenantal grid is the way in which it gives proper place to doctrinal and practical concerns without simply surrendering one to the other. I have found covenant theology particularly enriching when it comes to the frequent warfare between faith and practicein other words, that all too common debate between doctrine and life or “head knowledge” and “heart knowledge,” knowing and doing. In the covenantal thinking we find in Scripture, there is no such thing as true knowledge without love and obedience. To know God is actually, in the Hebrew language, to acknowledge Godthat is, to walk after God in the way that a servant walked behind a king in a solemn procession, recognizing his sovereignty. One of the rich biblical terms here is hesed, or “covenant loyalty.” Because such a theology does not arise out of abstract concepts and supposedly universal principles, but out of the historical fact of an actual covenant constitution, it is simultaneously theoretical and practical. The very context of covenant theology is practical: a concrete community life framed, criticized, normed, and corrected by a divinely prescribed pattern of existence.


  Related to this is the concern to relate justification and sanctification. In our day, as in others, the truth that we are declared right before God on the basis of someone else’s “covenantal loyalty” (hesed)namely, Christ’sis under attack. Covenant theology sees the justification of the individual before God and the justification of God in the great trial of history as two sides of the same coin. It also sees God’s declaration in justification as crucially related to this verdict’s effect in the new birth, sanctification, and finally, glorification. With its distinction between God’s “command” and “promise,” the conditional type of covenant God made with humanity in Adam and at Sinai and the unconditional oath he made to the eternal Son, to Adam and Eve after the fall, to Abraham, David, and now to us in Christ, covenant theology is able to articulate the subtle but important nuances that we find in Scripture. It does this without either divorcing law from gospel or confusing them.


  Similarly, covenant theology provides a broader biblical context for relating divine and human agency. A covenant involves two parties, so if we begin with the covenant rather than with abstract philosophical questions, the whole discussion changes significantly. It is often supposed that Calvinism highlights a set of biblical passages on God’s sovereignty, while Arminians emphasize other passages that teach human responsibility. Thus, this rivalry is simply the consequence of not teaching both with the correct scriptural balance. There certainly is a hyper-Calvinism that fits this description, preoccupied with a distorted concept of God’s sovereignty that then pushes everything else to the periphery. Here we do encounter that deductive approach of a central dogma criticized above. But hyper-Calvinism is not Calvinism.


  When Reformed theology hears Scripture teaching both divine sovereignty and human responsibility, divine election and the universal offer of the gospel, it affirms both even though it confesses that it does not know quite how God coordinates them behind the scenes.


  But Arminianism, like hyper-Calvinism, seems to begin with an all-controlling presupposition from which it deduces the possible interpretations of Scripture. That central dogma appears to be a certain libertarian concept of human freedom according to which human responsibility requires a will that is not only free of external coercion, but free of the preferences and character of the willing agent.


  When we read all of these passages on divine sovereignty and human responsibility within the context of the covenant and its historical unfolding, however, abstract and speculative questions are exchanged for concrete and historical ones. God does not limit his sovereignty, or any of his other attributes, to make space for human freedom. Rather, his freedom is the very space within which our creaturely freedom is possible (Acts 17:2428). But neither is God a capricious despot who exercises arbitrary power. Instead, he condescends not only to create, but to bind himself to his creation in the form of covenants.


  By articulating its view of God’s sovereignty within the context of Triune love in eternity (the covenant of redemption), solidarity with all that he has made (the covenant of creation), and his saving purposes in Christ and by his Spirit (the covenant of grace), covenant theology is able to give proper place not only to “prosovereignty” verses in Scripture, but to those passages that emphasize also the significance of human action. In the covenant, both the Lord and the Servant are on trial for their faithfulness: there simply can be no choice between whose action we take seriously. This focus curbs our speculative tendencies. Not by probing God’s secret counsels in eternity, but by concentrating on the historical unfolding of his covenants with us do we come to know that we are heirs in Christ. Doing so keeps our feet on the ground.


  Covenant theology also helps us to read the Old and New Testaments together without confusing them. Many of us were raised in churches where we only rarely came into contact with the Old Testament, and even then it was usually in the form of Bible stories in which some moral trait could be held up to us for our emulation. But many Christians are not quite sure what to do with that part of their Bible. Does Scripture read as one book from Genesis to Revelation? Is there one plot? And related to this, one people? Or does the Old Testament give us one plan of salvation for one people (Israel) while the New Testament gives us a different plan of salvation for a different people (the church)?


  Covenant theology begins with continuity rather than discontinuity, not because of any a priori bias, but because Scripture itself moves from promise to fulfillment, not from one distinct program to another and then back again. At the same time, covenant theology recognizes in Scripture itself a distinction between specific types of covenants. Some demand unswerving obedience as a condition of their fulfillment, such as the covenant made by the people at Sinai.


  To read Deuteronomy, for example, as if it were timeless principles of blessing and cursing is to confuse this covenant concerning a national, geopolitical entity (i.e., the nation of Israel) with the eternal plan of redemption carried forward in the unconditional divine promise to Abraham and fulfilled in Christ. Again, covenant theology helps enormously in understanding both the continuities and discontinuities as we read Scripture. It helps us to see the basic continuity between the old and new covenants in terms of a single covenant of grace running throughout, as well as the discontinuity within even the Old Testament itself when it comes to the principle of a unilateral divine promise and an arrangement dependent on personal obedience to all that God commands.


  Covenant theology can also help us pull together the often ambiguous relationship between Word and sacrament. Throughout the history of God’s covenantal dealings, a verbal pronouncement of the covenant, including its blessings and curses, is enacted, sealed, and ratified by public and visible rituals. Today, various Christian traditions are divided between Word-centered and sacramentcentered orientations. Some churches seem at least in practice to assume that we could get along fine without baptism and the Lord’s Supper as long as we had preaching (and perhaps a good choir!). Other churches seemagain, in practice if not always in theory to assume that the real business is the spectacle of the sacrament itself. Instead, we need to reaffirm in our day that preaching and sacrament, verbal renewal of the covenant and visual confirmation of our participation in it, are inseparable. This mutual interdependence of Word and sacrament is best confirmed not by theories about what we think is useful in church, but by appeal to scriptural context in which both arise as the “cutting of a covenant.”


  Finally, we could mention the cleavage one often feels today between the nurture of the Christian body and its mission to the world. Alongside an emphasis on the covenant community and therefore the intergenerational shape of disciple-making through the public gathering there is the call to extend the family through personal as well as corporate witness.


  From Timeless Ideas to Historical Events


  As Old Testament scholar Walther Eichrodt argued, “the covenant-union between Yahweh and Israel is an original element in all sources, despite their being in fragmentary form.”6 From the very beginning, the Israelites regarded themselves as a coalition of tribes committed not to nationalism nor bound by political aims, but “called out” by God to belong to him by means of a covenant. Thus, “God’s disclosure of himself is not grasped speculatively, not expounded in the form of a lesson; it is as he breaks in on the life of his people in his dealings with them and moulds them according to his will that he grants them knowledge of his being.”7 The promissory character of this covenant “provides life with a goal and history with a meaning.”


  Because of this the fear that constantly haunts the pagan world, the fear of arbitrariness and caprice in the Godhead, is excluded. With this God men know exactly where they stand; an atmosphere of trust and security is created, in which they find both the strength for a willing surrender to the will of God and joyful courage to grapple with the problems of life. . . . In this way history acquires a value which it does not possess in the religions of the ancient civilizations. . . . Their view of the divine activity was too firmly imprisoned in the thought-forms of their Nature-mythology. In Israel, on the other hand, the knowledge of the covenant God and his act of redemption aroused the capacity to understand and to present the historical process, at first only in the limited framework of the national destiny but later also universally, as the effect of a divine will.8


  It was chiefly the concept of covenant (with its corollary, election) that guarded against a civil religion and made Yahweh’s will rather than national aspirations the basis for life.9 Not only the Old Testament, but the New Testament as well, can be understood only from the perspective of God’s covenantal ways.10


  Indeed, we do live in a world of broken promises and broken dreams. Furthermore, there are lots of “covenants” in the Bible. But is the covenant motif so crucial in Scripture, important enough to be regarded as its architectural structure? And if so, what specific kinds of covenants are definitive here? Answering those two questions will be the purpose of the following chapters.


  2

  GOD AND FOREIGN

  RELATIONS

  

  



  IF CHAPTER 1 is right in asserting the architectural significance of the covenant motif, then what exactly is the background for the biblical concept of “covenant”? Once again, it is important to remind ourselves that we are not treating the covenant motif as a central doctrine. In other words, it is not a matter of reducing everything in the Bible to the covenant, but of recognizing the rich covenantal soil in which every biblical teaching takes root.


  In the title of his groundbreaking work The Treaty of the Great King,1 Meredith Kline characterized not only the content, but the very form of Scripture. We will first briefly explore this secular background and then focus our attention on the covenantal warp and woof of Scripture.


  The Bible and International Law


  One of the remarkable examples of God’s providence is the rise of the international treaty. This is notable not only because it created the basis for justice and security in a world of rogues, thugs, and vigilantes resembling characters from TV Westerns, but also because it was to be such a suitable context for the relationship that God would establish with Israel. Before a single word of the Bible was penned, the ancient Near East already had in place a secular version of the covenant in the form of its suzerainvassal treaties.2 A suzerain was a great king, like an emperor, while a vassal was what we would today call a “client state.” The suzerain-vassal relationship was like that of a feudal knight and his tenants in the Middle Ages, Buckingham Palace and Nairobi or Hong Kong during the era of colonialism, or Moscow and its satellites in the Soviet Union.


  George E. Mendenhall’s magisterial Law and Covenant in Israel and the Ancient Near East highlighted the remarkable parallels between ancient (especially Hittite) treaties and the covenantal structure of Old Testament thought and practice.3 Ancient Near Eastern scholar Delbert Hillers likewise comments on the similarities. “The term that has become common is ‘suzerainty treaty,’ and this word from the language of feudalism fits the situation very well.”4 The treaties from the Hittite Empire (14501180 BC) are especially similar to what we find in the Bible. In those international pacts, the term “oaths and bonds” is employed.


  Let’s say that several villages on the outskirts of an empire have banded together to try to form something like a league or confederacy. They may perhaps have enough in the way of resources as means of exchange, and they may be capable of setting up institutions for their common welfare. However, they cannot provide for a standing army beyond a small militia that is hardly sufficient to stave off a sizable band of villains, much less an invading imperial force. So the leader of the confederacy, perhaps himself a king, turns to a great king, usually an emperor with forces in the region large enough to protect the client state. In such a case, the lesser king (vassal) could enter into a covenant with the great king (suzerain), or as often happened, a suzerain could rescue a vassal from impending doom and therefore claim his right to annex the beneficiaries of his kindness by covenant to his empire. They would be his people, and he would be their suzerain. Their own king might continue to rule locally but as a viceroy of the emperor.


  What is often present in these ancient treaties and missing in modern analogies is the fact that these were not merely legal contracts but involved the deepest affections. The great king was the father adopting the captives he had liberated from oppression. Consequently, he was not simply to be obeyed externally, but loved; not only feared, but revered; not only known as the legal lord of the realm, but acknowledged openly as the rightful sovereign. Of course, there were good suzerains and bad ones, but there was widespread agreement at least in the ancient Near East that this is what constituted a lawful covenant.


  All of this is somewhat difficult for us to grasp, since for most of us, our day-to-day experience is shaped by life in liberal democracies in which personal choice and rights are enshrined. The dominant model in the so-called developed nations of the West is the social contract: each person, though naturally sovereign, surrenders a bit of sovereignty to the state in order to receive certain benefits in return. The state then acts as a sort of proxy for the collective will of the people, conceived largely as individuals. In more cynical versions of this story (especially that of Thomas Hobbes), human beings are naturally at war with each other, and the only thing that will save us from our mutually assured destruction is an all-powerful state. Whatever the character of the states engendered by the ancient Near Eastern treaty, it certainly was not that.


  What then were the distinguishing features of such a treaty? A century before the conquest of Canaan, the Hittite treaties included several typical elements.5


  First was the preamble (“thus [saith] NN [name], the great king, king of the Hatti land, son of NN . . . the valiant”), identifying the one who made the treaty.


  The second element was the historical prologue. This wasn’t just window dressing; it justified everything that followed. Given the historylet’s say that the suzerain had rescued the smaller nation from an invading armywhat could be expected other than the hearty acceptance of a grateful people? By telling the story of what happened, the suzerain showed that the lesser king was in no bargaining position. The lesser king and his people had been treated mercifully and had no claim upon the great king.


  Historical prologues kept treaties firmly planted. As secular treaties, they were nothing like the religious myths the ancients told, for instance, about the creation of the world. The religion of these people was cyclical and mythological, but their politics had a clear historical footing. It is no wonder that when God took up this treaty motif for his relationship to Israel, the utterly historical character shaped the religious as much as the political life of the people. There wasn’t an irrational realm of myth on the one hand (religion) and a rational realm of history and politics (everyday life) on the other. Rather, God claimed sovereignty over all of life and anchored this total claim in history rather than in myth or general principles of truth and morality. He said, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me” (Exod. 20:23). It was because certain things had happened that Israel was obligated to him.


  A third element of ancient treaties was stipulations. We see this in all of the Hittite treaties, as also in the summary of the covenant at Sinai just cited: “I am the one who redeemed you. . . . Therefore, you shall not. . . . You shall. . . .” The stipulations, or terms of the treaty, were set forth. Those who kept the stipulations were covenant-keepers, while those who violated them were covenant-breakers. At this point in the ancient treaties, there was also an appeal to witnesses, which involved calling upon the respective deities. Both sides would call upon the sky-god and sacred mountains and rivers, to witness the oath and testify against either party in the event of transgression.


  Again, this was to be a relationship of trust, love, and genuine faithfulness, not simply of external obligation and consent. Far from being arbitrary, merely legal dos and don’ts, the stipulations were an utterly reasonable duty. They fit the character of the liberation these ancient people had experienced. Typically, they involved the following: no backroom alliances with other kings, no murmuring against the suzerain, and payment of an annual tribute tax to the great king. The vassal also had to pledge to raise a regiment to join the suzerain’s army in any action taken against a fellow vassal under the suzerain’s protection.


  Consequently, the stipulations were followed by sanctions that spelled out what would happen if the vassal failed to uphold the treaty. Sanctions included the eviction of the people from their homes and land and their exile.


  Just as the suzerain graciously and without any inherent obligation pledged to move against those who invaded his vassal territory as if it were his own capital, he would move against the vassal state itself just as ferociously should the terms of the covenant be violated. The sanctions were then followed by the blessings and curses formula. The suzerain’s action of calling down the wrath of the witnessing gods should the vassal state prove unfaithful suggests that the assumption was never far off that the gods would be acting in the person of the suzerain and his army. Although the suzerain was in no way obligated prior to the covenant, he pledged himself to guard his vassals. The political term for this was invocation. A vassal king in trouble could invoke the suzerain’s pledge of rescue. He was authorized to use the great king’s name like the lever of a fire alarm: by breaking the glass and pulling the lever, as it were, invoking the name of the suzerain, he could be assured of his lord’s swift protection.


  A fifth basic element provided for the deposit of the treaty tablets in the sacred temples of both parties (again, so the deities of both partners could serve as constant witnesses) as well as periodic public reading, so that each new generation clearly understood its obligations.6


  In addition to the treaty itself was the public ceremony that sealed it and put it into effect. Such ceremonies included an event in which the suzerain and vassal would pass between the halves of slaughtered animals, as if to say, “May the same fate befall me should I fail to keep this covenant.” In other rituals, the vassal king would walk behind the great king down an aisle as a sign of loyalty, service, and submission. (Hence, the language of “walking after” God in the Scriptures.) Celebratory meals at which the treaty was ratified were held as well.


  An important feature was that the suzerain never took an oath himself. It was his treaty, after all. The stipulations and sanctions (curses and blessings) all fell on the vassal.7 Whatever the suzerain decided to do by way of self-obligation was done in absolute freedom. Delbert Hillers writes, “The covenant is regularly spoken of as that which the sovereign gave to his vassalit is the sovereign’s covenant. He is the author. The specific obligations imposed upon the vassal are called the ‘words’ of the sovereign, for to speak is to command when the great king delivers utterance.”8


  One of the running themes in the Bible, however, is that the nations and their armies, their kings and their gods, their chariots and their ivory palaces cannot save but are in truth assembled against the Lord and his anointed king (Psalm 2). Israel was not first of all a nation, but a church, a community called out of darkness, sin, oppression, and evil to form the nucleus of God’s worldwide empire. Not only the politics, but the religion, was anchored in historical events that gave rise to faith that this covenant Lord would be faithful to his promises. So there was a basis for confidence. The future was not indeterminate, left to chance or the caprice of the stars, the gods, demons, or natural forces, but was in the hands of a good God who had condescended to take them into covenant. They knew that if they called on the name of this covenant Lord, they would be saved from their enemies. They knew this because the Lord heard their groaning in Egypt and in Babylon and finally answered the cry of his people in the birth of the one who would save them from their sins.


  Biblical Covenants


  In pagan religions and philosophies, human beings were often seen, at least in their spiritual or intellectual aspect, as a spark of the divine essence. Quite often a particular race was identified with the divinity, and the king was seen as an incarnation of a divine figure. The case was, of course, quite different for Israel. The sovereign God, creator and lord of all, was utterly distinct from his creation. No part of God’s nature or knowledge coincided with the creature at any point. That is to say, God is transcendent. Therefore, any relationship that one might have with this God would have to be something other than a natural relationship that is, the relationship could not be explained in terms of, say, a common spiritual essence shared by the Creator and a creature. According to the Bible, that relationshipa covenantis established by God in his freedom. We are not related to God by virtue of a common aspect of our being, but by virtue of a pact that he himself makes with us to be our God.


  In distinction from pagan mythology, the denial of any natural connection between the Creator and creature establishes the biblical emphasis on God’s transcendence (his incomprehensible majesty). However, the fact that God has chosen to enter into a personal relationship with us by means of covenant underscores his immanence (or nearness). It is not surprising then that God adapted the international treaty as the template for his relationship to creatures. That relationship really is a matter of “foreign relations.” The creature, even the one made in his image, is never divine or semidivine, but is always other than God. Although there may be similarities between the creature and the Creator, there are always greater differences. In other words, God not only differs quantitatively (i.e., possessing greater degrees of being, wisdom, omnipotence, etc.) but qualitatively. This is why the divine-human relationship is characterized in theology as analogical rather than univocal. That is, there is no point at which the Creator and his creation overlap with any exact (univocal) identity at any point. At the same time, created in God’s image, humankind can be described as an analogy of God: similar but never the same. “Covenant” is exactly the right concept for such “foreign relations.”


  While the nations believed they were at the whim of gods and forces that could prove arbitrary, caught in a divinized cycle of nature, Israel could be confident that they, and the whole creation, were in the hands of a personal God who could be trusted. Key to this trust was a covenant. Such a bond gave a certain degree of security, an atmosphere of belonging to their God in a reciprocal relationship. God had bound himself to them. Thus, their worldview engendered a history rather than a mythological cycle of nature. Promise and fulfillment, not birth and rebirthmovement forward, not just in circlesgave rise to Israel’s confidence. History became important because it was God’s theater in which he promised to bring about his purposes for his people and indeed the whole world. Even in their sin and rebellion, Israel could take confidence in the good news of redemption in the future. It was chiefly the concept of covenant (with its corollary, election) that guarded against a civil religion and made Yahweh’s will rather than national aspirations the basis for life.9


  But are the similarities between ancient Near Eastern treaties and biblical covenants no more than superficial? The word for covenant (berit) occurs two hundred times in the Old Testament, and even where the technical term is not used, there are instances of covenant-making. Far from engendering a legalistic form of religion, Israel’s covenant with Yahweh meant that they were no longer at the whim of petty warlords and heavy-handed suzerains. “The covenant relationship itself may very well be regarded as a guarantee of freedom from every other political suzerainty.”10


  While the basic structure and elements of the covenant in the Old Testament texts bear close resemblances to the Hittite treaties, what distinguishes Israel from all other nations is that their God is the acting suzerain and not merely a witness to a human sovereign’s imposition of a relationship. It is this intimacy of the I-you exchange between suzerain and vassal that is transposed into the form of the relationship between Yahweh and Israel. “When the statement is made that religion is based on covenant, it implies that a form of action which originated in legal custom has been transferred to the field of religion.”11


  Beginning with the Law, we will move through the Prophets and the period between the two testaments into the New Testament era in an effort to survey the specific covenant forms that we find in Scripture. Our goal is to move from the particular (inductive) to the general (deductive), that is, from exegesis of particular passages to larger biblical-theological trajectories, leading finally to systematic theology.


  We begin with the Law. Not even this part of the Bible, however, can be identified simply with the form of suzerainty treaty I have been describing. Remember, this international treaty was imposed by the suzerain without any inherent obligation assumed by him. It imposed obligations. In other words, it was in the category of what one might call “pure law”not in any pejorative sense, as if “law” is inherently oppressive. After all, as we have seen, the stipulations (actual laws) were justified by the historical prologue (actual deliverance). However, there was no sense that the vassal was simply to do his best to follow the stipulations, nor any promise that the suzerain would be merciful in case of breach. In biblical terms, a suzerainty treaty is a “Do this and you shall live” kind of arrangement!


  The oath that Israel took at the foot of Mount Sinai has clear affinities with the suzerainty treaty. God had delivered them from Egypt and taken them for his people, but now they had to own Yahweh as their covenant Lord. Hearing the terms (stipulations), they replied, “Everything the Lord has said we will do” (Exod. 24:3 NIV). The covenant at Sinai was an oath sworn by the Israelites, just as in the suzerainty treaty. The elements of the treaty form were clearly present: the historical prologue (liberation from Egypt), the stipulations (ten words or commandments), sanctions with the usual blessings and curses formula, with the warning that the Israelites were “but [God’s] tenants” (Lev. 25:23 NIV) and were subject to eviction if they violated the covenant. And in fact, the Law (Torah) itself prophesied that this would happen (Deuteronomy 29).


  It is important, however, to distinguish between the law’s strictness in relation to individual salvation (demanding an absolute perfection that we cannot fulfill since the fall) and in relation to the national covenant with Israel (requiring an external conformity, with provisions for default). What degree of disobedience God could put up with in order to allow Israel to keep its tenure in his land was always up to God, of course. His patience (long-suffering) received all too many opportunities to be displayed. Yet the very fact that God does exercise patience in this relationship points up that the Sinai covenant is not simply identical to the pre-fall Adamic covenant. After the fall, a covenant of works arrangementeven for a national covenant rather than individual salvation, cannot really get off the ground if absolutely perfect obedience is the condition. Remember, the purpose of the Jewish theocracy (i.e., the old covenant) was to point forward through types to the coming Messiah. But how could God maintain a typological kingdom that kept the focus of future anticipation on Christ if that kingdom’s existence depended at every moment on obedience? If the terms in Canaan were as strictly enforced as they were in Eden, the Israelites would never have even made it to Canaan (as we see in Exodus 3234, not to mention in their testing of God in the desert).


  What was necessary on the nation’s part was, as M. G. Kline expresses it, an “appropriate measure of national fidelity.”12 Enough covenantal obedience was necessary to keep the typology legible, serving its purpose of directing attention to the true and lasting kingdom of God that it prefigured. This does not mean that the world only needed a redeemer who could roughly approximate the requirement of perfect obedience. After all, the covenant of works made with Adam and his posterity still requires fulfillment if anyone is to be saved. There must be a second Adam, not just a second Israel. There are both continuities and discontinuities between the covenant of works made with Adam and the republication of the works-covenant at Sinai, differences that are determined largely by changing historical contexts (viz., the fall and God’s determination to have a typological system whose every detail was designed to prefigure his Son’s arrival in world history).


  The Decalogue and Joshua 24 also fit the suzerainty treaty pattern (“Do this and you shall live”), but “it can readily be seen that the covenant with Abraham (and Noah) is of completely different form,” notes Mendenhall.


  Both in the narrative of Gen 15 and 17, and in the later references to this covenant, it is clearly stated or implied that it is Yahweh Himself who swears to certain promises to be carried out in the future. It is not often enough seen that no obligations are imposed upon Abraham. Circumcision is not originally an obligation, but a sign of the covenant, like the rainbow in Gen 9. It serves to identify the recipient(s) of the covenant, as well as to give a concrete indication that a covenant exists. It is for the protection of the promisee, perhaps, like the mark on Cain of Gen 4. The covenant of Moses, on the other hand, is almost the exact opposite. It imposes specific obligations upon the tribes or clans without binding Yahweh to specific obligations, though it goes without saying that the covenant relationship itself presupposed the protection and support of Yahweh to Israel.13


  I will return to this point below in my analysis of the differences between the suzerainty treaty and the royal grant (also known as the patron covenant): the former is conditional, while the latter is an unconditional promise on the part of the suzerain.


  As mentioned above, we should not think of Israel in its emergence as a federation of tribes entirely linked by blood. Scripture itself indicates that those who had passed through the Red Sea and now gathered at Sinai were a “mixed multitude” (Num. 11:4 NKJV). Each person, each family, pledged loyalty to the stipulations God issued at Sinai. There was no king to representatively “stand in” for the people; they themselves vowed to keep God’s law. The solemn ceremony putting the covenant into effect was twofold, notes Mendenhall: “One ceremony is the sprinkling of blood upon altar and people, another is the banquet in the presence of Yahweh.” Furthermore, “The tradition of the deposit of the law in the Ark of the Covenant is certainly connected with the covenant customs of pre-Mosaic times.”14 Given the equation of gossip or untrusting speech or conduct with breach of the covenant stipulations in the Hittite treaty, “The traditions of the ‘murmurings’ in the wilderness is also a motif which receives new meaning in the light of the covenant.”15


  The covenant of Joshua 24 follows exactly the Hittite features: the author of the covenant identified (v. 2b), historical prologue in I-you form, stipulations, people themselves as witnesses, deposit of covenant in sanctuary and another witness (the great stone).


  The covenant form itself


  was the source of the “feeling for history” which is such an enigma in Israelite literature. And perhaps even more important is the fact that what we now call “history” and “law” were bound up into an organic unit from the very beginnings of Israel itself. Since the cultus was at least connected with the covenant proclamation or renewal, we can see that in early Israel, history, cultus, and “law” were inseparable, and that the history of Israelite religion is not the history of the gradual emergence of new theological concepts, but of the separation and re-combination of these three elements so characteristic of Israelite religion, over against the mythological religions of their pagan neighbors.16


  In the period of the monarchy, Yahweh was the witness in the anointing of the king.17 But similarities between the Hittite suzerainty treaties and biblical covenants begin to diminish. An interesting feature in the Hebrew covenants is the “everlasting covenant” associated with David and his throne: “In Israel also the term berit ’olam occurs only in connection with the dynasty of David until the Exilic period.”18 What has happened? Are there two different covenant traditions? We will take up that question in the next chapter.
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