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Answer to Question #1

One of the most important roles of the Old Testament is to serve as a vehicle for the remembrance of the covenants made with, and by, God. The covenants preserve the relationship between God and creation, and are kept through the biblical laws.  These covenants, as shown through Noah, Abraham, and Moses, all share a common framework that was modeled after the different types of ancient near-eastern treaties.  These treaties from civilizations surrounding the Israelites allowed them to form a concept of covenant that was extended to beyond relationships between people and into the realm of God. 


The concept of covenant is that of a solemn promise made solid by an oath, that also includes a symbol or sign.  It is the agreement between two parties that establishes a relationship by defining the responsibilities of each party
 involved.  Through this concept of covenant, we arrive at the idea that covenant is founded in relationship and not law.  The covenants made with God are meant to preserve and sustain life by characterizing the necessary actions of God and creation to keep in a right relationship.  The three hallmarks of covenant are hesed (loving kindness, compassion, and mercy), mispat (justice), and sedeqa (righteousness).  Each of these hallmarks are a necessary component of covenant, they form the basic values that any covenant must exhibit.  


The three hallmarks of a covenant, and the framework of the biblical covenants, are modeled after four types of ancient near-eastern treaties.  These treaties were used in cultures surrounding the Israelites at the time they were forming the Old Testament.  This allowed these cultures to influence the Israelites usage of the same ideas within the text.  The four types of ANE (ancient near-eastern) treaties are suzerainty, parity, patron and promissory.  The suzerainty treaty establishes a relationship between the landowner and the slave.  It defines that the slave is obligated to follow the laws set by the landowner.  The second treaty, the parity, is where two people enter a covenant that is also bound by an oath.  The third treaty, the patron, is opposite the suzerainty.  It states that the landowner is bound by some obligation to his slaves and workers, which means he must treat them well.  The fourth treaty is the promissory; it is simply an agreement or contract that sets forth the obligations of each party in some matter.  It is easy to see how the concepts expressed by these four types of treaties were absorbed into the biblical covenants.  The question then follows, “How do the people keep the covenant?”


The purpose of covenant is to create relationship and specify the responsibilities of each party.  The section of covenant that is concerned with the responsibilities of the parties is called law.  The law is created to lay specific guidelines of what behavior will fulfill the responsibility of a certain party.  It is safe to conclude that if these laws are not followed then the covenant, and the whole relationship, may be in jeopardy or even parish. This is true because without law, there would be no guidelines for a party to follow and that would make the covenant useless.  The laws are therefore in a profound relationship with covenant.  The covenant is then seen as relying on the laws to protect it and create an understanding within the parties of what the covenant entails.  What follows are three biblical examples of how these concepts of covenant and law were translated into working contracts.  

Abraham (Genesis 15, 17)

The covenant with Abraham was made by God to guarantee Abraham offspring (17:2).  In addition to the guarantee of the covenant, God also specifies that this covenant will be an everlasting covenant that will be passed to all of Abraham’s descendants (17:7).  Women will become part of the covenant through the male offspring.  The responsibilities for God that the covenant details are Abraham will be given at least one son, God will make a nation of them, and kings will come from them (17:6).  The responsibilities for Abraham are that his descendants and himself will keep the covenant, and all descendants will be circumcised at eight days old (17:9-12).  The sign of this covenant is the changing of Abram’s name to Abraham.  The fulfillment of the covenant is Abraham had two children, Ishmael and Isaac; and both children were circumcised at eight days old.  The law to keep this covenant became that all Jewish people will be circumcised.  This covenant is an example of the promissory treaty.

Moses (Exodus 20:2-17)

In the covenant between Moses and God, there exists a clear relationship between the covenant and the law.  The relationship in this covenant is that the laws given to Moses are the covenant.  The laws are not existing separately from the covenant as they do in others.  The Decalogue is created to protect the relationship with God and the relationships between humans.  The responsibilities of each party are God will love and keep his people, and the people will keep the Ten Commandments.  The sign of this covenant is the stone tablets that they are written on.  We know this is the sign because when the people break the covenant, Moses breaks the tablets.  The fulfillment of this covenant is that when the people keep the Commandments, God delivers them from their plights.  This is an example of the suzerainty type of treaty.

Jeremiah (Jeremiah 31:31-34)

The last covenant to be looked at in detail is that between God and Israel through the prophet Jeremiah.  In this covenant, God makes it clear that this covenant will last forever and cannot be broken as the others had even “though I was their husband,” (31:32).  God is referring to the breaking of the Decalogue by Israel during the exodus.  In this covenant though

“I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, “Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.”  (31:33-34)

The responsibilities of God within this covenant are that He will put his law into their hearts, forgive their iniquity and not remember their sin.  There is no responsibility for the people for they will follow God’s laws naturally because they are written into their hearts. The sign of this covenant is that “No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, ‘Know the Lord.’”  This is an important covenant because it gives hope to Israel because although they have sinned greatly against God, He will forgive them and love them more than He did previously.  This covenant is an example of the patron type of treaty.


Through three examples, it is easy to see covenant is created to protect a relationship and set the responsibilities of each party.  The laws are then created to protect the covenant; this is the relationship between law and covenant. The framework of each covenant was highly influenced by the usage of particular types of treaties from cultures surrounding the Israelites.  These treaties dealt with specific situations, which allowed the biblical writers to form their covenants in different ways to meet each individual situation that needed a covenant to be created.  The Old Testament is devoted with covenant because this is the way that the people learn what their God will do for them, and what they must do to earn their God’s love and compassion.  That is the principle reason for the bible, to learn who God is; that is why the concept of covenant must be its central focus.  

� Because it is necessary to see covenant in a holistic manner, the word party will be used in place of humans or people as to not exclude non-human life or creation as a whole.





