A BRrIEF INTRODUCTION TO
COVENANT THEOLOGY

PART 1.
What 1s the covenant?

by STEPHEN C.. PERKS

READINGS: GENESIS 15:7-18; JEREMIAH 34:18-20

Tue doctrines of Creation, Fall and Redemption give
us a summary of what the whole Bible teaches. And
not only that, but Creation, Fall and Redemption is
what the whole of history is about. Everything revolves
around Creation, Fall and Redemption. These doctrines
constitute an interrelated complex of presuppositions
that form the foundation of the biblical world-view
and therefore they are to be the foundation of our own
world-view; they constitute our theory of everything, that is
to say they are to be the presuppositions that underpin
our understanding of the whole of reality. God created
the world and he created man to serve him by exercis-
ing dominion over the earth according to his law in his
name as his vicegerent (Gen. 1:26-30; 2:16-17; 9:1-11).
But Adam fell into sin by disobeying God. As a conse-
quence man’s relationship with God was broken and
he became subject to death, which is God’s judgement
on his sin; and because of man’s sin God also subjected
the earth to a curse (Gen. 3:17). But God also promised
deliverance to man, namely restoration of his relation-
ship with God and restoration of his calling and true
purpose under God.

It is clear from this that God and his will are the
whole context of man’s life, whether man acknowledges
this or not. And this is what the Bible teaches. God is the
one in whom we “live and move and have our being”
(Acts 17:28). Man was created into a relationship with
God; he fell by his own sin into a broken relationship;
and he is restored to a right relationship with God
through the life, death and resurrection of the Lord
Jesus Christ. The fundamental and defining fact of
man’s life, even though men may deny it furiously, is
his relationship with God, and this relationship will be
the determining fact not only of his life in this world, it
will be the determining fact in his eternal destiny. And
it is clear from Scripture that once man’s relationship
with God is broken, man cannot restore it. The sinner
is at a complete loss to put right the wrong that he has
done. He cannot restore his relationship with God by
means of his own efforts, because he is dead in his sins
(Eph. 2:1, 5; Col. 2:13). But what is impossible with man

is possible with God. If man is to be reconciled to God,
restored to a right relationship with God, he must be
delivered from his sin by God.

So the next question we must ask is this: how does
God relate to man? If his relationship with God is the
defining issue of man’s life, we need to know what that
relationship is and what it means; how it is established,
how it is broken and how it is restored. We need to know
how God relates to man? The Bible teaches that God
always relates to man by means of a covenant. Biblical
religion is covenant religion. What is a covenant?

A covenant is a pact, agreement or treaty between
two parties. A covenant can be a pact between two equal
parties, or it can be a pact between parties that are not
equals, for example, between a lord and his vassal. The
Hebrew word for covenant is berith. The etymology of
this word is uncertain but it probably derives either from
the Hebrew verb barah, meaning o cut, then to eat and
to choose,' or from the Akkadian word beritu, meaning a
Jettering or band, from the verb baru, meaning lo bind or
Jetter.? In the ancient world of the Middle East, when
two parties entered into a binding agreement, i.e. a
covenant, they would slaughter an animal and cut it
into two halves. The parties to the covenant would then
walk between the divided animal as part of the ritual for
confirming the covenant. The Hebrew term for mak-
ing a covenant therefore is “to cut a covenant” (karath
berith). See for example Jer. 34:18-19, where a covenant
1s made and confirmed by the parties passing through
the divided parts of a calf, and Gen. 15:7-18 where
God enters into covenant with Abraham by means of
a smoking pot and blazing torch that passes between
the parts of several animals that Abraham had cut into
pieces and placed opposite each other. The significance

' See Gesenius’s Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon to the Old “Testament
Scriptures (London: Samuel Bagster and Sons, 1859), pp. ¢XXXIXb,
CXLIb.

2 Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross: A study of the
significance of some New Testament terms (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press
[1955] 1976), p. 67. See also O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the
Covenants (Phillipsburg, New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed
Publishing Company, 1980), p. 5.
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of dividing an animal in two and walking between its
parts is probably that if either of the parties should fail
to fulfil his covenant obligations the same fate will befall
him as that of the slaughtered animal.?

The word berith is nearly always translated in the
Septuagint, the ancient translation of the Hebrew
Scriptures into Greek, by the Greek word diatheke. So,
for example, in Jer. 31:31 where Jeremiah says “Behold,
the days come, saith the Lord, that I will make a new
covenant with the house of Israel, and with the house
of Judah,” the Hebrew word berith is translated by the
Greek word diatheke (chapter 8:1 in the Septuagint).
Given the importance of the covenant in the Old Tes-
tament we should expect to find the theology of the
covenant in the New Testament. And indeed we do. The
Greek word diatheke is also used in the New Testament
to speak of the covenant. But it is not always translated
as covenant in English translations of the Bible. Indeed,
the term 7The New Testament itself is a translation of the
Greek term /e kaine diatheke. Of the 29 instances of the
use of the term diatheke in the New Testament referenced
in Abbott-Smith’s A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New
Testament the Authorised Version of the English Bible
translates the word 19 times as covenant, but 10 times
as ftestament.* This has led to some confusion and has
blunted the significance of the theology of the covenant
for the Church and for the practice of the Christian
faith. Many Christians do not accept the importance
of the covenant for the practice of the Christian faith
and consign it to the Old Testament, which they deem
to be no longer directly relevant to the Christian life.
This is an error that was all part and parcel of the
Gnostic heresy that troubled the early Church and the
various dualist heresies related to Gnosticism that have
continued to trouble the Church throughout history,
and it is a good example of how this dualist heresy still
plagues the modern Church. Among some Reformed
Churches the situation is certainly better, but even
here there is often misunderstanding and failure to
comprehend the significance of covenant theology. It

% See for example Jer. 34:18 and 20b: “And the men who trans-
gressed my covenant and did not keep the terms of the covenant that
they made before me, I will make them like the calf that they cut in
two and passed between its parts . . . Their dead bodies shall be food
for the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth.” This is the ESV
translation. The words “them like” in v. 18 are not in the Hebrew,
which reads “I will make the men who transgressed my covenant
and did not keep the words of the covenant that they cut before me
the calf that they cut in two,” in other words, “I will make tkem the
calf| i.e. as the calf that they cut in two, which is confirmed by the
judgement specified in v. 20b. See Leon Morris, op. cit., p. 68f.

* See the excursus on p. 4b.

° It is interesting to read the history of heresy in the first mil-
lennium and early second millennium. We read repeatedly that the
heretics rejected the law of Moses while the orthodox accepted it.

See for example Dmitri Obolensky, The Bogomuls: A Study in Balkan
Neo-Manichaeism (Twickenham, Middlesex: Anthony C. Hall, [1948]
1972), pp- 26, 47, 53, 113, 127, 179, 209, 212, 218, 224, 228, 239. See
also Steven Runciman, The Medieval Manichee: A Study of the Christian
Dualist Heresy (Cambridge University Press, [1947] 1955), pp. 123,
150, and Malcolm Lambert, Medieval Heresy: Popular Movements from
Bogomil to Hus (London: Edward Arnold, 1977), p. 21.

is, for example, very popular among Christians today to
stress the importance of “relationships” in the Church
and the need for the Church to have a “relational” un-
derstanding of the Christian faith. And there is much
talk about “relationalism”; there are even organisations
dedicated to promoting relationalism as the answer to
man’s social problems. It would of course be entirely
wrong to deny the importance of this in itself. Relation-
ships are important in the Christian faith. Indeed, they
are central and crucial. Man’s relationship with God is
the defining issue of his life, and that relationship de-
termines his relationships with his fellow men and the
world around him, but the point is that the Bible deals
with all man’s relationships and defines his relationship
with God, with his fellow man, and with the world in
which he lives in terms of the covenant. The Bible teaches
from first to last that man’s faith, life and relationships
are structured covenantally. If we fail to deal with rela-
tionships covenantally, as the Bible does, we shall fail to
relate to God, to each other and to the world around
us as God intends us to. We shall instead define our
relationships in terms of the world’s philosophy of life,
in terms of secular humanism’s concept and practice
of relationships. We may practise this worldly ideal of
relationships in a form that is syncretised with some ele-
ments of the Christian faith, but it will not be the kind
of relational practice that the covenant requires, and
the results will be disastrous. All of man’s relationships
are to be structured covenantally. The covenant is the
centre around which man’s life is to revolve. God does
not call us to some vague worldly idea of faithfulness,
he calls us to covenant faithfulness. He does not call us to
obedience to some vague or worldly idea of goodness,
he calls us to covenantal obedience. He does not call us to
the practise of spirituality and piety as the world, and
alas so often the Church, define these things, he calls us
to righteousness, 1.¢. to do justice, as the covenant defines
these things. If we do not structure our relationships
covenantally, we fail to relate properly, i.e. as God in-
tends us to relate to each other. It is the lack of this un-
derstanding of the essentially covenantal nature of man’s
relationships that characterises so much of the modern
talk and practice among Christians about relationships.
We hear the talk about relationships all the time among
Churches and Christians, but seldom is this understood
or practised in terms of the covenant, and that is why
so much of what passes for Christianity today differs so
little from the life of the world. The Church imbibes
the world’s attitudes to these things and gives them a
superficial Christian veneer instead of subjecting her
understanding and practice of the faith to the covenant.
Relationships are certainly important in the Christian
faith, indeed they are at the heart of the Christian faith,
but all these relationships are defined and structured by
the covenant. It is utterly misleading and erroneous for
Christians to talk about the importance of relationships
and the need for a better “relational” understanding of
the faith and of life while at the same time neglecting



the essentially covenantal nature of all these relationships
that the Bible sets before us. But this is what we have
had. We need, therefore, to gain a better understand-
ing of the covenant and how it structures the Christian
faith and therefore the Christian life, since it applies to
every aspect of our lives and to all our relationships, as
families, communities, societies and even as nations.

We have seen that a covenant is a pact or agreement
between two parties and that it is confirmed by a blood
sacrifice that binds the parties together. We have also
seen that a covenant can be between equals or between
parties that are not equal. In the biblical covenants
between God and man, the parties are obviously not
equals. The biblical covenants between God and man
are between a sovereign Lord and his subjects. The bibli-
cal concept of the covenant between God and man in
which God redeems his people from their sin under the
covenant of grace has been defined by O. Palmer Rob-
ertson as “a bond in blood sovereignly administered.”®
A covenant consists essentially of three parts:

1. The parties to the covenant,

2. The terms or conditions of the covenant, and

3. The sanctions, i.e. the blessings and curses prom-
ised by the covenant.

A popular version of the covenant among some
American writers in recent years has been a five point
covenant model that includes Sovereignty/Representa-
tion and Inheritance/Future as separate main points of
a covenant. Although each of these points is valid and
included in the biblical covenants, sovereignty more
properly comes under Parties, while Representation
comes partly under Parties and partly under Terms or
Conditions, and Inheritance/Future is really part of
Sanctions.

1. The parties to the biblical covenants are on the
one side God, as the sovereign Lord, and on the other,
man as his creature. The book of Exodus says “And I
will take you to me for a people, and I will be to you a
God; and ye shall know that I am the Lord your God,
which bringeth you out from under the burdens of the
Egyptians” (Ex. 6:7). Likewise the book of Leviticus says
“And I will walk among you, and will be your God, and
ye shall be my people” (Lev. 26:12; see also Jer. 7:23; 11:4;
30:22; Ezek. 11:20; 96:28). It is important to understand,
however, that the covenant is part of the fabric of man’s
creation. The covenant is not an afterthought on God’s
part. God did not create man and then afterwards
decided he would relate to him by means of covenant.
Man was created from the beginning as a covenantal
being. He was created to be in covenant with God.
Man does not come to God as a free agent and make a
covenant with God as an equal, on his own terms. He
comes as God’s creature, bound by his Creator to serve
him according to his will. That is what he was created
for. The covenant is not an option for man. It is part of
the nature of his being. Man’s creation establishes him
as a covenant being. Man is either a covenant keeper or

¢ O. Palmer Robertson, op. cit., p. 15.
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a covenant breaker, but his relationship to God 1s always
covenantal and he cannot escape the covenantal nature
of his existence. The covenant establishes that God
will be the God and Saviour of his people and that his
people will worship him, i.e. serve or work for him, in
obedience to the terms of the covenant. But this agree-
ment is not something that man chooses to enter into
by means of a process of deliberation and bargaining
with God. The covenant defines who and what man is
from his creation, i.e. he is defined by the covenant as
a worshipping creature, that is to say a creature whose
purpose is to serve God, in other words one whose call-
ing is to work for God on earth as his vicegerent in what
we call the Cultural or Creation Mandate.

2. The terms or conditions of the covenant, by which
man is bound to God as his servant, is God’s law. The
sovereign Lord promises to be God to man, to be his
saviour and protector and man, in response to this, is
obligated to keep God’s laws, which are the terms or
conditions of the covenant. So Jeremiah says “But this
thing commanded I [i.e. God] them, saying, Obey my
voice, and I will be your God, and ye shall be my people:
and walk ye in all the ways that I have commanded you,
that it may be well unto you” ( Jer. 7:23).

3. The sanctions of the covenant are the blessings that
God bestows upon his people as they obey his law and
serve him according to his word, and the curses that
will come upon them if they are faithless and abandon
their obligation to serve him and keep his law. So for
example, we are told in Deuteronomy 28: “And it shall
come to pass, if thou shalt hearken diligently unto the
voice of the Lord thy God, to observe and do all his
commandments which I command thee this day, that
the Lord thy God will set thee on high above all the
nations of the earth; And all these blessings shall come
upon thee, and over take thee, if thou shalt hearken
unto the voice of the Lord thy God” (Dt. 28:1-2). There
then follows a list of all the blessings promised to the
people if they are faithful to the covenant. Then at v.
15 we read: “But it shall come to pass, if thou wilt not
hearken unto the voice of the Lord thy God, to observe
to do all his commandments and his statutes which I
command thee this day; that all these curses shall come
upon thee, and overtake thee” (Dt. 18:15). There then
follows a list of the curses that will come upon a people
that abandons the covenant and refuses to keep faith
with God by living according to his word (see also Ex.
26:3-39).

There are two covenants between God and man in
the Bible. The first is the covenant of works, or the covenant
of Creation or nature, in which man stands before God on
the basis of his own righteousness, and the other is the
covenant of grace, in which man stands before God not in
his own person but in the person of another and on the
basis of another’s righteousness, an alien righteousness
as Luther called it, redeemed from his sin by the work
of the Lord Jesus Christ. All men are under one of these
covenants, whether or not they like it or understand it.
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You cannot be under both of these covenants. You are
either under the covenant of works, and condemned as
a breaker of God’s law, a sinner, or you are under the
covenant of grace, and redeemed from your sin by the
Lord Jesus Christ.

"This brings us to a point that was mentioned earlier,
representation. The covenant of works was made with
Adam as the representative of the humans race in the
Garden of Eden. Adam as the father of the human
race represented his posterity in the covenant. He was
what is called the federal head of humanity in the state
of nature. When he fell into sin the whole of the hu-
man race fell with him, and so, as Paul says, “as by one
man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and
so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned
(Rom. 5:12). The covenant of redemption is made between
God the Father and God the Son, the second person of
the Trinity, who is appointed as the redeemer of God’s
elect and accomplishes their salvation by means of his
incarnation in the Lord Jesus Christ as the federal head of
a new humanity, in whom all those who are united with
him by faith are delivered from their sin by virtue of his
life, death and resurrection on their behalf. Those who
through faith look to Jesus Christ for deliverance from
the condemnation that falls upon all men as a conse-
quence of their sin, are no longer under the covenant
of works, but are under the covenant of grace, since God
accepts them as righteous in his sight on the basis of
the righteousness of Jesus Christ. They therefore stand
before God in the person of another, Jesus Christ, and
through being united with him by faith are delivered
from condemnation for sin. When Christ died on the
cross he took upon himself, as their federal head and
representative, all the punishment for the sins of those
who believe in him. So mankind is always represented
before God by one of two heads: Adam, who fell
into sin and brought condemnation and death upon
all mankind, or Christ, who redeemed from sin and
brought new life to all those who put their faith in him,
thereby restoring their broken relationship with God
under a covenant of grace. In the covenant of works man
stands before God in Adam as a covenant breaker and
under condemnation for his sin; in the covenant of grace
man stands before God in Christ as someone who is
redeemed from his sin and therefore whose covenantal
relationship with God is restored in Christ.

Through faith in Christ we enter into a new cov-
enantal relationship with God, one not based on our
own righteousness (the covenant of works), but based
on the righteousness of Jesus Christ (the covenant of
grace). So the apostle Paul goes on to say: “For as by one
man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by the
obedience of one shall many be made righteous. More-
over the law entered, that the offence might abound.
But where sin abounded, grace did much more abound:
That as sin hath reigned unto death, even so might grace
reign through righteousness unto eternal life by Jesus
Christ our Lord” (Rom. 5:19—21).

In the next part we shall look in more detail at these
two covenants.

EXCURSUS

Awabky is translated in the Authorised Version as cov-
enant in the following verses: Mt. 26:28; Mk 14:24; Lk.
1:72; Acts §:25; 7:8; Rom. 11:27; Gal. 3:15, 17; 4:24; Eph.
2:12; Heb. 8:6, 8, 9, 10; 9:4; 10:16, 29; 12:24; 13:20; and as
testament in the following: Lk. 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25; 2 Cor.
3:6, 14; Heb. 7:22; 9:15, 16, 17, 20; Rev. 11:19. Sometimes
these alternative translations are found in the same book
and chapter, e.g. Hebrews chapter g. Perhaps the most
bizarre and inexplicable of the translations of Stafixy
as testement in the Authorised Version, however, is the
translation of the Greek term 1 kifwtos m1s Stabirns
avTov as “the ark of his testament” at Rev. 11:19 while at
Heb. 9:4 v kifwrov s Stabnkys is translated as “the
ark of the covenant.” Unfortunately, this inconsistency is
not an idiosyncrasy of the Authorised Version. Although
the 1560 Geneva Bible translates the phrase in Rev. 11:19
as “the Arke of his covenat,” it translates only 8 of the
remaining instances of Suafxm from the list above as
covenant: Lk. 1:72; Acts g:25; 7:8; Rom. 11:27; Gal. 3:15,
17; 4:24; and Heb. 13:20. Perhaps as bizzare as the
Authorised Version’s translation of taf1«m as lestament
in the phrase “the ark of his testament” at Rev. 11:19 is
the Geneva Bible’s translation of the phrase “this is the
covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after
those days, saith the Lord” at Heb. 8:20 and “This 1s the
covenant that I will make with them after those days,
saith the Lord” at Heb. 10:16, both quoting Jer. g1:33, as
“this is the testament that I will make . . .” Tyndale trans-
lates Suabkm as covenant in only three of the texts in the
above list: Gal. 3:15, 17; and 4:24. The increasing use of
the word covenant as a translation of Suafkn, however
inconsistently, between Tyndale’s 1534 translation and
the 1611 Authorised Version can perhaps be accounted
for by the growth of covenant or federal theology in the
Reformed Churches over the same period. For a brief
but interesting account of the growth of federal theol-
ogy in this period see Charles S. McCoy and J. Wayne
Baker, Foundaitnhead of Federalism: Heinrich Bullinger and the
Covenantal Tradition (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminister/
John Know Press, 1991); see also David A. Wier, The
Origisn of the Federal Theology in Sixteenth-Century Reforma-
tion Thought (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1990). For
areview of the latter see “Misconstruing Federal The-
ology” in my book Common-Law Wives and Concubines:
Essays on Covenantal Christianity and Contemporary Western
Culture (Taunton” The Kuyper Foundation, 2003), pp.
240—259. Of course, the Greek word Stafnkn does
mean testament. Abbott-Smith’s lexicon gives the basic
meaning of the word as a disposition, testament, will (G.
Abbott-Smith, op. cit., p. 107). But dtafjxm is used con-
sistently to translate berith in the Septuagint. The Greek
word cuvbijrkn means a conventional agreement, convention,
compact (H. G. Liddell and R. Scott, op. cit., p. 1493a),



and it has been suggested that this is a better word to
translate berith (Kaufmann Kohler, “Covenant” in 7he
Jewish Encyclopedia [New York and London: Funk and
Wagnalls Compmany, 1907], Vol. IV, p. 3204). Indeed,
this word is used to translate berith by Aquila, Symma-
chus and Theodotion, three other ancient translators of
the Hebrew Bible into Greek. On closer examination
however, this conclusion does not hold good. Accord-
ing to J. H. Moulton and G. Milligan: “In the papyri
and inscr|iptions] the word [8wabkys| means testament,
will, with absolute unanimity, and such frequency that
illustration is superfluous . . . Against this word stands
owvbixm (not in the New] T[estament]), which Aquila
substituted in 4 Kings 23:21 for LXX [the Septuagint]
Swalnkm. It is to the last the word for compact, just as
dwalbnkm 1s always and only the word for will . . . Any
thought of some ‘Hebrew’ flavour about the use of
dwalnkn for covenant 1s excluded by the isolated but ab-
solutely clear passage in Aristophanes (Birds 439), where
compact is the unmistakeable meaning. This passage is
enough to prove that dwathjky is properly dispositio, an
‘arrangement’ made by one party with plenary power,
which the other party may accept or reject, but cannot
alter. A will is simply the most conspicuous example of
such an instrument, which ultimately monopolized the
word just because it suited its differentia so completely.
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But it is entirely natural to assume that in the period of
the LXX this monopoly was not established, and the
translators were free to apply the general meaning as a
rendering of N°72 [berith]. For this course there was an
obvious motive. A covenant offered by God to man was
no ‘compact’ between parties coming together on equal
terms. a7k in its primary sense, as described above,
was exactly the needed word” (J. H. Moulton and G.
Milligan, The Vocabulary of the New Testament Illustrated
Srom the Papyri and other Non-Literary Sources [London:
Hodder and Stoughton Ltd, 1914-1929], p, 148af.). In
other words, cuf7jkn implies a compact or covenant
between equals, whereas dafyxn implies a covenant
between parties that are not equals, and the biblical
covenants between God and man are always of the
latter kind. Likewise, Abbott-Smith says that diaf7ky
is used “perhaps with the feeling that the éta- com-
pound was more suitable than the ovv- for a covenant
with God—owvvf[7xn] might suggest equal terms” (G.
Abbott-Smith, op. cit., p. 107). See also Geerhardus Vos,
Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Edinburgh:
The Banner of Truth Trust, [1948] 1975), p. 24f. This
does not mean, of course, that dtafyxn should always
be translated as covenant, but it does mean that it should
be translated as covenant where the reference is to the
Hebrew word berith.
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