A Comparison of Selected O.T. Covenants 

I. Introduction

This paper will survey pertinent comparative information behind the formation of the Noachic, Abrahamic, Sinaitic covenants, as well as the Deuteronomic covenant renewal.  It will begin with a description of covenant.  This will be followed by a brief survey of the key background circumstances of the four specific covenants.  Finally, points of comparison will be summarized in a conclusion.

II. Covenant Overview


Relationship requires some very specific preconditions, such as the inherent ability to communicate and a common language by which to do so.  There is another basic necessity.  Every relationship is built on the expectations that each party has of the other, whether stated or unstated.  Built into each relationship is an understanding of what you must do to remain acceptable to the other party, and what the other must do to remain acceptable to you.  The better each understands and accedes to the other’s expectations, the likelier the relationship will endure.


The Hebrew language uses one basic word for covenant: berith.  The word appears to cover the whole gamut of pacts, agreements, leagues, treaties, and accords (Faley, 4).  It implies a relationship between the covenant-making parties as opposed to our modern view of mere contractual obligation, though that is included (McCarthy, 20).  As God deals both with individuals and groups under many different circumstances, He shows His flexibility in forming pacts in different ways, as circumstances require.


Archaeology has uncovered documents showing several different kinds of inter-national covenant.  A covenant could be made between equals or those of unequal stature or strength.  Nationalistic variations of the former could be leagues, compacts or allian-ces, and of the latter, federations, feudalism or empires.  Early Hittite suzerainty treaty documents show a predisposition to a looser “primus inter pares” feudalistic state than a tendency toward centralized imperium, such as in Egyptian ones (McCarthy 124-127). Covenants were updated when succession became an issue, before or after the death of either the sovereign or vassal king, as required.  This often required updating several parts of the document, including some provisions and the historical prologue (Kline, 33).

III. The Noachic Covenant

The first covenant we will deal with occurs in Genesis 8:20-9:17.  The occasion is that God has wiped out all of humanity save Noah and his family because humanity had turned completely away from God.  In 7:18, we see that God’s instructions for building the ark included a promise that God would establish His covenant with Noah after entering the ark.  Does this mean instituting a new one or renewing an old one?  Note that disobedience to the command to build the ark precludes the establishment of the covenant.

This covenant had preconditions.  Noah was righteous, and thereby found favor in God’s sight. Noah also trusted God enough to build the ark. In other words, God had expected of Noah that he would obey when asked to do something, and in return told Noah that he and all subsequent humanity could expect Him to provide habitable conditions on earth as well as not to send another flood.  The rainbow functions as a witness and reminder to God about His promise not to let tohu vabohu return to earth.

God orders them to come out of the ark, and Noah immediately prepares a sacrifice, probably to begin the covenant-making ceremony.  The sacrifice is pleasing, and God states the intent of the covenant (8:20-22).  This reassures Noah that his children will never be completely destroyed as his ancestors and siblings were.

God reestablishes human sovereignty under Him on earth (9:1-3), in echo of His creation proclamations to Adam and Eve.  God encourages them to multiply to refill the earth with humanity. This seems to imply that the previous proclamation at creation must also have been a covenant. There are some differences.  Humans are now permitted to eat meat, and are obligated not to eat the blood.  They are also obligated to institute capital punishment for murder. God obviously expects Noah and his family to continue their obedience to Him. 

IV. The Abrahamic Covenant

The second covenant considered is the Abrahamic Covenant in Genesis 15:1-17, updated in 17:1-27.  The background is that Abram is asked by God to complete the journey begun by his father Terah, to settle in Canaan.  If he goes, God will make his name great, make a great nation from him, and bless the whole world through him.  He goes.  Upon arrival in Canaan, he is told more of the story.  This is the land his progeny will inherit (Gen. 12:1-8).  Lot, his only close relative, has left the promised land for Sodom, and Abram is childless.  God appears to him in a vision to bless him.  Abram laments the above facts, then God promises that an heir will be born of his own body.  He seals this promise with a solemn sacrificial ceremony and a prophecy indicating the future slavery and redemption of his descendants, then their taking of the land.  Abram calls Him “Sovereign LORD” and speaks of “gaining possession” as though he were being granted a vassal kinship by a “Great King”.  Verses 18-21 speak of the territories being given to Abram, reinforcing the “Great King” imagery.  He believes God, and Ishmael results from exercising that belief.

The next phase of the covenant occurs in chapter 17, where God informs Abram that the son of promise will be born the following year.  Abram already has Ishmael, so this comes as a bit of a shock. God updates the covenant to include the succession of Isaac to the covenant promise upon Abram’s demise.  This was undoubtedly to prevent Abram (now Abraham) from automatically passing it on to his first son.  It is possible that the change of name was a symbolic change of identity regarding succession, thereby making Isaac the “first son” of Abraham. Blood is shed for this covenant, too.  This time the sacrifice is up close and personal – circumcision.

V. The Sinaitic Covenant

In commissioning Moses, God had given him a sign to prove He sent Moses to give the land to Israel: they would worship God at Sinai (Ex. 3:8-12).  Here is another covenant that could not have been established without prior obedience.  God has established Himself as Israel’s deliverer and tougher than any other nation.  Even so, the Israelites are disturbingly unwilling to see past Moses, and keep whining every time something goes wrong (15:22-16:8).  God, as promised, shows the people that He, not Moses is the true King of Israel by establishing a covenant that strongly resembles a suzerainty covenant.  Chapter 19 introduces the covenant with a historical prologue and an announcement of His intentions for them (vs. 3-7).  He has delivered them from bondage and intends to make them His own special people.  He claims ownership of the whole earth, and has chosen them to be his own special people.  He then, from fire, cloud and thundering on the mountain, proclaims the Decalogue in His own voice (20:1-17).  Up to this point, the only “voice of God” they have heard is Moses’.  Now they would rather hear Moses, so God allows Moses to resume his “spokesman” role at the request of the people (vs. 18-21).  God has established the main premise of the Law in person, and fleshes out more detail for Moses to deliver to the people in book form (20:23-23:31).  Blessings are included (and curses presumably implied) (23: 20-33).  Since God’s voice spoke from the mountain and His presence in the form of the pillar of cloud/fire was present, (presumably symbolizing the “Angel” of 23:20), there may have been no need of further witnesses at this point.

An offering of bulls is made, and blood is sprinkled, ratifying the deal.  Two tablets of stone, inscribed, by God, are given to Moses (probably the entire Book of the Covenant, 31:18).  Presumably dual copies: one for God and one for his regent: Moses (Kline, 18-20).  The people are about to enter the land of promise, so God makes His expectations of their life in the land more explicit.  

V. The Deuteronomic Covenant Renewal

The setting of this renewal of the Covenant is twofold.  First, Moses is about to die and be succeeded by Joshua.  Second, the Israelites are finally, after 40 years of wandering, about to take the land.  The historical prologue is updated to reflect the golden calf incident, the 40 years’ journey and the victories against the armies of Heshbon and Bashan.  The terms of living in the land are fleshed out, and case laws are updated.  For instance: instructions about warfare (Dt. 7) and kings (17:14-20) are given, now that they are closer to the land.  Blessings and cursings are made far more land-specific (29:1-68).  Joshua’s succession is specified (31:1-8).  A document clause is added, now that people will become scattered throughout the land (31:9-13).  Heaven and earth function as witnesses (31:28).  This is clearly a renewal of the Sinai Covenant, with modernizing updates, as was common in other treaty renewals (Kline, 33-37)

VI. Observations Based on the Four Covenant Narratives
Since no human or human group is the equal of God, it should not be surprising if most covenants with Him tend to look like suzerainty treaties.  There is enough of the form and content of suzerainty covenants in each of the above covenant stories to establish their kinship with that genre.  God, the ruler of all the earth, has given a people, a land, and a covenant relationship to his friend Abraham.

In none of these covenants is there a way to leave the relationship.  You may be blessed or cursed, but you can’t get away from God’s presence.  In fact, both the blessing and cursing show His presence and love.

All of these covenants imply obedience in some way to God.  Even the Noahchian and Abrahamic covenants were based on obedience in the sense that Noah and Abram had to trust that God would deliver, and act accordingly.  Noah would not have lived to see his covenant without building the ark, and there were stipulations for human conduct even after the flood.  Abraham would never have produced a child (or two) if he stopped trying because of old age.  Even his taking Hagar was an act of faith, misplaced as it may seem to our occidental mindset.

If Kline is correct, the double copy of the Law being kept in the same box emphasizes another aspect already mentioned.  The difference is that the suzerain is ruling the people directly rather than through a puppet king.  God’s presence is one that makes these covenants unlike standard suzerainty treaties, unless you consider God as more akin to a tribal clan chieftain than a far-off sovereign.  The patriarchal clan leader has every bit of the power and responsibility of the sovereign, but with much greater intimacy.  This view of God’s sovereignty may also explain the deuteronomic ambivalence to organized kingship in Israel, as it would naturally tend to distance people from the actual sovereign.

Lastly, these covenants all seem to derive from the basic instructions God gave Adam and Eve at the creation, when He established human sovereignty on earth under His suzerainty.  Stipulations are modified as needs arise, but faith and obedience are always required. 
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