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COVENANTS IN SECULAR HISTORY

The 0ld Testament records of divine and human cove=-
nants are not unique in themselves. The bond of the
covenant was no more peculiar to Israel than Fhilosophy
was to the Greeks. LRather the recorded covenants be=
tween men in the 0ld Testament reflect the géneral social
and religious life of the Semitic world, indeed of the
entire world. The anthropomorphic .conception of Jahweh
entering into a covenant with Israel was another way of
God's adapting Himself to the thought patterms and social
customs of man,

Secular history, ancient and modern, is replete with
accounts of covenants between individuals and nations. Al-
though the alliances and compacts of contemporary politi=-
cal science are not considered covenants, they are a mani-
festation of the covenant relationship.

Covenanting has always been a form of social behaw:l.m.'.‘?'4
Probably the oldest records are found in the fabulous "Book

of the Dead” in Egypt.25 A deciphered stele of Rameses IV

24. H., Clay Trumbull in his volume The Blood Covenant
has produced a well-documented account of universal blood-
covenanting frop ancient to modera times.

26, 1Ibid., ppr. 78=-82,




of Egypt in the 12th century B.C. gives an apparent refer-
ence to blood-covenanting and %o its amulet record.>° The
Greek ILucian refers to a binding covenanting in his "Tox=-
aris or Friendship" among the Soythians.37 As far back
as the fifth century before Christ we find an explicit de-
seription of this oriental rite of blood-covenanting in
the writings of Herodotus:%8

Now the Scythians make covenants in the fol-
lowing manner, with whomsoever they make them,
Having poured out wine into a great earthen
drinking=-bowl, they mingle with it the blood of
those cutting covenant, striking the body of each
person having a part in it with a small knife,
or cutting 1t slightly with a sword. There-
after, they dip into the bowl, sword, arrow,
axe, and Javelin. But while chey are doing
this, they utter many invokings of curse upon
a breach of the covenant; and, afterwards,
not only those who make the covenant, but those
of their followers who are of the highest rank,
drink off the wine mingled with the blood.

The Latin historian Tacitus gives records of a simi-
lar rite between the leader of the Ibernians and the King
of the Armenians {o establish a firm peace between the
two nations.zg Acpording to Sallust and Florus,ao Cati=
line and his fellow conspirators entered into a blood
covenant to overthrow the Roman republie. Oehler finds

26. Cf. Piehl, Zeitschrift fuer Aegyptische Sprache,
erstes Heft, 1885, p. 16; recorded in Trumbull, Op. Cit.,
Pp. 83,84,

27. 0Opera, p. 545; of. Trumbull, op. cit., p. 58.

28, Hist., IV, 70, quoted in Trumbull, rgp_a eit.,
pp. 61,62.” Also of. Herodotus, op. cit., III, 8.

29, Annales XII, 47: of. Trumbull, op. cit., P. 60.

30. Historieme, IV, 1, 4; Catilina, cap. XXII; ef.
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rites in Livy, Plutarch, and Homer®l in esgence similar
to that employed by Jahweh In the ratification of His
covenant with Abraham, Gen. 15:17.

Covenant-making has been a world-wide custom. Trum-
bull finds evidences of covenants among the legendary lore
of the Norseland peoples, in China, ladagascar, Bormeo,
Polynesia, and the native races of North and South Ameri-
ca.32 Sténley and Livingstone personally entered into
many blood-covenants during their journeys through Africa,®d

These covenants recorded in secular history were con-
sidered no less binding than those of the sacred histore
ians, Especially is this true of blood-covenanting which
was regarded as the closest, holiest, and most indissoluble
compact conceivable. '"Such a covenant elearly involves
an absolute surrender of ome's separate self, and an ir-
revocable merging of one's individual nature into the dual,
or the multiplied, personality included in the eompact.“34

These secular covenants were not devoid of their reli-

3l. Iivy, I, 24; Plutarch, Quaest. Rom., cap. III;
Homer, Iliad, IIX, 298ff. Cf. Oehler, op. cit., P. 175,

32. Trumbull, op. cit., pp. 39-56.
35, Ibid., pp. 19-15; 18-38.

54, Ibid., ps 204. Dr. J.G.Wetzstein reports on the
closely binding nature of a blood-covenant of two trans-
Jordan peoples: "The marriage of a man and woman between
whom this covenant. of blood exists is held to be incest,"
Sprachliches aus den Zeltlagern der syrischen Wueste, D.

2¢3 quote Iam ODe CGlTa, De . _
Kent, The Heroes and crisig o'f"E‘u'-H Hebrew History, p.
190. . : .
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glous elements. Oaths calling upon the gods to bring down

wrath upon the tramsgressors of a covenant contract were
common practice everywhere. The ancient Semitic neigh-
bors of Israel also thought of themselves as being in a
covenant relationship with their gods. Thelr gods were
believed to be bound $o them by ties of kinship, whieh,
it was thought, could not be brokem. Just as a chief-
tain might not like the conduct of his tribe, but was
st111l forced %o help lest the tribe and he be desgroyed,
so the national god must rescue his people, whatever
their morals, or he would have no worshippers, and so
would be no god.as

It is in relation to such an historical background
that the covenant concept in 0ld Testament theology must

be considered. The words of Kurtz regarding this rela-—

tion and independence of sacred covenants are in plaee:36

A comparison of the religious symbols of
the 014 Testament with those of ancient hea-
thendom shows that the ground and the start-
ing point of those forms of religion vhich
found their appropriate expressions in symbols
was the same in all cases; ' while the his-
tory of ceivilization proves that, on this
point, priority cammot be claimed by the Is-
raelites, But when instituting such an in-

56, George Barton, A History of the Hebrew People,
pp. 65, 66. Here Barton TiInds a siéni!!&énf'ﬂII!bféﬁEF
in the worship of Israel: "Yahweh's relation to Israel
was, however, different. It was a ccvenant relation,
and, if Israel did not fulfill its part of the bargain,
Yahweh would be free to cast them off and choose anc-
ther people.”

3%, History of the 0ld Covenant, Vol. I, p. 235;
quoted by !rumEE*I,.gg. 61t., De 200,

1
!
:
|
:
!



16

quiry, we shall also find that the symbols
which were transferred from the religions
of nature to that of the spirit first passed
through the fire of divine purification,
from which they issued as the distinctive
dheology of the Jews; the dross of a pan-
theistic deification of nature having been
consumed.
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OLD TESTAMENT RECORDS OF HUMAN COVENANTS

There are two classes of covenants mentioned in the
0ld Testament---those between men and men, and those be=
tween God and men. The idea of human convenanting did
not f£find its origin in the Divine, but, as we have seen,
covenants betwean men even in Israel were in keeping with
the general soclial pattern of the day., Rather, as Da=
vidson points out, "it may be assumed that the ideas as-
sociated with the . « « divine covenants are secondary,
and transferred from covenants among man.a"

The covenant takes on varied forms in sacred his-
tory: personal covenants between individuals, interna-
tional alliances or leagues, compacts between victors and
their vanquished, and covenants with distinctive reli-
gious purposes and signiﬂoanoea-aa .

The "classic example of a personal covenant between
two individuals is that of David and Jonathan, 1 Samel
18:1-4:

And it came to pass, when he had made an
end of speaking unto Saul, that the soul of

Jonathan was knit with the soul of David, and
Jonathan loved him as his own soul. « . Then

37. "Covenant;" op. cit., p. 510a.

38. A clear conception of the covernant relation can
only be detormined by limiting investigation to those
covenants expressly termed as such.




fooatass, 120 et aes 8, foTeme, (smmaty bontah),

Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that was

upon him, and gave it to David, and his gar-

ments, even to his sword, and to his bow,

and to his girdle. :

The motivation for the covenant was a deep-seated love
which spontaneously broke forth into the covenant. It
was an .aoknOW1edgmen'h and confirmation of their mutual
feelings. As an outward manifestation Jonathan presented
the personal gifts to David, to whom his soul was now
fused. So closely were these two united that Jonathan
could oppose the evil intentioms of his father Saul out
of his love for David, ch. 20:8, 9. David signified his
respect for this covenant even after the death of Jona-
than, when he invited and maintained Jgnathan's son
lephibosheth at his table, 2 Sam. 9:5-13.

The covenant between Jacob and Laban (Gen. 31:43-55)
not only brought together two persons who had been at
odds but also united two families. Jacob had aroused
the ire of Laban because of his unannounced departure and
because Rachel had secretly stolen the household idols,
V., 54, The initiative in this transaction was assumed
by Laban who finally realized that he was dealing with
his own flesh and blood, vv. 43, 44. A cairn was raised
by Laban (or both) to be a witness, and apparently also
a boundary mark. The terms of the covenant were that nei-

ther party should overstep this boundary to do harm to the
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other. loreover, Jacob was bound not to "afflict" laban's
daughters nor to take other wives. The religious olement
is very strong. No human witnesses are mentioned, but

Laban appealed to the "God of Abraham, and thé God of Na=-
hor, and the God of their father" to witness and to judge

any violation of the covenant, vv. 651, 53.39

Jacob, how=-
ever swore "by the fear of his father Isaac," that is,
the One whom Isaac feared with a holy fear, the God of

Abraham, E1 Shaddai, of. v. 42, Another religious fac-

tor was the sacrifice of Jacob, v. 54. So closely were
these two parties bound that the ratifying covenant meal
was between brethren (l'aohin), v. 5b.

The covenant idea also extended into the realm of in-
ternational dealings. As early as the time of Abraham
we have recordsof a formal covenant made between Abraham
and Abimelech, King of Philistia (Gen. 21:22-34). The
proposal came from Abimelesh who recognized that Abraham
was one blessed by God, v. 22. The terms were strioctly
political: "Swear unto me here by God that thou wilt
not deal falsely with me, nor with my son, nor with my
son's son," v. 23. “This involved a non-agression pact
along with trade congessions in comnnection with the use

of the wells dug by Abraham. This treaty was attended

,39. Iaban apparently had a polytheistie conception
of God; note the plural éisggotn, ve 63. Keil: Iaben
stel®t "nach seiner polytheistischen Anschauung den Gott
Abrghams auf gleiche Linie mit dem Gotte Nahors und The-
rahs," Biblischer Commentar ueber die Buecher Mose's, Exr-
ster Band: Gemesis und Exodus, D. S10.
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with gifts on the part of Abraham (sheep and oxen). An
almost identical covenant was cut by Abimelech with
Isage. Gen. 26:26-33, The only additional rite in con-
nection with this covenant was the meal or feast provided
by Isaao the night before the covenant, vv. 30.%0

Other political covenants are alluded %o by the sa-
ored writers: the proposed covenant between the Ammon=-
ites and the men of Jabeshilthe pact between Ahab and
Benhadad whereby the cities stolen from Asa would be re-
turned to Ahab, 1l Kings 20:34';4_'3 and the alliance of
Israel with Assyria, Hosea 12:1. ZThe binding nature of
such allliances upon Israel is illustrated in the dealings
~of Jerusalem with the King of Babylon, Ez. 17:13ff. Baby-
"lon hed left Jerusalem as a vassal state, restricting any
negotiations with other powers. This contract Jerusalem
broke by sending ambassadors to Egypt. Because Jerusalem
had thus broken the oath of the covenant, the Lord through
Ezekiel announced the coming death of Jerusalem's king in

40. It is significant that all three human covenants
recorded in Genesis were marked by the naming of the plac=-
ea of the covenanting: Jacob calling the ‘place lMizpah,
Abraham calling it Beersheba, and Isaac Shebah.

41, 1 Sam, ll:1ff., Faced with the prospect of de-
feat at the hands of Ammon, the men of Jabesh-Gllead wer»
willing to become vassals of Ammon in exchange for their
lives. This the Ammonites were willing to grant under the
condition of putting out the right .eyes of the ocity's in-
habitants; the eventual rescue of the city was effected
through Saul. .

42, For entering into this covenant with one whom
the lord had appointed for punishment, Jahweh through His
prophet proclaimed the impending death of Ahab, v. 42.
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Babylon, v. 16. Jahweh regarded the breaking of the oath
made in His name & direcet violation of Hig name.

Even -though the men of Israel had been duped into
the covenant with the Gibeonites, still they respected
that covenant and did not exterminsate ‘the people, Josh.
9. For breaking the brotherly covenant with Israel and
selling captives to its traditional enemy Edom, Amos an=-
nounced the doom of Jahweh upon Tyre, Amos 1l:9=-10.

Three covenants between the national leaders and
the people are directed towards the re-instatement of the
Divine Covenant with the people. The first is that of
Joshua with the people, Josh, 24:14-25. This covenant is
a solemn bond laid by Joshua on the people, or_rather as=-
sumed by the people at his suggestion that they would
"serve Jahweh their God." Joshua had a'lraady anmounced
his own resolution to serve: "But as for me and my house,
we will serve the Lord (Jahweh)," 24:15. To this confes=-
sion thepeople assented, and therefore Joshua covenanted
(carath berith) with Israel to abide by the divine cove-
nant maﬁe through loses, v. 26. As a wWitness for thia_ re-

newal, Joshua erected a stone memorial under "an oak that
was by the sanc.tuary of the ILord." .
The second religious human covenant was that of Jo=-
siah with his people, 2 Kings 235:1-3:
= . And -tho king sent, and they gathered un-

to bim all the elders of Judah ard Jerusalem.
And. the king went up into the houss of the




Lord, and all the men of Judah and all the
inhabitants of Jerusalem with him, and the
priests, and the prophets, and all the peo~
.ple, both small and great; and he read in
their ears all the word.s of the covenant
which was found in the house of the Ilord.
And the king stood by a pillar, and made

a covenant before the Lord, to walk after
the Loxrd, and to keep his commandments and
hig testimonies and his statutes with all
their soul, to perform the words of this
covenant that were written in this book.
Ana all the people stood to the covenant.

It is rather doubtful that Joaiah's covenant was made
with the Lord and not with the people, for the sonstruc-
tion is wajJikroth eth habberith liphnee Jahweh, "to the

facenof Jahweh," or "before Jahweh," but not"with Jahweh,"

Strictly speaking, we can hardly say that this covenant
was even made with the people, although the people after-
wards entered into the covenant, v. 3.4 1this covenant
was an engagemsent or bond assumed by Josiah and d:l.ﬂers
1ittle in idea from that of a vow.%® He pledged him-
self to abide by the terms of the covenant which the Lord
had made with Israel at Sinai,

Zedekiah's covenant with the people of Jerusalem
(Jeremiah 34) revolved around one section of the Simaitic
Covenant, the usage of Hebrew servants, Lev. 25:39-46.
Zedekiah had persuaded the people to place themselves un-

4%, Cp. the seotion on "Etymology and Terminology,"
PP. 6.7' 5

44, Davidson, "Govenant," op. ¢it., p. 510b,
45. This sense is even clearer when Hezekiah s

"7t is in mine heart %o make a covenant with the Lord Goﬂ.
of Israel,"” 2 Chron, 29:10; of. Esra 10:3, °

43




der this provision, but they soon turned and again en-
slaved the Hebrew servants. For this violation of the
oath and covenant Jahweh announced the wrath of God upon
the people. Jer, 54:20:46
I will give them into the hands of their
enemies, and into thehands of them that seek
their 1life; and their dead bodies shall be

for meat unto the fowls of the heaven, and to
the beast of the earth.

An examination of all these human covenants in sa-
cred history admits several observations regarding the
conception of the Jewish mind with respect to the cove-
nant idea. The bond between David and Jonathan empha=-
sized rather strongly the emotional, the spontanecusness
which at times wsurrounds covenant-making. The berith
was often a Juridical proceeding, and the relation be-
tween the two parties was a legal ome: Thus the com-
pacts of Abraham and Abimelech, Jacob and Laban, and
others, where the terus were strictly defined. A berith
was the common form of an-international agreement. It

was something which not énLy Jahweh but the people them=-

selves regarded as binding, as for example Israel's treat- .

ment of the Gibeonites. It was something, which at times

46. The statements that these three covenants be-
tween the national leaders and thepeople should be inter-
preted to indicate thejthree leaders as mediators (ep. 2
Kings 11:17) involves several small difficulties: If
these were divine covenants mediated through individuals,
the initiative would rest with Jahweh; the construection in
the covenant of Josiah (liphnee) has no paralell in cove=-
nanting (but of. Judg. lzf EQ:QEWQh); and in two instances
the leaders pledged themselves before approaching the people.




was not only an obligation or engagement mutuslly agreed
upon, but also something imposed by one party on another
(Joshua, Zedekiah), or assumed by a person himself (Jo-
siah).
Finally, it was a religious act of the highest order.

The covenants were ordinarily ratified by an oath (shevu-
"ah); it was this oath which distinguished the covenant
from ordinary contracts or agreement.*" The calling up-
on Jahweh as a witness, the sacrificial offerings and the
curse invoked by each party on himself in case of viola-
tion added to the religious implications of the covenant.

The covenant among men in the 0ld Testament, then,
was in harmony with tho soeial life of the entire Semitic
world. It was the highest token of friemdship and love an
individual or nation could offer; i% was the most sacred
thing conceivable. It was as though God Himself were in
a relation to them.

And into that mind and conception God did move. It
was to this pattern of thought and values-—=the most ef-
feotive method of coming to grips with the Semitic manner
of thinking———that Jahweh adapted Himself. 4And out of that
movement of God into history came the grand covenmants of
the Old Testament , all signifying the grace of Godiready
tobe poured out on the world through Him who became the

Mediator of the Etermal Covenant.

47. Cf. Davidson, "Covenant" op. cit., p. 510b on
covenant as a 'synonym' for "oath" some instances.




