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Abstract 
The Bible is a historical book containing the history of God’s action in the life 
of the Israelites. The pages of the Bible bring to the fore the ever abundant 
and resplendent stories about salvation all couched in a pattern of agreement 
and pledges. We must note therefore that Biblical scholars have come to 
believe that the Old Testament is a prefigurement of the New Testaments. This 
opinion is implicit in the fact that the Bible is a book of covenant wherein lies 
a concatenation of covenant beginning from pages of the first book to the 
pages of the last book. This paper aims at bringing out the prominent role in 
Old Testament life- socially, politically, and religiously. The issue of covenant 
and its meaning cannot be over emphasised. The word itself occurs in 27 of 
39 Old Testament books and in 11 of 27 New Testament books. The aim of 
this work is to examine critically the indication of these Biblical covenants in 
the light of contemporary Christianity. To achieve a positive result one must 
look critically at various aspects of the covenant and its implicit meaning.  
 
The Bible has been described as a book of books and also as a historical book 

containing the history of God's action in the life of the Israelites. The pages of the  
Bible bring to the fore the ever abundant and resplendent stories about salvation 
all couched in a pattern of agreement and pledges. However Biblical scholars 
come to believe that the Old Testament (O.T) is a prefigurement of the New 
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Testament. This opinion is implicit in the fact that the Bible is a book of covenant 
wherein lies a concatenation of covenants beginning from the pages of the first 
book to the pages of the last. 

 
The Covenants play a prominent role in O.T life—socially, politically, and 

religiously. The covenant idea itself, first mentioned in Genesis 6 during the days 
of Noah, is intricately woven into the fabric of the Biblical account all the way 
through to Revelation 11 where the "ark of His covenant" reappears in the temple. 
The word itself occurs in 27 of 39 Old Testament books and in 11 of 27 New 
Testament books. 

 
The intention of this work is to x-ray the implication and application of these 

Biblical covenants in the light of contemporary Christianity. To achieve this, one must 
make an in-depth analysis of the major biblical covenants and recount their underlying 
meanings and implicit meaning in the world today. 

 
Meaning, Nature and Content of Covenant Etymology/Meaning 

In form, a covenant is an agreement between two people and involves 
promises on the part of each to the other. The concept of a covenant between God 
and His people is one of the central themes of the Bible. In the Biblical sense, a 
covenant implies much more than a contract or a simple agreement between two 
parties. A Biblical covenant is a religious covenant that is described in the Bible. All 
Abrahamic religions consider Biblical covenants important.2 

 
The meaning of the Hebrew term berit is more obscure. Originating from the 

root brh, the word has several suggested meanings. Some associate the term with the 
Akkadian baru, "to bind, fetter," pointing to Ezekiel 20:37 for support: "And I shall 
make you pass under the rod, and I shall bring you into the bond of the covenant'. A 
possible parallel may exist with the Hittite dynastic suzerainty treaties, in which a 
vassal would enter into an oath of loyalty toward the king in return for past favors 
and future protection. The word for "covenant" in the Old Testament also provides 
additional insight into the meaning of this important idea. It comes from a Hebrew 
root word that means "to cut." This explains the strange custom of two people 
passing through the cut bodies of slain animals after making an agreement (cf. Jer. 
34:18). A ceremony such as this always accompanied the making of a covenant in the 
Old Testament. Sometimes those entering into a covenant shared a meal, such as 
when Laban and Jacob made their covenant (Gen. 31:54). 
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Old Testament Usage 
Covenant in the O.T essentially incorporates a legally binding obligation. It is 

employed primarily in two ways. Frequently, the covenant represents an agreement 
between two parties in which there is basic parity. Both sides enter into the treaty 
voluntarily, resulting in a partnership relationship. The O.T depicts covenants of this 
type between individuals such as David and Jonathan (ISam 18:3-4), between families 
such as Jacob and Laban (Gen. 31:54), or between nations such as Israel and the 
Canaanites (Exod. 23:32; 34:12, 15}. Similar terminology describes the marriage 
covenant (Prov. 2:17; Mai 2:14) or international trade agreements (1 Kings. 20:34). 

 
A second usage depicts an arrangement imposed by a superior on subordinates 

(e.g., Joshua 9; 1 Sam 11:1-2), It usually designates an agreement made to or for, not 
with, the subordinate, depicting a legally binding promise which one party makes 
toward another. In other words, parity between the two parties is absent. Ezra 10:3 
speaks of making "a covenant with our God to put away all the [foreign] wives and 
their children." This type of legally binding promise is occasionally made between 
men or by men towards God. It is more often a legally binding promise made by God 
toward men. Though covenants among/between peers were usually negotiated, 
covenants between God and men were not. Men do not have parity with God. 

 
Covenant Pledges 

When two parties entered into a covenant they occasionally offered a pledge 
or gift as a part of the ratification. Abraham gave sheep and oxen to Abimelech to 
confirm their covenant and assure his ownership rights to the well he had dug at 
Beersheba. A more modern assertion of fidelity to a covenant is reflected in Ezek 
17:18, where Zedekiah pledged allegiance by giving his hand. Jonathan sealed his 
covenant with David when he gave David his robe, armor, sword, bow, and belt (1 
Sam 18:4}. Sometimes, oaths or solemn promises were given as pledges of fidelity 
(e.g., Gen. 21:23-24, 31; 26:28; 2 Kings 11:4) as well. Even the New Testament 
covenant ratified in the blood of Christ is pledged for the remission of the sins of the 
world. 

 
Covenant Signs 

Another occasional feature was the sign of the covenant. Though similar to a 
pledge or gift, which was given when enacting a human covenant, the sign of a divine 
covenant was generally a repeatable memorial. God placed a rainbow in the sky for 
Noah and subsequent generations, promising that He would never again destroy the 
earth by flood (Gen. 9:14-17). He commanded circumcision as a perpetual reminder to 
Abraham and his descendants (Gen. 17:9-10, 13-14). Later, He instituted the Sabbath 
at Mt. Sinai as a sign of His covenant with Israel (Exodus 31:13; Ezek 20:12, 20). The 
blood of Calvary was to become the sign of the new covenant. 
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Covenant Witnesses 
Frequently, covenants between individuals were said to be divinely witnessed. 

David's covenant with Jonathan was made "before the LORD" (1 Sam 23:18; 1 Sam 
20:8). Laban, when making a covenant with Jacob, repeatedly reminded his son-in-law 
that though "no man is with us, God is witness between you and me" (Gen 31:50). 
Calling God to witness a covenant agreement may be the reason why many 
covenant oaths between individuals were solemnized in the house of the LORD 
(e.g., 2 Kings 11:4; 2 Chr. 23:3; Jer. 34:15). 
 

The consequences attached to the covenants, whether human or divine in 
origin, could be either positive or negative. Regardless of whether the covenant was 
motivated by friendship (as with Jonathan and David [1 Samuel 18]), or God's loving 
choice (as with Israel), fidelity to the covenant is its most fundamental anchor and 
constitutes the essence of it. Covenants were to be remembered and kept, and blessings 
awaited those who did. God's covenants began with blessings, with even greater 
blessings to follow. His covenants were "front-loaded," so to speak, with divine 
blessings, wholly undeserved and unmerited, and secured with promises of eternal 
fidelity. But they could also be rejected and broken, transgressed, and forsaken. And 
the gravity of failing to honor the stipulations could be severe. Violators of the divine 
covenant are promised the "curses of the covenant" (Deut 29:21) and divine 
"vengeance" (Lev 26:25). In the case of a covenant between individuals, walking 
between the pieces of the sacrifice (e.g., Gen 15:12-18) provided a visual threat of 
similar dismemberment should the covenant obligations go unmet—a consequence 
ultimately realized in Judah's capture by Babylon (Jer. 34:18-20). 

 
Covenant Conditionality 

Conditionality was an integral aspect of every bilateral covenant. Failure of 
one of the parties to carry out, the specified conditions rendered the agreement null and 
void. Unilateral covenants, on the other hand, wherein the LORD is the sole party 
responsible to carry-out its obligations, are unconditional, depending totally on His 
faithfulness for their fulfillment. Scripture gives five of these covenants: the Noahic, 
Abrahamic, Priestly (or Levitical), Davidic, and the New. Scripture has no evidence of 
any obligations required of the recipients of these five covenants. 
 
The Biblical Covenants 
God's Covenant with Noah 

Centuries before the time of Abraham, God made a covenant with Noah, 
assuring Noah that He would never again destroy the world by flood (Gen. 9). 
Noah lived at a time when the whole earth was filled with violence and corruption --
yet Noah did not allow the evil standards of his day to rob him of fellowship with 
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God. When God saw the wickedness that prevailed in the world (Gen. 6:5), He told 
Noah of His intention to destroy the ancient world by a universal flood. 

 
God instructed Noah to build an ark (a large barge) in which he and his 

family would survive the universal deluge. Noah believed God and "according to all 
that God commanded him, so he did" (Gen. 6:22). 
 

With steadfast confidence in God, Noah started building the ark. During 
this time, Noah continued to preach God's judgment and mercy, warning the 
ungodly of their approaching doom. People continued in their evil ways and 
ignored his pleadings and warnings until the flood overtook them. When the ark was 
ready, Noah entered in with all kinds of animals "and the Lord shut him in" (Gen. 
7:16), cut off completely from the rest of mankind. The Lord promised Noah and his 
descendants that He would never destroy the world again with a universal flood 
(Gen. 9:15). The Lord made an everlasting covenant with Noah and his descendants, 
establishing the rainbow as the sign of His promise (Gen. 9:1-17). 

 
The Noahic covenant applies to all of humanity and to all other living 

creatures. In this covenant, God promises never, again to destroy all life on Earth by 
flood and creates the rainbow as the sign of this "everlasting covenant between 
God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth". 

 
God's Covenant with Abraham 

The Abrahamic covenant found in Genesis 12-17 is known as the Brit bein 
HaBetarim, the "Covenant between the Parts" in Hebrew, and is the basis for brit milah 
(covenant of circumcision) in Judaism. The covenant was for Abraham and his seed, or 
offspring, both of natural birth and adoption. 

 
In Genesis chapters 12-17 three covenants can be distinguished based on 

the differing Jahwist, Elohist and Priestly sources. In Genesis 12 and 15, God grants 
Abraham land and descendants but does not place any stipulations (unconditional). 
By contrast, Gen. 17 contains the covenant of circumcision (conditional). 

1. To make of Abraham a great nation and bless Abraham and make his name 
2. great so that he will be a blessing, to bless those who bless him and curse 
3. those who curse him and all peoples on earth would be blessed through 

Abraham. 
4. To give Abraham's descendants all the land from the river of Egypt to the 

Euphrates. Later, this land came to be referred to as the Promised Land. 
5. To make Abraham the father of many nations and of many descendants 

and give "the whole land of Canaan" to his descendants. 
6. Circumcision is to be the permanent sign of this everlasting covenant with 
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Abraham and his male descendants and is known as the brit milah. 
 

Covenants in biblical times were often sealed by severing an animal, with the 
implication that the party who breaks the covenant will suffer a similar fate. In 
Hebrew, the verb meaning to seal a covenant translates literally as "to cut". It is 
presumed by Jewish scholars that the removal of the foreskin symbolically represents 
such a sealing of the covenant. 
 
The Mosaic Covenant 

The Israelites moved to Egypt during the time of Joseph. A new Pharaoh 
came upon the scene and turned the Israelites into common slaves. The people cried 
out to the God of their forefathers. "So God heard their groaning, and God remembered 
His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob" (Exod. 2:24). After a 
series of ten plagues upon the land of Egypt, God brought the Israelites out "of 
Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand" (Exod. 32:11). Three months after 
leaving the land of Egypt, the children of Israel camped at the base of Mount Sinai 
(Exod. 19:1). God promised to make a covenant with the Israelites (Exod. 19:3-6). 
Before they even knew the conditions of the contract, the people agreed to abide by 
whatever God said (Exod. 19:8). This covenant was between God and the 
people of Israel. The Ten Commandments are the foundation of the covenant, 
but they are not the entirety ofit.ao 

 
After giving the first ten commands, the people asked the Lord to speak no 

more (Exod. 20:18-20). Moses then drew near to the presence of God to hear the rest 
of the covenant (Exod. 20:21). After receiving the Law, Moses spoke the words of 
the covenant to all of the people, and the people agreed to obey (Exod. 24:4). Moses 
then wrote the conditions of the covenant down, offered sacrifices to God, and then 
sprinkled both the book and the people with blood to seal the covenant (Exod. 
24:8). 
 
The Priestly Covenant 

The Priestly Covenant found in Numbers 25:10-13 is set in the final end of 
Israel's forty years of wilderness wanderings. Israel had come into the land of Moab, 
fresh from victories over the Amorites. Balak, king of Moab, consequently requested 
the services of the seer, Balaam, that he might "curse this people for me since they are 
too mighty for me; perhaps I may be able to defeat them and drive them out of the 
land. For I know that he whom you bless is blessed, and he whom you curse is cursed" 
(Num 22:6). Unable to secure this favor from Balaam. Balak at Balaam's instigation 
(Num 31:16) invited Israel "to the sacrifices of their gods" (Num 25:2), seeking 
thereby to subvert and assimilate Israel through idolatry and immorality—an 
invitation that Israel all-too-readily accepted (Num 25:3). The gravity of the 
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situation is blatantly illustrated when one of the men of Israel took a Moabite 
woman, "in the sight of Moses and in the sight of all the congregation of the sons 
of Israel" (Num 25:6) into the tent, apparently to consummate the marriage. 

 
Seizing upon the occasion to carry out God's command to kill all who had 

joined themselves to Baal of Peor (Num 25:5), Phinehas, a grandson of Aaron, 
rushed into the tent and executed both the man and the woman (Num 25:8). As a 
result, God instructed Moses with regard to the covenant He was making with 
Phinehas: "Behold, I give him My covenant of peace; and it shall be for him and 
his descendants after him, a covenant of a perpetual priesthood, because he was 
jealous for his God, and made atonement for the sons of Israel" (Num. 25:11-13). 

 
God's Covenant with David 

Another covenant was between God and King David, in which David and 
his descendants were established as the royal Heirs to the throne of the nation of 
Israel (2 Sam. 7:12-13). The Davidic covenant is an important element in Jewish 
messianism and Christian theology. In Jewish eschatology, the messiah is 
believed to be a future Jewish king from the Davidic line, who will be anointed 
covenant, a "better covenant ... established on better promises" (Heb. 8:6], rests 
directly on the sacrificial work of Christ,24 

 
The new covenant accomplished what the old could not, i.e., the removal of 

sin and cleansing of the conscience (Heb. 10:2, 22). The work of Jesus Christ on 
the cross thus makes the old covenant "obsolete" (Heb. 8:13) and fulfills the 
promise of the prophet Jeremiah25 and unlike the Mosaic covenant, the new 
covenant of Jesus Christ is intended for all mankind -- regardless of race. 

 
Evaluating the Implication and Application of Covenant in Contemporary 
Christianity 

One may ask of what relevance are the covenants of old in the life of 
Christians today? The answer to this question forms the basic structure of this part. 
A cursory look through the Biblical covenants reveals that there is a purpose and 
sequential prefigurement of these covenants which culminated in the Calvary 
sacrifice and death of our lord Jesus Christ. These covenants bear relevance in our 
time today because the ultimate covenant enacted in the blood of Christ was 
intended for all. In the Great Commission Jesus sent His apostles into the entire 
world so they could tell the story of the cross (Luke 24:46-47; Matt. 28:18-20). The 
gospel call extends to every man and woman today. The relevance of biblical 
covenants finds its meaning in the following points; 
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Covenant is a Metaphor for a Relationship, Not the Name of a Unique 
Metaphysical Object 

The Biblical Hebrew term berit "covenant," or "contract," covers a range of 
agreements among people or between God and a person or group of persons. 
Among the covenants with God we find one with Noah, several with Abraham, with 
Israel through Moses, with David, with' Aaron and Phineas (priesthood), Jeremiah 
promised a new and lasting covenant in the context of the restoration of Israel and 
Judah to their land: "I will set my law within them and write it on their hearts" (Jer. 
31:33) and the culmination of this promise in the person of Jesus Christ. However, 
what contemporary Christians should note is that the laws of the covenants stand in 
their own right as God's gracious gift for our benefit. That God has favored us with a 
covenant is an additional blessing, a sign of his love; but what really matters is His 
guidance as expressed in the law. Perhaps rather than reading the laws as small print 
of the covenant we should regard the covenant as an addendum to the laws. Therefore 
Christians are urged back to the adoption of the covenants as a metaphor for a serious 
relationship with God. 
 
The Richness of Scripture Derives from the Diversity of the its Images of the 
Relationship between God, Society and the World 

A striking feature in the analogies of the Biblical covenant is lurked in its 
employ of diversity of images to convey the message of relationship between God, the 
society and the world. Contemporary Christians ought to extract these symbolic 
qualities, making conscious effort to assimilate the lessons of these great 
covenants in their lives and actions. There is always that tendency of alienation of 
God from the world and society which amounts to significant deism in the modern 
man's mode of worship. The richness of the scripture in providing us with these 
varieties of lessons helps calls the modern man back to the originality of worship 
and God's interest in the world. 

 
Covenant Implies Divine Favour, Collective Human Responsibility and Vocation 

The Old and New Testament covenants in their cursory analysis reveal a 
conundrum of divine favour, collective responsibility and vocation: 

1. Favor—they express God's love and faithfulness. 
2. Responsibility—they place a collective responsibility on all persons to be 

faithful to God's commandments.  
3. Vocation—they serve the aim of promulgating God's "design" for the world by 

establishing a model society based on faith in him. 
 
With different shades of emphasis, these three parameters have constituted 

Jewish and Christian understanding of "election!' to God's service. 
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Covenant Implies Mission 
Christians, Jews, Muslims seek the kingdom of God through prayer, action, 

and hope. They do this together, in community, for it is on the community that the 
experience of revelation primarily rests. Hence covenant embodies within its periscope 
the idea of mission. The New covenant of Christ is a mandate faced to every Christian 
to live it out in its corresponding law of love. Christians living in this world now 
have the mandate to carry out and proclaim to others the universal good news of 
salvation thus bearing witness with their lives and actions the implicit virtues and 
values of the covenant of God. 

 
Covenant Defines Spiritual Identity 

Christians ought to realize that the Biblical covenants in their respective 
meanings are all powerful affirmation of the bond between God and his people . . . It 
is that transcendent thrust which the Covenant conveys . . . which provides much of 
the reason d'etre of faith as Christians".28 Because of the fact that Christians are a 
chosen people of God in the new covenant. It defines our spiritual identity as 
children of covenant bonded in the sign of his blood. We are thus empowered to live 
out the mandate of the covenant as children of the light and heirs of the kingdom. 

 
Covenant has a Visionary, Eschatological Dimension 

Another relevant point to' note on this issue of the influence of covenant on 
contemporary Christians is the- fact that covenant has a visionary dimension cum 
eschatological implication. This is implicit in the fact that the Biblical covenants all 
join to inform the modern' Christian who- is well removed years from the happening 
of these events that the faith and belief which founds the bedrock of Christianity is 
visionary and. eschatological/ Our relationship with God is something that has just 
begun with God's divine intervention in human history in the enactment of the 
Biblical covenants and which is yet to be completed in the final days of his reign. 
Therefore the modern Christian is rejuvenated that our faith in this world is a 
pointer to the assured belief that we have a dimension to which we all aspire to 
possess. Hence Christians no longer should live hopeless but hopeful that we have a 
mission with a mission couched in a hopeful glorious eschatology. 

 
Covenant is with all, Regardless of Gender or Social Status 

Paul contrasted the covenant of Abraham with that of Moses and the 
covenant of the spirit with that of the letter. The Sages in response emphasized that 
our father Abraham kept all the commandments of the Torah, that is, the covenant of 
Moses, before they were given... Christians soon adopted the notion that they had a 
new covenant through Jesus Christ, and that the old covenant with Israel was 
fulfilled, superseded or even displaced. Somehow this was read into Jeremiah 31. 
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Despite the latter's insistence (31:31) that the renewed covenant was with the people of 
Israel and Judah and incorporated a promise to them of the land. 

 
When Christians began to claim that they had displaced Jews in God's 

favor and inherited the covenant, Jews responded. For instance, from a close 
reading of the story of Achan (Joshua 7) the rabbis inferred that "a Jew, though he 
sin, is still a Jew". This is a dismissal of Christian claims that Israel, through her sins, 
had forfeited her covenantal rights. According to Origen, the Hebrew scripture was 
"completed," or "superseded," by the New Testament and Christ is the central figure, 
replacing Abraham and completing the reversal of Adam's Sin. However, Christians 
should realize that their intimate covenantal relationship with God does not exclude 
some other nation, religion or group perceiving itself in an intimate covenantal 
relationship with God. 
 
Conclusions 

The theology of the New Covenant espoused by Jeremiah presents 'the 
picture of a new man who is able to obey perfectly because of the change of heart 
which has been made possible by God"31They provide a most foundational 
theological anchor for understanding God's working in human history. In the 
Noahic Covenant, God showed His gracious mercy towards all mankind, both 
redeemed and unredeemed, causing it to rain on the just and the unjust and 
assuring the ongoing, uninterrupted cycle of seasons. In it He demonstrated His 
unwillingness to allow the sinfulness of man to derail His plan set forth in 
Genesis 3:15, His unwillingness to allow the sinfulness of man to abrogate the pre-
fall command - "be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth," a command reiterated 
after the flood to Noah. In the Abrahamic Covenant, God demonstrated His unmerited 
favor and unilateral choice of Israel as "the apple of His eye," a special people called 
out from among the nations through whom the Messiah would come. In the Priestly 
Covenant, God promised the perpetual priesthood of the line of Phinehas that carries 
all the way through to serving in the LORD'S earthly millennial temple. In the 
Mosaic Covenant, God revealed His holiness and the heinousness of sin. The daily 
sacrifices provided a constant reminder of the need for the shedding of blood for the 
remission of sin, for the propitiating of God's wrath. In the Davidic Covenant, God 
promised the perpetual reign of the descendants of David, ultimately fulfilled in the 
Messiah and His millennial reign. In the New Covenant, God evidenced anew His 
continual pouring out of grace, a promise through which He would put His law 
within His people, writing it on their hearts. 

 
Understanding these six covenants will shape a contemporary Christian 

understanding of the Sacred Scripture. It will reflect a hermeneutical course that will 
determine the pitch of his eschatological sails; as well as manifest invigorated strides 
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of mission. Careful attention to these six covenants will bear an overwhelming 
abundance of fruitfulness. They are six in number: the Noahic, the Abrahamic, the 
Priestly, the Mosaic, the Davidic, and the New Covenants. However, one 
remarkable thing to note in the analysis of this covenant theology and implication is 
that God is holy, omniscient, and omnipotent; but He consents to enter into covenant 
with man, who is feeble, sinful, and flawed.32 Thus, by this, He establishes a 
redemptive avenue for the everyday. 
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