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COVENANT AND CREATION: COVENANT OVERLOAD
OR COVENANTAL DECONSTRUCTION

by CRAIG G. BARTHOLOMEW
I. INTRODUCTION

Within the Reformed tradition the centrality of covenant in biblical
religion and its connection with God's creation purposes has a long and
distinctive history. The connection of covenant with creation in terms
of a covenant of works probably entered Reformed theology in the
mid-sixteenth century as a way of stressing the relationship between
creation and redemption.! More recently this understanding of
covenant can be traced inter alia in Bavinck, Hodge, Hoeksema, Berkhof,
and so on.? Perhaps the most recent example of the centrality of
covenant in Reformed systematic theology is Gordon Spykman’s Ref-
ormational Theology: A New Paradigm For Doing Dogmatics.> Working
consciously in the neo-Calvinist tradition, Spykman argues that
covenant and kingdom are the main themes of Scripture and that both
are rooted in the creation covenant.

1. See Richard A. Muller, “The Covenant of Works and the Stability of Divine Law in
Seventeenth Century Reformed Orthodoxy: A Study in the Theology of Herman Witsius
and Wilhelmus a Brakel,” CTJ 29 (1994): 75-101. Muller, ibid., 87 articulates this as follows:

The free gift of grace in the one covenant respects the stability of law in the other,
while the presence of law under different uses in both covenants echoes both the
immutability of the divine nature and the constancy of the divine promises.

2. Herman Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, 11I°, 206-13; Herman Hoeksema, Reformed
Dogmatics (Grand Rapids: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 1966), 214-26; L. Berk-
hof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1939), 211-18.

3. Gordon ]. Spykman, Reformational Theology: A New Paradigm for Doing Dogmatics
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992).
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Within broader theological circles covenant has had a checkered
history over the last one hundred years or so.* Wellhausen regarded it
as a late construct emerging on the scene only in the eighth and seventh
centuries BC through the ministries of the great prophets. The period
1878 to 1918 was a period of controversy in which there was no con-
sensus on the antiquity of covenant. The period 1918 to the mid 1950s,
by contrast, was characterized by a unanimity against Wellhausen's
view. Covenant was agreed to be ancient and to have constituted early
Israel. The work of Eichrodt,® emphasis on the role of the cult in Israel,
Noth’s understanding of early Israel as an amphictyony,® Weber’s soci-
ology of ancient Israel,” Alt's work on the “God of the fathers,”® and
the labors of the biblical-theological movement (Wright in particular),’
together pushed Old Testament scholarship in this direction. For much
of the late 1950s and early 1960s this trend was reinforced by the
extensive research into treaty and covenant. However, with time, it
became clear that covenant was more a theological idea than a
functional institution.!® Most recently a neo-Wellhausenian position has
become popular once more, particularly through the influence of Perlitt
and Kutsch." Thus, Nicholson argues that covenant cannot be traced
to an early period in Israel’s history and must be thought of as a
theological innovation probably of the late monarchical period.'?
Covenant does represent the distinctive nature of Israel’s faith, accord-

4. See Emest W. Nicholson, God and His People: Covenant and Theology in the Old
Testament (Oxford: Clarendon, 1986), 1-117 for an overview of scholarship on covenant.
in the Old Testament since Wellhausen.

5. Walther Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament I & II (London: SCM, 1961, 1967).
6. Martin Noth, Das System der zwilf Stamme Israels, BWANT IV (Stuttgart, 1930).

7. Max Weber, Ancient Judaism, trans. and ed. Hans H. Gerth and Don Martindale
(Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1952).

8. Albrecht Alt, Essays in Old Testament History and Religion (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1966).

9. George E. Wright, The Old Testament Against Its Environment (London: SCM, 1950).

10. Nicholson, God and His People, 82.

11. L. Perlitt, Bundestheologie im Alten Testament, WMANT 36 (Neukirchen-Vluyn,
1969); Ernst Kutsch, “Gesetz und Gnade. Probleme des altestamentlichen Bundesbegriff,”
ZAW 79 (1967): 18-35; Verheissung und Gesetz. Untersuchungen zum soggenanten ‘Bund’ im
Alten Testament (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1973); “Sehen und Bestimmen. Die Etymologie

von N"3,"” in Archiologie und Altes Testament. Festschrift fiir Kurt Galling, z. 8 Jan. 1970,
eds. Arnulf Kuschke and Emnst Kutsch (Tiibingen: Mohr, 1970), 165-78.

12. Nicholson, God and His People, 191-217.


































































