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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.
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ing to Nicholson, in that it thoroughly undermined the socially legiti-
mating, natural bond idea that Israel inherited from her neighbours,
thereby transferring the relationship between Yahweh and Israel onto
the level of choice and moral commitment.

The rejection of covenant as a/the central category for Old Testament
theology has been closely related to the historico-critical reconstruction
of Old Testament history and particularly to its undermining of the
antiquity of the Mosaic covenant. With Reformed theology’s suspicion
of a historico-critical hermeneutic wedded to Enlightenment presup-
positions as well as its commitment to confessional theology and a
synchronic reading of the Bible, much Reformed theology has been able
to retain its commitment to the centrality of covenant in the Old Testa-
ment in the midst of the fast-changing fashions of mainline Old Testa-
ment scholarship.

However, in the April 1994 edition of CTJ, John Stek, from firmly
within Reformed Old Testament scholarship, called for a radical revi-
sion of the status of covenant in biblical theology, declaring the Re-
formed tradition to be suffering from “covenant overload.” Not on the
basis of radical historical-critical reconstruction that makes covenant a
late innovation, but on the basis of careful synchronic exegesis of the
Old Testament, he concludes that “theologians in the Reformed tradi-
tion need to reassess the role that that tradition has assigned to
covenant, making it the key thematic concept for theological integration
of God’s word about how God has related himself to his creatures. In
doing so, it has fastened upon a secondary biblical theme and elevated
it to preeminence.”!® Stek argues that it is unbiblical to make covenant
the Old Testament metaphor for the relationship between God and
man/the creation and denies the close connection between covenant
and creation as understood by Spykman and others.

Stek’s accusation of covenant overload is a strong challenge to the
covenant-creation tradition in Reformed theology. On the other hand
Stek’s view looks strikingly like what Spykman calls “covenantal de-
construction,” which wrongly reduces the central place of covenant in
Scripture.’* In the Reformed tradition, which takes the authority of
Scripture as ultimate, Stek’s biblically argued challenge must be taken
seriously and I am keen to do just that. My approach in this article on
covenant and creation will therefore be as follows. I will first outline
two contemporary examples of the traditional view of the covenant-

13. John Stek, “Covenant Overload in Reformed Theology,” CTJ 29 (1994): 12-41.
14. G. Spykman, Reformational Theology, 261.
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creation relationship in Reformed theology, one in systematic theology
and one in biblical theology. I will then briefly outline Stek’s critique
of this position, before evaluating Stek’s position. In the process, I will
show that it is the traditional view that has the biblical weight behind
it. Finally, I will explore the importance of this understanding of the
creation-covenant relationship for Christian thought and practice today.

II. COVENANT AND CREATION IN REFORMED
SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY: SPYKMAN

Recent decades have seen a widespread recovery of the doctrine of
creation in Christian theology and a stress upon the integrality of cre-
ation and redemption.!® Such an integral understanding resonates with
the integrality that Calvinism has long represented. As an example of
covenant and creation in a Reformed systematic theology we take Spyk-
man’s recent Reformational Theology. Spykman envisages a relationship
of mutual interdependence between biblical studies and systematic
theology and is convinced that contemporary systematic theology can
capitalize on recent creative work in biblical theology.!¢ This recent work
in biblical theology opens fresh ways for doing systematic theology in
the grip of the Bible. So much twentieth-century work in biblical studies
has been terribly fragmented but, in Spykman'’s view, the sort of holistic
biblical-theological work of Palmer Robertson and Kline articulates
biblical unity in such a way that the ground is cleared for the Bible to
interact freshly with Reformed systematic theology.”

According to Spykman, the insights of recent biblical theological work
can be summed up in the two, central biblical themes of covenant and
kingdom.!® “Covenant and kingdom are like two sides of a single coin.

15. See for example Alan E. Lewis, Theatre of the Gospel, (Edinburgh: Handsel, 1984);
Colin Gunton, Christ and Creation (Exeter: Paternoster, 1993); Jiirgen Moltmann, God in
Creation: An Ecological Doctrine of Creation (London: SCM, 1985).

16. Spykman, Reformational Theology, 8-10.

17. Meredith G. Kline, The Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of Deuteronomy
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962); Meredith G. Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972); O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Covenants (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1980).

18. On the centrality of covenant and kingdom in Scripture for Spykman, see Spyk-
man, Reformational Theology, 257. In Spykman’s view, covenant and kingdom are not
occasional themes in Scripture. The dual idea “pulsates with the very heartbeat of all
biblical revelation. It is the very matrix and enduring context of our life in God’s world.”
Cf,, also Spykman, ibid., 359 “Covenant is the very foundation and framework for all
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Accordingly, we may say that in creation God covenanted his kingdom
into existence. After the fall, God renewed the covenant with a view
toward the coming of his kingdom. The ultimate goal is the restoration of
all creation in the renewed earth. Thus, the original covenant stands
forever as the abiding foundation and norm for life in God’s world.
Similarly, in the beginning God created his kingdom — ‘the heavens and
the earth’, the realm over which he rules. . . . In this sense covenant and
kingdom are two ways of viewing the one all-embracing reality of God’s
way with the world. Covenant is kingdom looking back to its original and
abiding charter given with creation. Kingdom is covenant looking for-
ward programmatically towards its promised goal of perfect renewal.”?

In Spykman'’s view covenant and kingdom are inseparable and are the
key to creation. “The biblical idea of covenant-and-kingdom is a bi-uni-
tary index to the meaning of creation,”? so that the purpose and meaning
of creation are opened up for us through the biblical concepts of covenant
and kingdom. Spykman stands firmly within the Reformed tradition in
this respect. It should be noted, though, that his view of the covenant of
creation is closer to Hoeksema than to Hodge. Hoeksema understands
the covenant with Adam to have been constituted by creation, whereas
Hodge understands it to have been added to creation.

Spykman develops six theses about the biblical idea of covenant.?!
First, he notes that all God’s dealings with creation are covenantal. The
whole of life is structured by God’s covenantal Word and the whole of
life is a response to this Word. Second, Spykman argues that covenant
is rooted in creation. The word covenant does not appear in Genesis 1
and 2, but the elements of covenant making (preamble, promises and
obligations, blessing and curse formulae) are clearly present. Spykman
is well aware that not all agree with this view.2 Some see covenant
making as starting with Noah and some argue that oath-bound swear-
ing is an essential part of covenant making that is not present in Genesis
1 and 2. Spykman suggests that the latter may be a case of reading
features of the later redemptive covenant renewals back into the pre-
redemptive covenant of creation, and is also in danger of privileging

biblical religion. Covenantal religion defines the fundamental structures undergirding all
human relationships and every societal calling.”

19. Spykman, Reformational Theology, 11, 12.
20. Ibid., 257.

21. Ibid., 259-65.

22. Ibid., 260, 261.

























































