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OF THE REFORMED DOCTRINE OF

COVENANT THEOLOGY

The Mosaic Covenant...Pt. 1
Exodus 19-24

Last week, I introduced the Mosaic Covenant in a very cursory sort of the way. I
made the point in that introduction that the Mosaic Covenant is far and away the
most difficult element in all of covenant theology. You would think that the most
difficult element would be infant baptism or trying to reconcile the presence of
unbelievers in the covenant community or maybe even something like how the
sign of the covenant changed from circumcision to baptism. But those
elements...those issues aren’t really all that complex. They are important and in
some circles they can be quite controversial but they are not really all that

difficult to understand.

In fact, as our study develops you may wind up disagreeing with some or all of
the conclusions that I draw regarding those particular issues. But if you do, it
probably won’t be because you don’t understand what I'm saying or how I'm
interpreting the text or even how I derive my arguments. Now, you may think
I'm wrong about how I go about those things or how I come to draw the
conclusions I draw. You may even think that my theological rice is not quite
done. But you probably won’t think I'm unclear about anything...except possibly

the Mosaic Covenant. And I want you to know up front that should that happen
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there might be a really good reason for it. That reason would be that the Mosaic
Covenant is a difficult subject and produces a number of knotty problems. That
doesn’t mean that the Mosaic Covenant and how it relates to the Covenant of
Grace is beyond understanding; it’s far from that. Still, it is complex and it will
require a real measure of careful, diligent study on all our parts as we consider

together where some of the answers might lead.

Now, I don’t think I'm overstating things when I say that coming to grips with
the Mosaic Covenant is difficult and fraught with all sorts of potential problems.
Let me illustrate what I mean historically. The famous Westminster Assembly
that ran from 1643-1649 and was made up of most the best and brightest English
and Scottish pastors and theologians available. It was an august assembly
commissioned by Parliament to produce a comprehensive and biblically suitable
confession of faith for the English people. And it did just that. It wound up
producing an extraordinarily valuable body of work including the Westminster
Confession of Faith, the Larger and Shorter Catechisms and a Directory of
Worship. Now at that great assembly where so much in common was held by the
commissioners...there were no less than four views regarding the nature and
place of the Mosaic Covenant. Some of the commissioners viewed it as a
covenant of works. Some viewed as a mixed covenant of works and grace. Some
viewed it as a subservient covenant to the Covenant of Grace and some simply

viewed it as the Covenant of Grace itself.

Listen to this quote from the book The Law if Not of Faith which writer J.V. Fesko

attributes to the seventeenth century Puritan Anthony Burgess:
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I do not find in any point of divinity, learned men so confused and perplexed
(being like Abraham’s ram, hung is bush of briars and brambles by the head) as
here.!

He is talking about the Mosaic Covenant and his point is true. Let me explain

why that is the case.

It is hard to reconcile, to place, to see the connection between the Mosaic or
Sinaitic Covenant and the Covenant of Grace because the Mosaic Covenant
seems to be a different kind of covenant than all of the other covenants before it.
Let me say that another way. The Mosaic Covenant is difficult to mesh with
Covenant of Grace because it contains a number of elements that the other
administrations of the Covenant of Grace do not. Its constituent parts look
different that say the parts of the Abrahamic or the Noahic Covenants. And there
is a reason for that. The reason for that is that the Mosaic Covenant is based on

an all together different type or form of covenant.?

Michael Horton puts it like this:

As I pointed out in the introduction, two different types of covenants form
distinct riverbeds cutting synchronically through the same biblical history: a
purely promissory oath on God’s part and a conditional suzerainty-vassal
relationship on the other. As the story of Israel unfolds, it becomes increasingly
clear (especially from the New Testament looking back) that this distinction can
be generally replied to the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants respectively.3

You see what Horton says is quite true. The Abrahamic Covenant and the Mosaic
Covenant are based on different forms or types of covenants. That is quite true
even though I have been making the point along the way that all of the various

covenants after the fall of man in the Garden of Eden are really just continuing
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episodes in the one Covenant of Grace. It is quite true even though I have been
arguing that the various administrations of the one Covenant of Grace are more
like scenes in one, long continuous story than they are like individual or
free-standing covenants. And I know that must be confusing. So let me hasten to

say that Horton and I are really focusing on two different things.

I am talking about all the covenants of the Bible after the fall and their connection
to each other in God’s overall redemptive plan* and he is talking about the forms
covenants took in ancient culture. You see in the ancient world where covenants
were a common part of life there were a number of different covenant forms.’
Covenants, in and of themselves, were almost as common as two men shaking

hands and doing a deal.

In the ancient world, men often made covenants in their business dealings and
political dealings with other and when they did the covenants they made often
had deeply religious overtones. And there were different kinds of covenants
depending upon the nature of the relationship between the two parties making
the covenant. For example, the covenant between two equal heads of state or two
equal businessmen would have been lot different than the covenant between a
wealthy king and a peasant. You see in the ancient world there were two
different kinds of covenants: one was called a royal grant covenant and the other
was called a suzerain/vassal covenant. The royal grant form of covenant was
unconditional or almost unconditional and the suzerain-vassal covenant was

highly structured and filled with all kinds of conditions.

Most of the covenants of the Old Testament are of the royal grant form. In other

words, they are based on a form of the covenant in which a superior graciously
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gives to an inferior some sort of grant, gift or kindness. There are no conditions
associated with this sort of covenant, at least not upfront. It is based on an
extraordinary act of condescension, or generosity on the part of a king or ruler or

wealthy person to an undeserving subject or social or political inferior.

It was the form of covenant used in both the Noahic Covenant and the
Abrahamic Covenant. Now I should add that this sort of covenantal grant more
or less demanded a response of gratitude on the part of the person receiving the
grant. The promises weren’t contingent upon the recipient’s gratitude or
obedience but the nature of the kindness shown in such covenants was often so
extraordinary that a recipient would have had to have been an idiot to have
responded in any fashion other than gratitude, or loyalty and obedience. In that

regard, it is perfectly acceptable to talk about such covenants are unconditional.

That’s why when God makes His covenant with Abraham and then later tells
him to walk before Him it feels more like grace than law. God’s kindness is so
extravagant that the only possible response is grateful obedience. There is no hint
that God’s promises are dependent upon Abraham’s obedience even though

Abraham’s obedience is assumed.

You’ll remember God’s kindness to Abraham in Genesis 15.

ESV Genesis 15:1...After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a
vision: "Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great." 2
But Abram said, "O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I continue childless,
and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?" 3 And Abram said, "Behold,
you have given me no offspring, and a member of my household will be my
heir." 4 And behold, the word of the LORD came to him: "This man shall not be
your heir; your very own son shall be your heir." > And he brought him outside
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and said, "Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number
them." Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be." ¢ And he believed the
LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness.

You see the first promise God makes to Abraham is that He is going to bless him,
He doesn’t ask him to do anything. He simply promises and Abraham believes.
Then in chapter 17, God tells Abraham to walk before Him and be blameless. Still
Abraham’s gratitude is what drives him to obey...not his fear. And at that point
God tells Abraham to circumcise his offspring. Still it doesn’t sound like

legalism.

ESV Genesis 17:1...When Abram was ninety-nine years old the LORD appeared to
Abram and said to him, "I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless,
2 that I may make my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you
greatly." 3 Then Abram fell on his face. And God said to him, * "Behold, my
covenant is with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. > No
longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I
have made you the father of a multitude of nations. ¢ I will make you
exceedingly fruitful, and I will make you into nations, and kings shall come from
you. 7 And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring
after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to
you and to your offspring after you. ® And I will give to you and to your
offspring after you the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an
everlasting possession, and I will be their God." ® And God said to Abraham, "As
for you, you shall keep my covenant, you and your offspring after you
throughout their generations. ° This is my covenant, which you shall keep,
between me and you and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall
be circumcised.

You see at that point circumcision was a sign of identification as heirs of promise.
It is a badge of connection to God. It is a sign that God had chosen Abraham and
his offspring and that He would never forget them or forsake them. And later on

when the children of Israel remove to the land of Egypt in the days of Joseph,
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God remembers His covenant with Abraham and watches out for Joseph and
blesses him and his seed in an extraordinary way and He does so in order to
tulfill his royal grant to Abraham. And years later when Pharaoh mistreats the
Israelites, God remembers his covenant...His covenant of grace with Abraham

and determines to deliver his people®.

ESVExodus 2:23...During those many days the king of Egypt died, and the people
of Israel groaned because of their slavery and cried out for help. Their cry for
rescue from slavery came up to God. ?* And God heard their groaning, and God
remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. 2> God saw
the people of Israel--and God knew.

And you have exactly the same thing in Exodus 6, where God reminds the

Israelites that He is delivering them on the basis of His covenant with Abraham.

ESV Exodus 6:2...God spoke to Moses and said to him, "I am the LORD. 31
appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, as God Almighty, but by my name
the LORD I did not make myself known to them. * I also established my
covenant with them to give them the land of Canaan, the land in which they
lived as sojourners. > Moreover, I have heard the groaning of the people of Israel
whom the Egyptians hold as slaves, and I have remembered my covenant. ¢ Say
therefore to the people of Israel, T am the LORD, and I will bring you out from
under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from slavery to them,
and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great acts of judgment.
71 will take you to be my people, and I will be your God, and you shall know
that I am the LORD your God, who has brought you out from under the burdens
of the Egyptians. #I will bring you into the land that I swore to give to Abraham,
to Isaac, and to Jacob. I will give it to you for a possession. I am the LORD."

You see that is why I made the point that even God’s kindness to Moses and the
children of Israel at the beginning of Exodus is tied to God’s gracious covenant
with Abraham. His dealings with Moses are not based on a separate covenant

but on the original covenant with Abraham, and Isaac and Jacob. But then in
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Exodus 19, after God has delivered the Israelites from the hand of Pharaoh and
destroyed Pharaoh’s army in the sea God has Moses take them to the backside of
Sinai and there he makes adds something to the covenant He had with Abraham.
I think you might want to think of it as an overlay on top of the covenant with
Abraham. It's not a replacement covenant...Galatians make that clear enough.
It's something else...it is a national covenant. It’s not just a covenant for a family.
It's a covenant for a nation. And that is where the confusion comes in. You see
the covenant in Exodus 19 has a different form than the Noahic or Abrahamic
covenants. It isn’t a royal grant covenant at all. Instead, it has the form of a
covenant called a suzerain-vassal covenant and unlike the royal grant form of

covenant it is quite conditional and is tied to the obedience of the subject.

Now in the ancient world a “suzerain” was a powerful ruler or king. A “vassal”
was a subject...really any subject...of the suzerain. The suzerain-vassal form of
covenant was first popularly explained by a marvelous biblical archaeologist
named George Mendenhall. He discovered its importance in reviewing a vast
number of ancient Hittite legal documents. Of course, the suzerain vassal form of
the covenant wasn’t strictly limited to the Hittites.” Its underlying form
permeated much of the ancient world. But Mendenhall was a Hittite scholar and

he was the one to make the connection to the parallel use of the form in the Bible.

Now the suzerain-vassal form of the covenant was made up on some very
distinct parts and possessed a fairly standardized form and if you don’t mind I
want to take a few minutes to explain the form.® It almost always had, for
example, something called a preamble which identified who the suzerain was.

Sometimes it also identified the other parties involved as well.
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After the preamble, there was often something called an historical prologue. The
historical prologue often reviewed the history of the relationship between the
suzerain and the vassal. It often focused on whatever aid the suzerain had
provided the vassal and how the vassal as a result was indebted to the suzerain

because of the aid or protection he had received.

After the prologue, the stipulations of the covenant were spelled out. In other
words, the stipulations spelled out what the suzerain expected of the vassal. This
was often the longest portion of the covenant document with a lengthy list of
everything the vassal was expected to do or respect including things like

boundaries, taxes, military service, marriages, etc.

After the stipulations or requirements were spelled out, the benefits or blessing
associated with obedience were described and the penalties for disobedience
were explained. The section is sometimes referred to as the sanctions section. In
our day, the word “sanctions” almost always has a negative connotation but the

word itself is neutral meaning sanctions can be good or bad.

After the stipulations and sanctions were explained, the covenant would be read
aloud in the hearing of both parties so that parties would know exactly what was
being agreed to. It was also read publically so that neither party could later on

add anything that might benefit or deny anything that might hurt them.

After the covenant was read out loud or even as it was being read out loud,
witnesses were often called upon to bear witness of all that was promised. In the
ancient pagan world, the gods or deities of that land were often called on the

witness what was promised.
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After the witnesses were satisfied, there would be a solemn ratification
ceremony...oftentimes a blood covenant in which the parties would seal their
covenant with each other explaining by means of self-maledictory oaths what

would happen to them should they break their covenant.

Finally, after everything was done a written copy of the covenant would be
deposited away in a safe place so that should it ever be necessary, either party
might be able to ask for the covenant to be brought out so that breaches or
violations could be spelled out...when that happened it was sometimes referred

to as a covenant lawsuit.?

Now what I would like to do in our remaining time is to simply remind you of
the basic events of the Book of Exodus and then try to demonstrate how and why
the Mosaic Covenant that is given starting in Exodus 19 is a perfect example of a

suzerain-vassal covenant and why that matters.

Alright then, let’s look at the structure of Exodus.

* Ch. 1...The harsh treatment of God’s covenant people
* Chs. 2-4...The preparation and calling of Moses

* Chs. 5-11...The struggle with Pharaoh

= Chs. 12-13...The Passover/Exodus

* Chs. 14-15...The Chase/Red Sea

* Chs. 16-18...The journey to Sinai

* Chs. 19-40...The Covenant
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Now starting in Exodus 19, God establishes Hs special national covenant with
Israel in which He lays out for them the conditions of His special theocratic rule

and establishment of the nation of Israel.

ESV Exodus 19:1...0n the third new moon after the people of Israel had gone out
of the land of Egypt, on that day they came into the wilderness of Sinai. 2 They
set out from Rephidim and came into the wilderness of Sinai, and they encamped
in the wilderness. There Israel encamped before the mountain, 3 while Moses
went up to God. The LORD called to him out of the mountain, saying, "Thus you
shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the people of Israel: * You yourselves
have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and
brought you to myself. > Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and
keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for
all the earth is mine; ° and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy
nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the people of Israel." 7 So
Moses came and called the elders of the people and set before them all these
words that the LORD had commanded him. # All the people answered together
and said, "All that the LORD has spoken we will do." And Moses reported the
words of the people to the LORD.

Now I mentioned earlier that suzerain vassal treaty usually starts with a
preamble in which the suzerain identifies Himself. Well you can see that in

Exodus 20:1-2.

ESVExodus 20:1...And God spoke all these words, saying, 2"l am the LORD your
God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.

I mentioned after the preamble there is something called the historical prologue
in which the suzerain relates the history of the relationship between the suzerain

and the vassal. You can see that both in the previous verse and in Exodus 19

ESVExodus 19:4...You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how
I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself.
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After the historical prologue, come the stipulations of requirements of the
covenant. Those are given in chapters 20-23. In chapter twenty of Exodus you
have, of course, the Ten Commandments but after that you have a detailing of
many other important commands for God’s theocratic rule of the nation. We’ll go

into detail with those later.

After the stipulations or requirements, a suzerain-vassal treaty will often
pronounce the sanctions, both good and bad, of the covenant relationship. Now
in the book of Exodus pretty much only the positive sanctions are included but

both are included elsewhere as in Deuteronomy 27-28 and Leviticus 26.

ESV Leviticus 26:3...If you walk in my statutes and observe my commandments
and do them, *then I will give...

ESV Leviticus 26:14...But if you will not listen to me and will not do these
commandments...!® then I will do this to you:

I then mentioned that after the sanctions are given in suzerain-vassal covenant

comes the public reading of the covenant.

ESV Exodus 24:7....Then he took the Book of the Covenant and read it in the
hearing of the people. And they said, "All that the LORD has spoken we will do,
and we will be obedient."

After that comes the appeal to witnesses and in this case that involved the setting

up of a memorial.

ESV Exodus 24:4 ... And Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD. He rose
early in the morning and built an altar at the foot of the mountain, and twelve
pillars, according to the twelve tribes of Israel.
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After the appeal to witnesses there was usually a ratification ceremony and in

this case it forms one of the most dramatic parts of the whole narrative.

Follow along in you Bibles as I read from Exodus 24.

ESVExodus 24:1...Then he said to Moses, "Come up to the LORD, you and Aaron,
Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel, and worship from afar. 2
Moses alone shall come near to the LORD, but the others shall not come near,
and the people shall not come up with him." *Moses came and told the people
all the words of the LORD and all the rules. And all the people answered with
one voice and said, "All the words that the LORD has spoken we will do." * And
Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD. He rose early in the morning and
built an altar at the foot of the mountain, and twelve pillars, according to the
twelve tribes of Israel. > And he sent young men of the people of Israel, who
offered burnt offerings and sacrificed peace offerings of oxen to the LORD. ¢
And Moses took half of the blood and put it in basins, and half of the blood he
threw against the altar. 7 Then he took the Book of the Covenant and read it in
the hearing of the people. And they said, "All that the LORD has spoken we will
do, and we will be obedient." 8 And Moses took the blood and threw it'° on the
people and said, "Behold the blood of the covenant that the LORD has made with
you in accordance with all these words." ° Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and
Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up, ° and they saw the God of
Israel. There was under his feet as it were a pavement of sapphire stone, like the
very heaven for clearness. ! And he did not lay his hand on the chief men of the
people of Israel; they beheld God, and ate and drank.

Finally after that, a suzerain-vassal covenant usually ended with the putting
away or storing away of the written covenant. That occurs in case of a violation
of the covenant. It can then be called out to be used as a witness in a covenant
lawsuit. The storing away of the covenant happens here in Exodus 25. It is placed

into a golden ark...known appropriately enough as the Ark of the Covenant.

ESV Exodus 25:16...And you shall put into the ark the testimony that I shall give
you.
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Now I have spent our time this morning going through these things in detail not
simply to make you better bible students but to try to establish in your minds the
fact that the Mosaic Covenant is built upon a works principle!! as opposed to the
other covenants that we have studied'?. In the weeks ahead I'll try to flesh out the
implications of that and how the issue comes up over and over again in the New
Testament as the stipulations of the national covenant are misinterpreted and
misconstrued and turned into a works-righteousness that it was never intended

to be.13

Let’s pray.
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not figure at that juncture as the meritorious ground of life—inheritance. The latter is based on
grace alone, no less emphatically than Paul himself places salvation on that ground. But, while
this is so, it might still be objected, that law —observance, if not the ground for receiving, is yet
made the ground for retention of the privileges inherited. Here it can not, of course, be denied
that a real connection exists. But the Judaizers went wrong in inferring that the connection must
be meritorious, that, if Israel keeps the cherished gifts of Jehovah through observance of His law,
this must be so, because in strict justice they had earned them. The connection is of a totally
different kind. It belongs not to the legal sphere of merit, but to the symbolico-typical sphere of
appropriateness of expression.

As stated above, the abode of Israel in Canaan typified the heavenly, perfected state of God’s
people. Under these circumstances the ideal of absolute conformity to God’s law of legal holiness
had to be upheld. Even though they were not able to keep this law in the Pauline, spiritual sense,
yea, even though they were unable to keep it externally and ritually, the requirement could not
be lowered. When apostasy on a general scale took place, they could not remain in the promised
land. When they disqualified themselves for typifying the state of holiness, they ipso facto
disqualified themselves for typifying that of blessedness, and had to go into captivity.”
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