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The Bible as covenant 

 

The Bible is the self-revelation of God.  The Bible itself bears witness to its authority.  The 

Psalmist declares: “Your word, O Lord, is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens” (Psalm 

119:89).  Jesus said: “The Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35).  Paul wrote: “...you have 

known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation in Christ Jesus.  All 

Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in 

righteousness...” (2 Tim. 3:16).  

          
God has given this revelation to us in a carefully-defined form which emphasizes its authority.  

This form is called a “covenant”.  Archaeological records show us that in the middle-eastern 

world of the second millennium BC (the time of Moses), conquering kings used a clearly-defined 

treaty format to impose their will on defeated peoples.   This would have been the way the 

people of Israel understood for a people to come into submission to a king.  The covenant (or 

treaty) God made with Moses and the children of Israel more or less exactly follows this format.  

God takes the place of the conquering king and Israel are the people He conquers or asserts His 

rulership over.  God used a vehicle for His revelation which would have been easily and clearly 

understood by all the people.  The heart of this covenant (and of our Old Testament) is the 

Mosaic law, but it is not hard to see how the other parts of the Old Testament  are all related to it.   

 

The ancient treaty was a binding agreement between two parties (with copies to both).  It came in 

written form, could not be abrogated or altered, and had promises and curses attached.  This is 

the form the Mosaic covenant and Old Testament take and this is the foundation of their 

authority.  This treaty, once given, constituted a permanent, unchangeable legal document 

governing the relationship of the conquering king with the conquered people.  Likewise, the 

Mosaic covenant (and, by extension, the entire Old Testament) was a permanent legal document 

detailing the requirements God placed upon His people.  As with the ancient treaties, curses were 

attached to those who would alter the covenant document in any way (Deut. 4:2).  To the 

covenant was attached the historical narratives, Psalms, prophetic writings and wisdom literature, 

all of which were necessary elaborations of the covenant.  The various parts of the Old 

Testament operate in unity to form God’s ongoing conduct of His covenantal relationship with 

His people. Thus God Himself fashioned the Old Testament as a permanently-binding and 

authoritative expression of His will, down to the last detail, even though He utilized humanly-

understandable forms to express it.  The ancient treaties show us exactly how the people of Israel 

would have easily comprehended the meaning of God’s covenant as they received it, and why 

they held the Scriptures in such high reverence.  This also explains why, even as other ancient 

treaties had to be preserved and guarded in a secure and often sacred location, the Mosaic 

covenant had to be preserved in the Ark of the covenant.  It explains why Moses wrote two 

copies of the covenant (Deut. 4:13, which has sometimes been misunderstood as one copy 

written on two stones), one for God and the other for Israel.  Finally, it explains why the whole 

Old Testament was so meticulously passed down for well over a millennium in a society without 

printing presses!  Covenant requires Scripture -- where there is covenant, there will without 



 

 

doubt be a binding written record of its terms and conditions, and this is what the Bible is.  You 

cannot have faith in the God of the Bible without possessing and obeying His written record of 

covenant.  This is the foundation for our understanding of the authority of Scripture.  The Bible 

is authoritative, therefore, not because the church says it is but because God has inspired and 

created it Himself, and it holds validity independent of any human agency or power.   

 

This concept also explains the authority of the new covenant (or treaty) in Christ 
 

What about the New Testament?  The New Testament renews the Mosaic covenant, but alters its 

conditions, so that forgiveness comes by the blood of Christ rather than temple sacrifices.  It also 

alters the nature of the covenant community, widening it from Jews to people of all nations.  The 

structure of the New Testament is amazingly similar to that of the Old.  This new covenant, 

being a renewal of the old,  has the same characteristics of the latter, in that it comes from God, 

is inviolable and cannot be altered, and even has curses attached to that end (Rev. 22:18-19).  

       

Covenant and church 

 

Covenant creates a community or house of God which must live according to its commandments 

or suffer the consequences.  The function of each testament or covenant is that of a legal 

document which defines the covenant community (Israel or the church) as a system of 

government by which the lordship of God through Jesus Christ is made real on the earth.  Even 

as God through His creative word in Genesis fashioned the heavens and the earth, so God 

through His Scriptural Word fashions the structure and nature of His covenant community upon 

the earth.  If we seek to build churches today on the solid foundation of God’s unchanging word, 

those churches will remain standing on the rock of that foundation long after the changing tides 

and storms of human culture have abated.  Against such churches the gates of hell – no matter 

how those gates appear, whether as opposing armies without or false prophets within – will not 

stand.   

 

Covenant and truth 

 

In Eph. 6:14, we are told to put on the belt of truth.  Ephesians talks a lot about truth.  The gospel 

is described as the “word of truth” in 1:13.  As mature Christians, we are no longer to be tossed 

about by the false teachings of human wisdom and deception; instead, we are to speak the truth 

in love (4:15) and thus grow up into Christ.  When we are discipled, we are taught the “truth as 

it is in Jesus” (4:21).  We are to put away falsehood and speak truth (4:25).  We are to walk as 

children of light, for the fruit of light is found in all that is good and right and true (5:9).  

 

As he was judging Jesus, Pilate asked Jesus what kind of king He was.   Jesus answered him with 

these words: “You say that I am a king.  For this purpose I have come into the world -- to bear 

witness to the truth.  Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.”   Pilate responded with a 

throw-away comment, “What is truth?”  (John 18:37-38)   This confrontation between Jesus and 

Pilate resonates very deeply with what we face in our culture today, for our culture, like that of 

Pilate’s, throws aside the question of truth.  Truth cannot be found, we believe (although the 

mere statement that it cannot be found is itself a claim to possess truth).  It is relative, personal 

and subjective, and in any case has little bearing on the important issues of life.  A political, 



 

 

social, sporting or corporate leader’s private beliefs have no bearing on their ability to lead or 

influence others.  What we believe does not make us a better or worse person.  What a deception!  

Jesus, not Pilate, was right.  He came into the world to bear witness to the truth.  Truth guided 

His whole life and mission.  Truth affected His every action.  Fundamental to all He did was His 

knowledge of who He was, who the Father was, and what the Father had called Him to do in 

order to fulfil His word as laid out theologically and prophetically in Scripture.  It was all about 

truth.  Paul speaks in 5:9 about what is good and right and true.  You cannot divide what is true 

from what is good, or what is true from what is right.   That is why, as Christians, we hold to 

such a high view of the Bible.  In this we simply follow the example of Jesus, who prayed, 

“Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17).   We declare to a lost world around 

us that there is a standard of truth, that it is unchanging and unchangeable, and that this truth can 

be found one way only, through Jesus Christ, who said, “I am the way, the truth and the life” 

(John 14:6).  

 

What we believe affects and guides how we live.  If you believe that everyone is going to 

heaven, or that there is no such thing as hell, it will affect how you live now.  You can live as 

you want, because there will be no consequences to your conduct.   If you believe that what the 

Bible says about sexuality is culturally restricted to that time and no longer applicable, it will 

affect how you live now.   You will be far more likely to engage in premarital sex, extramarital 

sex or homosexuality.  If you disagree with Jesus that the only reason for divorce is marital 

unfaithfulness, it will affect how you live now.  You will be much more  likely to divorce your 

spouse for any reason that suits you.  If you don’t take seriously what the Bible teaches about 

financial stewardship, you will be most unlikely to tithe or to conduct your finances in a godly 

manner.  You will do whatever you want with your money, most likely whatever most benefits 

or pleases you.  But once we become Christians, there is no excuse for ignorance, for we know 

that in His Word we have all the truth we need to live by freely available to us.  The critical thing 

is that, whether we take the Bible seriously or not, we are still accountable to live according to its 

standards.   Why?  Because the Bible is true regardless of whether we think it is or not.  The best 

way to be dressed for action, Paul says, is to fasten around ourselves the belt of truth, to submit 

ourselves to the authority of God’s Word and to ask God to give us all the grace and strength we 

need to obey it.  The more our lives are in line with the truth, the more the saying of Jesus will be 

real in our lives: “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free” (John 8:32).  To 

fasten the belt of truth around us means to make the One who is truth real in our lives.  And 

when that truth becomes real in our lives, its power will reach out and begin to set others free 

wherever they encounter us.     There is no power in our opinions, but there is power in the Word 

of God.  When we declare God’s truth, we are speaking with God’s authority, and we are clothed 

in God’s power.  That is why it is so critical for Christians to know and to be steeped in the Word 

of God.   

And further, Paul continues in Ephesians 6:17,  the Bible is the sword of the Spirit.  The Holy 

Spirit is the One who wields the sword, even though we may be the human instruments He uses.  

The Bible is not just a collection of dusty old sayings.  In the hands of the Holy Spirit, it is a 

living, breathing, powerful Word through which God daily speaks into our lives.  Stephen spoke 

of how Moses received “living words” (Acts 7:38) to pass on to us.  The Word of God, as 

Hebrews says, is not dead, but is alive and active.  God is working through it, by the power of 

His Spirit, to change the course of lives and of history every single day in every single nation on 

earth.  That is the measure of the power of the Word of God.  



 

 

 

When we declare it, God backs it up with supernatural power.  When the church starts to dilute 

the authority of the Word or to apologize for it, the church is finished.  Jesus understood this 

well.  Here in one phrase -- the sword of the Spirit -- we have the secret of the New Testament 

church.  We need the Word of God taught powerfully and lived out consistently in the 

empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  The New Testament church experienced the power and 

presence of God to such a measure that outsiders were afraid to enter in (Acts 5:13), yet at the 

same time was willing to sit under the teaching of the Word all night if the occasion called for it -

- with a miracle thrown in to liven things up (Acts 20:7-12)!   

 

To come under the authority of the Bible and then to begin to exercise that authority in the 

advancement of God’s kingdom is the most exciting place to be on earth.  When we live by the 

truth and declare it to others,  the power of God begins to operate.  God fashioned the universe 

by His creative word, and He rules it by His written word.  When you line up with that Word and 

begin to use it, nothing can stand against you.  The sword of the Spirit is an offensive weapon.  

Satan has no legal right to take it out of your hands.   Take it up, church.  It’s time to fight! 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


