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The relationship between God’s covenant with His people and marriage in
the Old Testament

In this paper we will focus on the Old Testament understanding of covenant, trying to
show that there is a close connection between God’s covenant with His people and marriage,
which was also understood as a covenant. For this purpose we will start by looking into the
family structures of ancient Israel, showing the importance that was attached to them and the
fact that covenants were seen as extending the family bonds. From this conclusion we will look
first at marriage and then at the covenant between God and His people, showing the closeness
of the language used for both of them and also the way they influence each other.

1. Family structures and kinship in Ancient Israel
Far from being an artificial concept which developed under economic pressures, family is
deeply rooted in the human nature. In any society there is a “universal postulate of
legitimacy,”1 i.e. a universal rule that a woman’s childbearing must happen after she marries a
male partner. This shows that marriage between man and woman is a basic institution of human
society that simply follows the requirements of human nature. Marriage is therefore not a
product of culture, but rather its beginning and origin; in any culture marriage has at least the
role of “social consecration of the biological functions,”2 which are then regulated by a strict
set of rules, whose violation is always regarded as culpable. But, as Dawson points out, it is
precisely the moral effort required by such rules that plays an essential role in the development
of human culture. Family is thus an important factor in building human society.3
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In Ancient Israel, as among all the West Semitic tribes, kinship was the most important
factor for social organization. The strength of the kinship bond came from its being conceived
in terms of one blood, understood as the place where life lies, flowing through the veins of the
kinship group, so much so that, “the whole kindred conceives of itself as having a single life.”4
This was not understood just symbolically, but it implied a community of life, based on blood
relations; the whole kindred group traveled together, waged war together and its members were
bound to protect and support each other in different circumstances of life.5
In the Old Testament there are different terms describing family relations: First, there is
mishpaha (clan, or family), a term designating an expanded household, which is somehow the
link between the tribe and the father’s house (cf. Num. 2:34, and especially Jos. 7:14, where the
distinction between tribe, mishpaha and the father’s house is clearly made); then there is
beth’abh, the father’s house, comprising usually the husband, wife, sons and their wives and
the daughters6; and finally, there is ‘am, usually translated as people, though it rather conveys
the ides of a whole, of a complete kindred community7. In Israel however, these terms8 are used
in a rather fluid way, each of them being often employed to describe the other ones, depending
of the emphasis which is being made,9 and they are all centered on the same idea of the rise of
the family, of the father’s house; they all arise out of kinship, describing different degrees of
kinship, from the patriarchal family to the nation.
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The words designating those belonging to the community follow the same fluid
categories: brother – ‘ah, kinsman – ‘amith, or neighbor – re’a. Of these, the most
comprehensive, and probably also the most fluid is the word ‘ah, designating a brotherhood
which knows degrees and extending “as far as the feeling of consanguinity exists,”10 and thus
referring properly not just to the members of the same father’s house, but also to the same clan,
mishpaha. Similarly, ‘amith is the proper word designating a person belonging to the same
people, ‘am, from which the word is derived. Finally, re’a – neighbor, is the only term that does
not designate blood relationship, but friendship; however, since the whole society is so strongly
built around the family, even this term acquires a family dimension in Israel.11
Indeed, Israel was built as a nation around the concept of the family, a family which had
a patriarchal character and in which the man is the center of the family, its ba’al – possessor,
master. But the ba’al implies also an intimate relationship which places limits to the exercise of
power, which is to be directed toward the good of his whole house. Thus, around his figure the
house is built as a community which bears his stamp; starting with wives and children and
continuing with slave and property, all are parts of this unity. This structure of the family is
reflected in all the aspects of family life, custom and law.12
Thus, the role of the wife appears as that of a helper in building the house of the man,
but a helper which enters a deep union with the man, so deep that it makes impossible a similar
union with other members of the house.13 Moreover, the first and most important duty of the
wife is to give to the man children; through it she acquires a place in life and a share in the
family and in authority over children; motherhood is “the patent of nobility of a woman”14. All
the marriage customs and laws are structured around the idea of continuing the life of the man
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in the family. This is what explains both the one-sidedness of the divorce laws, and also the
practice of polygamy in the old Israel.15
The family centered structure of the Israelite society is reflected also in the large use of
kinship language; the areas of obligation of the kinsman extend to all the aspects which involve
the welfare of his fellow kinsman. It is first of all an obligation of love, which is practically
expressed in the prohibition of vengeance or of taking interest, but also in the duties of
redemption, ge’ulah (to redeem the kinsman sold into slavery, to redeem sold property, to
secure the name of the dead kinsman by marrying the widow)16. The language of kinship is
thus a language of love; it expresses the bond that unites fellow kinsman through the intimate
family relationship. In fact, also the word hesed (loyalty) is a term that originally designates the
loyal and loving behavior proper to a kinship relation.17

2. Covenant as an extension of family relationship
Whenever someone outside the sphere of blood relations needed to be incorporated in the
kinship group, covenants were established (between individuals or between groups), in which
the same language of kinship, of love, was employed.18 Although used beyond the sphere of

15

Ibid., 64-78
F. Cross, From Epic to Canon, 4-5. Note here the family roots of the terms ge’ulah, - redemption and
go’el – redeemer, meaning the one who acts toward reestablishing the common good of the family.
17
The term is also translated sometimes as love. See for ex. Ps. 136.1: “give thanks to the Lord, for he is
good, for his steadfast love (hesed) endures for ever.” F. Cross (From Epic to Canon, 5-6) points out that,
while the term is used outside the kinship sphere, it retains its meaning, with the natural implication that,
when extended outside the kinship group, behavior appropriate to a kinship relationship becomes
gracious and altruistic, enlightening the dimension of mercy, which the word acquires when applied to
God. In the OT the word hesed is always applied to God in connection with the covenant that God
established with Israel. This covenant was, on God's part, a gift and a grace for Israel. Nevertheless,
since, in harmony with the covenant entered into, God had made a commitment to respect it, hesed also
acquired in a certain sense a legal content. The juridical commitment on God's part ceased to oblige
whenever Israel broke the covenant and did not respect its conditions. But precisely at this point, hesed,
in ceasing to be a juridical obligation, revealed its deeper aspect: it showed itself as what it was at the
beginning, that is, as mercy, as love that gives, as grace stronger than sin. Therefore Israel, although
burdened with guilt for having broken the covenant, cannot lay claim to God's hesed on the basis of
(legal) justice; yet it can and must go on hoping and trusting to obtain it, since the God of the covenant is
faithful to Himself. The fruits of this love are forgiveness and restoration to grace, the reestablishment of
the interior covenant. (cf. John Paul II, Dives in Misericordia, note 52)
18
See for ex. the individual covenant between David and Jonathan (1Sam. 18:1-3 and 20:14-20) or the
treaty between Hiram of Tyre and Israel (1 Kings 5:7-12), which is called a “covenant of brotherhood”
(Amos 1:9). In both cases the language employed is clearly the language of love specific to kinship
relations. F. Cross (From Epic to Canon, 8-11), validly dismisses the understanding of the terms used
just as covenant terminology.
16

kinship, the kinship formulas implied by the language of covenant still preserve their essential
meaning; for covenantal relations always had a family-like character.
In his discussion on the covenantal nature of marriage, Hugenberger shows that the term
covenant cannot properly be regarded as a loose term implying relationship in general. The
overwhelming number of occurrences of the word in which also some sense of obligation is
implied is further proof that the covenant is not just an act by which a relationship is
established, but rather one by which an obligation is assumed and/or imposed on another,
usually based on a preexistent relationship.19
Hugenberger proposes a “concept oriented”20 approach toward the different senses of the
Hebrew word for covenant; he points out that the predominant sense of covenant in Biblical
Hebrew is that of “an elected, as opposed to natural, relationship of obligation established
under divine sanction.”21 Such a definition seems to leave outside the main idea of the
covenant, which is that of establishing a brotherhood based on love and peace between the two
parties. However, all its elements are only emphasizing this aspect, and must be understood in
light of it. Thus, the obligations assumed, and the sanctions accepted, invoked upon oneself if
the obligations are not fulfilled, are part of the same commitment of entering an enduring
relationship.
This definition of a covenant includes on one hand both individual and national
relationships, and on the other hand it also includes both covenants in which the two parties are
human, with divine sanctions invoked over it and covenants established between God and man.
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Therefore, under this same definition of covenant we can fittingly find all the covenants,
individual or national between God and his people; another special case would be the
international political treatise; and yet another case of such elected relationship of obligation is
constituted by the kinship-in-law covenants (entered through marriage, adoption or
brotherhood in law – see the covenant between David and Jonathan).
Hugenberger makes a detailed analysis of all the elements implied by the definition he
uses for covenant. First of all, he shows that any covenant implies relationship, a fact which is
also underlined by the family terminology used in reference to the partners of the covenant, and
moreover, by the frequent use of family models to describe covenantal obligations.22
Particularly interesting is the depiction of the relationship between God and His people in
terms of husband-wife relationship, which, “although unattested outside the Bible, is used
extensively to depict the deity’s relationship to Israel.”23
Other images used as models for covenantal relationships include lord and servant, and
friend or companion, but behind all the models used for covenant one finds the same “preeminent covenantal obligation of love or brotherhood.”24 This idea is also reflected in D.J.
McCarthy: “Covenant is not contract… It is personal union pledged by symbol and/or oath.
The relationship comes first”25; also P. Kalluveettil points out that the basic idea of a covenant
is the attempt to extend the bond of blood beyond kinship through a formal act of accepting the
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other as one’s own: “the idea ‘I am yours, you are mine’ underlies every covenant declaration.
This implies a quasi-familial bond.”26
The second aspect of a covenant is that it is established with a non-relative, i.e. that a
covenant is an elected, as opposed to a natural relationship, a statement supported by the use of
the covenants for extending relationships beyond natural blood relations. As an overwhelming
evidence for this assertion stands the fact that the Hebrew word for covenant is nowhere used
of natural relationship and the obligations normally arising from them.27
With regard to the aspect of obligation, it is clear that any covenant involves some
obligations. The only point in question refers to whether these obligations are mutual or not.
However, it can be safely asserted that there is a certain degree of mutual obligation in any
covenant, even if these obligations “may often be assumed as matters of cultural convention.”28
The fourth element implied in the definition of covenant is the oath; it is the oath which
gives the covenant its binding validity, because it invokes the deity to act against any breach of
the covenant. This is why it seems that without an oath there is no covenant.

3. Marriage as covenant
Marriage appears as an eminent example of a covenant. The laws of Lev. 18 and 20
show that marriage literally extended family relationships (so much so that relations of affinity
were regarded as similar to the ones based on blood). Moreover, even within the patriarchal
family marriage entailed reciprocal obligations; in fact, the primary obligation of marriage, as
stressed by Gen 2:24 and also Mal. 2:14-16, is that of the fidelity of the husband toward his
wife.29
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From this conclusion, Hugenberger goes on to analyze whether the presence of an oath
can be claimed for marriage in the Old Testament.30 For Hugenberger, by oath one should
understand “any solemn declaration or enactment which invokes the deity to act against the one
who would be false to an attendant commitment or affirmation.”31 This leads to an important
point for the understanding of marriage as a covenant, and of covenant in general: oaths cannot
be considered as exclusive verbal acts; on the contrary, they are very often symbolic, or at least
they combine symbolic actions with verbal declarations. But since the Bible is not always
explicit in unfolding the precise symbolism of these acts, there is a doubt as to what role a
certain act plays in regard to an individual covenant rite.32
Moreover, an oath must not necessarily include an explicit self-malediction. In fact,
some covenants are not established through verbal oath, but through certain rites or signs. And
again, from these covenant-making rites, some are self-maledictory, while some are at least not
clearly so. Thus there are many verbal oaths where the malediction has an abbreviated or
incomplete form, but also oath-signs as an uplifted hand, a shared meal or giving of a hand. 33
The account of Gen 2-3 is very rich in meaning. Besides the need to explain the origin
and character of the human race or literary concerns (such as to provide an introduction for the
whole of Gen), many other purposes have been proposed for the passage, all pointing to the
richness of this passage.34 However, the most prominent purpose of the passage seems to be the
attempt to provide in the account of Adam and Eve “a normative paradigm of marriage.”35
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Gen 2:24, the locus classicus of marriage (“therefore a man leaves his father and his
mother and cleaves to his wife, and they become one flesh”) offers a climactic summary of Gen
2:18-24. Indeed, the purpose of the passage, as it is found in the canonical text, is very well
integrated in the story; the universal character of 2:24 is accompanied by similar universal
texts, like the blessing and universal mandate in Gen 1:28, but also the universal punishment
and curses in Gen 3:14-19.36
Moreover, the literary parallels between Gen 1-11 and other Near Eastern creation make
the inclusion of a paradigmatic marriage not surprising; this is not to say that there would be a
clear dependence of Gen 1-11 on any of these texts – rather it can be said that Gen 1-11, using
a literary genre into which the ancient reader would expect such questions to be addressed, the
biblical author refutes these myths with an indirect polemic against polytheism, but also against
the role of the woman in some of the fertility cults.37
While it is true that the word covenant is not used in Gen. 2-3, there is sufficient
evidence in the text showing that such a designation would be appropriate for the relationship
of Adam and Eve; for covenants can be also between individuals, not only between man and
God, and they always establish family-like relations, based on love and loyalty.38
Hugenberger rightly argues against the idea that Gen 2:24 would suggest some primitive
matriarchate, since such a theory does not offer any biblical support and shows that the terms
leave and cleave have to be understood as defining each other; as cleave is not understood in a
physical way, but as a radical change of loyalty, leave should be understood in the same
context.39 Moreover, both terms are frequently used with similar meanings in covenantal
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contexts to express the relinquishment of one’s commitment to another – to leave and the
assumption of an ardent covenant loyalty – to cleave.40
Another important feature of Gen 2:24 pointing to the notion of covenant is the mention
of becoming one flesh. While such a clause is susceptible to different interpretations, it seems
clear that seeing it as an allusion to offspring or to sexual union, although it points to elements
connected to the author’s intention, it nevertheless misses the main direction of the text. For
their becoming one flesh is not invalidated by the absence of children, nor does it cease in the
periods of abstinence. Therefore, one flesh must be understood as expressing “the on-going
state of marriage”41 which bounds two people to one another.
As one can see also in 1 Cor 6:16, becoming one flesh refers not to the sexual act, but
rather describes a result of it. Marriage is a covenant in which sexual union has specifically the
role of an oath sign.42 This enduring state represents a bond founded on love commitment
resulting from and expressed in the sexual union; but this bond has a specific character due to
the intimacy and the specific procreative character of the relationship intended, and therefore
the bondedness about which we speak is specifically a familial one. The expression they
become one flesh refers to “the familial bondedness of marriage which finds its quintessential
expression in sexual union.”43
From this we see that the implications of becoming one flesh for Adam and Eve yield
toward understanding their marriage as a covenant, inasmuch as the purpose of covenant is to
create unity and this unity is commonly described in familial terms. This interpretation is also
strengthened, if not even required by the relational formula in the previous verse: “This at last
is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen 2:23). This relationship formula finds
remarkably close parallels in texts that affirm familial closeness,44 and especially in texts that
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do not simply affirm the existence of a blood relation, but are solemn declarations, covenant
oaths establishing a pattern of solidarity.45
In his attempt to show that marriage was seen as a covenant in the OT, Hugenberger
makes a thematic overview of OT texts referring to marriage. He starts by looking at the
indirect references that point to the fact that marriage was seen as a covenant. As he points out,
if marriage is understood as a sanction-sealed commitment to which the deity is witness, then
any offence against marriage by either the husband or the wife would be seen as sin, perfidy or
infidelity against the other spouse and against God; and marital infidelity ought to prompt
God’s judgment against the offending party. Moreover, intermarriage with pagans should be
prohibited, because idolatry would result in swearing the ratifying oath.46
Even if marital offences are not specifically termed as sins against the other spouse,
there are texts that identify it with perfidy or infidelity against one’s spouse. Num 5:12 and 27
for example describe the wife’s adultery as perfidy (ma`al) against her husband; and it has been
noted that these are the only places this term is used outside the sacred sphere of sancta and
oath violations.47 Adultery in particular is seen in the OT as faithlessness against one’s spouse.
The Hebrew word for to act faithlessly, treacherously refers not to improbity in general, but
specifically to “infidelity against some culturally expected or oath-imposed obligation.”48 Thus
the word is also used to describe transgressions of the covenant between Yahweh and Israel
and especially to describe Israel’s covenantal offences in terms of marriage analogy.49
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The word is however used not only to describe an unfaithful wife, but also an unfaithful
husband, whose infidelity also proves to be sexual, though not only. Especially interesting is
the fact that some of these instances explicitly state that the infidelity in view is committed
against one’s wife, not against the father-in-law.50 Thus, Prov. 23:27, 28 describes the harlot as
increasing the faithless among men, Jer. 9:1 describes adultery committed by the husband as
infidelity and Mal 2:14 describes capricious divorce as infidelity against one’s wife.
The consistent view of adultery as a sin against God, bringing shame and rendering both
of the participants unclean and guilty51 is not only a result of its condemnation in the
Decalogue. The OT seems to presuppose “a general moral consciousness in man, shared even
by the pagans, which acknowledges adultery as a heinous wrong committed not only against
the injured husband, but also against God.”52
Regardless of whether there is a conscious reflection of the fact that marriage is a
sanction-sealed covenant or not, many biblical texts identify marital offences, particularly
adultery as provoking God’s direct judgment against the offenders.53 Adultery was one of the
chief sins that brought about Yahweh’s wrath against the Canaanites and similar practices will
incur a similar judgment on Israel.54
Moreover, the identification of marriage as covenant is supported by the frequent
prohibitions against intermarriage with pagans.55 Since international parity treaties were
prohibited for Israel because, although the gods of one party were not imposed upon the other,
the gods of both parties were invoked in such treaties and such invocation was an implicit
recognition of the reality and ability to punish of these gods, for the same reason, if marriage is
seen as a covenant with mutual swearing of ratifying oaths, the same prohibitions have to apply
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to marriage. And in fact, we see that the prohibitions found in OT are only concerned with
interfaith marriages and not with exogamous marriages as such. Moreover, these prohibitions
assume that idolatry is the inevitable result of such marriages, an assumption which is
comprehensible only if idolatry is a “necessary consequence of the very act of solemnizing
such a marriage by means of bilateral oaths.”56
But besides the great wealth of indirect biblical evidence that marriage was seen in the
OT as a covenant, there are also texts that explicitly identify marriage as a covenant. Extended
evidence of the terminological compatibility between marriage and covenant can be found in
the texts expressing Yahweh’s relation to Israel in terms of the marriage analogy, an analogy
which would have been out of place if marriage would not be also seen as a covenant. This is
especially relevant since the dissimilarities between the two covenants are so significant that
they don’t seem to recommend it: on one hand we have a covenant between two human
individuals as parts of the covenant which is established under divine sanction, and on the other
hand we have a covenant established between God and a corporate personality, the whole
people of Israel (even if the Israelite national identity is based upon a common ancestry, and
thus the whole of Israel is at the same time the house of Israel).
Hosea appears to be the first describe Israel’s infidelity as adultery and to fully develop
this analogy (cf. Hos 2:4-25), but this analogy is nevertheless a recurring theme of the OT,57
being, independently or not, developed by different prophets, who are each bringing different
accents to it.58
But there are also other texts that explicitly identify marriage with a covenant. Prov 2:17
promises the young man that if he attains wisdom he will be spared from the loose and
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adventurous woman who forsakes the companion of her youth and forgets the covenant of her
God. Hugenberger shows that the passage must refer to a marriage covenant witnessed by the
true God, and also that it does not identify the woman as a pagan.59
In the context of reproaching Jerusalem for her infidelity, Ezek 16 desribes Yahweh’s
relationship with Jerusalem in terms of marriage and its violation in terms of adultery. The
image has been interpreted as referring either to the Sinaitic or to the Davidic covenant, both
interpretations having their legitimacy. The uncertainty of the passage comes from the
interpretation of “I spread my skirt over you and covered your nakedness” (Ezek 16:8).
Hugenberger argues that this most likely refers to “a literal act of covering which was typically
performed in the contraction of marriage.”60 The symbolic meaning of the gesture was
interpreted either as a claim of ownership, as a pledge from the groom for his provision of the
bride or as referring to the two becoming one and being covered with the same clothes; in any
case the gesture is clearly intended to represent a marriage forming act (cf. also Ruth 3:9) and it
is probably the clearest biblical identification of the presence of an oath-gesture in marriage.61
One other text bringing evidence of marriage as a covenant is the analogy between
David’s covenant with Jonathan and his marriage with Michal in 1 Sam 18-20, in which
Jonathan tries to protect David from Saul’s anger, while Michal accuses him of attempted
uxoricide, a parallel situation which is later recalled by David: “brother Jonathan, very pleasant
have you been to me; your love for me was more wonderful than the love of women” (2 Sam
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1:26). This text in fact condemns Michal for not matching Jonathan’s loyalty to the covenant
he entered with David and thus failing to fulfill her covenantal marriage obligations.62
Having looked at the texts identifying marriage as a covenant throughout OT, we must
also look at texts that infirm the presence of a double standard for marriage in OT, according to
which sexual fidelity would only be required from a woman. We have already seen that Ezek
16:8 presents the husband as taking an oath in marriage, a fact that is also attested elsewhere,63
but the fact that many texts condemn sexual relations with “the neighbor’s wife” and that there
is no indisputable evidence in OT of an unmarried woman being said to commit adultery seems
to deny a covenantal meaning for marriage64; for, if the love and fidelity required by OT
marriage would be unilateral, then such marriage would not be covenantal. But the main texts
that were used to claim approval or moral indifference to sexual relations between a married
man and an unmarried woman prove unconvincing at a closer examination.65 When looking at
the attitude toward extramarital relations in Israel, one needs to distinguish actual practices and
particular behaviors from the views and ideals of the biblical authors; one also needs to
distinguish criminal sanction from moral censure and see that in a traditional society what is
morally acceptable may be far stricter than what the law prohibits. Gen 38 shows both that the
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biblical author disapproves of Judah’s conduct, but also that Judah is aware of the shameful
nature of his behavior; after his friend Hiram fails to pay his debt to the anonymous harlot, he
decides to stop any further search and let her keep the valuable pledge “lest we be shamed”
(Gen 38:23).66
There are only three cases in OT of sexual acts of unmarried women (Gen 34, 38 and 2
Sam 13) outside prostitution or ritualistic sexual acts, and all three of them appear as
condemning premarital sexual activity; moreover, as we have seen, the key legal texts (Ex
21:7-11, 22:16-17, Lev 19:20-22, Deut 21:10-14, 22:13-21, 22:28-29) do not show indifference
to such act. In fact they require a marriage proposal to follow any such act.67
The OT law presents a mixture of legally punished and morally reprobated acts; but
regardless of the legal apparatus used to enforce the husband’s fidelity, it is clear that a moral
obligation to it existed.68
Thus, we see that, consistently throughout OT, marriage is seen as a sanction sealed
commitment between husband and wife, that Yahweh is identified as a witness between the
spouses and that marital offences are described in terms used to describe covenant violations.
Moreover, there are texts which explicitly identify marriage as a covenant, and finally, there
are no OT texts that approve sexual infidelity, whether on the part of the wife or of the
husband; on the contrary, there are a number of texts that make clear that there was a moral
obligation for exclusive fidelity on the part of the husbands.69
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4. Membership of the people of God as membership of the household of God
The family character of covenants is especially important in describing the religious
concepts of the Israelites; the language of kinship is everywhere employed, and it is should not
be understood just as technical language. Covenantal language is the language of kinship
because covenants were understood as extending the bonds of kinship. The God of Israel was
the God of their fathers, understood as the supreme Father and protector of Israel. “He leads in
battle, redeems from slavery, loves his family, shares the land of his heritage (nahalah),
provides and protects. He blesses those who bless his kindred.”70
The social organization of Early Israel was that of a league of tribes, united through
kinship by the identification of a common ancestor and linked to it through genealogies based
both on real kinship and kinship-in-law. But the real union of the league was due to their
common self-understanding as the people, the kindred of Yahweh, ‘am Yahweh, which had
social, military and religious implications:
To be sure, these three aspects of league organization are overlapping. The ‘am
Yahweh, ‘kindred of Yahweh,’ in some contexts must be translated the ‘militia of
Yahweh,’ and in other contexts the ‘am Yahweh is a community of worshipers, a
cultic association. . . . Israel is the kindred (‘am) of Yahweh; Yahweh is the God of
Israel. This is an old formula. But this formula must be understood as legal
language, the language of kinship-in-law, or in other words, the language of
covenant.71
The words used to describe the relationship between God and Israel in the Old
Testament point to different aspects of this reality. We have first the father-son relation, but
then also a husband-wife relation, and the mutual covenantal relation. However, what they all
have in common is the recognition of God as the father, the head of the household, the
suzerain, which is especially relevant in the context of the patriarchal family. God is the central
figure and the true head of the Israelite family league; and the position under which Israel is
described intends simply to point to different aspects of this kinship relation, as reflected on
Israel: heir, beloved, protected subject.
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Although not a universal key for the interpretation of Scripture, the covenantal theme
provides a useful intrinsic organizing principle which is especially helpful for underlining a
structural pattern in Scripture.72 The relation between God and Israel, always implies mutual
obligations assumed by both God and his people as a result of the covenant established
between them; these obligations, which spring from the language of kinship, refer primarily to
the mutual obligation of love, loyalty (hesed) and fidelity (emet).73
For Freedman there are two types of covenants that describe the relationship between
God and man, but they are placed in the same general framework, in that they are not
covenants between equals, for one part is clearly superior to the other. The covenant of Divine
commitment has as essential feature the assumption on God’s part of certain obligations, of
course without any human imposition of terms upon God (especially relevant for this type of
covenant are God’s promise to Abraham in Gen. 15 and later to the royal house of David in 2
Sam. 7). By contrast, in the covenant of human obligation, which largely corresponds to the
Hittite suzerainty treaties, the terms and stipulations are imposed upon the human party (the
classical example of it being the covenant mediated by Moses between God and Israel – Ex.
19-24).74
The covenants of divine commitment are formally of the suzerainty type, although they
imply obligations upon the suzerain – God – and not upon the vassal – man. But the covenant
is initiated by the suzerain and, even if the divine commitment is unilateral and unconditional
for man, it remains the result of the free decision of the suzerain to repay the faithfulness of the
vassal by granting him a special privilege. Thus the divine promise follows upon some act of
loyalty or obedience which is meritorious in the eyes of God, without its being conditioned by
the requirement of other acts of the same kind.75
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It is generally admitted that the biblical pattern for the covenant of human obligation
originates in the second millennium, i.e. in the time of Moses, a fact which is also confirmed by
the similarities between the Covenant at Mount Sinai and the suzerainty treaties of the second
millennium. “Obligations in these covenants are imposed on the vassal, who confirms his
subscription by oath, and rewards and penalties, in the form of blessings and curses, are
attached to the covenant as consequences of obedience and disobedience.”76
But the two forms of the covenant are in fact completing each other, and this is the way
in which they are understood by the prophets. The two types of covenant represent only two
different facets of the same covenant between God and Israel. Faced with the deliberate and
persistent violation of the terms of the covenant with God, and thus with the apparent
contradiction between breaking the covenant from Sinai and the endurance of the promise to
Abraham, the prophets speak of the common fulfillment of both covenants in the New
Covenant:
The prophets acknowledged that the destruction of the nation was the inescapable
consequence of its defiance of the divine suzerain and of its deliberate and
persistent violation of the terms of the covenant with God. Yet they were
convinced that the divine promise to the Fathers and their descendants has not been
annulled; it remained in force and would be actualized in the return of the exiles
and a restoration of the covenant community. Both covenant types would be
fulfilled and transcended in the age of the New Covenant.77
Thus, while all the visible signs of the covenant were gone, hope remains, rooted in the
conviction that God remained committed to Israel, and that the renewal of the bond will one
day be effected, not because of Israel’s merit, but through God’s grace, who would renew and
restore his people, producing a new Israel, worthy of the land to which they are restored. But
the prophets saw the practical impossibility to maintain the Covenant by human effort alone, as
they also understood that the moral element and the necessity of obedience is intrinsic to any
relationship of man with God. Therefore, the only answer to this dilemma lays in the grace of
God, who will carry out His divine commitment and will restore his people, but this people will
be a new people, both physically (Jeremiah and Ezekiel both mention as the duration of the
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exile periods equivalent with the passing of a generation) and also spiritually, for God will
transform people’s minds and wills. Thus the conflict between the two types of covenant is
resolved in their reciprocal fulfillment.78

5. The influence of the covenant between God and Israel over the understanding of
marriage in the OT
We have seen that for understanding the OT conception of marriage and sexuality one
must first come to a good understanding of the biblical concept of covenant. But, for
understanding the notion of covenant, one must also address the relationship between God and
its people. In fact, the two covenants, between God and its people and between man and
woman in marriage, are so closely connected throughout the OT that they appear as mutually
influencing each other.
The language of marriage and of family is employed to describe the relationship between
God and His people, and there are many ways in which the OT conception of marriage shaped
the understanding of Israel’s relationship with God. The pre-exilic prophetic tradition makes
extensive use of marriage infidelity terminology in referring to covenant infidelity. Ultimately,
because of the overlap of language that has been stressed before, “these two types of
predication were interwoven to form the basis for the prophetic symbolic speech. Not only did
this deepen an understanding of covenant, it revealed unsuspected depths to the reality of
marriage itself.”79 Idolatry is described with the technical word for adultery, “the great sin”
(Exod. 32:21,30,31, 2Kgs 17:21) and as prostitution (Hos. 1:2, Isa. 1:21, 23:17, Jer. 2,3,30,31,
Ezek. 16,23). Most especially, Hosea is the one who fully develops the parallel between God’s
covenant with Israel and marriage:
The genius of Hosea lay in the fact that he took a metaphor with an established
link between the legal dimension of marriage, and that of covenant and amplified
that metaphor by adding the notes of interpersonal relationship and love… This
lack of covenant fidelity is a lack of love, a lack of that obedience and trust that
marks the very nature of the relationship expected in a covenant.80
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Thus the marriage symbol brought to the understanding of God’s covenant with his
people the idea of “love and intimacy to Israel’s relationship with Yahweh,”81 a love and
intimacy which cannot be otherwise than exclusive, and in which any act of idolatry is
assimilated with adultery.
However, it was always presupposed, and gradually it was more and more consciously
realized, that, in fact, it is marriage between man and woman which has to reflect the faithful
love of God to His people; that the fidelity required in marriage is a reflection of the fidelity to
God that was required from Israel.
The second creation account (Gen. 2) already uses a rich covenant language and imagery
to describe the creation of the woman and her subsequent union with man.82 Man’s joyful cry
upon meeting the woman, “this one at last is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh” (Gen.
2:23) is calling to mind covenant language, while also bringing in a distinctively nuptial
context; it indicates both the close relationship of the man and the woman and the oath that
unites them; it is a covenantal oath made in the presence of God and indicating a promise of
allegiance or loyalty that binds them together.83 In fact, the covenantal motif continues in the
next verse: “this is why a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, and the two
of them become one body” (Gen. 2:24), where both verbs azab (to leave, to forsake) and dabaq
(to cling) are often used in covenantal formulations84. But the common factor in all these
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usages is the idea of covenant, which demands that man leave everything that deflects him
from his covenant relationship with God.85
Especially interesting is the use of the azab (to leave, to forsake) in conjunction with
covenant marital symbolism (Ezek 23:8, Hos 4:10, Prov 2:17, Is 54:6, 62:4), pointing to the
“reciprocal hermeneutic of covenant imagery” in which “the exclusivity of Israel’s relationship
with Yahweh inscribed at the head of the Decalogue begins to color its later understanding of
marriage covenant with growing expectations of fidelity”86 Thus, when Gen 2 is read “within
the linguistic horizon of the Old Testament, it becomes clear that the singular devotion and
fidelity required by Yahweh is also to characterize the commitment of spouses to one
another.”87
Throughout the whole OT, the understanding of marriage comes to be gradually shaped
by the understanding of God’s covenant with Israel. Since marriage was considered a covenant
between man and woman reflecting the covenant between God and his people, it comes as no
surprise that in the post-exilic period monogamy became both the norm and the ideal and that
divorce came to be understood as not in keeping with the covenant.88
In particular the post-exilic tradition’s opposition to divorce is seen in Mal. 2:10-16.
Here Malachi accuses the people of infidelity and states that God will not accept their sacrifices
because they did not respect their marriage covenant:
The LORD was witness to the covenant between you and the wife of your youth,
to whom you have been faithless, though she is your companion and your wife by
covenant. Has not the one God made and sustained for us the spirit of life? And
what does he desire? Godly offspring. So take heed to yourselves, and let none be
faithless to the wife of his youth. "For I hate divorce, says the LORD the God of
Israel, and covering one's garment with violence, says the LORD of hosts. So take
heed to yourselves and do not be faithless." (Mal 2:14-16)89
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Thus, Malachi bases his condemnation of divorce upon the covenantal nature of
marriage and reflects it back upon the creation of man. There is a strong connection between
Mal 2:15 and Gen 2:24, with both texts stressing the covenantal union of the spouses and the
primacy of a husband’s obligation of fidelity toward the wife. In fact, Malachi appeals to the
ancient standard and his understanding of marriage as a covenant is largely drawn from the
paradigmatic image of marriage in Gen 2, which describes Adam and Eve’s marriage in clear
covenantal terms.90
The rabbinic tradition recognized the archetypal role which the covenant between God
and Israel had for human marriage. Thus, in rabbinic teaching, the Song of Songs was included
in the biblical canon not so much to present God’s love for Israel in terms of human love, but
rather “to show a man and a woman how their love can be an imitation of God’s love for their
people and their people’s love for God in the covenant.”91 This connection is also reflected in
the Jewish marriage ritual, for the wedding is intended to reflect “the covenantal marriage
initiated at Sinai between God and the people of Israel.”92 However, there is an essential inner
tension in the Jewish marriage ritual: on the one hand, marriage completes a covenant, on the
other hand it reflects a covenant which has not yet found its fulfillment. David Novak
brilliantly expresses this inner tension:
How can one man and one woman… fully celebrate the consummation of their
covenant when the master covenant of Sinai is not yet consummated? The
covenant, after all, is meant to affirm God’s kingship over Israel and over the
whole world with Israel, but that has clearly not yet taken place. How could it have
taken place when the temple, considered to be the centre of the universe (axis
mundi) still lies in ruins?... For that reason then, the wedding ceremony concludes
not so much with the satisfaction of a past human accomplishment but, rather, with
the anticipation of a future divine accomplishment. That can only be the object of
hope… Because the covenant itself has not been fully consummated with its Lord,
because creation itself is not fully reconciled with its Creator, the complete joy of
the lesser covenant of marriage, the lesser creation of the marriage bed, cannot –
[God] not make [you] one, with a remnant of the spirit belonging to it?” instead of “Has not the one
God made and sustained for us the spirit of life?” (RSV).
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indeed, must not – be fully satisfied. It still needs continuing hope for a future
beyond the horizon of ordinary expectation.93
Thus in the NT, St. Paul does not come with a totally new concept of a connection
between God’s covenant with His people and human marriage. He simply interprets and
explains, in the light of the New Covenant’s revelation, this relationship, which was already
recognized in the Old Covenant. For St. Paul, the New Covenant which Christ establishes with
the Church is the fulfillment of the Old Covenant. Marriage thus becomes not an image of a
future reality believed in hope, but of a present relationship between the Incarnate Word and
His Church. In this context, the NT confirms and deepens the OT understanding that “the
intensity and exclusivity of covenant relations require a complete and faithful offering of self in
worship and sexual self-donation, respectively.”94
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