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Our history, mythologies, and even popular entertainment are filled with stories upholding the concept of sacred vows and covenants—between warriors, rulers and subjects, friends, and allies. Take, for example, King Arthur's Knights of the Round Table or the Three Musketeers. However, the concept of "blood brothers" and sworn oaths is not a product of Western civilization, as we might suspect; the history of covenants goes back to the days before Christ. So, where did it originate? And how did it develop? Here, Dr. Meyer van Rensburg seeks to answer these questions while also addressing the significance of covenant in a Christian's life today.

Covenant: God’s Love- Deal with Us provides a vast survey of the meaning behind such vows and the far-reaching history of these bonds. Largely setting his foundation in Scriptural references to what makes a covenant and the many examples of biblical covenants, Dr. van Rensburg emphasises the ritual of the nine required steps to a covenant and their meanings then and now (consider the elements of a typical wedding ceremony) to see how adherence to these covenant steps continues today. Furthermore, the many covenants God made with man throughout early human history (with Adam, Noah, Abraham, David, Moses, and especially Jesus) continue to touch Christians' lives; these are dealt with in detail by the author.

However, he also goes beyond these Scriptural models of the covenants between God and man to explore the history of covenants between men throughout the world, and particularly the existence of covenants in Africa and their role in the history of the continent, past and present. Through this wealth of examples and attention to ritual, Dr. van Rensburg reveals a path to agape love and peace if only one adopts the principles of the covenant.
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Quite a few examples in this book refer to situations in South Africa, because that is where I grew up, and, especially since the unification of the different cultural groups into one nation in 1995 took place under Nelson Mandela without the bloodshed and war that was expected, the point is: if it can work there, where there was so much hatred in the past, the idea should be applicable all over the world. 
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The red tongues of the fire lick around the logs in the hearth, and the torches in the wall-niches flicker as the knights file in to take their places at the Round Table. Arthur watches their serious countenances; he knows and loves each one personally. Sudden bright flashes cascade back and forth across the room as the knights unsheathe their swords and lay them down over the words carved into the table: “In serving one another, we become free.”

One of the places at the table is empty; it is reserved for Lancelot, who will become a Knight of the Round Table today. He stands a little way back, in the shadows. King Arthur walks up to him, hugs him, and says, “Brother to brother: yours in life and death!” As Lancelot walks to his designated place, each knight gives him a firm handshake and a brotherly embrace while they repeat the same words, pledging loyalty to each other. .....

Across the ocean, in the luxurious throne room of France, the young king solemnly lays his sword on D’Artagnan’s shoulder and thereby bestows on him the honor of becoming one of His Majesty’s personal guards. Then Athos, Porthos, and Aramis (the Three Musketeers) step forward, and together with D’Artagnan, they raise their swords to the heavens as they shout a solemn vow: “All for one and one for all; together we stand, divided we fall!” 

D’Artagnan has just become the fourth Musketeer, and together they pledge their lives to defend their king and each other with their last breaths... 

These are just two short scenes from Hollywood movies that are based on the novels and folklore of the West, but ingrained in the deepest part of these stories is the idea of true love and partnership between friends, the sacred vow of blood brothers, and the scarlet cord of covenant-keeping.

However, this is not an idea that came out of Western civilization at all. In fact, in studying history, traces of covenant-keeping are found all over, from far-flung places such as Borneo and China to North America.

The idea of “unity is strength” is common among men and can be found in one of the famous fables of Aesop, “The Bundle of Sticks,” which dates from 620 B.C. and comes to us from Asia Minor. Aesop shows how easily a thin stick can be broken on its own, but how difficult it is to break it when it is tied together with a bundle of other thin sticks.[ii] The same principle of unity in brotherhood can be found in the motto of one of the old Boer republics of South Africa: “Eendracht maak Macht," meaning “unity is strength.” 

This close and sacred covenant relationship, the expression of the oneness of life by an intermingling of blood as two people or two tribes enter into a blood covenant, is found in the primitive East as well as in the wild and prehistoric West, in the frozen North, and in the torrid South. It is from the days of yore, from way back, and yet it is still in use today. Its traces are found everywhere, and it is as full of meaning as life itself.

But where did this practice of making a solemn, life-long covenant that is punishable by death if broken originate? Is it simply a tribal concept, brewed out of the deepest forests of the dark continent of Africa, or did it develop with foo yong and saki in the lands of the rising sun in the East? Did man think this up himself for his own selfish protection? Is it just man’s good idea, or is it a principle from God?

The answer to that question is part of the quest of this journey.

[i] “First Knight,” released by Columbia Pictures, and “The Three Musketeers,” released by Walt Disney Productions.

[ii] Companion Library: Aesop’s Fables (New York, Grossett & Dunlap Publishers, 1963), p. 119.

[iii] Rosenthal, Eric [Ed.}. Encyclopaedia of Southern Africa (London: Frederick Warne & Co., 1961), 558. It simply means “unity is strength.”
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CHAPTER ONE:
WHAT IS A COVENANT?
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Introduction and definition

September 16th, 1982.  I was looking through the books in our church’s bookshop. So many books to choose from and, because I had only been saved for three months at that stage, it was difficult to make a choice. Then the pale yellow and white cover of a slight little book, only four inches by seven inches, looking more like a pamphlet than a book, caught my attention.  Not because of the colours, but because of the title: on an old-fashioned yellow scroll on the cover was written: “Our Covenant with God”.[i] 

I immediately picked it up because the topic was one that I was not very familiar with. True, in the Afrikaans church that I attended as a boy, the preachers had often referred to Israel as God’s “verbondsvolk” which means “bond-nation.” To me it simply meant God’s “nation of promise” and therefore, the word “covenant” in this context was a little strange to my ears. The only place where I had heard it before was when, in 1838, the Voortrekkers (the white settlers) made a promise to God to keep that day holy if they would have the victory over their enemies[ii]. However, the Day of the Covenant became a bit of a contentious and divisive issue in the days just before the New South Africa was formed and therefore the little book caught my attention. In any case, the bond-nation word was normally only used to refer to Israel and not to believers today. Therefore, the title took me by surprise, and I was curious to find out more about it. I purchased the book (it was only priced at fifty cents!) and went home to read it. 

It impressed me and I went back the next day to buy about ten more to give to my friends. Not only that, but I immediately started looking for other material on covenants and realised how important  and widespread the subject is.  It led to a study that still continues to this day.  

In recent years covenant has become a controversial subject in the church as well: some leaders have used it to manipulate their church members into lifelong commitments to one particular church group. On the other hand, some people have never heard of it and, even if they have, they have never studied the subject to understand what it meant and involved. 

In ancient cultures the question as to what a covenant is would never have arisen, for everybody knew about and understood covenant: it was a part of their daily lives. Even children knew about it, for they grew up in the tradition of their parents, who taught them, through their own lifestyle and examples, about covenant-cutting and keeping vows. Covenant was such a known custom among people of primitive cultures that proofs of the existence of the rite of blood-covenanting have been found among ancient cultures all over the globe. When Stanley was looking for David Livingstone in Africa, he found that he could make no headway in some areas unless he would be prepared to cut a covenant with local chiefs.[iii] In fact, the custom rose in antiquity and can be carried back to a date before Abraham’s time.[iv]   However, modern man, especially in Western societies, is not familiar with covenant-making anymore because we have replaced it with the idea of a contract. 

There is a significant difference between a contract and a covenant. When we draw up a contract, we are concerned with protecting our own rights and forcing the other person to honour his responsibilities. Therefore, a contract protects one’s own rights and limits your responsibilities.  On the other hand, a covenant is not made to protect one’s own rights, but it is made in order to find ways to serve one’s covenant partner. Therefore, a covenant does the opposite of what a contract does; a covenant gives away rights and assumes responsibilities. If more people will treat their marriages as covenants and not as contracts, there will be fewer divorces and far more happy marriages.

A definition as to what a covenant really is seems appropriate here. In his book, “The Christ of the Covenants,” O. Palmer Robertson defines covenant as follows: “A covenant is a bond sovereignly administered.”[v]  Keith Intrater’s definition is a little different and, maybe, simpler: “Covenant is the agreement between two parties to be committed to their relationship.”[vi] 

Let us simplify it even more: two parties would enter into a most solemn, sacred agreement to serve one another and anyone who broke it would be put to death.  Therefore, our definition could be as follows: a covenant is a solemn, sacred agreement between two parties to serve one another and it carried the death penalty if broken. In cutting it, you give away your own rights and assume responsibilities for your covenant partner.

Cutting a covenant usually involved the shedding of blood, and the Hebrew word for covenant, berith,[vii] contains the idea of cutting where or until blood flows. Why this obsession with blood? Simply because the blood represents the life of a person: when the blood is let out, the life is given.


For the life of the flesh is in the blood and I have given it to you upon the altar to make atonement for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atonement for the soul. Therefore, I said to the children of Israel, “No one among you shall eat blood, nor shall any stranger among you eat blood... 

For it is the life of all flesh. Its blood sustains its life.  Therefore I said to the children of Israel, “You shall not eat the blood of any flesh, for the life is in the blood. Whoever eats it shall be cut off.” Lev.17:11,12,14 



Isn’t it amazing that centuries before doctors discovered they could take a sample of a person’s blood to test for various diseases, God told us in His Word that the life is in the blood?

Accordingly, this cutting to let the blood flow meant that the person whose blood was flowing was giving his life to his covenant partner. It sums up the whole idea behind covenant-cutting: serving the other person with your life. 

A blood covenant is the closest, most solemn and sacred of all agreements. It was regarded so sacred that, if a person broke the covenant with his blood covenant partner, his own family would hunt him down, for, by breaking the covenant, he would be endangering their lives as well.

Basically, covenant carries the idea of “two becoming one”: two people or two tribes would enter into a most solemn, sacred agreement that carried the death penalty if it is broken. 

The word “covenant” appears 292 times in 272 verses in the KJV. The Greek word for covenant is “diatheke.”  This word is translated as “covenant” eighteen times in the New Testament and twelve times as “testament.” Therefore “covenant” and “testament” are interchangeable terms, and the Bible is divided into the Old and the New Covenants.  

Thus, the Bible is a book of covenants: not only the Old and the New Covenant, but also all the other covenants that God made with men, and men made with each other. If one does not understand covenant, the Bible becomes a dry, dusty old book, but the whole concept of covenant opens up God’s Word for us and, when we see the scarlet thread of covenant that runs through it, from Genesis to Revelation, it becomes a book of His dealings with man along the terms of the different covenants that He has cut through the ages. 

Much is said about faith these days, but one’s faith can only extend as far as your knowledge of covenant goes. 

Cutting the covenant

Cutting the covenant involved an entire process that included the letting and the intermingling of the blood of the covenant-cutters. In some cultures, this process has led to the actual drinking of the blood, but this is strictly forbidden by Scripture, as we can clearly see from the verses that we have already quoted from Leviticus 17. It is because “the life is in the blood,” and the intermingling of the blood represents an inter-oneness of life, that some have reverted to the drinking of the blood itself, but the Bible strictly forbids it.  Consequently, if anyone wants you to drink their blood (or that of an animal) during the covenant-cutting procedure, refuse to do it, because it is common in Satanic rituals.[viii] but is totally against the Word of God:


“Therefore I said to the children of Israel, “You shall not eat the blood of any flesh, for the life is in the blood. Whoever eats it shall be cut off.”  (Lev.17:14)



The process of entering into a covenant typically involved nine steps. Not all the steps would necessarily be gone through in exactly the same way by all the people entering into a covenant, but they would go through some and discard others, according to their traditions and customs. Sometimes only one or two steps would be kept, and the rest understood as having been gone through, for covenant was such a well-known procedure that everyone understood what was meant with even just one or two steps. We find such a case in First Samuel eighteen, verses three and four:


Then Jonathan and David made a covenant, because he loved him as his own soul.  And Jonathan took off the robe that was on him and gave it to David, with his armour, even to his bow and his belt.



First of all, let us clear something up straightaway:  just because they loved one another, does not mean that any homosexuality was involved. It is possible for two men to love one another without being homosexual. The love expressed here is that of loyal friendship, as a brother (2 Sam. 1:26; cf. Gen. 44:30), and not erotic love. 

Later on, God judged David for being an adulterer and a murderer, but nothing is ever said about him being homosexual: if he were, don’t you think God would have judged him for that as well, as it was strictly forbidden and spoken of as an abomination in the Bible (Lev. 18:22)? This was simply brotherly love that was ratified by the cutting of the covenant.

We see that Jonathan and David exchanged garments: Jonathan gave David his princely coat in exchange for David’s shepherd’s coat because he felt sorry for him and pitied the poor boy’s clothing! No, he did it because it represented one of the steps of covenant-cutting.

Here two men are cutting a covenant, but if two tribes wanted to cut a covenant, they would first elect a covenant representative for each tribe. These two people would then cut the covenant vicariously for the tribes and, as they went through the steps, each tribe member would say to himself: “As he goes through these steps, so do I.” The two covenant heads would then start the proceedings. They would face each other while standing and carefully go through the following steps.

Step One: exchanging garments:

The two covenant heads would take off their coats and exchange it, putting on the other person’s coat instead of his own. 

In first Samuel eighteen we see that David and Jonathan did exactly that. The coat represented all that you were, and thus it symbolised an exchange of lives and resources with each other. 

David’s coat was that of a shepherd and Jonathan had a prince’s coat. After the exchange they appeared to have changed who they were, because now David looked like a prince, while Jonathan seemed to be a shepherd.  

By exchanging coats, they were saying to each other: “I am giving you all of myself; my total being.”

Step two: exchanging belts

During Biblical times men did not wear trousers and therefore the belt was not used to keep one’s trousers up. It was, however, used to affix one’s weapons unto.  The dagger, sword, bow and arrow were all affixed to the belt. 

Therefore, an exchange of belts necessarily also involved an exchange of weapons. Symbolically, by giving someone your weapons, you are saying: “My weapons are at your disposal. If anyone attacks you, they are also attacking me. Your battles are my battles.” By your actions, you are therefore making a commitment to defend your covenant partner automatically.

Step three: cutting the covenant animal

This step involved choosing an animal and splitting it down the middle, from the neck down to the sternum. The two bloody halves are now left next to each other on the ground and the covenant partners stand in between these two halves. They walk past each other, encircling both halves of the animal, thereby completing a figure of eight, and then come back to the position that the opposite partner had started from, but still facing each other. In mathematics this figure of eight, lying on its side, signifies infinity. 

In cutting the animal and walking through it in this prescribed pattern, they are actually saying that they are dying to themselves, giving up the rights to their own lives and starting a new life with their covenant partners. This walk is not just for the present, but for infinity, until death. They also point down to the animal and say: “May God do so to me if I ever break this solemn pact: just split me down the middle and feed me to the vultures.” Of course, we could express the same sentiments less violently: “Brother to brother: yours in life and death!”

Step four: Raise the right arm and mix blood.

The next step is for the covenant-cutters to raise their right hands, cut their palms or wrists and bring the cuts together in such a way that the blood would intermingle, while they swear allegiance to each other. The intermingling of the blood is a sign for them that their lives are intermingling and becoming one, for “the life is in the blood” (Lev. 17:11&14). Two are becoming one. 

Both the handshake and the wearing of wedding rings originated from this step. People thought that there was a direct connection between the ring-finger and the heart, and they used to cut away some skin from the fingers of the bride and groom and then hold it together for the blood to intermingle. The scar on the finger would be a sign that the person is married. The wedding-ring   eventually took the place of the scar.

The handshake originated from the two parties pressing their hands together for the blood to intermingle from the cuts in their palms. In ancient cultures handshakes were reserved for blood brothers only.

Step five: Making a scar

Next the covenant-cutters would rub ashes or gunpowder into the place where the scar was made, so that it makes a weal that will remain in the skin. The idea is not for the scar to fade away, but to remain visible for all to see. This visible seal will be there in one’s hand so that others will notice that I have cut a covenant with somebody. When the hand is raised in greeting, the scar can be seen immediately, for the weal will stand out from the surrounding smooth skin. 

People would then be careful how they treat me, for they would not know who I am in covenant with. The scar will show that there is more to me than meets the eye, for if you harm me, you will have to deal with my covenant partner. It also constantly reminds me, as I see my own hand, of my responsibilities to that partner.

Step six: exchanging names

Both the covenanters now take on part of the other one’s name to further establish the idea of the intermingling of lives. So, if John Smith cuts covenant with Thomas Marchant, John would now be John Smith Marchant and Thomas would be Thomas Marchant Smith. This exchanging of names also gives one authority over everything the other one owns.

In Australia, during August 1963, Douglas Lockwood became one of the first white men ever to be seen by some of the aboriginal tribes who live in the Gibson desert. He greeted a man called Anatjari Tjampitjimpa by holding his hand firmly in his own for an extended time. They spoke a few words through a translator, and afterwards, Douglas worked among the tribes to improve their living conditions. Twenty-one years later, in 1984, Lockwood’s son, Kim, went to the same area and met the same man:


Anatjari remembered that first meeting with a white man. “Shook hands,” he said, moving his hands up and down. I made it clear that the man was my father. Anatjari said he had made him a skin brother. He was, therefore, Douglas Lockwood Tjampitjimpa and, as is the way, I am Kim Lockwood Tjangala, the son of a Tjampitjimpa man. [ix]



In Western cultures the shaking of hands is an everyday and common occurrence with very little meaning attached to it, but to a man of an ancient culture it was seen as a step in cutting covenant and the changing of names went together with it.

––––––––
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Step seven: Reciting covenant terms

The covenant terms consist of blessings for keeping the covenant and curses on the partner who would break it. The idea of serving one another unto death is articulated by the partners as they confess to each other: “All my assets are yours: all my money, my property and possessions belong to both of us jointly.  If you need any of it, you can just come and get it.  What is mine is yours and what is yours is mine.  However, you also get all my liabilities. When I die, all my children become yours by adoption and you are responsible for my family.  If ever I am in financial trouble, I will be knocking on your door.” 

In order for the other party to keep the covenant, the most horrible curses are then pronounced on him if he should dare to break the covenant: diseases, accidents and curses, even on future generations.  

A study of Deuteronomy 28 will reveal the blessings which were pronounced by God if Israel would be obedient to the conditions of the covenant, and curses for breaking it.

Step eight: Eating a covenant meal

From the earliest times the covenant meal has consisted of bread and wine. This memorial meal completes the covenant union. Instead of eating the other person’s flesh and drinking his blood, the partners have bread and wine. Genesis 49:11 describes the wine as the blood of the grape. Therefore, the blood of the grape is substituted for the person’s blood and bread for their flesh. As they partake of it, they confess that they are now one, part of each other, for the bread and the wine have symbolically taken the place of the covenanters’ own flesh and blood. Let me re-emphasise eating of each other’s flesh (or an animal’s raw flesh) and drinking of blood during this ceremony is strictly forbidden by Scripture (Lev. 17:11&14). 

Nowadays, during the marriage ceremony, the bride and groom often feed each other a piece of the wedding cake and some champagne: this originated from covenant proceedings. In fact, the whole wedding ceremony illustrates many of the covenant steps: the interchanging of rings, the exchanging of names and sharing of assets, even the declaring of the marriage vow itself (“until death us do part”), shows that this is a covenant that is being cut between husband and wife, not just a contract, and it is not to be broken.

We find an excellent illustration of the covenant meal described for us by Jerry and Sarah Kambites who returned from America to her homeland, Uganda, with their son, John. The two males wanted to be accepted into one of the clans, the Ngo or Leopard people. However, they first had to change their own personal names to Kintu (for Jerry) and Kavuma (for John).


A gourd of frothing warm banana beer made it official.  “It’s done!,” the first elder said. We were proper Baganda now.”[x]



Notice what was required for them to become “proper Baganda:” they had to change their names and have a covenant meal (the banana beer) to seal it.

This was an official covenanting ceremony, even though we, Westerners, do not recognise it as such. When covenanters partake of the covenant meal, it represent the covenant partner’s flesh, and they are symbolically saying: “You are now in me, and I am in you. We have become one person in two bodies and, as such, have a new nature.”

Step nine: A covenant memorial

As the last step of the covenant-cutting a memorial would normally be erected to remember the covenant by. This could take the form of the stacking of a cairn of stones to form a monument or simply planting a tree and sprinkling the leaves with the blood of the animal that was slain. 

Just before the Anglo-Boer War in South Africa such a cairn of stones was erected by the Boer forces at Paardekraal, outside Krugersdorp. The members of the Transvaal republic swore that they will fight to gain their victory or die and then each man put a boulder on the pile to serve as a testimony to the vow that was taken there.[xi] 

In Gen.14:13 we read: “Abram the Hebrew... dwelt by the terebinth trees of Mamre the Amorite, brother of Eshcol and brother of Aner; - they were allies with Abram." He lived by the trees that they had planted when they became allies or blood brothers, and the trees were planted to remind them of that vow. Anyone who came there could see from the blood sprinkled trees that Abram was in covenant with somebody.

Well, that completes the nine steps of the covenant-cutting process. From now on these people would be known as friends, blood brothers, or allies. As I’ve said before, not all these steps were always rigidly stuck to, but they would go through some of them, according to their customs and traditions. However, the letting of blood and reciting of terms were normally accepted as an integral part of covenant-cutting.

A new relationship would exist between the two covenant-partners from now on. The Hebrew word for this relationship is checed or hesed (pronounced kheh-sed).[xii] The primary meaning of this word is “to bow my neck in service, to be kind,” for they would now look for ways to serve one another, accepting responsibility for the other’s well-being and giving away the rights to one’s own life. 


Hesed is difficult to translate. No single word in English captures its meanings. Translators use words like "kindness," "loving-kindness," "mercy," "loyalty." Perhaps "loyal love" is close. Hesed is one of the richest, most powerful words in the Old Testament. It reflects the loyal love that people committed to the God of the Bible should have for one another. It is not a "mood." Hesed is not primarily something people "feel."  It is something people DO for other people who have no claim on them.[xiii]



In the Authorised Version of the Bible (the OKJV) the word hesed is normally translated as “lovingkindness” or “mercy.” In the past we have always thought that the phrase, “God’s mercy,” meant that God felt sorry for people. However, the truth is that mercy expressed the idea that God had a covenant with the people, and He was acting towards them in hesed! R. C. Sproul says:


There may be no more significant Old Testament description of how God relates to His people than this Hebrew word hesed. I argue that the best translation of this term would be “loyal love.” God loves His people genuinely, immutably, loyally.[xiv]



I like the translation of “loyal love” or “covenant-love” for that is exactly how God deals with us: He loves us with a loyal love, a love that is bound by covenant. God is love and He acts toward us in love. Hesed is not a love based on feelings, but it is a love by choice. God chose to love us before we were even created, and His love never fails. He loves us genuinely and absolutely with an unchangeable loyal love. 

The word always pre-supposes the cutting of a covenant and the acting of both parties in hesed towards each other. It means that I carry goodwill toward my blood brother in the forefront of my mind, thinking of ways that I can bless him. It should always be a blessing to do so, and not a burden.

We will return to this word towards the end of the book, but for now, let us keep it in the forefront of our minds as we deal with the subject of covenant-cutting. 

So, we have gone through the steps of cutting a covenant and seen what a covenant means, but the question still remains: “Where did the covenant-idea originate?” We will look into that in one of the following chapters, but first we must return to David and Jonathan....
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CHAPTER TWO:
DAVID, JONATHAN & MEPHIBOSETH
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David and Jonathan now found themselves in this new relationship of hesed, because, if you remember correctly, they had cut covenant with each other in 1 Samuel 18:1-4:


And it was so, when he had finished speaking to Saul, that the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul... Then Jonathan and David made a covenant...



As I have stated before: this had nothing whatsoever to do with homosexual love: it was a covenant of strong friendship, where two people loved each other as brothers do. The Arabs have a saying: “Blood is thicker than milk,” meaning that you may love your own flesh-and-blood brother, who shared your mother’s milk with you dearly, but a blood brother is closer than a brother of the flesh. 

In 1 Samuel 20:42 we read that David and Jonathan included their descendants in this covenant. However, Saul, Jonathan’s father, was consumed with jealousy towards David and wanted to kill him. Jonathan was always trying to protect David, sometimes even risking his own life to do so. Saul was spreading lies, telling his own family to look out, because, he said, David wanted to be king desperately and would come and kill them in their beds.

Mephibosheth

Saul was, in fact, so consumed with hatred for David that he had neglected the running and defence of his kingdom in order to kill David. It had become an all-consuming passion, and, in the end, it cost him his life. In the last chapter of first Samuel, we find Saul and Jonathan desperately fighting against the Philistines and being killed on the battlefield.  Then we read in 2 Samuel 4:4:


Jonathan, Saul’s son, had a son who was lame in his feet. He was five years old when the news about Saul and Jonathan came from Jezreel; and his nurse took him up and fled. And it happened, as she made haste to flee, that he fell and became lame.  So his name was Mephiboseth. 



The name “Mephiboseth” means “a thing of shame.” Why was this boy given this name? The reason is right here in this verse. The news that came from Jezreel was that Saul and Jonathan had both been killed in battle. By this time Saul’s entire household, excluding Jonathan, believed that David was out to kill them. The nursemaid was no exception and, in her fear and haste to flee from David, she dropped the baby. His legs broke and he became lame. They then named him Mephiboseth because of the shameful thing that had happened to him: fear literally had crippled him. There is a lesson here for all of us: If you allow fear to take possession of you, it will cripple you!

Life at Lo Debar

Mephiboseth was taken to a place out in the desert, called Lo Debar (meaning “a dry place or “pastureless”), where he lived with his uncle Machir and, as he grew up, he kept on believing that David would kill him if he could only find him. Mephiboseth did not know that he was actually in covenant with the king.  

David was indeed crowned king, because that was God’s will for him, for he was already anointed by Samuel while Saul was still king (1 Sam.16). Anointed, but not yet appointed, he did not start an uprising: he merely waited until the people themselves selected him as their king (2 Sam.2-5). In fact, if he wanted to, he could have killed Saul a couple of times himself (1 Sam. 24-26), but he did not do so.

Ruling as king now, he finishes the war against the Philistines and other warring tribes who wanted to conquer Israel, but then something starts nagging at the back of his mind: what about the promise he had made that he would look after Jonathan’s offspring? Are there still any of Jonathan’s descendants left? He starts asking around, and Ziba, who used to be a servant in Saul’s household, tells him that Mephiboseth is “...in the house of Machir... in Lo Debar.” Then David sent soldiers “and brought him out of the house of Machir...” (2 Sam. 9:10&11).

Imagine, if you will, this boy, Mephiboseth: crippled for life and fearing that king David would find out about him, hiding away in a hovel in the desert. One day he looks out of his window and sees a little cloud of dust in the distance.  Immediately his fears rise up: could it be that the king has found out where he is hiding?  Are those the king’s soldiers? Is today that dreaded day that he has been worrying about all his life? 

The dust cloud gets bigger and bigger, and his worst fears come true: the king’s men arrive at his house, knock on his door and abruptly tell him that the king wishes to see him. Imagine his fear and anxiety all the way to Jerusalem!  

He arrives at the palace and what does he do? In utter fear he prostrates himself in front of David and begs for his life. 


So David said to him, “Do not fear, for I will show you kindness or Jonathan your father’s sake, and will restore to you all the land of Saul your grandfather, and you shall eat at my table continually.    (2 Sam.9:7)



The word “kindness” is hesed in Hebrew. Mephiboseth cannot understand this (verse 8): does the king not know about the bad jokes and the lies that he had told about him? How can he possibly be so good to him?  Is this not David, the dreaded tyrant, whom Saul had told him about? But wait, maybe the king is just playing a cruel game with him to see what he will do! He asks for an explanation, calling himself a “dead dog,” but David simply ignores all of this, virtually saying: “Nothing you do can earn the blessings that I will bestow on you. I am doing it for Jonathan’s sake, because I cut covenant with him.” 


“As for Mephiboseth,” said the king, “he shall eat at my table and be like one of the king’s sons.”  (2 Sam. 9:11b) 





A true picture or type

In 1 Corinthians 10: 6&11 we are told that “these things became our examples...”  The things referred to are the things that happened to Israel in the Old Testament, especially when they were in the desert, but it also includes the perfect types or pictures that we find throughout the Old Testament. Here, we have a type of the believer at salvation: we must of necessity pause a little to reflect upon it.

Saul was a type of the world’s system, filled with hate and lies about God. Machir and Lo Debar represent the dry places of the world: they are pastureless, but even so, before salvation we used to run there, trying to find solace for our hurting souls. We even think it is fun to partake of that dryness, not knowing the quenching qualities of the true waters of life that we can only get at the foot of the Cross.[xv] We joke about God and tell untrue stories about him, such as: “God is out to get you!” In an American sitcom about three ladies, the one would always tell the others “God will get you for that!”, if she wanted to tell them they are doing something silly. The truth is that God (like David) is not out to “get” you, but to bless you with His covenant-love. If He wanted to “get” you, He would have “gotten” you long ago.

David, in this story, is a type of God, the Father, who loves the world and the sinner, but they are scared of him and keep hiding away, thinking that God cannot find them and that He does not know where they are.

Years ago, at my house in South Africa, I bought a birdbath and filled it with water and food for the birds. As I stood in our house, behind the curtains of the French doors, I watched the birds enjoying themselves. However, if I moved the curtain away and the birds saw me, they would immediately fly away! Why do they not understand: I bought the birdbath and the food for them; I provide the water they drink and the food they eat: I want them to have it, to enjoy it, but I would dearly love for them to come and sit on my shoulders or hands, so I can enjoy their presence. Why are they so scared of me?

Then God said to me: “Now you understand just a little bit of how My Father-heart feels. I created the earth and the fullness thereof for man to have. I love them to be enjoying it. I even sent My Son to pay for their wrongdoings with His own precious Blood: yet they are scared of me! Even when I wanted to live in the midst of My people, Israel, in the Tabernacle, it had to be behind a curtain, because of their fear of Me. Go and tell them that I love them and want them to come to Me, to love Me as their Daddy, their Provider. Tell them not to run away from Me, but to run to Me! I want to bless them with My hesed!”

My dear friend, God is not out to “get” you: if He wanted to do that, nobody would be alive on the earth today, for there is nowhere to hide from Him! Stop trying to hide from God: do not run from Him, run to Him: He wants to bless you! 

Let us continue further with our types in this part of the Bible: Jonathan is in Saul’s family, but he does not quite seem to belong there. He does not believe the lies about David, he tries to tell his family the truth about him, but they won’t listen and even try to kill him. This is a type of Jesus, who came to earth, became part of the family of man, but did not partake of all the lies and hate of the world. In the end, they killed Him because He loved God.

Mephiboseth is a type of you and I, my friend, before salvation. We go to those dry places, believing the lies of the world that God is out to punish us. We are unaware that we are in covenant with the King because of the covenant our own Jonathan, Jesus Christ Himself, had cut for us, and that we can actually come and sit at the King’s table (Ps.23).

At repentance

When we get saved, we prostrate ourselves at the King’s feet, knowing that we deserve death for all the wrong things we have done, all the lies that we have told, the blasphemous jokes! However, He does not even mention it, He merely forgives us and blesses us for the sake of our Jonathan: Jesus, who has already cut covenant on our behalf. 

When we ask for an explanation, the Father says: “Nothing that you can do can earn the blessings I will bestow on you. I will forgive you and restore you to a better place than that which Adam had, because you have accepted Jesus as your Covenant Head and Saviour. See, I have inscribed you on the palms of My hands (Is.49:16): I will give you a robe of righteousness for those filthy desert rags that you are wearing (2 Cor.5:21); I will remember your sins and iniquities no more (Heb.8:12), and you can come and dine at My table eternally (Ps.23).”

We can now live in a hesed relationship with God because of the covenant that Jesus cut, but He leaves the choice up to us. Like Mephiboseth, we can run away to dry places and try to hide from God, or we can accept the covenant that has already been cut on our behalf. 

We do not have to go through the cutting of the covenant again, because Jesus, as our covenant-head, already included us in it, just like Mephiboseth was included in the covenant between Jonathan and David. However, Mephiboseth had to make the choice and so must we!

Make the right choice today, my friend: accept the terms of the covenant that was cut on your behalf and be seated at the King’s banqueting table! He loves you with a loyal love and wants to see you at there, enjoying His hesed!

Seated at the table

As Mephiboseth sat at the table with the other princes, some of them probably became fed-up with him from time to time and said: “You little desert rat, what are you doing here? You have no right at this table, go back to where you belong!”

Mephiboseth would feel terrible: did he misunderstand the king? Should he rather go back to his hovel? However, at that moment, David might just reach out for the salt and, as he opens his hand, Mephiboseth sees the scar that was left there when he cut covenant with Jonathan.

“I know that I do not deserve to be here because of the things that I have said and done,” Mephiboseth would say, “and nothing that I can do can ever earn this position, but that scar on the king’s hand gives me the reason to be here. It was cut on my behalf, and it gives me the right and the privilege to sit at the king’s table.”

Why am I telling you this, my friend? Because, after you have made Jesus the Lord of your life, the devil will still come and point you back to your previous life, telling you that you do not deserve to be seated at the King’s table; that you should go back to the desert where you belong. 

When he does so, do not try to defend yourself: point at Jesus’ scars and tell him that those scars are there because Jesus cut the covenant on your behalf, and THAT gives you the right to be there. Nothing you can do or say can earn that position, only the scars that He carries from the crucifixion can!

You do not have to listen to the devil’s lies anymore: Galatians 4:5&6 says we can now enter into His presence and call Him “Abba, Father!”

If you have not yet entered into that covenant, then now is the time to do so. Simply say:


“Father God, I come to You in Jesus’ Name. I have been hiding away from You for too long, I want to come and sit at Your table; I want to be one of Your children. Please forgive the sins that I have committed against you and my fellowman, in Jesus’s name. Let it be under His precious Blood. 

I now accept Jesus as my Covenant Head and Saviour and promise to follow Him from this day forward. Thank you, Father, that Jesus is the Son of God, who died in my place; who was raised and is now seated at Your right hand. 

Thank you that, because of what He did, I can partake of the water of life freely. I am now your child, washed by the Blood of the Lamb, born-again and set free from the contamination of the world. 



In Jesus’ name,

Amen.
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CHAPTER THREE:
THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT
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Even though we are going to go through all the covenants that God made with man a little later on in the correct order and the Abrahamic Covenant is not the first covenant God cut with man, I want at this time to spend some time with the patriarch Abraham, because here we can see how he went through all the steps of cutting covenant and, after all, he is labelled as the father of the faithful (Rom.4:1,11,12). We will deal with this covenant again later when we put all the covenants that God made with man in the correct order, but for now, we want to single it out to show the importance of covenant in the Bible.

Life in Ur of the Chaldees

In order to understand Abraham (or Abram as he is called at the beginning of our story), we have to understand the mindset of a man in the Middle-East about 500 years after the Flood. Abram’s family lived in Ur of the Chaldees, which was located in Babylon, between the Tigris and the Euphrates rivers. It was a cultural country, sophisticated, but pagan. Excavations showed that they had chapels for worship, scattered throughout the residential areas, as well as school buildings. The clay books that were dug up show that they taught “the three R’s:” reading, (w)riting and arithmetic, as well as grammar and history. Archaeology also indicates that a moon-god was worshipped here, confirming what the Bible tells us in Joshua 24:2: 


Terah, the father of Abraham and the father of Nahor, dwelt on the other side of the River in old times; and they served other gods. 



Ur was a city dedicated to the moon-god, Sin. The people believed that gods were in charge of certain cities and here, at Ur, this moon-god reigned. That meant that if you were in the city, you belonged to him. At night all the people would come out of their houses and worship him. This must have included Abram and his family.

Leaving Ur

Against this background God appears to Abram and tells him to leave Ur. When we read Genesis 11&12, it seems that God only spoke to Abram in Haran, after Terah had died, but in Stephen’s address in Acts 7:2, he tells the people that God had, in fact, spoken to Abram “in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Haran.” When the Lord spoke to Abram in Ur, He gave him very specific instructions: 


Get out of your country, from your kindred and from your father’s house, to a land that I will show you. I will make you a great nation; I will bless you and make your name great; and you shall be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and I will curse him who curses you; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.  (Gen 12: 1-3)



It was a tremendous act of faith for Abram to leave Ur. At that time people believed that gods were over a city, or a couple of cities, but out there in the desert, nobody knew how your particular god would behave. So, you would put your gods (the idols that you worshipped) in your saddle-bags and hot-foot it across the sands to the next city where your gods were in charge, hoping to make it in one piece. 

In contrast to these beliefs, Abram tells these people: “I worship the God that is everywhere!” They were amazed: to them, no god could be everywhere! At best a god would be over a few cities, but everywhere? Never! They thought that Abram had lost his marbles and they called him “the one who crossed over,” or “the Hebrew.” So, Abram shows great faith in believing God and leaving Ur without knowing where he is going. After all, God said he must go “to a land that I will show you.” (Gen.12:1).
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