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CHAPTER IO

The Abrabamic

Covenant

IN THE BIBLE, ABRAHAM IS THE FIRST INDIVIDUAL after Noah's
Flood whose story is told because he is the first one after Noah to
enter into a covenant with God. Covenants are sacred agreements
between individuals or groups and God. Since the first five books of
the Bible are concerned with the covenant between God and Israel,
those books focus on individuals who are part of the covenant.

The section of the Book of Abraham dealing with his covenant is
one of the most mentioned and discussed parts of the Book of Abra-
ham. In the Bible, Abraham is promised land and posterity. In the
Book of Abraham, Abraham is promised posterity, but the promise
of land is deferred to his posterity. Abraham will be “a minister to
bear [the Lord’s] name in a strange land,” but he will not be given that
land. Instead, God “will give [it] unto [his] seed after [him] for an
everlasting possession, when they hearken to [God's] voice” (Abra-

ham 2:6). Additionally, Abraham is promised the right to “bear
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A SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ARTIST'S DEPICTION OF GOD ESTABLISH-

ING HIS COVENANT WITH ABRAHAM. GOD, WHOM THE ARTIST SAW AS
INCORPOREAL, IS DEPICTED BY USING THE NAME OF Gop IN HEBREwW.
UNFORTUNATELY, THE ARTIST HAS TAKEN EVERY HEBREW LETTER
AND REPLACED IT WITH A DIFFERENT BUT SIMILAR LOOKING LET-
TER. AS A RESULT, HE HAS WRITTEN dihdah, WHICH DOES NOT MEAN
ANYTHING. THE LATIN INSCRIPTION READS, “THIS IS MY COVENANT:
EVERY MALE SHALL BE CIRCUMCIZED.” COURTESY OF WENCESLAUS

Hovrrar (PuBLic poMAIN), WikiMEDIA COMMONS.

this ministry and Priesthood unto all nations” (Abraham 2:9) and
that “this right shall continue in [him],” as well as “in [his] seed after
[him]” (Abraham 2:11).

Abraham’s covenant, as recorded in the Book of Abraham, has
several features that appear in other covenants and treaties of the
ancient world. Treaties and covenants in Abraham'’s day typically

have a preamble or title, stipulations, an oath or other solemn cere-
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mony, and, more rarely, curses conditional on violation of the cove-
nant. Surprisingly, curses for violation of covenants are rare in writ-
ten records of covenants at this time because they were extensively
discussed and negotiated before the covenant ceremonies. The cove-
nant in the Book of Abraham follows the pattern for Abraham’s day

and thus can be divided into sections that show this structure:

SOLEMN CEREMONY

But I, Abraham, and Lot, my brothet’s son, prayed unto

the Lord, and the Lord appeared unto me, and said unto me:

PREAMBLE

Arise, and take Lot with thee; for I have purposed to
take thee away out of Haran, and to make of thee a minister
to bear my name in a strange land which I will give unto thy
seed after thee for an everlasting possession, when they hear-
ken to my voice.

For Iam the Lord thy God;

I dwell in heaven;

the earth is my footstool;

I stretch my hand over the sea, and it obeys my voice;

I cause the wind and the fire to be my chariot;

I say to the mountains—Depart hence—and behold,
they are taken away by a whirlwind, in an instant, suddenly.

My name is Jehovah,

and I know the end from the beginning;

therefore my hand shall be over thee.
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STIPULATIONS

And I will make of thee a great nation,

and I will bless thee above measure,

and make thy name great among all nations,

and thou shalt be a blessing unto thy seed after thee,

that in their hands they shall bear this ministry and
Priesthood unto all nations;

And I will bless them through thy name;

for as many as receive this Gospel shall be called after
thy name,

and shall be accounted thy seed,

and shall rise up and bless thee, as their father;

And I will bless them that bless thee,

and curse them that curse thee;

and in thee (that is, in thy Priesthood) and in thy seed
(that is, thy Priesthood), for I give unto thee a promise that
this right shall continue in thee, and in thy seed after thee
(that is to say, the literal seed, or the seed of the body) shall
all the families of the earth be blessed, even with the blessings

of the Gospel, which are the blessings of salvation, even of

life eternal. (Abraham 2:6-11)

Treaties and covenants after Abraham’s day—in the late second
millennium (including the time of Moses)—have a more complex
structure. They typically have a preamble, a historical prologue, stip-
ulations, sometimes oaths, witnesses to the agreement, and blessings
and curses conditional on keeping or breaking the covenant. They
have a different form than those of Abraham'’s day.

By the time of the first millennium (from about the time of David

to the time of Josiah), the form of treaties and covenants was once
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again simplified. They typically have a preamble, witnesses, stipula-
tions, and curses for disobedience.

So the covenant in the Book of Abraham follows the pattern of
treaties and covenants in his day and not the pattern of later times.
The covenant pattern is thus an indication that the text dates to
Abraham's day.

A couple of features of Abraham’s covenant are clarified when
compared to practices from Abraham’s day. First, covenants were
typically made between specific individuals. An individual’s poster-
ity would have to renew that covenant on an individual basis. God
specifically includes Abraham'’s posterity in the covenant, but though
“this right shall continue in thee, and in thy seed after thee” (Abra-
ham 2:11), each individual of a successive generation needs to renew
the covenant for himself or herself.

Second, agreements concerning land carried different connota-
tions than they did later. Owning a settlement meant that the owner
had to supply service and labor to his lord and had to take care of
the settlement, sustaining it with food if necessary but receiving the
fruits of its labor. Possession could be either revocable, in which case
the owner owned them only as long as he did obeisance to his lord,
or irrevocable, in which case the owner could pass them down as an
inheritance to his posterity. The Book of Abraham'’s covenant of the
land touches on both of these types of ownership: the Lord gives the
land “unto [Abraham’s] seed after thee for an everlasting possession,”
but this is effective only “when they hearken to [the Lord’s] voice”
(Abraham 2:6).

Latter-day Saints appropriately focus more on the content than
on the ancient form of the covenant. They see themselves as descen-
dants of Abraham (whether literally or by adoption) and thus as
participants in that covenant. As partakers of that covenant, they see

themselves as having the obligation to bless “all the families of the
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earth ... with the blessings of the Gospel” (Abraham 2:11) by sharing
the gospel with others so that they too can be part of the covenant.
The next thing that God teaches Abraham after the covenantisa

revelation on astronomy.
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