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Covenant: From the Old to the New
1. The Biblical Concept of Covenant

A covenant (berith in Hebrew, diatheké in Greek) is a sacred, binding agreement between God and
His people. It establishes a relationship based on divine promises and human obligations.

Covenants in Scripture are often sealed with blood and involve both blessings and responsibilities.
Major Biblical Covenants:

e Adamic Covenant (Genesis 2-3): The original relationship between God and humanity,

disrupted by sin.

e Noahic Covenant (Genesis 9:8-17): God promises never to destroy the earth by flood

again.

e Abrahamic Covenant (Genesis 12, 15, 17): God promises Abraham land, descendants,

and that all nations will be blessed through him.

e Mosaic (Old) Covenant (Exodus 19-24): God gives Israel the Law at Sinai, establishing

a conditional covenant based on obedience.
e Davidic Covenant (2 Samuel 7): God promises David an eternal throne, fulfilled in Christ.

e New Covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34): A covenant of grace, written on the hearts of

believers, fulfilled in Christ.
2. The Old Covenant

The Old Covenant, established at Mount Sinai, was a conditional agreement between God and

Israel. It included:

e The Law (Torah): The Ten Commandments and other statutes governing worship,

morality, and social life.

e The Priesthood: The Levitical priesthood, descended from Aaron, was responsible for

offering sacrifices and mediating between God and Israel.



e The Sacrificial System: Animal sacrifices were required for atonement, but they were

temporary and imperfect (Hebrews 10:1-4).

o Temporal Nature: The Old Covenant anticipated a greater, eternal covenant (Jeremiah

31:31-34).
Limitations of the Old Covenant:
e The Law exposed sin but could not remove it (Romans 3:20).
o The sacrifices had to be repeated and could not fully cleanse sin (Hebrews 10:1-4).
e The priesthood was limited to the tribe of Levi and could not include Gentiles.
3. The Priesthood in the Old Covenant
The Levitical priesthood was central to the Old Covenant. Its duties included:
e Offering sacrifices for sin (Leviticus 1-7).
e Teaching the Law (Deuteronomy 33:10).
e Mediating between God and the people (Numbers 18:1-7).
The High Priest and Yom Kippur:

The High Priest’s most solemn duty was performed on the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur)
(Leviticus 16):

o Entering the Holy of Holies once a year.

o Offering blood sacrifices for the sins of Israel.

e Sprinkling blood on the Mercy Seat of the Ark of the Covenant.

o Sending a scapegoat into the wilderness, symbolically carrying away the people’s sins.
This ritual foreshadowed Christ’s once-for-all sacrifice (Hebrews 9:11-14).
4. Prophecy of a New Covenant

The Old Testament prophets foretold a New Covenant that would surpass the Old:



e Jeremiah 31:31-34: “I will make a new covenant... not like the one I made with their

ancestors.”
o Ezekiel 36:25-27: God promises to give His people a new heart and His Spirit.
e Isaiah 55:3-5: The New Covenant will include all nations.

This New Covenant would not be based on external laws but on inner transformation through the

Holy Spirit.

5. Prophecy of a New Priesthood and Offering

The Old Testament also prophesied:
e A New Priesthood: Not based on the Levites but like Melchizedek’s (Psalm 110:4).
e A New Sacrifice: Offered by Gentiles (Malachi 1:11).

e A Universal Offering: “In every place, incense and a pure offering will be offered to My

name” (Malachi 1:11).
These prophecies are fulfilled in Christ’s priesthood and the Eucharistic sacrifice of the Church.
6. The Inauguration of the New Covenant
The New Covenant was inaugurated by Christ:

o At the Last Supper (Covenant Thursday): Jesus said, “This is My Blood of the New
Covenant, shed for many” (Matthew 26:28).

e On the Cross: Jesus, the true High Priest, offered Himself as the perfect sacrifice (Hebrews

9:11-14).

e The Tearing of the Temple Veil: Symbolized the end of the Old Covenant and direct
access to God (Matthew 27:51).

o His Ascension: He is present at the right hand of his Father as a slain Lamp entering into

the Holies by his own blood. (Hebrews 9)



7. The High Priest and Priests of the New Covenant

e Jesus as the Eternal High Priest: Unlike the Levitical priests, Jesus is a priest forever

after the order of Melchizedek (Hebrews 7:17).

e The Church’s Priesthood: The apostles and their successors (bishops and priests) serve

as ministers of the New Covenant (2 Corinthians 3:6).
8. The Eucharist as the Covenant Meal
The Eucharist is the New Covenant meal, fulfilling the Passover:
e Christ’s Command: “Do this in remembrance of Me” (Luke 22:19).
e The Pure Offering: Fulfills Malachi 1:11°s prophecy of a universal offering.

o Covenant Renewal: At each Eucharist, the covenant community renews its commitment

to Christ.
9. The Orthodox Church as the True Covenant Community
The Orthodox Church maintains the full covenant structure given by Christ:
e Apostolic Succession: Ensures a valid priesthood.
o Liturgical Worship: The biblical model of covenant renewal.
e The Eucharist as the Center of Worship: The fulfillment of Malachi 1:11°s prophecy.
Protestantism’s Break from Covenant Worship:

o Therejection of apostolic succession and liturgical worship disconnects Protestantism from

the biblical covenantal model.
o The infrequent celebration of the Lord’s Supper contradicts covenant theology.
10. Priesthood and Sacrifice:
1. Jesus Christ, Our Great High Priest

o The Epistle to the Hebrews reveals Jesus as our great High Priest, the mediator of

a new covenant (Hebrews 9:15; 12:24). As St. Athanasius notes, Christ’s



priesthood is inseparable from His humanity. He sympathizes with our
weaknesses, having been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin (Hebrews
4:15). This humanity is the “material” of His priesthood, as St. Epiphanius and St.
Ambrose emphasize. On the Cross, Christ offered His wounded humanity as the

perfect sacrifice.

2. The Cross as the Priestly Offering

o

On the Cross, Jesus prayed the psalms of David, uniting the prayers of Israel with
His own. As St. Cyril of Alexandria explains, Christ worshipped as man while
remaining God. His sacrifice on the Cross is not merely a historical event but an
eternal offering, as He now stands in the heavenly Holy of Holies, interceding for

us (Hebrews 7:25).

“Since he put on the form of a servant, he fulfilled the ministry befitting a servant, without

ceasing to be God and Lord Worship is a thing most befitting men, reckoned in the order of a debt

and offered by us to God. Therefore he worshipped as man when he became man, but is ever

worshipped with the Father, since he is God and ever will be God by nature, and true God (In
Joannis Evangelium, LXXXIII, 340, 305).

3. The Heavenly Liturgy

@)

Christ’s ascension brings His sacrifice into eternity. The Old Testament high
priest bore the names of Israel on his shoulders and heart (Exodus 28:12, 29), but
Christ, our eternal High Priest, bears humanity itself before the Father. The
Church’s liturgy participates in this heavenly worship, as we offer our gifts

through Christ, the “Offerer and the Offering.”

4. The Priesthood of All Believers

o

The priesthood entails offering “both gifts and sacrifices” (Hebrews 5:1). Every
baptized Christian is called to share in Christ’s royal priesthood (1 Peter 2:9),
offering their lives as a living sacrifice (Romans 12:1). This priesthood is marked
by compassion, as we bear one another’s burdens and share in each other’s

brokenness.



11. The Perfect High Priest: Hebrews 7:26-28; 8:1-2
1. The Heavenly Sanctuary

o Christ, our High Priest, is seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in
heaven, ministering in the true tent set up by the Lord (Hebrews 8:1-2). This
heavenly sanctuary is the reality foreshadowed by the earthly tabernacle and

temple.
2. The Transformation of Worship

o Inthe New Covenant, the curtain separating the Holy of Holies is torn, and the
royal gates of the altar are opened. The priest no longer enters the Holy of Holies
once a year but offers the bloodless sacrifice of the Eucharist frequently. The bread
and wine, consecrated as the Body and Blood of Christ, replace the animal

sacrifices of the Old Covenant.
The Divine Liturgy

o The liturgy reflects the heavenly worship led by Christ, the eternal High Priest. As
fallible human priests, we strive to emulate Christ’s perfect priesthood, offering

the Eucharist as a foretaste of the heavenly kingdom.
Jesus as the Mediator in the New Testament
1. The Term "Mediator" in Scripture

e Definition of Mediator: In the New Testament, Jesus is referred to as the "Mediator"
(Greek: mesités). This term signifies His role as the intermediary between God and

humanity.

o Intercessor Role: While the noun "intercessor" is not explicitly used in Scripture, the verb
"to make intercession" (entynchanein) is used to describe Jesus' role in pleading, appealing,

or turning to God on behalf of humanity.



2. Key Scripture: I Timothy 2:5

One Mediator Between God and Humanity: The most cited text regarding Jesus as
Mediator is I Timothy 2:5, which states, "For there is one God, and one Mediator between

God and human beings: the man, Christ Jesus."

Emphasis on Jesus' Humanity: The text highlights Jesus as a human being (anthropos),
affirming His full humanity as essential to His role as Mediator. This aligns with the Nicene

Creed, which declares that Jesus became fully human for our salvation.

3. Jesus' Humanity as a Dogma of Christianity

Hypostatic Union: affirmed that Jesus is both fully divine and fully human, possessing the

same human nature as all human beings.

Heresies Compromising Jesus' Humanity: Early Christian heresies often downplayed
Jesus' humanity, but orthodox Christianity firmly maintains that Jesus had to be fully

human to mediate between God and humanity.

4. Mediator in Galatians 3:20

Mediator Between Two Parties: In Galatians 3:20, Paul explains that a mediator is not of
one party but mediates between two. Jesus, as Mediator, bridges the gap between God (who

is one) and humanity.

Connection to Abraham's Seed: Jesus is identified as the singular "seed" of Abraham

through whom all nations are blessed, fulfilling God's promise to Abraham.

5. Jesus as High Priest and Mediator

Priestly Mediation: In the Letter to the Hebrews, Jesus is described as the High Priest
(archiereus) who mediates on behalf of humanity. His priesthood is eternal, unlike the

Levitical priesthood, which was temporary due to the mortality of its priests.

Eternal Intercession: Hebrews 7:25 emphasizes that Jesus lives forever to make

intercession for those who come to God through Him.



6. The Role of Sacrifice in Mediation

e Sacrificial Offering: Jesus' mediation is intrinsically linked to His sacrificial death.
Hebrews 9:15 describes Him as the Mediator of the new covenant, established through His

blood.

o Eternal Redemption: His sacrifice, offered once and for all, provides eternal redemption,

unlike the temporary sacrifices of the Old Testament.
7. Jesus as Paraclete and Advocate

o Paraclete and Mediator: Jesus is also called the Paraklétos (Advocate or Counselor), a
role that complements His function as Mediator. He stands as our defense before God,

pleading on our behalf.

o Intercession in Romans 8:34: Romans 8:34 states that Christ, who died and was raised, is

at the right hand of God, making intercession for us.
8. The Mediator's Eternal Intercession

o Living to Intercede: Hebrews 7:25 and 8:6 highlight that Jesus' mediation is ongoing and

eternal. He continually intercedes for humanity in the heavenly sanctuary.

e Superior to Moses: Jesus' mediation is described as more excellent than that of Moses, as

He mediates a better covenant based on better promises.
9. The Blood of Christ in Mediation

o Blood as the Means of Mediation: Hebrews 9:11-15 emphasizes that Jesus entered the

heavenly Holy of Holies with His own blood, securing eternal redemption for humanity.

e Superior to Animal Sacrifices: The blood of Christ, offered through the eternal Spirit,

cleanses consciences and enables believers to serve the living God.
10. The Saints as Mediators in Christ

o Participation in Christ's Mediation: By being united with Christ through faith, baptism,
and the Holy Spirit, believers also participate in His mediating work. This is the theological

basis for the intercession of the saints.



e Mary as Chief Intercessor: In Eastern Orthodox tradition, Mary, the mother of Jesus, is

revered as the foremost intercessor among the saints.
11. The Holy Spirit as Intercessor

e Spirit's Role in Intercession: Romans 8:26 describes the Holy Spirit as interceding for

believers with "unutterable groanings," aiding them in their weaknesses.

o Trinitarian Mediation: The Holy Spirit mediates between believers and Christ, while

Christ mediates between humanity and God the Father.
12. The Church's Role in Mediation

o Corporate Intercession: The Church, as the body of Christ, is called to intercede for the

world. This includes prayers for enemies, forgiveness, healing, and spiritual growth.

e Liturgical Mediation: In the Divine Liturgy, the Church offers prayers and sacrifices in

Christ's name, participating in His mediating work.
13. The Eternal Nature of Christ's Mediation

e Heavenly Mediation: Jesus' mediation is not confined to His earthly life but continues

eternally in heaven, where He intercedes for humanity before the Father.

e Union with Christ: Believers, through union with Christ, share in His mediating and

intercessory work, both now and in eternity.
14. Conclusion: Jesus as the One Mediator

o Exclusive Role of Christ: Jesus is the one and only Mediator between God and humanity,

as affirmed in I Timothy 2:5. His mediation is unique and irreplaceable.

e Inclusive Participation: While Jesus alone is the Mediator, He invites believers to
participate in His mediating work through prayer, intercession, and sacrificial living. This
reflects the generosity and grace of God, who allows us to share in Christ's redemptive

mission.
13. Conclusion

The transition from the Old Covenant to the New Covenant finds its fulfillment in Christ, who is:



o The Eternal High Priest, offering Himself as the one perfect sacrifice.
e The Mediator of the New Covenant, uniting all nations.
e The Eucharistic Offering, fulfilling the prophecy of a pure sacrifice.

The Orthodox Church, as the New Israel, continues the covenant through apostolic succession,

liturgical worship.
Final Reflection

Holding the Bible does not make one part of the covenant community, any more than holding the

Torah made someone a faithful Israelite. Covenant membership requires:
o Baptism: As covenant initiation.
e The Eucharist: As covenant renewal.
e A Faithful Life: In obedience to Christ’s commandments.

return.



