ENCOUNTERING THE EUCHARIST FROM GENESIS TO REVELATION

SESSION 3:

The Eucharist as Covenant:
The Sacrament of the New Testament
Joshua Burks

1.

THE BIBLICAL THEME OF COVENANT IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

1.1.

What is a Covenant?
Scott Hahn defines a covenant as “[a] kinship bond between two parties, with conditions
or obligations, established by an oath or its equivalent.” Expanding on this he adds, “This
kinship, or familial, relationship was regulated by conditions and obligations specified
during the covenant-making ceremony, usually consisting of a liturgical rite culminating
in a verbal or ritual oath performed by one or both of the parties of the covenant. It is
incorrect to view a covenant simply as a contract. Generally, a contract involves the
exchange of goods, whereas a covenant involves the exchange of persons.”1

1.2.

1

Examples of Human-Human Covenants in the Old Testament
Abraham and Abimelech

Genesis 21:22-27

Isaac and Abimelech

Genesis 26:26-30

Jacob and Abimelech

Genesis 31:43

Israel and the Gibeonites

Joshua 9:15

Scott Hahn, ed, Catholic Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 2009), 168-169.
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1.3.

David and Jonathan

1 Samuel 18:1-4

Ahab and Ben-hadad

1 Kings 20:34

Jehoiada and the palace guards

2 Kings 11:4

Divine-Human Covenants in the Old Testament
a.

In God’s great recreation project—which began immediately following the fall
(cf. Gen 3:14-24)—he set out to reclaim and renew his people by way of entering
into a covenant relationship with them. God did not see it fitting to chastise
humanity with slave-like submission or punish us with eternal damnation on
account of our fallen state; nor did he desire to accomplish the work of our
salvation from a distance. Rather, the intimate and ever-caring God stooped low
to his fallen people—“I have seen the affliction of my people who are in Egypt,
and have heard their cry because of their taskmasters; I know their sufferings, and
I have come down to deliver them” (Ex 3:7-8)—and invited them to be his
“firstborn son” (4:22) through a covenant bond.

b.

In forging these covenant bonds with humanity, there usually existed a mediator
who stood as a representative of the people in the covenant. John Bergsma writes:
[P]erhaps a king wanted to let a group of foreigners into his “family”
(which basically meant into his kingdom); he would then make a covenant
with them. Usually, one person would step forward to represent the group
with whom the covenant was made . . . . In the Bible, there are a number
of important mediators. The most significant ones are Adam, Noah,
Abraham, Moses, David, and Jesus. Each of them entered into a
covenant with God, and each of them represented a group of people who
entered into God’s covenant through them.2

2

Adam

Genesis 1–2

Noah

Genesis 9:8-13

Abraham

Genesis 12–22

Moses

Exodus 20–24

David

2 Samuel 7

Jesus

Luke 22:14-20

John Bergsma, Bible Basics for Catholics: A New Picture of Salvation History (Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press,
2015), 5-6 (emphasis mine).
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1.4.

The Prominence of Covenant in the Revelation of God in Scripture According to
Benedict XVI
a.

As a means of revelation:
By a long historical tutelage that culminates in the revelation of Christ,
God is adapting the human race to his own ways and preparing humans for
communion with him. . . . This notion of covenant…lies at the heart of
[Pope Benedict XVI’s] Christology and ecclesiology, which is expressed
in his magisterial teaching that the Church is “God’s family,” the living
subject by which “the Father . . . wishes to make humanity a single family
in his Son.”3

b.

As a crescendoing movement that climaxes in Jesus Christ:
In [Pope Benedict XVI’s] view, God’s testament or covenant is “the
central theme of Scripture itself, thus giving a key to the whole of it.”
Covenant provides the narrative structure of Scripture, with the canonical
text unfolding in the sequence of covenants that God makes: with Noah,
with Abraham, with Moses and Israel, and finally with David. The
plurality and interrelatedness of these covenants forms the single “old
covenant,” which points to its fulfillment in the new covenant made by
Jesus Christ.4

2.

THE COVENANT OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

2.1.

The New Testament According to the New Testament

3

a.

The New Testament (the 27 books) was originally written in Greek. In the 4th
century St. Jerome took the Hebrew Old Testament and Greek New Testament
and translated them all into Latin—what came be known as the Vulgate. Since
then, through the labors of many language experts and theologians, Bibles have
been translated into the modern vernacular, making it possible for us to read our
Bibles in English.

b.

Working backwards, then, the English words new testament come from the Latin
novum testamentum, which themselves translate the original Greek, καινὴ
διαθήκη (kainē diathēkē).

Scott W. Hahn, Covenant and Communion: The Biblical Theology of Pope Benedict XVI (Grand Rapids: Brazos
Press, 2009), 116. See also Pope Benedict XVI, Deus Caritas Est, Encyclical Letter on Christian Love (December
25, 2005), 19, 25.
4
Hahn, Covenant and Communion, 117. See also Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Many Religions, One Covenant: Israel,
the Church, and the World, trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1999), 77, 57.
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c.

2.2.

This Greek word διαθήκη (diathēkē) is also translated into English as
“covenant.” Therefore, what we familiarly know as the books of the New
Testament, could also be rendered as the books of the New Covenant.

The New Covenant of Jesus
a.

The Institution of the New Covenant:
The New Covenant of Jesus in Luke 22:19-20 (cf. Matt 26:26-28; Mark 14:22-24)
English
And he took bread, and
when he had given thanks,
he broke it and gave it to
them, saying, “This is my
body, which is given for
you. Do this in remembrance
of me.” 20 And likewise the
cup after they had eaten,
saying, “This cup that is
poured out for you is the
new covenant in my blood.”
19

b.

Greek
καὶ λαβὼν ἄρτον
εὐχαριστήσας ἔκλασεν
καὶ ἔδωκεν αὐτοῖς λέγων·
Τοῦτό ἐστιν τὸ σῶμά μου
[τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν διδόμενον·
τοῦτο ποιεῖτε εἰς τὴν ἐμὴν
ἀνάμνησιν. 20 καὶ τὸ
ποτήριον ὡσαύτως μετὰ
τὸ δειπνῆσαι, λέγων·
Τοῦτο τὸ ποτήριον ἡ
καινὴ διαθήκη ἐν τῷ
αἵματί μου, τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν
ἐκχυννόμενον
19

Latin
Et accepto pane gratias
egit, et fregit, et dedit eis,
dicens: Hoc est corpus
meum, quod pro vobis
datur: hoc facite in meam
commemorationem.
20
Similiter et calicem,
postquam cœnavit, dicens:
Hic est calix novum
testamentum in sanguine
meo, qui pro vobis
fundetur.
19

The New Testament Existed before the New Testament
According to Christ himself, the new testament was not the commissioning of 27
divinely inspired writings. Rather, the new testament would be his very body and
blood given as a memorial sacrifice! Thus, Hahn concludes: “The New Testament
was a sacrament at least a generation before it was a document. We learn this
from the document itself.”5 Otherwise put, the new testament was a sacrament
before it was a document, according to the document.

c.

5

But what about the Old Covenant?

Scott Hahn, Consuming the Word: The New Testament and the Eucharist in the Early Church (New York: Image,
2013), 40.
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3.

THE PEOPLE OF THE NEW COVENANT: THE EUCHARIST AS SOURCE AND
SUMMIT

3.1.

The Covenant Relationship Shapes the Covenant People

3.2.

The Eucharist (the New Covenant) Shapes the Church (the Covenant People)
a.

The New Covenant is Healing or Salvific

b.

The New Covenant is Sacrificial

c.

The New Covenant is Relational

