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Abstract

The concept of the covenant, understood as a sacred and binding pact between humans and the divine, constitutes a core
theme in ancient Near Eastern civilizations and the Abrahamic traditions. This study adopts an analytical and comparative
approach to trace the historical and conceptual evolution of covenant from Mesopotamian cultures—especially Sumer,
Akkad, Babylon, and Assyria—to the Hebrew Bible. In Mesopotamia, covenants largely functioned as bilateral
agreements that simultaneously served political, legal, and religious purposes, stabilizing royal authority and social order
through oath, sacrifice, and sanction. By contrast, in the Hebrew tradition, the covenant gradually emerges as a divine
initiative in which God defines the terms, grants promises, and demands loyalty. Through close textual analysis of royal
treaties, legal codes, and biblical narratives such as the Noahic, Abrahamic, Sinaitic, and Davidic covenants, the study
demonstrates that covenant moves from a tool of royal legitimation into a theological and ethical doctrine at the heart of
Israelite identity. This conceptual shift reshapes the understanding of law, history, and collective destiny, and provides a
key bridge between ancient political theology and the later Abrahamic discourse on justice, salvation, and divine
sovereignty.
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Introduction

Ancient Near Eastern civilizations, particularly Mesopotamia, not only pioneered complex social and political structures
but also articulated foundational religious and ethical concepts, among which the covenant occupies a central place. In
Mesopotamian contexts such as Sumer, Akkad, Babylon, and Assyria, covenants are primarily deployed as bilateral
contracts that intertwine legal, political, and cultic dimensions, securing loyalty, royal legitimacy, and social order. In the
Hebrew Bible, however, covenant is gradually reconfigured as a divine and often unilateral pact by which God shapes the
religious and collective identity of Israel.
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The central problem addressed in this study is how the notion of covenant evolves from a legal—political instrument
in Mesopotamia into a theological and identity-bearing doctrine in the Hebrew tradition, and what implications this
transformation has for understanding law, theology, and communal self-definition. Existing scholarship has examined
covenant in Mesopotamian treaties and in biblical texts, yet few studies have systematically traced the conceptual
transition across these two spheres from a comparative perspective, especially in Persian-language research.

Accordingly, the study asks: (1) What are the structures and functions of covenants in Sumerian, Akkadian,
Babylonian, and Assyrian sources, and how do they bind together legal, religious, and political orders? (2) How do key
covenant narratives—Noah, Abraham, Sinai, and David—in the Hebrew Bible reshape the understanding of God, law,
and peoplehood? (3) In what way does the shift from bilateral contract to unilateral divine covenant contribute to the
formation of Israelite theological and ethical identity?

Materials and Methods

This study employs a qualitative, analytical-comparative methodology grounded in close reading of selected historical
and religious texts from ancient Mesopotamia and the Hebrew Bible. The Mesopotamian corpus includes royal treaties,
legal codes, and monumental inscriptions from Sumer, Akkad, Babylon, and Assyria, with particular attention to loyalty
oaths such as the Esarhaddon treaties and related Assyrian texts. These sources are examined to identify the legal
formulas, ritual practices, and political functions that structure covenants as bilateral agreements between kings, subjects,
and deities.

On the Hebrew side, the study focuses on paradigmatic covenant narratives—the Noahic, Abrahamic, Sinaitic, and
Davidic covenants—and their reception in prophetic literature. Through textual analysis of these passages, the research
traces how covenant is reframed as a divine initiative that organizes law, worship, and collective memory. Comparative
analysis then brings the two bodies of texts into dialogue, highlighting both continuities, such as shared oath and sacrifice
motifs, and crucial discontinuities, such as the shift from royal legitimation to ethical-theological identity.

The theoretical framework draws on previous studies in legal history and biblical theology while reinterpreting their
findings in a unified trajectory from Mesopotamian political theology to Israelite covenant theology. This design allows the
study to move beyond descriptive comparison and to offer an integrated account of conceptual transformation over time.

Research Findings

The analysis of Mesopotamian sources shows that covenants function as highly formalized bilateral agreements, marked
by oath formulas, sacrificial rites, and explicit curses, designed to secure loyalty to the king and uphold a divinely
sanctioned social order. Legal, political, and religious dimensions are tightly interwoven, so that breaking the covenant
simultaneously constitutes a legal offense, a political rebellion, and a cultic transgression.

In the Hebrew Bible, key covenant narratives reveal a progressive reorientation of the concept toward a divine
initiative. The Noahic covenant universalizes the relationship between God and creation as an unconditional promise; the
Abrahamic covenant introduces election and land as the basis of Israel’s identity; the Sinaitic covenant establishes a
conditional framework centered on Torah and collective responsibility; and the Davidic covenant links kingship to
eschatological hope and messianic expectation.

Comparative reading demonstrates that while biblical covenants retain certain formal and ritual features known from
ancient Near Eastern treaty traditions, their core focus shifts from legitimizing royal power to defining the theological
and ethical vocation of a people. As a result, covenant moves from a primarily juridical—political instrument to a
comprehensive doctrinal axis that binds together law, worship, history, and identity in the Israelite tradition.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

The findings clarify that the covenant concept undergoes a significant conceptual and theological shift between ancient
Mesopotamia and the Hebrew Bible. In Mesopotamia, covenant primarily undergirds royal authority and state order,
embedding law and politics within a sacral framework, yet remaining fundamentally a bilateral and conditional contract.
In the Hebrew tradition, covenant is reinterpreted as a divine initiative that not only structures Israel’s legal and cultic life
but also grounds its historical memory and communal self-understanding.

This transition challenges purely legal or purely political readings of covenant and highlights its role as a bridge
between political theology and religious identity in the wider Abrahamic discourse. By integrating Mesopotamian treaty
forms with biblical covenant narratives, the study shows that the Hebrew Bible simultaneously appropriates and
transforms Near Eastern political-legal patterns, redirecting them toward theological themes of grace, justice, judgment,
and salvation.

In the context of Persian-language scholarship, the study fills a notable gap by offering a systematic, historically
oriented comparison that traces the conceptual movement from royal contract to divine covenant. Future research could
extend this trajectory by examining how later Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions further reinterpret covenant in
relation to prophecy, law, and eschatology, thereby expanding the map of ancient and classical political theology.
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