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ovenant is a word that has dropped out of popular usage in modern times, but the term 
appears more than 300 times in the Bible.1 The concept of a covenant between God and 
humanity is the most significant theological concept in the history of God’s dealings with 

the human race as described in the Bible. God’s covenant relationship with people is the major 
overarching theme in the story of salvation throughout both the Old and New Testaments. God’s 
relationship with humanity contains pointers on how people should relate to each other, especially 
in an intimate or romantic relationship.

C

Covenants were relationships in which two parties made binding promises to each other. As used in 
the Bible, a covenant was a promise or an agreement and it could take the form of a treaty, a league 
or an alliance. Many different relationships in the Bible were confirmed on the basis of a covenant. 
Covenants included pledges between individuals, agreements between former enemies, promises 
between friends, and vows made by partners in marriage. Covenants were made between people, 
between nations, between a king and his subjects, and especially between God and the people on 
earth. Covenants usually had witnesses to confirm the agreement, including the participants’ family,
tribe or courtiers (Ruth 4:11). Sometimes a fixed object such as a stone monument or cairn was 
declared as a witness (Joshua 24:27). God invoked the moon as a witness (Psalm 89:37) while God 
(or another deity) was frequently invoked as the ultimate witness (Genesis 31:48-53).

God’s Covenants
The concept of making a covenant lies at the heart of God’s relationship with the world and has 
been described as the “backbone of the Bible.” 2 Through the covenant with humanity, God bound 
Themselves to the creation in a relationship of care and commitment, and bound creation to 
Themselves in obedient service.3 God is always portrayed as initiating the covenant with human 
beings. The whole Bible story is permeated with and structured by the covenants God made with 
individuals, nations, and even the entire human race. underpin4 

God’s covenants were accompanied by both conditional and unconditional elements. In most cases, 
obligations were mutual—God would bless people on condition of obedience. But some covenants 
had no conditions, for example, God’s promise to save the world from sin. God initiated a covenant 
with the human race, sometimes referred to as an “everlasting covenant,” and invites people into 
that sacred relationship. God’s covenant was reiterated again and again with individuals in different 
times and circumstances down through Biblical history. This is the “new covenant” that includes 
Christians today. The everlasting covenant underpins all of God’s covenants throughout the Bible.

The First Covenant
The first covenant relationship may be implied in the promise of redemption and restoration made 
in the Garden of Eden to Adam and Eve. After they had disobeyed God by eating the forbidden 
fruit, God confronted them to point out the enormity of their act. God made a covenant promise to 
them that pointed forward to Jesus’ victory over the serpent. “And I will put enmity between you 
[the serpent] and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you

1 The Hebrew word berith occurs 284 times in the OT and is translated as covenant, league, treaty, agreement, pledge 
and other similar words. (See Gen 6:18; Gen 17:2; 1 Kings 15:19; 2 Chron 16:3). The Greek word diatheke occurs 
33 times in the NT and is translated as testament, will or covenant. (See Matt 26:28; Heb 7:22; Heb 9:16).

2 Thomas R Schreiner, “Biblical Covenants” https://www.crossway.org/articles/10-things-you-should-know-about-
the-biblical-covenants/

3 On the plurality of God as “Themselves” see Genesis 1:26.
4 Greg Boyd, “God as Covenant Keeper,” https://reknew.org/2017/03/god-covenant-keeper/

https://www.crossway.org/articles/10-things-you-should-know-about-the-biblical-covenants/
https://www.crossway.org/articles/10-things-you-should-know-about-the-biblical-covenants/
https://reknew.org/2017/03/god-covenant-keeper/
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will strike his heel” (Genesis 3:15). Foretold as the ultimate “offspring” of the woman, Jesus’ 
victory over sin would crush the serpent and all he represents.

God gave Adam and Eve clothing made from animal skins to replace the inadequate leaves with 
which they had previously covered themselves. They were to be clothed in God’s righteousness, not
their own feeble attempts at hiding themselves. The sacrifice of the animals involved was the visible
sign of the covenant, pointing forward to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.

God was motivated by the most pure form of unselfish love to initiate the covenant with the world, 
the centrepiece of which is salvation from sin. The plan of salvation through the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ is the outworking of that covenant. Jesus, as the incarnation of God, 
humbled himself to become a human, lived a life of self-less service motivated entirely by love for 
creation, died to pay the debt we owe because of covenant-breaking, and by his resurrection 
demonstrated God’s loving faithfulness as our covenant partner (Romans 5:8).

Covenant with Noah
The first explicit use of the term “covenant” is found in the promise made to Noah and his family 
after the great flood, a promise that applied to all of earth’s inhabitants. God protected Noah and his 
family in a specially prepared boat that was to be their salvation from the terrible destruction  
wreaked on the earth. After their rescue from the flood, God took the initiative to make a promise, 
enshrined in an everlasting covenant. “And God said, “This is the sign of the covenant I am making 
between me and you and every living creature with you, a covenant for all generations to come: I 
have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and the 
earth...  Never again will the waters become a flood to destroy all life. Whenever the rainbow 
appears in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and all 
living creatures of every kind on the earth” (Genesis 9:12-16). 

The rainbow was the visible sign of God’s promises of eternal love and protection. Just as it was a 
sign of God’s covenant love in the time of Noah, the rainbow is still a sign of God’s love to those 
who fly the rainbow flag today.

Covenants in the Bible
Covenants between people were usually trade or military treaties between ancient nations, alliances 
between one king and another, and agreements between individuals. These covenants or agreements
were generally between two parties with mutual obligations to be observed by both sides. Abraham 
made a military alliance with the family of  Mamre the Amorite (Genesis 14:13). Abraham’s son 
Isaac made a peace treaty with Abimilech, the king of the Philistines (Genesis 26:26-30). Isaac’s 
son, Jacob came to a mutual agreement about his wages, wives and possessions with his angry 
father-in-law, and former employer, Laban (Genesis 31:44). Jacob and Laban even erected a stone 
pillar at Mizpah as a visible witness to their agreement. 

Other examples of covenants between people include:
• the promise of protection made to the Canaanite tribe of Gibeon by Joshua, the Israelite 

leader who replaced Moses (Joshua 9:6)
• the surrender of Abner, commander in chief of King Saul’s army, and his subsequent 

alliance with David, the next king of Israel (2 Samuel 3:12)
• the commercial agreement between King Solomon of Israel and King Hiram of Tyre over 

the building of the Temple in Jerusalem (1 Kings 5:26)
• the peace treaty that concluded the war between King Ahab of Israel and King Benhadad of 

Syria (1 Kings 20:34).
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However, the most common use of the word “covenant” in the Bible refers to the covenants God 
made with individuals, groups of people, kings and nations. In these cases, the covenants are not 
between equals but between an all-powerful God and God’s creatures, much like a king would 
impose upon his subjects. In this case, the covenants are commitments that God initiates, usually 
involving promises of blessings, protection and special favour. 

Covenant with Abraham
God made a covenant with Abraham, promising him a multitude of descendants. “This is my 
covenant with you: You will be the father of many nations... I will make you very fruitful; I will 
make nations of you, and kings will come from you. I will establish my covenant as an everlasting 
covenant between me and you and your descendants after you for the generations to come, to be 
your God and the God of your descendants after you” (Genesis 17: 4-7). 

The immediate setting of this covenant was God’s promise that Abraham would be the physical 
father of a son to be born as a result of his union with his wife, Sarah. “Your wife Sarah will bear 
you a son, and you will call him Isaac” (Genesis 17:19). Abraham was 99 years old and Sarah was 
90 and was childless. No wonder Abraham laughed in disbelief at God’s promise of a son. 

The sign of the covenant was to be circumcision for all males. “Every male among you shall be 
circumcised. You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me 
and you” (Genesis 17:10,11). With faith in God’s promises, Abraham agreed and was circumcised 
along with all the males in his household (Romans 4:11). The result was the birth of Isaac about a 
year later, just as God promised.

The covenant with Abraham was specifically linked to having numerous descendants, considered 
the guarantee of prosperity in ancient times. The sign of circumcision had a distinctly sexual 
significance, since the seemingly barbaric ritual was ordered within the context of conception and 
birth. Circumcision was a symbol of fertility, a ritual pointing to life (Genesis 17:1-14).5 

From the time of Abraham on, all his descendants were to be circumcised on the eighth day after 
birth. God renewed the covenant with Abraham’s son, Isaac, and his son Jacob. God promised them 
prosperity, happiness and, above all, descendants “like the sand of the sea” (Genesis 32:12). The 
ultimate Descendant was Jesus Christ, through whom God’s purpose for the planet would be 
achieved.

Covenant with Israel
God enlarged the covenant with Abraham to include all the descendants of Jacob—the Israelite 
nation. God invited Israel into a special relationship in which specific promises were made to the 
people on condition that they obeyed God. “Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then 
out of all nations you will be my treasured possession.” Israel was to be a “kingdom of priests and a
holy nation” (Exodus 19:5,6). God’s promises included national greatness and prosperity; fertility 
of crops and animals; victory over warring enemies and possession of vast areas of land; physical 
strength and absence of disease; and innumerable descendants. The spiritual blessings would 
culminate in the birth of the Messiah. 

5 References to circumcision in the Bible use the same language to describe the pruning of fruit (and olive) trees and 
grape vines to improve yield. Many scholars suggest that the practice of circumcision is a form of “penis pruning” 
linked to the increase in human fertility. The fertility rite is symbolically re-enacted every time a Jewish male is 
circumcised. Compare Leviticus 19:23. See for example, Frankel, Ellen, and Betsy Platkin Teutsch. 1992. The 
Encyclopedia of Jewish Symbols (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson Inc, pp 26-27). 
Quoted in: https://donna-connections.blogspot.com/2009/02/circumcision-and-fruit-trees_23.html 
See also: https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium-why-do-jews-circumcise-their-sons-1.5418569

https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium-why-do-jews-circumcise-their-sons-1.5418569
https://donna-connections.blogspot.com/2009/02/circumcision-and-fruit-trees_23.html
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God’s covenant promises were demonstrated in symbolic form through the sacrificial rituals in the 
wilderness sanctuary and later at the temple in Jerusalem. God’s covenant presence was seen in the 
supernatural light that shone above the “ark of the covenant,” the sacred chest containing the two 
tablets of stone on which were written the Ten Commandments. The covenant promises were 
conditional on the people fulfilling their side of the agreement by obeying God’s laws.

The Bible records how the Israelites repeatedly strayed from the terms of the covenant relationship, 
disobeying God’s laws and turning to the worship of idols, such as the fertility worship of the 
Canaanite gods Ashtoreth and Baal. The story of most of the Bible is of God repeatedly calling the 
people back to their original commitment to Yahweh, the Creator God (Jeremiah 22:9; Hosea 2:4). 
Despite the fact that the people continually broke the covenant, God still promised to renew the 
covenant with them, even calling the covenant a “new covenant” (Jeremiah 31:31-34). 

Circumcision as a Sign of the Covenant
The visible sign of the covenant was the rite of ritual circumcision for all Israelite males. Only men 
were circumcised because they represented their entire families, including their wives, children and 
female servants. Throughout the 3,500-year history of Israel, and the ongoing life of Jewish people 
all over the world, ritual circumcision of male children has been a symbol of their special 
relationship with God and a mark of their identity.6

Linking the sign of the covenant to the male sexual organ was a powerful reminder of the covenant 
relationship God wanted with all the descendants of Abraham. It is no accident God chose the very 
organ that was seen as the source of life as the site to be sanctified by circumcision. This suggests 
that every physical drive has a holy purpose, including sex.7

But why did God choose that physical sign, as opposed to, say, having a tattoo or cutting off an 
earlobe? The Bible never explains but scholars suggest that circumcision was a sign that God 
wanted to have the most intimate relationship with the people. Removing the foreskin of the most 
intimate part of a man’s body represented the uncovering of the most intimate part of a person’s life.
Exposure of the naked penis, stripped of its covering, only takes place in the most intimate of 
circumstances, and then only with the person with whom intimacy is shared. The circumcised penis 
represented the intimacy shared in the total, uninhibited abandonment of modesty and privacy 
between sexual partners. Circumcision was a perpetual reminder to Israel of the spiritual intimacy 
God wanted with them. This is the context in which believers meet God, in a spiritual intimacy, 
stripped of all human pride, naked and in need of God’s grace.8

The New Testament is very clear that ritual circumcision is not required for Christians. The apostle 
Paul taught that anyone who submits to circumcision for the purpose of salvation denies God’s 
grace (1 Corinthians 7:19; Galatians 5:6). The rite of baptism has superseded circumcision as the 
symbol of belonging to Christ (Colossians 2:9-12). 

However, the concept of circumcision pervades the New Testament. The word, as a collective noun,
distinguished Jewish and Gentile Christians (Galatians 2:12). Circumcision in the early church often
became the code word to symbolise legalism (Acts 15:5). Paul re-interpreted Abraham’s 
circumcision as a sign of righteousness from God by faith (Romans 4:11) and made circumcision a 
symbol of God’s grace for Christians. Paul wrote that Christians needed to undergo a spiritual 

6 Circumcision is not unique to Jews since it is also practised as a religious rite by Muslims, Coptic Christians and 
members of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.

7 David Zaklikowski, “Why Circumise?” https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1452224/jewish/Why-
Circumcise.htm

8 David Kjos, “Why Circumcision?” http://www.thirstytheologian.com/2008/12/29/why_circumcision.php

http://www.thirstytheologian.com/2008/12/29/why_circumcision.php
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1452224/jewish/Why-Circumcise.htm
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1452224/jewish/Why-Circumcise.htm
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circumcision, the “circumcision of the heart” (Romans 2:25-29). Circumcision became a metaphor 
for the cleansing of a person’s “heart” or mind by the Holy Spirit, a concept borrowed from the Old 
Testament (Deuteronomy 30:6). 

Modern circumcision as elective surgery originated in the 19th century belief that the practice 
provided better male hygiene, a concept with some scientific support. Some doctors also believed 
that circumcision reduced or eliminated masturbation, considered a great moral evil at the time. 
Circumcision became routine in the USA where it is still widely practiced. Although countries such 
as the UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand regularly circumcised new-born boys from about 
1950 to 1970, the procedure has now been almost completely abandoned.

Circumcision remains controversial but most medical authorities agree that the risks of the surgery 
outweigh the dubious and largely unproven health benefits. Ethical concerns about genital 
mutilation and the inability to obtain consent from infants have also mitigated against the practice. 
Circumcision on non-Jewish boys only continues in the USA due to the lucrative financial incentive
for doctors to perform the operation.9 Outside the USA, the operation is now rarely performed, 
except in Jewish and Muslim communities.

The Everlasting Covenant
The Biblical term “everlasting covenant” applies to the covenant relationship that God offers to 
every person on earth. References to the “everlasting covenant” begin with Noah and his family 
(Genesis 9:16), through the promises made to Abraham and his descendants (Genesis 17:7-19), to 
King David (2 Samuel 23:5) and the nation of Israel (Isaiah 55:3), and continue on into the New 
Testament to include Christians (Hebrews 13:20). 

God made an “everlasting covenant” not only with Israel but also with every nation and people 
group. The covenant with Israel was only part of the greater “everlasting covenant” with the whole 
world. The covenant with Israel was a local application of the broader, overarching divine purpose. 
The universal scope that draws both Israelites/Jews and the Gentile world into the everlasting 
covenant is specifically referred to in many references and implied in others. “All peoples on earth 
will be blessed” (Genesis 12:3; see also Isaiah 56:3-7). 

Unlike human treaties or agreements that can be broken, God’s everlasting covenant promises are 
eternal and unbreakable, because God cannot lie. God’s “covenant-keeping” nature is an intrinsic 
part of Their identity and character (Leviticus 26:42; Psalm 89:34). God wants to be recognised and
acknowledged as faithful, “keeping [the] covenant of love” (Deuteronomy 7:9). The everlasting 
covenant has always been based on our faith in God’s unchanging promises. 

The apostle Paul included everyone in this “everlasting covenant” when he wrote: “There is neither 
Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise” 
(Galatians 3:28,29). Paul declared that by baptism, we belong to Christ and therefore inherit the 
promise of a covenant relationship. The “everlasting covenant” is God’s promise to save the people 
of the world from the effects of sin, rescue them from death and destruction, and give eternal life to 
those who believe. The greatest expression of the everlasting covenant is in the well-known words: 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall 
not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). 

9 Circumcision costs in the USA for those without health insurance can range from US$800 to US$3,000 depending 
on age. https://health.costhelper.com/circumcision.html

https://health.costhelper.com/circumcision.html
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God’s everlasting covenant is the basis of salvation for those who put their faith and trust in God. 
This covenant is essentially God’s plan of salvation through Jesus Christ, offered by God’s grace 
and accepted by faith. The believer puts that faith into action by obeying God’s commands as 
revealed in the life and teachings of Christ.

Jesus is the fulfilment of all the covenant prophecies, and his blood given in sacrifice ratified the 
promises. Jesus’ blood is symbolised by the cup in the Communion service. Seated at the table with 
the disciples, Jesus said: “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, 
in remembrance of me” (1 Corinthians 11:25). 

Principles of a Covenant Relationship
The concept of a covenant relationship draws on ancient and rich Biblical themes. God’s covenant 
relationship describes how God’s steadfast and exclusive love is a model for human relationships. A
covenant relationship is a living symbol of God’s love and care for people. In summary, the Bible 
provides the following principles about how a covenant relationship might apply in our lives.

Characteristics of 
God’s Covenant

Applications to Human Covenant Relationships

Based on God’s promises to people Based on promises to our partner

Everlasting, unchangeable Keep our promises

Motivated by God’s love Motivated by love and care for our partner

Voluntary We choose to enter a relationship; seek and provide consent

For the benefit of the human race Enrich the relationship for the benefit of our partner

Unconditional promise of salvation Unconditional promise to respect our partner

Promise of forgiveness Forgive the wrongs of our partner

Creates special relationship of trust Mutual trust between partners

Human response of faith Partners must be honest, transparent

Requires loving obedience to God Accept and serve each other out of love and kindness

Promises mercy and compassion Demonstrate patience, mercy and compassion to each other

Fulfilled only by God’s grace (= gift) Partners give themselves freely to each other

Universal application Applies to everyone

Guarantee of eternal life Seek the eternal happiness and welfare of our partner

Relationships in the Bible
Good personal and romantic relationships recorded in the Bible were based on covenant promises. 
The people involved made a sacred promise to love, support, care for and uphold each other, if 
necessary for life. 

The ultimate covenant relationship is the Godhead of three divine persons forming an intrinsic 
unity. “Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness” (Genesis 1:26, 
emphasis added). The plural pronouns “us” and “our” used three times in one sentence, emphasise 
not merely the plurality of the Godhead but also the intimate fellowship of the divine Persons, 
united as one in purpose and intent. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one” 
(Deuteronomy 6:4). 
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Out of that undivided relationship, God formed the human race. “So God created mankind in his 
own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. God blessed 
them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number” (Genesis 1:27-28).10

In addition to being formed out of a relationship, we were created for a relationship. “The Lord God
said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him” (Genesis 2:18). 
Human beings were made to be social beings and to be in relationship with one another. For some 
of us, the suitable helper is someone of the same gender; for others, it is a person of the opposite 
gender. Only with the most suitable helper or partner can we find the deepest intimacy and truest 
happiness. Only thus can we truly become “one flesh” (Genesis 2:28), united in heart and mind, 
body and soul. 

A covenant relationship is implied in the union of Adam and Eve. Created out of the same “dust of 
the ground” of which even the earth is made, both were derived from God who is the ultimate “one 
flesh.” They became “one flesh” as they united their lives. This oneness is the very essence of the 
covenant. Unity of body, mind and spirit is the heart of the relationship between them because their 
“oneness” reflects God’s unity. “One plus one equals one” may not be an accurate mathematical 
concept, but it describes God’s intention for an intimate relationship. The “one flesh” of a human 
relationship is a reflection of the unity of Christ and the church (Galatians 5:32).

Marriage Covenants
In the Old Testament, the word “covenant” is sometimes associated with the promises made in 
marriage (Malachi 2:14; Proverbs 2:17.) Marriage covenants were entered into between families 
and sealed by the exchange of land and gifts, including jewellery or other precious objects. The 
groom paid a “bride price” and the bride’s father provided a wedding dowry that guaranteed the 
woman’s sustenance in case of divorce or the death of her husband. Marriage ceremonies usually 
included feasting, since eating together was the symbol of hospitality and the confirmation of 
agreements. 

Examples of these customs are found throughout the Bible. The first account is the search for, and 
subsequent negotiations over Rebekah, who became the wife of Isaac (Genesis 24). The marriage 
negotiations included the exchange of gifts and a family agreement. Years later, Isaac and 
Rebekah’s son, Jacob, worked for his uncle Laban in lieu of a dowry in order to marry Laban’s 
daughter, Rachel. Double-crossed on the wedding night, Jacob worked for 14 years for two wives, 
Leah and Rachel (Genesis 29). Both accounts include negotiations about the terms of the union, the 
exchange of gifts and the making of promises culminating in a formal covenant.

Same-Sex Covenants
Although not stated to be a covenant, Ruth’s solemn pledge to her mother-in-law Naomi qualifies as
one: “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you 
stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. Where you die I will die, and
there I will be buried. May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if even death separates you
and me” (Ruth 1:16,17). Her words affirm an undying covenant relationship with Naomi. The 
nature of that relationship remains speculative but undoubtedly included material support, care and 

10 The Bible refers to God in anthropomorphic (human) terms but the use of the pronouns “he” and “him” should not 
be understood to depict God as a male (as opposed to female) Being. The Bible is full of references to God as both 
father and mother (Jer 31:9; Isa 66:13) and God is described in both masculine and feminine terms (Matt 6:9; Matt 
23:37). God is above and beyond gender, and people of all human genders and sexual identities are made in God’s 
image. Until recently, the English language lacked a gender neutral pronoun and “he” was used in a generic fashion. 
Today, the singular pronoun “they” or “them” is often used as part of gender-inclusive language. See: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender-neutral_language

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender-neutral_language
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companionship. Ruth’s words of undying love and loyalty are often read at weddings, even though 
the original context was not a wedding, and the declaration was spoken by one woman to another.

Jonathan, son of King Saul and heir to the throne of Israel, initiated a friendship with David, the 
shepherd boy who slew Goliath and was destined to be the next king. “Jonathan became one in 
spirit with David, and he loved him as himself... And Jonathan made a covenant with David because
he loved him as himself. Jonathan took off the robe he was wearing and gave it to David, along with
his tunic, and even his sword, his bow and his belt” (1 Samuel 18:1-4). Their covenant of love, 
support and lifelong attachment was signified by visible means—the giving of Jonathan’s royal 
robes and valuable weapons to David. The homoerotic vision of Jonathan stripping to little more 
than a loin-cloth is a vivid picture of a loving God giving up everything in order to enter a covenant 
relationship with the people of earth, symbolised by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Jonathan and David renewed their covenant on at least two other occasions. On one occasion they 
“made a covenant before the Lord” (1 Samuel 23:18), indicating a sacred vow in which God was 
their witness. Jonathan pledged protection and loyalty to David, even though he knew David would 
be the next king. After Jonathan’s death, David honoured the covenant by caring for Jonathan’s 
disabled son, Mephibosheth, restoring the family lands to him and inviting him to eat at the palace.

Some have suggested that their relationship could have been an example of same-sex romantic love.
However, the Bible does not give any details and any discussion on the nature of their relationship 
is speculative. Most scholars concede that if the relationship between Jonathan and David had been 
a heterosexual relationship, with David making a covenant with a woman, readers would have 
interpreted their relationship as intimate. Indeed, the overall tone and language in this story, 
especially the use of the word “covenant,” is typical everywhere else in the Bible of marriage.11

The Ketubah
Since before the time of Christ, Jewish marriages have included the preparation of a document 
called a ketubah. Instituted by a Jewish rabbi, Simeon ben Shetach about 70 BC, the ketubah for the
first time provided a legal contract between husband and wife. Functioning as a covenant, the 
document outlined their mutual obligations and provided for the wife’s welfare in case of divorce or
death of the husband. The aim was to prevent hasty divorces that had disastrous financial 
consequences for the former wife.12

In 1896, archaeologists entered an abandoned store room attached to a Jewish synagogue in Cairo, 
Egypt. Inside, they discovered more than 400,000 ancient documents, including religious texts, 
legal documents and letters, dating from the 6th to the 19th centuries AD. Among the collection 
were over 200 ancient marriage contracts. Written on papyrus or vellum (calf skin), these ketubah 
not only illuminate ancient marriage customs from the time of Christ, but also provide a link to 
modern Jewish wedding ceremonies that still incorporate a ketubah.13 They provide some hints at 
what modern marriage covenants could look like.

The ketubah was a publicly witnessed document that confirmed the marriage relationship. The 
practice replaced the old Biblical custom by which the groom paid a “bride price” to the bride’s 
parents. The document served as a contract between the two families that ensured the amount due to
the wife (the bride price) was paid in the event of the cessation of marriage, either by divorce or the 
husband’s death. As a legal document, the ketubah guaranteed the wife’s rights. The ketubah was a 

11 See my paper, “Same Sex Relationships in the Bible” www.findingout.webs.com
12 “Ketubah” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ketubah
13 “Cairo Geniza” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cairo_Geniza

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cairo_Geniza
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ketubah
http://www.findingout.webs.com/
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huge step forward in providing women’s rights when such rights were minimal or non-existent. The 
covenant ritual to ratify a katubah provided stability and certainty not only for the couple, but also 
their families in an age when marriage was very much a family affair.

Characteristics of Good Relationships
Loving, intimate relationships, whether opposite sex or same-sex, have the same common elements.
Relationships which demonstrate reciprocal affection and mutual support are based on respect and 
trust. These characteristics are demonstrated by lives of honesty and openness, selflessness and 
humility, patience and understanding. Because human emotions are incredibly fragile and easily 
broken, partners must maintain each other’s confidence. The heartstrings are the most delicate and 
intricate part of the human body and they need to be kept carefully tuned by the finest touch.

The best way to make and keep a meaningful relationship is to base it on mutually agreed values. 
These values form the “base line” on which a person operates, and may be the “bottom line” beyond
which they will not go. A person’s values include their spiritual beliefs, moral standards, 
relationship attitudes and sexual ethics.14 Usually both a person’s self-identity is defined by their 
values. Agreeing on a mutual set of values can be achieved over time by each person expressing 
their goals, intentions and desires, and living out their ethics and behaviour. 

Communication is vital because making assumptions about the other person is dangerous. Although 
many of us assume our partners can read our minds, science has yet to prove the existence of 
telepathy even among long-term couples. People in successful relationships communicate their 
intentions and desires to each other, seek agreement and obtain consent from each other so that no 
one involved is under any illusions or false premises. Communication is the key.

Verbalising our values to one another is the foundation of a covenant promise that respects the other
person. While we cannot guarantee something 20 years in the future, or even one week ahead, 
nevertheless our promise should at the very least include the principles of mutual respect and care. 
From the very beginning, any relationship should be based on the Biblical golden rule: “So in 
everything, do to others what you would have them do to you” (Matthew 7:12). 

Characteristics of a good relationship include the following qualities:15

1. You accept each other
2. You respect each other
3. You allow yourselves to be vulnerable with each other
4. You trust each other
5. You are always honest with each other
6. You show mutual empathy, trying to understand each other
7. You prioritise kindness to each other
8. You are committed to each other
9. You are thoughtful of each other
10. You can forgive each other
11. You can compromise and be flexible
12. You are gentle and compassionate with each other
13. You demonstrate genuine affection
14. You appreciate each other
15. You both feel validated by the other.

14 See my paper, “Sexual Ethics for the Gay Christian” www.findingout.webs.com
15 Vishnu Subramaniam, “The 15 Most Important Characteristics of Healthy Relationships” 

https://www.mindbodygreen.com/0-25433/15-essential-qualities-of-relationships-that-last.html

https://www.mindbodygreen.com/0-25433/15-essential-qualities-of-relationships-that-last.html
http://www.findingout.webs.com/
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Sex and Relationship
Sex with another person is, by its very nature, relational and can be experienced by everyone, 
regardless of marital status or sexual orientation. Everyone born on earth is the result of a 
relationship. Disturbing though it may be to think about, at some point our parents had a sexual 
relationship, resulting in our existence! Fulfilling sex is part of God’s plan for human beings to be 
in relationships with each other. The key to happiness is the word relationship.

Sex does not merely fulfil a physical appetite but is part of a bigger picture of good mental health, 
emotional stability and spiritual well-being, all of which are enhanced within a supportive 
relationship. Sexual intimacy symbolises the merging of the values each person brings to a 
relationship and springs from a sacred element of trust. Those entering such intimacy have a 
responsibility to exercise compassion and kindness, and ensure the happiness and well-being of the 
other person. Sex is an opportunity to seek beauty in each other and promote inner harmony. With 
these values in mind, sex is more than just a physical activity—sexual intimacy is a profoundly 
spiritual event in which each person serves the other.

Sex as a Spiritual Covenant
There are almost as many different opinions about sex as there are people. Even in the LGBTIQ 
community, gay Christians differ about what is “right” and what is “wrong” with various sexual 
practices. Personal convictions vary from one person to another and there never will be unanimity. 
We know that setting rules does not work. Because we are all individuals with our own consciences,
a better way is for each person to develop sexual ethics based on their personal and spiritual values. 
The challenge then becomes how to recognise the ethical quality of a relationship and the presence 
of God in that relationship. We will recognise sin and moral wrongdoing when we realise that we 
have violated our personal convictions or that our relationship with God has been harmed.

The physical aspect of sex is only one dimension of a spiritual covenant we make with another 
person. Sexual intimacy symbolises the uniting of body and mind with the other person, similar to 
the way we are united with God. The result can be a powerful bonding of two people’s lives, in the 
same way that God wants to be united with us. As Christians, we are to live “in Christ” (Romans 
8:1) and in turn, Christ promises that he will live in us (Romans 8:9-11). 

In acts of kindness, service, mutual love and forgiveness, couples imitate, however imperfectly, the 
unconditional love that Christ offers us. In return, we offer God our love and in so doing enter a 
mystical love relationship with both God and our neighbour. “Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind; and love your 
neighbour as yourself” (Luke 10:27). Sexual union within a marriage covenant is an earthly symbol 
of the relationship between Christ and the church (Ephesians 5:22-32, Revelation 19:7,8).

For this reason, sex can be described as sacred intimacy, not only bringing two people together but 
bringing both closer to God. Sexual intimacy should be based on a clear understanding by the 
people involved of what they are doing and why. A sexual relationship should not be entered into 
lightly or flippantly, nor is it dependent on whims or emotions. The sexual act is a sacred bond, the 
culmination of a process of mutual attraction, respect, reciprocity and love. Sexual union becomes 
the seal of that process, the confirmation of a commitment. 

At all times, the process should recognise the priority of the other person. The commitment may not
last a lifetime, but does need to be genuine and sincere for as long as the relationship lasts. Even if 
the full bloom of mature love is absent at the beginning, the relationship should still be based on the
kind of love expressed in the Golden Rule. In other words, a sexual relationship should be based on 
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a covenant of mutual consent and respect—a commitment that is, if not for life, at least for the 
duration of that relationship. Sexual union should be the symbol of a covenant relationship between 
the two people involved.

Money, Sex and Happiness
In 2004, scientists examined data from 16,000 people to determine the relationship between money, 
sex and happiness.16  Among other interesting conclusions, they found that sexual activity 
contributes strongly and positively to create and maintain happiness. The survey indicated that the 
typical person under 40 has sexual intercourse with a partner once a week, while the average for 
those over 40 was 2-3 times a month. Married people have more sex than those who are single, 
divorced, widowed or separated. 

On average, homosexual people have the same amount of sex as heterosexual people. The evidence 
demonstrated that homosexuality has no statistically significant effect on happiness compared with 
heterosexuality. The sexual orientation of the person is not the key factor in happiness, although 
other studies show that acceptance of that orientation by other people (parents, family, friends, 
colleagues) does contribute positively to the person’s happiness and general well-being.

The survey also showed that greater income does not buy more sex, nor more sexual partners. In 
fact, the study demonstrated that the ideal number of sexual partners over the previous year that 
provided maximum happiness is—surprise, surprise—just one! Evidently one partner is better than 
two—or twenty.17

Dating as a Covenant
Dating, like love in general, is complicated, even with the latest apps. In reality, people will be 
involved in numerous romantic encounters, especially in their youth and early adulthood, each 
event broadening their experience and maturity. The first person you date is not necessarily the 
person with whom you spend the rest of your life. Single people looking for a lifetime relationship 
usually need to kiss a few frogs along the way to find their prince or princess. And intimacy is part 
of the exploration process. But dating is not a licence for promiscuity. Every intimate encounter 
must be approached responsibly and intentionally, with due regard for a God-given gift.18

Any kind of emotional and physical relationship, even casual dating, still requires the basic 
elements of a covenant: mutual respect and freely-given consent. An understanding of mutual 
respect on a first date does not lock you together for life, nor does consensual sex create a life-long 
relationship. The first person whom you fall in love with isn’t necessarily the last. However, no 
matter how brief the encounter, there should be clear expectations by both persons around physical 
and mental safety, including suitable health protection. 

A caring, respectful person does not dismiss a partner as simply a “one-night stand.” Claiming that a
date was “just for sex” reduces the partner to a mere object. To trivialise the date as a “hook-up” is 
to demean the partner and treat them with contempt, as a piece of flesh, good only for momentary 
skin-on-skin pleasure. There is nothing worse than feeling as if you have been “used” by someone, 
simply to be thrown away. Harmful, manipulative relationships should be rejected. No one should 
feel exploited for their body. For these reasons, we should reject the hedonistic promiscuity that can 
be a feature of single dating relationships, especially in the gay male community.

16 David G Blanchflower, Andrew J Oswald, “Money, Sex and Happiness: An Empirical Study,” NBER Working Paper
No. 10499, May 2004. https://www.nber.org/papers/w10499

17 Samantha Boardman, M.D., https://www.mindbodygreen.com/0-29506/the-exact-number-of-sexual-partners-you-
need-in-a-year-for-optimum-happiness.html

18 I have addressed the issue of promiscuity in my paper, “God Invented Sex” www.findingout.webs.com

http://www.findingout.webs.com/
https://www.mindbodygreen.com/0-29506/the-exact-number-of-sexual-partners-you-need-in-a-year-for-optimum-happiness.html
https://www.mindbodygreen.com/0-29506/the-exact-number-of-sexual-partners-you-need-in-a-year-for-optimum-happiness.html
https://www.nber.org/papers/w10499
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Even partners on a casual date should have clear expectations to respect, honour and care for each 
other as long as they both need and desire each other. Casual dating must be approached with 
integrity and morality, even if the relationship is fleeting. Respectful communication around each 
person’s expectations, mental health and physical welfare constitutes a covenant for that moment.

Our personal identification with Jesus Christ and our conscious alignment with the Christian 
community strongly influence our lifestyles as Christians, gay or straight. Our dating lives should 
reflect our moral standards as defined by our conscience and experience with God’s revelation to us.

Committed Relationship as a Covenant
A committed relationship is based upon a mutually agreed pledge or promise made to one another. 
The commitment should take into account the interpersonal values and emotions, including consent,
trust, honesty, openness, and love, as well as behaviour that promotes the health and well-being of 
the partners. A commitment usually implies an ongoing partnership and discussion about making 
such a commitment may include agreement on issues such as faithfulness and monogamy.

A committed relationship includes any stage of increasing intimacy, from close friendship, a long-
term relationship, engagement, to marriage or civil union.19 Where the commitment is for life, the 
covenant includes the promise that they will love, support and uphold each other through all the 
circumstances of life, good and bad (Malachi 2:13-16). A covenant relationship requires greater 
levels of trust and respect as the couple achieve deeper intimacy and stronger bonding. A committed
relationship usually includes promises to one another, whatever life changes come their way. That 
kind of covenant sustains the relationship through all the ups and downs of the shared journey. 

Marriage as a Covenant
While marriage in the Bible is complicated and covers a range of relationships, especially in the Old
Testament, there are broad principles that apply today, whether opposite sex or same sex 
relationships are involved. The teachings of Jesus, the apostle Paul, and other Biblical authors, show
that the core of marriage is about declaring and keeping a covenant. A covenant of love between 
partners reflects God’s covenant of love for humanity. The covenant relationship is not only 
between each other, but also between us and God.

Although largely ignored by the world in general, marriage is based upon the ideals of permanence, 
commitment, love and faithfulness. Throughout the Bible, marriage is depicted as reflecting God’s 
covenant of commitment and love through Jesus Christ. For Christians, marriage (in whatever form 
that takes, including a commitment ceremony or a civil union) goes beyond the earthly covenant to 
the relationship between Christ and his Bride, the Church. Marriage, whether performed in a church
in front of a minister, or in a garden with a celebrant, can be a spiritual representation of our 
relationship with God. In this sense, the act of union can be redemptive—liberating us to experience
a closer relationship with each other and with God, and helping us to achieve spiritual maturity. 

But reciting vows before a minister or celebrant is only ratifying a process that began long before 
the ceremony. Declaring love in front of family and witnesses is merely the public affirmation of 
what has already taken place privately. The signed and witnessed certificate is not the start of a 
relationship—that began earlier. A ceremony is not required to marry the person who matters most 
to you. Any form of wedding, formal or informal, is irrelevant to the process—what matters most is 
that there be a covenant relationship. A covenant should be established as early as possible in the 
relationship. That covenant should be reaffirmed at every point along the way as the applications of 
that pledge apply more deeply and more broadly.   

19 “Committed Relationship” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Committed_relationship

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Committed_relationship
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De Facto Versus Marriage
Couples in the 21st century tend to dismiss the need for formal recognition of their relationships, 
waving away a marriage certificate as “just a piece of paper” that they don’t need. A relationship 
certificate, whether it be a civil union or a marriage, is often considered to be merely a contract with
little meaning. Many same-sex couples, rebelling against the hetero-normative world that still 
largely rejects their relationships, refuse to engage in what they see as a revenue-raising process, 
claiming that their relationship is a private affair and none of the government’s business. 

Under Australian law, couples (same-sex or opposite sex) in a de facto relationship are generally 
treated the same as couples who are married but there are significant differences, to the detriment of
de facto couples. These disadvantages include extra or reduced time periods before legal provisions 
apply. De facto couples who need to engage with legal services have the added burden of proof to 
establish their relationship and need to spend more time and money to secure and provide that 
evidence. If the legal matters involve international relationships, or the couple are living overseas, 
proving a de facto relationship can be even more complicated and expensive.20 21

A legal relationship document, especially an internationally recognised marriage certificate, has 
profound advantages for smoothing a wide range of human affairs and eliminating some legal 
obstacles automatically. Some of the legal situations where a certificate is invaluable include 
procedures for change of name; reproductive rights and IVF; parenting and care of children; 
parental rights in the event of separation; finance and taxation; property ownership and 
superannuation; health insurance, medical affairs and hospital visitation; estate planning, wills and 
inheritance; advance care directives and end-of-life planning; and funeral planning and probate. In 
some cases, a relationship or marriage certificate is the legal evidence for residency and 
employment rights. 

Most of the activities listed above are regulated by legal means. And rightly so, since they outline 
the obligations and protect the rights of the people involved. A relationship or marriage certificate is
part of the modern legal framework of rights and responsibilities. A recognised certificate, 
especially of marriage, provides immediate legal rights and automatically takes precedence over 
many other requirements or documentation. A legal certificate is undeniable and incontrovertible in 
case of family disputes, especially for same-sex couples where homophobia may be factor. 

Contract Versus Covenant
However, a relationship covenant is more than a contract. A legally binding contract doesn’t force 
people to respect each other, let alone make them fall in love. In a contract, parties enter into a quid 
pro quo arrangement. Quid pro quo is Latin for “something for something” and is best explained in 
English as “give and take.” A contract says, “Do this for me, and I'll do that for you.” Each party 
has to give the other something, whether it be goods or services, in exchange for money or some 
other tangible asset. In a contract, the agreement is made in one’s own interests and is designed to 
protect oneself. 

By contrast, entering a covenant commits one person to the other for the sake of the other.22 A 
contract only covers foreseeable circumstances, while a covenant covers unforeseen circumstances. 
While a contract is legally binding, a covenant is a spiritual pledge. A contract is an agreement you 
can break but a covenant is a perpetual promise. A contract defines a mutually beneficial 

20 Anneka Frayne and Joshua Crowther, https://www.mondaq.com/australia/family-law/844274/is-a-de-facto-
relationship-the-same-as-a-marriage

21 Hannah Robert and Fiona Kelly, https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/sep/21/marriage-v-de-facto-
partnerships-in-australia-the-legal-differences-explained

22 Greg Boyd, “God as Covenant Keeper” https://reknew.org/2017/03/god-covenant-keeper

https://reknew.org/2017/03/god-covenant-keeper
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/sep/21/marriage-v-de-facto-partnerships-in-australia-the-legal-differences-explained
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/sep/21/marriage-v-de-facto-partnerships-in-australia-the-legal-differences-explained
https://www.mondaq.com/australia/family-law/844274/is-a-de-facto-relationship-the-same-as-a-marriage
https://www.mondaq.com/australia/family-law/844274/is-a-de-facto-relationship-the-same-as-a-marriage
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relationship while a covenant is something both parties must fulfil. A covenant is giving oneself to 
the other. You must hold up your promise even if others do not hold up their pledge.23 For these 
reasons, while it advisable to have a legally recognised recognition of your relationship, it is much 
more important to enter a covenant relationship with the one you love.

Practical Application
While providing a legal advantage, a certificate to prove your relationship is not essential to living 
out your love with the person who makes you the happiest. Traditional marriage has benefits 
including the approval of family and society, recognition and accountability, as well as legal and 
financial stability, but marriage as defined by law is not essential for a relationship. 

You do not need to hire formal clothes, sign a certificate, cut a cake or serve expensive food to enter
into a covenant relationship. Certainly these modern trappings were largely absent in Bible times. In
fact, you do not have to be “married” in the traditional sense, whether by a minister in a church or 
by a celebrant in a garden, to have a successful, happy and blessed relationship. 

But you do need to have a clear understanding with the person who sets your heart on fire, 
preferably from the start of a relationship. Any relationship should be based on mutual respect and 
consent between the people involved. That will involve a promise to care for each other and to treat 
each other in the way both would wish to be treated. Partners in a relationship should agree to meet 
the other person’s needs wherever possible and to honour each other’s values and standards. There 
should be expectations of equality and responsibility, values that are at the very heart of a covenant 
relationship. Covenant relationships require trust and respect, honesty and transparency, acceptance 
and affirmation. 

Christians who enter a covenant relationship include God as the witness to their covenant. God 
becomes their spiritual Partner in an earthly reflection of the unity of the Godhead. John, the 
beloved disciple, wrote: “Let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves 
has been born of God and knows God” (1 John 4:7). If you want to love with God’s love, you need 
to be connected to God and joined spiritually to one another. This spiritual bonding means that you 
consistently place God at the centre of your relationship and grow closer to God as you grow closer 
to each other.24

There are various ways and occasions to enter a covenant relationship depending on the time and 
circumstances encountered along the journey. A couple can affirm a covenant relationship publicly 
at a wedding, civil union or commitment ceremony. On the other hand, people who feel emotionally
and physically drawn to each other can make promises of respect and trust in private—while alone 
together, sitting on a park bench, opposite each other during a candle-lit dinner, over a glass of 
something at home, or in the privacy of a bedroom. Covenant relationships formed and expressed in
those private moments can be the most meaningful and sacred. 

Developing a Good Relationship
A covenant relationship is neither a static moment in time nor an end-point. A covenant relationship 
is a growing process of increasing engagement with each other. Of course relationships take work—
and lots of it. You are merging your life, needs, wants, desires, dreams, and hopes, all of which 
change over time and in response to various circumstances, with those of another person whose 
separate needs, wants, desires, and dreams also shift and change. How else is such a complicated 

23 https://www.upcounsel.com/difference-between-covenant-and-contract
24 David Clarke, “Closer to God and to Each Other” https://www.focusonthefamily.com/marriage/closer-to-god-and-

to-each-other/

https://www.focusonthefamily.com/marriage/closer-to-god-and-to-each-other/
https://www.focusonthefamily.com/marriage/closer-to-god-and-to-each-other/
https://www.upcounsel.com/difference-between-covenant-and-contract
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endeavour possibly supposed to succeed unless you work at it? How much work it actually takes 
might ebb and flow, but expect to invest attention and work even in the best of times.25 

People in relationships that thrive have the ability to speak openly about all aspects of their 
relationship, including the sexual dimension. If you are with someone, make a habit of sharing with 
each other the values that make a good relationship.

• Share your common values, interests and pastimes
• Be quick to apologise and forgive
• Show a willingness to learn, explore new things, ideas and places
• Celebrate your differences
• Understand the importance of such things as physical touch, words of affirmation, acts of 

service, exchange of gifts, and spending quality time together
• Communicate your needs, wants and concerns clearly and positively
• Maintain your mutual independence and allow for freedom of thought and expression26

Personal Experience
My current views on covenant relationships have been formed by my personal experience. As 
detailed in my autobiography Finding Out, I came out as a gay man in 2006, a painful experience 
that left scars on both me and my family. At the beginning, I struggled to live my new identity, and 
wrestled with the task of reconciling my beliefs and spiritual perspective with my sexuality and 
experience. I was forced to re-examine all I had ever believed or thought, and re-assess how I fitted 
into a new world view. The conflict was not new—thirty years of fighting had already generated the
questions, and I determined to find the answers.

As a result of coming out, I was forced to resign my job. I moved from Newcastle (NSW) to 
Brisbane (Queensland) to look for work. After several months, I was employed as a technical writer 
with a family-owned company on the Sunshine Coast, 100 km north of Brisbane. Eventually I 
became a project manager with the company and travelled all over Australia to conduct training in 
workplace health and safety using the materials I had written.

On the same weekend I was offered the job by my new employer, I met John online. We both had a 
clear understanding at the outset that we were looking for a permanent relationship. We exchanged 
messages, emails and phone calls for several weeks before we met over lunch. After another month 
of dating, we decided to make a commitment to each other, seizing what seemed like an auspicious 
date—07/07/07—to do so. Those early promises, made after a romantic dinner, were sincerely made
and accepted, and still form the basis of our covenant relationship. At the time, we considered that 
night was our wedding since that is all we expected in a society deeply divided over same-sex 
relationships. For four years, we celebrated the 7 July as our wedding anniversary. And we still 
celebrate the date each year in some way.

Although we didn’t hide our relationship, we were not forthcoming to our families or wider 
friendship group. Four years later, we decided it was time to confirm what our families suspected. 
On 11 November 2011 (to us, it was always 11/11/11), we held a commitment ceremony at a 
restaurant located in the rainforest near our home. Our friends and family came to witness the 
simple outdoor ceremony in the garden. Since there was nothing legal about the occasion, we didn’t
need either minister or celebrant. Instead we both made short speeches, telling our guests why we 

25 Guy Winch PhD, “10 Common Relationship Myths” https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-squeaky-
wheel/201508/10-common-relationship-myths-and-why-theyre-all-wrong

26 Elizabeth McCormick, “7 Characteristics of a Good Relationship” https://www.marriage.com/advice/relationship/7-
characteristics-of-a-good-relationship/
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were doing this, and then read to each other the vows we had previously written. With the help of a 
friend, we asked for God’s blessing on our united lives. We believed then, and still believe now, that
God led us to find each other and have always known that God is a very real and continuing 
Presence in our lives. 

After the outdoor ceremony, we shared a joyous celebratory meal, complete with cake and 
speeches. From our point of view, we were simply renewing our covenant relationship and making 
our earlier promises public. We celebrate the 11 November each year as our wedding anniversary.

In March 2012, in response to brand-new Queensland state legislation, we applied for and received 
a “Certificate of Partnership” from the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages. One of the major 
motives for this action was to enable us to make legal, health and financial decisions. Our affairs 
were aligned in a way similar to most legally married couples. Receiving our certificate was an 
opportunity to renew our covenant relationship.

By 2013, we were encouraged to have greater expectations of marriage equality and looked forward
to the public and legal recognition that would come with that. During a holiday in Paris that year, 
we exchanged simple rings as a symbol of our ongoing covenant relationship. When New Zealand 
provided marriage equality, we were married at the Queenstown (New Zealand) Court House on 
Valentine’s Day, 14 February, 2014. On our return to Australia, we reaffirmed our ongoing covenant
relationship in the presence of the pastor at our church in Brisbane. Our relationship was finally 
recognised (retrospectively) in Australia by the passage of the amendments to the Marriage Act 7 
December 2017. We were finally legal!

Our experience shows that a ceremony in a church or a court house doesn’t make a marriage. A 
fancy meal with cake and flowers doesn’t make a wedding. The two certificates we have do not 
validate either our relationship or our love. All of these are important, but for us, the most 
significant moment, shared between ourselves and God, was that cool winter evening soon after we 
met when we made promises of love and support to each other. Although we had known each other 
for just over a month, we had spent enough time with each other to develop mutual trust and 
respect. With God as our witness, we exchanged vows of honesty and faithfulness that constituted 
our covenant relationship.

Conclusion
As human beings we are designed to be in relationships of all kinds—both in society and in groups 
such as churches, sporting teams or clubs. We are in relationships at work and when we play. We 
inherit relationships with our birth families. We go on to form new relationships in our search for 
the person to share our life with. We enter emotional relationships with those we care about, and 
develop intimate relationships with those we love. We create relationships with our own families, 
either biologically or by choice. We live our whole lives in a series of interconnected relationships, 
each with its own promises, conditions and rewards.

Relationships work best when they are founded on the principles of trust and mutual respect. 
Promises made and kept can develop into long-term, even permanent, relationships that experience 
the highest qualities of love and promote the greatest happiness. Those promises can be the basis for
a covenant relationship of which God is an integral part.

David Coltheart
May 2020
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Note
The views expressed in this paper are my own and should be considered tentative and developing. I 
do not claim to have the last word on this subject, nor should my present opinions be considered as 
final. I do not suggest that what I have written is authoritative or definitive for the way other people 
choose to live or arrange their affairs. I hope and pray that what I have written will instead be the 
basis for discussion and further refinement.

I am well aware that there are different opinions on some of these subjects within the Christian 
church. That alone would suggest that the Bible is far from explicit on the details of human 
sexuality and expression. We would do well to consider any interpretation of scripture on these 
matters as just that—an interpretation. I am the first to concede that alternate views on these matters
can be equally valid. Each of us reaches our views based on our experience with God and wrestling 
with divine revelation in our own lives. 

DC.


