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UNDERSTANDING CATHOLICISM 3: GOD EXPANDS THE COVENANT TO PREPARE FOR CHRIST 

 

I.  The Dysfunctional Family  

A.  Sin divided Adam’s family between those who are the spiritual offspring of the “woman” 

and those who are the spiritual children of Satan (Gen 3:15). 

1.  This awful reality becomes painfully apparent when Cain murders his brother Abel.  

2.  Moreover, Cain’s descendants become worse than Cain himself.  By the sixth 

generation Lamech was a boastful bigamist who bullied his two wives by bragging 

about his murders (Gen 4:19, 23-24).   

3.  The human race had become so wicked in ten generations (Gen 5:29; 6:2, 11-13) that 

God determined to send a flood to destroy most of mankind. 

 “The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every 

imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen 6:5). 

4.  Noah alone was “a righteous men, blameless in his generation” (Gen 6:9).   

5.  Only Noah’s little family of his wife, his three sons Shem, Ham, and Japheth, and their 

three wives were the exception.  God’s tender care was expressed by the fact that 

after entering the ark, God personally shut them safely inside (Gen 7:16). 

B.  God renews Adam’s covenant. 

 1.  After the flood, God made a covenant with Noah and his family:  God said to Noah, 

Behold, I establish my covenant with you and your descendants after you” (Gen9:8).  

 

The Flood a Prefiguration of the Sacrament of Baptism 

  “When God’s patience waited in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which few, 

that is, eight persons were saved through water.  Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves 

you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a clear conscience, through 

the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 3:20-21).  We will consider this connection again when we 

discuss the Sacrament of Baptism. 

 

2.  Subsequently, sin again reared its ugly head.  Noah’s son Ham attempted to supplant 

his oldest brother Shem’s exalted position as Noah’s first-born son and heir apparent 

by having a sexual relationship with the queen mother, Noah’s wife1 (Gen 9:20-22).   

3.  This sin and Canaan - the offspring from it, serves as the background for the 

genealogy of Ham’s descendants from whom will come some of the worst enemies 

of the Hebrew people: Canaan, Egypt, Nineveh, the Amorites, and the Philistines 

(Gen 10:6-20).   This serves as another example of the evil results of sin.  

4.  Ham’s sin also shows how God’s love and mercy is rejected.   

5.  Because Shem remained faithful to the Lord, Noah blessed him with the words: 

“Blessed by the Lord my God be Shem” (Gen 9:26). 

                                                           
1 The expression “saw the nakedness of his father” is a euphemism for incest (Lev 18:7; 20:11, 17). 
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6.  Terah descended from Shem, and became the father of the patriarch Abraham, and 

his two brothers Nahor, and Haran. 

 

God’s Punishment 

God’s punishment in this life is always remedial.  Eternal damnation is the one great catastrophe.  

Therefore, the raging waters of the flood gave those steeped in sin a last opportunity to repent. 

Jesus used the Flood narrative as a foreshadowing of the unexpectedness of the God’s judgment 

and Jesus’ second coming.  Jesus said: 

       “As were the days of Noah, so will be the coming of the Son of man.  For as in those days 

before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day when 

Noah entered the ark, and they did not know until the flood came and swept them all away, so will 

be the coming of the Son of man” (Mt 24:37-39). 

 

II.  This brings us to the story of Abraham (c. year 2000 B.C.) - first great patriarch 

A.  He was first called Abram (“exalted father”), but God changed his name to Abraham 

(”father of multitudes” Gen 17:5). 

B.  An important event in the life of Abram was meeting Melchizedek (Gen 14:17-20) 

 

Who was Melchizedek? 

Melchizedek (the name means “King of Righteousness”) was the priest king of Salem that Abram met after 

he rescued his nephew Lot, who had been captured by a military coalition of four kings.  Returning home 

from the victory this “priest of God Most High” (Melchizedek) blessed Abram (Gen 14:19-20).  He in turn 

received a tithe from Abram from the spoils of the victory. 

The book of Hebrews views Melchizedek as a type of Christ who is both a priest and a king.  It references 

Psalm 110:4 that said of the future Messiah: “You are a priest for ever according to the order of 

Melchizedek.”    Like Jesus, Melchizedek was the king of Salem, which was an early name for Jerusalem (cf. 

Ps 76:4), the city that foreshadowed the heavenly Jerusalem (Heb 12:22). Finally, Melchizedek, like Christ, 

offered bread and wine, which Jesus will change into the heavenly food of his body and blood (Heb 13:10) in 

the Eucharistic sacrifice (Mk 14:22-25).   

 

C.  Abram, “the exalted father” remained childless even though God promised numerous 

descendants from his son (Gen 15).   

1.  Abram was 86 and his wife Sarai remained baren.  Therefore, Sarai made the 

suggestion that Abram should conceive a son by her maid servant Hagar, because 

according to the custom of the time, the child would be considered Abram’s legal 

son.   

2.  Abram agreed.  A son was conceived and Hagar delivered the boy whose name was 

Ishmael.  (Gen 16).  He became the father of the Arab people. 

D.  However, Ishmael was not destined by God to be the promised heir.  When Abram was 

99, God promised: “You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations (Gen 17:4).  To 
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emphasized that promise God changed Abram’s name to Abraham (“father of 

multitudes”) and Sarai’s name to Sarah.  God also declared: “I will bless her, and 

moreover I will give you a son by her; I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of 

nations; kings of peoples shall come from her” (Gen 17:16).  The sign of God’s promise 

was circumcision by Abraham and all the males in his family (Gen 17). 

E.  When Abraham was 100 Sarah delivered Isaac as God promised.   

1.  However, Isaac’s birth caused division in Abraham’s household, as is typical of 

polygamy in Scripture. 

2.  As a result Abraham sent away Hagan and Ishmael. 

F.  The climax of Abraham life came in the form of a final test.  God said, “Take your son, 

your only begotten son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Mariah, and offer 

him there as a burnt offering upon one of the mountains of which I shall show you” (Gen 

22:2).   

 

                     Parallels between the Sacrifice of Isaac and Jesus 

 

             Isaac                              Christ 

 Abraham offers his   The Father offers his  

 only-begotten son (Gen 22:2)  only-begotten Son (Jn 3:16; Mt 3:17) 

  

 Isaac carries the wood of  Jesus carries the wood of his  

 his sacrifice (Gen 22:4-6)  cross (Jn 19:17) 

 

 Isaac says “my Father”   Jesus prays “Father” in the face of 

 (Gen 22:7)    his sacrifice (Mk 14:36) 

 

 Abraham declares: “God will   John declares that Jesus “is the Lamb 

provide himself the lamb”  of God who takes away the sin of 

for the sacrifice (Gen 22:8)  world” (Jn 1:29) 

 

Isaac willingly offers himself  Jesus willingly offers his life in 

in obedience to his father   obedience to his Father (Jn 10:18) 

(Gen 22:9) 

 

God provides a ram caught by  The Father provides his Son who 

his horns in place of Isaac  wears a crown of thorns on his 

 (Gen 22:13)    head (Mt 27:28) 

 

 The offering of Isaac takes  Jesus lays down his life on one of the 

 place on Mt Moriah – Jerusalem  the hills of Jerusalem 

 (Gen 22:2, 4; 2 Chron 3:1)   (Gen 22:2, 4; 2 Chron 3:1) 

1. Abraham had the dagger in his hand ready to strike when God intervened.   
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2. Because of his obedience, God promised: “Because you have done this, and have not 

withheld your son, your only son, I will indeed bless you, and I will make your offspring 

as numerous as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore.  And your 

offspring shall possess the gate of their enemies, and by your offspring [Jesus] shall all 

the nations of the earth gain blessing for themselves, because you have obeyed my 

voice” (Gen 22:16-18). 

a. Because of this promise, Matthew traces Jesus’ genealogy back to Abraham (Mt 1:1). 

Abraham wanted a son, but because of his faithfulness God gave him a destiny.  The 

lesson here is that God always takes care of these who love him far beyond their 

expectations.  

b.  John the Baptist declared that the true children of Abraham are those who “bear 

fruit that befits repentance” (Mt 3:8; also, Jn 8:39-40). 

 

III.  Isaac - second great patriarch 

A.  Isaac was the heir to the covenant God made with Abraham:  “I will establish my 

covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his descendants after him” (Gem 

17:19). 

B.  His wife Rebekah gives birth to twin boys: Esau and Jacob. 

C.  Jacob became the heir to the covenant: 

1.  Esau proved unworthy when sells his birthright to Jacob for some “red pottage” (Gen 

25:29-33). 

2.  Subsequently, Jacob with Rebekah’s help, tricked Isaac into giving the blessing to 

Jacob, not to Esau (Gen 27:1-40). 

3.  Esau threatens to kill Jacob (Gen 27: 41) 

4.  Jacob flees to Haran and his uncle Laban (Rebekah’s brother) 

5.  Jacob encounters a stairway to heaven: Jacob’s ladder. 

 a.  He sees angels ascending and descending. 

b.  Foreshadows Jesus, the true ladder or gateway to heaven, upon whom we ascend 

and descend.2 

c.  We ascend this stairway when we pray (especially the Scriptures) 

   God in Heaven 

   4.  Contemplation 

   3.  Prayer 

   2.  Meditation 

   1.  Scripture reading 

   Humans on earth 

 

IV.  Jacob (“trickster”-“cheat”) - third great patriarch 

                                                           
2 Pitre, Introduction to the Spiritual Life, Chapter 20, “Lectio Divina and Jacob’s Ladder.” pp. 210-221. 
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A.  Wives: 

 1.  Leah, servant Bilhah 

 2.  Rachel, servant Zilpah 

B.  Wrestles with angel (Hos 12:4) till dawn. 

 1.  Receives a blessing 

 2.  Receives a new name - Israel (“one who strives with God’) 

C.  Twelve sons - the Fathers of the 12 tribes of Israel: Ruben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, 

Zebulon, Gad, Asher, Joseph, Benjamin.  

 

Onan: The Sin of Contraception 

 

God struck Onan, son of Judah, dead for committing a contraceptive act.  In ostensively fulfilling the 

obligation to raise a son for his dead brother, “he spilled the semen on the ground, lest he should give 

offspring to his brother” (Gen 38:9).  Onan did this because he “knew that the offspring would not be 

his” (Gen 38:9). 

 

In order to rationalize contraception, some claim God punished Onan because he violated the levirate 

law (Deut 25:5-10).  There are two fatal flaws with this interpretation.  First, the levirate law did not 

come into existence for hundreds of years.  Secondly, the penalty of not fulfilling the levirate law was 

humiliation not death.   

 

Pius XI condemned contraception in the context of Onan’s sin in his 1930 encyclical, Casti Connubii. 

 

C.  Joseph (”may he -the Lord – add”) is a type of Christ 

 1.  He was his father’s beloved son.  

2.  He was rejected and sold into slavery by his brothers, but he relied on God to deliver 

him. 

 3.  Unjustly accused in Egypt by Potiphar’s wife and put in prison. 

 4.  Becomes prime minister of Egypt. 

 5.  Protects Jacob and his brothers in Egypt. 

NB: Joseph provides a wonderful example of how God protects and aids someone who 

is faithful and virtuous, but endures injustices.  He is also a model of forgiveness in 

regard to his brothers, nor does he seek revenge on Potiphar or his wife. 

 

V.  Exodus 

A.  After 400 years in Egypt Jacob’s family had become so numerous that the ruling Pharaoh 

oppressed them, even to the point of attempting to kill the newborn Hebrew baby boys. 

B.  God sent Moses to Pharaoh: “Israel is my first-born son, and I say to you, “Let my son go 

that he may serve (‘abad - the “work” of worship); if you refuse to let him go, behold, I 

will slay your first-born son” (Ex 4:22-23). 
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1.  The slavery to Egyptian idolatry and paganism was far worse than the slavery to their 

cruel Egyptian overlords. 

2.  God’s plan: Form the people into a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod 

4:22).  Then they would draw God’s other children, the Gentiles, to him by the 

example of their holy lives.  This will eventually become the destiny of Catholics. 

C.  The battle with Pharaoh and the demons of Egypt: 10 plagues.3  

D.  Passover (Exod 12:1-13) – Deliverance from the angel of death that struck down all the 

firstborn in Egypt. 

 1.  One year old male lamb without blemish. 

 2.  Put blood of lamb on doorposts and lintel. 

 3.  Eat roasted lamb with unleavened bread and bitter herbs. 

 4.  Loins girded, sandals on your feet, staff in hand, eat in haste. 

 5.  A perpetual memorial - remembrance. 

 

Remembrance 

 

“In the sense of Sacred Scripture, the memorial is not merely the recollection of a past event, but the 

proclamation of the mighty works wrought by God for men. In the liturgical celebration of these 

events, they become present and real. This is how Israel understood its liberation from Egypt: every 

time Passover was celebrated.  The Exodus events were made present to the believers so that they 

could conform their lives to them.”4  

 

V.  Sinai Covenant 

A.  “Now therefore, if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own 

possession among all peoples; for all the earth is mine, and you shall be to me a 

kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod 19:5).   

B.  The Ten Commandments (Ex 20:2-17; Deut 5:6-21) specified the behaviors Israel was to 

follow as a holy people both in relationship with God and with all other humans.   

C.  The obligation to keep the Ten Commandments is also vital for Christians.  When Jesus 

was asked, “Teacher, what good deed must I do, to have eternal life” (Mt 19:16)?  Jesus 

responded, “If you would enter life, keep the commandments” (Mt 19:17).  Jesus’ words 

are decisive. 

E.  Covenant: “Behold the blood of the covenant which the Lord has made with you” (Exod 

24:6, 8). 

F.  Response: “All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient” (Exod 24:7) 

 

                                                           
3 Nile to blood (Exod 7:14-25), frogs (Exod 8:1-5), gnats (Exod 8:16-19), flies (Exod 8:20-32), death of livestock (Exod 9:1-7), 
boils & sores (Exod 9:8-12), fiery hailstorm (Exod 9:13-15), locusts (Exod 10:1-20), 3 days of darkness (Exod 10:21-29), death 
of firstborn (Exod 12:29-36). 
4 CCC, # 1363. 
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VI.  The Apostasy of the Golden Calf 

A.  When Moses came down from the mountain to observe this chaotic scene of idolatry, 

he broke the tablets (Exod 32:19) as a prophetic sign of the people’s unfaithfulness.   

B.  Moses commanded, “Who is on the Lord’s side?  Come to me” (Exod 32:26).   

C.  When the Levites came, Moses commanded: “Put every man his sword on his side, and 

go back and forth from gate to gate throughout the camp, and slay every man his 

brother, and every man his companion, and every man his neighbor (Exod 32:27).   

D.  When the punishment was completed and three thousand men were killed, Moses said 

to the Levites, “Today you have ordained yourselves” (Exod 32:29). 

E.  Because of this apostasy, the majority of the ceremonial and sacrificial laws cited in later 

chapters of Exodus as well as Leviticus and Numbers were added.  More sin – evil, 

requires more laws – even civilly.   

F.  Almost forty years later the rebellious idolatry and promiscuity at Beth-peor (Num 25) 

required another renewal of the covenant described in Deuteronomy (Deut 1:5; 3:29; 

4:44-46).  This is the time divorce was permitted because of their hardness of heart.  

Jesus will abolish this Mosaic law (Mt 19:8-9). 

 

VII.  The Levitical Priesthood 

A.  Structure: High priest, Priests, Levites. 

B.  Ended when Jesus restored the priesthood of the firstborn (Heb 1:6) after he established 

the Church, which is “the assembly of the firstborn” (Heb 12:23).  In so doing Jesus 

reunited the offices of priesthood and kingship by restoring the “royal priesthood.”  

Thus, Peter wrote of the members of Jesus’ Church:  

“But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, 

[destiny] that you may declare the wonderful deeds of him [Jesus] who called you out of 

darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Pet 2:9).  How do we accomplish this vocation?  

Holiness! 

 

VIII.  Confession to a Priest – Old Testament 

“When a man is guilty of any of these, he shall confess the sin he has committed, and he 

shall bring his guilt offering to the Lord for the sin which he has committed, a female from 

                                                         Hierarchal Structure 

                         Moses              Jesus 

Aaron (high priest), Nadad, Abihu  Peter (high priest), James, John 

12 men representing each tribe  12 apostles representing the Church 

70 elders     70 disciples 
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the flock, a lamb or a goat, for a sin offering, and the priest shall make atonement for him 

for his sins” (Lev 5:5-6; cf. Num 5:6-7).  Later, when we discuss confession, we will make a 

comparison with Old Testament confession and the Sacrament of Confession in New 

Testament times. 

 

IX.  Tabernacle: the place of Worship and Sacrifice 

A.  This tent-sanctuary, a portable temple, was constructed according to the pattern God 

revealed to Moses (Exod 25:9, 40).   

B.  It was a rectangular structure with two rooms.   

1.  The inner room, called the Holy of Holies, was designed as a cube of about 15 feet.   

a.  The Ark of the Covenant was placed in this room. 

b.  According to God’s command it was made from acacia wood, covered on both 

sides with pure gold plating (Exod 25:10-26). 

c.  Inside was a golden vessel containing manna (Exod 16:34), Aaron’s rod that 

blossomed to vindicate his priesthood (Num 17:10), and the two tablets of the 

Ten Commandments (Exod 25:10-16). 

d.  It was a symbol of God’s intimate presence with his people. 

e.  The arc remained in the Temple for about 400 years until hidden by Jeremiah on 

Mount Nebo (2 Macc 2:5) before the Temple was looted and destroyed by the 

Babylonians. 

2.  The larger rectangular room near the entrance was proximally 15 by 30 feet. It was 

called the Holy Place.   A large veil or curtain separated the two rooms.  The altar of 

incense, the bread of the presence and a golden seven-branched lamp stand were 

located in the Holy Place.   

3.  Two items stood outside of the Tabernacle before its entrance.  One was the bronze 

altar for the sacrifices that were always the center of Old Testament worship.  The 

other was a large bronze laver that was used for purification rites. 

C.  All worship in the Old Testament centered on the altar and sacrifice, as is true worship in 

the Chruch established by Jesus.  The focus on the preacher is an unbiblical deviation 

that began in the 16th century. 

 

X.  Conquest under Joshua and Period of the Judges 

A.  Moses prophesied the future Messiah: 

1. “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your 

brethren; him you shall heed. … And the Lord said to me … I will raise up for them a 

prophet like you from among their brethren, and I will put my words in his mouth, and 

he shall speak to them all that I commanded him” (Deut 18:15, 18). 

2.  Peter cites these passages as fulfilled in the resurrected Jesus during his proclamation 

in the Temple after the healing of the lame beggar (Acts 3:22).  
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B.  Joshua (“the Lord is Salvation” - “Yahweh Saves”) 

 1.  Named Joshua by Moses (Num 13:16). 

2.  After Moses died Joshua “was full of the spirit of wisdom, for Moses had laid his 

hands upon him; so, the people of Israel obeyed him, and did as the Lord had 

commanded Moses” (Deut 34:9). 

3.  Joshua, along with Caleb, was sent by Moses to scout the land of Canaan (Num 13).  

They were the only two of the twelve spies who spoke confidently of victory, which 

almost had them stoned (Num 14:10). 

 

Joshua a Prefiguration of Jesus 

 

Joshua’s name in Greek is Iesous, “Jesus” in English.  He served as a foreshadowing of the Lord Jesus 

who would save God’s people from the bondage of sin by passing them through the waters of Baptism 

and filling them with the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:37-38; Col 2:11-13).    

 

C.  The conquest of the Promised Land was led by Joshua.  It began 40 years after the 

Exodus and c. 480 years before Solomon began the Temple construction. 

1.  The walled city of Jericho was conquered first.  It was a victory achieved by divine 

intervention through a combination of liturgy and force.   

a.  Archaeology dates human habitation in Jericho that goes back to around 9000 

B.C.5 

b.  Scholar’s date the beginning of the conquest around 1400 B.C. 

2.  The fall of Jericho was followed by the capture of Ai and the central highlands. 

3.  The defeat of the Amorite kings and the cities of Galilee followed. 

4.  Joshua’s last achievement was a national renewal of the covenant at Shechem (Josh 

24:26-28).  Here he was following the lead of Moses who acted as a covenant 

mediator at Mount Sinai. 

D.  Canaanite Influence. 

1.  In spite of the conquest of Canaanite strongholds, the pagan culture of the 

Canaanites would remain for centuries. 

2. This evil influence of Canaanite idolatry would plague the Hebrew people and 

contribute to the eventual collapse of the monarchy. 

3.  This serves as an enduring example of the evil power of bad example and sin. 

E.  The period of the Judges encompasses time after Joshua’s death until the advent of the 

prophet Samuel.   

1.  It covers a period of about 300 years up to about 1050 B.C.   

2.  The book of Judges narrates the cycle of idolatry and punishment through foreign 

powers that oppressed Israel, followed by repentance and God’s merciful 

                                                           
5 Catholic Bible Dictionary, “Jericho” p. 428. 
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deliverance.   

3.  On the whole this was one of the darkest periods in the history of Israel. 

 

REFLECTION 

There are two narratives in the Book of Genesis that are particularly moving.  The first is the 

amazing story of God’s command to sacrifice Isaac, Abraham’s son, his only begotten son, 

whom he loved (Gen 22:2) together with Isaac’s willingness to surrender to his life as he 

carried the wood of sacrifice up the mountain and willingly allowed himself to be bound 

and sacrificed.  Isaac was spared, but the heavenly Father’s only begotten Son, Jesus, would 

not be spared as he surrendered his life for us on the same mountain. 

 

Secondly, the amazing story of Joseph also foreshadows Jesus’ redemptive suffering, which 

brought about our salvation.  Betrayed by his brothers, sold into slavery, and lost to his 

father, Joseph would rise to become the savior of his family as they came into Egypt under 

his protection.  The Joseph narrative is an amazing story that is worth reading just for its 

literary power.  It is also a powerful example of God’s protection of those who are faithful 

to him. 
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