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The Law of Moses centers on issues of the heart.

The same is true for the rest of the Old Testament and for the New Testament as well.

In all of the Scriptures, the constant emphasis is that God, and only God, transforms the heart. Salvation comes from this and from nothing else. In the following Scripture near the end of the Pentateuch, Moses states the matter concisely:

*** Deuteronomy 30:6 – 6 And the LORD thy God will circumcise thine heart,

and the heart of thy seed, to love the LORD thy God with all thine heart, and with all

thy soul, that thou mayest live. ***

God offered this as the solution to Israel’s constant failure to obey. This offer should have shown them a need for something more than the temple worship and the other laws which they were, at this point, already practicing. But such blindness was fairly constant among them. In Romans, for example, Paul criticized the Jews who thought that the Law was a thing which they could keep in their own power and so earn salvation. Perhaps they thought that their zeal for keeping the law was proof that God had circumcised their heart. If so, they missed the fact that their whole soul was not with God as shown by the fact that they rejected Christ who was their God-appointed means of salvation. But, then, multitudes, both of the Jews and of the Gentiles, stumble at this stumbling stone. The idea that one can earn a god’s favor is an essentially pagan conceit and is contradicted at every turn in Scripture.

In fact, Scripture stresses the need for God’s intervention in the life in both positive and negative statements. The positive side of this concept is above; the negative is below in Deuteronomy 29:

*** Deuteronomy 29:2-4 – 2 And Moses called unto all Israel, and said unto them, Ye

have seen all that the LORD did before your eyes in the land of Egypt unto Pharaoh, and

unto all his servants, and unto all his land; 3 The great temptations which thine eyes have

seen, the signs, and those great miracles: 4 Yet the LORD hath not given you an heart to

perceive, and eyes to see, and ears to hear, unto this day. ***

The sum of the two statements is this: their heart was not right because God did not give them a right heart, but eventually their heart would be right because God would make it right. Nothing else would avail to make their heart right – not the Law, not the miracles – nothing but God’s circumcision of the heart.

This phrase, “circumcising the heart,” contains a key implication which is easy to miss. Circumcision was the act which brought a person into covenant with God – Genesis 17:10 – “This is my covenant, which ye shall keep, between me and you and thy seed after thee; Every man child among you shall be circumcised.” So, when God spoke of circumcising the heart, he was speaking of the need for the covenant to be in the heart, not just in the outward performance. Specifically, this means that God puts sin away from the heart. Paul summarizes this idea in Colossians 2:11 – “In whom also ye are circumcised with the circumcision made without hands, in putting off the body of the sins of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ.” This was the remedy which God prescribed for Israel in Moses’ day.

Israel should have been able to recognize their sinfulness. Their whole tabernacle system with its sacrifices, prayers, and cleansings was designed to deal with sin. The document which Moses wrote for them (which we call the Pentateuch) began with a description of man’s fall into sin. Shortly afterward we read these words: “And GOD 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” (Genesis 6:5). This was before the Flood which brought judgment and cleansing. When the flood was over Noah made a sacrifice. God responded to it in a somewhat peculiar manner. He said that he would not curse the ground again and would not again smite every living thing, but he did not mention the sacrifice as the reason for his decision. Instead, his reason was this: “for the imagination of man's heart is evil from his youth” (Genesis 8:21). It appears from this that God’s reason for rescinding the curse and deciding not to destroy humanity again was that those judgments did not address man’s fundamental problem, sin. It was not an act of resignation. It was an act of grace. God then blessed Noah and entered into covenant with him and his seed (Genesis 9:9).

Probably the most famous act of grace in the Pentateuch is the covenant God made with Abraham. This is encapsulated in the words “And he believed in the LORD; and he counted it to him for righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). God made similar covenants with Isaac and Jacob (Genesis 17:19, 21; 28:11-22). He also made a covenant with the nation of Israel based on his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Exodus 2:24-25; 3:6-10; 6:6-8; 19:4-6; Deuteronomy 4:13).

The obligations of the covenant was particularly encapsulated in the Ten Commandments: “And he declared unto you his covenant, which he commanded you to perform, even Ten Commandments; and he wrote them upon two tables of stone” (Deuteronomy 4:13). The Ten Commandments begin and end with demands on the heart – the affections and the desires – the most uncontrollable part of human make up. Anyone who understood himself would have known that he did not love God with all of his heart and he was not free from a covetous heart. He would have been forced by this realization to plead with God for mercy.

Anyone who had this realization would be brought back to the central issue of God’s operation on the heart as mentioned above in Deuteronomy 29:2-4 and Deuteronomy 30:6. Commenting on Deuteronomy 29:4 (“Yet the LORD hath not given you an heart to perceive, and eyes to see, and ears to hear, unto this day”), the Geneva Bible says this: “He shows that it is not in man's power to understand the mysteries of God if it is not given to him from above.” Clarke says,

“If they had had such a heart, it would have been God’s gift, for he is the author of all

good; and that they had not such a heart was a proof that they had grieved his Spirit,

and abused the grace which he had afforded them to produce that gracious change, the

want of which is here deplored. Hence God himself is represented as grieved because

they were unchanged and disobedient: ‘O that there were such a heart in them, that they

would fear me, and keep all my commandments always, that it might be well with them

and with their children for ever!’ ”

Commenting on Deuteronomy 30:6, the Geneva Bible says, “God will purge all your wicked affections, a thing that is not in your own power to do.” The text promises that God will give them a heart which loves Him. Theologically speaking, this is a benefit of salvation. Neither this new loving heart nor the obedience which flows from it is a cause of salvation. Instead, salvation is the cause of the love and of the obedience.

The Westminster Larger Catechism puts it this way:

Q. 70. What is justification?

A. Justification is an act of God’s free grace unto sinners, [286 – Romans 3:22, 24-25; 4:5]

in which he pardoneth all their sins, accepteth and accounteth their persons righteous in his

sight; [287 – 2 Corinthians 5:19, 21; Romans 3:22, 24-25, 27-28] not for any thing wrought

in them, or done by them, [288 - Titus 3:5, 7; Ephesians 1:7] but only for the perfect

obedience and full satisfaction of Christ, by God imputed to them, [289 – Romans 5:17-19;

Romans 4:6-8] and received by faith alone. [290 - Acts 10:43; Galatians 2:16; Philippians 3:9]

See also the Westminster Shorter Catechism and the Westminster Confession of Faith, especially the latter for a full treatment of the doctrine of Justification.

The brief discussion above should be sufficient to convince us all that election and sovereign, irresistible grace is not merely findable in the Old Testament; it is the very foundation of the Covenant. The Covenant is impossible without it.
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