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It is plain from the Law, the Historical Books, and the Wisdom Books that salvation, justification, and righteousness are from God and not from man. In the Prophets this is equally clear. One of the most startling statements in Scripture is that these kinds of benefits will come from the Messiah. Isaiah 53 says,

“ 1 Who hath believed our report? and to whom is the arm of the LORD revealed? 2 For he shall grow up before him as a tender plant, and as a root out of a dry ground: he hath no form nor comeliness; and when we shall see him, there is no beauty that we should desire him. 3 He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief: and we hid as it were our faces from him; he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 4 Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted. 5 But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed. 6 All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD hath laid on him the iniquity of us all. 7 He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth: he is brought as a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is dumb, so he openeth not his mouth. 8 He was taken from prison and from judgment: and who shall declare his generation? for he was cut off out of the land of the living: for the transgression of my people was he stricken. 9 And he made his grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death; because he had done no violence, neither was any deceit in his mouth. 10 Yet it pleased the LORD to bruise him; he hath put him to grief: when thou shalt make his soul an offering for sin, he shall see his seed, he shall prolong his days, and the pleasure of the LORD shall prosper in his hand. 11 He shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied: by his knowledge shall my righteous servant justify many; for he shall bear their iniquities. 12 Therefore will I divide him a portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong; because he hath poured out his soul unto death: and he was numbered with the transgressors; and he bare the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.”

Notice that sin is not taken away by good deeds, but by the Messiah; and it is not taken away by an animal sacrifice or by a food sacrifice, but by the sacrifice of a person.

Isaiah recognizes that these and the other blessings of salvation are not accessible to Israel because God has hardened their heart, so he pleads “O LORD, why hast thou made us to err from thy ways, and hardened our heart from thy fear? Return for thy servants' sake, the tribes of thine inheritance” (Isaiah 63:17). Isaiah’s plea continues through the end of chapter 64, and in chapters 65 and 66 the LORD tells him that an even greater salvation than the salvation of the past is coming; it will be part of the New Heavens and the New Earth and will be permanent. His elect will enjoy this fullness of blessing (65:22).

In Jeremiah, the LORD offers a new heart as the solution to apostasy and disobedience: “And I will give them an heart to know me, that I am the LORD: and they shall be my people, and I will be their God: for they shall return unto me with their whole heart” (Jeremiah 24:7).

In a later passage in Jeremiah the LORD reiterates the same thing in even more detail.

“ 37 Behold, I will gather them out of all countries, whither I have driven them in mine anger, and in my fury, and in great wrath; and I will bring them again unto this place, and I will cause them to dwell safely: 38 And they shall be my people, and I will be their God: 39 And I will give them one heart, and one way, that they may fear me for ever, for the good of them, and of their children after them: 40 And I will make an everlasting covenant with them, that I will not turn away from them, to do them good; but I will put my fear in their hearts, that they shall not depart from me. 41 Yea, I will rejoice over them to do them good, and I will plant them in this land assuredly with my whole heart and with my whole soul. 42 For thus saith the LORD; Like as I have brought all this great evil upon this people, so will I bring upon them all the good that I have promised them” (Jeremiah 32:37-42).

In Lamentations Jeremiah prays, “Turn thou us unto thee, O LORD, and we shall be turned; renew our days as of old” (Lamentations 5:21). The very act of turning to God begins with God.

In the passages above, this new heart which the LORD promises is described in several different ways – as a heart that knows God, as a heart which fears God, and as a heart which obeys God. Ezekiel also describes it as an obedient heart:

“19 And I will give them one heart, and I will put a new spirit within you; and I will take the stony heart out of their flesh, and will give them an heart of flesh: 20 That they may walk in my statutes, and keep mine ordinances, and do them: and they shall be my people, and I will be their God” (Ezekiel 11:19-20).

Throughout the Bible obedience is important, but it is never left merely to man’s power. Acceptable obedience always springs from a God-renewed heart. God further states that it is his active and continuing enablement by which we walk in his ways (refer especially to verse 27, below).

“ 25 Then will I sprinkle clean water upon you, and ye shall be clean: from all your filthiness, and from all your idols, will I cleanse you. 26 A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within you: and I will take away the stony heart out of your flesh, and I will give you an heart of flesh. 27 And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes, and ye shall keep my judgments, and do them. 28 And ye shall dwell in the land that I gave to your fathers; and ye shall be my people, and I will be your God. 29 I will also save you from all your uncleannesses: and I will call for the corn, and will increase it, and lay no famine upon you. 30 Then shall ye remember your own evil ways, and your doings that were not good, and shall lothe yourselves in your own sight for your iniquities and for your abominations. 33 Thus saith the Lord GOD; In the day that I shall have cleansed you from all your iniquities I will also cause you to dwell in the cities, and the wastes shall be builded” (Ezekiel 36:25-29, 31, 33).

In the next chapter the LORD shows Ezekiel the Vision of the Dry Bones. He explains this as his salvation and cleansing of Israel. “Neither shall they defile themselves any more with their idols, nor with their detestable things, nor with any of their transgressions: but I will save them out of all their dwellingplaces, wherein they have sinned, and will cleanse them: so shall they be my people, and I will be their God” (Ezekiel 37:23).

God’s sovereignty is asserted in a more general way in the book of Daniel, especially in chapters 4, 5, 6 and 9. For example, after being judged for his sins, Nebuchadnezzar said, “And all the inhabitants of the earth are reputed as nothing: and he doeth according to his will in the army of heaven, and among the inhabitants of the earth: and none can stay his hand, or say unto him, What doest thou?” (Daniel 4:35). And on another occasion Daniel confessed his sin and the sin of the nation in these words: “To the Lord our God belong mercies and forgivenesses, though we have rebelled against him” (Daniel 9:9). Putting these two passages together we see that God cleanses sin by engendering humility and through mercy and forgiveness. The initiative is his.

Hosea puts it this way: “ 8 From me is thy fruit found. 9 Who is wise, and he shall understand these things? prudent, and he shall know them? for the ways of the LORD are right, and the just shall walk in them: but the transgressors shall fall therein” (Hosea 14:8-9).

Joel says, “And it shall come to pass, that whosoever shall call on the name of the LORD shall be delivered: for in mount Zion and in Jerusalem shall be deliverance, as the LORD hath said, and in the remnant whom the LORD shall call” (Joe 2:32).

Amos promises deliverance for some and judgment for others (Amos 9:11-15). In Acts 15:15-17, Amos 9:11 is applied to the work of Christ: “15 And to this agree the words of the prophets; as it is written, 16 After this I will return, and will build again the tabernacle of David, which is fallen down; and I will build again the ruins thereof, and I will set it up: 17 That the residue of men might seek after the Lord, and all the Gentiles, upon whom my name is called, saith the Lord, who doeth all these things.” This is an acknowledgment of God’s sovereignty in salvation.

The LORD promises a similar reversal of fortunes in Obadiah. Esau shall be judged (Obadiah 1:1-16). Israel will be delivered (Obadiah 1:17-21). Of particular interest is verse 17: “But upon mount Zion shall be deliverance, and there shall be holiness; and the house of Jacob shall possess their possessions.” This shows that holiness is a key feature in the deliverance that the LORD will send to Israel. He is the source of that holiness.

The book of Jonah speaks of the sovereignty of God in two passages. In the prayer of Jonah from the belly of the fish Jonah says: “Salvation is of the LORD” (Jonah 2:9-c). Later, God sovereignly applied salvation to the sinful Gentile city of Nineveh, an enemy of Israel (Jonah 3:10). He did this as an act of grace, mercy, longsuffering, kindness, and forbearance (4:2-b). Also God said he did it out of pity (Jonah 4:10-11).

Micah, like David in Psalm 32:1-2, speaks of a righteousness which is apart from the sacrificial system. He says,

“ 6 Wherewith shall I come before the LORD, and bow myself before the high God? shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves of a year old? 7 Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, or with ten thousands of rivers of oil? shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? 8 He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the LORD require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?” (Micah 6:6-8).

In the closing verses of his prophecy Micah shows that this obedient heart is a gift of God.

“ 18 Who is a God like unto thee, that pardoneth iniquity, and passeth by the transgression of the remnant of his heritage? he retaineth not his anger for ever, because he delighteth in mercy. 19 He will turn again, he will have compassion upon us; he will subdue our iniquities; and thou wilt cast all their sins into the depths of the sea. 20 Thou wilt perform the truth to Jacob, and the mercy to Abraham, which thou hast sworn unto our fathers from the days of old” (Micah 7:18-20)

Nahum and Habakkuk do not speak as directly about the sovereignty of God in salvation as some of the other prophets, but some of the key features of His sovereignty are clearly enunciated. Nahum 1:7 says, “The LORD is good, a strong hold in the day of trouble; and he knoweth them that trust in him.” Habakkuk 2:4-b says, “the just shall live by his faith.” In the first passage the LORD and his relationship to us is the basis of our security. In the second passage faith, not works is the life principle.

Zephaniah has something unusual to say about the way the Lord saves us. “For then will I turn to the people a pure language, that they may all call upon the name of the LORD, to serve him with one consent” (Zephaniah 3:9). This speaks to two issues – impure language and an unclean heart.

First, “a pure language” stands in contrast to “an impure language.” A cogent passage in Isaiah sheds some light on this concept: “Then said I, Woe is me! for I am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips” (Isaiah 6:5). The historical context is significant. Isaiah saw the LORD and uttered these words in the year that King Uzziah died. Uzziah attempted to usurp the priestly function and come before the LORD in his own self-will. The Lord smote him with leprosy for this presumption, and he remained a leper till the day he died. Lepers were treated as people who had unclean lips. This is shown by the duties of the leper in Leviticus:  “And the leper in whom the plague is, his clothes shall be rent, and his head bare, and he shall put a covering upon his upper lip, and shall cry, Unclean, unclean” (Leviticus 13:45). These things were a sign of mourning (Leviticus 10:6). They also kept others far enough away that they would not get infected. And as for the lip covering, “this was done, as Aben Ezra says, that the leper might not hurt any with the breath of his mouth” (Gill, on Leviticus 13:45).

Second, unclean lips signify an unclean heart. Here is a selection of Scriptures which speak of this:

Matthew 12:34 – O generation of vipers, how can ye, being evil, speak good things? for out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh.
Matthew 15:11 – Not that which goeth into the mouth defileth a man; but that which cometh out of the mouth, this defileth a man.
Matthew 15:17-18 – 17 Do not ye yet understand, that whatsoever entereth in at the mouth goeth into the belly, and is cast out into the draught? 18 But those things which proceed out of the mouth come forth from the heart; and they defile the man.
Luke 6:45 – A good man out of the good treasure of his heart bringeth forth that which is good; and an evil man out of the evil treasure of his heart bringeth forth that which is evil: for of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaketh.

Romans 3:13-14 – 13 Their throat is an open sepulchre; with their tongues they have used deceit; the poison of asps is under their lips: 14 Whose mouth is full of cursing and bitterness.
Ephesians 4:29 – Let no corrupt communication proceed out of your mouth, but that which is good to the use of edifying, that it may minister grace unto the hearers.
Colossians 3:8 – But now ye also put off all these; anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy communication out of your mouth.
James 3:10 – Out of the same mouth proceedeth blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not so to be.
Revelation 13:5 – And there was given unto him a mouth speaking great things and blasphemies; and power was given unto him to continue forty and two months.
Revelation 14:5 – And in their mouth was found no guile: for they are without fault before the throne of God.
Haggai speaks to the issue of the obedience of God’s people. He notes that for the important task of rebuilding the temple it was the LORD who stirred the heart of the people. “And the LORD stirred up the spirit of Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and the spirit of Joshua the son of Josedech, the high priest, and the spirit of all the remnant of the people; and they came and did work in the house of the LORD of hosts, their God” (Haggai 1:14 ).

The book of Zechariah tells how the LORD cleansed Joshua the high priest, cancelled the condemnation of Satan against him, and called him into renewed obedience (Zechariah 3:1-10). In a similar vein the LORD promises a profound change of heart for the whole nation (Zechariah 12:9-14). Verse 10 is notable for its prophecy “they shall look upon me whom they have pierced.” The context speaks of morning  for the Messiah and repenting of their mistreatment of Him. All of this comes from the initiative and power of God.

In the closing book of the Old Testament, Malachi, the LORD makes it clear that the Israelites are not consumed as a nation because He is faithful, not because they are faithful. “For I am the LORD, I change not; therefore ye sons of Jacob are not consumed” (Malachi 3:6). So their national salvation as well as their individual salvation is from God, not from themselves. The previous verses make it clear that this salvation will be as a result of a profound cleansing by the Messenger of the Covenant:

“ 1 Behold, I will send my messenger, and he shall prepare the way before me: and the Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to his temple, even the messenger of the covenant, whom ye delight in: behold, he shall come, saith the LORD of hosts. 2 But who may abide the day of his coming? and who shall stand when he appeareth? for he is like a refiner's fire, and like fullers' soap: 3 And he shall sit as a refiner and purifier of silver: and he shall purify the sons of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver, that they may offer unto the LORD an offering in righteousness. 4 Then shall the offering of Judah and Jerusalem be pleasant unto the LORD, as in the days of old, and as in former years” (Malachi 3:1-4).

Stated simply, the Prophets agree that “Salvation is of the LORD” in its inception and its development.
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