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As in the Law and the Historical books, so in the Wisdom Books, Scripture emphasizes the necessity of the converting power of God. An excellent example of this principle is found in Psalm 119:32 – “I will run the way of thy commandments, when thou shalt enlarge my heart.” This operation of God makes great moral attainments possible, but these individual moral attainments are never seen as saving the sinner. God saves.

The story of Job, for example, makes it clear that there is a certain perfection which sinners can obtain. Of Job, God Himself said twice, “there is none like him in the earth, a perfect and an upright man, one that feareth God, and escheweth evil” (Job 1:8; 2:3). But of himself, Job said, “20 If I justify myself, mine own mouth shall condemn me: if I say, I am perfect, it shall also prove me perverse. 21 Though I were perfect, yet would I not know my soul: I would despise my life” (Job 9:20-21). Job also acknowledged his sins “For thou writest bitter things against me, and makest me to possess the iniquities of my youth” (Job 13:26); “How then can man be justified with God? or how can he be clean that is born of a woman?” (Job 25:4). And even God, who spoke of Job’s perfection, rebuked Job for his sins of speaking without knowledge and of reproving God – Job 38:2; 40:2. So Job’s perfection was relative, not absolute.

We think of this “perfection” (relative though it is) as something only a few like Job or Noah or Daniel obtain. It may be surprising, then, to realize that in both Testaments, God demands “perfection” of all who serve him, and Scripture attributes perfection to many (Deuteronomy 18:13; 1 Kings 8:61; 1 Kings 15:14; 2 Kings 20:3; 1 Chronicles 28:9; 1 Chronicles 29:9; 2 Chronicles 16:9; 2 Chronicles 19:9; Psalm 37:37; Psalm 64:4; Psalm 101:2, 6; Proverbs 2:21; Proverbs 11:5; Matthew 5:48; Matthew 19:21; Luke 6:40; 1 Corinthians 2:6; 2 Corinthians 7:1; 2 Corinthians 13:9; 2 Corinthians 13:11; Ephesians 4:12-13; Philippians 3:12, 15; Colossians 1:28; Colossians 3:14; Colossians 4:12; 1 Thessalonians 3:10; 2 Timothy 3:17; Hebrews 6:1; Hebrews 10:14; Hebrews 12:23; Hebrews 13:21; James 1:4; James 3:2; 1 Peter 5:10; 1 John 2:5; 1 John 4:12; 1 John 4:15-19).

As for the source of this perfection, here is what the Wisdom Books have to say. “10 Create in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit within me. 11 Cast me not away from thy presence; and take not thy holy spirit from me” (Psalm 51:10-11). David, by his sin with Bathsheba, had committed 3 sins for which there was no sacrifice – adultery, murder, and dishonoring the name of God. Therefore, since he could attain nothing by the law, his restoration had to come from a direct renewing act of God. His heart and spirit had to be cleansed and renewed by a sovereign act of God, and by nothing else. He describes the source of his fall as indwelling sin: “Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me.” (Psalm 51:5). It was after this confession that he asked that God would cleanse and renew him inwardly. He did not seek self reform. He sought something only God could do.

In another Psalm David asks for similar help from God: “Teach me thy way, O LORD; I will walk in thy truth: unite my heart to fear thy name” (Psalm 86:11). To keep God’s way he needs both understanding and singleness of heart. Both must come from God.

Psalm 119 has a number of similar passages “I will run the way of thy commandments, when thou shalt enlarge my heart” (Psalm 119:32). “Give me understanding, and I shall keep thy law; yea, I shall observe it with my whole heart” (Psalm 119:34). “Incline my heart unto thy testimonies, and not to covetousness” (Psalm 119:36). “Before I was afflicted I went astray: but now have I kept thy word” (Psalm 119:67). “Let my heart be sound in thy statutes; that I be not ashamed” (Psalm 119:80). “Order my steps in thy word: and let not any iniquity have dominion over me” (Psalm 119:133). Notice the wide variety of operations which must come from God before one can obey God – enlargement of heart (openness to God), understanding, inclination, correction by affliction, soundness of heart, ordering the steps (a continual guidance).

As in the Lord’s Prayer, so in Psalm 141:4, the Psalmist requests deliverance from temptation: “Incline not my heart to any evil thing, to practise wicked works with men that work iniquity: and let me not eat of their dainties” (Psalm 141:4).

David, like Job, learned that righteousness was from the LORD, not from himself. In Psalm 143:2 he offers this prayer: “And enter not into judgment with thy servant: for in thy sight shall no man living be justified.” (Compare Job 9:20-21, above). Unlike David, Job, who recognized the integrity of his heart, asked to enter into judgment with God (Job 5:8; 13:18; 23:4). God, who also acknowledged the integrity of Job’s heart, nevertheless convinced Job of the folly of entering into judgment with Him (Job, chapters 38-42). Job attained a humble heart and said, “Wherefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:6). So even a perfect man had to repent.

Proverbs puts the matter this way: “Who can say, I have made my heart clean, I am pure from my sin?” (Proverbs 20:9). Ecclesiastes flatly denies the justness, the goodness, and the sinlessness of man: “For there is not a just man upon earth, that doeth good, and sinneth not” (Ecclesiastes 7:20).

Everyone is subject to the control and judgment of God. He controls the hearts of whole nations: “He turned their heart to hate his people, to deal subtilly with his servants” (Psalm 105:25). He also controls the hearts of the strongest and most self-willed of individuals: “The king's heart is in the hand of the LORD, as the rivers of water: he turneth it whithersoever he will” (Proverbs 21:1).

Perfection, then, is relative. It is not the basis of salvation. It can be marred by indwelling sin. It is always a product of God’s operation on the heart as he uses discipline, persuasion, and various renewing and enabling influences. The Law is inadequate. God alone is adequate.
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