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ABSTRACT 

The theological debate surrounding the identity of the New Covenant law in Jeremiah 31:33 is 

persistent and without resolution. Among others, two main views identify Jeremiah’s supposed 

law as either the Old Testament Mosaic Law (implying continuity) or the New Testament law of 

Christ in the Christian age (advocating for discontinuity with the old). But barely has any of the 

debates comprehensively explored the possibility of the reference to “My law” being metaphoric. 

Much study on the identity of the supposed New Covenant law has mainly been centred on 

etymology and interpretations drawn from the New Testament’s progressive revelation. But to 

note, a word derives its meaning from the context it is used. Thus our study attempted to derive 

the meaning of Jeremiah’s law reference from its near and surrounding context, and to 

specifically explore the possibility of it constituting a metaphoric rather than a literal term.  

This study mainly employs the historical-grammatical methodology because of its attested 

principles which include: divine inspiration, context, lexicography, grammatical analysis and 

historical-cultural background. The biblical-theological approach to interpreting the Bible is also 

incorporated given that covenant is one of the central themes in the grand narrative of Scripture 

– both Old and New Testaments. 

This study explores the significance and essence of the Mosaic Covenant and its Law within the 

ANE context; after which the necessity of the New Covenant in light of the existing old one is 

determined. The essence of the New Covenant (its distinguishing factor from the old) is also 

analysed. The New Covenant prophecy of Ezekiel, a younger contemporary of Jeremiah, will 

also be considered in the analysis. Parallel observations from both Jeremiah and Ezekiel will be 

drawn to help determine the defining factor of the New Covenant prophecy – the promise of 

heart transformation resulting in a restored relationship with God. 

This study will explore the concept of heart transformation by the power of the Spirit of God as 

the essence of both Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s New Covenant prophecies, and consider whether 

the reference to “My law” in Jeremiah 31:33 is a metaphor typifying the anticipated divine heart 

change, and not necessarily a reference to a literal law code, whether Mosaic or another type of 

law(s). 
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OPSOMMING 

Die teologiese debat wat die identiteit van die Nuwe verbondswet in Jeremia 31:33 omsluit, is 

voortgaande en sonder oplossing. Benewens ander is daar twee hoofstroom-sienings wat 

Jeremia se voorgestelde wet as óf die Ou Testamentiese wet van Moses (impliseer kontinuïteit) 

óf die Nuwe Testamentiese wet van Christus in die Christelike era (redeneer vir die vervulling 

van die oue) identifiseer. Tog, in geeneen van hierdie debatte is ŉ in-diepte studie gedoen na 

die moontlikheid dat die verwysing na “My wet” ŉ metaforiese uitdrukking kan wees nie. 'n 

Aantal studies aangaande die identiteit van die voorgestelde Nuwe verbondswet het gesentreer 

rondom etimologie en interpretasies wat afgelei kon word van die Nuwe Testament se 

voortgaande openbaring. Hierteenoor is dit belangrik om op te merk dat ŉ woord se betekenis 

afgelei word binne die konteks waarbinne die woord gebruik word. Daarom poog hierdie studie 

om die betekenis van Jeremia se wet af te lei van die verwysingsraamwerk binne die woord se 

nabye en omliggende konteks, en om spesifiek die moontlikheid te ondersoek dat die betekenis 

ŉ metaforiese uitdrukking ondervang eerder as net ŉ letterlike term. 

Hierdie studie gebruik die histories-grammatiese metodologie omrede getoetsde beginsels 

aanwesig is, wat insluit: goddelike inspirasie, konteks, leksikografie, grammatikale analise en 

histories-kulturele agtergrond. Die bybels-teologiese beginsels om die Bybel te interpreteer is 

ook ingesluit omrede die verbond een van die sentrale temas in die groter narratief van die 

Woord, beide Ou- en Nuwe Testament, is. 

Hierdie studie ondersoek die belangrikheid en wese van die Verbond en Wet van Moses binne 

die ou Nabye Oosterse (ONO) konteks. Ook word die noodsaaklikheid van die Nuwe verbond in 

die lig van die bestaande Ou verbond bepaal. Die wese van die Nuwe verbond (die 

onderskeibare kenmerk van die Oue) is ook aan analise onderwerp. Die Nuwe verbond se 

profesie van Esegiël, ŉ jonger tydgenoot van Jeremia, is ook in ag geneem in die analise. 

Parallelle waarnemings van beide Jeremia en Esegiël is opgeteken om die bepalende faktor 

van die Nuwe verbond profesie te belig, nl. die belofte van ŉ hartsverandering wat uitloop op ŉ 

herstelde verhouding met God. 

Hierdie studie ondersoek die konsep waar die hart ŉ verandering ondergaan deur die krag van 

die Gees van God en wat geïdentifiseer kan word as die wese van beide Jeremia en Esegiël se 

Nuwe verbond profesieë. Die studie gee ook aandag aan óf die verwysing na “My wet” in 

Jeremia 31:33 ŉ metaforiese uitdrukking is wat ‘n goddelike hartsverandering veronderstel, en 

dat dit nie noodwendig ŉ verwysing is na die letterlike wette, hetsy Mosaïse of (ŉ) ander tipe 

wet(te), nie. 
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KEY TERMS 

1. Law 

2. New Covenant law 

3. New Covenant 

4. Mosaic Covenant (also Old Covenant) 

5. Mosaic Law (or Law of Moses, or the Law) 

6. Jeremiah 31:33 

7. Ezekiel 36:26-27 

8. Deuteronomy 30:6 

9. Spirit of God 

10. Metaphor 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

Determining the identity of the New Covenant law in Jeremiah 31:33 is an issue that has 

persisted in scholarly debate over the centuries since the Reformation. The issue is yet to be 

resolved with the two main opposing arguments centred on whether the New Covenant law 

refers to the Mosaic Law given to Israel after the Exodus, or to the law of Christ given to 

Christians in a subsequent dispensation after Christ Himself inaugurated the New Covenant on 

the cross (Luke 22:20). To ponder is the fact that the New Covenant statement in Jeremiah 

31:33, “I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it,” is metaphoric. But barely 

has any of the debates comprehensively explored the possibility of the reference to “My law” 

being metaphoric as well. 

It is necessary to consider this possibility, especially in light of factors such as: other similar Old 

Testament references to a future new and everlasting covenant promise do not explicitly make 

reference to any law; and, the New Testament does not make specific reference to a New 

Covenant law and its ultimate or pending fulfilment (arguably in Christ). This study will thus 

attempt to determine whether it is viable to consider the New Covenant law reference to be a 

metaphor within Jeremiah’s metaphoric statement in v33, typifying God’s future transformative 

work upon His people, and not necessarily a literal legislation, whether Mosaic or another type 

of code. 

1.2 The need for the study 

The New Covenant in Jeremiah 31:31-34 has been widely regarded by scholars as the pinnacle 

of not just prophetic literature but the entire Old Testament Scriptures (Carroll, 1981:215). This 

is because it promises genuine spirituality, an intimate relationship between God and Israel, 

knowledge of God in Israel and the universe, and absolute forgiveness of sin. It depicts a 

“radical change in God’s dealing with Israel” with its “ultimate fulfilment guaranteed by God” 

(Adeyemi, 2006a:312-3). The prophecy is found within the section commonly known as “The 

Book of Consolation” (Jer 30-33) because of Jeremiah’s “vast majority” of proclamations filled 

with hope (Bright, 1965:284). Carroll (1981:215) goes further to suggest that the New Covenant 

passage “is probably responsible for the titular distinctions Old and New Testaments.” 
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Despite the enthusiasm by biblical scholars in studying such a passage, Kaiser (1972:11) 

seemingly lamented that: 

One of the most important, yet most sensitive of all theological texts, is the new 
covenant theme of Jeremiah 31:31-34. Hardly has exegesis of this passage begun 
when the interpreter discovers to his great delight and consternation that he is 
involved in some of the greatest theological questions of our day. 

But he continues to encourage that “the issues are too exciting and the passage is too 

important” to pass by the opportunity of delving into a study of the New Covenant in attempts to 

address existing contentions. But because a lifetime worth of study may not exhaustively 

resolve all the existing issues, this study will particularly focus on contributing to the prominent 

theological question surrounding the identity of the New Covenant law. 

As part of the New Covenant,1 God revealed through the Prophet Jeremiah that at a future time, 

He will make a covenant with His people: 

ֹו   ִתי ֶאת־תּֽ ה ָנַתִ֤ הָוָ֔ ֻאם־יְּ ים ָהֵהםֵּ֙ נְּ י ַהָיִמִ֤ ל ַאֲחֵרֵּ֙ ָרֵאֵ֜ ית ִישְּ ֹר֩ת ֶאת־ֵבֵּ֙ ר ֶאכְּ ית ֲאֶשִּ֣ ִרִ֡ את ַהבְּ ִֹּ֣ י ז ָרִתיֵּ֙ ִכִּ֣

ם׃ ָעּֽ י לְּ יּו־ִלִ֥ הְּ ָמה ִיּֽ ֵהָּ֖ ים וְּ אֹלִהָ֔ יִתי ָלֶהםֵּ֙ ֵלּֽ ָהִיִ֤ ָנה וְּ ֲתֶבֶ֑ ם ֶאכְּ ַעל־ִלָבָּ֖ ם וְּ ָבָ֔ ִקרְּ  בְּ

(Jer 31:33, WTT) 

"But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those 

days," declares the LORD, "I will put My law within them and on their heart I 

will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people.” (Jer 31:33, 

NASB) 

The prophet continued to reveal that the result of the inauguration of the New Covenant is that 

no one will need to be taught about God because they will all know Him (v34) once God’s law is 

written in their hearts. Whereas the law of the Mosaic Covenant was literally written on stone 

tables, God figuratively states that on the contrary, under the New Covenant, He will write His 

law upon the hearts of His people such that they would not need a teacher like Moses or Aaron 

to explain it to them. They will instantaneously have perfect knowledge of God after He performs 

this miraculous act. 

Also to note, the Old Covenant of Moses had failed because the people constantly rebelled 

against God and walked in disobedience to His commands, generation after generation (v31). 

Thus the inference is that this New Covenant, by contrast, would succeed in achieving total 

                                                

1 There is only one occurrence of the term “new covenant” in the Old Testament (Jer 31:31). But as 
Kaiser (1972:14) notes, the idea of the New Covenant is not unique to Jeremiah but prevalent in the Old 
Testament under different terms such as: “everlasting covenant” (e.g. Jer 32:40, 50:5, Ezek 16:60, Isa 
24:5); “the covenant of peace” (e.g. Isa 54:10, Ezek 34:25), “a covenant” or “my covenant” (e.g. Isa 42:6, 
Hos 2:18-20). But Kaiser (1972:14) also notes that Jeremiah’s prophecy is preeminent over the other 
references due to factors such as: the appearance of the word “new”; it is the largest Old Testament 
passage quoted in the New Testament (Heb 8:8-12);  and it appears in nine other New Testament texts. 
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obedience. The basis of success is tied to the fact that God’s law would be written on the hearts 

of the people such that they would not need to be taught by anyone about Him. Without this act 

of God, it is impossible to realize the New Covenant. 

The debate among scholars (e.g. Adeyemi (2006a), Decker (1995), Hoch (1997), Hughes 

(2005), Kaiser (1972), Moo (1999), Pettegrew (1999), Von Rad (1965), Wallis (1969)) 

concerning the New Covenant has over time mainly focused on two major aspects: 1) the 

identity of the law of the covenant, and 2) whether the covenant, wholly or partly, applies to the 

Church or not (with some arguing that the Church has replaced Israel, while others arguing that 

God still has a future redemptive plan for Israel under the New Covenant, whether the Church is 

part of it or not).2 

On the debate concerning the identity of the law of the New Covenant, traditional arguments 

have largely focused on whether “My law” refers to the Mosaic Law as given by Moses in the 

Old Testament Pentateuch, or to the law of Christ referred to by Paul in 1 Corinthians 9:21 and 

Galatians 6:2. Some scholars, such as Calvin (1950:131-3), Clements (1988:191) and Von Rad 

(1965:212) would argue that “My law” refers to the Mosaic Law, in that it is only the form/way of 

implementation that has changed.3 Other scholars such as von Orelli maintain that this law 

refers to God’s will (Adeyemi, 2006a:316). While others such as Moo (1999:357) argue that this 

law refers to the law of Christ mentioned by Paul in 1 Corinthians 9:21 and Galatians 6:2, and 

not the Mosaic law whether in part or as a whole.4  

Another view argues that the concepts of “law” and “covenant” are to be considered 

synonymous (Clements, 1988:191). Citing Jeremiah 11:6, 8 as an example, Clements 

(1978:102) asserted that the terms “covenant” ( ִריתבְּ  ) and “law” (תֹוָרה) are close synonyms and 

as such “to obey the law” and “to obey the covenant” are equally synonymous expressions. The 

implication of this view, if applied to the New Covenant passage in Jeremiah 31:33, would be 

that the reference “My law” would be synonymous to “My covenant” and thus define the New 

Covenant law as such. 

                                                

2 To note, Kaiser (1987:25, 26) and Roper (1976:24) contend that the New Covenant is not “new” but is 
rather the Old Covenant “renewed” because the Hebrew word ָחָדש translated “new” may also mean “to 
renew or repair” as seen in its usage for example to refer to the “new moon.” But this argument has been 
well refuted by Adeyemi (2006a:318-21). 
3 Adeyemi (2016a:315) observes that this is the most common view on the identity of the New Covenant 
law, and that it is held by most covenant theologians. 
4 Moo (1999a:357) also suggests that the Mosaic Law should always be viewed through the lens of the 
ministry and teaching of Jesus rather than the standard for Christian conduct. He also states that the “law 
of Christ” should not be viewed as “a set of rules but a set of principles drawn from the life and teaching of 
Jesus, with love for others as its heart and the indwelling Spirit as its directive force.” 
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As briefly noted, God promised that a New Covenant, unlike the failed old Mosaic Covenant, 

would be miraculously inaugurated to restore His people to Him once and for all. God would 

take it upon Himself to write His law within the hearts of His people such that they would neither 

need “law school” nor would they commit sin anymore. But as also noted, studies on the New 

Covenant law have elicited various views on its identity with no consensus in sight. Given the 

various views highlighted above, this study aims to contribute to the persistent debate on the 

identity of the New Covenant law by focusing on a view that has barely been explored. This 

study will seek to determine the viability of the reference to the New Covenant law being 

metaphoric and not a literal code. 

1.3 The scope of the study 

The scope of this study is to explore whether there can be an alternative but viable theological 

solution to the debate concerning the identity of the New Covenant law in Jeremiah 31:33. The 

main and widely accepted theological views, as already highlighted, suggest that the New 

Covenant law be identified with the supposed law of Christ, or the Law of Moses, whether in 

whole or in part. Other views on the identity of the New Covenant law will be highlighted and 

explained in the next chapter. 

This study will propose the view that the reference to the New Covenant law be considered 

metaphoric, typifying the nature of the heart transformation that God intended to divinely 

achieve among His people. The study will analyse specific passages in the Old Testament 

books of Exodus and Deuteronomy due to their extensive coverage of the Mosaic Covenant 

and the Mosaic Law as given to the first generation of Israel and reiterated to the second 

generation, in both instances by Moses. The study will then explore the context and relevant 

proclamations of Jeremiah to determine the circumstances under which the New Covenant was 

necessitated and given. The study will also explore similar New Covenant prophetic passages 

from Jeremiah’s younger contemporary, Ezekiel. 

This study will also analyse the exegetical significance of the terms used by the three featured 

prophets – Moses, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Terms such as “heart” (ֵלָבב / ֵלב), “to write” (ָכַתב) and 

“to circumcise” (מּול) will be considered for their relevance and use within their context. 

1.4 Problem statement 

Hurdles exist in determining exactly what God meant when He declared that He would write His 

law in the hearts of His people at a future time. What was the law in question; and also, how do 

we resolve the fact that some of the results of God’s action, such as complete knowledge of Him 

without needing to be taught and total obedience to His commands, have never been 
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witnessed, neither in ancient Israel nor Christianity since its inception despite the fact that Christ 

inaugurated the New Covenant? 

With the identity of the New Covenant law being a major key to unlocking the interpretative 

challenges surrounding the theology of the New Covenant, this study will explore whether the 

reference to the New Covenant law is a metaphor by answering the following questions: 

 What are the prominent, and persistent, theological arguments surrounding the identity 

of the New Covenant law? 

 What does the Pentateuch reveal to us about the significance of the Mosaic (Old) 

Covenant and the Mosaic Law to the nation of Israel? 

 What do the prophets Moses and Jeremiah reveal to us about the necessity of the New 

Covenant despite the existence of the Old Covenant? 

 Given an analysis of Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s depictions of the New Covenant promise, 

what would be a valid interpretation of the suggested metaphoric statement: "I will put 

My law within them and on their heart I will write it” in Jeremiah 31:33? 

1.5 Aims and objectives 

The aim of this study is to explore whether the New Covenant law may be a metaphor, and not 

a reference to a literal legislation as it was with the Mosaic (Old) Covenant. In order to achieve 

this aim, the following objectives will have to be accomplished: 

1. Analyse the theological debate surrounding the identity of the New Covenant law 

2. Analyse the teaching of the Pentateuch on the significance of the Mosaic (Old) Covenant 

and the its Law to the nation of Israel 

3. Analyse the revelations of Moses and Jeremiah on the necessity of the New Covenant 

despite the existence of the Old Covenant 

4. Analyse Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s New Covenant prophecies and, based on this 

analysis, explore the validity of the New Covenant law in Jeremiah 31:33 as a reference 

to a metaphor and not a literal law 

1.6 Central theoretical argument 

This study aims to arrive at a plausible interpretation of the New Covenant metaphoric 

statement: “I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it” in Jeremiah 31:33 in 
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order to explore the validity of “My law” in this passage as being a reference to a metaphor and 

not a literal law. 

1.7 Methodology 

As Hughes (2005:267-8) has decisively queried in relation to the New Covenant, “What would 

the original audience have understood Jeremiah to mean?” The details about Christ and His 

work on the cross, as the one who would fulfil the prophecy of the New Covenant, were not 

explicitly revealed to the original recipients of Jeremiah’s prophecy. Jeremiah’s audience were 

instead furnished with a metaphoric statement. They knew about the Law of Moses written on 

stone tablets, but now God’s law would be written in their hearts. God thus used an analogy that 

they would have comprehended. They would immediately understand the main contrasting 

element between the New and the Old Covenant, in that God would write His law in a different 

place, with a different result. Whatever the metaphor meant, they would have instantly 

discerned its meaning. It should be noted that a metaphor is a stylistic feature whereby a simple 

concept is used to explain a complex one. The New Covenant prophecy in Jeremiah 31:33 is 

such a case. 

Also, as we seek interpretation and translation of the passage, it is important to note various 

aspects that influence our interpretation of the prophecy. Among others, some aspects include: 

1) the prophecy was given in a specific language, in this case ancient Hebrew; 2) the prophecy 

was given at a specific time period and culture, which significantly influenced the language; 3) 

the prophecy contains metaphors relevant to the culture and time period; and 4) the prophecy 

was given within a specific context, the main aspect about the context being consistent failure of 

the Jews to uphold the law of the Mosaic Covenant and thus incurring impending judgment 

(Babylonian captivity). In light of these and other factors, it is necessary to employ an exegetical 

method that would consider the context of this stage in the history of redemption, the language, 

culture, among other relevant aspects that would influence the choice of words in giving the 

prophecy. 

The various views on the New Covenant law highlighted in the literature review above have 

largely been arrived at through traditional means of interpretation of Scripture, mainly the 

historical-grammatical method of interpretation.5 Some principles of this attested method of 

                                                

5 Also worth considering is the Christocentric principle, which states that “Scripture should be interpreted 
primarily from the perspective of either Jesus’ character, values, principles, and priorities as revealed 
directly or indirectly by the biblical revelation of what he said and did” (Peppler, 2012:117). This view is 
especially relevant in the discussion of the theology of the New Covenant as a whole because the New 
Testament (Heb 8), and specifically Christ Himself (Luke 22:20), explicitly state that the New Covenant 
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interpretation include: divine inspiration, context, lexicography, grammatical analysis and 

historical-cultural background (Thomas, 2002:203-207).  

Advocating for this methodology, Waltke (2007:87-8) cites the following reasons: the biblical 

writer draws from words, idioms, motifs, and historical circumstances that contemporary readers 

do not share but need to reconstruct; the biblical message is relayed through human language 

and its concepts and should hence be subject to a historical-grammatical analysis; words only 

have meaning within their language system and historical context; and, the method is not 

foreign to biblical thought. Kaiser and Silva (2007:21) concur that, “An accurate understanding 

of Scripture requires” this methodology. This is thus the proposed methodology for this study. 

Using the historical-grammatical method of interpretation, this study will analyse the teaching of 

the Pentateuch on the significance of the Mosaic (Old) Covenant and its Law to the nation of 

Israel; analyse the revelation of Moses and Jeremiah on the necessity of the New Covenant 

despite the existence of the Old Covenant; and provide a valid interpretation of the metaphoric 

statement: "I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it” in Jeremiah 31:33 

based on the analysis of Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s New Covenant prophecies. 

The biblical-theological approach to interpreting the Bible will also be incorporated given that 

covenant is a major theme in the grand narrative of Scripture – both Old and New Testaments. 

The assumption of this study is that without the covenant theme, it is virtually impossible to 

discern and interpret divine history, regardless of the theme that one adopts as the theological 

centre of the Bible. Limiting itself to the biblical Mosaic and New Covenants, this study will 

analyse both covenants in relation to God’s redemptive plan for both Old Testament Israel and 

the New Testament Church. The study will also explore relevant aspects of continuity and 

discontinuity between the two covenants, with the Mosaic Law being a major area of focus. 

1.8 Chapter divisions 

The chapter divisions of this study will be as follows: 

1. Introduction 

2. The theological debate surrounding the identity of the New Covenant law 

3. The Pentateuchal teaching on the significance of the Mosaic (Old) Covenant and its Law 

to Israel 

                                                                                                                                                       

prophecy in Jeremiah 31:31-34 is fulfilled in Christ. But due to the limitation of this study, the 
Christocentric principle will not be considered. 
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4. A heart issue: The revelation of Moses and Jeremiah on the necessity of the New 

Covenant despite the existence of the Mosaic Covenant 

5. “I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it”: “My law” in Jeremiah 31:33 

as a metaphoric reference typifying heart transformation 

6. Summary and Conclusion 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE THEOLOGICAL DEBATE SURROUNDING THE IDENTITY OF THE 

NEW COVENANT LAW 

2.1 Introduction 

Undertaking any form of study related to the New Covenant passage in Jeremiah 31:31-34 is a 

temptation almost impossible to resist for any, and especially Old Testament (OT), scholar. This 

is because in decades past, the passage has at one time been considered as “one of the 

mountain peaks of OT religious thought” whose “spirituality and potential universality has 

seldom been surpassed” (Hyatt, 1941:381). But even today, it is still considered “the climax of 

Jeremiah’s Book of Comfort (chaps. 30-33)” (Borg, 2014:17), presenting “wonderful truth for any 

occasion” (Gilley, 2013:13, 14); but also to be reckoned with as one of the highest points of Old 

Testament passages (Adeyemi, 2006a:312). As a result, numerous scholars have over time 

contributed to the subject, addressing and responding to various existing theological thoughts 

(and their implications) on the passage and even championing new ones.6 A major area of study 

that continues to draw attention is the quest to determine with certainty the identity of the law of 

the New Covenant. The debate, of course, persists; and with good reason, given some of the 

implications that arise for the New Testament Church when one adopts one view or the other. 

While commenting on the relationship of the Mosaic Law to the New Testament believer, 

Hughes (2005:267-8) argued that: 

If Christ inaugurated the new covenant with His death, what law, statues, and 
ordinances are referred to? What would the original audience have understood 
Jeremiah to mean? Was Jeremiah referring to the Law of Moses, the law of Christ, the 
two great commandments, the Ten Commandments, or some other law or law system 
that would be given in the future? If one can answer this question with certainty, it will 
provide immense help in unravelling the [complex] knot of Paul and the law. 

Hughes highlights the fact that Christ inaugurated the new covenant with His death (when He 

shed His blood on the cross for sin, a fact attested by Christ Himself on the eve of His crucifixion 

(Luke 22:20)). So in reference to the New Covenant, we see the act of Christ in the New 

                                                

6 This study is not ignorant of the view among some notable scholars, such as Bernhard Duhm, that 
contends that Jeremiah was not the writer of the new covenant passage, but that the prophecy may have 
been an independent scribal entry (Hyatt, 1941:381). But addressing such contention is not within the 
scope of this study. This study ascribes to the notion that Jeremiah was the writer, also a widely held and 
credible view. 
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Testament on the cross, and the act of God in Jeremiah’s Old Testament prophecy whereby 

God would “write” His law in His people’s hearts. Though Christ’s act on the cross is readily 

understood, it is the reference to the law that continues to spur debate. We would rightly agree 

with Hughes that if a definite answer on the identity of the New Covenant law was to be 

obtained, our understanding on the theology of the law, especially as far as Paul’s teaching on 

the subject is concerned, would be greatly enriched, and thus the implications for the New 

Testament believer better understood and applied. 

Hughes does well with his statement to highlight the complexities surrounding the possibility of 

ascertaining the identity of the New Covenant law; in that a range of views may be adopted and, 

to some extent, well argued. Indeed, so far, much study has been done over centuries to enrich 

our understanding on the theology of the law, especially as it pertains to the New Covenant law. 

A review of such findings and the various views attributed to them are presented below. Views 

relating to Hughes’ questions above also prominently feature. 

2.2 Definitions of the terms ִרית  law”7“ ּתֹוָרה covenant” and“ בְּ

ִרית 2.2.1  ”covenant“ בְּ

It is important to first briefly define the key terms “covenant” and “law.” The significance of the 

idea of covenant in biblical theology cannot be overstated. It may very well be considered as 

one among other key “unifying principle[s] or centre[s] of biblical theology” (Goldsworthy, 

2000:88); or as Williamson (2000:419) put it, the “covenant concept” is one of biblical theology’s 

“most important motifs… reflected in the traditional title of the two parts of the Christian Bible, 

the Old and New Testaments (i.e. covenants)” (emphasis original). The custom of making 

covenants was widespread in the ANE culture, “serving as a means to forge sociopolitical bonds 

between individuals or groups” (Hahn, 2016: par. 1). Covenants in the ANE and how their 

structure influenced the pattern of the Mosaic Covenant will be explored in the next chapter. 

The Hebrew term ִרית  is the main term8 for covenant in the Old Testament. Williamson בְּ

(2000:420) observes that the 285 actual uses of the term in the Old Testament suggest that the 

term implies the idea of “a solemn commitment, guaranteeing promises or obligations 

undertaken by one or both covenanting parties.” Though the term is primarily used of divine-

human relations it is also used in reference to agreements between two people (e.g. Gen 21:22-

                                                

7 A detailed treatment on both the Old and New Covenants, and the Mosaic Law, will feature in 
subsequent chapters. These brief definitions are simply guiding descriptions. 
8 Williamson (2000:420) notes that other terms such as ֶחֶסד (lovingkindness) may also be used when 
referring to a covenant. He also observes that the absence of the term ִרית  does necessarily negate the בְּ
concept of a covenant being in view, an example being 2 Samuel 7, where God makes a covenant with 
David (Davidic Covenant).  
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24). BDB concurs that the term means an alliance or pledge between either men (“alliance of 

friendship”) or God and man (“divine constitution or ordinance with signs and pledges”). TWOT 

takes it further to highlight other uses of the term, such as reference to a treaty between 

nations, and a pledge or agreement with obligatory requirements between a monarch and his 

subjects. TWOT further states that a covenant between God and man is characterised by 

accompanying signs, sacrifices, and “a solemn oath that sealed the relationship with promises 

of blessing for keeping the covenant and curses for breaking it.” 

The New Testament Greek term for covenant, and also the term used to translate ִרית  in the בְּ

LXX is διαθήκη, meaning “will” or “testament” in its strict Greek sense (cf. Gal 3:15; Heb 9:16-

17) (Williamson 2000:420). Hahn (2016: par. 27, 29) concurs that the use of διαθήκη to refer to 

“will” or “testament” prevalent among Hellenistic sources, but that “all occurrences of diatheke in 

the New Testament may and should be translated ‘covenant’, following the consistent example 

of the Septuagint.” For example, he argues that the writer of Hebrews in 9:16-17 was asserting 

that the broken Mosaic Covenant required the death of the one who broke it (cf. Exod 32:9-10) 

because the people had already put themselves under the curse of death should the covenant 

be broken (Exod 24:8). In this Hebrews 9 passage, the NASB translates διαθήκη as “covenant”, 

the ESV as “will”, NKJV as “testament”, and the NIV as “will”. 

Commenting on the same passage, Hebrews 9:16-17, Cockerill (2012:404) also notes that 

during the era in which the letter of Hebrews falls, διαθήκη was used to refer to one’s last will 

and testament, in that the one making the will must die in order for the will to be confirmed. But 

he maintains that within the context of this passage, and other uses by the Hebrews writer, the 

term is rightly translated “covenant.” He argues that “the conceptual unity that pervades [the 

writer’s] sermon” is lost if different meanings for diatheke are proposed in the Hebrews 9 

passage. 

 ”law“ ּתֹוָרה 2.2.2

As societies formed in ancient Mesopotamia and civilization expanded, communal standards 

were developed and later classified as law; while international laws and treaties were created to 

facilitate trade and travel. Examples of these law codes from ANE communities include: Ur-

Namma (ca. 2100 BC), Lipit-Ishtar (ca. 1900 BC), Eshnunna (ca. 1770 BC), Hammurabi (1750 

BC), Middle Assyrian Laws (ca. 1400 BC), Neo-Babylonian (ca. 700 BC), and Hittite (1600–1200 

BC) (Fleenor, 2016: par. 1). 

In the ancient Hebrew community, the term תֹוָרה is used 221 times in the Old Testament. The 

basic meaning of תֹוָרה is “teaching”, whether it is a wise man instructing his children on how to 
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live or God divinely instructing Israel how to live and approach Him in light of who He is. More 

specifically, תֹוָרה may refer to “any set of regulations” (TWOT); and in the case of Israel’s 

relationship with God, regulations followed the covenant He made with them through Moses at 

Mount Sinai (Exodus 19-24), hence the Mosaic Law. Moses gave the Israelites several more 

laws beyond Exodus 24. In his leadership of Israel, he started using the term תֹוָרה in Exodus 12 

when instituting the Passover.  

In the Pentateuch the תֹוָרה term appears 56 times, with the least appearances in Genesis 

(once), and the most in Deuteronomy (22 times). Comprehensively, the term referred to all 

stipulations regulating the Mosaic Covenant, consisting of “statutes, ordinances, precepts, 

commandments, and testimonies” (TWOT). Unger (1998:762-4) also identifies various divisions 

that compose the entire Mosaic Law. These are: civil laws related to daily life mostly regarding 

people and property; criminal laws dealing with certain crimes and their sentences; judicial laws 

mainly relating to arbitration matters; constitutional laws relating to their distinction as a nation 

dedicated to God; and lastly, ecclesiastical and ceremonial laws relating to sacrifices, offerings 

and holiness. To note, the legal code made the Mosaic Covenant conditional, in that the people 

would incur judgment (curses) upon breaking the law and on the contrary attract blessings from 

God whenever they obeyed the law (Deut 28). 

Several passages indicate that Moses wrote down his commands to Israel (e.g. Exod 24:3-4; 

34:27). He also placed the “book” of his law in the Ark of the Covenant (Exod 40:20; Deut 

31:26). To note as well, the terms covenant and law may be used synonymously, e.g. Psalm 

78:10. In both the New Testament and LXX, the term νόμος is basically used to refer to a law, 

or specifically the Law of Moses, and even the Pentateuch (Luke 24:44). 

Johnson (2016:par. 13) notes certain similarities in “subject matter and formulation” between 

Hebrew and ANE laws due to similarities in the “cultural, political, and economic context.” These 

similarities include: Exodus 21:24 and sections 196, 197, and 200 of the Hammurabi code; both 

Exodus 21:28–36 and the Eshnunna code address a scenario concerning an ox that gores; 

Deuteronomy 22:23–27 and the Hittite code (section 197) address the issue of rape in a similar 

manner; and the Sumerian Laws 1–2, LH 209–214, MAL A 21, 50–52, and Exodus 21:22–25 

address the issue of striking a pregnant woman and causing a miscarriage. Other similar issues 

addressed include slavery, murder, adultery, and incest. 

Johnson (2016:par. 15) further cites differences that include: the Mosaic Law prescribed limited 

authority upon a king (Deut 17:14–20) while ANE laws did not; the Mosaic Law values human 

life over property (for example, ANE cultures may demand a thirtyfold compensation for theft 

(and even execution) while the Mosaic Law limits the compensation to fivefold and spares the 
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life of the thief (Exod 22:1–4); the Mosaic Law ascribes more value to women (for example, an 

unloved wife (even if she was a slave) still commanded the full rights of a wife. Also, the ANE 

laws do not feature the concepts of loving both God (Deut 6:5) and one’s neighbor (Lev 19:18). 

Johnson (2016:par. 17) suggests that the absence of love in the ANE code is due to the fact 

that the concept of law in the Hebrew culture is more than just legislation; “it is part of a 

covenant governing relationships between people and their Creator.” Johnson (2016:par. 20) 

adds that: 

The Law exists in the context of God’s covenant with Israel; covenant, not law-
keeping, is the basis of this relationship. The role of law is to administrate the 
covenant. The Law provides instruction for things that ruin relationship with God (e.g., 
idolatry and injustice). It also shows what loving God and others looks like. 

2.3 Various views on the identity of the New Covenant law 

2.3.1 The New Covenant law as the entire Law of Moses 

In pondering what Jeremiah’s original audience may have understood to be the reference to the 

law of the New Covenant, Hughes (2005:267-8) first asks whether the law referred to the Law of 

Moses given in the Mosaic Covenant which God made with Israel after redeeming them from 

Egyptian slavery. This is a widely held view. Von Rad (1965:213) argued that the Mosaic Law 

would “stand at the centre of the new covenant” in that “the content of Jahweh’s self-revelation” 

would not change. He contends that Jeremiah doesn’t explicitly nullify the Mosaic Covenant in 

any way, but only that it has been broken at Israel’s disobedience. He states that it is the 

process of conveying the “divine will” in the New Covenant that will be changed, whereby God 

will bypass the use of a prophet such as Moses, and instead communicate His Word directly to 

His people by implanting His will “straight into Israel’s heart.” Thus the Mosaic Law still stands. 

The New Covenant only changes the process by which the people receive it. The result will be a 

miraculous change of heart whereby man will walk in perfect obedience to God. Calvin 

(1950:132) had centuries earlier already asserted that the “newness” referred to in the New 

Covenant related not to the “substance” of the law but the “form” of implementation. Hence the 

reference is not to any other law other than the Mosaic Law which was given in the Old 

Covenant. He argues that “to write the Law in the heart” refers to the law ruling in the heart such 

that the heart would conform and consent to the teaching of the Law (Calvin, 1950:132). 

Kaiser (1972:19) observed that “one of the most perplexing features is that almost all of the 

items mentioned in Jeremiah’s new covenant are but a repetition of some aspect of the promise 
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doctrine already known in the Old Testament.”9 Wallis (1969:107) had earlier championed this 

view as well.10 In line with this, it may be noted that the Law of Moses itself already boasted 

some elements of the proposed New Covenant – it led to the knowledge of God, and also had 

provision for the forgiveness of sin. Also, Scripture does indicate that it is possible, and at times 

a command, to have both the Law of Moses in one’s heart, even though God promises that He 

will write it in His peoples’ hearts in the New Covenant. For example, in Psalm 119:11, the writer 

confessed he had treasured God’s word in his heart that he may not sin against Him. Moses 

commanded that the law should be and was even in the hearts of the people (Deut 6:6, 11:18, 

30:14). Joshua was commanded by God Himself to meditate upon the Law day and night (Jos 

1:8). Thus the Mosaic Law, as far as Scripture is concerned, had the provision and requirement 

to be engrained within the hearts of the people, and also the mechanisms for the forgiveness of 

sin. Hence Kaiser (1972:19) concludes that along with the same covenant-making God, same 

divine fellowship, the same people, and the same forgiveness, “the same law” is also an item of 

“continuity” in the New Covenant having been carried over from the old Mosaic one. 

Gilley (2013:26-27) argues that the Mosaic Law “plays a pivotal role” in the New Covenant. He 

states that the role of the Mosaic Law is not diminished in the New Covenant, rather, it is the 

“place and power” of the law that is different under the New Covenant. First, rather than being 

written on stone tablets it will be written in people’s hearts. Secondly, the failure of the Mosaic 

Covenant is not attributed to any alleged weakness of the law, but rather the disobedience of 

the people that resulted in spiritual failure. But in the New Covenant, the Spirit of God will 

empower His people to obey Him (cf. Ezek 36:26). For those claiming that the law under the 

New Covenant is not the same as the one under the Mosaic, Gilley (2013:27) cites two reasons 

to refute this: first, there is no text scriptural statement explicitly asserting that claim. On the 

contrary, “the law is such a central figure under the Old Covenant” such that “additional and 

clear revelation” would be needed if the “New Covenant is speaking of anything else but the 

Mosaic Law.” Secondly, the “natural assumption” from Jeremiah’s hearers would be that “law” 

refers to the Mosaic Code, with no good reason to translate the term otherwise. 

                                                

9 Kaiser (1972:12) defines the promise as: “God’s single all encompassing declaration which is repeated, 
unfolded and ultimately completed ‘in that day’ of our Lord.” Highlights of this single promise may be 
found in Gen 3:15, 12:1-3 (Abrahamic Covenant), 2 Sam 7 (Davidic Covenant), and Jer 31 (the New 
Covenant). These and related passages, according to Kaiser, are all connected prophecies on the 
Messiah. 
10 Wallis (1969:107-10) had earlier advanced the same view as Kaiser: “Each of the items adduced [in the 
New Covenant] is but a repetition of some familiar aspect of salvation already known in the Old 
Testament.” He refers to three common aspects: 1) the law in the hearts of the people; 2) God becoming 
Israel’s God; and 3) complete forgiveness. He therefore concludes that Jeremiah was speaking ironically, 
calling Israel to awaken to the spiritual realities that were already true in other covenants since Abraham. 
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But this view is not without significant contention among scholars. Observations of numerous 

New Testament attestations from both Christ and the apostles seem to explicitly indicate that 

the Mosaic Law is no longer in force just as much as its covenant. Among other passages, 

Kineer (2014:8) explores Luke 16:16 where Christ Himself partly states that, “The Law and the 

Prophets [were proclaimed] until John [the Baptist]; since that time the Gospel of the kingdom of 

God has been preached…” He states that the “Law and the Prophets” in this passage refer to 

the era of the Mosaic Covenant which culminated with the inception of the kingdom of God. As 

a result, the old covenant administration that is the Law has also ended, with the believer rather 

being “under grace” and not “under law.” 

Combs (2013:19) argues that for the New Testament believer, the Mosaic Law “fits within the 

discontinuity of a dispensational framework.” Combs (2013:22, 24) observes that Paul uses the 

Greek term νόμος 121 times across his epistles, and that in over 90% of these cases, the term 

refers to the Mosaic Law. Combs (2013:19) specifically cites 1 Corinthians 7:19 that states that, 

“Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing, but what matters is the keeping of the 

commandments of God.” This is a significant passage because circumcision was the sign of the 

Mosaic Covenant (Lev 12:1-3; cf. Gen 17:9-14). Hence the passage clearly implies the 

abrogation of the Mosaic Law for the New Covenant believer. 

Combs (2013:25, 26) further argues that the Law was given exclusively to the nation of Israel 

(Lev 26:46; cf. Rom 2:14; 9:4). He adds that the law was given for a “limited time and purpose,” 

hence they are contextually bound. He draws this conclusion from the fact that the 613 laws 

characterized a suzerainty-vassal treaty, the Mosaic Covenant, which God made with a 

particular West-Semitic group of people from a particular location. He also cites that the laws 

were uniquely suited to the geographical and climatic conditions of Israel’s location, the 

southeastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea, and that a significant number of the stipulations 

are “inapplicable, unintelligible, or even nonsensical outside that regime.” He adds that the law 

was integral to Israel’s lifestyle, including stipulations that regulated, among other numerous 

activities: 

Cultivation of the olive tree (Exod 23:11), the plowing of fields (Deut 22:10), sowing 
fields (Exod 23:10), threshing (Deut 25:4), raising and using animals (Exod 20:17; 
21”28-22:4; 23:12; 34:19; Lev 9:4; 22:23; Deut 14:4; 22:10), slavery (Exod 20:8-10; 
21:1-11, 20-21, 26-28, 32), polygamy and the custom of levirate marriage (Deut 17:17; 
21:15-17; 25:5-10), stoning (Deut 13:10; 17:5; 21:21; 22:21, 24), swearing of oaths 
(Lev 5:4; 19:12; Deut 6:13; 10:20), altars (Exod 20:24; 21:14; 29:37, 44; 30:27; 34:13; 
Deut 7:5; 12:13), incense (Exod 30:8-9; Lev 16:13), the treatment of captive women 
(Deut 21:10-14). 

Combs (2013:26) thus concludes that, “The Mosaic Law was a complete body of statutes, 

designed by God to regulate the personal, moral, judicial, and political affairs of a nation-state. 
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As a covenant document, we should expect the Mosaic Law to endure only so long as the 

Mosaic Covenant itself.” Dorsey (1999:5) adds that the New Testament teaches that a 

significant majority of the Mosaic Code is not binding to believers, as evident in the resolution in 

Acts 15, Paul’s overall teaching on the subject, the contribution of the writer of Hebrews, and 

the overall New Testament teaching that discourages “Christians from being circumcised or 

following the laws involving Tabernacle worship, the Levitical priesthood, the sacrifices, cultic 

purity, and cultic holiness.” Dorsey (1999:5) appeals to the logic behind a treaty and asserts 

that: 

When a new treaty or contract replaces an older one (as, for example, in modern labor 
contracts), the terms of the older contract no longer binding upon the parties involved. 
Granted, parties might be interested in the terms of an earlier contract for various 
reasons. But legally it is the terms of the new contract, not the old, which are binding. 
The New Testament portrays Christ's new covenant as replacing or superseding the 
Mosaic covenant. This new covenant is called “better” (Heb. 7:22) and "superior" 
(Heb. 8:6). It involves a “new order” (Heb. 9: 10) and a new body of governing laws 
and principles (such as regulations concerning the Lord's supper and baptism; 
selection of elders; living under pagan magistrates and laws; and regulations 
governing the use of spiritual gifts within the Church). The Mosaic covenant is called 
the "old" or “first” covenant (2 Cor. 3:14; Heb. 8:6, 7, 13; 9:15, 18). And the writer of 
Hebrews declares this old covenant and its stipulations to be "obsolete" (pepalaiacen, 
Heb. 8:13; palaioumenon, 9:10). 

But Dorsey (1999:11) proposes a “compromise view” that considers the entire Mosaic Law as 

“profoundly binding upon the Christian in a revelatory and pedagogical sense.” This, he 

proposes, is Paul’s own assertion when he affirms that, “All scripture is inspired by God and is 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man 

of God may be complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim 3:16, 17). Hence all of the Old 

Testament canon, including the entire Mosaic Law is “valuable for determining theological 

truths, correcting misconceptions, exposing and rectifying wrong behavior, and training and 

equipping the Christian in righteousness,” confirming the didactic value as opposed to a legal 

application for the Christian. In this sense Paul had himself expressed that he “delights” in the 

law (Rom 7:22, 25; 8:7; 1 Cor. 7:19); considers it to be “good” (Rom 7:12-13, 16; 1 Tim.1:8), 

“holy and righteous” (Rom 7:12), and “spiritual” (Rom 7: 14). Derouchie (2014:87) concurs and 

adds that though the New Covenant supersedes the one, the Mosaic Covenant “retains and in 

fact increases its use as a prophetic witness to Christ (Rom 1:1-3; 3:21; 16:25-26; 2 Cor 3:14; 

cf. Luke 1:70; 24:26-27, 44-47; John 5:39, 46; Acts 26:22-23).” Also, Derouchie (2014:87) 

continues, “When appropriated in light of Christ’s fulfilment, the old serves as a lasting indirect 

ethical guide for Christians (Matt 5:17-19; 2 Tim 3:16; cf. e.g., 1 Cor 9:8-12; Eph 6:2-3; 1 Tim 

5:18; 1 Pet 1:14-16). Thus Paul says that the old covenant prophets wrote ‘for us’ as new 

covenant believers (Rom 4:23-24; 15:4; 1 Cor 10:11; cf. Heb 6:18).” 
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2.3.2 The New Covenant law as the law of Christ 

In another major view, the supposed “law of Christ”, a term used by Paul in two of his epistles (1 

Cor 9:21, Gal 6:2). In the Galatians passage, Paul urges the believers to bear each other’s 

burdens as this would be synonymous with fulfilling the “law of Christ.” Fung (1998:288) noted 

that the “most common interpretation” of the law of Christ in this passage is that it is the 

“commandment of love”, first mandated by Moses when he stated that one should love his 

neighbour as himself (Lev 19:18). George (1994:412) observes that contextually, the command 

refers back to v1 where the spiritually mature are urged to come alongside and restore those 

who have fallen into sin; though burden-bearing is not to be restricted to such a situation, 

especially because no one is self-sufficient such as to adequately bear his own burdens. 

In the 1 Corinthians passage, Paul addresses the fact for the sake of advancing the Gospel, he 

is conscious of the cultural sensitivities of both the Jews and the Gentiles and conducts himself 

accordingly. So when he ministers to the Jews he presents himself as one who acknowledges 

the Jewish legal culture as prescribed by Moses, that he might “gain them that are under the 

law,” without necessarily adhering to the law of Moses as a non-believing Jew would (1 Cor 

9:20). But when he ministers to the Gentiles, he does not present himself predominantly as a 

Jew such as to repel the Gentiles with Jewish legal practices, but as one who is not “under law” 

that he “might gain them that are without law” (v21). But even so, though to the Gentiles he is as 

one “without law”, he confirms that he is “under law to Christ” (v21). In essence, he does not 

render himself “lawless” when interacting with Gentiles. Rather, he abides by the principles and 

ethics taught and commanded by Christ for the New Testament believer, which are revealed to 

us primarily in the four Gospels – “the law of Christ.” 

But the identity of the law of Christ in itself is not without debate. Scholars do not necessarily 

identify this law as simply the teachings and commands of Christ and the twelve founding 

apostles. Moo (2013:376-7) identifies two main views of interpretation. The first view is that the 

law of Christ is the Law of Moses, the Torah, as either fulfilled, interpreted, or focused on by 

Christ. In favour of this view, it is observed that in the epistle to the Galatians, Paul has 

consistently used the term “law”, Greek νόμος, in reference to the Mosaic Law,11 with the 

exception of Galatians 5:23. Further, in 5:14 the apostle sums up the essence of the Law as 

loving your neighbor as yourself, a quotation of Leviticus 19:18. This passage is viewed as the 

reference when Paul urges the Galatian believers to bear one another’s burdens and thereby 

                                                

11 The references to the Mosaic Law in Galatians are notably numerous: 2:16, 19, 21; 3:2, 5, 10, 11, 12, 
13, 17, 18, 19, 21, 23, 24; 4:4, 5, 14, 21; 5:3, 14, 18; 6:13. 
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fulfill the law of Christ (Gal 6:2). Bearing each other’s burdens is one of the ways of loving your 

neighbor as yourself. 

The second view is that the law of Christ and that of Moses are different; and as such the law of 

Christ could either be the “love command”, Christ’s ethical teachings, Christ’s example, or a 

combination of all or some of these.12 Moo (2013:377) suggests that the arguments for this view 

are more convincing than the first. He cites the genitive Greek Χριστοῦ, as distinguishing 

Christ’s law from the Mosaic law in that “the law of Christ”, τὸν νόμον τοῦ Χριστοῦ, either 

belongs to or stems from Christ, in the same manner that the “law of Moses” belongs to or 

stems from Moses. Hence the distinction should be clear. The second main reason advocating 

for this view is the seemingly parallel 1 Corinthians 9:20-21 passage that makes reference to 

the law of Christ (v21). Here, it is argued that Paul clearly distinguishes between the law of 

Christ and the Law of Moses, where the law of Christ is used as a “rhetorical counterpart” to the 

Law of Moses, thus implying a difference in form between the two. 

Hoch (1997:70, 71) also holds that the Law of Moses and the law of Christ are distinct. He 

argued that though the New Testament writers used the Old Testament as their Bible, they did 

not necessarily prescribe the Mosaic code to Gentile believers, noting that “Paul preached 

Christ, not Moses.” He further proposes that Jeremiah undoubtedly meant the Law of Moses 

when referring to “Torah”, but that owing to “weighty exegetical observations,” the law written on 

the hearts of New Covenant believers in the present dispensation is the law of Christ. He 

suggests that this notion is “justified by the nature of redemptive history,”13 where new revelation 

reinterprets or replaces old revelation. As the basis for his argument, Hoch cites Hebrews 8, 

where the writer quotes Jeremiah’s New Covenant passage. Hoch observes that it would not be 

possible for the writer to refer to the Mosaic law as being written on the hearts of the people 

(v10), only to, a few verses down the line, declare it “obsolete”, “growing old”, and “ready to 

disappear” (v13).14 

Ciampa (2000:313) argues that, according to his letter to the Galatians, Paul did not expect both 

the Mosaic Covenant and law to “survive the transition to the new age” of the New Testament 

                                                

12 In his footnotes, Moo (2013:376-7) highlights the various scholars who hold to either of the two main 
views. 
13 Highlighting the significant progression in redemptive history, Hoch (1997:71) cites examples such as: 
the death of Christ fulfilling and thereby negating the Mosaic sacrificial system; equality between Jews 
and Gentiles in the church; and a change in the dietary laws. 
14 To note, the adjectives: “obsolete… growing old… ready to disappear” (Heb 8:13), do not necessarily 
directly refer to the Mosaic Law, but, within the context of Hebrews 8, directly to the Mosaic Covenant. 
Hoch doesn’t seem to acknowledge this significant fact when he attributes the terms only to the law. 
Contrary to Hoch, in his treatment of the passage, Cockerill (2012:369) relates these terms to the old 
covenant, and not once to its law, and concludes that, “The Old Covenant only continues as a type of the 
New.” 
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church. He states that though God gave the law to serve His purposes (citing Gal 3:19-24), the 

law was for a specific era of which Christ and the New Testament believers are not part of 

(citing Gal 2:19; 3:25). The surrounding context for these passages is Paul’s thematic 

proposition that “a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through faith in Christ Jesus” 

(Gal 2:16), and as a result, “the righteous man shall leave by faith” (3:12). He proceeds to reveal 

that “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law” (3:13). Further, Paul states that the Law 

came 430 years after the covenant with Abraham (3:18), and as such the covenant could not be 

declared null because it was based on a promise and not the Law (v19). On the other hand, the 

purpose of the Law was to serve as “our tutor” leading us to Christ (v24), but seeing that “faith 

has come, we are no longer under a tutor” (v25). Ciampa (2000:313) thus views those who 

prescribe to the Mosaic law “as their basis for membership in God’s people,” are under a curse, 

citing Paul who states that “cursed” is he who insists on abiding by the law because he cannot 

adhere to it flawlessly (3:10; cf. Deut 27:26).15 

The view that the New Covenant law is the law of Christ has been well argued by Adeyemi 

(2006b:438-52). Citing 2 Corinthians 3:3, Adeyemi (2006b:439-40) states that Paul wrote about 

the New Covenant, and that it was “established at the Cross.” The passage states that believers 

are “a letter of Christ”, not written with ink or on stone tablets, but “with the Spirit of the living 

God… on tablets of human hearts.” He concludes that this “echoes” Jeremiah 31:33, where 

God declared He would write His law on human hearts. Paul would continue to write that 

believers are “servants of a new covenant, not of the letter [the Mosaic Law],” and that while the 

letter kills, the Spirit gives life (v6), which Adeyemi (2006b:440) suggests alludes to Ezekiel 

36:27, “another New Covenant text.” 

While it is largely accepted under this view that the law of Christ comprises commands and 

instructions given by Christ and subsequently the apostles in the New Testament, 

Schmidtbleicher (2003:67, 68) proposes that the law of Christ may be considered a “part of the 

eternal law of God that supersedes all administrations (dispensations) of the plan of God.” He 

adds that all laws, including those before the Mosaic code, the Mosaic Law itself, and those that 

will feature in the millennial kingdom upon Christ’s return, must be viewed as being drawn from 

the eternal law of God. It is from this eternal law of God that all laws, as prescribed both the 

New and Old Testaments, are derived. Arguing in a similar manner, Hughes (2005:265, 266) 

makes reference to a supposed “universal law code”, with its essence being loving God and 

                                                

15 Ciampa (2000:313) notes that the reference to those being under the law as cursed (Gal 3:10, 13) has 
been a major subject of interpretative debate, but that the passages probably refers to curses associated 
with Israel’s disobedience to the law, which eventually resulted in exile (Deut 27:26; Dan 9:11; cf. Gal 
4:25). 
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one’s neighbour, as the source of both the law of Moses and of Christ. No longer under the law 

of Moses, Christians adopt the law of Christ as “a moral rule of life.” 

Strickland (1987:190), in attempting to resolve the “law-gospel tension”, similar to 

Schmidtbleicher to some degree, suggests that “the eternal moral law of God is the expression 

of God’s will” for mankind (Rom 2:14-15). He also argues that the Mosaic Law was derived from 

this eternal moral law, with the distinction that the Mosaic code was “concrete and specific, 

outlining statutes that governed almost every aspect of life” for the Israelite community. 

Likewise, the law of Christ, also derived from the eternal law of God, is binding to Christians, 

with both sets of laws considered as “particular applications” of the eternal law of God “to 

different groups at different times.” He adds that Paul considered himself as faithful to God’s 

eternal law even though he wasn’t bound to the law of Moses (1 Cor 9:20). 

There is also the issue that some of the laws attributed to Moses are clearly repeated in the 

New Testament, for example, nine out of the 10 commandments in Exodus 20. To resolve this, 

Ryrie (1967:246) strongly suggested that the entire Mosaic Code was done away with, and that 

whatever is repeated in the New Testament as binding must rather be considered to now be 

under the law of Christ. He states: 

The Mosaic law has been done away in its entirety as a code. God is no longer 
guiding the life of man by this particular code. In its place He has introduced the law of 
Christ. Many of the individual commands within that law are new, but some are not. 
Some of the ones which are old were also found in the Mosaic law and they are now 
incorporated into the law of Christ. As a part of the Mosaic law they are completely 
and forever done away. As part of the law of Christ they are binding on the believer 
today. 

One of the main challenges with viewing the New Covenant law as the supposed law of Christ is 

that this view is advanced by people other than Christ Himself. Christ did explicitly refer to the 

New Covenant and its inauguration in His blood, but not once make explicit reference to its 

accompanying legislation. The apostles themselves do not subsequently hold parliamentary-

type-of meetings and debate and ratify a legal document as the law of Christ that administers 

the New Covenant. The closest they come to doing this is in the debate on whether Gentiles 

should be circumcised or not (Acts 15). But even then, it is a response to an arisen issue and 

not necessarily a proactive session on what should constitute the “law of Christ.” On the other 

hand, for Moses it was explicitly clear that, especially given the ANE context, he was setting out 

legislation that would administer the covenant he presented to the nation of Israel. It cannot go 

unnoticed that countless debates exist about the identity of the New Covenant legislation but 

none about the identity of the Old Covenant legislation. Also, as argued in a subsequent 

chapter, the New Covenant is an unconditional covenant given as a promise, and like other 

unconditional covenants such as the Abrahamic and the Davidic, it doesn’t attract a legal code. 
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It is fulfilled by the realisation of a promise based on a unilateral obligation upon God, and not 

adherence to any stipulations by man. It is thus not possible to accept in a strict sense that the 

supposed “law of Christ” is the New Covenant counterpart to the Law of Moses in the Old 

Covenant without reservations. 

2.3.3 The New Covenant law as the Ten Commandments (the Decalogue) 

From the 3rd century AD, the tradition that the Law of Moses comprised 613 laws has persisted. 

Despite the staggering figure, an equally longstanding tradition is the primacy of the Ten 

Commandments, which were a key feature when Moses instituted the old covenant with the 

nation of Israel (Exodus 19-24), with the Ten Commandments, or the Decalogue, appearing in 

chapter 20 and later in Deuteronomy 5. In these two passages, the Ten Commandments 

comprise the only speech addressed directly to the Israelites by God, with both passages 

referring to the directives as: “all these words” (Exod 20:1; Deut 5:22). Elsewhere, the 

designated scriptural title is revealed as “the Ten Words” ים   ָבִרּֽ ֶרת ַהדְּ ֲעֶשָּ֖ (Exod 34:28; Deut 4:13; 

10:4) (as is also consistent with the LXX rendering: δέκα λόγους “ten words”), as opposed to the 

popular designation: “Ten Commandments” (Block, 2012a:202). 

Block (2012a:202) adds that the Ten Commandments may be considered the “foundational 

written record” of God’s covenant with Israel because firstly, as opposed to the entire law, only 

two copies of the Decalogue (one for each party) were stored in the Ark of the Covenant (Deut 

10:1-5). Also, Moses referred to the Ten Commandments as the covenant which God had 

commanded (Deut 4:13). Block (2012a:202, 203) also states that the structure of the Decalogue 

is of a covenantal nature in both the Exodus and Deuteronomy passages, being patterned after 

the ANE suzerainty treaties, featuring: a preamble (Exod 20:1; Deut 5:1-5); a historical prologue 

(Exod 20:2; Deut 5:6) summarizing the history of the relationship of both parties; the covenant 

principles (Exod 20:3-17; Deut 5:7-21) specifying the obligations of the vassal; and the 

declaration of the People’s Response (Exod 20:18-21; Deut 5:22-33), where the people accept 

the terms as binding and with consequences. Adding to the primacy of the Ten Commandments 

is the fact that nine of the 10, except the Sabbath command, feature in the New Testament as 

directives to be adhered to by New Testament believers. 

Owen (2000:265) also advanced the supremacy of the Decalogue. He commented that, “What 

was in the tables of stone was nothing but a transcript of what was written in the heart of man 

originally,” in that the essence of the Ten Commandments was the supposed “law of creation” 

given to Adam before the fall, and that it was in his heart. He adds that the Decalogue is 

returned into the heart of man “by the grace of the New Covenant” as prophesied in Jeremiah 

31:33. Owen (2000:265) continues to state that though the Mosaic Covenant was “broken and 
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annulled” by sin and thus rendered “insufficient” for justification (Rom 8:3), it still remains in 

force as the “law and rule of obedience” (Rom 3:31). 

Waltke (2007:412) further suggests that the Ten Commandments are “the most important 

teachings of the old covenant” for several reasons. He suggests that, “Hebrew syntax and 

rhetorical style commonly place the main concept first and then elaborate upon it,” an example 

being Genesis 1:1-2:3, hence placing of the Ten Commandments first among the rest is not 

“inconsequential.” Waltke (2007:413, 414) also states that the Ten Commandments are the only 

ones given directly by God; they are the only ones placed in the Ark of the Covenant; they are 

not limited to the land both geographically and historically; they are also referred to as “the 

covenant” (Deut 4:13; 9:9, 11). Waltke (2007:439) proceeds to compare the Old and New 

Covenant and suggests that despite certain discontinuities, just as the Ten Commandments 

were written on stone tablets in the Old Covenant, they are written on the “tablets of the heart” 

in the new one. “The old covenant depended on Israel’s promise to keep the covenant’s laws, 

but the new covenant is based on God’s will to implant those laws on the heart” (Waltke, 

2007:440). 

Smith (1942:197) highlights sin, conversion, and judgment as the major themes in Jeremiah’s 

ministry, and that these aspects are consistent with Mosaic theology. The people’s sin in their 

malpractice in worship and social issues led to national moral depravity and as a consequence 

incurred God’s national judgment. The prophet conceded that his warning was in vain “because 

men’s hearts were so hardened in their sin that reform was radically frustrated.” In light of this, 

Smith argues that this “negative” aspect in Jeremiah’s preaching is a vital aspect to consider 

because the prophet’s confrontations are connected to the Decalogue. Citing observations by 

H. M. Weber further stresses that the message of other prophets present no evidence of their 

reference to the Decalogue, but that in Jeremiah, Weber finds “sublimity that readily suggests 

the Decalogue,” even though Jeremiah himself doesn’t explicitly claim knowledge of the same. 

Commenting on Jeremiah 7:9, Hyatt (1941:395) also stated that, “It is possible… that Jeremiah 

thought of Torah as being embodied exclusively, or especially, in the ethical Decalogue.” 

Smith (1942:199) also cites H. Schmidt who sought to isolate actual references to the 

Decalogue in Jeremiah from allusions to it. Schmidt cited Jeremiah 7:8-9 as an example of a 

reference to the “primitive Decalogue”: “"Behold, you are trusting in deceptive words to no avail. 

Will you steal, murder, and commit adultery and swear falsely, and offer sacrifices to Baal and 

walk after other gods that you have not known…” (emphasis added). Commenting on this 

passage, Smith (1942:199) observes that, “Obviously the two-fold table of the Law is apparent, 
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with certain expressions suggesting the first precepts of the Decalogue, whilst the remaining 

ones concern the social relations of men and form the nucleus of the second table.”16 

Smith (1942:200) further states that at the time of Jeremiah, the term תֹוָרה was both a technical 

and idiomatic expression referring to the Law of Moses; and that “in its comprehensive sense, it 

necessarily included the Decalogue.” Smith states that Jeremiah frequently had the context 

behind the Decalogue in mind, an example being Jeremiah 2:1-8 when he made reference to 

the Exodus from Egypt as evidence of God’s goodness, and that at that time God gave His 

people commandments to abide by (Jer 7:22-23). Smith (1942:200-1) further cites Jeremiah 

16:11 as an allusion to the first commandment of the Decalogue, where “the familiar figure of 

speech” is used: “Then you are to say to them, ‘It is because your forefathers have forsaken 

Me,’ declares the LORD, ‘and have followed other gods and served them and bowed down to 

them; but Me they have forsaken and have not kept My law’” (emphasis added). 

Smith (1942:201-3) also makes reference to Jeremiah’s Temple Sermons in chapters 7 and 26, 

and cites 7:1-15 as “the classic reference to the Decalogue” in the prophet’s message. He refers 

to 7:9 as widely accepted amongst authoritative scholars as referring to the Decalogue due to 

its similar terminology to Exodus and Deuteronomy: “Will you steal, murder, and commit 

adultery and swear falsely, and offer sacrifices to Baal and walk after other gods that you have 

not known, (emphasis added). Smith (1942:201) thus concludes that Jeremiah’s preaching 

consistently features transgressions against the Decalogue. He further observes that at least 

seven of the ten commands of the Decalogue form the reference for Jeremiah’s condemnations, 

and that only the fourth, ninth and tenth commandments lack reference, while the first and 

eighth commandments are most prominent (allegedly appearing about 1517 and 1118 times 

respectively). Smith views this as evidence of the Decalogue being “a persistent factor” in 

Jeremiah’s preaching. 

Smith (1942:205) further contends that, “The sublime prophecy of the New Covenant is the 

most formidable manifestation of Jeremías’ historical knowledge of the Decalogue (cf. Jer. 

31:31-34),” where the prophet uses the Mosaic Law as his basis for comparison. Smith 

(1942:206) recalls passages such as Exodus 31:18; 32:15; 34:28 (cf. 34:1); Deut. 5:22; 9:10, 

                                                

16 Schmidt is of the view that both the two commandments relating to the Sabbath and honouring one’s 
parents do not appear in Jeremiah because they are later additions to the original Decalogue. Both 
commandments were only necessitated once Jerusalem had fallen to Babylon and religion had been 
decentralised, with the Sabbath and ‘obedience to parents’ commandments essential for fostering both 
social and political unity respectively. 
To note, Jeremiah does address the Sabbath in 17:20-28, though the singular sermonic focus on the 
Sabbath has prompted critics to view the passage as unauthentic (Smith, 1942:206). 
17 Cf. 1:16; 5:19; 7:9; 13:10; 16:11; 19:3f, 13; 22:9; 25:6; 32:29; 35:15; 44:23 
18 Cf. 3:23; 6:13; 7:9; 9:1f; 27:14, 15, 16; 28:15; 29:9, 21 
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where God wrote the Decalogue on two stones tablets, as the basis for understanding the New 

Covenant passage, where God would now write the Decalogue in the hearts of the people, and 

not on stone tablets. Smith (1942:209) thus concludes that, “It is the Decalogue that links Moses 

and Jeremías in a unity of purpose and activity as agents and instruments of that divine 

economy wherein the honour and glory of God was to be realized.” Motyer (2005:220, 221) 

agrees that in the New Covenant, the law remains the same, for God’s standard cannot change, 

but that it is now written on the hearts of the people. He adds that as the present-day Israel of 

God, the Ten Commandments are binding to the Church and that “the whole sphere of life is to 

be found in” them. Thus “the absolute requirement of obedience as a sign of covenant 

membership remains the same but is now met by the completed and regenerative work of 

salvation in Christ.” 

Dorsey (1991:322) notes a prevalent assertion among many scholars that “the Ten 

Commandments represent God’s eternal, unchanging will for all people” with a modification of 

the fourth (Sabbath) commandment. Hays (2001:21) concurs that, “While believers tend to 

ignore many Old Testament laws, they embrace others, especially the Ten Commandments, as 

the moral underpinnings of Christian behaviour.” Hays (2001:22) adds that “many evangelical 

scholars” tend to view the Mosaic Law as having a tripartite division that clearly distinguishes 

between the moral, civil, and ceremonial laws. The moral laws feature “timeless truths regarding 

God’s intention for human ethical behaviour” (e.g. “Love your neighbour as yourself”). Civil laws 

deal with societal issues such as debt cancellation every seven years (Deut 15:1). Ceremonial 

laws mainly address priestly activities, including the sacrificial system and observance of 

festivals. This view adopts the notion that moral laws, of which the Ten Commandments are a 

part, are to be considered “universal and timeless” and thus applicable to Christians, while civil 

and ceremonial laws are exclusive to ancient Israel and have thus been annulled. 

George (1994:415) shares the same view. He states that though Paul repeatedly features 

“Christ and grace [as being directly] opposed to law and works” in earlier sections of Galatians, 

in chapters 5 and 6 he demonstrates that the moral law within the Mosaic code has not been 

annulled along with the civil and ceremonial sections. He continues that “the moral law of God, 

epitomized in the Ten Commandments and summarized in Jesus’ restatement of the “new 

commandment” (on loving one another) given to his disciples (John 13:34; 15:12 1 John 3:23). 

Schmidtbleicher (2002:47, 48) adds that, “In the age of the Church, the New Testament repeats 

all Ten Commandments in one form or another,” including the Sabbath commandment. He 

charts out the ten laws with their New Testament restatements as follows: 
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Table 2-1: The Ten Commandments and their New Testament restatements 

Old Testament reference Content New Testament Counterpart 

Command 1: Deuteronomy 5:7 Only one God Acts 14:15; 1 Corinthians 8:6; 
1 Timothy 2:5; James 2:19 

Command 2: Deuteronomy 
5:8–10 

No other gods Acts 15:29; 1 Corinthians 8:1–
10; 2 Corinthians 6:16–17; 1 
John 5:20 

Command 3: Deuteronomy 
5:11 

No on Lord’s name in vain Matthew 5:33–37; James 5:12 

Command 4: Deuteronomy 
5:12–15 

One day in seven Romans 14:5–6; Colossians 
2:16–17 

Command 5: Deuteronomy 
5:16 

Respect parents Matthew 15:3–4; Ephesians 
6:1–3 

Command 6: Deuteronomy 
5:17 

No premeditated murder 1 John 3:15 

Command 7: Deuteronomy 
5:18 

No adultery Matthew 5:27–28; 1 
Corinthians 6:18–20 

Command 8: Deuteronomy 
5:19 

No stealing Ephesians 4:28 

Command 9: Deuteronomy 
5:20 

No false witness Colossians 3:9–10 
 

Command 10: Deuteronomy 
5:21 

No coveting Ephesians 5:3 
 

 

Currid (2016:83) states that, “God’s revelation of law to Israel through Moses at Mount Sinai 

begins with the Decalogue because that is the foundational and principal law upon which all the 

law of Israel stands.” He further proposes that God specifically gave the Israelites ten 

commandments with the number meant to symbolise “the idea of completeness” as per Hebrew 

culture, hence “no additions are allowed.” He observes that the commandments are written on 

both sides of the stone tablets and are completely filled, with no space for additions (Exod 

32:15). They are also written on stone, “never to be erased.” He also notes that the Ten 

Commandments are divided into two parts, with the first four detailing our duty to God, and the 

other six our duty to man. Thus Currid (2016:83) concludes that when Jesus was asked to 

identify the greatest commandment, He summarized the Ten Commandments by appealing to 

love for God (the first four commandments) and, likewise, one’s neighbour (the last six 

commandments) as the foundation of the Law and the Prophets (Matt 22:37-40). “Jesus thus 

clearly supports and advocates the continued application and relevance of the Decalogue for 

the church,” he concludes. Currid (2016:83, 84) illustrates that Jesus did not abrogate any of the 

Ten Commandments, but rather strengthened them by teaching their proper interpretation. For 

example, Jesus taught that one who is angry against his brother is just as guilty as a murderer 

(Matt 5:21-22; cf. Exod 20:13). This confirmed that the condition of the heart, just as much as 

one’s actions, condemns us as well, and that the Ten Commandments are “much more strict 

and condemning in their application than the Pharisees and others” thought. Hence the Ten 

Commandments are still applicable, especially in light of the stricter application to the heart. 
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Hamilton (2011:321) is of a similar view and adds that with highlighting the two great 

commandments, Jesus changes the prohibitive commands in the Decalogue to positive 

performative ones. “You shall not” turns to “you shall.” This is significant because eight of the 10 

commandments are in the negative (Hamilton, 2005:188). Hamilton (2005:198) suggests that 

the apostle Paul also reformulates the negative commands to positive ones. For example, the 

apostle depicts: “you shall not covet” in a positive sense by stating he has learnt to be content 

under all circumstances (Phil 4:11). 

But Ryrie (1967:245) counters that the New Testament doesn’t explicitly establish a pattern 

through which it may be observed that indeed the Mosaic code has a threefold division and that 

only the moral section of the three is still applicable to Christians. He cites the implication that if 

this view is adopted, one would have to conclude that New Testament passages that teach the 

abrogation of the law under the New Covenant refer to all sections except the moral one. He 

poses, “How can the entire law be done away and parts of it be repeated in the New Testament 

epistles?” This would be inconsistent on the part of New Testament revelation. There is no basis 

for such an interpretation. He further observes that the New Testament only reiterates 

nine of the Ten Commandments, hence the Ten Commandments are not presented as a unit in 

the New Testament. Though Schmidtbleicher (2002:48) argues that the Sabbath is also a 

reiterated command, in the table above, he refers to New Testament passages that clearly do 

not teach observance of the Sabbath as the norm for Christians. For the Ten Commandments to 

be considered, unity, of which the New Testament doesn’t explicitly champion, is key. Also, the 

New Testament quotes commands that are outside the moral part, especially the Ten 

Commandments, of the Mosaic law, such as love for one’s neighbour (Rom 13:9; Jam 2:8). 

Thus it is difficult to consider the Ten Commandments as the legislation for the New Covenant. 

Hays (2001:24) adds that the Ten Commandments, considered to be “the clearest examples of 

so-called moral laws,” poses a challenge for the moral, civil, and ceremonial tripartite 

distinctions. He queries, for example, whether the Sabbath law may be considered moral or 

ceremonial. He states that there are two main ways of identifying categorizing a law: content 

and location. If the content of the specific law is the criterion of determining where to group it, 

then the Sabbath law may be considered ceremonial and not moral. But if location is the 

criterion, then only two categories of law may be deduced: the Ten Commandments, which are 

universal and timeless and considered as the moral law; and secondly, the rest of the Law, 

which has been abrogated. The challenge with this view is that commands such as love for 

one’s neighbour (Lev 19:18) will not be considered. But to consider this passage, then content 

must be the driving criteria of identifying moral laws. And if this is the case, then the Sabbath 
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law must be considered ceremonial, and as such make it impossible to take the Ten 

Commandments as a unit that typifies or represents the New Covenant code. 

Gentry (2008:60) concurs that the classification of the Mosaic Law into moral, civil and 

ceremonial sections is “foreign to the material” and does not arise from the “literary structure of 

the text.” He argues that all three sets of laws are mixed together not only in the judgments or 

ordinances, but also within the Decalogue itself, with the Sabbath commandment, a ceremonial 

one, sandwiched among the moral ones. He adds that the Ten Commandments are 

foundational to the ordinances, and that the ordinances (or case laws) also “apply and extend 

the Ten Commandments in a practical way to all areas of life.” Hence he concludes that it is 

inconsistent to view the Ten Commandments as “eternal”, as Dorsey (1991:322) above, but 

rather appropriate to consider the ordinances as “temporal” because “both sections together 

constitute the agreement or covenant made between God and Israel.” 

2.3.4 The New Covenant law as the two great commandments 

Another view would argue that the New Covenant law refers to the two great commandments – 

to love God and one’s neighbour. The two great commandments as the law of the New 

Covenant would seem plausible because “the two stand together, on a level of their own, as the 

guide to all the other commandments of the law” (France, 1985:320), having been given 

prominence by Jesus Himself. In Matthew 22:35-40, a Pharisee put Jesus to the test by asking 

which law was the greatest (vv35-36). France (2007:844-5) notes that the issue raised by the 

Pharisee was a common topic of debate amongst the rabbis (teachers of the law), and as such 

attempts were often made by the Jewish legal scholars to summarize the law. These included 

suggestions such as the law being summarized in: eleven principles in Psalm 15; six in Isaiah 

33:15-16; three in Micah 6:8; two in Isaiah 56:1; one in Isaiah 56:1; one in Amos 5:4b and one 

in Habakkuk 2:4b. As France continues to note, only Jesus responded with a summary from the 

Pentateuch: 

“’You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 

and with all your mind.’19 This is the greatest and foremost commandment. The 

second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ On these two 

commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets.” (Mat 22:37-40) 

                                                

19 France (2007:845) notes that Matthew here uses διάνοια  (“mind” or “thinking”) instead of δύναμις 
(“power”) as is consistent with the LXX, but that variances in texts commonly used for liturgical purposes 
is not uncommon. 
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The first of the two great commandments referenced by Jesus is a quotation of the “Shema”20 

from Deuteronomy 6:5. Moses gave the “Shema” prominence when he emphatically 

commanded the Israelites that the words of this command shall be etched on the hearts of the 

people (v6), and that they must diligently teach them to their children (v7). As Craigie 

(1976:170) asserts, “The commandments, which provided the framework within which the 

Israelites could express their love of God, were to be upon your heart—that is, the people were 

to think on them and meditate about them, so that obedience would not be a matter of formal 

legalism, but a response based upon understanding.” The practise of reciting the Shema twice a 

day was adopted by the Jews. 

The second is quoted from Leviticus 19:18 (also v19), a passage that Jesus had already quoted 

in Matthew 5:43. The passage is quoted several times in the New Testament (Mat 5:43, 19:19; 

22:39; Mk 12:31, 33; Luke 10:27; Rom 13:9; Gal 5:14; Jam 2:8). Commenting on the original 

passage and the laws in its context, Wenham (1979:174) states that many of the laws in 

Leviticus 19 do not apply today because of the changed society we live in compared to the 

context of ancient Israel, and also because the current theological context whereby believers 

ascribe to the New Covenant and not the old (Mosaic) one. He highlights such commands as 

including sacrifices and slavery. He thus observes that though certain commands may not be 

applicable from time to time, v18 “epitomizes and expresses the principles governing all the 

laws surrounding it,” so the overarching principles of love for God and one’s neighbour are 

timeless and should thus govern one’s actions. 

Tan (2008:187, 90) thus concludes that, “Jesus’ reply indicates that the Shema is the essence 

of the pluriform Torah and, therefore, provides the hermeneutic for a proper understanding of 

it… The reason for [the second command] is that the praxis of the Shema is inextricably linked 

with the praxis of loving one's neighbour.” He further adds that since the Shema sums up the 

Law, then the entire Mosaic Law is dependent on it and should be interpreted in light of it (Mark 

12:32-3), because it is the Shema that is the “identifying marker of the covenant people.” 

Schmidtbleicher (2003:69, 70) is of the view that “the law of Christ is the law of the Church Age” 

and that this law features “all of God’s eternal law summarized as the great 

commandment of Matthew 22:37-40” (emphasis author’s own). Here, Schmidtbleicher proposes 

that the identity, or the essence, of the “law of Christ”, an identity that Paul didn’t make explicit, 

is simply the two great commandments as revealed by Christ. But the two great commandments 

are abstract in their command in that they do not give the specific detail of how to act out the 

                                                

20”Shema” is derived from the Hebrew ָשַמע meaning “listen” or “hear”, which forms part of the introduction 
of the command (Deut 6:4). 
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love in question. The two commands require more explicit and concrete laws to be prescribed 

and adhered to if the two great ones are to be realised. In view of this, Schmidtbleicher adds 

that, “As Christ’s law is summarized by the great commandment, it is also defined in detail by 

the specific laws that add up to love in each administration or dispensation.” It is these 

specific laws in each dispensation that present the detailed principles and wisdom on how we 

are to express our love to God and likewise our neighbour. But this argument then necessitates 

by default that the “comprehensive” law of Christ constitutes more than the two great 

commands. 

2.3.5 The New Covenant law as the book of Deuteronomy 

When considered keenly within the narrative of ancient Israel reform, there’s a view that arises 

beyond Hughes’ questions; that Deuteronomy is the law in question at the time of Jeremiah and 

in the prophet’s preaching. Deuteronomy is the fifth book of the Old Testament and features a 

series of Moses’ final sermons which he delivered (Deut 1:3, 5; 4:44; 5:1; 29:1) and transcribed 

(31:9, 22, 24; 32:45) for the second generation of Israel that was about to conquer the Promised 

Land under Joshua (Derouchie, 2014:88). The significance of the book of Deuteronomy in 

relation to God’s cultic agenda for His people cannot be overlooked. Fuhrmann (2010:37) 

asserts that Deuteronomy is considered “one of the most important theological works in the OT, 

both in terms of its place in the canon and its place in Jewish and Christian traditions and 

practices.” This includes the fact that the book “stands between the promise of land to the 

patriarchs (Gen 17:18-21) and its fulfilment in the conquest and United Monarchy.” 

Deuteronomy also features the Ten Commandments (Deut 5:6-21) and the Shema (6:4-5). Both 

are significant to Christ’s teachings (e.g. Matt 22:37-38; Mark 12:29-30). Christ actually quoted 

thrice from Deuteronomy in His three responses to Satan’s temptation in the desert (Mat 4; Luke 

4), in addition to the book being one of the main sources He and the apostles quoted from. Also 

prominent in the book are the themes of promise (Deut 6:3, 10; 7:8-9, 12, 14; 8:1, 18) and 

fulfilment (6:3, 10-11, 18-19, 23; 7:1, 13-15, 22-24; 8:7-10). Davidson (1964:409) adds that 

Deuteronomy is “one of the most stimulating theological documents in the Old Testament. To 

the mystery of God's unmeritable outgoing love Israel's existence as the covenant people is 

traced. To such a love the people are challenged to respond in love, a love which can only 

adequately express itself in an exclusive loyalty to Yahweh.” 

The book of Deuteronomy is widely considered to be part of Deuteronomistic History. 

Deuteronomistic History (DtrH) (also Deuteronomic History) is a theory that considers the book 

of Deuteronomy, along with the historical books from Joshua to 2 Kings, to be the work of a 

single biblical author-editor (Shepherd, 2016:par. 1). Martin Noth was the first to assign the term 

to these books. Noth suggested that these books are a product of a single editing process 
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during the Judean exile, because on observation, these books feature distinct history from that 

of Genesis to Numbers, with the Pentateuch founded upon “confessional themes” while DtrH 

focused on significant eras of Israel’s history. He further argues that though the material was 

originally “disconnected pieces of literature,” they were compiled chronologically as a unit during 

the exile, with the current edition featuring similar language and style that if different to the 

Pentateuch (Shepherd, 2016:par. 2, 3). Thus “Deuteronomy was more appropriately connected 

to the Deuteronomistic History (DtrH) in Joshua–2 Kings than to the Pentateuch” and as such 

“Deuteronomy served as the introduction to the history, not as the conclusion to the Pentateuch” 

(Mangum, 2016:par. 60). Fuhrmann (2010:47) states that, over time, Noth’s DtrH theory has 

“achieved near universal consensus, with the exception of his notion of a single exilic author.” 

Despite the possibility of a subsequent edited version, biblical characters extensively confirm 

the source of (the original) Deuteronomy as Moses and also affirm the authority of his work (e.g. 

Josh 1:7-8; 8:32; 1 Kings 2:3; 2 Kings 2:3; 23:25; Mark 10:3-5; John 5:46-47; Acts 3:22-23; Rom 

10:19) (Derouchie, 2014:89). 

Some scholars have also suggested that the book of Jeremiah features Deuteronomistic 

editing. Holladay (2004:55) notes that, “One of the most persistent and intractable historical-

critical questions in OT study is that of the literary relation between Jeremiah and 

Deuteronomy.” He adds that, “The assumption of a Deuteronomistic edition of Jeremiah is 

widespread.” Similarities between the two include style, vocabulary and ideology (Arnold, 

1993:84). Yates (2013:291) explains that, “The connections between Jeremiah and the 

Deuteronomistic History and other prophetic books” may be explained by the fact that “these 

texts developed in close proximity to each other in the exilic and postexilic periods and may 

have even originated within the same literary circles.” “Thus the book’s prose was written by a 

Jeremianic school that preserved genuine Jeremiah traditions, but wrote in a deuteronomistic 

style” (Arnold, 1993:84).  Thus Galil (2001:412) concludes that: 

Deuteronomy serves as an introduction to the Deuteronomistic history, whereas the 
Book of Jeremiah concludes it. In Deuteronomy the path was delineated and norms 
were determined. The main body of Joshua-Kings records the many ups and downs in 
Israel’s relationship with God. And the epilogue (the Book of Jeremiah) focuses on the 
destruction and Exile in an attempt to explain the events and inform the exiles of the 
message of redemption. 

Further connection between Jeremiah and Deuteronomy is attributed to the possibility that 

Jeremiah was influenced by Deuteronomy in his ministry. A copy of Deuteronomy has widely 

been suggested as the law-book that was discovered by Hilkiah in the temple during Josiah’s 

reforms (2 Kings 23:24). Davidson (1964:409) comments that, “Whatever the origin of 

Deuteronomy… there is little doubt that the Deuteronomic Code provided the theological 

impetus for the national religious reformation of 621 BC, a few years after Jeremiah began his 
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prophetic ministry.” For the law to have suddenly been discovered meant that there was no 

existing copy in the temple and that the priests serving in the temple had ministered without a 

written copy for a while. Washburn (1991:76) suggests that all known copies of the law may 

have been either lost or destroyed during the wicked reigns of Manasseh and Amon (2 Kings 

21). He further suggests that the discovered copy may have been placed in the cornerstone of 

the temple by Solomon once it was completed. A significant part of Jeremiah’s prophetic 

ministry falls within the reign of Josiah (Jer 1:2, 3). It has been proposed that owing to Moses’ 

command in Deuteronomy that the law be read publicly every seven years during the Feast of 

Booths (Deut 31:9-13), Jeremiah, who would’ve been present, must’ve largely based his 

ministry on the contents of Deuteronomy, with his prophecies featuring “counter-proclamations” 

to Moses’ sermons in Deuteronomy (Holladay, 2004:69). Hence the similarities between the two 

accounts. 

Thus, given the context, it is also suggested that Jeremiah’s reference to the “Torah” in his 

prophecies may have been largely and primarily to the book of Deuteronomy. Hyatt (1941:384) 

asserted that, “There can be no doubt that the Book of Deuteronomy was considered Torah, for 

the word is used in the original edition of the book, in supplementary passages, in the account 

of the findings of the book in 2 Kgs 22-23, and by the Deuteronomic editors.” Skinner 

(1922:103, 105) shares the same sentiments when he asserts that, “In Jeremiah’s time 

Deuteronomy was the only written law,” and that Jeremiah “looked on Deuteronomy as setting 

forth a high ideal of national life, and a means of accomplishing much-needed reforms.” “It is 

difficult to believe, therefore, that Jeremiah did not have in mind Deuteronomy” (Hyatt, 

1941:384). 

But Potter (1983:350) cautions that certain discontinuities feature in the New Covenant 

prophecy when compared to the Old Covenant restatement in Deuteronomy. These include: the 

foundation of the New Covenant is divine forgiveness, while the Deuteronomists demand 

repentance; Jeremiah 31 focuses on the future while the Deuteronomists recount the past; the 

New Covenant presents the certainty of obedience to the law, while the Deuteronomists focus 

on failure to do the same; and that beyond demanding Israel to love the LORD, it illustrates how 

God will transform the hearts of the people and impart knowledge of Himself to them. Hence, 

with these considerations, it is doubtful that the New Covenant law is the restated law in 

Deuteronomy, even though it may have been the basis of Jeremiah’s prophetic ministry. As 

Potter (1983:350) concludes, “The whole point of [the characteristics of the New Covenant] is 

that they are a deliberate contrast to Deuteronomy, not a complement to it, or a restatement of 

it.” 
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2.3.6 The New Covenant law as a non-written, oral law 

In his study on all the occurrences of the term “Torah” in the book of Jeremiah, Hyatt (1941:381) 

sought to establish Jeremiah’s conception of the meaning of Torah,21 in essence, true Torah as 

distinguished from the false. Assuming Jeremiah wrote the New Covenant passage, is his 

reference to the New Covenant “Torah” in line with his usual conception of the term? (Hyatt, 

1941:382). Hyatt (1941:382) begins with a passage where Jeremiah did not mean “Torah”, 

Jeremiah 8:8-9, which he terms as an “isolated oracle” unrelated to the preceding context. The 

passage reads: 

8How can you say, “We are wise, and the law of the LORD is with us”? But 

behold, the lying pen of the scribes has made it into a lie. 9The wise men are 

put to shame, they are dismayed and caught; Behold, they have rejected the 

word of the LORD, and what kind of wisdom do they have? (Jeremiah 8:8-9) 

In this passage, Hyatt (1941:382) argues that the so-called wise men are claiming to be 

custodians of the law [Torah] of the LORD (v8), but are indicted and put to shame because on 

the contrary, “they have rejected the word [dabar] of the LORD” (v9). Hyatt (1941:383) notes the 

contrast between the written “law of the LORD” (Torah) and the “word of the LORD” (dabar) 

spoken at the time through Jeremiah. Mainly because of Jeremiah’s nature of indictment upon 

the scribes22 in this passage, Hyatt (1941:384) concludes that Jeremiah opposed the idea that 

“the Torah of Yahweh” was contained in written form in a book or books, “including the original 

edition of Deuteronomy,” and that Jeremiah even considered the written law in the hands of the 

scribes to be false, “including the original edition,” because it did not agree with “the word of 

Yahweh” given to the prophets, which they spoke rather than wrote. 

Thompson (1980:300) comments that the scribes, wise men, were firm that they were the 

custodians of the law and as such men like Jeremiah who approached them with other 

messages were rejected. He states that the law in their custody was probably “a form of the 

book of Deuteronomy or some form of the ancient covenant law, which seems to have been the 

book found in the temple (2 Kings 22:8-13). But perhaps other bodies of written law were in 

existence.” Thompson (1980:300) adds that in this passage, “The word of Yahweh is set over 

against the law of Yahweh… Jeremiah brought other aspects of the word of Yahweh which the 

                                                

21 Hyatt (1941:395) would conclude that “the concept of Torah was not a very important one in Jeremiah’s 
thinking” given that, in his opinion, there are only five genuine appearances of the word in his books; two 
are positive (Jer 6:19 and 26:4), and three expose false ideas of Torah condemned by Jeremiah (2:8, 8:8 
and 18:18). 
22 Hyatt (1941:384) proposes that the scribes in question here must have been more than mere 
secretaries or verbatim copyists of the existing law, but extended to interpreting, and further producing 
more law and editing the existing “Torah.” 
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wise men rejected.” The wise men were misled to believe that the “the full knowledge of 

Yahweh's will was locked up in the law.” And for this they will be “put to shame… dismayed… 

and caught” (Deut 8:9). 

Huey (1993:112) rather views the passage as stating that the people were puffed up in pride 

because they had the Mosaic Law (cf. Deut 4:6-8), though they were oblivious to the misleading 

of the scribes. The scribes were charged with both making copies of and interpreting the law. 

They were evidently influential in the Jewish community (cf. 1 Chron 2:55; 2 Chron 34:13; Prov 

25:1). As interpreters, they had lied to the people, thus the people had numbed their conscience 

to the reality of sin and resulting judgment. Because of their mishandling of the law, they would 

be punished: “put to shame… dismayed… and caught” (Deut 8:9). Thus Jeremiah is not 

necessarily condemning the written law and advocating his alleged oral law, but rather speaking 

against misinterpretation of the (written) Mosaic code. 

Dearman (2012:97) also focuses on the idea of false interpretation as the essence of the 

passage, not the primacy of oral over written law. In a similar passage, the religious leaders are 

condemned for misapplying the law to current affairs by proclaiming peace yet there was no 

peace but impending judgment (Jer 6:14). As a result, they shall be punished (v15). With this 

attitude, the “religious leaders might have blunted the sharp edge of those reforms sparked by a 

(re)discovery of a book of the Torah of the Lord during temple repairs (2 Kings 22-23)” 

(Dearman, 2012:97). The “lying pen of the scribes” may thus be interpreted as a metaphoric 

reference to their false interpretation of the Law. Dearman further notes that Jeremiah himself 

was from a priestly heritage (Jer 1:1), and as such conversant with the task of interpreting and 

applying the Law. Hence his oral confrontation may have mainly featured accurate interpretation 

of the Law, and not necessarily the proposal of a more superior oral law. 

Hyatt (1941:384-7) further cites Jeremiah 2:8, as another passage where the prophet indicts the 

“priests… those who handle the law… the rulers… and the prophets” for leading the nation 

astray. Hyatt specifically singles out the second group, “those who handle the law” because of 

their responsibility to “interpret and administer it,” and points out that Jeremiah was opposed to 

them because they did not know Yahweh in “the prophetic sense” much as they were 

responsible for the written law. But in this passage as well, it is more accurate to view “those 

who handle the law” as a parallel reference to “the priests” (also in the passage) who didn’t seek 

the Lord. As such, they led the people astray with their misinterpretation of the law (Dearman, 

2012:43). Thompson (1980:169) identifies four classes of leaders in this passage: “the priests, 

the legal authorities, the rulers, and the prophets.” He cites the priests as not only being 

responsible for sacrificial activities but also interpretation of the law. They also had the task of 

seeking the Lord through the ephod and the Urim and Thummim. These means had either been 
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“neglected or were wrongfully used,” including soliciting money for such service. They were 

legal experts but without commitment to the Lord. Hence in this passage as well, it is not the 

type of law that is the issue, it is the custodians. 

Hyatt (1941:388) also analyzes Jeremiah 6:19, a passage that seemingly features parallelism 

when it partly states: “For to My words they did not give heed, and as for my Torah, they 

rejected it also!” Hyatt (1941:389-90) rejects the notion that this passage features parallelism.23 

He states that “my words” (dabar) primarily refers to “the sayings of the prophets”, with dabar 

being a technical term for the prophet’s message; and “my Torah” to “the ancient paths” in v16, 

which the people were urged to seek. These ancient paths, Hyatt asserts, were probably a 

reference to the time of Moses in the wilderness, “a pre-prophetic” era where the nation of Israel 

“had the true revelation of Yahweh and were obedient to it.” But Thompson (1980:262) 

contends that the passage features parallelism just as in Jeremiah 8:8, 9 where the law is 

parallel to the word of the Lord. 

Upon analysis of these and other passages, Hyatt (1941:394-5) concludes that on the negative 

side, Jeremiah countered the notion that Torah was exclusive to the priests, and that it was 

primarily contained in a written book such as Deuteronomy. He opposed the cultic focus of the 

priestly order and their written code, rather than an ethical focus according to the living “word” of 

the prophet. On the positive side, Jeremiah identified Torah with “the ancient paths”, which is 

the ethical will of God and prescription for exclusive worship as given to Israel in the wilderness. 

Thus Jeremiah, he concludes, was calling the people back to the pure religion practiced in the 

desert. But Hyatt concedes that it is difficult to conclude whether Jeremiah thought of this Torah 

to be in written form, or entirely oral. Regardless, he states that the meaning of the true Torah 

fits the New Covenant passage well, where according to Jeremiah’s thinking, the same old 

Torah is to be written on the hearts of men as per the New Covenant, rather than the stone 

tablets as it was at Sinai as per the Old Covenant (Hyatt, 1941:396). 

From a traditional standpoint, it is difficult to see how an unwritten law could be accepted as 

authoritative. In the context of first-generation Israel, God, on several occasions, commanded 

Moses to write down the stipulations He gave him. And even when broke the initial stone tablets 

with the engraved Ten Commandments, a new set had to be written and kept in safe custody. In 

the context of Jeremiah’s Judah, the written code was still primed given that upon exposure to 

it, the king responded with radical reform (2 Kings 23:24). Fast-forward to the context of the 

post-exilic community during the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, exposure to the written code had 

                                                

23 He rather cites Isaiah 1:10 as a passage that “most clearly” features parallelism: “Hear the word of 
Yahweh… Give ear to the Torah of our God…” He also cites Isaiah 5:24 where “the Torah of Yahweh of 
hosts” is parallel with “the saying of the Holy One of Israel (Hyatt 1941:389). 
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a similar effect (Neh 9). Graves (2007:477, 478) comments that, for example, in the 

synagogues, Scripture had to be read from a scroll, and that the reader was forbidden to take 

his eyes off the text to emphasize the written dimension of the law. The interpreter on the other 

hand was required to interpret a passage without the help of the written code, to emphasize that 

what he relayed was an interpretation and not the authoritative written text. It would’ve have 

thus been near-impossible for Jeremiah to refer to a non-authoritative (and perhaps future and 

non-existent) oral text as the basis of either or both his prophecy and the supposed New 

Covenant law.  

Hyatt (1941:384) conceded that it is difficult to adopt a view that Jeremiah did not have the book 

of Deuteronomy in focus when he referred to “Torah.” He also adds that Jeremiah’s reference to 

the “Torah” may have also included “older portions of the OT, such as the Covenant Code, and 

perhaps also some written material which became incorporated into later codes, such as H and 

P.”24 Hyatt (1941:381) also asserts that he deliberately leaves the word “Torah” untranslated 

because there is no English word that adequately describes it. He rather holds that “in its fully 

developed sense” in rabbinic times Torah was the whole divine revelation (written and oral) as 

to God’s nature and will for man. 

In a quest to find the true meaning of Torah, Tarazi (2002:20) adopts a view similar to that of 

Hyatt, which considers the prophet Jeremiah to be redefining Torah by introducing a more 

superior legal code through his proclamations. Tarazi highlights Jeremiah 18:18 that refers to 

“torah” as “the form of speech used by the priest, just as counsel is the speech of the wise man, 

and “word” (dabar) is what comes out of the prophet's mouth.” He also observes that the priests 

and “those who handle the law” are admonished (2:8). He also notes 6:19 where the people are 

condemned for not knowing God’s “torah”, “My Law.” Tarazi (2002:20) thus proposes that: 

The implication would seem to be that Torah modified by the divine possessive 
pronoun functions differently from the Torah defined by Jeremiah’s contemporaries. 
This juxtaposition of two conflicting approaches to Torah may well be what underlies 
the transformation we see in Leviticus [referring to Lev 26:46 as redefining Torah to be 
the Holiness Code as opposed to the previous connotation of it constituting oral 
priestly pronouncements]. The original meaning of torah was the priestly teaching 
defining the separation of clean/holy from unclean/unholy, and now it is to be 
transformed into a Torah defined by the ‘words’ of the prophet Jeremiah. 

According to Tarazi, just as the original Torah was redefined (from originally referring to priestly 

instructions to later depicting the Holiness Code in Leviticus), so does Jeremiah redefine Torah 

in his time through his oral prophetic proclamations. Tarazi (2002:20, 21) adds that “the extent 

to which this is taken very seriously” is evidenced by Jeremiah’s New Covenant passage: 

                                                

24 H and P being non-Deuteronomistic but Pentateuchal sources. 
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Rather than a priestly Torah spoken from the temple, God will place his Torah in the 
heart of each one, much as the Word addressed to, and within the reach of, the 
addressees of the Book of Deuteronomy… (Deut 30:11-14). There is no longer a need 
for a priest or temple. The reason given in Jeremiah 31:32 is that the initial covenant 
had been broken the moment the people were brought out of Egypt, and this refers 
precisely to the end of Exodus as it immediately precedes the Book of Leviticus in the 
Pentateuch. In Exodus 32 the covenant is broken by Aaron's apostasy, then re-
established in chapter 34. The Book of Leviticus continues the narrative by redefining 
the re-established covenant of Exodus 34. So Leviticus and Jeremiah 31:31-34 
address one and the same situation [with both redefining Torah for subsequent 
generations in light of past failed ones]. 

On a similar quest to find the true meaning of Torah, Maier (2008:24) states that the term “torah” 

generally denotes “instruction”, “teaching” or “education” more than it refers to “law.” He notes 

that in Israelite wisdom tradition, “torah” refers to oral instructions of a teacher or parent (e.g. 

Prov 1:8; 4:1-2; 6:20; 28:7) in the home setting. In the religious setting, “torah” generally refers 

to oral instructions from the priests (Deut 33:10; Ezek 7:26; Mal 2:8; cf. Exod 12:39; Num 5:29-

30; Lev 7:1). But he contrasts that in Deuteronomy, “torah” frequently refers to the written law 

(Deut 4:8, 44; 27:26; 31:12; cf. 2 Kings 22:8, 11; Neh 9:1). He adds that in Jeremiah, “torah” is 

used 11 times in various literary contexts, and in all instances refers to divine instruction except 

in Jer 18:18 where it refers to oral instructions from a priest. He states that the divine “torah” 

must have been well known because neither its contents nor range are explicitly stated. He 

comments that in 6:19 and 9:12, the people are rebuked for rejecting God’s “torah.” In 2:8 the 

custodians (probably scribes) of the “torah” are rebuked for lack of acknowledging God, while in 

8:8 they boast that they are in possession of the God’s “torah.” He concludes that, “Thus, Jer 

2:8, 8:8 and 31:33 allude to the torah as a written code of law.” Hence the New Covenant law is 

more readily a written code than an oral one. Citing numerous passages in Jeremiah (Jer 2:8; 

6:19; 8:8; 9:13; 16:11; 18:18; 26:4; 32:23; 44:10, and 44:23), Hoch (1997:70) observed that 

Torah as used by Jeremiah absolutely referred to the written Mosaic Covenant and not a 

redefinition, hence the New Covenant Law would likely be a written code, and also expect his 

people to adhere to its stipulations. 

Contrary to Hyatt’s and Tarazi’s assertion that Jeremiah was an advocate of a redefined oral 

law superior to the Mosaic one, Maier (2008:24-31) demonstrates that Jeremiah was a preacher 

and teacher of the Mosaic Law. For example, in his first temple sermon, Jeremiah 7:1-8:3, the 

prophet refers to offenses related to the Mosaic Law when he addresses social issues and 

worship at the temple, among other issues. In 17:19-27, the prophet admonishes the people to 

observe the Sabbath and stop working on this dedicated day. In 22:1-5 he addresses the 

monarchy on social justice. 34:13-17 addresses the emancipation of Hebrew slaves every 

seventh year according to the Mosaic Law, an issue that past generations had consistently 

ignored. These examples directly refer to sections of the Ten Commandments and 
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Deuteronomy 12-26. If Jeremiah had elevated a new, oral law above the written one, then it 

wouldn’t be consistent for him to extensively quote from and refer to the old written code. 

Given the arguments surrounding the various views, it is difficult to conclude with certainty that 

Jeremiah’s reference to the New Covenant law must have either been the Mosaic Law, the law 

of Christ, the two great commandments, the Ten Commandments, the book of Deuteronomy, or 

even a largely unknown oral legislation. Faced with this difficulty, Jones (1971:29) briefly 

pondered whether we are dealing with “a new Torah which transcends all known concepts of 

Torah, annulling Torah in the external sense” as far as the identity of the New Covenant code is 

concerned. 

2.3.7 The New Covenant law as a metaphor? 

But another consideration may contribute to attempts at a resolution. There’s a question which 

Hughes (2005:267-8) does not ask as he ponders the identity of the New Covenant law. That is: 

may the reference to the New Covenant law be a metaphor that typifies the heart transformation 

envisioned in Jeremiah’s prophecy, as opposed to a literal law?25 Hoch (1997:58) also asks 

similar questions to Hughes (2005:267-8) but likewise doesn’t go as far as asking or exploring 

whether the reference to the New Covenant law is metaphoric. 

To note, the New Testament emphasizes the indwelling of the Holy Spirit rather than God’s law 

written in the hearts of Christians as the instrument that instils transformation. It is the Holy Spirit 

whom Christ promised would convict the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment (John 16:8). 

It is the Holy Spirit whom the apostles and other disciples awaited to inaugurate the Church in 

the upper room after Christ’s ascension (Acts 1:8, 2:4). And it is the Holy Spirit who dwells in us 

who form the Church (1 Cor 6:19). In essence, and in reference to 2 Corinthians 3:6, the New 

Covenant “would be one of the spirit rather than the letter” (Harrison, 1973:139). So for 

believers, it is the Holy Spirit whom the New Testament explicitly emphasizes as dwelling in us 

rather than God’s law written in them as promised by the New Covenant. To note, Adeyemi 

(2006b:439), a proponent of the New Covenant law being the law of Christ, concedes that Paul, 

the prominent New Testament writer on the law, nowhere explicitly identified what Jeremiah 

meant by the New Covenant law. 

                                                

25 One of the promises of the New Covenant is that God would forgive the sins of His people and 
remember them no more. As a result, “does this promise mean that no sin can exclude anyone from 
realizing the inheritance... is the new covenant an antinomian covenant?” (Hoch, 1997:59). If so, then the 
New Covenant would be rendered as having no law, and as such, offer support for a metaphoric view of 
the reference to the law. But to note, this study does not consider the New Covenant to be antinomian. 
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Another factor to consider is that both the Mosaic and Christ’s laws still require us to be taught 

by instructors (teachers and preachers), in contrast to the promise of the New Covenant that 

teachers would not be required. Given these considerations, it is not only difficult to determine 

the law in question with certainty, but an entirely different law may actually be in focus, as 

contemplated above by Hughes (2005:267-8), because both the laws of Moses and Christ still 

require even believers to be taught about these laws by a preacher/teacher.26 

Finally, it is relevant to note is that other Old Testament references to the new/everlasting 

covenant do not feature any form of law in their declaration. For example, in Jeremiah 32:40, 

God declares that He will make “an everlasting covenant” with His people, and that “I will put the 

fear of Me in their hearts”   ם ָבָבָ֔ ן ִבלְּ ָאִתיֵּ֙ ֶאֵתִּ֣ ֶאת־ִירְּ וְּ so that they may not turn away from Him. This is a 

similar metaphoric statement to Jeremiah 31:33, only that in this passage, ֹוָרִתיֵּ֙   תּֽ “My law” is 

replaced with  ֵָּ֙אִתי  ”.My fear“ ִירְּ

Another passage indicative of a new covenant is in Ezekiel 36, where God proclaims that He will 

give His people “a new heart” and “put a new spirit within” them  ן ה ֶאֵתִּ֣ ּוַח ֲחָדָשָּ֖ רִ֥ ש וְּ ב ָחָדָ֔ י ָלֶכםֵּ֙ ֵלִּ֣ ָנַתִתִ֤  ,וְּ

removing the heart of stone and replacing it with a hear of flesh (v26). God further states that 

He will put His Spirit within them ֶכֶ֑ם בְּ ִקרְּ ן בְּ י ֶאֵתִּ֣ ֶאת־רּוִחָּ֖  and thereby cause them to walk in His ,וְּ

statutes and obey His ordinances (v27). Here again, similar terminology is used to that of 

Jeremiah 31:33, but in this case as well,  ֵֹּ֙וָרִתי ה My law” is replaced with both“ תּֽ ּוַח ֲחָדָשָּ֖ רִ֥  a new“ וְּ

spirit” (v26) and י  .My Spirit” (v27)“ רּוִחָּ֖

Other relevant references to the new/everlasting/peace covenant include: Isaiah 54:10, 

Jeremiah 50:5, and Ezekiel 16:60; 34:25; 37:26. To note, all these passages have no reference 

to any law, not even other references in Jeremiah on the future restoration of his people. It is 

therefore worth exploring the view that the reference to “My law” in Jeremiah’s New Covenant 

passage may be metaphoric, and to establish whether the prophet is consistent with his 

counterparts who also prophesy the New Covenant, with a focus on the Spirit of God as the 

agent of change in one’s heart, and not necessarily divine legislation. 

2.4 Conclusion 

As seen above, and in concurrence with Kaiser (1972:11), theological issues surrounding the 

New Covenant are fairly complex; and in this case, the lack of certainty in identifying the New 

                                                

26 Paul referred to himself and fellow ministers as “servants of a new covenant” (2 Cor 3:6). In the same 
passage, he continues to speak metaphorically of a veil that remains over one’s heart at the reading of 
the old covenant, but taken away whenever a person turns to the Lord (vv14-16). By this, Decker 
(1995:451) concludes that “the New Covenant is in force in the present age and that the Church is in 
some way related to it.” 
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Covenant law. In light of this, as has already been pondered above, could the law referred to in 

the New Covenant be metaphoric? Much study on the New Covenant law has focused on 

etymology and interpretations drawn from the New Testament owing to substantial progression 

in revelation and advancement of the redemptive history plan. But as Williamson (2000:420) 

notes, “contextual usage of a word is more important in determining its meaning than 

etymology.” Exploring this aspect is the essence of this study. The extent to which the clause in 

Jeremiah 31:33 is a metaphor will be considered, with a specific focus on “My law” to determine 

whether this reference is metaphoric as well. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE PENTATEUCHAL TEACHING ON THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE 

MOSAIC (OLD) COVENANT AND ITS LAW TO ISRAEL 

3.1 Introduction 

As already defined in chapter 2, the term ִרית  the main Hebrew term for covenant in the Old) בְּ

Testament) implies the idea of an established commitment obligating one or both parties 

(whether individuals or nations) to undertake an oath that is sworn against the prescribed 

relationship and stipulations in the covenant. Karlberg (1980:1) proposes that, “The 

fundamental, biblical idea in both the Old Testament and the New is the covenant of God.”27 In 

line with this, Hill and Walton (2000:21) emphasize that at the heart of God’s revelation of 

Himself and His plan is the covenant. It is through the covenant that God reveals to us who He 

is and is like and promises to undertake “a particular course of action.” Hence the Old 

Testament may be more accurately viewed as “the history of the covenant, or of aspects of it, 

more than a history of Israel.” To illustrate this, Hill and Walton (2000:21-22) proceed to assert 

that Genesis 15-20 narrate the establishment of the Abrahamic Covenant, Exodus and 

Deuteronomy address the Mosaic Covenant, Joshua records God’s faithfulness to fulfil the 

covenant, while the books of Samuel and Kings focus on the Davidic (kingship) covenant, and 

the prophets’ focus anticipate future covenants (e.g. Jer 31:31-34). Thus the concept of 

covenant and its significance in interpreting and formulating a theology of the Old Testament 

cannot be understated. Indeed it is “the centrepiece of Israelite theology” (Hill & Walton, 

2000:74). 

The interpretation and formulation of this theology is crucial to an understanding of the 

relationship between the church and Israel and Old and New Covenants. But ascertaining this 

relationship is not without its challenges. Robertson’s (1980:167) decades-old, but seemingly 

timeless, remark stands true, that, “The covenant with Moses has provoked some of the 

greatest debates within Christendom’s history.” Karlberg (1980:1) notes that the main issue 

surrounding the debates, one that the New Testament writers themselves faced, is the 

relationship between the Old and New Testament. In his study on a biblical theology of both 
                                                

27 Karlberg (1980:1) is of the view that the Old Testament focuses on “the Mosaic administration of the 
covenant of grace”, while the Gospels and Acts focus on the “inauguration and establishment of the New 
Covenant through Christ’s first advent, and the subsequent work of the Holy Spirit upon the Church from 
Pentecost onwards.” 
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Testaments, Kaiser (2008a:17) concurs that, “The emphasis on diversity within Scripture is so 

pervasive in our day that most biblical scholars would judge any other approach to biblical 

theology as being out of keeping with the current lines of thinking for this discipline.” Also 

compounding the problem, as noted by Robertson (1980:167), “The precise relationship of the 

Mosaic covenant to the promises that preceded it and to the fulfilments that followed has proven 

to be one of the most persistent problems of biblical interpretation.” Promises to Abraham 

preceded the Mosaic Covenant, and promises, mainly in the New Covenant, followed.28 Hill and 

Walton (2000:22) sum up the complexities well when they state that: 

Several different approaches to the Old Testament are distinguished from one another 
by the way each understands the covenant idea and the relationship of the covenants 
to one another. Are there many different covenants that independently govern periods 
of history, or are there just one or two governing covenants that have other 
subcovenants to offer expansion and explanations? Is there a single unconditional 
covenant that contains conditional covenants within it, or is the whole a conditional 
covenant? 

As Hill and Walton note (2000:22), it is the diverse answers to these questions that “define the 

theological controversies about the Old Testament, its relationship to the New Testament, and 

its relevance to us today.” We briefly explore below a few attempts by some prominent 

theologians at answering some of these questions. 

3.2 Continuity versus Discontinuity 

From as early as the 2nd century AD, Karlberg (1980:1) notes that Irenaeus was the first post-

apostolic church leader to address the issue of “the covenant of God” and the relationship 

between the Old and New Testaments. In Irenaeus’ publication, ‘Against Heresies’, he also 

countered Marcion, a 2nd century theologian widely considered a heretic, who denied the unity 

of both Testaments. Marcion rejected the Old Testament canon, and among others even the 

incarnation of Christ (Head, 1993:317-8).29 Irenaeus (1886:772, 777) sets off to prove that both 

Moses and the prophets (the Old Testament) are the words of Christ (just as much as the New 

Testament), and that through both the New and Old Covenants, God made Himself known. 

Marcion may have been termed a heretic, but as Olson (1999:132) quips, one that the church 

owes a great debt to. Though the church rejected him, it is noted that Marcion is the one who 

initiated “the idea and the reality of a Christian Bible.” Olson (1999:132-5) adds that Marcion 

                                                

28 Other covenants such as that of Noah in Genesis 9 (pre-Mosaic), Phineas in Numbers 25 (during the 
time of Moses) and David in 2 Samuel 7 (post-Mosaic) are significant and acknowledged as biblical, but 
they do not fall within the scope of this study, and as such will not be considered either at length or at all. 
29 Head (1993:310) observes that, “The extent of Marcion’s influence may be judged by the status and 
number of his critics: Dionysius of Corinth; Irenaeus of Lyons; Theophilus of Antioch; Philip of Gortyna; 
Tertullian at Carthage; Hippolytus and Rhodo at Rome; Bardesanes at Edessa; as well as by the quantity 
and quality of their individual responses (e.g. Tertullian’s five books Adversus Marcionem).” 
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was an influential Christian teacher who believed that the church was in urgent need of reform 

and embarked on rediscovering what he considered the “true” and “original teaching of Jesus.” 

To achieve this, he advocated that all traces of Judaism be removed from Christianity – these 

included the Hebrew Bible, and its God, Yahweh. He saw no validity of the Old Testament for 

Christians and viewed its God as a “tribal, bloodthirsty demigod” who didn’t warrant Christian 

worship as He was more “demonic than divine.” So he sought to identify what may be 

considered the canon of Scripture, mainly by limiting it to writings by the apostles that he 

considered free from traces of Judaism. His canon eventually comprised an edited version of 

the Gospel of Luke and edited versions of ten of Paul’s epistles. This ignited the drive by the 

church fathers such as Irenaeus, Tertullian and Origen to try and create a standard canon 

acceptable to the universal Christian church. Lists of books may have initially varied among 

different compilers, but by the late fourth century a single canon had been agreed upon and was 

being finalised. 

On attempts to identify interpretative methods suitable to the Old Testament, Irenaeus 

(1886:922) argued that God comes to us in two ways – Scripture, and His Son. So the Old 

Testament, full of imagery and types, points us to God’s fuller revelation which is Christ. Origen 

(1982:14) ascribed to allegorical exegesis to make the Old Testament Christian, which was 

influenced by Philo of Alexandria who advocated for a “deeper spiritual” or allegorical 

interpretation of the Old Testament in attempts to accommodate it in Hellenistic thought. 

Clement of Alexandria also ascribed to allegory, which was “central to Alexandrian exegesis” at 

the time, with Clement even at times adopting a “hyper-allegorical approach” (Ashwin-

Siejkowski, 2010:4, 12, 13). Jerome, who wrote numerous commentaries, would later be 

influenced by Origen and thus sought to interpret the Old Testament in a spiritual sense. 

Tertullian rather ascribed to a harmony of the two testaments. Augustine, being initially 

influenced by Manichaean movement, often allegorised the Old Testament. He would later 

adopt Tyconius’ interpretation principles which related the whole Bible to Christ, the church, or 

their opposites. He would later write: “In the Old Testament the New is concealed, in the New 

the Old is revealed” (Peterson, 1988:19-23). 

Fast-forward to the post-Reformation era, Kaiser (2008a:25-6) highlights the two major 

traditional attempts at finding a “unity of perspective” between the two Testaments; the 

Covenantal (also called Reformed view), and the Dispensational view.30 He traces the 

Covenantal view as far back as the 17th century AD to Johannes Cocceius, a Dutch theologian, 

who viewed the concept of “covenant” as “the most significant theme in theology.” The notion is 

                                                

30 To note, there are numerous variations of these two views and others related to them. But these will not 
be explored in this study. The basic traditional understanding will suffice. 
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that God made a “covenant of works” with Adam and Eve in the garden, whereby perfect 

obedience would earn salvation. But when they sinned, a “covenant of grace/redemption” was 

given as a free gift from God.31 In this view, Israel as a nation has lost its place in the covenant 

of God because of disobedience and failure to adhere to the conditional (bilateral) covenant He 

made with them, except for “believing Jews” who are part of the church, the church being the 

consequent beneficiary of Israel’s loss. 

Kaiser (2008a:26-7) traces the Dispensational view back to the late 19th and into the 20th 

century. In its traditional form, Dispensationalism distinguished between Israel and the church, 

with the two having “separate identities, destinies, and [earthly and heavenly] programs.” The 

implication is that the church is a parenthetical entity “interrupting” God’s plan with Israel, until a 

time when He establishes the Davidic kingdom under which He will restore Israel to Himself, 

with the church in tow. Hence the promises to Israel are viewed as unconditional (cf. Gen 15) 

based on God’s grace and not works of obedience. Kaiser concludes that this view “bifurcated 

the one people of God and the one program of God into two separate plans and promises in the 

history of redemption.” And hence he’s of the opinion that both views on the relationship of 

Israel to the church fail to address the following scriptural assertions: the church was grafted 

into the olive tree (Israel) and not the other way round (Rom 9-11); Jeremiah’s New Covenant in 

31:31-34 was explicitly made with “the house of Israel and the house of Judah” and not with the 

church;32 and lastly, since the inception of human history, God has been raising a remnant from 

all humanity, not just Israel and/or the church, thus God has always had “one people” and “one 

program” (the kingdom). 

Kaiser (2008a:27-8) traces the origin of the separate entities in God’s program to Eusebius in 

the 4th century AD, a time when the church was increasingly anti-Jewish.33 Also contributing was 

the legalisation of Christianity by Constantine during that era. Eusebius omitted Israel from 

eschatological restoration upon Christ’s return, and that Christ would rule the earth before 

ushering in the eternal age. He referred to Jews as “polluted wretches!” who had “stained their 

hands with a nefarious crime” and are “justly blinded in their minds” (Eusebius, 1842:52). On the 

other hand, Origen, a 3rd century AD scholar, in his commentaries on the books of Genesis and 

Exodus, viewed the Old Testament as allegorical (Origen, 1982:389). 

                                                

31 Kaiser (2008a:26) seemingly cautions that covenant theology goes beyond the bounds of explicitly 
references to biblical covenants (such as with Abraham (Gen 12:1-3), David (2 Sam 7), and Jeremiah 
(Jer 31:31-34), and ascribes to additional, and at times “hypothetical or implicit covenants” such as the 
covenant of creation, of redemption, of works, or even of grace. 
32 No specific covenant was explicitly made with the church though it may share to some degree in both 
the Abrahamic and New Covenants (Kaiser 2008a:27). 
33 This was in contrast to views by the early church fathers such as Papias and Polycarp (Kaiser 
2008a:28). 
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Kaiser (2008a:29-31), in summary, highlights that over the course of time, there have been five 

different ways of relating Israel and the Church. First is the Replacement Covenant, where 

Israel is replaced by the church in its failed attempts at keeping the conditional covenant). 

Kaiser states that this view ignores the fact that God never made a covenant with the church, 

Abraham’s covenant was unconditional, and the New Testament is clear that God has not set 

aside His plan to restore the disobedient Jews in future. Secondly, Kaiser notes that the Super 

Covenant view was the 16th century version of today’s “covenant theology.” It saw Israel and the 

church as one and the same in human history. In this view, it is alleged that the “covenant of 

grace” or “covenant of redemption” replaced the “covenant of works” made with Adam, even 

though Kaiser notes that none of these covenants are explicitly stated in the Bible. Kaiser states 

that similar problems as it is with the Replacement covenant arise. 

Further, Kaiser (2008a:30) highlights the Dual Covenant view, developed by an early 20th 

century Jewish philosopher, Franz Rosenzweig. Rosenzweig argued that Jews did not need 

salvation in Christ because they already had the Abrahamic Covenant. The main problem with 

this view, as Kaiser notes, is that the same saving message offered to Abraham was offered to 

New Testament believers (Gen 12:3; 15:6; Luke 1:73; Gal 3:8; Rom 4:13). The fourth is the 

Separate Covenant. Kaiser (2008a:30, 31) notes that this falls under traditional/classic 

dispensationalism where Israel and the church are two distinct people of God having separate 

identities, promises, programs (kingdom of God and of heaven), and destinies. Kaiser’s 

reservations relating to this view include: the early church preached from the Old Testament; 

there was no different promise-plan to the church other than that made with Israel; the church is 

not an interruption but a continuation of God’s plan; Israel and the church are to be regarded as 

one body of believers; and finally, the cross of Christ was not a back-up owing to Jewish 

rejection of Christ, but a divinely ordered one. 

Kaiser (2008a:31) concludes with the Renewed Covenant, citing Willis J. Beecher’s 1905 Stone 

Lectures at Princeton Seminary as a reference. Kaiser advocates for this view because it 

agrees with the covenantal ideology that the plan of salvation is one, and that there is one 

people of God. He views this plan as consistent with the promise-plan of God. It focuses more 

on the contents of the various covenants rather than form or name, with progressive revelation 

continuously adding and expounding on the contents. This was consistently done by ensuring 

both Israel and the church remain part of God’s one plan. Kaiser further views Jeremiah’s new 

covenant as a “renewed covenant” because he contends that it repeats about three-quarters of 

the content in previous covenants with the patriarchs and descendants of David. 

Hill and Walton (2000:431) share a similar theology. They note that unlike the Old Covenant 

written on stone tablets, the new one will be written in the hearts of the people, in that they 
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“would not have to be taught the law, but intrinsically know the law.” They further note that 

unlike in the Old Covenant, the terms of the new one are not recorded, hence the terms of the 

new one may be the same as the one “currently in force,” referring to the Abrahamic Covenant 

as “expanded and elaborated” to Moses at Sinai and later to David when he was king. They 

assert that the immediate context of the New Covenant promise alludes to this when it refers to 

the promises of the land (Jer 32:36-44) and the establishment of the Davidic dynasty (33:15-

26). Thus the “new” covenant may rather be viewed as not indicating a “totally separate 

covenant distinct from the previous ones” but rather as simply “an extension of them with new 

features and dimensions added.” 

In a comprehensive discussion of his view, in attempts at a resolution that would appeal to both 

dispensational and covenantal views, Kaiser (2008a:17) argues for a “textually derived centre” 

that advocates for the unity of the Bible. He asserts that New Testament writers attested the 

unity between the Testaments when they taught the doctrine of the Messiah (Kaiser’s “promise” 

or “promise plan”) from all sections of the Old Testament, through different but synonymous 

terms such as “word”, “rest”, and “blessing.”34 An advocate of biblical theology, Kaiser 

(2008a:18) distinguishes his approach to the Bible from systematic theology (which has a 

traditional approach of studying the Bible around topics and themes) when he clarifies the 

assumptions behind biblical theology: 

Since its inception, biblical theology has had a strong diachronic strain that insists on 
tracing the historic development of doctrine as it appeared chronologically in the 
history of Israel and the church. Thus, while it had to be scriptural in form and method 
as well as in substance, it had to present itself in the order that God disclosed his 
revelation over the centuries or decades. It was to be a biblical theology, not a 
compilation of biblical theologies (on the alternative assumption that there was no 
unity or centre to the canon). The use of the singular noun in biblical theology implied 
that there was an organizing centre that could be discovered – that the whole canon 
expressed the unity of the one mind and unified purpose of God. This unity had to be 
uncovered before exploring the plan and purpose of God as revealed in the individual 
books and sections of Scripture. 

And this unity or centre, as Kaiser proposes, is best found in God’s alleged “promise-plan” as 

revealed throughout Scripture, with its continued development as divine revelation progresses 

with each era. Kaiser (2008a:19) traces God’s promise-plan from Eve in the garden, through 

history (especially relating to the patriarchs and David’s heritage), in that “God would continually 

be in his person and do in his deeds and works (in and through Israel, and later the church) his 

redemptive plan as his means of keeping that promised word alive” for both Israel and non-

Israelite believers (emphasis authors own). All this culminates in new life in the Messiah for 

                                                

34 Kaiser mainly relies on W. J. Beecher’s 1905 publication, The Prophets and the Promise, based on 
Beecher’s L. P. Stone Lectures presented at Princeton Theological Seminary in 1902-3. 
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both.35 Easterling (2009:122) commends Kaiser’s approach to the subject as unique because 

studies in biblical theology have significantly been “Christo-exclusivistic, seeing the promise of 

the coming Messiah as the central theme,” but that Kaiser's approach widens his scope in 

attempts at unifying the Bible’s theme in the promise-plan, thus advancing the debate with his 

fresh approach beyond existing reformed/dispensational views. 

Martens (2007:679) also acknowledges Kaiser’s contribution to biblical theology, especially in 

his promise-blessing/promise-plan initiative, but cautions that his proposed “centre” for Old 

Testament theology has to grapple with the challenge that “the very idea of singling out one 

topic under which to incorporate a vast array of genres and topics seemed misguided in that it 

ignored the complexity of the OT material.” Also missing is a definitive Hebrew term for the 

concept of promise (though this is not necessarily a major issue). Martens further cautions that 

the theme of a single promise to Abraham through which all mankind will be blessed is 

vulnerable to proof-texting. Kaiser’s definition of promise plan may also be considered narrow 

when compared to a more overarching theme such as the kingdom of God, to which the focus 

may perhaps be directed instead. 

Strickland (1999e:405) is also cautious of the salvation-historical approach (largely similar to 

Kaiser’s promise plan) as the central concept of Old Testament theology because of its 

“theological narrowness” (even though God’s salvation plan is a major theme in biblical history). 

He is also of the view that this theme should rather feature as one of the major themes under 

the overarching theme of the kingdom of God. VanGemeren (1980:433, 434) is of a similar view 

as he advocates that the “Kingdom/Covenant” theme is the “complete canonical theological 

centre.” He adds that, “The idea of covenant, which is an even more precise canonical 

theological orientation concept is integrally related to the Kingdom concept. To think Kingdom 

(King, people, domain, reign) is to think of the covenantal relationship existing between the King 

and His people.” He also states that the covenantal promises Kaiser focuses on are only 

assured because of the enduring nature of the kingdom. Martens (2007:679) adds that it is also 

not easy to objectively prioritise the theme of the promise as the most prominent given other 

major themes such as judgment, and also the fact that Abraham only appears in Genesis 12. 

So what about earlier narratives and why not explore an overarching central theme from where 

Scripture begins? 

Whereas Kaiser differentiates and separates biblical theology from systematic theology, 

Hamilton (2010:46) adopts the view that both concepts actually complement each other more 

                                                

35 Kaiser (2008a:19-25) then proceeds to highlight 10 characteristics of God’s promise-plan. Some are: 
the doctrine of the promise pervades Scripture; Old Testament Messianic teachings were regarded as 
development of a single promise; New Testament writers equate the promise with the one made to 
Abraham; New Testament writers teach that the promise is eternal and irrevocable; and more. 
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than is usually accepted, and suggests that both approaches should simultaneously govern Old 

Testament studies. He first states that “the purpose of biblical theology is inductively to 

understand the canonical form of the Bible’s theology as it is progressively revealed in its own 

literary forms and salvation-historical development, and this sharpens our systematic and 

dogmatic theology.” He adds that, “Biblical theology is always done from the systematic 

perspective.” Hence biblical theology can be systematic, and biblical theological perspectives 

should ultimately, whether implicitly or explicitly, be compatible with our systematic 

assumptions. It is thus necessary to explore the Old Testament through Christian or New 

Testament lenses because ultimately our conclusions must be submitted to the scrutiny of New 

Testament revelation. Hamilton (2010:49) proceeds to state that the central theme of the Bible 

must be demonstrable as “the theme that is prevalent, even pervasive, in all parts of the Bible” 

such that biblical authors refer to it to interpret their contexts. He first proposes a four-word 

summary of the Bible: creation, fall, redemption, and restoration, a sequence that is “repeated 

countless times in both individual and corporate levels” in the Old Testament narrative.  

Hamilton (2010:51) is not ignorant of “the plethora of centres” of biblical theology, including: 

“God’s self-revelation, God as the Lord, the holiness of God, God’s steadfast love, the 

sovereignty of God, God’s name, God’s rule, God’s kingdom, God’s presence, God’s design, 

God’s election of Israel, the organizing principle of the covenant, promise-fulfilment, the new 

creation, God himself, and Jesus.” He notes that the major criticism surrounding these views is 

that they are either too broad or too narrow; while some scholars contend that due to the “many 

centres” proposed, there is probably no centre at all; and that so-called common themes are not 

necessarily consistently common throughout the Bible (Hamilton, 2010:52). But Hamilton 

(2010:53-55) does propose a centre, namely: God’s glory in salvation through judgment. This 

proposal is based on his assertion that all biblical themes should “flow from, exposit, and feed 

back into the centre of biblical theology.” His proposed centre, according to him, stands the test 

of this criterion. In summary, God’s glory is revealed in creation, His holiness is revealed when 

He judges, and His love is revealed when He saves. All these revelations serve to glorify Him. 

A main challenge to Hamilton’s centre is its lack of uniform prevalence in the Old Testament. 

Sprinkle (2011:828) agrees with Hamilton that it is possible that God’s glory in salvation through 

judgment is the centre of the Torah and the Prophets, but it seems to be forced into the 

Writings. Even if traces of the theme appear in some instances in these books, it is not to the 

extent of its feature in books such as Exodus, Isaiah and Ezekiel. Sprinkle (2011:828) adds that 

a dominant theme does not have to feature significantly or equally in every book of the Bible for 

it to qualify as the theological centre; hence Hamilton’s thesis would have been more convincing 

had he admitted this fact. Thus Merrill (2011:479) warns that choosing a centre in itself is not 

necessarily an error, but that proposed centres are often subjective, leaning towards the 
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proposer’s preconceptions, with Hamilton’s thesis a clear example because, as noted by 

Sprinkle, he advocates for his view even in instances and sections of Scripture where it is 

clearly weak. 

Merrill (2011:479) adds that the method to be used is paramount to the study, with 

considerations around a diachronic or synchronic approach, or a canonical approach as 

opposed to the two. As Merrill (2011:479) observes, Hamilton, in choosing a canonical 

approach, traces “the structure of the canon of the Old Testament according to the Hebrew 

tradition and that of the New Testament in line with its universally accepted and familiar 

unfolding.” But the issue with this method is that when used in a strict sense, it ignores 

“chronological and historical development,” failing to address elements such as authorship, 

audience, setting, and date. Merrill continues to note that the diachronic approach is also faced 

with the arguably impossible task of arranging the biblical data in an undisputed chronological 

order, especially when it comes to poetry and wisdom literature. He suggests that the two views 

may be combined to complement each other, despite the challenges they face individually and 

those that may arise when combined. 

Our study does not aim to resolve the continuity versus discontinuity debate, but rather highlight 

that the issue cannot be ignored in any credible study of major themes in the Old Testament, 

especially biblical covenants and the law. This study recognises and appreciates the arguments 

and strengths of the major views presented on the subject and areas where they may 

complement each other. The view adopted by this study is mostly in line with VanGemeren’s 

proposal underlining the assumption that the kingdom of God is the prevalent theme of the Old 

Testament, and that the relationship of the King to His people is outlined in the covenant(s) and 

related stipulations. This study will also feature the sin and judgment issue that necessitated the 

promise of a new covenant (the focus of our study in chapter four) despite the existence of the 

old one (the focus of our study in this chapter). These two covenants play a major role in 

Hamilton’s central theological theme: God’s glory in salvation (based on the New and 

Abrahamic Covenants) through judgment (based on the Old Covenant). The essence of this 

study will be a comprehensive discussion on each of these two covenants’ governing legislation 

- the Mosaic Law for the old one, and the exploration of the identity of the law of the new one. In 

this aspect of the study, as per Hamilton’s recommendation that New Testament insights should 

inform studies in Old Testament biblical theology, Paul’s treatment of the law will be considered. 

This study, limiting itself to the clearly biblically-stated and defined Mosaic and New Covenants, 

will analyse both covenants with Kaiser’s assumption that God has consistently had one people 

(His remnant), one salvation plan, and one kingdom in redemptive history, seeing that the New 

Testament church is clearly a beneficiary of both the Abrahamic and New Covenants, which 
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were explicitly made with the forefather of Israel and the Israelite people respectively. This study 

however does not adopt the view that the New Covenant is the Mosaic Covenant “renewed” and 

not actually a “new” one. This study also doesn’t adopt the view that the Mosaic Covenant is an 

extension of the Abrahamic Covenant, but that they’re distinct and serve different purposes. The 

Abrahamic Covenant sets forth an unconditional and eternal promise that will eventually be 

completely fulfilled upon Christ’s return, with a universal appeal that incorporates both Jews and 

Gentiles. The conditional Mosaic Covenant was presented as a conditional and temporary 

platform with a restrictive national jurisdiction through which individuals comprising the nation of 

Israel could enjoy the blessings of Abraham if they adhered to its stipulations. Lastly, because 

of the unresolved debate surrounding the concept of a theological centre of the Bible, this study 

does not adopt any of the views as supreme over the other. However, this study acknowledges 

that God’s relationship with His people begins with a covenant (made with the individual 

Abraham, and another one later with the nation Israel at Sinai), the status of the relationship 

(whether healthy or not) is influenced by a covenant (given the positive and (mostly) negative 

consequences experienced by the people based on adherence to the Mosaic Covenant), and 

the permanence of the relationship is also guaranteed by a covenant (based on both the 

Abrahamic and New Covenant promises of future and lasting restoration). Thus without 

covenant, there is seemingly no meaningful divine Old Testament history to interpret. 

3.3 Unconditional promises before the Mosaic Covenant 

Promises referred to above by Robertson (1980:167) that precede the Mosaic Covenant mainly 

include reiterated declarations by God to the three major patriarchs of the Israelites, namely, 

Abraham, his son Isaac, and grandson Jacob.36 Routledge (2008:166-7) identifies four key 

promises God made to Abraham:1) that Abraham (childless at the time) would become the 

father of a great nation (Gen 12:2, cf. 15:5; 17:19; 22:17); 2) this great nation will inhabit the 

land of Canaan (17:8; cf. 12:7; 15:18); 3) God would be the God of this great nation (17:8), 

implying covenant relationship; and 4) universal blessing upon all the people of the earth (12:3). 

It is widely held amongst scholars that these promises were unconditional. As Hill and Walton 

(2000:74) noted, God did not choose Abraham because he and his family were “more righteous, 

more faithful, more pious, or more deserving” than any other individual or family. Granted, the 

covenant would be ratified until Abraham left his family and homeland, but “no clear conditions 

                                                

36 Kaiser (2008a:41-48) traces the “first word of promise” to Genesis 3:15, with the promise of the seed 
from the woman that would crush the head of the serpent. The “second word of promise” is that God 
would dwell in the tents of Shem (Gen 9:27), with the assumption that God is the subject of this clause 
and not Japheth. And the “third word of promise” is that Abraham would be a blessing to all nations 
(12:3). This study does not refute these claims, but simply limits its scope by picking up the promise-
narrative at Abraham, because to him is first directly given the particular covenant promises relating to 
Israel. 
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were placed on the covenant itself.” These promises or blessings of the covenant “could be lost” 

from time to time in history, but neither are they ever cancelled nor the possibility threatened. 

Arguably, the second of the divine covenants (only preceded by the Noahic Covenant due to the 

first reference of ִרית  in Gen 6:18, cf. 9:8-16), the Abrahamic Covenant, as Routledge בְּ

(2008:165-6) noted, is the first covenant to make reference to God’s election of a people 

through whom His plan of redemption would begin to be fulfilled. Though the Noahaic Covenant 

implied a general relationship between God and His entire creation, in choosing Abraham, God 

outlined a unique covenant relationship specifically with those who would seek to live in a 

manner that pleases Him. In line with this, to Abraham, a man from Ur of the Chaldeans, God 

promised that, among other things, He would make him a great nation (Gen 12:2), a promise 

that He often reiterated to Him; that his descendants will be as many as “the dust of the earth” 

(13:16) and the countless stars in heaven (15:5); and that He will “multiply [him] exceedingly” 

(17:2). Male circumcision was to serve as a strict sign of the covenant between God and 

Abraham (17:10-14).37 

In Genesis 15, where for the first time there is record of a dialogue between God and Abraham 

(in chapter 12 Abraham doesn’t speak, but here he weighs God’s promise against his 

childlessness), God ratifies the covenant with Abraham based on the promises initially given in 

chapter 12. Sailhamer (2008:173) suggests that the covenant made with Abraham features 

certain parallel aspects to the covenant made with Israel through Moses. He cites the opening 

statement: “I am the LORD who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans” (Gen 15:7), which 

anticipates a seemingly parallel opening statement of the Mosaic Covenant: “I am the LORD 

your God, who brought you out of Egypt” (Exod 20:2). Hamilton (1990:429) emphasizes that, “It 

is impossible to miss the similarities” between these two passages, and that, “This kind of 

identification formula legitimates the credentials of the one introducing himself, and speaks 

particularly of the availability and resources of the vision speaker to the vision receiver.”  

Further, as Sailhamer (2008:173) continues to note, just as Abraham had to leave Ur of the 

Chaldeans, the Israelites would in a parallel sense have to leave Egypt. Also, the supernatural 

manifestation of God’s presence in fire and darkness at Sinai (Exod 19:18; 20:18; Deut 4:11) 

may have been foreshadowed in Abraham’s vision of “dreadful darkness” and a smoking firepot 

with a blazing torch” (Gen 15:12, 17). Further, the prophecy of four hundred years of captivity of 

Abraham’s descendants (v13) and their subsequent deliverance (v14) is another foreshadowing 

                                                

37 Circumcision as a practice was not only practiced among the Israelites. The Egyptians and certain west 
Semitic groups practised circumcision (Cf. Jer 9:25-26). This was mainly practiced as a puberty or 
marriage rite. Also to note, some of Israel’s immediate neighbours did not practice circumcision (e.g., the 
Shechemites (Gen 34); Philistines (Judg 14:3; 15:18; 1 Sam 17:26, 36) (Mathews, 1996:198). 
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reference. God also promised that Abraham’s innumerable descendants will inhabit the land 

stretching “from the river of Egypt as far as the great river, the river Euphrates…” (Gen 15:17-

21). Sailhamer (2008:174) is of the opinion that the boundaries of this land promise seem to be 

similar to that of the garden in Eden (cf. Gen 2:10-14), and suggests that this may be 

representative of what we may today call “the known world.”38 

God often reiterated to Abraham the covenant-promise, reminding and reassuring him of His 

promises, stating that: “I will establish My covenant between Me and you” (Gen 17:2, 7); and 

“My covenant is with you” (17:4). To note, God frequently uses the personal י   ִריִתָּ֖ בְּ “My covenant” 

in chapter 17, emphasizing His unique and personal involvement in establishing the covenant 

(nine times in vv2, 4, 7, 9, 10, 13, 14, 19, 21). Abraham may thus be certain that God’s 

promises pertaining to the covenant will surely be realised. Also in this chapter, God refers to 

the covenant thrice as ם   ית עֹוָלּֽ ִרִ֥ ִלבְּ “an everlasting covenant” (vv7, 13, 19), with עֹוָלם being a term 

used over 300 times in the Old Testament “to indicate indefinite continuance into the very 

distant future” (TWOT), thus emphasizing the perpetuity or long-lasting (perhaps forever) nature 

of the covenant. 

Thus beyond Abraham, God was also clear that He would establish the same covenant with 

Abraham’s “descendants after [him] throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant” 

(Gen 17:7, cf. vv9). The covenant would certainly outlive him, and perpetuate one generation 

after the other. After him, en route to being established with his promised innumerable sea of 

descendants, his second son Isaac by his wife Sarah, not Ishmael his firstborn son by Sarah’s 

maid, would be the recipient of the covenant (17:19, 21). To Isaac, God would repeat the same 

promise to Abraham that He would “multiply [his] descendants as the stars of the heaven, and 

will give [his] descendants all these lands” (Gen 26:4, cf. v24) because Abraham obeyed Him 

(v5). And a generation later, to Isaac’s second son (cf. Gen 25:23), Jacob, God reiterated that 

He will give the land promised to Abraham to him and his descendants, and that his 

descendants would also be “like the dust of the earth,” and that God would be with him until He 

had accomplished what He promised (Gen 28:13-15; cf. 35:9-12). Of Jacob, Mathews 

(1996:380) states that, “The calling of Jacob over Esau, since both had the same mother, 

showed that the salvation of Jews was never based on ethnic privilege but always and only on 

the mercies of God.” It is this with this background of the unconditional and perpetual covenant 

God made with Abraham, and passed from one generation to the next, that the stage is set for 

the Exodus of Israel from Egypt. 

                                                

38 This study does acknowledge that the Promised Land is one of the major subject matters in the 
covenant debate, but due to the limitation of this study, the issue will not be explored. 



 

52 

As promised to Abraham concerning the eventual innumerable number of his descendants, we 

see that 430 years later (Exod 12:40), the “sons of Israel [his descendants] were fruitful and 

increased greatly, and multiplied, and became exceedingly mighty [or “numerous”], so that the 

land was filled with them” (Exod 1:7, emphasis added). So that promise was fulfilled.39 As had 

also been promised to Abraham, it would be at least 400 years before God called out his 

descendants as a nation from a land where they would have been enslaved (Gen 15:13, 14). It 

is only after this significant time lapse that God “heard [the] groaning” of the Israelites and 

“remembered His covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (Exod 2:24). God would call 

Moses and introduce Himself with great emphasis as the God of his fathers, Abraham, Isaac 

and Jacob (3:6, 15, 16; 4:5), and that He had come to deliver His people from Egyptian captivity 

and into the land He promised their forefathers (vv8-9). 

So God reiterated that He had established His covenant with the three forefathers (6:2-4), and 

that upon hearing the groans of the sons of Israel in in Egyptian bondage, He remembered His 

covenant, and as such gave Moses what may be termed as His “mission statement”: 

"Say, therefore, to the sons of Israel, 'I am the LORD, and I will bring you out 

from under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from their 

bondage. I will also redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great 

judgments. Then I will take you for My people, and I will be your God; and you 

shall know that I am the LORD your God, who brought you out from under the 

burdens of the Egyptians. I will bring you to the land which I swore to give to 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and I will give it to you for a possession; I am the 

LORD.'" (Exod 6:6-8, emphasis added) 

God begins and closes the declaration by establishing that He is the LORD, and midway states 

that Israel will know that “I am the LORD your God.” He had already in v2 for the first time in 

Exodus made the declarative statement ָֽה  י ְיהו  ִ֥  I am the LORD” when He revealed to Moses“ ֲאנ 

that He had revealed Himself to their forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, as “God Almighty” 

                                                

39 This study is not ignorant of the scholarly view that there is no evidence that Israel as a nation were 
ever enslaved in Egypt at the prescribed era; a view mainly propagated due to lack of references to Israel 
by Egyptian sources, especially given the major events that are claimed by the Bible to have occurred 
around that time leading to divine deliverance from Egypt. But as Kitchen (2003:311-12) notes, there is a 
solid argument for adopting the biblical narrative as fact given some reasons as follows: 1) numerous 
exoduses occurred in the 2nd millennium BC with the Israelite one referenced throughout the Old 
Testament as a significant historical event; 2) Israel as a people and Moab are expressly mentioned in 
Egyptian sources just before 1200 BC; 3) the Ramesside 19th Dynasty was highly cosmopolitan, featuring 
Semites as well; 4) Exodus to Deuteronomy feature realistic earthly narrative, as opposed to comparable 
literature such as the “King of Battle” take of Sargon of Akkad; 5) forbidding Israel to journey to Canaan 
through the north was because of the presence of Egyptian military there; 6) the tabernacle is a pre-1000 
BC ancient Semitic concept (employing Egyptian technology); 7) the form and content of the Mosaic 
Covenant only fits the late 2nd millennium; and more. 
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but not by His name “LORD”  ָ֔הָו ה יְּ  which is the personal name of God and His most frequently 

used designation in the Old Testament, occurring 5,231 times in the Old Testament (TWOT). 

Prior to its use in v2, the declaration “I am the LORD” appeared only twice in Genesis 15:7 to 

Abraham and 28:13 to Jacob. Invoking His name is significant because in the Semitic world the 

name of a person often signified something about that person’s character. For example, in 

Exodus 34:5-7 God’s declaration of His name to Moses was followed by a recitation of His 

outstanding attributes (Grisanti, 2012:540). 

Kaiser (2008b:391) asserts that this phrase stands out above all other promises, and further 

notes that the declaration appears four times: 1) in the opening statement (v2); 2) to affirm the 

first three verbal clauses of vv3-5 declaring that God will deliver His people (v6); 3) to 

emphasize two more verbal clauses declaring that God will adopt them (v7); and 4) to ascertain 

the land promise with two more first-person verbs and sign off His name on the whole 

declaration (v8). Thus the importance of this phrase cannot be overemphasized. It is the “basic 

formula” with which God identifies Himself to His people in His act of “self-revelation”, an 

announcement with which, beyond revealing His name, He reveals His “essential character” 

(Childs, 1974:114-5). Centuries later, in his historical review, Ezekiel 20:5 makes reference to 

the exodus as the event with which God made Himself known to Israel and swore an oath by 

these very credentials, “I am the LORD your God,” promising to deliver them from Egyptian 

bondage and into the Promised Land. It cannot be ignored that a similar expression also 

features in the New Covenant passage in Jeremiah. Anderson (1964:230) observes that the 

term “declares the LORD” also occurs four times in Jeremiah 31:31-34: twice in the first section 

(at its beginning (v31a) and at its end (v32b)); and twice in the second section (at the beginning 

(v33a) and also at the end (v34b). He comments that, “At first glance the expression… seems 

repetitious or even awkward. [But that] it appears to be used deliberately to set forth the main 

structure of the unit… it is also deliberately used and restated to establish the decree.” 

In this passage, God also emphasizes that Israel are “My people” and that: “I will be your God” 

and “you shall know that I am the LORD your God.” As Stuart (2006:171) rightly notes, “By 

these words God assured Israel of a special status: they were, corporately, his own people in a 

way that no other people were… He assured them of his particular interest in them and of the 

coming ratification (at Sinai) of this promise of election.” The promise to be “My people” is 

guaranteed by “My covenant.” God here illustrates that with repeated clauses in the first person 

of what He Himself will do. The emphasis is upon deliverance by the use of several 

synonymous phrases referring to the same: “I will bring you out… and I will deliver you... I will 

also redeem you… your God, who brought you out”; and also, but with less emphasis, upon 

fulfilling the promise of the land: “I will bring you to the land… and I will give it to you.” With this 

emphasis and reference to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, “Moses should assume full continuity 
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between the promises to the patriarchs and the need for confidence in the present difficulties. 

Those promises held central the eventual gift of the land to the descendants of Abraham” 

(Stuart, 2006:170). 

3.4 The conditional Mosaic Covenant 

3.4.1 The Mosaic Covenant at Sinai 

Williamson (2007:94) has well stated that of all the divine-human covenants in the Old 

Testament, the Mosaic Covenant is undoubtedly the most prominent, not only because of the 

significant space devoted to it in the Pentateuch, but also because it has “numerous echoes, 

renewals and theological significance with the Old Testament as a whole.” And that it may 

rightly be rendered the Old Testament Covenant. Williamson also notes that national covenants 

subsequent to the covenant with Abraham, including the one with Moses at Sinai, do not in any 

way “supersede” the covenants made with the patriarchs in Genesis. On the contrary, the 

patriarchal covenants form the “theological backbone supporting the national covenants and 

against which they must be interpreted (Lev 26:42-45).” So why then offer Israel another distinct 

covenant whereas with Abraham’s son and grandson, God simply reiterated the initial 

Abrahamic Covenant to them? Hamilton (2011:301) answers this question as such: 

The purpose of the Lord’s offering Israel a covenant is not to “make” Israel God’s 
people. They already are God’s people. Earlier in Exodus the Lord has already called 
Israel “my people” [(3:7, 10); “my firstborn son (4:22), “my son” (v23); even Moses 
called them “your people” (5:23)]… So what is happening at Sinai? A covenant is a 
means by which two parties enter into a new relationship with each other, or more 
often, a covenant elevates to a more intimate, dynamic level an already-existing 
relationship between two parties [as it is with a marriage covenant]. 

Amid Moses’ timidity when God called him to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, God reassured 

him that the sign that will prove He had sent him was that after the Israelites would’ve left Egypt, 

they would serve God on Mount Sinai (Exod 3:12). Three months into the exodus from Egypt 

through the miraculous crossing of the Red Sea, and just as God had assured would happen, 

His people are finally at the foot of Mount Sinai (Exod 19:1, 2), not only authenticating Moses’ 

calling, but also authenticating God’s faithfulness to deliver His covenant people as had been 

promised 400 years earlier to Abraham. It is here that God would immediately establish a 

covenant with the people. It is here that He would elevate the nature of His relationship with 

Israel along with their status as a unique nation dedicated to Him. 

The events surrounding the covenant enactment are not without tension. As Childs (1974:344) 

notes, in Exodus 19 Moses ascends and descends Mount Sinai at least thrice “without any 

apparent purpose.” And at the foot of the mountain, the people are depicted as fearful and even 

stand at a great distance away from the mountain, coupled with reiterated warnings to the 
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people not to attempt any escapades beyond the boundaries set by God around the mountain. 

It cannot be overlooked that the holiness of God is deliberately magnified here that the people 

may understand His uniqueness and distinction. Also emphasizing His holiness: God demanded 

that Moses consecrate the people and have them wash their garments in preparation for His 

appearance on the third day (Exod 19:10, 11); no one was to touch the edge of the mountain 

lest they die (v13); and curious attempts to steal a glance at God once He descended upon the 

mountain on the third day would also incur the death penalty (v21). Thus it was no mean feat to 

be able to approach, let alone be in a relationship, with the holy God. It is the covenant that 

would set forth the guidelines for how the newly redeemed people “must live in order to be a 

holy nation” (Alexander, 2002:176). The institution of the covenant between God and Israel at 

Sinai opens as such: 

Moses went up to God, and the LORD called to him from the mountain, 

saying, "Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob and tell the sons of Israel: 

'You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on 

eagles' wings, and brought you to Myself. Now then, if you will indeed obey My 

voice and keep My covenant, then you shall be My own possession among all 

the peoples, for all the earth is Mine; and you shall be to Me a kingdom of 

priests and a holy nation.' These are the words that you shall speak to the 

sons of Israel."  (Exod 19:3-6) 

According to Childs (1974:367), in this passage three terms outline Israel’s uniqueness to other 

nations: a special distinction from all the peoples; a kingdom of priests; and a holy nation. 

Firstly, on Israel as a special distinct nation from all the peoples, God had with one sentence 

declared that “all the earth is Mine,” and also that Israel were to be “My treasured possession 

among all peoples” (Exod 19:5). It was vital for God to state outright that all the earth is His. By 

implication He revealed Himself as Creator of all. He was not to be compared to any other 

territorial deity or king. The whole earth is to be subjected to Him. So in His election of Israel as 

a “treasured possession”, God did not necessarily abdicate sovereignty over the entire earth 

and focus only on one nation, rather, in His election of a “chosen people from the general world 

population,” He initiated His “overall biblical plan of redemption” where He would “bring close to 

himself a people that will join him for all eternity as adopted members of his family” (Stuart, 

2006:423). 

The term translated “treasured possession” is ֻגָלה  It is used in other passages to refer to the .סְּ

privileged position Israel enjoyed with God (Deut 7:6; 14:2; 26:18; Psalm 135:4; Mal 3:17). The 
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term refers to royal wealth in 1 Chronicles 29:3 and Ecclesiastes 2:8 (Motyer, 2005:185). On the 

term, Motyer (2005:198, 199) that: 

We must understand [the term] against the background of the absolutist monarchies of 
the ancient world, where the king was the theoretical owner of everything. With this 
total ownership, he might gather and put on one side things that he specially prized 
and considered to be his own in a unique way. It was this that was his [ה  his ,[ְסֻגלָּ
choice, personal treasure. 

Thus, though God owned all of creation, He set aside a treasured possession as unique and 

dedicated to Himself. 

Secondly, the nation would be a “kingdom of priests.”40 Motyer (2005:199) notes that the chosen 

nation comprises “citizens of the kingdom of the divine King.” In this kingdom, all citizens 

function as priests, with “priestly access to the king’s presence.”41 “The metaphor serves to typify 

Israel’s relationship to the world to that of “a priest who serves society and mediates God’s 

blessing by being set apart to him” (Waltke, 2007:407). Merrill (2006:270, 271) comments that 

being depicted as a “kingdom of priests” had more to do with the functional aspect, what Israel 

was to do, rather than a state of being. He adds that the term doesn’t refer to Israel as priests in 

the technical sense, “but that the nation as a whole and collectively would serve the Lord in the 

role of a priest.” As Abraham’s seed, fulfilling this priestly role is the means by which the 

promise to the patriarch, that he would be a blessing to the nations, would be realised. Gentry 

(2008:46, 48) considers the terms “kingdom of priests” and “holy nation” to be parallel. He 

suggests that the two phrases may either be considered a hendiadys or Hebrew parallelism 

aimed at expressing slightly varying but similar views in order to fully express the idea behind 

them. He adds that, “The term… nation is the parallel term to kingdom. It is an economic, 

political, and social structure in which a final governmental headship operates.” 

Thirdly, also central to Israel’s distinction as a nation was the demand for them to be ָקדֹוש “holy.” 

Holiness is a central attribute to who God is. It is worth noting that when man sinned, all aspects 

of existence were affected: the serpent was cursed, so was the woman, the earth, and finally 

the man (Gen 3). Only God remained untainted from sin and its consequences. And despite the 

fall, He still demanded a holy standard from mankind, and specifically His people, Israel, as He 

would explicitly and repeatedly emphasize to them (Lev 11:44, 45; 19:2; 20:7). Longman and 

Dillard (2007:75) single out God’s holiness by stating that, at the foot of Sinai, the dramatic 

scene that preceded the giving of the law emphasized God’s holiness and the people’s sin. God 

                                                

40 This term was to be later used of the church upon Christ’s work on the cross (Rev 1:6 and 5:10; cf. 1 
Pet 2:5, 9). 
41 Unfortunately, the privilege was lost with the golden calf incident, with God dedicating one tribe, the 
Levites to serve Him as priests, through whom the nation would approach His presence. Thus Israel as a 
nation did not live up to the full potential of this privilege. 
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appeared in cloud, fire, and smoke with His presence rendering the mountain a sacred place. In 

response, the people were required to ceremoniously prepare themselves to meet Him, even 

though only Moses and Aaron were permitted to approach the mountain. 

The term ָקדֹוש is used of people for the first time here in Exodus 19, having already been used 

to refer to other elements of creation (Gen 2:3; Exod 3:5). The expression “holy people” appears 

frequently in Deuteronomy (7:5; 14:2, 21; 26:19; 28:9). To note, whereas Exodus depicts 

holiness as a “goal and ideal” (“you shall be a holy nation”), Deuteronomy depicts holiness as 

an already accomplished fact (e.g., “you are a people holy to the LORD” (7:6) (Hamilton, 

2005:185). As used of the people of Israel, the term meant to be “set apart, consecrated to 

God’s own use” (Routledge, 2008:173). Gentry (2008:48) is of the view that definitions for ָקדֹוש 

such as “pure” or “set apart” are erroneous because these meanings are determined by 

etymology rather than the usage of the term. He rather states that based on the way the word 

was used in the Old Testament and in ANE literature of the same time (e.g., Akkadian and 

Ugaritic), “the biblical meaning was similar to that in the languages of the cultures surrounding 

Israel,” with the basic meaning of the term being “consecrated to” or “devoted to.” This is what 

would characterise Israel: consecration for communion with God and wholehearted devotion to 

Him. 

Walton (2018:14, 15) comments that: 

The Torah is about establishing order and preserving the sanctity of sacred space as 
God’s people reflect the holy status given to them as partners and vassals in a 
covenant with him… The reputation of the gods and of lawgivers is important in the 
ANE, but it is not framed in terms of holiness. In Israelite thinking, holiness is the 
concept used to describe divine identity—the constellation of divine attributes. When 
Israel is designated Yahweh’s holy people, they are folded into the constellation of his 
identity. They are identified with him and he with them (“you are holy because I am 
holy”). Yahweh achieves this by making a covenant with them and dwelling among 
them—that is arguably the reason they were chosen. In order to bring honor to his 
reputation, reflect this identity, and preserve the sanctity of sacred space, they must 
know how to preserve order in God’s presence. That is what the Torah is, and that is 
what will reflect well on Yahweh as their suzerain. 

Gentry (2008:48) adds that the nation was to be devoted to God in two ways: 1) adhering to His 

ethical and moral guidelines; and 2) catering to the despairing people within the covenant 

community. He explains that: 

The commands and instructions in Leviticus 19 and 20 are bounded by the claim that 
Yahweh is holy (19:2; 20:26) and include concern against mistreating the alien and the 
poor, the blind and the deaf. In the Judgments of the Book of the Covenant, some 
instructions relate to the oppression of orphans and widows (Exod 22:23). God was 
concerned about the rights of the slave (e.g., Exod 21:2-11) and the disenfranchised 
in society. 

Williamson (2007:96) commented that, “Being in a special relationship with Yahweh involved 

more than privilege; it entailed responsibility.” This was not necessarily anything new but a 
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requirement demanded upon their ancestor Abraham (Gen 17:1; 18:19; 26:5). This 

responsibility entailed being a witness of God to surrounding nations. Without holiness it would 

be impossible to be a faithful witness. Motyer (2005:200) comments that: 

[Israel] is also a holy nation, distinct from the rest, commissioned with sharing and 
displaying the divine nature and living in the likeness of God their Saviour (2 Pet 1:2-
4). This is the point at which their privileged status (my treasured possession) and free 
access (kingdom of priests) becomes public testimony of the holiness whereby they 
show themselves to the world in all their distinctiveness, and whereby God is “glorified 
in His holy people and… marvelled at among all those who have believed” (2 Thess 
1:10). 

Gentry (2008:49) adds that, “The covenant entails relationship with God on the one hand and 

relationship with the world on the other hand.” Israel was to demonstrate to the nation of the 

world what it meant to be in a relationship with God, and also what it means to be in a 

relationship with fellow man (essentially treating each other in a humane manner), and also how 

to be a faithful steward of the earth’s resources. Therefore, “As priests, they will mediate the 

blessings of God to the world and be used to bring the rest of the world to know God.” 

To end the covenant initiation ceremony, the people swore an oath that all that God had 

commanded, after Moses had read the covenant stipulations to them, they would do (Exod 

24:7). Then Moses took half of the blood from the burnt and peace offerings they had already 

made to God (with the other half already sprinkled upon the altar Moses had made) and 

sprinkled it upon the people, declaring it “the blood of the covenant” which the LORD had made 

with them (v8). Williamson (2007:99-100) notes that such a ceremony was never repeated 

again in the Old Testament, making it difficult to interpret its precise meaning. But he notes that 

it may be twofold: to emphasize the binding nature of the covenant and the reality of the 

consequences of breaking it; and to consecrate the human party to the covenant as it is with the 

priesthood. Williamson asserts that in light of these proposed reasons, the ritual stresses the 

bilateral nature of the covenant. Vos (1975:121-2) comments that the ceremony was vital to 

stress the voluntary aspect of participation in the covenant. Granted, the design and terms of 

the agreement came solely from God without any cooperation whatsoever from man, and that it 

is God’s covenant exclusively in that respect, but that the ratification ceremony put forth the 

onus on the people to accept the agreement. 

3.4.2 The covenant renewal at the plains of Moab 

Williamson (2007:111) asserts that, “If covenant is the key theological concept in the 

Pentateuch as a whole, it is especially so in the book of Deuteronomy.” This, he says, is not 

only clear, from the structure of the book to some extent, but also in its content and vocabulary. 

As he notes, the main Hebrew term for “covenant” ִרית  occurs 26 times in Deuteronomy, with בְּ

only Genesis (27 times) and Chronicles (30 times) outnumbering it in the use of the term. 
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Grisanti (2012:477) also highlights two other key terms that generally refer to the covenantal 

document: “the words” (1:1) and “this law” (1:5). 

Whereas Moses dealt with the first generation from Egypt at Sinai, 40 years down the line he 

dealt with the second generation at the plains of Moab, just before they crossed over into and 

invaded the land of Canaan in several military conquests under Joshua. The initial generation 

had waned in courage at the report that they could not overthrow the inhabitants of Canaan, 

and as a result, God judged that they would die in the wilderness without seeing the fulfilment of 

this promise (Numbers 13-14). And though this first generation would not see the Promised 

Land, the promise still stood sure as it was an unconditional one made with Abraham. It is 

individual participation that wasn’t guaranteed as it was conditioned upon one’s adherence to 

the Mosaic Law and unwavering trust in God. And as such, Moses was now faced with a new 

generation at the plains of Moab to which he would reiterate the same covenant and challenge 

them to respond differently to their fathers. Just like the first generation, the new generation had 

to swear allegiance to God through the Mosaic Covenant without which they could not occupy 

the Promised Land. 

In comparing the covenant at Sinai and the one at Moab, Williamson (2007:111-2) states that 

though the one at Moab is just a renewal, there are “significant differences in emphasis” which 

seems to further qualify the “conditional nature” of Israel’s relationship with God. For example, 

though God had guaranteed that He would remove the Canaanites from Canaan (Exod 23:30; 

34:11), and that Israel would likewise be exiled if they rebelled against Him (Lev 18:24-30), this 

is more intensified in Deuteronomy (cf. Deut 4:25-26; 8:18-20; 28:21-24, 63; 29:21-28; 30:17-

18).  

From the onset, Moses clarified to the new generation that, “The LORD did not make this 

covenant with our fathers, but with us, with all those of us alive here today” (Deut 5:3). 

Commenting on this text, Merrill (1994:141) distinguishes that the covenant with Abraham which 

was unconditional and irrevocable (containing the promises of land, seed, and blessing), but 

that the Mosaic Covenant is “a suzerain-vassal arrangement between the Lord and Israel 

designed to regulate Israel's life as the promised nation within the framework of the Abrahamic 

covenant.” Therefore, though the Mosaic Covenant finds its roots in the Abrahamic Covenant 

with the two covenants being related in a subsidiary way, Israel, though it exists unconditionally, 

would only enjoy God’s blessings and successfully accomplish His purposes through the 

nation’s faithful obedience to the Mosaic Covenant. 

The summary statement of the covenant renewal may be found in chapter 26 as follows: 
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This day the LORD your God commands you to do these statutes and 

ordinances. You shall therefore be careful to do them with all your heart and 

with all your soul.  You have today declared the LORD to be your God, and 

that you would walk in His ways and keep His statutes, His commandments 

and His ordinances, and listen to His voice. The LORD has today declared 

you to be His people, a treasured possession, as He promised you, and that 

you should keep all His commandments; and that He will set you high above 

all nations which He has made, for praise, fame, and honour; and that you 

shall be a consecrated people to the LORD your God, as He has spoken 

(Deut 26:16-19). 

The twin declaration in this passage: “You have today declared the LORD to be your God” (v17) 

and “The LORD has today declared you to be His people” (v18) serve to emphasize the 

obligation by both parties – the divine and human – to adhere to the stipulations of the 

covenant. Grisanti (2012:711-2) highlights that these two verses are the only Old Testament 

texts that employ the Hiphil (causative stem) form of the verb אמר “to declare” or “avow” (in 

ָת  רְּ v17 and inֶהֱאַמָּ֖ ךִּ֣   ירְּ ֶהֱאִמּֽ v18). He adds that this statement communicates in a more official and 

binding nature, akin to a vow. It fosters the “mutual commitment” of both parties and 

“emphasizes the solemnity of the covenant renewal.” 

Williamson (2007:113) observes that in v17 one obligation is assumed by God (that He will be 

Israel’s God), while three are taken up by Israel (they will walk in God’s ways; keep His statutes, 

commandments and ordinances; and obey His voice). Conversely, in verses 18 and 19, one 

obligation is undertaken by Israel (to keep God’s commandments), while three are taken up by 

God (that Israel will be His treasured possession; He will set them above all other nations; and 

that they will be consecrated to Him as a holy people). Thus the special status of Israel was not 

lost despite the shortcomings of the first generation. As Grisanti (2012:465) stated, “The 

covenant is grounded in the past, gives meaning to the present, and promises hope for the 

future.” The assertions in this passage are similar to those in Exodus 19, the main difference 

being that the ratification ceremony in Exodus 24 does not feature in the narrative, though 

perhaps, as Williamson notes, it may be alluded in certain passages (Deut 27:9; 29:1, 10-15). 

Concerning the structure of Deuteronomy, Leder (2010:171) notes that though Deuteronomy 

features a wide range of genres including narrative instruction, exhortation, and poetry, the 

genre of instruction dominates the most. Thus the structure to Deuteronomy may focus on the 

introductory clauses to Moses’ various instructions/speeches that form the book. These are: 

1:1-4:43 “These are the words Moses spoke to all Israel” 
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4:44-28:68 “This is the law Moses set before the Israelites” 

29:1-32:52 “These are the terms of the covenant the LORD commanded Moses” 

33:1-34:12 “This is the blessing that Moses the man of God pronounced” 

As Leder (2010:175-181) summarizes, Moses’ first speech reviews the history of how God dealt 

with His people from the second year after their captivity onwards. Highlights include judgment 

upon the first generation, including Moses himself, defeat of certain kings along the way, along 

with ethical and moral implications drawn from these past experiences. Seeing that Moses is 

speaking to a new generation, his second speech focuses on the covenant reiterating the law of 

the covenant, being “the testimonies, the statutes, and the rules, which Moses spoke to the 

people of Israel when they came out of Egypt…” (Deut 4:45). These included the Ten 

Commandments, with an emphasis on loyalty to God. These and the rest of the instructions are 

intertwined with historical recounts of God’s mighty acts with the aim of motivating the nation to 

loyalty and instil fear of breaking the laws given the consequences, similar to historical 

prologues of ANE treaties at the time. Heightening the demand for loyalty, Moses sobered the 

second generation to the reality that, "The LORD did not make this covenant with our fathers, 

but with us, with all those of us alive here today” (Deut 5:3). It is this generation that was now in 

focus. Later, they themselves would pronounce and ratify curses upon themselves in the event 

of certain transgressions (chap. 27). And after that, Moses would reveal to them a series of 

blessings and curses that would ensue as a result of obedience and disobedience respectively 

(chap. 28). 

3.4.3 ANE treaties and the Mosaic Covenant 

Routledge (2008:160-161) noted that a significant number of modern scholars, often associated 

with the Deuteronomic movement,42 propagate the idea that the covenant concept developed 

late in the history of Israel, about seventh century BC. This view mainly holds that “the form and 

phraseology” of Deuteronomy are akin to the 7th century BC state treaties of Assyria’s 

Esarhaddon (Craigie, 1976:25). Upon analysis of Deuteronomy 28 and Esarhaddon’s vassal 

treaties (VTE), Weinfeld (1965:417-427), a proponent of the late date view, highlighted seven 

curse statements similar to both documents: Deut 28:23 to VTE 528-531; Deut 28:27 to VTE 

519-520; Deut 28:28-29 to VTE 422-424; Deut 28:26 to VTE 425-427; Deut 28:30a to VTE 428-

429; Deut 28:30b to VTE 429-430a; Deut 28:33 to VTE 430b. He thus concludes that the 

                                                

42 As Routledge (2008:160, 262) clarifies, Deuteronomic in this instance refers to the contents of the book 
of Deuternomy and movements that either promote or advance their views from Deuteronomy. This is in 
contrast to Deuteronomistic or Deuteronomistic History (with Joshua to 2 Kings in view) which interprets 
Israel’s fall in 722 BC and Judah’s fall in 586 BC as direct consequences of the principle in Deuteronomy 
that obedience leads to blessing while disobedience leads to judgment. 
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scribes who drafted Deuteronomy were influenced by the formulae of the Assyrian treaty. But 

Kitchen (2003:293) has argued that of the 25 curses listed in Deuteronomy 28, only seven seem 

similar to those that feature in the Esarhaddon treaties, a number that is relatively small. The 

curses also appear in different order. 

In contrast, when compared with early second millennium BC material, Kitchen notes that there 

have been 10 links with the Hammurabi and five with the Mari codes, 15 in total, which is more 

than twice the seven links with the Esarhaddon’s treaties. In the late 2nd millennium, there are 

six similarities, bringing the total of second millennium BC links to 21, three times more than the 

links with the 7th century BC Assyrian treaties. Kitchen (2003:293, 294) further notes that there 

are actually more links with other documents in the first millennium BC than with the Assyrian 

documents. He cites six links with the 8th century BC Aramaic Stela, and eight links with the 9th 

and 8th century BC treaties of the Assyrian kings Shamshi-Adad V and Assur-nirari V 

respectively. There are lastly two links with “kudurrus” (Babylonian boundary stones from the 

11th and 10th century BC). Within the 7th century there are also six links with documents outside 

of Esarhaddon’s treaties. This brings the total of non-Esarhaddon links in the first millennium to 

22. Combined with the 21 links in the second millennium BC, the total is 43 (of which only six 

feature in the 7th century BC). Including Esarhaddon’s seven links, only 13 similarities exist 

between Deuteronomy 28 and 7th century BC documents, compared to 37 from other eras. Thus 

it is possible that Deuteronomy was edited in the 7th century with the edit influenced by curses in 

surrounding communities, but that it had an earlier original 2nd millennium date of composition.43 

Kitchen (2003:290, 291) also notes that proponents of the late date view claim that some Hittite 

treaties did not feature historical prologues and that historical prologues only occurred in Neo-

Assyrian treaties of the 7th century BC, for example, in Esarhaddon’s treaties with the Medes 

which allegedly featured brief historical prologues. But it is not true of “proper copies” in the 

Hittite era as they clearly feature a prologue. On the other hand, the claim that Esarhaddon’s 

treaties featured prologues is false. Another proposal for a later date claimed that the treaty 

formula remained unchanged from the Hittite Empire era to the neo-Assyrian era, hence Hittite 

treaties were not to be regarded as unique, though it was later evident that there was a 

distinction between late second millennium treaties and first millennium treaties, and that the 

formulation of the Hittite treaties was unique to a specific era – between 1400 and 1200 BC. 

Kitchen (2003:291) adds that the proclamation of curses was a longstanding aspect of ANE 

culture, and that the tradition of formal cursing could be traced two millennia back from the 7th 

century BC. Hence Kitchen (2003:293) suggests that it is possible that both Deuteronomy and 

                                                

43 For a detailed comparison of Deuteronomy 28 and other sources, see Kitchen (2003:292, 293) On the 
reliability of the Old Testament, table 27. 
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Esarhaddon’s scribes, despite the time difference, may have borrowed from a common ANE 

curse formulae. Thus an early date consistent with the time of Moses may be in view.  

Routledge (2008:161) observes that ANE treaties featured: an introduction or preamble (which 

identified the speaker); a historical prologue (which narrates events leading up to the treaty 

including what the superpower (suzerain) had already done for his colony (vassal)); a statement 

of requirements and obligations imposed upon the vassal; a clause requiring the vassal nation 

to display a copy of the treaty in its sanctuary for public reading or renewal; a call to the nation’s 

gods to act as witnesses guaranteeing the treaty; and a list of blessings and curses as 

consequences of either adherence or transgression of the terms of the treaty respectively. 

Craigie (1976:25) singles out Deuteronomy’s “overall structure” as patterned against ANE 

treaties synonymous with the era of Moses. 

Kitchen (2003:283) states that we’re not in custody of an official copy of the actual covenant 

itself, but only presentations of its enactment with “considerable sections of its contents”: as it 

was originally given at Sinai (in Exodus and Leviticus); renewed forty years later at the plains of 

Moab with a new generation (in Deuteronomy);44 and reiterated in Canaan (as mentioned in 

Joshua chapter 8 and summarized in chapter 24). Kitchen states that this distinction is of great 

importance because “the order of enactment does not always correspond to the final order of 

times in formal written copies of such a document.” Despite this, the Mosaic Covenant offers 

enough content to draw parallels with extra-biblical treaties. Kitchen (2003:284) tabulated a 

summary of the Mosaic Covenant and its renewals as follows: 

 

Table 3-1: The Mosaic Covenant and its renewals 

Exodus-Leviticus Deuteronomy Joshua 2445 

1. Title/Preamble. Exod 20:1 
Now God spoke all these 
words, saying: … 

Title/Preamble. Deut 1:1-5 
These are the words Moses 
spoke (5verses), saying 

Title/Preamble. Josh 24:2 
Thus says the LORD, the God 
of Israel 

2. Historical Prologue. 20:2 Historical Prologue. 1:6-3:29 Historical Prologue. 24:2b-13 

                                                

44 Leder (2010:173-4) is of the strong opinion that Deuteronomy should be viewed primarily as Moses’ 
final instruction as opposed to a treaty renewal. First, he observes that introductory sentences that begin 
the various sections in Deuteronomy call attention to Moses as the main speaker: the words of Moses 
(1:1); the laws of Moses (4:44); the covenant of Moses (29:1); and the blessing of Moses (32:1). 
Secondly, though elements of a treaty feature from chapter one through to 28, and significantly in proper 
order, Leder states that this is not the case from chapters 29-34. Thirdly, Leder cites the death of Moses 
as vital to the message of Deuteronomy, in that after Moses, no one arose that may be likened to him, 
until the coming of Christ. 
45 Though reiterated in Joshua, this study is limited to the law in the Pentateuch, specifically Exodus and 
Deuteronomy. 
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Exodus-Leviticus Deuteronomy Joshua 2445 

I am the LORD your God who 
brought you out of Egypt (1 
verse) 

The LORD our God spoke to 
us, saying: (history, Sinai to 
Moab, 40 + 37 + 29 verses) 

Forefathers, Terah, Abraham, 
etc., down to leaving Egypt for a 
new land (12 verses) 

3. Stipulations. 
a. Basic: 10 “words”, 20:3-
17 
b1. Detail: 20:22-26; 21-23; 
25-31 (Lev., see after 5) 

Stipulations. 
Intro: 4 
a. Basic: 5 
b. Detail: 6-11, 12-26 

Stipulations. 
Essence only: 24:14-15, plus 
response 

4a. Depositing Text. 25:16 book 
by ark (and cf. Deut 10:7-8) 

Depositing Text. 31:9, 24-26. 
Book by ark 

Depositing Text. 24:26 – in 
book 

4b. Reading out. (cf. Exod 24:7) Reading out. 31:9-13. Read out 
to people every seven years 

Reading out 

5. Witness. 24:44 (12 stelae) Witness. 31:26 – book: 31:19-
22, song (in 32) 

Witness. 24:22 (people) 27 
(stela) 

(3. Stipulations, cont’d) 
b2. Detail (cont’d): Lev 11-
20; 27 

  

6b. Blessings – Obedience 
Lev 26:3-13 (short) If you follow 
My word, I send… peace, etc. 

Blessings – Obedience 
28:1-14 (short) If you obey, you 
will be blessed… 

Blessings – Obedience 

(implied in 24:20c, “after He has 
done you good”) 

6c. Curses – Disobedience 
Lev 26:14-43 (27 verses) 

Curses – Disobedience 
28:15-68 (53 verses) 

Curses – Disobedience 
24:19-20 

 

Kitchen (2003:284) further highlights two additional features that may be included: Oaths (cf. 

Deut 29:12-15), and ceremonies (Exod 24:1-11; Deut 27, fulfilled in Josh 8:30-35). Upon proper 

examination of the format of the Mosaic Covenant, it is clear that the role of Moses in the 

formulation of the covenant cannot be underestimated; and it ties in well to the fact that he was 

raised in Pharaoh’s palace among royalty. As Kitchen (2003:311-2) notes, “Brick-slaves were 

not diplomats; the format of covenant demands a leader from the court circles at that time who 

did learn of such things there. We would be obliged to invent a Moses if one were not already 

available.” The formulation of the covenant indeed needed a competent individual. And it is not 

without good reason that the Mosaic Covenant would be patterned after treaties from 

surrounding nations. As Craigie (1976:28) notes: 

If indeed the Hebrew covenant is set in the form of the vassal treaties, what was it that 
made the treaty form so suitable for adaptation to this new purpose? It is probable that 
the answer to this question lies in the nature of the covenant itself. The covenant does 
not simply function to bind the people of Israel to their God, but it also marks the 
liberation of the people from subservience to a worldly power, namely, Egypt. In this 
context the significance of the treaty pattern emerges, for the form that symbolizes 
worldly vassal-dom is transposed to another context, that of Israel's relationship to 
God. Like the other small nations that surrounded her, Israel was to be a vassal state, 
but not to Egypt or the Hittites; she owed her allegiance to God alone. 
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Thus the covenant form served to communicate that Israel, as a nation delivered from Egyptian 

bondage, would now serve another superpower; and in this case, the sovereign God Himself. 

They were not delivered to determine their own governing legislature or to adopt laws of other 

nations. They were to be distinctly identified as the covenant people of God because of the 

unique nature of the covenant God presented to them. This would also explain why the 

covenant would come almost immediately after their deliverance from Egypt. As Alexander 

(2002:176) primarily notes, God takes the initiative from start to finish, to make the covenant. 

The people are not called upon to negotiate the terms at all. God first speaks, then the people 

are invited to respond. This would be typical of a king to his vassal. 

3.5 The law of the Mosaic Covenant 

As already noted, it had been just three months after leaving Egypt when the nation was 

summoned at the foot of Mount Sinai to get acquainted with God (Exod 19:1). And the 

interaction is not without great detail. This is a location where the nation would spend about a 

year (Num 10:11), featuring extensive narrative and instruction, from Exodus 19 to the end of 

the book (chap. 40), to the entire book of Leviticus, and the first part of Numbers (chaps. 1 to 

10). Thus the role of this experience at the foot of Sinai cannot be underestimated. And as God 

initiates the covenant with the nation, the first significant event on the agenda was the giving of 

the law.46 In “the single most important occurrence” as the Israelites travelled towards the 

Promised Land, God would through the law reveal “the written expression of His will for their 

corporate and individual life” (Longman & Dillard 2007:75). 

Much as the law is often viewed as an “isolated entity,” Longman and Dillard (2007:75) caution 

that “it is crucial to recognize that the law was given within the context of the covenant” 

especially in light of the format of Exodus 19-24, and subsequently Deuteronomy upon renewal. 

It is worth noting that the historical prologue (Exod 20:2) clarifies that God has already delivered 

them from Egypt unconditionally, solely by His grace and promise made to Abraham centuries 

earlier. So the law in Exodus 20-24 should not be viewed as the basis of the “divine-human 

relationship”, not even in the Old Testament pre-Christ era, but rather it should be considered as 

the “guide” for maintaining this relationship. The law doesn’t establish the relationship, it rather 

fosters the continuation of it (Longman & Dillard, 2007:75). 

                                                

46 The tabernacle is also an equally significant event, given that: it would be the symbol of God’s 
presence, which the people would access only through the high priest; instructions for its construction 
come immediately (in chapter 25) after the giving of the law; and the instructions are in great detail 
making up most of the rest of the book. But due to the limited scope of this study, neither the tabernacle 
nor the Ark of the Covenant will be explored in detail. Focus will be maintained on the Law. 
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To note, when Abraham was called by God, the nature of the covenant did not contain the type 

of legislation that would feature in the Mosaic Covenant. If anything, the fulfilment of most 

promises pertaining to his covenant with God would be realised only after his death (e.g. the 

deliverance of Israel 400 years later). As already stated above the same promises would even 

be reiterated to his descendants such as Isaac and Jacob. Also, no condition was ever placed 

on either him or his son or grandson as far as meeting their end of the bargain in fulfilling the 

promises of the covenant. But this was not the case with the Mosaic Covenant. It was clearly a 

conditional one. It had two sides to it. Through the law, God would either bless the people for 

obedience, or punish them for disobedience. Alexander (2002:177) observed that: 

The establishment of the covenant relationship is conditional upon Israel’s obedience 
to God. After throwing off the yoke of Egyptian slavery, the Israelites must now obey a 
new sovereign. Obedience to God lies at the heart of covenant relationship (cf. [Exod] 
19:8; 24:3, 7). 

But Alexander (2002:177) continues to caution that, “Obedience by itself does not create the 

special covenant relationship. Rather, it is a loving response to what God in His grace does first 

(cf. [Exod] 20:6; ‘those who love me and keep my commandments’).” The covenant relationship 

wasn’t to be limited to a mere list of do’s and don’ts, but was to be maintained by a sincere 

heart that’s drawn to God because of who He is and what He had done for the nation. This 

concept was clearly stated by Moses, in what Christ termed as the greatest commandment, to 

the second generation of Israel as Moses reiterated the covenant: 

“Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one! You shall love the 

LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

might. These words, which I am commanding you today, shall be on your 

heart.” (Deut 6:4-6) 

Williamson (2007:115) concurs that in entering a covenant with God and vowing to keep His 

commandments, Israel had essentially committed themselves to “an expression of love and 

loyalty” through obedience. Williamson observes that it cannot be missed that in the covenant 

renewal in Deuteronomy absolute loyalty is strongly emphasized with warnings against idolatry 

(Deut 4:15-16; 5:7; 6:14; 7:4, 16; 8:19; 11:16, 28; 13:2, 6, 13; 28:14 36, 64; 29:18; 30:17-18). 

Grisanti (2012:556) further comments that Moses does not mention heart, soul and might to 

draw attention to either three modes of expressing love or three different spheres of life, or even 

human attributes, but to focus on the intensity of the nature of God’s demand for commitment. 

The “heart” represents a person’s intellect, emotion and will (Deut 4:29; 10:12; 11:13; 26:16); 

the “soul” represents a person’s entire being (Psalm 103:1); and “might” translates to strength in 

this instance (and also in 2 Kings 23:25) though it often adverbially translates to “very” or 
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“much.” Thus Moses uses these terms synonymously to emphasize the “totality of allegiance.” 

Expressing love to God demands a person’s entire being. 

Still on the argument that the law wasn’t a mere list of do’s and don’ts, it is also important to 

consider the concept of the main term translated “law” in Hebrew: תֹוָרה. Kaiser (1999a:192) 

laments that because of how the term is often translated, the impression given is that the 

Pentateuch is merely the section of Scripture that contains “formal regulations, ritual 

associations, and strict codes that had to be followed on pain and death.” But this is not so 

according to Scripture as Kaiser cites the following passages: “Now the LORD said to Moses, 

‘Come up to Me on the mountain and remain there, and I will give you the stone tablets with the 

law and the commandment which I have written for their instruction [ם הֹוֹרָתּֽ  the“ ;(Exod 24:12) "’.[לְּ

law which they teach/instruct you [יֹו֗רּוך]” (Deut 17:11); “all that the Levitical priests teach you 

ּו] נּו] and, “that he may teach us ;(Deut 24:8) ”[יֹורֵּ֙ ֹיֵרֵּ֙  concerning His ways and that we may walk in [וְּ

His paths” (Isa 2:2-3). Thus Kaiser (1999a:193) argues that, especially citing the Isaiah 

passage, the law was not meant for legal purposes only but also to instruct/teach rather than 

“legal hoops and hurdles”: 

It also pictures the Messianic age as one in which the Mosaic law will be taught and 
regarded as the word of the Lord. And its purpose will not be mere legal performance, 
but it will serve as a means of giving direction and guidance to the people so that they 
may walk according to the will of God. The meaning of tôrâ, then, is directional 
teaching or guidance for walking on the path of life. 

Kaiser (1999a:193-194) further notes the prominent use of the term “faith” or “belief” ָאַמן in the 

Pentateuch at crucial “transition points” such as: Abraham believing God and being credited as 

righteous (Gen 15:5); that the soon-to-be delivered nation would be convinced to believe the 

God of their fathers (Exod 4:5); the people later refusing to believe God (Num 20:12). As a 

result he concludes that “believing and faith” are undoubtedly “at the heart of the tôrâ,” and that 

“believing” in such passages is linked with the concept of adhering to the law. As consistently 

witnessed in Scripture, absence of faith and belief subsequently lead to rebellion against God. 

Thus it may be concluded that the administration of the law would succeed in an environment 

where wholehearted love for God, and faith and belief are prioritised. 

3.5.1 The Ten Commandments 

It is widely accepted that the Mosaic Law may be divided into two parts: the Ten 

Commandments, and the Book of the Covenant. The first of the two to be given is the Ten 

Commandments (Exod 20:3-17). The Ten Commandments may in turn be divided into two: 

those governing the divine-human relationship (the first four) and those relating to human-
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human relationships (the last six).47 Alexander (2002:176) concurs that, “The Ten 

Commandments make up the principle obligations of the covenant, emphasizing the importance 

of loving God and one’s neighbour.” Of interest as well is that the Ten Commandments are the 

only sequence of laws repeated in the same order (Deut 5:6-21). Only three of the ten are 

restated exactly the same, while the others are restated almost exactly the same. The most 

significant differences are in the fourth Sabbath commandment and in the 10th commandment 

on covetousness (Hamilton, 2011:313, 315). The Ten Commandments would later be termed 

“ten words” (Exod 34:28; Deut 4:13; 10:14), from which the designations “Decalogue” and “Ten 

Commandments” are derived. In Exodus 34:28 the writer also refers to them explicitly as “the 

words of the covenant.” 

Alexander (2002:177-8) argues that the Ten Commandments are not to be seen as merely a 

collection of laws; but rather several factors distinguish it from other legislative sections in the 

Pentateuch. First, God speaks it directly to the people, without intermediation by Moses (Exod 

20:1, 19, cf. Deut 4:12-13; 5:4-5, 22-27). Secondly, only the Ten Commandments are inscribed 

on stone tablets, and specifically by God Himself (Exod 24:12; 31:18; 32:15-16; 34:1, 28; Deut 

5:22). This is in contrast to other legislation which Moses writes (Exod 24:4; 34:27-28). 

Alexander’s third consideration is interesting, as he argues that the Ten Commandments are 

not laws in the typical sense, simply because they are not accompanied by a list of related 

punishments for transgressing them. On the second and fifth commandments that seem to 

contain punishments, he rather views these indicators as “motivation clauses” designed to 

encourage the nation to observe the instructions given. Fourthly, the language used in the Ten 

Commandments denotes broad concepts without precision that would be synonymous with a 

legal document. Lastly, Alexander concludes by pondering: “What human law court could begin 

to enforce the prohibition against coveting described in the tenth commandment?” 

Jordan (1984:19-20) contends that what may be considered general by some may be 

considered particular by others. He notes that though the Ten Commandments may be 

considered general laws, under which the other laws may be grouped, they are also very 

specific and particular. For example, the ninth commandment forbidding false witness, has 

immediate reference to the law court, but may be extended to include gossip and lying. The 

second commandment, forbidding idolatrous images, has immediate reference only to one kind 

of use of visual depiction in worship, but may be applied to all other commands regulating 

worship. The fifth commandment on honouring parents, means to provide for them financially in 

                                                

47 “These laws… are not numbered; accordingly, Roman Catholic and Lutheran traditions make one 
commandment out of what the Greek Orthodox and Reformed call the first two. Therefore to keep the 
total number to ten, Roman Catholics and Lutherans divide the tenth into two commandments, making 
the first sentence of the tenth commandment the ninth and the rest the tenth” (Kaiser, 2008b:477). 
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their old age, but may include respect shown to parents or anyone in authority over us. He thus 

concludes that even the Ten Commandments have a particular aspect though they are largely 

considered general/universal. 

As already noted, the Ten Commandments may be divided into two: those that relate to divine-

human relations, and those that pertain to human-human relations. Because of this, Alexander 

(2002:178) concludes that the commandments were given in order of “descending priority.” 

Thus the people were to first focus on their relationship with the LORD, and then subsequently 

their relationships with each other. They were to be devoted to and worship only one God, the 

true God who delivered them from Egyptian bondage, and conduct themselves in a manner that 

“places a high priority on the rights of the individual as regards life, marriage and possessions.” 

Kaiser (2008b:479) outlines the Ten Commandments into three sections as such: 1) Right 

relations with God (vv2-7); 2) Right relations in the worship of God (vv8-11); and 3) Right 

relations with society (vv12-17). 

It is worth considering here what Christ termed the two greatest commandments because 

Jordan (1984:21-22) links the two greatest commandments to the Decalogue by stating that the 

Decalogue breaks the two great ones into ten parts. Upon being tested by the Pharisees 

concerning which of the commandments was the greatest, Christ referred back to Moses’ 

command in Deuteronomy 6:5 that the covenant community must love God with all their heart, 

soul, mind, and strength. This, as Christ confirmed, was the “greatest and foremost” command 

(Matt 22:37-38). He went further to state that the second is like it, and once again quoted 

Moses, this time from Leviticus 19:18, affirming that God’s people were to love their neighbour 

as themselves (v39). Christ concluded by stating that, “On these two commandments depend 

the whole law and the prophets” (v40).  

On the first of the two greatest commandments, Jordan (1984:21) commented that, “The 

command to love God means willing and happy submission to God and to His laws. The 

covenant has two sides: the structural (submit to the law) and the personal (willing and happy). 

This Greatest Commandment comprehends (includes) every other commandment” (emphasis 

author’s own). On the second of the two greatest commandments, Jordan (1984:22) noted that, 

“This commandment divides the Greatest Commandment into two parts: our duty to God and 

our duty to men.” He concludes that these two Great Commandments are not penned in a 

special place within the law, but are among the “small” particular laws of Leviticus and 

Deuteronomy. He adds that all Ten Commandments relate to both God and man, but that some 

relate more specifically to God and others more specifically to man. Hence the twofold structure 

of the Decalogue is derived from the two Greatest Commandments. 
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Jordan (1984:22) further contends that the reference to the two stone tablets given to Moses 

(Exod 31:18) does not necessitate that the Ten Commandments may have been divided up 

between two stone tables because the two tablets may simply refer to two separate copies of 

the same text. He argues that such treaties were common in the ANE era. One copy of the 

treaty would normally be reserved for the king/superpower that entered into an agreement with 

his vassal, with this copy being displayed in the temple of the king’s god. On the other hand, the 

other copy was for the vassal nation, and would likewise be displayed in the temple of that 

nation’s god. In the case of Israel, God’s copy would be kept in His house, the Ark of the 

Covenant in the tabernacle (Deut 10:2). And since the temple of Israel’s God was still the 

tabernacle, the other copy was also placed in the Ark of the Covenant. And Jordan concludes 

that this is why it was called the Ark of the Covenant. It contains the governing covenant 

stipulations. 

Commenting on certain characteristics of the Decalogue, Hamilton (2005:187-8) observed that 

God not only addressed the Israelites directly when issuing the ten words, but also as 

individuals, with all the occurrences of “you” in the address being masculine singular, not plural. 

Further, eight of the 10 commandments are negative prohibitions. Only two, to remember the 

Sabbath, and to honour one’s parents, are positive. As Hamilton states, this shows that the law 

is “essentially restrictive,” functioning as a deterrent outlawing certain types of activities. He 

further observes that the restrictive and subsequent commands (Exodus 21-23, 34) consistently 

expressed in the strongest form of Hebrew negation, with the strong negative particle 

accompanying the imperfect form of the verb. He asserts that this is not incidental, but serves to 

clearly communicate that the then laws are not subject to review and/or revision, but that “they 

have, linguistically, a built-in permanence. Obsolete they are not. Absolute they are.” 

3.5.2 The Book of the Covenant 

The term “Book of the Covenant”, referring to the second part of the covenant, is derived from 

Exodus 24:7. There are various laws that compose the Book of the Covenant (Exod 20:22-

23:33). Longman and Dillard (2007:75-6) state that these laws as derived from the more “basic 

principles” outlined in the Ten Commandments; in that “they specify the Ten Commandments to 

the cultural and redemptive-historical moment of the people of God at the time of the exodus.”48 

For example, the law on an ox that gores a human being may be viewed as specifying an 

instance where the sixth commandment on murder may apply to an agrarian society. Alexander 

(2002:176) adds that the laws in this book contain more detailed obligations in diverse forms: 

                                                

48 Kaiser (1999a:198) concurs and adds another section as equally primary: “It is the moral law of God 
found in the Decalogue and the Holiness Code of Leviticus 18-19 that must act as the absolute norms 
against which all other commands in God’s law are judged, interpreted, and applied today.” 
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some are model laws which can be enforced by human courts; others are moral rules which 

emphasize exemplary behaviour, especially towards the weaker members of society; a further 

group of obligations focuses on religious studies. These may be classified in three categories: 

civil, moral, and ceremonial laws. 

VanGemeren (1999a:29-31) is of the opinion that the Book of the Covenant “extends the 

Decalogue in three directions.” The case laws begin with “if” or “when” and describe scenarios 

that may occur in real life, e.g. accidental homicide. Then there are criminal laws which detail 

penalties or breaking God’s commandments, e.g. kidnapping. And lastly, the ceremonial laws, 

e.g. on sacrifices and offerings. Kaiser (2008b:485-6) also sees distinctions but only outlines 

two: the casuistic or case laws as above, which are in conditional form; and the apodictic 

(expressing what is always true) laws which adopt an unconditional form, often featuring a 

negative command or prohibition. The latter is the form mostly used in the Ten Commandments. 

Hamilton (2011:358) views the superiority of the Decalogue over the “Covenant Code” in light of 

the terms Moses uses. He observes that the reference to “words” in Exodus 24:3 may refer 

back to the Ten Commandments, which also begins with a similar reference: “And God spoke 

all these words” (Exod 20:1). Consequently, he suggests that “laws” as used in 24:3 may refer 

to the entire Book of the Covenant (20:22-23:33) as opposed to just a section of it. He further 

suggests that chapter 24’s use of the term “words” five times as opposed to the single reference 

to “laws” may be the chapter’s way of “subordinating the Covenant Code to the Decalogue.” He 

continues to illustrate that, “The ‘laws’ stand in the shadows of the ‘words’. The ‘laws’ are the 

sunrays, but the ‘words’ are the sun. The ‘words’ are the heart and the brain, while the ‘laws’ are 

the other organs, which cannot function without the heart and the brain.” 

Commenting on the structure of the Book of the covenant, Hamilton (2011:359) observes that it 

starts with apodictic laws (20:22-26), then shifts to casuistic laws (21:1-22:16), then back to 

apodictic laws (22:17-23:19). He further notes that ANE laws from the 2nd millennium BC such 

as Hammurabi’s Code (1792-1750 BC) (and others such as Eshnunna (2000 BC), Ur-nammu 

(ca. 2100-2000 BC), Lipit-Ishtar (ca. 2000-1900 BC), the Hittite Law Code (unknown date), and 

the Middle Assyrian Law Code (1115-1077 BC)), even though no Canaanite Codes have so far 

been discovered, offer useful comparisons with the Mosaic Code. Hamilton (2011:359) 

significantly observes that, “When one compares some of the laws in these cuneiform codes 

with the laws in the Covenant Code, it would be hard, in some instances at least, to know 

whether one is reading from the Bible or from a Sumerian or Babylonian king’s law code.” Some 

of these laws, he notes, are identical, some are similar but not identical, others address the 

same issues but with different legal approaches. These close and similar comparisons between 

biblical laws and ANE laws number about 50 so far. Hamilton explains that these parallel 
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sections indicate a common legal tradition that may have commenced in Mesopotamia and 

eventually spread westward to Syria/Palestine and northward to Anatolia/Asia Minor. 

Despite the similarities, Hamilton (2011:360) notes two distinctions that set the Book of the 

Covenant apart from ANE legislature. First, in all of the nonbiblical codes, no deity speaks. He 

notes that in Hammurabi’s Code, the king does receive the commission to write the code from 

Shamash, the sun and justice god. And both the prologue and epilogue of the document appeal 

to the help and authority of Marduk and Shamash. But nowhere in any of the 282 laws do any of 

the deities speak. This is in contrast to God whose utterances feature at the beginning (Exod 

20:22-26), throughout (22:22-24, 27; 23:13, 15, 18), and at the end (23:20-33) of the Book of 

the Covenant. This is unlike Hammurabi’s code where the deity features at the beginning but is 

not in view at all thereafter. Another aspect is that unlike the ANE codes, the Covenant Code 

features a historical narrative context, without which much of its relevance would be eroded. In 

this case, the context is deliverance from Egypt, a fact recalled even at the renewal of the 

covenant in Deuteronomy, and other subsequent sections of the Old Testament. 

3.5.3 Five views on the Law and Gospel 

3.5.3.1 Willem A. VanGemeren 

In ‘Five Views on Law and Gospel’, five established scholars analyse five different views on the 

law that attempt to discern the relationship between the Old Testament Mosaic Law and the 

New Testament Gospel and believer: are there different dispensations; is there continuity or 

not? VanGemeren (1999a:15), a Reformed theologian ascribing to the covenants of works and 

of grace, starts the conversation by addressing the non-theonomic view. He approaches the law 

in “the larger context of the covenants of God, the divine self-disclosure and the progression of 

God’s revelation and redemptive history,” with redemptive history defined as “God’s plan of 

salvation from Creation to the new creation.” He thus traces the law of God in six major stages 

in the history of redemption: at creation, the fall, Abraham, Moses, Christ, and Paul. 

VanGemeren (1999a:18-21) states that at creation, God gave man “creation ordinances.” But 

upon his fall, God judged the earth through the Flood, even though men such as Enoch and 

Noah walked with Him in righteousness. As the narrative continues, VanGemeren notes that 

though Abraham was the “father of faith,” he was also a “law-keeper,” in that he proved that he 

had “internalized the unwritten law” whenever he interacted with either family, political powers, 

and society in general. The “unwritten law,” as VanGemeren identifies and concurs with Calvin 

and the Westminster Confession of Faith, is primarily the moral law, in that Adam and Eve had 

the God-given “ability to develop a moral order and… to live in harmony with God’s will.” The 

written law was necessitated by human sin and the hardness of the heart; but it neither changes 
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nor contradicts God’s will. It rather “makes explicit and amplifies that will as originally expressed 

in natural law.” Hence VanGemeren concludes that, “Since the will of God does not change, the 

law remains virtually the same throughout redemptive history.” He adds that the moral law was 

summarized in the Ten Commandments and incorporated into Moses’ Covenant; and that it is 

the Ten Commandments are “clearer, more fixed, and more effective” than natural law 

(VanGemeren, 1999a:47). 

As the argument progresses, VanGemeren (1999a:28-35) views the Mosaic Covenant as a 

development of God’s covenant with creation (a sovereign administration of grace) and with 

Abraham (a sovereign administration of grace and promise). To grace and promise, the Mosaic 

Law added “law and sanctions,” by which Israel would mirror God’s perfections as a witness to 

other nations. VanGemeren (1999a:33) further argues that the law was never meant to either 

lead to salvation or inheritance of God’s promises; but rather a tool to instruct the nation to have 

a “living faith” in God, which was the “source of the promise.”49 Beyond ritualistic adherence to 

the law, VanGemeren adds that it is the “heart attitude” of the nation that God was concerned 

with, and out of this, would flow submission to Him. The “internalization of the law,” as he notes, 

is motivated by the Spirit of God and wholehearted expression of love for Him. 

VanGemeren (1999a:41-42) then transitions into New Covenant (New Testament) commentary 

and asserts that Christ, the Mosaic Law, the Holy Spirit, and love are well integrated into Paul’s 

theology. He states that it is the Spirit that guides Christians into “all truth and godliness,” but 

that He doesn’t operate in a vacuum. The Spirit does so by specifically applying the word of 

God to the Christian’s heart. So one needs to be saved in Christ before this continued 

transforming towards godliness is possible. And once the person is saved, the Spirit uses the 

word of God to as the agent of sanctification. Thus as VanGeremen concludes, “The law leads 

those who are already alive to life and righteousness, but it does not have the power to give life 

when unaccompanied by the work of grace.” 

In his response to VanGemeren’s view, Kaiser (1999b:71) concurs that God’s standard of 

righteousness was the same prior to the Mosaic Law owing to the existence of natural law. 

Examples include men such as Enoch, Noah and Abraham, whom had walked with and obeyed 

God outside of the Mosaic Code because of the existence of natural law. But Kaiser doesn’t 

agree with VanGemeren’s (1999a:49) assertion that, “The Mosaic Covenant as an 

administration of Law is the same in substance as the Abrahamic covenant and as the new 

covenant – namely the same God, Christ, Spirit, inheritance, salvation, rule of faith and life, 

                                                

49 VanGemeren (1999a:33) notes that though Leviticus 18:5 seemingly appears to be teaching that “the 
inheritance” is obtained by keeping the law, Deuteronomy 30:15-20 may be used to confirm that it is the 
God Himself who is the source of life, and that those who love Him gladly submit to His law. 
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hope of immortality, church, doctrine, and adoption.” Kaiser (1999b:72) rather views the old and 

new covenants as different in substance. Kaiser also notes that though VanGemeren doesn’t 

address the issue of whether it is the same Mosaic Law that will be written on the heart in the 

New Covenant, he seems to advocate that it is the moral law that will be in the hearts of New 

Covenant participants. Similarly, Kaiser (1999b:74) disagrees with VanGemeren’s assertion that 

the law and the promise to Abraham are not different except that with the law, salvation is by 

the merit of works, while with the promise, salvation is bestowed freely by grace. Kaiser 

highlights Galatians 3:21b as a counter that Paul refuted the hypothetical scenario that salvation 

through flawless adherence to the law was ever possible: “for if a law had been given that could 

impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by the law.” 

Strickland (1999b:76) notes that VanGemeren advances his arguments from a covenant 

theology perspective arguing for the continuity of (the moral) section of Moses’ law in line with 

Calvin and the Westminster Confession. Strickland further acknowledges the principle of natural 

law but observes that VanGemeren has unfortunately debated and validated the principle 

through Calvin and Westminster theologians rather than Scripture. Strickland (1999b: 78) further 

notes that VanGemeren uses Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 7:19, “Keeping God’s 

commands is what counts,” to prove that Paul validated the continuity of the moral section of 

Moses’ law. But Strickland is of the view that Paul here was referring to his own directives 

Paul’s other instructions in the letter. Like Kaiser, Strickland (1999b:79) also finds issue with 

VanGemeren’s view that both the Mosaic and New Covenants are the same in substance, yet 

he, in contrast, acknowledges that the covenants have different purposes – with the one leading 

to salvation, while the old one given to govern life in the theocracy. This therefore demonstrates 

a clear difference in purpose. Strickland (1999b:81) also finds issue with viewing the Ten 

Commandments as the foundation of the moral code, as proposed by VanGemeren. His main 

issue here is that the Sabbath commandment is unlike the other nine, featuring a ceremonial 

rather than a moral function, and that it is noticeably the only one of the ten that is not reiterated 

in the New Testament. Hence viewing the Decalogue as a unit as the foundation of the moral 

code is problematic. 

Moo (1999b:84, 85) disagrees with VanGemeren that the Mosaic code, specifically the Ten 

Commandments, may be identified with God’s eternal moral law. He contends that Mosaic 

legislation was specifically targeted to the nation of Israel and not the New Covenant 

community. He also contends that VanGemeren offers little scriptural evidence that the Ten 

Commandments may be considered as eternal moral law distinct from the rest of the Mosaic 

Law. He adds that there mere fact that the Ten Commandments are apodictic, upon which 

principles for the rest of the law may be founded, isn’t a good enough argument to assume that 

they may thus be declared God’s eternal moral law. He also observes that VanGemeren 
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assumes the traditional tripartite division of the law (ceremonial, civil, and moral) without making 

a case for the division, yet the New Testament writers seemed to have treated the law as a 

whole. On 1 Corinthians 7:19, Moo (1999b:89) is of the view that Paul is referring to the 

supposed “law of Christ” (as instructed by Christ and the apostles) and neither the Mosaic code 

nor a section (whether moral or Ten Commandments) of it. 

3.5.3.2 Greg L. Bahnsen 

While VanGemeren adopts the non-theonomic view, Banhsen analyses the theonomic 

Reformed approach to the Mosaic Law and the Gospel. Bahnsen (1999a:93) argues that an 

answer to the role of the Mosaic Law in the life of a New Testament believer cannot be arrived 

at without factoring in the “fullness and complexity of the New Testament witness” and the 

diverse usage of the term “law.” But he acknowledges that this is not without its problems as the 

New Testament doesn’t necessarily answer the question with simplicity; with some passages 

addressing the law positively (e.g. Rom 7:12, 22; 1 Cor 9:9; Eph 6:1-2; Jam 4:11-12; 1 John 

2:3-4; 5:3; 2 John 6), while others portray the law negatively (e.g. Rom 6:14; 7:6; 1 Cor 9:20; 

Gal 2:19; Eph 2:15). Bahnsen (1999a:94) thus concludes that, “In some way that is vital to the 

gospel message… the Old Testament law is indisputably opposed by the writers of the New 

Testament.”  

To resolve these contradictions, Bahnsen (1999a:94) cites 1 Timothy 1:8 which acknowledges 

that the law is good if used lawfully. Bahnsen comments that Paul affirms that the law is 

inherently good, and that its “ethical demands… reflect nothing less than the very holiness, 

righteousness, and goodness of God Himself (1 Pet 1:15-16; cf. Rom 6:18, 22 with 7:12-14)” 

(emphasis authors own). Bahnsen further notes that according to Paul, the law is spiritual (Rom 

7:14), hence those who live according to the Spirit will fulfil the law’s ordinance. As a result, 

“since the law is a transcript of God’s character, one’s response to the law is one’s response to 

God Himself. So of course the law’s moral prescriptions must be seen as good” (Bahnsen, 

1999a:94). 

Bahnsen (1999a:96-7) continues to state that the Old Covenant did not offer or teach a means 

of salvation (justification) that was different from the New Covenant. Rather, according to the 

Old Covenant, as it is with the new, righteousness has to be “imputed”, including the case of 

Abraham who lived outside the law (Gen 15:6; cf. Rom 4:3; Gal 3:6). Thus salvation in the Old 

Testament was only possible by “grace through faith,” with the difference being that the Mosaic 

Law anticipated a future coming Messiah and His redemptive work on the cross, and thus 

administered God’s covenants through “promises, prophesies, ritual ordinances, types, and 

foreshadowings,” which were accomplished in the New Covenant. Thus, Bahnsen (1999a:97-9) 
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concludes that the law of the Mosaic Covenant is not opposed to the grace of the New 

Covenant (cf. Gal 3:21), with the ceremonial laws being the most distinguishing factor of the 

Mosaic Law that foreshadowed Christ. 

Thus the issue that remains to be resolved is how to use the law lawfully. With this arises the 

question of continuity versus discontinuity of the Mosaic Law as far as the New Testament 

believer is concerned. On this matter, Bahnsen (1999a:100) states that certain discontinuities of 

the Mosaic Law (or laws) are “redemptive-historical” as such relate to the institution of the New 

Covenant and the work of Christ; while others are cultural and relate to specific eras, places, or 

lifestyles. The two sets of discontinuities are to be considered conceptually unrelated. But 

Bahnsen (1999a:101) contends that these cultural differences do not determine the “ethical 

validity” of laws that fall in this category. He states for example that though contextually-bound 

laws such as the command concerning a lost ox (Exod 23:4) may not be relevant to a modern 

context such as ours, the “ethical authority” behind such a command still applies today. The 

expression of the command may be time-bound but the essence of the command must be 

adhered to in our own cultural setting. 

On redemptive-historical discontinuities, Bahnsen (1999a:102-3) states that the New Covenant 

transcends the old one in power, glory, finality, and realization. On power, he states that the Old 

Covenant condemned man for sin without offering the internal ability to transform man in order 

to comply with its demands. But the New Covenant written by the Holy Spirit on the human 

heart grants the power to obey God’s commands because it instils life and righteousness (Jer 

31:33; Ezek 11:19-20; Rom 7:12-16; 8:4; 2 Cor 3:3, 6-9; Heb 10:14-18; 13:20-21), as 

demonstrated at Pentecost in Acts 2. The effect is that God is glorified even more through the 

New Covenant. On finality, there is no more progressive revelation beyond what has already 

been revealed, until Christ’s return, because in the New Covenant is the finalization of 

redemptive history. Lastly, the New Covenant supersedes the old one in the realization of 

redemption. To understand this last distinction, Bahnsen (1999a:103-4) contends that the laws 

of the Old Covenant served two different purposes: 

Some laws defined the righteousness of God to be emulated by humans (thus being 
moral in function), while other laws defined the way of salvation for the unrighteous 
(thus being redemptive in function).  For example, the law forbidding us to steal shows 
what righteousness demands, whereas the law stipulating animal sacrifice shows what 
must be done by a thief to gain redemption. This distinction between laws that define 
justice and laws that expound redemption was proverbially expressed by the Jews: 
“To do what is right and just is more acceptable to the LORD than sacrifice” (Prov 
21:3). 

According to Bahnsen (1999a:104), passages such as Proverbs 23:1 (cf. Hos 6:6; Mat 9:13; 

12:7) where God demands righteousness and justice more than sacrifices would not make 

sense if the Israelites could not distinguish between moral (laws that bound both Jews and 
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Gentiles such as the death penalty for murder (Lev 24:21-22)) and ceremonial laws (laws that 

bound only Jews and not Gentiles such as prohibition to eat animals that suddenly dropped 

dead (Deut 14:21)). Bahnsen argues that certain descriptions of the law in the New Testament 

cannot be applied to the moral law but must be limited to the ceremonial laws that pertained to 

Jews only. These include descriptions such as: the law being a shadow of the coming Messiah 

(Heb 9:9; Col 2:17); a tutor until Christ appeared (Gal 3:23-4:10); and the law as separating the 

Jews from the Gentile world (Eph 2:14-15). It is laws such as those governing the priesthood 

that have been superseded by the coming of Christ (Heb 7-10) that fall under these depictions, 

not the moral ones. 

In light of this, Bahnsen (1999a:104-5) also argues that the redemption realized by the New 

Covenant effectively redefines the people of God, in that the kingdom that once focused only on 

one nation, Israel, has been taken away from them (Mat 8:11-12; 12:41-43; 23:37-38) and given 

to the multinational New Testament church. This, according to Bahnsen, is attested by New 

Testament passages that depict the church as: the rebuilding of Israel (Acts 15:15-20); the 

commonwealth of Israel (Eph 2:12); Abraham’s seed (Gal 3:7, 29); and the Israel of God (Gal 

6:16). Thus Israel as a nation served as a type of what God would accomplish internationally 

through the church, with the true kingdom composed of both Jew and Gentile as equal “fellow 

citizens” (Eph 2:11-20; 3:3-6). So stipulations that distinguished Israel as a nation unique from 

other entities in the world should not be viewed as part of the moral code, but were merely 

symbolic. Thus Bahnsen (1999a:105) concludes that: the New Covenant does not require 

political loyalty to Israel; the land promise foreshadowed God’s kingdom and as such is now 

nullified; and, symbolic laws separating Israel from the Gentiles, such as dietary requirements, 

are also nullified. 

It is in this light that Bahnsen (1999a:106-8) refutes claims by Dispensationalists that the Mosaic 

Law “has been set aside” in the current New Testament church dispensation. Dispensationalists 

use Romans 6:14, which states that sin shall no longer be the master of Christians for they are 

no longer under law but under grace, to argue that the law is no longer binding for believers. 

Bahnsen argues that in this passage “law” doesn’t refer to “the law” (Mosaic Law) but rather 

“under law” may simply be equated to being “under the dominion of sin,” a state which is not 

particularly true of Old Testament saints who were “under the law” of Moses. Bahnsen adds that 

the other main passage used by Dispensationalists to absolve Christians of the moral authority 

of the Mosaic Law is 1 Corinthians 9:19-23. He argues that when Paul stated he was willing to 

act as one “under the law” when he was among the Jews, though he himself was not “under the 

law,” he was simply referring to laws that distinguish Jews and Gentiles, and not necessarily the 

Mosaic Law as a whole. He wasn’t morally bound by the ceremonial laws which distinguished 

Jews and Gentiles so he was free to either practise them or not. Thus he only observed them 
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when he was among the Jews, and in this case in order to open the door for ministry (e.g. Acts 

18:18; 21:20-26). Further, it cannot be argued that it was the entire law in view because Paul 

would not have transgressed moral laws such as stealing or murder when amongst the Gentiles 

even though he was not “under the law.” Thus, according to Bahnsen, the moral code of the 

Mosaic Law is to be viewed as still binding for the New Testament believer. 

VanGemeren (1999b:145) takes issue with the fact that Bahnsen doesn’t adequately address 

the “guilt of the law,” in that it was a “ministry of condemnation and death” (2 Cor 3:9), in 

contrast to Christ’s sacrifice that led to “freedom of the Spirit.” He also notes Bahnsen’s’ 

distinction between “standing laws” and particular laws, in that standing laws are applicable over 

time to a class of individuals and are morally binding, as opposed to the particular ones that are 

directed at particular individuals or unique events. VanGemeren contends that this classification 

is “too broad” given the complex nature of the law. He rather advocates that the so-called 

“standing laws” be classified into apodictic (to which the Decalogue belongs) and casuistic 

categories. As far as application of the law is concerned, VanGemeren (1990b:145, 146) 

maintains that, “God is free in commuting the sentence, in changing His law, and in abrogating 

His law,” hence application of the “standing laws” is flexible, and should not be assumed to be 

morally binding. 

Kaiser (1999c:150, 151) challenges that Bahnsen uses 1 Timothy 1:8 to set out the agenda for 

the theonomic view: “We know that the law is good if one uses it properly.” But Kaiser contends 

that Bahnsen fails to address the surrounding context of the passage, vv8-11, which clearly 

reveal that the passage is not addressed to believers but nonbelievers given its assertion that 

“the law is not made for a righteous person” but for the “lawless and rebellious” ones (v9). He 

thus concludes that Bahnsen’s treatment of the passage may be assumed to be “proof-texting 

or lifting [a text] out of the context” to advance a particular campaign. Also, Kaiser (1999c:151) 

doesn’t agree with Bahnsen that the New Covenant has redefined the people of God, in that the 

kingdom that once exclusively belonged to a nation, Israel, now belongs to an international 

community, the church, which may be considered “the rebuilding of Israel (Acts 15:15-20).” 

Kaiser contends that Bahnsen’s view here goes beyond scriptural boundaries, arguing that it is 

not possible for those to whom the Abrahamic promise came may be removed from the 

covenant and still maintain certain features of the covenant (such as the land promise) which 

would clearly not remain the same without their participation. Kaiser (1999c:153) also contends 

Bahnsen’s notion that political leaders are obligated to enforce the civil sections in God’s moral 

law because God has delegated such power to them. But this assertion ignores context 

because it confuses “a theocracy with every form of government.” Hence the civil sanctions of 

the law are not to be considered applicable today. 
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Strickland (1999c:158) focuses on Bahnsen’s hermeneutical flaw in several instances. First, he 

observes that Bahnsen proposes to explore what the law has to say about itself but then 

proceeds to focus on Galatians 2:19 as the main reference for his argument, instead of primarily 

dealing with the Old Testament, which he subsequently does but only briefly by alluding to six 

Old Testament passages. Strickland (1999c:159) also cites Bahnsen’s use of 1 Timothy 8:1 in 

attempts to resolve the tension in Paul’s treatment of the law, where he alleges that Paul in this 

passage directs his reproaching comments to unlawful approaches to the law, such as those 

advocated by the Pharisees. But like Kaiser, Strickland doesn’t see this argument as fitting the 

context. Strickland (1999c:160) further alleges that Bahnsen once again ignores the context 

when he cites Galatians 3:23-24 as referring only to ceremonial laws (which foreshadow Christ) 

yet, contextually, Paul is clearly referring to the whole law (v21). Strickland (1999c:160, 161) 

also cites contradictions in Bahnsen’s arguments. For example, he uses Matthew 5:17-20; 

23:23; and James 2:10 to argue that the entire law is binding, yet with the same breath, when 

focusing on details of the law such as the ceremonial sections, argues that the law is not 

applicable because, for example, we do not approach God through animal sacrifices anymore. 

Also, on Matthew 23:23, Bahnsen acknowledges that Christ warned that not even the seemingly 

lesser decrees may be neglected nor abrogated, but he had earlier argued that God can alter or 

repeal a commandment as He wishes. 

Moo (1999c:165, 166) acknowledges that Bahnsen’s, and indeed the theonomic, agenda is to 

address relativism surrounding the relevance and use law, in that Christians generally adopt 

one view or the other based on “expediency”, subjectively choosing what is applicable against 

what isn’t. But Moo laments that Bahnsen’s treatment of the matter falls into the same trap 

because he acknowledges many Old Testament laws are applicable to the Christian but that 

they should be applied in a different manner than that of the Old Testament; and that it is up to 

the individual on how to uniquely apply a particular authoritative Old Testament law to suit their 

context. Moo (1999c:166) further notes that Bahnsen attempts to prove that the New Testament 

advocates for theonomy by arguing from two main angles: a “defensive” and also “offensive” 

one. From a defensive angle he argues that New Testament texts advancing discontinuity of the 

law do not apply to the law as a whole. From the offensive angle, he argues that the New 

Testament advances continuity of the law for Christians. Moo takes issue with the fact that 

Bahnsen argues that texts on discontinuity refer to a section of the whole and not the entire 

code; either referring to: the Jewish legalistic misuse of it as a means to achieve justification 

(e.g. Gal 2:19); the ceremonial aspect (e.g. 1 Cor 9:20-21; Gal 3:23-25; Eph 2:14-15); or 

spiritual bondage as a result of reliance to any law (e.g. Rom 6:14). Moo (1999c:167) counters 

that these nuances are assumed and not contextually-sound. He further states that a wider 
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exegetical scope is necessary for such a study and shouldn’t be limited to a few passages, 

which Bahnsen has unfortunately done. 

3.5.3.3 Walter C. Kaiser 

Kaiser (1999a:177) proposes that, “The classical theme of all truly evangelical theology is the 

relationship of Law and Gospel,” and that one way of testing “both the greatness and the 

effectiveness of a truly biblical or evangelical theology” is by how it depicts this relationship. On 

Paul, Christ, and the law, Kaiser (1999a:180) refers to Brice L. Martin’s summary on the main 

views surrounding the subject: those who see contradictions in Paul’s view on the law; those 

who see development in Paul’s view; those who argue that the law is no longer binding on 

believers; and those who on the contrary argue that the law is binding to believers. Singling out 

the view that the law is no longer binding for the New Testament church, as depicted in several 

passages in the New Testament by Paul (as already noted above), Kaiser (1999a:178) is rather 

of the contrary opinion that “any solution that quickly runs the law out of town certainly cannot 

look to the Scriptures for any kind of comfort or support” because Paul equally states the 

opposite. 

Kaiser’s contribution to the debate analyses the Mosaic Law as God’s gracious guidance for the 

promotion of holiness. He observes that of Paul’s 13 books, only six feature the term νόμος 

“law.” He further notes that the concept of νόμος is a more central theme in two of these six 

books; in Galatians where the term appears 33 times, and in Romans where the term occurs 74 

times (Kaiser, 1999a:180). He therefore chooses to focus on these two books in attempts at 

understanding the term. Beginning with Romans, Kaiser (1999a:181-2) notes that one of the 

clearest expositions of what Paul means by the term νόμος is found in Romans 9:30-10:13. He 

notes that the passage mainly aims to clarify that the Gentiles obtained righteousness by faith 

while the Jews failed to obtain it because they sought it by works, without Christ, having been 

driven by a zeal devoid of knowledge. Kaiser cites Galatians 3:21 as confirming that God’s 

righteousness could never be attained by works: “For if a law had been given that could impart 

life, then righteousness would certainly come by the law.” But Kaiser (1999a:181) also laments 

that the “pivotal” text for this Romans passage above, “Christ is the end (τέλος) of the law for 

righteousness to everyone who believes” (Rom 10:4), is not without conflict in its interpretation. 

One of the two contrasting views interprets it as Christ’s first coming terminated the law, while 

the other view states that Christ’s coming was the goal towards which the law was aimed. 

Kaiser (1999a:185) refers back to the medieval and Reformation church that interpreted Τέλος 

as having a perfective (completed action) or teleological (purpose/goal) sense. Calvin among 

others saw it as perfective, while Luther among others viewed it as teleological. However later, 
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Anabaptists (who regarded the New Testament as superior to the Old), Lutherans (who adopted 

Luther’s negative view of the law from other passages), 18th century theologians (with low views 

on Scripture), and 19th century liberals would all view the term as “an abrogation and termination 

of the law for the Christian.” Rather than study all 13 uses of τέλος by Paul, Kaiser appeals to 

the context. Kaiser (1999a:186) notes that the phrase: “Christ is the end (τέλος) of the law for 

righteousness to everyone who believes” (Rom 10:4) is “extremely close” to that in Romans 

10:6: “and the righteousness that is by faith,” and 10:10: “you believe unto righteousness,” in 

that the righteousness in question is undoubtedly that which is derived by faith, believing, rather 

than any deeds. Kaiser (1999a:186-7) interprets v5 to mean that this same righteousness was 

stated by Moses in the law: 

It is persuasive that the very righteousness being debated can be substantiated in the 
Torah of Moses – and it was this Moses and this law that described the righteousness 
that Paul was urging that his Jewish compatriots now adopt. It was the same 
righteousness that found its purposeful completion and perfection in the Messiah, who 
was the object of faith offered to sinners during the days of the old covenant. 

Kaiser (1999a:188) thus concludes that the term τέλος means “goal” or “purposeful conclusion.” 

He argues that, “The law cannot be properly understood unless it moves toward the grand goal 

of pointing the believer toward the Messiah… The law remains God’s law, not Moses’ law (Rom 

7:22; 8:7).” He continues that the law is still “holy, just, good, and spiritual (Rom 7:12, 14)” for 

both the Israelites and believing Gentiles. 

But debate still rages against any use of the law by Christians. Kaiser (1999a:188) notes that 

one of the most prominent arguments made by proponents of this view is that the law should be 

viewed as a “single unity.” Passages cited as advocating for this include: James 2:10 where 

breaking one law is akin to breaking all; Galatians 5:3 demands obedience to the whole law if 

one were to swear allegiance to it; Matthew 5:19 cautions that breaking even the least of the 

commandments makes one the least in God’s kingdom. Thus it is concluded that one must 

adhere to all laws, and not selectively ascribe to some. But like many scholars, Kaiser 

(1999a:188-9) is of the view that Christ set aside the ceremonial section of the law by His 

redemptive work on the cross. He further states that the Mosaic Law also contains the promise 

made to the patriarchs of Israel, and that if the promise may be separated from the law, why not 

other sections as well. 

Kaiser (1999a:189) further contends that why would God, according to the New Covenant 

promise in Jeremiah 31:33, want to place the Mosaic Law in its entirety upon the hearts of 

believers under this covenant in light of the fulfilment of the ceremonial aspects by Christ? He 

argues that the law has not “expired and served its time” because it will feature in the New 

Covenant. He does concede that to some degree the law does exhibit some form of unity and 
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functions as a single piece, and that the Bible doesn’t explicitly classify the law into civil, 

ceremonial and moral laws. But he argues that neither does the Bible classify itself into various 

categories or topics as we have them in systematic theology yet these themes, such as the 

Trinity, are readily discernible and affirmed by most. Thus Kaiser (1999a:190) concludes that:  

The moral law of God took precedence over the civil and ceremonial laws in that it 
was based on the character of God. The civil and ceremonial laws functioned only as 
further illustrations of the moral law. That is why holiness and love could serve as 
verifiable summaries of all that the law demanded. 

Bahnsen (1999b:205) concedes that Kaiser’s conclusions are “difficult to fault” and admits that 

of all the views presented on the law and Gospel, Kaiser’s view is the one he agrees with the 

most and that in principle he agrees with “almost everything” he proposes. Bahnsen 

(1999b:206, 207) agrees with Kaiser that there is clearly a distinct moral law in the Old 

Testament, even though the Bible doesn’t outright classify laws into such categories. He 

however takes issue with Kaiser’s identification of the moral law as consisting of both the Ten 

Commandments and the Holiness Code in Leviticus 18-19 without a clear basis for doing so, 

especially considering that the greatest commandment as identified by Jesus (Deut 6:5; Matt 

22:37-38) does not feature in any of these two sections. Bahnsen (1999b:207) also disagrees 

with Kaiser that the moral law takes precedence over the civil law because the moral law is 

based on God’s character. He observes that the argument for the moral law being superior is 

not made. Hence, neither is the argument convincing nor is it clear the type of priority Kaiser 

has in mind. He further observes that, for example, civil laws were based on God’s justice (Heb 

2:2). Bahnsen (1999b:208) also disagrees with Kaiser’s assertion that the law was only 

applicable to those who had been redeemed. This is inconsistent with Scripture because in the 

Old Testament there are numerous passages that condemn pagan nations who are not under 

the law. 

Strickland (1999d:211) is not convinced with Kaiser’s assertion that Romans 9:30-10:13 may be 

considered a “chair passage” because it allegedly provides one of the clearest expositions of 

what Paul meant when he used the term “nomos.” Strickland rather views passages such as 

Galatians 3:15-19 as more comprehensive in addressing the issue because Paul explicitly 

intends to discuss the law in that passage and refutes false notions as he does so. Galatians in 

general addresses the subject more comprehensively than Romans yet Kaiser focused on 

Romans. Strickland also disagrees with Kaiser’s commentary on the passage, especially as it 

pertains to Israel erring because of pursuing a “law of righteousness.” He rather contends that 

Paul’s issue wasn’t that Israel were pursuing a law of righteousness, but that they were 

pursuing it in the wrong manner because it was not pursued by faith but by works (Rom 9:32). 

Hence the law itself wasn’t the problem, but its misuse. 
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Strickland (1999d:212, 213) also notes that Kaiser further rejects the cessation view of Romans 

10:4 which states that “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes” 

because the apostle is here referring to a legalistic misuse of the law rather than abrogation 

entirely. Thus telos (“end”) in this passage has the idea of “goal or purposeful conclusion.” 

Strickland contends that the meaning of telos in this passage can simply be “termination” given 

that Paul is contextually addressing the law and that because if Christ’s work, it has been 

abrogated. Strickland (1994d:213, 214) agrees with Kaiser that there are “distinguishable 

aspects” of the law, but that this doesn’t warrant the continuity of certain aspects of the law and 

discontinuity of others. Kaiser argues that the law cannot be considered a unity because, for 

example, it features promises made to the patriarchs. Strickland counters that in the law, the 

Abahamic promises are merely reiterated and expanded but that they are not based on or 

depended on the Mosaic Law (Gal 3:18), neither is the law contrary to them (v21). Hence the 

promises are not terminated because the Abrahamic covenant is equally not. Also, Strickland 

(1999d:215) also questions Kaiser’s use of 1 Samuel 15:22-23 to advance the argument of 

distinctions within the law, in this case the primacy of moral over ceremonial law. But Strickland 

argues that this passage merely distinguishes between God’s command to Saul and his 

contrary (disobedient) response. 

Strickland (1999d:214, 215) advises that rather than continuously grappling with which laws are 

distinct, continuous, or discontinued, one should concede that the law is a unit and that it has 

eventually been replaced by another law, the alleged “law of Christ, built upon the same eternal 

moral standard,” though the Mosaic Law is still normative for preaching and teaching because 

they illustrate God’s ethical standard and graciousness. This notion, he continues, is also vital 

for identifying the law of the New Covenant: 

There is nothing in the context [of Jeremiah 31:33] to require that this [law] is exactly 
the Mosaic law. Indeed the new covenant is contrasted with the old covenant in this 
passage. Jeremiah could just as well be arguing that the moral standards that form the 
basis for the entire external Mosaic law will be placed on the hearts of the believers. 
Otherwise one might be forced to understand that the law to be placed on the heart 
includes the ceremonial and civil aspects. If the ethical principles underlying the 
Mosaic legislation are understood as in view in Jeremiah 31:33, then the problem 
dissipates. Abraham, prior  to the existence of the Mosaic law, kept God’s law (Gen 
26:5); Moses and the Israelites kept the Mosaic law and the believer today keeps the 
law of Christ (Gal 6:2), based on the new covenant promises; but they are all 
expressions of the same eternal moral standard that reflects the character of God. 

Moo (1999d:219) contends that despite Kaiser’s criticism, passages such as Mathew 19:17, 

Romans 2:13, 7:10 and perhaps 10:5 “teach that the Mosaic law contains an implicit promise of 

eternal life to its door. Paul states in Galatians 3:21 that it is impossible for any law to confer life, 

not that it is impossible for any law to offer life.” Moo doesn’t necessarily advocate that the law 

offers salvation by works (cf. Lev 18:5), but that outside of the redemptive history framework, 
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the law would offer a means of salvation by works, which no man can attain anyway due to the 

depths of his depravity. Moo (1999d:220, 221) agrees that Kaiser’s “chair passage” is one of 

“the three most important extended teaching passages on the Mosaic law in the New 

Testament” but he wouldn’t necessarily rank it ahead of Matthew 5:17-48 or Galatians 2:16-4:7. 

He also acknowledges that it’s “one of the most difficult exegetically.” He states that in this 

passage, Kaiser offers no reason for not ascribing the law reference to the Mosaic law, only 

arguing that the passage addresses perversion of the law. He concludes that Kaiser’s argument 

is theological and not grammatical because the grammar is quite clear. On the threefold division 

of the law, Moo (1999d:224) argues for “essential unity” due to the fact that there is neither Old 

nor New Testament attestation to the division, nor for primacy of certain laws over others. Much 

as Christ reprimanded the Jews for neglecting the “weightier matters”, He equally admonished 

them not to neglect the others” (Mat 23:23). 

3.5.3.4 Wayne A. Strickland 

Strickland (1999a:231) explores what he calls a dispensational and not the dispensational 

model of analyzing the law-Gospel relationship. Strickland (1999a:232) notes that some 

scholars have argued that the traditional dispensational view advocated for salvation in two 

ways; through faith in Christ, but also through the law of Moses.50 In Leviticus 18:5 Moses 

states: “So you shall keep My statutes and My judgments, by which a man may live if he does 

them; I am the LORD.” This passage seems to advocate for salvation through adherence to the 

law. Scholars widely agree that Paul seems to reference this passage in Romans 10:5: “For 

Moses writes that the man who practices the righteousness which is based on law shall live by 

that righteousness.” But Strickland (1999a:234) argues that neither Leviticus nor Paul 

advocated for salvation through the law. He rather views the address in Leviticus to an already 

“believing nation”, hence salvation is not in view, but rather their responsibilities as a nation in 

covenant with God, whereby obedience to His commands would attract blessings and long life. 

The question then arises as to what the purpose of the law is if not for salvation. Strickland 

(1999a:236-7) proposes four reasons: the first is to demonstrate God’s graciousness to Israel. 

Israel was to be God’s treasured possession among the nations (Exod 19:5) not because of any 

inherent quality they posed but simply because of God’s love and His faithfulness to fulfilling the 

promises to Abraham (Deut 7:7-8). As a result, various blessings would be experienced through 

keeping the law, such as: a land filled with milk and honey (Deut 7:13; cf. Exod 33:2; Lev 16:13-

                                                

50 Strickland (1999a:235-6) counters that, “Dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists admit that no 
one (apart from Christ) has even obeyed, or could ever obey, the law perfectly enough to merit salvat ion,” 
and that isolated statements made by Dispensationalists that may allude to advocating salvation through 
works of the law have often been adequately clarified. 
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14); good health (v15); and successful military conquests (v16). The second reason is to 

provide a means to approach God. God marked out the requirement for fellowship and 

communion with Him by intending that Israel be a holy nation, a kingdom of priests (Exod 19:6). 

The laws gave them specific instructions on the fitting covenant for covenant people. Sin was 

punishable, but also forgivable. Thirdly, the law regulated worship. And fourthly, the law 

facilitated governance of the nation.  

Transitioning to the New Testament, Strickland (1999a:240-45) further reveals through Paul that 

the law had two more purposes. Firstly, to expose sin. It is through the law that knowledge of sin 

came (Rom 3:20). The law further demonstrated the depths of sin (Rom 7:7-13). It is through 

the law that the world is made aware that it is accountable to God (Rom 3:19). Secondly, the 

law served as a tutor. It acted as a guardian until the first advent of Christ (Gal 3:24). The law 

acted as the supervisor of God’s people, as a childminder would supervise various aspects of a 

child’s life such as academics, social and spiritual edification until the child matures. Hence with 

the advent of Christ and ascription to faith in Him, the tutelage of the law is no longer necessary. 

Strickland (1999a:262) argues for discontinuity of the law in light of the New Covenant which 

has rendered the old one inoperative. Just as there was no Mosaic Law from the era of Adam to 

Moses, the Mosaic Law is equally obsolete in a post-Mosaic era under the New Covenant. One 

of the clear indicators, according to Strickland, is that Jesus Himself, being the high priest of the 

New Covenant, is a priest outside of the Mosaic order (Heb 7:12). Strickland (1999a:263) further 

cites the hermeneutic that holds that Mosaic principles are binding for New Testament saints 

unless explicitly repealed in the New Testament, or conversely that they are non-binding unless 

explicitly restated in the New Testament. He views this notion as irrelevant seeing that the old 

covenant “has been explicitly abrogated (Heb 8:8-9, 13).” Strickland (1999a:276) states that: 

The Mosaic Law naturally ended when God suspended His program with Israel (Rom 
9-11) and inaugurated His program with the church. God’s moral law in and of itself 
does not change, but its specific application and structure in the Mosaic code ended 
with the repeated violations of the Mosaic covenant and the beginning of the church 
dispensation. 

In his argument Strickland (1999a:277) considers 1 Corinthians 9:20 where Paul considers 

himself under the law of God but not bound under Mosaic Law. He advocates for a proper 

understanding of the “interface” between “the law of Christ” and that of Moses, in that the law of 

Christ is the New Covenant counterpart to that of Moses. And as a result, in the same way the 

Mosaic Law was mandatory for Israel, so is the law of Christ binding for New Testament 

believers. Both, Strickland states, are “specific applications of God’s eternal moral standards.” 

Strickland (1999a:276) describes “moral law” as the law expressing God’s will in the hearts of 

rational beings evident from creation as His image in man. This may be attested by Romans 
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2:14-15 that even without the written Mosaic Law the Gentiles are still accountable to God and 

stand condemned because the unwritten law is within them. This moral law inscribed in human 

hearts, according to Strickland, laid the foundation for the Mosaic Law and is now also 

expressed in the law of Christ. 

Strickland (1999a:277) cites the following references as referring to the law of Christ: Romans 

13:8-10 where loving one another is equated to fulfilling the law; also Galatians 5:14; and 6:2 

where bearing each other’s burdens is equated to fulfilling the law of Christ; 1 Corinthians 9:21 

where Paul states he is under the law of Christ; James 1:25 which refers to “the perfect law, the 

law of liberty”; 2:8 which refers to “the royal law” as loving each other; and also 2:12 which 

refers to “the law of liberty” which will be used to judge believers. Strickland argues that these 

references are not rephrases of the Mosaic Law because rather than containing a “concrete 

corpus of demands,” they simply feature basic principles because believers are promised the 

permanent indwelling of the Holy Spirit. “Since the Holy Spirit ministers in the life of the New 

Testament believer on behalf of Jesus Christ, there is no need for a lengthy, detailed, codified, 

external means of restraint as in the Mosaic law” (Strickland, 1999a:277). 

VanGemeren (1999c:281, 182) notes that Strickland opposes the view that the context of 

Romans 10:5-8 is Jewish perversion of the law. But rather, Paul’s emphasis is a contrast 

between salvation through the law (law-keeping) and salvation through Christ (faith), though 

Strickland acknowledges that salvation has always been by faith, and never by works, even in 

the old dispensation. VanGemeren (1999c:285) disagrees with Strickland that the law of the 

New Covenant is the law of Christ. He rather reiterates that it is the Mosaic law. He cites other 

references to “my law” in Jeremiah as evidence (Jer 6:19; 9:12; 16:11). He adds that even 

though the term ‘torah’ may have a broad designation (e.g. “instruction”), “earlier linkage of [the 

term] with the priests defines it as a body of known laws and regulations (2:8).” 

Bahnsen (1999c:291) argues that Strickland erroneously views the “covenant nation” as 

identical to the “believing nation” though Old Testament witness is clear that Israel’s “salvation 

has already been secured,” and that individuals could be under God’s covenant and not be 

saved, such as those judged through the plague in the time of Moses and the sons of Korah. 

Hence Paul’s statement: “not all who are descended from Israel are Israel” (Rom 9:6) and that 

“a man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly [circumcision]” (Rom 2:28). Bahnsen (1999c:294) 

also highlights Strickland’s inconsistency when on the one hand he argues that the law is not 

necessary for sanctification, but on the other that the law “functioned to expose sin” when 

commenting on Romans 3:20 (cf. 3:19). Thus if the Mosaic law exposes sin, Bahnsen 

(1999c:292) argues that the law therefore regulates the conduct of the New Testament believer. 

Bahnsen (1999c:297) also alleges that Strickland refutes the moral authority of the Old 
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Testament. But Banhsen holds that unless explicitly repealed in the New Testament, the 

principles of the Mosaic law are binding to the believer. 

Kaiser (1999d:302, 303) refutes Strickland’s claims that even in instances where Christ and the 

apostles cite the Old Testament, they are simply appealing to basic principles hence there is no 

need for “any lengthy, detailed, codified, external means of restraint as in the Mosaic law.” To 

merely love one’s neighbour fulfils the law’s demands (Gal 5:14), which are the identified as the 

law of Christ (6:2). Kaiser argues that, on the contrary, Christ and the apostles embraced the 

“form and substance” of the Old Testament commandments they cited. An example is the entire 

book of James which seems to be a detailed exposition of Leviticus 19:12-18 (except v14) (cf. 

Lev 19:12 and Jam 5:12; Lev 19:13 and Jam 5:4; Lev 19:15 and Jam 2:1, 9; Lev 19:16 and Jam 

4:11; Lev 19:17b and Jam 5:20; Lev 18a and Jam 5:9). Other points of opposition between 

Kaiser and Strickland include: Strickland’s assertion that the New Covenant law as the law of 

Christ while Kaiser holds that it is clearly the law of Moses. Kaiser also argues that the law is 

“holy, righteous, and good in its source and substance” as opposed to Strickland’s view that it is 

as such only in its source. Strickland argues for absolute unity of the law without distinctions, 

while Kaiser argues for clear distinctions as the testimony of the Old Testament (Kaiser, 

1999d:303-306). 

Moo (1999e:310, 311) disagrees with Strickland that disobedience doesn’t lead to loss of 

covenant relationship. Moo cites Leviticus 18:29 and Deuteronomy 29:19-20 as stating the 

exact opposite. He further argues that the unlike Strickland, he considers the law as a 

“theoretical” means to salvation because passages like Matthew 19:17; Romans 2:13b; and 

7:10 endorse such a method though no man can actually attain it. Thus the law cannot be 

completely isolated from the Old Testament concept of salvation. The law was not meant to 

save, but failure to adhere to it in Old Testament Israel could lead to not attaining salvation. Moo 

(1999e:311) also disagrees with Strickland that Deuteronomy 30:11-14 be considered as having 

a future outlook as a solution to the exegetical issues surrounding the quotation of Deuteronomy 

30:12-14 in Romans 10:6-8. Moo argues that Deuteronomy 30:1-9 indeed address the future, 

but that according to v11, “now what I am commanding you today,” the prophet switched to his 

then present hearers. Moo (1999e:312) further states that in analysis of Leviticus 18:5 as 

quoted in Romans 10:5 and Deuteronomy 30:12-14 as quoted in Romans 10:6-8, one cannot 

apply the former to the Old Covenant and the latter to the New Covenant yet in their original 

contexts they both applied to the Mosaic law, with the former “summarizing the promise of ‘life’ 

held out to the Israelites within the law and the other taking away any excuse the Israelites 

might have to the effect that he or she had ‘never heard’ that law.” 
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Moo (1999e:313-315) further disagrees with Strickland’s interpretation of three passages used 

to address the issue of continuity between the Law of Moses and of Christ. While Strickland 

views Matthew 5:17 as confirming fulfilment of Old Testament prophecies in Christ, Moo rather 

argues that the focus of the phrase: “the Law and the Prophets” is on the legal, or commanding, 

aspects of the Old Testament, not the prophecies of the Old Testament, because in the two 

other instances Matthew uses the phrase, it is compared to Jesus’ teaching or commands (Matt 

7:12; 22:40). On Romans 10:4, Strickland and Moo agree that telos may refer to both 

“cessation” and “goal.” But while Strickland adopts the cessation view, Moo adopts the view that 

the focus is on the goal, specifically drawing attention to the continuity between the law and 

Christ. Only a “certain cessation” is implied but that the main focus is on the continuity between 

the law and Christ. Moo also highlights Strickland’s proposal that James 1:25; 2:8; and 2:12 

refer to “the law of Christ.” Moo counters that given James’ date of writing (c. 50 AD), 

background and audience, it impossible to eliminate the Mosaic Law entirely in these 

references. 

3.5.3.5 Douglas J. Moo 

Moo (1999a:320) laments that concerning the study of the Mosaic Law, especially in the last 20 

years of the 20th century, “A deluge of books and articles have examined virtually every bit of 

evidence from almost every conceivable perspective. Yet nothing even approaching a 

consensus has emerged.” He notes that unfortunately, theological and confessional alliances by 

various scholars have influenced texts that are given prominence and used to interpret others. 

The Lutheran, Reformed, Dispensational, and other camps approach the subject with 

preconceived notions. Thus the question Moo poses is: which of these views most accurately 

fits the “pattern of biblical revelation?” 

Moo (1999a:320-1) highlights that Luther himself saw the law as discontinuous and made a 

basic distinction between the law and the Gospel. Moo states that though he considers this view 

to be biblical, he proposes a modification of it with greater attention to the salvation-historical 

(also redemptive history) perspective of Scripture. Moo (1999a:321) further states that salvation 

history has two decisive characteristics: historical periodization (in that the biblical writers 

understood that salvation is the culmination of a historical process featuring several distinct time 

periods); and secondly the corporate focus of the biblical writers (whether looking forward to 

Christ’s first advent, or recalling it as an historical event after His work on the cross).  

Moo (1999a:324-35) concurs with the above scholars that the law was never meant to 

accomplish salvation. Moo (1999a:335-6) adds that the law not only reveals God’s character but 

also demands conformity to it (Lev 11:45), without which consequences would be suffered. As a 
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result he concludes that the Mosaic Law is truly law, and that the LXX translators where correct 

in rendering תֹוָרה as νόμος. Also, God cannot overlook sin without the shedding of blood through 

animal sacrifice to atone for the sin. Moo however does not agree with the widely accepted 

traditional view that the law may be categorised into the three categories: ceremonial, civil, and 

moral; with the moral laws continuing into the church age while the ceremonial and civil laws are 

considered discontinued. 

Moo (1999a:336-7) concedes that the structure of the Mosaic Law renders primacy to the Ten 

Commandments, but that even with the Decalogue it is not easy to distinguish between what is 

moral and what is not. For example, the fifth commandment to honour one’s parents with the 

promise of dwelling long in the Promised Land (Exod 20:12). Even though Paul makes it 

universal when he references it (Eph 6:2-3), it may still not be applied in the original sense. 

Also, the command on the Sabbath poses a challenge when the Decalogue is given the status 

of eternal moral law. He therefore concludes that it is very difficult to discern which commands 

may be considered moral and eternally binding “in the form in which they were first given.” Moo 

further states that Jews in the first century AD did not compartmentalise the law into various 

categories but rather considered it a single unit (though debate surrounded the question of 

which laws Proselytes should and should not adhere to). So neither external evidence nor 

internal Old Testament evidence may support the tripartite division. 

On internal New Testament evidence, Moo (1999a:337) observes that though Jesus considers 

certain matters “weightier” than others in the law, He nevertheless advocated for adherence to 

the whole law (Matt 23:23). Paul as well cautioned the Galatians that if they desired to subject 

themselves to the law, they would have to ascribe to it as a whole (Gal 5:3). James added that 

breaking one commandment is akin to breaking the entire law (Jam 2:10). Thus Moo argues 

that continuity of the Mosaic Law in the New Covenant cannot be advanced through various 

sections of the law while omitting others. Rather, in view of salvation history, and in reference to 

Galatians 3-4, Paul divides history into three eras: before the law (when the promise was given 

to Abraham); under the law; and after the law (when the promise to Abraham was fulfilled in 

Christ). This however does not negate salvation before the cross. For Moo (1999a:343) then, 

Christ’s first advent fulfilled the Mosaic Law, implying that the law is no longer a “direct and 

immediate source of, or judge of, the conduct of God’s people.” New Testament believers are 

instead guided by the law of Christ, which unlike the Mosaic Law “does not consist of legal 

prescriptions and ordinances, but of the teaching and example of Jesus and the apostles, the 

central demand of love, and the guiding influence of the indwelling Holy Spirit.” 

Moo (1999a:346) further contends that if Jeremiah and Ezekiel have the Mosaic Law in view in 

their New Covenant prophecies, it is very difficult to limit the reference to only part of the law 
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(e.g., the alleged moral section) seeing that the law is a unit. If this would be the case then the 

prophets must have a modified version of the content of the Mosaic Law in view since it is to be 

written in the hearts of believers (Jer 31:33). Also, Moo argues that, “There are references in the 

prophets to a tôrâ that will be established in the last days and that probably does not refer to the 

Mosaic law as such (Isa 2:3; 42:4; 51:4, 7; Mic 4:2).” Moo states that perhaps this yet-to-be 

established law may be considered a “fresh publication of God’s will for His people, in continuity 

with but not identical to” the Mosaic Law; and may well be what Jeremiah and Ezekiel foretold. 

But Moo (1999a:376) does not conclude that the law is entirely useless. Much as it is not 

binding to the New Testament believer, he finds three basic applications of it: firstly, believers 

may adhere to sections of the law that are clearly restated in the New Testament as binding 

(e.g. the Ten Commandments excluding the directive on the Sabbath); secondly, basic 

concepts may be explained using both the New Testaments and certain detailed sections in the 

law and as such timeless divine principles be drawn from them; and lastly, the law may be read 

as a witness to the fulfilment of God’s plan in Christ. In this sense, the authority of the Old 

Testament, and specifically the law, continues, not in a legal sense, but as a prophetic witness. 

VanGemeren (1999d:380) argues against the view that there is continuity between the era of 

promise (the patriarchs) and the fulfilment of the promise in the New Covenant because this 

implies that the Mosaic era was a parenthesis, one that was characterised by administration of 

the law, featuring law and works which culminated in disobedience and death. He argues that 

this notion over-simplifies “complex exegetical data.” Also, the Old Testament saints, just like 

Christians, received grace, and like Old Testament saints, Christians as well are also 

sandwiched between two eras because they await Christ’s return. VanGemeren (1999d:381) 

also refutes Moo’s exegesis of Romans 7. VanGemeren is of the view that Paul is not rejecting 

the law in this passage, but that he is simply lamenting “the reality of the old nature.” He 

continues that not even the prophets taught release from the law in the New Covenant era but 

only that a spiritual change would occur among God’s people. He adds that Jesus was 

consistent with the prophetic hope as is evident in the Sermon on the Mount in His application 

of the law in His time (Moo, 1999d:382). 

Bahnsen (1999d:384, 385) comments that Moo is largely inconsistent in his treatment of the 

subject such that his reader would not be able to discern his main thesis upon analysis his 

argument. For example, on the one hand Moo states that it is impossible to draw distinctions 

between the moral and ceremonial laws, advocating for unity. But then towards the end of his 

argument, he concedes that he is not against the notion that the moral law is applicable today. 

Bahnsen (1999d:385, 386) also takes issue with Moo’s “all or nothing” approach to the 

continuity vs discontinuity debate holding that no law is binding at all, whether the law as whole, 
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in part, or a single command. But Bahnsen queries whether such laws as those on bestiality, for 

example, can really be ignored today. Bahnsen also points out another contradiction from Moo 

because at the end of his essay he concedes that Christians are bound to legislation that is 

repeated in the New Testament. Bansen also states that Moo’s stance is contradictory to that of 

Christ Himself (Matt 5:18-19). 

Kaiser (1999e:393) views both Moo’s and Strickland’s positions as mostly identical with periodic 

differences, and that they may both be labelled dispensational. But Kaiser (19993:394-400) 

disagrees with six assertions by Moo. First, he disagrees with the notion that the law is 

associated with doing and not believing, because beginning with the Pentateuch itself faith is 

affirmed as foundational to obedience (Gen 15:6; Exod 4:5; 14:11; Num 20:12; Deut 1:32; 9:23). 

He also disagrees that the law promised salvation if adhered to because the New Testament is 

clear that works-based salvation is unfounded. Kaiser further refutes that the “law of 

righteousness” is the law of Moses, because contextual considerations of Romans 9:30-10:11 is 

clear that it is not. Kaiser also contends with the notion that the New Covenant law is a 

transformation of the Mosaic law, because the reference to “My law” in the New Covenant 

prophecy is within a context where the Mosaic law is readily in view. Ascription to any other law 

would be to import meaning to the text. Kaiser is also against Moo’s assertion that Jesus’ 

teaching doesn’t repeat, expand, nor is based on the law, limiting His role to fulfilment of it only. 

But this clearly contradicts the Gospel narratives where Christ consistently addresses and 

debates legal issues based on the Mosaic code. Kaiser lastly disagrees with the notion that 

Christ is the end of the law, with the law playing no role at all for the New Testament believer. 

He argues that “nothing in Romans 10:4, or anywhere else, limits it to a noncentral or 

undetermined role.” Such a view, he concludes, would be unbiblical. 

Strickland (1999e:401) acknowledges Moo’s adoption of a “redemptive-historical approach” at 

his attempt to resolve the Law-Gospel issue, and that he emphasizes discontinuity between the 

two. He adds that he offers a balanced argument, avoiding extremes of both discontinuity and 

continuity approaches to the subject, and that he is “heavily exegetical.” But Strickland 

(1999e:404) disagrees with Moo’s view that the law is not entirely binding, arguing that Moo did 

not address the possibility of whether the law on the other hand has “an abiding purpose 

regarding sin and holiness.” He also observes that Moo acknowledges Romans 7:12 that the 

law is good, but fails to reconcile this assertion with his view that the law has been totally 

abrogated. Strickland (1999e:405) is also cautious of the salvation-historical approach because 

of its “theological narrowness” even though God’s salvation plan is a major theme in biblical 

history.  It is rather preferred to include the redemptive plan in the “broader development” of the 

kingdom of God. In the current dispensation “it is entered by faith in Christ and at present is 
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manifest spiritually in the church. Its development includes the social, economic, political and 

ethical aspects.” 

3.6 Conclusion 

As seen above issues surrounding the subject of covenants and the law persist. But there is 

arguably clarity and consensus on some matters. First of all, it may be conclusive that God 

made an unconditional covenant with Abraham and his descendants, which was partially 

fulfilled when the nation of Israel was born. God subsequently made a conditional covenant with 

Israel without nullifying the overarching Abrahamic Covenant. The Mosaic Covenant was 

necessary because Israel, now a nation, was called to swear allegiance as a vassal to God, its 

new king. As it is with other ANE treaties, stipulations governed the treaty. So the Mosaic 

Covenant did not nullify the Abrahamic one, it just brought about stipulations with which 

individuals in the nation of Israel would either choose to participate or not in the redemptive plan 

of God as it pertained to fulfilling other promises made to Abraham. 

When the first generation failed to trust and obey God, God demonstrated that His redemptive 

plan would proceed unhindered when He led Moses to reinstitute the Mosaic Covenant with a 

new generation that would eventually conquer the Promised Land. Abraham was long dead but 

his promises would never die with him. And as Kaiser noted, though not without contention, God 

has always had one people (His remnant), one salvation plan, and one kingdom. And as such, 

at the advent of Christ who would allegedly fulfil the law, we see the salvific border eventually 

extended beyond the Jewish nation and into the universal New Testament church despite the 

Mosaic Covenant and law being exclusive to a “treasured possession” of God. And with this the 

complexities of how to accommodate the church entity and era into the Mosaic Covenant and its 

law and the promises before and after the Mosaic Covenants have not been resolved. 

In an attempt to contribute to the debate, this study will now proceed to analyse the promises 

that came after the Mosaic Covenant, specifically the essence of the New Covenant and why a 

new agreement was necessarily despite the existence of the old one. Why would God suddenly 

institute a new covenant yet at Moab, with a subsequent generation, He merely renewed the old 

one? 
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CHAPTER 4 

A HEART ISSUE: THE REVELATION OF MOSES AND JEREMIAH ON 

THE NECESSITY OF THE NEW COVENANT DESPITE THE EXISTENCE 

OF THE MOSAIC COVENANT 

4.1 Introduction 

It is worth noting that given certain considerations, though Moses was a prophet in his own 

league with no equal (Num 12:6-8; Deut 34:10), Jeremiah may be considered a prophet of 

similar characteristics and experience. God put His word in the mouths of both prophets (Deut 

18:18; Jer 1:9); both were commissioned to the Gentiles (Exod 3:10; Jer 1:4, 10); and both 

attempted to reject the calling claiming their alleged inability to articulate themselves (Exod 4:10; 

Jer 1:6). Also, though Moses had led Israel out of Egypt, Jeremiah, and a group of Judean 

asylum seekers, would return there (43:1-7). Thus both Jeremiah and Moses would sadly end 

their lives outside the land of promise despite both prophets being faithful servants of God 

(Yates, 2013:298). Further similarities include persistent intercession on behalf of the people 

(though Jeremiah would later be commanded to stop interceding as judgment was certain (Jer 

7:16; 11:4; 14:11)). With great significance, we may also add that despite their intercession on 

behalf of the people, both of them, with great sorrow, saw the generation they ministered to and 

pleaded for degenerate into destruction; with Moses’ first generation out of Egypt perishing in 

the wilderness, and Jeremiah’s own generation falling into Babylonian exile, and Solomon’s 

temple and the city razed to the ground. So though Jeremiah is famed as the “man of sorrows”, 

Moses equally had his fair share of grief. And as is relevant to our study, the records of both 

men are foundational in an understanding of both the old and new covenants. 

Beginning with Moses, in Deuteronomy we see God renewing the Mosaic Covenant with a new 

generation after the first generation had died in the wilderness due to lack of faith in God. We 

continue to read in the Old Testament historical and prophetic accounts that the Mosaic 

Covenant remained the foundation that facilitates Israel’s relationship with God (e.g. Josh 8:34-

35; 2 Kings 18:6, 12; Neh 9:13-37; Jer 7:9-10; Dan 9:11-13). A recurring theme is that whenever 

the people sinned, God would temporarily judge them (especially using oppressive 

neighbouring and other nations), and after a while, He would restore them and call them to 

covenant faithfulness. But fast-forward to the time of Jeremiah and his contemporaries, a time 

had come when the prophets did not just remind the people of the old Mosaic code, but also 

emphasized with greater degree, the anticipation of a new, unbreakable covenant that God will 
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make with His people. And the question then is: Why the sudden change? Why a change from 

calling the people back to the old covenant, to promising the institution of a new one? 

4.2 Moses, before Jeremiah51 

It is Moses, the mediator of the Old Covenant, who first answered the question of the necessity 

of a New Covenant. Upon careful reading of the Old Testament prophetic literature, it is clear 

that the foundation of every post-Moses prophetic ministry was the Mosaic Covenant and its 

law. Moses himself even warned that if a prophet arose that charged the nation to act contrary 

to his divine utterances as given by God especially in adherence to God’s commands, that 

prophet would be put to death even if he had in any instance predicted something that had 

come true (Deut 13:1-5). It wouldn’t matter that a prophet would perhaps predict an event and it 

occurred. As much as that was impressive, the most important aspect is whether he sought to 

lead the people astray from covenant stipulations laid out by Moses at the inception of the 

nation.  

Moses was thus the foundation of future prophetic ministries. It is fitting, then, that the first 

prophecy of a new covenant, given its significance, feature in Moses’ third and final address to 

the second generation of Israel after the first one had wasted away in the wilderness due to 

rebellion (chaps. 29 and 30). His address at the plains of Moab wasn’t just about covenant 

renewal, but allusion to a new covenant entirely. Just before his death, Moses prophesied what 

Jeremiah would later reveal in his own prophecies to be the New Covenant. Craigie (1976:364) 

concurs that specifically Deuteronomy 30:6-10 anticipates “in many ways” Jeremiah on the New 

Covenant prophecy (Jer 31:31-34) and Ezekiel’s teaching on a new heart (Ezek 36:24-32). 

As we read in its history in Joshua, the second generation witnessed great success in its 

conquest of Canaan. But before they would succeed, Moses seemingly poured gloom on their 

impending success by prophesying that a generation would arise after them that would incur the 

full wrath of God because of its rebellion against Him and His covenant. In Deuteronomy 29, 

Moses summoned the new generation at Moab and reminded them of not only the success of 

the exodus from Egypt, but also victory over Heshbon and Bashan; and also reminded them of 

how their clothes and sandals didn’t wear out during their decades-long journey in the 

wilderness (vv2-8). This served to motivate them to “keep the words of [the] covenant to do 

them, that [they] may prosper in all that [they] do” (v9). Then Moses stressed the fact that the 

covenant was made with every individual in the nation: the chiefs, tribes, elders, officers, 

children, wives, strangers among them, the one who chops wood to the one who draws water 

                                                

51 Ezekiel, a contemporary of Jeremiah, and one who likewise gave a profound prophecy (chap. 36) 
similar to Jeremiah’s New Covenant one, will be considered in the next chapter. 
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(vv10-11) and that all of them were to individually enter into covenant with God by taking up the 

oath and thereby God fulfils His promise to their forefathers to be their God (vv12, 13). 

Moses did not leave it at that. In Deuteronomy 5:3, he had already stressed that the covenant 

was not just made with their fathers at Mount Sinai four decades earlier, but also with the 

present generation at the plains of Moab. They were just as accountable to it as the first 

generation. And Moses took it further to stress that the covenant would not be nullified after the 

current generation but would be perpetual, affecting subsequent generations of Israel: “Now not 

with you alone am I making this covenant and this oath, but both with those who stand here with 

us today in the presence of the LORD our God and with those who are not with us here today” 

(vv14-15). The Mosaic code would govern God’s relationship with Israel generation after 

generation. The covenant would not change for subsequent generations, the conditions would 

not change or be updated. Just as Moses had reiterated the same covenant and law to the 

second generation, that generation would continue with the same practice with subsequent 

ones. This would explain why Moses stressed to the new generation that they should teach their 

children “diligently” the law that God was giving them (6:7). 

But Moses continued to lament about another generation to come. Though the current 

generation would teach the next one the ways of God, they would rebel against Him. They will 

forsake the Mosaic Covenant and go after idols (Deut 29:25, 26). Thus the people as a result 

will be judged for their rebellion so severely that it would be reminiscent of the judgment that fell 

upon Sodom and Gomorrah when God annihilated them and leave nothing but the sight of 

“brimstone and salt, a burning waste” (v23), as is consistent with ANE punishments for breach 

of covenants (Currid, 2006:462). And significantly, the judgment would constitute being exiled 

from the Promised Land (v28). Harman (2001:257) notes that the verb “abandon” ָעָזב used in 

v25 is a technical term that would be used in the Old Testament over a hundred times in 

reference to the people breaking the covenant with God. Thus, not to be limited to the 

subsequent generation alone, the people would persistently rebel against God, generation after 

generation, even as seen extensively in the Old Testament narrative. And most times, in 

response, God would judge His people; and afterward, He would temporarily restore them to 

Himself until they sinned again. This is most vividly and repeatedly typified immediately after 

Joshua’s death, in the book of Judges. 

But not to be resigned to cycles of judgment and restoration when dealing with His people, God 

would at a future time permanently resolve the issue. After prophesying that the blessings and 

curses he had outlined would befall Israel in future, God would gather them from captivity and 

restore them to the Promised Land at a time when the people would turn and obey Him with all 

their heart and soul according to all He had commanded them (Deut 30:1-5). It is what follows 
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as Moses prophesies that is of even greater interest to our study. Not to be limited to a physical 

restoration of the nation, Moses proceeds to prophecy a spiritual restoration: “Moreover the 

LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, to love the LORD 

your God with all your heart and with all your soul, so that you may live” (v6). And as a result, 

God would avenge the nation of the enemies who would’ve persecuted them when God judged 

them (v7); and the people shall once again obey God with all their heart and soul (vv8, 10); God 

will prosper them in all their work (v9). Just like it was with Moses, it is the circumcision of the 

heart that is the essence of Jeremiah’s New Covenant prophecy, and will thus be explored 

further in this chapter. 

4.3 The prophecy of Jeremiah 

4.3.1 Introduction to Jeremiah52 

In his own testimony, Jeremiah was called to be a prophet in the 13th year of Josiah, and he 

prophesied through the reigns of Jehoiakim, through to the 11th year of Zedekiah, at least until 

five months after Jerusalem fell (Jer 1:1-3). Thus his ministry spanned the eras of the last four 

kings of Judah, over a period of at least 40 years from about 627 BC to 586 BC. He is one of 

the most well-known among the Old Testament prophets. He is mentioned in 2 Chronicles 

36:12, 21, 22; Ezra 1:1 and Daniel 9:2. He was the son of Hilkiah the priest and lived about five 

kilometres northeast of Jerusalem in the town of Anatoth. He was probably a recluse individual 

seeing that he never married (Jer 16:1-4); refrained from social functions (16:5-9); was banned 

from the temple (36:5); and faced considerable threat to his life because of his ministry (11:18-

20; 18:23). He was also not shy to express his emotions (e.g. 20:14-18). 

Whereas the northern kingdom of Israel fell during Assyrian dominance, Jeremiah prophesied at 

a time when Assyrian influence was waning, having dominated the ANE for over two centuries. 

Jeremiah’s call to ministry was in 627 BC, a significant year in the ANE because the prominent 

Assyrian king, Ashurbanipal (668-627 BC) died after a lengthy reign. His death marked the 

beginning of the decline of Assyria, while Babylon began to gain prominence under 

Nabopolassar, having seized Babylon from the Assyrians in 626 BC (Hill & Walton, 2000:535). 

Subsequent conquests against Assyrian territories ensued, with Babylon eventually conquering 

Nineveh in an alliance with the Medes in 612 BC. Egypt (in an alliance with Assyria) was also 

conquered in 605 BC at the Battle of Carchemish. True to Jeremiah’s prophecy in chapter 25, 

God was indeed raising Babylon as His “servant” to conquer nations as His chosen instrument 

                                                

52 The subject on the differences between the Hebrew manuscript of Jeremiah and its LXX translation is a 
significant and major study on its own but will not be explored here due to the limited scope of and space 
within this study. 
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of judgment, just as He had done before with Assyria. Judah would not be spared, eventually 

falling to Babylon in 586 BC after much resistance. 

The prophet was evidently instructed by God to write his prophecies (Jer.36:2; cf. 36:27-28, 32). 

The final compilation of the book detailing his oracles, with interspersed narrative sections, is 

quite voluminous. It is the largest book of the prophets in the Hebrew text, and longer than the 

12 minor prophets combined. Despite the large volume, also compounding the challenge of 

analysing Jeremiah’s written accounts, is the fact that the contents of the book are not 

necessarily outlined in an explicit sequence or structure that may be readily identified (Longman 

and Dillard, 2007:332-3). But due to several smaller collections of material in the book that 

appear to be arranged topically, Longman and Dillard note that Jeremiah may be regarded as a 

“book of books” composed of smaller topical collections; and that some of these smaller books 

are introduced by their own titles (e.g. Jer 14:1-15:4; 21:11-22:30; 23:9-40; 46:1-51:64; & 50:1-

51:64). They further note that the mainly poetic chapters (1-25) on judgment against Judah and 

Jerusalem may have originally been one unit. Chapters 30-33 comprise the Book of 

Consolation, with 30-31 mainly featuring poetry, and 32-33 prose.  

Chapters 46-51 feature the prophet’s oracles against foreign nations,53 a common occurrence in 

other prophets as well. To note, Jeremiah was “appointed as a prophet to the nations” (1:5 10). 

Longman and Dillard (2007:333) add that two other sections, 26-29 and 34-45, mainly consist of 

biographical narratives of incidents in Jeremiah’s life, though not in chronological order. This 

extensive biographical material includes symbolic actions, interactions with evil kings, corrupt 

priests, and false prophets, and thus contributes significantly to the theology of the book “by 

providing insight into the true prophet’s relationship to God, concrete illustrations of the 

prophet’s message, and tangible proof of the degree of the nation’s corruption before her fall” 

(Chisholm, 1991:342). Thus, beyond his proclamations, the prophet’s own personal experience 

is a major factor in the book. 

Hamilton (2010:211) comments that the book of Jeremiah fits well his central theme of God’s 

glory in salvation through judgment. He outlines the book to illustrate this: chapter one focuses 

on the call of the prophet; chapters 2-6 focus on the prophet’s call to the people to repent; 

chapters 7-20 focuses on inescapable judgment, in chapters 21-24 the nation is called to 

surrender to Babylonian exile, in chapters 25-33 the prophet prophesies the exile, but within this 

section, 30-33 (the Book of Consolation), he assures the nation of future restoration which they 

                                                

53 “In the LXX these materials are introduced after 25:13 in the MT (25:14 is not found in the LXX). The 
order of the oracles against the nations also differs in the two texts: the order in the MT is roughly 
geographical, moving from south to north and west to east; the order in the LXX appears instead to 
approximate the order of political importance” (Longman & Dillard, 2007:333). 
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should hope in. This is despite the people’s rejection of God’s word (chaps. 34-45). Other world 

nations would also not be spared in judgment (chaps. 46-51), with chapter 52 confirming and 

validating the prophet’s proclamation of judgment by narrating its fulfilment (cf. 39:1-10; 2 Kings 

24:18–25:30). His prophecies seem to have ended in 51:64 with the concluding remarks: “thus 

far the words of Jeremiah,” with chapter 52, which features the release of Jehoiachin from 

prison during the reign of Evil Merodach (562-560 BC) (cf. 2 Kings 25), probably appended after 

his death. 

4.3.2 The rebellion of Judah 

Just as the nation had been depicted as a “treasured possession” by Moses, so does Jeremiah 

maintain that the nation had a special status as God’s people using several imageries to depict 

it. Israel was God’s “first-fruits” (Jer 2:3); His “choice vine” (2:21); His beloved bride (2:2; 3:14); 

His “flock” (13:17); His “vineyard” (12:10); and His own inheritance (12:7-9). So despite their 

rebellion, the position of Israel as a nation chosen and dedicated to God, and accompanying 

blessings, was not lost. But each generation played a major role in determining how they would 

experience God. For example, the first generation, because of rebellion, did not see the 

Promised Land. But this did not negate the promise. God maintained it and instead used the 

subsequent generation to conquer Canaan. So just like the first generation, Jeremiah depicts 

his audience as a wayward son to whom God was the father, and a faithless wife to whom God 

was the husband (3:19-20). 

Despite their status as a covenant people dedicated to God, the nation is under threat of being 

driven into exile, away from the Promised Land. Just as the first generation didn’t see it, they 

would on the other hand lose it. Hence Jeremiah served to call the people back to “the devotion 

of [their] youth” and their “love as a bride” in the days when the nation was devoted to God 

(2:2), without which they would be judged. In light of the spiritual condition of the people, Waltke 

(2007:841) notes that the structure54 of the book of Jeremiah clearly shows that the theme of 

judgment, which would culminate in the Babylonian exile, is the “dominant note of the book (Lev 

26:31-33; Deut 28:49-68),” and it is comprehensive in nature, with the kings, prophets and the 

people condemned (chaps. 21-24). But as Longman and Dillard (2007:336-7) also note: 

Judah in Jeremiah’s day was not the devoted bride. From the time of the conquest 
onward, she became a harlot (3:1-20). She followed the Baals, pursued her lovers, 
and became a she-camel in heat, a wild donkey sniffing the wind in her lust (3:23-24). 
She refused correction (2:30; 5:3; 17:23; 32:33; 35:13), so the curses of the covenant 
sanctions would come upon the nation (Deut 28:49-68). 

                                                

54 On the emphasis of judgment, Waltke’s (2007:841) outline of the structure of the book features: 
Oracles chiefly of judgment against Judah and the house of David (2-39); Fall of Jerusalem and its 
aftermath (39-45); and Judgment on the nations (46-51). 
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Indeed Israel rebelled from the time of the conquest onward. Soon after Moses and Joshua had 

died, without an equally strong type of leader, everyone took the liberty to do what was right in 

their own eyes, having rejected the law of Moses (Judg 17:6; 21:25). After Joshua’s death, no 

national leader with their capacity, in terms of unifying qualities and authority from God, 

immediately arose to guide the people. Instead, from time to time, God would raise up leaders, 

judges who mainly undertook military campaigns, to deliver them from their neighbouring 

oppressors in instances where God used the oppressor to judge His people for their sin, just as 

He had promised He would (Judg 2:21-3:8). This would go on for about 350 years. 

Eventually the people cried for a king during the time of Samuel, a prophet and last judge of 

Israel. And in their cry God confirmed that they had rejected Him (1 Sam 8:7), as they sought for 

someone who would lead them in military conquests as other nations (8:20). But not long after 

the third king, Solomon, had died, the kingdom split into two as a consequence of his sin and 

rebellion against God in marrying foreign women who had led him astray and into idolatry (1 

Kings 11-12). The kingdom split into the northern kingdom of Israel and southern kingdom of 

Judah. And even with the separate kings who ruled over these two kingdoms, most of them fell 

short of leading either entity of the two entities of the nation back to God. As a result, the 

northern kingdom was eventually taken into captivity by Assyria and its cities repopulated with 

Gentiles, with no promise of restoration (2 Kings 17). Judah may have escaped the Assyrian 

assault, but its turn would soon follow. 

Before Josiah the reformer took over as king of Judah, the nation had experienced at least half 

a century of wicked rule. In 2 Kings 21 and 2 Chronicles 33, just before the time of Jeremiah, we 

encounter one of the most wicked kings in the history of Israel, Manasseh, who reigned for 55 

years (2 Chron 33:1, 2). He plunged so much into sin and idolatry that he even offered his own 

children as sacrifices to idols, and consulted sorcerers and mediums even though it was 

punishable by death under the Law of Moses (v6).  He also brought idols into Solomon’s temple 

(v7). He was so evil that it is recounted that he led the nation into more wickedness than that 

witnessed among the pagans (v9). And even though he would repent towards the end of his 

reign after being disciplined by God, the damage had already been done. His son, Amon, took 

over and continued in his former evil ways for about two years (vv21, 22). Seeing that 

Manasseh and his son reigned for a combined total of almost 60 years, it is possible that a 

significantly great number, if not the majority, of the people of Judah that Jeremiah ministered to 

had been born during or just before the reign of Manasseh and Ammon. So before Josiah’s 

reform, it is possible that most of the nation had not known what it means to walk in obedience 

to God, both corporately and individually. 
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In the time of Jeremiah, Judah had confidence that as the covenant people of God, they were 

secure from His wrath. And even more, God had already made a covenant with David promising 

him that one of his descendants would eventually reign perpetually over his throne (2 Sam 7; 1 

Chron 17). So the people were confident that they were both untouchable and irreplaceable as 

the chosen people of God; and even though they were a colony of Babylon, they would soon 

break away from that bondage, and eventually at some point in history be the dominant 

superpower with the Davidic king ruling over Israel and all the nations of the world.55 Such was 

their confidence that even when Jeremiah prophesied impending judgment, the false prophet 

Hananiah countered that the yoke of Babylon would instead be broken. He misled the people by 

stating that that the nobles and other people of Judah who had already been exiled to Babylon, 

along with the vessels of the temple, will be restored to Jerusalem within two years (Jer 28:1-4). 

He added that Babylon’s colonial reign over other nations of the world would also come to an 

end (v11). 

But in his first sermon at Solomon’s temple (Jer 7:2), Jeremiah indicted the people for their 

deceptive trust in temple cultic worship, yet they had disregarded and disobeyed the Ten 

Commandments (7:4-11). He then reminded them of the wickedness of the people in the time of 

Eli, the then high priest, and how God visited judgment upon Shiloh at that time despite the fact 

that the Ark of the Covenant was based there; hence they should likewise not trust in the temple 

(vv12-15). A similar warning was given in another temple sermon (26:2-6). But as Harrison 

(1973:86) puts it, “The supposedly inviolable nature of the Temple has no basis in reality. God 

demands a conversion of the mind and heart as the basis of peace and security (cf. Isa 26:3). 

Not the superstitious veneration of a stone building or a traditionally sacred site,” and adds that, 

“In the midst of this gross wickedness the people are still so naïve as to imagine that they will be 

delivered from impending destruction by the performance of the cultic rites.” And their naivety 

would cost them dearly. 

Upon reading Jeremiah, there seems to be no end to the extent that Judah had rebelled against 

God. Chisholm (1991:342-346) traces several instances of rebellion identified by the prophet. At 

the fore of them all is the overall aspect of breaking the Mosaic Covenant (prominent in chap. 

11). Further, the people rejected the law (Jer 9:13), plunging into idolatry and social injustice. 

Chisolm also observes that in the first temple sermon, Jeremiah referred to five of the Ten 

Commandments (7:9). In truth, all transgressions were centred on covenant unfaithfulness. 

                                                

55 Jeremiah also addressed the Davidic covenant. As Longman and Dillard (2007:337) note, on one hand, 
God’s covenant with David is conditioned upon obedience (Jer 17:24-25; 21:12; 22:1-5; 38:20); but on the 
other hand, it is unconditional and irrevocable (23:5; 30:9; 33:15-17, 21-26), just like the Abrahamic 
Covenant. 
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Chisholm also cites spiritual adultery, in that the people turned to idolatry despite the great 

mercies they experienced from the Creator-God (1:16; 2:5, 8-12, et al). There was also social 

injustice where the poor were oppressed by the rich and the widows and orphans neglected. 

There was also hypocrisy and false hope propagated by false prophets. The people also 

rejected God’s Word in their constant rejection and persecution of prophets He sent to warn 

them. The nation was thus depraved in every aspect and as such, ripe for judgment. 

4.3.3 The judgment of Judah 

In response to Judah’s rebellion, as revealed in the first temple sermon, God’s anger upon the 

people was such that He even commanded Jeremiah not to intercede for them anymore, 

outlining the extent of His anger and wrath which would “burn and not be quenched,” in that it 

would be poured out on the temple, on man, on the animals, on the fields and even agricultural 

produce (Jer 7:12-20). The devastation would be so severe it would be as if the order of 

creation was reversed (4:20, 23-26). Jeremiah would further lament that he had preached to 

Judah for 23 years yet none had responded positively to his call (chap. 25); and to imagine that 

he was only halfway through his ministry. He would have to endure this unfavourable response 

for about 50 years. So he reiterated that judgment would befall Judah at the hands of 

Nebuchadnezzar, one of the greatest kings in Babylonian history. Babylon would lead, not only 

God’s people but, nations of the world into judgment (Jer 25). Just like Assyria before (Isa 10; 

cf. 2 Kings 17), Babylon was now God’s tool of judgment upon the nations. 

So just as Moses had predicted, subsequent generations failed to honour the covenant, and 

severe judgment befell them such as never been seen before (2 Kings 24, 25; 2 Chron 36). 

Judah would be physically restored to Jerusalem after the 70-year captivity was over, and 

Babylon overthrown by Cyrus the Persian, who would issue a decree for Judah to return and 

rebuild their city and temple. Unlike the northern kingdom, which was likewise judged with great 

destruction and exile, Judah was promised restoration. Jeremiah clearly prophesied that God 

would “not execute a complete destruction” upon them (Jer 4:27), but that the people would 

return to Jerusalem due to the good plans that God had for them (29:10-14). Under Zerubbabel, 

a royal descendant of David, the people would return to rebuild the temple, and decades later 

under Nehemiah, they would commence rebuilding of the city beginning with the fortification of 

the walls.  

But the good plans of God entailed more than just physical restoration. Spiritual restoration was 

also a key factor, and much as Ezra, the scribe, also led a wave of returnees and spearheaded 

attempts at spiritual reform, it was neither lasting nor perfect. Spiritual reform wasn’t as 

straightforward as physical reform. It demanded greater commitment that the people could not 
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master. And just as it had been before exile, so were the people persistent in their sin and 

rebellion against God even after vowing that they would turn from their former ways (Neh 9). 

Standing in the way of genuine and lasting spiritual reform was a depraved heart condition, one 

that, beyond the circumcision of the foreskin, needed to go under the knife as well. Meade 

(2014:64) stated the gravity of the problem well: 

In the OT, there are also important references to the “uncircumcised ear” (Jer 6:10), 
“uncircumcised lips” (Ex 6:12, 30), and “uncircumcised fruit trees” (Lev 19:23). These 
three uses of “uncircumcised” imply that the foreskin is an impediment or obstacle to 
hearing, speaking, and producing good fruit. That is, the state of being uncircumcised 
impedes something, which, if it did not have the foreskin, would otherwise be prepared 
for true function and vitality. But since it has the foreskin, it is impeded and will die. 

4.4 The “uncircumcised” heart 

4.4.1  Moses on the “uncircumcised” heart of Israel 

Early Greek writers, such as Herodotus (484–425 BC), attested that circumcision was an old 

custom that could be traced back to the Egyptians. In the ANE, male circumcision was common 

practice for adolescents and adult males among communities such as the Ammonites, the 

Moabites, the Edomites, and the Egyptians (cf. Jer 9:25–26; Josh 5:2–9). The purpose of 

circumcision among these people may have been associated with male fertility or as an act in 

preparation for marriage. The two modes of practice were to incise the foreskin or to remove it 

entirely. Circumcision was evidently practiced in northern Syria as early as the early third 

millennium BC. Evidence seems to imply that as early as the second millennium BC, 

bridegrooms in Ugarit were circumcised. Though circumcision seems to have been a general 

practice in the ANE, it doesn’t seem to have been practiced among the Philistines (Sasson, 

1966:474-476; Whitcomb & Kiros, 2016:par. 15, 16). 

Circumcision (מּול) in the Old Testament first appeared in Genesis 17, where it was chosen as a 

physical sign of the Abrahamic Covenant, with every new born circumcised (removal of the 

foreskin) on the eighth day (Gen 17:10-14). It also became a requirement under the Mosaic Law 

(Lev 12:3). It was such a strict command that no man could participate in celebration of the 

Passover without being circumcised, not even foreigners who dwelt amongst the Israelites 

(Exod 12:48). Later in the Old Testament, the term “circumcision” would be used as a metaphor 

depicting spirituality, specifically symbolizing purity (Isa 52:1). The imagery also includes 

elements such as: uncircumcised lips (Exod 6:12, 30), uncircumcised ears (Jer 6:10), and 

uncircumcised hearts (Lev 26:41). Also in Leviticus, the fruit of an unclean tree is depicted as 

uncircumcised (Lev 19:23) (Easton, 1893:154). 
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The outward physical circumcision of God’s people in its essence distinguished Abraham and 

his descendants in three ways: they were dedicated to serve God; they were heirs of God’s 

promises; they were to live by God’s grace (Bilkes, 2014:24). Physical circumcision would thus 

serve as the perfect symbol for the spiritual circumcision of the heart. Thompson (1980:421) 

states that the “heart” as per Old Testament psychology often refers to the mind, which the 

source of one’s thinking and action. Harrison (1973:69) comments that, “The Hebrews assigned 

concomitant emotional functions to the main physical organs, the heart being the locus of will, 

intelligence and purposeful action. The plea for a changed heart thus constituted an appeal for a 

spiritual transformation” (emphasis original). So Moses would make such a demand upon the 

first generation of Israel, as we see in the first passage in the Old Testament that deals with the 

heart-circumcision metaphor: 

41I also was acting with hostility against them, to bring them into the land of 

their enemies - or if their uncircumcised56 heart becomes humbled so that they 

then make amends for their iniquity, 42then I will remember My covenant with 

Jacob, and I will remember also My covenant with Isaac, and My covenant 

with Abraham as well, and I will remember the land. (Lev 26:41) 

Meyer (2009:244) divides Leviticus 26:3-45 into three sections: a list of blessings (vv3-13); 

curses (vv14-39); and the possibility of restoration (vv40-45). Given the number of verses in 

allocated each section, emphasis is obviously on the curses. To note, “It was usual in legal texts 

for the curses to be much fuller and longer than the blessings section  

(cf. Deut 28)” (Wenham, 1979:330). Meyer (2009:244) concludes that though the offer of 

blessing is genuine, “the threat of curse is both pending and inevitable.” Thus the third section 

deals with the hope of restoration from exile, with v41 dealing with the conditions for restoration. 

When Israel will be in exile due to rebellion, God would only restore them once they humbled 

their “uncircumcised” hearts and make amends for their sin. Once this happens, God would 

restore them on the basis of the Abrahamic Covenant. 

On the metaphoric expression of the heart, Meyer (2009:245) comments that, “The heart is 

pictured as an inner entity surrounded by a hard outer core that makes it unable and unwilling to 

respond. A metaphorical ‘foreskin’… encases the heart” thus preventing it obeying God. 

Restoration would hence demand a “radical surgical act: circumcising the unwelcome outer core 

that covers the heart.” Meyer also notes that the verb    ע ִיָכַנ֗ “to humble oneself” is in the Niphal 

stem which may either be translated as passive (uncircumcised heart becomes humbled), or as 

                                                

56 The term for circumcision used here is ָעֵרל, which is different from מּול which Moses will use later In 
Deuteronomy 10:16 and 30:6 in metaphoric fashion as well. 
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a reflexive (the uncircumcised heart humbles itself). The first option would render God as the 

one who circumcises the heart and as such would be considered a “divine passive”, especially if 

the promises of restoration in the passage are considered unconditional (vv42, 44-45). Meyer 

concedes that it is not certain which option is meant. 

But in a subsequent passage, Deuteronomy 10:16, Moses would be clearer, where he would 

“place the responsibility for circumcising the heart [Qal stem] and softening the neck [Hiphil 

(causative) stem] squarely on Israel.” Where in Leviticus the metaphor was syntactically 

conditional, in Deuteronomy 10 it would be imperatival (Meyer, 2009:246). Just as he had done 

with the first generation, to the second generation of Israel that was about to conquer Canaan, 

Moses placed the same demand for the circumcision of the heart, an issue that had plagued the 

rebellious first generation that had experienced the Exodus. Despite the first generations failure 

to meet the standard, there was no excusing the people from this condition. Moses made his 

demand clear: 

12Now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require from you, but to fear the 

LORD your God, to walk in all His ways and love Him, and to serve the LORD 

your God with all your heart and with all your soul, 13and to keep the LORD'S 

commandments and His statutes which I am commanding you today for your 

good? 14Behold, to the Lord your God belong heaven and the highest 

heavens, the earth and all that is in it. 15Yet on your fathers did the Lord set 

His affection to love them, and He chose their descendants after 

them, even you above all peoples, as it is this day. 16So circumcise your heart, 

and stiffen your neck no longer… 20You shall fear the LORD your God; you 

shall serve Him and cling to Him, and you shall swear by His name. (Deut 

10:12-16, 20) 

Verse 12 is similar to the Shema command (Deut 6:5), but this time in question format, as it 

calls upon the nation to wholeheartedly be committed to God. The question at hand is what God 

requires of His people. And as Block (2012b:270-275) observes, Moses proceeds to present a 

three-fold answer to his question as to what God requires. First, Moses uses five infinitive 

phrases listing aspects he has highlighted before and will do so again: 1) fear the LORD your 

God; 2) walk in all His ways; 3) love the LORD your God; 4) serve the LORD your God with your 

whole being; and 5) keep the commands and decrees of the LORD (vv12b-15). Block suggests 

that these fivefold command summarizes the message of Deuteronomy, especially as it relates 

to the nation’s response to God’s grace. This passage first identifies who God is: He is 

sovereign over all creation (v14, cf. v17); and secondly, it is what God has done: in His love and 

mercy, He had chosen Israel from among all the nations of the world to be a people dedicated 
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to Him (v15). There was no greater motivation that this to swear allegiance to Him. Block further 

observes that the fivefold list consists of “fundamental dispositions” (fear and love), and also 

“active expressions” (walk, serve, keep), and thus concludes that “attitude and action are 

interrelated.” Without fear and love (covenant commitment), the actions constitute mere 

legalism; and conversely without the actions, fear and love are dead and thus useless, without 

expression. 

According to Block (2012b:271), the second answer to Moses’ question (vv16-19) addresses 

the internal disposition, and consists of a “strange metaphor”, the circumcision of the 

heart/mind. Block states that unlike the Shema which was readily visible as written on one’s 

hands, worn on the forehead, and inscribed on one’s house or gate, the evidence for the 

invisible circumcision of the heart would rather be borne witness by one’s lifestyle. Block also 

notes the irony of Moses using the circumcision metaphor to a generation that hadn’t been 

physically circumcised (Josh 5:4-7), in contrast to the previous one which had undergone the 

cut (Exod 12:43-51), but still rebelled against God. This further served to stress the primacy of 

heart-circumcision over the physical one. As Currid (2006:232) rightly summed up, “The heart of 

the matter is the matter of the heart.” Block (2012b:271, 272) notes that Moses doesn’t explain 

what it means to circumcise one’s heart, but rather contrasts it with “stiffening the neck” in the 

second parallel command (cf. 9:6, 13). As Block states, Moses has incorporated two metaphors 

involving two different body parts suggesting that circumcision of the heart typifies “a disposition 

that is soft and sensitive towards Yahweh and has ceased resisting His will (cf. 30:6-8).”57 

Elsewhere, Block (2012b:698) would suggest that the metaphor refers to “removing all 

psychological, moral, and spiritual barriers to true devotion to Yahweh, resulting in undivided 

love and obedience.” 

Grisanti (2012:764) notes that the verb מּול “to circumcise” used in verse 6 occurs 32 times in the 

Old Testament, and that the object of the verb may be a person (Gen 17:10, 12-13, 26-27; 21:4; 

34:15, 22, 24; Exod 12:44, 48; Josh 5:2-5, 7), the flesh of the foreskin (Gen 17:11, 14, 23-25; 

Lev 12:3), the foreskin (Jer 9:25), the flesh of the heart (Deut 10:16; Jer 4:4), or the heart (Deut 

30:6).58 He further notes that in all occurrences, the verb refers to the physical act of 

circumcision except in three instances (Deut 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4). Grisanti further notes that 

there are three main interpretations among scholars for spiritual circumcision: removal of 

something or cleansing; sensitivity to God; and internal conformity to God’s expectations. 

                                                

57 Block’s third answer (vv20-22) will not be explored as it mainly repeats aspects that are similar and 
related to the first answer. 
58 Leviticus 26:41 is the first passage in the Old Testament to use the metaphor of circumcision on the 
heart (in this case: “uncircumcised heart”). But the text rather uses the term ָעֵרל for circumcision as 
opposed to מּול. 
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In the command in Genesis 17 by God to Abraham to circumcise, cut off the foreskin of all the 

males of his household as a demand of the covenant He was making with him, מּול is used nine 

out of the 10 times where reference to circumcision is made; and of the nine times, eight appear 

in the Niphal (passive) stem and once in the Qal stem. Predating the time of Abraham, 

circumcision was a ritual marking the transition from puberty to manhood for boys around the 

age of 13. So for God to demand that Abraham’s descendants rather be circumcised on the 

eighth day, He made a distinction between the traditional cultural rite and the divine ordinance 

which symbolised God’s covenant with Abraham, as a display of submission to God’s will 

(TWOT). 

But beyond circumcision of the foreskin, as seen in Deuteronomy 10, Moses would demand a 

circumcision of the heart as well. The reason, as already seen, is clear because the Hebrews 

“assigned concomitant emotional functions to the main physical organs, the heart” where a call 

to change one’s heart would resonate as a clear call to “spiritual transformation” (Harrison, 

1973:69). So Moses made it clear that the physical act mattered little without the internal, 

spiritual transformation. As already noted, there are two parallel commands in this text: to 

circumcise the heart, and to stop being stiff-necked. Hence to circumcise the heart in this case 

by implication means to stop being stubborn (rebellious against God). Moses had already 

explicitly called the nation “a stubborn people” (Deut 9:6). 

Craigie (1976:205) stated that the metaphor of circumcision of the heart may have been 

prompted by the reference to the patriarchs (“your fathers”) in Deuteronomy 10:15 with whom 

God made a covenant with circumcision as the sign. But now in the renewal of the covenant 

with subsequent generations, it wasn’t the outward sign, the removal of the foreskin, that was 

important, but the inward attitude of the heart. Hence the metaphor used an act that symbolized 

the covenant relationship to portray the more important spiritual transformation that was 

required. Craigie (1976:205) asserts that God required His people to love Him (v12), but this 

would only be accomplished by “a particular attitude of the heart or mind, which – like 

circumcision – decision and action symbolizing allegiance. Thus to circumcise the heart is to 

take an attitude to God which is the opposite of being stubborn (or stiff-necked)” (emphasis 

original). 

Merrill (1994:388) commented that, “Just as circumcision of the flesh symbolized outward 

identification with the Lord and the covenant community (cf. Gen 17:10,23; Lev 12:3; Josh 5:2), 

so circumcision of the heart… in the OT… speaks of internal identification with him in what 

might be called regeneration in Christian theology.” Merrill further states that Paul in the New 

Testament equated circumcision of the heart with spiritual renewal. Paul acknowledged that 

circumcision had some value to Jews who obey the law; but given that it is as a mere outward, 
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physical sign it has no value to the disobedient (Rom 2:25-27). It is only inward circumcision of 

the heart and spirit that attests to genuine faith (vv28-29). Citing Abraham as the prime example 

because he is the father of the Jews, it is clear that his faith and not his circumcision rendered 

him just and righteous before God. Thus “Abraham was circumcised in the heart before he ever 

was in the flesh, and it was that inner work that set him apart as a covenant son (Rom 4:1-12).” 

Brown (1993:139) comments that Deuteronomy 10:16 teaches that “attitudes and motives are of 

greater spiritual value than correct ceremonial observance.” He further observes that in the 

ANE, other nations offered sacrifices to feed the gods, but for the Israelites, it was the priests 

who would eat the offerings. Hence the sacrifices rather “satisfy the religious needs of the 

worshippers and not the physical needs of God.” For God, “reverence is more important than 

the ritual.” Therefore, true worship had to be personalised, in that the reverence God demanded 

had to spring from the individual’s attitudes and motives, which in turn demanded a 

“circumcised” heart. Craigie (1976:206) put it in a different way: 

God does require love; but those, for example, who outwardly obey the 
commandments, but did not love God, were in effect offering God a bribe… God 
required of man a wholehearted commitment in love, from which all other proper 
behaviour stemmed; God saw what was in the heart and could not be persuaded or 
bribed into reducing His requirements for man. 

4.4.2 Jeremiah on the “uncircumcised” heart of Judah 

As it was with the generation of Moses, the issue at hand in the time of Jeremiah was the heart 

of Judah. Moses had warned the second generation of Israel that was about to occupy Canaan 

that, unfortunately, a subsequent one would arise and rebel against the Lord, and thereby incur 

His wrath to such an extent that surrounding nations would be perplexed (Deut 29). The future 

rebellion that Moses has foretold plagued numerous subsequent generations and had now 

culminated in Jeremiah’s generation, and as a result, the Babylonian assault would imminently 

befall them. And just as Moses had elaborated, though the foreskin of the people was 

circumcised, the heart of the people wasn’t. So just like Moses, though dealing with a markedly 

different context centuries later, and only a significantly reduced fraction of the original nation, 

Jeremiah would make the same demands.  

Dearman (2002:85) comments that for Jeremiah, “Circumcision of the heart, the organ of 

understanding and will, is obviously a metaphor for preparing a ‘wholehearted’ commitment to 

the Lord and proper obedience to the revelation of His will.” Thus the use of the metaphor for 

the prophet presupposed “that the fleshly mark” was “inadequate apart from the personal 

commitment.” Hence just as Moses had commanded the people in Deuteronomy 10:16 to 

circumcise their hearts, so did Jeremiah: 
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3For thus says the LORD to the men of Judah and to Jerusalem, “Break up 

your fallow ground, and do not sow among thorns. 4Circumcise yourselves to 

the Lord and remove the foreskins of your heart, men of Judah and inhabitants 

of Jerusalem, or else My wrath will go forth like fire and burn with none to 

quench it, because of the evil of your deeds.” (Jer 4:3-4) 

Meyer (2009:252-253) first observes Jeremiah’s agricultural metaphor cautioning the people not 

to sow on hard ground, but to “break [it] up” first, otherwise the seeds would be chocked among 

the thorn bushes (v3). This is similar to the prophecy in Hosea 10:12 where the prophet urges 

the people to “sow with a view to righteousness” by breaking up the fallow ground “for it is time 

to seek the LORD.” As Brown (2010:121) notes, this refers to ground that has never been used 

or fallow (had not been used for a while) rendering the people were spiritually dull and had to 

“dig afresh the wells of their faith, to become sensitive again to the voice of God.” Brown also 

comments that the “thorns” imagery is also found in Hosea (10:8, cf. Mk 4:7, 18-19); and that it 

is used here to refer to “removal of everything that impedes their loyalty to the Lord or hinders 

their repentance… Practising piety without putting away idols is not possible.” 

The subsequent metaphor (v4) follows the same theme of hardness, where circumcision was 

required to extend to the heart: “the hardened shell must be cut away and removed in order for 

life with Yahweh to flourish” (Meyer 2009:252-253). Thompson (1980:215, 216) states that 

reference to “heart” in this particular context is no just to “the physical heart, nor to the intellect 

or will or emotions alone” but rather to “the totality of man’s inner life,” thus “the physical rite of 

circumcision would never realize the purpose of the covenant if the heart remained foreign to it.” 

In essence, circumcising the flesh without a transformation (circumcision) of the heart, would 

amount to nothing more than a ritual akin to “mutilation” or “disfigurement”, without any spiritual 

significance (Kidner, 1987:56). And the warning was clear that if the command was ignored, the 

severe wrath of God would fall upon the people “like fire and burn with none to quench it” (v4). 

Whereas Moses simply commanded the circumcision of the heart, in this passage, Jeremiah 

makes reference to the “foreskins of your heart” which needed to be removed. According to the 

metaphor, the heart did not necessarily need to be replaced, but open-heart surgery was 

necessary. The foreskin of the heart, as it is with the foreskin of the male organ, was on the 

surface of the heart as a hindrance rendering it impenetrable and thus unsusceptible to God’s 

will and commands.59 

Another passage in Jeremiah is 9:25-26: 

                                                

59 Ezekiel rather prophesied of an entirely new heart or heart transplant (Ezek 11:19; 18:31; 36:26). His 
prophecies will be considered in the next chapter. 
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25“Behold, the days are coming,” declares the LORD, “that I will punish all who 

are circumcised and yet uncircumcised - 26Egypt, and Judah, and Edom, and 

the sons of Ammon, and Moab, and all those inhabiting the desert who clip the 

hair on their temples; for all the nations are uncircumcised, and all the house 

of Israel are uncircumcised of heart.” 

God called on Judah to obey His voice that He may be their God and that they may be His 

people (Jer 7:23). But in their persistent rebellion, “they did not obey or incline their ear, but 

walked in their own counsels and in the stubbornness of their evil heart…” (v24), as is 

consistent since the time of Moses. As a result, God swore that He would “punish all who are 

circumcised [מּול] and yet uncircumcised [ָלה  ,The circumcised people of God, Judah .(9:25) ”[ָערְּ

along with the pagan nations, Egypt, Edom, Ammon, and Moab, and certain Arab nations 

(“those who clip the hair on their temples”) are lumped up into one, deserving of judgment 

regardless of their covenant status. They are indeed “circumcised” in the flesh, but “yet 

uncircumcised” spiritually. Hence there is no distinction between Judah and the nations 

alongside it in this passage. 

The practice of circumcision was not a preserve of Israel. Surrounding nations practised 

circumcision long before Israel. Meade (2014:60-63) notes that evidence for circumcision in the 

land of Canaan is quite late, 13th century BC, given that earliest North Syrian evidence of 

circumcision refers to three circumcised North Syrian warriors in 2800 BC. The North Syrian 

technique of the total removal of the foreskin may be compared to that of Israel, though it may 

not serve as the background for Jewish circumcision. Meade continues to note that evidence for 

circumcision in Egypt dates even further back to the 4th millennium BC, down to the Roman era. 

Unlike Israel and North Syria, Egyptians did not remove the entire foreskin. 

The prophet would continue to state that “all the nations are uncircumcised [ָעֵרל], and all the 

house of Israel are uncircumcised [ָעֵרל] of heart” (v26). Brown (2010:193) comments that here 

the prophet has moved on from the nations earlier mentioned by name, which practiced 

circumcision, to all the other nations of the world that do not practice it. And that the point is 

clear that whether a nation practices physical circumcision or not, there is no difference between 

them. The only element that would distinguish the two is circumcision of the heart, of which 

Israel did not exhibit at all. And as such, all the entities, without distinction, will incur God’s 

wrath. 

Another passage to consider in Jeremiah is 17:1: 
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The sin of Judah is written down with an iron stylus; with a diamond point it is 

engraved upon the tablet of their heart, and on the horns of their altars. 

In Jeremiah 17:1, we do not again find the metaphor of the circumcision of the heart. In this 

passage, the issue of the heart is in focus, but the metaphor is different. The passage depicts 

an inscription engraved on a rock using an iron tool that renders it impossible to erase 

(Thompson, 1980:417). Thompson further suggests that ֵעט “pen” or “stylus” as used in this 

verse does not refer to a writing pen but an engraving tool; and also that though the verbal noun  

ה   תּוָבָ֛ כְּ may be translated as “written” in its normal rendering, in this verse it would rather mean 

“engraved” or “etched” as suggested by its parallel term ֲחרּוָשהֵּ֙   “engraved” also used in the 

verse. The “iron stylus” referred to here was used to engrave permanent inscriptions on stone, 

and the “diamond point” (flint/emery-stone) used to engrave gems (Brown, 2010:256). And with 

the object here rather depicted as the tablet of the people of Judah’s heart, the metaphor serves 

to typify the state of the rebellious heart of the people –as hard as stone and “thoroughly 

inscribed with sin” (Brown, 2010:257). Thus “this metaphor underscores the indelible nature of 

sin and its corrosive effects on the people” (Dearman, 2002:175). 

The sin is also engraved “on the horns of their altars”. With the issue of idolatry a major theme 

in Jeremiah, these are altars built in honour of idols instead God. The people are so fond of 

idolatry that “just as they remember their children,” so do they remember “their altars and their 

Asherim by green trees on the high hills” (v2). Such is their devotion to idolatry that they would 

not exercise any form of restraint, even sacrificing “their own sons and daughters in the fire” to 

please their idols (7:31). This is a graphic but one of the most vivid depictions of the depths of 

the depravity of the human heart. It would fall so far down until it can go no further, but still 

attempt to gore much deeper into the depths of idolatrous rebellion. 

Still in chapter 17, the prophet also describes the heart as “more deceitful than all else” and 

“desperately sick,” such that “who can understand it?” (v9). Brown (2010:259) notes that the 

term “deceitful” (ָעֹקב) relates to the etymology (עקב) for the name of Jacob, rightly named for he 

“supplanted” his brother’s birthright (Gen 27:36). And the other description, “desperately sick” or 

“incurable” (ָאַנש), refers to becoming sick to the point of death. This verse thus pictures the 

dilemma that the heart of man is wicked beyond repair, eventually culminating in its demise. 

“Sin is described [here] as a chronic affliction from which one cannot expect to recover of be 

healed” (Brown, 2010:259). 

Commenting on this passage, Thompson (1974:166) perfectly summed up the need for heart-

circumcision, in that an “uncircumcised heart” is resistant to “God’s incoming, just as an 

uncircumcised ear (Jer 6:10) is one which hears imperfectly being covered over, and 
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uncircumcised lips (Exod 6:12, 30) are lips which speak incoherently because they are sealed 

wholly or in part.” Thus, as with physical circumcision, when the hindering element is “cut away”, 

then the circumcised heart will be open and free from hindering obstructions and as such 

rendered “pliable and amenable to the direction of God.” Without this, it is impossible to truly 

fear and love God. 

4.5 The “circumcised” heart 

4.5.1 God to “circumcise” the hearts of the people, as depicted by Moses 

After foreseeing that subsequent generations would rebel and be severely judged in 

Deuteronomy 29, in chapter 30 Moses continued with the prophecy of restoration. And here 

again, the metaphoric reference to heart-circumcision would appear. Meyer (2009:274) 

observes that the metaphor appears only seven times in Scripture, and may this be considered 

distinctive to Deuteronomy because it appears more than once in the book (Deut 10:16; 30:6). 

This, he argues, counters the notion that the metaphoric references are unique to Jeremiah and 

Ezekiel and only later imported into Deuteronomy. In this instance, Moses would prophesy of 

restoration and a divine act of God that would accomplish the required surgical procedure: 

1So it shall be when all of these things have come upon you, the blessing and 

the curse which I have set before you, and you call them to mind in all nations 

where the Lord your God has banished you, 2and you return to the Lord your 

God and obey Him with all your heart and soul according to all that I command 

you today, you and your sons, 3then the Lord your God will restore you from 

captivity, and have compassion on you, and will gather you again from all the 

peoples where the Lord your God has scattered you… 

6Moreover the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of 

your descendants, to love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 

your soul, so that you may live… 8And you shall again obey the Lord, and 

observe all His commandments which I command you today (Deut 30:1-3, 6, 

8).60 

The contrast set before us is that Deuteronomy 10:16 challenges the people to circumcise their 

hearts, while 30:6 contrastingly states that it is a divine work of God. The emphasis on the 

                                                

60 As a whole, the prophecy of restoration in this passage achieves various results. For example, Harman 
(2001:259, 260) cites four aspects as a result of restoration: restoration to the promised land, a spiritual 
change and new covenant relationship, God judging the nations He used to judge Israel, and greater 
future prosperity than in the past. Due to the limitation of this study, all these aspects of restoration will 
not be explored. Rather, focus will be limited to the circumcision of the heart. 
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divine work cannot be overstated because, as Meyer (2009:252) observes, Deuteronomy 30:16 

is the only occasion in the entire Old Testament where God stands as the subject of the verb “to 

circumcise.” In 10:16 Israel is the subject but in this passage, both Moses’ hearers and 

subsequent generations are the object of the heart change, so transformation would not be 

limited to one generation. He further contrasts that while 10:16 was a command issued in 

attempts to prevent exile, 30:6 was rather a promise of what would occur after the exile. 

Craigie (1976:364) comments that while Deuteronomy 10:16 is an exhortation to obedience, 

30:6 is a divine act indicating the New Covenant, where after God has “operated” on the heart, 

the people would be able to love Him with all their heart and soul, and also live. He further notes 

that obedience would still feature, but one that would spring out of love for God and the mercy 

and grace that He would have displayed. Circumcision of the heart as an act of God is 

necessitated by the fact that “permanent and total covenant commitment” cannot just occur by 

simply appealing to the people to be right with God, or by the people being restored from Israel 

and to the Promised Land (Block, 2012b:698). And the aim and result of the circumcision is that 

the people will be finally able to love the Lord with all their heart and soul. As Block (2012b:698) 

asserts: 

As elsewhere, “love” denotes commitment demonstrated in actions that serve the 
interests and pleasure of one's covenant partner. This could not be achieved by 
legislation; it required a radical new act, the surgical removal of the symbols of the old 
affections. With this act, the goal of life and the ideal expressed by the Shema (6:4-5) 
will be realized. 

Grisanti (2012:763) argues that according to the restoration prophecy in Deuteronomy 30, God 

will only restore the nation when they repent and return to Him. Their hope may be sure, but 

their restoration as a servant-nation is dependent on their pursuit of “a genuine faith 

relationship” with God (v2). Grisanti adds that this passage presents an interplay between divine 

sovereignty and human responsibility. God does expect His people to return to Him; but also 

clear in certain Old Testament passages is that God takes it upon Himself to bring about “a spirit 

of repentance and obedience” among His people (cf. Lev 26:40-45; Jer 30:3, 18-22; 31:23-24, 

31-34; Ezek 34:11-16; 36:22-36). Currid (2006:468) concurs that Israel are not without 

responsibility as they are required to respond in obedience (v8, cf. v2). 

McConville (2002:427) is of the opinion that 30:6 is both “like and unlike” 10:16. It is unlike 

because in 30:6 it is an act of God, not the people. Moses prophetically sees the failure of Israel 

to maintain the covenant as an “accomplished fact”, therefore it is upon God to realise success. 

He adds that: 

The text therefore participates in the OT’s coming to terms with the problem posed by 
the broken covenant. That problem could not be solved by a mere turning back of the 
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clock; a new thing had to be done to deal effectively with Israel’s sinful disposition. 
And the answer lay in Yahweh's acting in a completely new way in order to make 
covenant life with him possible (cf. Jer 1:31-34; 32:39-40; Ezek. 36:24-27). 

McConville (2002:427) also notes that circumcision of the heart is related with one of the main 

themes of Deuteronomy which is to love and obey God from the heart: “The preconditions for 

life in Deuteronomy had previously been expressed as the keeping of the commands and 

standards of the covenant (cf. 4:1; 8:1; 16:20). Now it is the consequence of Yahweh's 

circumcision of the heart, which leads in turn to Israel’s love of him.” 

Following the prophecy on the future restoration of the people, Moses switched his attention 

back to the present generation and the challenge put forward before them to obey the law 

because the command is neither too difficult nor out of reach: 

11“For this commandment which I command you today is not too difficult for 

you, nor is it out of reach. 12It is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will 

go up to heaven for us to get it for us and make us hear it, that we may 

observe it?’ 13Nor is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will cross the 

sea for us to get it for us and make us hear it, that we may observe it?’ 14But 

the word is very near you, in your mouth and in your heart, that you may 

observe it. (Deut 30:11-14) 

By stating the command is not “too difficult” (v11), Moses may have either been referring to 

one’s ability to comprehend them, or to fulfil them, with Grisanti (2012:766) adopting the view 

that it refers to comprehension (cf. Deut 17:8). As if to employ a bit of sarcasm, Moses 

continues to assert that the command is not in heaven nor “beyond the sea” such that the 

people would be anxious and wonder who would retrieve it for them (vv12, 13). Rather, “The 

word is very near you, in your mouth and in your heart, that you may observe it” (v14). Just like 

he had done in 10:16, Moses challenges the present generation to adhere to the law despite the 

impending failure of future generations because the law is both readily accessible and easily 

comprehensible. Brown (1993:281) also suggests that the relevance of the Law must also be 

considered, in that it pertains to matters on this earth and not elsewhere on the universe. 

But Grisanti (2012:766) observes that, “Although most scholars conclude that this section 

concerns Israel’s ability to live in accordance with the Mosaic law, they do not agree on when 

Israel will have that ability.” Because this section immediately follows the future prophecy of 

restoration, some scholars have adopted that this ability to adhere to the law is yet future. But 

Grisanti argues that this view ignores numerous Old Testament references that affirm the fact 

that “godly Israelites” were indeed able to genuinely obey God. Currid (2006:470, 471) concurs 

that Moses was addressing the present generation, those at the plains of Moab, and argues that 
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though the Law wasn’t necessarily easy to keep and obey, Moses meant the Law was neither 

too distant, in a secret place, nor too difficult to understand. Currid further contrasts that unlike 

The Epic of Gilgamesh, where a king tries to understand the meaning of life and the how the 

universe operates by travelling throughout the earth and beyond the sea, this is not necessary 

for the Israelite for whom God’s word is “in your mouth and in your heart” (v14). 

Moses’ closing address (Deut 30:15-20) is also worth considering. He begins by stating: “See, I 

have set before you today life and prosperity, and death and adversity; in that I command you 

today to love the LORD your God, to walk in His ways and to keep His commandments and His 

statutes and His judgments, that you may live and multiply, and that the LORD your God may 

bless you in the land where you are entering to possess it.” (vv15, 16). Moses continues to 

reiterate the main theme of his message as he closes off his address; that the people should 

walk in obedience to God from a heart motivated by genuine love for Him. But Moses proceeds 

to warn the people that they would perish and not last in the land if they rebelled against God 

and turned to idolatry (vv17, 18). Moses then proceeds to call heaven and earth as witnesses 

against the people, and reiterates his statement in verse 15 that he has set before them “life 

and death,”  and this time adds “the blessing and the curse” (v19). Faced with a choice, he 

urges them to choose life in order that they and their descendants may live (v19). And describes 

this life as “loving the LORD your God, by obeying His voice, and by holding fast to Him; for this 

is your life and the length of your days, that you may live in the land which the LORD swore to 

your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give them” (v20). 

On this concluding section, Miller (1990:213) comments that, “In many respects, not only this 

third address but the whole book reaches its climax in these verses… What needs to be said 

has been said; now matters are in the hands of the people.” Though Moses would continue into 

transition matters, he has conclusively reiterated that to be in covenant relationship with God 

demands whole-hearted commitment to God and His way (cf. Exod 19:3-9; Josh 24:15-24). As 

Miller states (1990:213), “That commitment is what the covenant is about and what 

Deuteronomy is about.” Miller (1990:214) also notes the emphasis on the call for the people to 

make a choice, and the choice is either life, or death; a blessing or curse. In comparison, Miller 

observes that the opening words of Moses’ first address were: “See, I have set before you the 

land; go in and take possession” (1:8). And at this point as he concludes his address on 

covenant matters, those very words are echoed: “See, I have set before you this day life and 

good, death and evil ... therefore choose life” (30:15). Miller (1990:214) adds that: 

Between those two addresses is all the teaching of the commandments, the statutes, 
and the ordinances. And therein lies the theological structure of Deuteronomy in a 
nutshell. Setting the land before the people who stand on the boundary is setting life 
before them with all its good possibilities. That is the fundamental kerygma of 
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Deuteronomy: the offer of life on the land that God gives. However, the realization of 
that life and that good – indeed, that good life, which is God's gift to God's people – 
does not just happen automatically. The land given must also be a land taken; the life 
offered must also be a life lived out. 

Miller concludes that the success of this mandate solely depends on obedience to God’s 

instructions as spelled out in detail by Moses in the covenant renewal from his first to the third 

address concluded here. But in light of the fact that the people would fail in keeping the 

covenant, according to Moses’ prophecy, Grisanti (2012:752) poses a key question: “If… only 

God can give the perception necessary to understand the ultimate significance of historical 

realities and that God had not given Israel this perceptive ability, how could God have held the 

rebellious generation of Israelites responsible for its faithlessness?” Grisanti continues to 

propose a solution which includes the following assertion: 

Since the Mosaic Covenant included believing and unbelieving Israelites, participating 
in that covenant did not necessarily include an internal conformity to Yahweh’s 
requirements. God’s law was not written on the heart of an Israelite as a necessary or 
automatic part of participating in the Mosaic covenant. Israel’s perpetual 
hardheartedness (Ps 95:8; Eze 3:7; Zec 7:12), stiffened neck (Dt 9:6, 13; 10:16; 
31:27; 2Ki 17:14; Jer 7:26; 17:23; 19:15), and stubbornness (Ne 9:29; Isa 30:1; 65:2; 
Jer 6:28; Hos 4:16; 9:15; Zec 7:11) make this reality abundantly clear. 

Thus it may be concluded that the covenant community comprised a national entity and not 

necessarily only selected individuals with hearts disposed towards genuine allegiance to God. 

But Grisanti (2012:752) continues to note that in future this type of heart will be true of all 

individuals in the entire nation of Israel: 

Although the Mosaic covenant was external in nature, it would be incorrect to 
conclude that it had nothing to do with an Israelite’s internal disposition. After giving 
the Ten Commandments to Moses, Yahweh declares: “Oh, that their hearts would be 
inclined to fear me and keep all my commands always, so that it might go well with 
them and their children forever!” (Dt 5:29; cf. 1Sa 16:7; Ps 40:8 [9]’ Pr 3:1; 4:23). It 
would not be until the inauguration of the New Covenant that every participant in this 
covenant relationship would have an internal spiritual reality. 

4.5.2 God to “engrave” His law on the hearts of the people, as depicted by Jeremiah 

4.5.2.1 Jeremiah 31:31-34 – The promise of the New Covenant 

It is clear from Jeremiah’s prophecies that the theme of the covenant is central to his ministry. 

As Thompson (1980:59) observes, the term ִרית  covenant” is used 23 times in Jeremiah’s“ בְּ

literature, with most of these references referring to either the Mosaic or New covenant (Jer 

11:2, 3, 9, 10; 22:9; 31:31, 32, 33; 32:40; 33:20, 21; 50:5), but five times in reference to 

Zedekiah’s covenant, falsely promising Judah freedom from oppression (34:8, 10, 13, 15, 18). 

Thompson further states that even where ִרית  is not explicitly stated, most of Jeremiah’s בְּ

pronouncements have the covenant between God and Israel as their reference, especially in 
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predictions of judgment, and the numerous references to the Exodus from Egypt (2:2-7; 7:21-

22; 16:14-15; 23:7-8; 31:31-34), and further that the use of terms such as “listen” (obey), “not to 

listen” (disobey), “law”, and “commandments” reveal covenant thinking. 

Dearman (2002:85) states that despite the clear demands of Deuteronomy 10:16 and Jeremiah 

4:3-4 in terms of the serious role of the people in being restored to God, “a mere act of the will” 

is not enough to achieve this. The heart of man being desperately wicked cannot muster the 

type of response demanded by God; hence the promise of the New Covenant. Dearman 

(2002:287) terms the New Covenant prophecy a “summary of Jeremiah’s message” because it 

transitions from his consistent proclamations of judgment against Judah for their sin to God’s 

restoration of the nation to Himself in a new relationship. Jeremiah is reputed for a “one-sided 

focus on the covenant curses because of the rampant infidelity that characterized the nation of 

Judah in his day” (Yates, 2013:290). So as Brown (2010:395) puts it, “It is only fitting that the 

weeping prophet from Anathoth, who spoke of death and destruction for more than forty years, 

would be the one entrusted with the glorious new covenant oracle”: 

31 “Behold, days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new 

covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, 32 not like 

the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took them by the 

hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, 

although I was a husband to them,” declares the Lord. 33 “But this is the 

covenant which I will make with the house of Israel61 after those days,” 

declares the Lord, “I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; 

and I will be their God, and they shall be My people. 34 They will not teach 

again, each man his neighbour and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know 

the Lord,’ for they will all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of 

them,” declares the Lord, “for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will 

remember no more.” (Jer 31:31-34) 

Blackburn (2012:117) notes the similarities between the opening of this covenant prophecy to 

that of the promise of restoration from Babylonian captivity: “For behold, days are coming,” 

declares the LORD, “When I…” (Jer 30:3). Both of them are set against the background of 

redemption, just as the Mosaic Covenant was established upon the great deliverance from 

Egypt. He thus concludes that, “This is not a work that Israel will do for herself, but a work that 

the Lord will do for her.” 

                                                

61 Reference here is made only to the “house of Israel” with the omission of Judah, as it is in v31. But it 
should be seen as representative of both entities given that the nation was originally “one people” (Brown, 
2010: 396). 
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In v32, the prophet contrasts the future New Covenant with the current Mosaic one that was 

made at Sinai after the Exodus from Egypt (Exod 19-24), and laments that it had long been 

broken. Despite God’s mighty acts of deliverance from Egypt and the declaration and 

demonstration that He is sovereign over all creation, the people still persisted in their rebellion 

against Him owing to the indisposed hearts. Commenting on this verse, Thompson (1980:580, 

581) reiterates that, “They had not merely refused to obey the law or to acknowledge Yahweh’s 

complete and sole sovereignty, but were incapable of obedience.” Owing to the fact that Israel 

could not willingly or within its power turn away from the evil that it was accustomed to, just as 

the Nubian cannot change his skin nor the leopard his spots (Jer 13:23), the nation was in a 

“spiritual dilemma” which necessitated the New Covenant. The implication then would be that 

the new one will be unbreakable because, as God assures, it will not be like the one He made 

with the first generation Israel. 

In analysing passages that refer to the New Covenant against those that don’t, Gunn (2013:42) 

notes that the first characteristic that distinguishes the New Covenant from the Old one is that it 

has new terms and new results. Thus it is not merely a renewal of the old one as some scholars 

may suggest given the “sharp contrast.” Rather, the two covenants are “qualitatively distinct” 

and “the enactment of the [new one] presupposes the obsolescence of the [old one].” 

Borg (2014:23-24) highlights that it is widely accepted among scholars that Jeremiah 11:1-17 is 

the background to v32 of Jeremiah’s New Covenant prophecy. Chapter 11 focuses on the 

rebellion of the first generation of Israel in the wilderness just after the Exodus from Egypt. 

Jeremiah was even instructed to stop praying for the people, essentially ruling out the possibility 

for covenant-renewal (11:14), at least on human terms. Thus the Old Covenant had been 

perpetually broken from the beginning, and at this time judgment was looming. Borg thus 

concludes that the central contrast in Jeremiah’s promise is not necessarily between the “new” 

and the “old” status but rather “covenantal disobedience with obedience.” And in light of man’s 

failure to adhere to his part of the agreement, Borg continues to assert that most emphasis must 

be placed on “God’s faithfulness in the covenant than on the individual faith of believers.” It is 

only God’s faithfulness that will guarantee the New Covenant will be effective to deal with sin 

once and for all. 
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4.5.2.2 The recipients of the New Covenant 

4.5.2.2.1 The Church as the sole recipients 

Vlach (2000:6-7) cites “replacement theology”62 as the view that states that the church has 

replaced Israel as God’s people and as such there is no future plan for the nation of Israel. The 

church is considered to be the heir of God’s covenantal promises to Israel and that though 

individual Jews may be saved, it may only be as part of the church. After all, Christ Himself had 

already asserted to the Jews that “the kingdom of God will be taken away from” them and rather 

“given to a people, producing the fruit of it” (Matt 21:43).  

The case for the church being the sole recipients of the New Covenant is plausible. The issue of 

“spiritual circumcision” and the “the true Israel” was prevalent in Paul’s theology. Citing various 

New Testament passages, mostly by Paul, Thompson (1974:165-6) considers Christians to be 

“the true people of God” (Jam 1:1; 1 Pet 2:5, 9, 10); “the true ‘Jews’” (Rom 2:29; cf. Rev 2:9); 

“Israel” (Rom 9:6); “Israel after the Spirit” (Rom 8:1-11); “the seed of Abraham” (Gal 3:29); “the 

Israel of God” (Gal 6:16); “the circumcision” (Phil 3:3; Col 2:11); and “the peculiar people” (Titus 

2:14; 1 Pet 2:9ff; cf. Exod 19:5). He thus argues that the early church did not consider itself to 

be a sect within the larger “Israel” nor as a new or different people of God. But rather that Paul, 

in using the imagery of the olive tree in Romans 11, saw “only one Israel into which the Gentiles 

are grafted so that there is no difference between the church and Israel,” and that “the true 

Israel was constituted through a faith relationship and not merely on the basis of physical 

descent.” 

Waltke (1988:275) agrees that Israel may no longer be considered God’s “special people” 

because it is the church that now fulfils the purpose of Israel. Among other arguments, Waltke 

(1988:266-268) states that throughout “sacred history” God had chosen people to enjoy the 

benefits of what Jeremiah would later proclaim as the New Covenant, the benefits being 

“regeneration, the forgiveness of sin, and intimate knowledge and communion with God” 

through His “mediatorial kingdom,” beginning with Adam and Eve. He further cites Abraham 

who was promised by God that he would become a “great nation” and in him all the nations of 

the world would be blessed (Gen 12:3), and suggests that this “great nation” refers to the 

church which is composed of families from all nations of the world. It is not the physical 

circumcised descendants of Abraham that would form God’s people, but a spiritual seed drawn 

to God by faith (Gal 3:8-9; 1 Pet 2:9-10). 

                                                

62 A related term is “supercessionism”, where the church is viewed as having superseded or replaced the 
nation of Israel in God’s plan (Horton, 2009:130). 
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But should the church claim to be the outright fulfilment of the New Covenant, one may pause 

the objecting question: “If this were the Church, which part of it would be the house of Israel and 

which part would be the house of Judah… How could the church fulfil a prophecy pertaining to 

Israel and Judah?” (Lewis, 2002:55, 56). Lewis (2002:58-63) argues that the church hasn’t 

replaced Israel for various reasons. Romans 11:11 is clear that God has not finished with Israel 

as a nation because the passage is clear that they did not “stumble in order that they might fall.” 

Romans 9:4 is clear that the covenant was made with Israel, and that they are still within God’s 

future restoration plan (Rom 11-26). He also insists that the writer of Hebrews refers to a future 

fulfilment of the New Covenant (Heb 8:6-13) with statements such as: “Now what is becoming 

obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away” (8:13b), in that the old has not yet 

disappeared because the new has not come into effect yet. Also, both the Old and New 

Testaments ascribe the New Covenant to Israel with no change in view (Jer 31:31; Heb 8:8). He 

further argues that Romans 11:26 states that the New Covenant will be established upon 

Christ’s return. On incorporation of the church, he argues that Christ ratified the New Covenant 

with His blood (Luke 22:20) but that He did not enact it. The blood of Christ is not to be viewed 

as the New Covenant, and vice versa. So Christians are saved based on the blood of Christ, 

and not the New Covenant which will only be enacted in future with Israel, an enactment that 

has been guaranteed by His blood (Heb 7:22). 

Olander (2005:318, 319) contends that the original “direct recipients” of Old Testament 

covenants cannot be ignored, and that the Bible doesn’t change the recipients with subsequent 

progressive revelation: 

For the Gentiles or the Church to fulfill the covenants is absolutely impossible unless 
the covenants are redefined, or one creates different covenants. Gentiles and the 
Church are never identified as the natural branch or seed (Eph 2:11–12; Rom 11:11–
32; esp. 18–21; Gal 3:17–18). All the biblical covenants are ultimately with Israel, the 
Jews, and specifically must be finally fulfilled in and through the nation Israel. 

On analysing Matthew 21:43, Vlach (2000:18-19) is of the view that the church has not replaced 

Israel, and that Israel is still within God’s redemption plan and will be restored in future, 

concedes that this verse does confirm the rejection of Israel, but only temporarily. He cites three 

reasons: 1) the particular context suggests that Christ was addressing the religious leaders; 2) 

in the surrounding context, Jesus displayed a belief in the restoration of Israel in future (e.g. 

Matt 19:28 and 23:37-39); 3) in the broader context of Scripture, both Old and New Testaments, 

teach a future restoration of Israel (e.g. Joel 3:1ff; Amos 9:11-15; Zeph 3:20; Zech 12:10; Rom 

11:26), such that after the resurrection of Christ, the disciples thought that logically, the next and 

immediate agenda in the sequence of events was the restoration of the kingdom to Israel (Acts 

1:6). Christ’s response wasn’t to correct them such as to suggest their thinking and expectations 

were in error, but rather that the timing of the establishment of the kingdom was the Father’s 
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prerogative; theirs was to preach until then (vv7-8). Vlach (2000:20) thus views the “nation” that 

would replace Israel in Matthew 21:43 as a future Jewish generation, and not another national 

entity distinct from Israel. 

On the main New Testament passage that seemingly ascribes the New Covenant to the church 

(Heb 8:8-13), Vlach (2000:30) argues that this passage may not be used to confirm that the 

church has replaced Israel. He cites three reasons as follows: 1) the main theme of the passage 

is not to address the relationship between the church and Israel, but to rather demonstrate the 

superiority of the New Covenant to the old one; 2) the New Covenant promises were not 

explicitly stated to be exclusive such as to forbid participation of other nations; and 3) the New 

Covenant is simply an elaboration of the Abrahamic Covenant which had already predicted that 

beyond the immediate Jewish descendant of Abraham, all the nations of the world, Gentiles, 

would be blessed. Thus the New Covenant may be viewed as “God’s universal covenant of 

salvation,” where “everyone is eternally saved in the same way,” by faith in Christ. One may be 

saved, including Jews, and become part of the church in this dispensation. But also, “all” Israel 

will be saved as a nation “in a coming day” (Hodges, 2009:75). 

Like Waltke, Kaiser (1988:290-293, 298) also acknowledges that through the Abrahamic 

Covenant all the nations of the world would be blessed, but that Israel’s distinction is maintained 

by the subsequent Davidic Covenant (2 Sam 7; 2 Chron 17) which clearly promises that a 

descendant of David would at a future time reign on his throne, over the nation of Israel, and 

that this would constitute a “national and spiritual kingdom”. He argues that Christ’s mediatorial 

role on the cross cannot be exegetically isolated from the political aspects surrounding His 

future reign in light of promises to David concerning his royal descendants. Thus Israel still has 

a future and fulfilment of promises to look forward to. 

As Horton (2009:132) concludes in his analysis of Romans 9-11: 

Recalling the fig tree that withered at Jesus’s curse, symbolizing the pronouncement 
of woes and the parables of the kingdom, the picture is of an Israel that, despite its 
national judgment as a covenant-breaker, is nevertheless kept alive by extensive 
pruning and grafting at the level of individual salvation through Christ. After bringing in 
the full number of elect Gentiles, God will pour out His Spirit on the Jewish people en 
masse (Rom 11:25-32). 

4.5.2.2.2 The nation of Israel as sole recipients 

Jeremiah makes reference to an “everlasting covenant” twice (32:40; 50:5), but only here does 

he use the term “new” (v31), the only occurrence in the entire Old Testament. Given the 

significant time and contextual differences between Moses and Jeremiah, the New Covenant 

prophecy makes it clear that it speaks to both the ancient united nation of Moses and the then 

fragmented present-day entity of Jeremiah’s Judah by deliberately making reference to both 
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“houses”. The two houses shared the same problem. So now they would share the same 

solution. Thompson (1980:580) notes that centuries after the New Covenant prophecy was 

given, the Qumran community would consider themselves to be the recipients of the covenant 

(interpreting it to be a version of the Mosaic Covenant with stronger legalistic aspects). On the 

other hand, Christians would also claim the fulfilment of the covenant with the inception of the 

church (cf. Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 11:15; Heb 8:8-9:28). 

Gilley (2013:22) emphatically states that, “There is little question, from the prophecies of 

Jeremiah and Ezekiel, that the New Covenant is a unique promise to the house of Israel and the 

house of Judah.” Gilley (2013:25) acknowledges that at first glance it seems as if the church is a 

beneficiary of the New Covenant because of the spiritual benefits tied to the New Covenant that 

the church is enjoying. These include the indwelling of the Holy Spirit and full forgiveness of sin, 

and that blessings unique to Israel such as the land await future fulfilment once the nation is 

restored to God upon Christ’s return. But Gilley (2013:26) argues that even though this view 

seems plausible, one is “faced with a dozen or so questions and inconsistencies with [this] 

common dispensational view.” Gilley (2013:28) proceeds to outline the inconsistencies 

beginning with the issue of the law written in the hearts of the people in the New Covenant. He 

argues that this is not a reality in the New Testament church, and that it is a literal expression 

that cannot be simply interpreted as the Holy Spirit bringing God’s truth to the hearts and minds 

of people. He adds that for the church, the Holy Spirit teaches through God’s written word, as 

opposed to the word written in the hearts of people under the New Covenant. 

Gilley (2013:28, 29) further argues that the New Covenant also asserts that there would be no 

more need for teaching the people the word because the law will be placed in the hearts of the 

people, yet as it stands, Christians need to be taught the word (e.g. Matt 28:20; Acts 2:42; 2 Tim 

4:2). Gilley (2013:30) also takes issue with the fact that the “depth of spiritual life and 

obedience” characterized in the New Covenant in various passages (e.g. Ezek 36:31; Isa 35:8-

10) is much greater than what is witnessed presently in the church, thereby confirming that the 

law is indeed not written in the minds and hearts of Christians as envisioned in the New 

Covenant, because if it was, Christians would evidence a greater standard of holiness. Gilley 

(2013:31) also highlights that Romans 9-11 confirm God’s faithfulness to Israel. Although the 

nation rejected the Messiah, God’s “gifts and calling are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29). He 

emphasizes that this is an example of God’s faithfulness to Israel, not the church.  

Gilley (2013:32) also contends that the New Covenant is always presented as a whole in 

Scripture, encompassing both the physical and spiritual benefits (e.g. Ezek 36:24-38). Nowhere 

does Scripture state the physical benefits will precede the physical ones. There is no “two-part 

enactment”. Gilley (2013:33) adds that the fulfilment of the New Covenant also has a specific 
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time stamp (Jer 31:31; Ezek 36:24). He states that this refers to the time of Christ’s return, 

awaiting aspects such as the Jews being regathered to the Promised Land from all the nations 

where they have been scattered. 

Gilley (2013:34) acknowledges the similarities in spiritual blessings between Christians at 

present and Israel in future, such as salvation through Christ alone. But he argues that the 

timing of both is distinct. Christians may be regenerated at conversion but Israel upon Christ’s 

return. Gilley (2013:35, 36) also acknowledges Christ’s proclamation of the New Covenant 

ratified in His blood (Luke 22:20; cf. 1 Cor 11:25), and that this is used to allege that Christians 

are thus party to the New Covenant. But he contends that though the covenant is cut, it doesn’t 

mean that it is in force, just as God cut a covenant with Abraham (Gen 15) which has not yet 

been fulfilled. He adds that neither Jesus nor Paul explicitly affirmed that the New Covenant 

would immediately be effected. Gilley (2013:36, 37) adds that though Paul claimed to be a 

minister of the New Covenant (2 Cor 3:6), he preached it in light of its future fulfilment, just as 

he preached the kingdom of God (Acts 28:30) anticipating future fulfilment. 

Gilley (2013:38) thus concludes that the church is under the law of Christ (Gal 6:2), and not the 

New Covenant. To some extent Gilley’s arguments are plausible, but to note, he concentrates 

on how the church is not part of the New Covenant without equally, or to some considerable 

extent, focus on the basis of which the church is saved. Is there another covenant out there 

exclusive to the church? Though he comparably states that the church is under the supposed 

law of Christ, is the law of Christ to be equated to a covenant with Christians? Also Gilley does 

not discuss what he means by the “law of Christ”, only concluding that it is what the church is 

under in contradistinction to the New Covenant, which Israel is solely under. 

Cone (2013a:101, 102) acknowledges the Gospel account as ascertaining that the New 

Covenant was ratified with Christ’s death (Matt 26:28; Mark 12:24; Luke 22:20), an event before 

the inauguration of the church. He further observes that Paul referred to this event when he 

reiterated the ordinance of communion (1 Cor 11:25-26), the proclamation of Christ’s death until 

He comes. But he states that Paul’s focus was on the Lord’s death and not the covenant He 

ratified. He adds that Paul would later characterise the death as critical to the Gospel but 

without any mention of the New Covenant (15:13). He notes that Paul mentions the covenant 

directly in only three instances (Rom 11:27; 1 Cor 11:25; and 2 Cor 3:6). In a non-Pauline 

reference, Cone (2013a:104) observes that the first time the New Covenant is mentioned in 

Hebrews is in 7:22 when it is referred to as “a better covenant” in contrast to the Mosaic one. It 

is also referred to as the New Covenant (8:13; 9:15; 12:24) and the eternal covenant (13:20). 
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Cone (2013a:104-105) states three reasons why the New Covenant as depicted by the 

Hebrews writer cannot refer to the church. First, he states that we should be careful not to apply 

a particular role of Christ to the church just because it is mentioned by the Hebrews writer. For 

example, Christ’s priestly role is compared to that of Melchizedek, a priest-king, yet Christ is not 

reigning today. He argues that the writer of Hebrews intends to exalt Christ in His superiority 

and sufficiency for the role, and that reference to the New Covenant serves to illustrate that. So 

the focus is Christ, not the covenant, and the application is not necessarily to the church. 

Secondly, Cone states that “the distinctions of pronouns used and inclusion of original-recipient 

language” in Hebrews writer’s quotation of Jeremiah’s original prophecy serves to indicate that 

recipients of the New Covenant haven’t changed. For example, he writes that the Holy Spirit 

bears witness to “us” (10:15) but that the covenant was made with “them” (10:16). Hence the 

letter may be written to the church, but not necessarily with application of the New Covenant to 

it. Thirdly, he states that there is no new content added to the New Covenant that would warrant 

either an expansion or redefinition of it. Noticeably, the Hebrews writer quotes the passage 

verbatim without any alterations or suggestions of the same. 

Cone (2013b:132-134) rather argues that the Abrahamic Covenant is the one that pertains to 

Christianity. He states that in the Abrahamic promises (Gen 12:1-3), God makes seven 

commitments to him: to make him a great nation; to bless him; to make his name great; that he 

will be a blessing; those who bless him will be blessed; those who slight him will be cursed; and 

lastly, all the “families or clans” of the land will be blessed through him. He states that the first 

six commitments are directly focused on Abraham and fulfilled in his descendants (children of 

the promise who are not only physical but spiritual descendants). The seventh promise, on the 

other hand, is distinct from the six because it is not connected to Abraham’s physical 

descendants, but rather the nations of the earth. Cone (2013b:134) suggests that, “This promise 

is broad enough so as to include every future aspect of blessing for Gentiles (including salvation 

and the ministry of the Spirit), there is no need to place Gentiles in a covenant relationship to 

God in order for this aspect to be fulfilled.” 

4.5.2.2.3 Both Israel and the Church as recipients 

But Cone doesn’t consider that initially, Jews had a major issue with Gentile salvation at the 

inception of the church (cf. Acts 10, 11), and even after they accepted the fact, they grappled 

with how to incorporate them into the church, with circumcision, a sign and requirement of the 

Mosaic Covenant, debated as a possible means of “initiation” into the church (Acts 15). If the 

Jews who formed part of the early church, including the apostles, didn’t understand salvation in 

Christ at the inception of the church to be based solely on covenant relationship, they probably 

wouldn’t have considered Gentile salvation debatable.  
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Also to consider is that even from an Old Testament perspective, though Moses was clear that 

he made his covenant with a unique and treasured people, the nation of Israel, Gentiles were 

not entirely excluded from the agreement. Foreigners who lived among God’s were also subject 

to the stipulations and benefits of the Mosaic Covenant. Leviticus 19:34 demands that 

foreigners be treated as equal as natives, and that: “you shall love him as yourself” similar to 

v18 on love for one’s neighbour. Also, Numbers 9:14-16 is clear that a foreigner may offer an 

aroma sacrifice to God just as much as the native, concluding that: 

15As for the assembly, there shall be one statute for you and for the sojourner 

who is sojourning with you, a perpetual statute, throughout your generations; 

as you are, so the sojourner will be before Yahweh. 16One law and one 

ordinance shall be for you and for the sojourner who sojourns with you.” (Num 

15:14-16) 

Also, centuries down the line, we see Ruth, a Moabites widow of an Israelite man. Upon 

committing herself to the God and people of Israel, she was accepted into the covenant 

community and even redeemed as a wife by Boaz according to the Mosaic code. Therefore, just 

because a covenant was made with the Israelites, Gentiles are not necessarily excluded. So 

contrary to Cone’s assertion that Gentiles may relate to God outside of a covenant, according to 

the Old Testament, they had to submit to the covenant conditions as much as the Israelite did if 

they were to relate to Him. In this manner, we may conclude that though the New Covenant 

awaits future complete fulfilment through its direct recipients, the nation of Israel, at present, 

“The church, though not a formal partner of the New Covenant, participates in the covenant 

both as a subject of its rule of life and as a recipient of promised Abrahamic Covenant blessings 

for Gentiles that have come through the Seed of Abraham, Jesus Christ” (Decker, 1995:454). 

According to Gentry and Wellum (2012:644, 645), the Old Testament itself does foresee Gentile 

participation in the New Covenant. They argue that the New Covenant is anticipated and 

typified by all previous covenants, hence “the new covenant supersedes all previous covenants” 

(this is not a view held by this study). They continue to state that the New Covenant will fulfil the 

blessings of Abraham not only for Israel but the nations of the world as well. They argue that the 

Old Testament depicts the New Covenant as both national (Jer 31:36-40; 33:6-16; Ezek 36:24-

38; 37:11-28) and international (Isa 42:6; 49:6; 55:3-5; 56:4-8; 66:18-24; Jer 33:9; Ezek 36:36; 

37:38). This is despite the fact that Israel and the church are distinct communities. 

As for the specificity of time of fulfilment, the Abrahamic Covenant is the perfect example of 

partial fulfilment(s) over time. First, Abraham was blessed, then only centuries later, the nation 

of promise was formed, then only forty years later, the conquest of Canaan was, not realised 
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but, only begun. Hence partial fulfilment of covenant promises in the church is not unusual to 

the redemption narrative that awaits future complete fulfilment through Israel. Not only that, but 

they serve as guarantees that the promises will eventually be fulfilled in their entirety (Diprose, 

2006:89, 90). 

To separate the blood of Christ from the New Covenant when applying the blood to redemption 

of Christians (Lewis, 2002:61) is akin to separating the law from the Old Covenant when 

applying it to Gentiles. Just as the Law of Moses cannot be separated from his covenant and 

vice versa when being applied to Gentiles, so may it be considered not possible to separate the 

blood of Christ from the New Covenant to suit a particular theological persuasion. The writer of 

Hebrews probably proves this indirectly. He addresses the New Covenant at great length yet his 

focus is on the priestly work of Christ. For him to use the New Covenant to the extent he does, 

and to a Christian audience, is an indicator that the New Covenant cannot be separated from 

the work of Christ in any context, whether with Jews or the church. If anything, for him to 

address his treatment of the subject to Christians, evidences the relevance of the New 

Covenant to the church. As Daniels (1999:81) would challenge: 

If the New Covenant in no way relates to the church, then why did the writer of 
Hebrews base his whole logical argument on the New Covenant replacing the old 
when addressing Christians and their relationship to the mediator of the New 
Covenant, Jesus Christ? This might make sense if the book was directed to 
unbelieving Jews, but we know it definitely was not. If the church has no relationship 
to the New Covenant, then Hebrews itself becomes incomprehensible. 

Still on Hebrews, Decker (1995:453, 454) comments that: 

In Hebrews 12:24 Jesus is referred to as “the mediator of a new covenant.” A present 
mediatorship of the covenant is necessitated by the context. A key contextual phrase 
is “you have come” (v22). The stative aspect of the perfect tense describes an existing 
state of affairs. This statement is juxtaposed with the immediately preceding 
paragraph (the same verb introduces v18) that describes Israel’s “coming” to the 
mountain. Israel’s historical “coming” is contrasted with the Christian readers’ 
coming—not this time to a physical mountain, but to Christ. The reference cannot be 
to the future arrival of Christians in heaven or the new Jerusalem, but must be a 
reference to their salvation. The phrases that follow describe realities of the spiritual 
realm to which they have come… If these descriptions describe the present realities of 
the believer’s position, then the context of the New Covenant mediatorship of Jesus in 
verse 24 would seem to be a present function of an inaugurated covenant rather than 
an eschatological role. “You have come,” the author of Hebrews wrote, in essence, “to 
Jesus, who is now mediating the New Covenant.” 

Another matter to ponder is the institution of the Lord’s Supper. Before the inception of the 

church, Christ instituted the Lord’s Supper with a Jewish audience as a commemoration of the 

ratification of the New Covenant in His blood (Luke 22:19, 20). Paul would later command the 

church at Corinth to observe the ordinance and also gave guidance on how to do so (1 Cor 11). 

It would seem strange for Paul to do so if the church had no relationship with the New Covenant 
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at all. “The references to the cup as representative of the New Covenant and the forgiveness 

provided for sin are directly related to those who participate in the memorial” (Decker, 

1995:450). Diprose (2006:97) adds that, “In making the memorial supper part of church practice 

at Corinth, Paul was doing two things. He was following Christ’s instruction to the Twelve to 

teach new disciples of all nations all that Christ had commanded them (Matt 28:18–20) and he 

was demonstrating that all those who are ‘sanctified in Christ Jesus’ (1 Cor 1:2) consequently 

belong to the new covenant people.” 

Olander (2005:318, 319) argued well that it is impossible for Gentiles or the church to fulfil any 

covenant entered into with Israel because it would necessitate redefinition or creation of an 

entirely new covenant. But this does not discount that with progressive revelation, more details 

or stipulations to the ones initially revealed may be added. “For example, in the new covenant 

the Lord added the requirement of baptism after the ‘cutting’ of the covenant, just as he had 

added the Sabbath requirement (as a covenant sign, Exod 31:16) after the ‘cutting’ of the 

Mosaic covenant, and the requirement of circumcision after the ‘cutting’ of the Abrahamic 

covenant” (Niehaus, 2013:250). It is in similar fashion then that the Gentiles are incorporated 

into the New Covenant promise. Though it wasn’t initially revealed in the Old Testament, the 

New Testament makes it plain. Here we see the importance of Hamilton’s (2010:46) proposal 

that Old Testament biblical theology should be studied through the lens of the New Testament. 

Thus we conclude that as far as the purposes of this study, the New Covenant was made with 

Israel and will be completely fulfilled with the nation upon Christ’s return, but that as far as 

partial fulfilment is concerned, as attested by both Old and New Testament accounts, the 

Gentiles have been engrafted into it and are beneficiaries of its promises today through the 

church.  

4.5.2.3 “My law” engraved on the hearts of the New Covenant recipients 

The fact that the New Covenant would be unbreakable is not owed to any bilateral agreement 

between God and the nation, such that both parties would have roles to fulfil. Rather, God will 

unilaterally oversee the fulfilment of the covenant. He makes this explicitly clear. With the 

introductory statement: “But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after 

those days,” God proceeds to state the essence of the New Covenant:  “I will put My law within 

them and on their heart I will write it” (Jer 31:33). The emphasis on the “I” statements clearly 

stress that God will accomplish this work solely without man’s participation. The Mosaic 

Covenant may have been written on stone (Exod 31:18; 34:28-29; Deut 4:13; 5:22) and in a 

book (Exod 24:7), but only when it was written in the people’s “minds and wills” would they be 

able to acknowledge God’s sovereignty and walk in obedience (Thompson, 1980:581). As Gunn 
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(2013:43-44) asserts when he contrasts the internalization of God’s law under the New 

Covenant and the breaking of God’s law under the old one: 

This is a crucial difference between the two covenants: laws inscribed on stone tablets 
may be broken just as surely as the stone tablets themselves may be dashed to 
pieces when hurled to the ground in a flash of golden-calf-inspired rage, but laws 
inscribed on the human heart are another matter entirely. This placing of the law within 
God’s people appears to be the means by which fidelity to the terms of the New 
Covenant will be achieved. 

Thus this divine act of God on the heart of the people cannot be overemphasized. Without it the 

New Covenant cannot claim to be new, let alone unbreakable. The nature, motives, desires and 

activities of the transformed individual will be overhauled to conform to God’s will. Just like the 

experienced lawyer who rarely needs to consult his law books when resolving routine issues, or 

the expert engineer who is always ready with a formula to offer related solutions, or the 

craftsman who’s well-informed on how to use his tools and machines, so will the New Covenant 

believer have Scriptures (consisting of inspired commentary on the Divine law) “so completely in 

his mind that he will seldom need to consult the Book in the ordinary activities” of his life 

(Campbell, 1954:246). The response to God’s commandments will be “automatic” and “natural” 

(Brown, 2010:397). 

It is only then that it would be true that God will be their God, and they shall be His people, as 

prescribed by the covenant formula. This declarative construction typifying the ideal relationship 

had already been used frequently by Jeremiah though it didn’t reflect the true state of affairs 

(7:23; 11:4; 24:7; 30:22; 31:1; and 32:38). As Gunn (2013:44) notes, even in the Mosaic 

Covenant this type of relationship was envisioned (cf. Exod 29:45-46; Lev 26:12), but was 

“never fully realized” because the Old Covenant was broken. It is in the New Covenant 

prophecy that it finds its climax and fulfilment here – “where the Old Covenant failed, the new 

will succeed.” 

Brown (2010:397) observes that it is true in the Old Testament that, to some degree, certain 

faithful and obedient men in the Old Testament such as David experienced the state of having 

the law of God within their hearts and even delighted in and enjoyed to do His will. In Psalm 

40:8 David proclaims that, “I delight to do your will, O my God; your law is within my heart.” 

David had the inclination that various types of animal sacrifices and offerings, including those 

for sin, were not necessarily God’s desire (v6), but that the type of sacrifice that God delighted 

in was rather a “a life that conforms itself to God’s teaching… a life so conformed to God’s 

teaching that the Torah is alive deep within… a person” (DeClaisse-Walford, Jacobson & 

Tanner, 2014:397, emphasis original). But as Brown (2010:397) contends, what David and 

other Old Testament saints experienced was “individual” and “temporary”, with the New 

Covenant rather envisioning, first of all, a “corporate” experience, where the entire nation, not 
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just individuals within the nation, will delight in God due to a heart change. Secondly, the 

experience will be “permanent”, not the temporary experience where after a spiritually charged 

moment, such as David experience in this Psalm, he would experience low spiritual moments 

due to being “overwhelmed by the consciousness of his still-present sin.” 

4.5.2.4 Verse 34 – Knowledge of God and forgiveness of sin in the New Covenant 

Coupled with God being their God and the renewed nation being His people, is the ability to 

know God. Just like, Gunn, Blackburn (2012:117-118) observes that knowing God wasn’t an 

aspect unique to the New Covenant, but that the relationship envisaged here and the purpose, 

that Israel would know God, is the same as the demands of the Mosaic Covenant: 

“Then I will take you for My people, and I will be your God; and you shall know 

that I am the Lord your God, who brought you out from under the burdens of 

the Egyptians.” (Exod 6:7) 

33“And I will be their God, and they shall be My people. 34 They will not teach 

again, each man his neighbour and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know 

the Lord,’ for they will all know Me.” (Jer 31:33-34) 

In the New Covenant, the intimate relationship between God and Israel that had been 

envisioned after the exodus from Egypt will finally be realised. Despite the failure of the Old 

Covenant, in the new one, all the people, from the least to the greatest, will genuinely know God 

(v34), such that a prophet like Jeremiah would not need to be sent to “pluck up” or “break down” 

or “destroy” or “overthrow” as a messenger warning of impending judgment upon a rebellious 

and depraved nation because God Himself will finally “build” and “plant” His people such as to 

draw them to Himself by genuine conviction of the heart (Cf. Jer 1:10; 24:6). “God and ordinary 

men are linked at last” (Gunn, 2013:44). 

Thompson (1980:581) suggests that in this context the verb ָיַדע “to know” in v34 probably entails 

“its most profound connotation, the intimate personal knowledge which arises between two 

persons who are committed wholly to one another in a relationship that touches mind, emotion, 

and will.” Schreiner (2017:93) comments that, “Certainly people need teaching even after 

becoming believers. Jeremiah’s point, however, is that they don’t need to be instructed or 

commanded to know the Lord as if they are unconverted, for by definition all those in the new 

covenant know the Lord.” According to Jeremiah, this is true of all within the covenant, from the 

least to the greatest, no exceptions. This is what it truly meant to have a circumcised heart as 

depicted and demanded, but also promised, by Moses, and now also Jeremiah as he confirms 

the certainty of what Moses had foreseen centuries earlier. Unlike Moses, Jeremiah would more 
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vividly describe what it meant to have a circumcised heart. It was one that had the law of God 

engraved in it such that it needed no teacher or mentor. The people “will obey… by choice 

rather than by compulsion. Past apostasy will be replaced by an attitude of fidelity to God” 

(Harrison, 1973:137). Elsewhere Jeremiah had also similarly prophesied that: 

“I will give them a heart to know Me, for I am the Lord; and they will be My 

people, and I will be their God, for they will return to Me with their whole 

heart.” (Jer 24:7, emphasis added) 

In this passage it is clear that knowing God is more than a function of the intellect, which 

constitutes an understanding of facts and figures in the mind. More than that, it is a disposition 

of the heart, a type of knowledge and experience that convicts and drives an individual to return 

to God with the “whole heart”. Hodges (2009:76) finds a remarkable answer of what it means to 

know God in one of Jesus’ last prayers: 

1When Jesus had spoken these words, He lifted up His eyes to heaven and 

said, “Father, the hour has come. Glorify Your Son, that Your Son may also 

glorify You, 2as You have given Him authority over all flesh, that He should 

give eternal life to as many as You have given Him. 3And this is eternal life, 

that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have 

sent.” (John 17:1-3, emphasis added) 

On this revelation, Hodges (2009:76) comments that: 

As this statement shows, eternal life is nothing less than the knowledge of God. But 
eternal life itself is the result of new birth. It follows, therefore, that when Jeremiah’s 
prophecy predicts that all Israelites will someday know the Lord, he is predicting that 
someday every Israelite will be born again. The whole nation will have been 
regenerated because the whole nation will have believed in Jesus Christ for eternal 
life. 

But knowing God was not to be limited to Israel. Just as it is with the unconditional Abrahamic 

and New Covenants where other nations may participate, so it was under the conditional Old 

Covenant dispensation where the desire and demand for other nations to know God was 

evident. Under the Mosaic Covenant, Israel was called to be a “kingdom of priests” (Exod 19:6), 

effectively mandating the nation with the ministry of revealing God to other nations that they 

may know Him, and in essence have a relationship with Him, as had been envisaged in the 

promise to Abraham that in him all the nations of the world would be blessed. Solomon also 

expressed this desire at the dedication of the temple once it was completed: 

41“Also concerning the foreigner who is not of Your people Israel, when he 

comes from a far country for Your name’s sake 42(for they will hear of Your 
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great name and Your mighty hand, and of Your outstretched arm); when he 

comes and prays toward this house, 43hear in heaven Your dwelling place, and 

do according to all for which the foreigner calls to You, in order that all the 

peoples of the earth may know Your name, to fear You, as do Your people 

Israel, and that they may know that this house which I have built is called by 

Your name.” (1 Kings 8:41-43; cf. 2 Chron 6:32-33, emphasis added). 

As Campbell (1954:230) commented: 

God made [the] choice of Abraham and his covenanted posterity in order that through 
them all the nations of the earth would be brought to the knowledge and service of the 
one true God. National Israel failed to rise to the dignity of their high calling. They sold 
their spiritual birthright for sensuous pleasures and for racial and political prestige. 
They failed to grasp the basic truth that those who are chosen of God to a place of 
privilege are expected to use the gits and opportunities thus freely given to them for 
the well-being of their less privileged fellows. Old Covenant Israel thus missed the 
mark. 

Given that Israel had failed as a designated kingdom of priests, and thereby losing their place of 

privilege, God would use the New Covenant to accomplish this goal for not only the Israelites, 

but likewise the nations of the world, knowing Him and being in an intimate relationship with 

Him, hence the church which comprises of people from Gentile nations (Acts 8, 10). But beyond 

that, the church would also take up the mandate of being a kingdom of priests with the charge 

to “proclaim the excellencies” of God in order to lead others to likewise know and have a 

relationship with Him (1 Pet 2:9). But as Jeremiah guarantees, at a future time when Israel is 

restored as a nation, the nation will not need to be taught, let alone persuaded, to know the 

LORD, for the conviction in their hearts will be grounded in evident fear and love for God. And in 

turn, they themselves will then lead other nations in knowing the LORD, as if for their role as a 

national kingdom of priests to be renewed once the New Covenant is finally fulfilled in them: 

2Now it will come about that in the last days the mountain of the house of 

the LORD will be established as the chief of the mountains, and will be raised 

above the hills; and all the nations will stream to it. 3And many peoples will 

come and say, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house 

of the God of Jacob; that He may teach us concerning His ways and that we 

may walk in His paths.” For the law will go forth from Zion and the word of 

the Lord from Jerusalem. (Isa 2:2-3, cf. Mic 4:1-2) 

And finally, still in Jeremiah 31:34, and just as important and quite remarkable, God will forgive 

the sin of the people such as to remember it no more. It is almost unimaginable that God will 

“utterly and completely forgive and forget His people’s sins and wickedness” which we may 

consider “an unprecedented gesture on his part toward His chronically disobedient people” 
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(Brown, 2010:397). The annual Day of Atonement, where God “remembered” the sin of the 

people and thereby demanded a recurring annual national blood sacrifice for the sin of the 

people (Lev 16), will be rendered obsolete. Their past sins will be forgiven, and given that their 

hearts would be transformed, the idea and implication is that their heats will wholly submit to 

God and as such there will be no more rebellion that will necessitate forgiveness.63 The finality 

of the New Covenant in accomplishing redemption is such that it would not merely be based on 

deliverance from Babylonian captivity, but rather the sin that led them there (Blackburn, 

2012:118). 

4.6 Conclusion 

It is undeniable that the study of the New Covenant has continued to pose numerous questions 

surrounding its various themes and viable interpretation(s). The varied responses and proposals 

aimed at addressing these questions are themselves innumerable. But given the limitation of 

this study, only one major question, pertaining to the identity of the law of the New Covenant 

that God proposed to write on the hearts of His people, will be explored with attempts at an 

answer. 

Moses and Jeremiah have been consistent with their use of metaphors in depicting a theology 

of the heart. Both of them have called for a circumcision of the heart, with Jeremiah arguably 

borrowing from the imagery of his earlier counterpart. But to note as a distinction, beyond the 

imagery of circumcision, Jeremiah expounded on Moses’ assertions by using the imagery of 

writing upon the heart or tablet of the heart. Where Moses depicted the heart as uncircumcised, 

Jeremiah did so as well, but went further to describe it as one upon which its sin is written 

(engraved) upon. Where Moses foretold that God Himself would circumcise the hearts of the 

people, Jeremiah typified the same transformation as God rather writing His law on the (stone) 

hearts of the people.  

It is the imagery of God writing His law in the hearts of His people in Jeremiah 31:33 that will be 

explored in the next chapter in an attempt at answering the question behind the identity of the 

law He will write on them. 

                                                

63 Though the verse doesn’t explicitly state that the possibility to sin will not exist (with scholars 
contending that the possibility will not exist) the people will nevertheless be characterised by “obedience 
and righteousness” rather than “disobedience and wickedness” (Brown, 2010:397). 
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CHAPTER 5 

“I WILL PUT MY LAW WITHIN THEM AND ON THEIR HEART I WILL 

WRITE IT”: “MY LAW” IN JEREMIAH 31:33 AS A METAPHORIC 

REFERENCE TYPIFYING HEART TRANSFORMATION 

5.1 Introduction 

As already stated, there are numerous debates on countless issues that surround both the Old 

and New Covenants and their respective laws or supposedly shared Law of Moses (whether in 

whole or in part). As highlighted in chapter 2, the views proposed for the identity of the New 

Covenant law include: the entire Law of Moses in whole, only the moral laws of Moses, the will 

of God in general, the book of Deuteronomy, the two greatest commandments, the Ten 

Commandments, a law to be revealed in future, and, the more prominent view, the law of Christ. 

Some of these views are either fairly similar or totally different. But there is one characteristic 

common to all of them – they all consider Jeremiah’s prophecy to be referring to a literal law 

code, regardless of its identity. On the contrary, in an attempt at contributing to the debate, this 

study explores a different direction in as far as the identity of New Covenant law is concerned, 

by considering the viability of Jeremiah’s law reference to be a metaphoric rather than a literal 

(whether currently existing or future) code. 

Just like Moses (Deut 10:16), Jeremiah (Jer 4:4) used the metaphor referring to the circumcision 

of the heart when they both demanded heart transformation. Moses remained consistent in his 

use of the imagery when rather than continuing to demand heart change, he contrastingly 

foresaw that God Himself would in future circumcise the hearts of His people as an act of 

transformation and restoration to Him (Deut 30:6). But Jeremiah, equally prophesying about 

transformation and restoration as an act of God, employed the use of a different metaphor, 

stating that God would write His law in the hearts of His people (Jer 31:33). Both prophets 

employed metaphors that the people would easily understand – just like physical circumcision, 

circumcision of the heart demanded the removal of the hardened foreskin of the heart that 

would make it soft and penetrable with God’s word and thereby lead to genuine love and 

obedience towards God. In similar fashion, just like the Decalogue was permanently engraved 

upon stone tablets, the law written on the hearts of the people would engrave a permanent mark 

on the tablet of the heart that was once permanently engraved with sin, also leading to 

obedience and love towards God. 



 

133 

It cannot be overlooked that both prophets designed their metaphors using two major aspects 

that define Israel’s (Mosaic) covenant relationship with God – circumcision, and the Ten 

Commandments. Male circumcision was the sign of the covenant (Lev 12:3; cf. Gen 17:11), and 

the Ten Commandments were the governing “words of the covenant” (Exod 34:28). 

Circumcision of the heart never really meant a literal open-heart surgery, but a spiritual heart 

disposition inclined to God’s word and a love for Him that is displayed through obedience. 

Hence it was clearly a metaphor employing imagery that would be both comprehensible and 

striking to the audience. In the same way then, it is worth considering that when Jeremiah made 

reference to the writing of God’s law in the heart, he may just as well not be referring to a literal 

implantation of the law into the heart, or even a literal legal code (whether Mosaic or otherwise), 

but that the law reference was used as the most suited illustration for clear and impactful 

communication, just as circumcision was used by Moses, to likewise typify impending 

transformation of the heart. Hence this is a view worth exploring. 

5.2 The essence of the New Covenant: “My law” or “my Spirit”? 

Just like the law was foundational to the Old Covenant, the question then is this, what is the 

parallel foundational element of the New Covenant? In just the third month after the nation of 

Israel had left Egypt, God summoned the people to institute the Mosaic Covenant (Exod 19). 

The immediacy cannot be overlooked because outside of the Mosaic Covenant, there was no 

tangible and unique basis for a relationship between God and the nation. With the Mosaic 

Covenant, they would understand that God is holy and was calling them to be a holy nation 

dedicated unto Himself, a dedication that they would demonstrate by adherence to the law 

given by Moses. And as already noted, the pattern of the law in line with the Hittite treaty 

structure left Israel without a doubt that God was their king now, not Pharaoh. So then we must 

ask ourselves, what is the parallel element to the Law of Moses in the New Covenant? Jeremiah 

makes reference to “My law”, but should this be taken literally as reference to a legal code given 

what the New Covenant intends to achieve? 

5.2.1 Absence of a/the law in unconditional covenants 

It is widely accepted that the Mosaic Covenant is a conditional covenant, premised upon 

adherence to the Law (Barrick, 1999:213; Grisanti, 1999:248; Harless, 2003:349-366; Lewis, 

2002:57; Niehaus, 2007:263; VanDrunen, 2011:305). When Moses mediated the Old Covenant, 

it was logical that he would, at the same time, outline its governing stipulations because the 

Covenant was to be ratified immediately with the first generation. In line with this, it is important 

to note as well that the Mosaic Covenant was not given as a prophecy. It came into effect 

immediately it was proclaimed and documented, complete with a covenant ratification ceremony 
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(Exod 24). This is not the case with major unconditional covenants (Abrahamic, Davidic, and 

New) in Scripture which were given as promises to be unilaterally fulfilled by God in future 

(Dean, 2014:296, 297; Grisanti, 1999:234, 248; Longman and Dillard, 2007:337). 

Narrowing down to major covenants made with Israel, Pettegrew (2013:28) terms the 

Abrahamic, Davidic, and New Covenants as “irrevocable contracts”, unlike the Mosaic Covenant 

that was rendered “broken” at the prophecy of the New Covenant in Jeremiah. All unconditional 

covenants were given as prophecies to be fulfilled in future, a time beyond that of the recipient. 

With the unconditional Abrahamic Covenant (Gen 12; 15; 17), God expressly told Abraham that 

he shall “go to [his] fathers in peace” and “be buried in a good old age” (Gen 15:15) hence he 

would not see the fulfilment of the covenant when his descendants finally leave Egypt in the 

Exodus. As for David, when God instituted the unconditional royal covenant with him, He 

likewise told him that, “when your days are complete and you lie down with your fathers” (2 Sam 

7:12), it is his descendant that shall build a house for God’s name, and that God “will establish 

the throne of his kingdom forever” (v13). So like Abraham, David received the promise, but not 

the fulfilment. In the same way, with the New Covenant, Jeremiah spoke of a future realization, 

entailing future ratification, with the people of his time receiving the promise, but not the 

realisation of the new agreement. 

Another element that is characteristic of these unconditional covenants is the absence of the 

type of stipulations or legal codes that demand adherence to, in order to guarantee validity of or 

participation in the covenant. Rather, these unconditional covenants were all based on unilateral 

and unconditional promises (Olander, 2006:56, 61-64). One way of explaining the absence of a 

legal code is that the recipients would not live long enough to realise the promises or ratification 

of these covenants, hence it was only viable to present the accompanying legislation to the 

generation that shall receive the promises of these covenants. But to note, there are no 

subsequent narratives in Scripture where such a legal code is presented to a people group, as it 

was with the Mosaic Covenant, as requirements for participation into any of the unconditional 

covenants. Of the Abrahamic Covenant, Galatians 3:8-9 asserts that, “8The Scripture, 

foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to 

Abraham, saying, ‘All the nations will be blessed in you.’ 9So then those who are of faith are 

blessed with Abraham, the believer” (cf. Rom 4). Thus participation into the Abrahamic 

Covenant is by faith and not a legal requirement upon the individual. The covenant is “founded 

upon the promise of God himself and does not depend upon the performance of its vassal 

party” (Dean, 2014:307, 308). As of the New Covenant, leading up to the cross, Christ 

proclaimed that, “This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in My blood” (Luke 

22:20). There is noticeably no legal code prescribed in both. As Niehaus (2007:268) argues, in 



 

135 

Jeremiah 31:33, with reference to “My law”, the Lord is not giving a “stipulation” “in the legal 

sense of a statute to be obeyed; rather, He is giving a promise of what he will do.” As for the 

Davidic Covenant, several passages suggest an eschatological fulfilment (e.g. Isa 11; Jer 23; 

Rev 19; 22; cf. Psalm 2; 110). With these and other passages as well, no legal code is 

prescribed in a pattern likened to that of Moses at Sinai (Grisanti, 1999:234, 241-243). 

The Mosaic Covenant – patterned after the suzerain-vassal Hittite treaty – presents a 

prescribed covenant structure and stipulations (Dean, 2014:283). But we see clearly with the 

unconditional covenants, there was never an established formal and complete document with a 

clear structure and with two clear parties signing off on the terms. Jesus, for example, left no 

such governing document for the New Covenant inaugurated in His blood. Much as He referred 

to His teachings using terms such as “My commandments” (cf. John 14:15, 21; 15:10), He did 

not call for a one-time covenant-ratification ceremony whereby He engaged His audience into 

swearing allegiance to His commandments in a structured treaty format. If a set of structured 

legal code with a definitive term was important, remaining consistent with Moses, He would’ve 

ensured firstly that He gave the terms to a specific people group such as Moses did to the 

Israelites. But to note, Christ even ministered beyond Jewish territory when He preached to the 

Samaritans and even the Gentiles. Secondly, He would have given the foundational tenets of 

His supposed law in one sitting (just as Moses did in Exodus and subsequently in 

Deuteronomy), complete with a covenant ratification ceremony. But, as Dean (2014:291) 

argues, “It is important to note that a unilateral covenant cannot be obligation-conditional for a 

passive vassal. In such a case, if the suzerain imposes no regulations on the passive vassal, 

then the covenant is clearly neither regulation-conditional nor obligation-conditional.” But it is 

also important to note that the New Testament Church is a distinct entity from Old Testament 

Israel, and as such, the exact same rules may not necessarily apply in the formulation of these 

different and separate entities. Much as Christ did not present His supposed law in Mosaic 

fashion, He did leave the apostles with His commandments and commissioned them as 

custodians of the same upon His ascension (Matt 28:20). Paul, a late entry among the apostles, 

also contributed greatly to the stipulations that would govern the church. 

Proponents of the view that the Mosaic Law is the law of the New Covenant (e.g. Gilley, 

2013:26-27; Kaiser, 1972:19; Von Rad, 1965:213) may argue that given the fact that the Mosaic 

Law was already established, it did not need to be reiterated in similar fashion to a covenant 

ratification ceremony once the church came into existence. But the challenge with this notion is 

that it cannot be ignored that at the renewal of the Mosaic Covenant at Moab, Moses reiterated 

the law code just as it had been given to the first generation. He considered it vital because a 

new generation had arisen that would probably view the law as contextually-bound to the first 
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generation and not subsequent ones (Deut 5:3). Hence if it was vital to the New Covenant 

promise, then such a provision would have been made to reiterate it at Pentecost, especially 

given, not a generational change as it was with Moses in Deuteronomy but, a dispensational 

change. As Beacham (2011:116) emphasizes, contextually, “a suzerainty treaty was an accord 

that chiefly defined vassal loyalty. The focus here was on the obligation of the inferior party” 

even though the suzerain also has specific obligations to fulfil on his part as well. “The suzerain 

pledged to enable, protect, and sustain his vassals (and their progeny) with all of his resources, 

power, and ability, if the vassals would swear to keep in perpetuity the specifications, laws, and 

statutes of the suzerain as delineated in the covenant.” He adds that, “The chief feature of 

this covenant was the law-code: the list of requisites that were obligatory on the part of the 

vassals in order to prove continued covenant fealty” (emphasis original). Hence given the 

context, it is difficult to accept that a covenant that must feature a law-code would be made 

without outlining one, even in instances where it was only a reiteration of an existing one. 

Beacham (2011:120) comments that in ancient times, “Covenants, as legal instruments, were 

officially ratified (‘cut’) at a precise point in time… Covenants, after their initial ratification, might 

also and regularly be rehearsed and/or renewed with much of the attendant verbiage and 

ceremony of the original ratification.” 

Also to consider, with the element of the law, the Mosaic Covenant was rendered breakable. It 

was a bilateral agreement between God and man, and featured detailed stipulations to be 

adhered to by man, and ensuing consequences in the form of blessings and curses. Hence 

positive results were not always guaranteed. In fact, “if Israel had—or could have—obeyed the 

conditions of the Mosaic Covenant, the Abrahamic blessing to the nations would have been 

realized because of their obedience. [But] of course, they did not and could not” (Niehaus, 

2013:264). But with the unconditional covenants, because no law in the pattern of the Mosaic 

Law is in view, Abraham, David, and the Jews of Jeremiah’s time were guaranteed that even 

though they may not be alive to see it, the promises pertaining to the unconditional covenants 

made with them would be fulfilled. Abraham himself is the perfect example of why unconditional 

covenants were unilateral and not bilateral. Abraham was as sinful a man as they come. He 

acted contrary to the promise from God on several occasions. He initially thought his servant 

would inherit his estate. He had relations with his wife’s maid and thought the son with the maid 

would be his heir despite God promising that his heir would be through his offspring with Sarah 

(Gen 16). On multiple occasions he put his marriage at stake when he lied that Sarah was his 

sister and not his wife. He lied knowing that the lie would cost him his marriage and thereby his 

promise, but he overlooked that fact in order to save his life, more than once (Gen 12; 20). So if 

ever the promise was conditioned upon Abraham playing a vital role as a party to the covenant, 

then the promise would have long been rendered void even before his death. He was anything 
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but dependable as far as the oath was concerned. The same is also true of David as far as the 

Davidic Covenant is concerned. He may have been a man after God’s own heart, but he was 

also a man of blood, who, beyond that, eventually led to the devastation of his own family 

because of murder and adultery (2 Sam 11-18). Thus “the Abrahamic covenant is unconditional 

in the sense that God will see it through until it accomplishes all that it should; it will not fail (and 

the same is true of the Davidic covenant, cf. Psalm 132:11)… The Abrahamic covenant [and 

also Davidic] does not come to an end if an individual member of it betrays (i.e. is disobedient 

to) the Lord” (Niehaus, 2013:268). And as far as the nation of Israel is concerned in relation to 

the New Covenant, even after severe punishment through exile, the people still persisted in 

rebellion (Mal 1-3). So if a legal code was suddenly imposed in line with Moses’ blueprint, these 

covenants would fail. It is in this light that “the New Covenant succeeds where the old covenant 

failed” (Gentry, 2008:49). 

Also to note, adopting the view that “My law” is reference to a literal law, by implication 

potentially and strongly leads to adopting the view that the law is the agent of change; in that, it 

is implanting the law in the hearts of the people that would lead to genuine and lasting heart 

transformation. The challenge with this view is that Old Testament is consistent that the 

presence of the law never brought about lasting reform. In Deuteronomy, two passages, one 

addressed to the future monarch and the other to the nation, indicate that devotional reading of 

the law would lead to the fear of God (Deut 17:18-20; 31:9-13; cf. 5:29). Thus the law would 

seem to be a primary agent that would eventually produce change. But this conviction was 

never to be realised. On the contrary, as Seifrid (2014:122) comments, “The covenant made at 

Sinai is constituted by the Law, which remains outside the human being as divine moral 

instruction, requirement, and demand. The new covenant is no longer demand but an 

unqualified promise and gift. It is purely and simply the work of God.” Block (2012b:398) adds 

that “permanent and total devotion” would only be secured through the “radical act” of 

circumcision of the heart, and that “this could not be achieved by legislation.” Thus as we 

ponder a plausible interpretation to Jeremiah’s metaphoric statement, a powerful agent of 

transformation outside any legal code may be in view. So given that the unconditional 

covenants feature no foundational legal code, nor is a/the law the agent of change, what then is 

the foundational element of the New Covenant? 

5.2.2 The Spirit of God as the foundational element of the New Covenant 

The term  ַרּוח “spirit” (often translated: wind, breath, mind, spirit) is used 387 times in the Old 

Testament, with its basic meaning being “air in motion” (TWOT; see also Dunn, 2012:3). It also 

refers to “a blowing, breeze, wind, nothingness, spirit, sense,” presenting the idea of “the power 

to set other things in motion” (Moore, 2011:248). “Wind”, “breath” and “spirit” comprise the early 
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usage of the term (Dunn, 2012:3). In reference to man,  ַרּוח refers to his “entire immaterial 

consciousness,” hence the flesh and spirit combine to form the “self” (TWOT).  ַרּוח may be 

considered “the principle of man's rational and immortal life, and possesses reason, will, and 

conscience. It imparts the divine image to man, and constitutes the animating dynamic which 

results in man’s [soul] as the subject of personal life” (TWOT). In reference to God, throughout 

the Old Testament the  ַרּוח of God may be seen as “a separate entity, or an ‘endowment’ over 

which the Lord has control,” hence the reference to “my Spirit” is “the self-manifesting activity of 

God Himself, the extension of His personal vitality” (Moore, 2011:248). The activities of God’s 

Spirit may be “cosmic, whether in creation (Job 26:13) or in continuing providence (Job 33:4; 

Psalm 104:30); redemptive, in regeneration (Ezek 11:19; Ezek 36:26-27); indwelling, to uphold 

and guide the believer (Neh 9:20; Psalm 143:10; Hag 2:5); or infilling, for leadership (Num 

11:25; Jud 6:34; 1Sam 16:13), service (Num 11:17; Mic 3:8; Zech 7:12), or future empowering 

of the Messiah (Isa 11:2; Isa 42:1; Isa 61:1) and his people (Joel 2:28 [H 3:1]; Isa 32:15)” 

(TWOT). 

Cone (2013b:109) observes that classic dispensationalists generally refer to the work of the 

Holy Spirit in the church as evidence of the church’s participation in the New Covenant promise 

(though the covenant would be fulfilled in future with the second advent of Christ). But Cone 

(2013b:109, 125) rather sees the church as a partial fulfilment of the Abrahamic and not the 

New Covenant (cf. Gen 12:3). Cone (2013b:147) contends that the primary passage of the New 

Covenant (Jer 31:31-34) contains several aspects such as the law within the heart, forgiveness 

of sin, and more; but that “any specific reference to the Holy Spirit is absent.” Cone (2013b:147) 

notes that the absence of a reference to the Holy Spirit by Jeremiah is usually explained using 

the complementing passage, Ezekiel 36:27; where Jeremiah’s reference to the law being placed 

in the inward parts is equal to Ezekiel’s proclamation that God would put His Spirit within (in the 

inward parts of) His people. But Cone (2013b:148) is adamant that should the New Testament 

envisage inclusion of the Gentiles into the New Covenant promise through the work of the Holy 

Spirit, this should be made explicitly clear.64 This clarity is what we briefly explore here. 

Coxhead (2017:77) approaches the study of the law within the heart in a unique way. He coined 

a new term, ‘cardionomography’, to depict the work of the Holy Spirit in writing the law into the 

hearts of God’s people. Whereas our study explores the work of the Spirit of God on the heart 

as the essence of transformation, Coxhead incorporates the supposed law as well, depicting it 

as being written on the heart by the Holy Spirit. In his proposal, Coxhead (2017:77-78) laments 

that: 

                                                

64 This view is also generally held by G. Gilley; D. Gunn; C. Clough; D. Trest; and G. Gunn (refer to C. 
Cone (ed). 2013. An introduction to the New Covenant. Hurst: Tyndale Seminary Press) 
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The fact that the term cardionomography has been coined relatively recently 
potentially suggests that the work of the Holy Spirit writing the law on human hearts is 
a concept that has not received a large amount of attention in Christian theology. This 
is arguably the case overall in modern Christian scholarship, where the concept does 
not feature prominently in most discussions on biblical or systematic theology. This is 
a very serious oversight… Not realizing the importance of the cardionomographic work 
of the Spirit in the OT, and not seeing how the NT builds upon this concept, hampers 
the important theological task of ascertaining the nature and relationship of the old and 
new covenants. 

The compound term is derived from three Greek words: cardio (heart), nomos (law), and graphe 

(writing). The term may also be expressed as ‘pneumato-cardionomography’ to ascertain that 

the writing of the law in people’s hearts is the work of the Holy Spirit (Coxhead, 2017:77). 

Pettegrew (2013:97) also acknowledges the primacy of the role of the Spirit of God in the New 

Covenant and asserts that, “In the overall purposes of God, the outpouring of the Spirit on the 

Day of Pentecost began the new covenant.” He adds that, “The Mosaic covenant and the new 

covenant are administrative covenants. As the new covenant is initiated, the Spirit is poured out 

with many specific doctrinal implications” due to the transition (and the process it entails) from 

the Old to the New. Thus a study of the New Covenant, especially as it pertains to fulfilment, 

cannot overlook the role of the Spirit of God. In his study on “new covenant pneumatology”, 

Pettegrew (2013:28) observes that many studies focus on the Holy Spirit’s “eternal personhood, 

deity, and relationships within the Trinity,” yet “nothing about the essence of the Holy Spirit 

changes from time period to time period.” He is “God from eternity past, is God during the time 

of the old covenant era, is God during the new covenant era, and will be God throughout 

eternity future.” Thus Pettegrew, instead of piling on the existing studies on the Holy Spirit’s 

person, rather focuses on the Holy Spirit’s “ministry under the provisions of the new covenant.” 

The crucial ministry of the Holy Spirit in the fulfilment of the New Covenant was brought into 

focus in John 4, when the woman at the well insisted that the Messiah would come and clarify 

matters of worship, though not consistent with how He handled His identity, Christ immediately 

revealed Himself as the one who fulfils that role (v25), after having confirmed to the lady that the 

centre of worship didn’t matter anymore, whether on Jerusalem or Mt Gerizim (vv21-23), for 

those who would henceforth worship God, would do so in spirit (the “entire immaterial 

consciousness” (TWOT)) and truth, because God is Himself spirit and such people did the 

Father seek (vv23-24). It is the argument here then that we consider the possibility that what the 

law is to the Mosaic Covenant, the Spirit is to the New Covenant, and hence the essence of 

Jeremiah’s heart-transforming prophecy, and not a legal code. As Pettegrew (2013:98) 

suggests, “Even as the external law was the administrative focus of the old covenant, so the 

internal Spirit is the administrative focus of the new covenant.” 

Dunn (1970:47) concurs that the Holy Spirit is the essence and trigger of the new covenant: 
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For Luke Pentecost is also the beginning of the new covenant for the disciples. Four 
times he refers to the Spirit given then as  ἡ ἐπαγγελία (Luke 24.49; Acts 1:4; 2:33, 
38ff), a word often used both by Paul and by Luke to characterize the covenant 
promise of God to His people (Acts 2:39; 7:17 ; 13:23, 32; 26:6; Rom 4:13,16 , 20; 9:8; 
Gal 3:14; etc.). Luke seems to share Paul’s equation of the ‘blessing of Abraham’ with 
the gift of the Spirit (Gal 3:14), for the words of Acts 2:39 (‘the promise is to you and to 
your children’) clearly recall the terms of the Abrahamic covenant (Gen 17:7-10) - the 
covenant of promise - and v38 identifies the covenant promise with the gift of the 
Spirit. Implicit here, therefore, is the thought of the Spirit as the new covenant 
fulfilment of the ancient covenant promise. The gift of the Spirit is now the means 
whereby men enter into the blessing of Abraham; it is through receiving the Spirit that 
‘all nations of the earth (= all that are afar off?) shall be blessed’ (Gen 12:3; 22:18; 
Acts 3:25). 

Just like Pettegrew, Dunn (1970:48) also asserted that the Holy Spirit is to the New Covenant 

what the Law of Moses is to the Old Covenant: 

In any antithesis between the old and new covenants the external written law will be 
set against the inward gift of the Spirit. Each stands as the embodiment and 
motivating principle of its respective covenant. With the law the old covenant stood or 
fell; so it is with the Spirit in the new. This is certainly Paul's understanding of the 
situation (2 Cor 3:3, 6-8), but Paul is simply drawing out the logical corollary to 
Pentecost - the fulfilment of the promise of the Father. It is very probable therefore that 
Luke also saw the Spirit as the essence and embodiment of the new covenant, as that 
which most distinguished it from the old. This would appear to be confirmed by the fact 
that Luke presents the outpouring of the Spirit as taking place on the Feast of 
Pentecost. For Pentecost was more and more coming to be regarded as the feast 
which commemorated the lawgiving at Sinai. 

Elsewhere, Dunn (2012:9) argues that just as the defining feature of the old covenant was the 

law, the defining feature of the New Covenant is “the life-giving Spirit” (cf. 2 Cor 3:6). He adds 

that in 2 Cor 3:3, Paul draws from the imagery of “the prophets who looked for the reality of the 

law to be written in the heart, for a new heart, from which true obedience would come” when he 

states that Christians are not written with ink, but “written with the Spirit of God,” not on stone 

tablets, but “on tablets of human hearts.” Garland (1999:165) comments that, “The letter and 

Spirit refer to the two different ways of rendering service to God under the two different 

covenants. The one is carved in letters on stone tablets which require obedience, while the 

other is written on human hearts and impels obedience through divine agency... For Paul the 

letter is part of the old covenant now transcended by the new covenant inaugurated by the age 

of the Spirit.” Hafemann (1995:173) adds that, “Moses was called to mediate the Law to a stiff-

necked people under the Law who could not obey it. Paul is called to mediate the Spirit now 

being poured out as a result of the cross of Christ to a people whose hearts are being 

transformed to obey the covenant stipulations of the Law.” 

Barnett (1997:176) concurs that Paul identifies himself as a minister of the New Covenant 

prophesied by Jeremiah (2 Cor 3:6) and inaugurated by Christ (2 Cor 11:25). He adds that one 

of the signs of “this great eschatological moment” is “the presence of the life-giving Spirit in the 

hearts of the people ([2 Cor] 1:21-22; 3:3, 18)” (See also de Hoog, 2015:39, 40; Grogan, 
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2007:90; Waters, 2016:223-227). Harris (2005:273) comments that Paul viewed the Mosaic Law 

as the “hallmark of the old covenant” just as the Spirit of God was of the new one, and that the 

outcome was that the written Law brought death while the Spirit gave life (see also Seifrid, 

2014:123). Harris (2005:274) adds that regeneration, sanctification, and resurrection are the 

“three stages in the vivifying work of the Spirit” whereby “the Spirit works inwardly on the 

character or the body, and this emphasis on inwardness is precisely the point of 3:6, as also in 

the other two passages where Paul uses the γράμμα- πνεῦμα antithesis (Rom 2:28-29; 7:4-6).” 

He further asserts that “the new covenant is marked pre-eminently by inward divine enablement 

to carry out God’s will” (Harris, 2005:274) due to the New Covenant’s “radical transformation of 

the heart” and “enabling power of the Holy Spirit” (Hughes, 2006:73). Barnett (1997:177) 

concludes by comparing the prophecy of Jeremiah to that of Ezekiel’s parallel New Covenant 

prophecy (chap. 36) in emphasizing the work of the Spirit: 

Although Jeremiah made no reference to the Spirit, the covenant prophesied by him, 
in effect, would be “of the Spirit”... Ezekiel’s prophecy, referred to in the closely 
connected [2 Cor 3:3], does explicitly mention the Spirit in contrast to “[God’s] laws”… 
The oracle of Ezekiel… so similar to that of Jeremiah… explains what Paul has in 
mind when he writes “for the letter kills.” “The letter” comes to a people whose hearts 
are “stone,” that is, dead, unable to “follow” God's “decrees” or “keep” his “laws.” Thus 
“the ministry [of the letter]” is a “ministry of death” and a “ministry of condemnation” 
(vv7, 9). By contrast, “but the Spirit gives life” is – to use Ezekiel’s words – a 
replacement of hearts of stone with hearts of flesh, God’s own Spirit within the people 
moving them “to follow [his] decrees”… The Spirit has changed the inner lives of the 
Corinthians, making them obedient from the heart to God. 

Another passage to consider is Romans 2:29 which partly states that “circumcision is a matter 

of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter.” Coupled with v28, Paul emphasizes his point on 

“true” circumcision by presenting three antitheses: outward vs inwards; of the flesh vs of the 

heart; and by the written code vs by the Spirit (Kruse, 2012:155). On this passage, Moo 

(1996:174) comments that that which is visible to the naked eye (physical circumcision) is being 

contrasted to that which only God can see (the changed heart), with God having already called 

the people to a “circumcision of the heart” (Deut 10:16; Jer 4:4); but also acknowledged that 

only God could transform the heart (Deut 30:6). “There thus grew up in Judaism the expectation 

that God would one day circumcise the hearts of his people through the work of the Spirit,” and 

“not by the letter” (Mosaic Law) (cf. Rom 7:6; 2 Cor 3:6, 7) (see also Kruse, 2012:156, 295-297; 

Morris, 1988:275-276; Mounce, 1995:101, 161). The apostle Paul also states in Romans 7:6 

that “we are released from the law… so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit and not in the 

old way of the written code.” Garland (1999:164) comments that the old and new ways refer to 

different ways of service under the old and new dispensations respectively, with the old way 

rather resulting in bondage to sin and death, as opposed to the new way which results in 

“indwelling power that can transform believers into the image of God” (cf. 2 Cor 3:18). 
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Fee (1996:7) thus contends that, “Paul’s theology without the supporting pinion of the Spirit 

would crumble into ruins”; and concludes that the Spirit is crucial to all three aspects of the 

Pauline centre, namely: Christ as Messiah, Lord, and Saviour. Fee (1996:9) asserts that, “The 

outpouring of the Spirit meant for Paul that God had fulfilled His promise to dwell once again in 

and among His people.” It meant the “arrival of the New Covenant, anticipated by the promised 

‘circumcision of the heart’ in Deuteronomy 30:6 and prophesied explicitly in Jeremiah 31:31-34: 

‘I will make a new covenant… and I will write in on their hearts’” (Fee, 1996:10). Fee (1996:3) 

states that according to Paul’s theology, the New Covenant was “effected through Christ and 

the Spirit,” and that “it wasn’t a written record at all.” Fee (1996:4) adds that, “Christ’s death and 

resurrection have brought an end to Torah observance (living on the basis of the Old Testament 

law, Rom 7:4-6; 8:2-3); being led by the Spirit has replaced observance as God’s way of fulfilling 

Torah (Gal 5:18),” with the Spirit being “an essential part of Israel’s promised future.” 

Konsmo (2010:10) states that Old Testament prophets foresaw an era where salvation would 

be based on the condition of the heart and not adherence to the Mosaic Law (Deut 30:6; Jer 

31:31; Ezek 11:19; 36:27), and that the anticipated heart transformation was considered by Paul 

to entail “a circumcision of the heart by the Spirit.” It is thus “no coincidence that so many 

parallels can be drawn between the OT and Pauline perspective of the Spirit in the future age.” 

Konsmo (2010:10) continues to state that, “The Spirit is not merely evidence of [the New 

Covenant], but the Spirit is the covenant” (emphasis author’s own). He observes that Paul 

makes reference to several Old Testament historical contexts in order to compare “the old 

covenant of the Law of Moses to the new covenant of the Spirit” (see also Von Rad, 1965:408, 

409). 

We may therefore conclude that just as we don’t have a Mosaic Covenant without the Law of 

Moses, so don’t we have a New Covenant without the Spirit of God. It is the Spirit of God that is 

the emphasis in the New Testament and not the/a law as the foundational element. It is the 

Spirit that the disciples were to wait for at Pentecost, not a legal code (Acts 1, 2). It is the Spirit 

that baptizes believers into one body in Christ, not adherence to or implanting of a legal code in 

us (1 Cor 12). When Peter made a case for Gentile salvation before the Jews, he conceded that 

the same way that the Spirit had come upon them, He did so among the Gentiles, and as such 

he couldn’t deny Gentile salvation (Acts 10). Much as the disciples of John the Baptist were 

devout men, they still needed the Spirit to be part of the New Covenant (Acts 17). Hence just as 

adherence to the Mosaic Law typified those under the Mosaic Covenant, the Spirit within the 

heart typifies New Covenant adherents. As Seifrid (2014:123) concludes, “Paul speaks of the 

Lord’s ‘writing on the law on the heart’ promised in Jeremiah as a replacing of the Law. This 

contrast becomes even more clearer in his… contrast between the omission of the ‘letter’ as 



 

143 

bringing death and condemnation and the mission of the Spirit bringing life and righteousness” 

(emphasis original). 

5.2.2.1 Other relevant New Covenant prophecies in Jeremiah and Ezekiel 

Pettegrew (2013:29) observes that the New Covenant is referred to under other names in other 

passages such as: “everlasting covenant” (Jer 32:40), a “new heart” and “new spirit” (Ezek 

11:19; 36:26), the “covenant of peace” (34:25), and “my covenant” (16:60-63), while numerous 

passages feature related information on the New Covenant. Some of these passages feature 

key and similar elements that are vital to the new covenant as will be explored below. Of all 

these passages, it is those in Ezekiel and Jeremiah that largely seem comparable and 

complementing to each other, especially the New Covenant prophecies in Jeremiah 31 and 

Ezekiel 36. Like Jeremiah, it is widely accepted that Ezekiel prophesied the “corresponding 

promise” of the New Covenant, but with a focus on “the promise of the Spirit” (Hughes, 2006:72; 

see also Barnett, 1997:177; Boadt, 2007:30, 31; Harris, 2005:275). Hence it is worth 

considering and comparing their prophecies. 

Also, Ezekiel (prophesying c.593-571 BC) was a contemporary of Jeremiah (who prophesied 

about c.627-580 BC), with both prophets active before and during the initial years of the 

Babylonian captivity when the city of Jerusalem and Solomon’s temple were destroyed in 586 

BC. During the captive years, the Jews mainly dwelt in Judah, Babylon, and Egypt (Block, 

1997:5). So while Jeremiah prophesied from Jerusalem (Jer 2:2), Ezekiel prophesied from 

captivity in Babylon (Ezek 1:1), thereby ensuring that most of the now scattered Jewish 

population heard the word of God speak to their current circumstances. Like Jeremiah, Ezekiel 

was one of the major contributors to the themes of both impending (and eventually present) 

judgment through the Babylonians, and anticipated future (eschatological) restoration of Israel 

(Block, 1997:14). Just as Jeremiah was doing in Jerusalem, Ezekiel also significantly addressed 

the issue of the depraved heart, and the new/everlasting covenant premised on a new spirit and 

transformed heart within the people. It is also widely accepted that in these parallel prophecies, 

Ezekiel’s seems to have been influenced by Jeremiah (Block, 1997:352; Naylor, 2011:549; 

Taylor, 1969:111, 226). Ezekiel’s parallel prophecies are thus worth exploring given that he is 

not only a contemporary of Jeremiah who speaks to the same generation in one of Israel’s most 

devastating eras, but also because he speaks from the same breath. Similar to Jeremiah’s 

primary New Covenant prophecy in chap. 31, Ezekiel’s chief new covenant prophecy is found in 

chap. 36, which is one of the prophecies that will be considered below. 
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5.2.2.1.1 Jeremiah 24:7 – “I will give them a heart to know Me” 

Jeremiah 24:4-7 states: 

4Then the word of the LORD came to me, saying, 5“Thus says the LORD God 

of Israel, ‘Like these good figs, so I will regard as good the captives of Judah, 

whom I have sent out of this place into the land of the Chaldeans. 6For I will 

set My eyes on them for good, and I will bring them again to this land; and I 

will build them up and not overthrow them, and I will plant them and not pluck 

them up. 7I will give them a heart to know Me, for I am the LORD; and they will 

be My people, and I will be their God, for they will return to Me with their whole 

heart.’” 

This is one of several passages in Jeremiah that foretell the future national restoration of Israel. 

Using the imagery of good figs, the prophet reiterates that God will regard His now exiled 

people (v5) and restore them back to the Promised Land such that they would never suffer 

judgment and captivity again (v6). Hence the restoration will be lasting, and His people will 

finally experience perpetual peace. As Huey (1993:220) asserts, “By means of the baskets of 

figs the Lord was announcing a remarkable theological concept. His evaluations are not based 

on people’s goodness but on his sovereign grace.” The people had consistently rebelled against 

Him, betraying the condition of their depraved hearts. But instead of lasting punishment, God 

promises restoration, and it is the next verse that displays His sovereign grace in redemption. 

Foundational to the restoration, God asserts that He Himself “will give them a heart to know” 

Him (v7). 

Huey (1993:221) observes that concerning the clause: “I will give them a heart to know Me,” 

“There is no exact parallel to this expression in the OT although Deut 30:6; Jer 31:33; 32:38-39; 

Ezek 11:19; 36:26 point toward the same idea.” In Deuteronomy 30:6, the result of the heart 

transformation is that the people will love God with all their heart and soul. In Jeremiah 31:33-

34, several aspects result from heart transformation, of which one is that the people will all know 

God from the least of them to the greatest (v34). This is the passage that comes closest to 

Jeremiah 24:7 in affirming that the people will finally know God. (The other two passages in 

Ezekiel 11 and 36 will be explored below). 

Huey (1993:221) adds that, “The statement further implies that the only way a person can know 

God is for God to give that person a heart (i.e., mind, will) to do so.” Dearman (2012:210) 

comments that, “Jeremiah depicts the matter of relating to God as a matter of the heart. The 

heart is the inner core of a person that directs the will and prompts action.” He adds that, “God 
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desires wholehearted allegiance, and by his grace he offers a new heart to his people… The 

reaction to God's prophetic word is a matter of the heart as it prompts the spiritual allegiances 

and commitments of the people.” Hence the prophecy addresses “the possibility of spiritual 

change on a fundamental level” which “finds ultimate fulfilment in the coming of Christ and his 

offer of new life.” This “new life”, according to the New Testament, is only available through the 

power of the Holy Spirit. Thompson (1980:581) observed that, “The verb know here probably 

carries its most profound connotation, the intimate personal knowledge which arises between 

two persons who are committed wholly to one another in a relationship that touches mind, 

emotion, and will. In such a relationship the past is forgiven and forgotten.” 

Like Jeremiah’s prophecy, the passage also states a result of the restoration would be that God 

would be their God and the people His people (v7). This is the premise for the Abrahamic 

Covenant where God declared to Abraham that He will be God to Him and His descendants 

(Gen 17:7); a fact that would also be foundational to the Mosaic Covenant, as revealed to him 

leading up to the Exodus: “I will take you to be My people, and I will be your God” (Exod 6:7). 

Block (1997:354) comments that this statement, which is prominent in both Jeremiah and 

Ezekiel, is generally known as “the covenant formula.” It is “derived from ancient legal 

terminology, specifically the marriage ceremony,” where the “formula expresses a relationship of 

commitment and intimacy.” Thus the formula “represents one of the unifying themes of the 

entire biblical revelation.” Whereas nations in the ANE perceived their gods as primarily gods 

over their respective territories, and only secondarily as gods over the people of the lands, 

“Israel's God had entered into a covenant relationship with his people. The gift of the land was a 

demonstration of the covenant, not the prerequisite to it” (emphasis original). 

God lastly emphasizes that the people will return to Him “with their whole heart,” a result 

springing from these very hearts being transformed to know God (v7). In this passage, there is 

no reference to obedience, but that may be implied in the aspect of knowing God. In another 

passage in Jeremiah, we see the connection between knowing God and obedience to Him 

when God laments that, “For my people are foolish; they know me not; they are stupid children; 

they have no understanding. They are ‘wise’—in doing evil! But how to do good they know not” 

(Jer 4:22; cf. 5:4; 9:3-6; Isa 1:2-3). The nation is emphatically condemned as foolish and stupid 

because they do not know God, and in their ignorance, they are ‘wise’ in doing evil, which is the 

height of foolishness. We see therefore the implication that “the knowledge of God touches the 

whole man—mind, emotion, and will. It is a total commitment to and response to God of one’s 

whole being” (Thompson, 1980:228; see also Huey, 1993:83). The converse is also true that 

they would respond to other gods with their whole being and be committed to them in their lack 
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of knowing God. Hence the prophet indicts them later showing that the evil they were ‘wise’ to 

do consisted of the irony that they rather served other gods that they did not know (Jer 7:9). 

In another passage, Jeremiah 22:11-30, the prophet is sent to deliver a message of 

condemnation to Shallum, Josiah’s heir to the throne of Judah (v11). The prophet charged that 

the king ruled unjustly (vv12-15), unlike his father who ruled justly, and such God testified of 

Josiah that: “He judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well. Is not this to know 

me?” (v16). This passage equates ruling justly to knowing God. In this passage, “knowing” God 

“means affirmation of Yahweh as sovereign LORD with readiness to obey the commands for 

justice that are the will of Yahweh. Thus… ‘knowing Yahweh’ [in this passage] suggests 

obedience to God’s commands for justice” (Brueggemann, 1998:293). 

The theme of knowing God and its relation to obedience is such a major factor in God’s 

covenant relationship with His people such that Isaiah began His prophecy by highlighting this 

issue: 

2Hear, O heavens, and give ear, O earth; for the LORD has spoken: “Children 

have I reared and brought up, but they have rebelled against me. 3The ox 

knows its owner, and the donkey its master's crib, but Israel does not know, 

my people do not understand.” (Isa 1:2-3) 

For the heavens and the earth to be called upon as God’s witnesses showed that the nation had 

no basis to claim “ignorance about what God desired, or for them to change the theological 

terms of God’s relationship with them. The truth was known and firmly established” (Smith, 

2007:102, 103). God had been faithful to take care of them as His own children (cf. 1:9; Hos 

11:1-2; Exod 4:22). But they rebelled against Him. The irony, is that even an ox, a dumb and 

stubborn animal according to ANE thought, knew that it needed to find its way to its master’s 

manger if it wanted to eat. But in contrast, “the dumber Israelites who were ‘my people’ did not 

seem to ‘know’ that they needed to maintain their covenant relationship with God” (Smith, 

2007:102, 103). On the basis of their ignorance, they had rebelled against God, and as such 

stood condemned. 

Oswalt (1986:85) likens the call for heaven and earth as witnesses in Isaiah’s passage to that 

made twice by Moses (Deut 30:19 and 32:1), hence Isaiah may be incorporating “Deuteronomic 

language”, significantly because the curses for breaking the covenant are detailed in 

Deuteronomy. The mode of address here appeals to the conscience, with the aim of changing 

the people’s way of thinking, feelings, and actions (Oswalt, 1986:86). Oswalt (1986:86) also 

comments that “know” is a covenant term, in that “Israel’s knowledge of God came directly out 
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of experience with Him in Egypt and at Sinai. Because He had revealed Himself in and through 

the covenant relationship, Israel could know Him (Exod 6:7).” This wasn’t merely intellectual but 

experiential knowledge, thus heightening the indictment because the people had all the 

necessary evidence (experiential knowledge) to walk in obedience. This serves to heighten not 

only the indictment accrued to the nation but the state of depravity of their hearts given the 

evidence of God’s parental love. It is in light of this depravity that God takes it upon Himself to 

give them a heart to know Him. “The only chance of newness is due to God’s radical and 

underived action. The gift of a new heart (see also [Jer] 31:31; Ezek 36:26) is done by God, 

because Israel cannot change its heart. Newness out of exile is wrought by God’s powerful 

graciousness” (Brueggemann, 1998:218). 

5.2.2.1.2 Jeremiah 32:20 – “I will put the fear of Me in their hearts” 

Jeremiah 32:36-41 states: 

36“Now therefore thus says the LORD God of Israel concerning this city of 

which you say, ‘It is given into the hand of the king of Babylon by sword, by 

famine and by pestilence.’ 37Behold, I will gather them out of all the lands to 

which I have driven them in My anger, in My wrath and in great indignation; 

and I will bring them back to this place and make them dwell in safety. 38They 

shall be My people, and I will be their God; 39and I will give them one heart and 

one way, that they may fear Me always, for their own good and for the good of 

their children after them. 40I will make an everlasting covenant with them that I 

will not turn away from them, to do them good; and I will put the fear of Me in 

their hearts so that they will not turn away from Me. 41I will rejoice over them to 

do them good and will faithfully plant them in this land with all My heart and 

with all My soul.” 

Like Jeremiah 31:31-34, this passage also falls within the Book of Consolation (chaps. 30-33). 

The passage opens with the familiar theme of the people being in Babylonian captivity, and God 

promising restoration to the Promised Land (vv36, 37, 41). Another familiar declaration, in both 

Jeremiah 24:7 and 31:34 follows, in that God affirms that He will be their God and they will be 

His people (v38). He then proceeds to declare that He will give them “one heart and one way” 

and the result is that they will fear Him (v39). God further declares that He will make an 

“everlasting covenant” with His people to emphasize that He will “not turn away from them” 

(v40). Thompson (1980:595) observes that, “The only difference between this promise and that 

of 31:31-34 is that the covenant is here declared to be everlasting (v40; cf. Isa 55:3; Ezek 

16:60; 37:26) and in place of ‘the knowledge of Yahweh’ (31:34) we have ‘reverence’ of Yahweh 
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in their hearts.” Dearman (2012:282) also highlights the everlasting nature of the new covenant 

and the transformation of the heart and comments that these two “promises are related to the 

poetic announcements in chapters 30-31, which also concern the people's future. The 

‘everlasting covenant’ is essentially a synonym for the ‘new covenant’ in 31:31-34. The 

qualitative changes depicted for the new covenant, once brought to fruition, will be everlasting.” 

Within v40, God reiterates that “I will put the fear of Me in their hearts” and the result is that they 

will not turn away from God. The fear depicted in this passage is what Thompson parallels to 

the knowledge of God in Jeremiah 31:34 (this may be extended to Jeremiah 24:7). Huey 

(1993:294) observes that: 

Verse 39 is a restatement of 31:33. In order for his people to have a proper 
relationship with him, God would “give them singleness of heart and action.” The result 
is that they would “fear [God].” The word fear in the OT has a wide range of meaning. 
It can mean dread (Deut 1:29), respect (Ps 19:9), reverence (2 Kgs 17:7), love (Deut 
10:12, 20), knowledge or wisdom (Prov 1:29), service (Deut 6:13; 10:20), or 
obedience to the divine commands (Gen 20:11; Job 1:8). In the context of the verse, it 
carries the dual meaning of obedience and respect for God. 

We may thus conclude that just as obedience may have been encompassed in knowing God in 

Jeremiah 24:7, it is encompassed in the aspect of fearing Him in this passage. Also in this 

passage, as far as obedience and respect for God is concerned, there is no reference to the law 

as the agent of this transformation upon the people. The transformation is based on God 

instilling His reverence in the hearts of the people in a manner using an instrument that is not 

made explicit. To note, consistent in these new covenant passages, chapters 24, 31 and 32, is 

the heart as the object of God’s transforming work. 

5.2.2.1.3 Ezekiel 11:19 – “I will give them one heart, and I will put a new spirit within you” 

In one of his earlier prophecies on future restoration, Ezekiel 11:16-20 states: 

16Therefore say, “Thus says the Lord GOD, ‘Though I had removed them far 

away among the nations and though I had scattered them among the 

countries, yet I was a sanctuary for them a little while in the countries where 

they had gone.’” 17Therefore say, “Thus says the Lord GOD, ‘I will gather you 

from the peoples and assemble you out of the countries among which you 

have been scattered, and I will give you the land of Israel.’” 18When they come 

there, they will remove all its detestable things and all its abominations from it. 

19And I will give them one heart, and put a new spirit within them. And I will 

take the heart of stone out of their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, 20that 

they may walk in My statutes and keep My ordinances and do them. Then 

they will be My people, and I shall be their God. 
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Cooper (1994:142) comments that this passage anticipates the new covenant prophecy in 

Ezekiel 36. Naylor (2011:163, 164) considers the passage in light of Jeremiah’s New Covenant 

prophecy (Jer 31:31-34) and suggests that with these two passages, the two prophets 

understood that Moses’ prophecy in Deuteronomy 30:6 “would come to an ultimate fulfilment.” 

Just as it is with Jeremiah, in this passage, Ezekiel opens the oracle on restoration by making 

reference to the captivity (v16), and that the people will eventually be regathered from exile and 

restored to the Promised Land (v17). Beyond physical restoration, also on the reform agenda 

would be “sweeping spiritual reforms and a general spiritual revival” (Cooper, 1994:142). Once 

returned, their evil practices will be eradicated (v18). God would then give His people one heart, 

and a new spirit, undertaking radical surgery by removing the heart of stone and replacing it 

with a heart of flesh (v19). The result is that the people will walk in obedience (v20; cf. 36:27) 

(Hollander, 2007:112). 

On the people being given “one heart” by God, Cooper (1994:142) comments that, “The heart 

was considered the center of human reason and volition, what leads someone to reject one 

path and choose another (cf. Exod 14:5; 1 Sam 14:7; 27:1; 2 Sam 7:3).” Thus the new heart 

would be “undivided” (lit. “one heart”, v19; cf. 36:26; Jer 32:39). Israel had adopted a 

syncretistic approach, in that they sought to serve God on the one hand and idols on the other 

(cf. 1 Kings 11:4; 15:3, 14; 2 Kings 20:3), “an ill-considered, aimless course that leads nowhere 

but to destruction (cf. Hos 4:11, where ‘understanding’ is lit. ‘heart’, and Hos 7:11, where 

‘senseless’ is ‘without heart’).” But with the new heart, the people would single-heartedly be 

devoted to God, “loving and serving Him with all their heart, obeying him completely and 

unconditionally (Deut 6:4-5; 10:12; 1 Kgs 8:61; Psa 86:11; Jer 3:10; Joel 2:12).” 

Ezekiel’s prophecies are unique to Jeremiah’s in that alongside the heart, Ezekiel also 

consistently makes reference to the spirit of man as needing transformation. Cooper (1994:142) 

refers to the reference to a “new spirit” as “a renovation of Israel’s mental processes, which had 

become perverse.” He thus suggests that “spirit” here is parallel to “heart”, just as in Psalm 

51:10 where a “pure heart” is parallel to a “steadfast spirit.” Cooper (1994:143) adds that in this 

passage, the heart of stone is “dead”, in that it is “unreceptive and makes all the limbs incapable 

of action.” But that the heart of flesh is “living”, and “full of insight” and also “ready for new 

action.” He thus concludes that the new spirit “brings to the perception and the will of the heart 

the new vital power to hold on steadfastly in willing and obeying.” Only then will the New 

Covenant be established, because the result is that the people will at last be able to obey God 

(v20). Also consistent with Jeremiah’s prophecy, Ezekiel adopts the covenant formula of 

depicting the relationship to be restored as one where the people will be declared God’s people, 

and He shall be their God (v20). 
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Block (1997:352) asserts that the form of vv19-20 “betrays the influence of Jeremiah.” He notes 

that v19 begins with a chiastic parallel proclamation of the single-heart motif: 

A –  I will give them 

B –    one heart, 

B –    And a new spirit 

A –  I will put within them 

Block (1977:353) observes that as frequently used in Ezekiel, ֵלב “heart” denotes “the locus of 

the moral will”. He notes that the depravity of the hearts of the exiles is best expressed in 14:3 

where the people are described as setting up idols in their hearts; and 20:16 where their hearts 

are depicted as continually going after idols. Thus the desire of God in 11:19-20 is to “to instil in 

His people a singleness of heart, which expresses itself in focused and exclusive devotion to 

Him (Jer 32:39)” (see also Duguid, 1999:150). He adds that in this passage the heart (locus of 

moral will) is correlative to spirit (seat of thought; cf. use of “spirit” in 11:5). Hence the call for a 

single heart may be equated to “transformation of the human spirit” (cf. 18:31). 

Block (1997:354) suggests that “Ezekiel expands on Jeremiah's words further by describing the 

renewal in terms of a heart transplant” where the heart of stone is replaced with “a sensitive and 

responsive” heart of flesh (11:19). The resulting effect is that the people will “walk in My statues 

and keep My ordinances and do them” in line with covenant prescription (v20); with Block 

(1997:354) viewing this verse as an exposition of Jeremiah’s “one way” (Jer 32:39). Block 

(1997:355) also observes that the concluding covenant formula, “Then they will be My people, 

and I shall be their God,” is prominent in both Ezekiel and Jeremiah being based on a 

longstanding history where God made this commitment to Abraham and his descendants (Gen 

17:7-8). 

Taylor (1969:111) notes that this prophecy of hope occurs relatively early given Ezekiel’s 

primary focus on judgment in the initial phase of his recorded prophecy, especially since such 

future restoration prophecies mainly feature after the fall of Jerusalem. But he adds that this 

passage, and other excerpts such as Ezekiel 5:3; 6:8, 9; 12:16; 16:60 are clear indications that 

despite impending judgment, restoration of a remnant of God’s people is on the agenda. This, 

he explains, showed that “Ezekiel was aligning himself with the hopeful outlook of his older 

contemporary, Jeremiah (cf. Jer 24:7; 31:33; 32:39ff).” Taylor (1969:112) translates ד ב ֶאָחָ֔  as ֵלִּ֣

“new heart” rather than “one heart”, suggesting that “one heart” connotes the reunion of the split 

nation (as later envisioned by Ezekiel 37:15-22) rather than depicting spiritual transformation, 
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“one spirit”, as is the idea in this passage and consistently so in other prophecies by both 

Jeremiah (32:39) and Ezekiel (18:31; 36:26; cf. Psalm 51:10). Taylor (1969:112) comments that: 

How [the prophecy is to be fulfilled] is not explained, but the wording suggests a 
radical transplantation quite different from what had been generally known and 
experienced before this time. It was to result in an almost spontaneous obedience to 
God’s commandments, which can only be fully understood in the light of the gift of the 
Holy Spirit to the church at Pentecost. 

5.2.2.1.4 Ezekiel 18:31 – “Make yourselves a new heart and a new spirit” 

Ezekiel 18:30-32 states: 

30“Therefore I will judge you, O house of Israel, each according to his conduct,” 

declares the Lord GOD. “Repent and turn away from all your transgressions, 

so that iniquity may not become a stumbling block to you. 31Cast away from 

you all your transgressions which you have committed and make yourselves a 

new heart and a new spirit! For why will you die, O house of Israel? 32For I 

have no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies," declares the Lord GOD. 

“Therefore, repent and live.” 

God warns the people about impending judgment because of their sin, and equally commands 

them to repent (v30). The repentance entails turning away from sin and making a “new heart” 

and a “new spirit” for themselves, lest they die (v31). They are only assured of life once they 

have repented seeing that God takes no pleasure in their demise (v32). At the time of this 

prophecy, Jerusalem was under attack by the Babylonians hence both the people already in 

exile with Ezekiel and those still in Jerusalem were to understand that the Chaldean onslaught 

was orchestrated by God. This is in line with Jeremiah 21:8-9 where God had already warned 

the people that the “way of death” would be to resist the Babylonians, but that “the way of life” 

would constitute surrender. “Genuine repentance, then, would have yielded the admission that 

Ezekiel’s message to the exiles was true” (Naylor, 2011:269, 270). 

This passage is similar to Ezekiel 11:19 and 36:26 in its use of both ֵלב “heart” and  ַרּוח “spirit.” 

But it cannot be overlooked that this passage is unique because it calls upon the people to 

undertake for themselves the reform agenda unlike New Covenant passages where God 

Himself unilaterally takes up the responsibility of transformation. “What is promised elsewhere 

as a divine act and as a gift (36:26-27) is now recast as a command” (Block 1997:588). Block 

(1997:588) notes that Ezekiel’s call in this passage features three imperatives as vital to 

repentance: first, turning away from rebellion against God; secondly, putting an end to rebellious 

actions; and thirdly, a mind/heart transplant. Block also suggests that the use of the imperative 

mood by Ezekiel does not necessarily mean that the prophet believes that the people on their 
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own are “capable of moral and spiritual self-transformation.” But rather, “The command creates 

a new heart and a new spirit for yourselves is a rhetorical device, highlighting the responsibility 

of the nation for their present crisis and pointing the way to the future.” Taylor (1969:151) 

concurs that Ezekiel regarded a “new heart” and “new spirit” as gifts from God (cf. 36:26), and 

that this passage is a call to repentance (see also Duguid, 1999:237, 238). Cooper (1994:192) 

adds that, “In 11:19 God had already promised a day when all in Israel would experience such a 

transformation, and he repeats that promise in 36:25-27. The command here may be 

understood as based on that promise.” 

Ezekiel is thus similar to Moses in that both prophets challenged the people to transform their 

own hearts, but knowing the impossibility, reassured them of the divine act of God that would 

accomplish the demand. In Deuteronomy 10:16 Moses called upon the people to circumcise the 

foreskin of their own hearts and “be no longer stubborn,” but then later assured the people that 

God Himself would circumcise their hearts in future (Deut 30:6). After all, as Ezekiel reveals 

here, God takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked (v32). So by divine intervention, He will 

lead him to repentance. Consistent in both Ezekiel passages, despite the contrasting 

messages, is the reference to both a new heart and a new spirit, clearly identifying the targeted 

object of change. 

Not only is the demand to change one’s heart and spirit in this passage a call to repentance, but 

also, according to Craigie (1976:205, 206), a statement that demonstrates God’s character as 

uncompromising. Commenting on the same demand in Deuteronomy 10:16, he noted that v17 

of the passage states that, “For the Lord your God is the God of gods and the Lord of lords, the 

great, the mighty, and the awesome God who does not show partiality nor take a bribe.” The 

verse first emphasizes God’s transcendence with two parallel phrases: “God of gods” and “Lord 

of lords.” God is thus “God in the fullest and most complete sense and is absolute Lord or 

Sovereign” (Craigie, 1976:206). The verse further emphasizes His transcendence threefold as 

“the great, the mighty, and the awesome [lit. ‘the one to be feared’] God.” 

God’s transcendence is emphasized to illustrate that it significantly influences how He relates to 

man. As the verse continues to reveal, He “does not show partiality [an idiomatic phrase literally 

translated “does not lift up faces”] nor take a bribe.” As one who is transcendent, God is by 

implication incorruptible. He is just and as such will not be compromised in His judgment, not 

even for a bribe. In His consistency, His standards remain the same. Thus as it pertains to His 

relationship with man, “God required of man a wholehearted commitment in love, from which all 

other proper behaviour stemmed; God saw what was in the heart and could not be persuaded 

or bribed into reducing his requirements of man” (Craigie, 1976:206; see also Merrill, 1994:202, 

203). The inability of the people to meet God’s standard did not persuade Him to lower them. So 
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in light of their lack of capacity to wholeheartedly love and obey God in their human capacity as 

demonstrated under the Mosaic Covenant, God would take it upon Himself with the promise of a 

new covenant to divinely enable them to do so. 

5.2.2.1.5 Ezekiel 36:26-27 – “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you… 

I will put My Spirit within you” 

Ezekiel 36:22-28 reads: 

22“Therefore say to the house of Israel, ‘Thus says the Lord GOD, “It is not for 

your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to act, but for My holy name, 

which you have profaned among the nations where you went. 23I will vindicate 

the holiness of My great name which has been profaned among the nations, 

which you have profaned in their midst. Then the nations will know that I am 

the LORD,” declares the Lord GOD, “when I prove Myself holy among you in 

their sight. 24For I will take you from the nations, gather you from all the lands 

and bring you into your own land. 25Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, 

and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness and from all 

your idols. 26Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within 

you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart 

of flesh. 27I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, 

and you will be careful to observe My ordinances. 28You will live in the land 

that I gave to your forefathers; so you will be My people, and I will be your 

God.”’” 

Just as Jeremiah 31:31-34 is considered the pinnacle of Jeremiah’s prophecy, and by some the 

apex of all prophecy, so is Ezekiel 36:22-30 viewed in the same light. Block (1998:353) 

suggests that this passage in Ezekiel “contains the most systematic and detailed summary of 

Yahweh's restorative agenda in Ezekiel, if not in all the prophetical books.” Taylor (1969:225) 

brands the passage “the heart of Ezekiel’s salvation theology.” Thus like Jeremiah 31:31-34, 

Ezekiel 36:22-30 cannot be overlooked in any meaningful study of the New Covenant. Block 

also acknowledges that Ezekiel’s prophecy was arguably influenced by Deuteronomy 30:1-10, 

what may be considered as Moses’ own New Covenant passage and the primary source and 

foundation of both Ezekiel’s and Jeremiah’s prophecy. Block (2012b:701) observes that 

Jeremiah’s New Covenant prophecy has “clear lexical and conceptual echoes of Deuteronomy 

30:1-10,” and adds that “although Jeremiah does not refer to the circumcision of the heart, his 

understanding of the divine inscription of the Torah on the hearts of the people and his vision for 

all Israel participating in the new order fall within the same theological field.” Craigie (1976:364) 
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is convinced that, “The prophetic element [of Deuteronomy 30] becomes clearer in vv6-10, 

which anticipate in many ways the teaching of Jeremiah on the ‘New Covenant’ (Jer 31:31-34) 

and Ezekiel's teaching on the ‘new heart’ (Ezek 36:24-32)” (see also Merrill, 1994:387, 388; 

Naylor, 2011:163, 548). 

As a New Covenant passage, Ezekiel 36 is unique in its purpose statement, in that the reason 

God will restore the nation is to vindicate the holiness of His name which had been desecrated 

among the nations by Israel (vv22, 23). “Because they have shamefully trampled underfoot the 

grace of God, they have forfeited all rights to compassion. When Yahweh begins to work, his 

concern will be the vindication of his own name, not theirs, among the nations” (Block, 

1998:352). Cooper (1994:313) considers the importance of God’s name in His dealings with His 

people: 

The revelation of God’s name or character was a major aspect of God’s dealing with 
Israel from the beginning (cf. Exod 5:2; 9:16; Lev 18:21; 20:3; 22:31-33), and it would 
continue to be God’s concern (Ezek 39:7-8, 25; 43:7-9). Moses effectively used the 
appeal to God’s name and character to stay the judgment of annihilation upon Israel 
after the incident of the golden calf in Exod 31:11-18. He gave the same appeal when 
the people chose not to enter the land of promise in Num 14:13-19. The restoration of 
Israel would serve as a signal to the nations, including Babylon and Edom, that 
Yahweh was still in control and still regarded Israel as his people. God promised to re-
establish his reputation, or “name,” among them. 

From v24 God begins to detail how He would restore His name. As is characteristic of new 

covenant prophecy, God will first restore His people from exile and into the Promised Land, 

having gathered them from all the nations of the world where they have been scattered (v24). 

Also consistent with God’s reform agenda, and in this case the intention to restore His 

reputation, is that God “will go far beyond merely reuniting people and land; he will also 

revitalize the relationship between himself and his people” (Block, 1998:354). Block (1998:354) 

observes that, immediately after foretelling the new exodus (v24), vv25-28 proceed to offer an 

exposition of Deuteronomy 30:6-8, and particularly the statement: “Then Yahweh your God will 

circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants to love Yahweh your God with your 

whole heart and your whole being in order that you may live.… Then you will again heed 

Yahweh and obey all his commandments with which I am charging you today.” Within these 

verses, Block (1998:354) highlights the prophet’s systematic announcement of certain 

“dimensions of revitalization.” 

First of all, God will purify Israel, an act emphasised by the threefold occurrence of the root term 

 to be clean” in v25: God will sprinkle clean water upon the people; they will be cleansed“ טהר

from all uncleanliness and all their idols. The description employs metaphoric references used 

of “priestly cleansing rituals and blood sprinkling ceremonies” (Block, 1998:355). The reference 

here is not necessarily to an external cleansing ritual that will accompany the internal 
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transformation in the next two verses, “but a wholesale cleansing from sin performed by 

Yahweh, a necessary precondition to normalizing the spiritual relationship between Yahweh and 

his people” (Block, 1998:355). Duguid (1999:414) notes that: 

But this act through which God’s power is demonstrated involves not merely bringing 
Israel back physically to the land but also a total change in their nature. His people 
must be redeemed not merely outwardly but inwardly, effectively. Israel… will be 
sprinkled with clean water, symbolizing her cleansing from all her past impurities and 
idolatries, the things that had made the land unclean (36:25). In a similar way, 
Leviticus 15 prescribed washing with water to cleanse that which is unclean. 

Secondly, God would then remove the heart of stone from the people and replace it with a new 

heart of flesh, and give the people a new spirit as well (v26), seemingly a quotation of Ezekiel 

11:19, given four parallel features: a single/new heart; a new spirit within them; removal of the 

heart of stone; and a heart of flesh implanted. As in similar texts, ֵלב (heart) and  ַרּוח (spirit) 

“represent the person's internal locus of emotion, will, and thought,” thus the prophet 

“recognized the problem of rebellion and sin against Yahweh to be more deeply ingrained than 

mere external acts” (Block, 1998:355). Block (1998:355) also observes that, “Ezekiel 

concretizes the metaphor by describing the heart as stone, which speaks of coldness, 

insensitivity, incorrigibility, and even lifelessness (cf. 1 Sam 25:37).” Hence in deriving a 

solution, in this passage it may be argued that “the present solution is more radical even than 

the circumcision of the heart prescribed by Deut 30:6-8.” Rather than circumcision, Ezekiel 

prescribes the more radical “removal of the petrified organ and its replacement with a warm, 

sensitive, and responsive heart of flesh [ָבָשר].” 

Taylor (1969:256) distinguishes the terms “heart” and “spirit” as used in v26. He describes the 

“heart” as comprising the mind, will and emotion; hence “the seat of the personality, the inmost 

nature of man.” The “spirit” on the other hand, is the “impulse which drives a man and regulates 

his desires, his thoughts and his conduct.” So, the “stubborn, rebellious and insensitive” heart of 

stone will be replaced with a “soft, impressionable and responsive” heart; while “the spirit of 

disobedience” will be replaced by “the Spirit of God.” The new heart will thus drive their 

affections towards God while the Spirit of God will positively influence their motives and 

empower them to serve Him. 

Block (1998:359) notes that though the terms “spirit” and “heart” in v26 may seem synonymous, 

there is a significant difference between them in that the new heart is “given” to the Israelites 

while the new spirit is “placed within” them. Block (1998:359) further comments that the existing 

depraved heart is replaced by a new heart of flesh, whose source is not clear. But the new spirit 

placed within the person is identified as the Spirit of God (v27), “which animates and vivifies the 

recipients.” But Routledge (2011:357) comments that in the Ezekiel passage,  ַרּוח first of all 
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refers to the “human spirit”, primarily the “human disposition” which may include one’s mood 

and inclination, but when paralleled with ֵלב, “it indicates a deliberate orientation of the mind and 

will,” hence the people “will have the whole of their inner lives transformed.” Routledge cites 

Ezekiel 11:19 as an example where these two terms are paralleled: “And I will give them one 

heart, and a new spirit I will put within them. I will remove the heart of stone from their flesh and 

give them a heart of flesh.” He adds that in this passage, and in Ezekiel 36:26-27,  ַרּוח refers to 

God’s Spirit put within the people, denoting “the power by which human beings are enabled to 

do what in their own strength would be impossible.” This aspect of God’s declaration that He will 

put His own Spirit within the people and as a result cause them to walk in obedience (v27), is 

unique to this passage and does not feature in any of the two Ezekiel prophecies already 

considered. 

Klein (2010:580, 581) is of the opinion that Ezekiel’s prophecy is more advanced than that of 

Jeremiah because Jeremiah 31:33 only states that the law shall be put in the inward parts and 

placed in the hearts, while in Ezekiel 36:26ff the prophet not only states that the Spirit of God 

will dwell in the inward parts, but also that an entirely new heart is in view. She thus concludes 

that Ezekiel’s new covenant prophecy “is to be understood as a development and correction of 

the idea of the new covenant in the Book of Jeremiah.” Beyond demanding a new use of the 

heart, a complete renewal of the human interior is necessary. 

Thirdly, God declares that He will cause His people to obey Him, walking in His statutes and 

observing His ordinances. The fact that God Himself will cause His people to obey Him implies 

that in future there will be “no more experiments. God will put his spirit into them, he will alter 

their hearts (their minds) and make it impossible for them to be anything but obedient to his 

rules and his commandments” (Block, 1998:359). Divine intervention is in view. 

Fourthly, God once again reiterates that the people will be restored to the Promised Land, and 

concludes with the characteristic assertion that they will be His people, and He their God (v28). 

Routledge (2011:358) and Block (1998:359) suggest that Ezekiel’s New Covenant prophecy in 

this chapter is influenced by Jeremiah 31:33 given the significant similarities. Block (1998:359) 

further asserts that, “Jeremiah and Ezekiel obviously have the same covenant renewal in mind, 

but what Jeremiah attributes to the divine Torah, Ezekiel ascribes to the infusion of the divine 

rûaḥ.” Despite the different reference points, the typified transformation is the same. 

Routledge (2011:358) comments that Jeremiah’s “general unwillingness to refer to God’s Spirit” 

in his New Covenant prophecy is such that he doesn’t mention the Spirit even in 31:33 though it 

seemed obvious to do so at that point, just as Ezekiel had done in his prophecy. Routledge 

concedes that the reason for Jeremiah not mentioning the Spirit of God is unclear. But he 
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suggests two possible reasons. It is possible that Jeremiah wanted to distinguish his message 

from the “ecstatic behavior” of the false prophets at the time which may have been confused for 

evidence of the manifestation of the Spirit’s activities. So he rather focused on the message 

instead of debating about who truly possessed God’s Spirit. An alternative reason may be that 

“in emphasizing the significance of God’s word, Jeremiah had no need to set out a theology of 

the Spirit.” Routledge adds that in either of these two possible reasons, there is no evidence to 

suggest a negative view of the role of the Spirit by Jeremiah. Hence he concludes that: 

While Jeremiah 31:33 and Ezekiel 36:26-27 reflect different emphases, from a biblical 
theological perspective they are complementary rather than contradictory, and the 
similarities between them allow us to attribute the transformation of God’s people 
associated with the new covenant also to the work of God’s Spirit… His Spirit will 
remain among His people (e.g. Hag 2:5) to bring about the inward renewal that will 
overcome their rebellion and enable them to fulfil their covenant obligations. The result 
will be a new covenant relationship which will not be broken by the people’s sin and 
which, therefore, may be described as ‘everlasting’ (e.g. Jer 32:40; Ezek 16:60; Isa 
55:3) (Routledge, 2011:358, 359). 

Routledge here appears to be using both passages to interpret each other, and as a result gives 

more weight to the fact that both passages, due to their similarities, make reference to the 

transformative work of the Holy Spirit. Without advancing the commentary in attempts to 

decipher the role of the “law” in Jeremiah’s prophecy, Routledge seems to indirectly 

acknowledge that there is no primary role, if any, of the/a law in the transformative agenda. 

Owing to their similarities between the Jeremiah and Ezekiel prophecies, both prophets seem to 

be referring to the same transformation agenda but using different terms. It is worth considering 

that it would be impossible to typify the heart transformation in the New Covenant without 

mention of the Holy Spirit, but it would be possible to comprehensively detail the heart change 

without any reference to the/a law. This strengthens the argument that the/a law doesn’t play 

any vital role, if any, as a transformative agent in the New Covenant prophecy. 

In reference to his proposed new term, “pneumato-cardionomography” (as highlighted above), 

Coxhead (2017:78) argues for the presence of its concept in the Old Testament by stating that, 

“In particular, the idea of the Holy Spirit writing God’s law on the hearts of his people emerges 

when Jer 31:33 and Ezek 36:26-27 are linked together.” Whereas Jeremiah speaks of writing 

the law in the hearts of the people, Ezekiel explains how it would be done – through an act of 

the Holy Spirit. Coxhead (2017:79) comments that: 

Ezekiel 36:26-27 explains, therefore, how it would be that God would write His law on 
the hearts of his people. God would do so by sending forth His Spirit to change the 
stony hearts of disobedient Israel, so that they might have hearts of flesh, which 
indicates hearts that are receptive to God’s word. In this way, Israel would finally be 
enabled to keep God’s law, and receive the blessings (Ezek 36:28-30) that were 
promised under the terms of the old covenant to those who keep God’s law as per 
passages such as Exod 19:5-6; Lev 26:1-13; Deut 28:1-14. 
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It is worth considering that here again, Coxhead elevates the Spirit of God as the agent of 

change, and not necessarily as one who literally writes the law of God into the hearts of the 

people, but as the agent that changes the heart of stone into a heart of flesh, making it receptive 

to God’s word, and thus enabling the people to keep His law. Here as well, it is clear that 

Coxhead doesn’t necessarily make reference to a literal law code that would be implanted into 

the hearts of the people, but rather a change of the heart by the Spirit. It is the Spirit that is in 

focus, not the law. And only after the hearts are changed, are they able to adhere to the law. 

Hence the Spirit is the agent of change, not the law. It is worth considering that if it is the law 

that the Spirit of God puts within the hearts of the people, and then the Spirit of God stands on 

the side-lines after doing that without He Himself entering the very heart, then the exercise 

would have been futile. It is the Spirit that is necessary to enter the hearts of the people, and 

renew or replace them, then they would adhere to the law of God which they would already 

know to some significant degree. 

Block (2011:196) asserts that the similarities between Jeremiah 31:33 and Ezekiel 36:27-28 are 

obvious, in that both passages seem to describe the same event. Thus, “what Jeremiah 

attributes to the infusion of the divine Torah, Ezekiel ascribes to the infusion of the [Spirit]. In 

both, the action breathes new life into the covenant relationship between [God] and Israel.” 

Taylor (1969:226) concurs by suggesting that Ezekiel’s prophecy in chap. 36 appears to be 

based on Jeremiah’s New Covenant prophecy though Jeremiah makes no reference to “the gift 

of the Spirit”. Taylor explains that “the enduement with the Spirit was a sign of the Messianic 

age (cf. Isa 42:1; 44:3; 59:21; Joel 2:28ff),” and that Ezekiel, being aware of this, emphasized 

the role of the Spirit of God in this and subsequent prophecies as foundational to the restoration 

of Israel (37:14; 39:29). Nevertheless, Taylor asserts, Jeremiah’s reference to “‘My law within 

them’ and writing it ‘upon their hearts’… clearly produces the same results” as Ezekiel’s 

prophecy. The covenant relationship will be renewed with Israel such that God will be their God 

and Israel will be His people. Also comparing Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s prophecies, Dunn 

(1970:47, 48) takes it a step further when he concludes that: 

Among the specific promises of the Father for the messianic time and the new 
covenant the parallel between Ezek 36.27 and Jer 31:3 is particularly noticeable: both 
promise ability to keep the law, the law written in the heart (the enabling factor in 
Jeremiah) being precisely equivalent to the gift of the Spirit (the enabling factor in 
Ezekiel). In any new covenant theology, therefore, the Spirit is to be seen as the agent 
of the new covenant and its supreme blessing - the one who will write the law in their 
hearts, the one we may say who is the law written in their hearts. 

In this commentary, Dunn seems to have adopted Coxhead’s ‘pneumato-cardionomography’ 

over four decades earlier by agreeing that the Holy Spirit is the one who would write the law in 

the hearts of the people. But he takes his interpretation a step further when he suggests that the 
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Holy Spirit Himself is the law written in the hearts of the people. By this, Dunn seems to be 

suggesting that it may not be necessary to view Jeremiah as ascribing to a legal code that will 

ignite change in the hearts of the people, but that the reference to “My law” in the hearts of the 

people may just be a metaphoric reference to the Holy Spirit as the agent of change in the 

hearts of the people. 

Given the strong connection between the Ezekiel and Jeremiah new covenant passages, the 

scholars here have demonstrated that it is not only necessary to compare them, but perhaps 

use the passages to interpret each other given that Scripture interprets Scripture. Coxhead 

seems to be using both passages to complement each other for a more complete and clearer 

prophecy of the New Covenant, by stating that the Spirit of God in Ezekiel writes the law in 

Jeremiah in the hearts of the people. But still, he doesn’t adequately describe how this may be 

conceptualized. On the contrary, in his description, he seems to advance the argument that the 

new covenant prophecy in general entails just the Spirit of God as the sole agent of change. 

Routledge likewise views both passages as complementing each other despite the contrast and 

focuses on the Spirit of God as the agent of change in his interpretation. On the other hand, 

Dunn, to some extent, agrees with both Coxhead and Routledge but takes his argument further 

by rather using Ezekiel to interpret Jeremiah, and proposing that the reference to the law written 

in the hearts in Jeremiah is just as much a reference to the Spirit within the hearts of the people. 

This is the view advanced in this study. 

It is probably not a coincidence that the reference to “My law” or a law is not repeated in other 

New Covenant prophecies beyond Jeremiah 31. Jeremiah, like Ezekiel, is consistent with 

referring to the heart as the object of change, but he is not consistent with referring to the/a law 

as the agent to achieve the desired result. In the other passages explored here, he indicates 

that God will give the people a heart to know Him, and later that God would put His fear in the 

hearts of the people. Thus Jeremiah is not consistent in how he depicts the future 

transformation apart from the fact that the heart is the object. In addition to the heart, Ezekiel is 

consistent with the theme of a new spirit in his New Covenant prophecies and climaxes it in 

chap. 36 with reference to the Spirit of God as the agent of transformation. He carries forward 

this concept in chap. 37 in the “dry bones” vision where he sees that the dry bones will be 

revived and brought back to life by the life-giving breath commissioned by God (vv1-10). In 

explaining the vision, God makes it clear that, “I will put My Spirit within you and you will come 

to life” (v14), thus giving the identity of the breath of life in the vision. 

Therefore, Ezekiel displays consistency in depicting the Spirit of God as the agent of change 

whereas Jeremiah doesn’t reiterate the law as crucial to restoration elsewhere. This may be an 

indication that the law was never meant to be an agent of change or play any role at all in the 
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inauguration of the New Covenant. Not even Moses himself, the giver of the law, proposes the 

law as an agent of change in his New Covenant prophecy in Deuteronomy 30:1-10. Moses, like 

Jeremiah and Ezekiel, first of all makes reference to an anticipated exile (Deut 29), then 

proceeds to assure the people that they would be restored from exile and back to the Promised 

Land, God would then circumcise their hearts, and only then would they love and obey God 

(Deut 30:10). If at all the law was to ever play a role in transformation, Moses would’ve perhaps 

made it more clear and literal than to metaphorically state that God would circumcise the hearts 

of the people, without detailing exactly how He would do it. Both Ezekiel and Jeremiah take up 

the mantle to describe how God would do it – with consistency, Ezekiel depicts the Spirit of God 

within the hearts of the people on one hand, and as a once-off reference, Jeremiah depicts the 

law of God in the hearts of the people, with Ezekiel’s reference seemingly more literal than 

Jeremiah’s. 

5.3 A literal law, or a metaphor? 

Rosner (2000:6-8) explores the extent to which biblical studies may be based on word studies. 

Such a study, Rosner (2000:6) notes, has its merits as it ensures that the Bible is studied on “its 

own terms.” But he concedes that, “Word studies alone are a shaky foundation upon which to 

base theology.” He cites, for example, that a word study on the term “love” would not 

adequately capture the Bible’s teaching on the subject because it would ignore parables such 

as the Good Samaritan which do not feature the term “love” though the parable is quite relevant 

to the theme. The term “church”, another example, is rarely mentioned in the Gospels yet a 

significant volume of the material is relevant to the theology of the Church. Also to consider, he 

adds, one biblical author may use different vocabulary or terms to address the same concept. 

Hence, “concepts rather than words are a surer footing on which to base thematic study such as 

that involved in biblical-theological synthesis” (Rosner, 2000:6). 

Similarly, Schreiner (2017:20), in a study on the biblical covenants, noted that, “Contrary to an 

older word-study approach that today is rejected by virtually all scholars… today most scholars 

recognize that the concept of covenant can be present without the actual word.” For example, 

God enters into a covenant with David (2 Sam 7; 1 Chron 17) yet the term “covenant” isn’t used 

to depict the promise. On this basis, Schreiner (2017:21, 22) argues that a covenant may be 

conceptualised at creation though the term “covenant” is not present. Key covenant elements 

are present as follows: there are two parties to the covenant (God and Adam); God gave the 

governing stipulations (Gen 2:17; 3:3, 11); there is blessing for obedience, and a curse for 

disobedience; the covenant was conditional (death for disobedience (Gen 2:17), but life for 

obedience); Adam was a type of Christ (Rom 5:12-19), with both considered as covenant 

heads. Schreiner (2017:31-39) also notes the similarities between the Noahic Covenant, where 
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the term “covenant” is explicitly and repeatedly stated (Gen 6:18; 9:9, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17), 

and the supposed Creation Covenant with Adam. These include: in both narratives, the earth 

was covered with water (Gen 1:2; 7:24); living creatures were created, then preserved during 

the flood, and in both cases commanded to multiply (Gen 1:20-21, 24-25; 8:17-19); the sun and 

moon were created to distinguish day and night, and indicate seasons, with this regular pattern 

restored after the flood (Gen 1:14-18; Gen 8:22); Adam and Eve were blessed and commanded 

to be fruitful and multiply, with the command reissued to Noah (Gen 1:28; 9:1-7); Adam and Eve 

were to have dominion over the world, so was Noah commanded (Gen 1:26, 28; 2:14; 9:2); God 

provided food in both instances (subsequently including meat) (Gen 1:29; 9:3); and in both 

instances, despite the fall, mankind is still the crown of God’s creation as he is in the image of 

God (Gen 1:26; 9:6). Given the clear similarities, it is viable that a Creation Covenant is implied 

between God and man (Adam and Eve). 

In a similar manner, in New Covenant studies, it is arguably preferable to emphasise the 

concept of the New Covenant promise rather than the detail of every term/word used in the 

prophecy in major passages. A study of the main New Covenant passages, with a focus on 

Moses, Ezekiel and Jeremiah (as per the limitations of this study), reveals that at the centre of 

the New Covenant promise, regardless of the exact choice of words, is the concept of divine 

heart transformation, where God takes it upon Himself to unilaterally bring change: “And the 

LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring” (Deut 30:6; cf. 6:4-6); 

“I will give them a heart to know Me” (Jer 24:7); “I will put my law within them, and I will write it 

on their hearts” (Jer 31:33); “I will put the fear of Me in their hearts” Jer 32:40); “I will give them 

one heart, and I will put a new spirit within you” (Ezek 11:19); and “I will give you a new heart 

and put a new spirit within you… I will put My Spirit within you” (Ezek 36:26-27). Moses depicts 

the transformation as a circumcision of the heart. Jeremiah depicts it as a heart that will come to 

know God; and then as the law of God written on the people’s hearts; and lastly as the fear of 

God in the hearts of the people. Ezekiel depicts it as one heart; and also a new heart; and adds 

that a new spirit is also in view. None of the three prophets depict the transformation in the 

same way as the other. Also, though Jeremiah and Ezekiel depict the same promise more than 

once, they do not do so by repeating the exact same terms they have employed before. 

Consistency is only found in their reference to the heart. If exact terms of the prophecy were 

vital to the message, then they would have been repeated at least once or always, and probably 

across all prophets. Hence we may conclude that as far as the New Covenant prophecy is 

concerned, the central theme or concept being emphasized is heart transformation as a 

necessary and divine act, depicted in various ways as the Lord would inspire the three different 

prophets, incorporating factors influencing their cognitive environment and audience as well. 
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Rosner (2000:6) further notes that, “In most cases the concept is in fact bigger than the words.” 

This may explain why neither Ezekiel nor Jeremiah were rigid in their expression of the promise 

that had been foretold by Moses. Moses typified transformation as heart circumcision; Ezekiel 

as one and a new heart; and Jeremiah as a heart in which God’s law is implanted. In all these 

passages, the concept of heart transformation is arguably bigger than the specific terms. What 

is clear is that these Old Testament prophets “convey the idea that a time would come when the 

condition of the heart would determine salvation, not obedience to the codified laws of Moses”; 

and it is this concept that Paul understood and conveyed in his teachings on the subject 

(Konsmo, 2010:10). 

In a biblical study of concepts and not just words, it is worth considering the significance and 

employment of metaphors because “metaphors are matters of concepts, not merely matters of 

words” (Konsmo, 2010:51). In addition, and equally important, “metaphor is a central feature of 

human language” (Evans & Green, 2006:38; see also Kovecses, 2005:2, 17-34). Lakoff and 

Johnson (2003:4) emphasize that: 

Metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and action. 
Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is 
fundamentally metaphorical in nature. The concepts that govern our thought are not 
just matters of the intellect. They also govern our everyday functioning, down to the 
most mundane details. Our concepts structure what we perceive, how we get around 
in the world, and how we relate to other people. Our conceptual system thus plays a 
central role in defining our everyday realities. If we are right in suggesting that our 
conceptual system is largely metaphorical, then the way we think, what we 
experience, and what we do every day is very much a matter of metaphor. 

By basic definition, metaphor is “the phenomenon where one conceptual domain is 

systematically structured in terms of another” (Evans & Green, 2006:38). A metaphor is often 

used when the speaker “feels that no literal use will produce the same effect. The figurative use 

may be more attention-grabbing, or it might conjure up a complex image not attainable any 

other way, or it may permit the conveyance of new concepts” (Croft & Cruse, 2004:193). 

Narrowing down to religious thought, Jacobsen (1976:3-4) asserts that common to ANE 

religions is ascription to supernatural powers, that which is “outside of the normal experience 

and indescribable in its terms.” Hence human diction is unable to fully conceptualise deity 

because it is limited to natural depictions. In light of this, religion extensively utilises metaphors 

in attempts to adequately and comprehensively capture the essence and activity of divine 

beings. Thus metaphors “occupy a central place in religious teaching and thought.” Jeremiah’s 

New Covenant prophecy is a clear example where metaphoric expressions would be necessary 

because the prophet attempts to explain a new and complex concept. Given the placement of 

Jeremiah’s context in redemptive history, his hearers were neither privy nor ready for Paul’s 

thorough and seemingly complex theology on the New Covenant in light of its inauguration by 
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Christ. Jeremiah’s original audience were on the side of redemptive history that required a 

cognitively simpler expression of the New Covenant prophecy in terms they would readily 

comprehend in light of them not having the fuller revelation and comprehension of Christ and 

the means through which He would eventually inaugurate the New Covenant. 

According to Lakoff and Johnson, metaphors do not only relate to language, but largely to our 

entire conceptual framework which defines out reality. In essence, metaphors influence both our 

thoughts and actions significantly. In dealing with our conception of reality, it is widely accepted 

that the aspect of incongruity or non-equivalence plays a major role (Aaron, 2001:28, 29). This 

involves determining whether the expression is literal or metaphoric. To consider is the fact that 

“a literal expression in one context may be a metaphorical expression in another context,” 

hence an expression may only be considered to be a metaphor and its meaning derived “from 

the particularity of its context” (Konsmo, 2010:59, emphasis original). Both the immediate and 

wider context must be factored in and clearly understood before an expression may be 

considered a metaphor and subsequently interpreted in that light. In considering the context of 

Jeremiah’s New Covenant prophecy, it is worth noting that the prophet uses contrast by 

specifically referring to the Old Covenant, and that it is broken, against a new one which by 

implication will be unbreakable. This aspect is unique to Jeremiah as neither Moses nor Ezekiel 

explicitly refer to the Old Covenant and contrast it with their anticipation of a new one. Given 

that the Old Covenant was broken on the basis of a literal law (inscribed on stone tablets), 

Jeremiah probably employed the imagery of the law inscribed within the hearts of the people to 

depict that the New Covenant will penetrate the heart of stone which seemingly has its sin 

permanently inscribed on it (cf. Jer 17:1). The prophet therefore used the literal law (an element 

his audience would understand) to depict a concept they would not readily grasp if he had used 

more literal and/or complex theological terms. “As far as the hearer is concerned, the most 

obvious reason for opting for a figurative construal is the fact that no equally accessible and 

relevant literal construction is available” (Croft & Cruse, 2004:193). This is virtually true of 

Jeremiah’s audience who were not yet ready to grasp the detailed revelation of Christ and how 

He would fulfil the New Covenant as revealed in the New Testament. 

In a similar manner, Moses used the literal physical circumcision (which his audience 

understood) to present the concept of future transformation as circumcision of the heart. Just as 

Moses wasn’t referring to a literal circumcision (given his context), so is it viable that Jeremiah 

wasn’t referring to a literal law (given his context). Both prophets used that which was external 

(Old Covenant law written on stone tablets and physical circumcision) to contrast with and 

depict, in a metaphoric sense, that which would be internal (New Covenant law written in the 

heart and heart circumcision). Just as it is clear that the heart wouldn’t be literally physically 
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circumcised as the foreskin is, so is it true that the law wouldn’t literally be written on the heart 

as it was on stone tablets. It may thus be considered a metaphoric statement. Part of 

Jeremiah’s wider context may include his contemporary, Ezekiel, who brings out in arguably 

clearer terms that the heart transformation will be a direct work of the Spirit of God, a fact 

consistently and clearly attested to in the New Testament as analysed above (Fee, 1996:10). 

Given that a metaphoric expression can be literal in a different context, it should not be quickly 

assumed that Jeremiah’s reference to “My law” is literal (most commonly held to be either the 

Law of Moses or of Christ, among other varying views) in his prophecy. That would entail 

importing the meaning of “My law” from other contexts foreign to Jeremiah’s prophecy. 

On figurative language, Bullinger (1898:725) comments that the use of imagery involves “the 

application of words rather than their meaning or order.” In his extensive study, Bullinger 

focuses on words where there is a change from the literal or ordinary meaning of a word and its 

usual application. He asserts that, “This change is brought about and prompted by some 

internal action of the mind, which seeks to impress its intensity of feeling upon others.” Thus for 

our study in Jeremiah, it may be implied that the intention of the prophet is likewise to impress 

upon his hearers with intensity the magnitude of the extent of the transformation envisaged by 

God. The use of the metaphor that the law would be implanted in the hearts of the people may 

have been to illustrate, with great intensity, this impossible act seeing that the heart had its sin 

permanently etched upon it with a diamond-tipped pen (Jer 17). Just as he had illustrated sin in 

chap. 17 as permanently engraved, so did the prophet in chap. 33 use another metaphor to 

typify the opposite, miraculous transformation.  

Bullinger (1898:725) also states that in figurative language: 

The meaning of the words themselves continues to be literal: the figure lies in the 
application of the words. This application arises from some actual resemblance 
between the words, or between two or more mental things which are before the mind. 
When the literal application of the words is contrary to ordinary plain human 
experience, or to the nature of the things themselves, then we are compelled to regard 
the application as figurative, though the words themselves still retain their literal 
meaning; otherwise, the application would lose all its force and all its point. 

This statement is vital to the consideration of our study. The terms “My law” and “heart” in 

Jeremiah 31:33 are and would be considered literal in their typical sense, even as Bullinger 

asserts that the meanings of words in a metaphoric phrase are literal. It is, as he continues to 

argue, the application that is figurative, and in this case, as he states, arising “between two or 

more mental things which are before the mind.” The two major aspects before the mind of the 

Israelites that the prophet has consistently emphasized to the people during the prophetic 

ministry, are their greatly depraved and unchangeable hearts, and the Law of Moses which 

judges them for that depravity. So it is only fitting that in his metaphor in Jeremiah 31:33, the 
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prophet features these two elements in his illustration of future heart transformation. He used 

the two terms that would offer the perfect illustration and impact the minds of the people the 

most. 

In the statement, Bullinger also assert that the application arises from the actual resemblance 

between words or between two or more mental things which are before the mind. This is 

significant for the Israelites because of what both the Covenant and Law of Moses meant to 

them and their negative experience in adhering to its stipulations throughout their generations. 

Thus Jeremiah in using the terms “My law”, appealed to the Israelite cognition in the most 

impactful means possible. The law is a document they highly esteemed, but had failed to 

adhere to. Instead of the law being engraved on their hearts as they were on stone tablets, sin 

was instead permanently etched on their hearts (Jer 17:1). So the prophet typified the success 

that God would achieve in enabling His people to adhere to the law by using the law in his 

illustration, though it may not have necessarily been the prophet’s assertion that the literal law 

would be literally implanted in the hearts of the people. This would also help explain why when 

an individual comes to saving faith, they do not automatically and instantly have a full 

knowledge of the law, nor can they adhere to it perfectly, nor are they even required to keep it 

as it was for the Old Testament Jew because the law itself was contextually tied to the Old 

Covenant context. So if Jeremiah’s metaphor was to be taken literally, then it would pose a 

significant contradiction to New Covenant theology as detailed in the New Testament. 

This is why Bullinger also states that, “When the literal application of the words is contrary to 

ordinary plain human experience, or to the nature of the things themselves, then we are 

compelled to regard the application as figurative, though the words themselves still retain their 

literal meaning; otherwise, the application would lose all its force and all its point.” Jeremiah’s 

prophecy is one such instance. His terms, “law” and “heart”, may be taken literally, used 

deliberately because of the intended force of his assertions, but not their application. Given the 

context of the nation at that time, Jeremiah’s audience would understand that their depravity 

and lack of obedience, such that their sin was permanently engraved in their hearts, would in 

future be addressed by a New Covenant that will render their hearts transformed and capable of 

obedience to God, a fete that until the prophecy seemed impossible. 

This may also help explain why scholars continue to contend over the true identity of “My law”. 

The identity of the New Covenant law has been put at the forefront of the study without equally, 

or with even more focus, putting the metaphoric considerations of the passage at the forefront 

of the study. The fact that it is near-impossible to determine with precision the identity of “My 

law” within the New Testament post-Pentecost context, further enhances the fact that 

Jeremiah’s reference may not have been to a literal law and how it would be used or applied in 
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future, but a simple use of terms in a figurative way to enhance his assertions. The Mosaic Law 

and all it entails, on the other hand, is quite literal and explicit as far as the Mosaic Covenant is 

concerned. For the New Covenant, the Holy Spirit is just as explicit. As already noted, what the 

Law of Moses is to the Old Covenant, the Spirit is to the New Covenant. Hence, Jeremiah may 

have just employed the use of “My law” in a metaphoric sense for intense communicative 

purposes and not necessarily as the foundational element of the New Covenant as it was for the 

old covenant. As already noted, it is possible to articulate the essence of the New Covenant 

without making reference to the/a law, but it is impossible to do the same without referring to the 

role of the Holy Spirit. As Clements (1996:163) emphatically concludes, “Nowhere else in the 

Old Testament [than in the close parallels of Ezekiel 36:26 and Jeremiah 31:33-34] does the 

message of the power of the divine spirit to energize and renew the minds and hearts of people 

come so completely to the fore.” 

5.4 So does the New Covenant posit no “law” at all? 

In chapter 4, we compared the ministry of Moses to that of Jeremiah on the issue of 

transformation, but now it is necessary to likewise compare the ministry of Moses to that of 

Christ in attempts at answering whether the New Covenant posits a law or not. In Deuteronomy 

13:1-5 and 18:20-22 Moses warns the people about false prophets who would rise to lead them 

astray. So prophets would rise after Moses, both false and true, and the people were to discern 

between the two. But Moses also spoke about a distinct prophet, one like him who would come 

in future: 

15“The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, 

from your countrymen, you shall listen to him. 16This is according to all that 

you asked of the LORD your God in Horeb on the day of the assembly, 

saying, “Let me not hear again the voice of the LORD my God, let me not see 

this great fire anymore, or I will die.’ 17The LORD said to me, ‘They have 

spoken well. 18I will raise up a prophet from among their countrymen like you, 

and I will put My words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I 

command him. 19It shall come about that whoever will not listen to My words 

which he shall speak in My name, I Myself will require it of him.’” (Deut 18:15-

19) 

This was not a statement to be taken lightly for various reasons. First, the important role of a 

prophet as a mediator between God and man cannot be over emphasized. The first generation 

in Exodus 19 had pleaded with Moses to transact with God on their behalf lest they die 

attempting to approach His holy presence, and this is what Moses reiterates in this passage 
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(v16). So Moses needed a successor to continue this vital role. Secondly, God Himself had 

already distinguished Moses as one with whom He spoke “face to face” unlike other prophets 

(Num 12:6-8; cf. Exod 33:11, Deut 34:10). Merrill (1994:272) observes that indeed before 

Moses there were some who had already been designated as prophets (nābî’) in Israel's 

history, such as Abraham (Gen 20:7) and other anonymous ones (cf. Num 11:29; 12:6-8), but 

that “Moses introduced something new… a channel of revelation to whom the Lord spoke ‘face 

to face’.” So Moses clearly had a special place of privilege and was a prophet like no other. So 

the prophet who would come like him would likewise be distinct. Thirdly, Moses reiterates his 

prophecy, but now speaking in first person (Deut 18:17-19), in the stead of God as opposed to 

narrative (v15). And in his reiteration he further highlights that God will put His words in the 

mouth of this soon-coming prophet, and that the prophet will speak to the people of God all that 

he has been commanded. So the prophet will also be distinguished by his message. Fourthly, it 

is mandatory that the people listen to God’s words which he shall speak through him, with the 

people being accountable to God for what the prophet will speak. In essence, they must adhere 

to what he will say given the authority that commissioned him (v19). 

Merrill (1994:268) notes that there were three major leadership institutions in ancient Israelite’s 

social and religious life – royalty, the priesthood, and the prophetic ministry. Moses had 

established the priesthood after the Exodus, and about 40 years later on the brink of his death, 

he prophesied that the monarchy would be established and the nation would have a king (Deut 

17). But as Merrill further notes, of the three institutions, it is only the prophetic ministry that was 

both “charismatic and non-successive”. It demanded supernatural ability, and the custodians 

were divinely chosen by God, and did not inherit office as did kings and priests. So Moses’ 

prophecy was vital to show that even though none of his descendants would necessarily be the 

next distinct prophet after him, there would still arise a unique prophet from God of whom the 

nation of Israel must listen to. 

In this passage, Block (2012b:439) observes that Moses presents characteristics of Israelite 

prophecy in general and those of a genuine prophet in particular. Among others, he notes that 

the verb ים   ָיִקִ֥ (“to raise up”) (Deut 18:15) “bears a distributive sense” in reference to a series of 

appointments and not a single one. An example is in Judges 2:18 where God would periodically 

“raise up judges” to deliver His people from their enemies. He also notes that the prophet will be 

like Moses, though Moses does not explicitly state what makes them alike. Block (2012b:439) 

suggest that the likeness includes: “(a) his mediatorial role; (b) access to the presence of 

Yahweh and membership in his council (Num 12:7; cf. Jer 23:16-22); (c) participation in clear, 

unambiguous, and direct conversation with God (Num 12:8); and (d) his divine endowment with 
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the spirit of prophecy (cf. Num 11:25-26). This paradigm of prophecy contrasts starkly to 

indirect, obscure, and ambiguous divination.” 

Block (2012b:444) notes that the identity of the prophet in this passage is a subject of much 

debate. He first observes the testimony that Moses was indeed a prophet unmatched, in his 

own league (34:10-12). But he also notes that “later texts create the impression that true 

prophets did indeed function within the Mosaic paradigm.” He first cites three passages that 

feature distinct Mosaic tone (expression), vocabulary, and substance: Judges 2:1-3; 6:7-10; and 

10:11-14. Also, God “did not let one word of Samuel fail” (1 Sam 3:19-21), thus attesting to his 

ministry as a genuine prophet. In another passage, David acknowledged the oracle of Nathan 

as “this Torah for all humanity” (2 Sam 7:19, Block’s own translation). Block adds that God sent 

Elijah back to Horeb for fresh revelation and recommissioning to prophetic ministry (1 Kgins 

19:1-21). He also placed His words in Jeremiah’s mouth (Jer 1:9; cf. Deut 18:18; Num 22:38; 

23:5, 12, 16). And lastly, God called and commanded Ezekiel to stand in order to speak with 

him (Ezek 1:28-2:1). In this sense then, several prophets arose in Israelite history that may be 

likened to Moses, and as such, fulfilled his prophecy which allegedly referred to a series of 

subsequent prophets and not necessarily one distinguished individual despite the many. Block 

(2012b:444) adds that: 

Common to these and many more prophetic appearances is the notion that the 
Mosaic Torah was not the final revelation from God. Mercifully, it seems that every 
generation was visited by “His servants the prophets”… These prophets did not come 
with radically new messages; their mission was to call the people back to Yahweh and 
to apply the Torah to new and ever-changing situations. If the people rejected their 
messages, the prophets pronounced judgment on them, but these pronouncements 
were rooted in the covenant curses of Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28. 

Geis (1991:3) states that Moses may be considered the “prototype” of a long line of prophets 

who would succeed him (see also Atkins, 2013:334; Dickmann, 2004:4, 5). He argues that 

careful consideration of the Pentateuch reveals that a significantly small percentage of Moses’ 

prophecies featured the prediction of Israel’s future. Rather, he was primarily a teacher and 

preacher called to equip Israel on how to worship and serve God in holiness (cf. Deut 4:1-40). 

By implication, this was also to be the primarily role of subsequent Old Testament prophets. A 

prophet was called to preach and teach the Law of Moses, guard against religious apostasy, 

and call the people back to repentance whenever they strayed from the Law (Geis, 1991:4). 

Geis (1991:6) further suggests that transitioning into the New Testament era, all members of the 

church, regardless of age, sex or social status, “will be called to be prophetic representatives of 

the Messiah” in light of the prophecy in Joel 2:28-32 (cf. Acts 2:14-39). 

Granted, numerous prophets arose after Moses as recorded in Scripture, and many of them 

functioned in the manner that Moses prescribes for a prophet. But it is worth considering that 
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Moses may have been speaking about a singular and distinct individual. To note, in both vv15 

and 18 of Deuteronomy 18, the writer uses the singular term “prophet” rather than a plural form. 

Also, Moses specifically states that a prophet “like” him is to be expected. Given that Moses 

himself was distinguished as having no equal (Deut 34:10; Num 12:1-8), then an equally unique 

and distinguished prophet may have been in view (Robertson, 2008:33, 34). In light of these 

considerations, a strong view on the identity of the Deuteronomy 18 prophet is that Moses 

referred to a specific, distinguishable prophet – Christ. 

The view that the particular prophet that Moses made reference to would be the Messiah or his 

forerunner was evident in late Jewish writings including the Qumran documents (Grisanti, 

2012:654), e.g. The Community Rule (1QS) 9:9-11, and The Testimonia (4Q175) 1:5-8. In 

John’s Gospel, he narrates that when Jewish priests and Levites sought to establish the identity 

of John the Baptist, they asked him a multiple-choice question. They asked whether he is Christ, 

Elijah, or lastly, the prophet (John 1:19-21); to which he answered in the negative. Borchet 

(2002:126) notes that it is speculated that the three figures mentioned here may possibly be the 

same as a prophet, and the messiahs of Aaron (a priestly one) and of Israel (a Davidic one), 

three eschatological figures mentioned in the Manual of Discipline (Rule of the Community) 

discovered at Qumran (1QS 9.11; cf. 4QTestimonia). 

Michaels (2010:99) observes that in John’s Gospel, Christ’s frequent use of the term “Father” 

implies that the more default self-designation is “the Son” rather than “the prophet”. Michaels 

does however acknowledge that twice Christ is identified as “the prophet”. After Christ had 

miraculously fed the five thousand, the people concluded that, “This is indeed the prophet who 

is to come into the world” (John 6:14). And immediately in the next verse, they intend to act 

upon their assertion by enthroning Christ as king by force, forcing Jesus to withdraw from their 

midst (v15). It may seem as an irony that they would want to enthrone a prophet (religious 

leader) into a political office. But not so if this was the one like Moses. As Burge (2000:194) 

states, “For many, Moses had become the image of the ideal Messiah, unifying images of king 

and prophet.” So it would be the natural response to crown the supposed prophet like Moses. 

Thus at His triumphal entry into Jerusalem much later, when the city was stirred up asking who 

He was (Mat 21:10), the crowds praising Him responded by proclaiming that, “This is the 

prophet Jesus, from Nazareth of Galilee” (v11), yet with the same breath they hailed Him as the 

Son of David (v9), implying the Messiah. 

Also, at the Feast of Booths, after hearing Him preach on the living water, some people were 

convinced and said, “This really is the prophet” (John 7:40; cf. 1 Macc 4:46; T. Ben. 9:2). But 

Michaels (2010:99) concludes that the two testimonies in John 6 and 7 are not reliable because 

they were made by people who didn’t exhibit the kind of faith demanded by the Lord. But he 
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also acknowledges that Moses’ prophecy in Deuteronomy 18 may have informed Christ’s 

language in passages where He asserts that the words He speaks are not His own but those 

which He received from the Father (John 7:17-18; 8:28; 12:49-50; 14:10). 

Still in John, in chapter 4 as Christ debates a Samaritan woman on the divinely-designated 

centre of worship, whether on Mount Gerizim among the Samaritans or Mount Zion among the 

Jews, Jesus challenged the woman that the Samaritans worship what they do not know (v22). 

To this, she quickly responded with what she does know, and stated that on matters concerning 

worship, “I know that Messiah is coming (He who is called Christ); when that one comes, He will 

declare all things to us” (John 4:25). Thus even though the Samaritans had significant 

differences between their beliefs and those of the Jews, they believed in the coming of a 

Messiah in line with Deuteronomy 18:18, and as is the case with the woman at the well, 

“understood that this person would explain everything to them” (Burge, 2000:148). Michaels 

(2010:256) states that even though “Messiah” is not necessarily a term used by the Samaritans, 

with their sources rather referring to their coming Prophet or Teacher as Taheb (“he who 

returns” or “he who restores”), they may have been waiting for a prophet like Moses in line with 

Deuteronomy 18. 

But even more of a testimony is that of the apostle Peter, preaching the first sermon at the 

founding of the church. The apostle Peter quoted Moses in Deuteronomy 18 as he preached: 

22“Moses said, ‘The LORD God will raise up for you a prophet like me from 

your brethren; to him you shall give heed to everything he says to you. 23And it 

will be that every soul that does not heed that prophet shall be utterly 

destroyed from among the people.’” (Acts 3:22-23) 

Before quoting Moses, in verses 18 and 21 the apostle has already stated that “all the prophets” 

and reiterated that “the holy prophets” respectively prophesied about the first advent of Christ. 

So Bruce (1988:87) states that “the primary reference” of the prophecy of Moses was to the 

establishment of the prophetic office among His people in order to make His will known to them. 

But that “well before apostolic times this prophecy was interpreted as pointing to one particular 

prophet, a second Moses, who would exercise the prophet's full mediatorial function as Moses 

had done.” He adds that, “From the earliest days of the apostolic preaching, it appears, this text 

from Deuteronomy was invoked as a Mosaic prediction of Jesus, and it was regularly included in 

the ‘testimony’ compilations which circulated in the church.” And true to this statement, Stephen 

also quoted the Deuteronomy passage in his preaching: 
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35“This Moses whom they disowned, saying, ‘Who made you a ruler and a 

judge?’ is the one whom God sent to be both a ruler and a deliverer with the 

help of the angel who appeared to him in the thorn bush. 36This man led them 

out, performing wonders and signs in the land of Egypt and in the Red Sea 

and in the wilderness for forty years. 37This is the Moses who said to the sons 

of Israel, ‘God will raise up for you a prophet like me from your brethren.’ 

38This is the one who was in the congregation in the wilderness together with 

the angel who was speaking to him on Mount Sinai, and who was with our 

fathers; and he received living oracles to pass on to you.” (Acts 7:35-38) 

In this passage, Polhil (1992:198) observes that Stephen’s intent is to draw similarities between 

Moses and Christ. The Israelites rejected Moses as “ruler and a judge” though God had 

appointed and sent him to them to be both “a ruler and a deliverer.” This was the experience of 

Christ as well. Polhil suggests that the comparison to Christ is even stronger when Moses is 

depicted as a “deliverer” (λυτρωτής), a term that is virtually equivalent to “saviour” (cf. Acts 

5:31). Also, like Christ, Moses performed great signs and wonders leading up to the Exodus and 

also in the wilderness for 40 years. Polhil thus concludes that Moses was a type of Christ; but 

more than that, he also predicted His coming (v38). And in his prediction, though he didn’t fully 

grasp the picture, Christ would be far much greater than Moses in every aspect. 

In Acts 7:38 Stephen continues in his description of Moses as “the one who was in the 

congregation in the wilderness together with the angel who was speaking to him on Mount 

Sinai, and who was with our fathers; and he received living oracles to pass on to you.” It is 

Moses that received the law from God, through an angel. And of Christ, He Himself emphasized 

that He does nothing nor speak on His own initiative, but does what is pleasing to the Father 

and speaks what the Father has taught Him (John 7:17-18; 8:28; 12:49-50; 14:10). So as a 

prophet like Moses, Christ equally had the supernatural ability to receive divine revelation from 

God the Father. But even more so, given the testimony of the writer of Hebrews that 

emphasizes the supremacy and uniqueness of Christ: 

1God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many portions 

and in many ways, 2in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom He 

appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world. (Heb 1:1-

2) 

As Guthrie (1998:47) notes, “Whereas the prophets of old were many, the bearer of God's word 

for the last days was uniquely qualified for the responsibility.” He adds that rather than speaking 

through different prophets in different eras in a seemingly “fragmentary and varied” manner to 
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the forefathers of Israel, God has now spoken to a different audience, the church, through Christ 

in a “whole” and “focused” manner, which may be considered His “ultimate revelation” (Guthrie, 

1998:46, 50). 

It is suggested that the uniqueness is mainly owed to the type of prophet and not entirely to the 

type of message. As Allen (2010:102) observes, “The author was contrasting a prophet-kind of 

revelation with a Son-kind of revelation.” And the uniqueness is further emphasized because the 

writer does not include the apostles as those through whom God has spoken to us as well. “The 

text does not move from multiple messengers in the past to multiple messengers in the present” 

(Allen, 2010:103). Allen (2010:104) adds that, “Whereas the prophets conveyed God's word in 

their speech (and writings), God spoke not only through Jesus' words, but also by his person 

and work.” Allen (2010:107, 8) views the revelation spoken by Christ as the same as that 

spoken by the prophets since they are both God’s Word, hence there is historical continuity 

between the prophets and Christ in their words of revelation, and that the recipients of Hebrews 

would have understood this. Thus, he concludes, the unique aspect between the two is the 

“contrast between the prophets and the Son.” 

It is true that there is continuity in the message of the prophets and that of Christ. But this does 

not discount the uniqueness of Christ’s message. Cockerill (2012:89) acknowledges that though 

Old Testament revelation poses “venerable authority” as much as the New Testament, it is 

“incomplete and preliminary” when compared to God’s word through Christ in the final days. 

While the prophets before Christ looked in the past and called for adherence to the Law of 

Moses and also looked to the future and reassured the people about the coming of Christ, 

Christ proclaimed both the fulfilment of the Law of Moses and His coming. Also in this breathe, it 

is important to consider that Moses asserted that the prophet who is to come will speak from 

God. Employing the use of a metaphor, Moses stated that of the prophet to come, God will “put 

[His] words in his mouth,” and as a result He shall “speak to them all that I [God] command him” 

(Deut 18:18). If Moses anticipated that the essence of Christ’s proclamation would be the law, 

then his assertion in v18 is strange because he would have rather stated that the mouth of the 

prophet to come will be filled with his (Mosaic) law. But this wasn’t the intention. Moses 

anticipated that even though the future prophet would not contradict his law and message, he 

would certainly be characterised by new and progressive revelation. And in this sense, he would 

be different as well. 

It is worth considering that among the similarities seen in the new covenant passages, one 

consistent element is that the people would finally obey God with success. Coxhead (2017:93) 

notes that, “It is very significant that Deut 30:1-14; Jer 31:31-34; Ezek 11:19-20; 36:26-27 do not 

speak of the covenant obedience of Israel (and the nations) as being unnecessary once the 
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new covenant age has come.” So we must ask then, if Jeremiah wasn’t making reference to a 

literal law, then what is it that the people would be called to obey? 

It is here that we turn to Christ as the mediator of the New Covenant as Moses is of the old one. 

Just as Moses was the giver of the Old Covenant law, it is viable to consider that Christ is the 

giver of the New Covenant law. To note, unlike Moses who seemingly gave His entire law in one 

sitting to the whole nation, complete with a ratifying ceremony, and even documented it, there is 

no similar occasion during Christ’s ministry, neither before nor after His resurrection. Also to 

note, if Christ indeed had a law to accompany the New Covenant, it is arguably impossible that 

it would be after the pattern of Moses’ law which featured blessings and curses, and also 

demanded obedience as conditional to participation in the New Covenant. Given that the New 

Covenant is a lasting and unbreakable redemptive solution, it is impossible that it would feature 

warnings that would disconnect the participants from the covenant. Also, Christ never 

specifically made reference to a legal set of codes that would accompany the New Covenant, 

nor did He make reference to Jeremiah’s prophecy and state that He would give a New 

Covenant law that has its reference in Jeremiah’s prophecy. There is also no literal implantation 

of any law at Pentecost. Further, as already noted, none of the unconditional covenants 

featured a legal code, a category in which the New Covenant belongs. 

Thus it is viable to consider that if the New Covenant does have a supposed legal code of its 

own, it is significantly unique in nature and clearly distinct from the pattern of the Mosaic Law 

(but also, as proposed in this study, this supposed code is not necessarily what is mentioned by 

Jeremiah in his New Covenant prophecy). The New Covenant may be considered to have a 

type of a comprehensive law or code of conduct as laid out, first, by Christ’s teaching and 

commandments in the Gospels, and in the Epistles by the apostles (based on Christ’s 

teachings). As He ascended into heaven, the command of Christ to His disciples was that they 

should teach the nations to observe all that He had commanded them (Matt 28:20). To note, He 

did not supernaturally implant His commandments within the people nor did He promise that this 

would happen. Thus the people who would comprise the New Covenant community would need 

to be taught His commandments, in that they would not necessarily be supernaturally implanted 

in their hearts. Also worth noting is that Christ had to reassure His disciples that the Holy Spirit 

would teach them all things and also remind them all that they had been taught already by 

Christ (John 14:26). He doesn’t say that at conversion, at Pentecost, they will suddenly know 

the entire law or a certain law because it would be miraculously implanted in their hearts. Their 

knowledge would be progressive, through teaching and reminder. 

Also to note, whereas the Old Covenant law exposed the sin and rebellion of the people as 

witnessed in the Old Testament narrative and recounted in New Testament teaching, the 
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alleged New Covenant law/instruction rather demonstrates the heart transformation and 

obedience of God’s people. Hence the emphatic statement from the Apostle Paul that, “22But 

the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

23gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law” (Gal 5:22-23). Hence where the 

Mosaic Law had a negative effect, the so-called New Covenant law has a positive one. 

Coxhead (2017:94) concurs that, “The evidence of the OT forces us to conclude that, in terms of 

the broader cardionomographic perspective, the OT prophesies the triumph of the justifying and 

vivifying function of (new covenant) law over the condemnatory and mortifying function of (old 

covenant) law.” Under the New Covenant, the people would obey God, not out of fear or 

compulsion, but out of a transformed heart. This is the type of obedience foretold in the new 

covenant prophecies. 

Concerning the identity of the law that would govern the New Covenant, Campbell (1954:227) 

suggested that, “The New Covenant law would be the ‘all things whatsoever’ of Matthew 28:20.” 

He also suggests that the entirety of God’s law would consist of His moral law, the law of Christ 

(Gal 6:2) and the law of the life-giving Spirit (Rom 8:2). These would characterise the New 

Covenant participant, not as one who adheres to them in order to enter into and sustain one’s 

participation into the New Covenant, but as one who adheres to them as evidence of the inward 

transformation of the heart and as one who has already been guaranteed permanent 

participation in the New Covenant and heir to its eternal promise. This is arguably the only way 

an unconditional covenant may have a “law” or legal code without the risk of breaking it and 

losing the promise based on transgression of the legislation. 

5.5 Conclusion 

As already argued, there is no law reference in any of the unconditional covenants, a group in 

which the New Covenant in Jeremiah is a part. Also acknowledged widely amongst scholars, 

Jeremiah’s New Covenant prophecy in chap. 31 is to be interpreted alongside Ezekiel’s main 

covenant prophecy in chap. 36 of his book due to their similarities and shared context. As 

alleged, though Jeremiah may have influenced Ezekiel, Ezekiel’s prophecy is more readily used 

to interpret Jeremiah’s, with emphasis on the Spirit of God as the agent of transforming the 

hearts of the people. 

Also significant is that the New Covenant prophecy can be articulated without making reference 

to the/a law, but cannot be made sense of without reference to the Spirit of God. ‘Pneumato-

cardionomography’ may still be a viable concept without ‘nomos’, but not without ‘pneumato’. 

Also, as noted, it is virtually impossible for an unconditional covenant to feature a law in the 

blueprint of Moses’ legislation. Thus the supposed “law” of the New Covenant, though a/the law 
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is not necessarily proposed by Jeremiah in his prophecy, serves not to condemn, but to 

demonstrate “the fruit of the Spirit” as subsequent revelation shows. 

As also highlighted, in biblical studies it is important to emphasize the concept or theme 

presented by the author more than the specific choice of words. This is because different 

authors may present the same concept or theme with different words or expressions, even as 

seen in the New Covenant prophecies of Moses, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Also, context is vital 

because a word or expression that may be literal in one context, is not necessarily literal in 

another. In light of these factors then, it is viable to consider Jeremiah’s reference to “My law” as 

a metaphoric statement typifying heart transformation by the Spirit of God, and not necessarily a 

codified legislation, regardless of identity. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

6.1 Introduction 

As depicted in our study, theological issues surrounding the New Covenant are fairly complex; 

and in this case, the lack of certainty in identifying the New Covenant law in reference to 

Jeremiah 31:33 which makes reference to “My law”: “I will put My law within them and on their 

heart I will write it.” The issue is yet to be resolved with the two main opposing arguments 

centred on whether the New Covenant law refers to the Mosaic Law given to the Jews, or to the 

law of Christ given to Christians in a subsequent dispensation after Christ Himself fulfilled the 

New Covenant on the cross (Luke 22:20). Other proposals for the identity of the New Covenant 

Law include: the Ten Commandments; the two greatest commandments; the moral section of 

the Mosaic Law; the book of Deuteronomy; the will of God in general; a non-written oral law, 

among others. 

But barely has any of the debates comprehensively explored the possibility of the reference to 

“My law” being metaphoric. Much study on the identity of the supposed New Covenant law has 

mainly focused on etymology and interpretations drawn from the New Testament as a result of 

substantial progression in revelation and advancement of the redemptive history plan. But a 

word derives its meaning from the context it is used. Thus our study attempted to derive the 

meaning of Jeremiah’s law reference from its near and surrounding context, and to specifically 

explore the possibility of it constituting a metaphoric rather than a literal term.  

6.2 Approach to the study 

6.2.1 Historical-grammatical methodology 

Important aspects noted when interpreting the passage included: 1) the prophecy was given in 

a specific language, in this case ancient Hebrew; 2) the prophecy was given at a specific time 

period and culture, which significantly influenced the language; 3) the prophecy contains 

metaphors relevant to the culture and time period; and 4) the prophecy was given within a 

specific context, the main aspect about the context being consistent failure of the Jews to 

uphold the law of the Mosaic Covenant and thus incurring impending judgment (Babylonian 

captivity). In light of these and other factors, the study mainly employed the historical-

grammatical exegetical methodology because it would largely consider the context of the 
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passage in its particular stage in the history of redemption, the language, culture, among other 

relevant aspects. Some principles of this attested method of interpretation include: divine 

inspiration, context, lexicography, grammatical analysis and historical-cultural background. 

As noted in the study, biblical writers drew from words, idioms, motifs, and historical 

circumstances that contemporary readers would not share but needed to reconstruct. The 

message of the Bible was relayed through human language and its concepts and should hence 

be subject to a historical-grammatical analysis. Words only have meaning within their language 

system and historical context. This understanding is not foreign to biblical thought. Using the 

historical-grammatical method of interpretation, this study analysed the teaching of the 

Pentateuch on the significance of the Mosaic (Old) Covenant and its law to the nation of Israel; 

the revelation of Old Testament prophets on the necessity of the New Covenant despite the 

existence of the Old Covenant; and explored the validity of interpreting “My law” in Jeremiah 

31:33 as a metaphor. 

6.2.2 Biblical-theological methodology 

The biblical-theological approach to interpreting the Bible was also not ignored given that 

covenant is a major theme in the grand narrative of Scripture – both Old and New Testaments. 

Limiting itself to the biblical Mosaic and New Covenants, this study analysed both covenants 

with the assumption that God has consistently had one redemptive plan that features both Old 

Testament Israel and the New Testament Church as distinct entities to the plan. The one plan of 

redemption features unconditional covenants with Israel, but the Church as well are 

beneficiaries of the salvific promises within them, without negating any of these and other 

promises to Israel, which will be fulfilled upon Christ’s return. 

Because of the unresolved debate surrounding the concept of a theological centre of the Bible, 

this study did not necessarily adopt any of the views as supreme over the other, but 

acknowledged that God’s relationship with His people begins with a covenant (made with the 

individual Abraham, and another one later with the nation of Israel at Sinai), the status of the 

relationship, whether healthy or not, is influenced by a covenant (given the positive and (mostly) 

negative consequences experienced by the people based on adherence to the Mosaic 

Covenant), and the permanence of the relationship is also guaranteed by a covenant (based on 

both the Abrahamic and New Covenant promises of future and lasting restoration). The 

assumption of this study is that though a central theological theme for the whole Bible may not 

be determined to precision, the covenant theme is essential to our understanding of the overall 

message of the Bible, especially as it pertains to redemptive history. 
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6.3 The Mosaic Covenant 

As we have seen in our study, though there are significant issues surrounding the subject of 

covenants and the Law of Moses, there is arguably clarity and consensus on some matters. 

First, it is widely accepted that God made an unconditional covenant with Abraham and his 

descendants, which was partially fulfilled when the nation of Israel was born through the Exodus 

from Egypt. God subsequently made the conditional Mosaic Covenant with Israel (Exodus 19-

24) without nullifying the Abrahamic Covenant. The Mosaic Covenant was necessary because 

Israel, now a nation, was called to swear allegiance as a vassal to God, its new king. As it is 

with other ANE treaties, stipulations governed the treaty. So the Mosaic Covenant did not nullify 

the Abrahamic one, instead, it brought about stipulations with which individuals in the nation of 

Israel would either choose to participate or not in the redemptive plan of God as it pertained to 

fulfilling other promises made to Abraham. By allegiance to the covenant, they would enhance 

God’s reputation as holy. When the first generation out of the Exodus failed to trust and obey 

God, God demonstrated that His redemptive plan would proceed unhindered when He led 

Moses to reinstitute the Mosaic Covenant with a new generation that would eventually conquer 

the Promised Land under Joshua’s leadership. Abraham was long dead, but promises made to 

him live on. 

6.4 The need for the New Covenant 

As highlighted in this study, part of Moses’ parting address to the new generation at the plains 

of Moab was that a subsequent generation would arise that would rebel against God. The result 

would be judgment through destruction of and exile from the Promised Land. So severe would 

the devastation be that surrounding nations would look in awe and great wonder at the severity 

with which God would deal with His people (Deut 29). During the era of the monarchy, the 

nation split into two after Solomon’s reign (1 Kings 12). Centuries later, the northern kingdom 

would be taken captive under Assyria (2 Kings 17), while the southern kingdom, Judah, would 

later be taken captive under Babylon, with the city and temple being destroyed (2 Kings 25). 

Moses’ warning and prophecy stand fulfilled on these two occasions.  

It is Jeremiah who featured prominently as the prophet warned Judah on the eve of the 

Babylonian captivity, with decades of relentless calls to repentance, but calls that fell on deaf 

ears halfway through his nearly half a century worth of ministry (Jer 25). Jeremiah called out his 

generation for their wicked and seemingly unchangeable hearts (chap. 17); and warned that as 

a result, judgment was certain. He admonished the people against their superficial worship and 

service to God, whereby they advanced a lifestyle devoid of holiness, yet offered ritualistic 

sacrifices in the temple hoping that God would be appeased (chap. 7). This inconsistency 
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betrayed the condition of their hearts – that though they had been physically circumcised on 

their foreskin, they were found wanting on spiritual circumcision in their hearts (Deut 10:6; Jer 

4:4; 9:25-26). So clearly, the heart of the matter was the matter of the heart. The people needed 

genuine heart transformation, which would govern their relationship with God, and lead them to 

obedience with a pure motive (Deut 6:4-6). This is the only way that, as a vassal, they would 

enhance the reputation of God, their suzerain, as holy, and thus distinguish Him as God and 

King from all other ANE suzerain entities. 

Moses and Jeremiah were consistent with their use of metaphors in depicting a theology of the 

heart. Both of them called on Israel to circumcise their heart, with Jeremiah arguably borrowing 

from the imagery of Moses, his earlier counterpart. But to note as a distinction, beyond the 

imagery of circumcision, Jeremiah expounded on Moses’ assertions by using the imagery of 

writing upon the heart or tablet of the heart. Where Moses depicted the heart as uncircumcised, 

Jeremiah did so as well, but went further to describe it as one upon which its sin is permanently 

engraved upon (Jer 17). The heart of man, as Jeremiah depicts it, is “deceitful above all things” 

and “desperately wicked/incurable” beyond human comprehension (Jer 17:9). 

It is in light of the extent of man’s depravity that both Jeremiah and Moses prophesied in equal 

measure that God would Himself transform the heart of man. Much as God had demanded 

heart transformation from man (Deut 10:19; Ezek 18:31), He took it upon Himself by a divine act 

to transform man’s heart because man had demonstrably failed to do so. Consequently, Moses 

foretold that God Himself would circumcise the hearts of the people (Deut 30:6). On the other 

hand, Jeremiah proclaimed a New Covenant would be enacted and in it, he typified the same 

transformation as God rather writing His law within the (stone) hearts of the people (Jer 31:33). 

Only then would the relationship between Israel and God be restored, and the nation declared 

God’s people, and God their God. They would be drawn to a genuine, loving, and lasting 

relationship with Him, and thereby walk in total obedience from the heart. 

6.5 The essence of the New Covenant 

At the heart of Jeremiah’s prophecy is that transformation is described through the imagery of 

God writing His law in the hearts of His people. This statement has been the subject of much 

debate in attempts at determining, with definiteness, the identity of the supposed New Covenant 

law. As already argued, there is no law reference in any of the unconditional covenants, a group 

to which the New Covenant in Jeremiah belongs. Also acknowledged widely amongst scholars, 

Jeremiah’s New Covenant prophecy in chap. 31 is to be interpreted alongside Ezekiel’s main 

covenant prophecy in Ezekiel 36 due to their similarities and shared context. As alleged, though 

Jeremiah may have influenced Ezekiel, Ezekiel’s prophecy is more readily used to interpret 
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Jeremiah’s, with emphasis on the Spirit of God as the agent of transforming the hearts of the 

people. 

As noted in the study, the New Covenant prophecy can be articulated without making reference 

to the/a law, but cannot be made sense of without reference to the Spirit of God. ‘Pneumato-

cardionomography’ may still be a viable concept without ‘nomos’, but not without ‘pneumato’. It 

is also virtually impossible for an unconditional covenant to feature a law in the blueprint of 

Moses’ legislation. Thus the supposed “law” of the New Covenant, though a/the law is not 

necessarily proposed by Jeremiah in his prophecy, serves not to condemn, but to demonstrate 

“the fruit of the Spirit” as subsequent revelation shows. 

As also highlighted, in biblical studies it is important to emphasize the concept or theme 

presented by the author more than the specific choice of words. This is because different 

authors may present the same concept or theme with different words or expressions, even as 

seen in the New Covenant prophecies of Moses, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Also, context is vital 

because a word or expression that may be literal in one context, is not necessarily literal in 

another. In light of these and other factors then, it is viable to consider Jeremiah’s reference to 

“My law” as a metaphoric statement typifying heart transformation by the Spirit of God, and not 

necessarily a codified legislation, regardless of identity. 

6.6 Recommendation for further study 

In advancing the study on the New Covenant promise (incorporating its nature and elements, 

means of fulfilment, and time of fulfilment), it is recommended here that analysis of the New 

Covenant prophecies of Moses, Jeremiah and Ezekiel be complemented with equal 

consideration of Joel’s prophecy in Joel 2:28-32. 

Joel’s prophecy cannot be ignored because it equally advances the Spirit of God as the agent of 

anticipated future transformation upon the people. Equally important, Joel also employs the use 

of a metaphoric statement: “I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh” (v28). It is worth considering the 

influence behind the prophet’s choice of terminology and also the meaning and implications he 

intends his audience to draw. What would be the difference between “pouring out” God’s Spirit 

“on all flesh”; and “placing” God’s Spirit “in the heart”, and if they refer to the same concept, how 

do they complement each other? (cf. Zech 12:10). 

Just as there is contention on whether Jeremiah’s New Covenant has been fulfilled or partly 

fulfilled or not, so is there contention on whether Joel’s prophecy has been fulfilled or not. When 

Peter quoted Joel’s prophecy in his first sermon at Pentecost (Acts 2), he referred to the 

manifestation of the Holy Spirit at the inception of the Church as the fulfilment of Joel’s 
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prophecy. Whether Joel’s prophecy was fulfilled, partly fulfilled, or not, is the subject of debate 

because other aspects of Joel’s prophecy were seemingly not evident/fulfilled at Pentecost. 

One of these aspects is the fact that God would pour out His Spirit upon “all flesh.” If all flesh 

referred to the entire nation of Israel, then the prophecy wasn’t fulfilled because the nation did 

not turn to the Lord. Also, it is contentious whether “all flesh” refers solely to the nation of Israel 

or all the nations of the world, factoring in Gentile salvation, seen in the book of Acts as it 

unfolds. So just like the New Covenant, the audience of Joel’s prophecy is the subject of 

debate. 

Another aspect of note is that, just like Jeremiah and Moses, Joel used imagery to depict the 

divine work of God upon man as it pertains to His Spirit as the agent of change. In this case, 

Joel’s imagery depicts an outpouring of God’s Spirit upon man. It is worth exploring the intention 

behind Joel’s choice of terms in his expression. Also to consider is the result of the outpouring 

of the Spirit. Jeremiah and Ezekiel focus on the “fruit of the Spirit”, which comprises a 

transformed heart that is drawn to loving and obeying God and being with Him in a healthy 

covenant relationship. Joel on the other hand focuses on the “gift of the Spirit” – which 

comprises supernatural ability, seemingly on a national scale, where divine communication 

through prophecy, dreams, and visions are common place (Joel 2:28). It is worth exploring why 

Joel focuses on these supernatural abilities rather than a transformed heart, and how this 

unique aspect factors into the New Covenant. 

Another unique aspect is that Joel seems to include human involvement in fulfilment of the 

promise when he states that “everyone who calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved” 

(v32); yet the New Covenant consistently portrays the realisation of the promise as a sole act of 

God. In light of transformation being an act of God, what does it mean for the people to call on 

the LORD and only then be saved? Also to explore is whether salvation in this passage refers to 

either a spiritual or physical deliverance, or both. 

Another unique aspect of Joel’s prophecy is his depiction of supernatural activity upon the 

cosmos at the fulfilment of his prophecy, with references to “wonders in the heavens and on the 

earth” comprising blood, fire, smoke, a darkened sun, and moon turned to blood (vv30, 31). The 

relevance of this is also a matter to consider. 

Joel’s prophecy is important because, of all the prophecies that Peter would’ve picked off the 

Old Testament shelf, this is the first prophecy that inspired the first sermon of the Church. This 

is a prophecy that wasn’t even depicted as a covenant by Joel, yet covenant is foundational to 

Jewish thought in matters redemption, and Peter would’ve known this. So it would seem more 
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plausible for Peter to more readily refer to one of the prophecies directly related to one of the 

unconditional covenants, especially given the fact that the disciples explicitly queried Jesus on 

whether the Davidic Covenant would be fulfilled now that He had risen from the dead (Acts 1:6). 

Given that this is the prophecy Peter chose to flag off the Church, and also considering its 

unique aspects when compared to other prominent New Covenant prophecies, the importance 

of this prophecy cannot be overemphasized, despite the fact that it is neither depicted as a 

covenant nor part of any. Its contribution to a comprehensive understanding of the New 

Covenant promise and related aspects seems vital. 

6.7 Applications drawn 

As championed in this study, though the united nation of Israel is the sole recipient of the New 

Covenant prophecy/promise, both Old Testament Israel and the New Testament Church are 

recipients of the New Covenant blessing, through the death and resurrection of Christ. Even in 

Old Testament times, we see that foreigners such as Ruth, a Moabites, could enjoy the 

blessings of God if submitted to Him, His will, and Law. The Old Testament as well depicted the 

New Covenant as both national (Jer 31:36-40; 33:6-16; Ezek 36:24-38; 37:11-28) and 

international (Isa 42:6; 49:6; 55:3-5; 56:4-8; 66:18-24; Jer 33:9; Ezek 36:36; 37:38). This is 

despite the fact that Israel and the church are distinct communities. 

Before the inception of the Church, Christ instituted the Lord’s Supper with a Jewish audience 

as a commemoration of the ratification of the New Covenant in His blood (Luke 22:19, 20). Paul 

would later command the church at Corinth to observe the ordinance and also gave guidance 

on how to do so (1 Cor 11). Thus the Lord’s Supper is celebrated as an ordinance of the Church 

that testifies to the forgiveness of sin under the New Covenant for both Jew and Gentile. Until 

He comes, this celebration is a permanent fixture in the local church gathering. It is the 

testimony of our faith as believers, even as we testify to others. Though at present the Church is 

the only entity of the two that is celebrating the inauguration of the New Covenant, at a future 

time, in line with the sovereign will of God and the promise of Scripture, the nation of Israel will 

at the appointed time, through the Spirit of God, look upon Him whom they had pierced in His 

first advent, and mourn for and weep bitterly over Him as He descends from heaven in His 

second advent (Zech 12:10). 
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