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Recurring Biblical-theological issues in OT studies 
Dr Jack Collins 

 
 

A number of issues come up again and again as we try to give a sound theological 
exposition of the Old Testament.  My goal is to set out the framework in which I 
understand these issues, so you can see how that framework applies.  I encourage you to 
take these thoughts further as you wrestle with the texts on your own. 
 
 
1 The covenant: An internal reality embraced in the heart 
The covenants we find in the Bible all come with their outward administrative rites – 
circumcision, public worship, and so on.  And it is possible for someone to be a member 
of the covenant people in an outward way only, to lack a genuine living faith: and this is a 
situation that God abhors. 
 
This is clear in Romans 2:27-28: 

28 For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and 
physical. 29 But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by 
the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not from man but from God. 

Here (as elsewhere in Paul – e.g. 2 Cor 3:6, where this is the key to what Paul means by 
“old” and “new” covenants) the “letter” speaks of the covenant as an outward thing only, 
while “Spirit” describes the covenant embraced in the heart (the result of the Spirit’s 
work).1 
 
This is a theme that runs through the Bible, both in what we call the OT and the NT.  For 
example, consider Deut 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4; 9:25-26, all about “circumcision of the 
heart.”  See also Isa 29:13 (cited in Matt 15:8-9) on the distinction between drawing near 
to God with one’s lips only while the heart is far from him (i.e. true covenant life means 
that public worship must engage the inner man); and Isa 1:10-20 is a longer text that 
hammers away at this very point.  Likewise, Psalm 50 covers the same point in a hymn. 
 
This idea comes across in the basic confession of Old Testament faith, Exodus 34:6-7: 

6 The LORD passed before him and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful 
and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 
7 keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, 
but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 
children and the children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.” 

You can see from the context that those who receive God’s steadfast love and faithfulness 
are the truly penitent – those for whom the covenant of grace is an inward reality – while 
“the guilty” (words not actually in the Hebrew) are those who don’t. 
 
This is just what we find in the NT, too.  For example, Hebrews 3:12-19 warns its readers 
not to fail as the generation that left Egypt did, by having “an evil, unbelieving heart, 
leading you to fall away from the living God” – just as so many of that earlier lot had.  
Similarly, in 4:2 the idea is explicit: “For good news came to us just as to them, but the 
message they heard did not benefit them, because they were not united by faith with 
those who listened.” 

                                                        
1 It is indeed surprising that Schreiner’s commentary misses the plain statement of Paul 

here: “outward-inward” corresponds to “letter-Spirit.” 
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The letter of 1 John is peppered with such concerns, e.g. 1:6-7: 

6 If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not 
live according to the truth. 7 But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have 
fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. 

Similarly, 2:4-5 (and many others): 
4 Whoever says “I know him” but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the 
truth is not in him, 5 but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the love of God is 
perfected. 

It is not the outward claim, or the ordinances of the covenant, that make one a true 
partaker of the covenant’s promises – but a living faith expressing itself in love and 
obedience. 
 
None of this makes the outward covenant rites irrelevant – instead it points to what 
those rites aim at. 
 
 
2 Continuity and discontinuity in eras of redemptive history 
The Biblical authors are clear that at all eras of redemptive history, the only way a 
covenant member is right with God is through imputed righteousness, received by faith: 
this is Paul’s theme in Rom 4, where he cites Abraham (Gen 15:6) and David (Ps 32:1) as 
his exemplars.  The author of Hebrews did not doubt whether the OT people had 
received the gospel; he says in 4:2 that it came to us just as it did to them.  (How 
different from what we have to say!  We usually have to clarify that it came to them just 
as it did to us!)  This is why he can use OT saints as exemplars of the faith we are called 
to have in Heb 11.  Hence whatever differences we may think we find from one 
redemptive era to the next, it cannot be in the way of being right.  The following points 
will help us to think clearly about our relationship to the covenant people of old. 
 
(1) God’s purpose of redemption for his now sin-stained creatures is first set out in Gen 
3:15.  When God called Abraham to be his covenant partner, it was explicit in the call 
that this was for the sake of the whole world (Gen 12:2-3). 
 
(2) What distinguishes the Mosaic covenant from the rest is its focus on setting up Israel 
as a church-state, to further God’s redemptive purpose (Exod 19:5-6; Deut 4:5-8).  In 
this situation, citizenship in Israel and membership in the covenant people are the same 
thing.  Israel’s loyalty to the Lord – and the Lord’s chastisement of his people – will be 
for the instruction of the Gentile world (1 Kings 8:57-61; Deut 29:24-28). 
 
(3) Although individual Gentiles could and did attach themselves to the Lord throughout 
the OT period (as proselytes and sojourners), the OT looks forward to the large-scale 
enfolding of the Gentiles into God’s covenant people at some in the future.  For example, 
Psalm 96:3; 98:3 speak of declaring God’s glory among the Gentiles; while Isa 2:1-5 
looks to the Gentiles streaming to Jerusalem for instruction.  This is especially the work 
of the Messiah, as in Psalm 2:8; 72:8-11; Isa 9:7; 11:1-10 – and typically the image is of 
the Messiah as the conqueror who brings the Gentiles into his empire.  
 
(4) Paul looked at his own apostolate as part of the fulfilling of these passages, as he cites 
a sampling of them in Rom 15:9-12.  (That tells you that the fulfillment does not await 
Christ’s return.)  In Rom 11:11-24 he speaks of the purpose of the Gentile mission as 
grafting the Gentiles into the stock of Israel – that is, they do not replace Israel, nor are 
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they a new covenant people, but they become participants in the one plan of grace by 
their ingrafting.  Note: this explains what the mystery of the gospel was in Ephesians 3:6-
7, namely that the Gentiles would be full “citizens” rather than “strangers and 
sojourners” (Eph 2:19, using terms from the Pentateuch). 
 
(5) Hence Israel’s history is our salvation history, for instruction, example, and warning 
(Rom 15:4; 1 Cor 10:1-12).  
 
(6) This points the way to the kinds of discontinuity we may expect to find between the 
Gentile era and the old era.  These will generally be of two types:  

a.  Those features that have to do with looking forward and looking back.  The 
Messiah has now come, he has offered his sacrifice, and he is now on his throne 
ruling and conquering.  Hence, for example, we are not concerned with David’s 
physical dynasty; our sacraments look back rather than forward. 
 
b.  Those features related to the national and ethnic distinctiveness of the covenant 
people.  Lev 20:22-26, for example, tells us that many of the OT laws (such as clean 
and unclean distinctions) had to do with distinguishing Israel as the covenant people.  
In our era, such laws are done away with – interestingly enough, in the context of the 
doing away with the ethnic distinctiveness of the covenant people (Acts 10:10-16, 28).  
Likewise, the church-state nexus is dissolved, and physical Jerusalem is no longer 
our capital. 

 
 
3 The role of Law in the covenant 
The “law” (tôrâ) of God in the Old Testament is his instruction for his covenant people – 
it reveals his grace and his expectations for those he loves.  But the instruction given to 
Moses includes all manner of requirements and regulations, covering matters of civil and 
criminal actions, personal cleanliness, ritual, and so on.  How does this relate to the 
grace and love of God – and what does the “freedom” we find in the NT say about it? 
 
The first thing we have to do is to distinguish between the different kinds of regulations 
we find in the OT.  The way we do that is to remember the purpose of this covenant 
legislation, namely, to establish Israel as a church-state.2 
 
For example, there are civil and criminal regulations whose purpose is to preserve the 
level of civil goodness necessary for maintaining a just society.  Human courts can judge 
these cases and administer punishments to offenders.  The actual ethical expectations 
are often much higher and deeper than the civil requirement; they are matters of the 
heart.  A good example of this would be the divorce law in Deut 24:1-4, about which the 
Pharisees questioned Jesus in Matt 19:3-9.  Jesus explains that this law does not express 
the Creator’s will for marriage, but that Gen 1:27; 2:24 does.  The Pharisees had erred in 
using the Deut text for a purpose that God did not intend it for, as if it could override the 
creational pattern described in Genesis.  Now the specific laws certainly have an ethical 
foundation, and they guard equity, protect the weak from the strong, and even require 
charity (e.g. gleaning laws); but they do not express the full depth of what God has 

                                                        
2 Many of the ideas in this section are based on Christopher Wright’s An Eye for an Eye 

(Inter-Varsity, 1983), 148-173.  See also Gordon Wenham’s “The gap between law and ethics in 
the Bible,” Journal of Jewish Studies 48:1 (1997), 17-29. 
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intended his people to be.3  When Jesus spoke of the weightier matters of the law” (Matt 
23:23), I think he was touching on this topic.  These civil laws teach us by showing how 
equity applied in a specific redemptive-historical setting. 
 
Again, as I have already indicated, there are some rules whose purpose is to set Israel 
apart from the Gentiles as God’s own special possession.  Lev 20:22-26 use a play on the 
word “separate”: The Lord has “separated” them from among all the peoples, and they 
should “separate” between the clean and the unclean foods.  (These rules also express 
God’s ownership of his creation, since they acknowledge his right to tell his people how 
to use what he created; and they also provide a useful metaphorical sense of 
“clean/unclean” as a moral phenomenon.) 
 
Further, there are laws concerning the rituals, offerings, and priesthood.  I do not think 
that to say that the NT “abrogated” them quite captures what we want; it’s better to say 
that the principles that underlie them apply differently due to the redemptive-historical 
changes of our era.  Indeed, I think that the author of Hebrews would tell us that “it is 
impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (10:4) – which I take to 
imply that such was never the actual purpose of the sacrifices.  That is, they certainly use 
the language and symbolism of substitutionary atonement, but I think that they do so in 
a sacramental way.  (That is why the OT language, especially concerning the 
peace/fellowship offering, lies behind NT discussion of the Lord’s Supper.)  Likewise, it 
seems to me likely that the priesthood has been transmuted into the pastoral ministry of 
our era – stripped of its restriction to one tribe of Israel.  (The common idea that the NT 
introduces the “priesthood of all believers” comes from a misinterpretation of 1 Pet 2:9 – 
which is actually using Exod 19:5-6, a description of Israel!  The best way to understand 
this is to see that there are different levels of priesthood: priests who minister to the 
worshiping people of God, and the people of God who minister to the world at large.  
Since ancient Israel had both kinds, there’s no reason we can’t as well.)  Our task, then, is 
to find the principles behind the regulations and see how they apply in our day.4 
 
At the same time we find a profound moral code running through the law of God, such as 
the Ten Commandments and much of Lev 19; and it is impossible for this moral code to 
change because it expresses the very holiness and love of God. 
 
Christians are accustomed to taking a negative view of the OT law because of the way 
they have read certain polemical passages in Paul – but this fails to take into account the 
range of laws in the OT, as well as the argumentative situations that faced Paul.  Or else 
they respond to descriptions of the godly devotee of the law such as Psalm 1 by reading it 
as a description of Jesus the perfect law-keeper.  What they are missing is that the reason 
they read it this way is that the only category they have for “law” is that of merit: you 
obey the law in order to earn something.  But this is foreign to the OT’s own presentation 
of the law: the law is instead the rule of life for you who have come into the covenant; it is 
the description of what it means to love God and your neighbor; it is the path you walk as 
God cleanses and heals your inner filth; it describes the beauty that God intends to 
achieve within you, his beloved, as you submit to him.  God loves his people far too much 
to leave them in their defilement. 

                                                        
3 Take, for example, Boaz in the book of Ruth: what makes him so attractive is the way he 

goes well beyond the legal requirement of allowing Ruth to glean – on which see Collins, 
“Ambiguity and theology in Ruth: Ruth 1.21 and 2.20”, Presbyterion 19:2 (Fall 1993), 97-102. 

4 For a good example, see Jay Budziszewski, “Right back on the hook,” in the web-zine 
Boundless http://www.boundless.org/departments/theophilus/a0000463.html. 
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If we look at it this way, we can begin to love and adore the law in all its unrelenting 
demand: because we desire to walk with God, and this describes what walking with God 
is and what it will lead to.  (To borrow from C.S. Lewis, if we want to walk with God 
without obeying his law, what we really want is to walk with God without walking with 
God: and that cannot happen.5)  The law is every bit as much rooted in God’s love as are 
his promises, and we in the Gentile era are not loved less than those of old. 
 
 
4 Corporate versus individual 
The covenant people is a corporate concept: it is a body composed of many members.  
(That should sound like Paul’s description of the Church.)  “Israel” is a corporate entity.  
Much of what we find in the OT addresses the overall spiritual condition of the corporate 
entity, and we had better be clear about that.  For example, Judges is mostly about God’s 
dealing with his people – who were mostly faithless with bright bursts of faithful 
leadership – and not about how God deals with individuals.  (I said, mostly: you can still 
learn from the examples of these judges.) 
 
That’s hard for Western Christians to grasp: we are used to thinking in terms of our lives 
as individuals.   
 
But we must not put the matter as an either-or: it should be both-and.  You have misread 
Ephesians if you don’t come away from it believing that the great blessing for which God 
chose each member of his people is their participation in the life of the Church, for the 
sake of which Christ rules all things.  It is the Church that Christ has as his bride.  So our 
chief good is for the Church to reach the full measure of spiritual life and vitality.  On the 
other hand, it takes individuals committed to personal, family, and congregational 
holiness for such to come about.  This means that we have to keep these two emphases in 
constant tension. 
 
At the same time, we have to keep track of whether a given passage is about the 
individual or the corporate entity.  For example, the Lord may threaten destruction and 
judgment for the body because it is riddled with incurable unfaithfulness.  But that does 
not mean that pious individuals will also be condemned – though they may have to 
endure heart-rending hardship, as we see in Lamentations.  At the same time, God may 
remove specific individuals from his people because they are the dross that keep the 
people from being pure and vibrant. 
 
Likewise, God promises spiritual prosperity for his people; but whether any individual 
will benefit from it depends on whether his own faith is genuine. 
 
 
5 Conditionality 
One of the greatest barriers to clear thought is the failure to ask whether a particular 
question makes sense.  We often ask whether the grace of God is conditional or 
unconditional.  What we fail to ask is “conditional with respect to what?”  In this way we 
can say that the grace of God and the blessings of his covenant are unconditional with 
respect to merit – that is, they come to undeserving sinners to forgive and restore them 
to their full humanity. 

                                                        
5 See Mere Christianity, ii:4. 
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On the other hand, we can see that these blessings are conditional with respect to 
instrumentality – that is, you have to exercise faith to receive them.  Paul told the 
Philippian jailor to believe in the Lord Jesus: had the man not believed, then no amount 
of predestination before the foundation of the world would have bestowed the blessings 
of God upon him.  Likewise, covenantal obedience and perseverance are part of the 
instrumental conditions for our receiving God’s blessings at the final judgment (which is 
why the NT often calls believers “those who are being saved,” and why the verb “save” is 
often in the future).  
 
Similarly, when we deal with conditional and unconditional prophecy, and want to relate 
it to God’s sovereignty, we must decide with respect to what is the conditionality we are 
speaking of.  From God’s side, there is no contingency, since he’s working out everything 
according to his perfect plan.  From our side, however, the whole show is loaded with 
contingency.  We must not mix these two levels of description; in fact, together they 
make up a tension that we just have to live with.  (I know it’s an irresolvable tension 
because of what happens if you try to resolve it: disaster, either by hyper-Calvinism or by 
openness theism.  Don’t bother asking which is worse: either way you’re just as dead.) 


