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The Spiritual Nature of the Mosaic Covenant 
 

Introduction 

A. Debate about the Mosaic Covenant – Covenant of Works or administration of the Covenant of Grace 

B. Tension comes from the legal codes and conditional stipulations 

C. Tremendously important to understand and properly emphasize the spiritual nature of the Mosaic 

Covenant. 

D. There are two ways to underemphasize the spiritual with respect to the Mosaic Covenant 

1. Missing the spiritual altogether  The Mosaic Covenant is purely physical 

2. Abstracting the physical from the spiritual  The physical and spiritual are unrelated 

E. To understand the nature of the Mosaic Covenant, we will answer three questions: 

1. PRESENCE: Was it only outward and physical or was it also inward and spiritual? 

2. RELATIONSHIP: How were the outward, physical dimensions of the covenant related to the 

inward, spiritual dimensions? 

3. IMPLICATIONS: What are the implications of underemphasizing the spiritual? 

 

I. PRESENCE: Was the Mosaic Covenant only outward and physical or was it also inward and 

spiritual?  The Mosaic Covenant was not only outward and physical.  It was also inward and 

spiritual. 

A. Promise was central during the Mosaic Covenant 

1. Paul referred to the Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic Covenants as the “covenants of promise” 

(Ephesians 2:12). 

2. Many think of the Abrahamic Covenant as the covenant of promise.  The Mosaic did not cancel or 

replace it but expanded upon it (Galatians 3:17).  It did not nullify the promise; it accentuated it. 

3. What was the promise?  Christ!  That is what Paul said that those who were outside the covenants of 

promise were “separate from Christ” and “without God” (Ephesians 2:12). 

B. Worship was central during the Mosaic Covenant 

1. Spiritual worship of God is the core of the Mosaic Covenant (e.g., 1st and 2
nd

 Commandments). 

2. Covenantal worship included sacrificing animals for the forgiveness of sins (e.g., Leviticus 16:30). 

C. Grace was central during the Mosaic Covenant 

1. God presented Himself as a gracious God and compassionate Father (Exodus 33:19; 34:6-7a).
1
 

2. Moses interceded for the people on the basis of God’s grace (Exodus 33:15-17).
2
 

                                                 
1
 Exodus 33:19  And He said, "I Myself will make all My goodness pass before you, and will proclaim the name of the 

LORD before you; and I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show compassion on whom I will show compassion."  

Exodus 34:6-7a  Then the LORD passed by in front of him and proclaimed, "The LORD, the LORD God, compassionate and 

gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in lovingkindness and truth;  
7
 who keeps lovingkindness for thousands, who forgives iniquity, 

transgression and sin… 
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3. Israel was declared to be God’s son before she was redeemed from Egypt (Exodus 4:22-23).
3
 

4. Redemption from the land of slavery was God’s unmerited, unconditional, loving initiative.  His 

people were to keep the Law, not to earn redemption, but out of love as a result of their redemption 

(Exodus 20:2-3; Deuteronomy 7:6-9; 11:1 cf. John 14:15; 1 John 5:2).
4
   

5. Thus, the Law plays a role within the covenant to provide a means for God’s people to express their 

love for Him.
5
 

D. Faith was central during the Mosaic Covenant 

1. Faith was always central during the Mosaic covenant (Psalm 25:10-16).
6
 

2. Entrance into the Promised Land was on the basis of faith (Hebrews 3:19; 4:2).
7
 

3. The Fathers were commended for trusting God (Psalm 22:2-5; 32:1-2; 51:7; 73:23-28).
8
 

4. All of the OT people mentioned in Hebrews 11 are noted for their faith.  As a result of their faith, 

they obtained promises (Hebrews 11:33) and gained approval for their faith (v. 39a). 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
2
 Exodus 33:15-17 (NKJV)  Then he said to Him, "If Your Presence does not go with us, do not bring us up from here.  

16
 

"For how then will it be known that Your people and I have found grace in Your sight, except You go with us? So we shall be 

separate, Your people and I, from all the people who are upon the face of the earth."  
17

 So the LORD said to Moses, "I will also do 

this thing that you have spoken; for you have found grace in My sight, and I know you by name." 
3
 Exodus 4:22-23  "Then you shall say to Pharaoh, 'Thus says the LORD, "Israel is My son, My firstborn.  

23
 "So I said to 

you, 'Let My son go that he may serve Me'; but you have refused to let him go. Behold, I will kill your son, your firstborn." 
4
 Exodus 20:2ff  "I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.  

3
 "You 

shall have no other gods before Me.  Deuteronomy 7:6-9  "For you are a holy people to the LORD your God; the LORD your God 

has chosen you to be a people for His own possession out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth.  
7
 "The LORD did not set 

His love on you nor choose you because you were more in number than any of the peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples,  
8
 

but because the LORD loved you and kept the oath which He swore to your forefathers, the LORD brought you out by a mighty hand 

and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt.  
9
 "Know therefore that the LORD your God, 

He is God, the faithful God, who keeps His covenant and His lovingkindness to a thousandth generation with those who love Him and 

keep His commandments;  Deuteronomy 11:1  You shall therefore love the LORD your God, and always keep His charge, His 

statutes, His ordinances, and His commandments.  John 14:15  If you love Me, you will keep My commandments.  1 John 5:2  By 

this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and observe His commandments. 
5
 By its very nature, the Law reflected God’s character, made people aware of their sinfulness, and pointed to Christ. 

6
 Psalm 25:10-16  All the paths of the LORD are lovingkindness and truth To those who keep His covenant and His 

testimonies.  
11

 For Your name's sake, O LORD, Pardon my iniquity, for it is great.  
12

 Who is the man who fears the LORD? He will 

instruct him in the way he should choose.  
13

 His soul will abide in prosperity, And his descendants will inherit the land.  
14

 The secret 

of the LORD is for those who fear Him, And He will make them know His covenant.  
15

 My eyes are continually toward the LORD, 

For He will pluck my feet out of the net.  
16

 Turn to me and be gracious to me, For I am lonely and afflicted. 
7
 Hebrews 3:19 - 4:2 (NKJV)  So we see that they could not enter in because of unbelief … 

2
 For indeed the gospel was 

preached to us as well as to them; but the word which they heard did not profit them, not being mixed with faith in those who heard it. 
8
 Psalm 22:2-5  O my God, I cry by day, but You do not answer; And by night, but I have no rest.  

3
 Yet You are holy, O 

You who are enthroned upon the praises of Israel.  
4
 In You our fathers trusted; They trusted and You delivered them.  

5
 To You they 

cried out and were delivered; In You they trusted and were not disappointed.  Psalm 32:1-2  How blessed is he whose transgression is 

forgiven, Whose sin is covered!  
2
 How blessed is the man to whom the LORD does not impute iniquity, And in whose spirit there is 

no deceit!  Psalm 51:7  Purify me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  Psalm 73:23-28  

Nevertheless I am continually with You; You have taken hold of my right hand.  
24

 With Your counsel You will guide me, And 

afterward receive me to glory.  
25

 Whom have I in heaven but You? And besides You, I desire nothing on earth.  
26

 My flesh and my 

heart may fail, But God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.  
27

 For, behold, those who are far from You will perish; 

You have destroyed all those who are unfaithful to You.  
28

 But as for me, the nearness of God is my good; I have made the Lord GOD 

my refuge, That I may tell of all Your works. 
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II. RELATIONSHIP: How were the outward, physical dimensions of the covenant related to the inward, 

spiritual dimensions? 

A. The physical was designed to typify and point to the spiritual 

1. The Law witnessed to the righteousness of God found in Christ (Romans 3:21-22a; Acts 24:14).
9
 

2. The types and ceremonies under the Law prefigured justification by grace through faith (e.g., the 

Passover lamb, the serpent on the pole, the altar of the burnt sacrifice, the Day of Atonement, the 

high priest, the tree curse) 

3. Justification by faith is highlighted by the Law (e.g., the sprinkling of the blood of the covenant, 

through the preaching and singing,
10

 the reality of sin and forgiveness
11

, etc.) 

B. The spiritual was given precedence over the physical 

1. The OT always gave priority to the spiritual over the typical (Psalm 51:16-17).
12

 

2. Jesus confirmed the same priority (Matthew 9:13a; 23:23).
13

 

C. The spiritual, not the physical, made up the heart of the covenant 

1. Jesus often emphasized the spiritual nature of the Law in His teaching (e.g., Matthew 5:27-28).
14

 

2. When asked “Teacher, what is the great commandment in the Law?” (Matthew 22:36), Jesus 

responded by emphasizing the spiritual and the heart (vv. 37-39).
15

 

3. Paul described the Mosaic Law as a reflection of the character of God (Romans 7:12, 14a).
16

 

 

  

                                                 
9
 Romans 3:21-22a  But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been manifested, being witnessed by the Law 

and the Prophets,  
22

 even the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all those who believe;  Acts 24:14  But this I 

admit to you, that according to the Way which they call a sect I do serve the God of our fathers, believing everything that is in 

accordance with the Law and that is written in the Prophets; 
10

 Psalm 103:7-18  He made known His ways to Moses, His acts to the sons of Israel.  
8
 The LORD is compassionate and 

gracious, Slow to anger and abounding in lovingkindness.  
9
 He will not always strive with us, Nor will He keep His anger forever.  

10
 

He has not dealt with us according to our sins, Nor rewarded us according to our iniquities.  
11

 For as high as the heavens are above the 

earth, So great is His lovingkindness toward those who fear Him.  
12

 As far as the east is from the west, So far has He removed our 

transgressions from us.  
13

 Just as a father has compassion on his children, So the LORD has compassion on those who fear Him.  
14

 

For He Himself knows our frame; He is mindful that we are but dust.  
15

 As for man, his days are like grass; As a flower of the field, 

so he flourishes.  
16

 When the wind has passed over it, it is no more, And its place acknowledges it no longer.  
17

 But the 

lovingkindness of the LORD is from everlasting to everlasting on those who fear Him, And His righteousness to children's children,  
18

 To those who keep His covenant And remember His precepts to do them. 
11

 Psalm 130:3-4  If You, LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?  
4
 But there is forgiveness with You, 

That You may be feared. 
12

 Psalm 51:16-17  For You do not delight in sacrifice, otherwise I would give it; You are not pleased with burnt offering.  
17

 

The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; A broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise.  
13

 Matthew 9:13  "But go and learn what this means: 'I DESIRE COMPASSION, AND NOT SACRIFICE,'  Matthew 23:23  

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier provisions of 

the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the things you should have done without neglecting the others. 
14

  Matthew 5:27-28  "You have heard that it was said, 'YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY';  
28

 but I say to you that 

everyone who looks at a woman with lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 
15

 Matthew 22:37-39  And He said to him, "'YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, 

AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND.'  
38

 "This is the great and foremost commandment.  
39

 "The second 

is like it, 'YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.' 
16

 Romans 7:12-14a  …the Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good … 
14

 …the Law is spiritual… 
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III. IMPLICATIONS: What are the implications of underemphasizing the spiritual? 

A. Losing the meaning and purpose of the Law 

1. The Jews were rebuked for attempting to turn the Law into a means of salvation by works, because 

the Law was meant to lead to Christ not away from Him (Romans 9:31-32; 10:2-3; Galatians 3:24).
17

 

2. The same is true for us today (Galatians 5:4).
18

 

B. Losing the centrality of Christ  

1. Christ Himself stated that He was the center of the Mosaic Covenant (John 5:39-47).
19

 

2. Paul preached Christ from the Law of Moses (Acts 28:23).
20

 

3. Christ was born under the Law and came to fulfill all righteousness (Galatians 4:4; Matthew 3:15).  

If the Law was not spiritual, then the righteousness of Christ was not spiritual and cannot save. 

C. Losing the central message of the Bible – The glory of God in the redemption of man from sin through 

the person and work of Jesus Christ 

1. Bible becomes a disunity, rather than a unity 

2. The Jews were expected to know these things (John 3:10).
21

 

 

Conclusion 

D. There are two ways to underemphasize the spiritual with respect to the Mosaic Covenant 

1. Missing the spiritual altogether  The Mosaic Covenant is purely physical 

2. Abstracting the physical from the spiritual  The physical and spiritual are unrelated 

E. The implications are significant.  Jesus said it all in John 5.   

1. To miss the spiritual is to miss Christ.  To abstract the physical from the spiritual is to abstract the 

physical regulations from Christ instead of properly seeing how they point to Him. 

2. The Scriptures are Christ’s Scriptures.  The covenants are Christ’s covenants.  He is the focal point 

of all of history and revelation.  The intention of the Law was to lead to Him not away from Him.   

3. May we see the spiritual nature of the Mosaic Covenant and may it always direct our attention to 

Christ. 

                                                 
17

 Romans 9:31-32  but Israel, pursuing a law of righteousness, did not arrive at that law.  
32

 Why? Because they did not 

pursue it by faith, but as though it were by works. They stumbled over the stumbling stone,  Romans 10:2-3  For I testify about them 

that they have a zeal for God, but not in accordance with knowledge.  
3
 For not knowing about God's righteousness and seeking to 

establish their own, they did not subject themselves to the righteousness of God.  Galatians 3:24  Therefore the Law has become our 

tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith. 
18

 Galatians 5:4  You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace. 
19

 John 5:39-47  "You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; it is these that testify about 

Me;  
40

 and you are unwilling to come to Me so that you may have life … 
45

 "Do not think that I will accuse you before the Father; the 

one who accuses you is Moses, in whom you have set your hope.  
46

 "For if you believed Moses, you would believe Me, for he wrote 

about Me.  
47

 "But if you do not believe his writings, how will you believe My words?" 
20

 Acts 28:23  When they had set a day for Paul, they came to him at his lodging in large numbers; and he was explaining to 

them by solemnly testifying about the kingdom of God and trying to persuade them concerning Jesus, from both the Law of Moses 

and from the Prophets, from morning until evening. 
21

 John 3:10  Jesus answered and said to him, "Are you the teacher of Israel and do not understand these things? 


