
“The Circumcision of the Heart” 
(Deuteronomy 30:1-10)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last week, we explored the context of our passage:   
a.  Moses was repeating the Law, renewing the covenant with a new generation, 

on the border of the Promised Land, just before their going in to conquer it.   
b.  The reason he was renewing it was that this had all happened before.   

(i)  God had brought their fathers out of Egypt and to the Promised Land.   
(ii)  They were poised to enter it, but something went terribly wrong:  they 

didn’t trust God could do it; they didn’t have faith, and so rebelled (Heb. 
4:1).   

(iii)  The result was that all the men of war were destroyed in the wilderness.   
(iv)  But God was now bringing their children in by His grace.   
 

2.  But for this to happen successfully, something more was needed than what the 
previous generation had.   
a.  They needed a better obedience:  they needed to be faithful to the covenant.   
b.  In order to have a better obedience, they would need a new heart – a 

circumcised heart.   
c.  Sadly, it was not yet the Lord’s will to grant it (Deu. 29:4).   

(i)  Once they entered the land, they too would rebel against the Lord.   
(ii)  Things would get so bad, that He would eventually bring them into exile.   
(iii)  This doesn’t mean that all of them were uncircumcised in heart, just as 

all those who died in the wilderness probably weren’t:  there is always a 
remnant according to grace (Rom. 11:5) whose hearts were changed by 
God’s grace.   

(iv)  But it does mean the majority of them were lost.   
 

d.  But this wouldn’t be the end:   
(i)  In our passage, the Lord is giving them a gracious promise.   
(ii)  He was going to return to them in His love and mercy.   
(iii)  He was going to circumcise their hearts:  something they were 

responsible to do, but couldn’t.   
(iv)  They would return to Him, be brought back into the land, and be 

blessed.   
(v)  The difference would be that this time they would obey:  they would 

because the Lord was going to change their hearts to make sure they 
would.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  It is this change of heart, this circumcision of the heart the Lord promised that 
we want to examine more closely tonight.   
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a.  It is the sine qua non of the blessings of God:  that without which they would 
never have those blessings, because they would not obey Him.   

b.  This is the same blessing referred to in the New Covenant as the New Birth 
or regeneration.   

c.  It was granted in the Old Covenant, although less frequently, but brought 
about the same results:  loving obedience.   

 
2.  What we’ll look at this evening are three things:   

a.  The need for this circumcision of heart.   
b.  What this circumcision is in its essence.   
c.  How the circumcision of heart is something only God can give.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, let’s consider the need for such a circumcision.   
1.  According to our passage, this circumcision brings about a change in man’s 

behavior and so his relationship with God.   
a.  This change results in God’s giving to him the blessings of the covenant.   
b.  It is therefore the sine qua non to the obtainment of the promises.   
c.  But what exactly is it?   
 

2.  To understand this, it would be helpful to understand circumcision of the flesh.   
a.  Circumcision was the sign of the covenant which God made with Abraham.   

(i)  It was the removal of the physical foreskin from the male.   
(a)  Every male child was to receive this sign on the eighth day (Gen. 

17:12).   
(b)  “This is My covenant, which you shall keep, between Me and you and 

your descendants after you: every male among you shall be 
circumcised.  And you shall be circumcised in the flesh of your 
foreskin; and it shall be the sign of the covenant between Me and you” 
(Genesis 17:10-11; cf. Rom. 4:11).   

 
(ii)  It was so important that any Israelite who did not receive it was “cut off 

from his people,” for breaking the covenant.   
(a)  “But an uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his 

foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his people; he has broken My 
covenant” (Gen. 17:14).   

(b)  This “cutting off” also applied to the Israelite parents who were 
negligent in seeing that this rite was performed upon their children.   

(c)  Moses was nearly executed by God for failing to apply this sign to his 
son:  “Now it came about at the lodging place on the way that the 
LORD met him and sought to put him to death.  Then Zipporah took a 
flint and cut off her son's foreskin and threw it at Moses’ feet, and she 
said, ‘You are indeed a bridegroom of blood to me.’  So He let him 
alone.  At that time she said, ‘You are a bridegroom of blood’ – 
because of the circumcision” (Ex. 4:24-26).   
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(d)  Is it any wonder that God required that these Jews about to enter the 
land be circumcised at the renewing of the covenant, since they had not 
been circumcised during those forty years of wandering (Joshua 5:2-7).   

 
b.  But the important thing to consider here is why did God require it?   

(i)  It’s true that it was widely practiced by surrounding nations, but that 
wasn’t the reason.   

(ii)  It was to be a reminder of what needed to take place in their hearts if they 
were to participate in the blessings of His covenant.   

(iii)  It was to teach them that their hearts needed to be transformed before 
they could inherit the promises.   

(iv)  Physical circumcision was not enough:  but it pointed to something that 
was.   
(a)  A person might be circumcised in the foreskin of his flesh and yet 

have his heart completely unaffected, and so be cut off from the 
promised blessings.   

(b)  The Lord said through Jeremiah the prophet, “‘Behold, the days are 
coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘that I will punish all who are circumcised 
and yet uncircumcised – Egypt, 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’” (9:25f).   

(c)  In this passage, God’s covenant people were in danger of the covenant 
curse, not because they failed to receive the sign of the covenant, but 
because they failed to effect in their hearts what circumcision 
symbolized.   

 
(v)  The Lord was commanding His people who were about to enter into the 

land of Canaan:  “Circumcise your heart, and stiffen your neck no more” 
(Deu. 10:16).   
(a)  To accomplish this, they needed more than physical circumcision – 

they needed to have the foreskin of their heart removed.   
(b)  They needed that change of heart that would allow them willingly to 

comply with God’s covenant stipulations.   
 

d.  Though we’re not circumcised, we are baptized.   
(i)  Baptism represents precisely the same thing – the washing of regeneration 

and renewing by the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5) – only in a non-bloody sign, 
since the blood of Christ has been spilt.   

(ii)  Baptism is also not enough to save us – we must have that renewal of 
heart it represents – we must be born again by the Spirit.   

 
B.  Second, let’s consider what this circumcision is:   

1.  God required that His people remove the foreskin of their hearts, so that they 
would begin to obey and honor Him.  But what did He mean by this?   
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a.  Was He talking about a change in the physical organ we call the heart?  
Would that change their attitude towards Him, His commandments, and their 
desire to submit to them?  No.   

b.  They knew what God wanted.  The word “heart” (�����) in the Hebrew 
language very seldom referred to the physical organ.   
(i)  Andrew Bowling, in the Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, 

writes, “By far the majority of the usages of ��� refer to the inner or 
immaterial nature in general or to one of the three traditional personality 
functions of man; emotion, thought, or will.”   

(ii)  What God was after here was a change in the whole complex of their 
inner self, or soul; not the organ, but the inner man, that part from which 
“flow the springs of life” (Prov. 4:23); mainly, a change in their affections.   

(iii)  This is what needed to be “circumcised;” its stoniness needed to be 
taken away (Ezek. 11:19; 36:26), the “foreskin” of sin needed to be 
removed (Deu. 10:16).   

(iv)  It’s the hardness of the heart, caused by sin, which makes a man “steel” 
himself in rebellion against God.  This is what they needed to overcome.   

 
2.  Once this is accomplished, the natural enmity which man has for God is taken 

away – although not fully – and love is put in its place.   
a.  We come into this world wholly bent away from God, but this change 

inclines us wholly towards Him (with the exception of the sin still remaining 
in us that produces inclinations to the contrary [cf. Gal. 5:17]).   

b.  And with this new inclination comes a full spectrum of changes within our 
thoughts, intentions, words and actions.   
(i)  The poisoned waters of our hearts now become clean.   
(ii)  What issues forth from them takes on a new and righteous character.   
(iii)  We used to love sin, but now we love righteousness, now we want to be 

holy.   
(iv)  We call these resulting changes the “marks of God’s saving grace,” for 

they are different from what our heart produced before and were capable 
of doing.   

(v)  But they begin with this change at the very center of our being, in our 
affections.   

 
C.  Finally, we need to be reminded that this circumcision is something only God can 

give.   
1.  God requires it, but it’s something fallen man can’t do.   

a.   By nature, we come into this world dead in trespass and sin (Eph. 2:1, 5; Col. 
2:13) as the result of Adam’s sin (Gen. 2:17; Psalm 51:5).     

b.  Because of this, we are completely unable to obey God’s commands.  “The 
LORD has looked down from heaven upon the sons of men, to see if there 
are any who understand, who seek after God.  They have all turned aside; 
together they have become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even 
one” (Psalm 14:2-3).   

c.  We might have been able to keep the commandments outwardly to some 
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extent like the Pharisees, but we were wholly unable to keep them inwardly, 
with a true love for God and a desire for His glory (Matt. 23:27).   

d.  What God required from His people here was more than they were able to do.  
If this wasn’t the case, then it would have been possible for every man to 
bring salvation to himself.   

 
2.  But God’s Word plainly tells us this is not the case.   

a.  The Lord says, “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show 
compassion on whom I will show compassion” (Ex. 33:19).   

b.  God must initiate salvation, He must make this change in man’s heart, or man 
will be forever lost.   
(i)  But this is exactly what He promised to do in this prophetic passage.   
(ii)  The Lord said that He would return to them in mercy and will circumcise 

their hearts (v. 6).   
(iii)  The agent by which He would perform this change is His Spirit.   

(a)  “Moreover, 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.  I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk 
in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances” 
(Ezek. 36:26-27).   

(b)  The Spirit takes away our “heart of stone” (i.e., that hardness, that 
natural hatred of God and His will produced by the Fall), and puts in its 
place “a heart of flesh” (i.e., a heart that is soft, that is sensitive to, and 
beats for, the will of God; cf. Eze. 36:26).   

(c)  This is the Old Testament way of describing the work of regeneration, 
or the new birth, and it’s something only the Spirit of God can do.   

(d)  Next time, we’ll look more carefully at the changes this circumcision 
of the heart brings.  Amen.   


