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Introduction

The rabbis avowed “Great is circumcision, for it is of equal weight to all the 
commandments in the Torah” (b. Ned. 32a). More than a millennium later, 
Biblicists still employ the same lofty tones when considering circumcision’s 
import. Von Rad’s assertion (1972, 201) exemplifies this inclination: “Obser-
vance of the custom was a status confessionus …a question of their [Israel’s] 
witness of Yahweh and his guidance of history.”1 Scholars such as Skinner 
have also ascribed special consequence to circumcision within the Priestly 
pentateuchal tradition: “In P, it becomes a prescription of the highest magni-
tude, being placed above the Mosaic ritual, and second in dignity only to the 
Sabbath.… very few legislative acts have exercised so tremendous an influ-
ence on the genius of a religion” (1910, 297). Gunkel’s succinct claim echoes 
that of the sages: “For P, it becomes one of the most important command-
ments of the law (1997, 265).2 But are these statements mere hyperbole, or 
does circumcision merit pride of place in the Torah’s ethos?

Despite the importance attributed to circumcision in the Hebrew Bible, 
the topic has not been accorded sufficient attention in the scholarship. To 
date, no book-length treatment of the rite has appeared.3 Studies of circum-
cision have been more narrowly focused, on individual biblical passages� 

1.  For a sampling of analogous testimonials, see Davidson 1979, 58; Sarna 1966, 
132; and Vawter 1977, 222.

2.  On the centrality of circumcision in P, note also the comments of McEvenue 
(1971, 178), and Gevirtz (1990, 102).

3.  The few works that exclusively treat circumcision in antiquity focus upon 
postbiblical contexts, such as Hoffman 1996; Kline 1968; and Cohen 2005. 

�.  The body of biblical circumcision passages can be easily delimited, based 
upon the occurrence of derivations of the roots lwm (circumcise) and lr( (foreskin). 
Gen 17:9–1�, 23–27; 21:�; 3�; Exod �:2�–26; 6:12,30; 12:��–�9; Lev 12:3; 19:23–25; 
26:�1; Deut 10:16; 30:6; Josh 5:2–9; Judg 1�:3; 15:18; 1 Sam 1�:6; 17:26, 36; 31:� (= 
1 Chr 10:�); 2 Sam 1:20; Isa 52:1; Jer �:�; 6:10; 9:2�–25; Ezek 28:10; 31:18; 32:19–31; 
��:7,9. Hab 2:16 is excluded, reading l(rh “reel” for lr(h “become uncircumcised,” 
following lxx διασαλεύθητι καὶ σείσθητι “shake and stir.” Note also 1QpHab 11:8–16, 

-1 -



2 SIGN OF THE COVENaNT

or topics,5 while attempts at synthesis tend toward summary, appearing as 
entries in encyclopedias,6 excursuses in commentaries,7 chapters of larger 
works,8 and brief notices in survey literature and Einleitungen.9 With the 
present monograph, I confront this lacuna by studying circumcision in the 
Priestly pentateuchal writings (P). The Priestly corpus has long been recog-
nized as a discrete tradition with a distinct idiom and ideology. Its contents, 
more so than any other biblical authorial tradition, are ideal for a full-scale, 
in-depth, exploration of circumcision, as, uniquely, P’s circumcision pas-
sages encompass both actual and metaphoric representations of the rite and 
are located in legal, narrative, and paranetic contexts.10 Moreover, as will be 
determined, P’s seemingly diverse collocation of circumcision texts bears wit-
ness to a relatively systematic and integrated conception of the practice.

The aim of the monograph is to provide new perspectives on circumci-
sion in P and a deepened understanding of the narratives, laws, and general 
thought-world of the Priestly Torah. The contributions of the work have rip-
ples, however, beyond the narrower focus of Priestly and pentateuchal studies. 
It is generally acknowledged that a Priestly hand gave the Torah its final edi-

where the lemma reads l(rh, while the pesher wbl tlrw( t) lm )wl )yk “because he 
[the Wicked Priest] did not circumcise the foreskin of his heart” assumes lr(h. 

5.  Circumcision-related articles encompass a wide range of scriptural passages, 
including Gen 17 (Brueggemann 1991; Fox 197�); Gen 3� (Geller 1990; Bechtel 
199�); Exod �:2�–26, by far the most extensively studied circumcision text (Kaplan 
1981; Kosmala 1962; Morgenstern 1963; Blau 1956; de Groot 19�3; Coppens 19�1; 
Schmid 1966; Talmon 195�; Houtman 1983; and Propp 1993); Exod 6:12, 30 (Tigay 
1978; Hurowitz 1989), Deut 30:6 (Brettler 1999; Le Déaut 1981); Jer �:� (Shields 1995; 
althann 1981). Diverse topics include: circumcision and Gen 22 (alexander 1983), 
the redemptive function of circumcision (Lods 19�3; Flusser and Safrai 1980), cir-
cumcision and covenant (Isaac 1965), and circumcision in comparative perspective 
(Sasson 1966). 

6.  Lesêtre 1926; Hyatt 1962; Licht 1962; Mayer 1989; and Hall 1992.
7.  Skinner 1910, 296–97; Westermann 198�, 265; Sarna 1989, 385–87; Wenham 

199�, 23–2�; Keil 1997, �67–70; and Propp 1998, 233–2�0, �52–5�. 
8.  Hermisson 1965, 6�–76; Morgenstern 1966, �8–66; Eilberg-Schwartz 1990, 

1�1–76; Gevirtz 1990, 93–103; and Grünwaldt 1992, 6–70.
9.  Wellhausen 1957, 3�0–�1; de Vaux 1961, �6–�8; Vriezen 1967, 151–52; Fohrer 

1972, 312; Blenkinsopp 1992, 219; albertz 199�, �07–8; and Lemche 1998, 122–23. 
10.  I recognize that the effective distinction between “narrative” and “legal” pas-

sages is not clear-cut in the Priestly corpus or the Hebrew canon generally. I follow 
Ruwe’s opinion (2003, 57) that “the differentiation between ‘narrative’ and ‘law’—… 
as a basic model of literary history has to be questioned.” 
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torial shape,11 that the crucial circumcision texts are pentateuchal, and that 
for Jews and Christians the Torah stands at the core of the Hebrew canon. 
Consequently, a grasp of P’s circumcision traditions informs any potential 
study of circumcision in the Pentateuch or in the Hebrew Bible. addition-
ally, circumcision emerged, in the early stages of Jewish history, as a crucial 
point of distinction from formative Christianity and from Greco-Roman 
society more broadly. as such, the ritual became, and remains, a fundamental 
marker of Jewish identity.12 Without understanding the pentateuchal roots of 
circumcision, it is impossible to accurately assess the later developments of 
circumcision ideology and practice in Judaism and anticircumcision theology 
in the New Testament and early Christian writings. Finally, as circumcision 
has been, and is, practiced by many peoples throughout the world, the biblical 
text provides one key anchoring point for any comprehensive cross-cultural 
examination of the rite and its significance.13

How does one assess the meaning and standing of a ritual such as circum-
cision, within a body of literature, when explicit statements of such meaning 
are few, far between, and, at best, laconic or opaque. This challenge is par-
ticularly acute for investigations of the Priestly corpus. Von Rad encapsulates 
the problem aptly: “in P, we are not dealing with a piece of writing in which 
the reader is freely addressed and given explanations: on the contrary, the 
separate traditions, and in particular, P’s sacral ordinances … are presented 
without any interpretation whatsoever” (1962, 78). Geller similarly empha-
sizes the Priestly tradent’s “reticence in verbalizing his underlying concepts. 
P certainly has ideas but he rarely presents them openly. His motto seems 
to be, ‘Never Explain!’ ” (1996, 65). Even when P does explain, the reader is 
left short. For example, Gen 17:11 presents a rationale for the circumcision 
command: Mkeyn"yb'w @ ynIyb%' tyrIb%; twO)l; hyFhfw: “It shall be a sign of the covenant 
between me and you.” Fox avers that while “most seem to consider the phrase 
‘sign of the covenant’ self explanatory … [its meaning is] far less transparent 
than scholars often appear to think.” He inquires: “But how is it a sign of the 

11.  Knohl, Milgrom, and their adherents would argue that H was the redactor 
of Pentateuch. Still, most of the key circumcision texts engaged herein would be cata-
logued by them as Holiness material. Thus, the thrust of my thesis obtains whether 
one accepts the H hypothesis or not.

12.  Monographs treating circumcision in Jewish writings over time include 
Barth 1990; Hoffman 1996; Marcus 1996; Kunin 1998; Mark 2003; Cohen 2005; Glick 
2005; and Silverman 2006.

13.  For a small sampling of works studying circumcision in diverse cultural and 
geographical settings, see Dessing 2001; Gruenbaum 2001; Biddick 2003; and Darby 
2005. 
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covenant? For whom is it a sign—God, Israel or foreign peoples? What is the 
function of this sign? What does it signify, and what does it accomplish?” 
(197�, 558).

Geller observes that the biblical authors, unlike their Greek contem-
poraries, did not articulate doctrine through systematic, philosophical 
discourse. Rather, they gave voice to ideology and theology through narra-
tive, law, and other modes of literary expression. Consequently, the extraction 
of meaning from the Hebrew Scriptures is an exegetical enterprise requiring 
close reading that “is sensitive to the lineaments of the text, and proceeds step 
by step within it” (1996, 30–31). That the study of biblical ritual must be, at 
its core, a text-based endeavor, cannot be overemphasized. For the most part, 
the exploration of biblical cult practice has been guided by ritual theorists 
and anthropologists. While the contributions in this oeuvre should not be 
discounted, there remains an inherent methodological tension that has not 
been adequately reconciled. Watts (2006, 5) points out 

The problem, in essence, is that we do not have access to ancient Israel’s 
rituals, only to texts that happen to describe or refer to them. The authors of 
texts describe rituals to further their own interests in writing, not to reflect 
whatever purposes may have lain behind a ritual’s performance.1�

Ritual theorists will justifiably point out that rites have both official and unof-
ficial meanings. The official meaning of a practice is that which is ascribed 
by authority figures, such as kings, priests, or shamans. unofficial meanings 
are explanations of the ritual offered by members of the culture in ques-
tion, which may differ from the testimony of the communal leaders.15 In 
addition, the field anthropologist has the opportunity to observe a ritual as 
performed and to offer impressions independent of the gathered testimony. 
These impressions constitute yet another available layer of meaning. On the 
other hand, the present investigation is limited to one source of testimony, 
the Priestly Torah, and within it, in Watts’s words, “the texts that happen to 
describe or refer to” circumcision16 (ibid.).

1�.  Watts 2007 contains the author’s fully fleshed out thesis of ritual rhetoric in 
P’s sacrificial corpus.

15.  For application of these analytical categories to the study of circumcision in 
rabbinic literature, see Hoffman 1993; 1996, 18–21.

16.  On the problems attendant to analyzing the biblical text with an anthropolo-
gist’s tools, see also Gilders 200�, 5–11. admittedly, in some instances, an exploration 
of biblical ritual could integrate “testimony” external to the text. For example, a stu-
dent of worship has access to many intact remains of temples, shrines, altars, stelae, 
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The present monograph is largely influenced by a recent trend in the field, 
alluded to above, that draws a bold line of demarcation between the study of 
ritual texts and the study of rituals per se.17 Watts (2007, 27–32) delineates 
the distinction quite simply by noting that “texts are not rituals and rituals 
are not texts.” When examining written works that describe or refer to ritual 
activity, one must exercise due caution before treating these texts as if they are 
necessarily guides to, or full descriptions of, an actual practice. Rather, one 
can more profitably, and confidently, consider the message, ideological and 
theological, that is conveyed through the form and content of the ritual texts 
and the explicit and implicit attributions of meaning found therein. In this 
regard, ritual texts such as those in the Hebrew Bible can be approached with 
the same exegetical tools that are brought to bear on any literary genre, be it 
narrative, law, or parenesis.18

My endeavor is, therefore, at its heart, an exercise in close reading. 
Each of P’s circumcision passages is carefully analyzed in its immediate and 
broader context. I do not look for a single, fixed, inherent, or essential mean-
ing for circumcision. Rather, I examine circumcision within the full matrix of 
praxis and beliefs articulated in the Priestly Torah and underscore an array of 
implications for circumcision in relation to the core elements of P’s thought-
world and Heilsgeschichte.19

and a wide variety of implements. In the case of circumcision, however, no such 
data exist. Zevit 2001a is a recent exemplum of studies that integrate textual and 
material evidence to arrive at as complete a picture as may be possible of Israelite 
religious practice. It is worth noting that, because of the lack of archeological evidence 
related to circumcision, Zevit’s compendious volume includes a bare four lines on 
the practice. His brief yet trenchant observation anticipates my conclusions regard-
ing the question of circumcision as ritual: “Circumcision seems to have been a rather 
straightforward matter, more technical than cultic” (2001a, 665).

17.  Scholars who exemplify this trend include Gilders 200�; Gane 2005; Klingbeil 
2007; and Watts 2007. Gane’s work, for example, illustrates the application of a literary 
approach to biblical ritual texts. In studying P’s Day of atonement prescriptions, he 
stresses that “Leviticus 16 portrays the character of YHWH, not by theological asser-
tions, narrative, or even poetry, but by instructions for cultic deeds to be performed 
in his presence” (2005, xix).

18.  This reading strategy is adopted explicitly by Watts in his application of anal-
ogous methods to the interpretation of ritual texts (2007) as he does to legal material 
in a previous monograph (1999). 

19.  This mode of attack borrows a leaf from Geertz’s “cultural system” approach 
to the study of ritual (Geertz 1973; 1983; Hendel 1989). Geertz’s anthropological 
perspective has led to a much-needed reconsideration of the essentialist approach 
to ritual that has long been regnant in the scholarship. For instance, Levine (1971) 
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at all times I prioritize the text’s final form. This interpretive strategy is 
grounded in a conviction that, regardless of the potentially complex composi-
tional and redactional processes that may have produced the P corpus, it is, in 
its present shape, a document that is internally coherent in style and content.20 

questions Robertson Smith’s overarching view of sacrifice as communion but replaces 
Smith’s construct with another essentialist theory, arguing instead that sacrifice 
should be seen as a gift of greeting or appeasement to the deity. a similar essential-
ist debate has been carried out over the meaning or rationale behind the scriptural 
laws of purity. Is defilement a question of demonic possession (Levy-Bruhl 1937), the 
unnatural (Douglas 1966), or death (Milgrom 1990a, 6�1–1009, summarized in Mil-
grom 1990b, 3��–�6)? For a trenchant critique of Douglas, including an evaluation of 
the essentialist approach to purity, consult Klawans 2003. Barr’s study of biblical phi-
lology (197�) similarly privileges contextual analysis over etymology and comparative 
linguistics in determining the meaning of words. Both Geertz and Barr owe a debt 
to Wittgenstein’s “plain language” philosophical constructs. Wittgenstein argues in 
Philosophical Investigations §�3: “For a large class of cases—though not for all—in 
which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word 
is in its use in the language” (2001, 18). On Wittgenstein’s “meaning as use” doctrine, 
see Hallet 1967; 1977, 115–57; and Carver 1996. 

20.  Helpful reviews of the many issues and debates concerning the development 
of the Priestly writings can be found in Vink 1969; Nicholson 1998; and, most recently, 
Rendtorff and Kugler 2003. Implicit in my “final-form,” synchronic approach to P is 
a position on one of the live questions in contemporary pentateuchal scholarship: Is 
there a Holiness School (H) whose authorial hand extends far beyond Lev 17–27 and 
is responsible for the redaction of the whole Torah? The H theory was first proposed 
by Knohl in an early article (1983/8�) and comprehensively presented in monograph 
form (1995, the English translation of Knohl’s published Hebrew university disserta-
tion). Knohl’s conclusions had, in some measure, been arrived at independently by 
Milgrom, as he notes (1991, 13–30). See also Knohl’s responses to Milgrom’s commen-
tary (1995, 225–30). The pan-H scenario has gained purchase in several generations 
of scholars. a sample includes Wright 1999; amit 1997; Olyan 2000; Kugler 1997; and 
Gilders 200�. Knohl’s thesis, however, has been rejected by many exegetes, including 
Crüsemann 1996, 277–82; Propp 1998, �50; Warning 1999, 180; Levine 2003, 11–23; 
and Ruwe 2003, 55–78. Schwartz affirms the existence of Holiness material but treats 
it as a stratum of the larger Priestly corpus rather than as a distinct authorial tradition 
(1996a, 103–3�; 1999, 17–2�). Most recently, Olyan (2005), while not explicitly dis-
avowing the H hypothesis in its broad strokes, questions Knohl’s arguments regarding 
one specific pericope, opening up a broader challenge to Knohl’s assumptions. I find 
there to be significant continuity in idiom and ideology across the entire Priestly 
corpus. This reading of P is borne out, at least as concerns the present study, by my 
demonstration of a fully integrated conception of circumcision across the boundaries 
of what some consider P and H (according to the chart in Knohl 1995, 10�–15, Gen 
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Thus, a “synchronic” or “holistic” reading is fully sustainable.21 Geller articu-
lates the ethos incisively:

Our approach holds that editing is as creative a literary task as composi-
tion, quite equivalent literarily with authorship, especially in ancient works 
in which the line between authors and editors is often very faint.… and the 
priestly editor of the Pentateuch was indeed an artist, producing not a patch-
work aggregate signifying nothing, but a work meaningful in the whole, a 
tapestry more than the sum of its woven strands, a truly fit object of literary 
analysis. (1996, 62–63)

The goals of my inquiry, and the nature of the primary evidence under 
consideration, dictate certain limits in method and scope. By definition, in 
a context-driven study, heavy reliance upon comparative data is precluded. 
Thus, for example, the possibility that circumcision had been practiced as an 
initiatory or redemptive rite in Egypt, Canaan, and Israel is not unimportant. 
This knowledge, however, does not bring the reader any closer to under-
standing P’s views about circumcision, except to acknowledge that P did not 
innovate the practice. Sarna’s assertion is apposite: “The origin and meaning 
of a custom so old and so widely diffused cannot fail to be of absorbing inter-
est to the anthropologist. Yet, his conclusions will be of little relevance to the 
biblical scholar, except in so far as they help to point up the remarkable trans-
formation of the rite in Israel” (1966, 132).

Since the Priestly corpus is the object of my investigation, non-P biblical 
material will not be ignored but will also be regarded as comparative. Typi-
cally, Priestly texts can be fruitfully studied in their own right and against the 
background of other biblical authorial traditions, most notably, the Deutero-
nomic corpus. Thus, in a treatment of dietary regulations, one would naturally 
analyze Lev 11 in conjunction to Deut 1�. With circumcision, however, such 
comparative opportunities are all but absent, as circumcision regulations 
appear only in the Priestly writings. Still, I do exploit innerbiblical com-
parisons when feasible, highlighting the distinctive facets of P’s covenantal 
theology in contrast to Deuteronomic notions (see 27–32 below) and in my 

17:7–8, 1�; Exod 12:�3–�9; and Lev 26 are H, while the bulk of Gen 17 and Lev 12 are 
P. Knohl does acknowledge [1995, 102, 10�] that the authorship of the key circumci-
sion prescriptions of Gen 17 is “still unclear”). In sum, I stand squarely with those 
who are not persuaded by the “Holiness school” scenario. 

21.  The potentially dichotomous approaches to biblical interpretation, “syn-
chronic, or holistic,” as opposed to “diachronic, or, redactional,” are well laid out in de 
Moor 1995, especially in contributions to the volume by Barr and Hoftijzer.
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study of the foreskinned heart metaphor, which has a relatively wide canoni-
cal distribution (79–80, 10�–5, 109–1�, 126–29 below).

I take an assertively agnostic attitude toward historical questions, for 
two reasons. First, as I argue (115–21), there are no compelling grounds to 
link P’s vision of circumcision to any particular circumstance or period in 
ancient Israel’s history. More significantly, my “ahistorical” posture mirrors 
the Priestly agenda. The P narrative is set in the desert, in mythic time and 
space, thus “cleansing the cult’s pristine and universal message from the con-
tingencies of mere history, geography, and regnant political climate.”22 In like 
manner, the sacred cult site, the tabernacle, where the divine presence comes 
to rest, which is at the center of P’s spatial and ideological maps, is imagined as 
fully portable. Thus, it is deliberately untethered to any particular geographi-
cal location or topographical element.23 That the Priestly laws and ideals are 
meant to be “timeless,” disconnected from the contingencies of the author/
editor’s own social and historical context, is reflected on the semantic level, 
in P’s deployment of the word Mlw(, translatable as “eternal” or “perpetual.” 
In the Priestly corpus, Mlw( appears as a component of several significant 
recurring phrases, the most common of which is Mlw( t/qx, “perpetual stat-
ute” (33x). Other examples, in descending order of frequency, include tyrb 
Mlw(, “perpetual covenant” (8x); Mlw( tzx), “perpetual [property] holding” 
(3x); Mlw( tnhk, “perpetual priesthood” (1x); and Mlw( tl)g, “redemption 
in perpetuity” (1x). This pointed and insistent use of Mlw( has a rhetorical 
force. It underscores P’s message that the laws, covenants, and landholdings 
presented in the text do not apply to any particular generation or generations. 
Rather, YHWH’s mandates transcend any context, whether historical, politi-
cal, or geographical, and are applicable to all Israel, for all time.

The articulated aim of the present study is to discern the meanings of cir-
cumcision as represented in the Priestly Torah. I should point out, however, 
that inherent in such an enterprise is a clarification of meanings that circum-
cision does not carry in the Priestly mindset. accordingly, I demonstrate that, 
given the limited mention of circumcision in the Priestly corpus,2� the rami-
fications of the ritual for P’s covenantal ideology are quite extensive. On the 
other hand, I maintain that the Priestly tradent deliberately circumscribed the 
potential resonances of circumcision with respect to the cult. Thus, circumci-

22.  The phraseology is borrowed from appiah 2006. appiah discusses issues 
unrelated to the Hebrew Bible, yet the language is apropos.

23.  On the implication of P’s tabernacle as a mobile shrine, see Sommer 2001.
2�.  a mere seventeen verses, within six chapters, attest derivations of lwm and 

lr( (Gen 17:10, 11, 12, 13, 1�, 23, 2�, 25; 21:�; Exod 6:12, 30; Lev 12:3; 19:23; 26:�1).
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sion in P is not a sacrifice, a rite of dedication, redemption, or purification, 
nor does it have any implications for fertility or sexual function. additionally, 
from the Priestly perspective, circumcision is neither a sign of ethnicity nor a 
national or communal boundary marker.

The questions engaged in a text-based study must, perforce, be engen-
dered by the texts themselves. I include, therefore, a basic review of P’s 
circumcision passages in canonical order, focusing upon narrative context 
and literary structure. In this process, instances of actual genital circumci-
sion are treated separately from examples of circumcision metaphor (where 
circumcision terminology is utilized in connection to anything other than 
the penis). admittedly, the text itself does not mark passages explicitly with 
labels such as “metaphoric” or “literal.” Still, the P material does evince dis-
crimination, semantically, and thus conceptually, between the two types of 
circumcision unit. Within all three of the genital circumcision sections (Gen 
17–21; Exod 12; Lev 12), the verb lwm, “circumcise,” is found, along with forms 
of lr(, “foreskin.” On the other hand, the three nongenital circumcision pas-
sages (Exod 6; Lev 19; 26) attest only derivations of lr(, and none employ 
the verb lwm. While the “literal” and metaphorical units are treated separately 
for heuristic purposes, they are still regarded as parts of a conceptual whole. 
Thus the circumcision metaphors cannot be understood without reference to 
the instances of genital circumcision in the text. By the same token, the met-
aphors, particularly the foreskinned heart image in Lev 26, unquestionably 
flesh out our understanding of genital circumcision in P.

The treatment of genital circumcision thus commences with an introduc-
tion to the three germane units: Gen 17–21; Exod 12; and Lev 12. With this 
foundation, the implications of circumcision for P’s understanding of cov-
enant are explored. Next, I inquire as to how circumcision, or lack thereof, 
functions as an indicator of status, with respect to Israelites and various cat-
egories of outsiders in P’s societal map. The rite is also situated against the 
background of P’s larger constructs of gender and sexuality. Finally, the place 
of circumcision within the Priestly cultic system is contemplated. Vital ques-
tions in this chapter include: What sort of ritual is circumcision, and how 
does it function as ritual act? Why must circumcision be performed on the 
eighth day? What is the particular connection of circumcision and Passover 
observance? How does failure to circumcise relate to the full set of infractions 
that warrant the karet penalty?

The next stage entails an investigation of the relationship between “lit-
eral” genital circumcision and figurative hlr(. To develop a vocabulary for 
this inquiry, a theoretical consideration of metaphor and symbolic language 
is undertaken. Next, the relatively obscure and opaque images of Moses’ fore-
skinned lips (Exod 6) and the foreskinned fruit trees (Lev 19) are scrutinized. 
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These bear, at best, a tenuous connection to the practice of circumcision. I 
attempt, nonetheless, to locate them, respectively, in the context of the Exodus 
narrative and P’s system of food laws and offerings. Finally, the foreskinned 
heart metaphor in Lev 26 is unpacked and revealed as a lynchpin of P’s cove-
nantal historiography and notions of communal transgression and penitence. 
additionally, in a historically focused epilogue, I confront the widely held 
view that circumcision gained currency in biblical Israel as a result of the 
Babylonian exile.

I conclude by synthesizing the findings of the study as a whole, emphasiz-
ing the wide-ranging implications of circumcision for P’s ideological matrix, 
while also acknowledging the limits of the rite’s significance within P’s doc-
trinal arena. With that foundation, I explore, summarily, the ramifications of 
my inquiry into the Priestly corpus for investigations of circumcision in a 
canonical perspective and for studies of the ritual’s evolution in subsequent 
Jewish textual traditions.



Part 1 
Actual Genital Circumcision





1 
Introduction

Genesis 17; 21:1–5;1 Exod 12; and Lev 12 are the scriptural units that directly 
reference actual, genital circumcision in the Priestly literature. In the pro-
ceeding study, the contents of these chapters will be regarded as “of a piece” 
and approached synthetically, with treatments, by topic, of the circumcision-
related questions raised within the texts. Since most of the discussion in the 
present work will draw upon these units, an introduction to them is war-
ranted. The chapters will be treated individually, in canonical order, with the 
exposition focusing upon matters taken up throughout the study.

The three major circumcision passages under consideration, Gen 17:1–
27; 21:1–5; Exod 12:43–49; and Lev 12:3 are, in the main, prescriptive. Despite 
this formal affinity, the units in question are found in diverse literary settings. 
The Genesis circumcision mandate is imparted during a dialogue between 
God and Abraham and is followed promptly by the narration of Abraham 
carrying out the directive. The Exod 12 circumcision regulations are part of 
a larger body of Passover law, located within the narrative context of Israel’s 
departure from Egypt and the celebration of the first Passover.2 The single 
germane Leviticus verse, 12:3, is situated in the midst of a block of purity leg-
islation that is patently unrelated to circumcision. 

1. In the final form of Genesis, chapters 17 and 21:1–5 do not form one contigu-
ous unit. However, they do constitute continuous Priestly text and can be considered 
a full “circumcision tale” beginning with the command to Abraham and concluding 
with the fulfillment of that command in the circumcision of Abraham, Ishmael, Abra-
ham’s household slaves, and, finally, Isaac. The intervening chapters are recognized as 
emanating from a non-P hand.

2. Ruwe (2003, 57) rightly cautions against a strict differentiation between narra-
tive and legislation, noting that “the so-called ‘legislative material’ itself is substantially 
determined by the fictional elements of the frame of the surrounding story.”

-13 -
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Genesis 17, 21:1–5

Genesis 17 is the locus classicus for the circumcision injunction, which con-
stitutes the only commandment incumbent upon the Israelite people that is 
delivered in the ancestral period, as opposed to after the exodus, when Israel 
has attained full-fledged nationhood. Moreover, the chapter provides the nar-
rative foundation of God’s tyrb-promises3 to Israel in the Priestly corpus. 
Genesis 17 exemplifies the elevated style of the Priestly legislator. The lan-
guage and structure is complex and concentrated, typified by repetition of 
theme words and sophisticated devices such as inversion and paronomasia.4 
This style is often considered “semipoetic.”5 The stylistic and structural fea-
tures of the chapter are of interest to exegetes beyond the matter of aesthetics. 
P’s meaning and message are delivered quite effectively through the combina-
tion of content and form.

The chapter contains two distinct episodes: 17:1–22, which is almost 
entirely dialogue, recounts the intercourse between God and Abraham and 
consists of divinely delivered promises and circumcision instructions, along 
with Abraham’s responses, verbal and nonverbal; 17:23–27 narrates the fulfill-
ment of the commands: the circumcision of Abraham, Ishmael, and all the 
males of Abraham’s household. Genesis 21:1–5, recording the conception, 
birth, and circumcision of Isaac, is P’s continuation of the ancestral account.

The initial episode, which records God’s interaction with Abraham, 
should be divided into five units: 1–3a, 3b–8, 9–14, 15–18, and 19–22.� These 

3. tyrb in P carries a particular range of meaning. This range is not well repre-
sented by the standard English term “covenant.” Moreover, biblical “covenant,” as it is 
typically understood, does not necessarily conform to P’s technical understanding of 
tyrb. Thus, throughout the present study, tyrb will be left untranslated.

4. See McEvenue 1971 on this section and Warning 1999 on microstructure 
in P. on Priestly style in various key sections, see McEvenue (1971, �7–77) on the 
“rainbow-tyrb” unit in Gen 9 and Schwartz 1991 on the Lev 17 prohibitions against 
eating blood.

5. See also Korpel 1987 and especially Paran 1989, 98–13� on the poetic nature 
of P’s style. 

�. To date, several differing scenarios have been proposed for the structure of the 
whole chapter. Westermann (1981, 30�) sees three parts to God’s speech to Abraham: 
Promise (3b–8), Command (9–14), and Promise (15–21). McEvenue (1971, 157–58) 
proposes five units with a chiastic (in his terminology “palistrophic”) structure and 
six units in a “parallel panel.” Williamson (2000, 147–48) rightly objects, observing 
that McEvenue forces certain elements to artificially conform to an order not really 
present. He further claims that, “while such complex literary arrangements (linear 
development, palistrophic pattern and parallel panels) may reflect the deliberated 
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units are demarcated by the initiation of divine speech, all employing forms 
of the verb rm).7 They can be digested as follows. 

1. 17:1–3a 

This passage recounts God’s appearance to Abraham and his disclosure of the 
divine name yd#$ l). It contains the first promise—K1nEyb'w @ ynIyb%' ytiyrIb; hnFt%;)ew: 
d)om; d)om;b%i K1t;wO) hb%er:)aw: “I will grant my tyrb between me and between you 
and I will make you very very numerous”—and the first charge: ynApfl; K7l%'hat;hi 
Mymitf hy"h;wE “Walk before me and be blameless.” Westermann (1984, 259) 
labels 1–3a a prologue, as it opens the scene and contains an apocopated form 
of the promise fully presented in the next unit. His view is plausible but a bit 
restrictive, as the verses do not contain only prefatory material. The charge 
… ynApfl; K7l%'hat;hi, as a general moral imperative, stands on its own. More-
over, the promise K1t;wO) hb%er:)aw: is not merely introductory. It combines with  
K1t;)o ytir"p;hiw: in 17:� to fully echo God’s first words to humanity w@br:w@ w@rp%; (Gen 
1:28). This diad is again found in the blessing received by Ishmael in 17:20: 
wOt)o ytiyr"p;hiw: wOt)o ytiyb%'r:hiw:.8 

design of the author or compiler of this pericope, the presence of one seems to cast 
serious doubt over the existence of the others.” note Levine’s generally applicable 
warning on the limited utility of chiasm as a structuring device: “Chiasm is a feature 
best restricted to small textual units. It enhances style and focuses the attention of 
the reader through the reinforcement that comes with repetition, and by shifting the 
order of the discrete components that comprise a complete statement. To character-
ize the sequential relationship of large textual units, of complete chapters or whole 
narratives, as chiasm is a questionable application of this feature” (1993, 80–81). The 
advantage of my division above is its sensitivity to the text’s own cues and literary 
markers, rather than reliance on a solely conceptual analysis of content, per Wester-
mann, or overly complex structures, per McEvenue.

7. Baker 1979 demonstrates the way in which introductory divine speech formu-
lae such as rbdyw serve as division markers in the Priestly legal corpus. unit partition 
of this type has the advantage of relying upon linguistic markers within the text rather 
than more subjective content-based divisions such as that found in the work of McEv-
enue and others noted above.

8. on the resonance of w @br:w @ w @rp%; throughout the P material in Genesis, see 
Lohfink 1994, 1��.
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2. 17:3b–8

Here we have the name change and a more extensive promise configured of 
the following elements:9

a. Progeny
MyIwOg% NwOmhj b)a “father of many nations” (17:4, 5)
d)om; d)om;b%i K1t;)o ytir"p;hiw: “I will make you very very fruitful” 
(17:�)
w@)c'y" K1m%;mi Mykilfm;w@ “Kings will issue from you” (17:7)10

b. Relationship11

K1yrExj)a K1(jr:zAl;w@ Myhilo)l' K1l; twOyh;li “To be God to you and to your 
seed after you” (17:7)
Myhilo)l' Mhelf ytiyyIhfw: “I will be God to them” (17:8)

c. Land
tz%Axu)jla N(anAk%; CrE)e-lk%f t)' K1yrEgUm; CrE)e t)' K1yrExj)a K1(jr:zAl;w@ K1l; yt%itanFw: 
MlfwO( “I will grant to you and your seed after you the land of 
your dwelling, all of the land of Canaan, as a perpetual holding” 
(17:8)

The unit is replete with typical grant and covenant-making formulas: Ntn 17:5, 
�, 8; and MlfwO( tyrIb;li Mtfrodol; K1yrExj)a K1(jr:zA Nyb'w@ K1nEyb'w@ ynIyb%' ytiyrIb%;-t)e ytimoqihjwA 
(“I will fulfill my tyrb between me and between you and between your off-
spring after you, for their generations as a perpetual tyrb”).

3. 17:9–14 

This passage is the crux of the Gen 17 pericope, the most fully developed 
circumcision regulation in the Torah, and the central circumcision text in the 
Hebrew canon.12 It is reproduced and translated here in full:

9. on the promises in general, see Westermann 197�; Williamson 2000. Brettler 
(1978/79) and Weinfeld (1993, 1–21, 222–�4) treat the land promise specifically. 

10. This verse constitutes the sole mention of kingship in the Priestly corpus. 
This is in keeping with P’s general apolitical, amonarchic tendency.

11. This is one half of what is typically called the “covenant formulary,” on which 
see Rendtorff 1998.

12. The centrality of this passage vis-à-vis circumcision tradition obtains in post-
biblical Judaism until this day.
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 MhfrFb;)a-l)e Myhilo)v rme)y,OwA (9)
 Mtfrodol; K1yrExj)a K1(jr:zAw: ht%f)a rmo#$;ti ytiyrIb%;-t)e ht%f)aw:

K1yrExj)a K1(jr:zA Nyb'w@ Mkeyn"yb'w@ ynIyb%' w@rm;#$;t%i r#$e)j ytiyrIb%; t)zO (10)
rkfzF-lk%f Mkelf lwOm%hi

Mkeyn"yb'w@ ynIyb%' tyrIb%; twO)l; hyFhfw: Mket;lar:(f r#&ab%; t)' Mt%el;man:w@ (11)
 Mkeyt'rodol; rkfzF-lk%f Mkelf lwOm%yI MymiyF tnAmo#$;-Nbew@ (12)

 )w@h K1(jr:z%Ami )lo r#$e)j rkfn"-Nb%e lk%omi Psek%e-tnAq;miw@ tyIb%f dyliy:
 K1p%es;k%a tnAq;miw@ K1t;yb%' dyliy: lwOm%yI lwOm%hi (13)

 MlfwO( tyrIb;li Mker:#&ab;b%i ytiyrIb; htfy:hfw:
 wOtlfr:(f r#&ab%;-t)e lwOm%yI-)lo r#$e)j rkfzF lr"(fw: (14)

rpah' ytiyrIb%;-t)e hfym%e(am' )whiha #$pen%Eha htfr:k;nIw:

(9) God said to Abraham: “And you, my tyrb must you keep, you 
and your seed after you for their generations. (10) This is my tyrb 
that you must keep, between me and you and your seed after you: 
Every one of your males is to be circumcised. (11) And you must 
circumcise the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the 
tyrb between me and between you. (12) Your eight-day-old shall be 
circumcised, every male of your generations, the home-born and the 
purchased slave from among the foreigners who are not of your seed. 
(13) Your-home born and your purchased slave must surely be cir-
cumcised so that13 my tyrb will be on your flesh as an eternal tyrb. 
(14) And the uncircumcised male, the flesh of whose foreskin is not 
circumcised, that person will be cut off from his people; he has abro-
gated my tyrb.”

P’s semi-poetic style is evident in the passage. It has a tight, interlocking 
structure where a key element from one line is repeated in the next, accom-
panied by the introduction of a new element. The text can be schematized as 
follows:

9 [Keep tyrb]
10 [Keep tyrb] [Circumcise Males]
11 [Circumcise] [Sign of the tyrb]. 

13. The phrase lwOm%yI lwOm%hi is constructed of an infinitive absolute followed by an 
imperfect, whose combination has imperative force (IBHS 35.2.1b). This volitional 
form followed by the w + suffix conjugation htfy:hfw: can express a “consequent situa-
tion” (IBHS 32.2.2a), justifying the translation “must surely be circumcised so that…”
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12 [Circumcise Males] [Eighth Day] [Circumcise Slaves]
13 [Circumcise Slaves] [tyrb]
14 [Cir cumcised] [Abrogate tyrb] 

[karet penalty]

verse 11, the pivotal verse in the prescriptive unit, is underscored in sev-
eral respects. first, it is in the spatial center of the passage. Second, Mt%el;man:w @ 
interrupts a consistent pattern of lwm conjugations: lwOm%hi (17:10); lwOm%yI (17:12); 
lwOm%yI lwOm%hi (17:13); lwOm%yI (17:14). Moreover, the verb form is anomalous within 
the Priestly writings and the biblical canon as a whole.14 finally, tyrb tw) is 

14. The idiosyncratic conjugation Mt%el;man:w @ in Gen 17:11 has engendered some 
confusion among commentators. Modern scholars have reasoned that, since the verb’s 
root is lwm, the n must indicate a niphal. However the expected second masculine 
plural niphal would be Mtel%oman;*. Commentators have typically relied upon Gesenius 
(GKC �7g,dd), who attributes the anomaly to “neglect of the strengthening in ara-
maizing forms” of the niphal in hollow and geminate verbs. (See Gunkel 1997, 2�5; 
Skinner 1910, 294; Wenham 1994, 15; and the BDB entry lwm.) nearly one thousand 
years ago, a more elegant solution was proposed by Rashi and Abraham Ibn Ezra. 
They read Mt%el;man:w@ as a qal, according to its vocalization, treating the n as a first radi-
cal. (It is clear from their choice of Nwrzgtw that Targums onqelos, Pseudo-Jonathan, 
and neophiti all read Mtlmnw as an active verb. lxx, on the other hand, uses the pas-
sive περιτμηθήσεσθε.)

The grammars (GKC 77; JM 84–85) note the close semantic relationship of 
particular weak verbs. Certain originally biliteral verbs display simultaneous develop-
ment into two different triliteral root structures with the same meaning. In the case 
of w"( and N"p verbs, examples are gwm = gmn “melt,” xwp = xpn “blow,” and Cwp = 
Cpn “shatter.” (Evidence of divergent root development from original bi-radicals is 
also evident between Semitic languages. A classic example is “give,” which is Ntn in 
Hebrew and Nty in Phoenician and ugaritic.) Linear development from w"( to N"p is 
also possible. Mt%el;man:w @ is one such occurrence. Greenberg avers, concerning rz"n%FyIw: in 
Ezek 14:7: “nzr is backformed from nazoru [Ezek 14:5, niphal of rwz, ‘fall away’], as 
though its n were radical (cf. nmltm Gen 17:11 backformed from nmwl ‘be circum-
cised’ from mwl)” (1983, 249). The same phenomenon is observable in conjugations 
of the root +wq “loathe.” The verb is clearly attested three times in the niphal (Ezek 
�:9; 20:43; 3�:31). An additional occurrence, in Job 10:1 (yy,Fxab%; y#$ip;nA h+fq;nF), is taken 
as a niphal in the lexica, grammars, and concordances but should be read according 
to its vocalization, as a third singular feminine qal first n. The presence of a subject 
(#$pn) and an object (Myyx) lend credence to the assertion that h+fq;nF need not be 
parsed as a passive, and translators typically give the verb an active voice. I find that 
the above back-formations represent developments in the conjugations of the respec-
tive verbs. The first radical n crept into the language because users were accustomed 
to hearing/reading the verb in the niphal, with its typical preformative n.
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the sole element that is not repeated in the unit. This convergence of form 
and content highlights the all-important covenantal aspect of the circumci-
sion ritual as presented in the Priestly corpus.15

4. 17:15–18

In this unit God tells Abraham of his wife’s destiny. As with Abraham, she 
has her name changed by the addition of a h element (17:15). Sarah is also 
the recipient of various promises (17:1�). These promises, of nations and 
royalty descending from her, parallel those given to Abraham. However, 
while Abraham is the recipient of God’s tyrb, this term is never used with 
his wife. Rather, Sarah is blessed (Krb) by God. Abraham’s surprised reaction 
qxfc;y,IwA wynFp%f-l(a MhfrFb;)a lp%oy,IwA A “Abraham fell on his face and laughed” (17:17), 
anticipates their son’s naming (17:19; 21:3).1� Given the predicted birth of 
a son by his “chief wife,” and the blessings conferred upon him, Abraham 
expresses concern about the fate of his existing son, Ishmael (17:18).

5. 17:19–22

God’s response to Abraham is recorded. Isaac’s birth is announced, and God 
promises, wyrFxj)a wO(r:zAl; MlfwO( tyrIb;li wOt%)i ytiyrIb%;-t)e ytimoqihjwA “I will fulfill my 
tyrb with him as an eternal tyrb for his seed after him” (17:19), echoing the 
promise in 17:7. God continues with a blessing for Ishmael—

d)om; d)om;b%i wOt)o ytiyb%'r:hiw: wOt)o ytiyr"p;hiw: wOt)o yt%ik;rAb%' hn%"hi 
lwOdg%F ywOgl; wyt%itan:w@ dyliwOy M)iy#&in: r#&f(f-Myn"#$;

Behold, I will bless him so as to make him fruitful and very very 
numerous. He will give birth to twelve chieftains and I will make him 
a great nation (17:20)

—and then reiterates the Isaac promise: dl't%' r#$e)j qxfc;yI-t)e Myqi)f ytiyrIb%; t)ew: 
hrF#&f K1l; “But my tyrb I will fulfill with Isaac, whom Sarah will bear for you” 
(17:21). Included in 17:21 is the detail that Abraham and Sarah’s son will be 
born one year hence. The text here emphasizes the same tyrb versus Krb 

15. Schwartz 1991 makes a similar observation about form and content in the 
Priestly corpus, when he argues that Lev 17:11, which articulates the atoning power of 
blood, is the pivotal verse in the unit proscribing the consumption of blood.

1�. on the use of anticipatory information as a literary technique, see Sarna 1981.
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contrast with regard to Isaac and Ishmael that was delineated earlier with 
Abraham and Sarah. God’s cessation of speech and departure in verse 22 
neatly closes the pericope.17

The chapter concludes with verses 23–27. This section encapsulates 
Abraham’s fulfillment of the circumcision command delivered by God in 
verses 9–14 by repeating key language from the circumcision regulation. The 
verb lwm occurs five times, once in every verse, and the phrase hlr( r#&b 
is attested three times (17:23, 24, 25). The narration also picks up on other 
terminology from 17:9–14, such as rkz lk, tyb dyly, and Psk tnqm. The 
expression Myhilo)v wOt%)i rb%ed@I r#$e)jk%a hz%Eha MwOy,ha Mce(eb%; emphasizes Abraham’s 
immediate and punctilious obedience to the divine injunction. The only 
aspect of the circumcision legislation missing in the passage is the eighth-
day mandate. This element is actualized in the circumcision of Isaac, later in 
the account.

The Priestly portion of the ancestral narrative resumes with Gen 21:1–5. 
With this brief passage P concludes the circumcision pericope and inaugurates 
the Isaac episode of the patriarch cycle. Isaac is born, named, and circumcised 
on the eighth day. The text emphasizes both Abraham’s obedience to God’s 
command and YHWH’s faithfulness to his own commitments. The notice in 
21:5 that Abraham was one hundred years old signals that Isaac’s birth was, as 
promised in 17:21, one year after Abraham’s encounter with God.18

The Genesis passages are not only the first mention of circumcision in 
the Priestly Torah; they constitute the fullest expositions of the regulation of, 
and rationale for, the practice. The text enumerates the commands given to 
Abraham (17:9–14) and follows later with their execution (17:23–27; 21:1–5). 
The fact that the circumcision mandate is juxtaposed to God’s tyrb-promises 
and that circumcision is called a “sign of the tyrb” between God and Abra-
ham points to the ideological underpinnings of the practice in the Priestly 
worldview. These issues will be explored more fully in the chapters below 
devoted to the relationship between circumcision and tyrb. 

17. on literary closure devices, see Wyckoff 200�.
18. The repetition evidenced in Gen 17’s two episodes follows a pattern that is 

well recognized in the Hebrew Bible and the literature of the ancient near East. Parker 
(1989, 2�–33) classifies this type of repetition as “transposition,” of speech to nar-
rative, specifically highlighting instructions and their execution, as with Abraham’s 
adherence to YHWH’s circumcision commandment, and prediction and fulfillment, 
as with God’s promise to Abraham of a son through whom the tyrb promises will 
be upheld. 
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Exodus 12

Exodus 12:1–13:1� narrates the beginning of Israel’s departure from Egypt 
and recounts the celebration of the first Passover. It also presents regulations 
for the festival’s observance, from the preparation and consumption of the 
paschal offering to abstention from leaven.19

The unit relevant to the present inquiry is 12:43–49, which, according to 
noth, is “principally concerned with the question of admission to the Pass-
over sacrifice” (19�2, 100). The passage is reproduced and translated below.

Nrohj)aw: h#$emo-l)e 'h rme)y,OwA (43)
wOb% lka)yO-)lo rkfn"-Nb%e-lk%f xsap%fha tq@axu t)zO

wOb% lka)yO z)f wOt)o ht%fl;maw@ Psek%f-tnAq;mi #$y)i dbe(e-lkfw: (44)
 wOb%-lka)yO-)lo ryki#&fw: b#$fwOt% (45) 

hcfw@x r#&fb%fha-Nmi tyIb%aha-Nmi )yciwOt-)lo lk')fy" dxf)e tyIbab%; (4�) 
wOb-w@rb%;#$;ti )lo Mce(ew: 

wOt)o w@#&(jyA l)'rF#&;yI tdA(j-lk%f (47)
 'hla xsape h#&f(fw: rg%" K1t%;)i rw@gyF-ykiw: (48) 

 CrE)fhf xrAz:)ek%; hyFhfw: wOt#&o(jla brAq;yI z)fw: rkfzF-lkf wOl lwOm%hi
wOb% lka)yO-)lo lr"(f-lkfw:

Mkek;wOtb%; rg%Fha rg%"law: xrFz:)elf hyEh;yI txa)a hrFwOt% (49) 

(43) And YHWH said to Moses and Aaron: This is the law of the 
paschal offering: no foreigner may eat of it. (44) And any man’s slave 
who is bought with money, you must circumcise him and then he 
may eat of it. (45) The household or wage laborer may not eat of it.20 
(4�) In one house it shall be eaten. Do not remove any of the meat 
from the house to the outside and do not break any of its bones. (47) 
The whole community of Israel shall perform it. (48) And if a resident 

19. The Deuteronomic counterpart is Deut 1�:1–8. other pentateuchal Pass-
over-related prescriptions are contained in Exod 23:14–19; 34:18–2� (Covenant Code, 
JE); Lev 23:4–8 and num 9–1–14; 28:1�–25 (P). In the historical works Passover is 
mentioned in Josh 5:10–12, 2 Kgs 23:21–23; Ezek 45:21–25; Ezra �:19–22; 2 Chr 30; 
35:1–19.

20. The text specifies two types of hireling, the b#$wt and the ryk#&. The former 
resided at his employer’s premises, while the latter was a wage laborer who lived in 
his own home. The pair ryk#&/b#$wt is attested in P in Lev 22:10; 25:�, 40. Lev 19:13 
enjoins the Israelite to pay the ryk#& every day without fail. 
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alien resides with you and performs a paschal offering to YHWH, all 
his males must be circumcised, and then he may approach to per-
form it. He shall be as a native of the land. no one uncircumcised 
may eat of it. (49) There shall be one law for the native and one for 
the resident alien who resides among you.

The language is straightforward as to paschal “eligibility.” When the unit 
is read in conjunction with Gen 17, it is apparent that circumcision and eating 
of the Passover offering are both optional to the rg. The inclusive, gender-
neutrality, of the phrase wOt)o w@#&(jyA l)'rF#&;yI tdA(j-lk%f obligates males and females 
alike. It is reasonable to conclude that non-Israelite females were allowed to 
participate in the Passover according to the eligibility of their fathers, hus-
bands, or masters.

The rg rule stipulates that the resident alien and his household may per-
form the paschal sacrifice as long as all his males are circumcised. Since all 
the males in an Israelite household include sons and slaves, we can assume 
this to be the case with the rg as well. Moreover, as with Israelites, the females 
in a rg’s household are likely included by virtue of the males’ admissibility. 
In sum, the unit underscores that circumcision is an inviolable criterion for 
participation in the Passover festival offering. As such, the Exod 12 pericope 
forges an important link between circumcision and Passover. 

Leviticus 12

Leviticus 12–15 contains regulations pertaining to various types of ritual 
defilement and purification procedures.21 Chapter12 deals with the contami-
nation incurred by a woman as a result of childbirth. The text distinguishes 
two levels of defilement: the more profound lasts seven days after the birth of 
a male child and fourteen in the case of a female. This defilement is articu-
lated as equivalent to that of the menstruant. The language, htwd tdn ymyk 
(12:2) and htdnk (12:5),22 implies that the restrictions enumerated in Lev 
15:19–24 apply equally to the parturient. The second tier of defilement entails 
a further thirty-three day waiting period with a male newborn and double 
that with the birth of female. for this duration, the postpartum mother is 

21. on the structure and content of these chapters, see especially Milgrom 1991, 
742–1008).

22. See the commentaries of Milgrom (1991:744), Hoffman (1953:249), and 
Levine (1989:73) on the implication of these phrases and Magonet (199�) on the 
double duration of defilement in the case of the baby girl. 
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only denied entrance to the sanctuary and contact with sacred objects. After 
these waiting periods, the mother completes her purification by offering an 
hlw( and a t)+x. 

The chapter’s legislation begins:

 MymiyF t(ab;#$i h)fm;+fw: rkfzF hdFl;yFw: (ayrIz:ta yk%i h#$%f)i
)mf+;t%i h@tfwOd@: td@AnI ym'yk%i

A woman who conceives and bears a male shall be defiled for seven 
days. As the days of her menstrual illness shall she be defiled. (Lev 
12:2)

The next verse interrupts this stream of thought by noting: 

wOtlfr:(f r#&ab%; lwOm%yI ynIymi#$%;ha MwOy,baw@

“And on the eighth day, the flesh of his foreskin shall be circum-
cised.”

Leviticus 12:3 does not relate directly to the issue of birth defilement, yet the 
syntax of verses 2 and 3 is straightforward, with 12:3 following the preceding 
verse without a “bump”:

 … ynIymi#$%;ha MwOy,baw@ … MymiyF t(ab;#$i h)fm;+fw: rkfzF hdFl;yFw: (ayrIz:ta yk%i h#$%f)i 

“A woman who conceives and bears a male is defiled for seven 
days.… And on the eighth day.…” 

In fact, the pattern … ynym#$h Mwym/b/w … Mymy t(b#$ … recurs in P.23 The 
subject-object-verb relationships in the verse are straightforward. lwOm%yI is a 
niphal (passive) whose object is the flesh of the foreskin. The referent of the 
pronominal suffix wOtlfr:(f is the male child, rkz, mentioned in the previous 
verse. The associative, seemingly tangential, reference to circumcision serves 
a specific function within the chapter wholly concerned with postpartum 
defilement. It reminds the reader/audience, “While we are on the subject of 
a baby boy’s first week, don’t forget the circumcision injunction.” Such cross-
references are part of P’s legislative repertoire. They fulfill a uniform function. 

23. See Lev 9:1; 14:1; 15:14, 29; 22:27; 23:3�, 39 and num �:10.
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They draw attention to a law found earlier in the canonical arrangement, 
which is also relevant to the new context.24

Synthesis

Genesis 17 is the key Priestly circumcision pericope. The specifics of the prac-
tice are detailed in 17:9–14. All males must be circumcised on the eighth day. 
The injunction applies not only to the Israelite and his family but to foreign 
slaves who are owned by the Israelite. failure to circumcise brings a karet pen-
alty. Though the mandate is delivered directly to Abraham, it will apply to all 
future generations emanating from the patriarch. Along with the presentation 
of the regulation, the chapter, and its continuation in 21:1–5, narrates Abra-
ham’s precise fulfillment of the divine command. He immediately circumcises 
himself and his whole household, including his then thirteen-year-old eldest 
son, Ishmael. one year later, the patriarch circumcises his newborn, Isaac, on 
the eighth day. The text provides a rationale, albeit laconic, for the practice. 
Genesis 17:11 avers that circumcision is the sign of the tyrb between God 
and Abraham and his offspring, and 17:13 follows with an affirmation that 
circumcision ensures that the tyrb sign is found on the flesh of each and 
every Israelite male.

24. Another example of the reminder appears among the festival prescriptions 
of Lev 23, where 23:9–21 details the customs of the rm( “first barley sheaf ” and the 
Myrwkb “firstfruits” harvest offerings. An aside follows in verse 22:

Mkec;r:)a ryciq;-t)e Mker:c;qub;w@
 +q@'lat; )lo K1r:yciq; +qelew: K1rEc;qub%; K1d:#&f t)ap%; hl%ekat;-)lo

Mkeyh'lo)v hwFhy: ynI)j Mtf)o bzO(jt%a rg%"law: ynI(fle

When you harvest the harvest of your land, do not completely harvest the 
corners of your field, and the gleanings of your harvest do not glean. To the 
poor and the stranger you must leave them. I YHWH am your God.

The verse is an abbreviated, slightly altered, citation of Lev 19:9–10. Ibn Ezra and 
nachmanides both assert that the verse serves to caution the Israelite that even when 
the proceeds of the harvest are devoted to God in the context of a festival, responsi-
bility to the poor may not be neglected. Lev 19:10a, which deals with grapevines, is 
excluded from the extract. Wenham (1979, 305) notes “It [Lev 23:22] omits reference 
to the grape harvest, which would be inappropriate at this time of year, since grapes 
ripen much later. (on the parrallels between the verses Lev 19:10–11 and 23:22, see 
Schwartz 1999, 303).
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The circumcision injunction is juxtaposed to a series of divine commit-
ments granted to Abraham, Sarah, Ishmael, and Isaac. Abraham is guaranteed 
progeny, land, and a special relationship to God. This series of promises, 
which is characterized as God’s tyrb, is to be continued through Isaac. Sarah 
and Ishmael are, in their turn, assured great offspring. The promises to them 
are delivered through the act of divine blessing. tyrb is never utilized in con-
nection to Ishmael or Sarah.

Exodus 12:43–49 establishes an integral connection between circum-
cision and Passover observance by including a proviso to the core paschal 
legislation. Slaves who eat of their master’s Passover offering must be circum-
cised. In fact, no uncircumcised male may eat the meat of a paschal sacrifice. 
Moreover, hired laborers may not eat from their employer’s sacrifice under 
any circumstance. A section is also included, perhaps by a later P tradent, 
dealing with the rg. He has the option of eating the paschal offering with the 
Israelites among whom he resides. If he elects to do so, he and the males of 
his household must, like the Israelite native and his slaves, be circumcised.

Leviticus 12 deals with the defilement acquired by a mother upon giving 
birth. P includes in this chapter a seemingly tangential aside regarding cir-
cumcision. Engendered by the mention of the mother’s seven-day period of 
severe defilement upon the birth of a male child, the text reminds the reader/
audience that this male child must be circumcised on the eighth day. This 
type of associative reminder is part of P’s standard legislative arsenal. Though 
nothing is added to the substance of the circumcision commands already 
detailed, the reminder does link the practice with other seven/eight patterns 
in Priestly law.

These scriptural passages underscore some crucial issues and raise some 
important questions regarding the Priestly conception of circumcision. The 
Genesis pericope foregrounds the connection between circumcision and 
tyrb. However, this all-important relationship cannot be unpacked without 
a firm grasp of the meaning(s) attributable to the term tyrb and to the piv-
otal phrase tyrb tw). A canonical perspective on Gen 17 generates a pair 
of interrelated queries: Why infant circumcision? Why is the circumcision 
command imparted to Abraham, the “first Israelite,” while every other law 
incumbent upon Israel is revealed after the exodus? The Gen 17 and Exod 12 
regulations stress the circumcision of various classes of foreigner alongside 
all Israelite males. The Genesis passage also points up the circumcision of, 
and divine promises to, Ishmael. How is the circumcision of non-Israelites 
to be explained? further, how does their circumcision bear on P’s more gen-
eral hierarchical concerns? Circumcision is performed on the penis. Does the 
practice, therefore, have any implications for male sexuality? furthermore, 
how does circumcision, as an exclusively male prerogative, index the status of 
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Israelite females? Though not circumcised, are women still beholden to God’s 
commands and beneficiaries of his promises?25 While the circumcision man-
date is introduced within the Genesis ancestral saga, it is reiterated in Exod 
12 and Lev 12, in the context of purity and festival legislation. To what extent, 
then, does circumcision have a place within the framework of P’s system of 
cultic practice? What are the ramifications for this system of the eighth-day 
stipulation, the special association of circumcision and Passover, and the 
imposition of the karet penalty for failure to circumcise?

25. Cohen (2005, 13) labels these issues, concisely, the “Sarah and Ishmael para-
doxes.”
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Circumcision and tyrb

Introduction

The word tyrb appears thirteen times in Gen 17 (17:2, 4, 7 [2x], 9, 10, 11, 
13 [2x], 14, 19 [2x], 21). The chapter’s near saturation with the term and its 
associated verbs, Myqh, rph, rm#$, and Ntn, attests to the organic connection 
between circumcision and tyrb in the Priestly worldview.1 The natural first 
step in exploring this relationship is to cultivate an understanding of the word 
tyrb in P’s lexicon. Toward that end, a survey of tyrb in the Priestly corpus 
outside of Gen 17 is undertaken. The resulting conclusions enable an analysis 
of tyrb in Gen 17 and its link to circumcision.

tyrb in P (outside of Genesis 17)

Throughout the canon tyrb can represent a certain degree of mutuality that 
either indicates contingent obligations for both parties to the tyrb or gen-
erally characterizes a relationship between the parties. Moreover, some type 
of ritual or ceremony often accompanies the establishment, ratification, or 
renewal of a tyrb. Among many examples, Jacob and Laban erect a monu-
ment (Gen 31:44–54), Abraham cuts animals in half (Gen 15:9–10), as do the 
people of Jerusalem (Jer 34:8–21), and Moses throws blood on the people and 
the twelve pillars (Exod 24:3–8). We also find verbal affirmation of a tyrb, 

1. Rabbinic recognition of this terminological phenomenon is enshrined in the 
following statement attributed to R. Ishmael (m. Ned. 3:11): wtrkn#$ hlym hlwdg 
twtyrb hr#&( #$l#$ hyl(, “Great is circumcision, for thirteen covenants were enacted 
because of it” (Note that the plural of tyrb, unremarkable in rabbinic parlance, is 
nonexistent in the Hebrew scriptures.)

-27 -
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alone or in conjunction with ceremonial acts, such as in Exod 19:8; 24:3; Josh 
24:16–18, 21; and 2 Kgs 23:3.2

The Priestly conception of tyrb is more narrowly circumscribed. Two 
usage categories can be distinguished: (1) an obligation voluntarily under-
taken3 by God, or “promise”; and (2) an obligation or set of obligations 
imposed by God, or “command.”4 The first category is used with respect to 
God’s promises to Noah and humanity (Gen 6:18; 9:9–7), Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob (Exod 2:24; 6:4; Lev 26:42), Phinehas (Num 25:12), the priests 
(Num 18:19), and corporate Israel (Lev 26:9, 44–45). The most common verb 
governing the tyrb-promise is Myqh (hiphil of Mwq, Gen 6:18; 9:9, 11, 17; Exod 
6:4; Lev 26:9). Generally tyrb Myqh should be read as “uphold, fulfill,” but in 
Gen 6:18 it carries the sense of “establish.”5 Ntn is also used in this context 

2. Patrick 1994 labeled such ritual and verbal affirmations “performative transac-
tions.” see also Watts’s assertion that “God’s authority therefore derives in part from a 
prior agreement establishing YHWH’s role as law-giver” (1999, 95–96).

3. Kutsch’s formulation, Selbstverpflichtung (“self-obligation”), captures the sense 
most simply (1973, 1–27).

4. These categories are based upon a model set by Kutsch 1973. He proposed that 
tyrb did not denote any sort of covenantal bond (Bund). Rather, the term referred to 
obligations incumbent upon the parties in various types of relationships. His thesis 
does not fully account for the data. for example, the tyrb enacted between David and 
Jonathan (1 sam 18:3; 23:18) can indeed be termed a Bund. No specific obligations 
are enumerated. How their mutual hbh) “love, loyalty” will be manifested in practice 
is left open. following a similar tack, freedman 1964 discusses covenants of “divine 
commitment” and “human obligation.” Haran, without developing the concept, also 
observes that for P, “the term berit actually approaches the meaning ‘promise’, ‘obli-
gation’.… it hardly means ‘covenant’ in the proper sense” (1985, 143). This view of 
tyrb in P (or, for him, H) is also held by Knohl 1995, 137–48. Weinfeld 1975 accepts 
Kutsch’s synthesis with some minor reservations, in line with the objections raised 
above. A comprehensive review of the scholarship regarding covenant, tyrb, and 
Kutsch’s challenge can be found in Nicholson 1986, 83–117.

5. The etymological meaning of Myqh, “cause to stand,” allows for both possi-
bilities. since Gen 6:18 contains the first mention of a tyrb with Noah, Myqh there 
should be taken as “establish.” sarna (1989:53), glossing this verse, observes accord-
ingly: “in the present passage, it is uncertain whether the governing verb means to 
fashion a covenant anew or to fulfill one already made. outside the flood narra-
tive, biblical usages of the phrase favor the latter interpretation.” Thus, in Exod 6:4,  
Mt%f)i ytiyrIb%;-t)e ytimoqihj MgAw: refers to God’s “upholding” the tyrb already established 
with the Patriarchs, who are mentioned in the previous verse. Brettler (1978/79:10) 
musters strong evidence that tyrb Myqh must denote “fulfillment” rather than “estab-
lishment” but does not deal with the problem of Gen 6:18. 
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(Gen 9:12; Num 18:19; 25:12). God is additionally portrayed as remembering 
rkz that which he granted or established (Gen 9:15–16; Exod 2:24, 6:5; Lev 
26:42, 45). finally, breaking the tyrb-promise or command is represented by 
the idiom rph (hiphil of rrp) + tyrb (Lev 26:15, 44).

The “command” class of tyrb is used in three instances of specific, single 
obligations imposed by God on Israel: sabbath observance (Exod 31:166), 
salting the hxnm “grain offering” (Lev 2:13), and baking and displaying the 
sabbath loaves (Lev 24:8). one attestation of the tyrb-command, Lev 26:15, 
stands out:

Mke#$;p;nA l(ag:t%i y+ap%f#$;mi-t)e M)iw: w@s)fm;t%i ytaq@oxub%;-M)iw:
ytiyrIb%;-t)e Mker:p;hal: ytawOc;mi-lk%f-t)e twO#&(j yt%il;bil;

If you spurn my laws and reject my statutes, thereby not doing all of 
my commands, thereby abrogating my covenant … 

In this verse, the referent of tyrb is the totality of the divinely commanded 
legislation, ytaq@oxu, y+ap%f#$;mi, ytawOc;mi-lk%f.7

In the Priestly thought-world, tyrb is unidirectional. The promises are 
made by God, and the obligations are imposed by God.8 Moreover, there 
is no mention of voluntary acceptance or rejection of either the promise 

6. tyrb here is governed by a combination of the verbs rm#$ and h#&(.
7. schwartz (1996a, 126, 131) argues that covenant in P refers only to the divine 

promises, never to God’s laws and statutes. He takes note of Lev 26:15 but dismisses 
it as a “rhetorical reflex” of the use of tyrb rph in 26:44. He goes on to posit that it 
may be “a case of innovative local rhetoric employed by H, rather than consistent 
terminology” and therefore should not “be taken as being reflective of any overriding 
viewpoint.” Given the fairly few occasions where tyrb-command terminology is actu-
ally found in the Priestly corpus, while the usage in Lev 26:15 is singular, it is not so 
anomalous as to be be utterly discounted. Milgrom (2000, 2305) critiques schwartz’s 
approach to the verse in question and affirms the connection here of tyrb to the 
complete battery of YHWH’s laws.

8. failure to recognize the aforementioned distinction has led to confusion 
among scholars when dealing with Priestly material. Thus Joosten (1999, 120), when 
discussing the sabbath loaves command in Lev 24:8, w@n%ker:(ayA tb%f#$%aha MwOyb%; tb%f#$%aha MwOyb%; 
MlfwO( tyrIb%; l)'rF#&;yI-yn"b%; t)'m'; dymit%f hwFhy: yn"p;li, admits that, “The sense of the word berit 
in this verse is not entirely clear. Neither is it apparent—if the word means ‘cove-
nant’—to which covenant it refers.” Despite this insight, Joosten misses the crux, that 
tyrb in this context refers to the specific duty and not to any “covenantal” relationship. 
This is especially apparent in the way Mlw( tyrb in verse 8 is parallel to Mwl( tqwx, 
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or the obligation and no ritual or ceremonial involvement.9 The unilateral, 
fully imposed character of the Priestly conception of tyrb is manifest on the 
semantic level. Throughout the canon, with the exception of the Priestly liter-
ature, the idiom tyrb trk is employed to signify enactment of a covenant.10 
The Priestly avoidance of tyrb trk can be attributed to two factors. The first 
involves the unilateral, fully imposed nature of tyrb commands and prom-
ises. The use of trk has its origins in the cutting of an animal.11 This activity 
is indicative of a formal, ritualized agreement or treaty, which can be accepted 
or rejected, and is thus inimical to P’s ideology. second, P only allows ritual 
slaughter of animals at specific venues,12 for clearly delineated functions, fol-
lowing authorized procedures. Although “between the pieces” killing is not 
strictly a sacrifice,13 it is still ritual slaughter for purposes other than eating. 
Moreover, in certain contexts a tyrb is enacted or ratified by a sacrifice or 
sacrificial meal.14

scholars have wondered why the Priestly tradition does not include a 
sinai covenant event.15 In large measure, this “omission” turns on P’s particular 

“perpetual statute,” in 24:3. on the Mlw( tyrb and the bread ritual in Lev 24, see Gane 
1992, 192–94. 

9. It is no wonder that in fairly representative studies of covenant ceremony, no 
Priestly texts are adduced as examples. see, e.g., Baltzer 1971; Kalluveettil 1982; and 
Haran 1997. 

10. Barr calls the pervasive use of tyrb trk the most “striking case of idiom in 
all biblical Hebrew” (1997, 27). 

11. Though there is a substantial body of literature devoted to covenant and 
tyrb, the definitive work on the phrase tyrb trk remains Bickerman 1976. 

12. The altar at the entrance to the d(wm lh) (Lev 17:1–9) and perhaps, with 
the paschal offering, the homestead (Exod 12). The issue of centralized and profane 
slaughter in P has been long debated. for the most recent contribution to the dispute, 
and comprehensive bibliography, see schwartz 1996a.

13. for this assertion and discussion of opinions to the contrary, see Loewen-
stamm 1980.

14. A clear instance is Ps 50:5: xbazF-yl'(j ytiyrIb; yt'r:k%o ydFysixj yli-w@ps;)i “Gather unto 
me my faithful, those who enact my covenant by means of sacrifice.” Note also the 
meal hosted by David to solemnify the tyrb between him and Abner (2 sam 20:20).

15. The commonly accepted scenario, represented by Cross, is that the Priestly 
tradent simply relied upon the version found in the older “epic” tradition (1973, 
318–20). see, more recently, Milgrom 1993, who affirms Cross’s thesis. This default 
explanation falls short of explaining all of P’s “missing” narrative elements. Priestly 
ideology must be taken into account when trying to understand doublets and omis-
sions. for example, it is well recognized in the scholarship that the Priestly strand of 
the flood story does not include the seven pairs of clean animals taken on the ark (Gen 
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understanding of tyrb. All the sinai events (Exod 19; 24; and Deut 4–6), along 
with those connected to other mountains, such as Ebal (Deut 27), Gilgal (Josh 
24), and Zion (2 Kgs 23), involve some marker of acceptance, in word, action, 
or both.16 This would imply that Israel had the alternative of demur.

In Deuteronomy, free choice and reciprocity are explicit dimensions of 
the relationship between God and Israel. Deuteronomy 26:17–18 express a 
“tit-for-tat” type of relationship between YHWH and the nation, while the 
ideology of choice is most clearly expressed in Deut 30:19 The consequences 
of making the wrong selection may be calamitous. Nonetheless, Israel is abso-
lutely offered an option. Moreover, the use of rxb in the verse is telling. D 
employs rxb to denote God’s election of Israel (Deut 7:6; 14:2; 26:18).17 Thus, 
as God chooses (rxb) Israel, so does Israel choose (rxb) God’s path. Despite 
the fact that in D the relationship between God and Israel is not one of equals, 
the implication of mutuality is still manifest.

Mutuality and choice are not, however, part of P’s theological vision, so 
the Priestly tradent does not compose a version of such a sinai event. In the 
Priestly imagination, sinai is not a covenant locus.18 It is the site of the dwbk 
theophany, the place from which God issues the instructions on the building 
of the tabernacle. This structure becomes the venue of divine indwelling and 
the site from which God imparts the commandments to Israel.

In sum, the term tyrb has a distinct character in the Priestly corpus. 
Its force is unilateral, connoting either promises made by God or divinely 
imposed commands. tyrb-commands can entail observance of specific indi-
vidual obligations, such as sabbath observance or adherence to the totality 
of YHWH’s injunctions. The distinction between the two classes of tyrb, 
promise and command, can be made based upon the content and context 
of the verses or passages to be interpreted, as well as the presence of specific 

7:2) or Noah’s propitiating sacrifice (8:20–22). These lacunae cannot be explained by 
P’s reliance upon the J account. Rather, as many commentators have noted, ommis-
ions point to the fact that P does not acknowledge the existence of applicable dietary 
and purity regulations or a sacrificial cult until the Mosaic period. (for this observa-
tion pertaining to Gen 7:2, see Gunkel 1997, 62.)

16. The people’s verbal assents to the covenants at sinai are found in Exod 19:8; 
24:3, 7; and Deut 5:24. At Ebal, the Israelites respond Nm) to each individual curse 
recited by the Levites. The Gilgal declarations of obedience are recorded in Josh 
24:21–24, and the communal affirmation of Josiah’s covenant is cited in 2 Kgs 23:3.

17. on the election of Israel in Deuteronomy, see Weinfeld 1991, 60–62.
18. schwartz 1996a, 128–29 makes the point nicely: “obviously, for P no sacrifi-

cial ritual can be performed until the tabernacle has been constructed. And since for 
P, no covenant has been made at sinai, no ceremony affirming it is made.”
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governing verbs. Myqh and Ntn always precede a tyrb-promise, while rm#$ is 
typically linked with the command type of tyrb. These distinctions are cru-
cial to the understanding of tyrb in Gen 17.

tyrb in Genesis 17

Beyond the thirteen-fold occurrence of tyrb in Gen 17, the connection of 
tyrb and circumcision is further elucidated by the precise deployment of the 
term tyrb within the chapter. P’s strategic use of tyrb constitutes a prime 
example of what Geller (1992) terms “literary theology.” As noted earlier (3) 
central doctrines are often not articulated explicitly. Rather, they are driven 
home through literary structures such as juxtaposition and framing devices.

Both categories of tyrb, the promise and the command, are attested in 
the pericope. However, the two categories appear, respectively, in distinct 
subunits of the text.19 sections 1, 2, 4, and 5 refer to divine promises, while 
section 3 contains the command tyrb. The content of the relevant passages 
makes the division quite clear. section 3, Gen 17:9–14, is comprised of a 
series of instructions governing the practice of circumcision. The other four 
units describe various commitments made by God to Abraham, sarah, Isaac, 
Ishmael, and their descendants. That the individual units are distinguished by 
the category of tyrb they describe is also evident by the verbs utilized within 
them. Ntn and Myqh, verbs whose subjects are all YHWH and are the indica-
tors of the tyrb-promise, are distributed in sections 1, 2, and 5 but absent 
in 3. section 3, on the other hand, contains rm#$, the lexical signifier of the 
tyrb-command.

The above-described strict structural demarcation bears upon three 
important matters in P’s conceptualization of circumcision: the status of 
non-Israelites and women; the conditional nature of “covenant”; and the 
interpretation of the key phrase tyrIb%; twO).

sarah and Ishmael

Ishmael is circumcised and, like Abraham his father, is promised great and 
numerous descendants. However, P deliberately distinguishes the destiny of 
Ishmael from that of Abraham and Isaac. In connection to God’s promises to 
Abraham, the term tyrb is used four times (17:2, 4, 7 [2x]). The correlative 
passage regarding Isaac and Ishmael reads as follows:

19. see chapter 1 for the structure of the Gen 17 pericope, and the contents of its 
various sections.
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Nb%' K1l; tdEleyO K1t%;#$;)i hrF#&f lbf)j Myhilo)v rme)y,OwA (19)
 qxfc;yI wOm#$;-t)e tf)rFqfw:

 wyrFxj)a wO(r:zAl; MlfwO( tyrIb;li wOt%)i ytiyrIb%;-t)e ytimoqihjwA
 wOt)o yt%ik;rAb%' hn%"hi K1yt%i(;ma#$; l)('mf#$;yIl;w@ (20)

 d)om; d)om;b%i wOt)o ytiyb%'r:hiw: wOt)o ytiyr"p;hiw:
 lwOdg%F ywOgl; wyt%itan:w@ dyliwOy M)iy#&in: r#&f(f-Myn"#$;

 qxfc;yI-t)e Myqi)f ytiyrIb%;-t)ew: (21)
trExe)ahf hnF#$%fb%a hz%Eha d('wOm%la hrF#&f K1l; dl't%' r#$e)j

(19) And God said “But sarah your wife will bear you a son and you 
will name him Isaac and I will fulfill my tyrb with him, as an eter-
nal tyrb for his offspring after him. (20) And as for Ishmael, I have 
heard you. see, I will bless him. I will make him fruitful, and I will 
multiply him exceedingly. He will give birth to twelve chieftains, and 
I will make him a great nation. (21) But my tyrb will I fulfill with 
Isaac, whom sarah will bear for you, at this time, next year.

It is clear from P’s precise use of language, that while Ishmael receives a 
generous blessing,20 he is not granted the tyrb that is fulfilled through Isaac. 
The contrast is emphasized by the repetition of the formula t) tyrb Myqh 
employed regarding Isaac and the fact that these declarations frame the Ish-
mael promise. The t)w that begins 17:21 has an adversative force:21 I will 
bless Ishmael, but my tyrb is only for Isaac. Equally weighty is the distribu-
tion of the promises. Ishmael will be the ancestor of a great nation. He does 
not, however, receive the land promise or the pledge of a unique relationship 
to YHWH that is the exclusive prerogative of the Israelite.22

The Priestly tradent was faced with a dilemma. Circumcision in Gen 17 
is linked to a set of tyrb-promises that served to distinguish Israel from other 
nations: the land and the special relationship to YHWH. Later in the canon, 
Israel is explicitly set apart from the nations (Lev 20:24–26). However, a 
number of Israel’s neighbors practiced circumcision.23 Moreover, P legislates 

20. The commentaries note the correspondence of the twelve Ishmaelite chief-
tains to the twelve Israelite tribes. The genealogy of Ishmael is located in Gen 25:12–16 
and 1 Chr 1:28–30.

21. see IBHS 8.3b. 
22. The invidious contrast between Isaac and Ishmael is noted in the commen-

taries.
23. There is external evidence that Phoenicians, Egyptians, and Arabs practiced 

circumcision (see sasson 1966). Jer 9:24–25 includes the Edomites, Ammonites, and 
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that slaves are to be circumcised along with their master’s family.24 How, then, 
can the connection of circumcision and the special position of Israel be pre-
served? The problem is solved with the Isaac/Ishmael, tyrb/Krb dichotomy. 
Isaac is the elected son, recipient of the panoply of the tyrb-promises. Ish-
mael, the paradigmatic foreigner, is circumcised but is never treated as a fully 
equal member of the community.

Genesis 17 also sets the tone for the subordinate status of women in the 
Priestly Weltanschaung.25 The tyrb/Krb dichotomy that contrasts Isaac’s 
status to that of Ishmael also distinguishes Abraham and sarah. The tyrb is 
transmitted through Abraham, while sarah receives a blessing, though not 
directly. The promise is also conveyed by God through Abraham (Gen 17:15–
18). since a female is not circumcised, she is included as a recipient of the 
tyrb-promises through the person of her father or husband. This vicarious 
condition is consistent with Priestly legislation governing the consumption 
of hmwrt (Lev 22:12–13) and the nullification of vows (Num 30:4–17). They 
establish, in the main, the cultic and legal status of females as the extension 
of a male’s authority. The secondary character of a women’s relationship to 
God is evident in Gen 17. The change in sarah’s name along with her blessing, 
the promise of a son from whom nations will arise, is delivered to Abraham. 
sarah has no direct communication with God. 

The Conditional Covenant

four types of biblical covenant are delineated in the scholarship: the Noa-
chide; the Abrahamic or patriarchal; the Davidic or royal; and the sinaitic.26 
The first three are often categorized by the rubric “unconditional.” God makes 
promises without any expectation of reciprocal obligations. In contrast, the 
sinaitic is considered conditional because God’s beneficence is contingent 
upon Israel’s acceptance of the commandments. some, utilizing compara-

Moabites in this category. Although there is no strong reason here to doubt the proph-
et’s testimony, it is also unverifiable (see Holladay 1986, 319–20 on this passage).

24. P’s view on the circumcision of non-Israelites is explored below, pp. 43–48. 
25. The lesser hierarchical place of women is not, by any means, unique to the 

Priestly tradition. Among many examples in the non-P pentateuchal strata, see the 
covet commandment in Exod 20:17, which includes a wife as a part of the husband’s 
estate, and the Hebrew slave law in the Covenant Collection, which does not allow a 
daughter the same rights of manumission as a male (Exod 21:7).

26. The scholarship on covenant is legion. Important contributions include 
Baltzer 1971; Bright 1977; Hillers 1964a; Kalluveettil 1982; McCarthy 1978; Menden-
hall 1954; Nicholson 1986).
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tive Near Eastern data, have framed the biblical covenants in political terms. 
Weinfeld (1970), for example, labels the conditional covenant a “treaty,” an 
agreement entailing obligations for both parties. He likens the unconditional 
covenant to a gift of land, or movable property, granted by a king or high offi-
cial to a subordinate in recognition of prior service or loyalty.27

The idea of an unconditional covenant between God and David is not 
supported in all the relevant texts. Nathan’s oracle in 2 sam 7:8–16 and Ps 
89:20–37 affirm the promise of kingship to David and his descendants, even if 
they transgress God’s law. on the other hand, Ps 132:11–18 makes a Davidide’s 
holding the throne dependent upon the king’s observance of divine commands. 
The same type of assertion can be made regarding the Abrahamic covenant. 
The unconditional covenant, or grant, is undeniably present in the non-P, Gen 
15 account.28 God makes repeated commitments to Abraham, of protection 
(15:1), offspring (15:4–5), and land (15:7, 18). No stipulations are attached to 
the promises. However, it is clear that the unconditional covenant of grant is 
not manifest in the Priestly patriarchal tradition. first of all, in Gen 17 there 
is no mention of Abraham’s previous loyalty or service. God’s initial words to 
Abraham, Mymitf hy"h;wE ynApfl; K7l%'hat;hi, containing a sequence of imperatives, are 
a charge to Abraham to behave ethically. Moreover, the tyrb-promises that 
predominate in the pericope are clearly linked to the circumcision command. 
Israel’s obligation, introduced by the words rmo#$;ti ytiyrIb%;-t)e ht%f)aw: (Gen 17:9), 
is firmly embedded within a series of promise passages. It must be noted that 
Mesopotamian land grants of the type discussed by Weinfeld generally con-
clude with sanction clauses. These, however, pertain to future rulers or others 
who might violate the integrity of the gift. They never obligate the recipient to 
any duty or symbolic act.29 In Gen 17, it is the beneficiary, Abraham (and, by 

27. Num 25 contains a banner example of the “covenant of grant” in the Priestly 
corpus. While encamped at shittim, a group of Israelite men join some Moabite 
and/or Midianite women in sexual intercourse and worship of Baal Peor. YHWH is 
incensed and calls for the execution of the offenders. Meanwhile, a simeonite leader, 
Zimri, publicly displays his apostasy with Cozbi, the daughter of a Midianite chieftain. 
Phinehas, son of Eleazar, grandson of Aaron, takes his spear and kills the two in one 
stroke. The execution assuages God’s wrath and averts the decimation of the people 
by a divinely sent plague. The grant language appears in 25:12–13, with key phras-
ing: “Behold, I give him my covenant of friendship” (MwOl#$f ytiyrIb%;-t)e wOl Nt'nO ynIn:hi),  
and “It shall be for him and his offspring after him a covenant of eternal priesthood” 
(MlfwO( tn%Ahuk%; tyrIb%;).

28. on this text, and its relationship to the royal covenant, see especially Cle-
ments 1967. 

29. A representative sampling can be found in Kataja and Whiting 1995.
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extension, Israel), who is bound by the obligation and threatened with sanc-
tion, the karet penalty, for failure to obey.30

There is a possible tension inherent in the notion of a covenant whose 
promises are perpetual, and thus irrevocable, to which conditions are also 
attached. How are the obligations enforced, and can there be consequences 
to their abrogation when the promises are “forever”? This tension is resolved 
with recourse to the distinction between Israel as a collective entity (M(, hd(, 
lhq) and the actions and lives of individual Israelites. for individual commu-
nity members, the tyrb-promises can but do not neccessarily adhere forever. 
If one transgresses the commandments to a particular degree of gravity, the 
promises are withdrawn. In the Priestly view, such withdrawal is construed as 
karet, an irredeemable divine sanction.31 Corporate Israel, on the other hand, 
is never fully or irretrievable alienated from the tyrb-promises of land and 
unique relationship with YHWH. 

sign of the tyrb

In Gen 17: 11–14, circumcision is labeled a tyrb or a sign of the tyrb. Which 
class of tyrb is referenced, the command or the promise? The use of rm#$, 
along with apodictic language, and the inclusion of a penalty clause establish 
that the section manifests the command type of tyrb. In 17:9–10, it is defini-
tively the individual, specific command, equivalent to sabbath observance and 
salting the grain offering. Genesis 17:11 provides a rationale for the practice: 
Mt%el;man:w @ Mkeyn"yb'w@ ynIyb%' tyrIb%; twO)l; hyFhfw: Mket;lar:(f r#&ab%; t)' “And you must cir-
cumcise the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the tyrb between 
me and you,” The nature of the tyrb reference in this verse is less clear cut. At 
first glance, there seems to be some dissonance: Could circumcision be a sign 
of itself? An analysis of the crux phrase tyrIb%; twO) is necessary for the resolu-
tion of the problem. Much of the groundwork has been effectively laid by fox 
1974. He surveys tw) in P and comes to the solid conclusion that the term 
indicates a cognition sign, or reminder. for example, the sabbath is a sign to 
remind the Israelites that God has sanctified them: 

Mkeyn"yb'w@ ynIyb%' )whi twO) yk%i 
 Mke#$;d@Iqam; 'h ynI)j yk%i t(adAlf Mkeyt'rodol; 

30. Knohl (1995, 142) similarly argues against reading YHWH’s tyrb with Abra-
ham here as a covenant of “grant” or “grace.”

31. see my full discussion of the karet penalty and its implications for the study 
of circumcision, pp. 70–75. 
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for it is a sign between me and you for your generations to know 
that I am YHWH your sanctifier.

The postflood rainbow of Gen 9:12–17 is most germane, as it is also given the 
designation tyrIb%; twO). It functions as a reminder to God of his tyrb-promise 
to never again destroy the world with a flood.

What, then, is the tyrb that is referenced in Gen 17:11? fox argues that 
“circumcision is a cognition sign … whose function is to remind God to keep 
his promise of posterity” (1974, 594–96). A similar claim, that circumcision 
is a reminder to YHWH of his promises, is made by a number of scholars.32 
This solution is problematic on several counts: As noted above, the most rel-
evant attestation of tw) is Gen 9:13, 17, as it is the only occurrence, aside 
from Gen 17:11, of the full phrase tyrIb%; twO) . In that case, the sign is placed 
by God and is explicitly a reminder to him. By analogy, circumcision should 
be understood as a sign for the one who affixes it, the Israelite male, not 
YHWH. second, the distribution of the key phrase tyrb rkz does not sup-
port the thesis that circumcision is a reminder for God. In the flood pericope, 
the notion that the rainbow-tw) is a cognition sign, or mnemonic, for God, 
is made explicit by the use of the verb rkz. God will see the rainbow and 
remember his tyrb (Gen 9:15–16). tyrb rkz is utilized four more times in the 
Priestly corpus (Exod 2:26; 6:5; Lev 26:42, 45), always with God as the sub-
ject. However, it is never circumcision that jogs the divine memory. Rather, 
in every instance, it is Israel, in the straits of slavery or exile, crying out or 
acknowledging guilt that moves God to remember his promises. Additionally, 
I established, on semantic and structural grounds, that the two classes of tyrb 
were deployed in distinct sections of Gen 17 and that my unit 3 (17:9–14) was 
the locus of the tyrb-commands. Thus, tyrIb%; twO) in Gen 17:11 must entail a 
command type of tyrb.33 furthermore, it is unlikely that the Priestly tradent 

32. see, e.g., skinner 1910, 294; sarna 1966, 132; McEvenue 1971, 178; schwartz 
1999, 340; and Cohen 2005, 11.

33. so Westermann 1985, 266; Wenham 1994, 24. Kline (1968, 47–48, 87) 
fittingly links circumcision with human obligation rather than divine promises. How-
ever, he identifies circumcision as a curse ritual, invoked to deter against violation of 
God’s covenant. This theory does not fit the biblical text. In Gen 17:14, the penalty is 
invoked for failure to circumcise. By extension, Kline’s conceptualization would entail 
imposing a penalty upon those who neglect the curse ritual in a treaty. In ancient 
Near Eastern treaties, however, symbolic curses are invoked for failure to follow the 
terms of the agreement. No treaties are in evidence with built-in measures to guard 
against ignoring a part of the treaty ritual. on biblical analogs to Near Eastern treaty 
curses, see Hillers 1964a.
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would attribute to circumcision, or any ritual, a primary significance related 
to fertility or sexuality. (This issue is addressed below, 50–52.)

understanding tyrb in 17:11 as the command type still does not address 
the tautological tension of tyrb tw) as a “sign of itself,” that is, circumci-
sion as a reminder of the command to circumcise (per 17:9–10). The logical 
discord, however, is resolved when tyrb in Gen 17:11 is read in light of the 
term’s clear connotation in Lev 26:15: the obligation to follow the aggrega-
tion of God’s commands. tyrb tw), then, should properly be interpreted 
as a sign of Israel’s commitment to observe the totality of YHWH’s dictates. 
By the same token, in 17:13 MlfwO( tyrIb;l Mker:#&ab;b%i ytiyrIb; htfy:hfw: can be read 
as implicitly seconding tyrb tw), referring to a perpetual sign of YHWH’s 
tyrb-commands evident in the flesh of every Israelite male and his male 
dependents. By extension, the phrase rpah' ytiyrIb%;, whose usage is also consis-
tent with Lev 26:15, establishes the presence of a foreskin on an Israelite male 
beyond the age of eight days, or his male slaves, as a sign of the rejection of 
the divinely imposed commands.34

finally, I will anticipate a later discussion (part 2, ch. 8) by illustrating 
how the foreskin metaphor in Lev 26:41 helps to confirm the meaning of  
tyrb tw) in Gen 17:11–14. Leviticus 26:15 equates rejection of God’s com-
mands with abrogating the covenant (tyrb rph). According to Lev 26:41, the 
condition that symbolizes Israel’s abrogation of the covenant is the foreskinned 
(lr() heart. If the foreskinned heart is a metaphor for Israel’s abrogation of 
the tyrb through rejection of YHWH’s commands, then by clear analogy 
the foreskinned penis as sign of an individual’s abrogation of the tyrb must 
also signify rejection of that individual’s commitment to heed those com-
mands. By considering all of P’s circumcision passages as a coherent whole, it 

34. The study of tyrb in Gen 17 does present an unavoidable linguistic quan-
dary. Ideally, a single word will maintain a consistent meaning within the span of 
two or three continuous scriptural verses. In this case, however, such consistency is 
untenable and is not claimed by any commentators. Here, close, context-based read-
ing must trump any single, essential meaning for tyrb. This methodological problem 
is all too common in biblical interpretation. for example, schwartz (1991) argues that 
rpk has two distinct meanings, “cleanse/purge” or “ransom/make restitution,” each 
deriving from different etymologies. usage determines which sense is applicable in 
a particular verse or passage. Recently sklar (2005) challenged this notion, propos-
ing that rpk as “atone” carries both meanings simultaneously. The latter approach, in 
general, allows for philological stability and maximal interpretive potential. However, 
it also suffers from what Barr (1961, 218) terms “illegitimate totality transfer,” the 
faulty concept that one lexeme, in every incidence, carries its full range of meanings. 
Barr’s admonition is apropos for the present discussion. 
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becomes more apparent that tyrb tw) in Gen 17:11 cannot be read as a sign 
of YHWH’s tyrb-promises, as has been suggested in the scholarship. 

understanding tyrb in Gen 17:11–14 as denoting the totality of God’s 
precepts (consistent with Lev 26:15) resolves some important interpretive 
obstacles in the pericope but leads to a new difficulty: How could Abraham 
have been bound by a set of commandments that are imparted much later in 
the text’s chronology? The rabbis asserted, hrwtb rxw)mw Mdqwm Ny), “There 
is no early or late in scripture.”35 structuralists have more recently labeled the 
same literary trend “anachrony.” Anachrony refers to a disruption in a text’s 
narrative timeframe. This phenomenon has been isolated by narratologists 
throughout the biblical canon.36 Anachrony can take various shapes. one 
manifestation is the nonsequential narration of events in a larger episode.37 
Another type of anachrony would entail an obscuring of the chronological 
perspective between the narrative context and the context of the author and 
the author’s implied or intended reader. With respect to the Pentateuch, the 
narrative is set in a quasi-mythic ancestral or desert epoch, while the author 
could be situated in monarchic Israel or postexilic Yehud.38 often, the per-
spective distance is self-consciously bridged with generalized narrator’s 
statements such as hzh Mwy(h)k/Mwyh d( “to this day”39 and more pointed 
explanatory glosses such as “In those days there was no king is Israel” (Judg 
17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25) and “he arrived proximate to Jebus, which is Jerusa-
lem (Judg 19:10).40 finally, there are instances where the blurring may not be 
intentional. This type of anachrony is present in the use of tyrb in the cir-
cumcision mandate. Genesis 17:9–14 has a patently atemporal quality. While 
the superficial context of the chapter is God’s dialogue with Abraham, the 
circumcision injunction is intended for Israelites in future generations. Thus, 
commentators have noted that the passage reads as if it were taken directly 
from one of P’s legal collections. Here the author of Gen 17 retrojected into 
the ancestral saga the obligation to a set of laws yet to be presented. This 

35. see y. Meg. 1:4, b. sanh. 6b; 49b, Num. Rab. 9; Cant. Rab. 1; Ruth Rab. 4; Qoh. 
Rab. 1; and the discussion in Melamed 1975, 18–21.

36. for discussion and bibliography relating to manipulation of time in biblical 
narrative, see ska 1990, 7–15.

37. on this phenomenon, which is typically labeled “chronological displace-
ment,” see Glatt 1993.

38. This last judgment depends, of course, upon one’s view as to the date of pen-
tateuchal and Priestly authorship, issues that are far from settled in the scholarship.

39. stock phrases in Deuteronomy include 2:22, 30; 3:14; 4:20, 38; 6:24; 8:18; 
10:8, 15; 11:4; 29:3, 27; 34:6. 

40. for a discussion of this type of statement, see Greenspahn 1991, 1–2. 
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retrojection establishes, at the beginning of the patriarchal account, a link 
between circumcision, God’s tyrb- promises, and YHWH’s commandments 
that are given to Israel after they become a nation.41. 

summary

tyrb is the Leitwort in Gen 17, occurring thirteen times. P employs the term 
strategically in service of an aggressive ideological agenda. first, by framing 
the distinction between tyrb and blessing, P contrasts the status of Abraham 
and sarah, and Isaac and Ishmael. More broadly, these dichotomies set the 
tone for the Priestly views about women and foreigners, which are laid out 
more comprehensively in the law and lore.

Additionally, the juxtaposition of promissory passages with the circum-
cision mandate establishes P’s view that the “unconditional covenant” is 
nonexistent. Most important, by labeling circumcision tyrb tw), the Priestly 
tradent articulates a command-centered concept of tyrb. P composes an 
overture to Israel’s Heilsgeschichte by imparting a set of promises to Abraham, 
the first patriarch, and wedding these promises to the practice of circumci-
sion. The promises will not be realized until Israel, as a nation, is liberated 
from Egyptian servitude. similarly, circumcision signals each Israelite’s obli-
gation to comply with all of God’s commands. These commands will also be 
imparted when Israel achieves nationhood. Just as the promises to Abraham 
are inextricably linked to the practice of circumcision, so will Israel’s ability 
to receive divine grace be bound to her observance of YHWH’s commands. 
setting the precedent for P’s unilateralist theology, the tyrb-promises and 
commands are dispensed by God to Abraham with no occasion for ritual 
ratification (per Gen 15) or verbal affirmation.

fundamental Priestly doctrine is also played out in two important but 
curious facets of the Abrahamic narrative: the institution of infant circumci-
sion; and circumcision as the only regulation intended for Israel, introduced 
in the ancestral period. A sign of commitment to a set of obligations is 

41. A nearly identical, and even less subtle, retrojection can be found in a non-
Priestly patriarchal pericope. In Gen 26:3–4, God reaffirms to Isaac the promises he 
made to Abraham. Gen 26:5 provides the reason for God’s commitment to Abraham 
and his progeny: ytfrowOtw: ytawOq@xu ytawOc;mi yt%ir:ma#$;mi rmo#$;y,IwA yliqob%; MhfrFb;)a (ma#$f-r#$e)j bqe(' 
“because Abraham heeded me, keeping my charge, my commands, my statutes, and 
my directives.” Nowhere, however, within the ancestral saga is there any mention 
of laws and commands communicated to Abraham. Collocations such as yt%ir:ma#$;mi 
ytfrowOtw: ytawOq@xu ytawOc;mi are apposite in a postexodus and sinai milieu (Lev 26:46; Deut 
11:1) but are misplaced in Genesis.
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imposed upon a newborn male who is unable to dissent or consent, just as 
the commands, and attendant promises, are imposed by God upon the Israel-
ite collective, who are given no option of acceptance or rejection. Because of 
the anachrony embedded in the narrative, Abraham carries the sign of God’s 
tyrb-commands and is informed of the tyrb-promises, neither of which will 
be put into effect until his seed grows to peoplehood. Abraham, as a liter-
ary type, embodies Israel in potentia. A circumcised infant carries the sign 
of God’s tyrb-commands, which he will be unable to operationalize until he 
grows up. He is, in effect, an Israelite in potentia.





3 
Circumcision, Status, and Sexuality

The Priestly tradent envisioned a stratified society in which the rank and role 
of its members was clearly delineated.� In P’s worldview, circumcision and 
status are, in certain respects, closely intertwined. Circumcision does not 
function as an index of hierarchy for Israelite males, as there is no distinction 
made between the circumcisions of priests, Levites, and Israelites or between 
elders and their tribal consitutents. Still, it is an indicator of the subordinate 
place of non-Israelites and women in the Priestly system more broadly, a phe-
nomenon that is encapsulated and anticipated in the relationship of Sarah and 
Ishmael to God and his tyrb-promises in Gen �7 (see above, �9–20, 24–26, 
32–34). In this chapter, the social standing of women and non-Israelites is 
explored in the context of the circumcision mandate.

Circumcision and the Non-Israelite

Priestly circumcision legislation includes regulations pertaining to various 
types of non-Israelites. Genesis �7:��–�2 mandates that all slaves are to be 
circumcised. These fall into two categories: Psk tnqm, the purchased slave; 
and tyb dyly, those who are born of existing slaves.2 Exodus �2:44 seconds 
this law, commanding that all slaves must be circumcised before eating the 
paschal offering. The verse in Exodus uses the collective phrase db( lk “every 
slave,” modified by the more specific designation Psk tnqm. The status of the 
db( is specified in Lev 25:44–46. The db( can be male or female, must be 
non-Israelite, and can be purchased, retained, disposed of, and/or inherited, 

�. For an excellent full-length study of societal status in the Priestly system, see 
Olyan 2000.

2. Other biblical traditions, such as Deut 20:�0–�4, along with ancient Near East-
ern data indicate that prisoners of war are used as slaves. It can be assumed that these 
prisoners of war would be subject to the same circumcision regulations as the catego-
ries of slaves specified in the text.

-43 -
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as with any movable property. Based upon the inclusive phrase rkz lk “every 
male,” the law of eighth-day circumcision should apply equally to the Israel-
ite’s offspring and the tyb dyly.

There are no detailed prescriptions regarding the circumcision of the 
purchased slave. It is plausible to assume that the Israelite must circumcise 
the slave upon, or soon after, his acquisition. Minimally, the Psk tnqm would 
have to be circumcised in time for the next Passover. In P, the slave is con-
trasted with the hired laborer, of which the text articulates two categories: the 
ryk#& and the b#$wt. The latter is a worker who lives on his employer’s prop-
erty; the former is a wage laborer who returns to his own home.3 according to 
Exod �2:45, the ryk#& and the b#$wt, whether circumcised or not, may never 
eat of the paschal sacrifice.

Exodus �2:48 mentions the rg as having the option of participation in the 
paschal festival. If the rg chooses to take part, he must be circumcised. Under 
other circumstances, there is no requirement for the circumcision of the rg. 
The rg in P is a foreigner who lives among the Israelite people.4 The rg enjoys 
certain protections equivalent to those of the Israelite and is, at the same time, 
bound by some of the same laws.5

3. On the two categories, which are mentioned throughout the economic legis-
lation of Lev 25 (25:6, 23, 35, 40), see Levine �989, �70–7�. he notes that the b#$wt, 
also labeled b#$wt rg (25:35) may be a foreign laborer or an indentured servant. Lev 
25:39–43 specifies that an impoverished, indebted Israelite may not be treated as 
a slave (db() by his creditor or redeemer. Rather, his status is the same as that of 
the ryk#& and the b#$wt. Lev �9:�3b protects the salary of the hired worker: Nylitf-)lo  
rqeb%o-d(a K1t%;)i ryki#&f tl%a(up%; “Do not retain the wages of the ryk#& until morning.”

4. the distinction between the rg and the Israelite is highlighted by such phrases 
as MkfwOtb%; rw@gyF-r#$e)j rg%"ha-Nmiw@ l)'rF#&;yI yn"b%;mi/tyb%'mi #$y)i #$y)I “any person from among the 
house/people of Israel or from among the rg who lives in your midst” (Lev �7:8, �0, 
�3; 20:2; 22:�8.) the Israelite is also labeled xrz) (native born), from whom the rg is 
also differentiated (Exod �2:48; Lev �7:�5). On the xrz), see Levine �993, 298.

5. In P, the rg is mentioned in Exod �2:�9, 48, 49; Lev �6:29; �7:8, �0, �2, �3, �5; 
�8:26; �9:�0, 33, 34; 20:2; 22:�8; 23:22; 24:�6, 22; 25:35, 47 (3x); Num 9:�4 (2x); �5:�4, 
�5 (2x), �6, 26, 29, 30; �9:�0; 35:�5. the general status of the rg vis-à-vis the Israelite 
throughout the canon is similar to that which is detailed in the Priestly corpus. the 
differences lie in the details. Milgrom (�990, 398–402) provides a helpful summary of 
the rg tradtions in P and other scriptural texts. Ramirez Kidd’s study of the rg in the 
Bible  is quite comprehensive and offers many important insights. I dissent only with 
his historical conclusions. he considers the Priestly rg regulations an “accommoda-
tion to the status quo acquired by non-Jews, who joined Jewish communities during 
the Persian period” (�999, 68). however, there is no extrabiblical data that speaks to 
the relative permeability of Israelite or Jewish community boundaries during any par-
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Three related questions emerge: (�) how do we account for the specifics 
of P’s circumcision regulations pertaining to non-Israelites? (2) Given Isra-
el’s status as yhWh’s people, does the slave or rg merit the same rank by 
virtue of his circumcision? (3) Similarly, since God’s tyrb-promises are con-
ditioned upon Israel’s circumcision, does the circumcised slave or rg become 
a beneficiary of these privileges? Societal stratification and hierarchy can be 
conceived of politically, with regard to spheres in which power is exercised; 
economically, in terms of material assets; or sociologically, with reference to 
contexts in which group or personal identity is self-determined or lost. all 
Israelites, as God’s people, are completely subordinate to him. They reside on 
yhWh’s land, are under his control, and constitute his possession; their iden-
tity is not independent of yhWh. Circumcision marks Israel’s commitment 
to follow yhWh’s commands. The purchased or captured foreign slave is the 
property of his Israelite master and, as a result, is fully subordinate to him. 
as such, he also falls into yhWh’s sphere of influence and must be circum-
cised.6 however, the slave’s involuntary submission carries with it no privilege 
or distinction, nor does he have any claim to the land promise. Gunkel states 
the case succinctly: “The slave is not a person, not even in religion. Obvi-
ously, he will practice his master’s religion” (�997, 265). Olyan, approaching 
the problem from a sociological perspective, also penetrates to the heart of 
the matter. he observes:

at first glance, these texts [Gen �7:�0–�4; Exod �2:43–49] appear to privi-
lege the foreign slave: unlike nonresident foreigners and uncircumcised 

ticular segment of the biblical epoch, let alone the Persian period yehud. It is equally 
plausible to situate the rg regulations in the monarchic period, when foreign soldiers 
or laborers retained by more prosperous kings were housed in the urban centers. For 
example, the arabs and mercenaries (urbīu u s ßabīšu damqītu) in hezekiah’s employ, 
mentioned in Sennacherib’s annals (III:39), or the Kittim of arad ostraca � and 2 
could have been subject to rules and protections such as those dilineated for the rg. 
that said, it must be acknowledged that P’s rg traditions may be rhetorical and ideo-
logical constructs, with no basis in the demographic, political, economic, or cultic 
realities of the biblical world.

6. an analogous situation is evident in Neo-assyrian royal inscriptions. a van-
quished people is typically portrayed as bearing the yoke of their conquering king. 
the standard formulation is kabtu nīr bēlūtiya ēmissunūti “the heavy yoke of my rule 
I imposed upon them.” Surrendering to the rule of a king also entails submission to 
the power of the victor’s patron diety. thus in the same text genre, we read formulaic 
declarations such as nīr Aššur … ēmissunūti “the yoke of ashur … I imposed upon 
them.” For such declarations, see, e.g., the annals of tiglath-pileser I.2:54–55 (Budge 
and King �902) and Sennacherib 2:36 (Luckenbill �924).
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resident outsiders, he eats the Passover; like free Israelite males, and in con-
trast to all women, bond or free, he bears the sign of the covenant in his 
flesh. Upon closer scrutiny, however, it is evident that privileging of the slave 
is not what these texts really suggest.… [the slave] is subject to the same 
ritual requirements as his master and has access to ritual privileges, but only 
as an extension of his master’s person, not in his own right. Paradoxically, 
the slave’s apparent privilege at first blush really stems from the extent of his 
debasement. he is his master’s possession, with no independent place in the 
social order apart from his master. thus he is circumcised as the free Isra-
elite male is circumcised and eats the Passover as native Israelites eat it. his 
diminished status is realized and underscored by the very ritual means that 
appeared at first glance to produce and signal privilege: eating the Passover 
with his master’s household. (2000, 96)

That the slave is, as Olyan phrases it, “an extension of his master’s person,” is 
starkly highlighted in the syntax of Gen �7:�3: 

MlfwO( tyrIb;li Mker:#&ab;b%i ytiyrIb; htfy:hfw: K1p%es;k%a tnAq;miw@ K1t;yb%' dyliy: lwOm%yI lwOm%hi 

“Your home born and your purchased slave must be circumcised so 
that my tyrb will be in your flesh as an eternal tyrb.” 

The command here regards the slave as a direct extension of his master’s body. 
as opposed to the slave, who is part of the master’s domain, the ryk#& 

and the b#$wt are fully independent, and their relationship to the employer 
consists simply of an exchange of labor for payment. Thus, they are ineligible 
to eat from their employer’s paschal offering, whether circumcised or not. an 
Israelite ryk#& or b#$wt would offer his own sacrifice, while the foreign worker 
could not participate in a Passover celebration. as delineated in Lev 22:�0–
��, similar conditions attach to the laws of the hmwrt, the sacred, donated 
food that is the prerogative of the priest and his household. The slave, who is 
fully subsumed into the priest’s household, may eat the hmwrt along with the 
members of the priest’s family. The b#$wt and the ryk#&, as with the Passover, 
are always ineligible to eat the hmwrt.

The rg occupies the middle ground. he lives as guest in Israelite terri-
tory.7 he does not have the total independence of the wage laborer, nor does 
he enjoy the full range of protections and privileges afforded the Israelite 

7. Standard rg formulary attests to this fact: rg%" MkE/K1t%;)i rw@gyF-ykiw: (Exod �2:48; 
Lev �9:33; Num 9:�4; �5:�4); l)'rF#&;yIb%;/MkfwOtb%; rg%Fha rg%"law:/ rg%"hA NmIw@ (Lev �7:�0, �3; 20:2; 
Num �5:26, 29; �9:�0).
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xrz). Most significantly, he and his family may be enslaved in perpetuity by 
an Israelite (Lev 25:45). On the other hand, a rg who prospers and acquires 
an Israelite debt slave must allow for redemption of the Israelite. If redemp-
tion is not forthcoming, the rg is compelled to release his debtor at the Jubilee 
(Lev 25:47–54).

While the rg does not have parity with the Israelite, he is also not com-
pletely subordinated to the Israelite and yhWh. For example, while the 
xrz) is bound to observe Sukkot, the rg is not so compelled. however, the 
rg, like the Israelite, must abstain from leavened products for the duration 
of Passover/Massot (Exod �2:�9–20). This statute is in force because the 
laws of Cmx/twcm apply Mkeyt'bo#$;wOm lkob%; “in all your habitations.” By impli-
cation, the presence of any Cmx, whoever its owner, affects the community. 
Consumption of the paschal sacrifice is compulsory for every Israelite (Exod 
�2:47; Num 9:�3) but optional for the rg. If the rg wishes to participate, he 
must observe its regulations scrupulously (Exod �2:48; Num 9:�4). The rg 
who elects to partake of the Passover, in effect, more fully enters into the fold 
of the host community of Israelites in order to celebrate the quintessential 
tyrb-centered festival. to gain the privilege, he must forfeit some of his inde-
pendent status and subordinate himself to the Israelite and yhWh. he must 
signal this commitment by being circumcised.

The status of the foreigner relative to the Israelite and yhWh can be 
broadly represented by the following analogy: the foreigner is to the Israelite 
as the Israelite is to God. The foreigner who resides in Israelite territory is 
classified as a rg. The rg has no rights or claims to the land and dwells on it at 
the Israelites’ sufferance. however, the same land is also regarded as yhWh’s 
property, upon which the Israelite resides at the deity’s pleasure. a family may 
not dispose, at will, of its stake. In this context, the text specifies that, relative 
to yhWh, the Israelite is a rg: 

ydIm%f(i Mt%e)a Mybi#$fwOtw: MyrIg"-yk%i CrE)fhf yli-yk%i ttumic;li rk'm%fti )lo CrE)fhfw: 

“But the land may not be sold irretrievably8 because the land is mine, 
for you are aliens resident with me” (Lev 25:23).

The same equation applies to slavery: any foreigner may be enslaved by an 
Israelite; the Israelite is, however, yhWh’s slave (Lev 25:42, 55).

The circumcision of Ishmael in the narrative (Gen �7:23–27) and the 
legal matter pertaining to the circumcision of foreigners (Gen �7:9–�4; Exod 

8. On the technical term ttmcl, see Levine �989, �74.
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�2:43–49) suggests that the practice is a status indicator within the Israelite 
community and an eligibility factor for one particular ritual, the Passover 
offering. however, circumcision in P is not a symbol of Israelite ethnicity, 
nor does it ritually demarcate communal borderlines. For P, at least as far as 
males are concerned, the communal boundaries, delineated terminologically 
as between xrz), on the one hand, and rg or rkn Nb, on the other, are imper-
meable. as such, circumcision does not effectuate a crossing or blurring of 
these boundaries. Moreover, the narrative of Ishmael’s circumcision conveys, 
on one level, P’s implicit acknowledgment that other nations may practice 
circumcision. Thus the lack of a foreskin in and of itself would not in any way 
distinguish Israelites from other nations. 

Circumcision, Gender, and Genitalia

Like a slave, a female in P is in most cases subordinate to her father or hus-
band and classified according to the sphere of influence of these males.9 an 
Israelite wife or daughter is still, however, higher on the social ladder than 
any non-Israelite, slave or rg. Three groups of laws illustrate the subordinate 
status of women in the Priestly societal order. The first involves the eating of 
the hmwrt (Lev 22:�–�6). a priest eats the sacred food along with his house-
hold. his household includes all those in his sphere of influence. Thus, his 
slaves partake, as do his wife and unmarried daughter. as with the Passover, 
no hired laborer may eat the hmwrt, and a priest’s daughter, if she marries, 
no longer eats her father’s hmwrt. If she marries another priest, she shares his 
donated food, but if she weds outside the clan, she is considered a part of her 
husband’s family and, in this context, a hrz, an outsider.�0 This status attaches 
because she moves from being subordinate to her father to her husband’s 
sphere of influence. If she is widowed or divorced and has borne no children, 
she may return to her father’s house and share again in his hmwrt.

The second regulation that indicates the subordination of women per-
tains to the annulment of vows (Num 30). a husband or father, within certain 
limits, may annul the vow of his wife or daughter. The widow and the divor-
cee are not fully relegated to the jurisdiction of their father. The laws of vows 

9. the lower status of women is not, by any means, unique to the Priestly tra-
dition. among many examples in the non-P pentateuchal strata, see the covet 
commandment in Exod 20:�7, which includes the wife as part of the husband’s estate, 
and the hebrew Slave law in the Covenant Collection, which does not allow a daugh-
ter the same rights of manumission as a male (Exod 2�:7).

�0. In the context of the regulations governing the priesthood, h/rz, “outsider,” 
refers to anyone not of priestly lineage.
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in Num 30 accord them independent status. With regard to the divorcee and 
the widow, the law states: 

hfyle(f Mw@qyF h@#$fp;nA-l(a hrFs;)f-r#$e)j lk%o h#$fw@rg:w@ hnFmfl;)a rdEn"w:

“But the vow of the widow and the divorcee, whatever she has 
imposed upon herself, shall be fulfilled” (Num 30:�0). 

Thus, while the widow and divorcee may avail themselves of certain privileges 
attached to their father, they retain independent status under the law.��

The third case, of the daughters of Zelophehad, involves inherited prop-
erty (Num 27:�–��). Zelophehad, a Manassehite, died without male heirs, 
and his five daughters appealed to Moses to give them the inheritance, lest 
the property fall out of the clan’s hands. Moses brought the case to God, who 
found in their favor. a principle was then codified whereby a daughter can 
inherit if there are no sons in the family. a later continuation of the matter 
leads to a qualification of the law (Num 36:�–�2). The members of Zelophe-
had’s clan feared that, if the daughters married into another tribe, the land 
that they had inherited would pass to that tribe. The resultant ruling allowed 
a daughter to retain her father’s property if she married within the tribe. If 
she married outside the tribe, the land reverted to a male relative within the 
original tribe. The disposition of this case assumes that a woman is part of 
her husband’s domain. her property, movable or not, becomes his property. 
Leviticus 25:8–�7, 23–34 shows the importance in P’s ideology of keeping 
landholdings within the family or clan. This ethic was upheld in the case of 
the daughters of Zelophehad.

the Priestly tradent’s designation of circumcision as a sign of God’s 
tyrb-commands dovetails with P’s general view of the place of women in 
the societal hierarchy (see Jay �988, 70). Females stand below males,�2 and 
their status is tied to the man in whose domain they reside. It is only a male 
who can carry the sign. a woman is thus part of the community by proxy, an 
extension of her father or husband.

The specifics of the male-female power dynamic are fleshed out in P’s 
legal material. however, the proxy character of a woman’s membership in 

��. For a domain-based taxonomy of women in the Bible, see Wegner �988, �4.
�2. the privileging of males in P’s hierarchy is manifest most notably in the fact 

that women cannot serve as priests. the role of women in the biblical cult is treated 
by Bird �987; Gruber �987. It is also evident in the laws of ritual defilement from 
genital discharge. On this issue, see Wegner �998; contra Milgrom �99�, 944. 
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the community is grounded in Gen �7. as explained above (25–26, 32–34), 
in that context God communicates directly only with abraham. Notice of 
Sarah’s name change and her blessing is delivered to abraham. additionally, 
the term tyrb is used exclusively in reference to abraham and his primary 
male descendant, Isaac.

From the Priestly traditions pertaining to the Israelite women, we can 
extrapolate some conclusions about slaves and the rg. If a male slave is cir-
cumcised, his wife/wives and daugther/s can eat of the Passover. Similarly, 
the rg’s wife/wives and daughter/s are eligible to partake of a paschal sacrifice 
based upon the presence or absence of their husband’s or father’s foreskin. P 
minimizes, ignores, or eliminates any connection of circumcision to the penis 
or its function and did not “choose” the penis as the locus for an important 
body mark. Rather, the Priestly tradent inherited a practice and ascribed new 
meaning to it. as such, it would be an exaggeration to assert that P configured 
circumcision as sign of the tyrb in order to subordinate women. Nonetheless, 
the secondary, proxy status of women attendant to circumcision is absolutely 
congruent with the Priestly author’s gender ethos. 

Circumcision has No Fertility Implications

The fact that circumcision is performed on the penis does enable the Priestly 
author to perpetuate a patriarchal ethos. Beyond this, circumcision in P has 
nothing to do with the penis and its function. Throughout the hebrew canon, 
and in the extant ancient Semitic witnesses to circumcision (per Sasson �966), 
there are no references to the effect of a foreskin, or its absence, on the util-
ity of the penis. von Rad is on point when he explains that “circumcision 
is understood quite formally, i.e., without significant reference to the proce-
dure itself, as a sign of the covenant” (�972, 20�). Eilberg-Schwartz, with his 
claim that circumcision was a fertility rite (�990, �4�–48), completely mis-
apprehends the character of the Priestly literature. Geller (�990, 5–8) notes 
that Priestly and Deuteronomic religion attempted to expunge the cult of any 
influence of “Canaanism,” that is, elements of fertility and sexually related 
practice. he maintains that 

beyond all doubt it is the sexual sin which looms largest in the roster of 
Canaanite iniquity, especially in the Priestly formulation of covenant theol-
ogy. after a long inventory of tabu sexual relations, Leviticus proclaims that 
it was precisely for such acts that the former inhabitants of the land were 
destroyed, a punishment which is ascribed, not to Israel, but, in a remark-
able turn of phrase, to the physical reaction of the land itself: it “vomited 
out” the Canaanites (Lev. �8 and 20). 
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Given the extent to which this ethos colors the Priestly writings as well as 
other biblical traditions, Fox’s reading of tyrb tw), in Gen �7:�� as a sign of 
yhWh’s promise of fertility appears less than credible (see above, 37–38). 
Eilberg-Schwartz (�990, �45–46) cites a panoply of fertility-related symbolism 
and activity in Ndembu circumcision ritual to support an argument about cir-
cumcision in the torah. he fails to recognize, however, that circumcision in 
P is all but devoid of such symbols or ritualization. he further buttresses his 
thesis with a “measure for measure” scenario, based upon the fully valid idea 
that the karet penalty may carry the sense of extirpation of one’s offspring. 
Eilberg-Schwartz reasons that, since an uncircumcised Israelite will incur the 
karet punishment and be rendered infertile, the opposite, increased fertility, 
must attach to those who do comply with the circumcision commandment. 
Implicit in the logic of his argument is the invalid assumption that circumci-
sion is the only precept whose abrogation brings karet upon the violator. In 
fact, the karet penalty is imposed for many transgressions besides failure to 
circumcise, such as working on the Sabbath (Exod 3�:�4), eating blood (Lev 
�7:�0–�4), and inappropriately using sacred substances such as anointing oil 
(Exod 30:33) and sanctuary incense (Exod 30:38). Eilberg-Schwartz would 
be hard-pressed to connect most of these to fertility. For his formulation to 
stand, however, the same “measure for measure” test must be applicable to 
each and every transgression that bears the karet penalty.

It is well-established that circumcision has fertility connotations in many 
cultures. Moreover, even if there is no available data to suggest it, circumci-
sion may have been a fertility ritual in ancient Canaan or Israel. however, 
it definitively has no such significance in the Priestly literature. The twofold 
argument, albeit valid and supported by the text, that (�) the Priestly corpus 
has no rituals with any ascribed sexual valence and (2) in P’s mindset, cir-
cumcision has little or nothing to do with the penis or its functionality, leaves 
one vulnerable to the following challenge: Why, then, would the Priestly tra-
dent choose the penis, a sexual organ, as the locus of the tyrb sign? any 
answer to such a question, will, by nature, be speculative. I suggest, in line 
with a traditional viewpoint, that P did not choose the penis. Circumcision 
must have had an ancient provenance and been deeply embedded into the 
fabric of the society out of which the Priestly community emerged. Thus, the 
rite had to be integrated into a new ideological framework and marked with 
a new set of meanings. In Gevirtz’s words, for P, “making the removal of the 
foreskin an indispensable component of a covenant between deity and man 
… imbued it with a religious significance it seems never to have had before” 
(�990, �02). The detachment of circumcision from any implications of fertil-
ity or genital function is fully congruent with P’s broader engagement with 
matters of sexuality. Passages in the P corpus dealing with sexuality suggest 
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an effort to define ethical boundaries, with Canaanite behavior as a foil (Lev 
�8; 20), or to manage the defilement that is a natural byproduct of the sex act 
or any kind of genital flow.



4 
Circumcision and the Cult

Circumcision as Ritual

In order to ascertain the place of circumcision within the larger matrix of 
Priestly ritual and cult practice, it is profitable to determine how circumcision 
is presented in the text as a ritual act. This line of inquiry must, by nature, 
begin with a cogent understanding of ritual and its dynamics. While schol-
ars have, in many quarters, attempted to define “ritual” as against nonritual 
activity, such a definition, if not elusive, is ultimately of little use in the pres-
ent inquiry.� I follow Wright (per the note below) in asserting that I know a 
ritual when I see one. Therefore I start from the premise, as have all students 
of circumcision to date, that it is indeed a ritual. The crux of the examination, 
then, is to determine what kind of ritual it is. Thus, in this regard, the work 
of thinkers who describe and characterize ritual becomes more germane. Bell 
eschews the identification of any essential feature to distinguish ritual from 
ordinary activity. She argues that certain practices are “ritualized,” thereby 
setting them apart from the mundane. Ritualization, in her view, creates and 
privileges “qualitative distinctions.” These distinctions between the ritual and 

�. Those striving for a definition of “ritual” include Turner �967; Goody �977; 
and Alexander �99�. Zeusse asserts that, “although it would seem to be a simple 
matter to define ritual, few terms in the study of religion have been explained and 
applied in more confusing ways” (�987, 405). Staal stresses, similarly, that efforts to 
“define the meanings, goals and aims of ritual” have proved inadequate (�979, 8). 
Moreover, in his view, there have been “so many different answers and theories, not 
only often contradictory between themselves, but of such disparate character that 
it is difficult to even compare them.” Goody observes that definitions of ritual have 
become so inclusive that they “are likely to block research” (�977, 27). In the same 
vein, Wright points out that “researchers have often noted that one knows ritual when 
one sees it, but that it is otherwise difficult to define” (200�b, 8).

-53 -
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the ordinary resist an essentialist approach because they are specific to indi-
vidual cultures and communities (�992, 74).2

Wuthnow, like Bell, shies away from either/or dichotomies. he avers that

the distinction between expressive and instrumental activity is not a hard 
and fast rule that can be used to divide the world into two categories. 
The distinction is, rather, an analytic distinction that allows activities to 
be arranged along a continuum, from those at one end that are primarily 
expressive to those at the other end that are primarily instrumental. Most 
behavior falls somewhere in the middle, having aspects that are expressive 
and aspects that are instrumental. for example, meals are heavily imbued 
with both.… The fact that expressivity and instrumentality represent an 
analytic continuum has important implications for the study of ritual. Ritual 
is not a type of social activity that can be set off from the rest of the world 
for special investigation. It is a dimension of all social activity. (�987, �0�)

Although Bell does not use a term such as “continuum,” she also avoids 
characterizing an activity as “ritual” or “not ritual.” Rather, she evaluates the 
activity based upon the degree to which it displays evidence of ritualization.3 
Gruenwald’s approach is akin to that of Bell and Wuthnow. In a manner 
analogous to Bell’s focus upon aspects of ritualization, Gruenwald is attentive 
to the “operational structure,” or “processual logic,” of ritual acts “as they are 
done in their programmed sequence,” often at a specific place and time (2003, 
2, 5). Similarly, Staal asserts that ritual is instrumental, “pure activity,” where 
“what is essential … is the precise and faultless execution, in accordance 
with rules, of numerous rites and recitations” (�979, 9), in order to achieve a 
desired end. exploiting this theoretical perspective, Klingbeil sets up a typol-
ogy of biblical ritual, delineating a lexicon of ritual elements such as structure, 
order, sequence, space, time, objects, action, participants, and language, then 
classifying rituals based upon the presence and nature of these elements. he 

2. for example, observant Jews ritualize eating by reciting prayers at the start and 
conclusion of any meal. Among the elements of ritualization in a traditional Japa-
nese meal is the seating hierarchy, based upon proximity to the entryway and the 
tokonoma (ceremonial alcove; see Kondo �996, �7�–75). Bell uses meals as one of 
her main examples (�992, 90–9�), and Wright (200�b, �2–�3) focuses on banquets as 
important ritual settings in the Ugaritic Aqhat narrative. A 200� issue of Semeia (86) 
is fully devoted to “food and Drink in the Biblical Worlds” and includes many refer-
ences to, and discussions of, ritual and ritualization. 

3. Bell’s discussion of meals (�992, 90–9�) is in accord with Wuthnow’s state-
ment. for her classifications of ritual and ritualization, see Bell �992, 69–�70; �997, 
�38–70.
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also dissects rituals, or what some call “ritual complexes”4 into components 
that he labels “sub-rituals.”

Circumcision, as represented in the Priestly Torah, is absent any Turn-
erian “symbols.” Similarly, it is not a “structured” or “processual” practice 
comprised of deliberate, sequential components, nor is it portrayed an aggre-
gation of rites, subrites, or recitations. The sole indication of ritualization is 
the time-bound nature of the commandment. even then, no particular time 
on the eighth day is stipulated. The P texts do not specify any personnel, 
venues, tools,5 or procedures for making the cut, nor do they enumerate any 
regulations for purification, before or after, or any accompanying offerings, 
declarations, or liturgical accompaniment.6 If we apply Klingbeil’s system of 
classification, it is apparent that the Priestly presentation of circumcision is 
completely silent with respect to structure, order, sequence, space, objects, 
action, participants, and ritual language. According to the Genesis narrative, 
Abraham circumcises his sons and slaves (Gen �7:23; 2�:4). one might argue 
that P utilizes the narrative to convey a sense of expected normative practice. 
In that scenario, the father’s participation in, or supervision of, the cutting 
could be construed as an element of ritualization. however, the regulations in 
Gen �7 and lev �2 consistently use passive forms of lwm, suggesting that there 
is no requirement as to who carries out the circumcision. P’s silence regard-
ing the performative elements of the circumcision mandate is particularly 
resonant. The Priestly corpus is replete with explicit detail pertaining to ritual 
performance. Any divergence from the prescriptions has dire consequences.7 
It would seem that, beyond the eighth-day regulation, P was not invested in 
describing the particulars of circumcision. Rather, it is the removal of the 
foreskin that is of signal, and nearly sole, importance.8

4. This rubric is used, for example, in Gilders 2004.
5. Contrast exod 4:25 and Josh 5:�–2, which both specify stone knives for circum-

cision (rc in exodus, Myrwc twbrx in Joshua.). The significance of these implements 
is highlighted in lxx Josh 24:30, which recounts the burial of the knives with Joshua. 
on the symbolism of the stone knives, see heger �999, ��5.

6. The Mishnah is replete with very detailed circumcision regulations (e.g., m. 
Šab. �9:�–6; m. ‘Arak. 2:2, m. neg. 7:5; m. ned. 3:��; m. Pesaḣ. 6:2), but there is no way 
to date the origin of many of these customs and rules. Moreover, there is no reason to 
assume that ancient Israelites did, or did not, circumcise their sons according to any 
conventions or laws. We only know that P chose not to include such stipulatons.

7. The fatal result of nonconformance and/or disobedience in ritual matters is 
illustrated by the nadab and Abihu episode in lev �0.

8. In rabbinic law, when a son is born without a foreskin (lwhm dlwn), a ceremo-
nial bloodletting (tyrb Md tp+h) must still be performed. This prescription is in 
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As an illustration or test of the aforementioned characterization of cir-
cumcision in P, circumcision will be compared with two body-marking 
practices attested in the hebrew Bible and its near eastern cognates that 
involve some sort of cutting: the ear piercing of the perpetual hebrew slave 
(exod 2�:2–6, Deut �5:�2–�8); and the marking of slaves generally, as articu-
lated in a variety of sources.

Slave Marking in the Ancient near east

Ancient near eastern slaves were marked by various methods, such as a ton-
sure (abbuttu gullubu) or a hanging tag.9 The most common form of marking 
was the tattoo, where the name of the owner was inscribed on a body part, 
usually the arm, of the slave. This type of slave mark is attested throughout 
the near east of the biblical epoch, from Mesopotamia to the Jewish garrison 
on elephantine. The Akkadian terms for the tattoo, šimtu, šindu, and šintu,�0 
are cognate to the equivalent Aramaic term tn#$. for example, Cowley 28 
deals with a division of slaves and other property. line 6 reads 

hyx+bml hnzk tymr) )rqm ttyn#$ Nmyb hdy l( tyn#$ 

“The mark on her right arm is marked in the Aramaic language 
‘Mibtahiah’s.’ ” 

The slave tattoo is also mentioned in biblical texts such as Isa 44:5, where 
God’s name is inscribed on an Israelite’s arm.��

bqo(jyA-M#$'b; )rFq;yI hzEw: ynI)f 'hla rma)yO hzE 

line with the highly ritualized rabbinic model of circumcision in which the drawing of 
blood is quite significant. By contrast, in P blood plays no role in the practice. Given 
the instrumental nature of the activity in the Priestly mindset, it can be inferred that a 
child born with no foreskin would not need to be circumcised.

9. on slave marks, see hurowitz �992; Mendelsohn �949, 42–49.
�0. See CAD šimtu.
��. See also ezek 9:4, where the Judeans are branded on their foreheads. Isa 49:�6 

may present a fascinating case of role reversal: God declares K7ytiq@oxa MyIp%ak%a-l(a Nh' “See, 
I have incized you on [my] hands,” possibly equating his commitment to Israel as that 
of slave to master. Such divine-human role reversals are characteristic of Deutero-
Isaiah. on this tendency, see Sommer �998, 9�, 250 n. 50. note a rabbinic tradition, 
in the same spirit, that has God wearing phylacteries inscribed with scriptural verses 
trumpeting Israel’s uniqueness (b. Ber. 6a).
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.hn%Ekay: l)'rF#&;yI M#$'b;w@ 'hla wOdyF bt%ok;yI hzEw:

This one will say “I am YhWh’s,” and this one will be called by 
Jacob’s name, and this one will inscribe his arm “YhWh’s” and adopt 
the name Israel.

While the available data delineate the types of slave marks in use, there 
are no extant descriptions or regulations as to marking practices, in terms of 
specific steps in the procedure, or their order, tools, the timing of the marking 
with respect to the acquisition or birth of new slaves, and who must apply the 
mark. Thus, the branding of slaves seems to be absent any aspects of ritualiza-
tion. Addionally, the marking of a slave is not a transformative act. A person 
is made a slave by capture or purchase and is a slave whether marked or not. 
The aim, and outcome, is purely instrumental: the identification of a slave’s 
ownership. As with any piece of property that is lost (or, in the case of slaves, 
escapes), the mark facilitates restoration to the rightful owner.�2 

The Pierced ear in exodus 21 and Deuteronomy 15

According to the regulation in the Covenant Code, the yrb( db( “hebrew 
slave” works for six years and must be emancipated in the seventh. When 
set free, he may depart only with property and family that he brought with 
him at the beginning of the period of his servitude. If he marries a woman 
provided by the master and has children, the woman and children remain 
the possession of the master. however, the yrb( db( can opt to forgo his 
freedom. The process begins with a statement on the part of the slave (exod 
2�:5): y#$ip;xf )c')' )lo ynFb%f-t)ew: yt%i#$;)i-t)e ynIdo)j-t)e yt%ib;ha)f “I love my master 
and my wife and my children; I will not depart as a free person.” A proce-
dure follows the slave’s declaration (2�:6):

Myhilo)vhf-l)e wynFdo)j wO#$yg%Ihiw:
 hzFw@zm%;ha-l)e wO) tled@Eha-l)e wO#$yg%Ihiw:

 Mlf(ol; wOdbf(jwA (ac'r:m%ab%a wOnz:)f-t)e wynFdo)j (carFw:

�2. Cuneiform law is quite stringent about the requirement to return fugitive or 
lost slaves. Rewards are mandated for those who discharge the obligation and grave 
punishment legislated for those who do not (Ur nammu �7; lipit Ishtar �2–�3; esh-
nunna 50; and hammurapi �5–20). hammurapi 226–227 also prohibits shaving a 
slave’s abuttu without the owner’s consent, on pain of corporal or capital punishment, 
depending upon the circumstance. In contrast, Deut 23:�6–�7 forbids the return or 
ill-treatment of escaped slaves.
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his master shall bring him to the God, and bring him to the door or 
to the doorpost, and his master shall pierce his ear with an awl, and 
then he [the slave] shall serve him [the master] in perpetuity.

The law in Deut �5:�6–�7 outlines a similar process for a hebrew man 
or woman who elects perpetual servitude.�3 A declaration: K7m%f(im' )c')' )lo “I 
will not go out from you” is followed by a piercing procedure. The piercing 
described in both versions is not necessarily permanent, since a newly pierced 
ear left unfilled would close fairly quickly. Consequently, the piercing in and 
of itself would have no value as a slave mark. Biblical sources (Gen 24:30; 
35:4; exod 32:2; 35:22; hos 2:�5; Prov 25:�2; Job 42:��) suggest that Israelite 
men and women wore Mymzn (rings) in their ears. Thus, an earring in the new 
hole would not be an effective indicator of perpetual servitude. Influenced by 
his knowledge of Mesopotamian custom, Mendelsohn attempts to resolve the 
problem by suggesting “that the hole was made in order to push through it a 
ring, or cord, on which was fastened a tag made of clay or metal” (�949, 49). 
Unfortunately, Mendelsohn has speculated beyond the scope of the evidence. 
With all the detail provided in the texts, if the ultimate purpose was the inser-
tion of a tag or cord, why was this crucial element omitted in the regulation?

It is preferable, then, to view the purpose of the piercing as something 
other than marking the slave. This purpose is revealed by the various ritualized 
aspects of the piercing. The laws delineate the actors, tools, and place of per-
formance. Moreover, the practice is initiated by a formal declaration of intent. 
viberg characterizes the piercing as a “legal symbolic act” (�992, 77–88). he 
defines a legal symbolic act as a “[n]on-verbal act which fulfils a legal func-
tion when it is performed under the proper circumstances and when the legal 
function is different from the physical result of the act” (9). The piercing can 
be grouped with symbolic acts such as shoe removal (�45–65), which confirms 
property transfers (Ruth 4:8) or marks the rejection of levirite responsibil-
ity (Deut 25:9). viberg asserts, justifiably, that “the legal function of the act 
of piercing the ear of the slave is that the owner officially … accomplishes the 
transference of the legal status of the hebrew slave from that of being a debt-
slave for a limited duration of time, to that of being a slave of the owner forever” 
(88). he explains that “the ear, as a symbol for the obedience of the slave, was 
pierced, which symbolizes the submission of the slave to his owner” (88). If 
the ear does not, as viberg maintains, symbolize obedience per se, it may, as 

�3. The range of differences between the hebrew slave laws in the Covenant 
Collection and D have been fully treated in the scholarship. See the still-classic com-
mentary of Driver (�895, �8�–85).



 CIRCUMCISIon AnD The CUlT 59

one of the extremities, have a synecdochal purpose, representing the whole 
body of the perpetual slave. Additionally, the door or doorpost may also carry 
a communicative function. Affixing the person’s ear to the door represents 
the binding of the slave to the master’s household and domain of influence. 
In sum, the ear-piercing in exod 2� and Deut �5 is a ritual whose procedures, 
singly and in consort, have communicative value and a transformative effect. 
The desired end is not a mark on the ear of the indentured person. Rather, it is 
the solemnification of their new status as an Mlw( db(, “slave in perpetuity.”

A comparison of the ear piercing of the yrb( db( (per exod 2� and Deut 
�5) to the extant evidence pertaining to slave marks yields a simple conclu-
sion. The ear piercing of the perpetual slave is about process; the “how” is of 
utmost importance. In contradistinction, slave marking is wholly concerned 
with product. The mark is essential, but we have no access to information 
regarding the “how.” Circumcision, as epitomized in the P corpus, is akin 
to the marking of slaves. The process, the “how” of circumcision, is almost 
completely ignored by the Priestly tradent. With both circumcision, and the 
branding of slaves, it is the mark, the sign, that counts, not how the mark is 
made or how the foreskin is removed.�4

from the standpoint of quantity and significance of ritualized elements, 
when set against the background of any given ritual from among the vast 
array of cultic activities laid out in the Priestly legislation, the ear-piercing 
procedure must be judged quite “minimalist.” All the more so does circumci-
sion seem out of place in P’s highly detailed, densely ritualized, punctiliously 
processual cultic system. nonetheless, three aspects of the circumcision 
regulation call for examination in the context of P’s cultic system. The first 
is the mandate that circumcision of infants be performed on the eighth day, 
the sole specified aspect of the practice. Moreover, this time element links 
circumcision with other aspects of the cult that evince a seven/eight-day pat-
tern. Second, exod �2:43–49 contains a seemingly redundant command: no 
uncircumcised male may eat of the Passover sacrifice. This rule compels an 

�4. Traditional Jewish commentators Joseph Bechor Shor (eleventh-century 
france) and Malbim (Meir lev ben Yechiel Michael, nineteenth-century Russia) 
opined that circumcision in the Torah was a slave mark, indicating Israel’s servitude 
to God. Unfortunately, the comments were offered without any accompanying expla-
nations. The hypothesis is attractive and borne out by the explict characterization of 
Israel as YhWh’s slaves (lev 25:42, 55) and the affinities I have suggested, from the 
perspective of ritual theory. however, a comprehensive comparison of the two prac-
tices and their wider implications suggests that the analogy is limited. for example, 
circumcision is a recognition sign between God and Israel, while a slave mark identi-
fies the slave to others beside the owner.
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examination of circumcision in the context of P’s Passover and festival leg-
islation. finally, since failure to circumcise warrants the karet penalty, the 
practice must be understood within the framework of the other karet-bearing 
transgressions.

Circumcision and the eighth Day

The typological use of numbers and number patterns is attested throughout 
the literature of the ancient near east. Zakovitch (�977, iii) has shown that the 
three/four pattern, with its derivatives, pervades the hebrew Bible. he attri-
butes this pervasiveness to the fact that in ancient cultures three constituted 
“the limit of mathematical consciousness and … an expression of superlative.” 
In the Priestly literature, the number seven predominates and would seem 
to represent a round number or discrete set. In P, seven and its derivatives 
mark quantities of time, weight, population, or age. Seven appears as a dis-
crete integer,�5 in multiples such as fourteen,�6 forty-nine,�7 and seventy,�8 and 
is the climactic component of the six/seven pattern.�9

Circumcision is one of eight instances of the seven/eight pattern in P, 
all of which entail a count of days and display the same formulaic language:  
…ynym#$h Mwym/b/w … Mymy t(b#$… “… seven days … and/on/from the 
eighth day.…” The (rcm20 (lev �3–�4), the male and the female with 
abnormal genital discharge (lev �5), and the nazirite affected by corpse con-
tamination (num 6:6–�2) must undergo a waiting period of seven days of 

�5. examples include the duration of Passover observance (exod �2:�5, �9), the 
lamps of the hrnm (exod 25:37; 37:23), the sequence of t)+x blood applications 
(lev 4:6, �7; �6:4; num �9:4), a standard purificatory period (lev �5:�9, 28; num 
�9:��, �4), and the quantity of lambs offered for the new moons and festivals (num 
28:��, �9, 29; 29:2, 4, 7, �0).

�6. fourteen lambs are offered daily on Sukkot (num 29:�2, �7, etc.).
�7. forty-nine are the years preceding the Jubilee (lev 25:8).
�8. The largest attested multiple of seven in P accounts for the life span of various 

antediluvian characters (Gen 5:�2; ��:26), the quantity of Israelites who went down to 
egypt (Gen 46:27), and the weight in shekels of the qrzm holding the grain offering 
donated by each tribe (num 7:�3, �9, etc.).

�9. The six/seven pattern connects the creation of the world (Gen �–2:4a), Sab-
bath observance (exod 3�:�2–�7; lev 23:3), and the agricultural sabbatical law (lev 
25:2–7). 

20. While “leper” is the standard english translation of (rcm, Milgrom uses the 
apellation “scale disease.” he demonstrates that, although biblical t(rc cannot be 
precisely identified, it is clearly not leprosy (�99�, 8�6–26).
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purification, during which they are isolated from their community or dwell-
ing place. on the eighth day, they are to bring an expiatory sacrifice, after 
which their purification is complete.2� According to lev 8:33–9:24, the high 
priest’s ordination ceremony requires the ordinands to remain at the entrance 
of the tent of meeting for seven days. on the eighth day, an elaborate com-
plex of sacrificial rituals is performed, after which the priest is ready to carry 
out his duties.22 P’s Sukkot legislation directs the Israelite to dwell in booths 
and bring festal offerings for seven days, after which an additional festival 
day, termed an trc(, is mandated (lev 23:33–43; num 29:�2–38). leviticus 
22:27, which has the most affinity to the circumcision law, restricts the use of 
sacrificial animals until they are eight days old.

dl'w@FyI yk%i z('-wO) b#&eke-wO) rwO#$
 wOm%)i txat%a MymiyF t(ab;#$i hyFhfw:

'hla h#$%e)i Nb%ar:qfl; hcerFy" h)fl;hfwF ynIymi#$%;ha MwOy,miw@

When an ox or a sheep or a goat is born, it shall be under its mother 
for seven days. From the eighth day onward, it shall be acceptable as 
a gift offering to YhWh.23

In Gen �7:�2 and lev �2:3, only the eighth day of circumcision is 
mentioned. That the child remains seven days with his mother is implied. 
Additionally, though the standard formula … ynym#$h Mwybw … Mymy t(b#$…
is present in lev �2:2–3, it involves a change of subject, from the mother 
to the male infant (see above, 22–24). Despite these formal distinctions, 
circumcision is of a piece, conceptually, with the other instances of the 
seven/eight pattern.

In all but one of the seven/eight-day sequences, the eighth day is not a par-
ticularly auspicious or climactic day.24 Rather, it is the first day following the 

2�. on the specifics of purificatory waiting periods and offerings and their rela-
tionship to the various conditions of defilement, see Wright �99�.

22. on the ordination ceremony, see Gorman �990, �03–48.
23. This law is a revision of a similar regulation in exod 22:29. The Covenant 

Code prescribes the waiting period only for firstborn animals. P extends it to all sac-
rificial animals.

24. Contra Westermann (�98�, 266), who asserts, without providing examples, 
that “the number eight is a lucky number.”
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crucial seven days.25 Thus with the (rcm, the corpse-contaminated nazirite, 
and people with abnormal genital discharges, the eighth day is picked for the 
sacrifice because it follows immediately after the period of purificatory separa-
tion that is standard in all cases of severe defilement.

Common to the seven/eight pattern in the cases of the ordained high 
priest, the sacrificial animal, and the circumcised infant is the concept of 
ritual or sacral viability. All must wait seven days before they are eligible to be 
involved in their designated community/cultic functions.26 The priest’s status 
is hereditary. At birth, he enjoys certain privileges and is bound by specific 
restrictions.27 Still, he may only officiate following ordination and attains his 
eligibility after he has undergone the seven days of separation. The complex 
of rituals confirms his viability and is the final act of sanctification. The case 
of the sacrificial animal and the male infant can be further distinguished from 
the other examples of the seven/eight-day pattern. neither are separated and 
then reintegrated. Rather, for both newborns, the eighth day marks the first 
occasion of entry into the mainstream.28 The ritual-viability equation plays 

25. This is in contrast to the six/seven sequences where the seventh day/year is 
the momentous one. The exception is the Sukkot trc(, which is a distinctive cel-
ebration in its own right. The significance of the trc( has not been fully understood. 
See von Rad �965, �74–75; levine �989, �62; and haran �978, 296–97.

26. The altar law in ezek 43:�8–27 is a further example of ritual viability and the 
seven/eight pattern. for seven days (Mymy t(b#$) the altar is purified and ordained. 
(The same technical language, dy )lm [piel], is utilized here and with the high priest 
in exod 28:4�.) from the eighth day forward (h)lhw ynym#$h Mwyb hyhw), sacrifices 
may be offered upon it. h)lh is common to ezekiel’s altar law and the newborn 
animal regulation (lev 22:27). 

27. Any member of a priest’s household may eat the hmwrt (lev 22:�6). Addi-
tionally, the limitations on marriage, shaving, laceration, and corpse contact are not 
age-specified (lev 2�:�–8).

28. The rabbis note this parity (lev. Rab. 27:�), as does eilberg-Schwartz (�990, 
�22–23), who highlights a number of similar animal-human homologies. In this vein, 
Cohen (2005, 20) argues that because an animal may not be sacrificed until the eighth 
day and a boy may not be circumcised until the eighth day, “circumcision is analo-
gous to, and a surrogate for, sacrifice,” observing also that the equivalence is “explicit 
in later Jewish tradition.” This type of conclusion is no doubt influenced by rabbinic 
hermeneutic principles such as heqesh (“analogy”) or gezerah shavah (“equivalent ordi-
nance”). These intertextual interpretive modes, usually applied in halakic contexts, 
suggest that two scriptural passages evincing terminological or other content-based 
affinity can be treated as more generally comparable. This reading strategy is less 
appropriate to a “plain sense” approach to the text. first, as in the case of the sacri-
fice-circumcision analogy, a single common element is insufficient to support a more 
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out differently in the cases of the sacrificial animal and the male infant. The 
animal may be sacrificed any time from the eighth day forward, while the 
baby boy must be circumcised on the eighth day. Thus, the eighth day is sig-
nificant as regards circumcision, not because the eighth day has any special 
ritual power, but because it is the first possible day in the infant’s life when 
the rite can be carried out. In this respect, we can point up P’s intent to have 
an Israelite infant circumcised immediately. Beyond that, the specific time-
bound nature of the practice is indicative of P’s attention to seven-day cycles 
and the typological import of the number seven in the Priestly mindset. 

Circumcision Is not Purificatory

Due to the juxtaposition of the eighth-day circumcision notice and the purifi-
catory procedures for the parturient in lev �2, a number of scholars have 
erroneously posited a connection between circumcision and purification in 
the Priestly writings. levine opines that “there is undoubtedly a correlation 
between the eight-day period between birth and circumcision and the dura-
tion of the initial period of the mother’s impurity after giving birth to a male” 
(�989, 73). levine cites hoffman to buttress his claim. hoffman actually takes 
an opposite position (consistent with my own). he observes that

Many modern critics have connected this law [eighth-day circumcision] 
to the law of purification.… however, we have not located, anywhere in 
scripture, even a hint that a boy is defiled as a result of his birth.… The 
assignment of circumcision to the eighth day … is connected to the laws 
of defilement and purification, only in regard to their basic timing.… The 
newborn may only be consecrated to serving the Creator, by means of cir-
cumcision, on the eighth day.29

thoroughgoing kinship. Additionally, heqesh, gezerah shavah, and their modern itera-
tions often rely upon “out of context” exegesis. In order to assert a common guiding 
principle, circumcision and sacrifice should not be interpreted as a pair of practices 
in isolation. Rather, they must be considered in light of all cases of seven/eight pat-
terns and eighth-day rites. from that perspective, the ritual-viability thesis is more 
solidly grounded and posseses the greater explanatory power. no medical or ethical 
motive should be imputed in the case of the animal regulation. There is no suggestion 
that removing a suckling infant from its mother on the eighth day, as opposed to the 
seventh or ninth, has any positive or negative emotional or nutritional implications 
that could have generated the law. Thus, the eighth-day viability discussed here is not 
a biological or medical matter.

29. hoffman, �953, 259–60. Milgrom (�99�, 746–47) also objects to any link 
between circumcision and purification in lev �2. Cohen (2005, �9) takes a more cau-
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hoffman continues by pointing out the relationship of circumcision to the 
regulations regarding an animal’s sacrificial viability. 

eilberg-Schwartz (�990, �80) goes even further than levine, maintaining 
that the circumcision of the boy purifies the mother from her initial post-
partum defilement. his claim, however, has no validity. As noted earlier, the 
seven-day period of purification is not unique to the parturient. It is observed 
for corpse contamination (num 6:�0; �9:��; 3�:�9), genital discharge (lev 
�5:�3; �9; 28), and skin disease (lev �3–�4). Moreover, no ritual is necessary 
to bring the mother from the initial level of defilement to the less severe. had 
one been required in the case of the male newborn, a comparable rite would 
be necessary on the fifteenth day after the birth of the female. A sacrifice is 
brought by the postpartum mother, but only following the passage of thirty-
three or sixty-six days. Additionally, lev �2:2 equates birth defilement to that 
of the menstrual blood, and a purification ritual is not needed for the men-
struant. She simply observes a seven-day waiting period.30

There may be a practical element in the relationship of the mother’s seven-
day period of defilement to eighth-day circumcision. While the postpartum 
mother is a primary carrier of defilement, it would seem that the infant is 
not.3� however, if we assume that the parturient’s defilement is equivalent to 
that of the menstruant, then the baby would acquire secondary defilement 
from the mother. It is unlikely that an infant could be considered a human 
bearer of defilement, since it could not undertake the appropriate purificatory 

tious middle ground. he suggests that the alignment of the purification cycle of the 
postpartum mother with the circumcision of the infant is not a coincidence. however, 
he qualifies the comment by admitting that “the association of circumcision with 
purification is, at best, implicit.” 

30. eilberg-Schwartz (�990, �80) attempts to draw an invidious contrast between 
male circumcision blood and female menstrual blood in P’s ideology. While the latter 
defiles, the former purifies and “creates covenant.” Beyond the above-mentioned 
problems with his scenario, eilberg-Schwartz ignores the fact that circumcision blood 
is never mentioned in the Priestly literature. In the hebrew Bible, circumcision blood 
is only mentioned in exod 4:24–26. It is unclear, however, what ritual role, if any, the 
blood plays in that episode. for discussion of this enigmatic tale, see Propp �998, 
233–43 and the scholarship catalogued above at 2 n. 5. Circumcision blood is high-
lighted in early exegesis of the “bloody bridegroom” pericope (see vermes �957/58) 
and attains significance in the rabbinic period. note for example, y. ned. 3:9, where 
the sacrificial tyrbh Md “blood of the covenant” thrown upon the Israelites by Moses 
in exod 24:8 is reread as circumcision blood. A summary treatment of the emerging 
significance of circumcision blood in postbiblical Jewish traditions can be found in 
Cohen 2003 and Bernat 2009. 

3�. See hoffman, above, and Milgrom �99�, 746.
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sacrifices or lustrations. however, the baby, a physical entity, might acquire 
defilement in a manner analogous to inanimate objects, such as clothing or 
vessels that the mother touches during her period of immediate postpartum 
defilement. This defilement could be communicated to anyone who comes 
into contact with the mother and child. for this practical reason, the child is 
best kept isolated from the community until the eighth day. This implication 
is mostly likely coincidental and, as such, is not the reason behind eighth-day 
circumcision nor the motive for including the circumcision notice in lev �2. 
Most significantly, it is clear that the circumcision of the newborn boy has no 
bearing upon his mother’s purity.32

Wold divides the infractions that warrant the karet penalty into five 
subcategories (�978, 257– 6�). he labels one of the groupings “neglect of 
Purification Rituals” and includes circumcision in this rubric.33 Wold sup-
ports his categorization with evidence of the link between circumcision and 
purity in African and Arab cultures, classical texts, and Philo.34 While his data 
are unimpeachable, Wold never explains how these nonbiblical sources have 
any specific bearing on the meaning of circumcision in the Priestly Torah, 
nor does he adduce any direct biblical evidence.

Propp adduces a broad range of biblical and extrabiblical sources in a 
discourse on the purificatory and apotrapaic virtues of circumcision (�998, 
453). The evidence he brings from Priestly tradition involves the circumci-
sion-Passover nexus (see my discussion below, 66–70). Propp avers: “The 
connections between Pesaḣ and circumcision transcend the fact that each is a 
rite of passage.… There is evidence that circumcision, too, purifies.… Blood 
impurity (num 9:6–�4) and noncircumcision alike bar participation in the 
Pesaḣ.” While it is accurate that corpse defilement or possession of a foreskin 
renders a man (and, by extension, his dependents) ineligible to offer a paschal 
sacrifice, Propp implies a connection between the two conditions that simply 
does not exist. first of all, corpse defilement is not an obstacle particular to 
the paschal offering. A person must be in a pure state to eat any sacrificial 

32. one might pose the following challenge: If there is no essential link between 
circumcision and purification, why include the circumcision notice in lev �2? I 
address this concern (ch. �) by highlighting the “reminder” or “cross-reference” as a 
feature of Priestly legislation.

33. Milgrom (�990, 406) upholds Wold’s characterization. however, he seems to 
contradict himself, as elsewhere Milgrom denies the connection of circumcision and 
ritual purification in P. 

34. on the circumcision-purity nexus in these sources, along with the Septua-
gint, Symmachus, the new Testament, and rabbinic tradition, see Propp �998, 220, 
236, 453; Cohen 2005, �5–2�; and Bernat 2009. 
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meat (lev 7:�9–2�). Moreover, anyone who acquires corpse contamination 
must be removed from the camp altogether (num 5:�–4). The reason the 
issue of defilement is raised pointedly with respect to the Passover is that the 
Passover is the only festal offering where failure to implement it by any Israel-
ite brings the karet penalty (num 9:�3).

leaving aside the specific claims addressed above for a circumcision-
purity nexus in P, the matter can be put to rest more simply. early in his 
career Milgrom wrote: “In the Priestly legislation we meet with a precision of 
terminology and formulation unmatched by other biblical codes” (�967, ��5). 
This relative precision is certainly applicable to P’s purity system, which in its 
concrete and technical aspects is detailed and comprehensive. The legislation 
is fully explicit as to substances and conditions that defile and appropriate 
modes of ritual purification. P never raises the notion of the foreskin as defil-
ing and circumcision as purifying.35

Circumcision and Passover

The regulations in exod �2:43–49 limit participation in the paschal offering 
to those who have been circumcised. Such a stricture is not specified for any 
other practice. To a certain extent, these laws are redundant: Gen �7:9–�4 
already mandates, without qualification, that all Israelite males and their male 
slaves must be circumcised. Thus, the only legal innovation of these verses 
pertains to the rg.

The redundancy serves to emphasize, generally, the special status of the 
Passover celebration and, specifically, the integral connection of Passover and 
circumcision. The Priestly literature is replete with indicators of the unique 
standing of Passover. The offering itself has many features that distinguish 
it from the standard sacrifice. While the Myml#$, the type of sacrifice whose 
meat is eaten by the offerer, is typically boiled (lev 6:2�; num 6:�9), the xsp 
is roasted (exod �2:8–9).36 Additionally, it is the only sacrifice that must be 

35. It is worth noting that for ezekiel, who shares much with P in idiom and 
ideology, circumcision is better subsumed within the categorical dyad lwx/#$dq 
(sacred/profane), rather than )m+/rh+ (pure/defiled). The distinction is aptly illus-
trated as follows: the prophet in 5:�� chastises the people for defiling God’s sanctuary 
with their idols and abominations; on the other hand, according to ezek 44:7 the pres-
ence of an lr(, a man with a foreskin, profanes the sacred precincts, just as one who 
transgresses the Sabbath profanes, rather than defiles, the holy day.

36. In the Deuteronomic tradition, the Passover is boiled (Deut �6:7). note also 
the harmonization in 2 Chr 35:�3: +p%f#$;m%ik%a #$)'b%f xsap%eha w@l#$%;bay:wA. on the culinary 
aspects of the offering, see hendel �989, 384–87; Propp �999, 439–40.
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performed in the evening time (exod �2:8). Moreover, while, according to 
lev �7:3–9, all animals must be slaughtered at the tabernacle, the paschal 
offering may be the exception. The ceremonial placement of the sacrificial 
blood on the doorpost further distinguishes the Passover observance (exod 
�2:7).37 The singular status of Passover is also signaled by two unique and 
interconnected legal provisions. first, Passover is the only festival where fail-
ure to celebrate incurs a karet penalty. Second, with no other observance is 
there a stipulation such as that of the second Passover of num 9:6–�3. If an 
Israelite misses the offering by reason of journey or defilement, there is an 
opportunity to carry out the observance one month later.38

Passover is also the most historicized of all the festivals in P.39 The first 
Passover is set within the exodus narrative. Moreover, specific elements of 
the observance are anchored to specific aspects of the exodus/desert experi-
ence.40 The only other festival tethered to a “historical” event is Sukkot, and 
its etiological notice is quite brief (lev 23:43).4�

The thorough raveling of Passover and the exodus in the Priestly mindset 
accounts for the linkage of circumcision to the festival. The exodus is the event 
through which God begins to actualize the tyrb-promises first imparted to 
Abraham in Gen �7. Israel is redeemed from egyptian bondage to become 
YhWh’s slaves, attaining the unique relationship with him that is fully 
articulated in the standard Bundesformular. Moreover, they are on the path 
to the promised land and to reception of the commands to which they had 

37. one could maintain, following the rabbinic differentiation between Myrcm xsp 
“The Passover of egypt” and twrwd xsp “The Passover of Generations” (m. Pesaḣ. 
9:5, Mek. Bo’ 3, 4, ��, �4), that many of the customs of the first Passover are unique to 
that occasion and are not to be maintained in perpetuity (see Propp �999, 445–52). 
This distinction would easily resolve the tension between a domestic sacrifice and the 
altar regulations of lev �7 but would not negate the unique standing of Passover in 
P’s ethos. 

38. See the references above and note haran’s discussion of the unique aspects of 
the Passover obsevance in Je and P (3�8–22). In general, celebration of the paschal 
sacrifice in D is more in line with the other pilgrimage festival observances.

39. Passover is also the most historicized festival outside the Priestly corpus. The 
Covenant Code (exod 23:�5–�7 = 34:�8, 22–23) and D (Deut �6:�–�7) link Passover 
to the exodus, while the other two pilgrimages are given no such etiologies. 

40. examples include hurried consumption of the Passover (exod �2:��), the 
blood rite (�2:�3), and the second Passover (num 9:6–�4).

4�. twks in the motive clause is generally understood as referring to booths. 
however, the text may be establishing a festival practice based on a pun. Sukkot in P 
is the first stop in the desert itinerary (exod �2:37; num 33:5–6; and note the place-
name etiology for Sukkot in Gen 33:�7). 
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already committed by means of circumcision. The first Passover functioned 
as a community rite of passage marking the transformative moment.42 Sub-
sequent Passovers would reenact and commemorate this passage. Passover is 
thus the quintessential celebration of God’s tyrb-promises made real. Given 
P’s command-centered theology, it is quite logical that any Passover celebrant 
must be circumcised, bearing the sign of his commitment to the tyrb-com-
mands. The slave, an extension of his master, would be also be compelled to 
bear the mark. The rg in choosing to partake of the paschal offering, in effect, 
voluntarily draws closer to the Israelite by sharing in an important commu-
nal event. Consequently, he must also be circumcised, thereby subordinating 
himself to a greater extent. Whether Israelite or not, bound or free, circumci-
sion, the sign affirming commitment to the tyrb-commands, is a perquisite 
for anyone celebrating the communal rite of passage solemnifiying Israel’s 
attainment of the tyrb-promises.43 

origins of the Circumcision-Passover nexus

The link between Passover and circumcision is not unique to P. Joshua 
5:2–9 records the mass circumcision of the Israelites following their miracu-
lous Jordan crossing. The next three verses mention a communal Passover 
celebration. There is a general consensus that these texts represent a pre-Deu-
teronomistic tradition. nelson (�997, 6–9, 7�–79) and Boling (�982, �82–�93) 
attribute the Gilgal narratives to an ancient stratum in Joshua. Soggin (�972, 
73–76) considers Josh 3–5 part of the Deuteronomic redaction. he asserts, 
however, that the Passover account is an older tradition that was integrated by 
the Deuteronomist. Thus, it is unlikely that the juxtaposition of circumcision 
and Passover in Joshua was due to Priestly influence. By the same token, there 
are no literary markers to indicate that P drew upon Joshua directly. I would 
posit that the circumcision-Passover nexus was an extant cultic or cultural 
phenomenon that contributed to the formation of the narrative in Joshua and 
the Priestly regulations.

42. In the historical works of the Bible, Passover also serves as a communal rite 
of passage. In 2 Kgs 23:2�–23 (= 2 Chr 35:�–�9) and 2 Chr 30:�–27, the Passover 
celebration marked covenant renewals enacted by Josiah and hezekiah. Additionally, 
the returnees from Babylonian exile, under the leadership of ezra, observe a Pass-
over (ezra 6:�9–22). on the Passover as a community rite of passage in the Bible, see 
Prosic �999.

43. on the circumcision of non-Israelites, see above, chapter 3. 
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Scholars have attributed the unique connection between circumcision 
and the spring festival to four possible factors.44 (�) Weber (�952, 90–93, 336) 
offers an idiosyncratic interpretation of the evidence. he sees the origin of 
circumcision in the initiation rites of warriors. Thus, the Josh 5 narrative, 
which is a prelude to the conquest of Canaan and constitutes the earliest link 
between Passover and circumcision, is part of ancient Israel’s holy-war tradi-
tion. his formulation fails the test of credibility, as it is unsupported by any 
comparative ancient near eastern evidence and rests solely on the Joshua 
passage.

(2) Since antiquity, exegetes have linked the apotropaic efficacy of the 
blood of the paschal lamb with the similar power of circumcision blood. This 
connection is exemplified in early interpretations of the episode of the divine 
attack on Moses (exod 4:24–26).45 Although the natural association of bloods 
lends itself to such exegesis, nothing in the plain sense of the relevant penta-
teuchal texts sustains such a reading.

(3) Ancient Semites originally circumcised their male children en masse 
at an annual spring festival. Scholars hypothesize that this group rite was held 
at Gilgal, when Shechem was the cult center of what is often termed the Isra-
elite amphictyony.46

(4) Circumcision was a rite of dedication, perhaps at its earliest stages, 
practiced only on firstborn males. The consecration of firstborn animals is 
integral to the Passover myth in P (exod �3:2) and non-P texts (�3:��–�5). 
Some speculate that the consecration of firstlings and the practice of circum-
cision began as substitutes for actual firstborn child sacrifice.47

The latter two theories can be commended due to plausibility and explana-
tory value. Group circumcision has been attested among the pre-Islamic Arabs 
and the ancient egyptians (Sasson �966). The origins of Passover as a spring 
festival of dedication and renewal not only makes sense in the context of the 
exodus traditions but also fits the shape of the holiday as it is recorded in 
the nonpentateuchal accounts. Thus, a Passover is celebrated at the covenant 

44. Propp (�999, 452–54) comprehensively treats the issues and scholarship sur-
rounding the origins of the connection between circumcision and the spring festival. 
his scope is canonical and his main agenda developmental. Therefore, he does not 
concentrate directly on the association of Passover and circumcision in the Priestly 
ideology.

45. vermes �958 contains an incisive analysis of the relevant Second Temple and 
rabbinic texts.

46. See especially Morgenstern �966, 67–80.
47. on circumcision as a consecratory or sacrificial ritual, see levenson �993, 

43–52; Cohen 2005, �6–2�.
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renewals of Josiah (2 Kgs 22:2�–23; 2 Chr 35:�–�9) and hezekiah (2 Chr 30) 
and upon the reconstitution of the Jerusalem community by ezra (ezra 6:�9–
22). It would seem, therefore, that P drew upon an already-existing customary 
connection between Passover and circumcision and shaped it to his needs. 
Since P upholds eighth-day circumcision of infants, an individual or commu-
nal rite tied to a seasonal festival would be untenable. The Priestly tradent does, 
however, exploit the Passover-circumcision nexus to fortify and even raise the 
stakes of the circumcision mandate. 

Circumcision and the Karet Penalty

Genesis �7:�4 contains the penalty clause for failure to circumcise: 

wOtlfr:(f r#&ab%;-t)e lwOm%yI-)lo r#$e)j rkfzF lr"(fw:
 rpah' ytiyrIb%;-t)e hfym%e(am' )whiha #$pen%Eha htfr:k;nIw:

And an uncircumcised male, who does not circumcise the flesh of 
his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his people. he has 
abrogated my tyrb.

The punishment of “cutting off,” usually designated the karet penalty, is 
imposed for a wide spectrum of violations in the Priestly literature. The key 
terminological components of the formula trk “cut off,” #$pn “person (soul),” 
and M(m “from (his) people,” occurring in the circumcision verse above, are 
consistent in all attestations. Since biblical karet in general has been studied 
comprehensively,48 the focus here will be upon two issues directly germane 
to circumcision: the nature of the punishment; and the reason why karet is 
imposed for failure to circumcise.

Alienation from God’s tyrb-Promises

The general consensus is that karet is a divinely imposed penalty of some 
devastating consequence, the nature of which is never specified in the text. 
Scholars have argued for a range of possibilities from premature death to 
extirpation of one’s line to a harried afterlife.49 Schwartz (�999, 55–56) takes 
a more general view. he sees it as a punishment that can come in a variety 

48. The definitive study remains Wold �978. for helpful summary treatments, 
see also Milgrom �990, 405–7; Schwartz �999, 52–56.

49. See the scholarship in the note just above.
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of forms at no specified occasion. Schwartz’s claim is tenable as a start but 
requires a finer point. As imparted originally to Abraham, every Israelite is a 
beneficiary of God’s threefold tyrb-promise: progeny; land; and the relation-
ship entailed in the Bundesformular: “I will be your God, and you will be my 
people [M(].” Israel’s access, however, to YhWh’s beneficence is contingent 
on heeding the divine commands. It follows quite simply and logically that if 
failure to obey entails being cut off from the M(, such excision would entail 
alienation from God and the tyrb-promises. Thus, the karet penalty could, as 
many have theorized, mean premature death or extirpation.

There is one ramification of karet, which I consider crucial, that has been 
overlooked in the scholarship: the notion that the penalty could entail a loss 
of land tenure.50 for a number of reasons, forfeiture of one’s stake in the land 
promise would, in the Priestly Weltanschaung, constitute a most devastating 
type of punishment. first, the foundation of the ruling that the daughters of 
Zelophehad could not marry out of the tribe (num 36) and of the detailed 
regulations of lev 25 is the imperative to preserve the clan stakehold. In 
the numbers pericope, the operative term is hlxn, while in lev 25 hzx) is 
employed. This imperative, capsulated in lev 25:23—ttumic;li rk'm%fti )lo CrE)fhfw: 
“the land may not be sold irretrievably”—is tethered both to social welfare 
and theology. families must not be allowed to descend to such destitution 
that they become permanently landless. Moreover, all the land is ultimately 
God’s possession. Second, one of the terms in P’s lexicon that designates an 
Israelite “insider,” typically used in opposition to rg, is xrz). Best translated 
as “native,” its root xrz denotes “coming up, rising.” The meaning of xrz) is 
derived from the idea that a native “comes up” from the land. Thus, for the 
Priestly tradent the semantics of communal identity are connected to rooted-
ness in the land.5� Consistent with a land-based conception of the penalty 
and the etymology of xrz) is levine’s observation (�989, 24�) that the karet 
image may have at its root the cutting down of trees or pulling them up from 
the land. finally, it is worth noting a potential connection, as regards the karet 
penalty, between premature or unnatural death, harried afterlife, and loss of 
land tenure. olyan 2005 lays out a hierarchy of burial possibilities based upon 
desirability and posits a connection between the state of one’s interment and 
the conditions of one’s afterlife. The most desirable burial is in the family plot, 

50. It is notable that, when theorizing about the nature of the karet punishment, 
scholars often turn to rabbinic literature and medieval Jewish exegetes and thus arrive 
at the extirpation answer. Jubilees, however, is typically neglected. In that work (2:27; 
�5:26, 34), failure to circumcise and to observe the Sabbath, infractions that in the 
Bible are punishable by karet, cause the sinner to be uprooted from the land.

5�. on the rg and xrz) and the connection to lev 25, see above, chapter 3.
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wherein internment suggests an undisturbed “rest.” This type of internment 
is represented in phrases such as “lying down with one’s ancestors,” as in  
dwId@F ry(ib%; rb'q@fy,IwA wytfbo)j-M(i dwId@F bk%a#$;y,IwA “David lay down with his fathers and 
was buried in the city of David” (� Kgs 2:�0). An Israelite’s family plot would 
have been located on his or her clan land stake. hzx), which is a Leitwort in 
lev 25 (25:�3, 24, 25, 27, 28,3 2, 33 [2x], 34, 4�, 45, 46) is also employed in the 
phrase rbq tzx) “burial plot” (Gen 25:4, 9).52

Abrogation of the tyrb

Scholars have searched in vain for a common denominator to all the viola-
tions that warrant the karet penalty. Wold (�982, �75), however, does observe 
that in P flagrant violation of God’s dictates constitutes an offense against his 
holiness. This proposition does not fully account for the distinction between 
transgressions that bring karet and those for which other or no penalties 
attach. however, Wold’s holiness thesis does have some explanatory power. 
The key to understanding the relationship between willful disobedience, 
insult against God’s holy name or precincts, and the karet penalty can be 
found in the motive or explanatory clauses that follow a number of the list-
ings of karet-bearing violations. leviticus �9:8 applies karet to one who eats 
of a Myml#$ offering on the third day. The reason given for the penalty is  
ll%'xi 'h #$dEqo-t)e-yk%i “because he profaned what is holy to YhWh.” According 
to lev 20:3, devoting one’s children to Molech has the following consequence: 
y#$id:qf M#$'-t)e ll%'xal;w @ y#$id@Fq;mi-t)e )m%'+a N(amal; “thereby defiling my sanctuary 
and profaning my holy name.” Thus it warrants karet. numbers �9:�3 artic-
ulates a similar motive for imposing karet upon one who acquires corpse 
contamination but fails to cleanse himself properly: )m%'+i 'h Nk%a#$;mi-t)e “he 
defiled YhWh’s tabernacle.” numbers 9:3 provides a different explanatory 
clause in the case of the karet sanction for those who fail to offer the paschal 
offering: wOd(jmob%; byrIq;hi )lo 'h Nb%ar:qf yk%i “for he did not offer YhWh’s offering 
in its appointed time.” The sense that this karet penalty addresses direct viola-
tion of YhWh’s command is underscored by the fact that the explanatory 
clause echoes the general injunction of num 28:2: 

wOd(jwOmb%; yli byrIq;hal; w@rm;#$;ti% yxixoynI xayr" y#$%a)il; ymix;la ynIb%fr:qf-t)e 

52. hzx) has the etymology of “something one holds tightly,” based upon its der-
ivation from the root zx). While the term most often denotes landholding, it can also 
refer to other types of property, such as slaves (lev 25:45–46 per above). 
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“Be careful that you offer to me my offering, my food, my gifts, my 
pleasing odor, in its appointed time.” 

The syntax of each differs slightly. Two employ yk, one N(ml, and one is asyn-
detic. Yet all provide an explanation for the severity of the punishment. The 
common denominator is an offense against God’s name, possessions, and 
domicile, all stemming from deliberate violation of particular command-
ments.

The telling case of karet that most underscores the sense of disobedience 
and ultimately is most relevant to the relationship of karet to circumcision is 
found in num �5:30–3�. These verses provide a rationale for the karet penalty 
and extend its applicability.53 Throughout the Priestly corpus the karet pen-
alty is imposed for violation of individual commands such as eating sacrificial 
blood and fat (lev 7:25–27) or working on the Sabbath (exod 3�:�4). In num 
�5 it is applied for willful violation of God’s commands in general:

rg%"ha-Nmiw@ xrFz:)ehf-Nmi hmfrF dyFb%; h#&e(jt%a-r#$e)j #$pen%Ehaw: 30
h@m%f(a brEq@emi )whiha #$pen%Eha htfr:k;nIw: Pd@"gAm; )w@h 'h-t)e

rpah' 54wOtwFc;mi-t)ew: hzFb%f 'h-rbad: yk%i 3�

53. Scholars are divided regarding the relative dating of this particular chapter, 
which contains a collection of legal material covering diverse subjects. on the unit of 
text dealing with inadvertent and intentional sin (�5:22–3�) the chronology is often 
viewed with reference to the parallel passage in lev 4:3–2�. Gray (�903, �78–83) 
and Snaith (�967, 25�–52) see the leviticus pericope as the more recent composi-
tion, while noth (�968, ��4), freidman (�98�, �08, �46), Milgrom (�990, 402–5), and 
levine (�993, 395–98) view the numbers passage as late P. Knohl (�995, �05), labels 
num �5 as hS, making effectively the same chronological judgment. With regard 
to inadvertent sins, the most persuasive argument is made by Toeg (�973/74, �–20). 
fishbane neatly digests Toeg’s observation with regard to verses 30–3�; “one must 
construe the addendum as invoking trk for any willful transgression of any of the 
commandments, and not just for the transgression of particular ones, as is the rule 
elsewhere” (�985, �92). licht refuses to assign priority to either lev 4:3–2� or num 
�5:22–29. Still, he regards the purpose of num �5:30–3� as a corrective to a possible 
misunderstanding arising from both of the former passages: that sacrifice can atone 
for blatant intentional sin. Thus, while not making an explicit chronological argu-
ment, his assertion can only imply that at least verses 30–3� are secondary (�985, 
90–93).

54. There is versional support from the lxx (τὰς ἐντολὰς αὐτοῦ) and the Samari-
tan Pentateuch for the plural wytwcm here. An emendation would be plausible, since 
our verse is the only instance of hwcm (sing.) in P. nonetheless, I suspect that mt 
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 h@bf hnFwO(j )whiha #$pen%Eha tr"k%ft%i tr"k%fhi

But the person who does this55 defiantly, whether native or stranger, 
it is YhWh whom they revile, and this person will be cut off from 
among their people. Because they spurned the word of YhWh and 
abrogated his command, that person will surely be cut off; their sin 
is upon them.56

The use of twcm/hwcm rph instead of the standard idiom tyrb rph suggests 
the association of tyrb and twcm in P’s lexicon by the time of the composi-
tion of this unit. Moreover, the combination of hzb and rrp in num �5:3� is 
paralleled only in ezek �6:59 and �7:�8–�9, where tyrb rph is the operative 
phrase.57

preserves the original reading, with singular hwcm parallel to singular rbd in the same 
verse. Text criticism aside, it is still viable to read hwcm as a collective referring to the 
aggregate of the divine commands (see exod 24:�2; Deut 26:�3; 30:��).

55. The implied direct object of the verb h#&(t (“does this”) in verse 30 is to be 
found in verses 22–23, namely, violation of all the commandments. hmr dyb h#&( in 
30 replaces verse 24’s hgg#$l h#&( and 27’s hgg#$b h+xt.

56. My interpretation of the text is based upon the assumption that the karet-
bearing infraction is the deliberate violation of the commands, with Pdgm )wh 'h t) 
in verse 30 and rph wtwcm t)w hzb 'h rbd t) yk in 3� providing explanatory 
motive clauses. (on this class of motive clauses, see Gemser �953.) The legal formula-
tion can be structured as a protasis with a double apodasis: If anyone transgresses any 
of God’s commands (protasis), they have blasphemed God (apodasis �—explanatory, 
result clause) and thus incur the karet penalty (apodasis 2—sanction). In other words, 
any deliberate sin warrants the stiffest punishment because it dishonors God. There 
is a tradition of reading this unit otherwise. The rabbis characterize the Pdgm as a 
blasphemer and see that act as a specific violation warranting the karet penalty (m. 
Ker. �:�; see b. Ker. 7a–b). The talmudic understanding is affirmed by Rashi (glossing 
num �5:30) and, more recently, Sonsino, but opposed by Ibn ezra (ad loc.) and Mai-
monides (Guide, 3:4�). Moreover, my contention that Pdgm )wh 'h t) is a motive 
clause rather than an articulation of the sin is buttressed by Sonsino’s observation that 
such “asyndetic motive clauses are quite common in P” (�980, 97, �03, 289). Wold 
contradicts himself on this point. In his article (�979, 25) he classifies blasphemy as an 
action that warrants karet, citing num �5:30. however, in his dissertation (�978, 55–
56) he categorizes the operative parts of num �5:30–3� as motive clauses. The same 
inconsistency is evident in Milgrom’s JPS numbers commentary, between the analysis 
in excursus 35 (�990, 402–5) and the textual commentary to num �5 (�990, 226).

57. note levine’s observation (�993, 398 [with the typographical error �0:59 for 
�6:59]).
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This pivotal numbers text illuminates the crucial connection between fail-
ure to circumcise and the karet penalty. In many instances, karet was imposed 
for violation of individual commands. numbers �5 interprets the punishment 
more broadly, for anyone who deliberately flouts the divinely imposed laws. If 
karet was imposed for any defiant transgression, all the more would it be war-
ranted for one who, ab initio, completely refused to bear or mark his son and 
slaves with the sign of commitment to the commandments. 

Summary

As laid out in this chapter, scholars, based on evidence from non-P biblical 
passages (exod 4; Josh 5), ancient non-Israelite cultures, and postbiblical 
Jewish traditions, have legitimately attributed numerous valences to circum-
cision. These include fertility, purification, expiatory or dedicatory sacrifice, 
and communal, festal celebration. none of these, however, may be viably 
ascribed to circumcision in the Priestly writings. By setting out the practice 
in the only command not imparted during the desert epoch and configuring 
it as almost completely devoid of ritualized elements, P effectively cut off any 
link between circumcision and cultic practice, infrastructure, and personnel. 
Consequently, the uniqueness of the practice is underscored and the tyrb-
driven significance of circumcision highlighted all the more starkly. 

General Summary: Actual Genital Circumcision

In the Priestly corpus, circumcision is the only regulation intended for 
Israel that appears in the pre-Israelite stage of history.58 As such, it occupies 
a unique position in P’s ideology. The setting of the injunction in tandem 
with YhWh’s inaugural tyrb-promises constitutes a powerful statement of 
P’s agenda. The relationship of God and Israel, along with its concomitant 
benefits, is not unconditional. It is contingent upon the people’s attention to 
YhWh’s commands. Circumcision is called tyrb tw) and is a sign of Israel’s 
responsibility to follow the full battery of YhWh’s commands. By the same 
token, the intact foreskin signifies the rejection of YhWh and his statutes.

Genesis �7 mandates that all slaves be circumcised along with the mas-
ters’ households. This circumcision does not afford slaves membership in the 
Israelite lhq, nor does it grant them a share in the tyrb-promises. Rather, 
it highlights their subordinate status. The secondary status of the foreigner 

58. The prohibition against consuming blood in Gen 9:�–7 is directed to all 
humanity.
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in general is embodied in the semantic tyrb/blessing contrast that is set up 
between Isaac and Ishmael. A similar invidious contrast is evident between 
Abraham and Sarah, setting the tone for the secondary status of women in P’s 
society. Circumcision does function to demarcate gender-ascribed roles and 
societal rank. Beyond this, circumcision in the Priestly imagination bears no 
relationship to the penis or its function.

According to Gen �7:�4, the karet penalty is imposed for failure to cir-
cumcise. What this punishment entails is never clarified in the text, beyond 
the fact that it is divinely imposed. I maintain that karet represents the antith-
esis of God’s tyrb-promises: one could be denied progeny, lose a stake in 
the land, or otherwise be alienated from YhWh’s presence. Karet penalties 
devolve upon those who willfully disgregard YhWh’s authority. Since cir-
cumcision is a sign of Israel’s commitment to abide by the divine mandates, 
imposition of karet for failure to incise oneself or one’s male dependents with 
the sign of that commitment follows quite naturally.

Seven is the number in the Priestly system most often used to represent 
cultically significant discrete units of time and quantity. Most germane to the 
question of eighth-day circumcision is the fact that sacrificial animals and 
priestly ordinands must wait seven days before they are ritually viable. In the 
same manner, the male infant is only ritually viable on the eighth day. Thus, 
the eighth day has no inherent significance; rather, it is the first day that the 
circumcision could be performed.

Within the Passover regulations of exod �2 is the requirement that all 
who eat of the paschal sacrifice must be circumcised. The statute has a built-in 
redundancy, since all Israelites and slaves must be circumcised ab initio. This 
legislation therefore forges a special link between circumcision and Passover 
observance. In P, as in the rest of the pentateuchal sources, Passover is asso-
ciated with the exodus from egypt. The exodus is the event whereby Israel 
was rescued from egyptian servitude and the tyrb-promises realized. The 
circumcision requirement is thus fully consistent with Passover as the para-
digmatic covenant festival. The tyrb-centered implications of circumcision 
are set into relief by the patent lack of ritualization and the decoupling of the 
rite from P’s system of festivals, offerings, and purification.



Part 2 
Foreskin Metaphors





5 
Introduction

The image of an uncircumcised body part in the Hebrew Bible is typically 
taken to signify some type of disability due to occlusion. Rashi states the 
case concisely in his gloss on Exod 6:12, which refers to Moses’ uncircum-
cised lips: “Blocked [Mw+)] lips. And thus, I understand all usage of hlr( 
as blockage. ‘Their ears are uncircumcised (Jer 6:10),’ blocked from hearing; 
‘uncircumcised of heart,’ blocked from understanding; … uncircumcised 
of the flesh—because the penis is blocked and covered by it [the foreskin].” 
Rashi also extends the same assertion to the hlr( of fruit trees mentioned 
in Lev 19:23–24: “[It is] blocked and covered and separated from consump-
tion.”1 Levine seconds Rashi’s observation: “It seems that whenever the image 
of the foreskin is employed, the physical condition original to the image 
peers through simile and metaphor” (1987, 18). Modern scholars gener-
ally evince similar viewpoints. Regarding the heart, Hartley emphasizes the 
sense of defect quite prosaically: “The heart has become so hard that it has 
become encased in a hard growth like the foreskin. This condition requires 
surgery” (1992, 469). Driver describes the uncircumcised heart as “closed 
in, and so impervious to good influences and good impressions … unrecep-
tive of godlike affections” (1895, 125) Hall puts the matter in cognitive terms: 
“A circumcised mind is a mind of the right kind, one able to participate in 
God’s covenant” (1992, 1026). Levine’s characterization, “thickened heart,”2 
is attested as early as the lxx to Deut 10:16, which renders Mkeb;bal; tlar:(f as 
τὴν σκληροκαρδίαν ὑμῶν “your thickened hearts.” The scholarly Tendenz 
exemplified above must be reappraised. First, the harmonic interpretation 
of the aforementioned passages assumes a single and essential meaning for 
the foreskin metaphor and ignores the possibility of contextual differences. 

1. Rashbam, Bechor Shor, and Nachmanides adopt Rashi’s interpretive tack in 
their glosses on Lev 19:23–24.

2. Levine avers, “The thickness of heart prevents one from feeling proper emo-
tions or thinking proper thoughts” (1987, 18).

-79 -
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Second, I have demonstrated (50–52) that the Bible and contemporaneous 
Near Eastern literature impart no information concerning the physiology 
or utility of the foreskin. In the relevant Priestly texts, circumcision and the 
foreskin are treated solely as symbols of adherence to or abrogation of God’s 
tyrb-commands. Moreover, views about the utility of the foreskin such as 
those expressed by Rashi are culturally bound and of little probative value 
as regards the Bible and its milieu.3 Thus a reader lacks any viable means of 
unpacking a biblical hlr( metaphor, vis-à-vis its implications for a heart, ear, 
or lip, even if, as Levine (1987, 18) opines, it referred to any concrete physi-
cal condition. Finally, the “broad brush” notion of “thickness, or, blockage,” 
where, as Levine asserts, “whenever the image of the foreskin is employed, 
the physical condition original to the image peers through simile and meta-
phor,” lacks appropriate nuance. Such an overgeneralization does not account 
for what may be a variegated array of complex symbolic expressions in the 
respective passages.

A preferred approach would entail close scrutiny of each text on its own 
terms, drawing contextually anchored conclusions. The ensuing study follows 
this tack, treating Exod 6 and Lev 19; 26, the P texts in which the foreskin 
metaphor occurs. I begin with a probe of the meaning and function of the 
foreskin image in its immediate context. The scope of the inquiry is wid-
ened with a look at how the metaphors in each pericope are connected to P’s 
conception of literal, genital circumcision and hlr(. Finally, the individual 
passages are situated within the broader framework of the Priestly ideologi-
cal program.

Initially, however, in order to supply a frame of reference for the scrip-
tural exegesis, an examination of the nature and function of metaphors and 
other symbolic language is required.

Metaphor and Symbolic Language

The term metaphor is of Greek origin, deriving from the combination of two 
words, the preposition μετά “with, toward, over” and the verb φέρω “carry.” 

3. A study of the varying attitudes toward the foreskin across boundaries of time 
and culture is beyond the scope of the present study. The problem with making any 
generalization is highlighted humorously by Propp (1987, 362–63), who mentions 
that Jewish sources from the late Amoraic times onward held “that women find inter-
course with circumcised men less satisfying.” Propp continues “curiously, the women 
of the Ubangi basin, where circumcision is also practiced, report the opposite. one 
suspects that there is in fact no difference, though the opinion of these women is to be 
taken more seriously than that of Maimonides.”
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Thus, metaphor is generally understood as the “carrying over” or “transfer-
ence” of meaning from one thing to another. In the well-known metaphor 
“all the world’s a stage,” meaning from the conceptual field of drama is car-
ried over to the world in general. Using Richards’s formulation (1981, 52–53), 
the world is the “tenor,” the main subject of the metaphor, while stage is the 
“vehicle,” by which the world is characterized. Making sense of the metaphor 
requires a basic understanding of the vehicle, in this case, the field of drama, 
and more specifically the role played by a stage. Similarly, unpacking the oft-
discussed metaphor “YHWH is my shepherd” necessitates a familiarity with 
Israelite pastoral culture. As regards the present study, the foreskin, a word 
referring to a piece of skin particular to the penis, has been “carried over” and 
used with respect to the heart, lips, ear, or fruit tree.4

Linguists distinguish between “live” and “dead” metaphors. A “dead” 
metaphor is one that has become lexicalized, that is, ingrained and routinized 
in the language to the extent that is treated as a literal expression. As such, the 
metaphor has also lost any apparent link to its original conceptual field. one 
example of a dead metaphor would be the phrase “foot of the hill.” This is a 
metaphor inasmuch as “foot,” which is specifically a lower extremity of the 
body, has been carried over for use in descriptions of topography. However, 
“foot of the hill” has become interchangeable in English with “bottom of the 
hill.” Moreover, “foot of the hill” has been completely severed from its field 
of commonplace associations. one does not speak of a hill’s “toe” or “ankle” 
as connected to its “foot,” nor is the term “knee” ever used in reference to a 
section of the hill found above the foot.5 In contradistinction, boxing meta-
phors are live, for example, when employed to describe human discourse and 
debate. Their vitality is evidenced by the wide symbolic use of imagery from 
the semantic and ideational fields of the “sweet science” and of the potential 
for fluidity and creativity in the use of such metaphors. Thus an unprepared 
debater may be “pummeled” by an opponent, while an aggressive debater may 
“land a flurry of blows.” Likewise, an unethical debater who levels an ad homi-
nem attack is often accused of a “low blow” or of “hitting below the belt.”

A second category of symbolic language is metonymy. Lakoff and Johnson 
provide a working definition of metonym as distinguished from metaphor: 

4. on the use of metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, see especially Brettler 1989; Biss-
chops and Francis 1999; and cohen 2003. 

5. The “foot of the hill” example is used by cohen (2003, 24–25) as illustrative of 
a dead metaphor. cohen compares the image with Biblical Hebrew rhh ylgr, also a 
dead metaphor, which he argues is indistinguishable in the language from the expres-
sion rrh tytxt. on dead metaphors, see also cruse 1986, 42; Wellek and Warren 
1973, 301. 
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“Metaphor is principally a way of conceiving of one thing in terms of another, 
and its primary function is understanding. Metonymy, on the other hand, has 
primarily a referential function, that is, it allows us to use one entity to stand 
for another” (1980, 36). Soskice offers a similar characterization. Metonymy is 
when “one uses an adjunct to stand for the whole” (1985, 57). To appropriate 
Soskice’s illustration, when we declare “the White House said today,” we are 
referring to a statement made by the president or one of his representatives. 
To make sense of this statement, we need not have any information about the 
physical properties of any types of dwellings. Moreover, according to Soskice, 
“it would be a failure in comprehension if, on hearing the phrase ‘the White 
House said today’ one wondered if shutters and doors opened like mouths” 
(1985, 57).

Synecdoche is a type of metonym where a part stands in for the whole 
or vice versa. For example, a person requiring assistance to move furniture 
could say, “I need the help of some strong people.” The same idea could be 
expressed synechdochally with the statements “I need the help of some strong 
backs” or “I need the help of some strong arms.” Here a part of the body refers 
to, or stands in for, the whole. However, the choice of the synecdochic part 
must make sense within the conceptual and linguistic system of the speaker/
writer. Thus, in the situation described above, the expression “I need some 
strong heads” would constitute an inappropriate synecdoche. Lakoff and 
Johnson note that, “like metaphors, metonymies are not random or arbitrary 
occurrences, to be treated as isolated instances. Metonymic concepts are also 
systematic” (1980, 139). With these prefatory reflections, a close reading of 
the Priestly texts that evince foreskin metaphors can proceed.



6 
Exodus 6: Moses’ Foreskinned Lips

Setting

Exodus 6:2–7:7 is P’s rendering of the Mosaic call narrative. It is a doublet 
of the older JE account found in Exod 3:1–4:17.1 In its skeletal details, the 
Priestly version replicates the divine commission and Mosaic demur found 
in the older tale but is absent a theophany comparable to the burning bush.2 
Beyond the call narrative, Exod 6 contains some important reflections of 
Priestly ideology. The new, Israelite phase of history is differentiated from 
the ancestral chapter through the revelation to Moses of the divine name 
YHWH. In the Priestly imagination, God had been known to the patriarchs 
only by the appellation El Shaddai (Exod 6:3). The whole exodus narrative is 
also inaugurated with God’s declaration that he remembers his tyrb-prom-
ises to the patriarchs and will actualize them in favor of the enslaved Israelites 
(Exod 6:4–5): 

ytiyrIb%;-t)e rk%oz:)ewF … N(anFk%; CrE)e-t)e Mhelf tt'lf Mt%f)i ytiyrIb%;-t)e ytimoqihj MgAw:

1. Childs (1974, 47–89, 108–20) and Propp (1998, 180–242, 261–85) contain in-
depth studies of the texts and comprehensive reviews of the relevant scholarship. Van 
Seters (1994, 35–63) undertakes a close reading of the older narrative, which he con-
siders Yahwistic.

2. Blenkinsopp (1983, 160) notes the affinity of the exodus narratives to the pro-
phetic commissions, especially that of Jeremiah. See also Van Seters 1994, 44–46, 
57–62. The ancients certainly read the Mosaic commission in light of the prophetic 
calls. This is evident from the haggadah of Moses’ infancy in Pharaoh’s house, which 
conflates elements of Exod 4 and Isa 6 (Exod. Rab. 1:26). Similarly, Symmachus 
understands Moses’ uncircumcised lips as “impure.” He recasts Exod 6:12 as οὐκ εἰμι 
καθαρός τώφθέγματι “I am not pure of voice,” influenced, no doubt, by Isaiah’s con-
fession (6:5) ykinO)f MyItapf#&;-)m'+; #$y)i.

-83 -
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“and I will fulfill my tyrb with them, to give them the land of 
Canaan … and I have remembered my tyrb.”3

The pericope also includes a genealogy that foreshadows a number of 
pivotal Priestly succession traditions. The list extends from aaron through 
Eleazar to Phinehas (6:14–25). In bypassing nadab and abihu, aaron’s eldest 
and expected heirs, it foreshadows their tragic demise recounted in Lev 10. 
The genealogy also anticipates Phinehas’s succession to the priesthood, con-
firmed by God’s tyrb-promise in num 25:10–13. a unique feature of the 
Exod 6 genealogy is the inclusion of the wives of amram (Yocheved, 6:20), 
aaron (Elisheva, 6:23), and Eleazar (Putiel’s daughter, 6:25). Ibn Ezra avers 
that the women are mentioned to accord special honor to their respective 
sons. The lineage of aaron’s wife Elisheva is especially important. as the 
daughter of amminadab and sister of nahshon, her marriage to aaron inex-
tricably links the royal and priestly dynasties.4

Cross has shown that a number of P narratives (e.g., num 20:2–13; 25) 
seem to undermine Moses and elevate aaron and his offspring at Moses’ 
expense.5 To Cross’s list can be added the Exod 6 commission account, which 
deprecates Moses on several fronts.6 This particular priestly diminution of 
Moses is perhaps the most insidious, as it is accomplished within the frame-
work of Moses’ call to leadership.

3. P’s periodization of history according to YHWH’s tyrb-promises is well 
known in the scholarship. See, e.g.,Wellhausen 1957, 338–40; von Rad 1962, 134–35.

4. P is distinctly amonarchic. The Priestly narrative is set in the desert. Thus its 
cultic system stands independent of any prevailing political structure, whether it be a 
monarchy or governorship of the type held by nehemiah. The highest political officer 
in P is the )y#$n, reflecting a tribal order. The Priestly literature may, however, contain 
subrosa recognition of the Davidic monarchy. For example, P tradition does acknowl-
edge the preeminence of the Judahites (num 1:26–27; 2:3–4; 7:12–17). Moreover, the 
aaronide genealogy in Exod 6:23 records the intermarriage of the priestly and royal 
ancestral houses, perhaps anticipating the relationship between David and Zadok 
(e.g., 1 Kgs 1:8) and the link between the two offices that is manifest most explicitly in 
the restoration prophecies of Hag 1:1, 12, 14; 2:2; and Zech 2:14. 

5. Cross 1973, 195–215. See also Friedman 1987, 197–98. Cross and Friedman 
utilize their textual observations to construct a scenario of competing Mushite and 
aaronide Levitical families who officiate at the shrines of Shiloh and Jerusalem, 
respectively. While I find their literary observations trenchant, I do not endorse their 
historical reconstructions, which are highly speculative and based upon scant evi-
dence. 

6. noted by Propp 1998, 284–86. 
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The anti-Mosaic tendencies in our text are best seen against the back-
ground of the earlier call narrative. P appears to know the older tradition and 
subtly but deliberately recasts it to aaron’s credit and Moses’ detriment. P’s 
rewriting of the JE version is evident from the close narrative and linguistic 
correspondences.7

In Exod 4:10, Moses attempts to refuse the divine commission, citing 
his weak verbal ability.8 after some give and take, God offers to send aaron 
alongside Moses (4:16):

hyFhfw: M(fhf-l)e K1l; )w@h-rb%edIw:
Myhilo)l' wOl%-hyEh;t%i ht%f)aw: hpel; K1l%;-hyEh;yI )w@h

and he will speak for you to the people, and it shall be.9 He will be 
your mouth, and you will be his God.

Exod 7:1 records YHWH’s response to Moses in the parallel priestly account:

K1)eybin: hyEh;yI K1yxi)f Nrohj)aw: h(or:pal; Myhilo)v K1yt%itan: h)'r:

See, I will make you a God to Pharaoh, and aaron your brother will 
be your prophet.

P uses nearly the same terminology but alters the language slightly in order to 
improve aaron’s position in the exchange. In this case, rather than being God 
to aaron, Moses is God to Pharaoh. aaron is elevated from mere mouthpiece 
to the more exalted role of prophet.

Moses’ Foreskinned Lips

The Priestly coup de grâce emerges from Moses’ own mouth. P’s adaptation of 
Moses’ response to God has Moses protesting that the Israelites never heed 
Moses, so neither will Pharaoh (Exod 6:12). Moses articulates the reason for 
this lack of obedience is because MyItfpf#&; lrA(j ynI)jwA “I am uncircumcised of 
lips” (Exod 6:12). This demur, repeated in Exod 6:30 (with the syntax of 6:12 

7. on P’s use of older JE material in Exodus, see Propp 1999, 266–70.
8. on the possible medical nature of this affliction, see Tigay 1978.
9. I divide this verse differently from mt. The etnach under M(fhf yields a very 

awkward, nearly untranslatable sequence K1l%;-hyEh;yI )w@h hyFhfw:. The use of hyhw is singu-
lar. However, I believe it is the only way to make sense of the term in context.
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inverted), serves as a Weideraufnahme enclosing the genealogy.10 Superficially, 
Moses’ words can be understood, in line with Exod 4:10, as denoting speech 
defect. In fact, the versions typically coordinate their renditions of Exod 6:12, 
30 with 4:10.11 However, as I have underscored throughout this study, hlr( 
is a heavily laden term in the Priestly lexicon. as such, it must be more thor-
oughly unpacked. What, then, are the ramifications of this characterization 
of Moses?

We have seen that literal, genital circumcision and hlr( are inextricably 
tied to P’s covenantal ideology. Moreover, the Priestly conceptions of YHWH’s 
tyrb-promises are central to Exod 6. God will uphold (Mqh, 6:4) and remem-
ber (rkz, 6:5) his responsibility to bestow upon Israel their special land and an 
exclusive relationship with him. This fulfillment of the promises commences 
with redemption of the people from Egyptian bondage. Moses is commis-
sioned to be God’s instrument in fulfilling the tyrb-promises by conveying a 
divine request to Pharaoh. Thus, on a primary level, the image of Moses’ fore-
skinned lips must be interpreted in light of P’s notions of covenant.

Given that possession of a foreskin by an Israelite male explicitly connotes 
rejection or abrogation (rph) of the tyrb (Gen 17:14), Moses’ resistance to 
YHWH’s commission is understandably symbolized and embodied by an 
hlr( locution. Since Moses’ charge is verbal, having God’s words to Pharaoh 
pass his lips, as it were, Mytp#& lr( is a particularly apt image.

another layer of meaning for the Exod 6 foreskin image hinges upon 
the sense of “immaturity,” based upon an understanding of the seven days 
previous to circumcision, when the infant has a foreskin, as representing a 
lack of viability or readiness. Moses, would, in effect, be declaring his lack of 
readiness to undertake his mission. This type of reluctance is reminiscent of 
Jeremiah’s balk when confronted with YHWH’s presence and the impending 
prophetic commission. The prophet there declares: yt%i(;dAyF-)lo hn%"hi 'h ynFdo)j h@hf) 
ykinO)f r(anA-yk%i rb%'d@A “ahah, Lord God, here, I don’t know how to speak, for I am 
a youth.”

It could be argued that the foreskinned lips image is a synecdoche, 
whereby Moses’ mouth hlr( signals, pars par toto, his general character. 
Rejecting the divine charge to execute the covenantal mission would be seen 

10. See Long 1987 on these types of authorial Weideraufnahmen, which function 
to extract the narrative from its logical progression in time. 

11. ancient harmonizations of Exod 4:10 and 6:12, 30 include onqelos’s ryqy 
llmm “heavy of speech,” neofiti’s llmm rgx “constrained speech,” and Peshitta’s 
yN$L g(L “stutter.” 
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as representing a wholesale rejection of YHWH’s authority.12 The foreskin 
expression here is more aptly characterized as metaphoric, whose implica-
tions are upon Moses’ verbal intransigence. We see in the phrase Mytp#& lr( 
the transference of a phallic image to the mouth, conoting a lack of readi-
ness or blatant unwillingness to communicate YHWH’s covenantal message 
to Pharaoh. In any event, the term hlr( is quite weighty in P’s lexicon, and 
the ramifications of its usage with regard to Moses may extend beyond the 
Exod 6 call narrative. 

Karet and Moses’ Life Story

The presence of a foreskin on an Israelite male brings the penalty of karet 
(Gen 17:14). By labeling Moses an lr(, metaphorically or synecdocally, the 
text portrays his resistance to God’s commission, as with other karet-bear-
ing offenses, as an act of treachery against God. Moses’ transgression is 
perhaps all the more flagrant, since it entails an abandonment of God’s just 
recently affirmed tyrb-promises to Israel and a profanation of YHWH’s holy 
name, the just-revealed Tetragrammaton. We have seen that karet should be 
understood as the withdrawal of God’s tyrb-promises: fecundity, exalted 
descendants, land, and relationship to God (as per Gen 17:4–8). a review of 
Moses’ biblical “life story” would indicate that he was, in effect, sanctioned 
with karet and ultimately denied the aggregate tyrb-promises.

The Levite genealogy in 6:16–25, which is framed by Moses’ hlr( con-
fession, sheds light on Moses’ fate generally by opening a window on Levite 
and priestly succession episodes throughout the P corpus. In like manner, 
this localized negative characterization of Moses also presages his fate as 
envisioned by the Priestly author. This destiny includes future offenses against 
God and the resultant severe punishments.

First, our passage has affinities to Moses’ affront against YHWH at “the 
waters of Meribah” in num 20:1–13. The text records God’s angry reaction to 
Moses’ striking the rock (num 20:12).

Nrohj)a-l)ew: h#$emo-l)e 'h rme)y,OwA
 l)'rF#&;yI yn"b%; yn"y('l; ynI#$'yd@Iq;hal; yb%i Mt%en:ma)vhe-)lo N(ayA

12. This reading could follow, by extension, from Hurowitz’s argument (1989), 
based upon comparative evidence from akkadian mouth purity rituals, that Isaiah’s 
confession of impure lips should be understood synecdochally, marking the prophet’s 
general state of defilement, cultic and moral, and consequent unsuitability to stand in 
the divine presence or carry out a divine prophetic commission.



88 SIGn oF THE CoVEnanT

Mhelf yt%itanF-r#$e)j CrE)fhf-l)e hz%Eha lhfq@fha-t)e w@)ybitf )lo Nk'lf

God said to Moses and aaron, “Since you did not have faith in order 
to sanctify me in the sight of the Israelites, so you will not lead this 
congregation into the land that I have given to them.”

Here we see that Moses, as in Exod 6, has angered God by refusing to speak 
when commanded. In the Meribah pericope, the transgression is against 
YHWH’s holiness, which results in Moses being denied the land prom-
ise. Further, the fact that the Exod 6 genealogy culminates in the birth of 
Phinehas calls the reader’s attention to num 25. In the Baal Peor episode, 
Phinehas’s precipitous zealotry on God’s behalf yti)fn:qi-t)e wO)n:qab%; (num 25:11) 
is contrasted to Moses’ inaction in the face of Israel’s apostasy. as a reward, 
Phinehas is granted the MlfwO( tn%Ahuk%; tyrIb%;, the tyrb-promise of exalted lin-
eage that Moses will not receive. The Levite genealogy also provides the clue 
to the final dimension of the implicit karet penalty that P imputes to Moses. 
Though Moses and aaron’s birth to amram and Yocheved are both registered, 
the genealogy only proceeds through the aaronide line. Moses on the other 
hand, has no recorded familial legacy. This is also the case throughout the rest 
of the Pentateuch. The birth of Moses’ son Gershom is noted only in Exod 
2:22, a non-P text. He appears again exclusively in the Chronicler’s records.13 
Even here the Mosaic line is quite limited. Thus, while even Korah the rebel is 
provided with offspring, P manages, at least on the literary front, to extirpate 
the Mosaic line.

The Priestly author makes use of the figurative hlr( imagery to subtly 
denigrate Moses at the expense of aaron. This Moses versus aaron dynamic 
can be situated within the larger matrix of P narrative. However, P’s device 
here is perhaps the most cleverly subversive because it undercuts Moses’ 
position at the very moment he is called by God to assume his position of 
leadership and undertake his inaugural mission, the freeing of Israel from 
Egyptian bondage. It is likely that this particular aspect of the Mosaic call 
narrative has gone relatively unrecognized because of unchallenged assump-
tions about the meaning of the hlr( imagery held since antiquity.

one might question the credibility of a thesis that posits such a blatant 
and pregnant self-denigratory statement on the part of a story’s protagonist. 
Sternberg, however, explains why such dissonance is not uncommon, point-
ing out that biblical narrative is

13. 1 Chr 23:15, 16; 26:24. See also the reference to h#$%enAm;-Nb%e M#$or:g%", the Danite 
priest, in mt Judg 18:20, which the lxx reads as Γερσωμ υἱοῦ Μωυσῆ.
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regulated by a set of three principles: ideological, historiographic and aes-
thetic. How they cooperate is a tricky question … but that they do operate 
is beyond question. For at some points—or from some viewpoints—we 
find each laid bare, as it were, asserting its claims and exerting its particular 
influence on narrative selection and arrangement. (1985, 41)

Here the ideological program of the Priestly tradent, the denigration of Moses 
in favor of aaron, is “laid bare” and seems to have triumphed over the aes-
thetics of sustaining credible character development.





7 
Leviticus 19: Foreskinned Fruit Trees

Setting

Leviticus 19 is a collection of diverse types of legal material, from agricultural 
to cultic to sexual to ethical. It contains one of the most famous of all the bib-
lical dicta (19:18): K1wOmk%f K1(jr"l; t%fb;ha)fw: “love your fellow as yourself.” The laws 
vary widely in form. Some are staccato apodictic statutes (19:11–15, 26–32), 
while others are more involved casuistic laws, with penalty and motive clauses 
(19:5–8, 20–22). A number of the regulations appear only in this chapter 
(19:11–17, 19–25); others are close parallels of statutes found elsewhere in 
P (19:5–8, 9–10, 26). The chapter is punctuated frequently by Mkyhl)/'h yn) 
proclamations (19:3, 4, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 25, 30, 31, 32, 34, 37) and framed by 
a holiness injunction (19:2) and an exodus reference (19:36).

Scholarship regarding the structure of the chapter has been fairly uni-
form.1 Commentators have treated individual units within the pericope but 
have been unable to discern an overall organizing principle. Attempts to find 
structuring devices have only met with partial success. For example, Ibn Ezra 
(on 19:23) notes that the laws of mixed species (19:19), the female servant 
(19:20–22), and fruit tree hlr( are linked by the use of the word (rz (19:19, 
20) and the idea of planting seeds implied in 19:23. The medieval exegete 
is not, however, able to apply his associative approach any more extensively. 
Theories of an organic link to the Decalogue or a foundational decalogue 
for the chapter (Elliger 1966, 243, 248) have been forced. Affinities between 
laws in Lev 19 and other pentateuchal corpora suggest an ethical foundation 
common to various traditions within biblical Israel but need not point to any 
specific textual dependence. Although some, such as Knohl and Schwartz, 
see Lev 19 as a whole cloth Holiness composition, one cannot rule out the 

1. See Sun 1990, 164–219; Schwartz 1999, 241–23; Levine 1989, 124–35; Noth 
1965, 136–44; Hartley 1992, 301–27; and Wenham 1979, 261–75.

-91 -



92 SIgN oF THE CovENANT

possibility that some of the laws have ancient, pre-Priestly provenance. No 
one has, as yet, been able to date parts, or all, of the chapter based upon lin-
guistic or other objective criteria.

Foreskinned Fruit Trees

Leviticus 19:23–25, which Schwartz identifies as legal section 11 (1999, 269),2 
contains the law of fruit-tree hlr(. It regulates horticultural practices and is 
designated to be observed when Israel settles the land: 

lkf)jma C('-lk%f Mt%e(;+an:w@ �CrE)fhf-l)e w@)botf-ykiw: (23)
wOyr:p%i-t)e wOtlfr:(f Mt%el;rA(jwA

 lk')fy" )lo Mylir"(j Mkelf hyEh;yI MynI#$f #$lo#$f
'hla Myliw@l%hi #$dEqo wOyr:p%i-lk%f hyEh;yI t(iybir:hf hnF#$%fbaw@ (24)

wOyr:p%i-t)e w@lk;)t%o t#$iymixjha hnF#$%fbaw@ (25)
Mkeyh'lo)v 'h ynI)j wOt)fw@bt%; Mkelf PysiwOhl;

(23) When you come to the land, and you plant any tree for food, 
you shall foreskin its foreskin,4 its fruit. Three years it shall be foreskin 
to you, it may not be eaten. (24) And in the fourth year, all its fruit 
shall be holy, as praise for YHWH. (25) And in the fifth, you may eat 
its fruit, thus increasing its bounty. I am YHWH your god.

The gist of the law is unambiguous: the first three years of a fruit tree’s 
yield may not be eaten by anyone; in the fourth year, the fruit is dedicated to 
god; thereafter, it may be consumed at will. Beyond this, the language of the 
regulation leaves more questions than answers. Most significantly, how are we 
to understand the figurative use of hlr( here? In this regard, the denomina-

2. Schwartz organizes the chapter into eighteen distinct legal sections.
3. The lxx has a plus here, ἣν κύριος ὁ θεὸς ὑμῶν δίδωσιν ὑμῖν “which the Lord 

your god gives you.” The full formula is common in P (Exod 12:25; Lev 14:34; 23:10; 
25:2; Num 15:2). Zakovitch (1977, 440) opines that mt is defective, while Schwartz 
(1999, 338) suggests that the formula is not appropriate to the context. Here, both 
versions could be “original” owing to a certain amount of fluidity in the early stages of 
the Pentateuch’s formation.

4. The phrase “foreskin its foreskin” makes little sense in English. I let that infe-
licitous yet accurate translation stand to illustrate the problem that interpreters since 
antiquity have had with the Hebrew wOtlfr:(f Mt%el;rA(jwA. A more appropriate English ren-
dering will be offered following my discussion of the relevant issues.
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tive Mt%el;rA(jwA, unique to this passage, is especially problematic. Moreover, what 
accounts for the three/four/five pattern in the legislation?

It would seem that the Priestly legislator anticipated the difficulties that 
his potential readership/audience might encounter, so he provided a series 
of very helpful explanatory clauses. The hlr( of fruit trees is clearly meta-
phoric. The fruit is the foreskin; thus, by extension, the tree is the penis. The 
phrase wOyr:p%i-t)e wOtlfr:(f “its hlr( [that is] its fruit” clarifies the issue explicitly. 
Similarly, the idiosyncratic verb form Mt%el;rA(jwA, literally “you shall foreskin,” is 
elucidated in the next verse by the clause Mylir"(j Mkelf hyEh;yI “it shall be foreskin 
to you.” This clause is then definitively explained by the apodictic conclusion 
of the verse: lk')fy" )lo “it shall not be eaten.”

The question, then, is why the author resorted to such complex imagery 
when he could have written a much more straightforward proscription, such 
as wOyr:p%i-t)e w@lk;)to )lo MynI#$f #$lo#$f lkf)jma C('-lk%f Mt%e(;+an:w @ CrE)fhf-l)e w@)botf-ykiw:* 
“When you come to the land and you plant any tree for food, you shall not 
eat its fruit for three years.” Eilberg-Schwartz phrases the question aptly: “of 
the dozens of other things that the priests declare forbidden, they apply the 
metaphors of ‘uncircumcised’ and ‘foreskin’ to none of them. Why then did 
they see a metaphoric relationship between this particular forbidden item 
and the male foreskin?” (1990, 150). While some, such as Eilberg-Schwartz, 
have suggested a fertility dynamic common to humans and trees, a prefer-
able solution involves P’s method of developing legal categories. P has terms 
that refer to other forbidden edibles, such as )m+, hlbn, hpr+ (Lev 11). In 
fact the lxx translators, seemingly confused by wOtlfr:(f Mt%el;rA(jwA, render the 
phrase περικαθαριεῖτε τὴν ἀκαθαρσίαν αὐτοῦ “you shall purge its impurity.” 
With this interpretive move, the greek translators fold the fruit proscription 
into the category of forbidden animal products that are labeled )m+. Foods 
of the above-mentioned classes are all animal products and are categorically 
off-limits to all Israelites. However, the law of forbidden fruit is time-bound, 
and a new category label is therefore required.

The choice of the hlr( label is due to a number of factors. Most impor-
tant, the fruit is proscribed because all firstlings, animal and vegetable, must 
be sanctified to god. until that is accomplished, humans may not partake. 
However, fruit in its first three years was considered immature, unfit for 
divine consumption, ritually unviable, and thus also off-limits to Israel.5 

5. This factor is treated uniformly in the commentaries (see above). A compre-
hensive review of the issues and relevant scholarship can be found in Schwartz 1999, 
338–42. Josephus’s digest of the law (Ant. 4.226–227) does not mention foreskin but is 
an extremely cogent rendition of a complex biblical passage. He explains simply that 



94 SIgN oF THE CovENANT

Since the foreskin of a child remains until he is ritually viable on the eighth 
day, there is clear conceptual overlap between the two regulations. Finally, 
like the foreskin on the end of a penis, fruit hangs off the end (branch) of a 
tree or vine; thus, the metaphor arises from a common-sense association.

The three/four/five pattern, as opposed to seven/eight of hlr( and cir-
cumcision, is the result of the combination of typology and horticultural 
reality. Though not so pervasive in P, numerical patterns based upon the 
number three are common in the Bible and the ancient Near East.6 More 
important, it is likely that fruit in the first three years of a tree or vine’s growth 
was substandard. The evidence from the biblical period is almost nonexistent. 
The single datum from Hammurapi’s Code (60) suggests that an orchard is 
viable in the fifth year.

šumma awīlum eqlam ana kirîm zaqāpim ana nukaribbim iddin 
nukarribum kiriam izqup 4 šanātim kiriam urabba ina h hamuštim 
šattim bēl kirîm u nukaribbum mith hāriš izuzzū bēl kirîm zīttašu inas-
saq-ma ileqqe

If a man gave a field to a gardener to plant an orchard, and the gar-
dener plants the orchard, he must tend the orchard for four years. 
In the fifth year, the orchard’s owner and the gardener will divide 
equally. The owner of the field will choose and take his share. 

Contemporary viticulture and horticulture confirms what the ancients 
seemed to have understood, that three to four years is a reasonable wait for 
viable fruit production. However, the trees and vines during the preliminary 
period may not be utterly bare. For example, random immature grape clusters 
may appear on a vine.7 Thus, a regulation forbidding their consumption is in 
order.8

fruit in its first three years is immature and therefore unsuitable for human consump-
tion or sacral offering. The produce, viable in the fourth year, must be donated to 
god, as with any firstling and agricultural tithes.

6. on three/four/five in Lev 19:23–25, see Zakovitch 1977, 439–42.
7. I am grateful to Fred Frank (Konstantin Frank vineyards, New York) and 

Charles Mazza (Cornell university Department of Horticulture) for this information 
(personal communication).

8. Contra Carmichael 1996, who discounts any real horticultural basis for the 
law. He argues, “Farmers will know what to do with the fruit of new trees, without 
needing to be told in a directive.” He misses the point completely, that the law is not 
meant to teach farmers sound orchard and vineyard management. rather, it is to pro-
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Though the force of the law, that fruit is unavailable for consumption in 
the first three years of a tree’s growth, is transparent, translation of the phrase 
wOtlfr:(f Mt%el;rA(jwA has divided scholars. Two camps have emerged: one favors 
translations such as “you shall leave/reject/abhor its fruit”;9 the second group 
renders the verb Mt%el;rA(jwA with “cut” or its equivalent.10 This split is manifest 
in the Targumim. onqelos reads Nwqxrt “reject,” while Pseudo-Jonathan has 
Nwrzgt “cut.” The biblical regulation might allow for both alternatives in prac-
tice, as long as the fruit is not used. Still, the second option is untenable as a 
translation. The Targum may have favored the rendition “cut” because in rab-
binic practice hlr( fruit was removed.11 Moderns who favor “cut” or “trim” 
do so based upon the rationale that to treat something as foreskin would be 
to cut it off. Additionally, they may be motivated by a desire to find within 
the law the practical means to carry it out. This reading, however, totally dis-
regards the language of the text. Had the Priestly legislator intended the fruit 
to be cut as a foreskin is cut, a form of lwm would have been employed, or 
another verb that denoted cutting, such as rzg, trk, or rtb. The verbal hapax 
Mt%el;rA(jwA must have a meaning that is the opposite of cut. Moreover, it is not 
unusual for the P and other Torah legislators to articulate a principle without 
providing explicit direction as to how the principle must be operationalized. 
one example is the leaven prohibition in Exod 12 and Deut 16. The respec-
tive regulations read: Mkeyt%'b%fmi r)o#&@; w@tyb%i#$;t%a NwO#$)rIhf MwOy,b%a “on the first day you 
shall eliminate leaven from your homes” (Exod 12:15), and r)o#&; MymiyF t(ab;#$i 
Mkeyt%'bfb;% )c'm%fyI )lo “for seven days no leaven shall be found in your homes” and 
MymiyF t(ab;#$i K1l;bug%:-lkfb%; r)o#&; K1l; h)erFy"-)low: “no leaven shall be seen by you, in 
all your borders, for seven days” (Deut 16:4). Though they articulate a prin-
ciple clearly, there is no indication in any of these formulations as to how to 
the leaven should be eliminated.12

tect god’s sancta, including his prima fructi prerogative. Additionally, the connection 
Carmichael makes to the Judges narrative is tenuous, based primarily upon the use 
of the term Mylwlh and the three years of Abimelech’s rule. on the general flaws in 
Carmichael’s methodology, see Levinson 1990; Stackert 2008.

9. njps; Noth 1965, 137; Hartley 1992, 307.
10. Levine 1989, 131; Eilberg-Schwartz 1990, 151–52; Milgrom 2000, 1678–80.
11. Much of the Mishnaic tractate ‘orlah deals with the disposal of hlr( fruit, 

which would imply its removal from the tree. This would be sound horticultural and 
viticultural practice, since fruit that was left would drain the resources of the tree or 
the vine.

12. This “halakic” issue is addressed for the first time within the biblical period in 
the famous Elephantine Passover Papyrus, Cowley 30. While most of it seems to rep-
licate scriptural regulation, albeit in Aramaic, the conclusion contains the following 
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Though “leave” is a reasonable rendition of Mt%el;rA(jwA, “reject” is to be 
favored for two reasons. First, the fruit is, in a sense, rejected by god until the 
fourth year. Moreover, since the foreskin is a symbol of the rejection of god’s 
commands, that nuance should be factored into the reading of the verse. Con-
sequently, the operative phrase can be rendered in intelligable English, “You 
shall reject its foreskin, its fruit.”

The law of the fruit tree hlr( shows a fairly idiosyncratic use of fore-
skin imagery on the part of the Priestly tradent. This imagery has confounded 
translators and exegetes since antiquity. Nonetheless, P’s use of the metaphor 
is quite coherent. The legislator needed to create a legal category that reflected 
the idea of time-bound prohibition and nonviability. The practice of circum-
cision provided the legislator with a suitable vehicle.

innovation regarding the disposition of the leaven. )ymwy Nyb wmtxw Mkynwtb wl(nh 
[hl)] “lock it up in your chambers and seal it during [these] days.”



8 
Leviticus 26: Israel’s Foreskinned Heart

Setting

Leviticus 26 has been studied in the commentaries and other publica-
tions.� Despite the extensive treatment of the pericope, the uncircumcised 
heart image in Lev 26:4� has thus far evaded scholarly scrutiny. Two factors 
may have contributed to this neglect: (�) interpreters come to the text with 
preconceived notions and thus have not found a close examination of the 
metonym necessary (on the nature of these assumptions, see above); (2) the 
image of the uncircumcised heart is generally regarded as “prophetic,” while 
Leviticus is typed as “legalistic.” Consequently, the uncircumcised heart tends 
to be addressed more enthusiastically in studies of Deuteronomy and Jer-
emiah. For instance, Mayer (�997, �58–62) includes attestations of the image 
in Deuteronomy, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel but only mentions circumcision in 
P in connection with the legal and covenant issues in Gen �7. A similar bias 
can be found in Hoffman �996. The thesis of his first chapter, “Bible and 
Birth,” depends upon a disjuncture between prophetic (preexilic and exilic) 
and priestly (postexilic) religion, and thus he ignores circumcision of the 
heart in Leviticus. Le Déaut’s generally perceptive study evidences a similar 
oversight. He presents a synoptic analysis of the Targumim to Deut �0:�6 
and 30:6 but omits discussion of the Aramaic versions of Lev 26:4� (�98�, 
�99–200). This lacuna is all the more glaring given the fact that Pseudo-Jona-
than and Neofiti’s renditions there, )ndz byl “willful, wicked heart,” diverge 
from the standard targumic “translation” of lr( bl/bbl as )#$p+ byl “fool-
ish heart.”

�. See, for example, Hoffman (�953:240–68), Noth (�965:�93–20�), Elliger 
(�966:360–379), Wenham (�979:32–34), Hartley (�992:45�–475), Levine (�989:�82–
�92), and Milgrom (200�:2272–2364). Notable are those of Grünwaldt (�999:��2–�20, 
348–374), Sun (�990:439–559) and Baumgart (�999). In my view, Levine (�987) 
remains the most important contribution to the scholarship.

-97 -
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P’s hlr( of the heart image bears scrutiny in its own right. I begin with 
an introduction to Lev 26, focusing on setting, structure, and compositional 
history. I then turn to a close analysis of the circumcision of the heart image, 
examining it within its immediate context as well as within the larger matrix 
of Priestly ideology.

Leviticus 26:3–46 has been labeled “the epilogue to the Holiness Code.” 
This appellation was given because the blessings and curses following the 
book’s legal material resemble the epilogue to law collections such as Ham-
murapi’s Code.2 Throughout the ancient Near East, these types of formulae, 
especially the imprecations, are also attached to treaties, boundary mark-
ers, and monuments. “Epilogue” may not be the most apt designation here, 
because, unlike epilogues in cognate cultures, Lev 26 and its parallels in D and 
the prophets concludes with provisions for the people’s restoration. Levine’s 
title (�987; �989, 275–8�), “A Priestly Statement on the Destiny of Israel,” is 
more fitting.

The pericope begins with ten verses of blessings (26:3–�2) appertaining 
to those who follow God’s dictates: w@kl't%' ytaq@oxub%;-M)i (26:3). What follows is a 
much more extensive execratory portion (26:�4–39). The blessing and curse 
units are separated by an 'h yn) proclamation (26:�3).3 The maledictory sec-
tion is comprised of five subsections, each of which details increased levels 
of punishment for Israel’s continued refusal to “toe the line.” These passages 
are delineated by formulaic statements such as yli w@(m;#$;ti )lo-M)iw: (26:�4) and  
yli w@(m;#$;ti )lo hl%e)'-d(a-M)iw: (26:�8; see also 26:2�, 23, 27). Scholars have noted 
a similar trope of escalating disaster in the ydA(f Mt%eb;#$a-)low: oracle in Amos 
4:6–�� and in the plagues heaped upon Pharaoh for his continued refusal to 
set the people free.

The final unit (26:40–45) signals Israel’s redeemability. The possibility 
exists for a return from exile to the land and conditions of bounty described 
in 26:3–�2. God will remember his tyrb-promises to the patriarchs (26:42) 
and to the Myn#$)r, the generation taken out of Egypt (26:45). The divinely 
granted salvation is conditioned on a two-step penitential process: confession 
of the peoples’ and their ancestors’ iniquities (Mtfbo)j NwO(j-t)ew: MnFwO(j-t)e w@d@wAt;hiw:, 
26:40); and humbling of their uncircumcised heart (lr"(fhe Mbfbfl; (nAk%fyI z)f-wO)), 
26:4�bα).4 Consequently, the people will have compensated for their sins 
(MnFwO(j-t)e w@cr:yI z)fw:, 26:4�bβ).

2. A similar “epilogue” appears in Deut 28–30 following its law collection in 
�2–26.

3. 'h yn) also punctuates the penultimate verse in the chapter.
4. on the syntagma z)f-wO), see below.
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Leviticus 26 manifests distinct semantic and conceptual affinities to 
the preceding chapter. The escalating divine punishments are reminiscent 
of the successively worsening economic straits to which an Israelite might 
be subjected. In Lev 25, the units are similarly delineated by recurrent lan-
guage: K1yxi)f K7w@myF-yk%i/w: “If your fellow is degraded” (25:25, 35, 39); and finally, 
wOm%(i K1yxi)f K7mfw@ … rg%" dyA gy#&%ita ykiw: “If the rg gains power … and your fellow is 
degraded in relation to him” (25:47). The motif of a “Sabbath for the land” 
also frames the two contiguous chapters (hwFhyla tb%f#$a CrE)fhf htfb;#$fw: [25:2]; 
hfytetob%;#$a-t)e CrE)fhf hcer:t%i z)f and hfytetob%;#$a-t)e tcfr:hiw: CrE)fhf tb%a#$;t%i z)f 
[26:34]; hfytetob%;#$a-t)e CrEtiw: [26:43]).

our pericope is tightly structured through the use of linguistic symmetry 
where language from the blessing unit is echoed by phraseology in the curse 
section. For example, God’s blessing, such as

 wOyr:p%i Nt%'yI hdE#&%fha C('w: h@lfw@by: CrE)fhf hnFt;nFw: 
“the land will provide its bounty and the tree of the field will yield its 
fruit” (26:4), 

has a corresponding curse:

wOyr:p%i Nt%'yI )lo CrE)fhf C('w: h@lfw@by:-t)e Mkec;r:)a Nt%'ti-)low: 
“the land will not provide its bounty and the tree of the land will not 
yield its fruit” (26:20). 

Israel’s action, yrIqe ym%i(i Mt%ek;lahjwA “you [Israel] are hostile to me” (26:�5), has a 
corresponding divine reaction: yrIqeb%; Mkem%f(i ynI)j-P)a yt%ik;lahfw: “I [God] in turn 
will be hostile to you” (26:24). Similarly, Israel’s apostasy, 

Mke#$;p;nA l(ag:t%i y+ap%f#$;mi-t)e M)iw: w@s)fm;t%i ytaq@oxub%;-M)iw: 
ytiyrIb%;-t)e Mker:p;hal; ytawOc;mi-lk%f-t)e twO#&(j yt%il;bil;

“If you reject my laws and spurn my statutes, so that you do not do 
all my commands, thereby abrogating my tyrb” (26:�5), 

is contrasted to God’s loyalty: 

Mt%f)i ytiyrIb%; rp'hfl; Mtfl%okal; Myt%il;(ag:-)low: Myt%is;)am;-)lo 
“I will not reject them, and I will not spurn them, so as to destroy 
them, thereby abrogating my tyrb with them” (26:44). 
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This literary mirroring serves two purposes. It highlights the divine “mea-
sure for measure” retribution and, at the same time, foregrounds YHWH’s 
beneficence. While up to a point Israel is paid back in full for every instance 
of apostasy, YHWH stops short of destroying the people utterly, even though 
they abandon him entirely.

Leviticus 26:39–43

Leviticus 26:39–43, which contains the foreskinned heart metaphor, constitutes 
both the crux unit in the pericope and the section most germane to the present 
study. The text of the section, along with a translation, is provided here:

Mkeyb'y:)o tcor:)ab%; MnFwO(jb%a w@q@m%ayI Mkeb%f MyrI)f#$;n%Ihaw: (39)
 w@q@m%fyI Mt%f)i Mtfbo)j tnOwO(jb%a P)aw:

 ybi-w@l(jmf r#$e)j Mlf(jmab%; Mtfbo)j NwO(j-t)ew: MnFwO(j-t)e w@d@wAt;hiw: (40)
 yrIqeb%; ym%i(i w@kl;hf-r#$e)j P)aw:

Mheyb'y:)o CrE)eb%; Mtf)o yti)b'h'w: yrIqeb%; Mm%f(i K7l')' ynI)j-P)a (4�)
 MnFwO(j-t)e w@cr:yI z)fw: lr"(fhe Mbfbfl; (nAk%fyI z)f-wO)

 qxfc;yI ytiyrIb%;-t)e P)aw: bwOq(jyA ytiyrIb%;-t)e yt%ir:kazFw: (42)
 rk%oz:)e CrE)fhfw: rk%oz:)e MhfrFb;)a ytiyrIb%;-t)e P)aw:

 Mhem' hm%f#$ah;b%f hfytetob%;#$a-t)e CrEtiw: Mhem' bz"(ft%' CrE)fhfw: (43)
w@s)fmf y+ap%f#$;mib%; N(ayAb;w@ N(ayA MnFwO(j-t)e w@cr:yI Mh'w:

M#$fp;nA hlf(jg%F ytaq@oxu-t)ew:

(39) The remnants among you will languish, from their iniquity, in 
the land of your enemies. And more, they will also languish from the 
iniquity of their ancestors. (40) And they will confess their iniquity 
and the iniquity of their ancestors, the treachery that they committed 
against me, and more, how they were hostile to me. (4�) Since I have 
been hostile to them and brought them to the land of their enemies, 
and if then5 their uncircumcised hearts are humbled, then they will 

5. The syntagma z)f-wO) has challenged exegetes. The most common use of w) 
denotes an either/or alternative (GkC �62). However, this usage does not fit the con-
text. Israel’s submission and God’s sending them to the land of their enemies are not 
presented as alternatives. At this point in our pericope, Israel’s presence in the land 
of its enemies is already a fact (26:33–39). rather, Israel’s submission is a result of the 
exile and leads to the forgiveness of their sins. Two equally plausible interpretations of 
the syntax have been proposed, both of which lend themselves to essentially the same 
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compensate for their iniquity. (42) I will remember my tyrb with 
Jacob, and my tyrb with Isaac, and my tyrb with Abraham I will 
also remember, and I will remember the land. (43) And the land will 
be rid of them and will compensate for its Sabbaths by being desolate 
from them, and they will compensate for their iniquity, for the very 
reason that spurned my statutes and despised my rules.

A two-pronged approach to the image of the foreskinned heart in Lev 26 is in 
order. The first component is a treatment of the metaphor and its relationship 
to P’s conceptions of actual circumcision and hlr(. The second is a study 
of the verb (nky (niphal third masculine singular of (nk), which, as will be 
demonstrated, holds the key to understanding the metaphor and the passage 
as a whole.

Circumcision and Leviticus 26

Genital circumcision in P is a mark of Israel’s obligation to follow God’s com-
mands. The benefits to compliance with YHWH’s dictates are detailed in the 
tyrb-promises to Abraham: offspring; land; and relationship to God. The 
foreskin is a sign of the rejection of divine mastery. As a consequence of this 
rejection, the lr( receives the divinely imposed karet penalty, an ostensible 
withdrawal of the tyrb-promises. In the Priestly law and practice reviewed 
thus far, the circumcision/tyrb–hlr(/karet dichotomy is manifest on the 
level of the individual (see above, 70–75). Leviticus 26 concerns Israel as a 

reading of the unit. My translation, “and if then,” picks up the nuances of both alter-
natives. (�) The lxx’s καὶ τότε could attest to an original Hebrew z)w, with mt’s w) 
“a corrupt dittograph of z)” (Wevers �997, 46�). Alternatively, the Greek translator 
could have been smoothing out a rough syntactic edge. reading z) w) as equiva-
lent to z)w would allow for a simple sequence, “I will bring … and then they will 
submit … and then they will be forgiven.” There is strong support for following lxx 
and treating w) here as a simple conjunction. Hoffman (�953, 256) cites the medieval 
grammarian Ibn Janah, who adduces numerous scriptural examples: Lev 4:23; �3:�6; 
�9:20; Num �5:6; Deut �3:2. However, Lev 4:23 supports both a conjunctive and a 
conditional reading of w). Deut �3:2 is not the best illustration, as w) in that verse is 
better translated as “or.” (2) rashi (echoed by Nachmanides), using Exod 20:26 as his 
prooftext, asserts that w) here should be read with an implicit M) (on w) in condi-
tional sentences, see GkC �59cc). our sequence would be rendered, “I will bring.… 
If, they then submit … then they will be forgiven.” (3) Levine (�989, �8�) suggests a 
third option. He equates z) w) with z) yk in Josh �:8. His analysis falls short because 
he brings no other examples of this usage of w).
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corporate entity.6 The use of the heart metonymy allows the Priestly tradent to 
extend the circumcision/tyrb ideology to the group level. The people can be 
labeled, communally, as circumcised or foreskinned, regardless of the gender 
of any individual or the state of their penises.

A look at Lev 26 will show the distinct imprint of P’s circumcision/tyrb 
ideology. The initial blessing section of the pericope (26:3–�3) details Israel’s 
rewards for observing God’s laws faithfully. The passage basically elaborates 
upon the key tyrb-promises enumerated originally to Abraham.verses 4–8 
describe a bounteous land, free from enemy domination. verse 9 echoes the 
wbrw wrp motif that permeates the Priestly corpus and reiterates God’s com-
mitment to Israel: 

Mket%;)i ytiyrIb%;-t)e ytimoyqihjwA Mket;)e ytiyb%'r:hiw: Mket;)e ytiyr"p;hiw: Mkeyl')j ytiynIpfw@
“I will turn toward you and make you fruitful and multiply you and 
and fulfill my tyrb with you. 

verses ��–�2 articulate God’s commitment to maintain his relationship with 
Israel and include the Bundesformular M(fl; yli-w@yh;t%i Mt%e)aw: Myhilo)l' Mkelf ytiyyIhfw: 
“I will be your God and you will be my people.” The short, positive unit con-
cludes with a reference to God’s redemption of Israel from Egyptian slavery: 

MydIbf(j Mhelf tyOh;mi MyIrAc;mi CrE)em' Mket;)e yti)c'wOh r#$e)j Mkeyh'lo)v 'h ynI)j 
“I am YHWH your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 
from being slaves to them.” 

The use of Mhelf underscores the fact that they are now YHWH’s special pos-
sesion. In sum, the first ten verses of our chapter describe a circumcised 
corporate Israel.

Leviticus 26:�4–38 is a significantly enlarged negative image of 26:3–�3. 
It lays out a corporate karet penalty for deliberate rejection of God’s com-
mands and abrogation of his tyrb. The passage opens:

hl%e)'hf twOc;m%iha-lk%f t)' w@#&(jta )low: yli w@(m;#$;ti )lo-M)iw: (�4)
 Mke#$;p;nA l(ag:t%i y+ap%f#$;mi-t)e M)iw: w@s)fm;t%i ytaq@oxub%;-M)iw: (�5)

ytiyrIb%;-t)e Mker:p;hal; ytawOc;mi-lk%f-t)e twO#&(j yt%il;bil;

6. on ideas of biblical Israel as a corporate entity, see kaminsky �995, 30–54.



 LEvITICuS 26: ISrAEL’S ForESkINNED HEArT �03

(�4) And if you do not heed me and do not do all these commands, 
(�5) and if you spurn my laws and despise my statutes, so as not to 
do all my commands, thereby abrogating my tyrb.

These verses are reminiscent of the passage in Num �5 that treats the deliber-
ate violator of God’s rules (see my discussion of this passage above, ch. 4):

rg%"ha-Nmiw@ xrFz:)ehf-Nmi hmfrF dyFb%; h#&e(jt%a-r#$e)j #$pen%Ehaw: (30)
 .h@m%f(a brEq@emi )whiha #$pen%Eha htfr:k;nIw: Pd@'gAm; )w@h 'h-t)e

 rpah' wOtwFc;mi-t)ew: hzFb%f 'h-rbad: yk%i (3�)
.h@bf hnFwO(j )whiha #$pen%Eha tr"k%ft%i tr"k%fhi

(30) But the person who does this defiantly, whether native or 
stranger, it is YHWH whom they revile, and this person will be cut 
off from among their people. (3�) Because they spurned the word of 
YHWH and abrogated his command, that person will surely be cut 
off; their sin is upon them. 

Leviticus 26 takes the principle spelled out in Num �5 regarding the indi-
vidual Israelite, and applies it communally.

The implications of the corporate karet penalty, the withdrawal of God’s 
tyrb-promises, are spelled out dramatically in the extended execratory pas-
sage. Israel is alienated from the land and its bounty and spurned by God. The 
antithesis of the offspring promise is most horrifying: 

w@lk')t%o Mkeyt'nOb%; r#&ab;w@ Mkeyn"b%; r#&ab%; Mt%el;ka)jwA 
“You will eat the flesh of your sons, and the flesh of your daughters 
you will eat.”

The chapter ends with the reversal of Israel’s fortune. The redactor’s 
employment of the circumcision image in the denouement of the chapter 
speaks to the stress placed on the conditional nature of Israel’s relationship 
with God. The communal “circumcision” signals Israel’s renewed commit-
ment to serve God and follow his commands. only then will God reaffirm his 
devotion to his people. The explicit linkage of circumcision, tyrb, and twcm 
in our pericope underscores the P tradent’s commandment-centered view of 
the relationship between God and Israel.

Goldingay (2000) asserts that the figurative circumcision imagery speaks 
to the denigration of the practice of circumcision in biblical tradition. He uses 
a very Pauline argument to show that genital circumcision is empty of any 
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power when the people’s heart needs to be circumcised.7 Hermisson (�973, 
76) more aptly asserts that Lev 26 and the comparable passages in D and Jer-
emiah testify to the centrality of the rite. only a practice of such moment 
would be employed to symbolize Israel’s transgression and salvation on a 
communal level. Figurative circumcision of the heart does not undermine 
genital circumcision. rather, the two function in tandem. Circumcision of 
the flesh is a sign of every individual Israelite’s obligation to follow YHWH’s 
commands, while circumcision of the heart connotes the communal actual-
ization of the commitment.

The Priestly narrative takes Israel no farther than the other side of the 
Jordan. However, Lev 26 encapsulates the cycle of sin, exile, and restoration 
that is recounted at length in the Deuteronomist’s and Chronicler’s histories. 
one might assert that the tyrb rkz statements in Lev 26:42, 44–45 are P’s 
equivalent to the Chronicler’s Cyrus proclamation, which concludes the entire 
Hebrew canon (2 Chr 36:22–23). Circumcision, then, should be viewed as a 
linchpin of the Priestly Heilsgeschichte. In P’s account, God’s relationship with 
Israel begins with Abraham. The relationship is inaugurated in Gen �7 with a 
juxtaposition of God’s promises and the circumcision mandate imposed upon 
the Patriarch. This practice is a sign of Israel’s future obligation to the full 
spectrum of God’s commands. Leviticus 26 details Israel’s breech of its obliga-
tions and God’s withdrawal of his tyrb-promises. The relationship is repaired 
by the elimination, or neutralization, of the communal foreskin. This process 
is juxtaposed to God’s affirmation of his promises to the patriarchs. These 
texts show circumcision to be the pivotal act in Israel’s ongoing relationship 
to God. In effect, Israel’s life story, in the words of the Priestly tradent, com-
mencing with Abraham and concluding with the nation’s restoration to the 
land, is book-ended by circumcision and YHWH’s tyrb-promises.8

Meaning and use of (nk

(nk, a hapax in the Priestly corpus, is, at first glance, out of place in our unit. 
Instead, one would expect a form of lwm.9 Since (nk “humbling, self-abase-

7. See rom 2:28–29; Phil 3:2–3; Col 2:��–�2; and Justin, Dial. �9.92.��3. The 
early church had a supersessionist agenda, while Goldingay resurrects the argument 
in service of his feminist rhetoric.

8. Although the restoration passage concluding Lev 26 represents the endpoint in 
Israel’s history according to P, it is found near the center of the Torah. This is a further 
example of the type of anachrony discussed above (39–4�).

9. The fully articulated image of the alteration or correction of a foreskinned heart 
would be either lwm + bbl lr( (verb + two nouns in construct) or lwm + bbl + lr( 
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ment” replaces lwm as the action that solves the problem of the uncircumcised 
heart, it provides the exegetical key to our metonym. Absent any other occur-
rences of (nk in the P corpus, a survey of the verb throughout the canon is 
warranted.�0 

Two basic usages of the verb can be discerned: political and military; 
and penitential.�� The first category is applicable to human actors and to 
God. Examples include the following: (�) Led by a judge or king, the Israel-
ites subdue an enemy power in battle. That nation then becomes subservient, 
usually carrying a tributary obligation: 

hnF#$f MynIwOm#$; CrE)fhf +qo#$;t%iwA l)'rF#&;yI dyA txat%a )w@hha MwOy,b%a b)fwOm (nAk%ft%iwA 
“The Moabites were humbled before Israel [under the leadership of 
Ehud], and the land was quiet for eighty years” (Judg 3:30).�2 

(2) God destroys Israel’s enemies, generally Canaanites: 

hlfk;)o #$)' K1ynEpfl; rb'(ohf-)w@h K1yhelo)v 'h yk%i MwOy,ha t%f(;dAyFw:

(verb + noun + adjective). The basic form is attested in Deut �0:�6: “circumcise the 
foreskin of your hearts” Mkeb;bal; tlar:(f t)' Mt%el;maw@. Deut 30:6, “YHWH will circumcise 
your heart and your offspring’s heart” K1(er:zA bbal;-t)ew: K1b;bfl;-t)e K1yhelo)v 'h lmfw @ is an 
elliptical form of the metonym, with lr( being assumed by the author/reader. on the 
significance of God as the circumciser, see Brettler �999. Jer 4:4, “circumcise yourselves 
to YHWH and remove the foreskins of your hearts” Mkeb;bal; twOlr:(f w@rsihfw: 'hla w@lm%ohi 
fills out the basic image. Though there might be nuances to the inclusion of 'hla, I 
suspect that its presence is a matter of poetic rather than theological concern. The 
composer broke up the basic image in order to form a bicolon, the standard poetic 
building block.

 'hla w@lm%ohi Circumcise yourselves to YHWH
 Mkeb;bal; twOlr:(f w@rsihfw: and remove the foreskins of your hearts.

on the break-up of stereotyped phrases as a stylistic feature of biblical poetry, see 
Melamed �96�; Watson �995, 328–32.

�0. (nk is attested only in hiphil and niphal. A review of the word and its usage 
can be found in Wagner �997. I include my own synthesis to give clear and explicit 
context for my arguments regarding the use of the verb.

��. Note the semantic equivalence of the Akkadian verb kanāšu, which is used in 
military contexts to indicate the submission of an enemy to military might and con-
quest or as a proper posture of respect to a superior or deity (see CAD s.v. kanāšu).

�2. Judg 8:28 (Gideon-Midian); ��:33 (Jepthah-Ammon); � Sam 7:�3 (Samuel-
Philistines); 2 Sam 8:� = � Chr �8:� (David-Philistines); � Chr 20:4 (David-Philistines); 
2 Chr �3:�8 is an exceptional case: Judah subdues Israel after a war between Abijah 
and Jeroboam.
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 K1ynEpfl; M('ynIk;yA )w@hw: Md'ymi#$;yA )w@h
K7lf `h rb%ed@I r#$e)jk%a rh'ma Mt%fd:ba)ahaw: Mt%f#$;rAwOhw:

know this day that it is YHWH your God who moves before you, 
a devouring fire; he will vanquish them, and he will humble them 
before you so that you may dispossess them and destroy them 
quickly, as YHWH indicated to you. (Deut 9:3)�3 

In the penitential usage, Israelite individuals, typically kings,�4 or groups�5 
sin against God and then humble themselves penitentially. As a consequence, 
divine punishment is abated or averted. 

ynFpfl%;mi b)fx;)a (nAk;nI-yk%i tfy)irFhj
wymfyFb%; h(frFhf �6yb)-)lo ynAp%fmi (nAk;nI-yk%i N(ayA 

wOtyb%'-l(a h(frFhf )ybi)f wOnb; ym'yb%i

“Did you see how Ahab humbled himself before me? only because 
he humbled himself before me, I will not bring about the harm in his 
time. In the time of his son, I will bring the harm on his house” (� 
kgs 2�:29).

Three occurrences of (nk do not fit squarely into the above categories. 
Psalms �06:42 and �07:�2 recount Israel’s humbling, at the hand of God or its 
enemies, because of its rebellious actions. They are reminiscent of the peniten-
tial usage, especially since the humbling leads to reconciliation. However, the 
abnegation is not self-imposed, as with the penitential category.�7 Job 40:�2 is 
close to the YHWH warrior class of usage, although those who are humbled 
are not Israel’s Canaanite enemies: Mt%fx;t%a My(i#$fr: K7dohjwA w@h('ynIk;ha h)eg%"-lkf h)'r: 
“view every proud man, and humble him, trample down the wicked.”

�3. These all occur in the hiphil, with God as agent. Judg 4:23; Isa 25:5; Ps 8�:�5; 
Neh 9:24; � Chr �7:�0. on YHWH as warrior, see Brettler �993; kang �989; Miller 
�973; and Dozeman �996.

�4. 2 kgs 22:�9 = 2 Chr 34:27 (Josiah); 2 Chr 32:26 (Hezekiah); 33:�2, �9 
(Manasseh). The term is also used of kings who failed to humble themselves: 2 Chr 
33:23 (Amon); 36:�2 (Zedekiah). 

�5. 2 Chr 7:�4 (Israelites in general); �2:�–�2 (rehaboam and his leadership); 
30:�� (members of the tribes of Asher, Manasseh, and Zebulun).

�6. Qere )ybi)f.
�7. These psalms are probably late; see Hurvitz �972, �73.
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Examples of (nk as a verbal marker of penitence are found in kings (� 
kgs 2�:29; 2 kgs 22:�9), yet the image of “self-abasement” leading to divine 
mercy comes to fruition in the work of the Chronicler.�8 The penitential use 
of (nk in Chronicles sheds light on Lev 26:4� and thus will be explored in 
greater depth. As noted above, it is employed with Israelite kings or groups 
who deliberately defy God and incur punishment. The offenders see the error 
of their ways and humble themselves before God, seeking forgiveness. God’s 
clemency is always forthcoming. one trenchant example is God’s dream-rev-
elation to Solomon following the building of the temple (2 Chr �3–�4). It is 
an extremely compact parallel to Lev 26:

r+fmf hyEh;yI-)low: MyIma#$%fha rco(v)e Nh' (�3)
 ym%i(ab%; rbed@e xl%a#$a)j-M)iw: CrE)fhf lwOk)vle bgFxf-l(a hw@Eca)j-Nh'w:

heyl'(j ymi#$;-)rFq;nI r#$e)j ym%i(a w@(n:k%fyIw: (�4)
 My(irFhf Mheyk'r:d@ami w@b#$uyFw: ynApf w@#$q;baywI w@ll;p%at;yIw:

Mcfr:)a-t)e )p%fr:)ew: Mtf)+%fxal; xlas;)ew: MyIma#$%fha-Nmi (ma#$;)e ynI)jwA

(�3) If I stop the heavens and there is not rain, and if I command the 
locust to consume the land, and if I send disease among my people—
(�4) and my people, who bear my name, humble themselves and 
pray and seek me out and turn from their evil ways—then I will hear 
from the heavens and forgive their sins and heal their land.

Another brief account of Israel’s fate brought on by sin is 2 Chr �2:�–�2. 
rehoboam ascends to the Judean throne and along with the people abandons 
God’s teaching (�2:�). This abandonment is characterized in the next verse 
as l(m. As a result, king Shishak of Egypt launches a successful campaign 
against Judah and advances on Jerusalem. In a statement that reflects a mea-
sure-for-measure ideology, the prophet Shemaiah indicates to the king and 
his officers the reason for their ill-fate (�2:5): 

Mket;)e yt%ib;zA(f ynI)j-P)aw: yti)o Mt%eb;zA(j Mt%e)a 'h rma)f-hk%o 
“Thus said YHWH ‘You have abandoned me so I have abandoned 
you.’” 

�8. on (nk as a key ideological term in Chronicles, see Driver �956, 536; Japhet 
�989, 260–6�; and kelly �996, 55–56.
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The people humble themselves, and although they suffer some conquest 
and humiliation at the hands of the Egyptian king, they are ultimately saved. 
The pericope concludes (�2:�2): 

MyrIbfd@: hyFhf hdFw@hyb%i MgAw: hlfkfl; tyxi#$;hal; )low: 'h-P)a w@n%m%emi b#$f wO(n:k%fhib;w@
MybiwO+ 

When he [rehoboam] had humbled himself, YHWH’s anger was 
averted, and he did not utterly destroy, and in Judah, there were pos-
itive things.

That the theme of penitence pervades the episode is indicated by the 
fourfold occurrence of the verb (nk (�2: 6, 7 [2x], �2).

A final noteworthy example involves Hezekiah (2 Chr 32:24–26), who 
becomes sick and prays to God. He is informed that his arrogance bl hbg is 
the cause of his illness. The king repents immediately (32:26):

Mlfi#$fw@ry: yb'#$;yOw: )w@h wOb%li h@bagOb%; w@hy,Fqiz:xiy: (nAk%fy,IwA
w@hy,Fqiz:xiy: ym'yb%i 'h Pceqe Mheyl'(j )bf-)low: 

And Hezekiah humbled himself because of his arrogance, along with 
the inhabitants of Jerusalem. And God’s wrath did not come upon 
them during the time of Hezekiah.

The semantic and conceptual affinities between Lev 26 and the Chronicler’s 
work are numerous. The people defy God deliberately. In part of the pun-
ishment section, Lev 26:�9, Mkez%:(u NwO)g%:-t)e yt%ir:ba#$fw:, shows that, as with the 
case of Hezekiah, Israel’s pride, which God shatters, figures into the equa-
tion. According to Lev 26:40, l(m “treachery against God” is the offense 
that precipitates the cycle of punishment and penitence. In Chronicles, the 
collocation of l(m and (nk occurs on five occasions (2 Chr �2:�–�2; 28:�9; 
30:�–��; 33:�0–20; 36:��–�4).

In the Chronicler’s ideology of sin and penitence, pride, treachery, and 
deliberate offense are offset by self-abasement, (nk. In Lev 26, since (nk cor-
rects the hlr(, then Israel’s uncircumcised heart is a symbol of its pride, l(m, 
and intransigence. Interpreters have long read hlr( of the heart as a meta-
phor connoting defect, an inability to turn toward God. However, the clear 
sense of deliberate sin in Lev 26 and the relevant Chronicles passages cannot 
be overemphasized. one might object that the distinction between disability 
and unwillingness is a fine one, yet the difference is crucial in the Priestly 
view. P makes much of the distinction between Nwdz “intentionality” and hgg#$ 
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“unintentionality.” Sins of the former class are unredeemable, while a highly 
developed complex of rituals is in place for unintentional infractions.�9

It is not unreasonable to inquire as to why P employed the term (nk in 
place of lwm in this “new heart” passage. A review of contemporary scholar-
ship has shown that the meaning of the standard phrase lwm + bl lr( has 
been elusive. The same opacity and/or ambiguity may have obtained in the 
biblical period. P’s use of (nk served to elucidate the figurative language and 
to place the foreskinned heart symbolism more clearly within the framework 
of sin and penitence appropriate to the larger pericope.

Metaphor, Metonym, and Synecdoche

Foreskinned heart expressions are certainly metaphors, as they “carry over” 
phallic imagery for use as cardiac imagery. The expression in Lev 26:4� must 
be classified as a dead metaphor. I have argued that literal circumcision and 
hlr( in P have been effectively severed from any functional connection to the 
penis and explicitly have a symbolic quality. All the more, then, has the meta-
phor been decoupled from its original field of commonplaces. P’s association 
of the verb (nk with the foreskin, where one might have expected a form of 
lwm, is particularly telling in this regard. As has just been elucidated, etymo-
logically (nk refers to the physical act of “bending” and is used commonly to 
indicate submission or subjugation. one does not, by any means, eliminate or 
correct a foreskin by subjugation or even bending. It seems, therefore, that at 
least in the Priestly mindset the expression “foreskinned heart” has been lexi-
calized, frozen as a theological idiom indicating intransigence, rebellion, or 
resistence. This is likely the case in non-P material, since, as shown above, the 
usage of bl lr(, with or without lwm, is consistent throughout the canon.

While foreskinned heart expressions are metaphors, they operate as met-
onyms or synecdoches. They are not meant to describe, actually, the condition 
of a person’s heart. rather, the heart stands in, pars par toto, for the character 
of the person in question. In the case of Lev 26:4�, the image does not even 
refer to the personality of a single individual. rather, the idiom encapsulates 
the wholesale intransigence of the nation of Israel, portrayed in the texts as a 
corporate entity.

�9. Lev 4–5; �9:20–22; 22:�4–�6; Num 5:5–�0; �5:22–3�. on P’s ideology of 
repentance, see especially Milgrom �976. on Num �5, perhaps the key passage on the 
distinction between unwitting and deliberate sin, see further Toeg �974.
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In the Bible, bl/bbl20 “heart” images are typically synecdochal, with the 
heart standing for the whole person. This “part for the whole” relationship 
operates systematically and dovetails with the general biblical understand-
ing of the heart as the emotive, volitive, and cognitive center of the human 
being.2� The synecdochal use of “heart” obtains in English usage. For example, 
there is no substantive difference between the expressions “win them over” 
and “win their hearts.” A survey of biblical usage of bl yields the same type of 
equivalency. Some apropos illustrations from the biblical canon follow.

Psalm 33:�� praises YHWH’s cognitive processes: 

rdowF rdol; wOb%li twOb#$;x;ma dmo(jt%a MlfwO(l; 'h tca(j 
YHWH’s counsel abides forever, the thoughts of his heart for all gen-
erations.

Micah 4:�2 similarly refers to the impenetrability of God’s thoughts: 

wOtcf(j w@nybih' )low: 'h twOb#$;x;ma w@(d:yF )lo hm%fh'w: 
They did not know YHWH’s thoughts or understand his counsel.

The two characterizations are interchangeable and even employ the same 
word pair hc(/hb#$xm. In the first instance, bl functions as a synecdoche.

A positional description of the heart is often used to denote attitude and 
emotion. A “straight” heart is “honest,” and a “bowed” heart is “subdued or 
humbled.” These images are all synecdochic. The following pairs of verses 
show the interchangeability of an image with or without bl.

hxfm;#&i bl'-yr"#$;yIl;w@ qyd@Ic=ala (aruzF rwO) (Ps 97:��)
r#$fyFw: Mt%f )w@hha #$y)ihf hyFhfw: (Job �:�)

Light is sown for the righteous and happiness for the straight of 
heart.22

And that man was straight and without fault.

20.  Hereinafter, bl will be employed to represent both bl and bbl, as no seman-
tic distinction between the two can be discerned (Fabry �997).

2�. Fabry (�997) identifies the bl as the locus of vital, affective, noetic, and vol-
untative activity. Carasick (�996, �24–49) studies biblical images of the heart as the 
cognitive center. He labels this usage of bl as metaphor, without exploring the dis-
tinction between metaphor, metonym and synechdoche.

22. Further attestations of bl r#$y are � kgs 3:6; Pss 94:�5; ��9:7.
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 MdFyF txat%a w@(n:k%fy,IwA Mheyb'y:wO) Mw@cxfl;y,IwA (Ps �06:42)
rz"(o Ny)'w: w@l#$;k%f Mb%fli lmf(fb%e (nAk;y,AwA (Ps �07:�2)

Their enemies oppressed them [Israel], and they were humbled by 
them.
He [God] humbled their [Israel’s] hearts through suffering; they fal-
tered with no one to help.

In Soskice’s words, it would be “a failure in comprehension” if the reader 
looked for an actual straight or bent internal organ underlying these images. 
The heart in these cases stands in for the whole individual.23 The foreskinned 
heart image in Lev 26:4� is similarly synecdochic.

As a dead metaphor, functioning synecdochally, the foreskinned heart 
in Lev 26:4� is at a great remove from any connection to the penis. Thus, in 
this case “the physical condition original to the image” is unlikely to appear. 
Moreover, interpreting the expression in concrete terms, as indicating an 
actual hardened, thickened, or blocked heart, represents in Soskice’s terms “a 
failure in comprehension.” Instead, the subjugation of the heart’s hlr( con-
stitutes a potent image of penitence, at the core of P’s theology of covenant 
and restoration.

Leviticus 26 and Penitence

Leviticus 26:40, Mtfbo)j NwO(j-t)ew: MnFwO(j-t)e w@d@wAt;hiw:, emphasizes that, along with 
humbling the hlr( of the heart, the other step toward the restoration of 
divine favor is confession. Milgrom has shown (�976, �04–28; �99�, 30�–3, 
�042–44) that confession is an essential feature in P’s theology and juridical 
system. In order to take advantage of the t)+x for unwitting cultic infrac-
tions (Lev 5:5), the wrongdoer must confess his or her sins. Similarly in the 
case of fraud (Num 5:5–9), the offender must confess as a precursor to res-
titution. In this instance, as in Lev 26:40, the offense is termed l(m. Finally, 
one element of the Day of Atonement ceremony is the priest’s confession (Lev 
�6:2�). The verb hdwth is used in each instance.

The Day of Atonement ritual is, in fact, mirrored in Lev 26. Along with 
the confession of the priest and the sacrificial complex, the people are com-
manded (Lev �6:29): 

23. The biblical canon contains myriad examples of “heart” synechdoches, such 
as bl rh+ “pure heart” (Ps 5�:�2; Prov 22:��), bl Mkx “wise heart” (Exod 28:3),  
bl ryb) “heroic heart” (Ps 76:6), and bl bdn “giving heart” (2 Chr 29:2�). 
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Mkeyt'#$op;nA-t)e w@n%(at%; #$dExola rwO#&(fb%e y(iybi#$%;ha #$dExob%a 
on the tenth day of the seventh month you must afflict yourselves.

The same injunction is repeated in Lev �6:3� and 23:27, 29, 32. How this self-
affliction is to be accomplished is not specified in the text. Non-P biblical 
evidence, noted by Ibn Ezra (glossing Lev �6:29), points to fasting (Isa 58:3, 
�0; Ps 35:�3), whereas m. Yoma 8:� (see Bechor Shor on Lev �6:29) specifies a 
broader range of abstention, mirroring typical rites of mourning.24 (nkn can 
carry the same meaning as #$pn hn(.

In 2 kgs 2�:27–29, Ahab’s self-abasement is described as follows:

hl%e)'hf MyrIbfd@:ha-t)e b)fx;)a (amo#$;ki yhiy:wA (27)
+)a K7l%'hay:wA q#&%fb%a bk%a#$;y,IwA MwOcy,FwA wOr#&fb%;-l(a q#&a-M#&ey,FwA wydFgFb%; (rAq;y,IwA

rmo)l' yb%i#$;t%iha w@hy,Fli)'-l)e `h-rbad@: yhiy:wA (28)
ynFpfl%;mi b)fx;)a (nAk;nI-yk%i tfy)irFhj (29)

(27) When Ahab heard these words [Elijah’s prophecy of doom], he 
tore his clothes and put sackcloth on his body and fasted and slept in 
the sackcloth and went about in quietude. (28) Then God spoke to 
Elijah the Tishbite, saying (29) “Have you seen how Ahab humbled 
himself before me?”

Josiah’s posture of self-humiliation is recounted similarly (2 Chr 34:27):

Myhilo)v yn"p;l%imi (nAk%ft%iwA K1b;bfl;-K7rA N(ayA
 wybf#$;yO-l(aw: hz%Eha MwOqm%fha-l(a wyrFbfd@:-t)e K1(jm;#$fb%;

ynFpfl; K%;b;t%'wA K1ydEgFb%;-t)e (rAq;t%iwA ynApfl; (nAk%ft%iwA
'h-M)un: yt%i(;ma#$f ynI)j-MgAw:

Since your heart was softened and you humbled yourself before God 
when you heard his words regarding this place and its inhabitants. 

24. The Mishnah delineates abstention from food, drink, baths, anointment with 
oil, wearing leather shoes, and sex. Note also the self-denial practiced by the Elephan-
tine Jews after the destruction of their temple: Nymycw N#$bl Nqq#& hnxn) )mwy hnz d(w 
Nyt#$ )l rmxw Nyx#$m )l x#$m Nydyb( hlmr)k Nlyz )y#$n “until this day we have 
worn sackcloth and fasted, our women have acted like widows, we have not anointed 
ourselves, nor have we drunk wine” (Cowley 30:20–2�).
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You humbled yourself before me and tore your clothes and wept 
before me and I have heard, oracle of YHWH.

Thus, Lev 26:40–4�, describing Israel’s communal atonement, replicates 
standard elements of P’s penitential repertoire while diverging from P’s typi-
cal penitential lexicon. The particular use of (nk serves to illuminate what 
might otherwise have been an opaque or ambiguous figurative image, that of 
the foreskinned heart.

Summary

Leviticus 26 is a pivotal kerygmatic passage for the Priestly ideologue. In its 
canonical setting, the pericope represents a predictive look at Israel’s poten-
tial destiny. The Sitz im Leben of the final redaction is the historical memory 
of the Judean exile and restoration. The pericope frames the nation’s fate in 
terms of the consequences of acceding to God’s will or rebelling against it. 
Finally, it shows that YHWH does not fully forsake his people. In our Priestly 
restoration pericope, Israel must make the first and definitive reparatory 
move. Confession is required, along with humbling of the people’s collec-
tively uncircumcised heart. The image is metonymic, referring to the Israelite 
community, who are willfully rejecting God’s tyrb-commands. P’s vision is 
largely consistent with that of  Zech �:3 and Mal 3:7, where the initiative is 
in the nation’s hands.  In contradistinction, according to Ezek 36:22–3� and 
Lam 5:2�, Israel’s repentance is the result of her deliverance.25 Deuteronomy 
30 finds a middle ground. In verses 2–3, the return to God must be initiated 
by Israel before God restores their fortune. However, in 30:6 God circumcises 
Israel’s heart, taking responsibility for the ultimate corrective measure.

The menu for restoration in Lev 26 constitutes the convergence of two of 
P’s core ideological constructs. The first involves circumcision, which marks 
Israel’s commitment to honor YHWH’s dictates and indicates the conditional 
nature of God’s favor. The second is P’s penitential theology, the combination 
of confession and self-abasement that constitues two of the three pillars of the 
Day of Atonement ritual panoply. 

25. The tension within the Hebrew canon to which I have alluded, over divine 
versus human initiative in repentance and restoration, is captured brilliantly in Lam. 
rab. 5:�. The rabbis project a debate on the matter between God and Israel, wherein 
both parties cast the above-cited scriptural verses at each other like chords from 
“Dueling Banjos.” 
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General Summary: Foreskin Metaphors

The Priestly tradent employs hlr( imagery in a diverse set of contexts with 
maximum rhetorical impact. This multiplicity reflects the centrality of cir-
cumcision and its image field in P’s thought-world. In Lev �9, P has recourse 
to the concept of hlr( in order to invent a new legal category. The Priestly 
tradent extends the idea of time-bound ritual viability from the world of 
human interaction with the sacred to the sphere of horticulture. In a com-
pletely different type of interpretive move, P applies the hlr( label to Moses 
as a means of undermining his position as founding leader of the Israelite 
nation. Moreover, with the use of a single powerful epithet, Mytp#& lr(, the 
author hints at the unfolding of Moses’ destiny throughout the Pentateuch. 
This multifaceted denigration of Moses is skillfully integrated into the actor’s 
commission tradition. Additionally, P constructs the narrative edifice on the 
foundation of the older JE call tradition. Leviticus 26 is P’s microcosm of 
Israel’s Heilsgeschichte. In this pivotal pericope, the Priestly author employs 
the symbol of Israel’s uncircumcised heart as a mark of the nation’s whole-
sale rejection of God and his commandments. As literal hlr( incurs a karet 
penalty, Israel’s intransigence results in the withdrawal of YHWH’s tyrb-
promises of land, progeny, and unique relationship. It is only the elimination 
of the figurative foreskin, engendered by confession and self-abasement, that 
restores divine favor and returns Israel to its land. Circumcision, both actual 
and figurative, is employed in the Priestly Torah to book-end the account of 
Israel’s destiny from Abraham to the restoration of Zion.



Epilogue: Circumcision and the Exile

The notion that circumcision gained significance during the Babylonian exile 
has long been an article of faith among many scholars.� The standard conten-
tion is that, since the Mesopotamians did not practice circumcision, the rite 
became a prime signifier of Israelite identity and faith in Babylon. Moreover, 
circumcision was crucial to a people bereft of their temple, since observance 
of the rite was not dependent upon either land or cult center. The Sabbath 
and Passover are similarly treated in the scholarship.� Smith (�989, �39–�49) 
articulates the theory, calling such practices “rituals of resistance.” The follow-
ing statements are characteristic of the school of thought: 

This basic structure of the P narrative is related in some way to the project 
of rebuilding the temple and restoring the cult in the land of Israel, reduced 
to a small and impoverished province after the Babylonian conquest. Con-
sistent with this historical connection is the care in which P notes the 
establishment of circumcision, Passover and sabbath, all of which assumed 
great importance from the time of the Babylonian exile. (Blenkinsopp �99�, 
��8–�9, emphasis added)

As has long been recognized, too, a particularly important factor for the 
dating of the Priestly Document is the prominence which it gives to the 
Sabbath and to circumcision. Both institutions had certainly been long 
observed in Israel. But we have no evidence whatsoever for assuming that, 
in their inner meaning, these customs stood in a specially close connexion 
with Jahwism. But from the time of the exile, and especially for those exiled 
in Babylon, this was changed. Living as the exiles did amongst a people who 
did not practice circumcision, the good old usage here became all at once 
a token of the difference.… Thus it was in the Exile that the Sabbath and 

�. The view has held sway at least since Wellhausen (�957, 340–4�).
�. Grünwaldt (�99�) mounts a full-blown defense of the circumcision-Sabbath-

Passover axiom but adds no new data or syntheses to the discussion. See also Wyatt 
�990.

-��5 -
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circumcision won a status confessionis which they afterwards preserved for 
all time. (von Rad �96�, 79)

As this argument is typically advanced by those who assert the late date of P, 
the reasoning is somewhat circular. Since P wrote in the exilic and/or resto-
ration periods, circumcision as a “sign of the covenant” made sense in those 
eras. Since circumcision as an identity marker only made sense during and 
after the Babylonian exile, the Priestly literature must have emerged in or 
after the sixth century b.c.e.

My goal is not to prove that the Priestly conceptualization of circumci-
sion had a logical place in the religion and social world of preexilic Judah.3 
Consistent with my assertion of the ahistorical character of the Priestly writ-
ings (8) I contend that there is no viable connection to be made between P’s 
vision of circumcision and any particular period in biblical history. Therefore, 
I wish simply to demonstrate the weakness of the arguments connecting an 
increased emphasis upon circumcision due to the Babylonian captivity. This 
topic is broached because it is, as noted above, all too often treated as “gospel.” 
The biblical and extrabiblical evidence will be evaluated with the recognition 
that the major problem is the absence of substantial data.4

Scholars have maintained that the centrality of the Sabbath was a phe-
nomenon of the exile. The biblical evidence, from incontrovertibly exilic and 
postexilic sources, lends some credibility to this assertion. nehemiah �3:�5–
�� recounts the enactment of strict measures by the leaders of the restoration 
community to prevent the transaction of business on the Sabbath. Deutero-
Isaiah (Isa 58:�3–�4), Jeremiah (Jer �7:�9–�7), and Ezekiel (Ezek �0), all 
trumpet the import of the Sabbath and inveigh against its profanation.5 More 
significantly, Isa 5�:�–8 upholds Sabbath observance as a main requirement 

3. for this approach, see Weinfeld �968. Such a claim is not unreasonable, only 
difficult, if not impossible, to substantiate. It is also made much less often than asser-
tion of a link between circumcision and the exile. Those who assert an early date for P 
generally do not reference circumcision as a key element of their arguments.

4. My contention here was anticipated by Ackroyd, who, against the trend 
described above, asserts: “whether it [circumcision] became especially prominent in 
the exilic period is unknown.” Without going into any depth, he simply notes that “the 
whole theme is one of obscurity, and the evidence insufficiently secure” (�968, 36).

5. Weinfeld (�968, ��7–�8) asserts that these traditions address the fact that 
Israel became increasingly lax in its Sabbath observance, not that the practice gained 
new import. his reading is possible, but no more so than the above interpretation of 
the data. Also, Weinfeld does not account for Second Isaiah’s prioritization of the Sab-
bath in 5�:�–8.
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for Israelites who wish to benefit from God’s imminent salvation, as well as 
for foreigners and eunuchs who wish to join the community and worship on 
the Temple Mount.

In contrast, there is not a single comparable attestation in the Prophets or 
Writings of a circumcision command or exhortation.6 This silence could be 
construed as a sign that circumcision was not a primary concern of any exilic 
or postexilic biblical authors.7 

The exilic and postexilic prophetic texts that do mention circumcision 
take its observance by the Israelite community for granted. The following 
texts, for example, deal with the inappropriate presence of the alien, labeled 
lr( “uncircumcised,” in the temple and in Jerusalem: 

6. Jer 4:4, which calls for circumcision of the heart, is not included. Sperling 
(�989, 70–7�) suggests that tyrb in Isa 5�:4, 6 refers specifically to circumcision. he 
cites Radak but fails to note that this interpretation is an afterthought, appended to 
Kimchi’s primary reading of the phrase ytyrbb Myqyzxm. Sperling’s assertion of ter-
minological correspondence to Gen �7 is less than decisive, especially since P in that 
chapter and elsewhere uses the phrase tyrb rm#$, never tyrb qyzxm. Moreover, Sper-
ling is inconsistent with regard to his own view on the dating of biblical traditions. 
If, as he asserts, the Priestly Pentateuch is a product of the Persian period (�999), 
he would have a hard time arguing that Second Isaiah could have had a stable ver-
sion of Gen �7 before him. Two understandings of tyrb in Isa 56 are viable. (�) The 
most likely alternative is that tyrb indicates broadly the correct divinely ordained 
path. Joseph Kara and Radak prefer this reading, suggesting that tyrb here refers to 
the twwcm, the totality of God’s commands. This interpretation dovetails with 56:�, 
which contains the charge to Judeans who await YhWh’s deliverance: tb%f#$a rm'#$o 
(rF-lk%f twO#&(jm' wOdyF rm'#$ow: wOll%;xam' “observe the Sabbath [specific] and desist from evil 
[general].” Additionally, tyrb in Isa �4:5 (MlfwO( tyrIb%; w@rp'h' qxo w@pl;xf trowOt w@rb;(f-yk%i 
“because they transgressed teachings, overturned laws, and abrogated the eternal cov-
enant”) clearly has this more general connotation. (Most usages of tyrb in Isaiah 
refer to God’s promises and thus are not relevant to the present inquiry.) (�) tyrb 
could also refer directly to the Sabbath, as understood in Exod 3�:�6. Thus the verses 
can be read as examples of synonymous parallelism. Isa 56:4 would be a tricolon with 
the parallel elements tb#$ rm#$, Cpx rxb, and tyrb qyzxm, while 56:6 is the more 
compact unit, containing the parallel members tb#$ rm#$ and tyrb qyzxm.

7. hoffman (�996, 4�) views P’s circumcision mandate in light of the emphasis 
upon lineage and the repudiation of exogamy found in Ezra and nehemiah. In doing 
so, he glosses over some important issues: (�) the books of Ezra and nehemiah never 
mention circumcision; ( �) in P, it is only the high priest who is constrained to endog-
amy, but he must marry from within the priestly clan (Lev ��:�4). The Priestly writings 
never broach the subject of intermarriage, either to promote or to prohibit it.
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)m'+fw: lr"(f dwO( K7bf-)boyF PysiwOy )lo yk%i 
for the uncircumcised and the defiled will never enter you again (Isa 
5�:�);

ytiyb%'-t)e wOll%;xal; y#$id@Fq;mib%; twOyh;li r#&fbf yl'r:(aw: bl'-yl'r:(a rkfn"-yn"b%; Mke)jybihjb%a 
When you brought the aliens, uncircumcised of heart and uncircum-
cised of flesh, to be in my sanctuary and to profane my house (Ezek 
44:7);

and the parralel verse:

y#$id@Fq;mi-l)e )wObyF )lo r#&fb%f lrE(ew: bl' lrE(e rkfn"-Nb%e-lk%f 
no alien, uncircumcised of heart or flesh, may enter my sanctuary 
(Ezek 44:9).

The equation of foreskin and foreignness implies that circumcision is an 
established mark of Israelite identity. Jeremiah 9:�4–�5 similarly links the 
alien and the lr(: 

hlfr:(fb%; lw@m-lk%f-l(a yt%id:qapfw@ 'h-M)un: My)ib%f MymiyF hn%"hi (�4)
 b)fwOm-l(aw: NwOm%(a yn"b%;-l(aw: MwOd)v-l(aw: hdFw@hy:-l(aw: MyIrAc;mi-l(a (�5)

 rb%fd:m%ib%a Mybi#$;y,Oha h)fp' yc'w@cq;-lk%f l(aw:
 bl'-yl'r:(a l)'rF#&;yI tyb%'-lkfw: Mylir"(j MyIwOg%ha-lkf yk%i

(�4) Behold, the time is coming, oracle of YhWh, when I shall take 
notice of all who are circumcised of the foreskin, (�5) of Egypt and 
of Judah and of Edom and of the Ammonites and of all those desert 
dwellers who cut their forelocks. Because all the nations are uncir-
cumcised and all the house of Israel is uncircumcised of the heart.

Moreover, a fundamental assumption of the Jeremiad is Israel’s adherence 
to the custom. The problem, according to the prophet, is that, despite their 
circumcised genitalia, the peoples’ hearts remain uncircumcised. In other 
words, though they bear the sign of devotion to God, their actions and atti-
tudes belie their commitment.8 It is evident, then, that no indisputably late 

8. on the ideological issues raised in Jer 9:�4–�5, see Steiner �999; Blank �96�, 
�93–�07). Scholars (see discussion in holladay �986, 3�9–�0) date this passage to 
the late monarchy or early exile. The chronological setting does not affect the argu-
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biblical source either promotes the practice of circumcision or bemoans its 
neglect. This is in contrast to Sabbath observance, which seems to be consid-
ered quite important by a variety of exilic and postexilic tradents.

Another approach to the question of P’s circumcision law as a phenom-
enon of the exile involves an investigation into the social, religious, and 
demographic realities of the eastern diaspora. how would the Jews have 
maintained a distinct identity in Chaldean and Achemenid Babylonia? Is 
there any indication that circumcision was a decisive practice in this regard? 
for guidance in this area, we can look to biblical and Babylonian sources 
regarding the Judean communities. Additionally, evidence about other exiled 
peoples is instructive.9

Jews, along with other Semites (Arameans, Phoenicians, and Arabs) and 
Egyptians, were defeated and deported eastward by the neo-Babylonians. 
unlike the Assyrian Sargonids, who dispersed conquered peoples among 
various Mesopotamian population centers, the Babylonians transferred the 
communities relatively intact and settled them in an underpopulated area 
of the nippur region near the Chebar River.�0 These ethnic/national groups 
were able to preserve their own leadership hierarchies�� and develop distinct 
administrative associations, called h had/t†ru.�� Akkadian records also attest to 
toponyms in the nippur region that correspond to town and regional des-
ignations of the various exiled peoples. Ephal notes the possibility that “an 
organized community of emigres from a Syrian town flourished in Babylonia, 
and it returned to its home-town somewhat in the manner of the Jews ‘who 
came up out of the captivity of those exiles… (and) returned to Jerusalem and 
Judah, each to his own town’ (Ezra �:�; neh. 7:6; cf. also Ezra �:��–35; neh. 
7:�5–37)” (�978, 87).

ment that Jeremiah assumes observance of circumcision rather than militating in 
favor of it. 

9. for the Babylonian data, I rely on Zadok �977; �979; Ephal �978. I credit 
Ziony Zevit for suggesting that I look into the “realia” and for directing me to the 
Ephal article.

�0. The Babylonian towns of Tel Abib (Ezek 3:�5) and Tel-melah, Tel-harsha, 
Cherub, Addan, and Immer (Ezra �:59) are mentioned in the Bible. See the map in 
Aharoni and Avi-Yonah �993:��5.

��. Ephal (�978, 76–79) notes the Akkadian institutional designation puh hur 
šībūtu ša misß iraia “assembly of the elders of Egypt” and the equivalent biblical ref-
erences from exilic and postexilic sources, hlwgh ynqz, “elders of the diaspora” (Jer 
�9:�); hdwhy ynqz and )ydwhy yb#&, “Judean elders” (Ezek 8:�; Ezra 5:5, 9; 6:7, 8, �4); 
and l)r#&y ynqz, “Israelite elders” (Ezek �4:�; �0:�, 3).

��. These are attested for many exiled people but not for the Judeans.
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Zadok collected and analyzed onomastic evidence, principally from the 
business archives of the Murashu family banking concern. A few of his con-
clusions are germane. he finds evidence of continued use of Yahwistic names 
among Jews of the second and third generations in nippur. Moreover, the 
Akkadian names of Jews contain common Babylonian theophoric elements 
rather than distinctively nippurean characteristics. Zadok, therefore, con-
cludes “that there was no influence of the Enlil temple at nippur on the Jews” 
(�979, 86). he asserts, similarly, that the nippur temple “does not seem to 
have exercised any cultic influence on most of the tribal people.” Zadok’s work 
also indicates that Jews were as likely to assimilate with other exiled peoples 
as they were to intermix with and be influenced by Babylonians. There are 
no extrabiblical sources that indicate the religious practices of the Jews in 
Babylonia. however, the Akkadian texts, which are consistent with scriptural 
traditions, suggest that the exiles were not constrained to develop “counter-
traditions” to distinguish themselves from their Babylonian hosts. Rather, the 
demographics of the exile allowed for the maintenance of group cohesion and 
identity.

Daniel is the only biblical narrative work set in Babylon during the period 
of captivity. According to the text, it was publicly apparent to King nebuchane-
zzar (or his courtiers) that the Judeans had a distinctive language (Dan �:4), 
maintained distinctive names (�:6–7), and observed a set of dietary restric-
tions (�:8–�6).�3 They also openly revered a single deity, identified generically 
as )ym#$ hl) “God of heaven” (�:�7, 36, 47), and )ml( yx )yl(�4 “most-
high, ever-living” (4:3�). The text also recounts that Daniel prayed privately 
thrice daily, facing Jerusalem (6:��). Most agree that even the oldest portions 
of Daniel were written at least two hundred years after the events and person-
ages described in them.�5 Whether or not the author of Daniel was a credible 
witness about the religious traditions of the Jews under neo-Babylonian rule 
is not germane to the present inquiry. The key point is that circumcision is 
not mentioned as the, or even a, custom practiced by the exiles that would 
have set them apart from their hosts. finally, it should be noted that the 
Elephantine documents, which constitute the major repository of evidence 
concerning Jewish communities in the Persian period, have no mention of 
circumcision.

�3. The motif of the “kosher Jew in the foreign court” is also found in Greek Esth 
5:�8; Jdt ��:�–9; Tob �:�0–��; and ’Abot R. nat. A �7. on the literary traditions about 
Jews in foreign courts, see Wills �990.

�4. Reading with the Kethib.
�5. on the dating of Daniel, see hartman and Di Lella �978, 9–�8; Collins �993, 

�4–38.
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There is no evidence whatsoever that circumcision gained significance 
during the sojourn in Babylon. The little data available identify other pos-
sible factors as crucial in the maintenance of Judean distinctiveness, and the 
biblical evidence points to other observances, such as the Sabbath, as attain-
ing greater import during and after the sixth century b.c.e. These indicators 
therefore support the argument that P’s circumcision regulations and ide-
ology cannot be linked to any identifiable historical event or circumstance. 
Thus, any effort to date these traditions cannot be separated from one’s gen-
eral view of the date of P. Moreover, textual evidence is only of real value in 
charting the innerbiblical development of attitudes about circumcision. There 
is no viable means of measuring the extent to which the Priestly legislation 
and ideology was actualized in the “real-life” practice of Israel during the bib-
lical epoch.





Conclusion

Synthesis

The circumcision traditions considered in this work resonate with several 
key components of Priestly thought: the command-centered significance 
of tyrb; the regimented stratification of society; and the theology of res-
toration. The Priestly literature evinces a distinctive use of the word tyrb. 
It can denote divinely imposed commands as well as promises issued by 
YHWH. The tyrb-commands can refer to individual obligations incum-
bent upon Israel or the aggregation of God’s precepts, the twcm, Myqx, 
and My+p#$m (Lev 26:15). The thirteen-fold occurrence of the word 
tyrb in Gen 17 underscores the essential connection of circumcision and 
tyrb in the Priestly Weltanschaung. The very pointed employment of 
the term in the pericope allows for a number of conclusions regarding P’s 
ideology. The initial twenty-two verses of Gen 17 are occupied with a dia-
logue between YHWH and Abraham. That dialogue can be divided into 
five distinct units. The first two units (17:1–3a, 3b–8) and the last two  
(17:15–18, 19–22) concern God’s promises to Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and 
Ishmael. The key components of the tyrb-promise are great and numerous 
progeny, the land of Canaan, and a unique relationship with YHWH. How-
ever, by setting up a semantic distinction between tyrb and blessing, the 
Priestly tradent distinguishes between Israelite males and females, and Isra-
elites and foreigners. While Isaac is a beneficiary of God’s tyrb, Ishmael, the 
paradigmatic foreigner, despite the fact that he is also circumcised, receives a 
blessing but no tyrb. His blessing includes only the offspring component; the 
land and relationship elements of the tyrb are strictly reserved for Abraham 
and Isaac. Those two fundamental promises are the ones that are later to be 
fulfilled with the Israelite nation, as stated in Exod 6:4, 7: “And I will fulfill 
my tyrb with them, to give them the land of Canaan,” and “I will take them 
as my own nation, and I will be God to them.” Like Ishmael, Sarah is only 
granted the blessing of offspring, although it is announced to Abraham. Thus, 
the text articulates the proxy nature of her relationship to YHWH and the 
tyrb-promises.

-123 -
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The core section of Gen 17, verses 9–14, which is comprised of the cir-
cumcision laws, contains only the command type of tyrb. The embedding of 
a command and its fulfillment within a larger group of promissory passages 
suggests that in P the patriarchal covenant is not unconditional. God’s benefi-
cence is contingent upon compliance with his dictates. The pivotal verse in 
the circumcision pericope, Gen 17:11, provides the rationale for the practice: 
“And you must circumcise the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of 
the tyrb between me and you.” Here tyrb has as its referent the totality of 
the divine commands, consistent with the use of the term in Lev 26:15. Thus, 
circumcision is understood as a sign of Abraham’s, and subsequently Israel’s, 
obligation to observe all of YHWH’s dictates. A sense of anachrony inheres in 
the passage, as the unit defies the strict bounds of the narrative’s chronologi-
cal framework. Abraham, by circumcising himself and his male dependents, 
signals a commitment to a battery of laws that have not been disclosed to him. 
While the immediate context of the chapter is God’s interaction with Abraham, 
the circumcision command is intended for Israelites in future generations. The 
Priestly author, therefore, can retroject to the ancestral era the obligation to a 
set of commands that are not actually imparted until later in Israel’s history.

P inaugurates Israel’s history by bestowing a set of promises upon Abra-
ham, the first patriarch. These promises are linked to the observance of a 
single command, circumcision. The promises will ultimately be put into effect 
when Israel becomes a nation after their departure from Egypt. Similarly, the 
practice of circumcision signals every individual Israelite’s duty to comply 
with the full complement of twcm. These commands will also be imposed 
when Israel achieves national status. Just as the tyrb-promises to Abraham 
are inextricably linked to the practice of circumcision, so will Israel’s ability 
to receive YHWH’s grace be bound to its observance of YHWH’s commands. 
As a corrolary to the tyrb-centered import of circumcision, the karet penalty 
devolves upon those who fail to bear the sign or affix it on their male depen-
dents. Karet, a divinely initiated punishment whose nature is not apparent 
in the text, is inflicted upon those who violate certain specific statues or, as 
articulated in num 15, willfully abrogate God’s commands generally. I claim 
that karet entails a withdrawal of YHWH’s tyrb-promises: progeny; rela-
tionship with God; and stake in the land. In any event, with circumcision 
constructed as a sign of one’s obligation to God’s commands, failure to cir-
cumcise does not only represent an unwillingness to perform this one act. 
Rather, it can symbolize a wholesale rejection of divine authority. Thus, in the 
Priestly worldview, karet would be a fitting sanction. The idea of circumcision 
as a sign of the tyrb-commands also undergirds the special link between the 
marking rite and Passover. According to Exod 12:43–49, anyone with a fore-
skin is precluded from partaking of the paschal sacrifice, and Passover is the 
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only observance with this stipulation. In P and throughout the canon, the 
exodus is the paradigmatic salvific episode in Israel’s early history. The manu-
mission from Egyptian servitude leads to the realization of God’s promises 
conveyed to Abraham and reiterated to Moses. Passover, which commemo-
rates the exodus, is thus the archetypal tyrb-focused festival. Thus, bearing 
the tyrb-sign would be by extension a requisite for participating in the cel-
ebration, more so than any other in the seasonal cycle.

All slaves are to be circumcised, and a circumcised rg may eat the pas-
chal offering alongside a native Israelite. However, these foreigners do not, 
upon circumcision, become part of the Israelite community, attain equal 
status to the xrz), or gain a stake in the tyrb-promises. The foreign slave 
is circumcised because he is completely subordinated to his master. Conse-
quently, he must submit to the authority of the master’s God. The rg occupies 
an intermediate position between the slave and the Israelite. He enjoys certain 
rights on a par with his Israelite hosts and is bound to some of the same stric-
tures. for example, though he may not possess leaven during Passover, a rg 
is not constrained to perform the festal offering. He does have the option of 
eating the paschal sacrifice, but if he wishes to exercise that choice, he is also 
enjoined to circumcise himself and all his male charges. As mentioned above, 
circumcision here is a prerequisite for participation in the Passover, which is 
the paradigmatic celebration of the tyrb-promises. While it affords the alien 
eligibility, just for this one ceremony, it does not effectuate his entry into the 
community of Israel.

Circumcision also functions as one among several indices of women’s 
secondary status in the Priestly social order. Since a female cannot be cir-
cumcised, she cannot herself bear the tyrb-sign. Women are clearly obligated 
to the commands laid out in the Torah and, as members of the Israelite lhq, 
also benefit from the tyrb-promises. Still, they take on the obligations and 
entitlements as legal and social extensions of their fathers or husbands.

The uniqueness of circumcision is conspicuous when the rite is sur-
veyed against the background of P’s detailed and complex matrix of cultic 
practice. first, it is the only decree intended for Israel that is issued in the 
ancestral period, to an individual figure, rather than in the desert milieu, to 
the Israelite nation. More remarkable is the almost complete absence of ritu-
alization or processual specificity in the circumcision instruction. This lack of 
detail underscores the instrumental nature of the practice. only the sign is of 
moment, not how it is affixed. The lack of ritual dimension also seems to stra-
tegically highlight the explicit tyrb-sign meaning by denying circumcision 
any of the implications it carries in some non-P biblical traditions (Exod 4; 
Josh 5) and non-Israelite cultures. These potential valences include purifica-
tion, expiation, dedication, or fertility.
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The impact of circumcision on P’s ideological and rhetorical landscape is 
also quite potent relative to many other cultic practices, due to its metaphoric 
reverberations. The Priestly tradent uses circumcision imagery creatively 
and in diverse settings. Consistent with an agenda of elevating Aaron at 
Moses’ expense, P composes a version of the Mosaic call narrative wherein 
the protagonist declares himself to be Mytp#& lr( “foreskinned of lips.” This 
characterization is exploited to point up Moses’ immaturity or to paint his 
initial rejection of the commission as a rejection of God’s tyrb and an offense 
against YHWH’s holy name. This rejection hints at further infractions on 
Moses’ part, such as the striking of the rock at the waters of Meribah. Moses’ 
self-proclaimed hlr( foreshadows what may be an implicit karet penalty, the 
withdrawal of God’s tyrb-promises. The desert leader and lawgiver never sets 
foot in the promised land, and his line is effectively extirpated, at least as far 
as the text is concerned.

The Priestly legislator also uses hlr( imagery to innovate a legal cate-
gory. In Lev 19:23–25, consumption of fruit from the first three years of a 
tree’s growth is completely off-limits. The eighth-day component of the cir-
cumcision mandate, which implies a seven-day “foreskinned” period before 
an infant is circumcised, provides a vehicle to characterize the underde-
veloped produce as ritually nonviable. In P’s system, all firstlings, whether 
human, animal, or vegetable, must be dedicated to God. Since the immature 
fruit would be unsuitable for divine consumption, humans must wait as well. 
In the fourth year, the fruit is sacred, and in the fifth and thereafter, its use 
and consumption is at the discretion of the landowner. The three/four/five 
pattern, though common in the Bible and ancient near Eastern literature, is 
rare in the Priestly corpus. This duration represents the convergence of theol-
ogy and agricutural reality.

The weightiest foreskin metaphor is that of corporate Israel’s heart in Lev 
26. This chapter, often labeled the “epilogue” to the Holiness Code, projects 
the future destiny of Israel. If the people obey God’s will, they will be blessed 
with the land’s bounty. If they reject YHWH’s statutes and abrogate his tyrb, 
God will withdraw his grace from them. The escalating punishments heaped 
upon the people for their sins, which culminate in exile from the land and 
alientation from God, represent a communal karet penalty. Israel’s repudia-
tion of the tyrb commands is symbolized by their foreskinned heart. The 
remedy, therefore, that would restore Israel to the land and YHWH’s favor is 
confession and removal of the foreskin from the people’s corporate heart. God 
will then remember and fulfill the tyrb-promises he originally imparted to 
Abraham. The restoration passage highlights the significance of circumcision 
in Priestly thought. Just as circumcision and the tyrb-promises to Abraham 
in Gen 17 inaugurate YHWH’s relationship with Israel, so they signal the 
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climactic moment in the nation’s Heilsgeschichte. In P’s view, actual and car-
diac circumcision are complementary. The former operates on the level of the 
individual, while the latter appertains to the Israelite nation. As genital cir-
cumcision signifies Israel’s obligation to do YHWH’s will, circumcision of the 
heart represents a collective actualization of this commitment. By the same 
token, as an Israelite’s foreskin signifies a rejection of his devotion to YHWH, 
so does the foreskinned heart stand for Israel’s alienation from God and the 
promised land. The relationship between Israel and YHWH, governed by the 
lattice of tyrb-commands and promises, is initiated in Gen 17 with Abraham, 
the first patriarch. The breach of that relationship, followed by its repair and 
restoration, is capsulized in Lev 26 with the Israelite collective. Thus in the 
Priestly Torah, circumcision, actual and metaphorical, operates as a crucial 
literary device, framing Israel’s sacred story.

Circumcision in Canonical Perspective

Priestly circumcision traditions have heuristic value for the study of cir-
cumcision in the entire Hebrew canon. In particular, the circumcision-tyrb 
relationship resonates in passages beyond the Pentateuch. Joshua 5:2–9 
recounts the circumcision (or recircumcision) of every Israelite male at Gilgal 
upon arrival in Canaan. Crossing the Jordan represent the nation’s actualiza-
tion of the land promise, the last in the triad of YHWH’s tyrb-promises (Gen 
17:8; Exod 6:4). Attainment of this privilege must be accompanied by a com-
munal acceptance of the tyrb-obligations, signaled by the mass enactment 
of the circumcision rite. By analogy, corporate Israel is circumcised en masse 
almost immediately upon entering the land, as a newborn must be circum-
cised on the eighth day, upon his first moment of ritual viability, marking his 
entry into the Israelite community.

A few diverse texts configure the foreskin of the penis and/or of the heart 
as a sign of foreignness (Isa 52:1; Jer 9:25–26, Ezek 44:7, 9). This foreskin-for-
eignness equation is not a matter of ethnicity.1 Rather, it is tied to the notion 
that an alien is one who is not privy to the tyrb-promises of land and special 
relationship with YHWH or bound by the concomitant obligations.

Circumcision of the heart images appear three times in the Hebrew Bible 
outside the Priestly corpus; Deut 10:16; 30:6; and Jer 4:4. Though there are a 

1. The exceptions in this context are the Philistines, who are labeled distinctively 
as Mylr(h “the foreskinned people” (e.g., Judg 1:3; 15:18; 1 Sam 14:6; 17:26; 31:4; 2 
Sam 1:20; 1 Chr 10:4), no doubt because as original Hellenes, like all the Sea Peoples, 
they would not have practiced circumcision.
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number of substantive differences both stylistic and conceptual between each 
occurrence, they are all illuminated by our understanding of Lev 26:41. The 
passages are remarkably consistent in the way they understand circumcision. 
In every case the foreskinned heart signifies the Israelite nation’s unwillingness 
or inability to adhere to YHWH’s commandments. Disobedience produces 
divine anger and alienation, with consequent collective punishment, which, 
in the pentateuchal texts, leads ultimately to exile from the land. Metaphorical 
circumcision, or otherwise removal of the foreskin, symbolizes a communal 
recommitment to God and his precepts, resulting in reinstatement of divine 
favor and return to the land. Such a cause-and-effect cycle of obedience and 
grace versus waywardness and castigation is the integral dynamic of a tyrb-
based relationship between YHWH and Israel. This dynamic is reiterated 
throughout the canon and is not unique to any particular authorial tradition. 
In Lev 26 a command-centered representation of figurative circumcision and 
foreskin linked to a complex of divine promises is fully explicable in view of 
P’s conceptualization of literal, genital circumcision, as articulated in Gen 17, 
Exod 12 and Lev 12. on the other hand, Deuteronomy has no laws or narra-
tives that touch upon genital circumcision, nor does it or Jeremiah record any 
statements as to the practical or ideological implications of the rite. Therefore, 
the exegete is harder pressed to unpack the circumcision-of-the-heart meta-
phors in Deuteronomy and Jeremiah. Yet the consistent employment of the 
circumcised heart as a restoration trope strongly suggests that the framers of 
Deuteronomy, Jeremiah, and the Priestly corpus shared some fundamental 
notions about the actual practice of circumcision.

Circumcision in Jewish Tradition

Circumcision as presented in the Priestly pentateuchal corpus provides an 
indispensable baseline for tracking the development of the ritual in ancient 
Jewish literature. In relation to the Priestly Torah, early Jewish circumcision 
traditions evince continuities, disjunctures, and innovations.

Continuity

The centrality of circumcision with regard to the Torah’s notion of cove-
nant becomes so embedded in Jewish consciousness that tyrb and διαθηκη 
are often used as a technical term for circumcision. The first instances of 
such a direct terminological equation appear in 1 Maccabees (e.g., 1:15, 63), 
and the usage pattern becomes conventional in later Jewish writings. for 
example, in the Tannaitic corpus (m. Avot 3:11), circumcision is given the 
label wnyb) Mhrb) l#$ wtyrb “the covenant of Abraham our father,” while 
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the traditional circumcision liturgy repeatedly refers to the rite simply as “the 
tyrb.” Similarly, the phrase “blood of the covenant,” which in the Hebrew 
Bible indicates sacrificial blood (Exod 24:8; Zech 9:11; see also Ps 50:5), is in 
Amoraic literature and after an idiom for circumcision blood (see y. ned. 3:9; 
Cohen 2003).

The circumcised heart as restoration motif, found in P and throughout 
the Hebrew canon, gains traction in early Jewish writings. for instance, it is 
employed analogously in Jub. 1:22–24, in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Barkhi Nafshi 
4Q434 1 I, 4: Dibre Hame’orot 4Q 504 4, 11), and in the Babylonian Talmud 
(b. Ber. 29a, the Havineinu prayer). finally, we can see that in Jewish law the 
foreskin metaphor of Lev 19:23–25 loses any symbolic resonance or con-
nection to circumcision. The term hlr( in the halakah (see the mishnaic 
and talmudic tractates of that name) is an economic and agricultural rubric, 
having the solely technical connotation of fruit in its initial three years. 

Disjuncture

Circumcision represents a parting of the ways between Judaism and nascent 
Christianity, as the new Testament’s program serves to obviate the signifi-
cance of the rite. As regards praxis, though Jesus and John are circumcised 
(Luke 1:59; 2:21), the Jerusalem council determines that Gentile members 
of the church community need not be. Rather, one’s heart is fully purified 
through belief in God (Acts 15:1–11; 21:25). This ideology is fully voiced 
in the Pauline writings. Circumcision of the flesh is, at best, superficial and 
made redundant by circumcision of the heart, brought about through faith in 
and relationship with Jesus. This relationship is salvific in and of itself (Rom 
2:25–5:5; 1 Cor 7:17–20; Gal 5:1–15; 6:11–18; Eph 2:11–12; Phil 3). As such, 
circumcision is likened to baptism (Col 2:6–19). Justin Martyr (Dial. 18–19, 
24, 27–29, 92, 113–114) and the Epistle of Barnabas (9; 10:12) affirm the Pau-
line ethos while evincing a harsh anti-Jewish tenor. Barnabas declares that the 
circumcision mandate is evil and false (9:3–4), and Justin reads circumcision 
as signaling the Jews’ rejection of, and by, God, justifying their persecution at 
the hands of Rome (Dial. 16, 19).

Innovation

While emergent Christianity devalued and ultimately discarded circumci-
sion, Jewish tradition upholds the centrality and import of the rite. The P 
writings, the Torah, and the Tanak in its entirety concentrate upon the “why” 
of circumcision, and, as we have seen, there is little indication beyond the 
eighth-day command as to the “how.” However, in early Jewish literature, 
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increasing attention is paid to the process. Jubilees 15 condemns those who 
circumcise yet retain a portion of the foreskin. further, m. Šab. 18:3–19:6, 
the most extensive piece of circumcision legislation in the tannaitic writings, 
nominally pertains to the decision that the timely performance of a circumci-
sion overrides the command against labor on the Sabbath (see m. Šab. 9:3). 
In addition, the unit lays out in some detail the key subrituals of the circum-
cision practice. Timing is underscored: an infant may not be circumcised 
before the eighth day or after the twelfth (see m. ‘Arak. 2:2), but circumcision 
may be postponed indefinitely when the infant’s health is at risk (see m. neg. 
7:5). At the core of the circumcision ritual are three elements: hlym (cutting); 
h(yrp (peeling back the foreskin to expose the corona); and hcycm (blood 
drawing). The h(yrp requirements are quite stringent, presumably to prevent 
the appearance of uncircumcision (see Jub. 15, per above) and to deter rever-
sal through epispasm (see m. Yebam. 8:1; Mek. R. Shimon b. Yohai Bo’ 12:45). 
Anyone may perform a circumcision save a deaf person, a minor, or one who 
is mentally defective (m. Meg. 2:4). finally, m. Pesah ˙. 3:7; 5:3; 8:8 (= m. ‘Ed. 
5:2) treat the intricacies of circumcising non-Jews as a prerequisite to their 
partaking of the paschal offering.

Jewish texts also ascribe new meanings to circumcision and raise the 
stakes for the rite’s observance. The most scathing criticism in the books of 
Maccabees is leveled at Jewish apostates who abandon “the sacred covenant” (1 
Macc 1:13–15; see also Josephus, Ant. 12.241). Jubilees 15 notes that the angels 
were created circumcised, and Jews who spurn the practice are labeled “sons 
of destruction” or “sons of Beliar.” An apocalyptic Qumran fragment (4Q 458 
2 II, 4) speaks of the swallowing up of the uncircumcised in the eschaton. In 
the same vein, m. ’Avot 3:11 affirms that anyone who “abrogates the covenant 
of Abraham” forfeits his share in the world to come. finally, 2 Bar 66:5 revises 
the account of Josiah’s reform (per 2 Kgs 23:1–27; 2 Chr 34:29–33) by allowing 
that the king saw to it that every Israelite was circumcised.

In a few select passages in the Greek versions, circumcision is treated as 
a rite of purification, and the foreskin is regarded as an impurity (lxx Lev 
19:23; Deut 30:6; Josh 5:4; Symmachus Exod 6:12, 30; Jer 4:4). Postbiblical 
interpretations of the “bloody bridegroom” episode (Exod 4:24–26) speak 
to the power of circumcision blood. The lxx states that circumcision blood 
averted the death of Moses, while several Targumim attribute a sacrificial 
valence to circumcision, averring that circumcision blood has atoning and 
salvific power (onqelos, neofiti, Pseudo-Jonathan Exod 4:24–26; Pseudo-
Jonathan Exod 12:13; and Tg. Ezek. 16:6). Rabbinic tradition holds the 
foreskin to be a Mwm, a physical defect, citing as a prooftext Gen 17:1, God’s 
charge to Abraham: “walk before me and be whole” (Mymt, Gen. Rab. 
46). While the “plain sense” of the verse refers to moral blamelessness, the 
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midrash, playing on the semantic range of Mymt, rereads the image as physi-
cal. A particularly dramatic testament to the weight given to circumcision 
by the rabbis is attested in m. ned. 3:11, in a sequence of declarations com-
mencing with the phrase “Great is circumcision.…” The climactic statement 
is “Great is circumcision because if not for it, the Holy one Blessed Be He 
would not have created the world.”

In early Judaism, circumcision evolved into a ritual of conversion, and 
the foreskin became a paradigmatic and consistently employed sign of for-
eignness. The Hasmoneans conquered and converted non-Jewish peoples 
such as the Idumeans, compelling them to be circumcised (1 Macc 2:46; 
Josephus, Ant. 12.278; 13.257–258, 318–319). Esther (Gk. Add. C) com-
plains that “she loathes the bed of the uncircumcised,” while lxx Esth 8:17 
and Jdt 14:10 allude to the circumcision of all converts. Similarly, Josephus’s 
account of the Judaization of the Adiabenian royals (Ant. 20.17–96) affirms 
the necessity of circumcision for male proselytes, and in rabbinic tradition 
circumcision, along with immersion, is mandated for conversion (Sipre 
num. 108).

The heightened importance of circumcision must be understood in its 
historical and cultural contexts. In the biblical epoch, Egyptians and many 
Semitic peoples practiced circumcision. Thus, in their world at large, biblical 
Israelites were not unique because of their circumcision. In the Greco-Roman 
world, however, circumcision was regarded as a barbaric act of mutilation. 
Attitudes toward circumcision range from mockery (Horace, Sat. 1.9.68–74; 
Petronius, Sat. 68.8; 102.14; Martial, Epig. 7.30, 55, 82; 11.94; Juvenal, Sat. 
14.99) to blunt condemnation (Strabo, Geog. 16.2.37; Tacitus, Hist. 5.2). Cir-
cumcision was especially noticeable in a culture where public nakedness in 
bath and sport was the norm and a well-formed but uncut physique was the 
desired masculine aesthetic. Medical writings suggest that Gentiles with less 
than prominent foreskins would undergo corrective surgeries (Celcus, Med. 
7.25.1–2). After the first Jewish revolt (73 c.e.), genital examination was 
employed in collection of the fiscus Judaicus (“Jewish tax”; Suetonius, Dom. 
12.2; Martial, Epig. 7.55). Against this background, circumcision emerged as 
a distinctive mark of Jewish identity, to be maintained despite the high cost of 
social alienation and ostracism.2

2. on circumcision as an identity marker in postbiblical Judaism, see Collins 
1985; Barth 1990; Cohen 1999; 2005; neihoff 2003; and Bernat 2009.



132 SIGn of THE CovEnAnT

Conclusion

Circumcision as presented in the Priestly corpus is certainly a distinctive 
ritual and a powerful symbol. Although, as noted by Cohen, circumcision 
“figures prominently in only a few sections of the bible” (1987, 52), those few 
passages within P’s Torah have a resonance and weight that is disproportion-
ate to their word count. However, assertions such as “it is one of the most 
important commandments of the law” and “it is of equal weight to all the 
commandments of the Torah” should be regarded as hyperbole. The Priestly 
tradent deliberately restricted the potential meanings of circumcision; thus 
the implications of the rite are minimal for P’s all-important cultic system. 
Most significantly, the dynamics of circumcision in the Priestly literature are 
exclusively internal, and its ramifications are solely upon the relationship 
between Israel and her deity. nowhere in the P document is circumcision 
configured as mark of ethnic identity or communal boundaries that distin-
guished Israel from the surrounding nations. While select non-P texts do 
highlight the foreskin as a symbol of foreignness, they are somewhat diffuse, 
and their identity dynamic can be viewed as a function of a covenant ideology 
akin to that of the Priestly tradent. It is only in the postbiblical Greco-Roman 
era that circumcision attains a significance that is both internal and external, 
as a defining mark of Jewish identity and a sign of the covenant between God 
and Israel.
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25  44 n. 3, 71, 71 n. 51, 72, 99
25:2 92 n. 3, 99
25:2–7 60 n. 19
25:6 21 n. 20, 44 n. 3
25:8 60 n. 17
25:8–17 49
25:13 72
25:23 44 n. 3, 47, 71
25:23–34 49
25:24 72
25:25 72, 99
25:27 72
25:28 72
25:32 72
25:33 72
25:34 72
25:35 44 n. 3, 44 n. 5, 99
25:39 99
25:39–43 44 n. 4
25:40 21 n. 20, 44 n. 3
25:41 72
25:42 47, 59 n. 14
25:44–46 43
25:45 47, 72
25:45–46 72 n. 52
25:46 72
25:47 44 n. 5, 99
25:47–54 47
25:55 47, 59 n. 14
26 7  n. 20, 9, 10, 80, 97, 98, 99,  

101, 102, 103, 104, 104 n. 7, 107, 
108, 111, 113, 114, 126, 127, 128

26:3 98
26:3–12 98
26:3–13 102
26:3–46 98
26:4 99
26:4–8 102
26:9 28, 102
26:11–12 102
26:13 98, 107
26:14 98, 103, 107
26:14–38 102
26:14–39 98



26:15 29, 29 n. 7, 38, 39, 99, 103,  
123, 124

26:18 98
26:19 108
26:20 99
26:21 98
26:23 98
26:24 99
26:27 98
26:33–39 100 n. 5
26:34 99
26:39 100
26:39–43 100
26:40 98, 100, 108, 111
26:40–41 113
26:40–45 98
26:41 1 n. 4, 8 n. 24, 38, 97, 100, 107, 

109, 111, 128
26:41bα 98
26:41bβ 98
26:42 28, 29, 37, 98, 100, 101, 104 
26:43 99, 100, 101
26:44 29, 29 n. 7, 99
26:44–45 28, 104
26:45 29, 37, 98
26:46 40 n. 41
28  64

Numbers
1:26–27 84 n. 4
2:3–4 84 n. 4
5:1–4 66
5:5–9 111
5:5–10 109 n. 19
6:6–12 60
6:10 23 n. 23, 64
6:19 66
7:12–17 84 n. 4
7:13 60 n. 18
7:19 60 n. 18
9:1–14 21 n. 19
9:3  72
9:6–13 67
9:6–14 65, 67 n. 40
9:13 47, 66

9:14 44 n. 5, 46 n. 7, 47
15  73 n. 53, 74 n. 56, 75, 103, 109 n. 

19, 124
15:2 92 n. 3
15:6 101 n. 5
15:14 44 n. 5, 46 n. 7
15:15 44 n. 5
15:16 44 n. 5
15:22–23 74 n. 55
15:22–29 73 n. 53
15:22–31 73, 109 n. 19
15:24 74 n. 55
15:26 44 n. 5, 46 n. 7
15:27 (74)
15:29 44 n. 5, 46 n. 7
15:30 44 n. 5, 74 n. 55, 74 n. 56, 103
15:30–31 73, 73 n. 53, 74 n. 56
15:31 74 n. 56, 103
18:19 28, 29
19:4 60 n. 15
19:10 44 n. 5, 46 n. 7
19:11 60 n. 15, 64
19:13 72
19:14 60 n. 15
20:1–13 87
20:2–13 84
20:12 87, 88
25  35 n. 27, 84, 88
25:10–13 84
25:11 88
25:12 28, 29
25:12–13 35 n. 27
27:1–11 49
28:2 72
28:11 60 n. 15
28:16–25 21 n. 19
28:19 60 n. 15
28:29 60 n. 15
29:2 60 n. 15
29:4 60 n. 15
29:7 60 n. 15
29:10 60 n. 15
29:12 60 n. 16
29:12–38 61
29:17 60 n. 16
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30  48, 49
30:4–17 34
30:10 49
31:19 64
33:5–6 67 n. 41
35:15  44 n. 5
36  71
36:1–12 49

Deuteronomy
2:22 39 n. 39
2:30 39 n. 39
3:14 39 n. 39
4–6 31
4:20 39 n. 39
4:38 39 n. 39
5:24 31 n. 16
6:24 39 n. 39
7:6  31
8:18 39 n. 39
9:3  105, 106
10:8 39 n. 39
10:15 39 n. 39
10:16 1 n. 4, 97, 105 n. 9, 127
11:1 40 n. 41
11:4 39 n. 39
12–26 98 n. 2
13:2 101 n. 5
14  7
14:2 31
15  57, 59
15:12–18 56
15:16–17 58
16  95
16:1–8 21 n. 19 
16:1–17 67 n. 39
16:4 95
16:7 66 n. 36
20:10–14 43
23:16–17 57 n. 12
25:9 58
26:13 74
26:17–18 31
26:18 31
27  31

28–30 98 n. 2
29:3 39 n. 39
29:27 39 n. 39
30:2–3 113
30:6 1 n. 4, 2 n. 5, 97, 105 n. 9, 113, 

127
30:11 74
30:19 31
34:6 39 n. 39

Joshua
1:8  101 n. 5
3–5 68
5  69, 75, 125
5:1–2 55 n. 5
5:2–9 1 n. 4, 68, 127
5:10–12 21 n. 19
24  31
24:16–18 28
24:21 28
24:21–24 31 n. 16

Judges
1:3  127 n. 1
3:30 105
4:23 106 n. 13
8:28 105 n. 12
11:33 105 n. 12
14:3 1 n. 4
15:18 1 n. 4, 127 n. 1
17:6 39
18:1 39
18:20 88 n. 13
19:1 39
19:10 39
21:25 39

1 Samuel
7:13 105 n. 12
14:6 1 n. 4, 127 n. 1
17:26 1 n. 4, 127 n. 1
17:36 1 n. 4
18:3 28 n. 4
23:18 28 n. 4
31:4 1 n. 4, 127 n. 1



2 Samuel
1:20 1 n. 4, 127 n. 1
7:8–16 35
8:1  105 n. 12
20:20 30 n. 14

1 Kings 
1:8  84 n. 4
2:10 72
3:6  110
21:29 106, 107

2 Kings
21:27–29 112
22:19 106 n. 14, 107
22:21–23 70
23  31
23:1–27 130
23:3 28, 31 n. 16
23:21–23 21 n. 19, 68 n. 42

Isaiah
6  83 n. 2
6:5  83 n. 2
24:5 117 n. 6
25:5 106 n. 13
44:5 56
49:16 56 n. 11
51:1–8 116, 116 n. 5
51:4 117 n. 6
51:6 117 n. 6
52:1 1 n. 4, 118, 127
56  117 n. 6
56:2 117 n. 6
56:4 117 n. 6
56:6 117 n. 6
58:3 112
58:10 112
58:13–14 116

Jeremiah
4:4 1  n. 4, 2 n. 5, 105 n. 9, 117 n. 6, 

127
6:10 1 n. 4, 79
9:24–25 1 n. 4, 33 n. 23, 118, 118 n. 8

9:25–26 127
17:19–27 116
29:1 119 n. 11
34:8–21 27

Ezekiel
3:15 119 n. 10
5:11 66 n. 35
6:9  18 n. 14
8:1  119 n. 11
9:4  56
14:1 119 n. 11
14:5 18 n. 14
14:7 18 n. 14
16:59 74
17:18–19 74
20  116
20:1 119 n. 11
20:3 119 n. 11
20:43 18 n. 14
28:10 1 n. 4
31:18 1 n. 4
32:19–31 1 n. 4
36:22–31 113
36:31 18 n. 14
43:18–27 62 n. 26
44:7 1 n. 4, 66 n. 35, 118, 127
44:9 1 n. 4, 118, 127
45:21–25 21 n. 19

Hosea
2:15 58

Amos
4:6–11 98

Micah 
4:12 110

Habbakuk
2:16 1 n. 4

Haggai 
1:1  84 n. 4
1:12 84 n. 4
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Haggai (cont.)
1:14 84 n. 4
2:2  84 n. 4

Zechariah
1:3  113
2:14 84 n. 4
9:11 129

Malachi
3:7  113

Psalms
33:11 110
35:13 112
50:5 30 n. 14, 129
51:12 111 n. 23
76:6 111 n. 23
81:15 106 n. 13
89:20–37 35
94:15 110 n. 22
97:11 110
106:42 106, 111
107:12 106, 111
119:7 110 n. 22
132:11–18 35

Proverbs
22:11 111 n. 23
25:12 58

Job
1:1  110
10:1 18 n. 14
40:12 106
42:11 58

Ruth
4:8  58

Lamentations
5:21 113

Daniel
1:4  120

1:6–7 120
1:8–16 120
2:17 120
2:36 120
2:47 120
4:31 120
6:11 120

Ezra
2:1  119
2:21–35 119
2:59 119 n. 10
5:5  119 n. 11
5:9  119 n. 11
6:7  119 n. 11
6:8  119 n. 11
6:14  119 n. 11
6:19–22 21 n. 19, 68 n. 42, 70

Nehemiah
7:6  119
7:25–37 119
9:24 106 n. 13
13:15–22 116

1 Chronicles
1:28–30 33 n. 20
10:4 1 n. 4, 127 n. 1
12:6 108
12:7 108
12:12 108
17:10 106 n. 13
18:1 105 n. 12
20:4 105 n. 12
23:15 88 n. 13
23:16 88 n. 13
26:24 88 n. 13

2 Chronicles
7:14 106 n. 15
12:1 107
12:1–12 106 n. 15, 107, 108
12:5 107
13–14 107
13:18 105 n. 12



28:19 108
29:21 111 n. 23
30  21 n. 19, 70
30:1–11 108
30:1–27 68 n. 42
30:11 106 n. 15
32:24–26 108
32:26 106 n. 14, 108
33:10–20 108
33:12 106 n. 14
33:19 106 n. 14
33:23 106 n. 14
34:27 106 n. 14, 112
34:29–33 130
35:1–19 21 n. 19, 68 n. 42, 70
35:13 66 n. 36
36:11–14 108
36:12 106 n. 14
36:22–23 104

Versions, Greek

lxx 
Gen 17:11 18 n. 14
Lev 19:23 130
Num 15:30–31 73 n. 54
Deut 10:16 79
Deut 30:6 130
Josh 5:4 130
Josh 24:30 55 n. 5
Judg 18:20 88 n. 13
Jer 4:4 130
Hab 2:16 1 n. 4
Esth 5:28 120 n. 13
Esth 8:17 131

Symmachus
Exod 6:12, 30 130

Versions, Aramaic

Targum Onqelos
Gen 17:11 18 n. 14
Exod 6:12, 30 86 n. 11
Lev 19:23 95

Targum Neofiti
Gen 17:11 18 n. 14
Exod 6:12, 30 86 n.11
Lev 26:41 97

Targum Pseudo-Jonathan
Gen 17:11 18 n.14
Exod 4:24–26 130
Exod 12:13 130
Lev 19:23 95
Lev 26:41 97

Targum Prophets
Ezek 16:6 130

Peshitta
Exod 6:12,30 86 n. 11

Ancient Near Eastern  
Literature

Annals of Sennacherib 45 n. 6
Annals of Tiglath Pileser 45 n. 6
Eshnunna 57 n. 12
Hammurapi  57 n. 12, 94
Lipit Ishar 57 n. 12
Ur Nammu 57 n. 12

Israelite and Jewish Epigraphy

Arad Ostraca 45 n. 5
Cowley 56, 95 n. 12, 112 n. 24

Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha

2 Baruch
66:5 130

Jubilees
1:22–24 129
2:27 71 n. 50
15  130
15:26 71 n. 50
15:34 71 n. 50
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Judith 
12:1–9 120 n. 13
14:10 131

1 Maccabees
1:13–15 130
1:15 128
1:63 128
2:46 131

Tobit
1:10–11 120 n. 13

Qumran

1QpHab 11:8–16 1 n. 4
Barkhi Nafshi 4Q434 1 I,4 129
Dibre Hame’orot 4Q504 4, 11 129
4Q 458 2 II, 4 130

Hellenistic Jewish Literature

Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 
4.226–227 93 n. 5
12.241 130
12.278 131
13.257–58 131
13.318–19 131
20.17–96 131

New Testament and Patristics

Luke
1:59 129
2:21  129

Acts
15:1–11 129
21:25 129

Romans
2:28–29 104 n. 7
2:25–5:5 129

1 Corinthians
7:17–20 129 

Galatians
5:1–15 129
6:11–18 129

Ephesians 
2:11–12 129

Phillipians
3:2–3  104 n. 7
3  129

Colossians
2:11–12 104 n. 7
2:6–19 129

Barnabas
9  129
9:3–4 129
10:12 129

Justin, Dialogues 
16  129
18–19 129
19  129
19.92.113  104 n. 7 
24  129
27–29 129
92  129
113–114 129

Classical Literature

Celcus, De Medicina 131
Horace, Satirae 131
Juvenal, Satirae 131
Martial, Epigrammaton 131
Petronius, Satyricon 131
Strabo, Geographica 131
Suentonius, Domitianus 131
Tacitus, Historia 131



Rabbinic Literature

Mishnah
‘Abot 3:11 128, 130
‘Arak. 2:2 55 n. 6, 130
‘Ed. 5:2 130
Ker. 1:1 74 n. 56
Meg. 2:4 130
Ned. 3:11 27 n. 1, 55 n.6, 131
Neg. 7:5 55 n. 6, 130
‘Orlah 95 n. 11
Pesaḣ. 3:7 130
Pesaḣ. 5:3 130
Pesaḣ. 6:2 55 n. 6
Pesaḣ. 8:8 130
Pesaḣ. 9:5 67 n. 37
Šab. 9:3 130
Šab. 18:3–19:6 130
Šab. 19:1–6  55 n. 6
Yebam. 8:1 130
Yoma 8:1 112

Tannaitic Midrash
Mek. Bo’ 3 67 n.37
Mek. Bo’ 4 67 n.37
Mek. Bo’ 11 67 n.37
Mek. Bo’ 14 67 n.37
Mek. R. Shimon b. Yohai Bo’  

12:45 130
Sipre Num. 108 131
’Abot R. Nat A 17 120 n.13

Jerusalem Talmud
Meg. 1:4 39 n. 35
Ned. 3:9 64 n. 30, 129

Babylonian Talmud
Ber. 6a 56 n. 11
Ber. 29a 129
Ker.7a–b 74 n. 56
Ned. 32a 1
‘Or. 129
San. 6b 39 n. 35
San. 49b 39 n. 35

Amoraic Midrash
Gen. Rab. 46 130
Exod. Rab. 1:26 83 n. 2
Lev. Rab. 27:1 62 n. 28
Num. Rab. 9 39 n. 35
Cant. Rab. 1 39 n. 35
Ruth Rab. 4 39 n. 35
Lam. Rab. 5:1 113 n. 25
Qoh. Rab. 1 39 n. 35

Medieval Jewish Literature

Abraham Ibn Ezra
Gen 17:11 18
Lev 19:9–10 24 n. 24

Ibn Janah
Lev 26:41 101

Joseph Bechor Shor  59 n. 14
Lev 19:23–24 79 n. 1

Joseph Kara
Isa 51:4–6 117 n. 6

Maimonides, Guide 3:41 74 n. 56

Rashbam
Lev 19:23–24 79 n. 1

Rashi
Exod 6:12 79
Gen 17:11 18
Lev 26:41 101

Radak (Kimchi)
Isa 51:4, 6  117 n. 6

Nachmanides
Lev 19:9–10 24 n.24
Lev 19:23–24 79 n. 1
Lev 26:41 101

Malbim 59 n.14
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Ackroyd, P. 116 n. 4
Aharoni, Y. 119 n. 10
Albertz, R.  2 n. 9
Alexander, B. C. 53 n. 1
Alexander, T. 2 n. 5
Althann, R.  2 n. 5
Amit, Y.  6 n. 20
Appiah, K.  8 n. 22
Avi-Yonah, M. 119 n. 10
Baker, D.  15 n. 7
Baltzer, K.  30 n. 9, 34 n. 26
Barr, J. 6 n. 19, 7 n. 21, 30 n. 10, 38  

n. 34
Barth, L. 3 n. 12, 131 n. 2
Baumgart, N. 97 n. 1
Bechtel, L.  2 n. 5
Bell, C. 53, 54, 54 n. 2, 54 n. 3
Bernat, D.  64 n. 30, 65 n. 34, 131 n. 2
Bickerman, E.  30 n. 11
Biddick, K.  3 n. 13 
Bird, P.  49 n. 12
Bisschops, R. 81 n. 4
Blank, S.  118 n. 8
Blau, J.  2 n. 5
Blenkinsopp, J.  2 n. 9, 83 n. 2, 115
Boling, R.  68
Brettler, M.  2 n. 5, 16 n. 9, 28 n. 5, 81 n. 

4, 105 n. 9, 106 n. 13
Bright, J.  34 n. 26 
Breuggemann, W.  2 n. 5 
Budge, E. 45 n. 6
Carasik, M.  110 n. 21
Carmichael, C.  94 n. 8 
Carver, N.  6 n. 19 
Childs, B. 83 n. 1

Clements, R. 35 n. 28
Cohen, M. Z. 81 n. 4, 81 n. 5
Cohen, S. J. D.  1 n. 3, 3 n. 12, 26 n. 25,  

37 n. 32, 62 n. 28, 63 n. 29, 64 n. 30, 65 
n. 34, 69 n. 47, 129, 131 n. 2, 132

Collins, J. 120 n. 15, 131 n. 2
Coppens, J 2 n. 5
Cross, F. M. 30 n. 15, 84, 84 n. 5
Cruse, D. A.  81 n. 5
Crüsemann, F. 6 n. 20 
Darby, R.  3 n. 13 
Davidson, R.  1 n. 1
Déaut, R. Le 2 n. 5, 97 
Dessing, N.  3 n. 13
Di Lella, A. A. 120 n. 15
Douglas, M.  6 n. 19 
Dozeman, J.  106 n. 13
Driver, S. R.  58 n. 13, 79, 107 n. 18
Eilberg-Schwartz, H.  2 n. 8, 50, 51, 62  

n. 28, 64, 64 n. 30, 93, 95 n. 10
Elliger, K. 91, 97 n. 1
Ephal, I.  119, 119 n. 9, 119 n. 11
Fabry, H.-J. 110 n. 20, 110 n. 21
Fohrer, G.  2 n. 9 
Fox, M.  2 n. 5, 3, 5, 36, 37, 51
Fishbane, M.  73 n. 53
Flusser, D. 2 n. 5
Francis, J. 81 n. 4
Freedman, D. N. 28 n. 4 
Friedman, R. E. 73 n. 53, 84 n. 5
Gane, R. 5 n. 17, 30 n. 8 
Geertz, C. 5 n. 19, 6 n. 19
Geller, S. A.  2 n. 5, 3, 4, 7, 32, 50
Gemser, B. 74 n. 56
Gesenius, W. 18 n. 14
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Gevirtz, S.  1 n. 2, 2 n. 8, 51 
Gilders, W. K. 4 n. 16, 5 n. 17, 6 n. 20,  

55 n. 4 
Glatt, D. A. 39 n. 37 
Glick, L. B. 3 n. 12 
Goldingay, J. 103, 104 n. 7
Goody, J. 53 n. 1
Gorman, F. 61 n. 22 
Gray, G. B.  73 n. 53
Greenberg, M. 18 n. 14
Greenspahn, F. E.  39 n. 39
Groot, J. de 2 n. 5 
Gruber, M.  49 n. 12 
Gruenbaum, E.  3 n. 13
Gruenwald, I. 54 
Grünwaldt, K. 2 n. 8, 97 n. 1, 115 n. 2
Gunkel, H.  1, 18 n. 14, 31 n. 15, 45
Hall, R. G.  2 n. 6, 79 
Hallet, G. 6 n. 19 
Haran, M. 28 n. 4, 30 n. 9, 62 n. 25, 67  

n. 38
Hartley, J. 79, 91 n. 1, 95 n. 9, 97 n. 1
Hartman, L. F. 120 n. 15
Heger, P. 55 n. 5
Hendel, R. 5 n. 19, 66 n. 36
Hermission, H. 2 n. 8, 104
Hillers, D. 34 n. 26, 37 n. 33
Hoffman, D.  22 n. 22, 63, 63 n. 29, 64,  

64 n. 31, 97 n. 1, 101 n. 5
Hoffman, L.  1 n. 3, 3 n. 12, 4 n. 15, 97, 

117 n. 7
Holladay, W. 34 n. 23, 118 n. 8
Houtman, C. 2 n. 5 
Hurowitz, V.  2 n. 5, 56 n. 9, 87 n. 12 
Hurvitz, A. 106 n. 17
Hyatt, J. P. 2 n. 6 
Isaac, E. 2 n. 5 
Japhet, S. 107 n. 18
Jay, N. 49
Johnson, M. 81, 82
Joosten, J. 29 n. 8 
Kalluveettil, P. 30 n. 9, 34 n. 26 
Kaminsky, J. 102 n. 6 
Kang, S. 106 n. 13
Kaplan, L. 2 n. 5 

Kataja, L.  35 n. 29 
Keil, Y. 2 n. 7 
Kelly, B. E. 107 n. 18
King, L. 45 n. 6
Klawans, J. 6 n. 19 
Kline, M.  1 n. 3, 37 n. 33 
Klingbeil, G.  5 n. 17, 54, 55
Knohl, I. 3 n. 11, 6 n. 20, 7 n. 20, 28  

n. 4, 36 n. 30, 73 n. 53, 91
Kondo, H. 54 n. 2 
Korpel, M.  14 n. 5 
Kosmala, H.  2 n. 5 
Kugler, R. 6 n. 20
Kunin, S.  3 n. 12 
Kutsch, E. 28 n. 3, 28 n. 4
Lakoff, G. 81, 82
Lemche, N. P. 2 n. 9 
Lesêtre, H. 2 n. 6
Levenson, J. 69 n. 47 
Levine, B. 5 n. 19, 6 n. 20, 15 n. 6, 22 

n. 22, 44 n. 3, 44 n. 4, 47 n. 8, 62 n. 25, 
63, 64, 71, 73 n. 53, 74 n. 56, 79, 79 n. 
2, 80, 91 n. 1, 95 n. 10, 97 n. 1, 98, 101 
n. 5

Levinson, B. M. 95 n. 8
Levy-Bruhl, L. 6 n. 19
Licht, J. 2 n. 6, 73 n. 53
Lods, A. 2 n. 5 
Loewenstamm, S. 30 n. 13 
Lohfink, N. 15 n. 8
Long, B. 86 n. 10 
Luckenbill, D. 45 n. 6
Magonet, J. 22 n. 22 
Marcus, I.  3 n. 12
Mark, E.  3 n. 12
Mayer, G.  2 n. 6, 97
McCarthy, D. J. 34 n. 26 
McEvenue, S. 1 n. 2, 14 n. 4, 14 n. 6,  

15 n. 6, 15 n. 7, 37 n. 32
Melamed, E. 39 n. 35, 105 n. 9
Mendelsohn, I. 56 n. 9, 58 
Mendenhall, G. E. 34 n. 26 
Milgrom, J. 3 n. 11, 6 n. 19, 6 n. 20, 

22 n. 21, 22 n. 22, 29 n. 7, 30 n. 15, 44 
n. 5, 49 n. 12, 60 n. 20, 63 n. 29, 64 n.
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Milgrom, J. (cont.)
31, 65 n. 33, 66, 70 n. 48, 73 n. 53, 74 
n. 56, 95 n. 10, 97 n. 1, 109 n. 19, 111

Miller, P. 106 n. 13
Moor, J. de 7 n. 21 
Morgenstern, J.  2 n. 5, 2 n. 8, 69 n. 46
Nelson, R. 68
Nicholson, E.  6 n. 20, 28 n. 4, 34 n. 26
Neihoff, M. 131 n. 2
Noth, M. 21, 73 n. 53, 91 n. 1, 95 n. 9,  

97 n. 1
Olyan, S. 6 n. 20, 43 n. 1, 45, 46, 71
Paran, M. 14 n. 5 
Parker, S.  20 n. 18
Patrick, D.  28 n. 2 
Propp, W. 2 n. 5, 2 n. 7, 6 n. 20, 64 n. 

30, 65, 65 n. 34, 66 n. 36, 67 n. 37, 69 
n. 44, 80 n. 3, 83 n. 1, 84 n. 6, 85 n. 7

Prosic, T. 68 n. 42
Rad, G. von 1, 3, 50, 62 n. 25, 84 n. 3,  

116 
Ramirez Kidd, J. 44 n. 5
Rendtorff, R. 16 n. 11
Rendtorff, R.  6 n. 20
Richards, I. 81 
Ruwe, A. 2 n. 10, 6 n. 20, 13 n. 2 
Safrai, S. 2 n. 5
Sarna, N. 1 n. 1, 2 n. 7, 7, 19 n. 16, 28  

n. 5, 37 n. 32
Sasson, J. 2 n. 5, 33 n. 23, 50, 69 
Schmid, H. 2 n. 5 
Schwartz, B. 6 n. 20, 14 n. 4, 19 n. 

15, 24 n. 24, 29 n. 7, 30 n. 12, 31 n. 18, 
37 n. 32, 38 n. 34, 70, 70 n. 48, 71, 91, 
91 n. 1, 92, 92 n. 2, 92 n. 3, 93 n. 5

Shields, M. 2 n. 5 
Silverman, E.  3 n. 12
Ska, J. 39 n. 36 
Skinner, J. 1, 2 n. 7, 18 n. 14, 37 n. 32 
Sklar, J. 38 n. 34 
Smith  6 n. 19, 115
Snaith, N. H. 73 n. 53
Soggin, A. 68 
Sommer, B.  8 n. 23, 56 n. 11
Sonsino, R. 74 n. 56

Soskice, J. 82, 125
Sperling, S. D. 117 n. 6
Staal, F.  53 n. 1, 54
Stackert, J.  95 n. 8
Steiner, R.  118 n. 8
Sternberg, M. 88 
Sun, H. 91 n. 1, 97 n. 1
Talmon, S. 2 n. 5 
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