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Circumcision 1n Tanakh

Max DuBolff

Mentions of circumcision in Tanakh can be roughly divided into three
categories: 1) the act of cutting the foreskin, which is related to a covenant
with Avraham and is commanded to the Israelites after the exodus from
Egypt; 11) metaphorical foreskin, which represents deficiency, esp. morally;
and 1i1) a group identity marker, which sets off the Israelites from neighboring
tribes. Some passages fit into multiple categories. This source sheet explores
representative examples from each of these categories. In each category,
sources are given in their order in Tanakh.

As you review the sources, consider:

a) What is the significance of circumcision in each source?

b) Does the role of circumcision shift throughout Tanakh, and if so, how?

¢) How do and should these mentions of circumcision relate to contemporary
views on, and practices around, circumcision?

1. Covenant and Commandment
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covenant between Me and you, and
I will make you exceedingly
numerous.” (3) Abram threw
himself on his face; and God spoke
to him further, (4) “As for Me, this
1s My covenant with you: You shall
be the father of a multitude of
nations. (5) And you shall no longer
be called Abram, but your name
shall be Abraham, for I make you
the father of a multitude of nations.
(6) I will make you exceedingly
fertile, and make nations of you;
and kings shall come forth from
you. (7) I will maintain My
covenant between Me and you, and
your offspring to come, as an
everlasting covenant throughout the
ages, to be God to you and to your
offspring to come. (8) I assign the
land you sojourn in to you and your
offspring to come, all the land of
Canaan, as an everlasting holding. I
will be their God.” (9) God further
said to Abraham, “As for you, you
and your offspring to come
throughout the ages shall keep My
covenant. (10) Such shall be the
covenant between Me and you and
your offspring to follow which you
shall keep: every male among you
shall be circumcised. (11) You shall
circumcise the flesh of your
foreskin, and that shall be the sign
of the covenant between Me and
you. (12) And throughout the

797 (3) 1TRR TRR2 ININR 73N
DOR2% DX JATN YAV oA
AR NP2 737 O3 () SR?

IR X2) (1) ‘328 1ing 27 07
TRV T 002K FRYNR 7Y

() = °R03 3 1IN R DTN
TR0 TR TRR2 TR N9
TR () DIRYY an 002701 O)i7
T T TP 0 02NN
Nix7? 0 N°727 o0YT? TION
(M) 70N FYU7) DR 77
PIX | DR 90X YA 77 D)

.....
4

NITIN? 1912 YIRT72 DX T
() :D°F2X? D72 "N O
AR DARO8 DFOR RN
TAIR Y AR WD N3N
TMYR WYX "2 IXT (°) anaTy
21 TN TY TR 002
w32 X DR (X°) 1721772 037
12 N"12 N7 1 0N
27 0 DAY (D) D
3 Y 0PnTY M2 oY
X7 WYX 123712 21 92 NI
T 207 19 () (X Y
N°73 7NN 7202 NIRRY IN°3

1 2931 (77) 183y n"93% 032

1779 27 21 ND N 31

TRYR RT3 WA AN

) e —

Mp™ (33) ... {0} 197 NNy



generations, every male among you
shall be circumcised at the age of
eight days. As for the homeborn
slave and the one bought from an
outsider who is not of your
offspring, (13) they must be
circumcised, homeborn and
purchased alike. Thus shall My
covenant be marked in your flesh as
an everlasting pact. (14) And if any
male who is uncircumcised fails to
circumcise the flesh of his foreskin,
that person shall be cut off from his
kin; he has broken My
covenant.”... (23) Then Abraham
took his son Ishmael, and all his
homeborn slaves and all those he
had bought, every male in
Abraham’s household, and he
circumcised the flesh of their
foreskins on that very day, as God
had spoken to him. (24) Abraham
was ninety-nine years old when he
circumcised the flesh of his
foreskin, (25) and his son Ishmael
was thirteen years old when he was
circumcised in the flesh of his
foreskin. (26) Thus Abraham and
his son Ishmael were circumcised
on that very day; (27) and all his
household, his homeborn slaves and
those that had been bought from
outsiders, were circumcised with
him.
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Genesis 21:1-4

(1) The LORD took note of Sarah
as He had promised, and the LORD
did for Sarah as He had spoken. (2)
Sarah conceived and bore a son to
Abraham 1n his old age, at the set
time of which God had spoken. (3)
Abraham gave his newborn son,
whom Sarah had borne him, the
name of Isaac. (4) And when his
son Isaac was eight days old,
Abraham circumcised him, as God
had commanded him.

Exodus 4:24-26

(24) At a night encampment on the
way, the LORD encountered him
and sought to kill him. (25) So
Zipporah took a flint and cut off her
son’s foreskin, and touched his legs
with it, saying, “You are truly a
bridegroom of blood to me!” (26)
And when He let him alone, she
added, “A bridegroom of blood
because of the circumcision.”

Exodus 12:43-49

(43) The LORD said to Moses and
Aaron: This is the law of the
passover offering: No foreigner
shall eat of it. (44) But any slave a
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man has bought may eat of it once
he has been circumcised. (45) No
bound or hired laborer shall eat of
it. (46) It shall be eaten in one
house: you shall not take any of the
flesh outside the house; nor shall
you break a bone of it. (47) The
whole community of Israel shall
offer it. (48) If a stranger who
dwells with you would offer the
passover to the LORD, all his males
must be circumcised; then he shall
be admitted to offer it; he shall then
be as a citizen of the country. But
no uncircumcised person may eat of
it. (49) There shall be one law for
the citizen and for the stranger who
dwells among you.

Leviticus 12:1-3

(1) The LORD spoke to Moses,
saying: (2) Speak to the Israelite
people thus: When a woman at
childbirth bears a male, she shall be
unclean seven days; she shall be
unclean as at the time of her
menstrual infirmity.— (3) On the
eighth day the flesh of his foreskin
shall be circumcised.—

Joshua 5:2-9
(2) At that time the LORD said to

AR (77) 132 DIX° TR DR A7
TR N2 (m) (32 22K07KD i
pl7EhieBchinial s el plvaly
(T2) :12712Wn X5 0¥y 0
(M) IR WY 287 N7y23
721108 Ay 73 AR M)
INy? 2R TR 121793 17 Pin
WA YN MR

T NAR 73R (v7) 32 PR
10221032 AT 3 N

3-"R:217 RPN

(:1) ﬁ?;N? HIJZZ'?J'%_; "7 13T (N)
"D YR MR PR 212708 19T
7R DYV IR M1 AT YN
01723 (3) :XQUA AMT NI P2
N7 w2 P rnwn

=2 YW
YWITTR 7 0N X7 Ny2 (2)


https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.12.1-3
https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.12.1-3
https://www.sefaria.org/Joshua.5.2-9
https://www.sefaria.org/Joshua.5.2-9

Joshua, “Make flint knives and
proceed with a second circumcision
of the Israelites.” (3) So Joshua had
flint knives made, and the Israelites
were circumcised at
Gibeath-haaraloth. (4) This is the
reason why Joshua had the
circumcision performed: All the
people who had come out of Egypt,
all the males of military age, had
died during the desert wanderings
after leaving Egypt. (5) Now,
whereas all the people who came
out of Egypt had been circumcised,
none of the people born after the
exodus, during the desert
wanderings, had been circumcised.
(6) For the Israelites had traveled in
the wilderness forty years, until the
entire nation—the men of military
age who had left Egypt—had
perished; because they had not
obeyed the LORD, and the LORD
had sworn never to let them see the
land that the LORD had sworn to
their fathers to assign to us, a land
flowing with milk and honey. (7)
But He had raised up their sons in
their stead; and it was these that
Joshua circumcised, for they were
uncircumcised, not having been
circumcised on the way. (8) After
the circumcising of the whole
nation was completed, they
remained where they were, in the
camp, until they recovered. (9) And
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the LORD said to Joshua, “Today |
have rolled away from you the
disgrace of Egypt.” So that place
was called Gilgal, as it still is.

2. Metaphor

Exodus 6:10-12

(10) The LORD spoke to Moses,
saying, (11) “Go and tell Pharaoh
king of Egypt to let the Israelites
depart from his land.” (12) But
Moses appealed to the LORD,
saying, “The Israelites would not
listen to me; how then should
Pharaoh heed me, a man of impeded
[aral, uncircumcised] speech!”

Deuteronomy 10:15-20

(15) Yet it was to your fathers that
the LORD was drawn in His love
for them, so that He chose you, their
lineal descendants, from among all
peoples—as is now the case. (16)
Cut away, therefore, the thickening
[umaltem et orlat, alt. circumcise
the foreskin] about your hearts and
stiffen your necks no more. (17) For
the LORD your God is God
supreme and Lord supreme,™ the
great, the mighty, and the awesome
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God, who shows no favor and takes
no bribe, (18) but upholds the cause
of the fatherless and the widow, and
befriends the stranger, providing
him with food and clothing.— (19)
You too must befriend the stranger,
for you were strangers in the land of
Egypt. (20) You must revere the
LORD your God: only Him shall
you worship, to Him shall you hold
fast, and by His name shall you
swear.

Deuteronomy 30:5-8

(5) And the LORD your God will
bring you to the land that your
fathers possessed, and you shall
possess it; and He will make you
more prosperous and more
numerous than your fathers. (6)
Then the LORD your God will open
up [umal, circumcise] your heart
and the hearts of your offspring to
love the LORD your God with all
your heart and soul, in order that
you may live. (7) The LORD your
God will inflict all those curses
upon the enemies and foes who
persecuted you. (8) You, however,
will again heed the LORD and obey
all His commandments that I enjoin
upon you this day.
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Jeremiah 4:4

(4) Open [himolu, circumcise] your
hearts to the LORD,

Remove the thickening [orlot,
foreskins] about your hearts—

O men of Judah and inhabitants of
Jerusalem—

Lest My wrath break forth like fire,
And burn, with none to quench it,
Because of your wicked acts.

Jeremiah 6:10-16

(10) To whom shall I speak,

Give warning that they may hear?
Their ears are blocked [areilah,
uncircumcised]

And they cannot listen.

See, the word of the LORD has
become for them

An object of scorn; they will have
none of it.

(11) But I am filled with the wrath
of the LORD,

I cannot hold it in.

Pour it on the infant in the street,
And on the company of youths
gathered together!

Yes, men and women alike shall be
captured,

Elders and those of advanced years.

(12)
Their houses shall pass to others,
Fields and wives as well,
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For I will stretch out My arm
Against the inhabitants of the
country

—declares the LORD. (13) For
from the smallest to the greatest,
They are all greedy for gain;

Priest and prophet alike,

They all act falsely. (14) They offer
healing ofthand

For the wounds of My people,
Saying, “All 1s well, all 1s well,”
When nothing is well. (15) They
have acted shamefully;

They have done abhorrent things—
Yet they do not feel shame,

And they cannot be made to blush.
Assuredly, they shall fall among the
falling,

They shall stumble at the time when
I punish them

—said the LORD.

(16) Thus said the LORD:

Stand by the roads and consider,
Inquire about ancient paths:

Which is the road to happiness?
Travel it, and find tranquillity for
yourselves.

But they said, “We will not.”

Jeremiah 9:24-25

(24) Lo, days are coming—declares
the LORD—when I will take note
of everyone circumcised in the
foreskin: (25) of Egypt, Judah,

TR (1) {0} 7 N
| 39807 3871 27379y 70y
it 777 71K 09 niang?
DPWDQb YA IR ,‘{;-13‘71
723 XD 1700

1-712:1 YT
NTRDY ORI D82 ) 3T (72)
07¥077Y (712) 7Y P00y

Ty 21270 2iTRO AN


https://www.sefaria.org/Jeremiah.9.24-25
https://www.sefaria.org/Jeremiah.9.24-25

Edom, the Ammonites, Moab, and
all the desert dwellers who have the
hair of their temples clipped. For all
these nations are uncircumcised, but
all the House of Israel are
uncircumcised of heart.

Ezekiel 44:5-9

(5) Then the LORD said to me: O
mortal, mark well, look closely and
listen carefully to everything that |
tell you regarding all the laws of the
Temple of the LORD and all the
instructions regarding it. Note well
who may enter the Temple and all
who must be excluded from the
Sanctuary. (6) And say to the
rebellious House of Israel: Thus
said the Lord GOD: Too long, O
House of Israel, have you
committed all your abominations,
(7) admitting aliens, uncircumcised
of spirit and uncircumcised of flesh,
to be in My Sanctuary and profane
My very Temple, when you offer up
My food—the fat and the blood.
You have broken My covenant with
all your abominations. (8) You have
not discharged the duties
concerning My sacred offerings, but
have appointed them to discharge
the duties of My Sanctuary for you.
(9) Thus said the Lord GOD: Let no
alien, uncircumcised in spirit and
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flesh, enter My Sanctuary—mno alien
whatsoever among the people of
Israel.

3. Group Identity

Genesis 34:6-27

(6) Then Shechem’s father Hamor
came out to Jacob to speak to him.
(7) Meanwhile Jacob’s sons, having
heard the news, came in from the
field. The men were distressed and
very angry, because he had
committed an outrage in Israel by
lying with Jacob’s daughter—a
thing not to be done. (8) And
Hamor spoke with them, saying,
“My son Shechem longs for your
daughter. Please give her to him in
marriage. (9) Intermarry with us:
give your daughters to us, and take
our daughters for yourselves: (10)
You will dwell among us, and the
land will be open before you; settle,
move about, and acquire holdings in
it.” (11) Then Shechem said to her
father and brothers, “Do me this
favor, and I will pay whatever you
tell me. (12) Ask of me a
bride-price ever so high, as well as
gifts, and I will pay what you tell
me; only give me the maiden for a
wife.” (13) Jacob’s sons answered
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Shechem and his father
Hamor—speaking with guile
because he had defiled their sister
Dinah— (14) and said to them, “We
cannot do this thing, to give our
sister to a man who is
uncircumcised, for that is a disgrace
among us. (15) Only on this
condition will we agree with you;
that you will become like us in that
every male among you is
circumcised. (16) Then we will give
our daughters to you and take your
daughters to ourselves; and we will
dwell among you and become as
one kindred. (17) But if you will not
listen to us and become
circumcised, we will take our
daughter and go.” (18) Their words
pleased Hamor and Hamor’s son
Shechem.... (24) All who went out
of the gate of his town™ heeded
Hamor and his son Shechem, and
all males, all those who went out of
the gate of his town, "were
circumcised. (25) On the third day,
when they were in pain, Simeon and
Levi, two of Jacob’s sons, brothers
of Dinah, took each his sword,
came upon the city unmolested, and
slew all the males. (26) They put
Hamor and his son Shechem to the
sword, took Dinah out of
Shechem’s house, and went away.
(27) The other sons of Jacob came
upon the slain and plundered the
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town, because their sister had been
defiled.

Judges 14:1-3

(1) Once Samson went down to
Timnah; and while in Timnah, he
noticed a girl among the Philistine
women. (2) On his return, he told
his father and mother, “I noticed
one of the Philistine women in
Timnah; please get her for me as a
wife.” (3) His father and mother
said to him, “Is there no one among
the daughters of your own kinsmen
and among all our people, that you
must go and take a wife from the
uncircumcised Philistines?”” But
Samson answered his father, “Get
me that one, for she is the one that
pleases me.”

I Samuel 14:4-6

(4) At the crossing™ by which
Jonathan sought to reach the
Philistine garrison, there was a
rocky crag on one side, and another
rocky crag on the other, the one
called Bozez and the other Seneh.
(5) One crag was located on the
north, near Michmas, and the other
on the south, near Geba. (6)
Jonathan said to the attendant who
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carried his arms, “Come, let us
cross over to the outpost of those
uncircumcised fellows. Perhaps the
LORD will act in our behalf, for
nothing prevents the LORD from
winning a victory by many or by
few.”

I Samuel 17:26

(26) David asked the men standing
near him, “What will be done for
the man who kills that Philistine
[Goliath] and removes the disgrace
from Israel? Who is that
uncircumcised Philistine that he
dares defy the ranks of the living
God?”

Ezekiel 32:19-32

(19) Whom do you surpass in
beauty? Down with you, and be laid
to rest with the uncircumcised! (20)
They shall lie amid those slain by
the sword, ' [amid those slain by]
the sword [Egypt] has been dragged
and left with all her masses. (21)
From the depths of Sheol the
mightiest of warriors speak to him
and his allies; the uncircumcised,
the slain by the sword, have gone
down and lie [there]. (22) Assyria is
there with all her company, their
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graves round about, all of them
slain, fallen by the sword. (23)
Their graves set in the farthest
recesses of the Pit, all her company
are round about her tomb, all of
them slain, fallen by the
sword—they who struck terror in
the land of the living. (24) There
too is Elam and all her masses
round about her tomb, all of them
slain, fallen by the sword—they
who descended uncircumcised to
the lowest part of the netherworld,
who struck terror in the land of the
living—now they bear their shame
with those who have gone down to
the Pit. (25) They made a bed for
her among the slain, with all her
masses; their graves are round about
her. They are all uncircumcised,
slain by the sword. Though their
terror was once spread over the land
of the living, they bear their shame
with those who have gone into the
Pit; they are placed among the slain.
(26) Meshech and Tubal and all
their masses are there; their graves
are round about. They are all
uncircumcised, pierced through by
the sword—they who once struck
terror in the land of the living. (27)
And they do not lie with the fallen
uncircumcised warriors, who went
down to Sheol with their battle gear,
who put their swords beneath their
heads and their iniquities upon their
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bones—for the terror of the warriors
was upon the land of the living. (28)
And you too shall be shattered amid
the uncircumcised, and lie among
those slain by the sword. (29) Edom
is there, her kings and all her
chieftains, who, for all their might,
are laid among those who are slain
by the sword; they too lie with the
uncircumcised and with those who
have gone down to the Pit. (30) All
the princes of the north and all the
Sidonians are there, who went down
in disgrace with the slain, in spite of
the terror that their might inspired;
and they lie, uncircumcised, with
those who are slain by the sword,
and bear their shame with those
who have gone down to the Pit. (31)
These Pharaoh shall see, and he
shall be consoled for all his masses,
those of Pharaoh’s men slain by the
sword and all his army—declares
the Lord GOD. (32) I strike terror
into the land of the living; Pharaoh™
and all his masses are laid among
the uncircumcised, along with those
who were slain by the sword—said
the Lord GOD.
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