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Introduction
Circumcision, both inside and outside the Bible, has raised no small discussion in the literature.2 This study seeks to contribute to this discussion
in two ways: (1) the meaning of the biblical rite of circumcision will be
explained against the background of the ancient Near East. Although a
complete discussion of circumcision in ancient Near Eastern cultures is
outside of the purview of this paper, the results of a previous study on this
topic can be summarized.3 (2) Once the significance of circumcision has
been understood, then how the theme of circumcision of the foreskin is
developed in Leviticus and Deuteronomy with respect to heart (un)circumcision will be set forth. In the Torah, heart circumcision is predicted to be the resolution to Israel’s covenant infidelity (and accompanying
curse) and to bring blessing accompanying the return from exile.
SBJT 18.3 (2014): 59-85.

59

Summary of the History and Significance of Circumcision
Circumcision is first mentioned in the Bible at Genesis 17 at the confirming/upholding of the Abrahamic covenant, previously initiated in
Genesis 15.4 After rehearsing the promises for seed (v. 6; cf. 15:4) and
land (v. 7; cf. 15:18), verse 9 introduces further information about the
already existing covenant relationship. Yahweh commands Abram to
keep (“ )ׁשמרmy covenant.” Verse 10 clarifies that the covenant Abraham
shall keep is the circumcision of every male of his. The text includes
several details concerning the rite: (1) the act of circumcising the flesh
of the foreskin (v. 11a), (2) circumcision will be a sign of the covenant
between Yahweh and Abraham and his descendants (v. 11b), (3) every
male (including offspring and anyone bought with money from a foreigner) shall be circumcised on the eighth day (v. 12a), (4) Yahweh’s
covenant in Abraham’s flesh will be an eternal covenant (v. 13b), and
(5) lastly, the one who has not undergone circumcision shall be cut off
from the people; he has broken Yahweh’s covenant (v. 14). Although
much information can be gleaned about the Abrahamic covenant sign of
circumcision from this text, one omission remains clear: the significance
of circumcision is nowhere delineated in this text or any other in the OT.
For an answer to this question, one must appeal to a wider knowledge of
the use of circumcision in other ancient cultures contemporary with the
time of Abraham and Israel. The following is an abbreviated survey and
assessment of this data.
Concise Survey of Circumcision in the Ancient Near East
Based on the biblical text, where exactly does one locate the religious-cultural milieu of a sojourner such as Abraham? From the biblical account
of Abraham’s sojourning, there are only three possible places where one
could locate Abraham’s background for understanding circumcision: “Ur
of the Chaldeans,”5 his sojourning in the land of Canaan, and Egypt.6 Of
these three possibilities, the land of Canaan can be safely set aside since
its evidence of circumcision is quite late (13th century B.C.). Although the
North Syrian evidence of three circumcised warriors from 2800 B.C. is
the earliest evidence for circumcision, it is probably not the proper background for understanding Abraham’s and Israel’s circumcision.
The evidence from North Syria requires further investigation. Since
one does not know the significance of circumcision in North Syria, it
is impossible to draw comparisons between it and Abraham’s circumcision. The technique of full removal of the prepuce exhibited by the
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North Syrian evidence indicates a true comparison with the later Hebrew technique. However, there are three reasons to reject an exclusively
North Syrian background for Israel’s circumcision. First, the temporal
proximity of the Egyptian evidence of circumcision to the time of Abraham favors Egypt rather than the temporal remoteness of the evidence
of circumcision from North Syria. The evidence from North Syria is too
isolated to know certainly whether the rite was actually practiced during
the time of Abraham, since there is no evidence of the rite in this location within a millennium of Abraham’s life. Lack of evidence is not evidence of absence, but there are serious obstacles to overcome for the one
who would argue that Israel’s circumcision is best interpreted in light of
North Syrian evidence.
Second, if the rite travels from north to south (as is probable given the evidence), there is no way of knowing whether the meaning and
significance of the rite changed from culture to culture, if it even changed
at all. If the rite of circumcision signified an initiation into the devoted
service of the king and cult (as I will suggest) then the significance of
the rite would not necessarily change in its journey from north to south.
Nevertheless, many scholars maintain that circumcision was primitively
a fertility rite or a puberty rite related to marriage, even in the absence of
any clear ancient evidence for this position.7 One does not know whether the Egyptians altered the significance of circumcision or preserved
the same significance as North Syria. The formal operation differed
(see Egyptian operation below), but this does not necessarily indicate a
change in significance.
Third, and most important, an Egyptian background logically accounts
for both Abraham and Israel, since Israel comes exclusively from Egypt.
The other alternative milieu for Abraham cannot account for Israel’s Egyptian milieu. Given these factors, God revealed the sign of circumcision
most probably to Abraham and Israel against the background of circumcision in Egypt.
Egyptian Circumcision
Evidence of circumcision in Egypt exists from various periods of Egypt’s
history from the 4th millennium B.C. to the Roman period. Specialists
have examined this evidence seeking answers to the following questions:
circumcision technique, age of the subject, the subject of the rite, and the
meaning of the rite. These aspects will be compared and contrasted with
Israel’s circumcision.
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In Egypt, circumcision technique was not the complete removal of the
prepuce as was the case in Israel, but concerning Egypt Franz Jonckheere
says, “Thus we conclude that everything converges to establish that, in Ancient Egypt, the surgical rite of circumcision consisted of an elementary
maneuver: the liberation of the glans, obtained by making a facile dorsal
splitting of the prepuce.”8
In Egypt, the age of the subject of circumcision is difficult to reconstruct with certainty. The evidence from mummies is irrelevant for this
question. Textual evidence for circumcision in Egypt indicates that circumcision was performed on males sometime during adolescence but
is not specific. Therefore one can only make generalizations based on
pictorial and textual evidence. The plastic representations do advance
our knowledge at this point, even though this evidence may not be as
conclusive as one might presume.9 The evidence from Egypt points to
an age range of 6-14,10 leading scholars such as Jonckheere and Sasson to
conclude that the rite may have two possible meanings: 1) a prenuptial
or marriage rite, or 2) puberty rite or rite of passage into manhood.11
Both of these scholars favor the second option, but further evidence of
circumcision in Egypt leads one to a different conclusion.
In Egypt, the subject of circumcision is a matter of debate. Space
constraints permit only room for a broad outline of the discussion. The
question of the subject of circumcision concerns whether the rite was
specifically reserved for the priestly and royal classes or whether it was
a general rite for every Egyptian male between the ages of 6-14.12 The
clearest textual evidence adduced in the articles by Maurice Stracmans
indicates that circumcision was reserved and obligatory for the king and
those serving in his court (i.e., priests and royal family members). Mummy evidence is conflicting, but one fact remains: there is evidence of
uncircumcised lower-class Egyptians from the early period, a discovery
that one would not expect to find if circumcision was a general rite imposed on all Egyptian males entering puberty and adulthood.13 Certainly, the later Greco-Roman period prescribes circumcision for the priestly
class.14 Therefore, the probable conclusion is that circumcision in Egypt
was not a general rite for all males entering puberty and adulthood, but
rather it was a rite reserved for the royal and priestly classes.
In Egypt, if circumcision did not indicate passage into adulthood, then
what did it signify for the one who underwent it?15 In light of the previous
point, circumcision is best described as an initiation rite for royalty and
clergy. The one who underwent circumcision was inducted into and was

62

marked out for the service of the king and his cult.16 The king-priest was
also circumcised and there is also a text which describes the circumcision
of Rā himself.17 Foucart says:
Being thus led by a process of elimination to see in circumcision the idea
of a mark of submission to a god, a sign of initiation into a god, or alliance
with a god, we may now state that the obscure passage, already quoted,
in which mention is made of ‘Rā mutilating himself,’ may have a value far
beyond thought. Circumcision would then be an imitation of the action of
Rā … It would be a sign of admission into the company of those who belonged to the
family and household of the god” (emphasis added).18

Foucart states that circumcision is not a mark of slavery, since the king and
priests were considered sons and relatives of the god. In this way the physical sign of circumcision would be an identification mark, similar to tattooing
or other cuttings that a particular family or tribe might do (676b). Therefore, in Egypt circumcision was an initiation sign for those who belonged
and were devoted to service of the deity. It marked out or identified the
royalty and clergy as ones who belonged to and were devoted to the deity
and served him.
Summary Conclusions
Many aspects of Egyptian circumcision can be compared and contrasted
with Israel’s practice of circumcision.
Comparisons. The technique of circumcision is applied to the male prepuce in both cultures. Since mutilations of the body could occur in a number of different places, it is significant that both cultures circumcised the
same part of the body.
Contrasts. First, each culture used a different technique for circumcision.
Second, while in Egypt circumcision was applied to males between the ages
of 6-14, in Israel the rite of circumcision was applied to males at eight days
old. Third and most significant, the rite was specifically reserved for royalty
and clergy in Egypt, while it was applied generally to every male in Israel.
Conclusions. The similarities and differences between the cultures
provide grounds for understanding the theology of circumcision in Israel. First, from her origins Israel was called to be a kingdom of priests
and a holy nation (Exod 19:6), that is, Israel was specially called to be
devoted to Yahweh and his rule and reign.19 Therefore, given the Egyptian background of circumcision of royalty and clergy, it was fitting for
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every Israelite male to undergo the general rite of circumcision, which
now identified them as devoted priests to the service of Yahweh (cf. Gen
17:12). The sign of circumcision matched and reinforced the identity
they subsumed at Sinai. Second, every Israelite male underwent circumcision at eight days old indicating that from birth each son of Abraham
was devoted to the service of Yahweh.
In the OT, there are also important references to the “uncircumcised
ear” ( Jer 6:10), “uncircumcised lips” (Exod 6:12, 30), and “uncircumcised fruit trees” (Lev 19:23). These three uses of “uncircumcised” imply
that the foreskin is an impediment or obstacle to hearing, speaking, and
producing good fruit. That is, the state of being uncircumcised impedes
something, which, if it did not have the foreskin, would otherwise be prepared for true function and vitality. But since it has the foreskin, it is impeded and will die. Therefore, circumcision also has a negative aspect—
the one who is uncircumcised will be cut off from his people (cf. Gen
17:14)—and a positive aspect of signifying that one is devoted to God.20 I
now turn to an examination of what both the positive and negative aspects
of circumcision mean for circumcision of the heart in the three texts employing the metaphor in the Torah.
Circumcision of the Heart in the Torah
Heart (un)circumcision occurs three times in the Torah: Leviticus 26:41
and Deuteronomy 10:16 and 30:6. I treat these texts in order.
Heart Circumcision in Leviticus
The reference to heart uncircumcision in Leviticus 26:41 occurs near the
end of the book in a section typically designated as part of the epilogue (Lev
26-27) to the Holiness Code (Lev 17-27). Before considering the meaning of “uncircumcised heart” in Lev 26:41, it is first necessary to consider
the broad outline of the book and the structure of chapter 26 specifically.
Outline of Leviticus
Most commentators see four sections in the book of Leviticus:21
1. Description of Sacrifices		
1-7
2. The Priesthood			
8-10
3. Impurity and its Resolution		
11-16
4. The Holiness Code			
17-27
The Holiness Code, the Holiness Source,22 or Prescriptions for Practical
Holiness23 refer to the part of Leviticus in which there is a concentration
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of prescriptions for governing human relationships according to the justice
and righteousness in the Torah.
Milgrom holds that the Holiness Code/Source (H; 17-27) is distinct
from Leviticus 1-16 (P) in structure, vocabulary, style, and theology.24
These differences do not necessarily indicate different sources representing diachronic development in the history of Israel’s religion as Milgrom
and others suppose. There is a progression in Leviticus from “outward”
holiness to “inward” holiness or better, from the holiness symbolized in
sacrifice, cult, and purity laws to holiness exhibited in the obedience of
a prepared and consecrated people which Leviticus 17-27 envisions.25
Therefore, the holiness described in Leviticus 1-16 consecrates the people and the holiness in 17-27 emphasizes just and righteous living on the
basis of that holy and devoted status. The command and motive clause,
“Be holy, for I, the LORD your God, am holy” (Lev 19:2) harks back to
God’s holiness in 1-16 (cp. 11:44-45) and now forward to this necessary
consecration to justice which should characterize all human relationships flowing from a devotion to God.26 Kiuchi states, “Therefore the
shift in emphasis in P and H need not be explained by the alleged different concepts of holiness in P and H; it is just that ch. 18 onwards stresses the demand for holiness on the basis of the holiness in chs. 1-16.”27
Therefore, the uncircumcised heart in Leviticus appears in the context
of the Holiness Code, which is emphasizing a demand for an inward holiness out of an already outwardly consecrated relationship to Yahweh.
The Context and Structure of Leviticus 26
According to Kiuchi, Leviticus 17-27 contains two sections: 17-22 and 2327. Kiuchi presents the structure of 17-22 as follows:28
1. Introduction					17
2. A Prohibition of Canaanite Practices 		
18
3. B Be Holy					
19
4. A’ Punishments for Violations		
20
5. B’ Holiness of Priests and Offerings		
21-22
The A sections pertain to Canaanite practices and the punishments for
engaging in them, while the B sections pertain to holiness, first to all Israelites in chapter 19 and then outwardly to all consecrated priests and the
holy offerings they bring in 21-22. For chapters 23-26, Kiuchi proposes
the following structure:
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1. A
2. B
3. A’
4. B’

Holy Time				
Eternal Blessing and Divine Punishment
Sabbatical Year and Jubilee			
Blessing and Curse				

23
24
25
26

Chapters 23 and 25 correspond to one another. The Sabbath and appointed feasts in Leviticus 23 are expanded in 25 to include the sabbatical year and year of jubilee. The connection between chapters 24 and 26
hinges on the symbolic rituals for eternal blessing and the laws for divine
punishment in 24 and their historical outworking in the blessing and the
curse in chapter 26.
Drawing on the imagery of the lampstand and cherubim, Kiuchi suggests
that the work of the priests in the Holy Place in chapter 24 presents a picture of the original situation in the garden though with some difference.29
The “eternal statute” of the lampstand (v. 3), its perpetual burning (v. 3, 4),
the perpetual shewbread ritual (v. 8), “the eternal covenant,” (v. 8), and the
“eternal statute” (v. 9) together with the reimaging of the garden’s Tree of
Life from which mankind would live forever (Gen 3:22) indicate that the
rituals symbolized eternal blessing in the presence of God. The blessings in
Leviticus 26:3-13 indicate that had the people kept the covenant with Yahweh, they would have partaken of the Edenic experience forever.
In Leviticus 24:10-23, the text portrays the reality concerning the lack
of holiness in the camp. The reader is led to believe that a mixed marriage between an Israelite wife and an Egyptian husband probably led to
a son who blasphemed the name of Yahweh (vv. 10-12). The punishment
and talionis laws ensue from such an action (vv. 13-23). This scene illustrates that although the people were outwardly holy, they still had stubborn hearts which led to their punishment.30 The people’s heart problem
led to their blasphemy of the Name which results in their punishment.
The presence of blasphemy in the camp and the talionis laws in 24:10-23
show that the institutional rituals of the Holy Place in 24:1-9 were unable to devote the heart to the service of Yahweh. Their inability to be
inwardly holy led to their cursing the name of Yahweh and the historical outworking of the covenantal curses in 26:14-46. The divine punishment for cursing the name (24:11, 14, 15, 23) results in being cursed by
God—the lex talionis or the punishment fits the crime. It is in the context of the covenant curses that our reference to heart circumcision occurs in Leviticus 26:41, revealing that Israel had an internal heart problem
which led them to curse God and therefore undergo his covenant curses.
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The general structure of Leviticus 26 is straightforward:
1. Introduction: Fear Yahweh and Reject Idols 1-2
2. Blessings					3-13
3. Curses and Restoration			
14-45
a. Curses					
14-38
b. Restoration				
39-45
(1) Confession of Guilt			
39-40
(2) God’s Remembrance of Covenant
41-45
The opening verses of the chapter make clear that this section is a call for
total allegiance to Yahweh and rejection of idols. If Israel walks in these
commands, then Yahweh will bless them (vv. 3-13). If Israel does not obey
Yahweh, then they will experience curses (vv. 14-38). The curses may be
grouped into five sections, each marked with “ ְוִאםand/but if ” (cf. 14, 18,
21, 23, 27).31 The last section is the longest and contains the most devastating curses. Verses 27-33 comprise the protasis (“if ”), while verses 3445 contain the apodosis. However, the apodosis contains a mixed message.
It predicts destructive curses in verses 34-38 upon disobedience. However, verses 39-45 contain an almost sudden turn in the unfolding of events.
Destruction gives way to even a glimmer of hope in verses 39-45.
The syntax (x yiqtol) and tenor of the unit changes at verse 39-40. The
Hebrew verb  מקקNiphal means “to rot” or “to decay” when describing
wounds (Ps 38:6) or eyes and tongue (Zech 14:12). In some texts, it is
used metaphorically with the meaning “to dissolve” or “to melt” referring
to the hills in Isaiah 34:4 or to a penalty for people in Ezekiel 4:17; 24:23;
33:10. In the context of covenant curses, the verb has this meaning in
Leviticus 26:39. This verse summarizes the punishments that have come
upon them in the lands of their enemies because of their guilt and the guilt
of their fathers. The waw-consecutive perfect in v. 40 ( )ְוִהְתַוּדוּcontinues
the possibility that the people will confess their guilt and the guilt of their
fathers. There is no new conditional clause in verse 40 as in the ESV and
NIV. Rather this verse is part of the same apodosis, which began in v. 39.
These verses highlight the people’s improbable repentance if they break
the covenant.
Verses 41-45 are introduced by a non-sequential verbal clause (x
yiqtol) in verse 41, which marks a distinct unit of discourse within the
apodosis. The focus is on Yahweh (“ ;אַף־אֲנׅיeven I”) and his remembrance
of the covenant with the patriarchs (vv. 42, 44-45). Verse 41a rehearses
Yahweh’s resisting of the people and his bringing them into exile (cf.
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verses 34-38). There is a difficulty in the text at the opening of 41b (־ָאז
ׄ )א ו. The LXX has a simple “then” (τότε). However, the LXX appears to
be facilitating a difficult reading in the Hebrew text. The usage of או
ֹ is
difficult in this context. The expression או ִכי
ֹ “or if ” introduces an additional condition such as in Exod. 21:33 and Isa. 27:5. Infrequently  ִּכיis
omitted and only  אֹוremains as in Exodus 21:36 (או
ֹ  ; ֹנו ַדעcf. “ ִּכיwhen/if ”
in v. 35) and Leviticus 25:49b. In these cases,  ֹואhas the meaning “or if ”
and that is its meaning in Leviticus 26:41b. In verse 40, the confession of
guilt appeared natural. Here, the humbling of their uncircumcised heart
is represented as a condition, even though the Niphal passive probably
indicates that Yahweh will fulfill it. The apodosis of this condition is
41c-45 marked by “and then” () ְוָאז. Thus if their uncircumcised heart be
humbled, then they will pay for their guilt and Yahweh will remember
his covenant with the patriarchs. The verb  ׅי ָּכ ַנעcannot be analyzed with
certainty. The Niphal stem could indicate either a passive (their heart
will be humbled) or a reflexive (their heart will humble itself). Werner
Lemke asserts that the context points to the divine passive “in light of
God’s unilateral and unconditional promises in vv. 42 and 44-45.”32 This
conclusion is probable in light of the overall context.
The setting of the first instance of heart circumcision deserves comment. Leviticus 26 describes the outworking of the blessing, curse-exile,
and return from exile. Although the discourse is presented in terms of
conditionals, the passage ultimately predicts what will happen to Israel.
She will experience life in the land, curse-exile, and blessing-future restoration. Within this scheme, Leviticus presents the humbling of the foreskin of the heart as the resolution to the stubborn heart which brought
the people into exile. Heart circumcision will bring the blessing of restoration. This same pattern will resurface in Deuteronomy.
Summary Conclusion in Leviticus
Given this analysis of Leviticus and of 26:41 in particular, this book
presents God as the one who both brings them into exile and humbles
the foreskin of their hearts, which leads to their return from exile. The
foreskin of their heart was the cause of their stubbornness in 24:10-23,
which led to God’s curse coming upon them in exile. They became as the
“foreskined fruit trees” in Leviticus 19:23 that were unable to yield fruit.
Their hearts still had the foreskin, the impediment or obstacle which
prevented them from vital covenant faithfulness and ensuing blessing.
They were holy outwardly according to ritual (24:1-9), but they were in
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need of inward holiness—heart circumcision. As one continues through
the canon, the next occurrences of heart circumcision are in Deuteronomy, significantly a loyalty covenant.
Heart Circumcision in Deuteronomy
In this section I first analyze the genre of Deuteronomy in order to understand its message properly. Second, I describe the deuteronomic vision
of a loyal people who are covenantally faithful to Yahweh from a devoted
heart. Third, I place heart circumcision in the context of a loyalty covenant
expecting faithfulness from a devoted heart.
The Literary Form of Deuteronomy
The book of Deuteronomy shares the literary form of a covenant or treaty,
particularly, the form employed by the Hittites from the 15th-13th centuries
B.C.33 The covenant form of Deuteronomy is as follows:
1. Preamble
2. Historical Prologue
3. Stipulations
a. General
b. Specific
4. Document Clause
5. Appeal to Witness
6. Blessings and Curses
a. Blessings
b. Curses
7. Solemn Oath Ceremony

1:1-5
1:6-4:44
4:45-11:32
12:1-26:19
27:1-10
27:11-26
28:1-14
28:15-68
28:69 (EV 29:1)-30:20

This form has clear comparisons with the Hittite suzerain-vassal
treaty as many recognize.34 Discerning Deuteronomy as a vassal treaty
is crucial because literary form and poetics contributes to the overall
meaning of the text.35 The actual form of the book reveals that Yahweh
is the Great King and Israel is the vassal, who is swearing loyalty and
allegiance to Yahweh alone.36 Therefore, Deuteronomy is fundamentally
about Yahweh’s covenant faithfulness to Israel and Israel’s faithfulness
or loving loyalty to Yahweh. The book details a loving, loyal covenant
relationship between Yahweh and Israel. The book of Deuteronomy envisions a relationship in which the people are devoted to Yahweh from
the inside out, that is, from the heart.37
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The Deuteronomic Vision for Covenant Loyalty from the Heart
The word “heart” (ֵלָבב/ )ֵלבis used 858 times in the OT according to the
study by Hans Walter Wolff.38 His study concluded that the word is used
in six different ways: (1) placement of the organ of the heart (e.g., Jer
23:9), (2) feelings (e.g., Prov 15:13, 17:22), (3) wish as desire or longing
(e.g., Ps 21:2 (EV 21:3)), (4) reason (e.g., Deut 29:3 (EV 29:4)), (5)
decisions of the will (e.g., Prov 16:9), and (6) heart of God (e.g., 1 Sam
2:35). Of these usages, it is interesting to note that Wolff analyzes that
400 of these occurrences refer to the reason and intellect of man, that is,
what one would call the mind. The heart is the control center of the human
being according to the OT. It is not simply the place where one feels but
more often it is the place where one understands and wills. If one’s heart
was devoted to Yahweh, the whole person—intellect, dreams, and emotions—would then be devoted to him.
1. Devotion from the Heart. As a covenantal text, Deuteronomy exhorts
and commands its readers to be loyal to Yahweh from the heart because
of the grace shown to them in the past and the future blessing of life in
the land.39 In Deuteronomy, the texts which contain  ֵלבas an object of the
preposition “ ְּבin, with,” when describing the verbs “to love” (6:5; 13:4;
30:6), “to serve” (10:12; 11:13), “to do” (26:16), “to obey” (30:2), and
“to seek” (4:29) demonstrate the goal for a people to be devoted to Yahweh with all their heart.40
In addition to these verbs modified by  ְּב, Moses also calls the people
“to set” “my words” (11:18) or “all the words” (32:46) on ( ) ַעלtheir
heart. The Qal waw consecutive perfect 2mp of ׂשים
ִ functions as a command in 11:18 and the Qal imperative 2mp of ׂשים
ִ in 32:46 communicate
that it is desirable for the people to place or set Moses’ instructions on
their heart and soul, that is, for them to internalize the torah or instruction of Moses. In 6:6, the Qal waw consecutive perfect 3cp of “ ָה ָיהto be”
indicates that the words which Moses commanded the people shall be
upon ( ) ַעלtheir heart.41 These exhortations to have Moses’ words on the
heart call the people to internalize the torah. They are to place the torah
on the part of them, which controls their feelings, reason, desires, and
will. Moses envisions nothing less than a people fully constrained and
controlled by the torah from the heart. The vision is a good one. But how
does Deuteronomy expect the vision to be realized in the day to day lives
of the people?
2. Heart Circumcision Attains the Deuteronomic Vision. Deuteronomy presents circumcision of the heart as important means for attaining the Deu-
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teronomic vision of loyalty from a devoted heart.42 The root ּ מּולto circumcise” occurs only twice in Deuteronomy and both instances relate to
circumcision of the heart (10:16; 30:6). “ ָעְרָלהforeskin” occurs only once
as the object of ּ מּולiּn 10:16. We will treat the matter systematically as follows: (1) interpret the metaphor in 10:16, (2) interpret the metaphor in
30:6, and (3) synthesize the inner deuteronomic development and draw
preliminary conclusions.
Deuteronomy 10:16
Deuteronomy 10:12-22 is a unit of discourse contained in the General
Stipulation section of Deuteronomy (4:45-11:32; see the covenant structure above). This whole section is unified by the central theme of loyalty
to Yahweh in covenant relationship. The basic outline of the General Stipulation is as follows:
General Stipulation: Deuteronomy 4:45-11:3243
A. Basic Principle of Covenant Relationship
B. Measures for Maintaining Covenant Relationship
C. Implications of Covenant Relationship
D. Warnings against Forgetting Covenant Relationship
E. Failures in Covenant Relationship
F. Restoration to Covenant Relationship
G. Choices required by Covenant Relationship

4:45-1-6:3
6:4-25
7:1-26
8:1-20
9:1-10:11
10:12-22
11:1-32

The dissertation by Steven Guest analyzed 10:12-22 as an independent unit and he applied the heading “Restoration to Covenant Relationship.”44 Immediately before this unit, Moses rehearsed many of the
failures of covenant relationship in 9:1-10:11, including the provocation of Yahweh in the wilderness (9:7), the incident of the golden calf
(9:8-21), and the stations of the wilderness wandering where the people rebelled (9:22-24). These acts of treachery and rebellion against
Yahweh led to Moses’ intercessory activity in 9:25-10:11. In 9:6 and
9:13 the people are described specifically as ׁשה־ ע ֶֹרף
ֵ “ ַעםּ־ ְקstiff-necked
people” or “stubborn people.” This section then prepares the way for
Moses’ exhortation to maintain covenant loyalty or to restore covenant
relationship with the present generation (“ ְו ַע ָּתהand now” in 10:12 and
10:22).
In Deuteronomy 10:12-22 Moses exhorts the people to maintain
covenant loyalty by balancing exhortations with statements about the
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character of Yahweh in episodic fashion. The statements about Yahweh’s
character become the grounds for the earnest pleas to be devoted to Yahweh, their God, and it is the theme of loyal devotion, which prompts the
origination of the reference to heart circumcision. The literary structure of 10:12-22 establishes heart circumcision as the central concern in
Deuteronomy:
A1 Exhortation to Loyal Devotion: Fear, Walk, Love, Serve, Keep 12-13
14-15
B1 Yahweh is Praised: Sovereign Creator and Redeemer
2
A Exhortation to Loyal Devotion: Circumcise and Do Not Stiffen 16
17-18
B2 Yahweh is Praised: Supreme God and Faithful to Weak
3
A Exhortation to Loyal Devotion: Love, Fear, Serve, Cling, Swear 19-20
B3 Yahweh is Praised: Faithful God of the Patriarchs and Exodus 21-22
The praise sections (B) function as the grounds of the exhortations (A)
for the people to be loyal to Yahweh. The fact that Yahweh loved them
(v. 15, 18) becomes the ground for them to love the marginalized (sojourner in v. 19) and to be loyal to Yahweh himself (v. 12-13, 20). The
literary artistry of the unit is particularly acute at v. 16, the verse under
investigation. The center of the exhortation sections (A2) contains the
only positive command which calls the people to an internal action, i.e.,
to circumcise their hearts. The literary structure itself indicates that the
central concern is the internal condition of the human heart. The second
half of the verse (v. 16b) confirms this interpretation since it contains a
negative command which further clarifies the positive one. It commands
the people to cease stiffening their necks, the very rebellion Moses just
rehearsed with them (cf. 9:6, 13).
The meaning of circumcision in this context is very important to
the interpretation of the verse and therefore the whole section. I have
suggested that circumcision positively devotes and identifies a person
to loyal service of God, i.e., signifies one is a priest. If this meaning is
correct, then it would also be true in this context where now circumcision is applied internally to the center of the human being’s thoughts,
volition, reason, and desires. A circumcised or devoted heart would
then control and influence the actions and behavior of the whole person. The circumcised heart devoted to Yahweh would manifest itself in
covenant loyalty as outlined by the external sections of the unit (A1 and
A3). Furthermore, because the foreskin negatively signifies an obstacle
or impediment to some vital function, the removal of the foreskin of the
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heart in this context indicates that the heart circumcised people would
be a vital and flourishing people in covenant relationship with Yahweh.
If the people had successfully obeyed the first part of verse 16, then they
would have fulfilled everything God asked of them in verses 12-13 and
19-20, that is, they would have been completely loyal to Yahweh from a
devoted heart.
In his article from 2003, Werner Lemke has cast doubt on the originality of Deuteronomy 10:16.45 He defends his own suggestion that 10:16
with its reference to circumcision of the heart was a later interpolation
to the text and therefore it is not the starting point for the biblical metaphor but a later development to Deuteronomy, probably to be attributed
to Jeremiah in the late 7th century B.C.46 He provides two reasons: (1)
“First, the omission of v. 16 would cause no disruption of flow of the
narrative, either in terms of syntax or content” and (2) “A second reason
for questioning the authenticity of the originality of v. 16 has to do with
the appropriateness or fit of the two metaphors used in a Deuteronomic
context.”47 I will discuss each of these objections.
Lemke’s first reason is that verse 16a contributes nothing to the context in
which it is situated and therefore it is not original to this context but was interpolated in a later redaction of the book of Deuteronomy.48 He argues that,
although the presence of “ ִּכיfor, because” in verse 17 could provide a motivation
clause for the commands in v. 16, it functions better as a motivation or rationale
for God’s election of Israel out of all the nations in v. 15.49 Perhaps the first part of
verse 17, “God of gods…,” could be construed as an explanation for the election
of Israel in v. 15, but it would be awkward then to add that God “does not show
partiality” as part of the explanation of God’s particular election of Israel from
all the nations. Rather, if verse 17 with its description of the sovereign and just
character of Yahweh is the ground or motivation for the people to circumcise
their hearts and not to be stiff necked any longer, then the commands in v. 16 are
calling the people to be devoted and faithful to—not stubborn against—their
covenant Lord and his Torah.50 Furthermore, the literary structure proposed
above provides an internal reason for concluding that verse 16 is authentic to
the immediate unit of discourse, since v. 16 is actually necessary for the inner
logic and rhetoric of the paragraph.51
Lemke’s second reason for viewing v. 16 as a secondary insertion is
that neither metaphor in the verse is characteristically deuteronomic
and therefore they are not appropriate to the context. He presents a
case which attempts to show that the prohibition in 16b “you shall no
longer stiffen your neck” ( )וְעָרּפְכֶם לׂא תקׁשּו עׂודis not indigenous to Deu-
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teronomy. Rather, Deuteronomy borrows the old idiom “stiff necked
people” ( ) ַעם־ ְק ֵׁשה־ ע ֶֹרף2x (9:6, 13) from the golden calf incident in Exodus.52 He also lists “your stiff neck” () ְו ֶאת־ ָע ְר ְּפָך ַה ָּק ֶׁשה, which occurs 1x
in Deuteronomy 31:27. However, Lemke considers the verbal expression in 10:16b as foreign to Deuteronomy and not dependent or alluding to the older narrative of the golden calf incident.53 Three responses
are in order: (1) Deuteronomy 2:30 does use the Hiphil of the verb ׁשה
ָ ָק
54
“to harden” with a different object. (2) On Lemke’s view of verbal
parallels, he would have to conclude that ׁשה
ֶ “ ָע ְר ְּפָך ַה ָּקyour stiff neck”
in 31:27 is also foreign because it is not identical in wording to Exodus,
but for some reason this instance is permitted to be authentic. (3) Jason Meyer points out that 10:16b uses the adverb “still” ()עֹוד, which
assumes the usage of “stiff neck” in 9:6, 13.55 Given these reasons, one
can safely set aside Lemke’s objections to the authenticity of 16b based
on ׁשה
ָ  ָקterminology.
Regarding heart circumcision, Lemke states, “A further difficulty
with 10:16 is the seemingly unmotivated and isolated appearance of
the circumcision metaphor in it.” 56 After asserting that Deuteronomy
30:6 belongs to the latest redactional layers of the book, he then argues
that 10:16 is isolated and unmotivated. Setting aside the question of
30:6 for the moment, Lemke’s objection still misses the mark. Heart
circumcision is not “unmotivated” if one adequately understands the
linguistic data. First, the literary structure of the passage reveals that
v. 16 is necessary for the logic of the passage to cohere. The central
obligation in 10:16 is internally focused on the heart, indicating that
if the center or heart is circumcised the outward actions of the people
will manifest a covenantally faithful relationship with Yahweh. Second,
Lemke is unaware of the positive meaning of circumcision, that it signifies one is devoted to loyal service of Yahweh. 57 Therefore, in a context full of loyalty language such as love, serve, cling, et al. why would
the author not invoke the one image that would guarantee devoted,
loyal service of Yahweh—heart circumcision. Rather than concluding
circumcision of the heart as foreign to the context and as a secondary
interpolation, the reference to it here reveals a redemptive-historical
development for creating a covenant people who would be loyal to Yahweh and love him from a devoted heart brought about by circumcision.
The second reference to heart circumcision in Deuteronomy 30:6 confirms this conclusion.
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Deuteronomy 30:6
The second instance of circumcision in Deuteronomy comes at 30:6:
“And Yahweh will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants (lit. “seed”) in order that you might love Yahweh, your God,
with all your heart and with all your soul so that you might live.” The
covenant curses end at 28:68, and 28:69 (EV 29:1) begins the Solemn
Oath Ceremony (29-30). This section marks the agreement and entrance into the covenant made at Moab with the new generation (28:69
[29:1]). They emphasize the actual entering into the Moab covenant
(28:69 [EV 29:1]) in 29:8, 11 (EV 9, 12). Peter Gentry’s outline of the
Solemn Oath Ceremony is followed here:58
I. Heading
29:1 [28:69 H]
II. Narrative Introduction
29:2A [29:1 H]
III. Third Sermon
29:2B-30:20
A.Past (hesed and ’emet) of Yahweh
29:2B-9
B.Covenant Inauguration Ritual Language
29:10-15
C.Reminder of Curses for Covenant Disloyalty
29:16-28
D.Secret Things – Revealed Things
29:29
E.Future Curse Followed by Blessing
30:1-10
F.Circumcised Heart: Reason for Future Blessing 30:11-14
G.Final Warning RE: Life and Death
30:15-20
The Solemn Oath Ceremony rehearses the covenant form in brief:
historical prologue, covenant inauguration, curses, and blessings. Chapter 30 predicts the curse, the blessing, the future blessing ensuing from
the circumcised heart, and ends with a warning for the people to choose
life. These chapters focus on covenant loyalty, for the people are entering into the covenant even now. The reference to heart circumcision in
30:6 as the response to impending covenant treachery (29:16-28) mirrors the usage in 10:16 where it functioned as the central response to
covenant infidelity (9:1-10:11). Therefore both units (4:45-11:32 and
29:1-30:20) utilize heart circumcision as the key to resolving covenant
infidelity and exile and thus heart circumcision is a theme that binds the
book together.
Deuteronomy 30:1-14 expounds the blessing and the curse with an
emphasis on the blessing that will accompany the return from exile. The
syntax and structure of verses 1-10 are notoriously difficult, and the relationship of verses 11-14 to what precedes and follows is a crux for any
interpretation of this chapter. First, my analysis of verses 1-10 is pre-
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sented. Second, I attempt to relate verses 11-14 back to 1-10. Based on
discourse grammar, the following structure for 30:1-14 emerges:
I. Temporal Scheme of Return
A. Protasis: The people return
B. Apodosis: Yahweh restores the people
II. Scope of Return
A. Protasis: Difficult Circumstances
B. Apodosis: Yahweh’s Power to Restore
A1 Geographical Return
B1 Blessings
A2 Internal Transformation
B2 Blessing: Safety from Enemies
III. Results of Return
A1 Obedience
B1 Blessings
A2 Obedience
IV. Explanation of Return

1-3
1-2
3
4-7
4a
4b-7
4bc
5
6
7
8-10
8
9
10
11-14

Hebrew literature works in both a kaleidoscopic and recursive manner, that is, it examines a topic from one angle, then sets it down in
order to pick up the same topic again and examine it from a different
and complementary angle. After all angles or passes at the same topic
are heard one can correctly interpret the text. Verses 1-10 describe the
return from exile from three different but complementary angles. Verses 1-3 provide a broad temporal scheme of return from exile. Verses 4-7
treat the scope of the return from exile and as such provide the second
pass on the same topic of return from exile. Verses 8-10 treat the results
of the return from exile and contain the third and final pass on the matter. Verses 11-14 are the explanation (“for”  ) ִּכיof the blessing of the
return from exile. Verse 11 resumes the theme of future obedience of
the command given by Moses (“which I am commanding you today”;
ׁשר א נ ִֹכי ְמ ַצ ְּוָך ַה ֹּיום
ֶ  ) ֲאwhen the people return from exile.
The “( ִּכיwhen” or “if ”) of verse 1 probably introduces the protasis
of a temporal clause (an interpretation as old as the LXX [ὡς ἄν]) in
verses 1-2, while verse 3 functions as the apodosis. These three verses
provide the general temporal framework for Israel’s return from exile.
In verses 1-2, the focus is on the initiative of the people to return to
Yahweh and in verse 3 Yahweh’s subsequent restoration of the people.
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This first section functions as the opening to the entire unit and as such
it provides the broadest of parameters for the people’s return to Yahweh and Yahweh’s restoration of the people. Zechariah summarizes this
theme in 1:3: Return [Israel] to me and I [Yahweh] will return to you.
The division between the first unit and the second unit is determined
by discourse grammar. Verse 4 opens with x yiqtol and therefore signals
a break in the discourse sequence. In this verse, +  ִאםimperfect marks
the protasis of a conditional clause. This clause opens a new protasis,
syntactically distinct from verse 1, and its apodosis consists of verses
4b-7. These verses are unified around the theme of Yahweh’s efficacious
power to return the people from exile. The protasis (4a) sets the stage
in hyperbolic terms by describing the outcast of Israel as at the outermost part of the heavens.59 Verses 4b-7 then describe Yahweh’s powerful
return of the outcast from the outermost part of heaven in an A1 B1 A2
B2 structure. A1 describes the physical return from exile, while B1 describes the blessings associated with the return in Abrahamic covenantal terms (“ ׇי ַרׁשto possess” Gen 15:7 et al.; “ ָר ָבהto multiply” Gen. 17:2
et al.). A2 further interprets the return from exile in terms of Yahweh’s
circumcision of the people’s hearts. B2 resumes the theme of blessing
by describing a safety for the people, which results from Yahweh setting
curses on their enemies. This theme alludes to Gen. 12:3, where Yahweh promised Abraham that he would curse the one who cursed him.
That heart circumcision is juxtaposed to allusions to the Abrahamic
covenant suggests a development to the theme of circumcision within
the canon. In other words the OT canon—within the Abrahamic and
Israelite covenants—is already showing that circumcision in Genesis
17 was an external type or pattern of the greater internal circumcision
to come.
Regarding the structure, the A sections mark two stages in the return from exile, while the B sections mark the blessings associated with
return from exile. A1 details the geographical return from exile, while
A2 expounds the spiritual return from exile employing circumcision of
the heart to explain the internal transformation which will devote the
people to a loyal love of Yahweh. Although there are two distinct stages of the return in Deuteronomy, the time frame for each stage is not
clearly delineated in this text. Later in redemptive history and in the
canon, Isaiah will delineate two returns from exile, the geographical
return to be accomplished by the servant Cyrus, and the spiritual return
to be accomplished by the Suffering Servant.60 Therefore Deuteronomy
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30:1-10 is at the headwaters of a major theme to be developed by the
prophets. The people will return from exile but they will not undergo
spiritual return from exile until sometime later.
The division between sections two and three depends on the discourse feature in verse 8 (x yiqtol), which indicates a sequential break
from the previous waw consecutive perfects in verses 5-7. This section
is unified around the central theme of the results of the return from
exile. Verses 8 (A1) and 10 (A2) portray the returned people as an obedient people to Yahweh. Verse 9 (B) pronounces the blessings for covenant faithfulness. Therefore an A1 B A2 structure emerges from the final
three verses, which focus attention on the main theme of return from
exile present throughout verses 1-10.
There are two interpretive options regarding Deuteronomy 30:11-14
and its relationship to the preceding section: (1) Verses 11-14 return
the reader to the present and teach that the Torah is not too difficult
for Israel to keep.61 (2) Verses 11-14 continue the eschatological force
of verses 1-10 and therefore the ease of keeping the Torah accompanies
heart circumcision upon the second stage of the return from exile.62
The present exegesis supports the second option: the circumcision of
the heart in 30:6, which the people could not do themselves (10:16),
will free the people to love Yahweh. When the prophets describe the
heart change to occur in the new covenant, they typically include a description of the people keeping the Torah or God’s commands (Ezek
36:27; Jer 31:33-34). In Deuteronomy, the connection between internal transformation and obedience of the Torah is not made explicit in
30:6. However, if 30:11-14 continues the thought in 1-10 as a subordinate clause explaining the future implications of the circumcised heart,
then 30:11-14 clarifies that the internal transformation of heart circumcision leads to keeping the Torah commanded by Moses in Moab.63 The
ease of keeping the Torah was not a reality tied to the circumcision of
the Abrahamic and Sinai covenants; rather, it was a reality predicted to
accompany the circumcision of the heart and the new covenant at the
second stage of the return from exile. At this time, the exile is ended
and the blessed restoration commences.
Synthesis of Deuteronomy 10:16 and 30:6
Heart circumcision appears twice in Deuteronomy and a comparison
and contrast of the two texts and their contexts is illuminating. First,
these texts and contexts share a number of parallels. Jason Meyer has
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noted linguistic parallels between the two:64
to love him 10:12
with all your heart
and all your soul 10:12
to keep Yahweh’s commands
and his statutes 10:13
which I am commanding
you today 10:13
for good 10:13
your fathers 10:15, 22
circumcise the foreskin of
your heart 10:16

to love Yahweh 30:6
with all your heart and all your soul 30:2, 6
to keep his commands and his statutes 30:10
which I am commanding you today 30:2
for good 30:9
your fathers 30:5, 9
Yahweh will circumcise your heart 30:6

The parallels are deeper when the previous context of each passage is considered. As we noted in the case of 10:12-22, 9:1-10:11 recount the many
failures in covenant on the part of the people. 10:12-22 functioned as the
response to those covenant failures. In the face of covenant breach and Yahweh’s grace, 10:12-22 instructed the people to devote themselves anew to
Yahweh’s covenant, which was pointedly summarized by heart circumcision
in 10:16. In the case of 30:6, the previous context in Deuteronomy 29:16-28
(EV) focuses on Israel’s impending plunge into exile. The curse is coming
upon the people. Deuteronomy 30:1 confirms this interpretation since both
the blessing and the curse will come upon Israel. But curse and exile are not
the final word. As we have seen from 30:1-10, Yahweh had planned a grand
return from exile, which included the circumcision of the people’s hearts.
Therefore, both heart circumcision texts appear in contexts which are solutions to the plights caused by failure in covenant. Heart circumcision is one
theme that glues the book of Deuteronomy together.
Although there are many similarities between the passages, there is one
major difference. In 10:16 Moses commands the people to circumcise their
own hearts and to cease being rebellious. Given the full scope of redemptive
history, this command is tantamount to telling a kleptomaniac to stop stealing
without giving him or her any power to overcome the extreme desire to steal.
In 10:16, Moses’ command to circumcise one’s heart is similar to his prayer
for them in Numbers 11:29, “But Moses said to him, ‘Are you jealous for my
sake? Would that all the LORD’s people were prophets, that the LORD would
put his Spirit on them!’” (ESV). The bare command to circumcise one’s heart
will not accomplish heart circumcision. In contrast, 30:6 uses the assertive
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modality and not the deontic. Part of the second stage in the return from exile
includes Yahweh circumcising the hearts of the people. This circumcision will
devote the people to him. Indeed, they will love Yahweh with all their heart,
and with all their soul, and with all their might.
Conclusion
Circumcision of the foreskin marked one for devoted service to Yahweh
and therefore it is a fitting sign for Israel who was called to be a kingdom
of priests and a holy nation (Exod 19:6). Abraham’s family bore the sign
which marked them as a holy priesthood and devoted them to the service of Yahweh. But Israel’s history contradicts the sign they bore. Rather
than being a royal priesthood, they were stubborn and rebellious (cf. Deut
9:4-6; 29:3). A people bearing the sign of circumcision of the flesh was a
type, a picture of a people devoted to Yahweh and his kingdom within a
covenant relationship. However, redemptive history reveals that the type
underwent development from as early as Deuteronomy 10:16 and the OT
was already anticipating the reality to which the type pointed: internal
circumcision of the heart. Deuteronomy 30:1-14 and the rest of the OT
witness reveals that this heart circumcision was to take place at the second
stage of the return from exile, the stage when Yahweh would finally act to
bring Babylon out of the hearts of the people. Therefore, heart circumcision resolves the curse of exile and becomes the ground for the blessing
through obedience to the Torah.
The heart circumcision theme introduced in the Torah undergoes development through the canon. The Prophets, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, continue
to refer to heart (un)circumcision and widen it to include the reality of heart
change (e.g. Jer 31:31-34; Ezek 36:27). The NT confirms that this eschatological hope dawned in Christ and through him extends to the church (cf.
Rom 2:28-9; Phil 3:3; Col 2:11-12).65 The three texts within the Torah set
an early trajectory that God’s people would one day experience his eternal
blessing by worshipping and serving him from a devoted heart. They would
ultimately have what Israel as a nation lacked—circumcised hearts.
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