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Rabbi aaya : Great is circumcision for despite all the 
comaanchlents that Abrah• our father fulf illed . he was not 
conaidered perfect until he w11 circumcised. as it is s aid: 
walk before It• and be perfect . Ano~her illustration of the 
supreme importance of circumcision : were i t not for 
circumcis i on . the Holy One would not have created the 
universe , as it is said : Thus says tbe Eterual 1 If lly 
covenant be not day and n16ht 1 I di d not appoint tbe 
ordinances of beaven and eartb. 
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Introduction 

In the second century of the C~n Era, th" Church Father J ustin 

wrote : "The purpose of (circumcision) is that you (Jews) and only you 

•l&bt suffer the afflictions that are now justly yours; that only your 

land be desolate , and you.r cities ruined by fire; that the fruits of 

your land be eaten by strangers before your very eyes; tbn not one o f 

you be permitted to enter your city of Jerusalea ."' 

At the .... time , the Mishna was being compiled . In it we read : 

"Rabbi says : Great ls circumcision for in spite of all the virtues that 

Abrah• our father fulfilled be was not called perfect until be was 

c ircU11ciaed, as it is said, Walk before He and be perfect . Another 

illustration of the supr ... i8portance of circumcision: were it not for 

it the Holy One blessed be He would not have creat~ His universe, as i t 

is said , Thus says the Eternal, If Hy covenant be not day and night I 

bad not appo inted the ordinances of heaven and eanh. "
1 

It is neither r•arkable nor startling that tbti Church Fathers and 

the rabbis should view the rite of circumcision differently . It is not 

even surprising that they would find themselves di .. etrically opposed to 

one another's theological beliefs and reli&ious attitudes . What is of 

great inte.rut is precisely what they did say about circU11cision and in 

what ways they differed. How d i d they interpret its meaning? What did it 

come to represent for each group? What did they reveal about their own 

beliefs in what they said about c ircuacision? 

1Justin, "Dialocue with Trypho," trans . Thomas B. Falls, Tbe 
F•tbers of tbe Church (New York: Christian Herita&•. 1948), p . 172 . 

111ishna Nedari.m 3:11 . 
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In this study we will ask th .. • questions and 90re : Did J.,. aad 

Christiana read one another'• reliaious texts? To what dear•• did Jewish 

and Christian scholars interact with one another? What affect did the 

courH of this tbeoloaical diacuaaioo have on the developeent of th• 

Jwiab litlAr&Y for tbe circumcision cereeony? 

In order to attempt t.o answer th••• questions. we will ex•.ine tJa. 

J..,i•h and Christian vriti.Qaa which pertain to circu.ciaion, throuJb tbe 

first blO e..nturi.. of tbe ~ Era . Beyond the llebr.., lib le ad 

Christian Nev Test&IM.Jlt, ve wil 1 exaaine the Jewish texts Hishna , 

Tosefta, Sifra de-be Rav, Sifrei be•de Rav, Plelutilta de-Rabbi Iabmael, 

and ftidrasb leresh1t Rabbah and the early Church Fathers (th• Apostolic 

Fathers, Justin, Iruaeus • Cl-.it of Alexandria, Tertul Uan and 

Orf&u) . 

A nQdy such H this ia inherently limited. Ve have today what ia 

probably only a fraction of the tuts written durin& the first tvo 

centuri.. of the C~ Era . Ve would like t() think that th• 80re 

i.8portant and influential texu survived. However, we cannot rule out 

the possibility that survival was, at ti.es, a •attet of chance and that 

certain tuts bee ... influential because they aurvived . Probl ... of 

proper translation always fipre into the study of texts, particularly 

ancient tuts because there are so 8GlJ tef'8S whoa• precise .. ani.q and 

thrust cannot be adequately detet"8ined . Often ti.ea , we ..te educated 

su••••• as to a particular term'• .. anin& baaed on it• use in other 

cooteaporary texts . I n the end, however, there r ... i.Ds a dear•• of 

uncertainty . 
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Vhat is 11e>r•. we deal here only with written reeain.a which are 

actually few in nuaber . These writinp do not tell us how people lived. 

bow •any Jewish Christians practiced circwacision. how many did not, 

whether Jews and Christiana in the second century •et together socially, 

whether they debated theological issues. Even Just in' s Di•lope witb 

Trypbo cannot be considered aolid evidence that Jewish and Christian 

scholar• .. t face to face to debate religious •atter~ ; rather, Justin's 

Dl •lo•u• •ay reflect nothing 11e>re than the popular literary genre of the 

dialogue . 

The t .exts do gi ve us hints u to bow people lived and vbat issues 

they actually confronted . Circu.ciaion i• a good exaaple . Paul 

complained often that "Judaisers" vere attempting to pr090te 

circumcision among Christians. It is difficult to determine, however. 

j ust how widespread and aerioua this effort vu . Ve cannot fanore the 

fact that preachers and apostles then , u now . are wont to exaggerate 

i ssues that illustrate illportant theological points . We will araue that 

Pau 1 and the Church Fathers after b.18 • used circumcision as a 

springboard to compare Juda is•' a covenant with the new . spiritualized 

Christian covenant and to pr090te the notion that only believing 

Christians could atta in salvation . 

Our approach will be inductive . We will survey the entire scope of 

the material in order to provide the reader with a sense of the breadt h 

of the writings on circumcision . In addition. we will attempt to 

otganize and analyze the •aterial relevant to our study in order to deal 

with it in depth . At times this approach .. y aee8 cumbersocae , and it .. y 

a~ar that •ucb extraneous aateri.al bas been included. Our purpose is 
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two-fold : to provide the reader with a complete picture of what wu 

written about circumc:i aion in the first two centuries ; and to oraan.iae 

and attuipt to reconstruct the argument a s it progressc.d . Toward this 

aim we will atte11pt to survey , organize and analyze all the ute1·i al 

pertaining to circu.c:ision, stoppin1 to compare and contrast the Jewish 

and Christian approaches toward eircumc:ision . 

It is our thesis that circumc:ision c ... to bold a position of 

sreat theological significance by the end of the second century not so 

much because of its inherent qualities, but because of what it cue to 

represent to Jews u a result of Christian claims . Circwac:is i on cue to 

possess central s111bolic significance in the debates concernin& the 

status of the Jewish covenant (which according to Paul was obsolete ) and 

the .. new" covenant claimed by Christianity. The "old" covenant vu 

forged by circU11Cision; the "n•" covenant was ude by faith . So , too, 

did circumcision represent the argument between Jews and Christians 

concerning salvation. Jews believed in an (world-to-coee) 

which awaited Jews who obeyed God's comaandments as revealed in the 

Written Torah and in the Oral Torah . Christi&ns claimed that true 

salvation could be attained only through faith in Jesus aa the 11essiab. 

Hence, circumcision c... to represen~ the Jewish mode of salvation 

through • it:wot: it became the quintesaential salvific •it:w•h . 

We find no concrete evidence that Jews and Christians read one 

another's documents , beard one another ' s sermons or engaged in face-to-

face theoloaical debate . However , we do see evidence that Christi ans and 

Jews were attuned to one another's claims concern~ circumcision . 

Circumcision bad been the defin ing ritual for a Jewish aale for aany 
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centuries . Paul opposed ci.rcumciaion in the early Church in an attempt 

to proeote Chriatian univeraali•• as aaainat Jewiab particularity . 

Moreover, be considered circuacision to have merely syabolic, and not 

salvific, value . For Paul, circU11Ciaion represented the whole of Jewish 

law and ritual practice which be rejected aa invalid and obsolete since 

Jesua . The early Church Fathers reinte.rpreted Paul's claim that 

circumcision was .. rely a "sisn," &ivin& it an entirely new .. anina . 

Justin and Tertullian contended that the .. rk of circU11cision 

distinguished Jews as such, setting th• aside to receive divine 

punisbaent . It .. y be that thi s belief is connected with the devastatin& 

outcoee of the Bar ltochba rebellion of 135 C. E. , which aany of the early 

Church Fathers witnes• ed. 

Tbe rabbis, in ruponse, elevated, and at tiMa alorified, 

circumcision in the Kishna and in •idrash , treatin& it as a aalvific and 

covenantal act . Circwaciaion is indeed a sisn: a sisn of the covenant 

which Jews alone share with God . Tb• lit.ur&Y for circuacision reflects 

this notion quite strO!l&lY. CircU11Ciaion is the Jl '1P...,) Jl lk- (sign of 

the covenant) which ia elosely usociated with .. aaianic fulfilment. 

Salvation is attained throuah observance of • .'tzvot and faith is 

understood as the belief which leads one to observance. 
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Chapter 1 

The Christian New THtament on Clrcumclaloft 

1 • 1 Introduction 

In thia chapter we will ex .. ine all the passaa•• in th• Christian 

New Teata.e.nt which employ the word "circuaciaion . " They will be 

surveyed, organized and analyzed in order to determine the attitudes 

toward , and theological beliefs pertaining t-0, circuacision which are 

reflected in the Chr istian New Teataaent . It is presuaed that this will 

reveal much about Christianity in general 4lld, when compared with Jewish 

writings of the same period, will illuminate the area of early Jewisb­

Cbristian relations . 

The word circumcision occurs in the Christian New Testament on 53 

occasions . It appears seventeen tiaea as a verb, Tlpttlµv•, 'to 

circuacise,' and 36 ti••• as a noun , npuoµt refering to the act of 

circumcising, the earlt of circumcision or the operation itself. One 

might think, therefore, that circumcision wu an oft-discussed and 

crucial topic of debate in early Christianity . 

In actua lity, however, the numerical total of 53 is deceptive . 

Frequently , the term is used repeatedly in the same passage. For 

example, the term translated "circumcision" appears in i ts noeina .. fore 

six times in the second chapter of the Epistle to the Roeans and six 

tiees in the fourth chapter of Romans, yet these twelve occurrences only 

constitute two shorter passages which are , theeselves. part of one 

larger discussion in which the responsibilities of a Christian are 

contrasted with those of a Jew . Viewed froe this perspective, the terms 

for 'circumcise' and ' c ircumcision' occur in the Christian New Testaeent 
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aa th• subject of, or a .. jor focus of, two protracted discussions, the 

first bei.D.& iD lla.ana, u ..ntiooed above , and the second occuri.Dg in 

the Epinle to the Galatians, iD which th• tem appears thirteen times . 

In Galatians, the author contruta the obsolescent 1., of the JMls with 

the new faith of th• r.hriatian, pointi.D.& out that circumcision baa been 

rendered usel•H and ineffective since th• death of JHus . Both of 

thue pericopae will be diacuaHd at lenath further on. 

1. l The CircumclMd Ones 

Outside th••• two prolonged discu5aiona, the teras w&p\t&µvw, and 

wcp\toµ" appear 24 80re times . In five of th••• cases, the tem erployed 

refers to Jews . We •ight translate here "the circu.ciaed ones . " 

Circumcision was apparently the distinguishing •ark for Jews. In the 

Book of Acta 10 :45, for eJu111ple, th• tem o\ lie wcpnoµ"iia noto\ (the 

believers froa UIOng the circumcised) refers to Jewish-Christians, as 

opposed to pagan Christian proselytH : 

While Peter was still ••Yin& this [that God speaks to all, 
not only Jews, and that Jesus rose after three days ... ) ~h• 
Holy Spirit fell on all tlbo beard th• word . And th• 
believers froa -.ong th• circU11Cised (o\ iic wcp\toµ~a 
W\Oto\) who c ... with Peter were ..aaed, because the gift of 
the Holy Spirit had been poured out even ca th• Gent UH . 
For they hHrd th- speaking in tongues and extolling God . 
lben Peter declared , "Can any one forbid water for baptizing 
thue people who have received th• Holy Spirit just as we 
have?" And be c09llanded th- to be baptized in the n-. of 
Jesus Christ ... " (Acta 10 :45 ) 1 

Similarly, in the Epistle to 
( 

the Coloasians 4 : 11, the expression 01 

,, ) - " O\ltU CIC Hp\tOµ'IS ( the •en of the circuec ision") is employed to 

d istingui sh once again between Christians who were born Jews and those 

1 All translations of Christian New Tutuent passages are froe th• 
Revised St•nd•rd Version . 
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who were previously pa,gana . In Coloaaiana 3:11, it ia not entirely clear 

that thoae who are circwaciaed are necessarily Jews : 

Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: fornic.ation, 
impurity, passion, evil desire and covetousness, which ia 
idolatry . On account of these the wrath of God ia t:a.iq ... . 
Here there cannot be Greek and Jew, circU11Ciaed and 
uncircumcised, barbar ian, Scythian, alave, fre..an, but 
Christ is all and in all. Put on then, aa God'• choaen onea 
(C~AC~tO\ tOV 8coU), holy and beloved, c011pasaion, tindneaa, 
lowliness , meekness and pat ience, ... (Coloaaiana 3:11) 

Yet the thrust of the author' s word• is clear : Christianity offer• a new 

and unique universality in which all previous distinctions of 

nationality, race, belief and social status are erased. 'Ibis sentiment 

is underscored stron3ly and clearly in the Epistle to the Ephesians 

2:11-16, where "the circW1cision" seems to refer to "the people of the 

covenant of circu.cision" : the Jews . lbe author stresses the unification 

of all peoples in Jesus and the obliteration of their distinctions 

through the cancellation of Jewish law. 

lberefore reeeaber that at one time you Gentiles in the 
flesh, called the uncircW1cision by what is called the 
circumcision, which is aade in the flesh by bands- r .... ber 
that you were at that ti•• separated froe Christ , alienated 
froe the comD<>n-wealth of Israel, and strangers to the 
covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the 
world . But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off 
have been broucht near in the blood of Christ . For he ia 
our peace , who bas made us both one, and bas broken down the 
dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in bis ". l esh the 
law of comaandments and ordlnances, that be aigbt create in 
himself one new aan in place of the two , so •akin& peace, 
and might reconcile us both to God in one body throu&h the 
cross, thereby bringing the hostility to an end. (Ephesians 
2: 11 -16) 

One cannot help but ask, when reaching the passace cited &Love, whether 

the "blood of Christ" which uni tes all Christians replaces the blood of 

circWDcision which unites all Jews in the covenant with God. Further, 
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ia the "abolition of commandaenta and ordinances" intended to invoke an 

iaage of the Jwiab c:omundaent which is fulfilled in bu.an flesh 

tbrou&)i eireU11Ciaion? 

The fifth paaaage is Roeana 15:8. in which "the circumcised" are 

the Jews. and Jeaua'a aiaaion to the Jews is discussed in the context of 

its affect on the Gentiles : 

Welcoee one another• therefore , as Chris t bas welcoeed you. 
for the alory of God . For I tell you that Christ bee ... a 
servant to the circumcised to show God' a truthlulneaa • in 
order to confira the pra.iaes given to the patriarch• . and 
in order that the Gentiles mi ght glorify God for bis .. r cy . 
As it is written: ''Therefore I will praise thee a.on.a the 
Gentiles (Psal• 18 : 49) and sins to thy n-. ... " 
(Roeana 15:8) 

We have seen. then, that eircu.cision is a diatinguisbin& aark for 

Jews , an operation which not only fu 1 fills a religious precept, but also 

aarks th• as Jews in the eyes of Gentiles . Circuaeision therefore 

stands in opposition to the Christian emphasis on uni versalisa . 

1.3 Anecdot.I and Hl1toric•I Accounts: th• Go1pel1 

We find four passages in which the act of circuaeiaion is 

recounted as history or anecdote . Two of these occur in the Gospel of 

Luke, in which John's circumcision and Jesus's circuae iaion are 

recounted without e011111ent . Inasaucb as both were male children born to 

J ewish woeen, it is not surprising that they should be circUl"cised . 

Concerning John's circumcision we read : 

And on the eighth day they came to circueeise the child; and 
they would have named hi• Zechariah after bis fathu. but 
his aother said, "Not so; he shall be called John . " And they 
said to her, "None of your kindred is called by this n•e. " 
(Luke 1:59) 
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We ••• here that circu.ciaion and naaina are closely a•soc i ated , as they 

are in Jeviah ritual practice today . There is no reaaon to doubt that 

John'• was a atandard Jewish circU11Ciaion, although this paasaa• reveal• 

nothiq about th• litura which accompanied the suraical procedure . 

Siailarly, Jeaus was circU11Ciaed and named on the eighth day. 

And at the end of ei&bt days, when he vu circumcised, be 
was called Jesus , the name aiven by the angel before be was 
conceived in the wOllb . (Luke 2: 21) 

By the ti8e of Paul, however, circumcision for Christian. was no 

longer uaU11ed to be a necessity for followers of Jesus . Hany scholars 

attribute this to Paul's own reluctance or even active opposition to 

circumcision . A plausible and, certainly, unsurp.riaiq hypothes is, given 

the fact that it was Paul who actively •ouaht to steer the Christian 

movement in a direction away froa Juda is• . Nonet heless , Paul bu 

Ti.atby, a close associate who help• hie proselysi%e to Gentiles , 

circumcised. Ti.eothy was born to a Jewish 110ther and a Greek father . 

Paul wanted Ti.eothy to accompany hia; and he took hi.a and 
circU11Ciaed hie becauae of the Jws that were in those 
places, for they all k.nev that his father was a Greek . 
(Acts 16: 3) 

Apparently Ti110thy bad not been circueciaed as an infant , as prescribed 

by Jewish law. Paul , it would appear, wis hed to have Timothy appear 

legitimately Jewish in the eyes of the diaspora Jews he and Timothy 

would encounter on their journey. Clearly . Paul fears the animosity and 

rebuke of the Jewish coeDWlity, despite the fact that his goal is to 

proselysbe Gentiles rather than Jews . This suggests that Jews had a 

certain s tanding among the Gentiles in the coaaunity-at· large and could 

therefore eake Paul's mission uncOCDfortable, if not i mpossible . It also 
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suggests that Paul'• and Tt.othy'a l•aiti.macy as apostlaa was .... ured, 

at least in part, by their authenticity as Jaws . Circu.cision was seen 

as the .. rt of an authentic Jaw . Without it, Tt.othy vaa not l•&iti.mata . 

Tba contention that Paul aou&ht to aaka Tiaothy appear to be a 

legiti.ata Jw is confi~ by • paaaaae found in First Corinthians, 

which is custoaarily credited to Paul'• own hand : 

For thou&h I • free froa all 88ll, I have aade 8Y••lf a 
slave to all, that I ai&ht win the aore . To the Jews I 
bee.. as a Jw, in order to win Jaws ; to those under the 
law I b.ca.. as on• under th• law-thoush not bein& ll)'Hlf 
under the law-that I aight vin those under the law. To 
those outside the law I bee ... as one outside the law-not 
beina without l• toward God but under th• law of 
Christ-that I •iaht win those outside the law . To the weak 
I bee•• weak, that I •iaht vin the weak . I have becoae all 
thinas to all .. n, that I aight by all .. ans save soae . I 
do it all for the a&ke of the gospel , that I aay share in 
i ts blassin&•· (1 Corinthians 9 : 19-23) 

Bring suggests that Paul's efforts to have Tt.othy circueciaed are 

plausible aillJ>lY on the around• of 'uatoa. Since Tt.othy vaa born to a 

Jewish aothor, it was cuatoaary that be be circu.c.iaed in the aanner of 

the Jewish rite.• Briua' a explanation ••- untenable . If the "custoa" 

provided such strong aotivation, surely Tiaothy would have bean 

circuacised on t he eiahtb day of life or at soee point dur ing his 

childhood . In fact , be arev to adulthood without ever underaoing the 

operation. Further, Paul rails aaainat circuacis i on and aaainat all 

Jewish law H he does so stronaly (in aany passages vhicb we will 

d iscuss shortly) that i t seeas hiply unlikely that be would conc ede to 

.. re " custom. " In fact, Paul illJ>lies the very reverse : that obedience 

to the law, and particularly to circumcision , is sinful . 

'Ragnar Bring , Ca.a.nt•ry on G•l•ti•n• , trans. Eric Wah lstrom 
(Philadelphia : "uhlenbera Preas. 1961) , p . 64 . 
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Another explanation for this episode 11Ust be sought . Ve oot• that 

it ii curiom that the text of Acta 16 should Had "because they knew 

bis father vu Greek" rather than "because they knew bis 110tber vas 

Jewish." Ve augHt that the fact of the intena&rriaae of TillOtby's 

parents broua~t TillOtby's c~itHDt to Juda isa and Jewish practice into 

question . Paul bad TillOthy circU11cised in order to de110nstrate that 

Ti110tby identified bimelf u a Jw. Thia woul d have aiven both Paul 

(already circU11Cised) and TillOtby entr•• into diaspora Jewish synaaoaues 

and perhaps th• inforaal right to diacuu and preach on Jewish ritual 

practices and their tbeoloaical si&nificance . 

Further support is lent to the hypothesis that TillOthy's 

circuaicision was aotivated by political expediency by contraatin& 

TillOtby with Titus . Paul not only rejects the suuestion that bis helper 

Titus (born of Gentile parents) be cii-cuaiciaed : in fact, be fashions • 

complex arau.ent •&•inst it . Accord in& to the accounts in Acta 15 and 

Galatiana 2 (which will receive areater attention shortly), Paul clai.115 

that Gentiles do not require circuacision in order to become Christiana . 

It would therefore appear that Paul's support of Timothy's circuacision 

is indeed an act of political expediency rather that reli&ioua 

conviction . 

W< will return to the qveat i on of Pavl's view of the function and 

significance of circumcision shortly . Before we do, it is worth 

acntioni.n& the fourth passaae in which circuacision is recounted aa an 

historical act . It speaks of God's covenant with Abrabaa . In Acta 7 the 

apostle Stephen recounts the history of the Jews since Abraham: 

And God spoke to this effect, that bis posterity would be 
a liens in a land belong.in& to others , who would ens lave th• 
and ill-treat tbea 400 years . 'But l wi ll judae that nation 



which they serve,• said God, •and after that they shall coee 
out and worship .. in this place . ' And he gave bi.a the 
covenant of circU11Ciaion. And ao Abrah• becue the fathttr 
of Isaac, and circuaciaed hi.a on the eiahth day; and laaac 
bee... the father of Jacob, and Jacob of the twelve 
patriarc.ba . . . (Acta 7:8) 

It ia aipificant to note that the text eaploya the ten. 61a"11ic'1v 

wcpuoµ'la, "the covenant of circuaciaioo . •• Here, circu.ciaion ia 

acknowledged as a coveoantal act, a claia which will be rejected by the 

early Church Fathers, particularly Justin, Tertullian and Oriaen. 

Aside from the two anecdotal accounts of the circumcisions of John 

and Jeaua in the Gospel of Luke, the only other reference to 

circumcision in the Gospels concern• the rabbinic rulina that 

circumcision .. y be performed on th• Sabbath because it takes prior i ty 

over the Sabbath work restriction.a . Io the Gospel of John 7:22-23, the 

author argues that if one •ay perfor. a circuaciaion on the Sabbath then 

surely it ia peraiaaible for Jeaua to heal a .an on the Sabbath . 

Hosea gave you circu.ciaion (not that it ia from Hosea, but 
from the fathers) and you circueciae a •an upon the Sabbath . 
If on the Sabbath a IND receive• circumcision, ao that the 
law of Hosea •ay not be broken (cf . Leviticua 12 : 3] are you 
angry vi th me because on the Sabbath I •ade a •an' a body 
wel I? Do not judge by appearances, but Judge with right 
judgeaent . (John 7: 22 ) 

Rabbinic le-.islation affirmed that performina a circumcision waa 

of greater priority than Sabbath work restr i ctions . In Hiahna Sh11bbat 

18 :3 we read that one •ay assist in a childbirth, call in a • i dwife, tie 

off and cut the umbi lical cord and perform a circumcis i on on the 

Sabbat h . 

--"'' r ~ r- .. , ')' 'i"(ON ~IC. ;a1( JO I'~ \)~i)~ r~foN l'l: 
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They uy not deliver cattle on a Rolyday, but they .. , 1iYe 
help . Tbey .. , deliver a woean on the Sabbath a.ad s...on for 
her a •idwife froe any place whatever, and they .. y profane 
the Sabbath for her sake and tie up the navel; I . Jose says, 
They uy even cut i t . And they aay perform on the Sabbath 
all thin .. necessary for circuacision. (Sbabbat 11 :3) 
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The auociation of circU11cision with assistance in childbirth and 

cuttin1 the uabilical cord augHta that c i rcuaciaion .. y have been 

viewed u a aavin& or bealin1 act in SOiie sense . Surely, the e.xception 

••de for childbirth is due to the danaer to the 90tb~r and child'• 

lives. Is circu.cision also an act which insures health and safety? Ve 

know that aany centuries later, uny superst i tious notions of de1tOna who 

attack uncircu.cised babies v.re prevalent in Jewish comiunities and 

that aany folkloristic cuatoaa were adopted to protect the infant froe 

Lilith and all other evil deltOna who aouaht to spirit him away before 

the seal of circumcis ion was administered to protect bill . ' A red ribbon 

tied to a baby carriaae is but one vestigial rt111Dant of th••• custoiu . 

But did such notions operate in the first century Jewish •ind? When we 

u:uine the writings o f the early Church fathers in chapter three we 

shall see that c1 .... nt of Alexandr i a and Oriaen' in the lat• H cond 

century, believed this to be so . If Chr istians held this belief, it is 

certainly possible that Jews shared it . h •ay even be the cue that 

the early Christiana acquired this belief froe Jews. 

' Geraboe Schol .. , "Lilith." Encyclopedia Jud•ic• , 1972, XI, pp . 
245-249 . 



It ia not entirely clear in what way healina aay be analoaous to 

circ\18Ciaion. We recall bow, in Exodus 4 :24-26 , Hoses was saved when his 

wife Zipporab circumcised their son Gerahoe . Thia is the aoat concrete 

example . Yet it .ut be pointed out that the tut is not clear u to 

whether Geraboe' • circu.ciaioa saved Hosea or Gerabe>11, hiaaelf • froa 

d&n&er. 

kUJ\I -,3 ma 3 nj'J'• . IJ\'f'olj) "1~·1 ~Ii)' H>U l>'I ,,.,..,) ~i' ' i>' I 

. Ir .v.~ frt4~ - )J' n • ,, ,,.CJI I I ·(l 1 f '6~1 ;)J~ Arn ~ t: 
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At a lod&ina place on the way th• Lord Mt bia and aoqbt to 
kill bia. Then Zipporab took a flint and cut off her son's 
foreskin, and touched Hosea' feet with it, and said, "Surely 
you are a bride1r0011 of blood to •I" So he let hia alone . 
Then it was that she said, "You are a brid•1r0011 of blood," 
because of the circu.ciaion . (Exodus 4 : 24) 

Kere circuaci aion is a aalvific act . 

In Genesis 17 God .alt•• a covenant with Abrabaa, pro. ia ing Abrabaa 

both proaeny and th• Land of Israel. In uchanae, it would ae .. , Abrab .. 

is camanded to circimciae biaaelf • hia aale offspring and all the 

hoeebom alavea in bis entourqe . We suuest that one aight arau• that 

Genesis 17 teach .. that circuacision ensures one proaeny and tit le to 

Eret z Yisrael . It thus saves in a broader sense : one will survive at 

least to have proaeny or at least throuah one's proaeny . 

Salvation aside, the Pfishna aaltea it clear that circumcision is 

permitted on Shabbat . Hishna Shabbat 19: 1 tells us that one aay even 

aalte the inatruaent used t o per fora the circumcision on the Sabbath, a 

task which involved aany prosc r i bed activities . 

}\~~ UC :i.t'I .))~(, ~"1--/J .r, j::';l" -=f pt. I 11'11t: 1~1 'ft: ·~") 
/>;1·~ ·ri 1t<1t: 4\ 11 1 . fl'~ 'e> ft h"'tO.:>l'I .-,po~1 ; ,"1 f1cN 
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R. Eliuer aays , If one had not brou&ht the instrument or 
the eve of the Sabbath, be uy brin& it openly on the 
Sabbath; and in tille of danger be uy cover it in the 
presence of wineaaea . (And) R. Eliezer said further, They 
uy cut wood to ulte charcoal to forge an instnment of 
iron. R. Akiba laid down a general principle : any act of 
work that it ia possible to do on the eve of Sabbath does 
not override the Sabbath , but what it ia impossible to 
perfol'll on the eve of tbe Sabbath overrides the Sabbath . 
[Sbabbat 19 : 1) 
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One •i&bt argue that circumcision ia not .. ntioned at all in tbla 

passage, but it llUSt be pointed out that Sbabbat 18 : 3 which pr•cedes it 

and 19 :2 follows it deal apecifically and undeniably with circU11Ciaion . 

Further, while our tut ends : 

variant •anuscripts read : 

And finally, IUabna Shabbat 19 : 2 aakes it clear that every aspect of 

perfol'lling a circumcision is perfectly permissible on the Sabbath : 

\'J J\ \Jt \'33 1NI j''i'110I 1•f."\1N 1 .J\/aC.,P. ""'"' ':>13 b j't.1"6 
. .. ,1N)I A')fDO•t. 

They aay perform on the Sabbat.h all the t.hinga that are 
neceasary for circumcision: circuacisina, tearing the 
corona, sucking, and placing upon it a bandage and cu.in .... 
(Sbabbat 19: 2) 
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There can be no doubt concernin& the rabbinic rulin.g . And there ia 

little doubt that this law, codified in approxiaately 200 C.E. vas known 

and operative in the first century as vel l. 

The text of John 7 does not •\ll&Ht that healin& and circU11Ciaioo 

are equivalent . Rather, the author provide• the followina rationale for 

circumci•in& on the Sabbath: one circumciaea on the Sabbath in order to 

avoid breakin& the unqualified law atated in Leviticus 12:3 that a .. 1. 

•ust be circumcised on the ei&)ltb day . There is no biblical lew 

concerning healina . But perhaps the context of this passage provides the 

answer. Jeaus ia in Galilee celebratin& Sukkot with the Jewa there . He 

has decided not to •ak• the customary pil&rie•&• to Jerusal .. fearin& 

that he •i&ht be killed because be haa claiaed authority in Jewiah law 

without rabbinic office . In John 7: 16-18 Jesus i• quoted aa explainin& 

that his authority coees directly from God, not froe hiaself, itlplyin& 

that it supercedea that of the Jewish leaal authorities in Jerusal ... 

There are, then, two possible explanations for the pass•&•· The 

first is that Jesus is coodemiin& the Jews' deaire to kill hie on the 

Sahbatb as bein& asainst the law of Hoses (see vv . 1 , 19) . In other 

words, those who oppo•• Jesus'• violation of Sabbath law would , 

themselves, be transsressing the very .... law were they to kill him on 

the Sabbath . Th is explanation is supported by JHus' a contention that 

the people, themselves , do not even observe Hosea's law, yet they objer.t 

to his seeain& violation of it . 

Kore likely, the issue is Jesus'• c la im to the authority to 

interpret Jewish law . Tbe author is comparing the rabbi nic dictum that 

c ircumcision overrides the Sabbath, which cue indirect ly to the Jews 
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throQ&h the rabbi• who received it froa ttoH• ( and at that, he poinU 

out, it wun't even ori&inally Hosea's l•, but rather vu known to the 

forefathers) with Jesus'• own aut hority, vhicb comes directly froa God. 

It is clear, the listener concludes, tut JHus 'a authority is superior 

to that of the rabbis since it coeea directly fro. God and not via aany 

int•rmedi•ri••. 

Ve have reviwed all the referencH to circuacision which are 

found in the Gospels . Th• Gospels contain only the anecdotal account• 

of the circU11cisions of John and Jesus (in Luke 1:59 and 2:21, 

respectively) whi ch are ••ntioned without commentary and the pas••&• in 

John just discussed . All other references to circuaciaion are contain•d 

in either the Book of Acta or the Epistles attributed to Paul. These 

include five pas••&•• .. ntioned earlier in which "the circU11ciaed ones" 

is used .. rely to connote the Jews . From such passages, we have already 

beaun to detect that the Christian sense of universalise is contrasted 

with Jewish particularity and that circU11ciaion is a symbol of the 

exclusive and particularistic char acter of Judaia• . Of 11Ucb areater 

interest to th is study are passages i n which the religious .. aning and 

purpose of circumcision are discussed and debated, and in which 

ci r cumcision rece ives a wholly new and Christian understanding. 

1.4 The Book of Acts and th• Epistles 

There are fewer than a dozen pasaa.1•• which explicate the early 

Christian, and eaaentially Pauline, view of circuaciaion . Included are 

the two protracted discussions contained in Romans and Galatians, which 

we .. ntioned above . Of the other relevant pa~•aa•• · two are found in the 

Book of Acts and the reaainder in the Epistle• attr i buted to Paul. Hence 

circumcision appears to be a largely Pauline utter of concern. 
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We will diacuaa three broad cateaori•• . First, reference• to a 

"circU11Cision party": those a.on.a the early Chriatiua who uintained 

that circumcision waa necessary . Second, we find a nuaber pas••&•• in 

which circU11Ciaion is described aa useless and no looser necessary for 

Christiana . Third are pas••&•• in which a "true" or "new" circueciaion 

throuah Jeaua ia d iacuased; bet• , circu.ci1ion takea on a .. tapborical 

and abstracted .. anin&. We will diacuaa each cateaory in tum. 

1.4 . 1 The Circuaciaion Party 

We beain with t he paasaaea which refer to a "circueciaion party . " 

Who were these people? Why did they pr0110t• circueciaion~ How did Paul 

The references which concern ua are Acta 11 : 2 , 

Titus 1: 10 and Galatians 2. 

The look. of Acta cbr oniclH the arovth and expansion of the 

aascent Christian eov..ent from the tiae of the death of Jesus until the 

time durin& whi ch Paul preached in Roae . It coven the concerns and 

doin&• of the Jerusal .. Church as well as the act ivit ies of its apostles 

and Paul, the self-appointed apostle to the Gentiles . 

In the tenth and eleventh chapters of the Book of Ac ts we are 

presented with a picture of Peter, the Palestinian apostle, preaching in 

Caesana to a aroup co.posed of Jews and non-Jews. In Acta 10 : 34-38 

Peter contends that God ia accessible to Jews and Gent ilea alike and 

that God shows DO partiality to Jews . Further on, the Gentiles in the 

crowd of listeners "receive the Holy Spirit," 11Uch to the aaueee.nt of 

the Jews, despite the fact that they are not circueciaed ..abera of the 

people of Israel: 

••While Peter was still sayin& this the Holy Spirit fell OD 

all who beard the word . • 1 And the believers from amona the 



cirCU11Ciaed who c ... with Peter were •ued, because the 
sift o f the Roly Spirit had been poured out even on the 
Gentiles. ..For they beard th• speaking in tongues and 
extolling God . Then Peter declared, ""can any one forbid 
water for bapti zin1 these people who have received the Holy 
Spirit just as ve have?" 111 And be ce>1manded th• to be 
baptized in the naae of Jesus Christ . Then they asked him 
to r .. ain for SOiie days . (Acts 10 : 44-48) 
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Peter baptizes the Gentiles presuaably at God ' s com11and . The ostensible 

inference to be drawn here is that baptism functions for Christians as 

cir cumcision does for Jews : in sociolo1ical t e ras , it le.gitimates and 

formalizes entrance into the group . The Gentiles are now Christians 

although they have not undergone circumcision. Similarly, a aale child 

born t o a Jewish mother ia considered Jewish prior to being circ1.111cised . 

The c ircuacision functions to bring hill formally into the covenanted 

~oaauni ty . Here, baptism bas brought the Gentiles into P6ter's 

community . We further note that the Gentiles rece ived a divine 

coaaunicat i on of soee sort (verse 44) prior to their baptism. 

Having bapt ized and thereby converted the Gentiles without benefit 

of c irc umcis ion , Peter then faces the opposition of o\ p111uoµ~s, "the 

circumcisers . " The text reads: 

Now the apostles and the brethren who were i n Judea heard 
that the Gent i les also bad received the word of God . So when 
Peter went up t? Jerusalem, the circumcision party 
criticized hia, saying, ''Why did you go to uncircumcised aen 
and eat with them?" But Peter began and explained t o th• in 
order: "I was in the city of Joppa pray ing ; and in a trance 
I s aw a vision, something descending, like a great sheet, 
let down from heaven by four corners ; and it came down to 
... Lookin£ at it closely I observed animals and beasts of 
prey and reptiles and birds of the air . And I heard a voice 
say ing to me, 'Rise, Pe t er; kil l and eat.' But I said, 'No, 
Lord ; for nothing c~n or unclean h~s ever enterd my 
mouth.' But t he voice answered a second time from heaven, 
'What God bas cleansed you 1rost not c:all c~n . ' Thia 
happened three times, and all was drawn up again into 
heaven . At that very &90llent three men arrived at the house 
in which we were, sent t o •e from Caesarea. And the Spirit 



told .. to &0 Vitb th•, mak.in& DO distinction. These Six 

brethren also accoepanied me, and we entered the man's 
house. And be told us bow be bad seen the angel standing in 
his house and aayin&, ' Send to Joppa and bring Simon called 
Peter; be will declare to you a .. ssage by which you will be 
saved, you and all your household.' As I began to speak, the 
Holy Spirit fell on th• just as on us at the beginning. And 
I r .. ubered the word of the Lord, bow be said, 'John 
baptized with water, but you shall be bapt ized with the Holy 
Spirit.' If then God gave the s ... &ift to thea as be gave 
to us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I 
that I could withstand God?" When they beard this they were 
silenced. And they 1lorified God, saying, "Then to the 
Gentiles also God has 1ranted repentance unto life . " 
(Acts 11: 1-18) 
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Peter's response to this group is c lear . He has taken a decis i ve turn 

away frOll Jewish law and ritual. He has rejected, U10n& other things , 

kashrut and circuaciaion for conversion. He believes that God bas 

altered the "standard operating procedures" through direct eoaDUDication 

with the Gentiles ("the Holy Spirit fell upon th•") and with hiaself, 

in the form of a dream. What is equally clear is that Peter's claims are 

a direc t challenge to the rabbis' claim to interpreting God's word . 

Peter bas claimed direct revelation , not only to hiaself but to non· 

Jews . This, more than anythin& else, would have threatened the rabbinic 

community , whose authority rested on its exclusive claia to interpret 

God's word . P irlte Avot which, perhaps aore than any other document , 

elucidates the early rabbinic worllview begins with these words : 

"')r ;, 
I '\l"IC 
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Moses received the Torah on Sinai, and banded it down t ,o 
Joshua; Joshua to the Elders ; the elders to the prophets ; 
and the prophets banded it down to the men of the Great 
Assembly . They said three things: Be deliberate in 



jud&819e1lt; raise up aany disciples ; and aake a fence around 
tbe Torah. [Avot 1: 1) 
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Peter contradict• tbia fund ... ntal clai• to a aonopoly on divine 

a.utbority . In one abort speech. Peter bas effectively challenged the 

three cardinal areaa of rabbinic purview: 

(1) to uphold biblical laws: Peter insists on eating "unclean" 

aniaala ; 

(2) rabbinic claim to interpret God's word: Peter claills that tbe 

Holy Spirit fell on Gentiles (not even Jews, let alone rabbis ); 

and 

(3) rabbinic preroaative to deteraine personal status : Peter not only 

baptizes the Gentiles but rejects the prescribed conversion ritual 

of circumcision . 

Vbo , precisely, are the aeabera of this "circumcision party"? 

They are ~ly understood to be conservative Jewish-Christians, 

though it is not entirely clear what a "Jewish-Christian" is. Host 

likely it .. ans individuals of Jewish background who leaned toward 

rabbinic Judaisa, yet were deeply involved in the life and growth of the 

early Church . This view is supported by a passage in Galatians 2 : 

But when Cephas caae to Antioch I opposed him to bis face , 
because he stood condeaned . For because certain men caae 
from Jaaes, he ate with the Gentiles; but when they came be 
drew back and separated himself , fearing the circumcision 
party. (Galatians 2:11-12) 

Cephas. an apostle to the Jews is apparently intimidated by the 

" c ircU11Ciaion party ." In their prHence , he refrains from eatin& with 

Gent ilea vbo do not observe the laws of kaabrut . Yet earlier in the 

chapter Paul notes that the same Cephas gave bis approval for Paul and 
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Barnabas to allow Gentile Christians to remain uncircumcised. In this 

passage. Paul criticizes Cephas' s inconsistency. attributing it to the 

power of the circuacision party . Apparently. the ... hers of the 

circu.eision party favor retaining at least some Jewish ritual 

practices . 

Acts 15 : 1·5 lllplies that the circuacision pany is composed of 

Pharisees: 

But soee Mn c&M down from Judea and were teacbin& the 
brethren. "Unless you are circumcised according to the 
custom of Hoses, you cannot be saved. " And when Paul and 
Barnabas bad no s•all dissension and debate with th .. , Paul 
and Barnabas and soee of the others were appointed to go up 
to Jerusal.. to th• apostles and the elders about thia 
question. So , being sent on their way by the church. they 
passed through both Phoenicia and Suaria. reporting the 
conversion of the Gentiles, and they gave great joy to all 
the brethren. When they eaae to Jerusa1... they were 
welcomed by the church and the apostles and the elders, and 
they declared all that God bad done with th••· But some 
believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees rose 
up. and said. ''It is necessary to circumcise thea, and to 
charge them to keep the law of Hoses . ~ (Acts 15 : 1·5] 

, 
Here. however, we lack the teni wcp\10~~· which we found in Acts 11 : 2. 

Rather. we find a group , identified as the .._p\oato\ (the Pharisees) who 

prOGIOte the necessity of circU11cision. It is interesting to note that 

the •cap\Oalo\ also practice a charge (wapaJJtHcw) to the potential 

convert to keei the law of Moses. This corresponds to the dictum in 

b . Yebaaot 47a that one should inform the convert of the heav i er and 

lighter com111andJDents to which a/be wlll be obligated: 



Our Rabbis taught : If at the present time a man des ires to 
become a proselyte , he is to be addressed as follows: ''What 
reason have you for desiring to bec011e a proselyte; do you 
not know that Israel at the present ti.lie are persecuted and 
oppressed, despised, harassed and overc011e by afflictions?" 
If he replies, "I know and yet u unworthy", he is accepted 
forthwith , and is &iven instruction in acme of the minor and 
SOiie of the aajor co.mandments . He is informed of the sin 
[of the neglect of the co.1andments of] Gleanings , the 
Forgotten Sheaf, the Corner of the Poor Han's Tithe. He is 
also told of the punishment for the transgression of the 
coamandmenta. (b . Yeb&11<>t 47a) 
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Thia law lenda further credence to the contention that the circuacision 

party was composed of Jewishly grounded , rabbinically oriented 

individuals . 

In Titus 1: 10 we see another reference to the Ttptto~(s . Sandmel 

notes that the Book of Titus is not generally considered to be an 

authentically Pauline document . ' Rather, be says, it was written 100 

years later . We are not qualified to judge the date of this text. 

However, even if it does date to the second half of the second ce.ntury 

C.E. it still reveals a great deal about ear ly Christianity's view of 

~ 

circumcision. In this passage , the members of the Trptto~~s are living 

in Crete. Obviously, they are not the Pharisees of Act s 15 : 5. If 

Sandmel's dating is correct, there were no longer Pharisees when Titus 

was written . Thus i t seems more likely that the term Ttp\to~~· refers 

~o those with an inclination toward rabbinic Jewish practices, who wish 

'Samuel Sandmel , The Genius of Paul (New York : Farrar, Strauss and 
Company, 1958). 
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to follow the prescriptions of the Phari•••• and later, tb• rabbis . 

Tb• Titus paa•aa• re·inforcea the notion that th• central issue ia 

one of authority . Tb• author opposes th• circU11Cision party on the 

grounds that they have no ri&bt to teach their beliefs to Christians . It 

is clear that they are but one of a number of aroups espousing ideas the 

author consider• untrue . 

For there are uny insubordinate Mn , empty talkers and 
deceivers , especially the circumcision party ; they wst be 
silenced, since they are upaettina vbole f .. ilie• by 
teachin& for base gain what they have no right to teach. 
(Titus 1:10) 

We are gi ven an eJC&mple of the incorrectness of the opposition' s ideas 

which can only strike the 80dem reader as utr ... and sillplistic : 

One of themselves, a prophet of their own, said, "Cretans 
a=e always liars, evil beasts, luy aluttona." [Titus 1 : 12) 

The author concludes by recommendin& that his audience reject "Jewish 

myths" (presU11ably circumcision UIOD& thea) in favor of the proper 

Christian way . 

The the•• of submi ssiveness to authority is eaphasized repeatedly 

throughout the three chapters of this abort epistle : 

2:3-5 women to husbands 

2:9 slaves to easters 

3 : 1 to rulers 

Submission to t he proper authority i s , in fact, the overr i ding concern 

throughout . Circumcision , in this conte.xt , serves aa a focal point for 

the various groups' differing claims to authority . Does one submit to 

rabbinic authority or to the authority of the apostle, a new Christ i an 

authority which now openly challenges t he traditional Jewish authority? 
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Thia ••n•• i• aupported by five passaa•• which expr••• the belief 

th•t the rite of circU1tCiaion ia unnecessary for Chriatians and 

ultta.tely will avail th .. oothiq. We begin by eu.iniq the fiftMDth 

cb•pter of the Book of Acu vbicb recounts an impoTtant .. •tin& of tbe 

.. Jerusal• Council"; and tb" aeeood chapter of Galatians, which baa beu 

identified with tbia a-. event . ' The acene ia one of confrontation. The 

leader• of the fled&lin& Church have convened in Jerusal .. to diacuaa a 

dispute concernin& c.ircu.ciaion vbicb bu arisen UIOQ& the aiaaionariea 

outside Judea and those whoe they have encountered in the ir work. 

Present at the aeetin& are : the elders of the Church, whose identity is 

obscure; Cephas and J-.s, who are the apostlH to the Jewiah-Cb.riatians 

and who operate prta.rily 1n Palestine; and Paul and Barnabas, apostles 

to the GentilH who have been proselysi&iq outside Palutine. It ia 

worthwhile to quote the account in full . Due to its length, we have 

included it as an appendix . ' 

h was aentioned earlier in connection with the reference to a 

circumcision party 1n Ac.ts 11 : 2, it js temptiq to identify the 

c.ircU11cision P41rty with the Pharisees .. ntioned 1n Ac.ts 15: 5 . Thia would 

suaaest tr..endoua overlap between the Jewish community and early 

Chrinians 1n the first century : One could be wholly involved in the 

activities, belief s and life of the Christian c.01111unity, yet be 

considered a Pharisee . In fact, since Christianity bad not yet broken 

away entirely from Judaisa, there undoubtedly was an overlappin& of 

loyaltiH in aany instances . Blish suggests, 1n t .hta reaard, that the 

'J . B. Lightfoot, Sai nt Paul's Epis~Je to tbe Galatians ( London : 
Hae.H i llan and ec.pany, 1921) . 

1 See Appendix A. 
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ApoatoUc Council urka a tumina point . Its decis ion to exempt GentilH 

free the requir ... nt of circU11Cision (Acts 15 : 19 and Galatiana 2 :3) 

indicate• to lli&h that "the Church vaa not to reaain a aect within 

Judaia•" any lonaer. • lli&h' • interpretation &HU1Ms a considerable 

amount of aelf·awareneaa on the p4rt of those who are tented "the 

elders" of the Council . 111plied in hi• theaia ia their underatandin& 

that they were about to break with Judd•• (since circU11Cision vu 

considered the definin& rite of a Jew) and travel a new road . Bli&h may 

well be correct. Surely to rejec t circumcision both for converts and 

for newborn9 was to fly in the face of a •illenial Jewish tradition. It 

was also an /1 fort i ori rejection of the author i ty atructure of the 

c01111unity which supported circumcision and rabbinic leaislation . 

Li&htfoot provides a differenct reconstruction . He posits a power 

struggle between the Jewish Church in Jerusal• and Paul 's ministry to 

the Gentiles. He presUIMs that those in Palestine regard theaselves as 

Jews and therefore accept the authority of Jewish laws and tradition. 

including circumcision . In fact. Li&htfoot proposes a rivalry between 

Cephas and Ja•es. the Palntinian apostles to the Jew1', and Paul and 

Barnabas. the apostles to the Gentiles . It ..... likely that Li&htfoot 

concludes thi s on the b,.is of Galatiana 2. in which the author (who 

i dent ifies himself as Paul ) recounts a direct confrontation with Cephas 

(Galatians 2:11-21) cla.iJling that Cephas opposed Paul because Cephas bad 

capitulated to the pressures of the "circumcis ion party. " Lightfoot 

concludes that both Acts 15 and Galatians 2 affini that the conference 

arrived a t the following two resolutions: first, lhe exemption of 

'John Bli&h, 8istoric11l lnforeation for New Test11eent Students 
( London : Burns and Oates, 1967 ). p . 77 . 
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Gentiles fro. t be 1., of circumcisioa and a•c:ond, official recoplitioa 

of Paul 'a apostolic authority by th• "Jewish Church . " 11 Tb.is ia aurelJ 

tnae with r•apect to Acta 15 . We note, iD ~rticular : 

Therefore SJ judpent ia that we should not trouble thoae of 
the Gentiles who turn to God, but should vrit• to th• to 
abstain fro. the pollutions of idols and fro. unchutitJ and 
fro. what ia atran&led and froe blood . For fro. early 
auaeratioaa Ko••• baa bad in every city tho•• who preach 
him, for he ia read every sabbath in the aynaaoaue.s . 
(Acta lS : 19-21) 

Tbere is another way to view the iaaue of the Circumcision P~y. 

which culainated in the .. et in& of the Apostolic Council in Jerusal .. . 

Let us first e.x-iDe Galatians 2, wh ich sheds li&ht on this alternative 

interpretation . Again, due to its leng~h, Galatians 2 is included as an 

appendix . 1 1 

Tbat Titus was not ~lled by the Council to underao 

circuaciaion affinn Liahtfoot's first point : the e.xe11ption of Gentiles 

froe circumcision (verse 3) . In verse 9 the author (preauaably Paul) 

contend.a that J ... s, Cephas and John, apostles authorized by the Church 

in Jerusalea, gave their authorization to Paul and Barnabas to preach to 

the Gentiles. The scene suggests a third hypothesis : a carving out o f 

.,issionary territory, even a truce, rather than an official stup of 

approval . 

The text of Galatians 2 contains a s~ech Paul presumably aade to 

Cephas before the aM1bera of the Apostolic Council concernin& the issue 

of circuacision . There is no suaaestion at its conclusion , however, that 

Paul received t he official recognition froe this body , u Li&htfoot 

''Lightfoot, p . 24 . 
11See A~ndix B. 
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claims . Rather, the puaage ends with the end of the speech. There ia no 

•~ary atat ... nt or hint that a specific decision in Paul'• favor wu 

aade at the .. •ting. Ve would expect Paul to record an official 

affiraation of bia policy bad one been fortbc011ina . Whether or not Paul 

actually wrote Galatians (and this panage in particualr) 1 Lightfoot'• 

theory of a power struul• between rival ainionary faction• ••- well• 

founded . After all, it was the job of a aiaaionary to interpret (by 

preacbina) the Christian .. suge. Thia ia an inherently influential 

postion. It would be surprising if there had been no disagre .. ents . 

In this context, circumcision is a logical focal point for 

disagreeeent . CircU11Cision aflrved to identify one aa a Jew; aoreover. 

as a Jw who considered bi•elf bound by covenant to God aa a ... ber of 

the people Israel . It wu an act whose •eanina was biahly 

particularistic . Hence ve find several Christian New Test ... nt passages 

in vhlch beina circu.c:ised (i. • . be in& Jewish ) i• contrasted with 

belongina to a univeral, all-inclusive aroup : the Christiana com11unity . 

We aaw this in connection with Colosaiana 3 : 11 and Ephesian• 2 : 14-16 

earlier: 

Put to death therefore what is earthly in you : fornication, 
i.apurity 1 pan ion, evil desire and covetousnHs. which is 
idolatry. On account of these the wrath of God is COiiing • • • • 

Here there cannot be Greek and Jew. c i rcU11Ciaed and 
uncircumci&ed, barbarian , Scythian , slave , fre .. an, but 
Christ ls all and in all . Put on then, as God ' • chosen ones 
(u:hlttO\ tOV 8co\I ) , holy and beloved, Companion, kindneH, 
lowl i ness, •••kn••• and patience .. .. [Colossians 3:5-12) 

For be ia our peace , tiho bas ••d• ua both one, and bu 
broken down t he dividing vall of hostility, by abolishtna in 
bia flesh the law of ~dllenta and ordinancH 1 that he 
•ight create in biaself one nw aan u place of the two, ao 
••kin& peace, and •ight reconcile ua both to God in one body 
through the cross , thereby bringi ng the hostil i ty to an end . 
[Ephes i ans 2: 14-16 ) 



so 

Th• ........ ._ to be : by eircu.ciaion one csn be a ... ber of tb• 

Jwiab aroup. However• to be a ...t>er ot tbe Wliveraali•tic Chriatisn 

&roup DOW, ODe llU9t foreao ODe 1
8 IMabersbip in the Jewish group . Thia 

entail• rejection of any overt. particularistic act which identifies one 

aa a J.,,. Obviously tbis includes circuacision . 

Aa•in, tbia pru\9ea a Christianity which ia attemptin& to break 

way froe Judai .. , coaacioualy and actively . At the very leaat, to 

circuacia• one'• son (or. u a convert, to be circU1Kised in adulthood) 

in the first century vaa further to alian oneself with the authority 

fi&ur•• of tbe J.,iab comaunity . 

Why would Paul actively oppose the Jewish authority structure? As 

a •iuionary to the Jws 11 , early in bis Cbriatisn career, Paul had been 

a~arply spurned and rejected: 

Th• next aabbatb allloat the whole city a•thered 
toaetber to bear th• word of God . lut when the Jews s• the 
multitudes, they ver• filled witb jealousy, and contradicted 
what waa spoken by Paul . and reviled bill . And Paul and 
Barnabas spoke out boldly, ••Jin&, "It was neceuary that 
the word of God should be spoken first to you . Since you 
thrust it free you, and Juda• yourselvH wwortby of eternal 
life, behold, we turn to the Gentiles . For ao the Lord baa 
commanded ua • say in&, ' I have aet you to be a 1 igbt for the 
Gentiles• that you .. , brin& salvation to the uttermost 
part• of the earth.'" 

And when the Gentiles heard this, they were alad and 
alorified the word of God; snd aa uny u were ordained to 
ete rnal life belie.,ed . And the word of the Lord apre~d 

throughout all the naioo. But the Jews incited the devout 
women of hi&b standing snd the leadina men of the c ity , and 
atirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabu, and drove 
th .. out of their district . [Acts 13 :44- 50 ) 

Now at Iconhm t hey entered toaetber into the Jewish 
synaaoaue, and so spoke that a great coepany believed, both 
of Jews and of Greeks . But the unbelievina Jews stirred up 
the Gentiles and poisoned their •inda against th• brethren . 
(Acta 14 : 1-2) 

11For exa8ple , Acta 9 :20, 17: 1-3, 18 : 19 and 19 :8 . 

-------.....ii-----



Acta 18:5·6 ·~••t• that it ia prec:iaely thia rejection by JMla wbic:b 

80tivated Paul to redirect hia •iasionary ac:tivitiea to Gentile• : 

When Silu and Ti80thy arrived froa Hac:.clonia, Paul w•• 
occupied with preaching , testifying to the J.,. that tbe 
Cbriat vu Jeaua. And when they oppoaed and revil.cl bill, be 
abook out bis garaenta and said to th•, "Your blood be upon 
you beads I I - innocent . Froa DOW OD I "il l ao to th• 
Gentiles." (Acts 18 : 5-6) 

There ia no reaaon to doubt that Paul waa not apurned, ac:omed and even 

vilified in Jewiab c:ommuniti••. After all, be preached the heretical 

belief of Jeaus'a mesaiahsbip and be ridiculed the Pharis••• · There is 

also no reason to doubt that Paul's harsh treat•ent by Jews •ay well 

have .. bittered him . It aay account for his •any tirade• against Judai•• 

and, in particular, bis famous ac:c:uaat iona of Jewish hypocrisy with 

reapec:t to observin& religious l.,a . 

Before movin& on to a deta iled discussion of Paul , let us 

swmarize what we have aeen thus far . We have examined Acts ll : 2, 

Titus 1: 10 and Galatians 2. We noted that a aood deal of concern is 

e.xpreued about a aroup v i thin the Church which promotes circumcision 

for Gentile proselytes . Paul takes a strong stand against th .. , taking 

bis case to the Apostolic Council in Jerusalem . The Cou.ncil decide• in 

bis favor, render ing the judg ... nt that circumcision is, indeed, not a 

Cbrinian requirement . We further noted that Bligh views the Apostolic: 

Council •••ting as a turning point for Christianity. It is the pvint at 

which Chr i stianity consciously decided to .. erge as a separate entity , a 

religion outs i de Judai•• rnher than a sect within it . Lightfoot, in 

contrast, interprets this incident as •vidc.nce of a fierce rivalry 

between J .. es and Cephas, the apostles to the Jews, and Paul and 
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Baranabaa, the apoatlea to the Gentiles . Tb• council ' s decision to abide 

by Paul'• interpretation proeotes Paul's authority in the early Church 

and thereby bu fu·reacbi.Jl& i8plicationa for the develop.ent of 

Christianity. Ve further DOted that circumcision servH as a loai~l 

focal point for Christian attempts to identify Christianity as a 

aeparate entity froa Judai ... Thia attempt wu championed by Paul. Ilia 

personal back,ground and neaative encounters wi th Jews in bis apostolic 

activities uy well have contributed to bis desire to break away froa 

Judais• . 

1 . 4 . 2 The Effect of CircU9Cision 

Paul seriously concerned with the raaif icationa of 

circumcision. Is it salvific7 If not, what will brin& salvation? If not 

circumcision, then what effect will cir cumcision have on peopl e ? In 

order to understand Paul's view on circ.uac:ision, we 11\lSt understand 

Paul. Therefore , we begin this aec.tion with a brief ac.count of Paul's 

background and c.onnection to the Jewish world , aa well as a lengthier 

discussion of bis view of salvation . followin& this, we will ex•ine 

passages in which the effects, .. rita and dangers of circumcision are 

discussed . 

We begin with a quest ion : to what extent was Paul 's stance against 

bal acbab motiva ted by the Jews' r ejection of b i s own theological 

teachings and to what enent was it Mdiated by bis general 

philosophical outlook? We pause in our survey of Christ ian New Testament 

passages containing t eras for ci rcuacision in order to discuss Paul'• 

general perspect ive and viewpoint , since they are essential to 

understanding the passages which re.•ain to be discussed . 



n.. 4kt•il• of P.., l ' • Hf• are 11Dclur. S..,.._I pol.DU out that 

Paul w•• born aot I.A Pa leatina, but rather ln tb• Greek world . la1ed oo 

the llw THt-t cl•ill U1at be 1t11eUed at the f .. t o f RabbaD 6-11•1 

(Acta 12: 3) , there are thoH wbo contend that Paul apeot ""ch of bf.a 

ChriaU• llw Teat -t it .. lf claim be Mde ooly two (or perhaps 

three) abort vidta to ; at11aal • , t he Hcond iJI cOMectioo ritb th• 

Apostolic CouacU ... u..., d.iacuaed u rlier. Jn Gal•tl- I: IS-22, vhtcb 

vu not iJI Ju1ual• W>Ul tbr.. yHra a fter bia conversiOD. Ye t 

Acts 7: 58 and 1 : 1·3 place p.,.1 in J anul• a lready at tba uacutio.~ of 

Stephan. It I.a unclear fr,. theH coonadictlooa jut what rdat tooabip 

Paul 1U1joyed with PalHUntan Judaiaa u a JOWi& aan mid aubHquaotly 

vitb th• Jwhh-Chriltian Chucb in Jenaal • u an apoetle . 

The look of Acts a ttdbut .. th• fol l ""IAI vorda to Paul : 

I • a J aw, born a t Tanu• iJI Cilicia , but broupt up in 
this city at t.h• fHt of 6-U el, educated accordina t o th• 
1trict ....,.er of tlM 1., of oer fatben , beiJla aaa looa for 
God •• you a ll a re t;bia day . I peraacuted tbia Vay to th• 
daath, bindlna and delivarlna to prhon both .. n end voaen, 
u the biah prlut and the vbole council of alder• bear .. 
VltftH&. Fr- th• 1 recei...S latter& to the bretbru, and 1 
journeyed to o ... acua to tah thoH a l ao who ware there and 
brina th- in bond& to JaruHl- to be P""lahad ...• 
(Acta 22 :3•S) 

On the baa la of tbia edaiHtoo of per H cutin1 CbriltlU1111 , lliab 

writ.es. "Sinc.e be waa entrusted v it.h aut-borlt-y to persecute 

Cbriati&DI ... be vu probably an ordalned rabbi.~•• There la oo buia 

upon vhi .;b to dr., thia conclua!on, particula rly tn liaht of the fa~t 

"Sea a lao Acta 22: 19 
"Jlf.ab, p . 76. 



that our lmowledae of rabbinic ordi.natioa in this ,,_riod ia obscure . 11 

UndoubtedlJ, Jewish tredition and cont911p<>rary tucbi np 

(Pbariaaic or rabbinlc) must have influenced bi.JI . Fiu.yer" attributes 

great i.Jlportance to this c09p0Dent of Paul'• life . Be basH this on 

Paul'• baviJla been circ\lllCiaed (Phllippi.ns J :S -6) , bis self-

identific.atioa u a Jew (2 Corinthians 11 : 22) and the claw in Galatians 

1 : 14 to bavina been a Judaic scholar . Yet . we must ask why a Jewiah 

scholar (let alone one who studied at the feet of G ... liel) would be at 

hOG1e with Araaaic and Greek, but not Hebrew, and would quote frOll the 

Septuagint . 

It is 1•n•r•l1J accepted that Paul initially preached to Jews . 

Hany passages in the Christian N.v Testa.ent deseribe Paul preaching in 

synagosues both in the Near East and tbroup.out Asia Minor : 

And be entered the aynaaosu• and for three 1M>ntba apok• 
boldlJ. arping and pleadina abo.at th• kiJl&doa of God; boat 
when SOiie were atuddorn and disbelieved , apeakin& evil of 
the Way before the consreaatioa, be withdrew frOll th-. 
takin& the disciple• with hia . and arsued dailJ in the ball 
of Tyrannus . Thia continued for two years, so that all the 
residents of Asia heard the word of tbe Lord . both Jews and 
Greeks. (Acts 19 :8·10) 

At tiaes, it appears that be addreased Jevs who were not connected with 

the Christian 90v...nt : 

... but they passed on fr011 Pers• and ca.e to Antioch of 
Pis i di• . And on the sabbath day they went into the synasoaue 
and sat down . After the readi.n& of the law and the prophets , 
the rulers of the synaaosu• sent to th- saying, "Brethren, 
if you have any word of eJlbortation for the people, say it ." 
So Paul stood up, and 90tionin& with bis hand sai d : ''Men of 

11 1..awrence A. Hoffaan, "Jewish Ordination on the Eve of 
Christianity," ed . JoHpb Wiebe and Geoffrey Wainwri&bt, Ordination 
Rites Past and Present (Rotterdaa : 1980). 

*'Joseph A. Fit&11eyer Jr . , Pauline Tbeolo1y : A Brief Sketcb (New 
Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1967). 



Isr•el, and you th•t f••r God listen ...• " (Acts 1): 14·16) 

Now when they h•d p•sHd tbrou&)l Amphipolis and Apolloni•. 
they c ... to Thess•lonica where there was a •rnaaoau• of th• 
Jews. And Paul went in, as was bis cuatoe, and for tbr .. 
veeb he araued with th• froe the acripturH, explai.Difta 
and prov ina that it was necessary for the Christ to auffer 
and to riae froe the dead, and ••Yin&. ''Thia JHua, wboe I 
procl•illl to you , ii the Cbrist . 11 (Acta 17:1-3) 

And they ca.e to EphHua, and be left tbea there• but be 
hiaaelf went into the synagogue and •rgued with the Jeva . 
(Acts 18 :19) 

It is also c.lear froe the text that Paul wH frequently opposed and 

reviled by the Jews: 

The next sabbath •l11e>st the vhole city gathered together to 
bear the word of God . But when the Jews saw the multitudes, 
they were filled vi th jealousy, and contr•dicted what vu 
spoken by Paul, and reviled him . (Acts 13 :44-45) 

Now at Iconiwa they (Paul and Bernabaa) entered toaetber 
into th• Jewish synagogue, and so spoke that a great eo11pany 
believed , both of Jews and of Greeks. But the unbelievin& 
Jews stirred up the Gentiles and poisoned their •ind• 
against the brethren . So they r .. ained for a long time, 
speaking boldly for the Lord, who bore witness to th• word 
of his grace, granting aigna and wonders to be done by their 
hands. But the people of the city were divided; some sided 
with th• Jews, and soee with the •postles. When an attempt 
was ude by both Gentiles and Jews, with tbetir rulers, to 
110lest thee and t o stone them , they learned of it and fled 
to Lyatra and Derbe, cities of Lycaonia, and to the 
surrounding country> and there they preached the gospel. 
[Acts 14: 1·7) 

... and be ( Pau 1) argued in the aynaaogue every Hbbath , and 
persuaded Jews and Greeks . When Silas and Tinlotby arrived 
from Macedonia, Paul was occupied wi th preaching, testifyln& 
to the Jews that the Christ was Jesus. And when they opposed 
and reviled him, be shook out his gal'8eJlts and said to th .. , 
"Your blood be upon you beads I I u innocent . From now on I 
will go to the Gentiles . " (Acta 18 :4·6) 

In fact , the Book of Acts even conta ins an account which describes 

Paul being stoned by Jews of Antioch and lcon i ua : 



But Jews c ... there from Antioch and Iconiua; and havina 
per1uaded the people , they atoned Paul and draaaed him out 
of the city, 1uppo1i.ng that be was dead . (Acts 14 : 19) 

Perbapa even llC>re helpful to our understandina Paul's attitude 

toward circuacision than is his Jewish backaround, is the influence of 

Helleni sa on Paul . In this reaard. Sandael offers a fascinating 

reconstruction of Pauline thinkina . 11 Let us examine Sand.me! ' s thesis, 

for it aay prove illuainatina for our ~tudy . Sandael points out that 

Paul. born into the Greek world, would have been raised as a thorouahly 

Hellenized Jew, reaardless of whether or not be also received rabbinic 

trainin& . He lived, studied. and was converted to Christianity outside 

Palestine. As a Hellenistic Jw. Sand.met continues, Paul would have 

invested Jewish reliaious tenu 1uch as "sin." "riabteou1ne11. 11 "faith" 

and "repentance" with Greek .. aninp . For Paul. •1sin" would not have 

held the s ... connotation it would have for a Palestinian Jew . Paul 

would have shared neither the reliJious assumptions nor the aoals of 

Palestinian Jewry . 

As an es~cially relevant exuple of these differences• let us 

look at "sin . 11 For the Phar !sees and their functiona 1 duc endants , the 

rabbis, a sin is either a tanaible act which violates a proscribed 

behavior or is the failure to perform a presc ribed behavior , such being 

defi ned a s God's cOllll&ndaents revealed t o Hoses and interpreted by the 

rabbis . For Paul , however, •in was a state of being, the essential 

physical nature of humankind . One is essentially flawed by virtue of 

one's physical nature . A Jew can repent from Jewish sin by uking God's 

forgiveneas and, if possible. offer in& a sacrifice . But a Christian 

1 'Sandmel . 
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cannot repent frc:.-or correct- this condition alone since one cannot 

chana• huaan nature . In Paul'• foiwulation, only Jesus can •'"one for 

people's ain. 

Sanct.el compares Paul 'a understanding of salvation with Pbilo's . 

Both Paul and Philo, be asserts , share the same Greek notion of 

salvation: Salvation ia the triuapb of the •ind over the body . It ia the 

conquerina of the inherently and fatally flawed physical aelf through 

mental proceaaiea. 

For Philo, salvation is attained through Torah . Torah i8parts 

truth and teaches one to train the aind to doainate ~h• body. 

Traditional religious rites and beliefs take on a purely symbolic and 

didactic significance for Philo . Circumcision is reduced to a symbol for 

pruning passion from the body . ln this vay, Philo is able to assert the 

importance of Torah and the necessity for observing •itavot. Torah ia 

the key to ulti•ate truth and •itwot pave the path to salvation, albeit 

a salvation with a distinctly Hellenistic flavor. 

Both Phi lo and Paul were Hellenists . They differed not ao aucb in 

their beliefs regarding salvation as in their loyalties . Philo vas not 

prepared to turn his back on the Jewish community by rejecting the 

eitzvot and the authority of the rabbis . He reinterpreted many religious 

rites as syaboh but ad-antly upheld the obligation of every Jew to 

observe th• due to the d .. ands of trad i tion and for the aalte of 

comaunity cohesion. Paul lacked such a loyalty to the Jewish com11unity 

and to Judaism . Sandael araues that Paul'• first loyalty waa to Truth as 

he saw it . Therefore be was prepared to reject anything in Judaism which 

contradicted his beliefs . If Truth , as Paul understood it, led him away 



from Judab•, then so be it . Sandllel attributes Paul with bavin& 

Hellenized Cbristianity . 11 

" ... Paul gave Christianity a new direction which resulted in 
its detachment from Judais• . Paul could well have done so 
bad be been a Palestinian Jew or an Ethiopian Jew or a Ra.an 
Jew . " 1

' 

Paul's ethnic background did not •atter . He wu first and fore90St a 

Hellenist . His Jewishness was secondary. Hence be felt no particular 

obligation to support Jewish tradit i on as Philo did . 

Paul could accept circumcision as a symbol, as Pbllo had, but 

could not accept the imperative of perfor11i.ng a symbol . In fact , be 

believed that to do so on ly distracted one from the true goal . Paul 

believed that Torah was te9p0ral. It was g i ven in h istory ; ti•• existed 

prior to Sinaitic revelation . Thus it is not the essence of God. In 

fact, Torah was given through intermediar ies-angels- according to some 

accounts . Thus it could hardly be viewed as binding. Paul preferred what 

be called the "law of nature" (Romans 2 : 14-15 and 7] which prompts one 

to act out of concern for salvation . In Paul's formulation , salvation 

can only be obtained through Jesus because on ly Jesus can atone for 

human sin. 

Paul requires a new reference point on wbieb to focus the 

•anifestation of Truth, as he understand~ it . Re finds this in Jesus as 

Christ . Paul underst ands Jesus' s crucifixion to be a .. ans to 

transfoTI11ing the physical ("natural") in bu.man beings into the spiritual 

("pneumatic"). Intere~tingly , Paul laid greater stren on Jesua ' a death 

than on the resurrection . This is probably because bis brand of 

11Sandmel, p . 116 . 
11 I bid . , p . 9 . 



salvation emphasised the conquerin& (i.e. death) of the physical nature. 

The crucifixion is the fulfill .. nt of the salvific goal of Hparatin& 

the body fl'09 the •ind or spirit and of putting the first aside in favor 

of the latter . 

It ia also illpOrtant to point out that Paul believed that the 

second coain& of Juua vould be the climax of th• new era vhich beaan 

with JHua' • birth. Since the funda.ental huaan probl• d .. andin& 

correction was not Jewish sin (Le . huaan «tioo) but rather Greek sin 

( i.e . hWD&n nature), only an apocalypse could bring about the needed 

change . Torah cannot prepare one for the apocalypse any aore thar it can 

modify huaan nature . It is likely that Paul thought that observance of 

Jewi sh law merely provided one with a false sense of security and 

d i s t racted one free the "true" goal. 

Paul, like Philo, relegates law to the priaary principle of 

attaining salvation. To say that law was '' .. dieted by angels" is aost 

likely another way of expressing this idea . In Hebrews we read : 

Therefore we 11Uat pay the closer attention to what we 
have beard, lest we drift et1ay froa it . For if the aesaaae 
declared by ana•la was valid and every transgression or 
disobedience received a just retribution, how shall we 
escape if we neglect such a great salvation? It was dec lared 
at fir8t by the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who 
beard hi•, while God also bore witness by signs and wonders 
and various airaclea and by gifts of the Holy Spirit 
distributed according to bi• own will . 

For it was not to angels that God subj ec ted the world 
to come , of which we are speaking. It bas been tHtified 
aoeewbere , ''What is man that thou art a i ndfu l o f hi.a, or the 
son of aan, that thou careat for bia? Thou didst aake bi.a 
for a little while lowe r than the angels, thou bast crowned 
hill with glory and honor, putting everything in subjection 
under bis feet." Now in putting everything in subjection to 
him, be left nothing outside bis control . h it is, we do 
not yet see everythin& in subjection to bi.a . But we ••• 
Jesus, who for a little while was aade lower than the 
anaels, crowned with glory and honor because of the 
suffer in& of death, so that by the grace of God he •i&ht 
taste death for everyone . 



For it vu fitUq that be, for vh<>11 and by whom all 
thin&• exist, in bringing •any sons to glory, vould •a~e the 
pioneer of their salvation perfect through suffering. For he 
who sanctifiea and those who are sanctified have all one 
origin. [HebrMn 2:l·lla) 
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It is clear frOll this rassage that its author is concerned with 

salvation through observance. However• Sandael bas pointed out that 

Hebrews is not authentically Pauline . He believes it was wri tten SOiie 

100 years after Paul . We are not in a position to judge the date and 

authorship of Hebrews . Even if it is a later text. it is aoa t likely 

the author's understanding of the phrase .... diated by the anac la" or 

"given throu&h the angels" u used in Galatians 3:19 and Acts 7:53. 

Unfortunately, the thrust of "aiven through the angels" is less clear as 

it is used in Galatians and Acts . In any cue. if circumcision is 

merely a symbol and not an authentic c~andllent. aa Paul aaintains, 

then why , Paul aaka, should one bother to observe a symbol? 

Sandmel 's thesis explains why Paul . as Acts 15 and Galatians 2 

describe, would oppose the circuacision of Gentiles . To circumcise chem 

would serve no constructive or salvific purpose. Even aore. it appears 

that Paul •ay have encouraged Jews as well to forego c i rcumcision : 

And wbe.n they beard it, they glorified God . And they said to 
bi.a, "You see , brother• bow •any thousands there are eeong 
the Jews of those who have believed ; they are all zealous 
for the law. and they have been told about you that you 
teach all the Jews who are a.ong the Gentiles to forsake 
Moses . tell in& tbu not to circumcise their children or 
observe the custOllS . (Acts 21 :20-21) 

This is entirely consistent with Sandllel's reasoning . 

However . we must ask : why would Paul, an ardent and presumably 



aincere Helleniat, bave Timothy circu.c:iaed? 1 ' There ae ... to be here an 

obvious contradiction . Aa•in, the moat reaaonabl• explanation is 

e.xpediency . P.ul wiabed to avoid the recrimin•tiona to which be would be 

aubjected by tbe Jewa were be to bri.D& Timothy, tbe son of a Jewish 

woean, with hia into the diaspora aynaaosu•• uncircuaciaed . Yet if Paul 

truly believed u Sazut.el auueata, would he not have oppoaed 

circuaciaioo at all coata? Perhaps Paul tboupt that to beeo99 embroiled 

in heated debate• with the JMl"a over Timothy'• lack of circuacision was 

more distractina free the ultimate aoal than to subait to circumcision 

thia once was . Accordi.D& to Acts 16: 3 which recounts thia episode, 

Ti11<>thy was circu.ciaed at the be1innin1 of Paul' a second •iHionary 

journey , wh ich I liah 11 dates at 49 or SO C. E . Accord in& to B liah, 

1 Corinthi ans, Galatians and Roeans wen written during Paul's third 

missionary journey and Philippians and Coloasians were written while 

Paul was in Roea.n captivity for the first u... All of the Pauline 

passages which discuss the issue of circuaciaion in theological detail 

derive froe the third •iaaionary journey and the first Roean captivity 

which followed it . 

Viewed from the historical presepective, we _.Y see here evidence 

of developeent in Paul' a thinkina. It ••Y be that early in bis career 

Paul bad Timothy circuaciaed in order to avoid undue confrontat i on with 

the Jewa and in order to &•in legitt..cy in their eyes as a Jew . In 

time, however, as b is philosophical and theological ideas deve loped and 

•at ured, be real i zed that circumcision was inconaiGtent with hi• view of 

salvation and .ust be opposed on pr incip le. Thus, in Acts 21 : 21, which 

*'Acta 16: 1-3. 
a iBlip . 
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datas to the end of the third aisaionary journey, we find Paul opposina 

circU11Ciaion for Jews as well as Gentiles. 

We read in First Corinthians a definitive stat .. ent in which 

circUllCiaion is characteri.&ed u irrelevant to the Christian: 

Only. let every one lead the life which the Lord bas 
aaaipted to bia , and in vbicb Goel bu called bia. This is .y 
rule in all the churches. Vas any one at the tiae of his 
call already circumcised? Let bia not seek to rU10ve the 
•arks of circuaciaton. Was any one at the tiae of bis call 
uncircu.ciaed? Let bill not •••It circuacision. For neither 
circuacision counts for anythin& nor unctrcuaciaion, but 
keeping the c~dllenta of Goel . Every one should r .. ain in 
the state in which be was called . (1 Corinthian• 7:17·20) 

At first glance , it appears that this paHa&• eonfiraa Sandmel '• thesis . 

Neither "circumcision counts for anything nor uncircU11Cision" because 

circumcision ta merely a syabol, a distraction . It ia not true salvation 

nor is it a vehicle to salvation . We should ex .. ine the context in which 

the statement appears, however . The writer of the epistle (presumably 

Paul) is advising the aeabers of the Church in Corinth not to change 

their situation in any drastic way. Those who are aarried should remain 

so . Those who are single should not aarry . Those who are circuacised 

should not try to remove the scars of the operation. Paul is sure that 

the second coming of J.-sus is imminent; in verse 29 he :·emarks that 

"time is short . " Hajor changes involving circuacision or marital status 

would only serve to distract one from preparing for the apocalypse . 

Hence, Sandmel's thesis is upheld . 

Paul , as Sandael noted, is concerned first and forUIOst with 

sa l vation as be understands it. In Acts 15 we encounter the notion that 

circumcision brin&s salvation . This idea is credited to those from Judea 

who are criticized by the apostles Paul and Barnabas for encouraging 

Gentile converts to Christianity to observe the rite of circumcision . 

4 



lut ~ Mn c_. down froe Judea and were teachina tbe 
brethren, "UnlHs you are circU8Cised according to the 
cuatoe of Jtosea, you. cannot be aaved." (Acta 15: 1) 
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And -.a-1.D in verse S, the Pharisees are aade to assert the necessity for 

circi.mcision. True, salvation is not aentioned here, but when the 

apostle Peter addrHses the Council, he confiras that the underlying 

issue is, indeed, salvation: 

lbe apostles and the elders were aatbered together to 
consider tbia aatter . And after there had been auch debate, 
Peter rose and said to th•, "Brethren, you know that in the 
early days God aade choice among you, that by my aouth the 
Gent i lea should hear the word of the gospel and believe . 
And God who kncws the heart bore WitDHS to th•, &iVing 
th- the Holy Spirit just as be did to us; and be aade no 
distinction between ua and th•, but cleansed their hearts 
by faith . Now therefore why do you aake uial of God by 
putting a yoke upon the neck of the disciples which neither 
our fathers nor we have been able to bear? But we believe 
that. we shall be saved through the arace of the Lord Jesus, 
just as they will." [Acta 15 : 6-11) 

Salvation, it is clat.ed, coees through arace alone . It is not reserved 

for Jews alone; Jews , though distinguished by the aark of circumcision, 

are not set uide for divine salvation. Rather , all people have equa l 

access to salvation: faith has replaced circumcision as the aechanism . 

Yet in Galatians S, Paul is aade to say that one who i s 

circumcised is 1bligated to observe all the •itzvot . lbe full pass age 

reads : 

Now I, Paul , say to you that if you receive circuaciaion, 
Cbri n will be of no advantage to you . I testify -.a&in to 
every aan who receives circumcision that he is bound to keep 
the whole lllW. You are severed from Christ, you who would be 
justified by the law; you have failen away free grace . For 
throuah the Spirit, by faith , we wait for the hope of 
righteousness . For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor 
uncircuacision is of any avail, but faith working tbroU&h 
love . You were running vell; who hindered you froa obeying 
the truth? lbis persuasion is not from him who calls you. A 
little leaven leavens the whole luap I have confidence in 



the Lord that you will take no other view than •ine; and be 
vho is troubling you will bear his judpent, vho.ver be ia. 
Jut if I, brethren, at ill preach circu.cision, why • I 
atill persecuted? In that caae the atuabling block ot the 
cross bu been removed . I viah those who unsettle you would 
9Utilate tb ... elv .. t (Galatians S:2-1S) 
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Initially, this paaaage ae ... to contradict the conclusion in verse 6 

that "in Christ Jesus neither circuacision nor uncircuacision ia of any 

avail" and the atat...nt in Galatians 6: lS "for neither circuacision 

counts for anythin&, nor uncircu.eiaion . . . " Lightfoot explains that 

"circuacision is the seal of the law" and therefore: 

He who willingly and deliberately undergo.a circurc ision 
enters upon a compact to fulfil the law . To fulfil it 
therefor·• be is bound, and he cannot plead the grace of 
Christ, for be baa entered on another llOde of 
justification . 11 

Does this mean that Paul recognized a separate , yet equally effective, 

llOde for attaining salvation? Does this place Jewish ritual observances 

and b11J11cb11h on a par with Christian faith and Jesus' s grace in Pauline 

thi.nking? It •ay be that bis paHage reflects a transitional period in 

which Paul acknowledged that the "old way" of •itsvot waa, in its tim&, 

the way to seek salvation, but it bas now being surpassed by a new and 

superior llOde . Alternatively, we •ight understand this as a sarcast i c 

way of saying that Jews have .. de the wrong choice and •ust now live 

with their dec ision . Li ghtfoot point• to the phrase Jap 11v1upat\ in 

Galatians S : S which is alternatively rendered "for through the Spir i t" 

(Revised Standard Version ) and "by the Spirit" (Lightfoot) . He implies 

that a comparison ia intended here, which uaerta not onJy the 

superiority of the Christian way, but the obsolescence of the Jewish 

11Lightfoot, p . 203 . 



way: 

St . Paul bad before pronounced a direct and positive 
condeanation of circU11Ciaion . He here directly qualifies 
this condumation. CircU11Ciaion i• neither better nor worse 
than uncircuaciaion in itself (aee especially 1 Cor . vii 
18-20 , Gal . vi 15) . The false aenti.Mnt which att.nda it, 
the glorifying in the flesh, aakea the difference , and call• 
down the rebuke . • 1 

He further states that 

CircU11Cision, under the lw and to the Jews was the token of 
a covenant . To the Galatians under the Gospel dispensation 
it bad no such aignificance . It vaa merely a bodily 
•utilation, as aueh differing rather in degree than in kind 
from the terrible practices of the heathen prieata . •• 

The central iaaue in the comparison, be notes, is the contrast between 

the Spirit on the one band and the law (which af8bolizes the fleab) on 

the other. Fleab and law are cloaely allied aince both llOV• in the 

sphere of outward, material th~ . Law provokes the flesh . It diatracta 

froe the apirit . Therefore it .ust be renounced . 

The liberation 8elltioned in Galatians 5 : 13 is the freedoe frOll the 

physical Hlf (a}'llbolued by circumcision) to pursue a purely spiritual 

salvation . Hence the .. tapbor of slavery and bondage veraus freedom is 

employed : The Christian dea ir•• freedom from the law (i . e . b•lacb•b) in 

:>rder freely to becoee a alave to Christianity and thereby attain 

ultimate freedom . Bring not•• in thia regard: 

The liberation is freedom froa the necessity of aeeking 
one'a own riahteousneaa; but it is also freedOll t o serve in 
love (Gal . 5 : 14). Here on earth that freedom is realized in 
a constant conflic t between "the fleah" and the Spirit, 
between "the old man" and "the new ." Being a slave of Christ 
(cf . l Cor. 6 : 19 ; 7:22 ; 9:17) i• uot bondaae under external 
constraint , for the Christian does the will of God from the 

111 bld . , p . 204 • 
1 'Ibid., p . 207 . 



heart (cf. Epb . 6:6). He ia freed froe the alavery of ain in 
order to beco.e a aervant of ri&hteousneaa (Rom . 6 : 17,22} . 11 
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The dicbotoey ia clear. Faith baa replaced the observance of •itzvot . 

Grace bu replaced circtmciaion u the .. ana to salvation. 

Brine claims, on tbe basis of Paul'• preaWMd Pharisaic backaround 

(cf. Acta 22 : 3) that Paul thou&ht be had merely received a "new 

interpretatiOI\" which wu conaiatent with th• rabbinic llOdel. 11 Irina'• 

hypothesis ..... h i&hly unlikely . The epiatlea attributed to Paul 

frequently speak of a "new way" end here, in Romana 6 : 15, a "new 

creat ion" or a "new creau1re" (s:t\O\&). Li&htfoot11 connects this ten 

with the notio~ of a .J) ·1~ (new covenant) i8plyin& that 

the Jewish covenant baa been violated in favor of a new contract 

facilitated by Jesus'• life and sealed by bis death . It is not clear bow 

Lightfoot 80Ves from Kt tens (creation} to h°"111t'1 (covenant}; perhaps 

through the similarity in the Hebrew of and .1l '1 ll He does 

not say. However, the implication is ci••r. Christianity is a new 

entity , not a continuation or llOdification of Juda is• . Brina ri&htly 

points out that Paul does not want to "liberate the gospel from the Old 

Testament" but rather to show that the Hebrew Bible testifies to 

righteousness by faith rather than law . u Paul intends to aaintain the 

text of the Bible but to reinterpret it in such a way that be s teers the 

Christian c~unity away froa J udais•1
' : Christianity will no longer 

accept even the most basic tenets and prac t ices of Judaiaa . 

21 8ring, p . 9 . 
ulbJd ., pp . 11-12 . 
"Liahtfoot . 
11 Brina, p . 10 . 
11Sandltel aakes this clai.a as wel l. 

J 
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Bring affirms this when be points out the incompatibility of 

salvation through faith, as Paul prescribed, and salvation throu&h lav: 

If they sought to coebine faith with such a .. ans of 
salvation as righteousness by the law, faith would no longer 
be active. In that case they had forsaken faith . Bein& 
united with Christ meant not to seek righteousness thrO\l&h 
the law. Whoever sou&)lt righteousness and life throu&h the 
law , therefore, bad forsaken grace and faitb. 11 

Lightfoot concurs that this aarked the dividing line betwHn the two 

co.1unities, Jews and Christians : 

Even the profession of Jesus as Messiah by the Christian.• 
was a less formidable obstacle to their intercourse with the 
Jews than their abandoD8ent of the law. 11 

Lightfoot' s stateaent has far-reaching implications . Does he mean 

to tell us that Jews were concerned only with keeping the law and did 

not care about belief? Does he mean to iaply that Judaism is a purely 

le1alistic and ritualistic tradition in which beliefs play little or no 

role? Would be conclude that Jews would be 80re likely to accept , and 

interact with, Jewish-Christians who observed circumcision, kasbrut and 

other Jewish rituals, but who professed Jesus as the messiah, than with 

those Jews who shared their theology but did not observe many Jewish 

laws? We see here revealed more of Lightfoot's attitude toward Judaism 

than we do of Paul's, most likely . Polan points out that Paul f .. ared 

that circumcision would •itigate the universality of t.ie salvific effect 

of Jesus's sacr i fice . 11 Circumcision was understood to mark the unique 

cove.nant the Jews enj oyed with God . Hence Paul actually went further 

11 Bring, p . 237 . 
11Lightfoot, p . 222 . 
115.M . Polan , "Circumcision," lie"' Catholic Encyclopedia, 1967, 

II I , pp. 878·9 . 
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than to clda circll8Cision vu "unnecessary" and "vorthless." Re sought 

to show the Galatians" that it vu wrong and sinful to observe the bw, 

because observance of the l• underained the Christian praaU11ption of 

salvation throuab faith . 

Before le•vi.na Galatians 5-6 we ask : who are those vbo, accordi.na 

to Galatians 6 : 12, attempt to coepel the Christians to adopt the rite of 

circumcision? 1bey are often identified vitb the deroaatory ten1 

''Judaizers . " 1be text reads o\ npttriavC:iatvo\ . Hirsch, Hunc1t and Harvey 

all point out that this is the present passive fore, indicating a group 

which is current ly subeitti.na to circu.cision. 14 'nlese, they conclude, 

must be adult Gentiles who are convertin& to Christianity. 'nlis 

contradicts the Tubin&en School of thought which bad argued that the 

"Judabers" were Jewish-Christiana who uintained close ties t o the 

Jerusalem apost lea . 'nle presumption ta that the Jerusal.. apostles 

favored ci r cumcision . 1bi s is based on the theory that there was a 

fierce r ivalry between Peter and Paul. However, as ve noted, Acts 15 

does not support this contention . Bring concurs with Hunck. He atturpts 

to paint a picture of relative bar.ony UIOD& the Chr i stian apostles . He 

depic t s each as working in a different geo1raphical locale and all 

c01111Ditted to the s .. e enterprise. 1be "Judaizers ," Bring explains , did 

favor c irc umcision and certain other Jewish ritual observances, but d i d 

so only in order to avoid persecution . 'nlis is supported by Galati ans 

6 : 12 . Brin& attributes this to the fact that Judaism was a recognized 

reliaion in the Roman Empire . If Christians could i dentify themselves as 

11See Lightfoot on Galati ans 2. 
14Robert Jewett, ''The A&itatora and the Galatian Congregation," 

NeN Test ... nt Studies, 17 (1970-71), pp . 198-212 . 
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a aect of Judaia• (perhaps H a .. aaianic offshoot) then they would 

receive the .... protection afforded the Jews . ,. Thia is a c011P9lling 

explanation becauae it apeaks to what .ust have been urgent human fears 

and needs toward the end of the firat century , C. E. Christianity, as an 

illicit religion would have endangered ita adberenta . Hence they existed 

in a liainal atate between Judeo-Chriatianity (where Christianity was 

seen u a Jewish aect) and the assertion of an independent Christian 

theology and religious-legal ayst .. u iaplied by Paul'• preachin&a . 

Jewett prHenta a difference approach . He asks why Hellenists 

would viah to enter the Jeviab covenant at all . He suggests that the 

pro.be of perfection inherent in the covenant of circll8Ciaion '""uld 

have appealed to th .. . •• Be notes that the term tW\ttlt\I~ is .-ployed 

in Galatians 3: 3. Here the writer criticiua t.ha Christian• for even 

entertaining the tbou&bt that there aigbt be aome validity to the law . 

In verse 3, we read: 

'' J ' I OUhtS CIVOlltO\ 
,.. " 

\IU\I OClplC \ 
, 

wvr U\ACI n 
iuuhi'~r ? 

Are you so fooliah? Havin& begun with the Spirit • are you 
now ending wi th the fl .. h ? (Galatians 3:3) 

Jewett translates iwuclci~r as "complete . " However , "finish" or "end" 

is .ore likely, in contrast with "having besun . " Jewett bases bis 

trans lation on the Septuagint read i na of Genesis 17 : 1, in which God 

commands Abrah .. 

,.Bring , p . 28 7 . 
11Jevett, p . 207. 

to be complete . The Septuagint 
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render a as tchWa. Hence Jewett reads into 

Galatians 3: 3 . The use of or tc h l6>& in Genesis 17 : 1 is 

followed imlediately by the making of a covenant between God and Abrah .. 

which includes the commandment to observe circumcision on the eighth day 

of life. Thus Jewett connects the notion of perfection-through-

circumcision to Paul 'a argWMnt of faith-versus- law in Galatians 3 . He 

notes that the promise of perfection would have bad a powerful appeal to 

people f .. iliar with Greek mystery reliaiona. In fact, Betz11 tenia 

Galatians a "magical letter" because both curse and blessing were 

carried in it . The Galatians were called upon to choose ~etween 

salvation and condumation. 

Jewett 's idea, thouah intr i gving, s~..- f1~1lly flawed. EveD i f wt 

!' ' NJ1 could accept the exte.nded association from ~ in the Hebrew , to 
, 

tt h uas in the Septuagint, to the juxtaposed idea a! covenant, to 

... 
circumcision which is a condition of the covenant, to oapu (flesh) 

mentioned in Galatians 3:3, to ~1'ttch'io"£ which is more likely "end'' 

than "complete0 in this context anyway, we would still have to explain 

why Hellenists would accept the notion that bodily mutilation can bring 

spiritual perfection . In fact, Paul states in Galatians 5 : 12 : 

I wuh those who unsettle you would mutilate themselves! 
[Galatians 5:12 ) 

Surely he must have believed that bodily mutilation would repulse the 

Galatians . Thus Jewett's idea does not seem highly likely. 

11Hans Dieter Betz , 0 The Literary Composition and Function of 
Paul's Letter to the Galatians," No Testa11ent Studies 21 (1975), pp . 
353-379. 
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The fifth and sixth chapters of Galatians complete the argument 

begun in Galatians 2. 3 concerning circumcision. In Galatians 2,3 Paul 

asserted the dopa that Jesus had brou.ght a new route to salvation . a 

road paved with faith rather that obedience to law. He justified t his 

wi th the example of Abraham. quoting the famous phrase in Genesis 15:6 

i>p-t3 I ~ ~'f,f\'I i'ili>' ~ j'"Ki>I . Abraha. earned salvation through faith, 

Paul claiaa. Since the verse quoted above precedes Abraham's 

c i rcumcision. Paul has reasoned that circumcision is not necessary and 

that Abraham was justified purely through faith : 

Thus Abrah•. "believed God. and 1 t was reckoned to him as 
righteousness." So you see that it is .. n of faith who are 
the sons of Abrab .. . And the s c ripture. foreseeing that God 
would justify the Gentiles by faith . preached the gospel 
be fo rehand to Abraha.. saying. "In you shall a ll the nations 
be blessed . " So then , those who are .. n of faith are blessed 
with Abraham who bad fa i th . (Galat ians 3 :6-9) 

Having said this . it is a ••all step to assert, as Paul does in 

verses 8.9 that those who follow Abraha.'s example of fa i th are superior 

to those who obey the law: they are the true followers ot Abraham's 

tradit ion . 11 They are t he true Israel , inheritors of Abraham' s covenant 

with God . 11 This be.in& the case . chapters five and six logically 

conclude that to perform the circumcision rite and obey Jewish law is t o 

re ject the r oute t o salvation •apped out by Abr aham' s faith . 

You are severed frOll Christ. you who would be justified by 
the law; you have fallen away from gr a ce . For through the 
Sp i r i t . by faith, we wa i t for the hope of r i ghteousness . For 
in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor unc ircumcision is 
of any avail • but faith working through love . [Galatians 
5 : 4 - 6) 

11Galatians 3: 14 . 
11Ga latians 6 : 16 and 3: 29 . 
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In fact, it is tantll90U'.Dt to rejecti.n& Jesus who confirwed that faith is 

superior to tbe law. As lri.n& vrite.s : 

n.. Iarael which rejeeted Chriat •isusad and pel'Yerted the 
l• . A n.., vay for salvation of the chosen people. throua)l 
the c.cn•enioa of t.IM Gentiles . corrupoods to a n., vay of 
understandi.n& and applyi.ng tbe i ... as fulfilled in Chriat . 
If tbe Gentilu were to practice cirC118Cisioo and obsene 
the law, they would adopt apostate Israel 's conception of 
the 1•. Usi.n& the l• and circu.cision as a .... of 
attainiJl& ri&hteousnus vu tant_,unt to rejection of 
Christ . •• 

The Jars' f a ilure to obe}' the lav is an oft.-re~urri.ng thuie in the 

Epistles . Bri.ng illplie.s that Paul vas a continuation of Juda is.,,.rhaps 

a c.orrec.tioo of a contemporary veeri.n& from the "strai1ht path." 

Bri.ng's claia supports bis content.ion that Christianity is the 

legi ti.ute continuation of tbe inheritance of Abrah•, the true Israel 

after J esus and that Juda.is• is a perverse vesti&e of an obsolete 

religion . He vould probably cite R08&11S 3 :21-26 to support bis claim . As 

we have shown . however . Paul se ... d to know be vas creating soeetbi.ng 

altogether new and different and reveled in it . Calli.ng for an end to 

c.ircumc.i.sion reflects awareness . It may have been expedi e:nt. however , 

for Paul to couch bis theological c.laias as a legitimate continuation of 

Juda i s• rather than as a new entity ; to do so would have 1 iven the 

aponle one foot in the door to begin vith . 

Tbe th ... of Abrab•'s justification by fa ith ia repeated in the 

Epistle to the Ro.ans . Cbapurs two through four deal wi th the heart of 

the •atter in detail : It is better to be a Jev vbo obeys the law than to 

be a Christ i an and hope to be justified by faith alone . Paul calls OI\ 

the ex.ample of Abrab.. to support bis &rgument . We find Paul's 

•'Brin&. p . 75 . 



dissertation on Abrab .. in Roaans 4 . • 1 

In Ra.an& 4, Paul argues that AbrahM wu credited vitb 

righteousness prior to bis circuacision on account of bis faith in God . 

Re clearly refers to Genesis 15:6 : 

Circuaciaion, it is claiaed, ca.e afterward and was an entirely separate 

aatter. It functioned to seal the righteousness which bad already been 

imputed to Abrabu. It was not, in itself , the righteousneH . Hence 

Abrab .. is the father of all those who believe, as he did, rather than 

of all those who are circuacised. Further, Paul argues, the promises of 

the Land and progeny rewarded Abrahu's faith , r ot bis circW1Cision . 

Paul here te.ras Abrah•'s circuacision "a sign or seal" . u These 

terms will becoee very hlportant when we turn to ex .. ine the Church 

Fathers, Jewish tuts and circuaciaion liturgy. Best• 1 c~t• that 

circumcision is only a sign of the Scriptures which God bas entrusted to 

the Jews•• but which do not belon1 to th ... As Bring•• bas noted, Paul 

did not want to "liberate the gospel froe the Old Test•ent" but rather 

to show that the Bible testifies to righteousness by fa.ith rather than 

law . As Wilken has noted : 

Durina the first three centuries Christian thinkers were 
forced to develop a systematic and thoroughgoing 
interpretation of the Old Testament. Christian tradition 
aade clear that the Old Testament was to be kept in the 
Church . Marc ion's attempt to discard it was never widely 
accepted. Christians claiaed that they were rightful 
inheritors of the patrimony of Israel and bel i eved that they 
were faithful to thi s inheritanc e . At the .... ti.ae, 
Christians knew they were not the s•e as Jews and bad to 

•
1see Appendix C. 

uRoeans 4: 11 . 
•

1 Ernest Best, Tbe Letter of Paul to tbe Ro.ans, (Cambridge: The 
Cambri dge University Presa , 1967), p . 34 . 

••see Roaans 3 : 2 . 
.. Brina, p . 10 . 



deecastr•te not only their faithfulness to the Old 
Test-.nt, but also the n.., illport of their t .. c.biD&, s!Ace , 
IA lamabas 's words, ve fol law the 'n., law of tlae Lord 
Juus Christ ' (lunabas 2 : 6) . In short, Chriatian 
interpret.~ bed t.o s~ vbat vu old and vh•t vu ,,., about 
tbe Christian revelation end interpretat ion of tbe Bible. •• 

Jut the .. tter ~s much deeper . A sul to ri&Jiteousnus is not , 

u Iring., points out, a ,,...s to riabteousnus . Circu.cisioo itself 

cannot bri.D.& salv•tioo . It ean ooly symbolize salvation attained throuab 

ano~her ..-.. . 

Paul se..s to understand the func tion of circu.ciaion in Jewish 

uadi t i on as a buaan eonfirution of the obliaation to obey the law in 

order to partici pate in God ' s covenant with Abrab• : 

Cir cu.c i sioo indeed is of value if you obey the law; but if 
you break the law, your circu.c i sion beC098s uncircu.c i s i oo. 
So, if a aan who is uncircU1Kised keeps the precepts of the 
law, will not hJ.s uncircU1tCisioo be reaarded as 
c ircumcis i on? Then those vho are physically uncircU1Kiaed 
but keep the law will condema you vho have the written code 
and circumcision but break the law . For be is not a real Jew 
who ia one outwardly , nor is true circumcision so.etbi.D.& 
external and physical. He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and 
rea l c ircu.cia i on is a .. tter of the heart, spiritual and 
not literal . His praise is not froe aen but froe God . 
(Roeans 2 :25-29) 

l t estify •&•in to every .an who receives circU8Ciaion t .bat 
he is bound to keep the whole law . (Galatians 5 : 3) 

If one was circumcised yet failed to observe properly the other J ewish 

statutes, one bad abrogated bis side of the covenant . In this reaard , 

Best comients : 

•
1 Robert L. Wilken , Judai s• and the Early Cbri stian NJ'Od : A St udy 

of Cyril of Alexandria's Ex•1•sis aad Theolou, (Nev Haven : Yale 
University Press, 1971) , p . 16 . 

•
11ring , p . 34 . 



Since God bed also prHcribed tb• l• for his people. 
circa.cisioe bec.ame the outvard sip of ooe vho lived by tb• 
1.,, . P•ul arsuu tut this c:ocmuioo between tb• l• and 
ci~isloe cmmot be severed and th.t therefore to bred 
rbe J., render'• the Jew's circuacisioo invalid. and be 
bec:c9U subject to God's jq...nt iD the s ... vay as the 
Gentile who bas not been circu.ciaed. • 1 

55 

Hence. the circU9Cisioo is not a iu-rantee of salvation if i t is not 

acc:.oepanied by obedience to the 1., . This implies that circw.eisioo is 

merely a syabol, a aark of an oath or pledse to live by b•lacbab rather 

t hat a covenant in and of itself . 

Paul's eooclusion is stated clearly in Roaans 2 : 29 : 

He is a Jt1t1 vho is one inwardly . and real circumcision is a 
aatter of the heart, spiritual and not literal . His pra i se 
i s not f~oe aen but froe God . (Roe&os 2:29) 

Ci r c.uac: isioo of the flesh will avail one nothing . Circumcision (the 

commi t8ent to be part of the covenant aade between God and Abrah•) is a 

a&tter of the heart. not the flesh . It .. ans notbin& t o c i rcuacise 

yourse l f (i . e . sip tbe contract ) if you do not fulfill its te~ . Tbe 

contr act i s voided by your failure to live up to it . Tbe Si SJlature ( i . e . 

the c i r cu.c i s i on ) then ~ans nothi!l&· It is as if you had never signed 

n a l 1 . The circt18Cisioo becoee.s ~poauotta ( uncircU1Kis i on) . He.nee. 

Paul writes: 

\ wcpuo11' ot6lv lottv. ii:at - ~ii:po&uot~a otdv lot\v, 1.no 
t'p~o\s ivtol°Wv 8cou . 

For neither circ1.1aeision 
onci rc011Cision, but k.eepin& 
(1 Corinthians 7: 19 )•' 

counts foy anytbin& 
t he c~daenta of 

nor 
God . 

61 Best , p . 32 . 
• • aere Paul talks about the ~vtol~a ( cOllla&Ddmenta) rather than t~e 

VO\IOS ( the 1.,). The tera vo"os ia usfl"d iD the Romans 2 : 25 - 29 passage 
quoted above . It is clear that "'"os refers to b•l«b~b, the Jewish 
forwulation of God's wi ll. while ~vtol;s are those 110ral d i cta which 



56 

Fit-.yer point• out that Paul aoupt to do away wi th the 

distinctions between Jews and Gentilea and surely we aee that here . 

Paul'• overridin& concems are the sinful nature of buaanltind (as 

Sandael aptly pointed ou"t) and the importance of aalvation . Thus h• 

compares Jewa, who have circU11Ciaion, to Gentiles, who do not : 

What then? Are we Jewa any better off? No, not at all; for I 
have already charged that all 11en, both Jews and Greeks, are 
under the power of sin, as it is written : "None is 
ripteous, 110, not one. . . (Ra.ans 3 : 9,10) 

Hence, salvation is in the universal doaain . All have equal access . 

But Paul controls the mode; be bas determined that one must have faith 

in Jesus as the 11ess iab . 

1 .4 . 3 ''1be New CircU11Cision" 

Paul then talc.ea th• n~ 101ical step . Havin& interpreted 

c i r cwacis ion as a "aip" or "ayabol" throup exegesis on Genesis 15 : 6, 

he speaks about an abstract, theological circU11Ciaion which Christians 

can attain . This circu.ciaion aivea priority to the spirit over the 

flesh . Thi 5 new circumcision , a circu.mcbion of the faithful, ls t he 

"true c ircuaci aion" : 

Look out for the ioaa, look out for the evil-workers , look 
out for tho5e who 11Utilate the flesh . For we are the true 
circumcision , who worship God in spirit, and glory in Christ 
Jesus , and put no confidence in the flesh . Though I myself 
have reason for confidence in the flesh also . If any other 
man thinks he bas reason for confidence in the flesh, I have 
90re: circuaci sed on the eighth day, of the people of 
Israel, of the tribe of Benj amin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews ; 
as to the law a Pharisee , as to zeal a persecutor of the 
daurch , as to riahteousness under the law blueleu . But 

Pau l considers still binding on Christians . It is not wi thin the scope 
of th i s study to examine the di s t inction bet ween ~vtol~s and v~~os, but 
a cursory reading of the epistles suggests that the ivto~~s are ailti lar 
t o t he Noabi de laws, while the v~~os refers to balacbab . 



vbat•••r a•in I bed. I counted as loss for the sake of 
Christ . Indeed I count eva~bin& as loss because of the 
aurpuain& worth of knowina Christ Jaaua 117 Lord . For bis 
sue I have sufferad the loss of al 1 thinp, and count th• 
as refuse, in order that I .. , &•in Christ and be found in 
hia, not h•vina a riahteousneas of 117 own. based on l•, but 
that which is throuab faith in Christ, the ri"'1teouanua 
from God that depends cm fdtb; that I uy know bi.a and the 
power of bis ruurrection. and uy share bis suffarinp , 
becc.ing lib bia in bis d•atb, that if possible I uy 
atUin the resurrection fra. the dead . (Philippians 3 : 2-12) 
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The confidence spoken of here ia undoubtedly t.be confidence of 

be in& assured salvation ( in Jevish te rms J::~ ;) fJ frt ) because one 

is circu.cised. Paul expressed the belief that bodily circu.c.bion is 

'"-one than useless : it is a "loss," a detrillent . Only faith wil 1 assure 

salvat ion. 

These ide,as are echoed in Colosaians 2 : 11-15 : 

Iii ha also you vere circu.ciaed vith a circU8Gis i on ude 
without hands, by puttin& off tbe body of flesh in the 
circU81Cision of Christ; and you vere buried vi th bia in 
baptisa, in vbich you vere alao raised with hi.a through 
faith in the vork.io& of God , who raised him fra. the de.ad . 
And you , vbo vere dead in trespasses and the uncirc1.111c ision 
of your flesh, God .. de alive together vit-h hia, having 
forgive') us all our trespasau, bavina canceled the bond 
which st-.ood against us vith its legal deeands; this he set 
as i de, nail in& it to the cross . He disanted the 
principalitias and powers and aade a public exa11ple of thes, 
U b mphing over th .. in hi.8 . (Colossiana 2 : 11-15) 

Ve see that Paul, having attacked the tradi tion of circuacision, 

bas also planted t he seed.s of a different spir i tual circuacision which 

derives froe fa i th rather than act ~on . The Church Fathers wi ll develop 

this i dea e.xte.nsively, as v e will see in chapter tb.ree . The rabbis will , 

in their own vay . respond ~o Paul's assertion ; ve vill exaiine their 

r~sponses in cbapt-ers four and five . 
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1.5 Summary 

In this chapter. we have surveyed all the passages in the 

Christian New Teat ... nt in which a tera connoting circU11ciaion appears . 

' I We have seen that the teras ~cp\tcµv• and ~£p\toµ~ are used incidentally 

to refer to Jews ("the circuaciaad ones") as anecdotal or bioaraphical 

facts. and as an important focus of Paul's theology . In the case of 

references to "the circumcised ones," we examined Co loss ians 3 : 11 and 

Ephesians 2:11-16 . We saw that the tera "the circumcised ones" 

emphasized Judaism ' s particularity as Christianity's 

universalism. The anecdotal accounts of the circumcisions of John and 

Jesus in the Gospel of Lulte illustrated that circumcision was assuaed to 

be necessary durina the lifetime of Jesus . It was only later, during 

Paul's apostleship, that its practice became an issue . The discrepancy 

between Timothy's circumcision and Titus' a exuption may reflect a 

transitional period . Timothy, born to a Jewiab woean, was circumcised 

for the sake of custom and political expediency . Titus was made an 

example to Gentile proselytes, however . Paul staunchly rejected the 

suggestion that he ought to be circumcised. We also examined the 

argWDent concerning Shabbat observance (John 7 : 22) in this section and 

po inted out that th l ostensible question was whether or not circWDcision 

possessed salvific power . We cited Hishna Shabbat 18 :3 and 19 : 1,2 which 

give circWDcision pr iority over Shabbat and Exodus 4 : 24-26 which 

suggests that Gershom was saved by being c i r cumcised . We further 

auuosted that under l y ing the issue raised in John 7 : 22 ••Y be the 

question of authority : Whose authcrity takes precedence? Is it that of 

the rabbi s or that of Jesus, who claimed direct revelation from God? 
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NeJrt ve ex•ined the refereoc.es to circumcision contained within 

th• Book of Acts and the Epistles. Ve noted that they fall into thr .. 

broad categories. The first category contains those passages vhicb speak 

of a circU11Cisioo party (Acts 11:2, Titus 1:10 and Galatians 2). 1ibo are 

these people? Are they Jewish-Christians? Pharisees? We coold not 

identify tb- with certainty; however. we di d point out that the 

~Hages in which they appear give evidence of Christianity breaking 

away from Judaisa. The a~tbority of the Jwbh tradition and the 

Pba.riseu or rabbis vho legislated concerning circuacision vu not only 

questioned, but rejected by Paul . For bi.a, this wu not .. r elv a 

political issue but also a theological one . 

Ve then looked at th• accounts of the .. eting of the Apost,ol.lc 

Council (Ac~• 15 : 19 and Galatians 2 : 3) at vbich Paul argued against the 

need for Christiana to becoee circU11Cised . Bligh argued that the 

sign.if ic.uce of these accounts lies in the fact that they give evidence 

that the Church had dee ided not to be a Jewish sect any lonaer . 

Lightfoot contended that these passages refle.ct a power suuggle betwe:en 

Cephas and Ja.es, the apostles to the Jews, and Paul and Barnabas, the 

apostles to the Gentiles . Ve auguted a third interpretation, based on 

the fact tba~ the Galatian account fails to record an official decision 

in Paul' s favor . Ve sugested that these accounts aay reflect a carving 

out of a i ss tonary territory. Circumcision was a vehicle for defining 

one's field of authority, identity and loyalties . 

Ve also asked vhat Paul said specifically about the effects of 

c i rcumcis i on , its aerits and its dangers . We began vitb an extensive 

ca11pari son of Paul's and Phi lo ' s vi..,.s of sal vation . Ve noted that both 
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•l-.41-.d • Jl iat ic. <.QOA;Apti.oo ~f .. l vat.ioo . 6ot. •• rel~ 1-

&11.d , ilu•h a.y.tJoh o { vut..er t.rut • Their <liffe.r.ace l ey ill 

L Lr 1Qy• ltJ • · 61.n<A P sw uinr et.o~ a nc00& ettac.a..n.t ~ t.M 

J t.• li \itOr l d , lJ Sot rpr tad t. perforMtlc.. ot • Lt woe .. a didact.u 

y11_laJ£:) t o r aneµd 11 t.rutL ~ •• l v•t i oc feul, bowever, did aot 

• inufo &11 et u t LO J u.d• i u Ha • .., no • rit 1D perfom1q 

•yllllol • -of · trutha Holl lJ ~•ly , ti. vt..-ed r it~•l• and lecal 

1.oni. •d~r•1-fon• H dhtr• &.Jon• froa d1• pure punuh. of truth . He aade 

1Hu• ' • t: fu c:. J lhJ Oll Id• atoimd, r •C. tl•r that Ju.def•• · We elao noted that 

t'•ul ' • aarly • Jef'•d•n'·•• with J9411• Jn hJa •tt•pt• t.o convert th• 

uudouLL•dly iufluan ed hi• In • n•&•tiv• ••nner . 

Pau l 1rau•d Lha& ircuar. l1ion r•pr•••nt• th• old , obeolete .ode of 

•• l v11-l on \ithl ch h Jawlwh law . In I Cori nthian .. 7 : 17-20, he termed 

i. h c:. u11c:. hlon 1 • 11y11bol o f 111 n t Jewl11h law, lrnlevant for Christiana . 

biilv•&.i n t. aualneci lh rou1h a ••• alone lltahuouanHa ie i.puud for 

14i l l1 , b &.e1H lfh'1 Lil to \ha Hehr•w Blbt. IOenH ia l S: 6) . Ci rcumc ision 

l• mH n l ~ ua.•l••• • but • Lua \ ly an l•p•dl .. nt t.o real ealvation . 

\ l11J ' Lh1., n 1i11 i.ondl\ l in, br u1ht by J •aua' a d•ath, c ircW1c iaion 

t 111 '- tl a. "• Jla \.ta t\ i\ fa<* th• pure punuh o f faith . lt reflects a 

va•v'-'-"P•t.lo'\ wHh lh• f\••h wh1 h und•1• tne 11 the apirituel quest for 

.. lih' t lun lh '''i lat• d that h\A\ b~ \i e\•ed h h ioterpretat. i oo t o t>-

1.um.at nt 1o uh th• 1 bbrn' .odel. \i' e t•J• t.U I rina's tbeais, since 

m.m v It .. \t ~ • .,, \ P u \ •»t ' I t '"i and J*-11 l not only rabbinic 

' "'h .. but hv t • ll Ji\i l J -.·! ut ritv tf'-' tur. . L.iahtfoot 

' vh-.1.1 th t Jud~, ca 

bo>u t tMt h !. i • to.> • 

\ •tu-.d WH t 

• l~J t~ .. r•l 

a lone and d i d cot un 

• l ..u.ce l stet...at . 
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Jew•tt auu••ted that circU11Ciaion was considered to perf•ct or 

coapl•t• the hU114D body and ther•fore should ha·1e appealed to Hdl•niata 

who .. u ... d physical perf•ction . W• point•d out, however, that in 

Galatians 5:12, circU11Cision i• t•r-..d 8Utilation. 

W• then discuss~. at lenath , tha contention uda by Paul in 

Ro.!.Ds 4 that Abrah• w .. juatifi~ by faith . 

Finally, we discussed Paul 1 
• ra-intupr•tat ion of circumcision . 

Paul abstracted eirelmCiaioa to .. an a ~taant to seek salvation 

which ruled out oba•rvanca of th• b•l«b•b . Hence be could write about a 

"new circueeiaion" which was a aatt•r of th• heart, rather than th• 

flesh . The new eirc\lllCiaion waa both spiritual and universal . 

Throughout this chapter we have aaan that circuaciaion comas to 

represent •uch more that th• procedure it ia . It S)'11bolizes Jewish law, 

the belief in salvation thro\l&h observance and loyalty to rabbinic 

authority . In the next chapter we will explore the past tbr•• centuries 

of Christian scholarship on Pauline Christianit y and circU11Cision in the 

early Church. We have referred to several Christian scholars in this 

chapter . In chapter two we will treat the world of Christian New 

Test .. ent scholarsh ip syst .. atically, &ivin& a 1eneral overvi ew as well 

as explorin& several narrow and related areas of interest . 
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Chaptar 2 

2. 1 Introduction 

We noted in the precedin.& chapter that the bulk of serious 

discuuion about the .. anin.a and aipificance of circW1cision falls 

within the doeain of the Epistles credited to Paul' a band . Of the 

nearly twenty-five pericopae studied, more than fifteen appear in the 

Epistles. Virtually all others are found in the Book of Acta and are 

related directly to Paul's •iaaionary activities. It ia therefore 

i mportant for ua to uuine Pauline tbeoloa more closely and to survey 

the Christian scholarship on Paul and hia vritinss . Thia, then, will be 

the soal of th is chapter . 

Claude G. Montef iore pioneered Jewish acholarabip in early Jewish-

Christian relations . Havin& ••en various schools of thou&ht eaphasize, 

respectively, the Pharisaic or "rabbinic" influence on Paul, the 

Hellenistic influence, the revelatory influence, the apostolic 

experience as it influenced hi• and even hints of the psychological 

aspect, 11ontefiore leveled the follow in& criticia• at the Christian 

scholars' attitude toward Paul's bacltsround: 

Anythin& you disliked or disagreed with in Paul'• writings, 
any weakness or crudity in argument or theory , any 
superstition or credulity, you called a Rabbinic survival, 
and the whole matter was explained, excused or set aside . 
All the good things, or the things which you happened to 
th i nk good and true, were new and original and Christian and 
Pauline ... " 

''Claude G. Hontefiore, Judaf$• •nd S•int P•ul (London : Max 
Goschen, 1914), p . 20 . 
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11ontefion further claimed that the scholarship io the field of early 

Christianity with which be was f .. iliar reflected tbe bias of the people 

who bad done it . Christian scholars, he aaintained, bad been tau&ht to 

disdain Judaisa, the rabbis and the Talaud. Few if any , he aaaerted, 

could even read priaary rabb!.nic texts t h ... elvea . He then launched 

into a defense of rabbinic Judaiaa, notin& that Christian scholars 

a.iaaed the "spirit" of rabbinic Judaiaa io reducio& it to .. re dry 

leaaliaa . He aoes ao far aa to write that "Faith and works were part of 

a si.ngle wbole ."' 1 

11ontefiore criticizes Jewish scholars aa well. He castiaatea them 

for doin& the sa.e thin&: for lookin& to find fault with Christianity. 

In the end, 11ontefiore calla for an objective approach to scholarship . 

He writes : 

Soee of us have came to realize that there are varieties of 
saintliness, different types of riahteouanesa, and that one 
aust not judae any reli&ion by the picture drewn of it by an 
a.ntagonisl or a convert . ' 2 

2. 2 Christian Scholars: A Chronological View 

Wi th 11onte f iore ' a crit icia• in aind, we eabark on a brief survey 

of the Christian scholarship pertainJ.n& to Paul . Christian s cholarship 

on Paul can be divided rouahly into centuries. Prior to the e i ghteenth 

century , scripture was held to be a mine of credal proof texts . E. Ear le 

Ellis notes that at this tiae "e.xeges ia bee ... the servant of dopa . " 11 

' 1 /bid . , p . 7 7 • 
1 2 Tbid . , pp . 6-7 . 
11E. Earle Ellis, l'•ul •nd lis Recent Interpreters (11ichi gan: 

Wi lliam B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1968), p . 17 . 



Th• •lsbteuda century. however. brouabt a Teactioo from p ietbu 

and ratiooalista who sou&ht to separate exegesis from credal 

conclusions• tboup for differing reasons. Pbiloloc, which ruled th• 

acadeaic world. ruled Christian scholarship as vell. J . S . s-lu ad 

J .D. "icbaels are generally credited vith pioneering the developeent of 

literary-historical criticlsa. They pioneered the ex•inatioo of the 

cultural influences on Paul . Pbiloloc served historical criticisa. 

however. because th••• scholars aou&ht to deaonatrate the disparity 

between Paul ' s non·J..,ish ideas and the very Jewish ide .. of the Jeviah­

Cbristian party. 

Vith the nineteenth century c ... the rise of the Tiib.tnaen School 

of thought in Geraa.ny. Th••• nineteenth centu.ry Geraa.n u.getu ruled 

the Christian acad-ic world for a long ti.ae. It vu their tendency to 

call into doubt the authenticity of the Epistles . In fact. they cast 

doubt on all but five letters. arauing on e.ssentially literary grounds . 

The "ul tra-radicals" within the TUbinge.n School questioned whether any 

literature now extant is genuinely Pauline in origin . They noted that 

the Book of Acts knows no Pauline letters . They further pointed out that 

discrepanciu in R09ans and Galatians suuest several authors . though 

Christian tradition ascribes both to Paul. F .C . Bauer clai.aed that 

Paulinis• vu essentially the Hellenization of Christ i ani ty , a claim 

very similar to Sancimel 's . He even claiaed that Paulinisa vas a second 

century gnost ic party which produced the letters in que.tion in order to 

assert its own authority . 

convinc'1 only th..selve~ . 

In the end, Ellis notes. the radicals 
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Ferdinand Chriatian Bauer, vho ia one of the leadin& fiaur.. in 

the TUbiqen School and tbe author of Sy8bolilc uod llytbolo1i•, aou&ht to 

teat the authenticity of the Ipiat l u (the overridiq concern of 

s cholars in the nineteenth century bein& the question of authent i c i ty) 

throuab "positive critici-. " He aaked : What is the docU8ellt 'a true 

h istorical aettiq and .. aniq? Bauer'• vorlr. vaa ruled by Heaeli&n 

philosophy and ao be ao~&ht th. dialectic . Aa a Heaelian, be v i ewed all 

h ist orical 90V-.nta in three part• : thuia, anti thea ia and ayntbesil . 

As an example of thia ve take 1 Corintbiana l: 10-13: 

I appeal to you, brethren, by tbe n ... of our Lord Jesua 
Christ , that all of you aar•• and that there be no 
d iHe.nsiona aeon& JOU, but that JOU be united in the .... 
g ind and the s ame juda...nt . For it bu been r eported to .. 
by Chlo ' e ' a people that there ia quarrelina a.ans you, my 
bret hr en . What I .. an ia that each one of you aays, "I 
belona to Paul, " or "I belona to Apal' los." or " I belona to 
Cephas , .. o r .. I belona to Chr ist . ' la Christ d ivided? Was 
Paul crucifi ed for you? Or were you baptized in the n ... of 
Paul? ( 1 Cor i nthi ans 10 : 13) 

The t he jJs , accordina to Bauer, ii Paul aa the apostle t o the Greeks . 

Pau l is in conf lict with the "narrOM Jewish Christian i ty" of t he 

or i gi na 1 d i sc ipl es , who compr iae the ant i tbes i s . The syatbesi s, or 

so lut i on t o the confl i c t is that the ':.hroat of Gnosticia• provoked 

c at hol i c uni ty late i n the s econd century . 

Baue r ' a Hege lian idealis• led him to view Pau l as t he HellenU..r 

of Christiani t y . He explained his t.besia i n teras o f the "Spirit" &iven 

Pau l t hrou&h hia union wi th t he Chr ist . This d istinctive union wa.a 

fo raed by faith . 

Bauer pioneered the literary bypot hea i s that t he Christian Nw 

Testament was writt en over t.be course of seve r al centuries and re f lcc t s 
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the developeent of the Church from the inital opposition between Paul 

and the primitive Church in Jerusal .. to the unified Catholic Church . •• 

Plore c:on.aervative acholara, who are identified with the TUbin&•n 

School, aucb aa J .C.I . von Bofaann, Friedrich Schleieraacher, and 

A. Ritacbl, attacked Bauer's vi•• · They rejected the conflict theory, 

preferrina to emphasize early Christian apostolic unity . Huch of their 

work waa done in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries . 

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, a aroup of German 

scholars aou&}lt a unifyin& concept to explain all the Pauline writinaa, 

which often seemed disparate, if not contradictory . The "Reforaation" 

they led emphuized " justification by- faith" and "r i &}lteousness" as the 

criteri a for judain& whether a aiven letter was authentically Pauline . 

Among th•H acholara vu R.A. Lipaiua vho distinauished between t wo 

views of redearpt.ion : the juridical view which spoke of "justification., 

and the ethical view vbicb be aasociated with the phrase "new creation" 

( ii:ttou). Heraan LUdeaann took Lipsius ' s dichotomy one atep fur t her . 

Thue two views of redearptioo , be userted, rested on two correspondin& 

views o f bU8ankind . The juri dical view was grounded in the early J ew i sh 

legalistic approach . It is to be contrasted with the later ethical -

phys ical transformation froe flesh to spirit throu&h communion wi th the 

"Ho l y Spirit . " The underly i ng poleaic in his loaal-versus-aioral 

dis t i nc t ion need not be spel led out . Ri char d Kab i s ch's contr i but i on t o 

th i s enterprise was t o de f ine rede11ption 110re succinctly aa the 

deliverance froe coeina j udpant . Albert Schvei t&er built on LUdeaann' a 

and Kabiscb's work . He recognized Paul's Jewish tbou&ht patterns, 

••Johannes Hunck, Paul and tbe Salvati on of lfaaki nd (Vir&inia : 
J ohn Knox Presa , 1959 ). 
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e11phasizin1 the Jewish nature of his idaaa even to the exclusion of all 

other influences . In this •&nner. he opposed Sauer vho a11phasiaed only 

the Hellenistic dualia .. of flash/spirit, li&ht/dark, dyin&/ri•ina. ate. 

Schwa! tzer .. intained tut Paul interpreted Jesus' a death u 

eschatological. When the world did not, in fact, and. Paul p.>sited a 

"physical .ysticis•. " He created sacr8llellta whereby all could share in 

the resurrection . The union effected by the sacraeants suaranteed the 

believer salvation in the p11rousi• . Schweitzer •• work set the stage for 

twentieth-century aachatoloaically oriented scholarship. 

Before we muve into the twentieth century, lat us look at the 

British and American scholarship of the nineteenth century . 

The nineteenth century Ir it ish and American scholars, led by 

J . B. Lightfoot, tended to relate Paul to eonte11pOrary Jewish thou&ht, as 

had Schweitzer . F .W. Farrar and H. St .J. Thacher ay were prominent in this 

regard . In senaral. they accepted the apist lea as genuine . in 

disagremHnt with the Tiibingen School's reco.natruction . There were 

except ions, of course. The Americans B.V. Bacon and A. C. Hc:Giffert 

j udged the Pastorals to be inauthentic . The British scholars followed 

Lightfoot in placina th .. after Acts . 

Scholarship in the twentieth century was dominated by what •i&ht 

b~ termed the 0 History of Religion" school . Christian scholars focused 

on new questions: What was the relation between Paul and Jesus? What 

were the sources of Paul's thought? What role did eschatology play in 

Paul ' s theology? The question of authorship r~ained in the forefront. 

but the literary conjectures of the TUbingan School were dia•ined. 

Johannes Hundt complained that the his torical conjectures derived from 
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th- should have beu revised accordinaly, since the literary analyaia 

on which they were based had been called into quHtioo . " Tb• result is 

that early Christianity is reduced to a rivalry between Jewisb­

Cbristians, who are eHentially Jewish except for their belief that 

Jesus is the .. ssiab, and the Gentile Christians, who are represented by 

Paul . 

Huoclt propoaed an historical revision . He suuested that the 

Jeru•al- Church, d011inated by the oriainal disciplu, bad no interest 

in excludina or "Judaizina" GentilH . In this be differed frOll urlier 

Hegelian• vbo bad proposed a conflict betveu the Jeruaal- Church and 

Paul . Hunck .. intained that it vu uniquely Paul'• conviction that 

Gentiles should be brouaht to Christianity first . Thia was the only area 

in which be d isaareed vitb the Jerusal .. Church . 

W. Wrede , who wrote P•ulus (1905), asserted the thesis that Paul 

was not a true disciple of Jesus . In actuality, accord in& to Wrede, 

Paul was a second founder of Christianity. This notion found a Iara• 

aud i ence in the tventieth century and served to fuel a areat deal of 

argument . Those who wished to defend Christian unity in the early Church 

argued vociferously •&•inst it . Others found it intripiJl& and 

plausible . 

Duriug the twentieth century, •any parallels between Paul and 

contemporary social and religious currenu were noted . R. Reitzenstein 

and W. louuet pointed out parallels between Pauline Christianity and 

the Greek .ystery reli&ions . R. Bult•ann pointed out the affinity of 

Paul'• literary style to the stoic diatribe . Gnostic elUtentl were 

"Ibid. 

,, 
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pointed out by Li&btfoot • lousaet, lul taann and J . Weiss . Bul taann 

brought exiatential tbouabt to bi• acbolarabip. W.D. Davies'' exaained 

Paul in tbe context of fint century apocalyptic Judaiaa . V.C. van 

Unnik took tbia idea ao far that be claiaed Paul arew up in Jeru.aalea 

rather than Taraua . 'Ibia view i• not aenerally reaarded .. correct . 

1be effect of the paat tvo centuries of acbolarahip ia bein& felt . 

Today'• •cholers acknowled&• a divenity of facton vbicb influenced 

Paul's thinkina . Fitzmyer, for exaaple, publiahed P•ulin• Tbeolo1y in 

1967 . In hia book be liats five •ianificant areas of influence on Paul . 

First be 119Dtiona Paul'• Pbariseic or "rabbinic" bacqround . He notea 

the claill that Paul v .. trained in Jeruaal .. , citin& Philippians 3 : 5-6, 

Galatians 1: 14 and 2 Corinthian. 11 : 22 . Fitzmyer next points out that 

the Hellenism pervaded the at11oapbere of the ancient Near East durin& 

Paul's lifetiae . Paul, he note•, lived in Daaascus, Tarsus and Antioch 

between his conversion and firat abaion . He •poke Ar•aic as bis 

primary tongue and Greek secondarily, according to FitZll)'•r . He notes in 

this regard, Paul's use of Greek political, commercial and leaal teras . 

Third, he recognizes revelation as a source of influence on Paul, c i ting 

Galatians 1: 16 . Fitzmyer crftdits revelation with havin& prevented Paul 

from discarding the Bible as bad the Harcioni tea . Fourth , F i tzmyer 

c red i ts early Cbriatian tr•dition (the kery1••), inc ludin& its litur&Y, 

hymns, confessional formulae and theo logical terminology, with having 

bad an effect on Paul's thinking . Finally, FiU•yer writes about the 

apostolic experience, to which he attributes areat iaportance . We have 

mentioned Fituyer in detail to dU10Dstrate just bow far Christian 

••w .D. Davi••. P•ul •nd Rabbi nic Jud•i&a (London: S . P.C.l. , 1970). 
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scholarship bu co.e from tb• early days in which Paul vu entirely 

gnostic or solely Hellenist ic. 

For our purposu , Fitmyer's oraanU.tion b more useful. Since we 

wish to deteraine to what extent Paul vas influenced by, and reacted to, 

the conteeporary understandin& of circu.c:ision, ve vill visb to 

diatinauhb between Jwiab, Hellenistic, gnostic and other influencH . 

Let us therefore present a sociological view of Christian scholarship. 

2.3 Christian Scholars : A Sociologic~I View 

We be1in with those scholars who posited a strons Helleniatic 

influence on Paul . They are identified priaarily with the "History of 

Religion" School . We include here Uaener, Dieterich, Anrich, Bousset, 

Cumont and Reitzenstein . These scholars pointed out that Paul lived most 

of bis life in Hellenistic cities, whare he undoubtedly observed the 

practice of Hellenist i c IS)'Stery cults and was influenced by the i r 

theo logical concepts . Thia school of thought tends to regard Pauline 

t hough t as an amalgamation of IS)'Ster; religions and the prophetic fa i th 

of ancient Israel . 

Reitzenstein, as was noted above, pointed out what be considered 

the "non-Jewish" character of Paul ine thought . He wrote about "gnostic" 

dualisms wh ich abound in the P•uline epi stles. ttost popular are : 

(spirit)/•uxf (physical creatureliness ); wvcuµa (spirit)/o,p( ( flesh ); 

ipfa (work)/w\ ot u (faith). (Today, scholars are more conservative in 

appendina the title gnostic; dualisms are not always considered evidence 

of gnosticis• . 11 ) He also pointed to the concern with fvWots (IS)'stical 

"R . McL . Wilson, '"Jewish Gnoaia ' and Gnostic Origt.n. : a 
Survey , " 6ebr.,, Uoioo Colle•• Anou•l , 45 (1974), pp . 177-89 . 
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knowledge) which Paul aaid Christians could attain . " Reiuenatein 

further clailled that the notions of the deification and rebirth of 

Jesus , .anifeat in the Christian understanding of the resurrection, were 

essentially Hellenistic ideas . Finally, Reitzenstein pointed to 

vocabulary and concepts in Paul which Reitzenstein considered to be 

ev i dence of Hermetic writina•· 

We noted in the previous chapter Sandael 'a clala that Paul'• 

notjon of salvation was , like Philo'•, Hellenistic . He baaed this on his 

conclusion that Paul considered sin to be the fund ... ntal condition of 

humankind : people are physical in nature and thereby flawed . To overc.o11e 

sin is to overc<>11e the flesh, to becoee entirely •ind or spirit . Li ke 

Reitzenstein and bis colleagues in the History of .~eliaion School, 

Sandmel has sought to prove that aoee of Paul' a notions were thoroughly 

Helleniz.ed . 

In contrast , H.J . Schoepa11 has auuested that Paul received 

Hellenism via d iaspora Judais• . He received a filtered version of 

Helle.nism which would have taken , u its first priority, the 

con tinuation of Judaism. This is very similar to what Sandmel claimed 

Philo did : be made Hellenism a servant to Judaism rather than the other 

way around . 

''Evidence for th is supposition includes the followina references : 
1 Corinthians 15 (apiritualizina the resurrection), 2 Corinthians 11 :4 
{preachina o f a different Jesus), 1 Corinthians 2: 8 (demonic wor ld­
rulers ), Galatians 4 : 3 , 9 (enslaveltellt to oto1xc\o), R<>11ana 8 : 20ff . (fall 
of creation) , 1 Corinthians 2 : 14 and 15 :44 (dualism of •ux1K6s and 
wvcuµat\K&s) , and Ephes ians and Colosaians in general . 

''H .J . Schoeps, Paul : The Theology of the Apostle in t he Light of 
Jewish Reli1Jous llstory, trans . Harold Knight (London : Lutterwortb 
Presa, 1961) . 
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There are DU11eroua acbolara who, lilt• Scboepa, have written about 

the Hellenistic-Judaiatic influence upon Paul . Among th .. are J ... a V. 

Parkes'' and Adolf Deiaaaan . 

Parkes (and Hontefiore) identified views of Paul vbich did not 

coincide with th• Palestinian schools of Judaiaa . Thea• they attributed 

to di aspora Judaiaa . For ex911ple, the notion of a deified .. aaiah (which 

Reitzenatein attributed to pure Helleniaa), a generally peaaiaiatic 

attitude toward huaanity ud the univeraaliat doctrine of salvation . 

Deiaaaan called Paul a "Septuagint Jew" and the Septuaaint an '"East-

West" book. He •••s in Paul the reflection of the Septuqint 'a views . 

He sees in the Septuagint the influence of Helle:nia• . Deiaaaan also 

pointed out that th• Septuaaint evidences a aoveeent toward piety which 

is especially clear in Jer•iah ' : 19, Isaiah 18 : 7, 55 : 5 ud 61: 1. So, 

too, did Paul stress propaaanda and aiaaion to the Gentiles . As another 

exaaple, Deisaaan clat.ed that the Septuqint tended to ethicise Judaia• 

by stressing 11e>ral law, apart froa the covenant . Paul, too, preached 

about 11e>ral law and the abrogation of the covenant . Finally , Deisa•an 

points to a 1D0Ve toward increased legalism (voµos, law) in the 

Septuagint. The word 
, 

ia frequently rendered 6tecatoovv'I, a 

term Paul uses continually. 

There are a few scholars who have studied the Palestinian-

Judaistic influence on Paul , but they have not made treaendoua head-way 

on the whole . Their c laim that Paul spent a great deal of tiae in 

Jerusalem binges on the R. Gaaaliel legend in Acts 22 : 3 . Despite the 

obvious appeal of this legend, 11e>st Christian scholars acknovleda• that 

"J ... s Parkes, The Coafl Jct of tb• Cburcb 11nd tbe Syn•60P• 
(London : The Soncino Presa, 1934). 
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the rest of the Christian New Testuent implies that Paul grew up 

outside Palestine and visited Jerusal• on tvo , or at most three, 

occasions; each visit laated 'or only a fortnight in duration. 

While it is aenerally accepted that Paul waa not a " rabbi.Dist." as 

Davies and 0. "icbel have cla.hled, there is little doubt that Paul was 

influenced, at least indirectly (i.e. tbrouah diaspora Judaia•) by 

Palestinian Judais•. Ve see strona Hthodoloaical evidence of this . He 

enaages in rabbinic ex•a•sis, uaina biblical prooftexts and applyina th• 

seven bermeneutical principlea of Hillel , accordina to Schoepa. 11 

Scboeps further clam that Paul uses •idrasb in a far .or• 

author i tative •anner than the rabbis and that be expreaaea similar 

concerna : (th• evil inclination) and 

J\ I~ IC c .. rit of th• ancestors) . 

Schweitzer . G.F. Hoon and Goguel have e.xained the apocalyptic 

elements in Paul, attributina th• to the influence of Palestinian 

Judaism . Schweitzer considered the apocalyptic to be a sectarian, and 

therefore isolated, pbenocienon in Judaia• . Moore p laced it outside 

rabbinism, t ermin& it non-nonaative . 

The eschatological el ... nts in Paul also testify to the influence 

of Palutinian Juda ism on bi.a thought . In part i cular, the notion of a 

personal messiah, the coming Day of Judge11ent and the doctrine of two 

aeons have been poi nted out by Schoeps12 as evidence in this regard, but 

they are questionable. 

11Schoeps . 
12Jb.Jd . 
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2.4 Pre>blems with the Scholarship 

We noted in the preceding chapter that Paul spoke of a 

•etapborical circuacision, spi ritual in nature and somewhat mystical. It 

would ae• that be undoubtedly was influenced by the Hellenia• which 

pervaded bis world. There ia evidence of tbia in the texts we ex•ined. 

We noted that Paul contruted the Jewish circuacision of the flesh with 

the Christian spiritual circU11Ciaion. Reitzenstein bad pointed out 

Paul's uae of the wvcuµa/oap( (apirit/fleah) dualism. Be took tbia to be 

evidence of posticis•, but, as Hoff•an11
, Wilson, Jona•", Scbolem" 

and others have pointed out, posticisa uy be viewed u a llOde of 

thought related to the cultural backdrop which was prevalent in the 

f i rst century C.E. rather than as a separate religion . 

It is very difficult to define precisely what is Hellenistic, what 

is gnostic and most of all, what is Jewish in Paul. These terms do not 

connote cut-and-dry concepts, theologies and beliefs . For exmple, there 

was a time when Gnosticis• was considered a sect, or g,roup, with 

specific secret practices . Lat er , scholars decided that gnosticism was a 

religious trend which pervaded the Near East in the first century B.C . [ . 
..., 

and first century C. E. I t was dist inguished by i ts concern with f vwou 

(secret knowledge), dualistic god-concept (the d .. i-urae) and use of 

literary dualis• . Sa.e scholars c laimed that the use of literary 

dua lisms reflected anosticism . This led to the conclusion that virtually 

"Lawrence A. Hoffman , "Censoring In and Censorin& Out : a 
Function of Li turgi cal Language ," Anci ent Syna806Ues, th• State of 
Research, ed . Joseph Gutmann (California : Scholars Press , 1981) . 

a.Hans Jonas, "Gnosticism," The Encyclopedi11 of Phil osophy, vol. 
III ( 1967), pp . 336-342. 

••Gor shOll G. Scholee, W11jor Trends Jn Jflllish Nysticis• (New York : 
Scbocken Books, 1977) . 
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alo.ne do not spell gnosticiaa . The aeaning ascribed to the dichoto.y 

must be considered. The use of dualia• aay be .. rely a aatter of 

literary style; it need not reflect .ore serious gnostic meanina . 

Often unsupported conclusions are reached on the basis of literary 

form . The uae of the term lvW'ou is a good example . lt is too rash to 

presuae that its •ere presence permits the conclusion that the rvtlou 

spoken of is the saae as that of the Greek mystery religions . One must 

determine what JvWo\S eeant to the writer who used it . Similarly, it is 

tempting to find Hellenia• in Paul's use of the term µuot"p\ov 

(mystery). 11 We might expect scholars to conclude that this reflects the 

influence of the Greek aystery cults. In fact, soee do . 

Fitzmyer, however , whose scholarship was born in the age of "the 

Jewish influence" writes : "llyster Jon is an es cha to logical not ion 

derived from Jewish apocalyptic sources . .. "'' His is the age of 
, 

apocalypse, Qumran and sectar i anism . Therefore he identifies µuot"plov 

with ~ 1 0 and _ _;N1 , citina Daniel 2 : 18-19, 27-30 and 4 :6 . 

Fitzmyer ••Y have fallen prey to two acade.mic pit - falls : First be has 

drawn extensive conclusions about a world of influence based on the use 

of one t erm, µuot"plov. Second , he has sought t o fit Paul into a world 

of thought illuminated for him by his teachers and popular in the 

contemporary wor ld of academia (namely apocalyptic Judaism) even when 

that fit does not appear tenable . Unfortunately, young scholars are 

ofte:n drawn into a world of analysis with a host of pres1111ptions the t 

••see, for example, 2 Tbessaloo : ans 2:7 , 1 Corinthians 2:1-2,7, 
Ephesians 6 : 19 and Colossians 1:27, 2 :2 . 

''Fi tzmeyer, p . 22 . 
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need to be re-exaained. They do not have the opportunity to do ao , or 

fail to do so, because they are overly-influenced by the conviction of 

their teachers . This aay account for Fitzmyer'a thesis. 

2.5 Specific lllUH 

Ve now turn to specific acad .. ic discussion which pertain• to the 

issue of circuac;ision. We will begin with the aeneral queation of 

salvation, then 11e>ve to the issue of whether sacrU1ents played an 

important role in the early Church and whn bearin& this bas on 

circuacision. Finally we will look at the rite of baptism which baa been 

c01Dpared with circU11cision. 

In the first ch.tpter. we spoke of Paul's notion of salvation . 

Sandmel s uageated a Hellenistic conceptualization baaed on his 

understanding of what salvation .. ant to Hellenist ic Jews . Sanct.el bu 

noted that the HellenJatic Jaws of the diaspora adopted allegory frOll 

the Stoics, who took ancient leaends about deities and refashioned th .. 

to mirror human nature. The deities were associated each with a buaan 

feature, such as the mind, the physical senses, the emot i ons and so on . 

The Jews treated the biblical legends in a siailar fashion . Adu came to 

represent any aind, while Abrabu was taken to symboli..ze the good mind . 

Abimelech was seen to sy.bolize the foolish aind . By reinterpretin,c the 

Bible in this manner. the Jews were able to lay claim to Greek i deu 

retroactively. In actuality, they had read the Hellenistic ideas into 

the Bible. The end result was that diaspora Jews could reaain loyal to 

Judaism and comfortable in Greek culture. •• With a holy text wbico spoke 

pure Hellenisa, they needn't have felt the conflict of Jewish tradit ion 

11Sandael , p . 12 . 
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and Hellenistic culture . 

Philo epitomizes the Jewish quest to reconcile Judaism with 

Helleni•• · Ria treatment of Abrah• ia instructive because it 

demonatratea bow the reconciliation was effected. Philo portrayed 

Abrah• aa the savior . '• He was more than a man; indeed God talked to 

Abrah• as one talks to a friend . Abraha was exalted in Philo'• •ind 

because be had the correct concept of God. It was this special knowled&e 

which allowed Abrah• to perfect hi.Melt, thereby becomiq more than 

human . Goodenou,gh claias that Philo pruented Abraham to the Gentile 

world as a aaviq force . Having achieved the ultimate goal of leaving 

the physical world of passion for a true vision of God , Abrab• could 

help others ~o live beyond the written law, to live by the natural law 

of God. 

It ia crucial to note how, according to Philo, Abraham attained 

salvation. Abrabaa ia to be revered because he suppressed his physical 

passions . The episode with Hagar is interpreted by Philo to teach 

this.'' Circumcision symbolizes the excising of phys ical and eaotional 

passion, hence Abraham's circumcision plays an important role in the 

bib lical narrative. Philo wrote in De t116r•tioH Abrah••i 89·94 : 

I t: is true that receiving c ircumcision does indeed portray 
the excision of pleasure and all passions , and the putting 
away of the impious co.nceit, under which the mind supposed 
that it was capable of begetting by its own power : but let 
us not on this account repeal the law l aid down for 
circumcising... If we leap and observe these, we shall gain 
a clearer conception of those things of which these are the 

"Erwin R. Goodenough, By LJpt, Li6bt : Tb• lfystic Gospel of 
lellenJstic Judais• (New Haven : Yale University Presa, 1935) . 

"Abraham e.ngaged in sexual intercourae with Hagar only in order 
to conceive . After this, he did not touch her again . Philo fu,rther 
points out Abrab•'s emotional restraint with respect to Sarah's 
barre.nnesa ; he did not become extreeely or uncontrollably upset . 
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It la our seal u buaans, Philo taught, to follow the example of 

AbrahM. Only by ucisiDg our passions can we atta.in true salvation. The 

route to this salvation is through law, a notion Goodenough attributes 

to Greek thought . 11 Torah, the Jewish law, reveals ulti.84te truths 

nec•ssary for salvation. Obedienee to the law is then a prerequisite 

for attainiq salvation because it leads one down the correct path. 

Philo not only identified Abrah• with salvation, but Jewish law with 

the Natural Law of God . Goodenough writes : 

When one turns to Philo' s notion of Jewish Law it is clear 
that Jewish apolo1etic farvor bu bean the inspirnion of 
this intensified stress upon Law in 1e.neral . By aagn ifyiq 
Law, and orienting Jewish Law with Natural Law as the Law of 
God , the Jew could present his reli&ion as the solution of 
the Greek probl .. , or of the ll)'stic search of th• 
Hel l enistic Ase . '> 

In Goodenousb's opinion, Philo is en1aged in a pol .. ic against 

"allegorists" who have abandoned law altogether . They sought deeper 

meanings in texts through alleeory but cons idered the litera l aea.ning, 

along with any obliaations U iaplied, useless . ,. Aceordin.g to 

Goodenough, there was a s .. 11 sepent of the Jewbb coamunity which 

''From De lfi 1r11tione Abr11b11•i 89·94 as quoted in Goodenou&}l, /ly 
Ligbt, Ligbt, pp . 83·84. 

"Goodenough, /ly Light, Ligbt. 
11 I bid . , p. 72. 
1 •1n this context, circumcision serves as a barometer not only for 

Christ i an scholarship, as we attempt to deeonstrat.e here, but for the 
theologies of Philo and Paul as well. Circumcision is under attack in 
the first century, C. E. Where Philo chooses to defend it with allegory, 
Paul opts to discard it in favor of a "new,'' spiritual covenant . Philo 
made Abraham the paradi gm of salvation attained through obedience to 
•itzvot . Paul also interpreted Abraham as the model of the tra.ns· 
physical human, but one who attained s alvat i on through faith rather than 
through observance . 
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could be termed allegoriata . 

Paul •i&bt be ter .. d an allegorist . Ria use of allegories is well 

known . lD fact , however, be does not engqe in exte.nsive ayabol 

exe1esis vitb re1ard to Abrah• . It is doubtful that be read Philo'• 

works , al tbou&h Philo preceded bu by a few decades . Their geoarapbical 

separation vas •i&niflcant; Philo wu in Egypt . Yet Paul did speak about 

salvation and natural l• and claimed that the rite of circU8Cision wu 

useless vis-a-vis salvation. In Goodenough'•'' view, Philo used Judai a• 

as a vehicle for expxeaalng a mystical theology . In contrast, Daviu 

axiues that 

... it is not the cue that Philo ued Judaia• for the aake 
of expressing a mystic theology, but rather that be used the 
ideology of the mysteriu for the aake of Judai•• · '' 

Paul, like Philo, Davies tells us, used the Greek mysteries to 

atren&then his 1round of belief : the Gospel . 

The point is : Which was taken u ultimate belief. the Bible or 

Hellenistic ideas? Goodenough argues forcefully for Hellenism in the 

case of Philo as Sandmel does for both Philo and Paul . It is d ifficult 

to believe , with Davies, that Paul was essentially a "rabbinist" who was 

open to the influence of the 11.7steries . Were thi s true, bow cou ld he 

have d i smissed not only rabbin i c legislation but even biblical 

commandments s o readily? Davies dis likes Goodenougb's thesis because i t 

implies "a discontinuity between Jesus and Paul, because obv iously Jesus 

was not lnfluenc&d by the mysteries ."'' 

''Goodenough, By Li8ht , Li 8bt . 
"Davies, p . 98 . 
"Davies, p . 99 . 
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The heart of the .. tter, then, is a 80dern t heological probl .. for 

Davies . His priaary concern ae ... to be the fear that Paul ••Y have been 

a second founder of Chrbtianity, aa Wrede said. Davies prefers the 

interpretation of Schweitzer, whoa be places at the other end of the 

spectrum . Schweitzer places Paul within the fr88eWork of eschatological 

and apocalyptic Judaiaa . Paul' a ultimate concern ia union with the 

messiah. Bapti••· rather than faith alone, i1 tb• -.chan! •• which 

facilitates the union . Here, Davies expresses diaappoi.nt .. nt, stating 

that Schwe itzer's view is overly " .. cbanical . " Presuaably , Davies would 

prefer faith to bapti•• · Jut , i.nasauch as Schwe i tzer demonstrates 

continuity between Jesus and Pauline ayaticisa, Davies ia comfortable . " 

Severa 1 points can be ude about this arguaent . The first is that, 

at t i aes, a scholar'• analysis ••Y be .. dieted by the conclusions a / he 

wishes to draw . In the case of Davies , he aade it qu.ite clear that he 

preferred to det10nstrate a continuity between Jesus and Paul, rather 

than to admit that Paul'• outlook and beliefs were significantly 

diffe.rent than those of Jesus . 

Second, we •ust be very careful when discussing the meaning of 

technical terms , such as circu8Ci6Jon, s•lv•tion and b•ptl s•, as well as 

academic anal~ical teras s uch aa 1nost i c, esch•tolo1ic•l or 

apoc4lyptic. In the case of religious t erminology , what we think 

c i r cumc is ion meant to one , it may not have meant to another . For 

example , aany have coarpared baptia• to •ikv•h , both beiJ:I& vater­

initiation rituals . Yet •ikvah did not necessarily hold the s ame .. ani.ng 

for the Phar isees or rabbis as baptis• d id for Paul . And baptia• for 

11/bid ., pp . 98-99 . 

E 
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Paul aay have been different than baptisa for Jesus or Peter or the 

early Church Fathers. Salvation is another case in point . Though Philo 

and Paul shared siailar notioaa of salvation. observance of the law vu 

a fundaaental prerequisite for one, while it wu a sinful distraction 

for the other . '' JI.nee circu.cisioo was a symbolic enact .. nt of 

attaining salvation for the one while it vu a stuabling block for the 

other. We have also seen, throuah the example of snosticisa, that teras 

like 1nostic, •poc•lyptic and "••i•nic a.re neither adequately defined 

not coapletely understood in their ancient contexts . ttany peoples were 

expecting an apocalypse of one sort or another in the first century . Oo 

what basis , then, doas Davies associate Paul vitb Jewish apocalyptic? 

We see, then, that circu.cision can be a barometer of CbristillD 

scholarship . It se•s reasonably clear froa the extant text of the 

Christian New Testaaent that J .. ua &Dd bis disciples did not concern 

themselves with the iasue of circU11Ci.aion . They were all ci.rcuaciaed 

because they were Jews and accepted it as a tiee-honored rite . Whether 

they believed it would bring th• any aeasure of salvation ia unknown, 

since the only references to circuaciaion in the Gospels are anecdotal 

in nature. 

With Paul , however, c ircumcision became an issue writ large 

because Paul sou&bt to ea.1vert Gentiles . Obviously circumcising 

significant nuabers of adults is considerably d ifferent than 

circuaciaing infants. There is a great deal of evidence that Paul's 

views differed greatly froa those attributed to Jesua in the Gospels. 

Hi.a salvation was predicated on a Hell.anistic, rathe r than Palestinian-

''See Galatians 5:11-12 . 
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Judaiatic view of hWDankind . 

The treat8ent by Christian aeholara of Paul ' • interpretation of 

circu.ciaion aceords with their ovuall view of Paul. Those vbo , with 

Dav ies• wish to affirm bis continuity with Jesus a<> so far as t() 

identify bis rejection of circU8Cision with the opinion of I. Joshu. 

recorded in b . Yeba.ot 46a. that eonveru need not uoderao circU8Ciaion. 

They i gnore the fact that the ruling was with R. Elie&er b . HyTcanua who 

required both circuaiciaion and ~rsion. Those aeholara who posit that 

Paul was heavily influenced by Helleni•• and the Greek mystery 

reliaiona. emphasize the use of terms such as J~ta (poaia) and 
, 

µuot"p\ov (mystery). Many shy away free the obvious conclusion that Paul 

was t he true founder of Christianity, bavin& veered far afield free the 

groundwork laid by Jeaua and bis contemporary disciplea . 

Let ua look, now, .into the question of sacramentalis• in general 

and the specific case of •ikvab versus baptia• . It bas often been 

clailled that baptia• replaced circU8Cision as the initiatory rite in the 

Christ i an reliaion. It b.aa further been claiae.d that baptism and •ilcvab 

are essentially the sa.e rite , baptism being a Christ i an adaptation of 

the Jewi sh ritual of immersion which is also a requi r ... nt for 

conversion . '' 

Davies, not surpr isingly, champions this view . Recall that Davies 

prefers the view that Paul is on the saae thought -continuum as Jesus . 

Therefore he co.paras t he J awish treat11e11t of proselytes with converts 

to Christianity . ;>f.;~C ( immersion) i.n the one is termed 8~wnoµa 
(bapt i s•) in the other . He quotes R. Joshua and R. Eliezer b . Ryrkanos 

"Davi ea . 



in their arau-ent conc•rnin& whether ~ (drcu.cis i on) or 

( immersion) is •••antial for conversion. Re further no.~• that 

conve rsion to Judaisa vu accompanied by ethical teachin& and c itH 

b . Yeba.ot 47a . 1 1 ly deeon1tratin& continuity with Jewish prac tices of 

the first f.., centuries of the eo..on Era, Davi•• believes be bu proven 

Paul ' a cont inuity vi th JHua . Davies does not discuss th• .. anin& of 

i' [. ,,c ( imlera i on) in Jewish ritual or the .. an.in& of kwttOll• 

(baptila) u a Christian rit e . Re liaita hi.aaelf to comparin& th• 

e xt e rnal features o f th• acts . Siailarly, the instruc t ion prescr i bed in 

b. Yeba.ot 47a is not .. ethic.al." It involvH •ltwot : reli&i ous le&•l 

obliaationa of the Jew . Thus it ..... inherently different from th• 

e thical instruct i on of Christian p r o selytH , partic ularly in li&bt of 

t he fact that th• status of J..,iah l• ::.~ an underlyin& i ssue o f 

ci r cumci s i on . 

F i tzmyer i dentifiH Paul vitb t he early Ch urch by attempt ing t o 

demons t rate that Paul inherited the r i te of bapt isa from the early 

Church . He cites c.onfessional fo=-ulae used by Paul in Ro.ans 10: 9 and 

1 Corinth i ans 12:3 , but two one- l i ne refe rences are not convincins. 

FitZlllyer notes that bapt isa connects one aoaebov to Christ and t his 

connect ion aak u one heir to Abr•h•' s promise . Hence it is baptis• 

which entitles one to <.! aim re ligi ous lineage to Ab raham . By 

implica tion , baptism bas replaced ci r c umc is i on a s t he centra l ini t i a t ory 

r ite and, aoreover , is universal ( in cont ras t to c i r c umc ision's 

exc l us i vity). Not e , for ex~le, Galatians 3 : 23-29 : 

11S• e pa&e 23 above . 



Now before faith c ... , we were confined under the 1..,, kept 
under restraint 1111til feith should be revealed . So that th• 
lew was our custodian until Christ c ... , thet we •ight be 
justified by faith . But now that fdth baa ca.., we an no 
longer under a custodian ; for in Christ Jesus JOU are all 
sons of God, tbrouah faith . For as .any of you as were 
baptised into Chri•t uve put on Chriat . lbere is neither 
Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is 
neither ule nor f_.l•; for you an all one in Christ 
Jesus . And if you ar• Christ's, then you ar• Abrabm'• 
offspring, heirs according to proeise . (Galatians 3 : 23-29) 

Yet one is constantly confronted with iaages and claims of 

newneu . Paul conaiatutly emphasised th• difference between bis beliefs 

and Judd••, dlfferucu which bunt the boundaries of Judais• . A rite 

wh ich ••de one a Christian such that "there la neither Jew nor Greek" 

could never be eo11patible with Jewish tradition, which is highly 

particularistic . Even more, it de90n.atretea • ecmscioua desire to mo~• 

in another direction. 

FitZ117er elao noua that Paul identified baptis• with Jesus' a 

death . He cites Hark 10: 38 and Luke 12 : 50 aa ex .. plea. Jesua'a death as 

baptism ••rited bis "rebirth" in heaven along.aide God . lbe Christ ian 

ri t ual of baptism was tbe.n a apirituel nbeazasl of thia event, whereby 

the initiate was re-born to Jesus juat aa Juua bed died and been re-

born to God. Romans 6 : 2-6 connects bapt is• to death and supports this 

interpretation: 

By no .. ans I How can we who died to sin still live in it? Do 
you not know that all of us who have been baptized into 
Christ Jesus were baptized into bia deeth? We were buried 
therefore with bi.II by beptism into death , ao that as Christ 
waa uised fr09 the deed by the glory of the Father, ve too 
•igbt walk in newness of life . (Roeana 6:2-6] 

We see here, further, that it is the sinful phys ical self, which is t o 

d i e in the bapti•• al l owing the spiritual self ~o be born (or re-born ). 
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AaaJ.n in F irat Corintbiam we He t.bia tb ... , bena associated vith a 

"n.., creation" : 

For if tbe ~ are not raised, tben Christ bas not been 
raised . If Christ has not been raised, your faith ia futile 
and you a.re still in your aina. (1 Corinthians 1S : l6-17) 

&ven if Paul did inherit baptia• froa the early Church, as 

Fi tZ8)'er contends, it would appear that be invested it vitb new aeanin& . 

Sin wu the enemy to be purged through baptism. Re-birth of the spirit 

in imitation of Jesus'• resurrKtion following the crucifixion aark.ed 

the suppression of one'• physical passions and 11,rges . 

We look., u well, at sacraaentaliu wh ich also figures into the 

circumcision discussion. A sacr ... nt is generally considered to be a 

visible sign, or sy•bol, of an invisible grace. Sacraaents becaae 

increasingly iaportant as the Church developed, eventually occupyin& a 

central ritualistic and liturgical role . We ult , at this juncture, 

whether circuacision was a Jewish sacra.ent and what implications the 

answer to this question bolds for our ~tudy . 

The discussio:i begins vith Christian sacr ... nts . Gavin11 expla ins 

that there are two schools of thought concernin& the ori&ins of 

Christian ucraaents . The predoainantly Ger.an school , led by Kirsopp 

Lake, bolds that sacraaents antedate Christianit'y, finding their source 

in the aystery cults of that period . This would imply that Judaisa could 

1 have been siallarly influenced by the aystery cults and had its own 

sac raaents . Gavin therefore sets out to prove that Tannaitic Judaisa 

did , indeed, have sacraaents . 

91F. Gavin, Tbe Jetisb Antecedeats of tb• Cbrlsti.n S•cr• .. ats 
{New York : ltav Publishing C09pany, 1969) . 
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Th• second acb.ool of thought prefers to ••• sacraments as a later 

development . Vbile this school acltnowledg•• Christianity's debt ~ 

J udaia•, it •iniai&ea tbe role of aacr ... nts in early Christianity. 

Gavin, aidin& with th• first school of tbouabt, clailla that Jewish 

ritual contains el ... nts of aacra.entaliaa . He points to the use of 

aaterial .. ana toward the pr090tion of a proper relationship between God 

and huaana Ci.• · sacrifices). the conception that sin can be erased by 

•aterial .. an• (i.e. aton ... nt offerings) and th• ascription of 

effective power to rites and cereecmias . Gavin seems to pin bis claiaa 

on the sacrificial cult. One la te11pted to ask whether Gavin would say 

that Jewish aacr ... ntdis• died abruptly with the destruction of the 

Second Te11ple in 69 C. E. 

Gavin quotes Frankel'• opinion : 

"Circuacilion cannot be quite regarded as a sacr-ent like 
Christian laptiaa , for in Judah• tbe principle aaintains 
that by one • b irth as a Jew be already belonas to the 
com1unity. Yet none the less is it a sacred injunction, 
which, according to the Tallludic view, i• the conswmation 
and realization of all the co.aandmentli. Through ciruaciaion 
entrance into the fellowship is achieved . It was the son ' 1 

personal consecrat ion by .. ans of an act established by God, 
the sign of the covenant ordained for all tiae. Hance 
cir cU11ciaion attained a significance coeparable to that of a 
sacraaent ... " 1 1 

F:-ankel has distinguished between an important rd igious rite which 

confirms a aivan status (cirCU11Cision) and a religious rite which 

actually i.8parts the status (a sacr ... nt). Circuac ision, be bas araued, 

is not a aacr-e.nt, because it does not •oke a child a Jew . 

1 1Zeitscbrift fur die re116iosen Interessen des Judentu•s . Berl in, 
1844, 66-67 as quoted in Gavin, p . 16. 
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Yet, .. Gavin not ... circu.cisioo, toaether with ritual ~sioo, 

does Mk• a Gentile proselyte a Jw and thereby entitled to ahue in 

Jwiah salvation . Gavin compares baptis• with the Jwiah rituals for 

conversion. He first shows the parallel between the "runnin&/ livin&' 

waters mentioned in tbe Did«b•' • to tbe of 

Leviticus 14 :5, 50-52 ; 15: 13 and NUllbers 19 : 17 . However, Leviticus 14:5 

speak.a of purification froa the uncleanness of leprosy. 

Leviticus 14 : 50-52 of purification froa the illpurity brouaht by a 

pla1ue, Leviticus lS : 13 froa the ~6 . (ae .. iqly an abnormal 1enital 

dischar&e) and Numbers 19 : 17 of purification froa bavin& coae in contact 

with a corpse. ln none of tbeae cases is initiation into Judais• or 

ci rcumci:lion cliscuss9d . Gavin next coepar .. the instruction present9d 

for the Christian convert'' with that requir ed for a Jewish proselyte . '' 

This vu diacusaed above . Gavin next claim that both .;>f•;l ( 

(1-ersion) and bapti•• vuh away uncleanness and evil, thou&h be does 

not support bis clai.11 in the caae of ____ ;, __ [,_N_ Fourth, be •aintains 

that both rites briq about a Dew status with God . Surely they brin& a 

new social status and a new status within the religious co.municy . 

Finally, Gavin quotH b . Yeb.-ot ~Sb in which a convert. ia coepared to a 

newborn child, who bears no suilt for sins. Baptia• does affect this 

aton .. ent, accordin& to Christian doctrine, but it is unclear that 

is the agent which affects such "cleanain&" in Judaia• . More 

than likely, the stateeent in b . Yeba.ot 48b refers to the fact that 

since a Gentile proselyte wu not obli••ted to observe •itwot prior to 

••oid•cb•, chapter 7. 
11/bid . 
''See b. Yebamot 47a, page 23 . 
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hia/ her conversion, • / he bears no guilt for havin& not observed th• 

prior to th• conversion. Hence Gavin has not convincin&lY d..anstrated a 

continuity between Christian bapti•• and the Jewi•h rituals for 

conversion. 

Goodenouah also araues that circumcision ia, indeed, a sacra.ant . 

He further notes : "A sacr ... nt , v• are insistiJl&, consists essentially 

in the act, and in th• ..ational usoc.iations of the act, not in its 

etiolo&ical explanations ."'' Goodenou&h proceeds to discus• the etioloSJ 

in detail, but never mentions the "..otional associations . " He vritea, 

for ex-.ple, that circumcision finds its ori&in in a fertility rite 

which 1uaranteed the fertility of th• race by •inalin& blood vith wi ne . 

Furth~r. covenants were custoaarily sealed vith blood. 1b••• t'Vo 

functions ca.bi.ned in circumcision, particularly in the third part of 

the ritual, .;).; •,5111 . Here, blood and vine are •in&led in a draaatic 

actiJl& out of the covenant . Goodenough ca.pares this with Greek 

ceremonies which involved the bindin& of two people together (presumably 

a cove.nantal relationship) and which vere consummated vith the •in&lin& 

of blood and wine, as in the Roman assar tu• .'' This etiolo&Y , however, 

does not explain or take into account the .. anin& or the function of 

circW1Cision to Jews in the firat and second centur i es . 

Goodenouah aptly points out, as have •any others, that Philo 

ascr bed symbolic ••aning to circuacis ion . " Lava were only the bodies 

of thei r inner •eanin1s 1 or souls . Circuacision was .. rely the ayabolic 

representation of excising pleasure and the •ind'a conception of itself 

nErwin R. Goodenouah, J.,isb Syllbols ia tbe Greco·R~a Peri od 
(New York : Bollingen Foundation, 1956) , vol . 6 , p . 144 . 

" Ibid . , vol. 6, p . 145 . 
''Ibid . , vol . 1, p . 20 . 
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as sufficient . 

Philo did not proeote circuaciaion because he actually believed 

that circ\19Cision would proeote the salvific goal . He proeoted it H a 

symbolic. didactic r .. inder of the aoal of salvation and bec&use it was 

deeply rooted in Jewish tradition. The texts attributed to Paul. in 

contrHt , sugest the sincere belief that baptis• actually effected a 

spiritual chaos• in the individual . 

In the final analysis, ve llUSt ex .. ine later texts which clarify 

the second century Jewish and Christian views of circuacision before it 

is possible to deterain• whether circU8Ciaion had sacr ... ntal value. 

Therefore, in the next chapter ve will e.x .. ine the early Church Fathers' 

views on ci r cU11cision . Chapter four will be devoted to reviewin& the 

f i rst two centuries' rabbinic wr it in&s on circu.cision through the 

extant t exts : Hishna, Tosefta, Hekbi lta de-Rabbi Iahaael , Sifra , Sifrei 

and Bereshit Rabbah . Finally, in chapter f i ve we wil l attempt to brio& 

all this material tosether in order to a.x .. ine how the ideas and 

arguments concernin& c ircumeiaion in the first two centuri es shaped the 

Jewish liturgy for circuacision. 
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Chapt.r 3 

The Early Church fathers on Circumcision 

3 . 1 Introduction 

Tbe early Church Fathers, whoa• work be&ins as early as the late 

first century, build on the fra.ework laid by the Pauline Epistles. In 

general , the Church Fathers e.xpound upon Paul's notion of "justification 

by fa i th," atressin& the 1-portance of ethical behavior (the Natural Lew 

of God) and deprecating J.wish ritual observance. 

Kany references to circumcision are aade .. rely in pas•in& and ere 

not helpful to our study. Ve wi l l restrict ourselves to those passages 

which ilhmillate the developin& Christian viewpoint (• ) on circu.cision . 

Ve shell survey the texts of the early Church Fathers in chronological 

order . 

3 . 2 The Apostolic fathers: The Letter of Baranabas and th• Didach• 

Ve begin with the Apostolic Fathers . Here we find the Didacbe, the 

earliest Christian •anual known, and the Letter of hrnalus, also known 

as Tbe Epistle of Barnabas or Pseudo-Barnabas . 

The Di dacbe, whose author is unknown, is dated to the late first 

century or early second century according to its language and subj ect 

aatter . It ?riginated in e ither Egypt, Syria or Palest ine. Scholars term 

it an early Christian manual, or perhaps par~ of one wh ich is also known 

by the titles "The Teac:hin& of the Apostles" (as it is dHi&nat•d by 

several anci.nt writers ) or "The Teachin& of the 'IVelve Apostles" as the 

aanuscript calla itself . The oldest aanuscr i pt known dates to 10S6 C. E. 

and was uncovered by Brye.nnios in 180S . Only one c:oeplete aanuscript has 
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been discovered, althouah parts of the Did11eba have been incorporated 

into patristic vriti.np and other Church .-nuala and frapents of a 

Latin translation vere found by Gebhardt . 

Wilde'' point• out that the Did•cbe has two parts . nie first six 

chapters &iv• evidence of an author of Jewish ori&in . In the second 

part, which includea chapter 7, the author clearly diatinauisbea betveen 

Christianity and Juddaa, chanaes the fast days prescribed by the Jewish 

calendar and resulates a Christian schedule for prayer . 

It ia in the latter section that we read about baptia• : 

lut concernin& baptise, thua shall ye baptize . Kavin& first 
recited all theae thin&•, baptize in tba a. .. of tbe F•thar 
•nd of tba Son •nd of tba loly Spirit (italics theirs] in 
living (running) water . lut if thou bast not livin& water, 
then baptize in other water; and if thou art not able in 
cold, then in ware . lut if thou bast neither , then pour 
water on the bead thrice in the n_. of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit . lut before the baptis• let 
hie that bapdzetb and hi.a that 1a baptized fast, and any 
others also who are able; and thou shalt order hi.a that is 
baptized to fast a day or two before . 11 

This passage has received auch of Gavin'• attention, aa was •entioned in 

the preceding chapter . 11 He aade •uch of the mention of "livin& waters," 

"·"f'l !''N i dentifying it with _ .... 1v ___ ._c:_ __ in the Hebrew Bi ble . The pasaa&• i a 

too vaaue to deduce a great deal . It recites a proc"dure which seems 

significantly different froe j)r~c which requires complete 

1-.rs ion in a b•l•cbic•JJy le&iti.aat.e body of water . The author 

indicates that, in the end, pouring water over the initiate'• head three 

''Robert Wilde, The Tre•t .. nt of tbe J..,s in the Greek Cbristi•n 
Writers of tbe First Three Centuries (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic 
University of Allerica Preas, 1949). 

' 
1 ''The Didache," trans . J . B. Li&ht foot , ed . J. R. Haraer, Tb• 

ApostoJic F•tbers ( London : tfacHillan and Coapany, 1981). 
' 1 See page 87 above . 
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ti.8e• is sufficient . 

The Did«b• does not Mntion circumcision. Tb• author of the 

Oid•cb• does not even bother to counsel against it. Perhaps this ia an 

indication that by the time it vu written , circuaciaion vu no lonaer 

practiced by any born Christians or proselytes to Christianity . 

The !Atter of a.rn.JMs is also considered to have been written by 

a J ew who converted to Christianity. Baaed on the fact that Cleeent of 

Alexandria and Ori&en quote it, the author is thouaht to have been an 

Alexandrian.•• Harnack dates it t o 130 C. t . •• Others date it either to 

70-79, based on a reference to Vespasian, or to l ater than lSO, based on 

a possible reference to Bar Kochba . ' 1 Kany consider it to pre-date the 

DJdacbe . The overriding th ... of the epistle is opposition to Judaizing 

tendencies. The author aoes so far as to attack the Christian New 

Testaaent claim that the Hebrew Bible was des isned by God to prepare for 

the coeing of Christ . In this reaard , the author claim.a that the Hebrew 

Bib le "never enjoyed divine favor, that Jewish customs and cereeon ies 

were the result of •isunderstanding and diabolical deception, that the 

Law was never .. ant to be taken literally and historically, but only in 

a spiritual and allegorical sense . " " The Church rejected this viw, as 

it rejected the Harcionite claim that Christianity •ust abandon the 

Hebrew Bible . 

0 Wilde . 
,.Ibid. 
""The Letter of Barnabas," trans . Francia X. Gli..89, Tbe F•tbers 

o f t b• Cburcb : The Apostol Jc F•tbers ( New York : Christian Kerit qe, 
1947). 

''Wilde, p . 87 . 



The author of the Lett•r of a.rnebes arau•• for a 11e>r• 

spiritualiaed rel{&i oaity . In chapter 9, be refers t o th• Lord as bavin& 

cir cuacued t he h•arina and the hurts of Chri stiana, cit in& references 

in the Hebrew Bible; for ex.ample : 

Ci rc1111c iae yourself to the Lord , remove th• foreallins of 
your hearts, 0 MD of Judah and inhabitants of Jeruaal•; 
lest •Y wrath ao forth like fire, and burn with non• to 
quenc h it, because of your evil acts . (Jer .. iah 4 : 4) 

In 9 :4 he •aintains that circ1111cis i oo i• not a Christian requir...nt : 

But the eirc1111cbion in which they trust baa alao been 
abolis hed . For be said that eircuacia i on was not of the 
flesh . But t he y were •is taken because an evil anael was 
teaching them (va i n) c leverness ."'' 

Finally, in 9 :6 he a r aues : 

But you wi ll say: the people surely baa been circumcised to 
sea 1 [or : for a sea 1) the covenant . Yea , indeed, but every 
Syrian and Arab and a l l priests of the idola have been 
circumc ised; are they a lso [part) of th• covenant?"" 

It ia worth not in& that circuacision b termed a •••/ to the 

covenant . We a.w this i n ROiians 4 : 11 . 'Ille no tion that circumcision is a 

"sign" or a "seal" rather than a covenanta l act is an illponant the .. 

developed further by other Church Fathers . 'Ille aut hor of the Latter of 

6eroab.s a lso s tresses th• abstracted not ion of th• circuaciaed heart, 

mentioned in Deuteronoey 10: 16 and 30 :6 and in the Jer .. iah 9 : 24·2S . 

''Tb• Letter of a.rnab.s . 
"Ibid . 



TIMse brief puseca en.ust the supply of .. te.rial in the 

Apostolic Fathers pertain.i.Q& directly to cirCU11Cisi oo . 

3.3 Justin 

Se.rt we CllCOWlter • discussioc of circ.u.cisiou in Junin's 

D.i11Jo1ue 'lli tb Trypbo . EverythiJla •·biclli is known &bout Justin's life is 

der i\led fraa his vriti.Q&S . Justin vu born Flavi a Neapolis, tbe son of 

Greek pa.rents . It vould appear tbet he ~ froa Shec.h .. , a s ... ritan 

c1 ~y . This vould s~e.st a pre-di sposed hostility UJwud Jews and 

Judai sa due to the b i tter relations beu.-een th~ S..aritans and J ews . 

J un in was sc:.booled in philosophy , studyfn& in particu lar 

Platon i sa and Stoi cis• . He is believed to he\le tauaht Christian 

ph ilosophy in Ephesus until approxiaately 135, et W'bic.h tiae be set out 

for Roee . It vu Justin ' s life woTlt to reconcile Christ i anity with Plato 

by de.oostrating that Christianity fulfils the highest Platonic ~dea l s 

Just in vrote the D.i11Jo1u• llfitb Trypbo soaeti.lte after wri ting 

Apolo1i11 I . Tbus it dates to ISO C.£. or later . However , the scene for 

the Oi11lo1ue wi th Trypbo is a discuss i on ..-hich toolt place at Ephesus 

between Justin and a Jew n-ed Trypbo, shortly after the e.nd of the !ar 

Koc hba rebe l lion, in appro.xi .. tely 135 C. E. SOIM have attempted t o 

identify Trypho with Rabbi Tarpbon" but fev seriously accept this . 

Fa lls suggests that Trypbo was a retu,gee froa the wa.r . 1 " However, i t 

transcription of an actual disc1asion . In this regard , Trypbo is the 

representative of Jewish tradition which is forcefully defeated in 

"Justin a:nd Wilde . 
19

• Justin . 
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debate by Christian rellaioua viwa . The work vaa compoeed and tnitten 

down a aenuation later, between lSS and 161 C. IL in la.e . u 1 

Justin' a Di•lop• is helpful both aa it nveala the complete 

separation of Judaia• and Christianity followiJl& the lar lochba 

rebellion and u a reflection of Cbriatiu attitudea toward Jwiah 1• 

and ritual. In addition •• see in it a reflection of the Jwiah attitude 

toward circU11Ciaion filtered thro~ Justin'• eyea. 

In GUpter 10 of tile Dl•l~• (ad qain in chapters 46 and 47) 

Justin baa Trypbo expreaa bis conviction that Christiana cannot be saved 

because they do not obaerve God' a •itavot. When mipt Justin h&ve 

learned of this belief? Judaia• never held that Gentiles were obliaated 

to observe • i t.vot. Hence they certainly could not be punished for 

failure to do ao . However, perhaps Trypbo ia expreu in& tbe be lief that 

salvation wu reaerved for J-..a and therefore c..cmvenion and observance 

of •itsvot were a prerequisite to salvation . Justin ' • reaction ia 

predictable . He decries leaalis• and proposes instead a ay.bolic and 

spiri tual interpretation of the Lav. 

In chapter• 46 and 47 we find a lengthy discussion which 

illuminatea tbe relationship between r alvation and the observance of 

eltzvot . The discussion proceeds as follows : Trypbo uu if ChriHians 

who choose to follow Mosaic lawa (be does not specify wh i ch l awa) can be 

s aved . Justin repl i es by claiming that no buaan can possibly observe •11 

the •it not, anyway , and that. the aenerat ion• fr011 Abraha until Hosea 

(i . e . between the time of Abrah• ' • circu.ciaion and covenant, and the 

giving of the Torah at Sinai) were all saved despite the fact :hat they 

1 ' 1Juatin and ~ilde . 
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did not observe the eitsvot Caine• the Torah bad not yet been aiven) . 

Trypho rHponds bJ pointin& out that. since the time of Abrah•. the 

hrHlit•• bad had ~f·N (circumc:iaion) . At thia juncture, Justin 

declarH that circu.ciaion was illpoaed u a punbbllent for "bud.nus of 

heart ." Noneth•l•••· Justin aoe• Oil~ adait that tho•• who oba•rv• th• 

•itsvot will be saved waleaa they force Gentile-Christiana to observe 

th• . He acknowled&u here that there are Christiana vbo diaqree with 

him, illplyina that othera believe eJtsvot to be an i.8pedi.8ent to 

salvation. Justin e.ph&aises that belief and faith are the true keys t o 

salvation . 

Justin treats tbe th_. of the uaeleaanH• of e,itsvot, here 

apl ied by the comment CODcernin& the aenerationa between Abr&b• and 

HoH•• directly in chapter 19. He rHponda to Trypbo's cballena• that 

these generations bad ;)HN (circuaciaion) vhicb brousbt aalvation by 

noting that the a•nerationa prior to Abr&b .. did oot, yet they en joyed 

God ' s favor . He araues : 

Nor do we approve of your useless baptis• o f th• wells , 
which has no connection at all with our baptism of life . 
Thus has God protested that you have forsaken Him , "the 
fountain of livin& water , and have di ged for yourselvH 
broken cisterns which can bold no water . " (Isaiah 1: 16) You 
Jews who have circuaciaion of the flesh, are in areat need 
of our circuacision, whereas ve, since ve have our 
cir cuaciaion, do not need yours. For if, as you claim, 
circumcision bad been necessary for salvation, God would not 
have created Adaa uncircuaciaed ; nor would He have looked 
with favo r upon the s acrifice of the uncircuacised Abel, nor 
wou l d he have been pleased with the uncircumcised Hanocb, 
who "was seen no 11<>r• because God took him." (Genesis S:24) 
The Lord and His &n&el• le.d Lot out of Soda.; thus be vu 
saved without circu.ciaion .... 1 1 1 

111Justin, pp . 175-6 . 
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Justin provide• Noah and Halkitzedek u ex1111ples, pointin& out that they 

did no"t keep Shabbat either, yet vere pleasina to God . In chapter 23 he 

notes that Abrah• vu justified by God bec.auae of his faith before he 

was circumciHd . Hence faith precedes •itwot in priority . Further, it 

is faith, rather than lav, which usu,rea salvation. Thia i• the s ... 

arau.ent Paul presented in Galatians 3:6. Here, u Paul did in 

Romana 4: 11, Justin claiaa that Abrah•'s circumcision vu a •isn, 

rather th.an the justification itHlf. Thia point is further supported by 

the fact that woeen are not circumcised yet they can be saved . 

How, then, i• a Christian saved? According to Justin, a Cbriatian 

is saved by trustin& in the "blood of salvation ." Jesus brou&ht a new, 

different and superior lav . Faith ill this new way is the road t o 

salvation: 

"Now friends," I continued, "I could prove bow the ei&hth 
day bas soee ll)'•t•rious .. anina (•ade known to ua by God 
throu_ah th••• rites), rather than the seventh , but lest you 
think I • vanderin& from the subject, understand what I now 
state, that the blood of circW1cision is now abolished, and 
we now trust in the blood of salvation. Another test•ent, a 
new Law, has now eoee out of Sion. " 111 

Like Paul and th• Aposto lic Fathers before him , Justin abstracts 

and spi ritualizes circumcision. He also associates it with baptism, 

which turns out to be the .. chani•• for attainin& this spiritual 

c ircumcision : 

We , indeed, vho have coee to God throuah J esus Christ, have 
received not a carnal, but a spiritual, circumcision , as d id 
Hanok and those like liim. Throu&h God's mercy we received 
this by .. ans of bapti••· since ve had beeoee sinners, and 
all 11en should likewise receive it . " 11

• 

111 lbid . , p . 183. 
1 ••1b1d . , p . 212 . 
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In fact, Justin cl&ims that just as there are two circa.els ions 

.. ntioned in th• Hebrew libl-that of iron knives associned vith ttosu 

and that of atone knives associated vith Joshua-so, too are there two 

circumcisions in .Justin'• world : reapectively, the cirCtmCiaion of the 

Je.vs and that of the Christians . 1 11 According to Justin , the 

circumcision vith iron knives anoc i ated with Koses ia divine symbolic 

retribution for Israel 'a hardness of heart . In contrast, Jesus ("the 

stone") brou&ht a new type of circuaicbion, circu.cision of the heart : 

We who have received the second cirCU8Ciaion with stone 
ltnivea are indeed happy . For your first circU11Ciaion vu, 
and atil 1 is, adllinistered by iron inatnuMnts, in h•pin& 
v i th your hardness of heart . Jut our c ircU8Cis ion, which ia 
the second, for it vas instituted after yours, circuaciaea 
us fre111 idolatry and every o~ber •in by -ans of sharp 
stones, nMely by the words uttered by the Apoatlu of Hia 
who vu the Cornerstone and the Stone not cut with bu.an 
hands . Indeed , our hearts have been so circumcised fre111 sin 
that we even rejoice as we die for the n ... of that noble 
Rock, whence gushes forth livin& water for the hearts of 
those vho through Hia love t he Universal Father, and who 
proffers the wat er of life to those desi rin& it . " 1 11 

In the paasaae above , circu.ciaion removes sin . It i s illportant to 

note that t he iA&&e o f P" n ,, .N ( livin& waters ) and life and death 

are found here u well . Gavin pointed to the "living waters" in the 

Didache and ce111pared thee with several passages in the Hebrew Bible, as 

noted in the prev ious chapter . Indeed, bapt is• is understood as the 

"living waters ," the r i tua l which brin&s new life ~o the believer . 

Baptis• aarks a rebirth . Here, however, altbouah the "livin& waters" are 

•entioned in conjunction with the ow, Christian circumcision, there is 

no •ention of baptis• . Yet we quoted fre111 chapter 43 above a pusa&• 

1 11Jesus is often referred to as "the stone" in Christ i an Nev 
Testament . 

'''J us tin, pp . 324-325 . 
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which w.istakably implies that baptia• bas replaced circumc ision . Hence 

ve • i ght be able to dr• the conclusion that in the pasaaa• from 

chapter 114, quoted directly above, the "Uvin& waters" refer to 

bapti•• · If tbia is the case, Justin cons i ders circl.l8Ciaioo and baptiaa 

to be fundamental ly equivalent : both •ark the death of the s inful self . 

Of even areater intereat here, is Justin's contention that •itzvot 

are a punishment for Israel's "hardness of heart . " In chapter 114, be 

no ted that circll8Cisioo ia admini stered vith iron knives vbich sY91boli&e 

this hardntiss of hurt . Thia th ... is expanded upon Jo cbap~er 18 : 

We , too . would oburve your circumcbion of the flub , your 
sabbath days, end , in a vord, all your festivals, if ve vere 
not aware of the reason why they vere imposed upon you, 
n .. ely, because of your s i ns and your hardness of heart . I f 
we patiently bear al l the evil thrust upon ua by vicious -.n 
and deeons. and st il 1, aaid indescribable tortures and 
death , ask -rcy even for oar persecutors GMl do not viah 
that anybody be requited wi th even a little o f th .. , as our 
N- I.wa iver dec reed, vhy is it, Trypbo, that ve should not 
observe t hose r 1 t ea which cannot hllrm us , such as the 
circumcision of the flesh, the sabbath, GMl the 
fest i va ls? 11

' 

There ia 110re to circumcision than -•ta the eye, Justin tells us . 

Circumcis i on is indeed a s i pl . It is a diati.npishin& sipl aJ.ven to Jews 

in o rder to set thee apllrt from Cb.riatians and to facilita~ d ivine 

puni sb8e.nt 111
: Only J-s would suffer certain afflictions, only J ..,ish 

l and would lie desolate, only Jewish cities burned and so on . He vrote : 

The purpose of this was that you and only you •i&ht suffer 
the a fflict i ons that are uow just l y yours ; that only your 
land be desolate, and your c it i es ruined by fire; that the 
fruits of your land be eaten by s trenaers befor e your ve ry 
eyes ; that not one of you be permi tted to enter your city of 
J enual .. . 11

' 

"'I b i d ., p . 17S . 
111 I b1d., Cbap~er 16, p . 172. 
11 'IbJd . , p . 172 . 
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We must recall that the DJ•lo1ue dates to sborly after the Bar Kcx:hba 

rebell ion . It •ay well have appeared to Justin that the diautroua 

defeat which the rebels suffered waa a divine punishllent . Further, 

Hadrian had usurped Jeruaal .. as AalJ• C•pitolin•, to which no J., vu 

permi tted acceaa . 

Justin baa been very helpful. He hH expreaaed quit• clearly that 

be believes that Jwa expect salvation due to circU8Cision . Re baa 

f urtbar apiritualiaed the notion of circU8Ciaion (circu.ciaion of the 

heart) and proffered baptia• H a replacement, c lat.in& it i a the true 

way to attain aalvation . Fai th bas replaced observance of the law . 

Finally, he baa made tbe hitherto unprecedented clat. that Jews continue 

t o be circu.ciaed aa a aip that wi ll sin&le th.. out for divine 

pun isbaent . The punisb.ent includes physical devastation and t he loss 

of Jerusalem. Justin vaa an illportant fipre in the early Church . His 

ideas were re.cl and trana•itted to .any . Therefore, we should not be 

surprised to find others quoting hi• or expressing st.ilar i deas . 

Before leavina Justin, one more point abould be ••de . The scene 

J ustin paints for us is one of open dialope and fr iendly diacuasion 

between Christiana and Jeva . Trypho leaves unconverted but on good terms 

with Justin . Does thia reflect the true state of Christian- Jeviab 

relati ons i n Al exandria (and elsewhere) in the first hal f of the second 

century? Were Jews f .. iliar with, and conver sant in, Chris tian thought? 

Did they read Christ ian texts ? Di d they refute Chr istian theol ogy? We 

shall att119pt to answer these questions i n chapters f our and f i ve as we 

exuine the Jewish tuts from the first two centuries and explore the 

liturgy for circuacision. 
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3 .4 Irene.us 

lrenaeua was a cont.-porary of Cl ... nt of Al uand.ria, vbc9 we will 

discuss nut . ly cm• utiuticm' 11 be was bo.m in approxiutely 120 C.E . 

By another 1 u be was born about 140 C. E. H• ciied 1oeet1- duriq th• 

first tvo years of th• third century. lrenaeus was born in A.aia "inor. 

He left to HrY• aa prubyter and then as bishop of Lyons in Gaul . 1 u In 

his youth, he had been a disciple of Polycarp. He .ad• it bi• life work 

to coabat the bexeay of snoaticia• in th• Chu~ . Towexd this end, he 

wrote lidver sus 1 .. r•••• (Tbe W•eifest•tioo •od Refut•tioo of tbe Fals• 

XnO#led1•) which bas survived in a Latin translation, and hoof of tbe 

Apostolic Pre11ebiu1 which exists in an AnleDian translation . 

Gnoslicia• was associated with Juda~ing tendencies in the second 

century . Anaeloloo, prescribed and proscxi bed foods, concern with 

genealoaies and denial of the resurrection of Jesus and future juda .. ent 

were all associated with both . '' 1 Gnost ic aroups often borrowed Jewish 

ideas . For ex-.ple, YHVH was identified wi th the deeiurae . Tbis tended 

to obscure the lines between authentically postic groups (which held 

that there were two powers in the universe) and Juda i s• (which adamantly 

maintained its 11e>nothe11tic stance tJt borrowed other postic t.a&ea). 

The Marcionites adopted the ident ification of Y1NH of the Hebrew 

Bible with the deaiurge. Marcion adaaently opposed J ewish influence . He 

taught that " t he God of the Jews, the Creator, is not the God of the 

11 
• Irenaeus, "Against Heres ies ," 

Donaldson Tb• Ante-Nicene F•tbers, I 
Publishing Company, 1962). 

'' 
1Wilde . 

'
11Bli&h . 

'
11Wilde . 

eds . Aluander Roberts and J ... a 
(Michigan: wuu .. I . Eerdaana 
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Christians, nor the Father of Christ . " 11 ~ Irenaeus's ar&UIMDt is laraely 

directed toward the "arcionitea, but in so doing be attack.a all 

heresies. including JudaizJ.na, in order to avoid beJ.na considered a 

Judaizer, hiaaelf. 

Irenaeu.a'a first task , therefore, i• clearly to declare that there 

waa, and ia, only one God . The Creator God, the God of the Jews and the 

God of the Christians ue all one and the •••: 

.. . and the vhol• rans• of the doctrine of the apostle• 
proclaimed one and the ••e God, who removed Abrah•, who 
made to bill the premise of inheritance, who in due season 
save to hill the covenant of circumcision, who called hia 
deacendanta out of E1YPt, preHrved outwa.rdly by 
circuacision-for be save it a s a sign, that they •i&ht not 
be like the Egyptian•-that He was the Haker of all thin&•. 
that He was the Father of our Lord Jeaus Christ, that He was 
the God of 1lory ,- they who wiab aay learn frcm the very 
words and acts of the apostles , and ••Y contemplate the fact 
that this God is one, above whom is no other . 1 11 

Apparently, scme clai .. d that two covenants in the Hebrew Bible (with 

Abraham and with Hoses) implied two different gods. Ireoaeus argues that 

both covenants were forced by the s .. • God : 

... both the Hosaic law and the arace of the new covenant, 
as both fitted for the times (at which they were &iven], 
were bestowed by one and the saae God for the benefit of the 
huaan race. 11

' 

Irenaeus then attacks the gnostic claim that the Jewish 

r i tualistic observanc e by soee of the early apostles assoc i ated with the 

Church in Jerusal- is further proof of two gods . I renaeus araues that 

Peter, James and John kept Hosaic law in order to prove that the t wo 

covenants came from the one God . It would appear that a011e 100 yeau 

lU/bJd . , p . 149 . 
11 'lreoaeus, 3 : 12 : 11, p . 434 . 
11 '/bid . , 3:12:11 . 
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later. the nature of the disagreN1ent between the Jerusal .. apostles and 

Paul is still being debated . Irenaeus took advantage of the issue to 

disprove t.he snostic claim that there are two gods : 

But they clearly indicated, from the nature of the point 
debated by th .. , as to whether or not it vas still necessary 
to eircumcize th• disciples, that they had no idea of 
another &od . 117 

In Against 6eresies 3 : 12 : 11 ve aaw that I renaeus termed 

circWDc ision "the covenant of circW1c is1on" and also termed it a "sign . " 

Was it an actual covenant or eerely the sign of a covenant? To 

understand his view of circumcision, let ua exaine his perspective on 

Jewish law firs t . 

I renaeus writes that God aave the Jews laws for two reasons . 

Fi rst, because of their stubborn nature . They wou l d not subject 

t hemselves to God . Lavs would compel th .. to do so (4 : 15 : 2 and 4 : 16 : 4) . 

We noted that Just i n considered • i tzvot to be a punishment for "bard-

hear t edness"; thi s is a similar notion . In Acts 15:19 and 28 , the 

Jewish laws are termed a "burden . " One wonders if prayers such as 

'\1~1 ,·v;it: and p\ij l\ ~nt are reactions to the suuestion that t he 

• i t'ZVot are a painful punishment . Thes e prayers ! uu est , instead, that 

Torah is a &ift of love , from God to Israel . The second reason lrenaeus 

gives f o r God having ordained laws for Israel is t o improve and educate 

them .
1 11 

Fo r examp le, t he law of sacrif ices caused t hem to forget the 

idolatry they had wi tnessed i n Egypt and to heed , instead, the voice of 

God . Not s urprisingly, Irenaeus also saw the law of sacrifi ce as a 

f o reshadowing of the ultimate and true sacrifice, Jesus . 

1 11l bi d . • p . 436 . 
11 1 /bid., 4 :17: 1 . 
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In a similar way, circumciaion vu a syabol or foreabadovin& u 

\.!ell . In 3 : 12:11 ve aw that circuaciaion distinp bbed the Israelites 

froe the E&YPtiana. Aa a reau 1 t, they were s aved and brou&ht out of 

E&JPt . For Irenaeua, all of Jeviab history i• 11erely foreahadowln& for 

Christiana. Juat aa the downfall of the E&YPt iana (throu&h plaau•• and 

drownin& in the Reed Sea) paved th• way for the salvation of the 

laraelitea, ao the downfall of the J..,. pavea the way for Christian 

salvation . The difference ia that IrenHua bolds the Jws responsible 

for the i r pl i&ht . In hia tt.e , Jeruaal• l ay in ruins and the Jews 

dispersed . He aav this situation as God ' a Jud& .. ent upon the Jeva for 

being sinful. 

IrenHua alao follows Paul in i dentifyi ng Christians as the true 

succesaora to Abrah.. . Lilt• Paul and Justin, he attacks the Jews ' claim 

to carnal descent froe Abrab•, decla rln& that faith has erased a ll 

distinctions between peoples . Abrah• b t.portant to !renaeua, as to 

Paul and Justin . Abraham prefiaured Christian faith, as the parad i p of 

salvation through fa ith. He dm10nst rates this from the fact that v• 

read =i'ir3 •A l\MJ\'1 "~~ii l*t)I in Genesis l5 : 6 before Abrahaa is 

cOa11anded to undergo circuacision in chapter 17 . Hence, Abrahaa attained 

salvation ( j\~3 ) through faith ( "'i''~ l"'IC i'll ) before be vu 

circumcised . 

11\is is tbe extent to wh ich Irenaeua discusses circumcision . It is 

not a central concern of bis; it is only tanaential to bis v i ew on 

Jewish law in aeneral . His concern vi th Judai H is as a heresy which 

threatens to taint "pure" Christianity . 
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3 .5 Clement of Alexandri• 

We look next at Irenaeua 'a cont-.porary, Cle11ent of Alexandria . 

Cl ... nt lived fro. approxiaately lSO until approxiauely 215 C.E. He was 

born in Athena to Gentile parents . Originally he was a pagan philosopher 

who eventually converted to Christianity . He r .. ained interested in 

pagan mytholoaiea and deities . Cl..ut e ... to direct th• school of 

Christian studies in Alexandria. Io his work Str~•t•, he attutpta to 

construct true knowledae on the basis of faith . He, like lrenaeus, was 

concerned with the threat of snosticiaa, and therefore carefully 

distinguished betwae.n proper Christian faith and snostic beliefs . 

Cleaent .. ntiona eircuacision in only one brief pasaaae, which, 

for t he salt' of coepleteoeaa, we quote here . In this passage, Cl .. ent is 

answering the chars• that apostles .. _.d to say one thing but do 

another. He UHi the caH of Tillothy and Ti tua for his example, which 

we discuued in chapter one . Paul had Tiaothy eircuac:iaed because he wu 

born to a Jewish aether, but refused to have Titus, born to Gentile 

parents, cire\Dlciaed . Thia incons istency of policy was perplexing. 

Cl ement wishes to de110nstrate that there is one overarching truth wh ich 

explains this: 

To i llustrate : the noble apostle circWDCiaed Tiaothy, thouah 
loudly dec laring and writin& that circumcision aade with 
hands prof i ts nothing (Roeans 2:25 and Ephesians 2 : 11) . But 
that be •i&bt not, by dragging all at once away frOll the law 
to the circumcision of the heart through faith those of the 
Hebrews who were reluctant listeners, compel th .. to break 
away froa the synagogue, be , .. acc~ating biaaelf to the 
Jews, bee... a J ew that he •i&bt gain all . " 
(1 Corinth i ans 9 : 19) ... 11 • 

111Cluent of Al exandria, ''The Stroeata, or 11iseellaniea," eds . 
Alexander Roberta and J ... 1 Donaldson Tb• ADte·lliceue F•tbers 1 11 
(Hiehigan : Willi• 8 . Eerdaans Publishing Coepany, 1962). 
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Cluient auaaesta that Paul's overridin& concern was to convert J.va . In 

order to acco.pliah this ioal , be had to avoid provokin& their wrath . 

First be bad to &ain their trust . Only the.n would be be able to pul 1 

thee away from Judais• toward Christianity . CircU11Cisina Ti9otby vas an 

act intended to cultivate the trust and favor of the Jews. It was , in 

Cle .. nt '• teraa, an "acco.90dation. " It was not theolo&ically or 

spiritually motivated, but rather politically inspired. Cl..ent 

maintains that thh is consistent with Paul' a profeaaed io•l of 

convertin& a s aany Jews •• possible to Christianity. 

3 .6 Tertullian 

Tertullian lived froa approximately 145 until 200 . 111 He was born 

a Gentile in Cartb•.&•. educated in Jtoae, converted to Christianity in 

approxiaately 185 11 1 and becaae a presbyter soae five years later . 

Early in bis career, Tertullian was both an apolo&ist and a pol .. icist . 

Soae ten years after bis conversion , however , his ideas already 

ref l ected the influence of Hontanis• . Shortly thereafter, be broke with 

the Church and founded his own 1roup in North Afr ica . Tertullian has 

been label led both r i &i d and co.pulsive with re1ard to morality a.nd 

disci pline 

In "An Answer to t he Jews," written whi le be stS 11 i dentifi ed with 

the Church, Tertullian deals with the question of what it .. ans for 

circ1111cis ion to be a "sign. " Ke also dicusses the salvific. quality of 

circumcision. His opinions are c lear and concise . 

111Soae say he actua lly lived from approximately 160 until 220 . 
11111\e later dating sets bis conversion at 195 C. E. 
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Abrah .. , be notes, pleased God before bis circU11Ciaion . Tertullian 

fol lows Paul, Ju.tin and Irena.us in their interpretation of 

Genesis 15:6. Tertullian is directly concerned with whether circumcision 

i s a -ans to salvation . Ke says it is n.ot : 

For he had "accepted" circu.eision; but such u was to be "a 
sign" of that ti.lie, not for a preroaative title to 
salvation. ua 

After all, he reasons , if circumcision brouabt salvation, would not 

Hoses have had bis son circu.eiHd proeptly on the ei&hth day, u God 

bad cot111&Dded Abrahaa? Instead, Geraha. was not circumcised until it vu 

evident that be was in imllinent d&n&er : 

Nay, but if c ircuacision altogether brought s a lvation, even 
Hoses biaself, in the case of bis own son, would not have 
o.itted to circuaciae him on the eighth day; whereas it is 
agreed that Zipporah did it on the journey, at the 
co.pulsion of th• anael . 111 

Curiously, he does not address the possible rebuttal that it was 

Gershoe's circuaciaion which saved him . 

For Tertul lian, like Justin, circumcision i• a "s i gn" which 

separates Jews in preparation for punishment by God. 'Ille punishment ho 

descri bes resembles Justin's description quite close ly : Jews will be 

barred from J erusalea, their cities burned to the ground , the people 

scattered . Tertullian quotes Isaiah's desc r iption of the judgement which 

will befall Judah in order to •ake bis point sound authentic: 

For c1rcwacis ion bad to be given; but as " a sign," whence 
Israel in the last ti.lie would have to be diatinpished, 
when, in accordance with their deserts, they should be 

111Tertullian, "An Answer to the Jews," eds . Alexander 
James Donaldson The Ante-Nicene P•tbers, TV (Hichiaan : 
terdmans Publishing Coepany, 1962), p . 153 . 

111lbid . • p . 153 . 

Roberts and 
Willi• B. 



prohibited from enter in& the holy city, as we aee tbrou&h 
the words of the prophets. aayLna, ''Your land is de.aert; 
your cities utterly burnt with fire; your country, in your 
ai&ht atranaer• shall eat up; and, deaerted and subverted by 
strange peoples . the dau&hter of Zion shall be derelict, 
like a shed in a vineyard, and like a vatchbouae in a 
cucumber field. and as it were a city which is being stormed 
[Isaiah 1: 7·8] . " 11 • 
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He also echoes Justin's second reason for circumcision: to punish 

Israel's hardness of heart . 

This , therefore, was God's foresight-that of giving 
circumcision to Israel, for a sip whence they eight be 
d istinauished when the tiae should arrive wherein their 
above·eentioned dese rts should prohibit their ad.mission into 
Jerusalea : which ci rcuastance , because it was to be, used to 
be announced; and, be~uae we see it ac~lished, is 
recognized by us . 1 1 ' 

The passaae continues by contrasting Iarael '• teaporary circuacision 

with Cbiistianity's permanent, spiritual circumcision which will bring 

salvation: 

For, as the carnal circumcision , which was teaporary, was 
inwrought for "a sip" in .1 contu.aciou people, so the 
spiritual has been given for salvation to an obedient 
people .... 111 

Tertul lian then quotes Jereaiah 4 :4 11
' whic~ 1 speaks of "circumcision of 

the heart . " 

The inner or spiritual circuacision of which Tertullian speaks 

remi nds one i ... diately of Paul's statement in Romans 2 : 29 that "real 

circumcision ia a aatter of the heart, spiritual and not literal" and 

Justin's reearlt.s about Christianity's spiritual circuacision. 

11 • Ibid . , p . 154 . 
1 11lbid., p . 154. 
lU[bJd ., p . 154 . 
11 'See page 93 . 
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Tertullian connects the end of the fon1er circuaciaion with the 

coein& of a new l• bro\&&ht by Jesua . It would appear that be 

accomplish•• this on the baais of Iaaiah 1 and 2 . In the first chapter 

of Iaaiah (which, we noted above, Tertullian uses to describe and 

support hia contention that Jwa are to be punished) we read a lenathy 

desc ription of the devastation to be wrought against Judah . In chapter 

two of Iaaiah , we find Isaiah'• fll80us passage about restorat i on . 

Obviously, Tertullian baa read .. aaianic .. anin& into Isaiah 2 and 

assoc iated the teachin& in verse 3 with the "new law . " Th• new law, he 

contends, refers to a ow, spiritual circuacisioo. 

There fore, as we have ahown above that t he coeing cessation 
o f the old law and of the carnal c ircuacision was declared, 
s o , too , the observance of the new law and the spiritualized 
c ircumcision baa ahone out into the voluntary obed i ence of 
peace . 111 

Tert ullian ' s position ii clear . Circumc is i on is not a .. ans fo r 

salvat i on for the Jews . It wu ordained rather as a puniahaent for be in& 

stubborn and stiff-necked and to be a sip to single out the Jews for 

fu r t her punilhmient . True salvation co.es through the new , spirit ual 

circumcis ion o f Chris t i anity which replaces the fon1er c &rnal 

circumcis i on . 

3 . . ,. Q,.igen 

Fina lly , we .. et Or i g en . Ori gen lived fra. &pproxiaate ly 185 until 

253 . 1 21 He lived in Ale.x&ndr i a and was a student o f Clement . At the age 

of 18, Or i aen succeeded c1 ... nt as the director o f the school of 

Chr ist i an stud i es ther e . 

" ' Ib i d ., p . 154 . 
11 1Vilde . 
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Ori1e.n was not particularly c:.oncerned with circU11Ciaion any 90re 

than bis Mntor Cle11ent bad been . In Contr• Celsus (A#•lost Celsus ), 

Origen debates Celaus the pa1an, who claiaa to know eve~bin& there is 

to know, eve.n tanaentially, about Christianity . Ori1an finds that 

Celsus'a Achille'• heal is Judais• . Thia leads to a dhcuaaion of Jws 

and Judais•, though this is not the •ajor thruat of Cootr• Celsus . 

Ori1•n .. ntiOfta that circumcision be1an with Abrahaa . Re also 

•altes the startlina claim that it "vaa discontinued by Jesus, vbo 

desired that His disciples should not practice it ... " 111 The reason that 

this nau .. nt h so startlina h that not only do the Gospels never 

•ention this, but neither does Paul aake such a claim in the Epist les. 

It is as if Origen baa 1rown up with the Christian notion of a "n- law" 

that was brought by Jesus frOll th• very start 111 and therefore has 

deduced that Jesus 11uat have tel t this way . 

Origon also answers th• illplic•tion .. de by the author of the 

Letter of B•rn•bas that all c ircumcisions have the aa.. meaning by 

explaining that just as sacrifices to on• aod .. an s011etbing different 

than do sacrifices t o another god, and 6\Ka1oouv~ (righteousness ) means 

different thinas to Epicureans and Stoic.a, so too :;){;.; (cir cumcis ion) 

•eans s0111ething differe.nt to Jews than to Colchians, Egypt i ans and 

Atabian lshllaelites who also pract ice it . 

The Jews say that the c:irc:WDCis ion perforwed on t he e i ghth 
day is th• principa l cir cumcision, and that which is 
perforw.d ac:cordin& !o circumstances is differe.nt; and 

11 ' Origen, "Against Celsus ," eds . Aluander Roberta and J ... s 
Dona ldson The Ante-Nicene F•thers, TY (Hichi1an : Willi• B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1962), p . 405. 

111This is to say that Jesus, billself, called for an end to Jewish 
laws, including circ111teision, while institutin& a new set of noras for 
Christian behavior . 



probably it vu perfonMd on account of tb• boatility of 
ao.e ana•l toward th• Jewish nation vbo had t.b• power to 
injure such of tb.. aa v•r• not circu.c:i••d but. vaa 
powerless aaeinat those vho bed undergone the rite . 111 
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Origen posits • pseudo-anthropological explanation for circw.ciaion. He 

says that it v•• considered to provide protectio.n from • hostile anael . 

It is not clear whence be arrived at this idea . One possibil i ty is from 

the story of Gersbom'a circW1Cision in the fourth chapter of Exodu. . In 

this chapter we learn that Gerahom was not circuaciaed on the ei.&ht h day 

and, in fact, was not circuacised until be waa ln i-lnent danger . 

::--"a3 "r~' IJl'N ll "r~·· .\'ll'f\
1 

1;"t-tc'.) 'I pf~~ ?11'? ' l\' I 
'\NICJ\ I l'fl1r ~t j\ I ~),, pf1Y .Ilic }\h) f\ I 13 

~llllC .>re I l.JHN ~"l ' I . •J ~JllC fl 'N~ - 1.nn ') 
. .nfir1f p·"~ · 1-J'fl 

At a ni&bt encemp9ent on the way, t he Lord encountered him 
and sought to kill hi.8 . So Zipporab took a flint and cut off 
her son's foreskin, and touched bis leas vitb it , sayln&, 
"You are truly a bridecroom of blood to .. , .. And vhen He let 
him alone, she added, ''A bridearoom of blood because of tbe 
ci r cuacisi on . (Exodus 4 : 24·26) 

Origen acknowledges that this power was real and persisted until 

Jesus . Jesus 's own circumcis ion (Luke 2 : 21 ) caused t he dissolution of 

the angel '1 power so that ci rcU1tCision was no longer necessary . He 

wrot e : 

For this anael aight have bad power, I t hink , over those of 
the people who were not ci rcU1tCized, and generally over all 
who worshipped on ly the Creator; and this power lasted ao 
long as Jesus bad not assumed a hWl&n body . lut vhen be bad 
done this, and had underaone the r i te of circw.cision in His 
own person, ell the power of t he 11ngel over those who 
practice the saae worsh i p , but are not circumcized, vu 

1110riaen . p . 564. 



ebolished; for Jesus reduced it to nouaht by (the power of) 
His unspeekeble divinity . And therefore His disciples are 
forbidden to circumcize th ... elves, and are reainded (by the 
epoatle) : 'If ye be circumcued, Chriat shall profit you 
nothin& [G•l•tiena S:2) . ,,,, 
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Cleer ly, to uphold the necessity of circU11Ciaion ia to reject the power 

and d ivinity of Jeaus. It ia curious th•t Oriaen would uae the Gdetians 

pH .. &e in auch • distorted fubion. In this peuqe Peul, apeekin& 

explicit ly in hi• own n ... •lone ••Y• tbet if one obaervea circu.ciaion 

(and believes eccordin& to Judd••, presumebly) Jeaua will not brin& 

that one salvetion beceuae be leeks feith in Jesua: 

Now I, Paul, ••Y to you that if you receive circU11Cision, 
Christ will be of no edvanteae to you. I testify •&•in to 
every •an v ho receives circU11Ciaion tbet be is bound to keep 
the whole lew . You ere severed fra. Christ, you who would be 
j ustif ied by the lev ; you beve fallen ••Y fra. arace . For 
tbrouab the Spirit, by faith, we wait for the bop• of 
righteousness. For in Christ Jesus ne i ther circumcision nor 
uncircuacidon h of any avail , but faith workin& tbrouah 
love . (Galatians S:2•6) 

Origen' s primary contribution to the discussion ia bis curious 

i nsistence that Jesus opposed circuacision. He also af fi rms for us the 

belief that circwacision provides SOiie .. uure of protection (in bis 

tenn, fra. a hostile anaal). He further foll°' s Paul in claimin& that 

Jesus had absolved a l l people of the need for such circumcision . 

3 .8 Summary 

Althouah we lack an abundance of .. terial on circumcision &80n& 

the writin&s of the Church Fathers of the first two centuries, we can 

derive some valuabl e information from what we do find . In Paul' a dey 

circumcision was a rea l and tangible question . There were Christians 

111/bi d ., p . 565 
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under1oin1 circuac:isioa and J..,ish-Christians pr0110tin& it. By th• time 

th• Didacb• ., .. wTitten, and certainly by the ti.. of Justin, Judaiaa 

and Christianity were separate antitiH purauin& separate futures . Ve 

see this in the approach of the early Church Fathers toward 

circu.c:iaioo. No concern is expreued that Christians •iabt actually be 

practicin& tbia ritual . Circuac:ision ia an "historical relic" to 

Christians. Ori&en aoes so far .. to claia that Juus instructed bia 

di1ciplu not to become circuac:iaed (thi•, despite the fact that .. 3..,. 

they would have been circuaciaed at birth) . Rather , the discussion 

concernin& circU11Cision baa becoee abstracted and circuacision, itself, 

syabolic. Tb• author of the Letter of Bara.~s speak.a only of a 

spiritual circuac:iaion and circuacision of tbe hurt and hearin& which 

an extr ... ly abstract notions, hardly related to circuaciaion itself. 

Irenaeu1 ••u circumcision u a "sip," or "sy.bol," foreshadowin& 

Christian salvation. He says that circuacision, as a r itual practice, 

was -aninaless and is now obsolete ; it served only to point to tbe 

future salvation which ascribes to Christians. 

Circumcision still stands, .. tapborically, at the c rossroads of 

salvation and law. As it did for Paul, circuaci1ion ae .. s to symbolize 

for t he Church Fa then tbe Jews' continued reliance upon • itzvot .. 

their •eans to salvation. Circuaciaion is contrasted with faith as , for 

e.xaaple , in Justin's discussion of Abrabaa . However, observance of 

tfosaic lava in &•neral , lilt• circumcision in particular, is no lona•r a 

threat to Christianity . Rather, circuac:ision aervea .. r ely aa a 

l aunching pad for ••••rtin& th• superior ity of Cbri•tianity over 

Judaism . We hear 110re the sound of a rallyin& cry than of a defense . 
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The llOSt aalient feature of the discussion added by the Church 

Fathers is the inu~rpretation t .bey aasip to circumcision u a "s i gn," 

as Paul t e r.ed it in Roeana 4:11 . Paul held symbols to be outer s hells 

containin& inner truths . It was the truths they contained which were of 

value . The symbol (in this caae , circu.c.ision) served no purpose a f ter 

the truth was known . Justin and Tertullian, however, vehemently aai ntain 

t hat circumcision was a ''sip" in the sense of a neaative diatin&uiahina 

mark upon the Jews. Through the aark of clrcuaciaion, God could easily 

recognize and punish th.. for their sinfulness . Both claim that 

undergoing c i rcumcision is, in itself, a punls lment for the Jews' 

contumacious character . Further, it aarks Jews for divine retribut i on . 

Thi s is radically d i fferen t from Paul's aeanina of a "sip" or "seal" to 

the covenant . 

Vby would Justin and Tertullian i nterpret circU11Ciaion aa a sip 

of this sort? One explanation is that Justin, livina and writing shortly 

after the Bar Xochba rebellion, saw the unfortunate condition of Jewry 

and presumed God's hand was at work . He makes i t clear that be is 

talking about the present and not in theoretical tenu about the future: 

"The purpose o f this (sign) was that you and only you • i aht suffer the 

afflictions that are nCM (emphasis ours) justly yours ... " 1 H In 

contrast, however, Tertullian sees the punishment as a future event : 

"For circumcision had t o be given ; but as a 'sign,' whence Israel in the 

last tilltJ [emphasis ours) would have to be distinguished .... "10 

Tertull ian is 11e>st likely referring to the ' fina l judgeaent ' when he 

writes "in the last tiM . " He certainly does not confirm Justin 's view 

1 14 Jus tin, p . 172 . 
11 'Tertull i an, p . 154 . 
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of the contemporary situation . 

'nle Church Fathers express very little concern over the covenant 

God .. d• vitb Abrah• . For Paul, as v• aw, this was an i8portant 

.. tter. Paul felt cc.pelled to UHrt Christianity'• universali•• 

qainst Judais•'s ucludvistic claa to havin& a covenant with God . 

Mona the Church Fathers vbo discuued circU11Cision at all, only 

Irenaeus even MDtions the covenants of the Hebrew Bible. Covenants , 

however, are peripheral to bis .. in thesis ; be car•• little about 

c:ovenantal tbeololY. By the end of th• second century, most Christians 

were of Gentile background and uclusivistic Jewish c laims were not 

isportant to th.. . For people who considered th ... elves the 'true 

Is rael' and the spiritual descendants of Abrah•, the practice of 

c ircumcision vu by now a moot qu .. tion . This does not .. an that 

c:i rct111cision was no lonaer debated . In fact. it was . After 

approxi•ately 13S C. E . , however, th• discussion was theoret ical ( i . e . a 

matter of theo logy) rather than practical . 

Before leaving the Church Fathers , we should address the question 

of circumcision's power to bring salvation . Justin •akes i t clear that 

there are people who associate s alvation and circwacision . He aoes to 

great lengths to prove that salvation is attained outside the observance 

of eJtz~·ot in general , and circumcision i n particular . In fact , be 

asserts that bapt i sm is the Christian' s source of salvation, having 

replaced circwacision . Tertul lian, as well, states that c:ircwacision 

does not brin& salvation . Vbere J ustin spoke of baptis•, he speaks of a 

new, spiritual circumc ision for the Christ ian . Irenaeus notes that 

cir c t111cision protected the Israelites in E&YPt and saved them from the 
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disaster which befell the inhabitants of that land . Origen explains in 

detail that circU11Ciaion , up until the tiae of Jesus , afforded one 

actual physical protection from a hos tile angel . The author of the 

Letter of BaraaJ>.s apoke of auch an anael . Hence we have a clear picture 

that, in the second century, there were people who believed that 

circumcision had, and continued to, protect people and bring th­

salvation. 

One lut point uy be brought up again here . Justin's Dialo1u• 

wi tb Trypho augeats a lively interchanae between Jewish and Christian 

scholars. Doea this reflect an authentic situation? It ia not clear 

from the docuaenta th ... elves, nor do the scholars c laia to be aure,just 

what degree of contact the early Church Fathers had with Jews and 

Judaism . However , when we UMine Jewish writinp froe the first two 

centuries in the next chapter, we may obtain a somewhat c learer picture . 
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Ch•ter 4 

Jewlah Writings on Clrcutnelalon In the First Two Christian Centuries 

4 . 1 The Questions 

In order to learn whether Jewa were aware of th• Christian clam 

••de in relation to circu.cisiOG, ve now look to discover vbat Jwa vere 

sayin& about circU11Ciaioa in tbe first two centuries . We recall, at tbia 

juncture, tbe inherent lillitationa of auch a atudy . We an dealin& with 

wr i tten remains alone-for both Christiana and Jews-and it is unclear how 

comp l et e a picture they present . Moreover, should ve find texts which 

suggest that Christian.a and Jewa were aware of one another's reliaious 

claims ( as , for uaiple , the aettin& of Justin' a Di•lope witb Trypbo 

mi ght suggest) it would still be difficult, if not impoaaible, to k.now 

whether there vas direct contact between tbe two aroups or whether 

knowledge of one another'• r•li&ion vu indirect and bear-say . Justin 's 

Di11Jo1ue is a caae in point . While aoee scholars point to it as proof 

that J ews and Christiana .. t and debated theolo&Y, other~ aay that the 

dialogue was a popular literary 1enn and that the Di•lo1u• proves 

Justin' s knowledae o f J udaia• was , in fact , superfici al . In addi t ion to 

thi s problem, it ia not always certain who is napondi.na t o whom . Did 

Christ ians such as Justin deroaatea circW1Ciaioo u a "•!en" in response 

to Judaism's interpretation that it was a covenantal a c t , or did Judaism 

respond t.o Justin? 

4 . 2 A Biblical Overview 

With these probl-s in mind, we turn now to look a t the Jewish 

literature o f the firat two centuries. We wil l begin wi th a bri ef 

overv iew of the b i blical backaround for circU11cision and then view what 
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the writers of the Hiahna, Tosefta, Heltbilta de-Rabbi Ishaael, Sifra, 

Sifrei and leresbit Rabbah wrote. 

The Bible provides the backdrop not only for the Jews of the first 

tvo centuries, but for the Christians as vel l. Ve first encounter 

circu.c:ision in connection with Abrah• in the seventeenth chapter of 

Genesis . In this pusqe, God aaltes a covenant. with Abrah•, promisina 

bill proaeny and land . Abrah• is ~ded to circumcise all the •ales 

in bis domain on the •i&hth day of life : 

1
Vben Abram was n i ne ty-n ine years o ld, the Lord 

appeared to Abr• and said to bill, "I • El Sbaddai. Walk in 



Hy vays and be bl ... less . 
between Me &:1d you, and 
n\18erous . " 

1 1 vill Htabliab My covenant 
I vill aak• you exceedinaly 

1Abr• threw hiaself on his face, as God continued 
spealin& to him . "'As for Me, this is Hy covenant with you : 
You shall be th• father of a multitude of nations . 'And you 
shall no lona•r be called Abr•, but your n... shall be 
Abrah•, for I Mk• you the father of a multitude of 
nations. 'I vill Mk• you uc•edin&ly fertile, and aab 
nation• of you ; and ltinas shall COIN forth from you . 'I 
will .. intai.n Hy covenant between Me and you, and your 
offsprin& to COIN, u an everlastin& covenant throuahout th• 
aaea , to be God to you and to your ofhprin& to come. 1 1 
aive the land you sojourn in to you and your offsprin& to 
COiie , all the land of Canaan, u an everlutin& possession. 
I will be their God." 

' God further said to Abraham, "As for you, you sbal l 
keep Hy covenant, you and your offsprin1 to coee, throu&hout 
the ages . 11Sucb shall be the covenant, vhicb you shall 
keep, between 11e and you and your offsprin& to follow: every 
male amona you shall be circU11Ciaed. 11You shall circU11Cis• 
the flesh of your focesltin, and that shall be the sip of 
the covenant between Me and you. 11At the •&e of •i&ht 
days, every male amon1 you tbrouahout the aenerations shall 
be ci rcW1c ised, even the home born slave and the on• bouaht. 
from an outsider who is not of your aeed.- 11Tbe slave that 
is born in your household or bouaht. with your money must be 
c ircU11cisedl - Thus shall Hy covenant be ••rited in your flesh 
as an everlastin& pact . uAn uncircuacised .. 1. who doaa 
not circW1cise the flesh of his foreskin-such a person shall 
be cut off frOll his \tin; he bas broken Hy covenant." 
(Genesis 17 : 1·14] 
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Ve note that it is unc lear whether circW1cision is the covenant itself 

(verses 10 and 13 indicate it is) or whether circU11cision is the •eans 

for consu.matin& the covenant . ln versa 11 we read JI''\~ J>IU ~·i>t 

This suggests that the ciccumcision in this covenant functions •uch l i ke 

the divided animals described in Gtnesb 15 : 10 wh ich guaranteed God's 

promises of progeny . 

Let us further note that Genesis 17 begins with God's words to 

Abraham: f)'Nf\ ;'\','" 'J<>b ?foJlil God 's comiand to Abraham 

to be complete, or perfec t, is sipificant because circW1cision will 

later be seen as the ••ans to that perfec tion . 
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In Genesis 21 :4 we see that God's pro.be haa co.e to fruition. 

Isaac is born and , on h is eighth day of life, he ia circumcised, "juat 

as God c~ded." 

Further on, we read the story of tbe circU11Cision of the 9911 of 

Shechu, who agreed to underao circumcision in order for Shech- to be 

able to aa.rry Dinah . We learn here that circu.cision is a prerequisite 

to the social/aarital inteniin&ling of this group with Jacob's clan. It 

would se- that circumcision "converts" the• in SOiie sense. 

We have already read the puzzlin& story of Gershom's circumcision 

in Exodus 4 . Moses' aon, Gershom, was apparently not circumcised on the 

eighth day . In the Book of Exodus we read that Moses, returning to 

Egypt, stopped along the way at an inn. The text is unclear at this 

point: 

.l)''(llj) Lp'I "''\)' 1µua·1 1tfN~ ?~~ WI 
!t j\ I I 1'? ~fn' .A~ J\ 'DJ\ I "3 )\ 103 0 p )I I 

. f ,"l.).IC fl' r4? • I" f' ._, "\Nie.)\ I 

.fl fiN S f ' rH • 1J\ n ' ;)"\!Ille ~K 11 Y"" cf1 •1 

At a night encaapaent on the way, the Lord encountered hia 
and sought to kill him. Sr Zipporah took a flint and cut off 
her son's foreskin, and touched his legs with it, say in&, 
"You are truly a bridegroom of blood to _, .. And when He let 
him alone, s he added, "A bridegroom of blood because of the 
circumcision . " (Exodus 4 : 24·26) 

We cannot be cer tain whether the d i rect objec t of tpt.e() ' I and 

1 J\'N~ t.,r~ ·1 is Hoses or his so.n Gershom . We suuest that verse 24 is 

connected with verse 25, so that the object of and 

\ J\ ' N 'i' "'r' 'I is the same as the object of the c ircumcision in the 

second verse ; namely, Gershom . It is clear that Zipporah's action warda 



121 

off th• danaer . Oae ai&ht arsue that ffosu is the one wbo ia endanaered 

for haviJli fail.cl to circumcise Gerahoe . Yet ffo••• never does perform 

the circlmCisioo: Zipporab circu.c isu the boy . It .. _ 90re likely 

that it is th• uncircumcised .. 1. vho is enda:naered . The author of the 

!Atter of 8•ro•bas and Oriaen interpret Exodus 4 :24-26 in tbia aanner , 

holdina that • hostile anael stood prepared to 90lest any uncircumcised 

•• l e but that on•'. circumcision aerv.cl to prevent the ana•l froe 

han11in& him. 

In Exodus 12: 44 we learn that only circU1tCi sed slaves aay eat the 

pes•cb . Those who are uncircu.c:bed .. , not . A&ain, circU11Cis i oo 

appears to "convert" one froe bein& a "'\::>J (atranaer) to one of the 

group : 

I ::i f:> , f\ oa)) J'\ j'T\ .J\ r~ = p~ t 1 
\)J\ f t>J I J ~-;) · J'IJj"" t / IC V1 b I 

. I~ 

~Mil f IC '°'I\)' 1~ le 'I 
.Ii\ O"> t " J , ~ 
f, t: I .>IC I \}l t" 

The Lord sa.id to ffoaea and Aaron : Thia 1a the law of the 
pass ove r offe r in&: No fore i per shall eat of it . But any 
s lave • l9&n has bouaht .. Y eat of it once be bas been 
ci r cWDc ised . A resident birelin& shall not eat o f i t . 
(Exodus 12 :43-45 ) 

In the Book of Leviticus we read God's C0811landllent to cir cumcise 

ma l e ch ildren on the ei&hth day repeated with i n the context of a 

dissertation on the r i tual l y unclean state of a WOiian who has j ust given 

bi rth. 111 

11 'Levitic us 12 :3 
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Th• Book of Deuteronoey providu us with two paasaaea that shed 

•uch li&ht on the L•tt•r of 8•rn•bas and the writi.ngs of Justin and 

Tertullian which we exa.ined in the last chapter . Both speak of 

circU11Cision of the heart . Deuteronomy 10: 16 admonishes : 

Cut away , therefore, the thicken in& about your hearts and 
stiff.a your necks no more. (Deuteronomy 10 : 16) 

Here the writer encouraae• his listeners/readers to submit themselves to 

God's will. "Circu.cisin& the heart" is a .. taphor for subjectin& even 

the heart to God's c~dment to love and serve God (verse 12) just as 

circumcision of the forukin concreti%es the individual'• obliaation to 

fu 1fi11 the •itrvot . One wonders if Justin and Tertullian, who clai.ed 

that carnal circu.ciaion vaa a puniab.ment for Israel' a being s tiff-

necked, bad this verse in aind . Of course, they would bave bad to have 

either reinterpreted or aiaunderatood its .. aning, but the associat ion 

of circumcision (albeit of the b~art rather than of the foreskin ) and 

be i ng stiff-necked is striltin&. 

We find a second reference to circumcision of the heart in 

Deuteronomy : 

Tb.a the Lord your God 
hearts of your offspring 
your heart and sou 1 , 
(DeuteronOll)' 30 : 6) 

wil 1 open up your heart and the 
to love the Lord your God with all 
in o rder that you may live . 



Here, circumcision of the heart is not prescribed u a cur• for be in& 

stiff-necked . The effect , however, is the s-. aa we aw in 

Deuteronoey 10 : 16 : to love God . 

Outside the Torah, the ex:prHs i on " circu.cisi.Qa th• heut" is uaed 

twi ce by the prophet Jer .. iab . Ve have already quoted Jer .. iab 4 : 4 (s•• 

page 93 above ) and we also point out Jer .. iab 9 : 24-25 : 

Lo , days are CMinr-declares the Lord-vhen I vill take note 
of everyone circu.cis.d in th• forHkin : of Egypt, J udah, 
Edee, the Ammoni tes, Koab, and all the desert dwellers who 
have the hair of their t911ples clipped . For all these 
nations are u.nc i rcu.c:ised, but all the House of Israel are 
\.llc i rcu.cised of heart . (Jereai ab 9 : 24-25 ) 

This is a d i fficu lt pauaae to co.prebend . It is clear that Israe l is 

being co.pared unfavorably with the other nations . Al though the peopl e 

a r e cir cumcised o f for eskin , they are not "circumc ised of heart . " 

The only other bi~lical use of c ircumcis ion i s fo und in the Book 

o f Joshua . God C011ma.nds Joshua to have the Israeli tes cir cuacised wi th 

fl i nt kn i ves jus t after they crou through the Jord an River as they 

p repare t o offer t he pes •ch sac rific e . It was this event, vhich the 

Bi ble calls Jl 'Je t o which Jus t in'" referred . The fi fth chapter o f 

the Book of Joshua e xplains at length that a ll Israelite aalH were 

c i rcumcised i n t he wilderness upon the ir release froe Ea;ypt but that 

none had been cir cumc ised s ince . Henc e , an entire aenerat i on r ... ined 

uncir cumcised . 

1 1 ' Just in, pp . 324 -5 . 



124 

Psal• 118 contaim the term in verses 10, 11 and 12. 

Most likely this ia a -taphorical uae of "to circumcise" which •ight be 

translated, as the Jewish Publication Society edition does, "I will cut 

th- down." Clearly, it doea not .. an "circ\111Cise." in the usual aenae . 

4.3 The Mlahna, Tosefta, Slfra and Slfrel 

The early rabbinic aourcea contain nWHroua references to 

circumciaion. The vaat aajority are technical and legalistic in nature, 

or mention circumcision only in passina . Inasmuch as they are not 

polemical, apologetic or dogmatic in nature, they do not seem to reflect 

an abiding concern on the part of the rabbi.a to defend the institution 

of circumcision against Cbriatian theological attack . 

We noted in chapter one, for example, that circumcision overrides 

the observance of Shabbat . Pfiahna Shabbat 18 and 19 clearly stipulate 

that all aspects of the circumcision operation are per111itted on Shabbat. 

No rationale is offered. Tosefta Shabbat 15:10 also discusses this 

issue . 

Another category of passages st ... from the laws in 

Exodus 12:43-45 concerning who •ay eat of the pesacb. Accordina to the 

Torah, while "stranaers" ( 1J.J ) ••Y not partake, circumcised slaves of 

Israelites may . Pf \shna Pesachim 8:8 records a disagreement between the 

Schools of Sha.iai and Hillel as to whether the circumcision of the 

proselyte converted on the eve of Passover renders him ritually unclean 

and thereby ineligible to eat of the pesacb . 



, p">rmc '~N~ /1'?4 ~ noa 
t. 1 t~,1 / f''1f'i t~ ffo .A' ,>f 

?1~ 1~JlJt. 1c 
. i)1Tf rnoc:> .llt 

.1jlr;'I r t..,,a_, 

ConcernJ..na a proselyte who was converted on the eve of 
Passover. the School of Sh .... i say he auat imlerse 
(biuelf) and then be aay eat his Passover offerin& in the 
evenina . The School of Hillel say that one who aeparatH 
[hiuelf) fro. the forHkin (that is. one who is 
circWKised) i• Ult• OD• who separate• fro. th• sr•ve (that 
is, the convert is ritually impure) . (Pesacbill 8 : 8) 
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In the Toaefta, the a-. situation ia diacuaa9d . Here. the question ia 

whether the proselyte aust wait until the 'J~ noe> to 

participate . ue 

Ci rcumcision h •&ain .. ntion9d in conjunction with Passover in 

Tosefta Keri tut 1 : 1 . In this brief puaage we lurn that purposeful 

failure to observe either is punished by .J));) 

Sifre (Paruhat Tu-riya 1) contains a lengthy discussion of 

circumcision in the context of a woman's state of ritua l impurity after 

giving birth . The rabbis aak whether it is the child, hiaaelf , who 

renders the mother ritually impure . Another voice questions whether i t 

is logical that the child could •ake the 90ther ritually impure yet not 

be unclean , billself . It is also asked why circumcision is assigned to 

the eighth day . The answer is that the soul ( i\NW ) is created . This 

is followed by a protracted d i scussion concern ing whether circumcision 

may be performed at night or only during the day . The quHtion of 

Sbabbat circumcision ia brought up again here . The puaaae closes with 

the famous disagre .. ent between Hi llel and Sh .... i regardin& the 

111See Tosefta Pesacb im 7: 12,13 . 
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e~ J>;>Gi in the cue of a ci.rcuaciaed pros.iyu. 

Sh...a1 held that it vas nece•sary; Hillel claimed it was unnecessary. 

We note that the tera .Jl''l~ Pl\ (blood of the covenant) is used here 

to r efer to the blood spilled in lieu of a COllJ>lete circuacision 

operation. 

The term Jl 1 
") ~ P,, appe•rs in the Tosefta as well. In Tosefta 

Shabbat 15 it has a sliahtly different connotation. Here we find a story 

il lust rat in& that the strict prescription to circuacise on the ei&hth 

day can be eased for health considerations. Rabban Shimon ben Gualiel 

ruled that if a woman bore three sons and all of them died as a result 

of their circumcision, the fourth should not be circumcised . In fact, if 

each of the sons of three sisters died as a result of circumcision , the 

son of a fourth sister b not circU11Cised . R. Nathan then tells the 

story of a woaaan whose two sons d ied from circumcision. The third was 

brought to R. Nathan lookin& rather jaundiced. R. Nathan reca lls : 

__ J'l-'-'-1_:l _ _ p&..;;....;~---'l:..;..~_-'~:..:..;;;;..t""'3N---'""'~.;;.;.l.....;l_~__;;;_!Jl~f.,,_yn_o_J On this bas is, R. Nathan 

instructs that the circuacision be postponed until he recovered . As a 

result, when the circumcision was performed, the child survived and was 

named for R. Nathan. 

~t.~N kf 

When R. Nathan says : 

what d.oes he ••an? Is thi s 

shorthand for "J did not find that he had enough blood in him to perforw 

a brit • i lab," in which c ase ../'1'1~ is short for j)f N > .,c ? We are 

reminded of the Christian c laim that circumcision was a symbol of 

Abraham's covenant with God rather than the .. cb.anism whereby Abrabu 

was brought into the covenant . It is tempting to assert that the tera 

J) 
1

) ll fJ ~ reflects the belief that the circumcision is the covenant 
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and the blood •pilled a.a a resuh of the operation is the blood of a 

covenant actually being ••de at that llOllent . However, this passage says 

nothing else that would clearly support such a contention . Ve will have 

to look further . 

Naturally enouab, circU11Cision is 11entioned in the context of 

discussions on conversion . Ve take, for example, Sifrei de-be Rav 

(Parasbat Shallach 108) . The convert, we are told, brings a blood 

sacrifice (.-1>"-A'N.._.3_ +1'-"AI"--) just as the Israelites offered the blood of an I 

animal. The i.mplic.ation is that the blood of the circumcision is a 

"sacrifice." Tb.is ia underscored when we read : 

- P""~~ i~ ~~c .Jl'111f IK> ~ft- 'l'lt' \\N : 'l"'llC '~') 
. p1

1t "> '" - 1.i1p ..Jl"31AAJ ;j>~I ,...f t1;i 

Rabbi says : Vhat about Israel who is brought into the 
covenant in three ways : through circumcision, through 
1-ersion and through the favorable a cceptance of a 
sacrifice. So, too, the Gentiles . 

Rabbi's words are c lear : circumcision, illmersion and God's acceptance of 

the sacrifical offering constitute the aechan.is• whereby both Israelites 

and proselytes enter the Jewish covenant with God . Significantly, the 

text goes on to say: 

Similarly, just as Israel (enters the covenant J through 
(the} blood (of circumcision) and through peace offerinp, 
so, too, the Gentiles (enter the covenant} throuah (the} 
blood (of circumcision) and through peace ofhrinp . 
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Clearly, offerings were no longer possible at th• ti.ee this aidraab was 

composed. Th• only alternative was through the ....&1. Variant reading• 

give us ;,f,.~ P 'i . The implication b that the blood of circU8Ciaion 

functions as a sacrifice which confiraa the covenant. 

In the aidst of a discussion on Ya. Xippur observance in Sitra 

(Parahat Achani Kot 1) the aidraah ~ta that a convert la a 

J\ '1~ l,l Again, the covenantal quality of conversion i1 stressed. 

Toaefta Avodah Zarah 3 :11 tells us that circuaciaed servants of Gentiles 

are asaWMd to be GentilH theaselvH. Ve see from this ·that 

circuacision alone la not enou&h to aalte one a ..... J\'1~ j;l It auat be 

accompanied by the intent of becoeing a Jw; it aust be J\ 1 1~ ,()Qif . 

Hence )\f',ll is also a nquireaent . The School of Sh ... ai ruled that 

!>~ - }'c')(ll is required even in the case of a previously circuaciaed 

convert. 

There is a passage in Ptiahna Avot which finds its way into several 

other texts in various foraa . In Pirlte Avot we read : 

;)~::ll'·h11 /J 'f,:ffil Jlr ffn f","\ ")NI~ 1i~ 1N;) "\H•fK ';11 
\!)"\~ 'lC>l'h)I fJ · ~');a l"\~0 '}> ,._,.f~M .A~IN;'I Jlt 

l'.ft.. ;\")IJ\.a f''j) \\(t Ni \I IJ'~ ,0."'l"l~t: ft.. 
fJ'~ 1G p 'tl'N I i\11.J') 1-?' i> (.,'(., ·~ "ii Ii: ;i:;,foj 

-~~a ffrtf jin 1f /~ 

R. Elazar of Hodiin said : Whoever desecrate• the holy 
things, despises the fes tivals, publicly ab ... a another 
person, aaltes void th• covenant of Abrah• our father or 
interprets the Torah not accordin& to b•l•cb•b , even if he 
i1 knowledgeable in Torah and bas good deeds to his credit, 
he has no portion in the world-to-c.oee . (Avot 3 : 15) 
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Ac:cordin& to Eluar of ttodiin, there are five transaressions wbic:b 

automatically deprive one of life in the world-to-come. They are : 

desec:ratin& holy tbinp, despbin& the fHtivals, sh•ina soeeone in 

public:, aakina void th• covenant of Abrah .. , and interpr•tin& th• Torah 

incorrectly . Hertz 11 ' considers t.bis passqe to have been directed 

against gnostic and Jewish-Christian sec:U.rians . Be wrote : "Hany of 

those 'Liberal' Jews rejected all reliaioua authority, and their 

attitude open.cl the door to spiritual nibilise. "a' If ve are to 

understand this paaaaae as does Hertz, then 

an expression used here for th• first t1-, certainly se ... to refer to 

c:i rc:uecision . To void this covenant is to atteept to "undo" the 

cir c:1111c:is i on by re90vina the sc:ar . On~ thereby forfeits bis aeeberahip 

in t he covenant.al ~ity . Further, without circ:uac:ision, one cannot 

attain salvation, k~v pfrtf f rn . Hertz explains that the other 

four violations all concern rabbinic authority . Ve •11ht add that the 

phrase I b t,'~ 'C> fr aay be directed against 

J ewi sh-Christians or Paulin• Christians vbo were f .. iliar v i tb the Torah 

(Paul quotes from the Septuaaint ) but held that eoral dicta vere the 

only lava God really c~anded; that since the t1- of Jesus all else 

Sifre! refers to the pasaaae in Avot twice in Parahat Sbellac:h . 

Fi rst , let u• look at Sifrei Shellach 101 : 

.J)ll ~,.i,) { ) fh~ ;'\)\ ' 'll 

,;f) N n •1c 3 1N ~IJ\ ::>,.., 

" !Pt I t,} j\ 
11»1 1D .1•fr 

t ft ~tJl .,, 

,O' IC'.:afl 11~3;"1t, 

11 'S•yln1s of the Fathers, trans . and ed . Joseph H. Hertz (New 
York : Behrman House , 1945) . 

1
•

1 1bJd. , p . 56 . 
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.1~ iH/lc'> i>'>NkJ '(~{ .>~Cnf i· 1~1 ;,f,.;f i.a 

!)j "'\ .. IK. l''.flk:: . "l~N n.1>.J"'1 .fli' : ttl it.VI \<.ft 1t.e..n '..>I 
fJr- ~·\)/ If. .i\11)1~ J\l')IN~i) .11113N bN .MKr tfi:. ~·~ I~ 

l)ic1 lN3J' 'Jc}.l I~ ~13N ~Ul.)1) ~o · yti~{ ~1.lJ ~1•1 'j'1N 
~11$1~ .1tl"'llf'l)C))3ll3tJ (~ J\Ok" ~IC IJ'~ t ~y ')lllC ~IC !>11~ 

.J)l~NP h trA Cpf1G1~ J"li]N;) (; .J\() IL'1Jl t:f1 I.Ct.]' '.>1 fn 
frt ?'IC> .. M~Nil [, fr 1~1'i ;~ ;lN . J\f\~ \\13N fT ~Nu 

"\2lNI lit '?1\:'>t. !>..,)~&)<.I) l'l1l.f'IJ' f' 'Jo ~NI J')'1~ 1oN/ 
J1•1.!1 "IC)N 1 'rr 1'k1 Jlt\ t: i\t3N Ci v 17,) It (..n•1,. 

J-'1~ 1e>~1 A11 jfl•C)t,, !>~ I~ ~' Ill ] . ""'U'>fl l) 'JG) nftN1 
J\ '1~ /''" • ~I IJ\'1~ "\\:llf 1N~t... [ \\11.1\11 f''JD ,~~l 

"'ll'llCj't '\NI~'\ . J> '1;H> '"l ;i~ ~" '"INk:j(, l>'\LJ\ ~JIC 
37~ ,~)cf "ltNICi) f~ ''N . .> ffN '"IN ICJI f.> /1.> 

.1~~(' ~j~ ,~_, "llN!l>'\ tf> f,G 1;':f~ 

(2'1J) lc.$1 llt.J' ' .>1 Th1t scripture speaks of idolatry, but 
perhaps I might say it refers to all the COGlllandments which 
are spoken in the Torah . The Torah teaches: 
~41,) 'J ' lN f)IC )'\)I . It is '1ritten in the sinaular . This 
coaDandaent stands alone . And what is i t? Idolatry . You say 
idolatry, but perhaps I •i&ht say another one of a ll the 
coanandaents whtth are fpok~ in ~e Torah . Therefore the 
Torah teaches Jli1>'~~1\ b > l&.1» ~ !Ct.l' '.>I • All the 
coanandaents are 11aDtioned to teach one comundltent . Just aa 
whoever transgresses al 1 the coaaandller;ts breaks the yoke 
and makes void the covenant and i nterprets the Torah not in 
accordance with halachab, so too , one who transgresses one 
c0111111andaent breaks tha yoke . ..kea void the covenant and 
interprets the Torah not in accordance with halacbab . [And 
what is this idolatry which breaks the yoke and makes vo id 
the covenant and interprets the Torah not in accordance with 
halachah? ) As it is said: If there is found among you , in 
one of the settl-ent.s which the Lord your God is gi ving 
you, a man or woman who has affronted the Lord your God and 
transgressed His covenant- turning to t he worsh ip of other 
gods and bowin& down to them , to the sun or the llOOJ1 or any 
of the hearenly host, soeething I never commnded-... 
(Deuteronomy 17 : 2-3) . And "covenant" can only aean the 
Torah, as i t is said: These are the words of the covenant . 
Rabbi says: it says here ____f2_ and it says ~ further 
o.n . Just a.1 _A us ed further on refers to idolatry so, 
t oo, __!1_ here refers to i do lat ry. [Si fre! 
Shellach 101)'•' 
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Here we encounter • discussion on idolatry, inspired by Nuabera 15 : 22 . 

The •idt'&1h uks whether the forbidden behavior .. ntioned is idolatry 

(since ))J) "1 j is in the singular) or perhaps all the com1andllent1 in 

the Torah, since the verse ends ,'\fie.)) Jl I 3 N '') b J\IC Then the 

midrash uses lanauage similar to that of Avot 3: 15 : 

J\13~) ):> f-1 '\~\"i)') ,") ,.. 

. ))""ILn~ p1.Jc'.) )\U~1 

Just as one who transaresses against all the cocmandllents 
and breaks t he yoke and voids the covenant and interprets 
Torah incorrectly .... 

We do not find the full expreuion 'S"IC f'>'2?1c fu l.J'i'l~ and, in fact , no 

specific mention of circuacision . Since _ ___,J>...._' ..... 1 ..... ? __ 1..;:;i:>-.N~ is followed 

by the distinctive phrase ~-j'l.._.)~IJ'lo.;..,.2 _ __..p~'~J~i)---'\)-~~~N......_I we are tempted to 

in Avot 3 : 15 . ident i fy it with IJ'~IC ~u"'l?IC ~ 

_bi_'"t _ _.p~1 <>_ certainly implies a rebellion against divine authority as 

does _ ....:Jl...,_'-'-1..._? __ 1_;)....:N...:..._ 

Further, 

Yet the passage does not, as we noted, 11ention circumcision . It 

spea.ks instead of idolatry , drawing on L~uteronomy 17: 2-3 which 

associates ....11'1? 1"1l with idolatry 

( ... p.~[ 10.J>t,/1 J)110K J?' i)ft; ">~'1 ' 1 ?6·1 >. 
The next passa.ae we s ha l 1 ex .. ine is Sifrei Shallach 102 . Here, 

the •idrash interprets Numbers 15 : 31 : 

1
•

1niis and a l l Sifrei passages are from H. Friedmann, Sifre de-be 
Rav (Vienna : Druck von J . Holzwarth, 1864) . 



I J\ \3N .})~I 
. ~r ~JI"( 

)1h)' 1 ~" • ~ 
t.C>)>"> J\1~]\ 

Because be bas spurned the word of the Lord and violated Bis 
c~andaent. that person shall be cut off-be bears bis 
auilt . (Numbers lS : 31) 

The •idrasb reads : 

'1~;) \~13N J\~I · ~1~3 \>~ . ~~ ,)1\>' )?-1 ..hlC ':) 
~·Jc) N'tND "; : ~;l ~5'' )/=)~ ->-IC 1

.) ''' .0111rat \)~ 
"'\!"IC \!C>N ~ J\'1? '\C>N,"\ ~ ')al\ \J)13N -"~I i\)ln~ 

J\IC ~~i\Nill f>'t-~}I\ ..All ifnN,) ')'~IN,1 "l~l 'f'C ',l l 
'0 ft ftc. lj'i'IC ~~~ ~ I..'-'')~ l~N1)I ~1H1N>1 

~IC . P,lttl' \"' U\f'\<l{ p~ ' ~.:> '>>');) J\113N 1~ 1 i\ ~·Q, 
J..IC ~ (1~~) ~~ ~N fin fl\'j\N 'JIC ~I) ~)lJH'> f) 
"l~~I t;l1p;, ~N 1NIC '1)11\,) f, "'INIC '"~;::- ,)1,v ~~ 
IC~ L l'~> "'t)"\' ~':\ '.> \i'~] nN~ t&J't 'DN ~ ,)~ 

~.liq,, 'J"'' ~Nr,~ '"~ • ,,..,IC "\'\GN 'i\"'1 .~ l\h"' ..,~ '.) 
.'\f" 10 IJI" ~1Nfi fy;> ;\~ "INllC V'J '-) ·~'">OJc.f 

.')y'1 b 11~ ft "'tt,)) ~~ ))~ ')fl~ · ~h'\J 'I 
..>JG 1

) : ')Nie.rt ')?-1N ~)J)..)i) !it 1NllC ~1Hc.i ·~"'I 
''llNb ">N IC jllJ, IAOl'\ ~ f1 ";);' i't, . )).)~ 1\\i')' 1;\1 ro "''"'° I . • ~, ri'\rlC \\h) ' '.>JI' tt,,~.") 'llN 

. ):> n p '"IOIC p• .. , f"-

iOr \'\ 1>3 J>!( ' .> . Tbb ref us to the Sadduccee and 
)m"'I l.tll~N ..>4 t refers to the Epicureans . Another 
explanation of~? 

1

i' "'l)=t ,Alf '.> : This refers to those who do 
n.ot interpret the Tor~tL accordin& to b•l«b•b 
(llJJ)> A' lo!> .led) and 1 ~;) !1)~ J\'I refers to those who 
•ake voi d the covenant of the flesh ( ~!L? ./\'1~ ) • From 
this, R. Elasar ot Hodiin said: whoever desecrates the holy 
things . despises the festivals and •akes void the covenant 
of Abrah• our father-even if he bas aany • it%Vot to bis 
credi t - he deserves to be thrust out of the world . (Sifrei 
Sballach 102) 
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The rabbis associated ~ ~~ with i\~c 'I' in Avot 3 : lS . Tbis led them to 

seek a ooe·to-one correspondence between the phrases in NUllbers lS : 31 
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and those in Avot 3 ; 15 , lb• phrase 10)\ uuiN 11 ti , they tell us, 

h ho lt 'd b ..,. • . "\ .. '') ... r e fers to t oae v u e vo~ t e --'""''"';;..:,.;.....__..::"';....._':...:.r_ The •idraah th.n 

quotes Avot 3: lS either incorrectly or drawi.Qa on a different version . 

..,. .... "'1"" ~~'"'"I' CD IJ) 11""' There is no doubt that the rvr J 1 r and .... ~_., ___ , ,._._~_l._iv_--".....__,. __ 

4re one in the ..... And there can be little doutt that the 

is circU11Cision, the "covenant (which is .ade in) the 

flesh." 

Sifrei also records an a l tunative version of Avot 3 : 15 . The 

phrase _\\'-")--'-1.J)- (4'--- ..... P-'-'-J-()_;)_(-=C.'-N- ia deleted as ia p') 1C P't./I N . In 

addition, J)\3N ia aubatituted for \\') \J'\ and the puniabaent is 

~~)') I"' ~11HO rather t han Rl) ~fa~ t' 1f r" . It 

is well accepted that ~~ >> ~lll is implied ~y e ;, . Parallels can 

be found in Tosefta Sanhedrin 12 : 9, b . Sanhedrin 99b and Avot de Rabbi 

Nathan 1:26 and 2: 35 . Tbua we have another clue that circumcision vas a 

••ans to attainin& aalvation (in Jewish terms _..._i_A_n __ p._f"-1""-"f_) in the 

second century. 

In Nedarill 3: 11 we find a lcna tribute to circumcision which ••ems 

to have been inspired by R. Elazar b . hariah ' s coa16nt that God finds 

the uncircumcised state repulsive . Ve read : 



R. Ishmael aays . Great ia circumcision whereby the covenant 
was established thJrteen ti8es. R. Jose aays, Great is 
circuacision since it overrides tbe strin&ent Sabbath . 
R. Joshua b . ICarcha aays, Great is circumcision since it was 
not s uspended for floaes the ripteous for so Iona u an 
hour. R. Neb .. iah aaya, Great is circuacision which 
supersedes the laws of leprosy. Rabbi says. Great is 
circW1cision for in spite of all the virtues that Abrabu 
our father fulfilled be was not called perfect until he was 
circumcised, as it is aaid, Walk before Me and be thou 
perfect . Another illustration of the s upr ... illportance of 
circW1cision : were it not for it the Holy One Blessed Be He 
would not have created His unJverse, u it is aaid , Thus 
saith the Eternal, If tty covenant be not day and niaht I bad 
not appointed the ordinances of heaven and earth . 
[Nedarim 3: 11) 
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Th i s is a fascinating and crucial paaaage . R. Ishmael contends that 

t hi rteen covenants were .. de; not the one coamonly diacuased by 

Chr i stians , but thirteen . The sev.uteentb chapter of Genesis, in which 

God makes a covenant with Abrahaa and ca.1194nds him to circuaciae himself 

contains a form of the teni ~~'N thirteen ti8es . R. Eluar b . Azariah 

concludes , apparently on this basis• that thirteen separate covenants 

were each establ isbed through circumc ision . R. Yosi compares 

ci r c.UJ11cision to Shabbat and aays it is of greater i.mpnrt since it 

overri des Shabbat . R. Joshua ben ICarcha's comment seems to refet t o the 

cir cumcision of GenhOll in Exodus 4 . He implies that it was Hoses, 

rather t han Gersb011, who was in danger . 

Most i nteresting i s Rabbi's comient conc erning Abraham . Not only 

di d Abr ah am ful fi 11 many • i tsvot, according t o Rabbi, but be was not 

considered ~e., (coarplet .e) until he had undergone c ircuacision . He 

quotes Genesis 17 : 1: e•rH> ~~ 7foJh) . Rabbi is 

suuest i ng that male hwaan beings require circumcision in order to be 

complete and that to be unci~cumcised is t o be somewhat less than fu l ly 

(or perfectly} human . 
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Finally, be u .kea the boldest assertio.n of the passage: the entire 

world was c reated in order to aake circumcision possible . Circumcision, 

and all it represents, bec011es the pinnacle of creation. Actually, this 

is not surprising since, as we are seeing, circumcision has COiie to 

represent the Jewish covenant vitb God th.rough Abrah• , human physical 

and spiritual p&rfection, obedience to God's COlllandaents (as well as to 

rabbinic authority) and salvation ( P"' J>l1¥ ) . One cannot help 

but think that circumcision has COiie to aean so much precisely because 

Christians claimed it aeant nothing at all : 

them: 

Only, let every one lead the life which the Lord bas 
assigned to b.ia, and in which God bas called bill. This is •Y 
rule in all the churches . Was any one at the tiae of bis 
call already circumcised? Let hill not seek to ruiove the 
marks of circU11Cision. Was any one at the ti•e of bis call 
uncircumcised? Let him not seek circumc;ision . For neither 
circumc ision counts for anything nor uncircuacision, but 
keeping the comandllents of God. Every one should r .. ain in 
the state in which be was called. [l Corinthians 7: 17-20) 

Tosefta Nedarim 2 : 5-7 quotes Rabbi's two sayings, adding between 

Nt pt. " l>CN 
;)_))) t 1Nll jt.. 
, ll° I f):)N"J 

;'\ri~~ I 1nt. 1~~ 
""l1l f'~ J\'tle1i' 

,)1;')' .J)"l.:> ?t.IC 

Another explanat ion· (So) great is circumcision that it is 
equal to all the works of creation which are in the Torah, 
as it is said: Here is the blood of the covenant which God 
•akes ( .))~~ ) with you [Exodus 24 :8). [Tosefta 
Nedarim 2:5 -7) 
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The expnuion J> '') i\ .j) P~ from Exodus 24:8 ruinda us of tbe 

earlier tannaitic pauaaea in which J\')~j'\ f)"I vaa alao associated 

with circu.ciaion. Thia additional aection bolsters Rabbi'• aecond 

point. 

The use of the teni .))1.::> in Tosefta Ned&ria 2 : S~7 coonecta the 

notions of circU11Ciaion and covenant, both lin&uistically and in 

substance . The blood which ia abed when the circU11Ciaion ia actually cut 

i& likened implicitly to the blood of ania&ls halved when a covenant ia 

••de. The cuttin& act i on ia crucial for it ia covenantal i tself : the 

covenant ia cut in flesh . 

The tannaitic paaa-aea we have seen thus far are restricted to the 

Mishna, Tosefta and ex•a•tical •idrasbia Si fr a and Sifrei. They indicate 

clearly that J) ' 1 ~ P. ?i and IJ 'i' IC: p )") 1~ t. f L lJ) "l ~ are tenia 

for circu11daion, that circumcision ia rewarded with Pf> pft i, and 

that circU11ciaion brinaa so.e sort of eo11pletion or perfection to the 

hU11an being . However, these passages are extr .. ely terse and do not 

elaborate on these tb ... a. It would be difficult, if not impoasible, to 

make any further conclusions baaed on tb ... 

4 .4 Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael and MidrHh Bereshlt Rabbah 

In the Hekhilta de-Rabbi Iahllael and Hidrash Bereshit Rabbab we 

find far more extensive and helpful •aterial . While both treat the Torah 

text in a line-by-l i ne 11anner , as do Sifra and Si fre!, they are far more 

aggadic in their approach . Unlike Mishna and Tosefta, they concent rate 

on theological issues, eschewing legal questions . Hence, they are "free" 

to enga,ae in polemics to a •uc:b greater enent that Hiabna, Tosefta, 

Sitra or Sifrei. 
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In the previous chapter, we saw that Justin spoke about the belief 

that circU11cision brouaht salvation. Froa the words of the Di•lo111• it 

is not clear just what sort of salvation he had in aind . The Hidruh 

Beresh i t Rabbah suguts that circumcision does, indeed, have salvific 

power . In one passaae , circumcision earns the sons of Ptolemy physical 

protection by an angel of God . In two other passagea, circU11cision is 

rewarded with -4p"->-..:;:;))>_-+;p;..;:fi;..:.t....;;1_ . These are dissiailar rewards in this 

respect : one is physical protection in this world, the other entails a 

promise of life in the next . However, on another level, both are divine 

redemptive rewards for having fulfilled the divine prescription . 

In Midrash Beruhit Rabbah 46 : 10 we are told that t he sons of 

Ptolemy circU11cise th ... elves in accordance with the coimandaent they 

read in the Book of Genuia . As a result of the ir circU11cisiona, an 

angel of God protects th .. in battle . 

And you s hall be circuacised in the flesh of your foreskin . 
It (the prepuce) is l ike a sore hangina from the body . Once 
Honabaz and lutes , the sons of Kin& Ptoluy, were sittina 
and reading the Book of Genes is . When they c•e to the 



verse, 'And you •hall be circU11Cised,' one turned bis tac. 
to t he wall and began to weep, and the other turned hi• face 
to the wa 11 and began to veep . Then each went and bad 
hiaself circumcised . Solle tille later they were sitting and 
reading the Book of 6-neais, and when they c ... to th.e verse 
'And you shall be circumcised,' one said to the other , 'Voe 
to you, brother I' to which he replied , ' Voe to you, brother, 
but not to .. . ' Thus they revealed the aatter to each other. 
When their 110ther learned about it she vent and told their 
father : ' A sore has broken out on our sons' flesh and the 
physician ha• ordered circU11Cision .' 'Then let th- be 
circumcised, ' said be . How did the Holy One, blessed be He, 
requi te tbea? Said R. Phinebas : When be vent out to battle a 
band of en .. ies attacked hi•, and an angel descended and 
rescued bill. [Midrasb Beresbit Rabbab 46 : 10) 1 • 1 
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It would seem that Monabaz and Izates circumcised themselve.s in order to 

convert . The fact that we are told that they were inspired to do so by 

reading the Book of Genesis and, in fact, wept when they read the 

commandment and realized it bad not been fulfilled through them , implies 

that their acts were mot ivated by a desire to obey God ' s will as 

expressed in the Torah . Hence , the protection which they received a crued 

to them due to their obedience to God's COllll&ndaent . 

Is this passage intended to answer Christianity's rej ection of 

c ircumcision? The Christian claims that circumcision ava iled Christians 

(and in particular, proselytes ) nothing 1., as well as Justin's and 

Tertullian's claims that ci rcumcision no longer brought redeaption or 

salvation may find their answer here . Irenaeus claimed that 

circumcis ion saved the Hebrews from physical har11 at the bands of the 

Egyptians only as a foreshadowing of Christian salvation. The mi drash 

cited above seeas to refute I renaeus 's content ion by asserting the 

i.aThis and all Midrash Beresb i t Rabbab passages are 
Theodor and Cb . Albeck, /Hdrasb ·8t!resbit Rabbah (Jerusalem : 
Books, 1965 ) . 

1
•

1 1 Corinthians 7: 17-20. 

from J. 
Vahrmann 
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benefit• of circuaciaion to all who submit theaaelvea to the ritual . 

We further note that the aidrash quoted above use• the tera 

(. 3 >')) for "to save . " Thia tera implies salvation in a physical sense, 

but can readily be abstracted to spiritual salvation. In the Book of 

Exodus, the tera bi 3 l' r h used aany ti.Ms to connote the bodily 

redemption of the people froa slavery in Egypt . 

Ever since I c ... to Pharaoh to speak in Your name, it baa 
gone worse with this people; yet You have not del i vered Your 
people at all. (Exodus 5:23) 

- '.})(' ~j n0<> 'lll~ ;\h')'b ~Ii> () 03 
..1)1(1 p13N .A)l \<>CJ~ f)'"> 3r.Jr 

.111'\JH./I p1>"'> ~f'I 

()~_; p.J) 'lNIC I 
fic1t- • - 'J~ 
f•3;) IJ '.!'>~ 

You shall say, "I t is the passover sacrifice to the Lord, 
because He passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt 
when He BllOte the Egyptians, but saved our houses." 
(Exodus 12 : 27) 

P'"3"' ~M f>~J\t \i3>) 11,J(, N))' (l'>A 
. p113('1 ~' _).OJ\ N p'll> .J)IO f, 3,) ''t)C 

11J\ ' '\NK. ' I 
,..,7'JC> :t· ~ I 

"Blessed be the Lord," Jethro said, "who delivered you froa 
the Egyptians and from Pharaoh , and who del ivered t he people 
from under the hand of the Egyptians .... " (Exodus 18: 10) 

Ve find passages in the PsalllS wbic.h support the contention that 

b• 3 µf • e ans "to s ave one from death" : 



r~onf p·Sn ·ri 1•1c:' ' ' ' '"'i>' l'1 ,")J;"I 
. ~111' A.tWnfi f>C.~j JHNN f 3,..,f 

Truly the eye of the Lord is on those who fear Hia , who wait 
for Bia fait.bful care to save th- from death, to auatain 
th .. in faine . (Psalll 33: 18-19) 

~,) JllNN ' t.C>j .nf3;) ':> 

.p"f'\1' 111CE' P ' •">flC. 

For you have saved .. fro. death, my foot fro. stU11blin&, 
that I aay walk t>.fore God in th• li1ht of life . 
[Psa l• 56 : 14) 
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In the book of the prophet Isaiah we find an openin& for a more 

abstracted or spiritualized notion of 

~)ft J\llGd ))',)I 

"';\' fit: 1pl31 
' .) 

.pf'11)I ~) I 

They shall serve as a symbol and reminder of the Lord of 
Hosts in the land of E1YPt, so that when [the Egypt i ans) cry 
out to the Lord •&&inst oppressors, He wil 1 send th.. a 
savior and champion to deliver th.. . [Isaiah 19 :20) 

The associ ation o f ~ with in li1ht of later Christian 

clai•s that Jesus was the ~'t, 1N , uy have ins pired Beruhit 

Rabbab 46 : 10 and, in part i cular , the use of [. 3ilf here . 

In the Helthilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Beshallah 4, 1 .. the rabbis 

su.ggest that Israel 'a sa lvation at the Reed Sea may have been God ' s way 

of repay in& their ancestor Abraha for havina circ W1Cised hillself . In 

this .... passaae , it is sugested that the event at the Reed Sea •ay 
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also have been a rep&J1M.Dt for Abrabu'a villingn .. a to sacrifice Iaaac . 

This is supported by the linguistic connection between 

~'1 131 lr"·' ("be cleaved the wood for th• burnt 

o ffer in&" [Gen••ia 22 : 3)) and fJ 'N>) ll'il i\ '\ 
I 

("th• waters were 

cleft" (Exodus 14 : 21)). It is iaportant to note that whether or not the 

salvation at the Re.c! Sea ia to be ascribed to Abrah .. 'a circU1tCiaion or 

hi• willingneaa to sacrifice Isaac . in either case the ideas of 

''cOIMlanc:blent" and "covenant" are crucial. Tbe •idrash llalr.ea clear at the 

outset that Abraham has been repayed for perfonaing a c~andllent: 

The question is: which comaandment? The rabbis even quote Jeremi ah 33 : 25 

which apeaka about a J\'"\~ (covenant) . They identify thia covenant •• 

the covenant of circuecision, which Abraham observed . In saving Israel 

at the Reed Sea. then. God was .. rely fulfilling the divine end of the 

contract. 

Further on. in the .... •idrash. we read Sbeaayab's opinion that 

God d i vided the Reed Sea for Israel because of the i\l~ ~. (faith) 

which Abrah .. had deeonstrated . Sb ... yab' a perspective on faith is that 

faith is -.nifest in action. it is the faith lived throuah obedience to 

God 's commandmen ts . In fact, faith expressed through action is the 

theme of this entire midrash. It opens wi th a pic ture of Hosea standing 

with the Israe lit:es at the shore of the Reed Sea, unable to crou ita 

raging waters . The Egyptians are in bot pursuit behind tb... God 

castigates Hosea for standina still and praying: 



"lC10 P'"' m ~~ P!J1 n J • .1.l ~w s nt.w f "~P)) 'lrd:: 
~ •ft f3Jl ,")N ~~~ ~i''\NI ~!"411 Mtl f '3t1 IGjtt.\ 

The Holy One blessed be He said to Hoses : "Motl••, tty son, 
l'ty children are in trouble, the sea i• clo•Lna (in on tb .. ] 
and tbe enemy is pursuing (the•), yet you stand there 
reciting long prayers . Why do you cry out to Me?" 
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The answer , we know is ?CN >t: ffi)l . The expression of faith as 

manifest through prayer is insufficient. MosH must act . The J- must 

act . The Jew must obey God's •itzvot . h ia true that faith brings 

salvation: 

I~ \'"'"'">l.J ~)NIG1) 
P'>" -"~ f>...,i ... 

So worthy ia the faith with which Abraham their fnher 
believed in He that I will divide the sea for th ...... 

but it i a faith which is •anifest through observance of God'• 

COCllD&ndments . 

In Hekhilta Beshallah 7 the rabbis applaud faith . Treating the 

verse I J ' NIC ' I they expound on the greaeneaa of 

faith. The »J~ ~, of which they speak ( 1)JN1l is the s ... as the term 

employed in Hekhilta Beshallah 4) iu is the faith which leads to the 

observance of • ftzvot : 

u 'See Norman J. Cohen "Analysis of an Exegetical Tradi tion in the 
Hekhilta de-Rabbi Ishllael : The Meaning of Amanah i n the Second and Third 
Centuries ." AJS R•vi"11 , 9 (1984). to appear . He treats the quHtion of 
t he • •aning of jUN" as well as the possible anti-Christian pcl .. ical 
use o f this passage . For the text of nekhilta leshallah 7 . see Appendix 
E. 
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Whoever •cc•pta (the obligation to fulfill) one comaandment 
is deserving of having the holy spirit rest on him . 
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The term 2'3 l"j' ~ l\ II unnot but r•ind one of the "Holy Spirit" of 

Christianity . Are the r•bbia consciously COllJ>~ing the Christian road to 

salv•tion (through faith alon•) to the Jwish way (faith upresHd 

through observance of •1tzvot)1 1 • • P•ul had cla~d th•t Gentile 

proselytes could receiv• the Holy Spirit without even baptism, let alone 

circumcision . Here, the 9'}1rn n I') is seen as • rew•rd for fulfilling 

one of the divine c~anct..Dts, the very commanct..nu Paul considered 

obsolete . 

Moreover, Helthilt• Beshallab 7 .Ues it clear that t he reduiption 

at the Reed Sea is not the real thrust of th•ir .. uaae . Abrab•, they 

note, was rewarded for bis i)JNt:: not only with this world, but also 

Kil» pfii (the world-to•coee) . The r•dMJ>tion •t the Reed Sea 

prefigures the future reduipt ioo . The rabbis then bring Psalm 92:2 -3 

which reads: 

·}"fr zr..iOJf ')N~~I ,)ti)•f J>l3h">f ;a1(, 

. J. t f.f;:\ ?J).JINk:I ,~on 1p~~ ~ 'C))t 

u'Vhat is further strilting, in this regard , is that the rabbis 
are ut~y silent concerning Genesis 15:6: 
P ' ~J) \\1 U!. ~ ?lnJ\ul . Beruhit Rabbab offers no interpretation 
of thi s verse •t a11: It ••Y be that this verse troubl•d the rabhis and 
so they avoided it . Yet, given the very nature of aidrash , it would not 
have been a difficult. task t o reinterpret Genesis lS : 6 in accordance 
with t he i deas promulgated in the Helthilte . 



It is aood to praiH the Lord, to sing hyu to Your name, 0 
Host Hi.ah. to procla U. Your steadiaat love at daybreak, Your 
faithfulness each nipt .... [Paal• 92: 2·3) 
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Thia world ia identified with "nipt," while the "momin&" connotaa 

pfit. Hence, faithfulnaaa of the sort Abrah• exhibited 

(i. • .• throu&h obaervina God'a comandmenta) is rewarded with 

t~~ ~611 In Sifre! Shellach 102 we saw evidence that 

circW1Cision •i&ht be aaaociated with the reward of t~n ~fir 
Here, that notion is •ade exp l icit . 

This ia not t he only text t hroup which the rabbis express the 

view that obedience to the comandlle.nt of circU11cis ion is rewarded with 

In Bereshit Rabbah 90 : 6 and •&•in chapter 95 , the 

rabbis comient on Genesis 47 : 25 . In the Genesis verse, the El)'ptians 

thank Joseph for having aaved them frOll the aeven year famine . Their use 

of the teni IJJ)" n ii (H opposed to ••rely I J J) " n ) signifies that 

Joseph had given th .. not only l i fe in this world , but also life in the 

world-to· C011e aa well : 

R. Shmuel said: the text do~s not say I J J'I " n but rather 
I .J JI" n" I aianifying that I Joseph gave the Egyptians life 

in thi s world and in the world-to-co.Ht . 

I 

The additional letter ~ signifies that the Egyptians have been doubly 

blessed . And to what do we attribute this? 1be midruh tells us that 

Joseph t old the E&YPt i ans to circuaciae theaselvea . The fact t hat they 

enjoyed t.:l l) p&1l' , as revealed through the use of I J J\ " n )' , teaches 

that they must have been cir cWDcised . 
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Bereshit Rabbah 91 : 5 also discuases the idea that Joseph told the 

E&YPtians to circ~i•e th ... elvea . 1 • 1 It ia not explicitly atat9d that 

the circuaciaioa of the Eayptiana ia part of a conversion procus. 

Joseph'• refuaal to fe9d uncircu.ciaed people and the Eayptiana' 

re.aent .. nt over bein& rul9d by a Hebrew •'l&&ests that the rabbis aay 

have intended to imply conversion . According to the aidruh, after 

Joseph tells the E&YJ>ti&na to circuaciae theaaelves they rush to Pharaoh 

to complain (at bavi,na to lower th ... elvea by becoming Hite the 

Hebrews?) and Pharaoh confirms that this ia the only way they will be 

s•ved froe the faaine . 

Irenaeus argued that the aarlt of circuaciaion was given to the 

Hebrews t o distin&uiah th .. froe the Egyptians . Thia distinction led to 

their salvation . In contrast, Juatin and Tertullian claimed that the 

mark of circuaciaion aet Jews aside for punishaent . In the present 

pass age froe Bereshit Rabb&b, the E&YJ>tiana ae .. to object to bec011in&, 

or appearing to be , Hebrews by circuacisin& themselves. Yet this is 

precisely the reaedy to their probl.. . It is only by becoeing 

ci r cumc ised that Joseph will feed thea and .s•ve th- from starvat i on . 

What is aissing is the •'l&&Htion that the salvation offered them by 

J os eph is any more than the physical, this-worldly provis i on of food . 

Next , we examine the issue of covenant . I s c i rcumcis ion a "sign" 

or "symbol" or is it a covenant, itself? Bereshit Rabbah 46 : 9 states 

explicitly that acceptance of ci r c umcision is necessary to prove that 

one accepts God's divinity . In this p .. saae God tells Abraham : 

••'see Appendix F . 



R. Yudab said: "God aaid. •1t thy children accept My 
Divi nity . I will be their God and Patron; if not. I will not 
be thdr God and Patron . If thy children enter the Proeiaed 
Land, they accept tty Divinity; if not. they do not accept tty 
Divini ty . If they accept circU11cision. they accept My 
Divinity; if not. they do not accept tty Divinity . If thy 
children accept circU11Cision. they will enter the Proeiaed 
Land; if not. t hey will not enter the Promised Land."' [from 
Beresbit Rabbah 46 : 9) 

146 

Clearly , t hose who reject circu.cis ion also reject God and will not be 

allowed to enter Eretz Yiarael . Paul bad .. de the issue of circumcis ion 

one of authority, as ve noted in chapter one . In John 7 : 16~ 18, Jesus is 

quoted as c laimi na that hia authority coees directly free God. There is 

here an implicit comparison to the "indirect author ity" of the Pharisees 

or rabbis . In the second and third centuries, when Beresbit Rabbah was 

compiled, this issue aay still have been a sensitive one. Bence the 

rabbis vho wrote Bereshit Rabbab explicitly affira that the c<>11111andment 

of circWDcision (and all related legis lation, presWDably) was d ictated 

by God . 

Further, this pericope sees circumcision as a condition which must 

be fulfi lled in order to enter the Land of Israel. The 11idrash r-inds 

us that God proeJsed the Land t o Abrahu'a offsprin&' u as part of a 

covenanta l contract . Circumcision, we are told. ia the hU11an obligat ion 
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pertainin& to the covenant . Hence the Israelites with Joshua underwent 

cb'cU11Cbion just prior to their conquest of Ereu Yiareel: 

R. Bereltiah and R. Helbo in the n•e of R. Abin b. R. Joae 
said: It is written. And this is the cause vhy Joshua di d 
circumcise: Joshua spoke a word to th .. , and circU11Ciaad 
th ... 'What think you,' said be upbraldin& th .. , 'that you 
will enter the Land uncircu.ciaad?' Thus di d the Holy One, 
blessed be He . say to Abraham. 'And I will aive unto thee. 
and to thy seed after thee, etc., provided that you fulf i l 
the condition, And as for thee. thou shalt keep My 
covenant . ' [from Bereahit Rabbah 46 :9) 

Horeover. circU11Ciaion as a covenantal act assures one of progeny, which 

is also included in the promiae made in Genesis 17: 

And I vill aalte rq covenant , etc . , I . Kuna said in Bar 
Jtappara's na.e : Abrah• pondered and drew an inference : 
orl•b (foreskin) ia said here and orlab occurs in reference 
to a tree : j ust as orl•h in the case of trees refers to the 
place where it yields fruit, ao orlab e11ployed in reference 
to man ••ans the •ember which produces offspr ins (fruit). 
Said R. Hanina to bi•: Had then reasoning by analogy already 
been given to Abraham? Surely not! But (he learned it from 



God'• premise J : And I w 111 uke .,. covenant between .. and 
thee, and will multiply thee exc•edin&ly : hence , with (that 
...a,.r tbrouah which] I will multiply thee exceedinaly , J 
wil 1 ult• ., covenant between .. and th•• . (from BerHhit 
Rabbab 46:4) 

148 

It ia not aurpriain&, then, to learn that one who dlapiaH the 

urlt of circu.cision ia considered to have broken the covenant . Beresblt 

Rabbab 46 : 13 tells us : 

He has broken ., covenant . Thia re fera to one whose 
ci rcu.ciaion is diapiaed . It vu tau&}lt : He whose 
circueciaion is diapi aed must re-circuaciae . R. Judah said: 
He does not r•-circu.ciae, because it is a suppressed 
foreskin. They said to R. Judah : Yet there were -..ny in the 
days of the aon of JCoaiba who re-circu.cised and yet a•ve 
birth to children after that . Hence i t is written, He shall 
sure ly be circu.ciaed-even four or five tt..a : He bath 
broken Hy covenant- vb. be whose circU11cision is diapiaed . 
(fro. Bereshit Rabbah 46 : 13) 

Thia paaa&&e suueats that Jews d i d att98pt to r..ove the •arks of 

ci r c U11ciaiun . We It.now that froe the time that Antiocbu. JV Epiphanes, 

kin& of Syria, rescinded the law of Hoses by royal decree in 167 

B.C. E. ,''' Helleni .. exerted an anti-c ircU11Ci•in& influence on Jews . The 

paauae in Avot 3 : lS (••• paa• 128 above) which warns aaainat ~o•• who 

\.) ' ?IC pj)"\~ ~ ~~ IJ)'1? lur4 also sew to reflect circuaatances in 

which Jews are either nealecting circU11c ision or ac t i vely •••kin& to 

aul iclter11an, p . 93 . 
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reeove, throu&h aursery, the evidence of haviq bee circU8Ciaed . In 

this ca1e, Bereshit Rabbah 46 : 13 co.es to r .. ind it1 audience that one 

who i1 circU1tCiled, yet rUK>Vea the mark, 11Uat be re·circu.ciaed in 

order to be a part of the covenant . 

Both Sitra (Turiya 1) and ToHfta (Sbabbat 15) speak of the 

J)'1~ fl~ . We undentand the J'l''l~ fl~ to refer to the blood 

spilled thrOU&h circuaciaion. leruhit Rabbab 46: 12 also apea.ka of 

11entioniq an argument between Hillel and Sb .... i 

concemiq whether a aale born without a foreskin, or a proselyte , 

requires circuaciaion. In all cases the rabbis confira that the 

u required. 

We 1ee, then, that circumcision is a covenant in and of itse 1 f. 

Not only must a aale born circumcised undergo a procedure whereby the 

J)'l~ fl~ will flow, but those who attempt to reeove the mark of 

circuacision are considered to have rejected the covenant. 

The rahbis also confirm that circumcision completes or perfecta 

the hW14n body. Bereshit Rabbah 46 state that the foreskin is a blemi sh 

or defect : 

God s aid to Abrahu : ' There is nou&ht unworthy in thee save 
thy foreskin: remove it and the bluish ceases. ' Hence, Yallt 
before Me , and be thou whole. [from Bereshit Rabbab 46 : 1) 

Here, the foreskin is termed fioe> (unfit); it is a ~ (defect) . 

Further on, we read : 



Valk before ... and be thou whole . R. Levi said : 1bis aay 
be illustrated by a noble lady whom the kin& c~anded , 
' Valk before ... ' She valked before hia and her face went 
pale, for, thou&ht she , who know• but that some defect aay 
have been found in M? Said the king t o her, '1bou bast no 
defect , but that the nail of thy little fina•r is sli&htly 
too lon~; pare it and the defect wi ll be aone.' Similarly, 
God said to Abrah•, '1bou but no other defect but this 
foresk i n : remove it and the defect will be aone . ' Hence , 
Valk befn r • ... and be thou whole . ( from ~•reshit 
Rabbab 46 :4) 

lSO 

The sue teras, fi()() and ~ are umployed to describe the foreskin . 

In contrast, the circU1tCised aale is complete . In Nedarill 3:11 ve 

/J'NJ) r ead Rabbi's opini on that circ09ciaioo aade Abrahu _ in a vay 

that fulfilling no other •itw•b could accomplish : 

Rabbi said : So great ia circueciaion that ~eapite all the 
commandllenta that Abrabu our father fulfilled , be was not 
called Qft, until he was circumcised, as it is said: 
Walk befo r e He and be whole . 

The rabbis also draw an analogy to mustard and wheat, which need to be 

refined before they are complete . So, too, with aan : 



A philoaop.ber asked I. Hoauya : 'If circ\!mcision is so 
precious, why was it not ai ven to Adu? ' ' If so, ' be 
replied , ' why do you shave the corners of your bead and 
leave your beard? I I Because it arew vi th .. in folly. I ... 

the answer . 'If so, you should blind your •Y• and cut off 
your bands I' ' To such an arau.ent have we coeel' observed 
be. 'I c annot send you away .-pty-handed,' said be; '[the 
real reHon is this : ) whatever was created in the first six 
d.ays requires further preparation, • ·I ·, 11UStud needs 
sweeteniq, vetcbas need aweetenina, wheat needs arindin& , 
and aan too needs to be finished off . ' (Benshit 
Rabbah 11 :6) 

lSl 

Adu ii ..ntioned in lerHhit Rabbah 46 : 3 as well. Abrahu asks 

God, as the philosopher Hked I . Hoshaya (BerHhit Rabbab 11:6), why 

Adam was not born circU11Cised, if the foreskin llUSt be re110ved anyway . 

Justin asked the sue quest ion in the Di•lo1u• . ••• His s o lution was to 

assert that circu.cision was unnecessary . lbe Rabbis defend God's havin& 

created Adu uncircU11Ciled . In Berashit Rabbah 11 :6, u we have seen, 

circumcision is an act of perfectiq. One •iaht c lai• that it allows the 

human to participate in God's creation. In Bereshit Rabbah 46 :3, God is 

••de to tell Abrah .. , in ••••nee, that circu.cia i on is not required for 

those who do not acltnowl•d&• God's divinity . Henc e the reader/ listerner 

is likely to conclude that those who do not circumcise (either Jews who 

i anorethe commandment or Christians who reject it) are considered to 

reject God's authority and divinity as well . 

1
" See paae 96 . 
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I~ Bereahit Rabbah 46:2 the rabbis assert that circW1Ciaion 

sanctifies th• ule reproductive organ: 

~lJJ) d"" ti~ 
INi '1?~ !lit. 

. Ot, t ~j' \li>'lN 

Why should be not have circumc:iaed hi.maelf at th• age of 
forty-eight, when he recognized his Creator? In order not to 
discourage proselytes. Then vhy not be circumc:ised at the 
age of eighty-five, when [God) spoke with him between the 
piecea? ln order that Isaac •i&ht iasue fr09 a holy source . 
(fr09 Bereshit Rabbab 46:2) 

The rabbis relate this to th• notion that, aa a covenantal act , 

clrcuacision assured one of the progeny prOllised by God in Geneais 17 

(see Bereabit Rabbab46:4) . 

We have exaained llUCh of th• forty-aiJcth chapter of Bereabit 

Rabbab . In the fifth aection of this chapter Abraham is likened to a 

High Priest . 111 Even the slightest bl .. iah would disqualify the High 

Priest from offering sacrifices to God in the Sanctuary . The rabbis 

appear to be asking here why it is tbat the f oreskin 11Ust be 

circumcised? Circumcision of the ear or llOUt h , they respond, would 

render one unfit to offer sacrifices . So, too , would circumcision o f the 

heart . Clearly, there is no conceivable physical operation which could 

be associated with circumcision of the heart; in fact, it is an 

"operation" only God perfor115, in contrast with circumcision of the 

foreskin . Why, then, do the rabbis bother to •ention circumcision of the 

'''See AppendiJc G. 
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heart in this context? We sugeat that this passage aay be a polemical 

attack of Christianity's claia that spiritual circuac1aioo of the heart 

is superior to bodily circuaciaion of the foreskin. The concern 

expreued in Bereahit Rabbab 46:9 that submuaion to circumcision is a 

Masure of aclmowledg..ent of God's divinity u well as the portrayal of 

Abrahaa as a aodel for proselytes who undergo circumcision in later life 

(Bereahit Rabbab 46:2) support our contention that the rabbis 

constructed lerHhit Rabbab 46 to defend the practice of circuacia ion 

and to counter Christian claiaa coucern!Qg the practice. 

In this lenathy treatise (BerHbit Rabbah 46), which we have 

quoted in bits and pieces, the rabbis arpe that circumcision c011pletes 

the huaan body, 1 u that circuacisioo ia a covenant al act which earned 

t he Israelites Iret1 Yisrael and which assures Jews progeny, that one 

1111st s ubmit to circuaciaion in order to prove that one recoanizes God's 

divinity. end that an effort to reaove the aa.rlt of circuaciaion ia 

construed to be a betrayal of the J-ish covenant with God . If our 

contention that Bereshit Rabbah 46 ia an anti-Christian pol-ic is 

correct, then the state.6nt toward the end that one who circumcises at 

the heart cannot tbinlt, aust have sounded either ironic or like sardonic 

humor to its audience. 

Bereshit Rabbah 26:3 echoes aany of these ideas . It is a 

fascinating p~ssage : 

I r1t ~I )) .f>U' 
r,;\"' ~~·J t.1 r.·~3 

?f.J Ii p-i>"l'il t ti 

~ bi)I . J>D . Jl ~I P"' )\" fl~ .J)\C 
~\))~ t1\~ µJ)IC ~)n.,n~ ~t: 
pfi INtJ ~\)') ?11~ v~pv ~n ··LI 

1 ' 1 Is this as opposed to autilatin& it? See page 50, above . 
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~'-P'°' \\fJ\ \'J\l'J\IC \'J''-ltJ "INIC. l\Un 1.) . INl1\J\~ 

• ~.>t.J N~ "~ fo;\ '2J I fl ilN~) ~ ~1"'11~ f 

Sb .. , H .. and Japhet . Surely Japbet was the eldest? (Sb .. , 
however, i• vTitten) tint beeauH ha vu (more) riptaou 
(than the others); also, becauae he was bom circU11CisMI, 
tbe Holy One, bluaMI be He, Ht Rh H•• particula:-ly upon 
hla; (other reasons for bis priority are that) Abrah .. was 
to arise from bu, be vu •iniater in the Kiah PriHthood, 
and becauH the Temple would be built in bis territory . Tb• 
son of Ruta said: (Sh .. ia written first) because tbe Roly 
One, blHsed be He, sus pended (puniabllent) for the 
aenerationa from the Flood until the Separation accordina to 
the nWlberical value of bis n.... vb. three hundred and 
forty years . (leresbit Rabbab 26 :3) 

We note first that the rabbis ascribe to Sb .. tbe place of honor usually 

reserved for the eldest because be is more riabteous than bis brothers . 

1 .. ediately they ••ntion that Sb.. was a lso circU11Cised . Is bis 

circW1chion the source of bis riahteousness? It would ••- to be the 

case based on the juxtaposition of the r:\ 3 and (j '""' . No other 

explanation of Sh .. '• riabteouaness is offered. lie are r .. inded of 

Paul 's princ iple of "riahteousness through fa ith . " Here, we !ind an 

iaplication of "ri&bteousness throuah circumcis i on . " IAt us look 

further . She• is the progenito r of Abrah .. and be was a Hi &h Priest . 1 • 1 

Also, Bereshit Rabbah 46 :5 ter.ed Abrahaa a High Pr i est . lie rec all that 

Bereshit labbah 46 : 2 held that Isaac was not bom until after bis 

concept ion was sanct ified by Abrabaa's circWlcision . Sh .. , like 

"
1 Paul termed Jesus a Kiah Priest . It .. , be that lereshit 

Rabbah 26:3 and 46 : 5 are respondina to this by clslaing that Christians 
cannot inherit the priesthood (aft.er Jesus ) because they lack the 
phys ical requir..ents : they are not circumcised. Jews also considered 
themselves a "nation of priests;" lereshit Rabbah 26 :3 and 46 : 5 •ay be 
comaiunicatina that only Jews are (physically) qualified to b• priest~ 
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Abrahaa, vaa aade physically QOllf>l•te for bis priestly role . We see, 

then, that Bereabit Rabbab 26:3 ellbodi .. UDY of the notions expressed 

elHvbere concemiq circu.ciaioo; and UDY of these i deas aight be 

understood as directed against Christian cla1- . 

One passage r ... ina to be discuaaed: a pericope in Heltbilta de­

Rabbi Iabaael, Paraahat Aaalelt 3. 11 • 

In thia per icope • the rabbis have Hoa ea assent iq to Jethro' a 

request that Hosea's first-born aon be given over to idol-worship. Hoses 

agrees to do ao in e.xchange for ZipPQrah'a band in aarriaa• . Thia legend 

explains why Hosea 'a son Gerahoa vaa, u yet, uncircuacued vben his 

parents stopped at the inn on their journey froa Hidian to Egypt 

(Exodus 4:24). Accordi ng to R. Elaaar of Kodiin, to whoa this leaend is 

attributed , it waa Hoses who vu endanae.red by his son's uncircuacised 

state . Later in the perieope i . Joae eoneura, adding that God was 

angered not that Hoses would delay the circuaeiaion for the greater task 

of lead.i.ng the hraelitea out of E&YPt, but because be delayed the 

circumcis ion in order to rest : 

Because he delayed the performance of circumcision, the 
angel sought to kill hia, as it ia said: And it c ... to pass 
on the way at the lodaina place .... 

•••see Appendix R. 
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Clearly, the rabbis are uncoeforl:able with the obvious avidence that the 

great rabbinic paradip-Hoses-neglected to circuaciae his own son . 

Consequently, there are hints throughout the •idrash that ttosea was only 

one hour late in performing this obliaation or that be bad relegated it 

to the areater priority of leadina Israel out of Egypt . 

However, R. Sbi8on b . GMaliel offers an alternative 

interpretation at the end of the per icope . 

~N f l 1 )\Id ?~f t•h°\ t. f') tf "lN llC 
Jl')N" 1f l MIC 'fl'~'i jJ'O '.) 

' I)) rlJ'J)1) llC "4.N f 0 

R. Sbi.8on ben Gamaliel says : The ange l sought to kill the 
baby, not Pfoses. For , as it is said : "Surely you are a 
bridegr0011 of blood to me." You •ust say, go and see who is 
called a "bridegroom" : Hoses or the baby? You •ust admit it 
is the baby . 

Since the child is the one who bleeds from the circumcision, R. Shi.8on 

adduces that be is th~ f?' N~ -1..nl' . Jastrow 

connote "to covenant" or "to connect,'1111 hence, 

claims that --}J!l can 

the A'rB-jJ)n may 

be understood as referr Jng t o a covenant made with blood. Thia would be 

circumcision. Gershoe , then, is the one brought into the covenant 

through the blood of circumcision. 

~· ~•• - \J)n R. Shimon' s explanation of ,..=. 1' :1 I •ay be vi-ed as an 

af firmation that circumcision i s a covenantal act . In the context of 

this per icope , which begins wi th l'toses '• acquiescence to Jethro'• wiah 

that his first son with Zipporab be given over to idol-worship, 

111Harcus Jastrow, Diet Jonllry of tbe Tal.ud, I (Brooklyn : 
Traditional Press , Inc.), p. 514. 
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R. Shimon'• interpretation coeea to uaert that, to the contrary, 

Gershom waa brought into the Jewish covenant through circuacision. 

The Helthilta pericope under discussion also contains a variant 

version of Hiahna Nedarill 3: 11, vhich we examined above . 1 11 Host of tbe 

differences are relatively ainor and do not affect tbe .. aentia l tbruat 

of the passage . However , there is one striking oeission. In Ne<Uria 3:11 

we read : 

~;")1~k; ;')Q,)t.J J')13Nj) 

(fop;) ")Nl(_)lJ r~ 
i'>f tJ l)ri~~ 
ph~ ~'\'j\J 

. j)'f'J]I 

Rabbi says : Great ia circU11cision, for despite all the 
comaandmenta which Abraham our father observed , be was not 
considered (called) coeplete until be was circU11ci1ed, as it 
is said : Walk before me and be perfect. (Genesis 17:1} 

This line ia absent in the Hellhilta version . Jn its place, Rabbi is made 

to say: 

Great is circumcision for despite all the merits of Hoses, 
they d id not avail hill in his hour of need (trouble). When 
be went to bd n& Israel out of Egypt, because be waa 
negligent for one hour regarding circuacision , an angel 
tried to kil l hill, as it is said : And it c .. e to pass on the 
vay at the lodging place (Exodus 4 : 24) . 

" 'See page 133 . 
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In the Hiabna, Rabbi praises circ08Ciaion for being the only •itzvd 

which .. de Abrah• k (coeplete). In the Hekbilta , however, no 

.entioo is .. de of eitbe.r Abrahaa or the notion of physical c.ompletion . 

Hosea, who is tha subject of the pericope , is 11e11tioned in place of 

Abrahaa, and his pradicuent in Exodus 4 : 24 (which ia the topic of 

discussion in the Hekbllta paaaaaa) is discussed rather than Abraham's 

observance o f • itzvot. It would se• that the rabbis who composed this 

HekhiltA pHU&e found Nedada 3 : 11 a convenient peg on which to hang 

their praise for c ircU11cision . Since Ra.bbi 's words ca.rry the areatest 

weight, they function as the c liaax . The aeaaaae is, once again , that 

circumcision affords protection . According to R. Elazar and R. Jose, 

Hoses was endangered for having failed to fulfill the obliaation to 

circumcise bla son. According to R. Shillon, it is Gersbom who is 

threatened. In either case, it is clear that perfoniance of the ritual 

in obedience to God's comll&Dcbtent a verts the danaer. 

4.5 Summary 

In this chapter we have surveyed the J-ish writings through the, 

first t wo centuries of the Ca...on £ra in order to learn what J-s were 

saying about circumcision . Specifically, were there a ttempts to refute 

the claims aade by the early Church Fathers? Does what we read lead us 

to believe that Jews were read ing Christian l"eligiou.s texts or talking 

face·to-face with Christians about theolog ical matters? 

Ve began by r eviewing the b i blical references to circumcision. Ve 

noted the unusual story of Gershom ' s circumcision and the references to 

"c ircumcision of the heart" in particular . 
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In the Hiabna, Tosefta, Sifre and Sifrei, we found that the 

aajority of the passages which .. ntioned circu.cision wen primarily 

concerned with technical and legal questions pertaining to tbe 

perforaance of the ritual . Many paaaages exist within the context of 

discussions concerning purity, conversion and Shabbat observance . 

Ve noted, in particular, that the ten1 J) '11\ Pol ia used several 

ti•es and once, hinting at the covenantal quality of 

ci rcU11Cision . Ve also pointed out that Sifre referred to a convert as a 

In addltion, we discussed two .illportant •iabnaic passages , which 

come to be quoted or paraphrased in later •idrashic literature: 

Avot 3 : lS aod Nedar im 3 : 11. Avot 3: 15 employs the teiw 

IJ '~ K j?\\1~1C ~ l.J\ 11~ which we suggested referred to 

circu.ciaion. Of particular interest ia the Hsertion in Avot 3: LS that 

one forfeits one's share in the world-to-COiie by violating the covenant 

of Abraham . Ve suggested that this serves H evidence that circu.cision 

was believed to bring a Jewish variety of salvation , p;, pfrt . ve 

also noted that Hertz interpreted this passage as an affi nDation of 

rabbinic authority against all those v'-o questio.ned the divinity of 

rabbinic legislat ion . 

The second aisbnaic passage of importance is Nedarilt 3: 11. Here 

t he rabbis extol the greatness of circumcision . Of great interest is 

Rabbi's co.1ent that Abrah .. wa& considered ~ (ce>11plete) only by 

virtue of his c ircumcision . 

'''See page 128 . 
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Next we ex .. ined the Hekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael and Midrash 

Bereshit Rabbah which discuss circU11Cision in greater theological depth 

than do t .he early tannaitk worb. In this literuure we found 

confir11ations that circW1Cision is redemptive and salvific, that .u.f..tL. 
is a covenantal act in and of itself (rathe.r than .. rely a "s,.bol" or 

"si.gn") and that any atte11pt to disguise the aark of circumcision is 

viewed as a breach of the Jewish covenant with God . Ve suuested that 

the strona reaction •&•inst those who undergo operations to reaove the 

mark of circumcision, that is evident here, reflects an historical 

situation in which a dangerously large nuaber (!rOll the perspective of 

the rabbis) of Jews were engqing in this practice . Ve cannot estimata 

what percentage of the community aay have been involved . However, given 

the role circumcision bad COiie to play in the Jewish-Christian dabate, 

representing the issues of authority (rabbinic versus Jesus ) and 

covanant (the Jewish cov~ant versus the "new covenant" of 

Chri stianity ) , we aay assume t~t the rabbis found any challenge to 

circumcision within the Jewish community particularly offensive and 

t hreatening . 

Ve COiie, then, to the question which we posed at the outset . To 

what extent were Jews and Christians aware of one another's claiaa 

regarding circumcision in the first two centuries . To what extent did 

they read each other's texts . Did their scholars interact? The first 

point to be made here is that , since neither quotes the other or refers 

spec ifically to the other, we cannot know whether the Tannaim read the 

Christian New Testament and early Church Fathers or whether the early 

Church Fathers read Jewish literature of the sa.e period. 
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We find hints that the Rabbis and Church Fathers were •ar• of 

general claims aade by one another . For ex1111ple, where. the Church 

Fathers call circU11Cision a "ayabol" the rabbis arau• atronaly that it 

is a covenantal act . However , the rabbis nowhere explicitly deny 

circU11ciaion is a "•Jllbol . " Had ve found pauaaea which both denounced 

the claim that circU11Cision is a "ayabol" as well as asserted that it is 

a covenantal act, we would have stronaer around on which to stand. Thia, 

however, does not exist. Hence, our conclusions are beat termed 

"conjectures . " It would ••• that the rabi:>u were aware that Christiana 

held circU11ciaion to be .. rely a "ayabol." However , since Philo ude 

the .... clai.91 '' it •i&ht be araued that the rabbis were respondin& to 

Helle.niatic Jews rather than Christians . 

We noted that several of the Church Fathers acknowledge the belief 

that circU11Cision brin&s salvation . The tannaitk literature of the 

first two centuries confiras this . We find several indications that 

circumcision is rewarded with pfrt . Ve suuest that for 

Jews, is equivalent to salvation: it is the ultimate 

religious goal . The disaareeaent as to whether circW1cision entitles one 

to a share in the world-to-come serves to underscore the larger question 

of salvation which was so frequently discussed in the first two 

centuries . The fact t hat both the rabbis and the Church Fathers address 

the saae issue seems t o indicate that they were aware of one another's 

claias . The Christ ians state this explic itly. Ve propose on the basis o! 

the texts exaained here that the Jews were siallarly informed . 

1 1 ' Philo, a' we noted in chapter one, held that ful f illltent of the 
coamanda.nt of circumcision was nonetheless bi ndin& upon Jews . 
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5. 1 Qu.stions 

Chapter 5 

Tow•rd • Conclusion 
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We set out to study what Jews and Christians 1o1rote about 

circU11cision in the first two centuries of the COIDOn Era. We sou&ht to 

examine the claias aade as well as the underlying attitudes expressed. 

We asked : Were Christians and Jews aware of one another's religious and 

theological claias regardiq circU11Cision? Did they read one another's 

texts? Did they forwlate their opinions solely based on their own 

theoloaical perspectives or were their opinions, in part, a reaction to 

t he clai• s ••de by the other aroup? Havina explored these issues, we now 

ask how the discussions that took place in the first two centuries 

affected the develop11ent of the Jewish liturgy for circ1111cision. 

5.2 Summary of Findings 

We have looked at the Christian New Testament (priauily the look 

of Acts and the Pauline epi stles were helpful) as well u the early 

Church Fathers, throuah Origen. We found that, for Paul, circU11Cision 

was an important •atter 80re for what circumcision represented in the 

Jewish mind than for the actual procedure . Sandael has COllpared Paul 

with Philo, his contemporary, demonst ratiq that both Philo and Paul 

reduced circumcision to symbolic significance, at best. Where Philo 

chose to a lign himself with Jewish tradition and Jewish c~unal 

interests , however, Paul decided to break with Judais• and pursue a 

different course. 1be i8plication for this discussion was the .. eraence 

of Christ i ani ty as a sepa.rate entity, no longer a Jewish sect. 
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Circumc:isioa. then. functioaed aocioloai ully and philo5ophically to 

.. rk the bifU.rcation . When Christian proselytes d i d not underao 

c::ircmciaion. they (in effect) ude the atat..ant that they did not 

consider th ... elv .. to be connected to the Jewish people . ln refusift& to 

circumc:iH Titu and in objectin& to circumc:iaion for Gentile 

proHlytH, Paul stood philoaopbiully oppo .. d to Jewish tradition and 

Jewiah reliaiwa beliefs c:oncernin& the J..,iah COYenant with God . 

For the early Church Fatben. tb.e question of an actual suraical 

pr·ocedure was al ready a llOOt point . By the bea1nnina of the second 

century, Christiana no lc:iaa-r even considered circ\meiaion. For the 

Church Fathers, circumeiaiOD becme a rally in& point for Christian 

claims concerni.n& th• "nw covenant" and salvation . They denied 

cir cu.ciaion ' s cavenantal quality. It vu . accordift& to the author of 

tbe Letter of brnab4•, vbo oppoeed Judaiaina tende.nc iH vi thin the 

early Church, auperceded by the •J>iritualbec! cirCUllCiaion of the heart 

( rather than c&naal cireumciaicm) which aula the covenant . Juatin. 

lrenaeus and Tertullian all terwed circumc:iaioo a "sip . " Al • dp, it 

could not, in and of i tself, be a covenantal act . Moreover, they gave 

the "sip" of circu.ciaiOD an utr ... ly neaative interpretat i on : 

circuaciaion was e ••rk which diatinauiahed Jews to rec .. i ve divine 

pun i shment for being a stiff-necked people . ~ain1t this, they asserted 

the new Chriatian covenant which v as Haled by • spi ritual cir c:U1tCiaion 

of the heart . 

Salvation also plays a illportant role . J ustin knows of the belief 

that circU11Ciaion brinp aalYa"tion . Tertullian -xplicitly denies that 

circU1tCiaion brinas salvation . lrenaeua acltnowleda•s that circumcis ion 
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at one ti.. brou&ht J.vs salvatiOD but that this was only a 

foreshadowin& of Christian salvation. Unde.rlyin& their claias is the 

Pauline doctrine of "Justification by faJtb" : circU11cisio.n represents 

the Jewish llOde of salvation throu&h loyal perfomance of God's 

c~andllents . Thenfore by its very nature it represent• a rejection of 

the Christian way . For tbe Church Fathers , like Paul before thea, 

circumcision epit«>111&u the Jewish way which Jesus' s COiiin& abro1ated . 

It coees to symbolise the Jewish attitude toward God ' s co.aandllents, the 

e.it%VOt . 

Vhat , then, do the Jews say about circtmeision? It is interestin& 

that there ii 11Uch less defense of circuacision in the J-ish tuts tban 

we •i&ht expect. The vast •ajority of the .. teri al ia of a le&al nature 

and seeas to ignore the theolo11cal questions . One •i&bt araue, boweve.r, 

that the emphuis on cbcU11Cision overridin& Shabbat, and the s t rict 

requirement to perfom circU11Cision on the ei.ghth d.ay of life except in 

very e.xtre•e circumstances, de110natrates circU11ciaion unde.r attack : the 

rabbis e.xal ted ci r cU11c ision and promoted the practice to such a degree 

( it even supercedes Yo. Xippur) precisely bec ause Christians denigrated 

i t . True, we have no clear evi dence that this is the cue, yet one 

wonders why a procedure such as circU11Cision, and c i rcU11cision a lone, 

would override both Shabbat and Yoe Xippur . 

CircU11Cis i on 's priority over such holy days .ay center on the 

question of sal vation . The Church Fathers Justin, Irenaeus and 

Tertullian , acknowledge the J..,i!'lb belief that circ~iaion brinp 

rede.mption or salvation, thouah they, th ... elves,dispute this claim. 

The H.ish.na and Hidraab Be.rHhit Rabbah confirm the Jewish ass uaption . 
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Hoffa&n baa •Ull••ted that cir~U8Cisioo .. y have been aeen a1 crucial in 

order that the c..'iild not d ie before be has been assured a portion of the 

world-to-ca.. . 111 Hence, the prescription to circu.ciae override• the 

proscripta of Sbabbat and YOll lippur . 

An additional underlyina iasu. ii the question of nliaioua 

authority . Paul had compared the PhariHes indirect revelation 

unfavorably with J•sua ' • direct communication frOll God . Circumcision 

COIHI to repre.sent the J-1' obedience to Koaa ic law and rabbinic 

legislation . It thereby ayabolizes their rejection of Jeaus'• claias and 

Paul'• interpretation• . Oria•n atates this 80St clearly. The Helthilta 

de-Rabbi Ishmael alor ifies c ircuacision a s it does all obedience to both 

the Wr itten Torah and th• Oral Torah . No doubt, the quest i on of 

authority was always a live issue but in the case of circumcision, we 

suggest that the theoloaical questions of salvation , fai th and covenant 

were of even deeper concern . 

5 .3 The Liturgy for Cin:umclaion. "' 

Hoenig 111 interpreted the cere110ny for circuac:ision as an ant i-

Christian poleaic: . He •alt•• two significant clai•s. Tbe first is that 

is a theological atet-nt which refute• the 

claia of Luke 1 : 35 that Jesus was a lone, of all .. n and WOiien, uniquely 

\c"\a.t ~P21 d 1 2 j) s anctified at birth . In coot r as t , __ ....-..!!.-"'"'-'---::!.__:J ... __ t...._1...,J,._ imp lies th et 

every individual is sanctified frOll birth . 

'''Personal c:01111unication . 
111Sea Appendix I for litur&Y for circuaciaion. 
u 1Sidney B. Hoenig, "Circu.cia ion: Tbe Covenant of Abrah .. ," 

Jtn1lsb Qu•rterly Revi.,,,, 53 (April, 1962), pp . 332-34 . 
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Hoeni&' a second point is that by termin' circW1cision 

u·;.~ P"'l;\IC Gt, IJ'l'1~ as the liturgy does, it functions to refute 

Roeans 4 (see Appendix C) . The purpose of usina Abrah .. as the pinnacle 

is to d8110nstrate that Abraha was considered aeritorious for havin& 

circumcised Isaac (his circW1Cision on the e ighth day bein& the llOdel of 

the circW1c ision cer..ony) rather than for bis faith, as Christ.ians 

argued froe Genesis 1S:6: 

Romans 4 and the c ircWDcis ion 1 iturgy use siai lar lanauqe : seal, si&D, 

covenant . Further , according to Hoeni&, the phrase /:J '~IC P'~1N 
(good deeds) vas added to underscore the iaportance of act.ion (i.e . 

performance of • itzvot) as aaainst faith . Hoffm&n' 0 has sugested that 

p · ~1l P 1t /¥N means 11e>re specifically , salvific Jewish acts . 

In fac t, the circuciaion litura provides ample evidence that 

circumcision is a covenantal act in and of it.self, and that its ulti.mate 

goal is salvation . The father recited a blessin& in wh.icb be 

acknowledges 

Those gathered for t.he cer..ony respond : 

I ./) ' 1i'f Oj) )'°' pt J 
• p•11G P't'l Nf1 

The child bas clearly and u.naistaltably been brought into the covenant 

originally established with Abraha, throuah the ritual of circu.c:ision. 

We find the term JJ.1'1 fl (seal) and ..JL\f:.. (•i&D) used to 

describe the circW1Cision in the lona benediction followin& 

\aCl) 11D ~')\~ . Here the liturgy s peaks of Abraham 's descendants : 

1 11Personal e~ication . 
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Tbe blessing aakes clear that the circW1Cision is 11<>re than a s i gn of 

th~ covenant : th• circu.ciaion is the covenant-•aking act. Hence the 

blessing ends vitb th• j)tt 'Jl n : 

God "cuts" covenant• with peop le (as with Abrahu) ; so too. a covenant 

is made between the child and God through cutt ina : the circumcision . 

Fur ther on we find nu.eroua other references to .J) ''\I' 11 > There can 

be no doubt that the circumcisio.n is a covenantal act . 

We also find confinaation that salvation ia expected as a result 

of perfor11ing the c ircU11Ciaion . The cere110ny opens vith the following 

verses : 

I 
\) IJ) 'Ip rJ>11e. · ~ 

~ 1lil' r.JH 3tH ~) (Jl~IQ/6 I)\ l~t> 

r.lc)r ?ot )~>) J\' )~ i) ? ~frJ h')' fr 

'J.)NOI '.)'"'' 61 ~"''( 

~ rJ\~lvf ')\ 1,l~ 

?1 u~ t.'11NJ fP1tJ~ fr ')jlC tt,, 

\i-,.>N '"' ,.~, t"')IJ\ ·~»~ ~" p1fQ., 

?"')~J) )')t' ~~ r"' "'IOrJ\ •11;1c 

1 1 1See text of circUllCiai on litUIIY• Appendlx J. 



169 

Salvation ia, at once, the theological focus of the cereeony. Elijah is 

introduced .. tbeJ)'"');\ rrN ... who, at some future ti .. , •ay COIN to 

announce that the child about to be cir cuac ised is the aessiah. In 

speakin& of Iaaac, the litur11 reads : 

, pl1~)) \fN ~·;)fie. , ~ ;\1\~ ~,~ 

Pt.J t"lt(, f\ ~01 \~N ~ · ~· t~p "YlJt 

. (;~r ,/\"l;l J\it~ ~n 1•r.3 ~31 

~131 tj'"ll31 tJ~~n / •n 6ic 1.1' ic~ 1Jt,~ p f1 
'ltll IJ)'"')~ 1~..if, J ,OtN lj'\t.~ J\l"\''1 1 

I 
. J\. ,~~') .J)') 1.::> I '\) ,'\J) t t' 'l ~ . u 1 (,~~ P'-' 

There can be little doubt that the circuaciaion a.bout to be perforaed 

will actually (not merely syabolically) enter the child into the 

covenant and that this will result in his salvation 

• ••The title .A' )~ f'f~ .. Y derive fr09 Malachi 3: 1 : 

(~ ~1,a• p~l>\ , 1Jc)f ?'H ;ue>I ·~ic,fM nf t. 
'1t,,ic:. .J\ '1;i\ 7~"41 )Y"J'~N ptir. 11.~ r~i) 

. J\1~3 ~1)) ' 1NIC ~) l\J•""> fl Jc)f\ 

Behold I a sending Hy messenger to clear the way before He. and the 
Lord whom you seek shall come to His Temple suddenly. Aa for the angel 
of the covenant that you desire, be i s already COiiing . 
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It i.s worth pointing out that the circuacision liturgy emphaai&u . 
Torah and th• fulfil .. nt of •it zvoc aany u .. a. Twice we bear: 

We also find: 

~tin ))~ ~~·~ rX>fN \\31 ';,' / ,r.>f1' ~ 

. 7~1;..) ~) 

r;> tbtJ 

)a~ \~' 3'~"lyil \~) ~l NI 

1:\' ["'6 n~ ,p•·rti) 7·Nn•~ 

~ .. J"' (~~a) r il'11l>Gl )\Q.•-lp ~f.J P'"'-?P 1) 

I0..1'a:> ~\J\<} '~' v 'i''tl ,&'~l;, r·S t'i.]l't 

I ~Nf(, ?,\~ f( J ,'itl'3 P') 7.;n \SI~ ~k:. ft, 

. ..A\~ft ')IW~.J 

One 11e>re point •ight be ••de . We find the phrase 

Why would this verse find its way into the liturgy? We suggest that it 

may have functioned to underscore the eternal nature of God's covenant 

with Abraham which ia now manifest through circuacision. Where 

Christians clailled that this covenant was obsolete, replaced by a new 

and superior one, the rabbis asserted that it was designed to last "a 
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thousand aenerationa . " Ori.gen and others clailled that the edict to 

circU11Cise ended with Jesus; the Jews aaintained that it was as eternal 

as was their covenant with God . 

The Uturo for circU11Ciaion c&n be viewed u a theoloaical 

stat ... nt eoncemin& the role of circumcision as a covenantal act . It 

under~corea the illportance of observing aitzvot and adberi.ng to the 

Torah . It proaiaes salvation. Whether it is intended to be an anU· 

Christian pol•ic, u Hoeni& •aintains. however . ia difficult to 

detereine conclusively. There a re strong claills •ade, but Christian 

attitudes are not explicitly denied (even without attributing th .. to 

Christians) and no 11e11tion is .. de of alternative beliefs. However, it 

does appear that Jews wer• aware of, and sensitive t o , Christian claims 

and that they fashioned the litur11 to express their theological 

viewpoints clearly. 

We began with the question : did Jews and Christians read one 

another's texts and discuss theoloaical issues with one an.other? Ve have 

found no solid evidence that they did , but 1111cb to indicate that they 

were aware to one another's c lai.ma . In chapter four, we noted numerous 

assertions in the midraah that circU11ciaion is a covenan::al act and that 

observance of the aitwab of c ircumcis i on is not only IMritorioua but 

rewarded with salvation. Abrab .. •erged as the modal and focal point . 

In the liturgy, t oo, Abraham is the model . We find the same ~h .. es of 

covenant, eitwot and salvation expressed . It does , indeed, se• that 

Jews were aware of Christian claims that thei r covenant with God bad 

been abrogated, that rabbinic legislation was not authoritative and that 

faith in Jesus rather than observance of aitwot would win th•• 

salvation. 
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5.• Looking Forward 

This study baa touched on aany other areas within the real• of 

early Jewish-Christian relations worthy of inveati&ation . We mention a 

few of the 90re intriguing prospects for future study here. 

First, the issue of salvation deserves to be studied for itself . 

It is laportant to clarify what aalvnion or redemption .. ant t-o 

different people , bo~h Jews and Christians. How did different 

individuals and aroupa believe salvation could be attained? What effect 

did such beliefs have on Jewish-Christian relations in the first few 

centuries? 

As a specific exa.ple of r~deaption, it •ight prove interesting to 

c011pare the Jewish treat..nt of P'")3N J'lk. '3• with the Christian view 

of the Exodus . What theological role did it play? What was its 

historical role? We saw aliapsea of this in our discuadon of the 

Hekbilta. There r ... in auch 90re aaterial and work to do . 

Alona siailar lines, it is posaible to isolate specific figuru 

and theaes for c.o11parative investiaation. For example, one •ight 

examine the aidrashic literature concerning Abrabaa in order to deduce 

the role(s) he played and what he represents in the first few centuries. 

This might be COllJ>ared with the Christian writings on Abrabaa to 

determine points of theological (and perhaps social) contact between the 

two groups . 

Blood provides another promising possibility . 111 Goodenou.gh111 baa 

written extensively on the Jewish meaning, and ceremonial function of 

blood in the He llenistic world . It a i gbt prove exciting to comp1.re the 

111See page 8 above . See also Ephesians 2: 11-16. 
111Goodenougb Je11J5b Syabol6 iD tb• Gr.co-Ro.MD Period . 
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significance of blood in Christian thinking with Jewish thinking. 

No doubt, study in these areas will reveal further ideas for 

investigation. The first two centuries were an exciting and foraativ• 

period, both for Christianity and for rabbinic Judaiaa. Therefore the 

relations between the two groups during thia tiae are a fascinating and 

fruitful area for exploration. 
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Appendix A 

Acts 1S : l·3S. Translation free th• Revised Standard Version u it 
appears in Herbert G. "ay and Bruce " . "etzser, eds . , Tb• II• 01lford 
Anoot•ted 6Jbl• wJtb tbe ~rypb• (New York: Oxford University Pr•••• 
1973). 1340-1341 . 

1But aa.e 11eD c ... down free Judea and were teachin& the brethren, 

"Unless you are circuaciaed accordin& to the cuatee of "°•••• you cannot 

be saved." •And when Paul and Barnabas bad no aull dissension and 

debate with tb•, Paul and Barnabu and aoee of the others were 

appointed to ao up to Jeruaalu to the apostles and the elders about 

this quHtion . 1So, bein& sent on their way by th• church, they paaaed 

throu&h both Phoenicia and s .. ria, reportin& the conversion of the 

Gentil••· and they aav• ar .. t joy to all th• brethren . •When they c ... 

to Jeruaalu, they were welcoeed by the church and the apostles and the 

elders, and they declared all that God bad done with tbu. 'But aoee 

believers who belona•d to th• party of th• Pharis••• ro•• up, and said, 

"It is necessary to circumcise th .. , and to chars• th .. to keep the law 

of Kos ... " 

'The apostles and the elders were aathered toaether to consider 

this •attar. 'And after there bad been much debate, Peter roH and said 

to th .. , "Brethren , you know that in the early days God •ade choi ce 

among you, that by .., 11e>uth the GentilH should bear the word of the 

sospel and believe. ' And God who knows the heart bore witness to th .. , 

&ivin& th .. the Holy Spirit just as he did to us; 'and be aade no 

distinction between us and tbu, but cleansed their hearts by faith. 

11Now t herefor• why do you aake trial of God by puttin& • yoke upon the 

neck of the disciples which neither our fathers nor we have been able to 

bear? 11But we believe that we shall be saved th.rou&h the arace of the 

Lord Jesus, just es they will ." 
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'*And all the useably kept silence; and they listened to larnabu 

and Paul aa they related vhat aipa and wo.nd•rs God bad done tbrouah 

th .. a.ona the Gentiles . ' 1 After they finished speakin&, J ... s replied, 

"Brethren, listen to ... "Si .. on bas related bow God first visited the 

Gentiles , to take out of th• a people for his n... . 11And wi th this 

the word of the prophets a&ree , aa it is written, 

''After this I will retuni , 
and I will rebuild the dwellin& of Davi d, which has fallen ; 
I will rebuild it• ruins, 
and I will set it up, 
''that the rest of .. n • 3Y seek the Lord, 
and all the Gentiles who are called by f1Y n ... , 
''says the Lord, who bas aade these thin•• known froe old . 

"Therefore f1Y judpent ii that we should not trouble those of the 

Gentiles who tuni to God, 11but should write to th .. to abstain from the 

pollutlons of idols and fr011 unchastity and froe what is strangled and 

from blood . uror froe early aenerations Moses has bad in every city 

those who preach bia, for be ii read every Sabbath in the synaaoaues . " 

11Tben it se ... d aood to the apostles and th• elders, with the 

whole church, to choose ..n frm a.ona th• and send th• to Antioch 

with Paul and Barnabas . They sent Judu called Baraabbu, and Siles, 

leading •an UIODI the brethren , 11with the followin& letter : ''Tbe 

brethren, both the apostles and the elders, to the brethren who are of 

the Gentiles in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia, 1reetin1. 0 Since we 

have heard that ame parsons frm us have troubled you with words. 

un&ettlin& your •inds , althou&h We &ave th .. DO instructions , 11it hU 

se .. ed &ood to us , hav in& coma to one accord 1 to choose ..a and a and 

thu to you with our beloved Barnabu and Paul. 11man who have risked 

their lives for the sake of our Lord Jesus CbrJat. 1 'We have therefore 
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sent Judas and Silas, who th ... elves vill tell you the .... tbin&S by 

word of 90uth. 11For it baa ae ... d good to the Roly Spirit and to us to 

lay upon you no 1reater burden than these necessary thinaa : 11that you 

abstain from vbat has been sacrificed to idols and froe blood and from 

which ia atran1led and from unchastity . If you keep yourselves from 

tbeae , you will do vell. Farewell . " 

11So when they vere sent off , they v~nt down to Antioch; and 

h•ving gathered the conaregation together. they delivered the letter . 

' 1And when they read it , they rejoiced at the exhortation. ' 1 And Judas 

and Silas, who were th•aelvea prophets, exhorted the brethren with .any 

words tnd strlP&thtned th•. ,,And after they bad spent aoee time, they 

were aent off in peace by the brethren to those who had sent th ... * 

11 But Paul and lamabas reeained in Antioch , teaching and preaching the 

word of the Lord, with aany others also . (Acts 15 : 1-35) 

*Other texts include a ve rse 34: "But i t ••-ed good to Silas to 
reaain there." 
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Appendix B 

G•latiana 2 . Tranal•tion from the Revised Standard Version aa it 
appears in Herbert G. flay and Bruce M. Metzger• eds . • Tb• II• 01tford 
Annot•ted llbl• wltb th• Apocryph• (New York: Oxford University Pr•••• 
1973), 1411-1412. 

1Tban after fourteen yura I went up again to Jerusal• vitb 

Barnabas, takin& Titus alooa with ... 1 1 want up by revelation; and I 

laid before th• (but privately befoye thoH who were of repute) the 

gospel which I preach .-ma the Gentiles. lest ao.ehow I should be 

runn.ing or had run in vain. 11ut even Titus , who was with ••· was not 

compel led to be circumiciaed , though he was a Greek . •But because of 

falH brethren secretly brought in , vbo slipped in to spy out our 

freedom which we have in Christ Jesus• that they •i&ht bring us into 

bonda1e- 'to th• we did not yield aubmiuion even for a aoaent , that 

the truth of the 1oapel •i&ht be preHrved for you . 'And from thoH vbo 

were reputed to be aoaethin& (what they were' aakes no difference to .. ; 

God shows no partiality)- tho••• I say, who were of repute added nothins 

to •• ; 'but on th• contrary, when they •• that I bad bean entrusted 

with the 1ospel to the uncircueciaed. just as Peter bad been entrusted 

with the gospel to the circumiciaed '(for he who worked through Peter for 

the mission to the circumcised worked through .. also for the Gentiles). 

'and when they perceived the grace that was given to •e, Jaaea and 

Cephas and John . who were reputed to be p i llars, gave to .. and Barnabas 

the right band of fellowship. that ve should 10 to the the Gentiles and 

they to the circumcised; llooly they would uve us r .... ber the poor• 

which very thins 1 was eager to do . 

11But when Cephas caae to Antioch I opposed him to bis face, 

because be stood condemned . 11For before certain .. n c .. • from Jaaea , 
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h• ate with the Gentiles i but when they cMe be drew back and separated 

hi•s•lf, fearin& the circU11Cision party. 11And with him the rest of the 

Jews acted insincerely. ao that even Barnabas wu carried ••Y by their 

insincerity . uaut when I saw that they were not straightforward about 

the truth of the aospel, I Hid to Cephas before tb• all, "If you, 

tbou&h a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew , bow can you compel 

the Gentiles to live like Jews?" 11We ourselves, who are Jews by birth 

and not Gentile sinners , "yet who know that •an is not justified by 

works of the law but tbrou&)l faith in JHus Christ. even we have 

believed in Christ JHus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ, 

and not by works of the la1 1 because by works of tbe law shall no one be 

justified. 111ut if, in our endeavor to be justified in Christ, ve 

ourselves were found to be sinners, is Christ then an qent of sin? 

Certainly notl 111ut if I build up •&•in those thin&• which I tore 

down, then I prove 111self a transareasor . 11For I througb the law died 

to the law , that I •i&ht live to God. 111 have been cruc ified with 

Christ; it is no lonaer I who live, but Christ who lives in .. i and the 

life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the ~on of God, who 

loved .. and save himself for ... 11 1 do not nullify the ar•c• of God; 

for if justification were througb the law, then Christ died to no 

purpose. (Galatians 2 ) 
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Appendix C 

ROIUM 4 . Tranalation free th• Revised Standard Venton as it appears 
in Herbert G. Hay and Bruce H. Hetzaer • eds . • Tbe N• 011/ord Aaoot•t-1 
6Jble 11Jtb tb• Apot:ryph• (New York: Oxford UniversitJ PreH. 197'). 
1365-1366 . 

1Wbat tb91l aball we aay about Abrah ... our forefather aceordin& tc 

the flesh? 1 For if Abrah .. vas justified by vorks. be bas soeethin& to 

bout about. but not before God . •ror vbat doe• the acriptur• Hy'I 

"Abraha believed God , and it vu reckoned to him u ri&hteousneH. '' 

•Nov to one who works, bia vaa•• are not reckoned u a aift but as bi; 

due . 1 And to one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the 

unaodly , bia faith ia reckoned as righteousneH . •so also David 

pronouncH a bleasin& upon th• .an to vboe God reckons ri&hteousneH 

apart from works : ' " lleaaed are tboae 'Ibo•• iniquities are foraiven, 

and whoa• aina are covered; 1 bluaed is th• aaii aaainst whee th• Lord 

will not reckon hi• sin . " 

1 h this bl•Hin& pronounced only upon the circumcised, or alao 

upon the uncircumcised? We ••Y that faith vu ree.koned to Abrah .. u 

righteousness . uHow then vu it before or after be bad been 

cireuaciaed? It vu not after. but before be vu circuaciaed. 11He 

received circW1Ciaion u a sip or aeal of the ri&hteousneH which be 

had by faith while be was still uneircW1Ciaed . Tb• purpoH vu to ult• 

him the father of all who believe vitbou bein& circu.ciHd and Who thus 

have ri&bteouaneu reckoned to th-. 11and likewise the fatbttr of tbe 

circu.ciaed who are not .. rely eircu.cised but also follow the exu.ple 

of the fa i th wh i ch our father Abrabaa bad before be vu circumcised. 
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11Th• pro.be to Abrah• and his descendants, that th•J should 

inherit the world, did not coee throup the law but throu&h the 

righteousn .. a of faith . 1•If it is the adherent• of the law who are to 

be the heir•, faith ia null and th• proeiae ia void . 11For the l• 

br ing• wrath , but where there ia no law there ia no tranagreaaion. 

1 'Tbat ia why it depends on faith, in order that th• pre>11iae aay 

reat OD &race and be paranteed to all hia deacendanta-not only to the 

adherents of the law b~t also to tboae who share the fa i th of Abraham, 

for be i• the father of ua all , 1 'as it is written , "I have aade you the 

father of aany nationa"-in th~ presence of the God in whoe h• believed, 

who gives life to the dead and calla into existence the thin&• that do 

not exist . 11In hope be believed against hope, that he should become 

the father of uny nation~ ; u be bad been told, "So shall your 

descendants be . " · 11He did not weaken in faith when be considered bis 

own body, which wu aa aood u dead because h• was about a hundred years 

old , or when be considered the barrenn•H of Sarah's womb . 
19

No 

distrust aade hia waver concernin& the proeiae of God , but be grew 

s t rong in bis fa i th as be gave alory to God , 11fully c~nvinced that God 

was able to do what be bad proeised. 11Tbat is why his faith was 

" reckoned to bia as ripteouaneas . " ulut the worda, " i t was reckoned 

t o hill, " were written not for hia sake alone, ubut for ours also . It 

vil 1 be reckoned to us who believe in bia that raised from the dead 

Jeaus our Lord, 11wbo was put to death for our trespasses and ra1sed for 

our justification. 
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Appendix D 

Mekhilta de-Rabbl labaael, Tractate leaballah, chapter IV. Text and 
translation fr011 Jacob Z. Lauterbach , ed . , ltekilta de-R•bbi lsbuel, 
Vol . 1 (Philadelphia : Jewish Publication Society. 1933), 216-23. 
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AIMI du Lord Soid Hlo Mous: 'W1-efor• 
CrUst Tlunl nlo Me? Speai HID lie Clailtbn 11/ 

Israel llaat Tlae, Co Ftmll4r4.' R. Joshua aya: 
The Holy One, bleued be He, said unto Moea: 
"M°'", all that Israel has to do ia to 10 forward." 
R. Eliuer aaya: The Holy One, bleued be He, 
said to Moeea: "Motes, My children are in 
diatreu, the sea forminr a bar and the enemy 
punuinr. and you stand there recitinr lone 
pra)-en; • ·herelore criest thou unto Me?" For 
R. Elieur uled to say: There ia a time to be brief 
in prayer an .! a time to be lenithy. "Heal her 
no•·, 0 God , I besttch Thee" (Num. 12.13). 
Thia i1 an instance o( bein1 brief. "And I fell 
down before the Lord u at the 6nt time," etc. 
(Deut. 9.18). Thia is an in1tance of beine lenethY­
R. Meir says: .. If for Adam the 6nt mu, who 
•·as but one individual, I made dry land,-as it 
ia said: 'And Cod aid: "Let the waters under 
the heaven be cathered,'" etc. (Gen. l .9)­
will I not for this auembly or holy men tum the 
1ea into dry land? Wherefore criest thou unto 
Me," etc. R. Ishmael aaya: "For the lake of 
Jeruaalem, r will divide the IU for them." For it 

is said: "Awake, awake, P.Ut on thy atreneth, 0 
Zion : put on thy beauuful rarmenta, 0 Jeru· 
salem, the holy city; for henceforth there shall 
no more come into thee the uncircumQ.d and 
the unclean" (Ju. 52.1). And it aiso says: 
"Awake, awake, put on strenrth, 0 arm of the 
Lord ; awake, as in the days o( old, the renera­
tions o( the ancient times. Art thou not it that 
hewed Rah ab in pieces, that pierced the draron ? 
Art thou not it that dried up the sea, the wattt1 
of the rreat deep ; that made the depths of the 
sea a way for the redttmed to pa.II over?" 
(ibid., Sl.9-10). 

Another Interpretation : "I will fulfill the 
promise to divide the sea for them, which I have 
made to their fathen." For when it was said: 
"And thy leed shall be u the dust of the earth, 
and thou shalt spread abroad to the west, and 
to the east" (Gen. 28.1-l), it hinted to him: 
.. Break throurh the tea." R . Judah the IOll ol 
Bathyra says : The Holy One. blessed be He, said 
to him, I have already fulfilled the promile that 
I made to their fathers. For it is said: "And made 
the sea dry land" (Ex. 16.18); "But the children 
of Israel walked upon dry land in the midst of 
the ~a" (tbid., H .29). R. Simon the.on ol Vo~i 
aaya : For a lone time already the sun and the 
moon haw been their witne91e9. For it aya: 
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'"Thus uith the Lord, who siveth the IUD for a 
litht by day, who atirreth up the eea, that tbe 
waves thereof roar, The Lord ol bmta is Mia 
name: If thae ordinances depart from before 
Me. uith the Lord, then the med ol larael UC> 
ehall ceue from bein1 a nation Wore Me for 
ever" Uer. 31.35-36). R. Banaah aays: "Beca­
of the merit of the deed which Abraham their 
father did, I will divide the .. for them." For 
it ia aaid : "And he daved the wood for the 
bum~«erin1" (Gen. 22.3). And here it ii 
written : "And the waten were clelt." Simoa ol 
Teman says : "Becauee of the merit ol oU1eMq 
the comn-~ndment ol drcumciaion, I will divide 
the eea for them." Foe it i1 Mid: "Thus aitb the 
Lord : ·u not for My ~nant of day and nisht, 
I would not have ~nted the ordinanaa ol 
heaven and earth•' ' Uer. 33.25). Go and eee 
which covenant obtains by day and by nicht. 
You can find none but the commandment ol 
circumciaion. R. Abealom, the elder, sivinc a 
s-rable. ays: To what ii this like? To a maa 
who aot &nl!}'· with hie eon and drove him out ol 
hia houee. Has friend then came to him, request-­
inc that he allow the IOCl to come back to tbe 
houle. He said to his friend : You are oaly 
uldn1 me on behalf ol my own IOD. I am alrady 
remndled to my eon. So allo did the Holy One 
say to Moees: Wherefore criat thou? 11 it not 
on behalf of My own 1001? I am already recon­
ciled to My IOl\I. Speak unto the children of 
Israel that they 10 forward. Rabbi says : "Yes­
terday you .-ett eayinr 'For lince I came to 
Pharaoh,' etc. (Fx. 5.23). And now you are 
standin1 there recitlnr lone prayere. Wherefore 
c!'i~t thou u.nto ~e?" Another Venio!I : p__,bbi 
say1: "Speak unto the children ol lerael that 
C:ey move." Let them remove from their hearu 
t ile words which they hne been eayinr. Yater· 
day they were eayin1: " Because there are no 
craves in Eupt, "etc. (v. 11), and now you etand 
here recitinr lonr prayer1. "Wherefore criat 
thou unto Me?" Let them remove the evil words 
from their hearts. The sares say: For the eake ol 
His name He acted thus towards them, u it ii 
said : "For Mine own sake, for Mine own sake 
will I do it" (Isa. 48.11). And it is written : "That 
divided the water before them" (ibid., 63.12). 
What for? "To make Tbyeelf a 1loriou1 name" 
(ibid., v. 1'). Rabbi uye: ' 'That faith with which 
they believed in Me is daervinr that 1 should 
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divide the 1ea for them." For it ia l&id : ' 'That 
. they tum back and encamp,'' etc. (Ex. 14.2). R. 

E1uzar the 80G of Aaariah .. ys: "For the uke of 
their father Abraham I will divide the eea for 
them," u it ia Mid: "For He remembered Hil 
holy word unto Abraham His la'Vant" (Pa. 
105.42). And it iii written: "And He broucht 
forth His people with joy" (ibid., v. 43). R. 
Eleuar the 80G or Judah, a man or Kerar Tota. 
eays : "For the ab of the triba I will divide the 
eea for them." For it is said : "Thou hut pierced 
throu1h became or his tribes,.. etc. (Hab. 
3.14-15). And it says : "To Him who divided the 
Red Sea into parts" (P.. 136.13). Shema'yahaays: 
"The faith with which their father Abraham 
belined in Me ii daervin1 that I should divide 
the eea for them." For it ii said : "And he be­
lieved in the Lord" (Gen. 15.6). Abtalyon says: 
.. The faith with which they believed in Me is 
de.ervin1 that I should divide the 1ea for them.•• 
For it is said: "And the people believed"' (Ex. 
4.31). Simon of Kitron eays : "For the eake ol the 
bones of JOMpb J will divide the ... rcw them." 
For it ii said : "And he left his 1annent in her 
hand and 8ed" (Gen. J9. l2). And it aJ.o eays : 
"The eea saw it and 8ed" (Pa. 114.3). R. Nathan 
in the ume ol Abba Joeepb of Mahoa say1: 
"Have I not lone qo cauaed to be written : 
'He ii trusted in all My h<>Ute' (Num. 12.7)? 
You are under My authority and the aea a1ao 
is under My authority, and I have made you 
a com~nder over it." R. l;fananiah the ton 
of l;lalniai eaya: " Have J not lon1 aco cauted 
to be written : 'And a brother is born for adver-
1ity' (Prov. 17.17)? I am like a brother to Israel 
when they are in trouble." "Brothers" ia a 
desirnation for Israel, as it is said : " For my 
brethren and companions' aakea," etc. (Pa. 
122.8). R. Simon son of Judah aays: "Wherefore 
criat thou unto Me? Their own cryinr has 
already preceded your cryinr,'' u it ia said : 
"And the children or Israel cried out unto the 
Lord." R. Aba says : "Wherefore criat thou 
unto me? For your aake I will do it." The H<.'ly 
One, blelled be He, said to MORS: If not for 
your cryinr I would already have destroyed them 
from the world. For it is said : ' 'Thert!ore He 
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aaid that He would destroy them, had not Mo.es 
His chosen stood before Him in the breach, tn 
tum back His wrath lest He should destroy 
them" (Pt. 106.23). In this eerue it is said here : 
"Wherefore criest thou unto Me, speak unto the 
children of Israel that they 10 lonvard"-it ii 
became of your cryinc that they can IO forward. 
R. Eleuar of Modi'in says: "Wherefore c:riett 
thou unto Me?" Do I need any ursine concernine 
My aoaa? For it is said : "Conceminc My 80U, and 
concemin1 the work of My hands, c:onunand ye 
Me?" (Isa. •S.11). Have they not already from 
the time of the lix days of creation been cte.ie· 
nated to be bef°"' Me? For it is said : "If theee 
ordinances depart from befOt"e Me, aaith the 
Lord, then the eeed of Juul alto abalJ ceue from 
beinc a nation before Me for ever" (Jer. JI.JS). 
Othel"l say: ''The faith with which they believed 
in Me ia daervinc that I ahould divide the .ea 
for them." For they did not ay to Mo-.: How 
can we IO out into the de.rt without havinc 
provi9ion1 for the journey? But they believed 
in Mo-. and followed him. Of them it is stated 
in the traditional sacred writinp: "Co and cry 
in the e&l"I of Jerusalem, aayinc," etc. (Jer. 2.2). 
What reward did they receive for this? "larul 
was the Lord's hallowed portion" (ibid., 2.3). 
R. Joae the Calilun says: At the moment when 
the children of Israel went into the ... mount 
Moriah becan to move from ita place with the 
altar for Isaac that haJ been built upon it and 
the whole ~e that had been arran1ed upon it 
-Isaac u if he were bound and placed upon the 
altar, Abraham u ii he ftre 1tretchin1 forth hi1 
hand and taking the knife to slay his son. Cod 
then said to M01e.S : Mosa, My children are in 
distress, the sea Corminr a bar and the enemy 
pursuing, and you 1tand so long prayinc? Moen 
aaid before Him : What then should J be doin1? 
Then He said to him: "Lilt thou up thy rod," 
etc.-you should be exalting, clorifyinc and 
praisinc, uhering songs of laudation, adoration 
and glorification , of thanks1ivinr and praise to 
Him in whose hands are the fortunes of war. 
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said that He would destroy them, bad not Moses 
His chosen atood before Him in the breach, to 
tum back His wrath lest He should destroy 
them., (Ps. 106.23). In this sense it is said here : 
"Wherefore criest thou unto Me, speak unto the 
children of Israel that they go forward"-it is 
becau1e or your crying that they can Co forward. 
R. Eleazar of Modi'in aaya: "Wherefore aieat 
thou unto Me?" Do I need any urting concerning 
My aona? For it is said : "Concerning Myaona,and 
concerning the work of My hands, command ye 
Me?" (Isa. 45.U). Have they not already from 
the time of the six daya o{ creation been desig­
nated to be before Me? For it ia said : "If these 
ordinances depart from before Me, aaith the 
Lord, then the seed of Israel also ahall cease from 
being a nation before Me for ever" Oer. ll.35). 
Others aay: 0 The faith with which they believed 
in Me ia deserving that I should divide the sea 
for them." For they did not say to Moses: How 
can we go out into the delert without having 
provisions for the journey? But they believed 
in Ma.es and followed him. Of them it ia stated 
in the traditional sacred writings: "Go and cry 
in the ears of Jerusalem, saying," etc. aer. 2.2). 
What reward did they receive for th.is? "Israel 
was the Lord's hallowed portion" (ibid., 2.3). 
R. Jose the Galilean says : At the moment when 
the children of Israel went into the sea, mount 
Moriah began to move from its place with the 
altar for Isaac that haJ been built upon it and 
the whole scene that had been arranged upon it 
-Isaac as if be were bound and placed upon the 
altar, Abraham u if he were stretching forth his 
hand and taking the knife to slay his aon. God 
then &aid to Moses : Moses, My children are in 
d istress, the sea forming a bar and the enemy 
pursuing, and you stand so long praying? Moses 
said before Him: What then should I be doing? 
Then He said to him: "Lift thou up thy rod," 
etc.-you should be exalting, glorifying and 
praising, uhering songs of laudation, adoration 
and glorification, of thanksgiving and praise to 
Him in ,,.·hose hands are the fortunes of war. 
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Appendix E 

Melthilt a de-Rabbi Iablaael, Tractata Beshallah, chapter VII · Tut and 
translation frC111 Jaeob z. Lauterbach, ed . , llekilta de-R•bbi lsb .. el, 
Vol. 1 (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1933), 243-55 . 
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.bd IA~ !Ard Said tocto Nosu: 'Slrddt Owl 
TA1 Haflll""' IM Seo.' The eea will not with­
stand you. 

Tial IM Walers Nay CMM Btu! •"'1' th 
Etyptia1u, •""11 Tliftr Cluiriol.s, aflll •/IO• Titir 
HorUMnt . ut the wheel tum qaintt them and 
brinr back upon them their own violence. For 
with the 1ame device with which they planned 
to dftcroy larael I am ioinc to punilh them. 
The)• planned to destroy My children by water. 
eo I will likewite punish them only by water. 
For it is said : "He hath diged a pit, and bol­
lowed it, and is fa1Jea into the ditch which be 
made" (Pa. 7.16). "He that digeth a pit eba1l 
fall into at; and wholo breaketh thtousfl a fence, 
a wrpent shall bite birn. WhOIO quanieth stones 
ahall be hurt thuewith ; and he that cleawtb 
wood iaenclaa1tted thereby" (Ecd. 10.1-9). Aacl 
it aJ9o aays: "Hia mischief shall return upon his 
OWD bad" (Pa. 7.17). And it M)"I: "Wboeo that 
diaeth a pit ahall fall therein" (Prov. 26.27). 
And eo did Ki,. Sobnon, pace be upon him, 
My: "A man shall be •tis6ed with Sood by the 
fruit of his mouth, and the doinp of a man'• 
hands ah&11 be rendered unto him" (ibid., 12.lf). 
Lilcewia. the prophet laaiah, peace be upon him, 
aid: "Aa:ordin1 to their deed1, aa:ordin1ly will 
He repay" (Isa. .59.11). And be a1eo •ys: 
"Therefore wi11 I 6rst measure their wase," etc. 
(ibid., 65.7). Libwite, the prophet Jeremiah 
said : "Great in countel, and mirhty in work ; 
who. eya are open upon all the ways of the 
aon1 ol tna1, to &iw every one ac:cordinc to hia 
ways, and accordin1 to the fruit of hia doinp 
Oer. 32.19). And he alao aays: "Recompeme her 
accordin1 to her work, accordinc to all that the 
bath done, do unto her" (ibid ., .S0.29). And eo 
also did Jethro aay unto Moees : " Now I bow 
that the Lord is rreater:• etc. (Ex. 18.ll}. I 
have acknowled1ed Him in the put, and now 
even more, for Hil name baa become rreat in the 
world. For with the very thins with which the 
£eyptians planned to destroy lsraeJ, He punished 
them, as it is said : "Yu , for with the very thine 
with which they acted pruumptuoualy .,.U.St 
them" (ibid.). 

Au JLosu SlrU&W Forll His Baflll .., IAc. 
Sea, and IM Sea RM"'''"" 1o Its Slrlflfl}I, WM. 
llu Mor"i"t APfHtmlll. The expraaion &lllO 
1imply mun1 " ita 1tttn(th," a1 in the P&IAfe: 
" Thou1h 1tron1 (lloN) be thy dwellinr place" 
(Num. 2".21}. R. Nathan aays: The word •• 
means old and s tron1, u in the puup: " It is a 
1tron1 (elaN) nation, it is an ancient aatioa .. 
Ou . S.15). 
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A Md tlu Etyptiam FW 01aiml 11. Thia 
teaches that in • ·hatever direction an £cyptian 
fled , the 11ea ... ould be nashin& aeainst him. To 
rive a parable, to what can this be compared? 
To a dove that ftees from a hawk and enten the 
palace of the lcina. The kinr opens the eastern 
y,;ndoy,• for her and she 1oes out and flies away. 
\\'hen the hawk, punuinr her, enten the palace, 
the ltinr shuts all the windows and becins shoot· 
inc arroww at him. So al10 when the last of the 
Israelites came out from the tea, the last of the 
pursuinr EcYJ>tian1 entered into the bed of~ 
eea. The miniaterinr an1els then began hurl~ 
at them arl'01''S, crut hailstones, fire and br:sm· 
atone, just as it is said : "And I will plud a~1nst 
him Yoitb pestilence and with blood . • · and 
rrut hailstones, fire and brimstone" (f:ttk. 
38.22). 

Afltll IM lArl ~IM E,,,n.tu. Lib a 
man who •tin a pot; what is at the bottom comes 
up to the top and what is at the top 1oea down 
to the bottom. 

Another Interpretation: Awl IM lArl RljwN. 
..W (•,...a',,.) tM E,,,n.m. 1-'e put into them 
the •trenith ol youth eo that they couJd receive 
the puniahment. 

Another Interpretation: Au IM Lor4 Qwr. 
11,,eu1 lu Eu~tu. He delivered them into the 
bands of youthful ancela, 10 to speak; into the 
hands of crud anceJ1, eo to speak; u it is said : 
"Therefore a cruel anrel shall be eent acaimt 
him" (Prov. 17.11). And it also ays: ''Their 
eoul pen.beth by youth" (Job 36.14). 

AMII llu Waltr1 RllN,.,,. orttl CONr-4 IM 
Cllariots . . • TU1e Rnnaiw Nol So Jld., 
Ou of TU.. Not f'·en Pharaoh himself, aCClOrd· 
inc to the words of R. Judah, for it is uid : "The 
chariots of Pharaoh and of his host hath He cut 
into the eu" (Ex. 15.4). R. Nehemiah says: 
Except Pharaoh himlelf. Of him it •ys: "But 
in very deed for this cause have J made thee to 
stand'' (ibid., 9.16). And some say that later on 
Pharaoh also went down and wu drowned, u it 
is said: "For the horse of Pharaoh went in,'' etc. 
(ibid., 15.19). 

Bt41 t/u Clildrni •! lmul Wal!..t ,.,_ ·Dr1 
Lau i" tJu Mi4st of IMS.. And the miniaterin1 
anrets were wonderinc at them, •yins: "Son• 
of men, worshipers of idols, walk upon dry land 
in the midst of the wa!" And when~ do we know 
that the sea also was filled with anrer at them? 
It is said : "And the waters were /Jmd aca.inat 
them." Do not read /J""'4l, ·~11." but /J""4h, 
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"anger." And what helped them to escape? "On 
their right hand, and on their Je!t." "On their 
right hand," suggests the merit of the Torah 
which they were destined to receive, u it is said : 
"At His right hand Y.'U a fiery law unto them" 
(Deut. 33.2). "And on their left," suggests 
prayer. Another Interpretation: "On their right 
hand," suggests the M csuah, "and on their le!t," 
suggest the phyW:taies. 

R. Pappias expounded: "To a steed in Pba· 
raoh's chariot" {Ca.1t. 1.9). When Pharaoh rode 
on a stallion , God, as it were, also appeared to 
him on a stallion. as it is said : "Thou hast trodden 
the sea with Thy horses" (Hab. 3.15). When 
Pharaoh rode on a mare, God, u it were, abo 
appeared to him on a mare, as it is said : " To a 
steed in Pharaoh's chariot." etc. Said R. Akiba 
to him : "That is enough, Pappiu." He, then, 
said to him : "And how do you interpret 'To a 
steed in Pharaoh's cha.riots?'" Said R. Akiba to 
him: The 11o·ord, as written, reads lua.ssti, which 
I interpret thus: The Holy One, blessed be He, 
said: "Just as I destroyed the E&YJ>tians and 
•'ll glad of it (lua.ssti), ao I came near destroying 
the Israelites and being slad of it." But what 
helped them to escape destruction? ''On their 
right hand, and on their left." 

R. Pappias a190 expounded : "But He is at one 
with Himself, and who can tum Him" Uob 
23.13). He jud&es all that come into the world 
by Himself and there is no one to argue against 
His words. Said R. AJol>a to him: "That ia 
enough, Pappiu." He, then, said to him: "How 
do you interpret : 'But He is at one with Him­
self, and who can tum Him?' " Akiba said to 
him: There is no possible ariument against 
the words of Him who spoke and the world came 
into being, for every word is in accordance with 
truth and every decision in accordance with 
justice. R. Pappias also expounded : " Behold, 
the man is become as one of us" {Gen. 3.22), lib 
one of the ministering angels. Said R. AJol>a to 
him : ''That is enough, Pappiu." He then aid 
to him : "And how do you interpret: 'Behold, the 
man is become as one of us {msmmnu)?'" Said 
R . Akiba : Alimmenu does not mean lib one of 
the ministering angels. It only mean.a that 
God put before himJ two ways, th'" way of 
life and the way of death, and he chme for 
himself the way of death. R. Pappiu also 
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expounded: "Tbus they achanpd their 1lory 
for the likeneu of an ox that eateth 1rau" (PL 
106.20). I might understand this to refer to the 
ox above, but it aars: "that eateth grasa." Said 
to him R. Aldba : "That is enough, Pappiu." 
He, then, said to him: "And how do you inter­
pret: 'Thus they exchanged their glory for the 
likeness of an ox that e3teth grass?' " Simply 
thus : One might understand this to refer to an 
ox as he is aJI year around; therefore it says, 
"that eateth grasa." Nothing ia more dileusting 
and tt;-ulsive than an ox when he ia 1ruin1. 

Tlttls Ille Lortl Sawd Israel IA4I Day. Like a 
bird that is in the hand of a man who by a 
aJi1ht pressing of his hand could immediately 
choke it. For il is said : "Our soul is escaped as a 
bird," etc. (Ps. 12.&.7). "Our help is in the name 
of the Lord," etc. (ibid., v. 8). "Bleued be the 
Lord who hath not 1iven us as a prey," eh:. 
(ibid., v. 6). And like a man who dra.·s out the 
)-OUnf call from the cow's womb. For it ia said : 
''Or hath Cod essayed to 10 and take Him a 
nation from the midst ol another nation" (Dcut. 
f .34). There is no purpose in saying, "from the 
midst of another nation," except to sunest that 
it was like a man who draws out the youna calf 
from the cow's womb. And it also says: "But 
you hath the Lord taken and brought out of the 
iron furnace" (ibid., f .20). 

Au Israel Scno Ile ED/llioru D7i•t •Jin IM 
&a-Sltt>re. There were lour ruaona why the EsYr­
tians had to be dyinr upon the 1ea-ahore in the 
ai1ht of Israel : That the Israelites should not 
aay: As we came out of the mea on this ode, '° 
the £ryptiana may have come out ol the 1ea on 
another aide. That the £ryptians ahould not 
aay : Just as we are Jost in the 1ea, eo the Israelites 
also are lost in the tea. That the Israelites mifht 
be enabled to take the spoil, for the £ryptians 
wett laden with m1ver and rold, precious stones 
and pearls. That the Israelites. eettinr their 
eyes upon them, should rttorniaie them and 
ftJ)rove them, as it is •id: "I will reprow thee. 
and 1et the cauee before thine eyes" (Pa. 50.21). 
And it also says: "Then mine enemy ahall eee it, 
and shame shall cowr her" (Micah 7.JO). It ia 
not written he.re: " And Israel uw the £ryptians 
who ~ dead," but "dying upon the eea...bore," 
meanina, they wett dyinr but not yet dead. It 
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ia the •me u : "And it came to pua u her eouJ 
wu in Mp.rtinc. when she died" (Gen. 3.5.ll). 
Now, wu the at that moment already dead? 11 
it not l&id: •'That the called bis name Ben-oni .. 
(ibid.)? It can only meu, lhe wu dyinc but 
not wt cte.d. 

Atld lsrul Sow IM Greol Bud, etc. AU eorts 
of cruel and 1tran1e deaths. R. Joee the Galilean 
says : Whence can you prove that the Ecyptian1 
wett amitten in £cypt with ten plaiues and at 
the .ea they were •mitten with fifty plqua? 
What does it aay about them when in £cypt? 
.. Then the macicians said unto Pharaoh: 'This is 
the finaer of God' " (Ex. 8.15). And what does 
it say about them when at the eea? "And Israel 
saw the creat hand," etc. Now, with how many 
placues were they smitten by "the fin1er?" 
With ten plapa. Hence you must conclude 
that in El}'pt they were amitten with ten plarues 
and at the 1e& they were amitten with fifty 
placua. R. Elieztt says : Whence can you prove 
tha t ewry pique which the Holy One, blelled 
be He, broucht upon the £cyptian1 in £.cypt 
rully consisted of four different plqua? etc. 
R. Akiba says : Whence can you prove that every 
placue which the Holy One, bleseed be He, 
brou1ht upon the Ei>'Ptian1 in Eaypt really 
consisted C>f five different plarues? etc. -

And tlte People Feared tlu !Ard. Formerly, 
when in Egypt , they did not fear the Lord, but 
here, "And the people feared the Lord." 

A ffll Tltc, BtlUwtl i• IM 1Ar4 offll i• Hu Sn­
•"' Mosu. If you say they believed in Mc.a, is 
it not implied by Kol~ that they believed 
in God ? But this is to teach you that havinc 
faith in the shepherd of farad is the 1&me u 
havinr faith in Him who apolce and the world 
came into be.in1. In like manner you must inter· 
pret : "And the people spoke apinat God, and 
aiainst Ma.es" (Num. 21.5). If you aay they 
1polce qainst God, is it not implied by Kol 
~""" that they spoke apjnat M~? But 
this coma to teach you that spealrinc ap.inat 
the shepherd of Israel is like ape•lcinc apinat 
Him who spoke and the world came into be.inc. 
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Ctut indeed is faith before Him who IPOb 
and the world came into beins. For u a reward 
for the faith with which Israel believed in God. 
the Holy Spirit rested upon them and they 
uttered the eons; u it is l&id: "And they be­
liewd in the Lord . . . Then ans Ma.es and the 
children of larael" (Ex. 14.3; 15.1). R. Nehemiah 
uys: Whence can you prove that wboeoever 
accepts even one sincle commandment with true 
faith is datrvinc of havinc the Holy Spi!it rest 
upon him? We 6nd thia to have been the cue 
with our fathers. For u a reward for the faith 
with which they bclicved. they were comidered 
worthy of havin1 the Holy Spirit rat upon them, 
IO that they could Utter the IOOS, U it is Aid : 
"And they believed in the Lord . • • Then 1an1 
Moees and the children of Israel." And ao alto 
you 6nd that our father Abraham inherited both 
thiJ world and the world beyond only u a reward 
for the faith with which he beliewd, as it is said : 
"And he believed in the Lord," etc. (Gen. 15.6). 
And ao also you find that Israel was redeemed 
from £&ypt only as a ttward for the faith with 
which they believed, as it is said : "And the 
people believed'' (Ex. 4.31). And thus it says : 
"The Lord preserveth the faithful" (Pa. 31.24)­
He keeps in remembrance the faith of the fathers. 
And it also says : "And Aaron and Hur stayed up 
his hands," etc. (Ex .. 17.12). 

TJlis is IM Gau of IM !Ard llie Rit~ Si4ll 
E"ter i..W It. (Pa. 118.20) . What does it say 
about the people of faith ? "Open ye the cates, 
that the righteous nation that lcttpeth faithful­
neu may enter in" (Isa. 26.2). In this sate, then, 
all people of faith shall enter. And thus it aays : 
''It is a cood thing to give thanks unto the Lord, 
and to sing praises unto Thy ume, 0 Most 
H igh; to declare Thy lovinckindneu in the 
mominr. and Thy faithfulness in the nicht 
seuons" (Pa. 92.2-J), "For Thou, Lord, but 
made me clad throurh Thy work," etc. (ibid., 
y. 5)-\\.'hat wu the cause of our attaininc this 
JOY? It ,.,.as but a reward for the faith with which 
o~r lathe~•· in th~ ~or~ which is altoeether 
n11ht, belaewd. It as an th11 eente that it ia l&icl: 
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"To declare Thy lovinskindnae in the moraine. 
becau1e of the faith in Thtt in the ni1ht leUOU" 
(ibid., v. 3). And to abo Jeh<»haphat 1aya to 
the people : "Believe in the Lord your God, eo 
ahal1 ye be established: believe His prophets, to 
ahall ye prosper" (II Chron. 20.20)~ And it ia 
written: "0 Lord, are not Thine eyes upon 
faith," etc. Oer. 5.3). And it is written : "But 
the ri1hteou1 shall live by his faith" (ffab. 2.4). 
And it is written: "They are new every momina: 
1rut is Thy faithf ulnesa" (Lam. 3.23). And you 
also find that the people ol the diaspora will be 
auembled again in the future only u a reward 
of faith . For it uys: "Come with me from 
Lebanon, my Lride, with me from Lebanon: look 
from the top of Amana" (Cant. 4.8). And it ia 
also written : "And I wiU betroth thee unto Me 
forever . • • and I will betroth thee unto Me 
because of faithfulness" (Hoa. 2.21-22). Verily, 
ereat indeed is faith before Him who epc>ke and 
the world came into bein1. For u a reward for 
the faith with which they believed, the Holy 
Spirit rested upon them and they uttered the 
10n1: as it is aaid: "And they believed in the 
Lord, and in His servant Motes. Then u.n1 
Moses and the children of lsraeJ this son1 unto 
the Lord" (Ex. lf.31: 15.1). And so also it 
says: "Then believed they His words ; they sane 
His praises" (Pa. 106.12). 
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Appendix F 

Midrash Bereahit Rabbah 91:5. Text frOll J. Theodor and Cb . '1bedt, 
eda . 1 llidr•sb .. r•sbit N•bbah 1 Vol. 3 (Jerusal-: Wehrmann Boob, 1965), 
1118-21. Translation frm H. Freedman and M. Si8on, Tb• ltidrHb R•bbab1 

Vol . 1 (New York: The Soncino Preaa, 1977) , 138·9 . 

'\) ,,,D ,,, p rd'!fl .,. .,, t"'V m"C • ., r.'I W '\..'1 ~~ ~ ~ ,..,,. ..,,, • ., 

·'II?" :'Ire~ :'It 9tT0 :VO~ 'at 'D ~(Ur~) '\')&'D l'a'\'> 11::1'\l, a, • ., ,11,,p• 
11:,,, ,,,,.. r'>':oro r,,., Tm '1:ti"1 ~ .~ r'r'I 'le')~ ,.. ,,.. llJ"lt :w" rmi 
)llU 11>'1•11 "1a'\&I' :'!",'\ ,,, Cit ,-1,r ,!'IJTO cittJ:'I N I"' p-T.l:I ~ :'If i ')l'D l'ai'> 

jD D'Dtl"I "pt :I'll ,,, 'Ir) )J"\ tar::i 'It,• fU) >Ill \"e .(a 1 ..._, 'VI 'ID'' fat: 
i""" """ . ~ri ..., ,,,.. "' ~;'I ,.. l.U' 'F= 'J*I ,.. J\-u ·D'mll ~ fa"\ • ti ... 
.,,~ d> m,11 ,.. " .,.., -n .,. c.i'> ·a. .rm u~ '" -=- .,,,_ D'~ -e D"'lllO:) ::IJ'I.' 
,,i, .., m. 'O':ht 'h '* .ep i,.. "'1 o:i'J ''* .nc'> ,.,,,. r.n :"lf"C '* Thi ,Cl:DIJI 

""'" ·ai • "'°"' rro"JO mn ~' rn ~ m ...,, 11'>•M) 1' '"* 1' "' . a:mJ .,,_ 
a:&., ~ ,/') nD ._ , IC :ar'\ IO )J'I ~ ._ f"'ll 'r. nc"10 ..,, m: ,/') ft'&' 

. :U?'\' ,,., 11'"1\W m.:• :won ,. .• rte)'> bwYt ;'\JW' IV'l'M • ,.,,.,,,:,. • D'lS' .,i,. 
r:-o\'C' ~ 'Cit • l?'' ;c., Tl'1 :m. eim ,. n .. . """' ~ ,,.,, T'tlr1 "' ~,., ur 
o:YlD 'OM c:'> ._. "'"- ma -d'I n . ~ r,, .,,.,. _. roy~ vu :lal'Qt\i .,, C11 
'>: 'lD t,7 )1\::1) :wb ,JYdo, :I'll ,._, .,, :'l":'I lf'\,, ,ll'Jl'I rD'> "al4 Tit &.,: n 1'0C' 

~ "'- ~ )f"\, """", "''XlfU "'Q ..... ., .. "'- ,(11 llO --> ,,.11 

'llD riw-t't IMO n f"' .,, nil' ~ ' n')l'I ra ~ ll"ta' D'JD n r '"'7 .,...... fD" : D, • ., l:'l'lP' '\) ,,,D 'DIQ ri" Tl')tlD r:iM W\'W 

Another interpretation ol Now JACO• IAW TIUT 

THE•• WA S COa!'f , etc. ThiJ illustntCI what WU said 
by Solomon son of David, under Di'fine inspiration : H1 
tluJt wit1Jioli1tli tonl, IM ~I iluiJJ CVIU MM; Ina "Uuiftt 
1"'111 k vport tlt1 lt10J of ,.,,. tltot ulhtlt it {Prov. u , 26). 
To whom did Solomon allude in ttJs venel To Pharaoh 
and Joseph. ' H1 tltot fllith/t01"ttlt cont ' alludes to Pharaoh, 
who stored the corn in the ycan or famine and refuaed to 

eell, so that everyone cursed him. • Bvt 6u11i"l 1""11 N 
vport tlt1 litod of JU,,. tluit rtlldlt it ' alludes to the righteous 
JOKph, who fed the world like a shepherd. Conc:uniQc 
him aaid David: Giw HT, 0 Slupltml of lira1/, ltoJ tlty 
Jf«l liM Jostpn, etc. (Pa. LUX, :a).1 What means. '1.-J 
tJry Jl«lc liM Jostplt ' l When famine came in the days of 
David he thus beeeeched the Holy One, bleaaed be He, for 
compuaion : 'Sovereip of the Univenel Lad Thy ftock 
like Joteph who led (provided for] the world and sustained 
it in the years of famine.' For when the famine in Eapt 
became IC'Yett, the Egyptians went to him, cryin1, ·Gm 
us bread.' ' Woe to me that I must feed the uncin:umcded.' 
he exclaimed; 'go and circumcise younelva. So they 
went to Pharaoh and cried out before him. 'Go unto 
Joseph,' he bade them. ' We have gone . to him,' they 
antwered, •and he bida us circumcise O<lf'ldftl. Did we 



not tell thee orisiMDJ that he ii a Hebrew and it ii not 
fittinc ror a Hebrew to wield authority cmr ual' 'Fooll.' 
he moned, ' did not a herald cootinually proclaim Won 
him duriac the leftll JUll ol plenty, " A famine is comio&. 
a (amine ii com.inc I" Why then did ye not keep in raene 
the produce or a year or two l' Buntinc into tan they 
replied, 'EYen the com which we have left at home ha 
rotted.' 'HM no 8our been lat from yatcrday and the day 
belorcl ' he liked. 'EYen the bread in our buketa ._ 
pnc mouldy,' they told him. 'Ye foola,' he answered: 
' if the cona rou It hia clecrec, what if he decna apimt ua 
and we die I Go nther to him, and nen if he ten. you to 
cut off eomctbinc of your flah, obey him md do .U that 
he bids you.. 

Now Scripture should write, and the famine WM Oftl' 

the earth; why 1t'ltc, A.W IM /....n.. .., owr .JI the face 
of tM ..nA (Gen. xu, 56)1 Said It Samuel b. Nal)mani: 
The famine commenced fint with the wealthy. When one 
ii wealthy he baa a 1milin1 face to show hil friends.. But 
when one ii poor he hu not the face to eec him, bcinc 
uhamcd before him.1 For that rason it •JI• 'He tit.I 
.;iltltolMtla °""• • ,..,i. MMl tflllW ....... 
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Appendix G 

ttidraah lerHhit Rabbab 46 : S. Tut fro. J . Theodor and Cb. Albeck, 
eds . , ,.Jdr•Mi a.reuit R•~A. Vol. 1 (JeruHl•: WabrMDD looks, 196S) , 
462-S. Translation fro. B. Freedaan and M. Si9oo, TAe IJdraA R•bbM, 
Vol. 1 (NMI York : Th• Soncino Pr .. •, 1977), S92 . 

• .,, ... ,,., .• "'" t,ru""' DIT'Qll •• --- .. , "'l' '11 ~., 
i•> 11• 011.,on Prft -~ ,, ? cil-.vi) p, r .,.,. w1>, .,, 11.,,,., in: """ .,., • 
.. ·'"""'" .., V"ll "'" .. . J"'\tll.,.,.,,,,.. """"' '°.,.,. • . .-. .. __ , o"'"'' 
~ 1'i7'F" ., •'Pl,,,.,,•..,...,., .2""f11'>,., 1•11"1 ln:-j I""° . .,..,m,., n ~ 
'>• 1n lltl ~ ~ (• 1 1"11n') O)Uf ,,.,,, n>n ·ctt• f"" n'tv 'CtlJ,, lfll"lt ,,._ 
"' 'CM (IQ • l':'C: ') ,., • .,,, .,., •• 11') .,,, ~) tfor-11 •CM (\ , "'W) 0•11e• a,,, 
V'lf :!wt 19 ,1'1111 w _, ID ,ran V'11 "*'' 111 w •I 1•011 n•m •>•i, ,.,,,M 
.,U> .•.•. ,., •• ,,, ['"Ctl mp>) ·'IU-' ,,.,,, ,. .,. • .., [O'Oll .,,., .,., Into .1'1111 

U"lf )\,, '° . 'Int U"lf Mii .. ·'"' ,,. "*"' '° .,., • (1' .. -> "' ., ) ~., 
.,,, , ·~"' nai. 'JIWll •i,.. ·~, ,m,. ,,...0 ""'"""" - ,,... .... 
on ""' ,,. "' m .,,. • ,,., nw .,_ .._ . ~ .,.. r .,, f1' • •> "' 

R. bhmael and R. AJUba (reuoned • follows). 
R. Ishmael aa.id : Abraham wu a Hiah Priest, u it aaya, 
Tiit Lor4 Ullt .....,., -' .;JJ Mt .,.,,., : T• .,, • twim 
for ~ -ft" tM mawr of MikliU~li. (h. a, 4).' Again, 
it is Nici, A"' Y" IMU w a,~ ;.. tAt ftaA -J yotlf' 
'orlah (Gen. nu, 11). If be circurncUecl birmclJ' 81 tbe 
ear, he would ht unfit to offer sacrifica; if at che mouth, 
he would ht unit to offer; 81 the ban. he would ht unfit. 
to offer.• Hence, where could he perform circumcision and 
ytt be fit to offer l Nowhere elte than at the 'orW of the 
body (the foresk in). R. AJUba aa.id : There vc (ow kinda 
of 'orloli . Tbua, '11rWt ia used in connection with the ear, 
Yi&. Bdo/J, IMir.., ii 'orlah-E.V. ''1Jl' Oer. YI, 10) ; 
the mouth, Bdo/J, l - 'anl [E.V. 'ae#~'J'-/ 
lilJ (EL YJ , 30) ; the heart : p,,, .u tM ...... of I•-' .,. 
'arle (E. V. <aar~1;,. IM ,,_,, (Jer. n. a5). Now, 
he WU ordered, w AL & • IP 0 IU .. I, A" D a 1 T. 0 u 
WHOLI . lf be circumciled himself at the ear, be would 
not be W H 0 LI; at tbe mouth, be would DOt be 
w " 0 L I ; I t the heart, he would not be ,.. • 0 L L 

Where couJd he circumc:iae hlmtdf and yet he w a o L 11 
Nowhere dae than It the .,,,,.,. of the body. 
N~dah aa.id : It ia writtu, Arul M tAM u fitld Uy• oltl 

11..JJ w citrctllllCiuJ .,,._, ,._. nwry ..- (Gaa. nn, 12). 
N ow if M ia cin:umciled at the ear, he cannot bear; at 
the mouth, he cannot apeak; at the heart, be cannot think.• 
Where then could he be circumcised and yet be able to 
thinlt 1 Only at the ·,,,w. of the body. R. Tanl)uma 
obtened: Thia arcummt of N~dah is &os;caL 

A N D THI UN CJRC UMCJllD MALI (rm, 14). b there 
then an uncircumcited female 1 The rnniUac, bowncr, ia 
that we muat paform cin:umcision on the member which 
marlta the cliaciDction between male and female. 
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Appendix H 

Froa the Helt.hilt • de-Rabbi Iahaael , Tractate Aaalek , chapter III . Text 
and tranalation froa Jacob z. Lauterbach, ed., ll•kilt• d•-R•bbi lsb ... 1, 
Vol . 2 (Ph i ladelphia: Jewiah Publication Soci ety, 1933), 168-70. 

,.,,.,. •:ii :Pi:u •u1 n•J:a •J11 n1u 
,TV.,M •:ii 'M.,, ,., M'M i'1'~l rti' "'m1M 
Ml'D "ICM i'1' ~l l'r~l ~ ,D1M 'J1"'nD:'1 
•at 'D&, il,I mi:ap .-Y:11J1 ,.,\:I a1'1Pi1 '1~1 '1•an., 
.,D. i1J111:111 a'11J1i1 il'm "'ICMl1 'D" -n:IJ1M 
n11M., in:a il.,lJ)X nM •'1 run 1"\11'" Ml'D 
,., 'iD1M • .., , ,,.. i:a., , • .,J1 '1:ap ,,,,. ,., 'i.Det 

n'M'l1 1:1 1'1 'iDM \,D 1'1 'i.Det Ml1M'1 ,., :'Ul'IU '»ti 

CMP'1 ,., • .., l~D1 M.,I i1'1UJ1'1 i1'M' n'1M ,, 
p:iri • ., p:ar.i ,., "ICM ,..,J1 '1:ap1 D'Dl1 

MJ1Dl1 1W'1 .. ., .. "'" TM1 MlfD .,..,., .,._. 
np1 '11tii1 1~1 •ui ap:i nM a,,.. ;..,., "'\DMJr 

MlfD nM n.,:i; 1M'1Di1 a•.,p:i i~·•' •ui a·~~ 
•ui ill:! ni,,p nM ni~ni -as ni111x npni .,.o 
nCMD ,D1M i'1'iJV 1:1 ,,J7.,M ':I, .UDD 'Ji'1 
a•u.., i,~ ·~ "\DtUIP a•p11i n:a mnJP na,.,p 
.,i,.,., n'7•o ;ii,,.,> .,D,.. a,Mpar •:a, a•C,.,~ 
.a,.i,l., •01• •:a., n•C,p vi,~> nvi•-i:i .,,&'JJ 
n,u:>n n:ar.i nM nnn11 n'7•o na,nl .,D,.. 
.,D\M nn.,p 1:a p111:i• •:a, n.,~ n•'lp 1•:i0 n11 

Ma,D :-ri,p MIPD'7 n\:11 n'1ru .. .,., n'7•o .,i,,~ 
nM nnn it .,i,.D ;ii,,.,> .,D* n•oru •:a, np11 

a,., i•n1·~r a,~., ;iC,•o na,nl io'IM •:ii a•pll:'t 

nM M•:in:i'1 i'1;i ipn, np11:a ,a, nop "' nw 
nnM i1}711 i1'1•o:a '1spnJP '1pi D' ,XDD ~ .. 
ll'1D:a ,,,:a 'i'1'1 .,DMJIZ' U,il., 1M'1DM "J':I 
a,xpnlizi p•,x ,,,,..a, a1'11P1 on ,D* •01• •:a., •ui 

nll11> n~o .,n ..x•i ''°' "'" nnM :ip11 n)•o:a 
., .. .,.,. nM M'Xlm ,., 1'1 .,°" cnpo:i '1lD'1 :T.111' 



,,-, :i"'D" crnp :iri,=i -, • .,,,. i,p """ a•-isoc 
'Ul Jl.,0=1 ,,'1=1 ':M "\OM.l&' U,,,., 1M.,D:'1 l'p~ 
1M.,D:"f l'p'=1 M'1 ,ClM '1M•'1cl 1~ llPIX' p, 
a'D'1 inn ·~ ,DMll' pU'n'1 .-'nt n110'1 J1,,.,i, 
• :WD inn ,,,p 'D l'1M,, la n~ ,., MM 

.pu'nn "'°"" ,,.., pU'nn 

A"4 H• TtPO Sns . .. t• a Slr°"f' Lou. 
R. Joshua says: It .:-ertainly wu a land atranse 
to him. R. EJ~ror Modi'im aaya: " In a 1tran1e 
land"--where God wu like a 1tran1er.• Mo.a 
uid; Since the whole world ia wonhipin1 idola, 
whom ahall I worship? Him by whoee word the 
world came into bein1. For at the time when 
Moeea aaid to Jethro: "Give me your daqbt.er 
Zipporah to wife," Jethro said to him : "Accept 
one condition which I will state to you and I will 
aive her to you for a wile." "What is it?" ubd 
Moeea. He then uid to him: "The 6nt eon that 
you will have ahall belon1 to the idol and the 
lollowin1 may beJon1 to God." Moea accepted. 
Jethro then aaid: 0 Swear unto me," and Moees 
awore, u it is aaid: "And he adjured (myocl) 
Moses" (Ex. 2.21). For Alal ia but an expreuion 
for swearin&, as it ia said: "But Saul adjured 
(vayoel) the people" (I Sam. 14.24). So alao: 
"Be adjured•• (Hoel) to take two t.alenta" (11 
Kines 5.23). It was for thia that the ansel at 
first wished to kill Motes. Immediately: "Zip­
porah took a flint and cut off the foreskin of her 
aon ... So he let him alone" (Ex. 4.25-26). 
R. Eleazar b. Az.ariah says : Uncircumcision ia 
detestable, for the wicked are reproached with 
it , as it is said: " For all the nations are undr­
cumciR<i" Ocr. 9.25). R. Ishmael aaya : Grut 
is circumcision, for thirteen covenants" were 
made over it. R. Joee the Galilean aaya: Great 
is circumcision, for it 1et1 aside the Sabbath, 
which is very important and the profanation of 
which is punishable by extinction. R. Ja.hua b. 
Karba says : Great is circumcision, for no merit 
of Mows could suspend the punishrl'ent for its 
neglect even for one hour. R. Nehemiah says: 
Great ia circumcision, for it 1et.1 aside the laws 
concemin1 plagues. Rabbi say1 : Great is circum­
cision, for all the merit.I of Moses availed him 
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not in the time of his trouble about it. He waa 
1oin1 to brin1 out Israel from E&YPt and yet 
because for one hour he was nqli1ent about the 
perfonnance of circumcision, the an1el 10u1ht to 
kill him, as it is said : "And it came to pass on the 
way at the lod1in1 place," etc. (Ex. 4.24). 
R. Jose says : God forbid ! to think that this 
ri1hteou1 man nqlected the duty of circumcision 
even for one houri But, should he perform the 
circumcision and immediately 10 on his journey 
-there is risk of life. Should he per(onn the 
circumcision an'1 tarry a while-God had told 
him: "Go and brin1 out Israel from qypt. " u 

It was merely because he relaxed and thousht ol 
lod1in1 before performin& the circumcision, that 
the an1el 10u1bt to kill him. For it is said : "And 
it came to pua on the way, at the lodsin1 place," 
etc. R . Simon b. Gamaliel uys : The an1el IOUJht 
to kill not Moea but the child. For it is 1&id : 
''Surely a bridqroom of blood art thou to me" 
(ibid. v. 25). You must reuon: Go and see who 
could have been deaipated bridecroom? Moees 
or the child? You must uy: the child." 
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Appendix I 

Lituru of the circU11ciaion cer..ony . Text and transbtion from Hyaan E. 
Goldin. l•Mdri kb : tb• R•bbi 's Guide, 1939 ; rpt . (New York : Habr• 
Publishin& Company, 1956), 33-37. 

ORD£a CW ORC'UMCJSION 

c.... - lit ia die - ..... die di ciliaa • .. .. .:t'rD.i n~:i m"U ~'TA 
pelf...... :CMZ111n ,lr:u:t mac 'ra:la, ICO:I D'J':lb 

A dlair iii eet uide la ._., GI die ...,._ EllJU, ..t die 

lollowiJI& ii .ut: .::i'°1z ,tlJ K'~:) \i:~tc ~ Xl"O :1J 
Thia chair is devoted to Elijala the prophet, -y hit 

remembrance be for the aood· D'GOIC.i D'D;' ,:t.,'Doi ~a, 'rll'm ,.,,, nit D'lr2Dlr:I 

Wllea tile ialut iii '-wllt i. to .. c:ilalkiwd. all prwac :IMnn a.~ "1 
ac~o ':ftrq rile ucl u y aJoud: 

May he who cometh be ble.ed. 



n....-1 ...... : 
May we be utis5ed •-ith the &ooct-cl Thy boule, 

the holy placie ol Thy temple. 
The perf- ol the dreu.cilinn placm • Waat •poa die 

lap o/ the plfatller, aJICl W- ,.rlOflllilll lM cW I . ' 1 mys 

the followU.C bdwclictioa; 
Prai.ct be Thou, 0 Lord our God, Kint ol the uni· 

wne, • ·ho hast sanctified u11 .,;th Thy commanctmenu, 
and enjoined u~ the rite ol cin:umdsioo. 

The cireiinxitioa is perl-.t. 
And immediatel~· alter the c:ittumc:i9iOll. bef- the 11--.S 

is perionned. the father, Oil the aodfacher, if there is M fatllw, • >'' 
Praised be Thou, 0 Loni our God, Kine ol the uni· 

vent, who but sanctified us by Thy c:ommandmants , 
and hast bidden us to make him enter into the CIOW1Wlt 

of Aliranam our father. 
ni-rw-t ,....S: 

As he has b«n entered into the c:iownant, IO may 
he be introduced to the study of the Law, to~he nuptial 

canopy, and to sood deeds. 

:a9:11 D'DoaD., 

.11?.;'i.1 l'iP, 11(1'1 ~im, i1¥'~ 
s'n .pi»:t P"ft2 ,,,,. rrm1 plJ'n:t nae np1'7 '1:m., 

:1-ue :i'ra., 

"'1P. ""'~ ,c?'Y:, "!J?9 'D':J?~ .~ i1~ '!Jn:J 
. :i'z'Qi] ,, 'D,¥, , 'l'lJ1lQ' 
.:'1-,,,:'I nM 1V'"' 1~ ·vur 

,"Ql:I .~ plJ'n~ ric DICl ,:uc:i 1"\21:1 :Ul"'\D:"I D1'1j:' 'rel 
:p1JO:'I 

'12;'1P. .,,~ .c?1~:, 1?9 'D';:i;~ .~ :1('1$ ,,.,~ 

.u·;~ c:n~~ ;i "''1~~ 1oi~::J? 'D)l' ,,,1''l~i 
!D'JiY D'llOIC:n 

i1Ft~'?, i11'1i? o~~~ l:P , n'i~~ o;=?~ c~~ 
.C';1D C~t'07' 



Tiit cilw..0- .. ..a. die ...... ..,. .... 

iandiac: 

Creator of the uniwne! May it he Thy pcioUI 
wii1 to rqa.rd and accept this (performance ol circum­
cision), as if I had brou1ht this infant before Thy 
1loriou1 throne. And 'Thou, in Thy abundant mercy, 
throui:h Thy holy anaeJs, aj\.-e a pure and holy heart 
to .•.• the eon of ... , who was just now circumcised in 
honor of Thy pat name. May his heart he wide open 
to c:c:nprehend Thy holy Law, that he may leam and 
teach. keep and fulfill Thy laws. 

~ prayer for the c:irelalDcil9d ialaat: 

May He who blessed our fathers Abraham, JALic 

And Jacob. bins this tender infant who was c:ircumci.ed. 
and may He pnt him a perfect cure. May his parents 
(or: relativn) deterw to nile him up to the mauy of 
the Law, to the nuptial canopy and rood deeds. Let 
UI say, AJo:.-..i. 
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:w :'l;Dn ;;,,,., 'nnD:"I i'IDr i!) 'Wt 

::isttt i1J Ml1.1 'J"}t)'?~ y\'l' 'ti.' .a?iY 'l* 6m; 
·'11i::i~ MQ~ ~'?'? \.i'~~1P.::'I ,,~~ ,,K,,,, i1¥19' 
"J';as?o '1~ ?i n'z~ .a·~i~ '1'1i01~ i1J!ltc? 
.,~, ;-., 19'3>? .,,;.,??, .,,,,?. .,~~ c-,.;iP,v 
C~'IK ?If '"1'~~ [l'ln" ~~ ;i:~~ '?ii~1 'IZ?~? 
.n•~'n .,'1l,? . ,~77, im?'? ,.,,;,,.~ ,1:'1'"~ 

::"l;"D:1 inK .,;,; ,,!ll' ~ 
K\.i ,::l~~~ y1Jl! ,C:j1~lC ,U'Z)i::i~ 'l'j1;1f ~ 

i11$'1C1 111;ac KQ1i ?ill~::t ii::i i?:v n~ "IJ1•~ 
i1·~?• :rt\n? ,;,;? O';MP.> 1'(1~lS ~M ·~~ 

.~)$ .,Oadl .a~~ a"';~ 
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