
The Circumcision of the Heart  
as a Deuteronomic Metaphor  

of Religious Identity of an Israelite

Obrzezanie serca deuteronomiczną metaforą  
religijnej tożsamości Izraelity

Abstract: Circumcision is an ancient practice used in many civilizations of the Fer-
tile Crescent and an important reference point in determining the social position and 
religious identity of members of royal and priestly families, as well as men from low-
er social classes. Nevertheless, the Israelites who made it an external sign and, later, 
the necessary condition of belonging to the Mosaic religion, contributed most to the 
deepening and spreading of the theological aspect of circumcision (Gen 17:4; 1 Macc 
1:15,48,60–61). The order of the circumcision of the heart from Dt. 10:16 and 30:6 is 
the consequence of the theological re-reading of this ancient practice, which was un-
dertaken by the religious circles of the post-exile era under the influence of the painful 
experiences of Babylonian captivity and the serious crisis of Jahvist monotheism which 
appeared in the seventh and sixth centuries before Christ. The appeal for circumcision 
of the heart is a new definition of piety based on the most important commandment 
of Deuteronomic theology, that is, the commandment of love of YHWH with all my 
heart and soul (Dt. 6:4–5), and consequently, an encouragement to cultivate a personal 
relationship with God modeled on the patriarchs, which is based on obedience to God’s 
law in exchange for His blessing and support (Dt. 6:6–12, 11:18–25, 32:46).

Streszczenie: Obrzezanie to starożytna praktyka stosowana w wielu cywilizacjach 
Żyznego Półksiężyca i ważny punkt odniesienia w określaniu pozycji społecznej 
i tożsamości religijnej członków rodów królewskich i kapłańskich, a także mężczyzn 
z niższych warstw społecznych. Do pogłębienia i promocji teologicznego aspektu ob-
rzezania najmocniej przyczynili się jednak Izraelici, którzy uczynili z niego zewnętrzny 
znak, a z czasem niezbędny warunek przynależności do religii mojżeszowej (Rdz 17,4; 
1 Mch  1,15.48.60–61). Nakaz obrzezania serca, o którym mowa w Pwt 10,16; 30,6, 
jest konsekwencją teologicznej relektury tej starożytnej praktyki, którą podjęły religij-
ne kręgi epoki powygnaniowej, pod wpływem bolesnych doświadczeń niewoli babi-
lońskiej oraz poważnego kryzysu monoteizmu jahwistycznego, jaki zrodził się w VII 

12 (2019) 2: 159–189
ISSN (print) 1689-5150 

ISSN (online) 2450-7059

Dariusz Dziadosz
Katolicki Uniwersytet Lubelski Jana Pawła II w Lublinie 
dariuszdzi@op.pl 
ORCID: 0000-0002-5191-0560

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/BPTh.2019.009

http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/BPTh.2019.009


Dariusz Dziadosz160

i VI wieku przed Chr. Apel o obrzezanie serca to nowa definicja pobożności żydow-
skiej oparta na najważniejszym przykazaniu teologii deuteronomicznej, czyli nakazu 
miłości JHWH z całego serca i całej duszy (Pwt 6,4–5), a w konsekwencji, to zachę-
ta do kultywowania osobistej relacji z Bogiem na wzór patriarchów, której podstawą 
jest posłuszeństwo wobec nakazów Bożego prawa w zamian za Jego błogosławieństwo 
i wsparcie (Pwt 6,6–12; 11,18–25; 32,46).

Keywords: circumcision; heart; Deuteronomy; Deuteronomic theology; the Sinai co-
venant.

Słowa kluczowe: obrzezanie; serce; Powtórzone Prawo; teologia deuteronomiczna; 
przymierze synajskie.

Circumcision, or the surgical removal of the male foreskin,1 is an archa-
ic rite which is practiced today by Jews, Muslims, as well as many other 

ethnic and religious groups, especially in Africa, South America and the Near 
East. According to biblical (Gen 17:9–14, 23–27, Ex 4:24–26,12,44, Lev 12:3; 
Jer 9:24–25) and extra-biblical sources,2 it can be assumed that this culturally 
and religiously conditioned ritual was born and developed in the ancient Near 
East.3 Relying on the artifacts and written sources available today, it is accep-

 1 In many countries of the world, especially in  Indonesia, Egypt, Somalia, Mali,  
Sierra Leone, Sudan, Ethiopia and other countries of Africa, circumcision of girls and young 
women is also practiced (the so-called excision, clitoridectomy). This habit – due to its inva-
sive nature – should, however, be described as ritual mutilation of the female genital organs 
(FGM – female genital mutilation). This reprehensive practice has no medical or religious 
justification (it is not recommended by the Bible, the Koran, or other religious writings), 
and yet it has been and still remains culturally accepted in many communities. According 
to the statistics of UNICEF, in 2016, there were app. 200 million women in 30 countries 
around the world who were subjected to this cruel ritual. It is supposed that its cradle was 
Egypt, although neither the texts nor Old Egyptian iconography inform about it.
A. Krzemińska, Zwyczaj czy zbrodnia, Polityka [Accessed 9.01.2018] (www.polityka.pl/
tygodnikpolityka/nauka/1733292,1,skad-sie-wziela-tradycja-obrzezania-kobiet.read).
 2  Ancient historians, such as: Flavius Josephus (Antiquitates Judaicae, 1,12.2; 13,257–
258), Philo of Alexandria (De circumcisione, 11,210) or Herodotus (Historiae, II, 36–37.104), 
listed, among others, Ethiopians, Egyptians, Phoenicians, Syrians from Palestine, Parthians 
and Arabs as peoples who practiced circumcision. See N. Livesey, Circumcision, pp. 34–58; 
M. Baraniak, Na ciele czy w duszy?, p. 79.
 3 The oldest Near Eastern text on circumcision originates from the Egyptian stele of 
Naga ed-Der (circa 2300 BC). Its anonymous hero speaks of undergoing this procedure to-
gether with 120 royal sons (members of the royal court?) in the context of undertaking tasks 
related to ruling and priesthood. D. Dunham, Naga-ed-Der Stelae of the First Intermediate 



The Circumcision of the Heart as a Deuteronomic Metaphor of Religious Identity of an Israelite 161

ted that circumcision was already a strictly defined socio-cultural phenome-
non in Egypt at the end of the third millennium BC. Already at that time, the 
unique social and religious status and irreplaceable role of rulers and priests 
as well as their close relation with the gods was emphasized. Relying on Jer 
9:24–25 it can be assumed that in subsequent centuries, circumcision became 
a practice used in many civilizations of the Fertile Crescent and it  served as 
an important reference point in determining the social position and religious 
identity of men from the lower social classes. Nevertheless, the Israelites who 
made it an external sign and, in time, the necessary condition of belonging to 
the Mosaic religion, contributed most to the deepening and spreading of the 
theological aspect of circumcision (Gen 17:4; 1 Macc 1:15,48,60–61; cf. Acts 
7:8; Rom. 2:25–29; 3:1–4; 4:9–12; 1Cor 7,18; Gal 2:11–14; 6:12–13; Phil 3:2–6). 
Over the turbulent history of Israel, this rite was perceived in a different way, 
and its cultural and religious significance continued to evolve. In some periods 
circumcision was a source of pride for the Israelites because it  functioned as 
a sign of their close relationship (covenant) with YHWH and belonging to His 
chosen people.4 But there were also periods when it was deliberately ignored 
and overlooked because of persecution or growing unbelief (1 Macc 1:15,48). 
In defining the religious aspect of circumcision the turning point was the pe-
riod after the Babylonian captivity marked by the collapse or permanent crisis 
of the most important socio-political and religious institutions in Israel. At that 
time those in exile or the Israelites returning from it decided to rebuild their 
cultural and religious identity by rebuilding the temple, restoring the mono-

Period, pp. 102–104; Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, p. 326. Funer-
al texts from the 12th Dynasty period (circa 2134–1786 BC) confirm this type of practices at 
the royal court and in the priestly circles of Egypt. Thus it can be assumed that circumcision 
was at some stages of the history of Egypt a ritual introducing to the office of the king-priest. 
R. de Vaux, Instytucje, p. 57; F. Jonckheere, La circonsion, p. 214.
 4 The Hebrew Bible describes circumcision or the absence of it using 6 lexemes: mwl 
“circumcise”, mll “circumcise”, mûlâ “circumcision”, ʽrl “not to be circumcised, to have fore-
skin” , ʽorlâ “foreskin” i ʽārēl “to have foreskin, not to be circumcised”. F. Brown, S. Driver, 
C. Briggs, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, pp. 557–558. The theme 
of circumcision is mentioned in Torah 40 times and in the prophetic texts 44 times. J. De-
rouchie, Circumcision in the Hebrew Bible and Targums, pp. 178–179; M. Fox, The Sign of 
the Covenant, pp. 557–596; W. Propp, Circumcision, pp. 22–29. In Gen 17:11 circumcision 
is called ʼôt berît the “sign of covenant”, and in Gen 17:13 berît bibśarkem “convenant in your 
flesh”. In Yiddish circumcision is known as bris, that is a modified form of the term berît 
“covenant”. G. Buchanan, Obrzezanie, p. 574. During the early rabbinic period (1st century 
BC – 1st century AD), the circumcision on the eighth day after birth was a feast for the 
whole family (it could even take place on the Sabbath) and was accompanied by a solemn 
blessing and feast.
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theistic worship in Jerusalem (Ezra 6:1–22, Ne 13:15–22; Hag 1:1–2:23), as well 
as by practicing circumcision and keeping the Sabbath.5 The most important 
theological schools and writers began to speak about the need for a thorough 
spiritual renewal in Israel. All the groups responsible for the current shape of 
the Hebrew Bible, among others, deuteronomic and deuteronomistic circles as 
well as priests consistently advocated closer ties with YHWH, redefinition of 
the rules of the Sinai covenant and Yahwist monotheism, as well as giving suf-
ficient importance to traditional forms of piety, including circumcision (Gen 
17:1–27, Ex 4:24–26; Dt 10:16; 30:6; Josh 5:2–9). In the latter matter, the most 
significant and innovative are deuteronomic (deuteronomistic) texts, which no 
longer speak only about the obligation to circumcise the foreskin, but about the 
necessity of circumcision of the heart (Dt 10:16; 30:6; cf. Jer 4:4; 9:25). In the 
light of this theological interpretation, circumcision in the Bible becomes a me-
taphor. It is a universal symbol and sign for the Israelites (applies equally to all 
men and women), which is supposed to signify the wish of adhering to YHWH 
and entering into the close relationship of the covenants, repeated many times 
during their stay in the promised land.

Due to the importance and complexity of this issue, biblical texts on cir-
cumcision will be the subject of this article. Relying on the historical-critical 
and intertextual method of interpretation of the sources of the Hebrew Bible, 
the genesis and cultural-religious context of circumcision in Israel will first be 
presented against the background of similar practices used in  the neighbor-
ing Near Eastern cultures. At the later stage of the research, two deuteronomi-
cal biblical traditions will be thoroughly analyzed, which clearly modify the 
original theological and cultural profile of the circumcision rite, suggesting the 
need for a deeper and more metaphorical understanding of it (Dt 10:16; 30:6). 
The detailed aim of the article is to define the religious and theological inten-
tions which accompanied the editors of Deuteronomy, who during the period 
of major historical transformations in Israel proposed a completely new and 
exceptionally theological interpretation of the sign of circumcision to provoke 
the renewal of Yahwism.

 5 The same ideas guided the Maccabees who, in the years 168–164 BC, defended the 
faith of the fathers and Israeli cultural identity by restoring the purity of the worship, the 
Sabbath and the circumcision (1 Macc 2:38–41,46; 4:36–61), as well as the Bar –Kokhba in-
surgents (132–135 AD) who rebelled against the Emperor Hadrian due to the introduction 
of the prohibition of circumcision.
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The rite of circumcision in the cultural and religious context of Israel 

The analysis of extra-biblical literature and artifacts6 and biblical sources7 leads 
to the conclusion that male circumcision was one of the oldest and most-widely 
used surgical interventions in the Near East.8 The genesis, form and original 
meaning of this rite are still the subject of lively discussions among historians 
and exegetes. Some emphasize the cultural aspect of circumcision,9 others look 
for its deeper social and religious-cultic10 implications, suggesting that from the 

 6 The oldest discovery confirming the circumcision rite in the ancient Near East are 
three figures of warriors originating from northern Syria (the ʽAmuq Valley), which date 
back to 2800 BC. Two of them show circumcision typical of Israel (total removal of the 
foreskin). J. Sasson, Circumcision in the Ancient Near East, pp. 475–476; R. Steiner, Incom-
plete Circumcision, pp. 497–505. On the basis of this finding, some historians suggest that 
circumcision was born in western Mesopotamia, and then through northern Syria moved 
to Egypt. According to this theory, the Israelites took over the rite in  the form in which 
it was practiced in Syro-Palestine (cf. Josh 5:2–9). J. Meade, The Meaning of Circumcision, 
pp. 35–37.
 7 In 9:24–25, Jeremiah in the form of the oracle of YHWH predicts the punishment 
of God ʽal-kol-mûl beʽorlâ “for all circumcised only in the flesh”, to which he includes the 
inhabitants of Egypt, Judah, Edom, Ammon, Moab. The reason for the punishment is an 
unspecified fault described in case of foreign peoples by the expression ʽărēlîm “uncircum-
cised”, and in  case of the Israelites as ʽarlê-lēb “uncircumcised in  heart”. The expression 
ʽārēl “uncircumcised” has a pejorative connotation in the Hebrew Bible and is often used 
in relation to the Philistines, the fervent enemy of Israel, who as one of the few neighbors 
of Israel (cf. Shechemites in Gen 34:13–24) did not practice circumcision (Judg 14:3; 15:18; 
1Sm 14:6; 17:26,36; 31:4; 2Sm 1:20). R. Gordon, I and II Samuel, p. 137; R. Klein, 1Samuel, 
p. 136. Later, the expression ʽārēl in the Bible was used to define a man ( nation) wicked and 
ungodly who will be abandoned by YHWH and will remain in Sheol (Eze 32:28).
 8 The archaic nature of this custom in Israel can be demonstrated, for example, by the 
order to circumcise Hebrew babies ḥarbôt ṣūrîm with the use of flint (stone) knives” (Josh 
5:2; cf. Ex 4:25).
 9 In Egypt and initially perhaps in Israel, circumcision was a rite which introduced the 
young man into adulthood. According to some, it took place the day before the marriage 
as a sign of recognition of readiness to start a sexual life (fertility ritual cf. Gen 34:13–24). 
P. King, Circomcision, p. 50; J. Meade, Circumcision of the Heart, pp. 63–64; J. Sasson, Cir-
cumcision in the Ancient Near East, p. 474; H. Forshey, Circumcision, pp. 150–158. Others 
emphasize the apotropaic aspect (protection against the evil power of demons; (cf. Ex 4:24–
26), cultural (Gen 34:13–24) or health and hygienic reasons for circumcision. R. Hall, Cir-
cumcision, p. 1026.
 10 According to some, when the covenant was made with YHWH on Sinai, the Isra-
elites adopted the Egyptian rite of circumcision of priests as a sign of religious initiation.  
G. Foucart, Circumcision, p. 675; E. James, Initiatory Rituals, p. 155.
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beginning it has functioned as a sign of entering into a special bond (affiliation) 
with the world of gods (e.g. with God Ra in Egypt) and opened the way to the 
highest functions (e.g. king-priest).11 Although circumcision – in the sense of 
a practice with a clear religious and cultural profile – was and still is associated 
primarily with Judaism, it is not an invention of the Israelites. The most prob-
able cradle of the rite is Egypt,12 but Mesopotamia13 and Syro-Palestine14 are 
also considered to be the place where circumcision was first practiced. How-
ever, it was the Israelites who gave it the richest theological significance, which 
is considered both in relation to the circumcised, as well as his family (clan) 
and the entire ethnic community. According to Gen 17:1–27, Abraham was the 
first patriarch who, by the will of God, introduced circumcision to Israel.15 His 
connections with western Mesopotamia, Egypt and Canaan described in the 

 11 Assuming that in Egypt circumcision was a manifestation of the pharaoh’s divine 
origin and the external sign of his unique bond (covenant) with god (gods), some scholars 
see the similar genesis of circumcision in Israel. In this vein, the tradition of Ex 4:22–23,24–
26, which first defines Israel’s relationship to YHWH in the key of relationship: father – the 
firstborn son, then speaks of the circumcision of Gershom by Zipporah and the mysterious 
ritual of touching his sex organs with the son’s foreskin. J. Meade, The Meaning of Circumci-
sion, p. 44; E. James, Initiatory Rituals, p. 157; S. Hoenig, Circumcision, pp. 322–334; E. Isaac, 
Circumcision, pp. 444–456.
 12 A serious argument challenging this thesis is the ritual technique described (il-
lustrated) by artifacts from the country of the pharaohs. Egyptian circumcision consisted 
in  a partial removal or incision of the foreskin, and the Hebrews practiced its complete 
removal. Egyptian literature, iconography and preserved artifacts (e.g. mummies) prove 
that circumcision was not practiced at all stages of the Egyptian history. The Egyptians did 
not circumcise all men, only those who were predestined to take on social and cultural 
functions. They did not do it in their childhood, like the Israelites (Gen 17:12; Ex 4:25; Lev 
12:3). R. de Vaux, Instytucje, p. 56; J. Meade, The Meaning of Circumcision, pp. 38–40.45–48;  
W. Propp, The Origins of Infant Circumcision, pp. 355–370.
 13 J. Sasson, Circumcision in the Ancient Near East, p. 474; R. Steiner, Incomplete Cir-
cumcision, p. 503; J. Meade, The Meaning of Circumcision, pp. 36–37; J. Derouchie, Circum-
cision in the Hebrew Bible and Targums, p. 187; F. Jonckheere, La circonsion, p. 228. These 
opinions have only a hypothetical value. So far, no traces of circumcision have been found 
in eastern Mesopotamia (Assyria and Babylonia). G. Mayer, mûl, p. 159.
 14 R. Hall, Circumcision, p. 1025. From the point of view of the topography of biblical 
texts, it is possible to observe that the circumcision of Abraham and all men in his home 
(Gen 17:23), and the first collective circumcision of the Israelites (Josh 5:2–9) took place 
in Canaan, which might suggest that they adopted this custom from the Semitic inhabitants 
of Syro-Palestine.
 15 The text of Gen 17:1–27 bears strong traces of theological elaborations made by the 
circles of priests, therefore the archaic and historical character of the events described in it 
arouses numerous doubts. The description of circumcision of Abraham and his relatives 
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Bible (Gen 11:27–32; 12:1–20), however, may suggest each of these civiliza-
tions as a source of ritual. The source texts: Gen 34:13–24, Ex 4:24–26 and Josh 
5:2–9 confirm that circumcision was practiced in Israel in the time of the oldest 
Patriarchs, and then in the time of Moses and Joshua, in Egypt and during the 
conquest of Canaan. The ritual and legal texts of the Hebrew Bible command 
to circumcise all male children on the eighth day after birth (Gen 17:12, 21:4, 
Lev 12:3), and the adult proselytes immediately before their inclusion into the 
Israelite community (Gen 17:23–27; 34:15–24; Josh 5:3–7). According to the 
Jewish tradition, the father of the family performed the procedure (Gen 21:4), 
on special occasions the mother (Ex 4:25) or a man specialized in  this task  
(1 Macc 1:61).

The Hebrew Bible and the rabbinical tradition differently define the socio-
religious status of the circumcised and uncircumcised, and their relationship 
to God and Israel. There are texts which grant all Jews, including the uncir-
cumcised, the right to belong to the chosen people. Others firmly state that 
the absence of this sign excludes them from the fellowship and covenant with 
YHWH (Gen 17:14). Speaking of circumcision, the Hebrew Bible focuses on 
two basic arguments. On the one hand, it regulates legal and cultic issues of 
the rite, specifying the time, circumstances, effects and obligatory nature of 
circumcision (Gen 17:10–14, Ex 12:44, 48–49, Lev 12:3). On the other hand, 
it describes its course relying on the example of the leading figures of the cho-
sen people, emphasizing the historico-salvific importance of these events (Gen 
17:1–9, 23–27, Ex 4:24–26, Josh 5:2–9). From this theological perspective, for 
example, the priestly text of Gen 17:1–27 directly makes the connection be-
tween Abraham and his descendants with God from the moment of circumci-
sion, and the much older source of the Ex 4:22–24, prepared by the priestly 
editor, suggests that without circumcision of Gershom, Moses would have to 
die because of the wrath of YHWH. The purpose of these narratives is obvious. 
They were to motivate the Israelites to cultivate the rite. The editor of Deuter-
onomistic historiography of Israel (Josh –2Kings) makes the Passover of the 
Hebrews led by Joshua (Josh 5:10–12, Ex 12:48) conditional on their submis-
sion to circumcision and in the further perspective it also applies to their mili-
tary success in fighting for the land of Canaan (Josh 5:13–21:42).

in the context of the idea of   a covenant with YHWH and God’s promises (land and numer-
ous offspring) is characteristic of the late literary etiology created in the post-exile period.
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It is difficult to establish precisely the time in which circumcision has be-
come a universal and obligatory practice in Israel,16 but it  is known that the 
priestly circles – responsible for the final version of the Torah – made sure that 
this rite would be a sign (ʼôt) of the most important for the Israelites models 
of the religious covenant with YHWH. This primarily refers to the covenant of 
Abraham and his broadly understood offspring (Gen 17:12–13,27; 18:18–19), 
which was based on God’s promise of land, numerous offspring and blessing 
(Gen 17:1–22), and the covenant in Sinai based on the promises and the law of 
YHWH revealed by Moses (Ex 12:44, 48–49; Lev 12:3). From the theological 
perspective of the priestly circles, circumcision gained a mnemonic and sym-
bolic significance,17 as it allowed to transmit and consolidate in Israel the truth 
about the close bond of the Hebrews with YHWH, and, at the same time, re-
minded of the obligations originating from this fact. It must be emphasized, 
however, that already in the pre-priestly edition of the Hebrew Bible the reli-
gious circles of Israel took care of this ancient Near Eastern practice in Israel so 
that it would gain a profound religious meaning (ritual and ethical) which was 
far different from what was attributed to it  in Egypt or Syro-Palestine. Thus, 
in Israel, circumcision was not reserved only to privileged social classes and 
associated only with the fulfillment of important public functions, but it ap-
plied to all men from the moment they were born (Lev 12:3). On the basis of 
legal regulations, the authorship of which is attributed by the Hebrew Bible to 
God and the most important patriarchs (Abraham and Moses),18 circumcision 
began to function as an external sign of belonging to the chosen people. This 
sign gave each Israelite the status of a son of God (Ex 4:22–24, 25–26), it made 
him the heir of the promise made to Abraham (Gen 17:1–14), it also placed 
in the sphere of the influence of God’s blessing and confirmed the eternal bond 
of the covenant with YHWH. At the same time, it obliged to be loyal to God 
and to obey His law revealed on Sinai. Through circumcision the Israelites were 
obliged to imitate faith, faithfulness and obedience of Abraham and Moses, but 

 16 Gen 34:13–24 suggests that within some ethnic groups living in Canaan in the era of 
patriarchs (e.g. families of the sons of Jacob) circumcision was considered a sign of belong-
ing to the clan.
 17 This understanding of circumcision and covenant is indicated by the God of Israel 
in the moment of a close relationship with Abraham: “serve me faithfully and live a blame-
less life” (Gen 17:1). C. Westermann, Genesis 12˗36, p. 265.
 18 These legal and cultic norms began to apply probably only after the Babylonian cap-
tivity. The conclusion is drawn from the analysis of the historical context behind biblical 
texts on circumcision. All these texts were created in the priestly circles (Gen 17:1–27; Ex 
12:48–49; Lev12:3), or were theologically rewritten (Ex 4:24–26). G. Mayer, mûl, p.  160; 
P. Williamson, Circumcision, p. 122.



The Circumcision of the Heart as a Deuteronomic Metaphor of Religious Identity of an Israelite 167

also it allowed them to worship YHWH in the land they received from Him 
(Josh 5:2–8). Such strong religious connotations of this rite were not found 
in any of the communities of the ancient Near East.19 In the post-exile period, 
circumcision in Israel became a religious and ethnic obligation (Gen 17:14; cf. 
34:13–24), and its abandonment threatened with exclusion from the commu-
nity, breaking the covenant with YHWH and His wrath (Ex 4: 24–26).

The tightening of legal regulations regarding circumcision was historically 
conditioned.20 In the Persian and later Hellenic period, the peoples of Syro-
Palestine began to depart from this practice (cf. Jdt 14:10, Est. 8:17), and the 
Israelites followed them. Although the historical and prophetic books of the 
Hebrew Bible do not speak about it directly, on the basis of the information 
provided in  them, it can be assumed that the abandonment of this rite took 
place in Israel and Judah already in the period of divided monarchy, when they 
started to abandon Yahwist monotheism (2 Kings 17:7–23; 23:4–24; 24: 3–4). 
The cause of the growing crisis was the policy of religious syncretism promoted 
by successive rulers of both kingdoms, the weakness of religious elites (priestly 
and prophetic circles) and the low level of religious awareness in the people (Isa 
1: 2–7,10–20; 2:6–3:15; Jr 4:4; 7:1–28; 9:1–8,24–25; Hos 4:1; 5:7; Am 2:4,6–12). 
This unfavorable process was additionally aggravated by the painful experi-
ences of Assyrian and Babylonian captivity. In the face of the collapse of impor-
tant places of worship and the crisis of religious structures in Israel and Judah, 
many Hebrews decided to abandon native traditions in  favor of polytheistic 
patterns and attitudes which were adopted from the Mesopotamian and Syro-
Palestinian communities (Isa 58:13–59:15; Eze 36:16–32).

 19 During the Hellenistic period, circumcision in Israel was seen as a way of manifest-
ing the ethnic and cultural-religious separation of the Hebrews, and a way for foreigners to 
enter into the sphere of their monotheistic faith (Gen 34: 15–24; Ex 12:48, cf. Gen 17:27; 
18: 19). In this way, those who were not the biological descendants of Abraham gained 
the opportunity to enter into the socio-religious structures of the chosen people and were 
granted the right to participate in  the promises of YHWH. P. Williamson, Circumcision, 
pp. 123–124.
 20 Through the new legislation and promotion of the model of life according to the 
faith and customs of ancestors, religious exile circles in Israel tried to rebuild the identity 
and piety of the chosen people, and at the same time emphasized its religious and ethnic 
separateness in the environment of Canaan’s polytheistic communities. As a result of these 
reformatory actions, the Israelites in the Hellenistic period remained the only community 
in the region which practiced circumcision due to religious reasons, which, in time, con-
tributed to the sacralization of this rite, so strongly emphasized in some biblical texts (Gen 
17:1–27).
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Another serious test for the practice of circumcision in Israel – this time 
already thoroughly described by the Books of the Maccabees – turned out to 
be a confrontation with Greek culture. The policy of repression introduced by 
the last king of the Seleucid dynasty – Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who in 169/168 
BC plundered the temple in Jerusalem, turned it into the shrine of Syro-Phoe-
nician Baal-Shamen,21 and then strictly forbade the observance of the Sabbath, 
circumcision and other Jewish traditions (1 Macc 1: 60–61; 2 Macc 6:10), again 
resulted in acts of apostasy and the departure of many Israelites from the reli-
gion of their fathers (1 Macc 1:15). This situation changed only after the armed 
uprising of the Maccabees, who defeated the invader and restored the tradi-
tions of Judaism, including circumcision in Israel (1 Macc 2:46).

In the context of circumcision, biblical sources speak of one more impor-
tant issue. This time it is its doctrinal implied meaning, which was caused by 
the evangelizing activity of Jesus and His disciples. Until the end of the first 
century AD, Judeo-Christian and Christian circles continued lively discussions 
about the conditions which pagans had to fulfill in order to enter the Church 
community. Christ himself never directly took up the subject of circumcision, 
although he referred to the obligation to celebrate the Sabbath and other pre-
cepts of Jewish law (Luke 6:1–5:6–11).22 In His teaching, He repeatedly con-
firmed the value of Jewish tradition (Mtt 5:17–18), but he always reminded 
the Pharisees arguing with Him that the believers should focus on their spirit 
(God’s will), not on the letter (Mtt 15:1–20 23:1–36: Mk 7:1–23).23 The dispute 
over circumcision erupts with all its impetus only in the period of the emerging 
Church (Acts 15:1–33; 16:3; Gal 2:3–5). A special role was played by evangelical 
and epistolary activity of Saul of Tarsus, who was converted from Judaism. The 
Apostle repeatedly emphasized the spiritual dimension of the rite of circumci-
sion (1Cor 7:17–20), arguing that external practice alone does not determine 
the socio-religious identity of Israelite and does not provide him with a close 
and lasting relationship with God. He believed that a real Jew in the order of 
law is only one who consciously and zealously strives for spiritual fruits result-

 21 J. Ciecieląg, Żydzi w okresie drugiej świątyni, pp. 200–201.
 22 L. Cohick, , Judaizm, p. 331. According to the Mosaic law, Jesus was circumcised on 
the eighth day after his birth (Luke 2:21), just as his predecessor – John the Baptist (Luke 
1:59). Regarding the first followers of Christ, the New Testament texts speak only of circum-
cision of Timothy – Paul’s disciple, which occurred in quite controversial circumstances 
immediately before the beginning of the second missionary expedition of the Apostle of the 
Nations (cf. Acts 15:1–33 and 16:1–5).
 23 Jesus’ interpretation of law is based on the same theological foundations as the Deu-
teronomic interpretation of circumcision, which, in addition to the removal of the foreskin, 
also postulates the circumcision of the heart (Dt 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4).
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ing from the external sign of circumcision, which are, among others, the desire 
to constantly know and love God and to fulfill His will in everyday life (Rom 
2:25–27): “A person is not a Jew who is one only outwardly, nor is circumci-
sion merely outward and physical. No, a person is a Jew who is one inwardly; 
and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written 
code.  Such a person’s praise is not from other people, but from God” (Rom 
2:28–29).

According to Paul’s theology, the practice of external circumcision in Is-
rael was the will of YHWH only at a certain stage of its history. Thanks to the 
Gospel and the Passover of Christ this rite lost its power and does not have to 
be obeyed by Jesus’ disciples because its value before God depended on the 
observance of the Mosaic law in its entirety, and no Israelite was able to do so 
(1Cor 7:17–20, Gal 2:7–3:14; 5:11–12; 6:13–15).24 Thus, the Jews and Gentiles 
who joined the Church were assured by Paul that Jesus released them from the 
circumcision and other precepts of the Mosaic law through offering a new, fully 
spiritual circumcision (a new creation), based on abandoning everything that 
disturbs from the communion with the Father, (Col 2:11–14). Instead of the rite 
of circumcision as a sign of the eternal covenant with God the Apostle in the 
name of Jesus indicates faith which acts through love (Gal 5:6; Phil 3:2–3).

Theological Re-reading of the Rite of Circumcision 
in the Deuteronomic Theology

The idea of   spiritual circumcision, which Paul suggests to the Jews and Chris-
tians, is not the theological invention of New Testament literature. The religious 
circles of Israel have already emphasized the conditional value of circumcision 
in the eyes of God, which is not self-evident and does not depend on the exact 
fulfillment of the regulations related to the external ritual, but depends on faith 

 24 T. Schreiner, Obrzezanie, pp. 540–541; D. Stern, Komentarz żydowski, pp. 512–515; 
Obrzezanie, pp. 616–617. According to Paul’s theology, circumcision has a value before God 
only when faithfulness to the recommendations of the Mosaic law goes hand in hand with 
it. Every circumcised who disregards this law is in the eyes of YHWH as an uncircumcised 
pagan. On the other hand, the lack of circumcision of a gentile who obeys the law of Moses 
does not hinder him from the possibility of a close relationship with YHWH and makes 
him equal in terms of socio-religious status with the circumcised Jew (Rom 2: 25–27). This 
interpretation of the rite is already presented by Jeremiah, who announces God’s judgment 
and punishment for the circumcised only in the flesh for disobeying the commandments: 
“The days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will punish all who are circumcised only 
in the flesh, but [are really] uncircumcised” (Jer 9:24).
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and obedience of the circumcised to YHWH during the period of the Deuter-
onomy edition.25 One of the last editors of the book – in a form of theological 
gloss – puts two texts in Moses’ mouth (10:16: 30:6), which clearly redefine the 
previous (original) way of interpreting circumcision in  the Jewish tradition, 
emphasizing its theological and spiritual meaning.26 The main research subject 
at this stage of the article will be the definition of the assumptions and purpose 
of this theological re-reading, as well as the mapping of the historical context 
in which it took place.

2.1. The Circumcision of the Heart as a Duty Resulting  
from the Covenant with YHWH (Dt 10:16)

To understand the theological sense of the Deuteronomist tradition (10:16) 
and its historico-salvific background, it is necessary to determine precisely the 
meaning of its nearest context, i.e. pericope 10:12–22. This text, communicat-
ing, among others, the idea of   the circumcision of the heart is part of the auton-
omous section, which in the book is called hattôrâ ʼăšer-śām mōšeh “the laws 
that Moses gave” and by the exegetes it is called “the second speech of Moses” 
(4:44–11:32). In the current structure of the book, the “law of Moses” plays an 
important and strictly defined role, as it creates a theological foundation and 
gives the key to interpret its central section: the Deuteronomic law code (12:1–
26:19).27 The block of tradition 4:44–11:32 is one of three sections analogical 

 25 Jewish tradition attributes the entire book to Moses and considers it as the main in-
terpretation of Jahwistic monotheism. The variety of sources and traditions included in the 
book, its complex form and literary structure, as well as extensive theology suggest, howev-
er, a long and multi-stage process of editing this work. Only some records in the legal code 
(12:1–26:19) may date back to the period of Moses in the form of an oral message , whereas 
its final form and the multi-level theological commentary edited in the shape of public ap-
pearances of the patriarch (cf. 1:1; 4:44; 28:1,69; 29:1; 31:1) is the work of the writers from 
the period of the reform of Josiah (31:9–13, cf. 2 Kings 22:1–23:30) and the time after the 
Babylonian captivity. P. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, p. 20; C. Wright, Deuteronomy, 
pp. 6–8; R. Nelson, Deuteronomy, p. 4–8.
 26 In a similar theological convention, the theme of circumcision is undertaken by the 
prophetic circles responsible for the editing of the Book of Jeremiah, who directly address 
the inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem with the following appeal: himmōlû lJHWH wehāsirû 
ʽorlôt lebabkem “circumcise yourselves to the LORD, and take away the foreskins from your 
heart” (4:4). This attitude (the act of will) is based on a conscious avoiding of evil deeds to 
escape the consequences of God’s wrath and punishment for the violation of His law.
 27 In the key of the canonical reading of the Hebrew Bible, the multistage and mul-
tifaceted speech of Moses is related to the situation described in the last part of the Book 
of Numbers, which reports the arrival of the Hebrew tribes to the hills of Moab opposite 
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in form and content (cf. 1:1–4:40; 4:44–11:32; 28:1–30:20), which in the way 
of the complex editing process received the form of public speeches of Moses. 
These three interventions in the current version of the book serve as a histori-
co-salvific narrative which documents the presence of YHWH in the history 
of Israel from the beginning of the persecution by the pharaoh to the time of 
the territorial conquests in Canaan. These texts are, at the same time, a type of 
theological paradigm and moral sermon and show the importance of the cove-
nant of Sinai and oblige Israel to respect its legal norms. Pericope 10:12–22 and 
recorded in 10:16–17, call for circumcision of the heart are focused on the most 
important message of all speeches of Moses, invoking the truth of YHWH’s free 
and unwavering love to the Israelites revealed in Egypt and during the wander-
ing through the desert, which demands of them an equally strong and lasting 
reaction. Faithfulness and obedience to YHWH are presented in  the closest 
context of verses 10:16–17 as the most appropriate response of the Israelites: 
both to God’s powerful and caring commitment to their recent past, as well as 
His promises related to their immediate future. YHWH’s interventions restored 
their dignity and freedom (6:1–25), and then elevated them, as the only people 
of the earth to the position of the chosen nation and beloved community of 
YHWH, who was bound with Him through a lasting covenant (7:1–16) and is 
to obtain Canaan (7:17–9:6). In spite of the constant disbelief and betrayal of 
the Israelites in the desert (9:7–29), which the editor of the book expresses by 
a metaphor of the “stiff neck” (9:6,13; cf. Ex 32:9; 33:3,5; 34:9) and “hardened 
heart” (29:18, cf. Psalm 95:8; Jer 3:17; 7:24; 9:13; 11:8; 13:10; Eze 3:7; Bar 2:33), 
YHWH declares the irrevocability of previously made promises and the per-
manence of His love.28 In such a context of the broken and renewed covenant 
with God and the promise of the earth renewed by Him, the editor of the book 
though Moses addresses a series of intense incentives to the Israelites to submit 
to the will of YHWH (10:12–11:32), which according to him is expressed by the 
Deuteronomic law code (12:1–26:19).29

Jordan and Jericho and their logistical-military and religious-legal preparations for the con-
quest and settlement of Transjordan and Canaan (Num 22:1–36:13).
 28 To emphasize this truth, the editor of the second speech by Moses refers in the last 
part of it to three important facts from the recent history of Israel: 1) the renewal of the cov-
enant of Sinai after it was broken by the idol worship of the calf (9:7–29: 2) the establishment 
of the worship of YHWH focused on the ark of the covenant and the priestly ministry of the 
family of Levi (10:1–9; and 3) God’s command to conquer Canaan (10:10–11).
 29 Defining the pattern of Yahwistic piety, the text suggests the motivations which Is-
rael should follow in building relations with YHWH. It also recalls the consequences that 
they should take into account when fulfilling (God’s blessing) and breaking (God’s curse) 
legal norms established by God.
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The analyzed idea of   circumcision of the heart (10:16) appears within these 
incentives of Moses (10:12–22), which the editor of the book gave the status 
and authority of the will of YHWH. Presentation of God’s demands for Israel 
(10:12–11:32) is initiated by Moses’ extended sermon (10: 12–13). It consists 
of a series of formulas expressed in Deuteronomic terminology which, in the 
tone of the solemn credo, define the character of the Israelites’ relationship with 
YHWH and enumerate a list of their religious duties. In this part of the speech 
of Moses verses 10:12–13 function as a preamble, which emphasizes the ob-
ligatory character of religious-moral imperatives directed by God towards the 
people in sections 10:12–11:32 and in 12:1–26:19.30 Furthermore, they define 
the theological and legal basis of these orders. By specifying the essence of Is-
raelite’s piety in the light of the idea of   “fear of YHWH”31 characteristic of Deu-
teronomic theology, the editor of the book also invokes the principal practice of 
Judaism – circumcision. However, it does not focus – like most Old Testament 
texts – on the historico-salvific or cultural-legal aspects of the rite, but on its 
spiritual dimension. In 10:16–17, for the first time in the Hebrew Bible, God’s 
command for the circumcision of the heart and not of a member of the Israelite 
appears. From now on, it functions as the essence of Yahwistic piety and an in-
tegral relationship with YHWH postulated by the covenant of Sinai (10:12–13).

In 10:16 (cf. 30:6) the theological dimension and the religious and spiritual 
effects of the circumcision of the heart are emphasized, but this passage does 
not explain exactly what this type of procedure (process) would consist in. The 
appeal of Moses indicates the metaphorical meaning of the circumcision of the 
heart, although the consequences of this procedure should have a real impact 
on the personal relationship of the Israelite with YHWH and a specific applica-
tion in his attitude in life. In the light of 10:16, circumcision of the heart should 
be understood as an activity analogical to the actual circumcision (removal of 
the foreskin), but performed within the mental, volitional or emotional activity 
of a human being. According to such logic, the removal of the foreskin would 
be to get rid of all the obstacles preventing or hindering the unity with God. 

 30 Verse 12:1, with which the central section of the book, i.e. the Deuteronomic law 
code (12:1– 26:19) begins, takes the literary function of the official introduction (preamble) 
to the following set of laws but in a much narrower sense . It is analogical to the passage 
10:12–13. D. Block, Deuteronomy, pp. 301–303; P. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, p. 215; 
S. Sherwood, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, p. 260.
 31 The Deuteronomic concept of piety is based on the idea of   profound reverence, sin-
cere submission and gracious love towards YHWH, and is expressed in fidelity to God’s 
law and covenant. In the Hebrew Bible, this theological concept finds the fullest resonance 
in Israel’s Deuteronomic historiography (Josh–2Kings). J. McConville, The Book of Deuter-
onomy, pp. 182–183; S. Richter, Deuteronomistic History, p. 228.
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This new interpretation of the ritual is not a criticism of the traditional con-
cept of circumcision or an appeal to abandon it. The circumcision of the heart 
should be understood in this biblical context in the category of an open postu-
late of a profound renewal of religious life in Israel. This postulate – probably 
created only in the post-exile period of the edition of the Book of Deuterono-
my – became a call for serious theological reflection on the real meaning of the 
rite of circumcision practiced in Israel since the patriarchs (Gen 17:1–27; Ex 4: 
24–26; 12:44, Lev 12:3) and religious and moral obligations arising from it. The 
significance of the presented interpretation of the circumcision rite is raised by 
the literary form of verses 10:16–17 and the subject of their immediate context 
carefully selected by the editor (10:12–22; 11:1–32). Passage 10:16–17 possesses 
the status of God’s will revealed directly by Moses (cf. 10:12), i.e. it  belongs 
to the traditions of the Hebrew Bible which have unquestioned authority. All 
the indications included in  the immediate proximity of 10:16–17 (cf. 10:12–
22; 11:1–32) relate to the duties of the Israelites towards YHWH, which they 
promised to obey on Sinai. For this reason, the theological and socio-cultural 
significance of the command of circumcision of the heart should discover these 
spiritual commitments of the chosen nation.

The theological basis for section 10:12–11:32 and the entire book (cf. 4:10; 
5:29; 6:24; 10:12; 14:23; 17:19; 28:58; 31:13) is the Deuteronomistic concept of 
the unique relationship of Israel to God, which is based on the biblical idea of   
fear (lejirʼâ ʼet-JHWH ʼĕlōhejkā “be afraid of YHWH, your God”). This fear is 
understood as a sincere attitude of reverence and respect, reserved only to the 
God of Israel, which originates from the personal experience of His unsur-
passed glory and love. The circumcision of the heart and other commands of 
God, of which Moses reminds the Israelites in 10:12–11:32, are thus presented 
as a concrete illustration of this general principle. Their fear of YHWH should 
manifest itself in exemplary obedience (lāleket bekol- derākājw “walk in all His 
ways”; cf. 11:22), love (leʼahăbâ ʼōtô “love Him”; cf. 11:1,13,22; 10:15,18–19), 
sincere and unconditional service (laʽăbōd ʼet-JHWH ʼĕlōhejkā bekol-lebābkā 
ûbekol-napšekā “serve the LORD, your God, with all your heart and with all 
your soul”; cf. 10:12; 11:13) and obeying commandments revealed through 
Moses (lišmōr ʼet-miṣwōt YHWH weʼet-ḥuqqōtājw ʼăšer ʼānōkî meṣawwekā 
hajjôm leṭôb lāk “keep requirements of the LORD, His decrees, His laws and 
His commands always for your own good”; cf. 11:1,8,13,22).32

 32 According to some exegetes, the form and layout of the Israelites’ duties towards 
God are a reflection of the language and content of socio-political agreements in the an-
cient Near East. P. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, p. 204; M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, 
pp. 83–84; P. Gordon, Deuteronomy, pp. 115–116.
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The closest context of the command for the circumcision of the heart 
(10:16) is indicated by verses 10:14–15, which in the form of merism33 reveal 
the unfathomable and full power of YHWH over the entire universe, and then 
illustrate the specificity of His close relationship with Israel. According to the 
theological vision of Moses, the God of Israel – the Lord of heaven, earth and 
all creatures – chose one nation on earth to give it His love which has no spatial 
or temporal limits.34 The relationship of YHWH to Israel is defined by two syn-
onymous verbs ḥāšaq “to love, to be in love, to long for, to be inclined to”35 and 
ʼāhēb “to love, to cherish”. These terms express the biblical idea of   God’s choice 
and the resulting irrevocable predilection for the patriarchs of Israel and their 
descendants, which is one of the pillars of the Deuteronomic theology.

God’s command of the circumcision of the heart (10:16), which from this 
theological perspective appears quite unexpectedly,36 is present in 10:12–22 

 33 Merism is a well-known rhetorical figure in the Hebrew Bible which, to express the 
universal and full dimension of the described reality, indicates its two extreme (opposing) 
components. Thus in Dt 10:14 (cf. Gen 1:1; 2:4a; Dt 28:23; 33:28; Judg 5:4; 2Sm 22:8) the 
expressions haššāmājim “heaven” and hāʼāreṣ “earth” denote not only the two most impor-
tant spheres of the world seen by people, but also “everything”, “the entire existing world 
(universe)”, “visible and invisible beings”.
 34 Text 10:15 refers to the first representatives of Israel (ʼăbōtejkā “your fathers and 
patriarchs”) and at the same time a generation of Hebrews, contemporary to Moses, during 
his speech on the highlands of Moab, which at that time was the last link in the generation 
chain of a chosen people awaiting the fulfillment of God’s promises from Gen 12:1–3; 15:7; 
28:13–15. What was missing in  the full realization of the promises made by God to the 
patriarchs, which function in the Deuteronomic theology as a concrete and credible proof 
of the love of YHWH, was the land that Moses and the addressees of his speeches could 
already see from the highlands of Moab (1:1–5).
 35 F. Scerbo, ḥšq, p. 102; P. Reymond, ḥšq, pp.159–160; G. Wallis, ḥšq, pp. 261–263.
 36 Verse 10:16 in  the light of theology of 10:12–11:32 suggests the superiority, or at 
least complementarity, of spiritual understanding and fulfillment of God’s will over the ex-
ternal application of the Mosaic law. In reference to circumcision, it would not only mean 
the fulfillment of tradition and removal of the foreskin of Israelite’s member, but also the 
circumcision of his heart, i.e. spiritual renewal of the relationship with YHWH. All this in-
dicates the late origin of this passage. The re-interpretation of the original priestly tradition 
requiring the circumcision of all men in Israel as a sign of belonging to YHWH and the ob-
taining the right to participate in His promises (Gen 17:1–27; Ex 12:48–49) was made by the 
deuteronomic, deuteronomistic or prophetic circles responsible for the ultimate edition of 
the Book of Deuteronomy and the Book of Jeremiah (Jer 4:4; 9:24–25; 31:33, cf. Eze. 11:19; 
36:26). A. Smith, The Book of Deuteronomy, p. 141. Some exegetes interpret 10:16–17 in the 
synchronic key, suggesting that the modification of the interpretation of circumcision was 
done by Moses himself before entering Canaan (Dt 1:1–5; 4: 44–49; 11:29–32). He saw that 
the Israelites treated circumcision as a rite without spiritual significance and considered it as 
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as a religious imperative to create in the minds and hearts of the Israelites the 
desire for a firm response to the gifts of love and faithfulness of YHWH. The 
meaning of the phrase ûmaltem ʼetʽorlat lebabkem “circumcise therefore the 
foreskin of your heart” (10:16) bears undoubtedly a metaphorical and spir-
itual sense. It is difficult to accuse Moses of encouraging the Israelites to such 
interventions at heart, which could be compared to the surgical procedure 
performed on the body of the male descendants of the chosen nation. The 
patriarch’s appeal should be interpreted in the context of the renewal of the 
covenant with YHWH, which probably took place in the direct perspective 
of entering Canaan (9:1–11: 32, cf. Josh 4:1–5: 9), and understood in the cat-
egory of internal admonition (marking) of the heart. Such a spiritual action 
provoked by an in-depth analysis of the existential situation in which the Is-
raelites were placed due to the salvific interference of YHWH in the period 
of Moses and Joshua,37 and then during the return from Babylonian captivity 
(the final edition of the book), would have the same aim, namely to trigger 
a conscious and thorough transformation of their way of thinking and acting 
towards God.38

The theological meaning and historico-salvific determinants of the com-
mand of Moses are quite complex. First, it is necessary to recall the close con-
nection of the rite of circumcision with the biblical concept of the covenant of 
Israel with YHWH and the promises of the land and offspring which He made 
to the patriarchs.39 In this context, the rite appears for the first time in the Bible, 
in  the priestly tradition of Gen 17:1–27. The fact that the circumcision does 
not function in the Bible as a sign of the covenant of Sinai does not fit into the 
theological perspective of 10:12–22, although the beginning of the liberation 
mission by Moses takes place in the shadow of its necessity (Ex 4:24–26) and 
the priestly law (Lev 12:3) linked with the Sinai pericope (Ex 19:1–Num10:10) 

a noncommittal cultural and religious custom. D. Block, Deuteronomy, p. 272; W. Lemke, 
Circumcision of the Heart, p. 299.
 37 The editor precisely defines the chronology of these events in the prologue: “In the 
fortieth year, on the first day of the eleventh month, Moses proclaimed to the Israelites all 
that the LORD had commanded him concerning them” (1:3).
 38 In biblical anthropology lēb “heart” is considered a center of human reason and will, 
responsible for making decisions and free choices. D. Block, Deuteronomy, p. 272; H. Fabry, 
lēb, lēbāb, pp. 399–437.
 39 R. Bratcher, H. Hatton, A Handbook on Deuteronomy, p. 86; G. Hall, Deuteronomy, 
pp. 199–200; E. Merrill, Deuteronomy, in: P. Comfort, Cornerstone Biblical Commentary, 
p. 541.
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imposing it on the Israelites as a religious duty.40 The Deuteronomic theology, 
which lays the foundation for Yahwistic monotheism, also ignores this cus-
tom and does not encourage it to be cultivated as the way of obedience to the 
will of YHWH. Furthermore, instead of circumcision of male members of the 
community, Moses reminds the Israelites that they should deprive their hearts 
of the foreskin. Relying on this metaphor, circumcision acquires a universal 
(henceforth it can be referred to both men and women) and spiritual dimen-
sion in Israel. All those who undergo circumcision41 are additionally called by 
Moses to a mature and conscious choice of heart which should deepen not only 
their reception of this ritual, but also strengthen their sense of belonging to the 
people loved by YHWH and contribute to constant and responsible care for the 
living and personal relationship with the God of Israel.

The editor of the book does not provide reasons for reinterpretation of one 
of the most important religious and cultural rituals of Judaism, but relying on 
the content of the second part of verse 10:16 it can be concluded that it was 
about eliminating the routine approach to this practice which was provoked 
by the weakening faith of the Israelites: weʽorpekem lōʼ taqšû ʽôd “do not be 
stiff-necked any longer.” (10:16b). From the very beginning circumcision was 
associated with the idea of   a covenant with YHWH and His promises, the ful-
fillment of which depended on the attitude of faith and obedience to God. An 
example of such a model attitude in  the context of circumcision was left by 
Abraham, Moses and Joshua (Gen 17:1–27, Ex 4:24–26, Josh 5:2–9). Unfor-
tunately, already in  the period of leaving Egypt and wandering through the 
desert, to which Moses refers as the Arabah dessert opposite Suph (1:1–11:32), 
the Israelites repeatedly opposed the will of YHWH and violated the covenant 
of Sinai, to which the editor of the Book of Exodus frequently refers in a meta-
phor of the “stiff neck” (32:9; 33:3,5; 34:9). The same terminology is applied 
by Deuteronomy (9:6,13; 10:16), indicating the deep theological meaning and 
ultimate goal of the new understanding of the circumcision rite. Because of the 
“stiffness of the neck” of the Israelites, i.e. the constant and cold-hearted in-
ability to show respect and gracious love for the salvific acts, and, above all, the 
idolatry (Ex 32:1–9; 32:15–33:5), which they practiced disregarding His grace 

 40 Circumcision also functions in the Bible as a requirement for the participation of 
foreigners in the worship of Israel (Ex 12:44) and the condition for the fulfillment of God’s 
promise of the land in the period of struggles led by Joshua (Josh 5:2–9).
 41  The inspired text does not explicitly prohibit the practice of external circumcision, 
however, 10:12–22 emphasizes the insufficiency of this practice and suggests supplement-
ing it with a mature inner choice which can initiate the process of spiritual renewal in Israel 
based on the precepts of God’s law.
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and faithfulness (Ex 34:1–9, 10–35), Moses in 10:12: 11:32 suggests a new for-
mula for living the covenant with YHWH based not on the letter of the law, but 
on the spirit. Thus, in the context of the call for sincere faithfulness, obedience 
and love for YHWH, in 10:16–17 Moses demands from Israel (cf. perfectum 
in the sense of imperativum: ûmaltem “circumcise”) a symbolic circumcision of 
the heart, which is meant to represent an attitude of submission to the will of 
God and the desire to be in a close personal relationship with Him.

In the key of the theological metaphor42 the circumcision of the heart 
(ûmaltem ʼetʽorlat lebabkem “circumcise the foreskin of your heart”) should 
be understood as a complex and long-lasting mental, volitional and emotional 
process, which assumes getting rid of everything that hinders a close (spiritu-
ally intimate) relationship with God43 relying on the analogy to the physical 
removal of the male foreskin ûnemaltem ʼēt beśar ʽorlatkem “you shall circum-
cise the flesh of your foreskin (Gen 17:11). As a result of this internal process, 
everything that might be understood under the metaphor of “the foreskin of 
the heart”, i.e. that prevents or hinders spiritual communion with God and 
opposes the patterns of behavior suggested by the Deuteronomic law (10:12–
11:32; 12:1–26:19) should disappear from the life of every human being who is 
in the covenant relationship with YHWH. This theological concept is explained 
by the editor of the book, who recalls a well-known biblical image of a “stiff 
neck”.44 For this reason, the order of circumcision of the heart appears against 
the background of the command: weʽorpekem lōʼ taqšû ʽôd “do not make your 
neck stiff ”(cf. Ex 32:9; 33:3,5; 34:9; Dt 9:6,13; 2Kings 17:14; 2Chr 30:8; 36:13; 
Jer 7:26; 17:23; 19:15; Bar 2:30; Ps 95:8). The attitude of the stiff neck, or stub-
bornness, disbelief and opposition of the Israelites, which marked their attitude 
to YHWH and Moses during their stay on the desert, becomes in this context 

 42 In the Bible, circumcision has several metaphorical meanings related to the pro-
phetic idea of   a new covenant and a new heart. R. Le Déaut, Le thème de la circoncision du 
coeur, pp. 178–205; Goldingay, The Significance of Circumcision, p. 15.
 43 According to Deuteronomic theology, the uncircumcised heart (Lev 26:41, Jer 9:26; 
Eze 44:7–9) is inaccessible to God’s will and salvific initiatives, as does the uncircumcised 
ear (Jer 6:10) and uncircumcised lips (Ex 6 :12,30), which are incapable of listening to the 
word of YHWH or speaking in His name S. Driver, Deuteronomy, p. 124; E. Kalland, Deu-
teronomy, p. 86; J. Murray, Exodus to Ruth, p. 291; J. Tigay, Deuteronomy, pp. 107–108; J. De-
rouchie, Circumcision in the Hebrew Bible, p. 196.
 44 The biblical image of the “hardened heart”, which symbolizes the defiant, proud, 
unbending and unchangeable human mind and will (Ex 10:1; Dt 2:30; Sir 3:26–27; Jer 3:17; 
9:13; 11:8; Eze 3:7; Mk 3:5; Eph 4:18).
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the opposite of the attitude of the circumcised heart45 postulated in 10:16–17 
and the symbol of what must be permanently removed from thoughts and will 
of the chosen nation similar to the foreskin removed irretrievably during the 
rite of circumcision.

The second verse of Moses’ speech about the circumcision of the heart 
(10:17)46 functions as the complement and justification of the general com-
mand expressed in 10:16 (cf. the particle kî ina causative meaning) which em-
phasizes the indispensability of such an action.47 It is possible that the Deu-
teronomic editor relies here on the original hymn which praised the power 
and transcendent greatness of YHWH. According to the message expressed 
in 10:17, the Israelites must revise their relationship with YHWH because He 
is their God and Lord, who surpasses all gods48 and people with His power and 
glory, and exercises justice and uncorrupted judgments over them, granting 
everyone according to their deeds.49 Moses believed that the image of a mighty, 
just and loving God should awake in  the Israelites sincere fear and respect, 
and consequently make them worship and imitate His goodness towards the 
poor, orphans, widows and foreigners (10:18–20). Such an attitude would be 
the most appropriate response to God’s salvific acts at the later stages of Israel’s 
history (10:21–22), and at the same time a sign of a truly circumcised heart, 
which approaches God and the Lord with the feeling of fear, submission and 
faithful love. Abraham and the patriarchs left this model of attitude, which is 
presented in the closest context of 10:6–17 (cf. 10:15, 22). The chosen nation is 
called to renew the covenant in the face of the works of YHWH, especially the 

 45 R. Rushdoony, Deuteronomy, p. 162; J. Derouchie, Circumcision in the Hebrew Bible, 
pp. 196–197. 
 46 M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1˗11, p.  437; P.  Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, 
pp. 206–207; D. Christensen, Deuteronomy 1:1˗21:9, p. 204; C. Wright, Deuteronomy, p. 147.
 47 C. Keil, F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, p. 899; R. Nelson, Deuter-
onomy, p. 137.
 48 The expression of YHWH ʼĕlō hêkem hûʼ ʼĕlōhê hāʼĕlōhîm waʼădōnê hāʼădōnîm 
“the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords” (10:17; cf. Ps 50:1; 84:8; 95:3; 97:9; 
136:2; Dn 2:47) is a classic example of the superlative in Hebrew. At the same time, it is one 
of the theological relics of the original version of the Yahwist monotheism, i.e. monolatry, 
which, apart from YHWH, allowed the existence of other gods (deities worshiped by neigh-
boring peoples), though it emphasized His undisputed superiority. E. Merrill, Deuteronomy, 
pp.  203–204. This theological model underwent a radical reinterpretation only after the 
Babylonian captivity in the prophetic circles which denied the existence of other gods ex-
cept YHWH (Is 44:6–8; 45:18–25; 46:1–13). 
 49 S. Sherwood, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, p. 258.
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approaching conquest of Canaan and the final fulfillment of the promises made 
to the patriarchs, which Moses mentioned in 1:1–11:32 and 28:1–30:20.

However, the external sign of circumcision can no longer be only the sym-
bol and guarantor of this renewal, as was the case of Abraham and Moses (Gen 
17:1–27; Ex 4:24–26), but it must be a conscious and dictated by grateful love 
submission to God and His law which comes from the heart. The historical 
and salvific meaning of the postulate of circumcising the heart in 10:16 gives 
this practice a timeless, full and spiritual dimension, as it requires a complete 
dedication to God (circumcision) of human thoughts, will, emotions and feel-
ings. In the face of the unquestionable manifestations of the power and grace 
of YHWH in Egyptian captivity and during the wandering through the desert, 
the Israelites no longer have any reason to continue their attitude of disbelief, 
distrust, resistance, and pride towards God, who revealed Himself to them 
through Moses and led them to freedom. Therefore, they should circumcise 
their own hearts and abandon the attitude of hardness (10:16), namely, rely-
ing on a thorough reflection on their current life resulting from the evident 
intervention of YHWH, they should take an irrevocable decision to make Him 
their God and Lord, and thus fulfill the terms of the covenant with Him.50 
This truth is expressed by the Deuteronomic editor by a typical formula: hālak 
bekol-derākājw “walking all the way of [YHWH]” (10:12a). Love and service to 
God bekol-lebābkā ûbekol-napšekā “with all your heart and with all your soul” 
(10:12b) should be expressed in their concern for the most needy (10:18–19), 
thus being the key message of the metaphor of the circumcision of the heart,51 
and at the same time the image of the socio-religious identity of Israelite pos-
tulated in 10:12–22.52

2.2.  The Circumcision of the Heart of Israel as the Act of Faithful  
and Merciful God YHWH (30:6) 

The idea of   circumcision of the heart returns in  Deuteronomy still in  30:6, 
in a source material which is very similar in terms of literary form and theo-
logical content to the pericope 10:12–22.53 Verse 30:6 is part of a comprehen-

 50 J. Smith, The Pentateuch, pp. 501–502.
 51 J. Rogerson, Deuteronomy, p. 158.
 52 P. Barker, The Triumph of Grace in Deuteronomy, p. 105.
 53 The terminological and theological similarity of these traditions is visible, for ex-
ample, in the constant reference to the idea of   “today”, which the reader may associate with 
the period of speeches made by Moses or the period of the last editor of the book. In 30:1–
10 typical Deuteronomic chronological formulas:ʽad hajjôm hazzeh “until today”, kajjôm 
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sive epilogue of the book (29:1–34:12), which was created in a complex editing 
process and combines texts from different periods and writing environments.54 
The announcement of the circumcision of the heart of Israel, which YHWH 
will accomplish in the unspecified future (30:6a),55 is the key truth of one of 
these traditions (30:1–10), which was added in the form of theological expan-
sion to the last speech of Moses (28:1–69; 29:1–30:20) at one of the last stages 
of the book’s edition.56 Analogically to 1:1–4:40 and 4:44–11:32, the editor and 
this speech by Moses focused the attention of the reader on the history and 
salvific conditions of the Israelites’ covenant with YHWH, its religious and 
legal profile and social consequences.57 The novelty of this pericope 30:1–10 
in relation to its immediate and further context is that it does not refer to the 
past and present of the chosen nation (see e.g. the recurring motif of Israel’s op-
pression in Egypt, its migration through the desert or the conquest of Canaan 
in 1:1–11:32; 28:1–68; 29:1–7, 15–16), but to specific historical facts from the 
future (the period of exile). These painful experiences, in which the editors of 

hazzeh “as it  is today”, which appear in  the immediate context (cf. 29:3,9,11,12,14,17,27; 
30:11,15) are missing. In the pericope 30:1–10 another formula typical of the Book of 
Deuteronomy appears twice: hajjôm “today” (30:2,8; cf. 30:11,15,16,18,19; 31:2,21,27; etc), 
which suggests its link with the Deuteronomic school.
 54 Exegetes classify differently the source material collected in 29:1–34:12, but unani-
mously emphasize that it functions as an epilogue of the current version of the book. With-
out difficulty, two complementary types of sources can be distinguished in it: theological 
material (29:1–30:20) modeled on the content and style of the preceding speeches of Moses 
(cf. 1:1–4:40; 4:44–11:32; 28:1–69) and narrative material relating his last will and death 
(31:1–34:12). Block 29:1–30:20, which, together with a comprehensive catalog of blessings 
and curses (27:1–26; 28:1–69), closes and comments on the set of laws 12:1–26:19. They 
constitute several originally separate traditions which were successively added at the sub-
sequent stages of the edition of the book (29:1–28; 30:1–10; 30:11–14; 30:15–20). S. Driver, 
Deuteronomy, p. 320.
 55 The exact wording of this passage is : ûmāl JHWH ʼĕlōhejkā ʼet-lebābkā weʼet-lebab 
zarʽekā “The Lord your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descen-
dants” (30:6a).
 56 Some suggest that the pericope is the continuation of 4:29–31. S. Driver, Deuteron-
omy, p. 328. The literary autonomy of the text 30:1–10 in its present structure is confirmed, 
among others, by the Masoretic annotations in the Hebrew Bible (cf. sĕtumāʼ in 29:28 which 
denotes the beginning of the new periscope and pĕtûḥāʼ in 30:10 which marks its ending) 
and the content which clearly indicates the period of Babylonian resettlement and the post-
exile period (cf. 30:1–2:4–5).
 57 G. Beale, Myth, p. 290; P. Gordon, Deuteronomy, pp. 118–119.
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the book probably participated (29:27), are seen in the category of God’s pun-
ishment for abandoning the Yahwist monotheism.58

The fundamentally different historico-salvific perspective of the editorial 
gloss of 30:1–10, and consequently a theological approach, is already visible 
in its opening. Verse 30:1 has been shaped in the form of a prophetic announce-
ment of Moses, in the tone of blessings and curses of YHWH (30: 1a),59 which 
immediately underlines its credibility and inscribes it into the provisions of the 
covenant of Sinai. Announcing Israel’s distant future, Moses first exposes to 
his people the humiliating realities of living in exile (30:1), which assume early 
breaking of the covenant with YHWH and the suspension of God’s promises. 
The meaning of the Hebrew verb nādaḥ “banish, push out, expel” and refer-
ring it to YHWH suggests that He will be the main perpetrator of the exile (the 
hiphil stem) and the stay of Israelites bekol-haggôjim “among all peoples” is the 
fulfillment of the curses from Sinai (28:25,32,36–37,63–64). Theological and 
historical meaning of 30:1–10 announces that in the future, the Israelites will 
ignore the warnings of Moses, violate the rules of the covenant with YHWH, 
and underestimate the grace shown to their fathers. For this reason, they will 
lose for some time the land given to them by God and privileges of the chosen 
people. The editor of 30:1–10, however, does not focus on this matter, but em-
phasizes in each verse the theme of undying fidelity to YHWH and praises His 
constant disposition to forgive His disloyal people, renew the covenant they 

 58 Allusions to this painful future in the key of the biblical principle of God’s retribu-
tion (a curse for a broken covenant) are made by the texts (28:36, 48–47, 63–68) already 
in the epilogue of the book. Relying on the terminology and theme of these late theological 
elaborations, it  is difficult to determine whether they involve Assyrian exile (722 BC) or 
Babylonian exiles (3 resettlements in 598, 586 and 582 BC). The same idea in a slightly dif-
ferent form (the theological conclusion from the period of captivity put into the mouths of 
Israelites and representatives of foreign peoples) is expressed in 29:21–27, which warns the 
Israelites against renouncing the conditions of the covenant.
 59 The prophetic office and mission are typical features of Moses in the Book of Deuter-
onomy (18:15–22; 34:10–12) and in the Pentateuch (Num 11:16–17,24–29; 12:6–8). Relying 
on this motif , the existing source material (cf. 29:64 and 30:1–4; 6:5,10 and 30:5–6; 7:15 and 
30:7; 28:1,15 and 30:8; 7:13; 28:4,11 and 30:9; 29:19–20,26 and 30:10) and his own experi-
ence (the period of exile), the editor of the book created a text confirming the truthfulness 
of YHWH and the permanence of the covenant with Him. On the basis of the theological 
retrospection (vaticinium ex eventu), he refers in it to the dramatic consequences of the in-
vasion of Shalmaneser V (2 Kings 17:3–23) and Nebuchadnezzar II (2 Kings 24:1–4,10–17; 
25:1–21), but also to the happy return of the Israelites from captivity after the military suc-
cesses of Cyrus (Is 40:1–41:29; cf. 2 Kings 25:27–30). The aim of this theological expansion 
is to evoke the truth about the justice and mercy of the God of Israel and to present the 
pattern of true Yahwistic piety. M. Nobile, 1˗2Re, pp. 499–501.
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broke and the promises they did not keep.60 In the words of Moses, during the 
period of the Assyrian and Babylonian exile, and in every subsequent period of 
Israel’s history, God will be willing to forgive the idolatrous worship and viola-
tion of His law.61 For the sake of His faithful love, YHWH will ease His anger, 
bring all exile to the end and bring Israel to its land even from the furthest parts 
of the world.62 He will multiply the nation again, strengthen it, provide happi-
ness and prosperity (30:3–5). The only condition for obtaining His forgiveness 
and renewal of the broken covenant will always be the return (rīb) of Israel 
and obedience (šāma’)63 to the word of God, accompanied by a mature exis-
tential and theological reflection on the constant salvific presence of YHWH: 
wahăšēbōtā ʼel-lebābekā “you take them to heart”(30:1b).64

The symbol of the return of Israel (šûb) to God in 30:1–10 is therefore an 
image, typical of the Deuteronomic theology, of the infinitely devoted heart 
(lēb), which listens to the voice of YHWH and is ready to fulfill His will in eve-
rything (30:28,10). The pericope, however, shows a clear anxiety and uncer-
tainty whether such an attitude is possible at all. After reading 30:1–10, one can 
conclude that both Moses and subsequent editors of the book realized that love 
and loyalty to YHWH imposed by the Deuteronomic law (6:4–5; 10:12, 11:13) 
are still the challenge (commitment) to be implemented. The heart of Israel 
has remained and still remains distant to God, regardless of His salvific activ-
ity, oppression and slavery in the period of theocracy (Ex–Judg.) and monar-
chy (1 Sm–2 Kings) caused by His anger for the continuous acts of idolatry 
and lawlessness. A representative assessment of this situation are the words 
of Moses 29:3: welōʼ-nātan JHWH lākem lēb lādʽat ʽad hajjôm hazzeh “but to 
this day YHWH has not given you the heart that understands”. And this very 
heart – in its individual and collective aspect (30:6) – will become the subject of 

 60 S. Paganini, Deuteronomio, pp. 407–408; E. Ehrenreich, Wähle das Leben, pp. 272– 
–273.
 61 30:1–10 is an eschatological vision of the history of Israel and its relationship with 
YHWH, hence the truths communicated in it and the recalled historico-salvific facts ac-
quire a timeless dimension. Such a perspective is indicated, among other things, by the 
meaning of the phrase ̓ attâ ûbānejkâ “you and your sons” (30:2), which in the Hebrew Bible 
means an undefined number of subsequent (future) generations of Israelites.
 62 The term šûb expresses in this source both the idea of spiritual and religious return 
of Israelites to YHWH as well as their return from the exile to Canaan, which was the result 
of God’s salvific intervention (30:2–3).
 63 The irreplaceable role of these two activities in the process of Israel’s reconciliation 
with YHWH and the reversal of the course of painful history is confirmed by repeating 
three times the terms expressing them in the pericope (30:2,8,10).
 64 Holladay, The Root šûb, pp. 116–120.
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a special influence of God in the later stages of Israel’s history. This truth is the 
foundation of the metaphorical reading of the command of circumcision of the 
heart, which appears in the culminating moment of the pericope 30:1–10: ûmāl 
JHWH ʼĕlōhejkā ʼet-lebābkā weʼet-lebab zarʽekā leʼahăbâ ʼet-JHWH ʼĕlōhejkā 
bekol-lebābkā ûbekol-napšekā lemaʽan hajjejkā “the Lord your God will circum-
cise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him 
with all your heart and with all your soul, and live” (30:6). With these words, 
Moses announces another salvific intervention of God and a new chapter in the 
history of Israel, which will bring to an end the humiliation and suffering pro-
voked by the ongoing breaking of the covenant of Sinai (27:11–26; 28:15–68 
and 30:1–5) and will initiate a new stage in the fulfillment of His promises and 
blessings.65

This future renewal of close relations with the chosen people by YHWH 
will not be a new covenant, but rather His final and effective initiative, which 
will make the Israelites put into practice the most important message of law, 
i.e. the love of their God. The words of Moses in 30:6b indicate such a nature 
of God’s action: leʼahăbâ ʼet-JHWH ʼĕlōhejkā bekol-lebābkā ûbekol-napšekā “so 
that you may love YHWH with all your heart and with all your soul”. This truth 
indirectly confirms the content of verses 30: 2,6,8,10, which refer to Israel’s 
duty officially declared on Sinai: listening to the voice of YHWH, fulfilling His 
will written in law (Ex 24:7) and devoted love embracing every sphere of life  
(cf. 4:29; 6:5; 10:12; 11:13; 26:16).66 On this theological level, the content of the 
metaphor about circumcision in the verse 30:6 does not differ much from the 
message of verse 10:16 and its closest context. The announcement of Moses 
again emphasizes the spiritual and personal nature of Israel’s relationship with 
YHWH, to which the covenant obliges both of them. The idea of   the circumcis-
ing the heart in 30:6 also goes back to the earlier history of the chosen people 
and brings to mind the promises given by God to the patriarchs and His salvific 
works during their lives and the lives of their offspring (30:5; Gen 17:1–27; 
Ex 3:1–4:26).

Verse 30:6, however, also sheds new light on the theological meaning and 
the socio-religious effects of the command of circumcision. For the first time, 

 65 A tangible manifestation of the future activities of YHWH will be, among others, the 
defeat of the enemies of Israel (30:7), its numerous offspring and material prosperity, similar 
to that of the Patriarchal age (30:9).
 66 The mutual and lasting love of YHWH and Israel is the main motif of the book 
(10:15; 11:13,22; 19:9; 30: 6,16,20). Biblical sources understand this love not as the senti-
mental and emotional bond but as the attitude of submission, reverence and availability to 
YHWH originating from God’s law and covenant. A. Bonora, L’amore di Dio, pp. 20–21.
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the reader of the book may learn the purpose and consequences of this mental-
volitional practice. In 30:6, Moses says that the ultimate goal of circumcision 
should be the love of God: bekol-lebābkā ûbekol-napšekā “with all your heart and 
with all your soul.’ This is, of course, the Deuteronomic concept of this love, 
i.e. the disposition of the heart which is conscious, voluntary and embracing 
all spheres of life leading ultimately to the union with YHWH and ensuring 
a peaceful and prosperous life on earth: lemaʽan hajjejkā “so that you may live” 
(30:6b; cf. 4:1; 5:16,29,33; 6:2,18; 8:1; etc.).

The theological novelty in this matter is also a radically different vision of 
the salvific activity of YHWH in the spiritual and religious process of transform-
ing the mentality and conduct of the chosen people. In 30:6, Moses no longer 
directs the Israelites to an obliging appeal in the name of God for circumcision 
(cf. 10:16), but foretells his direct and effective action in this respect. The con-
tent of 30:6a clearly shows that YHWH will perform an internal intervention 
in the heart of Israel: ûmāl JHWH ʼĕlōhejkā ʼet-lebābkā weʼet-lebab zarʽekā and 
this will happen in the unspecified future. The object of God’s salvific initiative 
will be the hearts of the Israelites and the hearts of all those who desire a close 
relationship with YHWH,67 which – in the key of biblical anthropology – signi-
fy the sphere of spiritual-intellectual and emotional-volitional human activity. 
This significant revision in the perception of the idea of   the circumcision of the 
heart was probably triggered by a lively theological discussion and a deep ret-
rospection, to which the historical situation of Israel of the time was subjected 
in the period of the final editing of the book. In the face of the collapse of the 
monarchy and other important religious and social institutions in Israel and Ju-
dah, which in the prophetic and priestly circles was considered as a just punish-
ment by God for departing from the Sinai covenant, the decision of redefining 
the theological profile of certain rules of Yahwist monotheism was taken. On 
the one hand, it was deemed necessary to uphold the validity and irrevocabil-
ity of the most important provisions of the covenant with YHWH, and, on the 
other hand, it was decided to re-evaluate their current understanding and shift 
the focus in their daily application. In the light of these modifications, the Isra-
elites were supposed not to care so much for detail and for external correctness 
in fulfilling the precepts of God’s law, but to pay close attention to the quality 

 67 The chronological sense of the phrase ʼet-lebābkā weʼet-lebab zarʽekā “your hearts 
and the hearts of your descendants” in 30:6 and the historico-salvific perspective of verses 
30:1–5 suggest a timeless (eschatological) character of God’s intervention, which will in-
clude all future generations of Israel. The biblical text does not specify whether God’s activ-
ity will be characterized by a single interference or a long and multifaceted impact.
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of motivation which accompanied their actions and the consequences they had 
in their spiritual life.

In the spirit of these assumptions one should also understand the concept 
of circumcision of the heart, which the Deuteronomy presents in  two stages 
reflecting the dynamically evolving historical and religious-cultural situation 
of Israel. First, the text of 10:16 tells the reader that in the face of crucial facts 
in the history of his own nation, e.g. entering the promised land after Egyptian 
captivity or returning to Canaan from Babylonian resettlement, the grounds 
of the religious and legal system in Israel and the theological profile of the re-
lationship with YHWH must be redefined. The new geopolitical challenges, 
as well as the confrontation with other civilizations of the ancient Near East, 
forced to verification and constant concern about the deepening of the law and 
customs, which in Israel lost their theological authority and spiritual power due 
to the policy of religious syncretism imposed by the rulers or became solely an 
external and non-binding practice due to the growing crisis of religious identi-
ty.68 In these difficult circumstances, the editor of the book decides to redefine 
the religious and spiritual value of circumcision practiced in Israel for centu-
ries. Referring to the authority of God and Moses, he postulates its theological 
re-reading, which encourages the Israelites to be more conscious and respon-
sible in cultivating this rite,69 and in the long run to the determined and cred-
ible manifestation of their cultural heritage and religious beliefs. The shift of 
emphasis from the obligation to satisfy the requirements of the letter of God’s 
law (the imperative of circumcising the body) in favor of an attitude consist-
ent with the spirit of God’s will (circumcision of the heart) marks a completely 
new orientation in understanding and living the socio-religious identity of the 
Israelite.70 This model of approach to the issue of religion obliges to constant 
discovery and deepening of the personal relationship with YHWH, attachment 
to the tradition and faith of fathers, as well as a spiritual and non-routine ap-
proach to God’s law.

 68 E. Carpenter, mwl, p. 869; W. Baker, E. Carpenter, The Complete Word Study Diction-
ary, p. 580.
 69 The circumcision was treated by the Israelites as a confirmation of their status as 
God’s chosen sons, the irreversibility of their right to inherit the promises of YHWH, but 
also as a commitment to obey the rules of the covenant. In this key, the Bible describes 
Israel as: bēn bekōr “the firstborn son” of YHWH (Ex 4:22–23; Jer 31:9), mamleket kōhănîm 
“a kingdom of priests” or gôj qādôš “a holy nation [dedicated to God]” (Ex 19:6).
 70 In a similar way, this idea is interpreted by the manuscripts from Qumran, which 
suggest that the most important duty of the believer is to remove the foreskin of the heart 
(1QpHab 11:13), negative inclinations, hardness and obstinacy (1QS 5:5; Jub 1:23). R. Jew-
ett, Romans, pp. 236–237.
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The result of the next biblical revision of the idea of   circumcision of the 
heart can be seen in verse 30.6, which gives it  a thoroughly historico-salvif-
ic and, in some respects, eschatological dimension. Its authors, relying on an 
objective assessment of the history of the chosen people and personal experi-
ences, came to the conclusion that the exact implementation of the covenant 
with God, whose symbol and mandatory sign in  Judaism was circumcision, 
was very difficult, and frequently impossible without the salvific presence and 
support of YHWH. Therefore, in the mouth of Moses, they announced in 30:6 
that it  would become a fact only in  the unspecified future due to the direct 
intervention of God. For only the salvific action of YHWH can make the Isra-
elites listen to God’s voice, obey all His commands, and love Him with all their 
heart and soul.

Summing up the exegetic-theological analysis of 10:16 and 30:6 in  their 
biblical and extra-biblical literary and cultural-religious context, several gener-
al conclusions have to be formulated. Firstly, the theological and religious value 
of the solutions suggested by the editors of the Book of Deuteronomy should be 
emphasized. Re-reading one of the most representative institutions of Judaism, 
they developed a universal and timeless model of interpretation of circumci-
sion, which, on the one hand, preserves the memory of the most important 
historico-salvific facts from the history of Israel, and, on the other hand, of-
fers a specific pattern of religious tradition rooted in the legislation of Moses, 
and at the same time displays a high spiritual and theological level. Relying on 
the biblical and extra-biblical meaning of circumcision and the concept of the 
human heart (a universal symbol of human inner life and relationship with 
God), they created a deep metaphorical image which perfectly expresses the 
religious identity of Israelites based on the institutions of the Yahwistic law and 
covenant. Because of its theological foundation, the metaphor of the circum-
cised heart in Deuteronomic, priestly and prophic texts has become a pattern 
of interpersonal relations with YHWH for Jews and all those who seek close 
and personal ties with God. The idea of   a circumcised heart is also an example 
of the perfect coherence between the external (legal) requirements defining the 
correct and fruitful functioning of the religious custom, and its internal (spir-
itual) value, which should effectively model the character and degree of piety of 
the Israelite and open his life to the salvific activity of God. The theological idea 
of   a circumcised heart is one of the most profound biblical metaphors of true 
piety and the relationship of YHWH to Israel, which is captured in the spirit 
of the truth about God’s election, covenant and love. It will be complemented 
by the Gospel of Jesus Christ and the teaching of the Church of the Apostles 
(Mtt 15:1–20; 23:1–36; Mk 7:1–23; Rom 2:28–29).
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