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THE TRANSFORMATION OF MOSES: 
READING EXODUS 4:24–26 IN LIGHT OF 

EXODUS 2:3–10 

LAURA HARE 
UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO 

INTRODUCTION 
Much ink has been spilled on the pericope found in Exodus 
4:24–26, with most articles on this passage opening with a state-
ment about its enigmatic and puzzling nature. The difficulties 
that this passage poses for scholars include the following: (1) it 
is not clear whom YHWH attacks—Moses1 or his son2—or why 
he attacks him; (2) the reader is not told whose  רַגְלַיִם Zipporah 
touches with the foreskin—scholars have suggested it could be 
Moses’, her son’s,3 or even YHWH’s;4 (3) the reader is not told 
whom Zipporah is addressing as דָּמִים־חֲתַן  or what she means by 
this, as this phrase appears only here in the Hebrew Bible and its 
meaning is far from clear; 4F

5 (4) it is strange that Zipporah, rather 
than Moses, is circumcising her son;5F

6 (5) the reader is not told 
why Zipporah thought that circumcising her son would stop the 
attack or why the ritual caused YHWH to withdraw from attack-
ing.  

1 E.g., Brevard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical, Theological 
Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1974), 103; 
Bernard P. Robinson, “Zipporah to the Rescue: A Contextual Study of 
Exodus 4:24–6,” VT 36 (1986): 455; Ruth and Erhard Blum, “Zippora 
und ihr חתן דמים,” in Die Hebräische Bibel und ihre Zweifache Nachgeschichte: 
Festchrift für Rolf Rendtorff zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Erhard Blum et al. (Neu-
kirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1990), 42. 

2 E.g., Adam J. Howell, “The Firstborn Son of Moses as the ‘Rela-
tive of Blood’ in Exodus 4.24–26,” JSOT 35 (2010): 69; Hans Kosmala, 
“Bloody husband,” VT 12 (1962): 24. 

3 E.g., Childs, Exodus, 103; Kosmala, “Bloody Husband,” 24; Julian 
Morgenstern, “The ‘Bloody Husband’ (?) (Exod 4:24–26) Once 
Again,” HUCA 34 (1963): 66 [tentatively]. 

4 E.g., Hugo Gressman, Mose und seine Zeit: Ein Kommentar zu den 
Mose-Sagen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1913), 56–61; Edu-
ard Meyer, Die Israeliten und ihre Nachbarstämme (Darmstadt: Wissen-
schaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1967), 59. 

5 Howell, “The Firstborn Son,” 64. 
6 Nowhere else in the Hebrew Bible does a woman perform a cir-

cumcision. Seth Daniel Kunin, “The Bridegroom of Blood: A Struc-
turalist Analysis,” JSOT 70 (1996): 9. 
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Both the linguistic difficulties and the meaning of the pas-
sage have been discussed at length by numerous scholars, who 
have provided important insights into the passage, several of 
which will be discussed below. An especially important insight is 
that the pericope presents a rite of passage leading to a transfor-
mation in Moses, which has been noted by several scholars in 
recent years.7  

However, one aspect of the passage that scholars have not 
adequately taken account of is its relationship with Exodus 1–2. 
In particular, there are significant parallels between Exod 4:24–
26 and Exod 2:3–10. When these parallels are recognized, it be-
comes clear not only that the major purpose of this pericope is 
to bring about the transformation of Moses into a leader of his 
people through the symbolic death and rebirth of the ritual of 
circumcision, but also that this is necessary due to his earlier 
transformation into an Egyptian through the events of Exod 
2:3–10. 

REVIEW OF SCHOLARSHIP 
Broadly speaking, commentators on Exodus 4:24–26 fall into 
one of two main camps: those who seek the original meaning of 
the passage and those who try to understand what the passage 
means in its present context and why the author/editor of Exo-
dus chose to include it at this point in the Moses story. While the 
quest for the original meaning is interesting, it is not particularly 
relevant to the questions under investigation in this paper. 

INTERPRETATION 1: CIRCUMCISION 
Regarding the meaning of the passage in its present context, 
commentators can largely be divided into three main groups.8 

The first is those who see the main function of the passage as 
emphasising the importance of circumcision. Among modern 
scholars, the argument has been put forward most strongly by 
Brevard Childs,9 but this was by far the most common under-

 
7 Kunin, “Bridegroom of Blood,” 3–16; Susan Ackerman, “Why Is 

Miriam Also Among the Prophets? (And Is Zipporah Among the 
Priests?),” JBL 121 (2002): 71–80; Bradley Embry, “The Endanger-
ment of Moses: Towards a New Reading of Exodus 4:24–26,” VT 60 
(2010): 177–96; David Pettit, “When the LORD Seeks to Kill Moses: 
Reading Exodus 4.24–26 in its Literary Context,” JSOT 40 (2015): 163–
77. 

8 There are a few interpretations that do not fit into the three 
groups, including Skidmore’s argument that YHWH attacked Moses 
because he mistook him for Pharaoh; the circumcision thus differenti-
ated Moses from Pharaoh (Simon Skidmore, “A Mimetic Reading of 
Exodus 4:24–26,” HeyJ 64 [2023]: 87–98) and Propp’s argument that 
YHWH attacked Moses because he bore bloodguilt from the murder 
he committed and therefore could not return to Egypt without being 
expiated (William H.C. Propp, Exodus 1–18: A New Translation with In-
troduction and Commentary, AB 2 [New York: Doubleday, 1999], 235–36). 
However, these interpretations have not achieved broader acceptance. 

9 Childs, Exodus, 100–101. Allen agrees that “circumcision explains 
the passage.” Ronald B. Allen, “The ‘Bloody Bridegroom’ in Exodus 
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standing among the rabbis and early Christian commentators.10 
On the whole, the ancient interpreters argued that YHWH at-
tacked Moses due to his failure to circumcise his son; he was 
therefore saved when Zipporah acted to fulfill his obligation. 
Childs agrees that this is the implication of the passage as it now 
stands, but thinks that the redactor added verse 26b to make the 
connection to circumcision clear in a passage that originally high-
lighted elements of non-normative Israelite religious practice.11  

While circumcision is certainly a key theme of the passage, 
this interpretation fails to explain the location of the pericope 
within the book of Exodus, as it does not make any connection 
between 4:24–26 and the surrounding passages. That is, this in-
terpretation explains the meaning of the passage, but not its 
function. The question remains: why is the circumcision im-
portant at this moment? 

INTERPRETATION 2: FORESHADOWING THE PASSOVER 
The second group of commentators includes those who connect 
Exod 4:24–26 with the plague of the death of the firstborn and 
with the Passover. In this interpretation, it is generally under-
stood to be Gershom, not Moses, who is under attack. In Exod 
4:23, God instructs Moses to tell Pharaoh that God will kill his 
firstborn son, and now, in a thematically appropriate manner, 
God threatens the life of Moses’ firstborn son. Howell suggests 
that Gershom was attacked because he was uncircumcised and 
was therefore susceptible to the tenth plague.12 By circumcising 
him, Zipporah made him a member of YHWH’s people, a “rel-
ative by means of blood” to both Zipporah and YHWH.13 Ber-
nard Robinson argues that just as Pharaoh’s son suffered for the 
sins of his father, Gershom suffered for the sin of his father (not 
circumcising him).14  

Carol Meyers neatly summarizes this interpretation of the 
passage: “It foreshadows the way blood will save the firstborn 
Israelites from the final plague that God will visit upon the Egyp-
tians (12:7, 13, 22–23), and it anticipates the role of circumcision 
in defining the legitimate participants in the Passover (12:43–
49).”15 I agree with these scholars that Exod 4:24–26 functions 
to foreshadow the tenth plague and the Passover and that the 

 
4:24–26,” BSac 153 (1996): 269. 

10 For a detailed discussion of this passage in the ancient transla-
tions and interpreters, see Géza Vermes, “Baptism and Jewish Exege-
sis: A New Light from Ancient Sources,” NTS 4 (1958): 308–19. 

11 Childs, Exodus, 101. 
12 Howell, “The Firstborn Son,” 69. 
13 Howell, “The Firstborn Son,” 73. Reiss offers a similar interpre-

tation. Moshe Reiss, “Zipporah and the Brit Milah: A Woman Circum-
ciser,” Women in Judaism 9 (2012): 1–10. 

14 Robinson, “Zipporah to the Rescue,” 451. Alternatively, Robin-
son points out, if Moses is the one under attack, he symbolizes Israel 
and is saved by the blood of Gershom, who symbolizes the paschal 
lamb (Robinson, “Zipporah to the Rescue,” 457). 

15 Carol L. Meyers, Exodus, The New Cambridge Bible Commen-
tary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 66–67. 
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ambiguity of the text makes it possible to read Gershom as the 
one who is under attack. However, because the clearest anteced-
ent for the one under attack is Moses (and the ancient versions 
agree on this), I think that there is more going on in this text—
this interpretation does not fully explain the passage. Rather, 
Exod 4:24–26 is a hinge text, looking both forward and back-
ward.16 Ronald Allen notes that this pericope is linked with what 
comes before by the use of the word “son,” and it is linked with 
what comes after by the word “encounter,” the verb ׁ16.פגשF

17 

When it is read looking forward, the ambiguity of the pronouns 
allows for Gershom to be understood as the one under attack 
and the passage relates to the upcoming experience of the He-
brews. When it is read looking backward, Moses is the one who 
is under attack and it becomes clear that the passage has an im-
portant role to play in his story. 

INTERPRETATION 3: A RITE OF PASSAGE 
The third group of commentators comprises those who see 
Exod 4:24–26 as a rite of passage or a liminal experience for Mo-
ses. Susan Ackerman argues that Moses undergoes a liminal wil-
derness experience in Midian as a microcosm of the liminal ex-
perience of the Israelites in the wilderness.18 It is the liminality 
of the situation that allows Zipporah to take on a role normally 
reserved for men, a priest-like role.19 The circumcision marks the 
end of Moses’ liminal experience and allows for his reintegration 
into his rightful community in Exod 4:27 and following.20 Seth 
Daniel Kunin likewise understands this pericope as a liminal ex-
perience in which a symbolic death and rebirth as represented by 
circumcision lead to a transformation of all parties. He sees a 
strong connection between this passage and Genesis 22.21 

Bradley Embry sees the pericope as a rite of passage for 
Moses and introduces the idea that the theme of the endanger-
ment of the hero is part of the specific literary form of the “mis-
sional journey narrative.”22 He suggests that this pericope is illu-
minated by the Balaam story of Numbers 22, which tells of a 
similar incident.23 According to Embry, Moses is attacked not 
because he has done anything wrong but because it is necessary 
for the hero to endure endangerment before he can continue on 
his journey.24 Robinson, comparing this passage with Jacob at 
the Jabbok (Genesis 32), further notes that the episode of en-

 
16 “The text holds both readings open, enlarging the reach of the 

passage rather than specifying and thereby reducing its reach” (Pettit, 
“When the LORD Seeks,” 171). 

17  Allen, “The ‘Bloody Bridegroom’,” 264–65. The verb  ׁפגש occurs 
only rarely, so its occurrence here is notable. 

18 Ackerman, “Miriam, Zipporah,” 72–75. 
19 Ackerman, “Miriam, Zipporah,” 74–75. 
20 Ackerman, “Miriam, Zipporah,” 75. 
21 Kunin, “The Bridegroom of Blood,” 4–8. 
22 Embry, “Endangerment,” 181. 
23 Embry, “Endangerment,” 181. 
24 Embry, “Endangerment,” 185. 
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dangerment brings about a transformation in the hero.25 This 
theory is compelling because it takes into account the function 
of the pericope within the larger narrative and sees this passage 
as being integral to the story of Moses’ life. According to this 
theory, it is not necessary to look outside the narrative of Moses’ 
life to understand Exod 4:24–26.  

Like Robinson, Helmut Utzschneider and Wolfgang Os-
wald make the connection with Jacob at the Jabbok, but they 
take the analysis a step further by also spotting a parallel with 
Exod 2:3–10, noting that unlike Jacob, who fights with his divine 
attacker, Moses survives through the decisive help of a non-Is-
raelite woman.26 Finally, David Pettit further refines Embry’s ar-
gument by clarifying that the purpose of the rite of passage ex-
perienced by Moses is to resolve any ambiguity about his identity 
(with circumcision marking him as a follower of YHWH) as well 
as to strengthen his resolve to speak the words YHWH has given 
him.27 Pettit follows Embry and Robinson in connecting this 
passage with other stories of attacks by YHWH on those who 
are obeying his call to travel (Genesis 32 and Numbers 22).28 He 
also recognizes a connection between this passage and Exod 
2:15, noting that in both cases an authority “seeks” (ׁבקש) to kill 
Moses.28F

29 He argues that in Exod 4:24–26, YHWH takes over 
from Pharaoh as the sovereign authority in Moses’ life.29F

30 
I agree that Moses experiences a rite of passage in this pe-

ricope, and I agree with Embry that the answers to the questions 
raised by the passage can be found within Moses’ life. However, 
I intend to explore further the transformation that Moses under-
goes and to argue that he experiences an episode of endanger-
ment not only because it is part of the literary form of the travel 
narrative but also because the narrative of Moses’ life calls for 
him to experience endangerment at this moment as a parallel to 
an earlier experience of endangerment and transformation. 

EXODUS 2:3–10 AND EXODUS 4:24–26: DEATH, 
REBIRTH, AND TRANSFORMATION 

All of the scholars discussed above have had important insights 
into the meaning and function of Exod 4:24–26, but it seems to 
me that although several scholars have identified parallels with 

 
25 Robinson, “Zipporah to the Rescue,” 451–52.  
26 Helmut Utzschneider and Wolfgang Oswald, Exodus 1–15, 

IECOT (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2015), 140. 
27 Pettit, “When the LORD Seeks,” 174–75. Similarly, Houtman 

understands the passage as telling of the vicarious circumcision of Mo-
ses as the “consecration to his commission” and a dedication to 
YHWH. Cornelius Houtman, Exodus I, trans. Johan Rebel and Sierd 
Woudstra, HCOT (Kampen: Kok, 1993), 447–48. 

28 Pettit, “When the LORD Seeks,” 171–75. 
29 Pettit, “When the LORD Seeks,” 167. In fact, Kaplan notes that 

“in the Pentateuch the verb ‘bqš’ is used in connection with killing in these three 
verses and only these three verses” (i.e., 2:15, 4:19, and 4:24; emphasis in orig-
inal); Lawrence Kaplan, “‘And the Lord Sought to Kill Him’ (Exod 
4:24): Yet Once Again,” HAR 5 (1981): 69–70. 

30 Pettit, “When the LORD Seeks,” 167–68. 
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this passage elsewhere in the Torah and have even noted con-
nections with other parts of Moses’ life, an important parallel 
passage has not been thoroughly explored: Exodus 2:3–10. 

Commentators on Exod 4:24–26 have long sought a reason 
for God’s attack on Moses in the passage, suggesting such pos-
sibilities as that God was punishing Moses for not being circum-
cised or for not circumcising his son, or else for being reluctant 
to answer his call. After all, why should God seek to kill the one 
whom he has just called to free his people from slavery? Moses 
must have committed some sort of sin for which he is being 
punished. However, as Embry points out, the attack on Moses 
has a function in the wider narrative.31 The attack occurs not for 
an external reason (e.g., Moses’ sin) but for an internal reason 
(Moses’ transformation). In my view, the reason that this trans-
formation is necessary is found in Exod 2:3–10.32 

In Exod 2:3–10, Moses is transformed into an Egyptian. 
The function of Exod 4:24–26 is to transform Moses back into 
a Hebrew before he returns to Egypt to free the Hebrew people. 
The key elements of Exod 4:24–26 thus parallel the key elements 
of Exod 2:3–10.  

Exodus 2:3–10 and 4:24–26 tell similar stories. In each pas-
sage, Moses is threatened by a powerful authority, women (in-
cluding non-Israelite women as key actors) act to both appease 
the attacker and save Moses, Moses undergoes a death and re-
birth ritual, and he is saved, given a new name that is explained 
as being related to the experience he has just undergone, and 
transformed. The important role of women in both passages has 
been widely recognized,33 but the rest of the parallels have gone 
largely unnoticed. The following table briefly sketches out some 
of the main parallels between these two passages, which will then 
be discussed in more detail below. 
  

 
31 Embry, “Endangerment,” 181. 
32 To my knowledge, this view has not been presented by anyone 

else. 
33 E.g., Esther HaeJin Park, “Women in Exodus and Asian Immi-

grant Women: Asian Female Immigrants’ Bible Reading Strategy on 
Exodus 1–4,” in T&T Clark Handbook of Asian American Biblical Herme-
neutics, ed. Uriah Y. Kim and Seung Ai Yang (London: T&T Clark, 
2019), 64; Ilana Pardes, Countertraditions in the Bible: A Feminist Approach 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), 83; Meyers, Exodus, 64; 
Utzschneider and Oswald, Exodus 1–15, 140. 
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Table 1: Parallels Between Exodus 2:3–10 and 
Exodus 4:24–26 
 

 Exodus 2:3–10 Exodus 4:24–26 

Attacker 

 

Pharaoh God 

Women Moses’ mother and 
sister; Pharaoh’s 

daughter34 

Zipporah 

Symbolic death and 
rebirth 

Placed into and 
drawn out of the 

river 

Vicarious circumci-
sion 

New name 

 

Moses (“because I 
drew him out of the 

water”)35 

דָּמִים־חֲתַן  (explained 
as referring to cir-

cumcision) 

Result Becomes a high-sta-
tus Egyptian 

Becomes the leader 
of the Hebrews 

 
As a baby, Moses was transformed into an Egyptian by his 
mother and sister and by Pharaoh’s daughter and her maid. His 
mother placed him in the Nile, following (in her own way) the 
instructions of Pharaoh to throw all Hebrew baby boys into the 
Nile and thus essentially killing him. Water is explicitly associated 
with death in this passage, as Pharaoh has ordered all Hebrew 
baby boys to be thrown into the river (Exod 1:22). Moses was 
then drawn out of the water in a rebirth.36 By giving him a new 
name, Pharaoh’s daughter emphasized that he had been reborn 
as her son, and thus as an Egyptian. Thus in Exod 2:3–10 Moses, 
having been placed in the river and then drawn out of it, under-
goes a death-like experience and is reborn as an Egyptian. 

Exodus 4:24–26 is functionally parallel to 2:3–10. Since 
Exod 2:10, as far as the reader knows, Moses has been living as 
an Egyptian, having been raised in the household of Pharaoh’s 
daughter for many years (Exod 2:9–10 seems to suggest that he 

 
34 The Hebrew midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, although they are not 

present in Exodus 2, also play a role in saving Moses from Pharaoh by 
refusing to kill the Hebrew boys. 

35 This explanation of the meaning of the name Moses is probably 
neither philologically sound ( מֹשֶׁה should mean “the one who draws 
out,” not “the one who is drawn out”) nor historically sound (the name 
is probably Egyptian) (Propp, Exodus 1–18, 152–53), but what matters 
here is how the author/editor understood and chose to explain the 
name. 

36 Similarly, Israel as a nation is born out of the Suph Sea, with Job 
38:8–9 comparing the waters of the Suph Sea to amniotic fluid. 
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returned to Pharaoh’s daughter when he was weaned).37 Even 
when Moses flees to Midian, the daughters of Jethro identify him 
as an Egyptian (2:19). The text gives us no reason to believe that 
he has told Jethro or even his wife who he truly is; when he tells 
Jethro that he is returning to Egypt, he simply refers to wanting 
to see whether his relatives are alive (4:18). If he has not told 
Jethro who he is, this statement allows Jethro to continue to be-
lieve that he and his relatives are Egyptians.38 Moses is still func-
tionally an Egyptian, and it is necessary for him to become a He-
brew again before he can lead the Hebrews out of slavery.39  

Therefore, in Exod 4:24–26 Moses is transformed back into 
a Hebrew through the rite of circumcision. Circumcision, as the 
sign of the covenant between God and Abraham and his de-
scendants, is the symbol of being an Israelite.40 Circumcision is 
also a “symbol of sacrifice and death, which lead to rebirth and 
transformation.”41 Despite the fact that Moses is not the one 
who is circumcised in this passage (one of the few clear facts in 
the whole passage!), he is the character at the centre of the expe-

 
37 Given that he was raised in the home of his Hebrew mother for 

at least some time before being returned to the house of Pharaoh’s 
daughter, his identity as an Egyptian is not certain, but clearly he is not 
fully Hebrew at this point. Mariota notes that Moses’ identity is in ques-
tion throughout Exodus 2, and when Moses makes an attempt to assert 
solidarity with the Hebrews, they reject him. Martin Wilson Mariota, 
“Moses, Both Hebrew and Egyptian: A Samoan Palagi Reading of Ex-
odus 2–3,” in Sea of Readings: The Bible in the South Pacific, ed. Jione Havea, 
SemeiaSt 90 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2018), 110–13. 

38 Pamela Tamarkin Reis, “The Bridegroom of Blood: A New 
Reading,” Judaism 40 (1991): 326–27. The fact that Moses’ son is uncir-
cumcised may be another indication that Moses has not been living as 
a Hebrew in Midian. Joseph A. Walters, “Moses at the Lodging Place: 
The Devil is in the Ambiguities,” Enc 63 (2002): 422. 

39 Blum and Blum agree that transformation of identity is the focus 
of the passage, but argue that it is Zipporah and her son who are being 
transformed into Israelites (“Zippora,” 47). The end result is the same 
(Moses becomes an appropriate leader for the Hebrews now that his 
family belongs to the group, so Blum and Blum, “Zippora,” 53), but 
Blum and Blum have not seen the parallel with Exod 2:1–10 which 
places the emphasis on the transformation of Moses’ identity. 

40 The connection between infant circumcision and covenant is 
widely attributed to the P source and thus may have been in the mind 
only of the later redactors of the passage (see, e.g., William Henry 
Propp, “That Bloody Bridegroom (Exodus iv 24–6),” VT 43 [1993]: 
500). In the final form of the text, with which this article is concerned, 
the connection between circumcision and Israelite identity is clear. 
However, it is worth noting that since the rite of circumcision among 
Israelites may originally have been a marker of puberty or marriage (see, 
e.g., Morgenstern, “The Bloody Bridegroom,” 38–39), an earlier form 
of the story might have placed more emphasis on Moses’ transition 
into adulthood rather than his transformation into an Israelite, which 
is also a significant element of this passage (see below for further dis-
cussion). Many thanks to the anonymous reader who pointed out that 
transformation may thus have been the meaning of the passage at more 
than one level of redaction. 

41 Kunin, “The Bridegroom of Blood,” 10. 
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rience. Moses’ son is circumcised in his place, and through the 
rite of circumcision, Moses is brought into the covenant and thus 
belongs to the Hebrew people. Since Moses has been living as 
an Egyptian for almost his whole life, he needs to be circumcised 
as a sign that he has now become an Israelite. Both the statement 
that YHWH sought his (Moses’) death and the fact that the 
blood of the circumcision is highlighted in the passage empha-
size the experience of death in this passage. 

Following the circumcision of Moses’ son, the blood of the 
circumcision is placed on his רַגְלַיִם—that is, Moses’ רַגְלַיִם—in 
order to transfer the result of the circumcision from the son to 
Moses. Since the purpose of the event is to have Moses undergo 
the rite of passage of circumcision, I agree with Ackerman and 
others that רַגְלַיִם here is a euphemism for genitals.42 Moses 
therefore undergoes another death and rebirth experience, as a 
Hebrew this time. As part of this rebirth, Moses receives a new 
epithet, again given by a woman: דָּמִים־חֲתַן , which is explained 
as relating to circumcision.43 While a linguistic study of this 
phrase is beyond the scope of this paper, the two elements of 
the phrase reflect the two effects of the event: דָּמִים relates to the 
circumcision and thus to Moses’ Hebrew identity, while חָתָן, 
evidently referring to Moses’ marital status, highlights his 
transition into adulthood and the simultaneous transformation 
of his character. 

The episode of endangerment related in Exod 4:24–26 
brings about not only Moses’ transformation into a Hebrew, but 
also a transformation of character as Moses enters full adult-
hood.44 Exodus 4:24–26 marks the end of the first stage of Mo-
ses’ life. Although Moses is physically an adult for much of this 
stage, the stage represents adolescence. Moses depends on the 
help of others, particularly women, and is unsure of his own abil-
ities and hesitant when God calls him. After this episode, Moses 
becomes an adult.45 Fox, noticing that Moses is saved by a 
woman in Exodus 4, just as he was as a child, comments, “In a 
sense, Moshe’s early life is now over, having come full circle.”46 
This story marks the last time that Moses will be protected by a 

 
42 Ackerman, “Miriam, Zipporah,” 73–74. 
43 There is a clear similarity between this passage and Genesis 17, 

where Abram is circumcised and receives a new name, a name that is a 
statement about his identity. Kunin, “The Bridegroom of Blood,” 10. 

44 Robinson (“Zipporah to the Rescue,” 452) and Pettit (“When the 
LORD Seeks,” 175) both point out Moses’ new decisiveness as a result 
of this experience, but neither connects it to a move into adulthood, 
nor do they delve deeply into the results of this transformation. 

45 Utzschneider and Oswald locate the end of Moses’ adolescence 
at his (extremely brief) marriage notice in Exod 2:21 (Exodus 1–15, 97), 
but given his reliance on women and his uncertain behaviour up to 
Exod 4:26, it seems likely that the re-statement of his marital status in 
this passage with the word חָתָן is intended as an indication of his tran-
sition to adulthood. 

46 Everett Fox, The Five Books of Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbers, Deuteronomy, The Schocken Bible 1 (New York: Schocken 
Books, 1995), 276. 
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woman.47 In addition to his shift away from reliance on women, 
there is also a notable change in Moses’ character after this pe-
ricope: he becomes firm and decisive. I discuss evidence of this 
change in character below. Like his transformation from an 
Egyptian into a Hebrew, this transformation of character is nec-
essary for Moses to be an appropriate leader of Israel. 

The Torah overtly divides Moses’ life into three stages: his 
early years in Egypt, ending with his murder of an Egyptian and 
his flight; his time in Midian, ending with his call at the burning 
bush at the age of eighty (Exod 7:7); and forty years in the Sinai 
desert, ending with his death (which is related in Deuteronomy 
34). However, the book of Exodus implicitly divides his life in 
another way: there is a clear division between Moses’ life prior 
to his return to Egypt (implicitly his childhood, youth, and 
young-manhood) and the adult stage of his life, which begins 
with his return to Egypt. Without the statements about Moses’ 
age and the passing of time, there would be no reason to think 
that Moses is eighty at the time of his call. Rather, the narrative 
seems to present him as a young father. For one thing, Moses 
puts his sons on a donkey with his wife, which makes the sons 
seem young (they do not get on themselves, they share a donkey 
with their mother, and they ride instead of walking). Moreover, 
the scene of Zipporah circumcising her son has led almost all 
commentators to see the son as a child. It seems likely that this 
portrayal of Moses as a (presumably fairly young) man with a 
young family is intentional, with the purpose of emphasizing 
Moses’ coming of age in this pericope. Thus the book of Exodus 
holds the narrative of Moses’ life in slight tension with explicit 
statements about his age. 

When God calls Moses at the burning bush and tells him to 
go back to Egypt and lead Israel out of slavery, Moses’ response 
is to protest and make excuses. “Why me?” he asks (3:11). And 
when God reassures Moses that he will be with him (3:12), Mo-
ses complains that he needs to know God’s name (3:13). God 
gives Moses his name and promises that the people will listen to 
him and that he will be successful in his mission (3:14–22). Yet 
even after this reassurance, Moses protests that the people might 
not believe him (4:1). God gives him miracles to perform as 
proof that he has been sent by God (4:2–9). Moses’ next excuse 
is that he is not good at speaking (4:10). God responds that he 
has the power to make Moses able to speak (4:12). Finally, Moses 
asks God to send someone else (4:13). At this point, God says 
that Aaron will speak on Moses’ behalf, but that Moses is to go 
to Egypt (4:14–17). Moses finally stops arguing and leaves for 
Egypt (4:18–20). 

 
47 Ackerman notes that Zipporah immediately essentially disap-

pears from the text after this passage (“Miriam, Zipporah,” 76); in fact, 
all women except Miriam disappear from Moses’ life at this point. For 
more on why Miriam remains relevant to the story while all other 
women disappear, see Ackerman, “Miriam, Zipporah,” 76–80. Acker-
man also recognizes the transformation in Moses’ character, but locates 
it within the burning bush narrative (“Miriam, Zipporah,” 71). 
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On the way to Egypt, Moses is attacked by God, vicariously 
experiences the rite of passage of circumcision, and undergoes a 
transformation of character. When he arrives in Egypt, he goes 
confidently both to the people of Israel and to Pharaoh, speaking 
(through Aaron) the words God has told him to speak. Only 
briefly, in Exod 6:30, does Moses show any of the timorousness 
and reluctance to do as God asks that was characteristic of Mo-
ses in chapters 3 and 4.48 However, in 6:30, although Moses 
makes an argument similar to the one he made in 4:10, here it 
reads less like an excuse and more like a concern: Moses is legit-
imately concerned that Pharaoh will not listen to him. Once 
YHWH solves this problem by supplying Aaron as the speaker 
(7:1–2), Moses does not argue further and does as YHWH has 
commanded him (7:6). 

Throughout the dialogue at the burning bush, Moses, alt-
hough he has asked for and been told the divine name YHWH, 
addresses YHWH as (4:13 ,4:10) אֲדנָֹי. The only time Moses uses 
the name “YHWH” is in 4:1, when he protests that the Hebrews 
will say that YHWH had not appeared to him. But after his ex-
perience in Exod 4:24–26, Moses speaks the name YHWH with 
confidence (5:1, 5:3), and the next time he addresses God, he 
addresses him as YHWH (5:20).48F

49 
After his brush with death in Exodus 4, Moses is not only 

brave and bold when speaking to Pharaoh and to the Israelites, 
but he even boldly defends the Israelites from YHWH when 
YHWH wants to destroy them (for example, in Exodus 32, 
Numbers 14 and Numbers 16).50 It seems clear that YHWH’s 
attack on Moses in Exod 4:24–26, necessary due to his Egyptian 
identity that was created by his experience in Exod 2:3–10, not 
only transformed his identity but also brought about a transfor-
mation in Moses’ character, bringing him into true adulthood 
and making him into a bold and strong leader for the Hebrews. 

CONCLUSION 
I now return to the five major questions raised by this passage 
and consider how this interpretation of the passage answers 
them.  

(1) It is not clear whom YHWH attacks—Moses or his son—or why he 
attacks him. In this reading, YHWH attacks Moses. The 
reason for the attack is to bring about a transformation in 
Moses’ identity and character. 

(2) The reader is not told whose  רַגְלַיִם Zipporah touches with the foreskin. 
Zipporah touches Moses’ רַגְלַיִם (a euphemism for geni-
tals) as a symbol of the circumcision and thus a marker of 
the rite of passage. The blood of the circumcision, and 
thus its effect, is transferred from Moses’ son to Moses by 

 
48 Chapter 6 is essentially a re-iteration of the call of Moses (it was 

probably a parallel account to Exodus 3–4). Childs, Exodus, 111. 
49 Walters, “Moses at the Lodging Place,” 419–20. 
50 Walters, “Moses at the Lodging Place,” 420. 
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means of this act.  

(3) The reader is not told whom Zipporah is addressing as דָּמִים־חֲתַן  or 
what she means by this. Zipporah addresses Moses as  חֲתַן־
-as a parallel to the new name he receives from Phar דָּמִים
aoh’s daughter in Exod 2:10. In both cases, the name or 
epithet is directly related to his transforming experience. 
Although the precise meaning of the phrase is not fully 
illuminated by reading it in light of the parallel passage, it 
is clear that  דָּמִים is a reference to circumcision and thus 
his Hebrew identity, while חָתָן, evidently a reference to 
Moses’ marital status, highlights his transition into adult-
hood. 

(4) It is strange that Zipporah, rather than Moses, is circumcising her son. 
As in Exodus 2, the transformation of Moses is facilitated 
by a woman – and indeed, by a non-Israelite woman. The 
parallels between Zipporah and Pharaoh’s daughter are 
clear. Women are pivotal in both stories because women 
are connected with the realms of birth, childhood, and ad-
olescence. This is the last time that Moses relies on a 
woman to act for him, because Zipporah facilitates his 
transition into adulthood. 

(5) The reader is not told why Zipporah thought that circumcising her son 
would stop the attack or why the ritual caused YHWH to withdraw 
from attacking. Like the women of Exodus 2, Zipporah 
takes the correct action because it is necessary to the story 
(the author is not concerned with her internal life); never-
theless, it is possible that within the world of the story she 
intuited that the attack was related to Moses’ identity and 
therefore took action to present him to YHWH as a He-
brew man. YHWH withdraws from attacking once the rit-
ual is complete because the purpose of the attack was to 
bring about the transformation of Moses, not his punish-
ment or death. 

Understanding Exod 4:24–26 as a parallel to Exod 2:3–10 helps 
to shed light on the difficulties and ambiguities of the passage. It 
also helps the reader to appreciate the significance of this peric-
ope. Far from being a random insertion into chapter 4, this pas-
sage has been deliberately placed in this location so that Moses 
can be an appropriate leader for the Hebrews upon his arrival in 
Egypt.  


