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I 

- Gidon Rothstein 

First Day of Passover—Joshua 5;2-6;1 and 27 

 

The haftarah tells a fairly simple story, but puzzles us in its having been chosen for the first day 

of Passover. God tells Joshua to take swords and circumcise the people (so they can offer a 

Paschal sacrifice), since none of those born after leaving Egypt had done so. The verse pauses to 

remind us that the Jews had spent forty years in the desert, to wait for the generation to die, since 

they were not going to be allowed to see the Land promised the Patriarchs. That left only 

uncircumcised males. 

 

After the Jews obey, God tells Joshua that the shame of Egypt has now been removed. The 

people then celebrate Passover, and the next day they eat the produce of the Land, and the manna 

ceases coming every day. It is after that that Joshua sees an angel, and asks him whether he is for 

the Jews or for their enemies, and the angel answers, no, I am an angel of God, I have come now. 

 

Joshua falls to the ground, asks what he wants, and is told to take off his shoes for he is standing 

on holy ground. The prophet then pauses to note Jericho was completely closed, no one going in 

or out. We then jump to verse 27, where the prophet notes that God was with Joshua, and his 

fame spread throughout the land. 

 

We cannot satisfy ourselves that we choose this selection for its recounting the observance of 

Passover, because the focus is more on the preparations for-- and results of-- that Passover than 

the holiday itself. The story of the mass offering of Paschal sacrifices in Josiah’s time, which we 

read on the 2nd day of Yom Tov outside of Israel, seems a better candidate if that was our goal. 

 

More, the verse does not make clear why it chooses to emphasize the death of the generation that 

left Egypt—characterizing them as “men of war” -- nor do we immediately understand why the 

manna’s stopping should be noted here, or the significance of the interaction with the angel. 

 

The Shame of Egypt 
The key seems to lie in the first section, the discussion of the Jews’ circumcising themselves, and 

God’s labeling doing that as the removal of the “shame of Egypt.” Both parts of the statement 

bother us: why didn’t the Jews follow tradition in this matter, and why is it the shame of Egypt? 

 

Yebamot 71b offers two answers for the first question, that the travails of travel made it 

impossible or that there was no North Wind all the years in the desert. In the Talmud’s view, 

such a wind is necessary for safe circumcision, and the Talmud even says that performing 

circumcisions without that wind in our times is an example of God protecting those who act 

foolishly.  

 

Rashi cites this answer in his commentary to these verse, which somewhat excuses the Jews’ not 



circumcising. This fits the tenor of the text as well, since God does not rebuke or criticize their 

failure; He only tells Joshua to now remedy it. 

 

The first answer is also a problem because tradition has it that the Jews spent years in some 

places in the desert, so there would be reason to think there was enough time to rest, circumcise 

their children, and then let them heal. Radak explains that the Jews never knew when the cloud 

would rise, signaling a time to move. That uncertainty made circumcision impossible, not the 

actual weariness of the road. 

 

Balancing Human Effort with Trust in God 
Whichever reason we take, the Jews are being seen as completely dependent on God in the 

desert, in an unnatural way. Never knowing when they would be told to travel next or not having 

a wind that usually blows daily highlights the Jews’ unusual dependence on God in the desert. 

The Talmud heightens that impression when it explains that the wind did not blow so it would 

not disperse the Clouds of Glory, a sign of connection to God  

 

As they circumcise now, the Jews are being told that the Godly Hand is receding a step, both in 

terms of travel and North Wind. Similarly, their reliance on the manna was coming to an end. 

This also explains the reference to the men who left Egypt as “men of war,” and that give us a 

sense of the “shame of Egypt” the Jews are divesting themselves of. 

 

The generation that left Egypt had had the opposite problem, not recognizing enough how much 

they needed God, how much God could do for them. The sin that sealed their exclusion from the 

Land, after all, was accepting the spies’ verdict that they could not conquer the Land. This might 

explain the reference to them as the “men of war who left Egypt.” 

 

The Passover here gave the Jews a chance to achieve the desired balance, and therefore recreated 

the original Passover. The demonstration of God’s Hand at the Exodus was supposed to give the 

Jews the freedom to act on their own, with proper faith in and reliance on God.  

 

Close to their first conquests of the Land, God shows them that the shame of Egypt, their 

inability to understand these basic ideas of faith and initiative, has been removed. They can 

celebrate the freedom of Passover properly, can benefit from natural sources of food. 

 

It is in that light as well that we can understand the incident with the angel. Joshua thinks he’s 

human, or at least that he’ll take sides in the upcoming battle. The angel corrects him, saying that 

he is a representative of God (so that he cannot be so simply categorized). Similar to Moses’s 

first prophecy, Joshua is told to remove his shoes, as he is standing on holy ground.  

 

The Passover of Joshua, and the surrounding incidents, is a Passover fully realized, and it is on 

the basis of that that Joshua’s fame is spreading. The Jews are ready now to take possession of 

what’s theirs, relying both on themselves and on God, in the right measure.  

 

Chag Sameach  

 


