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Introduction

Scriptus means ‘having been written’, and this Scriptus Paper concerns people of the Bible who were 
stamped with a mark, some by the Divine, and some by the Devil. Firstly, God’s mark on men.

Stamped by the Divine

Cain - the stamp of deterrence  

Then Cain said to the Lord, “My punishment is too great to endure! Look, you are driving me off the 

land today, and I must hide from your presence. I will be a homeless wanderer on the earth; whoever 

finds me will kill me!” But the  Lord said to him, “In that case, if anyone kills you, seven lives will be 

taken in revenge.” So the Lord put a mark on Cain to warn anyone who met him not to kill him 

(Genesis 4:13-15).

Firstly, note that Cain is a coward. Having murdered his brother hastily without thought he fears 
revenge assaults that will return the favour. Secondly, the Hebrew word translated "mark" is 'owth

and refers to a “mark, sign, or token.” The usual interpretation that God put a physical mark on Cain 
is not supported by the text, but it was obvious enough to convey deterrence. 

A view put by  Moberly, concerns the relationship of the mark ‘to’ Cain or ‘for’ Cain. He writes that 
if one wanted to speak of a mark upon Cain himself, the natural Hebrew preposition would be 
"upon" (see Exodus 13:16, Deuteronomy 6:8, 11:18, and  Ezekiel 9:4). The non-use of this 
preposition in the case of Cain suggests that the mark was not any kind of sign upon Cain's body. 
Rather the sign is "for" Cain. But, in what sense? The normal interpretation is that the sign was for 
Cain’s protection. After all, there were probably many who would have liked to deliver justice to the 
first murderer in the human race. Moreover, this would have been consistent with God’s post-flood 
law: ‘Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, for God made man in his 
own image’ (Genesis 9:6).

However, the text about the sign for Cain says that it was ‘to warn anyone who met him not to kill 
him’. The fact that Cain could be killed indicates that the mark would not guarantee his protection. 
So, the sign, while for Cain’s benefit, was a warning sign to those wanting to take justice into their 
own hands, violence breeding more violence. God’s mark was both an act of mercy, and of care for 
Cain the  vagabond, but of judgment for would-be vigilantes, in a day when there was no law to 
govern human behaviour. God’s stamp, in whatever form it took, was in itself a law against 
retributive, vigilante justice.

As the violence of mankind was a reason for Noah’s flood (Genesis 6:11), the mark for Cain, which 
was designed to protect him indirectly, did not prevent the outcome of pre-flood violence that God 
foresaw. Cain disappears from the biblical record as he makes a fresh beginning in a new place and 
city apart from God. It is in his son Lamech that all of the violent DNA of Cain is found, a man 
making his world without God, boastful, self-sufficient, violent and dangerous (Dod), as Cain’s 
family becomes the target of the violence God foresaw and wanted to avoid. It seems on  that score, 
the symbolic mark failed.
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Abraham: the stamp of blessing 

Abram believed the Lord, and the  Lord credited it as righteousness to him  (Genesis 15:6).

When the sun had gone down and it was dark, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between 
these pieces. On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your descendants I give 

this land (Genesis 15:17-18).

I am the Sovereign God. Walk before me and be blameless. Then I will confirm my covenant between 
me and you, and I will give you a multitude of descendants (Genesis 17:1-2).

Then God said to Abraham, As for you, you must keep the covenantal requirement I am imposing on 
you and your descendants after you throughout their generations. This is my requirement that you 

and your descendants after you must keep: Every male among you must be circumcised. You shall be 
circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you 

(Genesis 17:9-11).

Abraham received the sign of circumcision, as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith  
(Romans 4:11). 

The relevant concepts here are ‘covenant’, ‘circumcision’, ‘sign’, and ‘seal’.

Covenant

A Hebrew covenant (beriyth) described various types of agreements or alliances, often with solemn 
and binding implications. These covenants are not just contracts but are relational, involving 
commitments and promises that define the relationship. “Beriyth” comes from the word meaning “to 
cut.” This is a reference to the practice of how clean animals were cut in two parts and those making 
the covenant walked between them. This was a symbolism of the sacrifices that covenants entail and 
showed the dedication and commitment of both parties.

Moreover, the parties to this rite were laying their lives on the line, invoking the destruction that befell 
these animals upon their heads if they failed to uphold the covenant. In Abraham’s case, he did not pass 
between the halves—only God did, appearing as a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch, components 
of the pillar of fire by which He led the Israelites to Canaan after the exodus (Exodus 13:21–22). God’s 
covenant response was made after Abraham believed (15:6), which is why he does not perform the 
ritual, and is an act of God ensuring that He’ll keep His side of the promised agreement. 

Circumcision

Circumcision (muwl) does not need explanation, except that the word  means ‘“to cut”, similar to 
“Beriyth” (covenant). Abraham had to show his commitment to the covenant by circumcision. Why 
is that? I think that the answer to that is rather simple. After the Lord promised many descendants to 
this barren married couple, they couldn’t wait for God to fulfill His promise, so they took matters into 
their own hands (Genesis 16). Ishmael was the product, and so was the rite of circumcision. It was 
forever a reminder to Abraham, and his descendants that God’s promises won’t be fulfilled by the 
flesh.  Ishmael and his descendants as the non-elect people of God were forever the enemies of the 
Lord’s chosen people.

Sign

In the texts on the previous page, circumcision is a sign of the covenant between God and you 
Abraham. ‘Sign’ in Hebrew is ʾowth, which is the same word used for the mark for Cain, but in this 
context means something like monument, or evidence. 
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Sign continued

In the texts on the previous page, circumcision is a sign of the covenant between God and you 

Abraham. ‘Sign’ in Hebrew is ʾowth, which is the same word used for the mark for Cain, but in this 

context means something like monument, or evidence. 

In Paul’s text he used semeion, which means mark, sign or token. In the Greek classics  semeion

could describe anything from a marker on a border, grave or monument to a signalling flag in battle, 

a figurehead on shields, even a password or secret handshake. 

The medical profession used semeion to describe representative symptoms of a certain disease 

(Abarim Publications). So, in  Abraham’s case, his circumcision was evidence that he kept God’s 

covenant.

Seal

Not too dissimilar is the seal (sphragis), a wax blob  stamped with a distinctive, authentic mark of  a 

person. Especially when administration and communication began to dominate all forms of 

government and trade, the king's seal quite literally held the realm together (Abarim Publications).  

The earliest seals were stamp seals from sites in Mesopotamia in 

northern Iraq dating to about 4000 B.C. (Kelly-Buccellati). From the 

beginning, most seals belonged to a person, not to an administrative 

entity such as a temple or a bureau in the city administration, to a 

kinship group such as a tribe or a family, or to any other type of group. 

The earliest seal designs only have visual representations of figures and 

no inscriptions as the figure at right shows.

Around 2500 B.C., when the seals began to be inscribed, the inscriptions contained the name and in 

many cases the patronymics of the individual seal owner. An individual would ordinarily only have 

one seal which in many cases was buried with them. So, Abraham had God’s seal of approval as an 

authentically righteous person made so by God through his faith permanently marked by his 

circumcision. Abraham received the sign of circumcision, as a seal of the righteousness that he had 

by faith.

Ezekiel: the stamp of protection

Now the glory of the God of Israel had gone up from the cherub on which it rested to the 
threshold of the house. The Lord called to the man clothed in linen, who had the writing case 
at his side; and said to him, “Go through the city, through Jerusalem, and put a mark on the 
foreheads of those who sigh and groan over all the abominations that are committed in it.” 

To the others he said in my hearing, “Pass through the city after him, and kill; your eye shall 
not spare, and you shall show no pity. Cut down old men, young men and young women, 
little children and women, but touch no one who has the mark. And begin at my sanctuary.” 
So they began with the elders who were in front of the house (Ezekiel 9:3-6).
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Ezekiel continued

The background to this text is that the house of Judah had committed abominations, filling the land 
with violence and provoking the Lord to anger more than before. God’s patience was exhausted and 
He decided to act with fury without pity, and without sparing them (Ezekiel 8:17-18). And, as the text 
above makes clear, the God of Israel is leaving His throne in the sanctuary and moves to the threshold 
of the temple. He is at this point deliberately rejecting the temple and all it means. He is about to 
depart and judge the nation accordingly.

Nevertheless, He preserves His loyal people amid the judgment. God never forgets His own. Inside 
Jerusalem the faithful to God remained loyal, whose hearts were broken at the  abominations, and God 
had determined to put His protecting mark on them. None could touch, or draw near to those who 
were faithful to Him. They shall be delivered in the judgment that shall overtake the rebellious, as 
God’s work of justice proceeds in parallel with His mercy.

The Hebrew for “put a mark” is literally “to taw a taw ” that is, to trace the final letter of the Hebrew 
alphabet, a taw, as a seal on their foreheads. In Ezekiel’s day, the Hebrew letters were written in Paleo-
Hebrew script, and  this final letter was, basically two crossed lines, either in the shape of an X or a 
cross. See the diagramme. 

In Job 31:35, the same word ‘taw’ is used to describe Job’s 
signature: “Here is my signature! Let the Almighty answer 
me!” Just like an “X” can be used today as a signature by 
someone who cannot write. 

Taw as the last letter of the Hebrew Alphabet means mark, sign, or seal, and marks the end of all that 
God wants to say on the matter. That is, He promises and ensures protection for His faithful people, 
and has nothing to add to that. 

The mark was on their foreheads. This was, at first, the location of the ‘Holiness to the Lord’ plate 
worn by the high priest who bore the iniquity and acceptance of the holy things (Exodus 28:36-38). 
On the contrary, when Israel turned away from God He described their forehead as being like bronze 
(Isaiah 48:4). 

That is, the image is that of a person who has tensed the muscles of the face and neck as a sign of 
resolute refusal. A real-life example of such obstinacy is pictured in Goliath, who David struck with 
a stone on his forehead; the stone sank into his forehead, and he fell face down on the ground  
(1Samuel. 17:49).

 Ezekiel’s men were marked on their foreheads, for like Aaron they displayed their holiness upfront 
amid the abominations taking place in God’s sanctuary.

Jesus: the stamp of approval

“For it is on Him that God the Father has set his seal of approval” (John 6:27).

These are the words of Jesus, and ‘seal’, as with Abraham, is sphragis. One who bore the stamp of 
the king’s seal was assigned an office of great importance, but someone who carried the instrument 
with which to stamp such seals upon approved goods and people, had the king's power to assess and 
select, to accept and reject, to assign and destroy. Here, God does the stamping of His Son, Jesus 
Christ.

The context of this text is the feeding of the 5000 near to Tiberias, from where the Lord and His 
disciples set sail for Capernaum.  The locals there had heard about the feeding miracle, and wanted  
to see it repeated, evoking this response: “I tell you the solemn truth...Do not work for the food that 
disappears, but for the food that remains to eternal life—the food which the Son of Man will give to 
you” (John 6:22-26). On such a message, and Messenger, God the Father has stamped His seal of 
approval.

Here is a gift that they didn’t have to work or labour for from the One upon whom God has sets His 
seal of approval. It is the food that remains to ‘eternal life’, which the Lord later defined as knowing 
the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom He had sent. So, for John knowing God and Christ is not 
intellectual, but relational, obtained through the Son. 
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