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Scapegoat Typology in the Old and New Testament 

(part-one) 

By Paul Wyns 

 

Introduction 

 

The Day of Atonement and Scapegoat Typology is a complex subject, not least because 

so many different issues require resolution before an appropriate understanding of the 

typology can be achieved.  In the following articles we will attempt to address these 

problems individually in order to synthesize a Biblical understanding of the atonement 

thematic.  The problems are identified as follows: (1) Atonement is thought to be a post-

exilic feast as it is only mentioned in Leviticus and late post-exilic books. (2) Does the 

Day of Atonement have an origin rooted in the history of Israel - as does, for example, 

the Passover? (3) What does Azazel signify – is it a personification of Satan or perhaps a 

(goat) demon? (4) How is the typology employed in the Old and New Testament? (5) 

Does the typology of the Day of Atonement have eschatological significance? 

 

The pre-exilic nature of the Day of Atonement 

 

Analysis using higher critical methodologies leads to the conclusion that the Day of 

Atonement is essentially a post-exilic feast,1 for the Fast is only mentioned in the book of 

 
1 According to E.O. James Yom Kippur is of a later origin, although he believes that the 

symbolism was borrowed from earlier sources; he speculates as follows: “In the book of 

Ezekiel the sanctuary is said to have been cleansed twice a year--on the first day of the 

first month and on the first day of the seventh month --but no mention is made of the 

Day of Atonement as described in the Levitical narrative.  Therefore, the post-exilic 

observance would seem to have been an addition to the autumnal festival after the return 

from Babylon when the Jewish calendrical sequence was established, the symbolism of 

which was borrowed from earlier sources. At first it appears to have been a relatively 

simple expiation instituted in the fourth century B.C., consisting of the sacrificing of a 

bullock as a sin-offering for the priesthood and a ram for a burnt-offering. Two he-goats 

were 'set before Yahweh' and lots cast over them for the purpose of assigning one to 
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Leviticus. Nehemiah makes no mention of it when he read the law to the people, and the 

earliest mention of public fasting is in the post-exilic book of Zechariah (7:35; 8:19). 

Ezekiel on the other hand enjoined two atonement days – the first day of the first month 

and the first of the seventh (45:18-20), the ritual being different to that described in 

Leviticus.  

 

While, it is true that the Fast is not explicitly mentioned in the Pentateuch (except for 

Leviticus) it forms an intrinsic thematic backdrop to one of the earliest Biblical narratives; 

that of Cain and Abel.  Despite the consignment of Genesis 4 to Yahwist sources it 

contains many cultic overtones – the offering of sacrifices,2 the priestly function of the 

two brothers3  and the banishment of Cain from the ‘presence’ of Yahweh.4  J. Moster 

 
Yahweh as a sin-offering, and the other to the demon Azazel as the sin-receiver. 

Yahweh's victim was then slain and Azazel's goat was dispatched alive to 'a solitary land' 

laden with the uncleanness of Israel and its sanctuary” (Lev. xvi, 3, 5-10). James E.O., 

Seasonal Feasts and Festivals, (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1963), 119 

 

2 Whereas the Yahwist (J ) source is  considered to be largely anthropomorphic the (P) 

Priestly source is thought to be concerned with stressing cultic elements – however, 

literary criticism, particular the presence of chaism, indicate that consignment to separate 

sources is an over simplification.  

 

3 Bruce K. Waltke comments; “The unity of the Pentateuch also enables us to discover, 

interpret, and validate clues regarding the brothers as priests. Leviticus 8-9, 26 teaches 

that the priest's character qualified him or disqualified him from the altar. An encroacher, 

be he Israelite or non-Israelite, must be put to death.26  In this light, the statement in vv 

4-5 that the LORD accepted one priest, Abel, and rejected the other, Cain, takes on new 

significance. Whereas the text explicitly characterizes Abel's offering, and more or less 

infers Cain's, it dwells on Cain's character, and more or less infers Abel's.” Bruce K. 

Waltke, Cain and his Offering, (Westminster Theological Journal 48, 1986), 363-372 

footnote reference - J. Milgrom, Studies in Levitical Terrninology, vol. 1 Berkely: University 

of California Press, 1970) 

 

4  Gen.4:16 –  the ‘presence’ (from-before); suggests that the offerings were 

brought to a sanctuary. The mention of Sin in Genesis 4:7 is usually understood as a 
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recognizes the importance of the Cain narrative as a Biblical ‘introductory story’, as the 

pattern is repeated many times in the Bible in the lives of individuals and the nation. 5 

However, most scholars neglect to make the connection with Day of Atonement 

typology, where one goat is slain at the sanctuary (Abel) and the other is sent away (Cain). 

Furthermore, the offering of the wrong sacrifice (as Cain did) is integral to the genesis of 

the atonement ritual – as we shall see later. 

 

The Day of Atonement in Exodus 

 

Although the Fast is not specifically mentioned in Exodus it is alluded to in Exodus 30: 

8-10. A cursory examination shows that the first half of the chapter concerns both the 

construction of the altar of incense and atoning for it, and the latter half concerns the 

payment of atonement money as a ransom for the male population whenever a census 

was taken. The Day of Atonement was not initially introduced with the other feasts but 

the mention of atonement in connection with the altar of incense reflects the essential 

historical core that later developed into Yom Kippûr : “And when Aaron lighteth the 

lamps at even, he shall burn incense upon it (altar of incense), a perpetual incense before 

the Lord throughout your generations. Ye shall offer no strange incense thereon, nor burnt 

offering nor meal offering; neither shall ye pour drink offering thereon. And Aaron shall 

make atonement upon the horns of it once in the year: with the blood of the sin 

offering of atonement: once in the year shall he make atonement upon it throughout 

your generations: it is most holy unto the Lord.”  The expression “once in the year” 

 
zoomorphism but this no more than an educated guess; the ellipsis must be supplied in 

order to understand the Hebrew idiom as - the sin-offering laid at the door of the 

sanctuary.  The same word is used in Lev.16:7; “And he shall take the two goats, and 

present them before the  LORD at the door of the tabernacle of the 

congregation.” 

 
5  “Cain goes through the following six-step cycle: (1) He sins. (2) He leaves a safe 

environment. (3) He enters a hostile environment. (4) While in the latter, God protects 

him.(5) He parts from God; and (6) He ends up in favourable circumstance”.  Julius B. 

Moster, Cain: Why Is He Featured So Prominently in the Bible? (Jewish Bible Quarterly 24; 

1996), 238. 
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demonstrates that we are dealing with ceremonial elements usually associated with the 

Day of Atonement; however, the full rite is not introduced in Exodus. The stress is on 

atoning for the incense altar, whereas in Leviticus it is on entering the inner sanctuary to 

atone for the people’s sins.6   

 

The Exodus redactor was concerned with presenting the various atonement traditions 

that were available to him (incense altar/tax) in an organised manner.  The redactor 

exercises literary omniscience in that he is already aware of the ‘once a year’ requirement to 

atone for the incense altar – even at this early stage, when the main concern was 

recording the dimensions of the incense altar received at Sinai.  He anticipates the 

incident that necessitated the cleansing of the altar of incense, with the words; “Ye shall 

offer no strange incense thereon.”  

 

Conclusion 

 

The primitive development of the atonement ritual underlies the Cain and Abel narrative 

and can be also be detected in Exodus. The historical core of the ritual was the 

defilement of the altar of incense (and therefore the Tabernacle) by the sons of Aaron, 

through the offering of strange incense. 

 

 

 
6 The expression ‘once a year’ is used in Lev 16:34 in connection with atonement for the 
sins of the people (rather than for the incense altar). The New Testament picks up on 
this expression: “But into the second went the high priest alone once every year, not 
without blood, which he offered for himself, and for the errors of the people” (Heb 9:7). 
The author to the Hebrews is using the atonement ritual as a metaphor to stress the 
unique, never-to-be repeated, effectiveness of the sacrifice of Christ.   The Day of 
Atonement was, of course, repeated every year, but that does not diminish the analogy.  


