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Scapegoat Typology in the Old and New Testament 

(part-three) 

By Paul Wyns 

 

Introduction 

 

The etymology of the name ‘Ăzâ’zêl, cited four times in Leviticus 16 has long been a 

source of puzzlement. The lots were cast for two goats one was “for Yahweh” and the 

other “for ‘Ăzâ’zêl” (the scapegoat) – in itself this would suggest that ‘Ăzâ’zêl is a personal 

name. This article will propose that the name is a consequence of rabbinical 

personification (re-interpretation?), after the original term was corrupted. 

 

‘Ăzâ’zêl in the Apocrypha 

 

In the non-canonical apocrypha, the Book of Enoch brings ‘Ăzâ’zêl into connection with 

the Biblical story of the fall of the angels; he becomes the leader of the rebellious angels.1  

Although this can be discounted as a Biblical interpretation, it demonstrates that first 

century Jews thought of ‘Ăzâ’zêl  as denoting a demonic, satanic power in opposition to 

God.  The scapegoat was released (handed over) to this power in the wilderness. 

 

 

 
1 ‘Ăzâ’zêl  is represented in the Book of Enoch as the leader of the rebellious giants in the 

time preceding the flood; he taught men the art of warfare, of making swords, knives, 

shields, and coats of mail, and women the art of deception by ornamenting the body, 

dyeing the hair, and painting the face and the eyebrows, and also revealed to the people 

the secrets of witchcraft and corrupted their manners, leading them into wickedness and 

impurity; until at last he was, at the Lord's command, bound hand and foot by the 

archangel Raphael and chained to the rough and jagged rocks of [Ha] Duduael (= Beth 

Hadudo), where he is to abide in utter darkness until the great Day of Judgment, when 

he will be cast into the fire to be consumed forever (Enoch viii. 1, ix. 6, x. 4-6, liv. 5, 

lxxxviii. 1; see Geiger, "Jüd. Zeit." 1864, pp. 196-204). The story of Azazel as the seducer 

of men and women was familiar also to the rabbis (Tanna d. b. R. Yishma'el). 
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‘Ăzâ’zêl in Talmudic Interpretation 

 

The scapegoat was released alive in the wilderness; however, by the first century the 

custom was changed and the scapegoat was thrown from a cliff 2  (to prevent it 

returning?). According to Talmudic interpretation, the term ‘Ăzâ’zêl designated a rugged 

mountain or precipice in the wilderness from which the goat was thrown down (using 

for it as an alternative the word ( ) tsŭwq, to pour, probably because of the similarity 

to precipice (tsŭwr), see Yoma vi. 4). An etymology is found to suit this interpretation. 

‘Ăzâ’zêl ( ) is regarded as a compound of ’âz ( ), strong or rough, and êl  ( ), 

mighty, it is notable that both words denote strength and that they bear a resemblance to 

the name of another angel – Gabriel – valiant or strong [one] of God.  Ibn Ezra and 

Nahmanides understand ‘Ăzâ’zêl  as belonging to the class of “se'irim,” goat-like demons3 

that haunt the desert, to which the Israelites were wont to offer sacrifice. This 

interpretation probably stems from the similarity to the Hebrew ’êz (goat) it also gives 

rise to another interpretation which is a cognate of ’êz (goat) ’âzal (to go away, remove) – 

the scapegoat of the Septuagint, although this etymology is regarded as doubtful by most 

scholars. 

 

The etymology of the name ‘Ăzâ’zêl  

 

This article proposes that the term has been influenced by contemporary Jewish beliefs 

from the book of Enoch. There is no doubt that in first century temple Judaism ‘Ăzâ’zêl  

carried the meaning of strength or strong and reflected the belief in the personification of an 

evil supernatural being who had rebelled against Yahweh. It is also certain that this belief 

 
2 Yoma 67b; Sifra, Ahare, ii. 2; Targ. Yer. Lev.xiv.10, and most medieval commentators 
 
3 The first appearance of śā’ îr occurs in Lev. 17:7, which states that sacrifices for the 

“goat idols” (NIV) or “goat demons” (NASB) are strictly forbidden. The mention of 

“goat demons” or devils [literally “hairy ones”] directly after the atonement chapter 

suggests that the unclean scapegoat became an object of worship. Similarly, the golden 

calf incident was probably a falsification of the calf-faced cherubim; “And he ordained him 

priests for the high places, and for the devils, and for the [statues of] calves which he had made” (2 

Chron 11:15). 
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led to the practice of throwing the goat from the top of a cliff, for the fate of ‘Ăzâ’zêl in 

the book of Enoch is virtually the same. However, we have already noted that this is a 

corruption of the atonement ritual, for the scapegoat was set free in the wilderness- the 

practice of hurling the goat over a cliff was an innovation, and was not even introduced 

at the time of the more recent Septuagint translation.  

 

Another alternative offered by rabbinical commentary is the equally unsatisfactory 

explanation of goat-like evil spirits. While it is true that the ancient Babylonians believed 

in them, and that Isaiah pronounces Babylon a haunt for the very spirits that their 

superstitious beliefs dreaded – it must be remembered that according to Jewish law the 

goat was a clean animal, it was the transfer of sin that made it unclean. It is far more likely 

that the record of the release of the scapegoat suffered rabbinical corruption during the 

exile under the influence of Babylonian beliefs.  

 

Jacqueline C.R. DE ROO proposes on the grounds of textual, semantic and contextual 

evidence that Azazel is a metathesized form of zzl and to interpret it as a reference to 

‘the powerful wrath of God’.4  However, this article proposes a far simpler and more 

biblically satisfying solution - `aza'zel is a corruption of `azarel and only differs in one 

letter 5 – either a copyist error, or more likely a deliberate manipulation, the legacy of 

exilic influences (goat-demons) which later matured into a full blown personification of 

 
4 “The spelling l)zz( occurs in the Samaritan Pentateuch and in the Dead Sea Scrolls. The 

most basic meaning of the word z(w)z( and its synonym z( is ‘strength, fierceness’, which, 

in particular contexts, becomes an expression to describe God’s powerful wrath as a 

retribution for sin (Ps 66,3; 90,11; Isa 42,25; Ezra 8,22).” Jacqueline C.R. DE ROO, Was the 

Goat for Azazel Destined for the Wrath of God? (Biblica 81 2000 ),233-242 n.p. [cited 25 April 

2007], Online: http://www.bsw.org/project/biblica/bibl81/Ani06m.html The name in 

Leviticus is `z`zl; in b.Yoma 67b `z`zl and `z`l; in 4QEnc it is `s`l; in the Greek Gizeh 

text it is Aseal; Syncellus has Azalzel; the Ethiopic Enoch has Asael at 6.7 but Azazel in 

the Similitudes at 69.2; 4QEnGiants has `z`[z]l, the same form as Leviticus, whereas 4Q 

180 has `zz`l.  

5  The Hebrew `azar  (help) forms the cognate name of Abraham’s servant 

'Eliy`ezer  (God is my help): the form `azarel (God helps) is virtually 

identical to `aza'zel  
 
 

http://www.bsw.org/project/biblica/bibl81/Ani06m.html
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evil in the Apocrypha and led to a reinterpretation of Azarel into the proper name Azazel 

in Leviticus. 

    

Conclusion 

 

‘Ăzâ’zêl was originally a cognate derivative from the root ’âzar and êl – meaning: God helps.  

Although the scapegoat was sent into the wilderness it was still under divine protection. 

Cain was also sent away from the divine presence (bearing all his sins),6 yet he also 

remained under divine protection.  The typological implications of this will be examined 

in the next article. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6  The literal meaning of nasa` is `bear' or `carry' but in  

certain contexts it seems more appropriate to translate it by `forgive'. There are cases  

when a person is said to `bear' his own guilt when he has deliberately broken a law  

(e.g.Lev.19.8). The priests are said to `bear' the guilt of the sinner after they have  

performed the atonement ritual for inadvertent offences (e.g.Lev.10.17), and yet the Lord,  

with the same verb, is said to `forgive'. `Who', asked Micah, `is a God like you bearing  

i.e. forgiving sin?' (Mic.7.18) Job asked (again, reading literally): Why do you not bear  

my transgression and cause my guilt to pass away? (Job 7.21) There are many examples.  

What emerges is that `carrying' iniquity was the role of the priests, of the Lord and of the  

scapegoat. If the temple rituals were the rituals of heaven and the Lord was part of the  

rituals, it is unlikely that a distinction would have been made between the role of the lord  

`forgiving' and the high priest `bearing' the iniquities. We then have to ask what aspect  

of the ritual could have depicted this `bearing' of sins, and the obvious answer is the  

scapegoat.  Margaret Barker, Atonement: The Rite of Healing, (Scottish Journal of Theology 49/1 

(1996): 1–20.) [cited 6 June 2007], Online: http://www.marquette.edu/maqom/Atonement.pdf 

 

http://www.marquette.edu/maqom/Atonement.pdf
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