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ENDING THE ENIGMA OF AZAZEL
LEVITICUS 16: 8, 10, 26

INTRODUCTION

Noth (1965: 125) conceded that “the figure of Azazel [in
Leviticus 16] remains an enigma,” and Levine (1989: 102)
concurred stating, “The precise meaning of Hebrew “aza’zel,
found nowhere else in the Bible, has been disputed since
antiquity and remains uncertain even to the present time.”
However, appeal to several Arabic cognates heretofore ig-
nored when attempting to interpret Lev 16:8—-26, may resolve
many of the difficult problems related to the etymology of
Azazel.

In the Septuagint Azazel was not read as a name but as a
common noun translated amomounatiw (16:8), amomoumatiov
(16:10), and &momopmiv (16:10), meaning “sending away,
carrying away” (Liddell and Scott 213)." Similarly, in 16:26,
Azazel was read as a compound of b1y “to separate” and b
“to go away” and rendered TOv yluapov tOV SLeotaApnévov
el¢ ddeorv “the goat separated for release.” Nor did the Vul-
gate read Azazel as a name but as T “goat” and I “depart-
ing,” which became capro emissario (16:8) and caprum emis-
sarium (16:10) “a goat [that] departs.”

The Targum Pseudo-Jonathan (Clark 1984: 138) took
Azazel to be the place name of the scapegoat’s destination:
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Y N P13T R92T1R227T WA
(Lev 16:10)
XL Sy X7BE 21 28T X2
RPN famy9m pram
MmN M 2Ip e
(Lev 16:22)
And the goat on which came up the lot for 4zazel he shall
make to stand | alive before the Lord, to expiate for the sins
of the people of the house | of Israel, by sending him to die
in a place rough | and hard in the rocky desert which is Beth-
hadurey (Lev 16:10).. . . to arocky desert; and the goat will
go up on the mountains of | Beth-hadurey, and a tempes-

tuous wind from the presence of the Lord will carry him
away and he will die (Lev 16:22).*

The Beth-hadurey / RMTT N2 “the place of a steep hill,
spiral road” (Jastrow 1903: 332—-333) is a place name analo-
gous to the 177 N2 (= Tel er-Ram) in Num 32:36, with the
RT177 being the singular of the BYMT “hills, swelling
places, land swells” mentioned in Isa 45:2, which the Septu-
agint translated simply as 6pf} “mountains,” whereas the KJV
opted for “crooked places.”” It would be a synonym of P13
“peak, precipice” (Jastrow 1270). The XTI N2 need not
mean a particular precipice, but any precipice, just as Sxry
was considered to be any hard, rough, rocky, desert mountain
or height.

References to Azazel in the Talmud (Yoma 67°) and Mid-
rash (Sifra, Ahare 2:8.) treated it as a compound noun rather
than as a name. Two phrases are quite clear: X0 Sxry
nuRY TV and Y9720 WP 5TNTY which were translated

by (1) Jung (1938: 316) as “Azazel—it should be hard and
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rough” and “Azazel, i.e., the hardest of mountains” and (2) by
Goldschmidt (1933: 946-947) as “dzazel, er muss fest und
hart sein” and “Azazel ist der hochste unter den Bergen.”
Goldschmift and Jung read the ¥ of SINTY as TV “strong,
firm, rough,” clarified by its synonym WP “hard, severe,
strong” (Jastrow 1060, 1429), which required them to dismiss
the DTN element of DINTY.

CLUES FROM ARABIC COGNATES
The Arabic cognates | (Cazala) and | e (“anz), not men-
tioned in other studies of A4zazel, permit the following transla-
tion of the phrases from Yoma 67°: (1) TUR1 1Y R0 SNy,
“Azazel which must be a rugged height and harsh” and (2)
g¥naw nup 5T&TSJ, “Azazel is any harsh place which is

in the mountains.” These two cognates permit the interpreter
to account for Azazel being described in the MT, the Targum

and the Talmud as 271 “wilderness,” X177 “rugged land,
hill, precipice,” and 771 “precipice,” along with the modi-
fiers WP and 7°PN “hard, harsh, rough, and rocky.”

Castell (1669: 73) included in his citation of Hebrew/
Aramaic DT these Arabic cognates: J jl (Cazala) “in angustia
statiis, vel anni inopia verstatus fuit”; ) (azil) “angustia
summa, penuria & sterilitas”; and ) ;b (ma’zil) “locus arctus
& angustus.” Lane (1863: 53-54) cited J ;! (Pazala) “he
became in the state of straitness, or narrowness, and suffering
from dearth, or drought or sterility,” and the nouns (1) 3
(°azl) “straitness, distress, difficulty, drought, or want of rain,”
(2) JJ) Cizl) “a calamity,” (3) ) Cazil) “straitness, severe,
or vehement stress, distress, or great difficulty,” and (4) L
(ma’zil) “the place where the means of subsistence are strait,
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or narrow.”® The DX of STRTY could be the cognate of this
Arabic stem (used as a modifier of the TV of ‘DT&TSJ), as well
as the TR which was a by-form Sty =J )s¢ [‘azala]) “he
removed, he separated,” as understood by the Septuagint
translators. Thus, 5TNTY could have had multiple meanings.

The T of DTNTY has yet to be accurately identified. It
could be derived from Y (1) “strength, fortitude,” or TV
(TTY) “strong, firm,” or TY (TAV) “goat.” Lane (1874: 2173)
cited j& (‘anz) “she-goat”’ (which with the J assimilated is
the cognate of 1D “she-goat”) and the homograph and homo-
phone “an eminence, or hill, such as is termed 4.5 (Cakamat)
... land having in it ruggedness and sand and stones . . . .}
Both Arabic cognates may clarify the 1Y of STNTY. The first
s (‘anz) (= 1) is the synonym of _J L, (bdil) “bad, worth-
less, useless; applied to a man and to anything.”’ It is this 1Y
(= 1Y) which was recognized in the Targum and Talmud as a
27 “desert, wilderness” or as a X117 “rugged land, hill,
precipice.” '’ The Vulgate, as noted, read the T as Y “goat.”

Elsewhere, TV appears in Jer 51:53 as a synonym of 511
“hill, city-mound.” The MT 1D Dﬁ?; 820 727 “though
she [Babylon] fortify the height of her strength” (KJV) would
be better translated as “though she make inaccessible the top
of her tel (i.e., M1Y).”

Moreover, the "D “timely” of Lev 16:21 (paraphrased
variously as “fit” [KJV], “who is in readiness” [RSV], “desig-
nated for the task” [NRS]) could well be the cognate of
Arabic Wi (“itiy) / LS:.ci (Pa‘tay) “a man who transgressed the
commandment of God,” as used in the Qur’an (Sura 51:44),
“they rebelled against their Lord’s decree” and &le (“dti)
“inordinately proud or corrupt” (Lane 1874: 1951). Taking the
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scapegoat into the wilderness would have contaminated any-
one who was righteous or purified previously. Therefore the
goat would be dispatched "Y / *NY WWR™712 “by the hand of
an extremely corrupt man” (Lev 16:21) who would have to
“wash his clothes, and bathe his flesh in water” (Lev 16:26)
as an act of purification before he could enter the community
upon his return from the harsh rugged mountain terrain.

ALTERNATIVE INTERPRETATIONS

Some have proposed that Azazel can be derived from Y,
the cognate of Arabic )[j—‘ (‘azdz) “hard rugged ground . . .
and the acclivities of mountains and [hills or eminences such
as are termed] (,lﬂ (°akdm)” (Lane1874: 2032). This deriva-
tion requires (1) the 5 of BINTY to be a formative addition
(like the 5 of 51‘7; “iron” and 5?37; “garden”)'' and (2) the
N in DINIY to be a disposable “unessential aleph,” thus
reducing SIRTY to 1TV, which could be identified with the
YOR 1712 “barren region” of Lev 16:22. But the elimination
of two of the five letters of DINTY is very problematic. A
better option would be to restore 5IRTY to 51}5 My, ie., ‘71&;(
“hard, harsh, difficult, distressful” and ¥ “rugged sloping
terrain.”

Others have proposed that Azazel resulted from the meta-
thesis of the X and the T in the name which must have been
written originally as LRMTY “fierce god,” a spelling which ap-
pears in the Qumran texts. This “fierce god” became iden-
tified with the name Azmaveth (P21Y) of 2 Sam 23:31,
which was thought to mean “Mot [= Death] is fierce” (D
NiM). Subsequently, the god Mot (= “Death is fierce”) be-
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came identified with the name of Azazel (= “God is fierce”),
resulting in the demotion of Mot from being a deity to being
just a demon which became known as Azazel.

In the intertestamental literature Azazel was recognized as
one of the “sons of God” who, according to Genesis 6 and
Enoch 6, abandoned their heavenly habitation for the their
cohabitation with earthly women."

Milgrom (1991: 44, 1020—1024) argued for Azazel being
the name of an “eviscerated” demon who lost his personality
and became transformed simply into the name of the place to
which the scapegoat carried Israel’s sins and impurities—
similar to Wright’s conclusion (1992) that the demon’s name
was “a place-holder representing the geographical goal of the
scapegoat’s dispatch.” Levine (1991: 102), by contrast, pre-
ferred to promote Azazel to the rank of a demonic ruler of the
wilderness, much like the BY7'DQ “goat-demons, satyrs”
mentioned in Lev 17:7. ‘

The claim by Levine (1989: 102) and Milgrom (1991:
1020) that the initial 5 of S0 is the lamed auctoris,
rather than the equivalent of the locative 7 of the following
modifier 77271217, would have one goat “belonging to Aza-

zel and one “belonging to the Yahweh,” supposedly providing
a kind of parity of possession by two unequal supernatural
beings. But both goats were “earmarked” for Yahweh and
both were marked for death. One was to die upon the altar as
a sin offering to Yahweh (PR27 mtp:;w_ ﬂ]ﬂ‘%); the other
was to make atonement before Yahweh (WQ;& mm ‘3_55
1’?31.7)13 as a scapegoat to be dispatched in due time to the
wilderness where it would die of straits and distress or perish
—falling or thrown—from a precipice, thereby taking all the
sins of Israel into oblivion."
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Contrary to the opinion of a number of commentators past
and present" that the Azazel in Leviticus 16 refers to a demon
to which a scapegoat was dispatched, there is sound philo-
logical evidence for interpreting it—as in the Targum and
Talmud—as a topographical term having nothing to do with

demons. Hebrew DINRTY can be recognized as a compound of
D “rugged peak” and I “difficult, distressful, dearth,” with

the D18 being the modifer of the TY. At one time, as suggested
by the translations in the Septuagint and Vulgate, the text may
well have been DR T 5, with a space between the noun and
its modifier.'® Once the space disappeared in the textual tradi-
tion, the topographical designation 5N T became easily con-
fused with names like 52$'£§J (Aza’el), ‘7‘[15_._7 (Azazél), and
SRTTY (Azaz’el) (4Q 180; 11QTemple 26:13), which triggered
an easy association with the names of the rebellious angels
listed in Enoch 6, which, in turn, made it easy to identify the
Azazel with the world of demons and demoted deities.

The enigma of Azazel in Leviticus 16 can thus be resolved
by philology rather than by demonology. A careful examina-
tion of Arabic cognates can help in the recovery of meanings
of words which have yet to be included in the standard lexi-
cons of Biblical Hebrew—words which were clearly under-
stood by the contributors to the Targum and the Talmud,
though unknown to most of the interpreters of these texts. In
the case of the Azazel tradition in Leviticus 16 (both the MT
and the Vorlage of the Septuagint), the following Hebrew
terms need to be added to the lexicon:
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PIN “straits, distress, hard, harsh, severe, calamity”
M7 “to remove, to repell (from sacred territory)”

5 “slippery ground”
97m “slope, declivity, descent”

TV “rugged height, stony hill, precipice, mound, tel”

Y “hard rugged ground, mountain slope”

51 “to remove, to separate”

NV “corrupt, rebellious, unbeliving, disobedient.”

NOTES

1. Given the interchange of the J and the X of the nouns &?Tf&
and &?T‘:’SJ , both of which mean a “web” or “net” (Jastrow 1903:

46, 1062), the 518 of DINTY was probably read by the Greek
translator as the by-form 51y, the cognate of J )s¢ (‘azala) “he

removed, he separated” and its derivative {J Jie (‘uzlat) “a going
apart, away, or aside; a removal or separation” (Lane 1874: 2036—
2037). The Greek translation could reflect both 518 and St , with

its Vorlage having what appeared to be a redundant S brub
“for separation removal,” rather than the MT PINSL

2. The Targum Onkelos rendered the name as P ny.

3. Compare Ryder’s Hebrew translation of the Targum:

P13 725 vwwn nx S N opn SR ...
1 P b omnn Sy wen nbyn
DIYY ‘1 Ebn ADw MY R
... unto a wasteland, and he sent the goat to a wilderness
peak | and the goat went up upon the mountains which are

Beth Hadurey | and a consuming wind of the LOrRD cause it
to slip, and it died.
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4. In addition to the "1 cited by Jastrow (1903: 332—333) and

Clarke (1984: 138) meaning “hill, spiral road” are these several
variants:

(1)371711, cited by Sokoloff (1992:216), which would be

the cognate of Arabic ,J> (hadara) “he made to de-
scend,” and its derivatives y,.> (hadiir) “declivity, slope,
a place of descent” and 3,..> (haydarat) “destruction,
perdition” (Lane 1865: 530), which would support the
tradition that the goat was thrown down from the mountain
to its death.

(2) "1 “set free,” (Jastrow 1903: 506) suggesting that
the animal was released/set free in the barren terrain
where it—and the sins transferred to it—would surely
perish.

(3) XMm (= Dudaél in Enoch 10:4, for which see
Charles 1913: 193, n. 4). The Arabic cognate for the 717
of SXT717 is probably 545 /51 (diid / dd) “he repelled, he
drove away,” used for example for removing someone or
something from sacred territory (Lane 1867: 987).

5. The Vulgate reads gloriosos terrae, as though the text were
DTN

6. The Arabic 3 (*azal) also means “eternity with respect to past
time, or considered retrospectively; existence from eternity; or
ancientness . . . or ever in all past times” (Lane 1863: 54), which
precludes it from being used for the idea of everlasting, which is
expressed by A (Pabad) “time, or duration or continuance, or
existence, without end; endless time, etc.; prospective eternity”
(Lane 1863: 4). Thus, Azazel could not have been an “eternal goat”
(‘7?}( ') which carried away the sins of Israel forever.
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7. The Arabic e (‘anz) was also used for the female eagle, the

female vulture, the female bustard, and the female hawk. This sug-
gests that the 'Y definitely means a “she-goat,” which would

require the feminine 715?& for DINTY to mean “the she-goat went
away,” as in the Vulgate’s capro emissario. The MT of Lev 16:10,
9277 SIRIG, could readily be divided to read 9T TYH
17271, which would provide the requisite feminine adjective.

8. Lane (1863: 73) defined 4.5 (°akamat) as “a hill, or a mound,
a synonym of _J5 (fe/) . . . a place that is more elevated than what is
around it, and is rugged, not to the degree of being stone; or an
isolated mountain . . . rising into the sky, abounding in stones.”

9. The fact that the plural of the synonym b (bdtil) signifies
“devils” (Lane 1863: 219) may have contributed, directly or in-
directly, to ‘7?&152 being interpreted as a demon.

10. The Arabic J (zil) “smooth stone” and ) (zul) “slippery
ground” (Lane 1867: 1242; Hava 1915: 293) may be relevant by-
forms of 918 / 5T which could explainAzazel appearing in Targum

Onkelos as '7’TTSJ which could also be read as a “slippery (stony)
precipice” (5‘{ U * or Sar TD*).

11. See GKC 85°.

12. See especially Enoch 6:1-11:22; 13:1ff; 54:5-6; 55:4; and
69:2. Ginzberg (1938: 7: 52-53) has sixteen references to Azazel
in his index.

13. Yoma 67" includes the statement that DY 9D51RY SIRTY
S5RTUY XMW wwn, “Azazel atones for the sin of Uza and
Azael.”
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14. Note Milgrom’s statement,

... the text takes pains to state that both animals were placed
‘before the Lord’ . . . and that the goat of Azazel will be
placed alone ‘before the Lord’ (v 10). Here is clear evidence
of the Priestly efforts to alter what was most likely in its
original form a pagan rite.

15. See KBS II: 806 where eight scholars are cited in support of
identifying Azazel as a demon in the wilderness, while acknow-
ledging that its etymology is uncertain. The Jewish Encyclopedia
(1925, 1I: 365) had similarly noted:

After Satan, for whom he was in some degree a preparation,
Azazel enjoys the distinction of being the most mysterious
extrahuman character in sacred literature. Unlike other He-
brew proper names, the name itself is obscure.

16. For another example of how the loss of spaces between words
—coupled with the presence of rare words—affects translations,
note Pro 30:1, which reads as follows in the MT and KJV:

REMT 7RI T 072
DON) SRR D O8N 12T oNs
The words of Agur the son of Jakeh,

even the prophecy the man spake unto Ithiel,
even unto Ithiel and Ucal

But the text, in my opinion, should be properly translated as:

The words of a pious person
rewarded for righteousness,
the declaration of one restored to health:
‘Surely God exists! Surely God exists!
I will be kept healthy!”

For a full discussion of this text see below, Chapter XV.
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