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General Conclusions 

I would like briefly to summarize the main results of my investigations be-
fore launching into some of their implications as well as suggestions for 
further research.  

First, the temple ritual was widely interpreted and connected to several 
myths in the Jewish imaginaires of Yom Kippur, to the reservoirs of mo-
tifs, myths, concepts and sensual impressions regarding Yom Kippur in the 
various Jewish groups. Three main interpretations emerge. The entry of the 
high priest into the holy of holies was perceived as an encounter between a 
human being and God, and it was seen to mirror the heavenly journey of 
the apocalyptic (1Enoch 14), and the ascent of the mystic’s soul to God in 
Philo and in Hekhalot mysticism. In eschatologically oriented groups, a 
high-priestly redeemer was expected to conquer the lord of Evil and to 
liberate his good prisoners on the eschatological Day of Atonement 
(11QMelchizedek, 1Enoch 10). Accordingly, the scapegoat was usually 
conceived of as the symbol or embodiment of evil – evil thoughts of men 
in Philo, even demonized as the leader of the evil forces in 1Enoch 10, in 
4Q180 and 4Q181, in the Apocalypse of Abraham, and in some rabbinic 
statements. 

Second, the Jewish imaginaires of the Yom Kippur temple ritual exten-
sively influenced the formulation of the Christian Jewish myths and con-
ceptions about the atoning effect of Jesus’ death and his ascent to God. I 
believe this impact to be greater than proposed in the earlier studies by 
Young, Scullion and Kraus using a canonical approach. 

Third, these Christological mythologizations of the temple ritual did not 
always entail an abolition of the fast. There is evidence that some Christian 
Jews continued to observe the fast of the Day of Atonement at least until 
the end of the first century, while others ceased to fast perhaps as early as 
the first half of the first century. 

Fourth, after the destruction of the temple, Yom Kippur continued to in-
fluence Christianity in various ways. Beginning with Origen, some theolo-
gians expressed their concern that the continuous participation of Chris-
tians in the Jewish fast stood in contradiction to the Christian typological 
myth. Other Christian theologians reacted polemically against the Jewish 
fast, through increased propagation of Christian sacrificial atonement 
theology, through intense Christianization of the Old Testament texts on 
the Day of Atonement, and through the propagation of competing autumn 
festivals in Rome and Jerusalem.  
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Fifth, the imagery of the high priest’s entry into the holy of holies em-
ployed in Jewish apocalyptic and mystic texts influenced Valentinian 
Christian soteriology and eschatology and the ritual of the bridal chamber, 
a form of induced mysticism. And the Valentinian concepts in turn, influ-
enced the early Christian mysticism of Clement of Alexandria.  
 
The great importance of Yom Kippur for the early Christian Jews left its 
traces in Christian Jewish texts throughout first century, in the traditions 
that were later used by Barnabas, Hebrews and Romans (30–65 CE), in 
Paul’s letters (50–60 CE) and Hebrews (ca. 50–60 CE?), in Matthew (70–
80 CE), and in 1John and Barnabas (ca. 95 CE?). Hebrews combined the 
apocalyptic conception of a high-priestly redeemer appearing on an es-
chatological Yom Kippur with the idea of the atoning self-sacrifice. The 
two were present but distinct in other Second Temple texts such as 
11QMelchizedek and 2Maccabees. The depiction of Jesus as high priest 
was most likely already current before Hebrews, and the high priesthood of 
the non-Levite Jesus could be justified through the biblical precedent of a 
high priest named Jesus in Zechariah 3. This passage was already con-
nected to Yom Kippur in Jewish apocalyptic thought (Apocalypse of Abra-
ham). Concerning the scapegoat, the Christian Jewish imaginaire of Yom 
Kippur differed to some extent from the “mainstream” Jewish imaginaire 
and developed rather marginal conceptions. The majority of Jewish texts 
associated the scapegoat with demonic powers and evil – e.g. Philo linked 
it to evil thoughts and evil people – or even saw it as a sort of leader of the 
evil angels as in 1Enoch, 4Q180 and the Apocalypse of Abraham. This 
mainstream conception seems to stand behind Matthew’s redaction of 
Mark’s Barabbas episode. For the Christian Jewish conception of the 
scapegoat as a positive type (Barnabas, Galatians, 1Peter?, John?), there 
are only a few parallels – among them Josephus’ narrative of Ananus and 
the rabbinic statement on Ravya bar Qisi.  

An influence of Jewish Yom Kippur prayers on Christian Jewish texts 
(Colossians, Philippians, Barnabas as Seder Avodah) is possible, yet the 
sources are too meager to make a definite determination possible. In a later 
period, a Jewish sermon that may have been part of the Yom Kippur ser-
vice, Pseudo-Philo On Jonah, found its way into Christian collections.1 

I assume that most Christian Jews continued to observe the fast of Yom 
Kippur. Only gradually did they cease to do what they were accustomed to 
observing. Unlike previous investigators, who often deduced from the use 
of temple typology in a Christian author his rejection of the temple service, 
                                                 
 1  See the appendix for the possibility that some Jewish Yom Kippur prayers found 
their way into the Christian liturgy. 
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I assume such a conclusion to be only partially valid (definitely so in 
Barnabas and Hebrews; perhaps also in Matthew and 1John). Moreover, 
Christian Jews who rejected the temple service might still keep the fast. 
We can only be sure a group did not keep the fast if they explicitly polemi-
cized against it (Barnabas, Diognet, Aristides). It is unlikely that Paul’s 
statements in Romans 3:25–26 and Galatians 3–4, which do not differ 
greatly from Philo’s spiritualization, imply a cessation of observance of 
Yom Kippur, since Paul praises the temple service and accepts that parts of 
the Roman community continue their observation of (Jewish) festivals. 
Even more, Luke and his community can be shown to have observed the 
fast, as did the opponents of the writer of the Epistle to the Colossians and 
parts of the Roman community.  

Several factors led to the Christian abandonment of Yom Kippur and 
the temple ritual as well as the fast. Historically and liturgically, the de-
struction of the temple, which ended the temple ritual, weakened the com-
pulsion for a communal fast with prayers on a single special day. Hegesip-
pus portrays James as permanently observing Yom Kippur, which may 
imply transition from 10 Tishri to any day. Theologically, typological 
interpretations of Yom Kippur played some role in the abolition of Yom 
Kippur by causing some Christians to perceive the Christian myth and the 
Jewish ritual as alternatives. Sociologically, Yom Kippur was for Gentile 
Christians not so much a custom to be continued as a festival to be newly 
adopted – a process possible only where the new custom could be sup-
ported by a Christian rationale. Since Christ died in Nisan and not in 
Tishri, the main meaningful events of earliest Christianity were connected 
to a different month. It speaks strongly in favor of the importance of Yom 
Kippur in Christian Jewish life that a festival not connected chronologic-
ally to the events around Christ’s death – events that forged the collective 
Christian identity – conceptually had so deep an impact on their most pro-
found myth. 

Yom Kippur continued to influence early Christianity even after the 
destruction of the temple. The imagery of Yom Kippur’s temple ritual be-
came increasingly attractive. Jesus’ high priesthood and his identification 
with the kapporet became topoi in Christian atonement theology and in ra-
tionales for the Eucharist. The Christological scapegoat typology, too, was 
widely used to illustrate Christ’s atonement. While “bookish” influence of 
the biblical Yom Kippur may partially explain this increase – Romans 3 
and Hebrews had become the “canon within the canon,” and many exe-
getes wrote interpretations of Leviticus – I consider the Jewish fast of that 
period to be also an important factor. Christianity and Judaism competed 
for the “true” way of atonement – the Christian myth versus the Jewish 
ritual, in much simplified terms. Origen, Chrysostom and the Canons of 
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the Apostles provide evidence for the participation of a considerable 
number of Christians in the Jewish fast in Syria-Palestine until at least the 
late fourth century. These Christian theologians perceived this attraction as 
threatening the distinction of the Christian identity from “fleshly” Judaism 
by challenging the Christian conception of Christ’s atoning death and its 
rituals. Christian intellectual leaders reacted manifoldly to this challenge. 
Origen’s Homilies on Leviticus are the clearest proof of direct 
interdependence between the polemics against Christian participation in 
the Jewish fast and the development of a Christian alternative. The 
Homilies expand the Christianization of Leviticus 16, starting with the 
New Testament passages on Yom Kippur but adding further passages. In 
this, Origen is the first to strongly promulgate Hebrews’ sacrificial 
atonement theology.  

Several other Christian writers polemicize against the fast: Barnabas, 
Justin, Tertullian, Theodoret of Cyrus, Leo of Rome, Ephrem, Chrysostom 
and perhaps also Eusebius and Basil. Most of these authors seem to be 
acquainted with the Yom Kippur of their period, a fact that suggests Chris-
tian sages in other regions felt similarly threatened by the contemporary 
Jewish fast and not simply by the image of the biblical Day of Atonement. 
The competition between Judaism and Christianity regarding the “true” 
means of atonement, is apparent in Jewish texts, too. Jewish theologians 
responded to the challenge posed by Christian atonement theology by in-
serting polemics against the Christian priesthood and the cross into Yom 
Kippur liturgical poems. Still, these factors cannot explain the increase in 
the use of the scapegoat imagery to explain the rationale behind Christ’s 
death. It is not a development of canonic traditions, since references in the 
New Testament are strictly implicit and seldom used as prooftexts. Barna-
bas proto-typology ceases to be used after Tertullian and Hippolytus – 
probably because of its support for halakhic traditions. And it is not part of 
the general Christianization of the Old Testament, since it also appears 
apart from exegeses of Leviticus (e.g. in Origen, Ambrose, Jerome). In my 
opinion, the proximity of the rationale of the scapegoat to the rationale of 
the widely known pharmakos rituals endowed an increased use of the 
scapegoat imagery with practical value in a pagan environment perhaps 
less familiar with Old Testament stories. 

Beyond the impact on the theology, at least three Christian festivals 
celebrated closely to 10 Tishri, emerged in response to the impact of Yom 
Kippur on early Christianity: the important Encaenia/Exaltation of the 
Cross in Jerusalem, the equally important Fast of the Seventh Month in 
Rome and the marginal commemoration day of the annunciation to Zecha-
riah in the East. The emergence of the first two festivals can be explained 
in part against the background of Christians and Jews competing for ad-
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herents to their concept of atonement. The Encaenia/Exaltation of the 
Cross probably emerged as part of the growing impact of Old Testament 
imagery following the Christian assumption of political and religious 
authority in the land of the Bible – an effect I have called the “Ortsgeist of 
the Holy Land.” Concerning the Roman Fast of the Seventh Month, direct 
“positive” influence, perhaps by converted Jews, plausibly explains the 
extraordinary parallels between the Christian readings and the reading 
attested for Yom Kippur. Leo the Great and other readings reveal a “neg-
ative” reactive impact of the contemporary Jewish fast. Finally, the annun-
ciation to Zechariah is a re-ritualization of a Jewish-Christian legend using 
texts pertaining to Yom Kippur in its Christian imaginaire (such as 
Hebrews 9 and Zechariah 3). Its explicit connection to 10 Tishri in Chris-
tian and Muslim calendrical computations demonstrates once again the 
awareness of non-Jews of this date in the Jewish calendar. 

 
The results of this investigation support the assumption that early Christi-
anity and early Judaism stood in a competition with each other that caused 
a mutual influence. In the center of this competition stood the “dangerous 
ones in between,” Christians who continued to observe Yom Kippur and 
Jews who felt a special affinity to Jesus. They aroused the scorn of theolo-
gians attempting to define the boundaries of the mainstream identity of 
each side. Histories of Christian liturgy have yet to incorporate these “dan-
gerous ones in between” into their approach to the Christian festal calendar 
of the first, second, third and even fourth centuries. Ritual and social real-
ity seem to differ considerably from the theological ideals drawn up by the 
Church Fathers and the rabbis, whose aim was to develop distinct identi-
ties. The two religions competed for centuries for the allegiance of these 
“dangerous ones in between,” proposing mutually exclusive interpretations 
and re-ritualizations of Yom Kippur’s temple ritual, which in reality was 
no longer performed. Yet the two religions shared not only the common (if 
different) canon of the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible, they also shared the 
emphasis on sin and atonement and on the psychological need to regularly 
expiate one’s sins and/or propitiate God; and both formulated the ritual and 
theological answer to this need in terms of Yom Kippur.  

In this study, I have tried to scrutinize the Christian sources of the first 
century as Jewish documents and to read them with “Jewish glasses.” Tak-
ing up Marcel Simon’s thesis regarding Chrysostom’s reaction to Christian 
participation in Yom Kippur, I have attempted to draw a broader picture of 
the influence of Yom Kippur on early Christianity after the destruction of 
the temple. I have also tried to apply Israel Yuval’s approach in under-
standing Christianity and Judaism as two religions emerging under a mu-
tual competitive influence. Much remains to be done, and many of the 
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conclusions have to be seen as tentative given the wide net cast by this 
study. 

I have tried to draw the main lines of the impact of Yom Kippur on 
early Christianity as a whole; a more differentiating investigation of the 
patristic sources might perhaps reveal regional differences (among, for ex-
ample, Syria-Palestine, Egypt, North Africa and the rest of the Latin 
West), and especially some sort of correlation between the competition 
posed by and the important influence of the local Jewish community. At 
the start of my investigations, the Syriac sources were the corpus in which 
I expected to find the most interesting texts and the strongest signs of com-
petition between Christians and Jews and of Christian participation in the 
fast. Yet lacking for the most part a comprehensive index for biblical cita-
tions and allusions or the assistance of a digitalized thesaurus, I am not 
sure if the texts I found or others pointed out to me are representative. The 
corpus of Syriac texts undoubtedly warrants further investigation. 

A desideratum is an in-depth analysis of the post-biblical history of 
Yom Kippur, ideally up to the present. A more meaningful comparison of 
the patristic exegesis of Leviticus 16 and 23 with the rabbinic can be 
achieved only after a critical investigation of all relevant rabbinical 
sources, which I was unable to pursue comprehensively given the limited 
scope of this project. The Christian impact on the Yom Kippur liturgy re-
vealed in this study is very limited. I assume that there are many more 
statements, omissions (such as the ignoring of Melchizedek in the early 
Sidrei Avodah) and ritual developments that can be marshaled as reactions 
to Christian atonement theology and ritual. Furthermore, it would be 
fascinating to examine the interpretations of the Mass by Amalar, 
Hildebert and Ivo, who explain the Eucharist wholly in terms of Yom 
Kippur, including the scapegoat. It would be interesting to know if their 
intensification of the biblical terminology was in some way linked to 
Jewish traditions, or if it was purely an intra-Christian development. 

Finally, an investigation of non-Jewish descriptions of Jewish festivals 
might be another promising project, to reveal not only the level of know-
ledge but also the anthropological perceptions of the other and, via the 
other, also of the self.  

 


