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AN ANALYSIS OF THE PASSOVER ACCOUNT IN EXODUS 12-13, THINKING 

PARTICULARLY ABOUT QUESTIONS OF WORLDVIEW AND IDENTITY.

Daniel HAYTER

Rituals and Jigsaws

In some ways, the study of  any historic (especially ancient) civilisation is not unlike trying to piece 

together a jigsaw puzzle in which half  of  the pieces are missing.  Many of  the pieces fit  together 

perfectly and offer us a small window into a larger picture. If  things were left at that though, then 

historiography  would  be  non-existent  and  we would  be  left  with  a  neat  and tidy,  but  thoroughly 

incomplete puzzle. However, the task of  the historian is to take is to take the isolated or even non-

existent pieces of  the puzzle and to try and imagine what the whole picture might look like, to try and 

deduce from the limited documents and findings that one has, what an ancient society was truly like. 

Amidst  all  of  the gaps and holes  in  the puzzle of  any ancient  civilisation,  the gap of  a society's 

worldview is prominent and each student is faced with the question: how did this people understand 

their world and their place within it?

One of  the ways in which one can try to visualise this missing picture is to study the way in which a 

civilisation used ritual. Indeed, as Gorman explains, a society's worldview is intimately connected with 

religious beliefs and rituals.1 In this essay, we will  be exploring the ancient Israelite account of  the 

Passover rite in Exodus 12 and seeking to establish what this passage might teach us about this society's 

worldview and sense of  identity. Gorman defines 'ritual' as follows:

[A] complex performance of  symbolic acts, characterized by its formality, order and sequence, which tends to take place  

in specific situations, and has as one of  its central goals the regulation of  the social order.2

It will be useful to bear this in mind throughout our analysis and although we will not explicitly refer 

back to the elements of  his definition throughout the essay, the reader will most likely be able to see 

some links between our findings and Gorman's definition.

With regards  our passage,  commentators  cannot  seem to come to a consensus  as  to whether the 

1 F. H. Gorman, Jr., The Ideology of  Ritual: Space, Time and Status in the Priestly Theology, JSOTS 91(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
1990), p.15.

2 ibid, p.19.
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historical  account  was  then  given  a  ritual  meaning,3 or  whether  the  Passover  ritual  led  to  the 

development of  a narrative.4 This, however is not a problem for our task. We are interested in the 

worldview that this text displays as a whole. Therefore questions of  Pentateuchal sources and traditions 

will only be briefly mentioned as a footnote or parenthesis and will not interfere with our reading of 

the text as a unit. Our approach will not be a linear exegesis of  the text, but rather, an analysis of 

different  themes  which  emerge  throughout  the  text.  First  of  all,  we  will  investigate  certain  ritual 

assumptions which underlie the text. Having done so, we will then proceed to analyse how this passage 

represents Israel's worldview and its sense of  identity as the covenant people of  YHWH.

Ritual assumptions

Our passage gives us some very valuable insights into a couple of  the assumptions concerning ritual 

which the Israelites held to at the time of  the text's composition. These assumptions will be give us 

some insight into the worldview of  the author(s) of  this text, and ipso facto of  at least a large proportion 

of  the people of  Israel.

We find, first of  all, in the text, an apparent familiarity with the requirements of  sacrifice. So we see in 

12:5, regulations for the Passover lamb: 'Your lamb shall be without blemish, a year-old male; you may 

take it from the sheep or from the goats.'. The parallel with Leviticus 22:19-21 indicates the author's 

(and quite likely the people's) familiarity with the general requirements of  sacrifice.5 Not only so, but 

many scholars have argued convincingly, that the text also indicates a prior knowledge of  the Passover 

sacrifice. Indeed, Martin Noth draws our attention to the redefinition of  the Passover as YHWH's in 

12:11 and the assumption that the congregation knew what a Passover lamb is in 12:21.6 As we shall see 

below, this observation may lead to some interesting conclusions as to the Israel's sense of  identity, but 

for  now,  suffice  it  to  say  that  whether  the text  is  referring to  their  own tradition (in  the case  of 

regulations for a sacrificial victim) or to previous sacrificial rites that Israel have made their own (see 

below), the text seems to display certain assumptions concerning the ins and outs of  sacrifice. We have 

here, then,  a text  which represents a people who knew about and even practised,  or were at least 

3 So J. I. Durham, Exodus, WBC (Waco: Word Books, 1987), p.162; R. de. Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions 
(London: Darton Longman & Todd, 1974), tr. J. McHugh, p.492.

4 So M. Noth, Exodus (London: SCM Press, 1966), p.88. 
5 See J. P. Hyatt, Exodus, NCB (London: Oliphants, 1971), p.132; Most critical scholars attribute 12:1-20 to P, which would 

explain the explicit parallel with the Leviticus regulations. 
6 Noth, Exodus, p.90. C.f. also U Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of  Exodus (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1967), tr. I. 

Abrahams, p.139; R. de. Vaux, The Early History of  Israel, Vol 1 (London: Darton Longman & Todd, 1978), tr. D. Smith.

2



Passover in Exodus 12-13 Candidate no: M07492

familiar with, the concept and regulations for sacrifices.7

In addition to displaying a familiarity with sacrifices, the story indicates that the Israelites believed in the 

ritual power of  blood,8 and more specifically  the apotropaic power of  blood. This seems obvious from 

12:13 and 12:23. Again, scholars have sought to find some underlying tradition to this blood rite and 

have pointed out the similarities between the apotropaic function of  the blood here and the nomadic 

rites of  the Bedouin and pre-Islamic arab shepherds who would smear blood on their tents to protect 

themselves and their flocks from the demonic powers in the wilderness which they were about to 

cross.9 Again,  we  will  examine  below the  implications  of  whether  this  had  any  influence  on  the 

Passover account. The belief  in the ritual function and power of  blood is well attested by countless 

other biblical texts (especially those of  the so-called priestly tradition). Indeed, in Leviticus alone, we 

see blood used in sacrifices (e.g 1:5,11,15; 3:2,8,13; 4:6,16,25; 5:9: 7:2), cleansing of  lepers (14:6-7,25), 

cleansing of  houses (14:52), during the day of  atonement (16:14,15,18,19,27). Moreover, Leviticus 7:26 

and 17:10-16 strictly prohibit the eating of  blood. These references demonstrate that the idea of  blood 

being  used  in  ritual  was  well  attested  and  this  is  certainly  reflected  in  Exodus  12.  We  see  then, 

underlying the text a familiarity with the use of  blood in ritual and with its apotropaic powers. It seems 

that this society was either exposed to, or involved in practices involving such a belief.

Ritual Performed

We have underlined a couple of  the assumptions concerning ritual in the text, which demonstrate a 

familiarity both with the concept of  sacrifice and regulations for such, and with the ritual use of  blood. 

Assuming then, that we have a text which represents a society in which such things were taken for 

granted, we will now proceed to analyse aspects the actual ritual itself  and conclude particularly as to 

the sense of  identity which this ritual displays.

The comments made above about the possible pre-Israelite origins of  the Passover may now be put to 

7 Bearing in mind Moses' requests to sacrifice in the wilderness (see Ex 3:18; 5:3; 7:16), it is more likely that the people 
were familiar with sacrifices rather than performing them themselves. Although, as noted in the introduction, this is part 
of  the jigsaw which one can at best conjecture about.

8 See D. Bergant, 'An Anthropological approach to Biblical Interpretation: The Passover Supper in Exodus 12:1-20 as a 
case study', Semeia, 67 (1994), p.54: She explains that the Passover rite testifies both to the people's understanding of  the 
power of  God and of  the ritual power of  blood.

9 See for example: Hyatt, Exodus, p.136; W. Johnstone, Exodus (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), p.41; Noth, Exodus, pp.90-91. 
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use to put forth some hypotheses concerning, not only how Israel viewed the world, but also Israel's 

sense of  identity within that world. As we saw above, 12:11 and 12:21 suggests some prior knowledge 

of  the kind of  sacrifice which was to be performed and scholars tend to point to, pre-Israelite, Bedouin 

nomadic spring rites, which included both the sacrifice of  an animal, and the smearing of  the tent with 

its blood for protection. Here we have almost exactly the same sequence of  events, but with some 

major differences, which redefine this rite as 'YHWH's Passover' (12:11). As Cassuto has pointed out, if 

there is an underlying tradition behind the Passover rite, then 'the Torah gives new form and meaning 

to  an  ancient  observance'.10 The  first  distinction  between the  Exodus account  and the  traditional 

ceremony is the way the Passover lamb was cooked: roasted as opposed to boiled or raw (12:8-9). It is 

certainly true that roasting was the fastest way of  cooking a lamb and speed was of  the essence in the 

urgency of  our narrative,11 but this urgency only accounts for the requirement to not boil the lamb. The 

Israelites, however are also instructed to also not eat it raw.12 Cassuto proposes that in the ancient pre-

Israelite rite, the flesh of  the spring sacrifice was eaten either raw or half  boiled.13 If  this is true, then 

verse 9 may well be somewhat of  a reshaping of  the ancient custom which sets Israel apart from the 

other nations, in line with their commission in Leviticus 19:2, to be a holy people. It certainly seems to 

make sense when we consider that the context in which this account is placed is that of  the defeat of 

the Egyptians and their gods. Israel's duty to cook the meat differently to other peoples may well show 

their sense of  identity as YHWH's holy people and a desire to abolish the idolatrous character of  the 

ancient rite.14

A second difference, which could indicate that Israel have made an ancient custom their own, is in the 

specific apotropaic function of  the blood. In the ancient spring festival, the blood was used to ward off 

evil spirits, but Exodus 12:13 and 12:23 define the blood not so much as a demon-repellant but as 'a 

sign' which enables YHWH to differentiate between his own people and the Egyptians. There is debate 

as to what exactly the 'destroyer'  refers to in 12:23. Durham summarises 3 possibilities:  Either the 

destroyer is (1) an Angel of  YHWH (c.f  2 Sam 24:15-17; 2 Kg 19:32-37), (2) YHWH himself  or (3) a 

primitive demon.15 Those who hold to option (3) are keen to see some traces of  the ancient rite still 

present in the Israelite text. Whatever the case, this 'destroyer' is clearly under YHWH's control and in 

v.23 the blood seems to have no affect on the 'destroyer' itself, but rather on YHWH: as a result of 

10 Cassuto, Exodus, p.238. See also Durham, Exodus, p.154; de. Vaux, Ancient Israel, p.493.
11 Bergant points out that roasting is the swiftest cooking technique for a people in a hurry: Bergant, 'Biblical 

Interpretation', p.52.
12 In any case, not fully cooking the lamb would be the fastest was to prepare it.
13 Cassuto, Exodus, p.239.
14 See Ibid.
15 Durham, Exodus, p.163.
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seeing the blood, YHWH forbids it to strike the household. This shows us that the apotropaic power 

of  the blood is not in preventing demons or even YHWH from attacking the house (although that is an 

indirect result), but in  differentiating who are God's people and who are his enemies. We should not 

forget that this is a passage of  judgement on Egypt in which the striking of  the firstborn is equated 

with the defeat of  Egyptian gods (12:12). Cole suggests that the Egyptians may well have used to pray 

to their gods for the protection of  their firstborn.16 In this light the irony of  Exodus 12 becomes 

palpable as the Egyptians' confidence is obliterated and the situation which has endured for over 400 

years is fantastically reversed: the mighty Egyptian gods, for all their so-called powers cannot save their 

own people, but YHWH does and so Israel can rightly sing: 'our God is a God of  Salvation' (Ps 68:20). 

Indeed, as Michaeli puts it:

Ce jour-là, Dieu a fait une différence entre son peuple et celui de ses oppresseurs; il a accompli sa promesse de délivrance 

envers les descendants d'Abraham.17

The apotropaic use of  the blood, then, seems to have been given more of  a covenantal emphasis that it 

would have had in the ancient Bedouin rite.

In the story of  Exodus 12, the Passover is related directly to the YHWH's present protection of  his 

chosen people. However, even within the narrative (12:14), we see that it soon became a memorial 

which was to be observed by Israel on a yearly basis.18 In 12:26-27 it is to be observed as a reminder of 

the Israelite protection. The regulations for this memorial rite, some of  which we have analysed already, 

include regulations about who can observe the Passover in 12:43-49. This final point of  investigation 

will enable us to gain even more insight into Israel's sense of  Identity as YHWH's holy people. 12:43 is 

emphatic: no foreigner may eat the Passover. The passage forbids 2 groups of  people from observing 

the Passover and allows 3 to observe it. The passage allows (1) native Israelites to observe this rite 

(12:48-49),  (2)  slaves  bought  for  money  (dbe(e)  who  have  been  circumcised  (12:44),  and  (3)  the 

circumcised  alien  (rg'%),  which  seems  to  refer  to  a  permanent  foreign  resident  from amongst  the 

Israelites wishing to join their religious observances (12:48).19 All of  these groups must be circumcised 

before they can take part in the Passover feast. However, (1) sojourners (b#$fwOt@)20 and hired servants 

16 A. Cole, Exodus, TOTC (London: The Tyndale Press, 1973), p.108.
17 F. Michaeli, Le Livre de l'Exode, CAT (Paris: Delachaux & Niestle), p.106. (Emphasis added)
18 So R. E. Clements, Exodus, CBC (Cambridge: CUP, 1972), p.73.
19 c.f  Clements, Exodus, p.76; Michaeli, Exode, p.108; Hyatt, Exodus, p.140.
20 probably those residing on a less permanent basis than the rg'%: See Hyatt, Exodus, p.140.
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(ryki#f&;) cannot eat of  the Passover (12:45). It seems as though it is those who do not adhere to the 

religious and cultural customs of  Israel (sojourners and hired servants) who cannot keep the Passover. 

Those  who  wish  to  adhere  to  them,  however,  must  be  circumcised  before  they  can  observe  the 

Passover. In the view that it is ultimately circumcision, the sign of  the covenant (c.f  Gen 15) which 

differentiates the foreigner from those who can observe the Passover, Durham's translation of  the 

phrase rkfn'-Nb@e-lk@f  (every foreign son) as 'anyone outside the covenant' in 12:43 seems to hit at the 

heart of  the issue:21 the Passover is to be kept by God's covenant people because it is a memorial of 

YHWH's  covenant  faithfulness  them.  This  is  reflected  by  the  fact  that  the  month  of  the 

Exodus/Passover/Feast of  unleavened bread is redefined as Israel's head-month in 12:2. Israel, from 

then onwards, observes the Passover as a memorial of  YHWH's protection of  his covenant people. In 

this light, anyone outside of  the covenant has no place in such a celebration.

Conclusions

'I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of  the land of  Egypt, out of  the house of  slavery'  

(Exodus 20:2). Israel's story is one of  a nation set free from bondage and oppression by the God who 

keeps his covenant with his people. The Passover account in Exodus 12 is a vivid testimony to this: 

YHWH destroyed his enemies and the oppressors of  his people and protected his own. The Passover is 

seen primarily as a ritual performed at the time for protection and from then onwards as a memorial 

ritual. We have observed, in Exodus 12, a people who seem to be familiar with sacrificial concepts and 

are conscious of  the ritual power of  blood, but who, under the instruction of  their God, take what may 

well have been an ancient rite and give it a new meaning: It is no longer really an issue of  scaring off  or 

appeasing demonic forces, it is an issue of  covenant: who is in and who is out? Who will YHWH 

protect and who will he destroy? Just like circumcision, the blood of  the Passover lamb shows who 

truly belongs to YHWH and who belongs to his enemies. The writer(s) of  this text knew their identity: 

they were God's people and had both been vindicated as such by God's judgement on their enemies 

and protected from it themselves. It was now their duty to perform this Passover ritual yearly as a 

memorial and to teach their children about the very thing that sets them apart as a people: that YHWH 

made a difference between his covenant people and their oppressors.

21 Durham, Exodus, pp.169-170.
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