Feasts of Israel

NIV Study Bible Notes (supplemented by other resources); Lev. 23:2 appointed feasts. See Ex 23:14-17 and notes; 34:18-25; Nu 28-29; Dt 16:1-17. The parallel in Numbers (the fullest and closest to Leviticus) specifies in great detail the offerings to be made at each feast. See chart on "OT Feasts and Other Sacred Days," below.

╔══════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════╗
║                OLD TESTAMENT FEASTS AND OTHER SACRED DAYS            ║
╠═════════╤════════════╤══════════╤═══════╤════════════╤═════════╤═════════╣
║  NAME   │  OT REFS   │ OT TIME  │ EQUIV.│ DESCRIPTION│ PURPOSE │ NT REFS ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════║
║ Sabbath │ Ex 20:8-11;│ 7th day  │ Same  │ Day of     │ Rest for│ Mt 12:1-║
║         │ 31:12-17;  │          │       │ rest; no   │ people  │ 14; 28:1║
║         │ Lev 23:3;  │          │       │ work       │ and     │ Lk 4:16;║
║         │ Dt 5:12-15 │          │       │            │ animals │ Jn 5:9; ║
║         │            │          │       │            │         │ Ac 13:42║
║         │            │          │       │            │         │ Col 2:16║
║         │            │          │       │            │         │ Heb 4:1-║
║         │            │          │       │            │         │ 11      ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Sabbath │ Ex 23:10-11│ 7th year │ Same  │ Year of    │ Rest for│         ║
║ Year    │ Lev 25:1-7 │          │       │ rest; fal- │ land    │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ low fields │         │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Year of │ Lev 25:8-55│ 50th year│ Same  │ Canceled   │ Help for│         ║
║ Jubilee │ 27:17-24;  │          │       │ debts;     │ poor;   │         ║
║         │ Num 36:4   │          │       │ liberation │ stabil- │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ of slaves  │ ize     │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ and inden- │ society │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ tured ser- │         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ vants; land│         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ returned to│         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ original   │         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ family     │         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ owners     │         │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Passover│ Ex 12:1-14;│ 1st month│ Mar.- │ Slaying and│ Remember│ Mt 26:17║
║         │ Lev 23:5;  │ (Abib) 14│ Apr.  │ eating a   │ Israel's│ Mk 14:12║
║         │ Nu 9:1-14; │          │       │ lamb, tog- │ deliver-│ -26;    ║
║         │ 28:16;     │          │       │ ether with │ ance    │ Jn 2:13;║
║         │ Dt 16:1-3a,│          │       │ bitter     │ from    │ 11:55;  ║
║         │ 4b-7       │          │       │ herbs and  │ Egypt   │ 1Co 5:7 ║
║         │            │          │       │ bread made │         │ Heb 11: ║
║         │            │          │       │ without    │         │ 28      ║
║         │            │          │       │ yeast, in  │         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ every      │         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ household  │         │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣

╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Unleav- │ Ex 12:15-20│ 1st month│ Mar.- │ Eating     │ Remember│ Mk 14:1,║
║ ened    │ 13:3-10;   │ (Abib)   │ Apr   │ bread made │ how the │ 12;     ║
║ Bread   │ 23:15;     │ 15-21    │       │ without    │ Lord    │ Ac 12:3;║
║         │ 34:18;     │          │       │ yeast;     │ brought │ 1Co 5:6-║
║         │ Lev 23:6-8;│          │       │ holding    │ the     │ 8       ║
║         │ Nu 28:17-25│          │       │ several    │ Israel- │         ║
║         │ Dt 16:3b,  │          │       │ assemblies;│ ites out│         ║
║         │ 4a, 8      │          │       │ making     │ of Egypt│         ║
║         │            │          │       │ designated │ in haste│         ║
║         │            │          │       │ offerings  │         │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ First-  │ Lev 23:9-14│ 1st month│ Mar.- │ Presenting │ Recog-  │ Ro 8:23;║
║ fruits  │            │ (Abib)   │ Apr.  │ a sheaf of │ nize the│ 1Co 15: ║
║         │            │ “on the  │       │ the first  │ Lord's  │ 20-23   ║
║         │            │ day after│       │ of the bar-│ bounty  │         ║
║         │            │ the sab- │       │ ley harvest│ in the  │         ║
║         │            │ bath”    │       │ as a wave  │ land    │         ║
║         │            │ Lev 23:11│       │ offering;  │         │         ║
║         │            │ usually  │       │ making a   │         │         ║
║         │            │ the 16th, │       │ burnt of-  │         │         ║
║         │            │but may be│       │ fering and │         │         ║
║         │            │17th if 16th│       │ a grain    │         │         ║
║         │            │is Sat.   │       │ offering   │         │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Weeks   │ Ex 23:16a; │ 3rd month│ May-  │ A festival │ Show joy│ Ac 2:1-4║
║ (Pente- │ 34:22a;    │ (Sivan) 6│ June  │ of joy;    │ and     │ 20:16;  ║
║ cost)   │ Lev 23:15- │          │       │ mandatory  │ thank-  │ 1Co 16:8║
║ (Har-   │ 21;        │          │       │ and volun- │ fulness │         ║
║ vest)   │ Nu 28:26-31│          │       │ tary offer-│ for the │         ║
║         │ Dt 16:9-12 │          │       │ ings, in-  │ Lord's  │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ cluding the│ blessing│         ║
║         │            │          │       │ firstfruits│ of      │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ of the     │ harvest │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ harvest    │         │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Trumpets│ Lev 23:23- │ 7th month│ Sept.-│ An assembly│ Present │         ║
║ (Later: │ 25;        │ (Tishri) │ Oct.  │ on a day of│ Israel  │         ║
║ Rosh    │ Nu 29:1-6  │ 1        │       │ rest com-  │ before  │         ║
║ Hasha-  │            │          │       │ memorated  │ the Lord│         ║
║ nah──New│            │          │       │ with trum- │ for his │         ║
║ Year's  │            │          │       │ pet blasts │ favor   │         ║
║ Day)    │            │          │       │ and        │         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ sacrifices │         │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣

╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Day of  │ Lev 16;    │ 7th month│ Sept.-│ A day of   │ Clean   │ Ro 3:24-║
║ Atone-  │ 23:26-32;  │ (Tishri) │ Oct.  │ rest, fast-│ priests │ 26;     ║
║ ment    │ Nu 29:7-11 │ 10       │       │ ing, and   │ and peo-│ Heb 9:7;║
║ (Yom    │            │          │       │ sacrifices │ ple from│ 10:3,   ║
║ Kippur) │            │          │       │ of atone-  │ their   │ 19-22   ║
║         │            │          │       │ ment for   │ sins and│         ║
║         │            │          │       │ priests    │ purify  │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ and people │ the Holy│         ║
║         │            │          │       │ and atone- │ Place   │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ ment for   │         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ the taber- │         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ nacle and  │         │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ altar      │         │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Taber-  │ Ex 23:16b; │ 7th month│ Sept.-│ A week of  │ Memor-  │ Jn 7:2, ║
║ nacles  │ 34:22b;    │ (Tishri) │ Oct   │ celebra-   │ ialize  │ 37      ║
║ (Booths)│ Lev 23:33- │ 15-21    │       │ tion for   │ the     │         ║
║ (Ingath-│ 36a,       │          │       │ the har-   │ journey │         ║
║ ing)    │ 39-43;     │          │       │ vest;      │ from    │         ║
║         │ Nu 29:12-  │          │       │ living in  │ Egypt   │         ║
║         │ 34;        │          │       │ booths and │ to Ca-  │         ║
║         │ Dt 16:13-  │          │       │ offering   │ naan;   │         ║
║         │ 15;        │          │       │ sacrifices │ give    │         ║
║         │ Zec 14:16- │          │       │            │ thanks  │         ║
║         │ 19         │          │       │            │ for the │         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ produc- │         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ tivity  │         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ of Ca-  │         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ naan    │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Sacred  │ Lev 23:36b;│ 7th month│ Sept.-│ A day of   │ Commem- │         ║
║ Assembly│ Nu 29:35-38│ (Tishri) │ Oct.  │ convoca-   │ orate   │         ║
║         │            │ 22       │       │ tion, rest,│ the clo-│         ║
║         │            │          │       │ and offer- │ sing of │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ ing        │ the cy- │         ║
║         │            │          │       │ sacrifices │ cle of  │         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ feasts  │         ║
╠═════════╪════════════╪══════════╪═══════╪════════════╪═════════╪═════════╣
║ Purim   │ Est 9:18-32│ 12th     │ Feb.- │ A day of   │ Remind  │         ║
║         │            │ month    │ Mar.  │ joy and    │ the Is- │         ║
║         │            │ (Adar)   │       │ feasting   │ raelites│         ║
║         │            │ 14, 15   │       │ and giving │ of their│         ║
║         │            │          │       │ presents   │ national│         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ deliver-│         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ ance in │         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ the time│         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ of      │         ║
║         │            │          │       │            │ Esther  │         ║
╠═════════╧════════════╧══════════╧═══════╧════════════╧═════════╧═════════╣
║ On Kislev 25 (mid-December) Hanukkah, the feast of dedication or festival║
║ of lights, commemorated the purification of the temple and altar in the  ║
║ Maccabean period (165/4 B.C.). This feast is mentioned in Jn 10:22. In   ║
║ addition, new moons were often special feast days (Nu 10:10; 1 Ch 23:31; ║
║ Ezr 3:5; Ne 10:33; Ps 81:3; Isa 1:13-14; 66:23; Hos 5:7; Am 8:5;         ║
║ Col 2:16).                                                               ║
╚══════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════╝
NIV Study Bible Notes; Leviticus 23:3 Sabbath. The Sabbath is associated with the annual feasts also in Ex 23:12. Two additional lambs were to be sacrificed as a burnt offering every weekly Sabbath (Nu 28:9-10).

23:5 Passover. See notes on Ex 12:11, 14, 21. first month. See note on Ex 12:2. The Israelites had three systems of referring to months. In one, the months were simply numbered (as here and in v. 24). In another, the Canaanite names were used (Abib, Bul, etc.), of which only four are known. In the third system, the Babylonian names (Nisan, Adar, Tishri, Kislev, etc.) were used--in the exilic and postexilic books only--and are still used today. See chart on "Hebrew Calendar," Exodus 12:2.

23:6 Feast of Unleavened Bread. See note on Ex 23:15. During the Feast the first sheaf of the barley harvest was brought (see vv. 10-11).

23:15 seven full weeks. See note on Ex 23:16.

23:16 fifty days. The NT name for the Feast of Weeks was Pentecost (see Ac 2:1; 20:16; 1Co 16:8), meaning "fifty."

23:24 first day of the seventh month. Today known as the Jewish New Year (Rosh Hashanah, "the beginning of the year"), but not so called in the Bible (the Hebrew expression is only used in Eze 40:1 in a date formula). trumpet blasts. Trumpets were blown on the first of every month (Ps 81:3). With no calendars available, the trumpets sounding across the land were an important signal of the beginning of the new season, the end of the agricultural year. See also chart on "Hebrew Calendar," Exodus 12:2.

23:27 Day of Atonement. For details see notes on 16:1-34. Aaron was to enter the Most Holy Place only once a year (16:29-34) on the day called by modern Jews Yom Kippur. The Biblical name, however, is the plural Yom Hakkippurim (as in this verse), derived from the Hebrew words yom ("day") and kipper ("to atone"). The day was typological, foreshadowing the work of Christ, our high priest (see Heb 9:7; 13:11-12). deny yourselves.
23:29 cut off from his people. Not merely driven put of the camp—executed by stoning.

23:34 Feast of Tabernacles. Tabernacles was the last of the three annual pilgrimage festivals (Ex 23:14-17; Dt 16:16).

23:42 booths. The Hebrew for this word is Sukkot and is also translated "Tabernacles" (as in v. 34), giving the feast its name. Even today, orthodox Jews construct small booths (see Ne 8:13-17) to remind them of the booths they lived in when God brought them out of Egypt at the time of the exodus (v. 43).

The chart above is from the NIV Study Notes. It covers the historical perspective of the feasts reasonably well.


From the Expositor’s Bible Commentary on the Old Testament

VII. The Feasts and Worship of the Lord (Leviticus 23:1-24:9)
A. Introduction (23:1-2)
    (cf. Exod 23:10-17; 34:18-23; Num 28:9-29:39; Deut 15:1-16:17)

1-2 A directory for Israel's worship would not be complete without a catalog of the annual feasts. Leviticus has so far given the rules for offerings, ordination of priests, public health, and personal holiness. Now the religious ceremonial seasons are given. The emphasis is on the things the general public would need to know. Numbers 28-29 is more technical and for the use of the priests. The major feasts are also cataloged in Exodus 23:12-17; 34:21-24; Numbers 28:9-29:39; and Deuteromony 16:1-17. There are two feasts celebrated by Jews today that do not appear in these Pentateuchal lists because their origin was much later--Purim, which was established in Esther's day, and Hanukkah, which celebrates the rededication of the temple in 165 B.C., after it had been desecrated by the Syrian invaders. Of the five major feasts, three required the presence of all grown men at the tabernacle, later at the temple (Exod 23:17; 34:23 et al.). These are often called the pilgrimage festivals. They were the special times when offerings would be brought in great numbers.

B. The Sabbath (23:3)
3 All the festivals are properly called Sabbaths, but the weekly Sabbath gains great emphasis in the Pentateuch and many other places in Israel's instruction and history (cf. Exod 20:8-11; 23:12; 31:12-17; 34:21; 35:2; Num 15:32-36; 28:9-10; Deut 5:12-15). An attempt has been made by S. Langdon (Babylonian Menologies and the Semitic Calendars [London: Oxford University Press, 1935], p. 54) to derive the Jewish Sabbath from the Assyrian and Babylonian unlucky days associated with the phases of the moon. Seventh-century tablets declare that work is unlucky on the seventh, fourteenth, nineteenth, twenty-first, and twenty-eighth days. The nineteenth day is of interest, for it is the seventh seven after the first Sabbath of the previous month. Langdon holds that the principle of unlucky days was borrowed by the Hebrews as a weekly Sabbath found in the P document, which he holds to be late.

    It is, of course, interesting to notice that there was some emphasis on seven-day periods in antiquity. Langdon says that the tablets available are copies of older tablets going back to the days of Hammurabi. There is therefore no need to argue that the arrangement is late. However, the Hebrew sources nowhere make any mention of the relation of the weekly Sabbath to the moon's phases. Indeed, the moon's phases are not even mentioned in the OT except for the new moon that began every month (and a moon month lasts twenty-nine and a half days, not twenty-eight). The basis for the Sabbath is God's Creation activity. It might indeed be that God ordained the weekly Sabbath on the basis of Creation to protect the Israelite from the pagan unlucky days associated with moon worship in the surrounding cultures. At least the Sabbath is never called unlucky or sinister as in the Assyrian tablets. It is a "holy convocation" (KJV) or day of "sacred assembly." See the comment on 19:3 as to the Christian and the Sabbath.

C. The Passover and Firstfruits (23:4-14)
4-5 The Passover was probably the greatest feast of the year, commemorating as it did the deliverance from Egyptian bondage (cf. Exod 12:14-20; 43-49; 23:14-15; 34:18; Num 9:1-14; 28:16-25; Deut 16:1-8). In type it represents Christ our Passover sacrificed for us (1 Cor 5:7). The Jews today, because of the destruction of the temple in A.D. 70, celebrate the Passover using only a dry bone instead of the paschal lamb. The ancient Passover ritual, like most all the other sacrifices, emphasizes redemption through the blood of the slain lamb. It was against this background that John the Baptist proclaimed Christ as "the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!" (John 1:29). Members of the Samaritan sect, which was relatively untouched by the Fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, still celebrate the Passover by the slaughter of a lamb, which is roasted and eaten at midnight much like the biblical prescriptions. The Jews today celebrate the Passover far differently from the OT regulations. Jesus, of course, celebrated the Passover in the OT manner. The Jewish liturgy changed greatly at A.D. 70, but there were probably other changes that we do not know about before and after this time.

    For "at twilight" (v. 5) the Hebrew has ben ha`arbayim ("between the evenings"). This curious phrase is explained, however, in Deuteronomy 16:6 as "in the evening, when the sun goes down." Some Arabs today distinguish two evenings--one when the sun sets, the other when it is dark. The author once observed a Samaritan Passover. The lambs were killed at sundown, the blood was sprinkled on the tent doors, and the carcasses were cleaned and hung in roasting pits until the midnight meal. See the comment and note on 22:7.

6-8 More details on the Feast of Unleavened Bread are given elsewhere (cf. esp. Exod 12; Deut 16). In the latter passage unleavened bread is called the "bread of affliction" (Deut 16:3). It commemorated the fact that the Israelites left Egypt in haste with no time to let their dough rise. The Passover and the time of Unleavened Bread were so closely intertwined that in the NT the whole week is called the Passover (Acts 12:3-4; cf. John 19:14). Directions for the special sacrifices to be offered on this and on the other feast days are given in Numbers 28-29.

9-14 Allied to Passover and Unleavened Bread was the Feast of Firstfruits celebrated at the same time. The firstfruits at Passover would be barley, which ripens in the warmer areas as early as March (see Notes).

    Critical students in general believe that the spring festival was originally agricultural, a firstfruits feast. Later, when the tradition (or "legend"!) of the deliverance from Egypt became prominent, that event was attached to the spring festival as the "Exodus event" was "historicized," i.e., as the "legend" of the Exodus became treated as real. There is no evidence for this reconstruction. It was natural for God to arrange for the Exodus to be in the spring--the best season to travel with sheep in Sinai! That the two festivals should be combined from the beginning is just as possible.

    The presentation of the sheaf "on the day after the Sabbath" (v. 11) symbolized the dedication of the whole year's crop; and until this was done, none of the new grain was to be eaten (v. 14). There is some question about the date of waving the sheaf. If "the Sabbath" refers to the regular Saturday Sabbath, then the sheaf was always waved on a Sunday regardless of the date of the Passover (which could be any day of the week). If "the Sabbath" refers to the Passover Day, then the sheaf was waved on Nisan fifteenth. The former usage seems more likely because the Feast of Weeks comes fifty days later, also on the day after a Sabbath (v. 16).

    At Numbers 28:27 there are other offerings specified for this day; but as the context shows, they are the standard offerings for every day of Unleavened Bread. This "burnt offering" (v. 12) is an extra one for the firstfruits ceremony.

    An "ephah" (v. 13) was about three-fifths of a bushel. Two-tenths would be about four quarts (dry measure). See the comment on 5:11. The value of the "hin" is not sure, but a prominent estimate is about one gallon (see F.B. Huey, "Weights and Measures," ZPEB, 5:916). A "quarter of a hin" would then be about a quart. The name "drink offering" is a misnomer. The Hebrew word refers to pouring. The drink offering was never drunk but was poured out over the sacrifice at a holy place (Gen 35:14; Num 28:7; 2 Kings 16:15).

D. The Feast of Weeks (23:15-22)
15-21 The Feast of Weeks is called the Feast of Harvest in Exodus 23:16 and the "firstfruits of the wheat harvest" in Exodus 34:22 (cf. Num 28:26-31; Deut 16:9-12). As mentioned in v. 10, it always occurred on the first day of the week and would fall seven weeks and one day after the Sabbath after the full moon of the Passover (14 Nisan). From the day after the Passover Sabbath to the day after the Pentecost Sabbath is "fifty days" (v. 16) by inclusive reckoning, counting both the first and last days. It would therefore be around the end of May to mid-June. The wheat harvest in Palestine "runs from the end of April to well into June depending on the location, soil and season" (Moldenke, Plants p. 232).

    It should be remembered that there is a wide latitude of seasons in Palestine from the seacoast to the mountains to the Jordan Valley. This feast was a dedication of the wheat harvest to the Lord. Special sacrifices were specified (vv. 17-20). The fellowship offering was normally prepared without yeast. Here in v. 17 it is different. It is the first part of the harvest prepared as a Hebrew housewife would prepare it. The "seven male lambs" and other offerings (vv. 18-19) were to sanctify Israel and cleanse her anew for the new season's work and rejoicing.

    All the males were to appear at the tabernacle; but, in this time when the harvest was beginning, they would not stay long. The NT antitype is Pentecost, which was, as a consequence, on Sunday, and was the day of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in a new phase of God's saving work extending the harvest to the Gentiles also (cf. v. 2, lines 5-6, of the hymn "O Day of Rest and Gladness," where Sunday is said to commemorate the creation of light, the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit).

22 This rule is appropriate for a harvest festival. In all Israel's life, the poor in Israel were helped and protected. Christians should search their hearts to be sure they have a similar attitude toward the unfortunate in our day. There is much talk of the church's duty to the poor. It is obvious that in a time of famine, emergency, or tragedy, no Christian should withhold his means if he is able to help. Still, the NT examples and teaching emphasize the church's duty toward the poor in the church (Acts 6:1; 11:29; 24:17; 1 Tim 4:9-10; cf. Notes). The law on gleaning with mention also of the treatment of vineyards is stated in 19:9-10.

E. The Feast of Trumpets (23:23-25)
    It is interesting that this ancient fall feast was not given the extra emphasis that its equivalent, the New Year (Rosh Hashanah), is given among Jews today. Neither was the New Year given the emphasis that it had in Babylon (see Notes on 16:29). In Babylon it was a week-long celebration. The Babylonian creation story was recited; special processions were held. At one point the king laid aside his robes and was humiliated by the Babylonian priest who then punished him for the bad luck of the year. It was a good sign if the blow brought tears! The next morning the king was reenthroned amid general rejoicing (for details, cf. Frankfort, Kingship pp. 313-33).

    Much has been made of this New Year ritual by comparative religion scholars in recent years. Their view is conveniently summed up by H. Ringgren (The Messiah in the Old Testament [London: Student Christian Movement, 1956]). But the comparisons fail on several counts. The Babylonian New Year was celebrated by the king. Kings in Israel were not priests. Nor were the kings regarded as gods in Israel (and not even in Babylon, despite claims of this theory [Frankfort, Kingship pp. 313-33; ZPEB, 2:524]). In his final chapter, Frankfort rejects the idea of divine kingship in Babylon and questions the parallel with Israel.

    Finally, the Jewish fall Feast of Trumpets is given no emphasis in the Pentateuch or in the balance of the OT. It was a one-day celebration with special sacrifices, and that was all. Actually, the phrase Rosh Hashanah occurs only once in the OT (Ezek 40:1), where it is used of the "beginning of the year" (NIV) without reference to what month is in question; and it just as well could be in the spring. The Hebrew year began in the spring (Exod 12:2). The "turn of the year" (tequpat hashshanah) of Exodus 34:22 and the "going out of the year" (se't hashshanah) of Exodus 23:16 need not mean the "end of the year" but only the turn of the season (cf. below).

   The traditional memorial purpose of the Feast of Trumpets is as the First Day of Creations.

23-25 Every new moon in Israel began with a special celebration marked by blowing the trumpets (Num 10:10; 28:11; Ps 81:3 et al.) and special sacrifices (Num 28:11-15). It was of some importance for business as well as for religious observances for the new month to be fixed definitely, and this announcement was made by the priests with the blowing of trumpets. Since a lunar month is twenty-nine and a half days long, there is some possibility for variation in the calendar. Probably, as in surrounding nations, the decision to start a new month was arrived at partly by observation, partly by calculation. It is not improbable that the beginnings of the months of Israel were integrated with the dates decided by the surrounding nations, at least in later years. It seems clear that the blowing of trumpets reechoed the signal across the hills of Palestine (cf. Notes on 25:9). It was helpful to know when the seventh month started since it included important religious festivals. The prescribed offering for the Feast of Trumpets is given in Numbers 29:1-6.

F. The Day of Atonement (23:26-32)
26-32 The Day of Atonement has been discussed in connection with the ritual prescribed for it at Leviticus 16 (cf. Lev 16:1-34; Num 29:7-11). It was to be a day of fasting. People were to remain in their houses and remember that on this day their high priest was to enter the Most Holy Place bearing the name of their tribe on his breastpiece. Verse 32 underlines the fact that any of the annual feasts could also be called a Sabbath. There seems to be no special reason why the tenth of the month was chosen for this Sabbath. It was a proper and convenient time for repentance and spiritual preparation for the Feast of Tabernacles of the following week.

   The memorial purpose of the Day of Atonement is a remembrance of the commission of the original sin.

G. The Feast of Tabernacles (23:33-44)
33-44 The Feast of Tabernacles (or Booths) (cf. Exod 23:16; 34:22; Num 29:12-40; Deut 16:13-17) is called the Feast of Ingathering "at the end [bese'th the "going out'] of the year" (Exod 23:16). As noted above, this does not necessarily mean the end of the calendar year--just as we have other years: school years, fiscal years, etc. The usual expression (teshubat hashshanah "turn of the year") always means "spring" (2 Sam 11:1 = 1 Chronicles 20:1; 1 Kings 20:22, 26; 2 Chronicles 36:10). The present Jewish new year starts in the fall, but the biblical text nowhere calls this Rosh Hashanah (head of the year). The biblical new year began in the spring. From these references some have concluded that there were two new years in Israel--spring and fall--but the fall new year is probably a later Jewish development.

    Like Passover and the Feast of Weeks, Tabernacles was a pilgrimage festival when all the men were to appear at the tabernacle or temple. Of course, in many cases the whole family came. The offerings (vv. 36-37) are detailed in Numbers 29. A peculiar feature is that the burnt offering on the first day of the feast includes thirteen bulls and that each subsequent day the number is reduced by one until the last day, when seven bulls are offered (Num 29:13-32). The other offerings stayed the same in number every day.

    Fall was a convenient time to bring an offering from the year's harvest. Even the grapes, olives, and dates would have been ripe by then (v. 39). The weather would have been mild and clear, ideal for the temporary stay in booths. There is a problem in v. 40 in the relation of fruit and branches. It is probable that eating the good fruit of fruit trees was part of the festivities of rejoicing during the eight days. The waving of the palms and branches, perhaps in processions, would be another part of the rejoicing. The branches were used in any case to make the booths (Neh 8:15-17).

    The feast was a reminder of the Exodus from Egypt and the long trek to Sinai with the people living in tents. It would in future days be a reminder of the simple desert life when they walked with God at their head. The Hebrew name is Sukkoth, which in modern Hebrew is changed in pronunciation to Sukkos. The word is not the same as the word 'ohel ("tent") used for the wilderness tabernacle.

    In contrast to the fast and repentance of the Day of Atonement, the Feast of Booths was an occasion of joy--a thanksgiving day. Indeed, it is clear that when the Puritans proclaimed their Thanksgiving Day in New England, they had in mind the OT harvest festival.


The Two Calendars of Israel.


Initially, the calendar of Israel was very much in common with the other ancient calendars (Babylonian, Chaldean, Egyptian, Phoenician, Assyrian, Persian, Roman, etc.). All of them were 360-day years consisting of twelve 30-day months. The first of the year was in the fall. The Babylonians took this to an extreme that stays with us today—they divided the circle into 360 parts (degrees) corresponding to the days of the year and adopted a base 60 numbering/counting system. According to archeological evidence, the month was established consistently with the lunar cycles.


In Exodus 12:2, God instituted a change in the first of the year coinciding with the institution of the religious feasts. This caused the 7th month to become the 1st month and the 1st month to become the 7th month for purposes of identifying the feasts of the religious year. However, it also led Israel to start to keep 2 calendars—a civil calendar and a religious calendar.

	Months of the Hebrew Calendar
	Civil
	Religious

	Tishri (Ethanim)
	1
	7

	Cheshvan (Bul)
	2
	8

	Chisleu
	3
	9

	Tevet
	4
	10

	Sh’vat
	5
	11

	Adar
	6
	12

	Nisan (Aviv, Abib)
	7
	1

	Ilyar (Zif)
	8
	2

	Sivan
	9
	3

	Tammuz
	10
	4

	Av
	11
	5

	Elul
	12
	6



Something happened in 701 BC (see Isaiah 38:8) that caused each of the calendars to be adjusted. Again, archeological evidence shows how the changes were made, but the changes were made differently in each calendar system, leading to a divergence in the systems.


King Hezekiah ordered the alteration of the Hebrew calendar. The months were shortened to 28 days to accommodate the starting of each month with a new moon. However, this requires adding a leap month 7 times in each 19 years. (Actually, the addition was made whenever the barley harvest could not occur in Abib/(later Nisan). The leap month is inserted between Adar (referred to as the ‘second’ Adar) and Abib. Although this is a very complex system, it preserves the celebrations of the religious feasts in the proper times of the year along with the new moon feasts. The system also leads to distinctive relationships with the other calendars of the world—none of which preserved new moon festivals at the first of the month. In approximately this same time frame, the various calendar systems also adopted new year starts from various times other than the fall (spring being the most common, but winter also adopted).

CALENDAR Calendars are devised as a trustworthy means for recording history and determining dates in advance for social, civic, and religious anniversaries, and for economic planning. Comparatively little is known of the calendar of the early Israelites from the patriarchs to the Exile, but a critical study of the biblical records and archaeological discoveries is rewarding.

  During the Bible period, time was reckoned solely on astronomical observations. The early Chaldean and Egyptian astrologers became quite learned in the movements of astronomical bodies. Their discoveries, as well as those of other Near Eastern neighbors, made their impact on the Jewish calendar. From earliest times the sun and moon were determinants of periods: days, months, and years.

  (1) Days in the biblical record of time begin with the account of creation. While the Babylonian day began at sunrise, the Bible reckoned the 24-hour span from sunset to sunset (Deut 23:11; cf. Neh 4:21; Gen 1:5, 8, et al). Days of the week were not named but were designated by ordinal numbers. "Sabbath" was not the name of the seventh day but a sacred designation. Israel had timing devices (Isa 39:8; cf. 2 Kings 20:9-10). The Crucifixion account mentions the third, sixth, and ninth hours (Mark 15:25, 33, 34; cf. John 11:9), referring to 9 a.m., noon, and 3 p.m. Early Hebrews divided the night into three watches (Exod 14:24; Judg 7:19; Lam 2:19). The Romans divided the night into four watches (Mark 13:35).

  (2) The seven-day week is of Semitic origin. Though God placed special emphasis on the seventh day at the time of creation (Gen 2:2-3), the first recorded instance of the observance of a sabbath was when the Israelites were gathering manna in the wilderness (Exod 16:23).

  When Moses transmitted to Israel the fourth commandment in the Decalogue, "Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy" (Exod 20:8), it was designated as a perpetual memorial sign of the covenant between God and his chosen people. It became a distinctive day with successive injunctions to observe it, describing the manner of doing so and the penalties for its desecration (23:12; 35:2-3). Early Christian Jews made a habit of assembling on the first day of the week to commemorate Jesus' resurrection on that day (Luke 24:1); the first day instead of the seventh, became the day of worship and rest in Christendom.

  (3) The Hebrew month began with the new moon. The early Israelites designated their months by names that they borrowed from the Canaanites or Phoenicians. These names had seasonal connotations--e.g., Abib (Exod 13:4; Deut 16:1), corresponding to Nisan in the later calendar, means "month of the ripening ears." About the end of the kingdom period the calendar was reformed, replacing the old names of the months with ordinal numerals and changing the beginning of the year from fall to spring (cf. 1 Kings 6:1; 8:2; Haggai 1:1; 2:1, 10). The postexilic names of months were, as confirmed by the Talmud, adopted from the Babylonian calendar but not used for civil and historical purposes.

  (4) Years. The OT calendar contained two concurrent years: the sacred year, beginning in the spring with the month Nisan, and the civil year, beginning in the fall with Tishri. The sacred year was instituted by Moses following the Exodus while the civil year claims to be reckoned from Creation.

  Feasts and fasts were intricately woven into the lunar-solar sacred year. Three great historic feasts were instituted by Moses: "the Feast of Unleavened Bread," "the Feast of Harvest," and "the Feast of Ingathering" (Exod 23:14-16), corresponding roughly to Passover, Pentecost, and Thanksgiving. There were also numerous minor feasts.

  (5) Cycles. From God's hallowing of the seventh day there arose a special sacredness in relation to the number seven. The sabbath of seven days, Pentecost (at the end of seven weeks after Passover), and the Feast of Trumpets (introducing the sacred seventh month) were all "appointed assemblies" (moadhim) of the Lord. The sabbatical year was one of solemn rest for landlords, slaves, beasts of burden, and land, and of freedom for Hebrew slaves (Exod 23:10-11; Lev 25:3-7). The Jubilee, every 50th year, following "seven weeks of years," was a hallowed year whose observance included family reunions, canceled mortgages, and the return of lands to their original owners (Lev 25:8-17).

  (6) Eras in the Bible calendar constitute the whole span of time from the creation of the world to the consummation of the ages. Great events are terminal markers. These mountain peaks of time, in chronological sequence, are Creation, Flood, Abraham, Exodus, Exile, and Birth of Jesus. Consequently, the eras may be designated Ante-Diluvian, Post-Diluvian, Patriarchal, Israelite, Judean, and Christian. (Cf. Matt 1:2-17; Luke 3:23-38.)

  With respect to calendar making, the ancient calendars had a high degree of agreement in the pre-Exodus period (~1450 BC). The sole differences were in the beginning of the years, with some cultures establishing the first of the year in the spring and others in the fall. Divergence started taking place in the patriarchal period (~2200 BC) from the original pattern of a fall new year. Divergence became more rapid after the long day of Joshua (~1400 BC). (See Joshua 10:13-15.) [There may have been an event that altered the lunar cycle from 30 days to about 29 ½ days, resulting in new moon festivals varying from 29 to 30 days rather than always being 30 days, this being observed in several ancient calendars. The year was apparently shorter because changes in the relationships between the year and the months seemed not to be needed.] Following the event of Hezekiah, in 701 BC, calendars became highly divergent. The year was lengthened and the months shortened, requiring radical departures from the original calendars. Some students of the antiquities have written off these changes as merely a rising sophistication in the astronomical methods of the ancient cultures. However, this explanation is hard to justify scientifically since evidence increasingly supports a high degree of sophistication in astronomy with a precision that rivals, and even exceeds, methods of the 19th century. Many of the ancient calendar systems were much more sophisticated than the Roman calendar adopted by the Western world via the Catholic Church. The calendar had to be modified in the 1700s, adding 11 days, and adjusting the birthdays of this country’s founding fathers.


╔══════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════╗
║                   HEBREW CALENDAR AND SELECTED EVENTS                    ║
╠═════════╤══════════╤════════════╤═════════════╤═════════════╤════════════╣
║ NUM. of │  HEBREW  │   MODERN   │  BIBLICAL   │ AGRICULTURE │   FEASTS   ║
║  MONTH  │   NAME   │ EQUIVALENT │ REFERENCES  │             │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════╣
║ 1    7  │ Abib;    │ MARCH-APR. │ Ex 12:2;    │ Spring (lat-│ Passover;  ║
║ Sacred  │ Nisan    │            │ 13:4;23:15; │ er) rains;  │ Unleavened ║
║ sequence│          │            │ 34:18;      │ barley and  │ Bread;     ║
║ begins  │          │            │ Dt 16:1;    │ flax harvest│ First-     ║
║         │          │            │ Ne 2:1;     │ begins      │ fruits     ║
║         │          │            │ Est 3:7     │             │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════║
║ 2    8  │ Ziv      │ APR.-MAY   │ 1 Ki 6:1, 37│ Barley har- │            ║
║         │ (Iyyar)* │            │             │ vest, dry   │            ║
║         │          │            │             │ season      │            ║
║         │          │            │             │ begins      │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════║
║ 3    9  │ Sivan    │ MAY-JUNE   │ Est 8:9     │ Wheat       │ Pentecost  ║
║         │          │            │             │ harvest     │ (Weeks)    ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════║
║ 4    10 │ (Tammuz)*│ JUNE-JULY  │             │ Tending     │            ║
║         │          │            │             │ vines       │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════║
║ 5    11 │ (Ab)*    │ JULY-AUG.  │             │ Ripening of │            ║
║         │          │            │             │ grapes, figs│            ║
║         │          │            │             │ and olives  │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════║
║ 6    12 │ Elul     │ AUG.-SEPT. │ Ne 6:15     │ Processing  │            ║
║         │          │            │             │ grapes, figs│            ║
║         │          │            │             │ and olives  │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════║
║ 7    1  │ Ethanim  │ SEPT.-OCT. │ 1 Ki 8:2    │ Autumn      │ Trumpets;  ║
║ Civil   │ (Tishri)*│            │             │ (early)     │ Atonement  ║
║ sequence│          │            │             │ rains begin;│ Tabernacles║
║         │          │            │             │ plowing     │ (Booths)   ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════╣
║ 8    2  │ Bul      │ OCT.-NOV.  │ 1 Ki 6:38   │ Sowing of   │            ║
║         │ (March-  │            │             │ wheat and   │            ║
║         │ eshvan)* │            │             │ barley      │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════╣
║ 9    3  │ Kislev   │ NOV.-DEC.  │ Ne 1:1;     │ Winter rains│ Hanukkah   ║
║         │          │            │ Zec 7:1     │ begin (snow │ ("Dedica-  ║
║         │          │            │             │ in some     │ tion")     ║
║         │          │            │             │ areas)      │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════╣
║ 10   4  │ Tebeth   │ DEC.-JAN.  │ Est 2:16    │             │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════╣
║ 11   5  │ Shebat   │ JAN.-FEB.  │ Zec 1:7     │             │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════╣
║ 12   6  │ Adar     │ FEB.-MARCH │ Ezr 6:15;   │ Almond trees│ Purim      ║
║         │          │            │ Est 3:7,13; │ bloom;      │            ║
║         │          │            │ 8:12; 9:1,  │ citrus fruit│            ║
║         │          │            │ 15,17,19,21 │ harvest     │            ║
╠═════════╪══════════╪════════════╪═════════════╪═════════════╪════════════║
╠═════════╧══════════╧════════════╧═════════════╧═════════════╧════════════╣
║                        ┌─────────────────────────────────────────┐       ║
║                        │ This intercalary month was added about  │       ║
║     (Adar Sheni)*══════╡ every three years so the lunar calendar │       ║
║      Second Adar       │ would correspond to the solar year.     │       ║
║                        └─────────────────────────────────────────┘       ║
║ * Names in parentheses are not in the Bible.                             ║
╚══════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════════╝


Summary of the Feasts of Israel

All of these issues bear on the festivals of Israel. However, it is worth summarizing the festivals in both their historical and prophetic perspectives. All of the feasts refer to Jesus Christ, but the prophetic nature of the things that have not yet occurred are speculative…God’s ways are higher than ours. The table below attempts to bring these facets together.

The Sabbaths & Feasts of Israel in Their Historical and Prophetic Perspectives.

	Sabbath/Feast
	Historical Meaning
	Prophetic Meaning
	Comments

	Weekly Sabbath
	“On the 7th day, God rested from all of His work.” (Gen. 2:2)
	Man was designated to struggle to live from a cursed ground. (Gen. 3:17). In Christ, we can enter into God’s Rest (Heb. 4:1-13).
	The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. (Ex 16:29 & Mark 2:27).

	Passover (14th of Abib)
	In His forbearance, God passed over you when He took the firstborn of Egypt to deliver you from slavery [to the world]. (Exodus 12).
	Christ is our Passover Lamb. His crucifixion is commemorated prophetically.
	Unlike the other feasts, the sacrifices of the Passover were made by the head of the household as the family priest.

	Unleavened Bread (15th of Abib for 7 days)
	The Deliverance from Egypt was in haste. [Leaving the old life behind.] (Exodus 12).
	Leaven represents sin. The unleavened bread represents the sinless life of Christ to be partaken of by all believers.
	This is the first of the 3 mandatory feasts. Passover became a part of the Feast of Unleavened Bread.

	First Fruits (16th or 17th of Abib) [Traditionally also corresponds to the deliverance through the Red Sea.]
	Nothing to be used from the year’s harvest until this feast is celebrated. The barley crop was the first part of the harvest.
	Christ is the first fruits of all creation. This feast celebrates His resurrection.
	This is the first of the 3 harvest festivals—a time of thanksgiving to God for His grace in providing for our needs.

	Pentecost

[Traditionally also corresponds to the giving of the Law at Sinai.]
	50 days after the Feast of First Fruits. Celebrates the first of the wheat harvest.
	Celebrates the out-pouring of the Holy Spirit into the hearts (rather than upon the hearts) of believers and the founding of the Church.
	This is the second of the harvest festivals—also a time of thanksgiving. The wave offering of Leavened Bread is “strange” in light of the rest of the teachings.

	Trumpets
	The first day of creation & the new civil year.
	[The Rapture? The New Heaven & Earth?]
	The right-hand ram’s horn = “the last trump”

	Atonement
	The day of the sin of Adam and the need for atonement for out sins.
	The Scapegoat sacrifice —restored fellowship in spite of our sin. [The 2nd Coming? Start of Millennial Rule?]
	Yom Kippur. Christ is the High Priest who sacrifices for all.

	Booths/In-gathering
	The end of the harvest. Israel living in tents in the wilderness—a reminder of God’s protection & guidance.
	Great thanksgiving to God and renewed commitment to serving Him. [The resurrection & final judgment? The end of time?]
	The 3rd harvest festival & the 3rd mandatory one.



Leviticus 23 specifies the festivals and all of the sacrifices to be made for each. Each of the sacrifices also represents Jesus Christ—our perfect sacrifice. The combination of sacrifices specified for each feast is indicative of its spiritual meaning and, therefore, its prophetic meaning. All offerings had to be without spot or blemish, even as Christ Himself is perfect—the perfect substituted for the blemished.

	Offering
	Purpose
	Significance
	Christ, the Perfect Offering

	Burnt Offering (Lev. 1)

(voluntary, except as specified for feasts)
	To make atonement for sin in general (because of the sin nature). A fragrant aroma pleasing to God
	Showed a person’s devotion to God.
	Christ’s death was the perfect offering, showing absolute obedience and devotion to God.

	Grain Offering (Lev. 2)
	To show honor and respect to God in worship.
	Acknowledged that all we have belongs to God and comes from God.
	Christ, the perfect man, gave all of Himself for others in the service of God.

	Peace Offering (Lev. 3)

(also known as a Thank Offering, Wave Offering (if  grain), or Freewill Offering)
	To express gratitude to God.
	Symbolized peace & fellowship with God.
	Christ is the only way we fellowship with God.

	Sin Offering (Lev. 4)

(required)
	To make payment for unintentional sins of uncleanness, neglect, or thoughtlessness.
	Restored the sinner to fellowship with God. Showed the seriousness of sin.
	Christ’s death and resurrection restores fellowship with God—eternal life.

	Guilt Offering (Lev. 5)

(required)
	To make payment for sins against God and others. A sacrifice was made to God, and the injured person was repaid or compensated.
	Provided compensation to injured parties.
	Christ’s death takes away the deadly consequences of sin.


The animals of sacrifice were to be costly to the worshipper. They were to be the best that could be offered. The Bull represented the strength and servant-hood of Christ. The Ram (of both sheep and goats) represented the innocence and obedience of Christ. The two doves or pigeons were intended for the poorest—nobody excluded from the opportunity to worship God. [Nevertheless, the cost of catching the birds was significant.]

Grain offerings could be offered by waving a sheaf or by grinding the grain into fine flour and baking it into bread. Then the bread could be offered by fire with a burnt offering or by waving it before the Lord.

