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Leviticus 23:1-2 (Appointed Festivals) 
Eleven times in this chapter the phrase sacred assembly occurs either in the singular or in the 
plural.  The Hebrew (miqrā e qōdes) occurs six times in Numbers 28-29 and twice in Exodus 
12:16 but nowhere else.  The verbal root of the first of the two words means to summon, to 
invite, or to proclaim.  The second word is repeated multiple times in Leviticus and means holy.  
The faith community is being summoned for common worship and for celebration as a holy 
assembly of believers.   
 
The other expression used in the introduction is the appointed feasts of the Lord.  Set times are 
being established for the people to meet in worship and to rejoice in the Lord.  This calendar of 
holy convocations was established primarily for the laity rather than the priests. 
 
The Torah preserves three lists of the festivals and holy days to the Lord: One in the Book of the 
Covenant, the one we will study from Leviticus called the Holiness Code, and one in the Book of 
Deuteronomy.  Each has a distinctive emphasis and often a unique name for each celebration.   

Exodus 23:12-19 lists the sabbath and the three pilgrimage festivals – 
Festival of Unleavened Bread, Spring Harvest Festival, and Festival of Ingathering 
Deuteronomy 16:1-17 names Passover, the Festival of Weeks, and Festival of Tabernacles 
 

Numbers 28-29 also has a listing of festivals and holy days but its emphasis is on the proper 
offerings that go with each of these occasions.  Another brief listing is given in Exodus 34:17-26 
which is related to the one noted already in Exodus 23. 
 
The purpose of Leviticus 23 is to give a catalogue of the appointed feasts of the Lord.  Only 
three events are left out: New moons, the sabbatical year, and the jubilee.  All the ones 
mentioned are labeled as sacred times for sacred assemblies.  It does not necessarily include a 
summons of the people to the central sanctuary for in Exodus 34:23 Israel was summoned to 
the tabernacle only for Passover and the Festival of Weeks and the Day of Atonement.  It is 
concluded then that this must be a call for local gatherings for worship which would take place 
later in the synagogues. 
 
Leviticus 23:3 (Sabbath) 
The first of this series of appointed times is the sabbath.  For those who are interested in 
numerology the weekly sabbath comes on the seventh day.  There are seven festivals in the 
year.  The duration of each of the great festivals of Unleavened Bread and Tabernacles is seven 
days.  The Feast of First Fruits comes at the end of seven weeks and is celebrated on the fiftieth 
day.  The sabbatical year comes in the seventh year and the seventh sabbatical year is the great 
year of jubilee.  The number seven has a special place in the order of worship for Israel. 



 
The holiness of the sabbath day is emphasized in the strongest terms possible.  In Hebrew the 
term is sabbat sabaton or the most restful cessation.  The sabbath is to be observed by 
abstaining from all daily tasks.  The sabbatical year is also called a sabbath of sabbaths.  The 
prohibition against work is not to be understood as an absolute.  Some minor tasks, such as 
caring for the animals, must always be carried out.  However the overall principle stands.  
Regular work was to come to a halt in favor of a day of rest for humanity and was to include the 
gathering for worship.    
 
The Hebrew word sabbat literally means to cease, to stop, to desist, and/or to be idle.  God, our 
creator, gave the day to allow a person to catch one’s breath (how the sabbath is explained in 
Hebrew).  The day is intended to be a time of relief, respite, and upbuilding of all who have 
labored for the preceding six days. 
 
Leviticus 23:4-8  
Here are the spring festivals of Passover and Unleavened Bread and the Feast of Weeks.  The 
most detailed laws on the Passover and Unleavened Bread are given in Exodus 12-13.  This list 
offers a simple reminder of these celebrations.   
 
The Passover commemorates the deliverance of Israel from Egypt by the mighty hand of God.  
It also marks the establishment of the nation of Israel.  On the day following Passover, the Feast 
of Unleavened Bread begins.  It lasts for seven days and is one of the three pilgrimage 
celebrations in which all adult males in Israel are to go to the central sanctuary for its 
observance.  All references to the slaying of the paschal lamb are omitted in this context but 
there is mention of eating bread made without yeast (matzos) and the sacrifices made by fire to 
the Lord.  
 
Current Customs 
As Passover approaches Jewish people can be found cleaning their houses, cars, and offices.  
This is not spring cleaning.  It is a mission to get rid of chametz (anything produced from grain 
that has risen).  Even dishes are either purged or put away for the duration of the holiday to 
ensure that no Jew owns or ingests even the smallest bit of chametz. 
 

     If the Jewish people can do only one or two things  
     to celebrate Passover they are to eat a small portion  
     of matzah after dusk on the first night of Passover  
     and then do it again on the next night.   
 
     The people are to lean while eating the matzah (as  
     well as when drinking the four cups of wine and  
     other items on the menu) because eating while 
     reclining is a sign of true freedom.   

 



There are four sons spoken about in the Haggadah (the text around which the Passover Seder is 
based).  One of them is designated as wise and one is wicked but all are present at the Seder.  
In a letter penned to Jews worldwide in 1957, the Lubavitcher Rebbe (Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson) (the seventh leader in the Chabad-Lubavitch dynasty) urged every Jew to acknow-
ledge and invite the fifth son, the Jew who would otherwise not be at the Seder, or even aware 
of Passover.  There is a place at the table for everyone.   
 
Leviticus 23:9-14 
On the eighth day following Passover it was decreed that a sheaf of the first grain of the harvest 
was to be brought to the Lord.  It was consecrated by a priest in a ceremony that included 
waving (or elevating) the grain before the Lord.  The reference in this passage is to a sheaf of 
barley which was the first to ripen in the spring.   
 
At first glance this ceremony seems to describe a rite similar in purpose to the Feast of 
Unleavened Bread but it is quite a different ceremony.  According to rabbinic interpretation the 
duty of bringing first fruits was confined to the seven distinct species growing in Israel (wheat, 
barley, grapes, figs, pomegranates, olive oil, and dates).  The fruits were given to the priests 
after the donor had recited the confession (Deuteronomy 26:1-11) acknowledging God as the 
One who redeemed the Israelites from the Egyptian bondage.  It was their way of expressing 
gratitude to God who brought them to the Promised Land.  The bikkurim (first fruits) were 
brought between Shavuot and Sukkot.  They could also be brought as late as Hanukkah.   
 
If the fruits were stolen or became unclean or unfit for consumption others had to be brought.  
A new convert also had to offer the first fruits but he did not have to recite the confession.  He 
could not say which the Lord swore unto our fathers to give us.  An Israelite (one who was not a 
priest or Levite) was strictly forbidden to eat the first fruits.  If he consumed them in error a 
fifth of their worth in money had to be added as restitution.  The Mishnah gives a vivid account 
of the first fruit offering ceremony in the period of the Second Temple.   
 
Mishnah: In the early morning hours, the people gathered in the open squares of the district 
towns and started their journey to Jerusalem.  The people walked in procession headed by an 
ox whose horns were wreathed with gold and silver and his head with olive branches.  The 
people were accompanied by musicians playing the flute.  Rich people took the first fruits in 
baskets of silver and gold while the poor carried them in wicker baskets made of peeled willow 
branches.  The baskets contained the choicest fruits and had pigeons perched on top to be 
sacrificed at the Temple.  The procession was met by the Temple prefects and the people were 
then escorted to the Temple Mount.  The Levites welcomed them with the chanting of Psalm 
30.   
 
With the destruction of the Temple the duty of the first fruit offering was suspended.  In 
modern Israel, the kibbutzim hold bikkurim celebrations on Shavuot (Feast of Weeks).  The 
children participate in a procession in which agricultural products are carried and donations are 
made to the Jewish National Fund for land reclamation. 
 



In some Christian texts, Jesus Christ (through his resurrection) is referred to as the first fruits of 
the dead.   In 1966 a unique First Fruits celebration started among the African Americans.  It is 
named Kwanzaa.   
 
Leviticus 23:15-22 
The Feast of Weeks (so called because it is celebrated after a week of weeks or seven weeks 
after First Fruits) is called the Feast of Harvest in Exodus 23:16 and the first fruits of the wheat 
harvest in Exodus 34:22.  Since if follows Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread by fifty 
days it became known as Pentecost from the Greek.  It is a one-day celebration of rejoicing over 
the abundant gifts of food that God has given in the harvest.   
 
The Feast of First Fruits marks the beginning of the harvest with the presentation of the first 
sheaf of barley to the Lord.  The Feast of Weeks celebrates the completion of the wheat harvest 
which generally lasted from the end of April until well into the month of June (depending on 
the location in Israel, the soil, and the slowness of the season).  The first fruits of barley come 
from the field but the offering of new grain comes as prepared food.  Both offerings are unlike 
the grain offering (Chapter 2) for both represent the ordinary food of people.   
 
This festival (as all others in this series) is celebrated with a complete stop of all regular work.  It 
represents the great sabbath that will follow the harvest at the end of the age.  In the Feast of 
Weeks, God is celebrated as the sustainer of Israel and provider of daily food.  Israel, in turn, 
expresses full consecration and fellowship with God in the offerings lifted up on that day. 
 
In the New Testament first fruits came to symbolize (for the early Jewish Christians) that Christ 
our Passover would be raised from the dead.  He would be the promise of the resurrection of all 
who would be raised from the grave.  The presentation of the new grain at the Feast of Weeks 
came to symbolize the raising up of the church (the firstborn being essential parts of a unified 
body).  Yet this work  was not the final work of God.  The people baked two loaves of bread 
with yeast to indicate the imperfection for those who await God’s final work of redemption.  
Because the loaves are made with yeast (just like the daily bread of the Israelites) they were not 
placed on the altar but were elevated before the Lord in dedication.   
 
The spring festivals conclude with the reminder that the edges of the field were not to be 
harvested but were to be left for the poor to harvest (remember the story of Ruth). 
 

      
     Current Customs  
     Every spring, Jewish people around the world  
     celebrate the holiday of Shavuot as a two-day  
     holiday.  Meaning weeks Shavuot marks the  
     completion of the seven-week counting period  
     that began with Passover. 
 
 



Shavuot is a time to celebrate and renew their acceptance of the Torah.  Shavuot also means 
oath and on this day God swore eternal devotion to the Jewish people and they in turn pledged 
everlasting loyalty to God.  Like all Jewish holidays the days are associated with a number of 
laws and customs.   
 
It is customary to stay up all night learning Torah on the first night of Shavuot.  One explanation 
for this tradition is that Jewish people did not rise early on the day God gave the Torah and it 
was necessary for God to awaken them.  To compensation for their behavior the Jewish people 
have taken upon themselves the custom of remaining awake all night. 
 
During this time the Jewish people reaffirm their covenant with God and the Torah by going to 
the synagogue on the first day to hear the reading of the Ten Commandments.  The Book of 
Ruth is read on the second day.  There are several reasons for this custom: 1) Shavuot is both 
the birthday and anniversary of the death of King David and the Book of Ruth records his 
ancestry and 2) The scenes of harvesting described in the Book of Ruth are appropriate to 
Shavuot and 3) Ruth was a convert who embraced Judaism with all her heart.  On Shavuot all 
Jewish people are considered converts having accepted the Torah and all its precepts. 
 
It is customary to eat dairy foods on the first day.  As the Torah was given on shabbat, no cattle 
could be slaughtered nor could utensils be koshered and so on that day they ate dairy.  The 
Torah is also likened to nourishing milk.  It is also customary to adorn the home and synagogue 
with fruits, flowers, and greens.  Two meals are eaten every day, the people wear new or 
special clothing, and they do not use electrical appliances, go to work, handle money, or do any 
kind of writing.   
 
Leviticus 23:26-32 
The Day of Atonement comes on the tenth day of the seventh month.  It is the only day divinely 
announced as a fast in the whole Old Testament even though tradition added several other 
days of fasting (Zechariah 7:2-5 and 8:19).  This day is more fully described in Chapter 16 but 
here it is placed in its relationship to the other annual events of celebration to the Lord. 
 
The emphasis here is on the necessity of denying oneself.  Once more Israel is being warned 
that the forgiveness of sin on this day is not an automatic free reign.  It has to be accompanied 
by real repentance.  This day is also a day sacred to the Lord in which no work is to be done.  On 
this day the high priest makes atonement for the sins of the people.  It is a solemn day rather 
than a day of festivities. 
 
Current Customs 
Yom Kippur (also known as the Day of Atonement) is the most significant holiday in Judaism.  It 
is a day when the Jewish people ask forgiveness for the wrongs they have committed over the 
past year.  It is the holiest day of the year and is traditionally observed with a day-long fast and 
intensive prayer.  Yom Kippur marks the culmination of the 10 days of Awe (a period of 
introspection and repentance that follows Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year). 
 



As Judaism’s last and most important of the ten high holy days of the year even those who may 
not regularly attend synagogue will do so on Yom Kippur and work is once more forbidden.  As 
part of the somber mood of the day of repentance, Jewish people fast from sundown on the 
first day to an hour after sundown on the next day.  During a Jewish fast food and beverages 
are prohibited – including water.   
 
Because Yom Kippur is considered the holiest of the high holy days there are four additional 
restrictions to the normal sabbath constraints.  The additional prohibitions include no washing 
or bathing, no perfumes or deodorants, no wearing leather shoes, and no sexual activities.  
People are to avoid saying Happy Yom Kippur as it is not considered a happy holiday (should 
make us pause about Good Friday).  Historically the greeting has been Be sealed in the Book of 
Life.  The end of the holiday ends with the traditional sounding of the shofar.   
 
Leviticus 23:33-44 
The final event in this series is the Feast of Tabernacles.  It also lasts for seven days.  It is also 
known as the Feast of Booths and Feast of Ingathering.  The historical occasion that it 
celebrates is the end of the harvest season.  During this festival, Israel lives in booths made of 
branches of palms, willows, and other trees, as a reminder of the time the Israelites spent in 
the wilderness wandering after the exodus.  As the harvest is gathered in, it becomes a time of 
great joy and thanksgiving to God.   
 
As with the other week-long festivals the first and last days are to be observed as sabbaths to 
the Lord.  No work or labor is to be carried out on these days.  Once again the eighth day 
following these days is to be a sacred assembly.  The unique term used only here in this chapter 
is aseret meaning to shut up or to close.  The same term is applied to the concluding day of the 
Feast of Unleavened Bread in Deuteronomy 16:8.   
 
The Sadducees understood that the branches were to be used for making temporary booths or 
shelters.  The Pharisees and most adherents of modern Judaism tie one branch of palm, three 
branches of myrtle, and one branch of willow together.  These they carry in the right hand and 
in the left hand they carry a branch of citron with its fruit left on it.  With these they form a 
procession to their synagogues on each of the seven days, marching around their reading desks 
as Joshua did around the walls of Jericho and singing Hosannah.  On the last day of the feast 
(which the rabbis called the great Hosannah) they process seven times around the same areas, 
as their ancestors did around Jericho.   
 
Another ceremony of this occasion is the pouring out of water.  One of the priests takes a 
golden pitcher to the pool of Siloam or Bethesda and after filling it with water from that place, 
returns by the gate on the south side of the Temple which became known from this event as 
the Water Gate.  Silver trumpets sound to announce the priest’s arrival.  He advances directly 
to the top of the altar where two basins stand (one with wine for the ordinary drink offering 
and the other for the water that he brings).  The priest pours the water into the empty basin 
then mixes the water and the wine together and pours out both as a libation.   
 



Nothing in the Mosaic laws reflects this practice but authority for it is traced to Isaiah 12:3 – 
With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation. It is to this event that Jesus probably 
refers in the Gospel of John 7:37-38: On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood and 
said in a loud voice – If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.  Whoever believes in me, 
as the Scriptures has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.   
 
This feast depicts the completion of the physical and the spiritual harvests.  The joy and the 
rejoicing and the happiness of the reunion of everyone is celebrated after all the arduous hours 
of labor have been completed.  It is that joy that lies at the heart of this festival.   
 
The significance of this feast is discussed in Zechariah 14.  There is coming a day when the Lord 
will be king over the whole earth, the Lord will be one (with no more rivals from pagan idols or 
competing loyalties from the people) and the divine name will be the only name.  Then all the 
nations will keep the Feast of Tabernacles and the words Holy to the Lord will be written on 
everything (even the most ordinary utensils).  The Feast of the Tabernacles signifies the 
completion of the great world harvest at the end of the age. 
 
Current Customs 
In Hebrew the word Sukkot is the plural of sukkah (booth or tabernacle).  The building of a 
Sukkah is still mandatory for each individual.  It has become a widespread custom to build it 
next to the synagogue so that all the worshippers can use it and fulfill the commandment.  
Some Jewish people still construct the structure in their own yards but many cannot because of 
restrictions placed upon them by their communities.   
 

     Care is taken to construct the sukkah according to  
     Jewish law.  Some meals are eaten in the sukkah  
     during the festival to fulfill the commandment to 
     dwell inside it.   
 
     The Four Species still play an important part in the  
     celebration.  The four species are a citrus fruit, a  
     palm branch, two willow branches, and three myrtle  
     branches.  The six branches are bound together and 

referred to collectively as the lulav.  The lulav is waved in the synagogue during the reciting of 
certain passages from the Hallel (Psalm 113-118).  It is also customary to have the religious 
procession.  Instead of marching around the altar (as in the Temple) the congregants march 
around a Torah scroll that has been placed on the bimah (a platform in the center of the 
synagogue).  On the seventh day the congregants march around the bimah seven times and 
beat the floor with willow branches. 
 
The big change in the celebrations today is in the emphasis of the festival which now centers on 
the Torah.  A ninth day has been added to rejoice over the Law.  On this day the yearly cycle of 
reading the five books of Moses is ended and begun anew.   
 



The rabbis also interpret the sukkah as a reminder that the suffering in the wilderness was only 
temporary.  It reminds the people of God’s promise that redemption will come along with the 
rebuilding of the Temple.   
 
A passage in the Midrash says – The Messiah will teach six commandments to the nations of the 
world, among these the Sukkah and Lulav.  The Sukkah is seen as a picture of national 
independence and the Lulav a picture that Israel is free of the charges brought against her by 
the nations of the world.  Thus, in the kingdom of the Messiah, Israel will be the head of the 
nations, and anti-Semitism will no longer exist. 
 
Final Reflection  
The special times of holiness aimed to show that everything belongs to God.  For example, the 
sabbath brought to light the holiness of all days.  The case for anticipating a change from the 
seventh day to the first day of the week as the new sabbath is found in this chapter (vs. 11, 16, 
36, 39, 7, 35).   
 
The Passover and the Unleavened Bread point forward to Christ. 
Pentecost points forward to the spiritual ingathering of the first fruits. 
The Feast of Tabernacles signifies the completion of the harvest begun at Pentecost.   
 
The religious life depicted in this chapter is one of joy.   
 
Next Session  
April 27 – Worship in the New Testament Setting  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 


