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SHAVUOT / PENTECOST 

 

 As you will recall, last week we began a four week sermon series on some of the Jewish Old 

Testament feasts and festivals as a way of preparing our hearts and minds for our upcoming 

Stewardship Sunday on November 3. 

 So here’s a little quiz.  Do you remember which Jewish feast we looked at last week? 

 Passover.  Right. 

 Here’s the harder question.  Do you remember how to say ‘Passover’ in Hebrew? 

 Pesach.  Good. 

 You’ll remember also that Passover / Pesach is the seminal event of the Jewish people - 

their birth event, so to speak.  Likewise, Jesus’ death and resurrection is our seminal event in 

Christianity, which corresponds with our own personal baptisms where we identify with Jesus’ 

death and resurrection - our baptism is our own spiritual ‘birthday’.  Therefore, just as the Jewish 

people participate in Passover each year in the mindset that they too are emancipated from slavery 

not simply in the past but also in the present as well, so too, Christians participate in Jesus’ death 

and resurrection not only by remembering the past historical event, but also by living present lives 

of faith that are easily identifiable as being of Jesus. 

 Like Jewish people are stewards of the story and the living of Passover, Christians are 

stewards of the story and the living of Jesus. 

 That brings us to this week where we look at Shavuot [sha-voo-ote], also known as the 

feast of Weeks.  (‘Weeks’ as in ‘seven days in a week’.)  I don’t know about you, but this seems like 

a pretty odd name for a feast day.  So let’s look and see why it has this name. 

 Will you turn with me to Deuteronomy 16, beginning at verse 9. 

“9 You shall count seven weeks; begin to count the seven weeks from the time the sickle is first 

put to the standing grain. 10 Then you shall keep the festival of weeks to the Lord your God, 
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contributing a freewill offering in proportion to the blessing that you have received from the Lord 

your God.” 

 There you have it.  A pretty simple explanation for why it’s called the festival of weeks - 

because you literally count off seven weeks from the first harvest of the spring.  It’s not a festival 

lasting seven weeks, but instead a feast day at the conclusion of the seven weeks.  In fact, Shavuot 

is one of the three major pilgrimage festivals where the ancient Israelites traveled to the temple in 

Jerusalem to give offerings - Passover and Sukkot [soo-kote] being the other two.  Being one of 

the big three pilgrimage festivals in ancient Israel seems a little ironic because one Jewish educator 

I heard described Shavuot as “the biggest Jewish holiday you’ve never heard of.” 

 The reason we are looking at this festival this week after we looked at Passover last week is 

because the counting of the seven weeks actually begins at Passover.  You can very easily consider 

Shavuot a spring harvest festival following Passover.  In our neck of the woods in upstate New 

York our harvest festivals are happening as we speak during the fall, but in ancient Israel the first 

harvest of barley was happening right around Passover and the first harvest of wheat was 

beginning roughly seven weeks after that - both of which are happening in the spring. 

 Most certainly, the theme of harvest and “first-fruits” - as Shavuot is sometimes called - is 

apropos to us thinking about our own lives of stewardship and how God has blessed us and how 

we might respond to that blessing.  In other words, reflecting on God’s provision for us as we 

ponder how we might give back to God and the Church.  All very worth things to think about. 

 But I’d like to share a little more about Shavuot to give us even more to think about.  In 

the year 70 AD the Jewish temple was destroyed by the Romans which, of course, had a radical 

effect on these three festivals that required Jewish people to go to the temple with their offerings - 

Shavuot being one of those three festivals.  Without the temple these festivals could no longer 

happen in the manner in which they had always happened. 

 Gradually over time after the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, Shavuot became 

intricately tied to something else rather than being a harvest festival in thanksgiving for God’s 

provision.  In fact, if you were to ask a Jewish person today what Shavuot was about they, most 

likely, would have a different answer than “harvest festival.”  They would probably tell you that 

Shavuot commemorates the giving of the Law (Torah) at Mt. Sinai, as recorded in the book of 

Exodus.  One could say that Shavuot is the revealing of God to the Israelites through the Torah.  
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It’s not a far leap to use to theme of God covenanting with his people at Mt. Sinai through the 

Torah; and in that understanding of ‘covenant’ one of the Jewish understandings of the festival 

comes through the image of marriage, with God being the groom and Israel being the bride. 

 Like most Jewish festivals there are a myriad of traditions that have crept up over the 

centuries - all of which would be too much to cover today.  But let’s look at one more thing. 

 Will you turn with me to the book of Leviticus, chapter 23 beginning at verse 15. 

“15 And from the day after the sabbath, from the day on which you bring the sheaf of the 

elevation offering, you shall count off seven weeks; they shall be complete. 16 You shall count 

until the day after the seventh sabbath, fifty days; then you shall present an offering of new grain 

to the Lord.” 

You may not have done the math earlier with regard to the seven weeks and the tallying of 

it, but this passage does the math for us.  How many days does it say it totals after the Passover?  

50 (the day after the seventh sabbath) 

It would be good for me to tell you what the Greek word for 50 is.  Pentecost.  Therefore, 

the feast of Shavuot was sometimes called the feast of Pentecost depending on the cultural 

context and the spoken language.  Let’s look at Acts, chapter 2. [set the stage] 

“2:1 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place.”  It’s easy 

for Christians to hear ‘Pentecost’ and immediately think of the coming of the Holy Spirit on the 

Church, when in fact, telling us it was on Pentecost was simply telling us how long after Passover 

this miraculous event happened.   But this gives us something interesting to think about. 

Recall that the a modern understanding of Shavuot - which we now know can also be 

referred to as Pentecost - isn’t really about a harvest festival in thanksgiving any more, but rather 

about God giving his people the Torah at Mt. Sinai.  God miraculously revealed himself to his 

people and solidified a relationship with them. 

Now think about Pentecost.  Isn’t Pentecost, in our Christian understanding, God giving 

something special to us, his people, to solidify our relationship with him?  What is it that the 

disciples were given on Pentecost in Acts 2?  The Holy Spirit.  A sign of God’s covenant with us is 

his Spirit IN us.  The sign of God’s covenant with his people at Mt. Sinai was the Torah - the Law, 

precisely what the modern festival of Shavuot commemorates. 
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Shavuot says that God has revealed himself to us through his Law, and a Christian 

Pentecost says that God has revealed himself to us through his very own Spirit living in us.  We 

don’t need a temple - remember that the Jewish temple was destroyed in 70 AD.  We don’t need a 

temple because God is dwelling in us through his Holy Spirit.  We are living, breathing, walking 

temples of God. 

In other words we are holy vessels - dare I say stewards - of God’s Spirit.  I use the word 

‘steward’ deliberately here.  For as we think on the themes of stewardship in preparation for 

November 3 we need to consider that one reason we giving anything to the Church and to the 

world is because we have been given so much through the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

It’s one thing to be given much through the harvest of crops - like the original meaning of 

Shavuot.  It’s another thing for God to give his people, the Israelites, a covenanted relationship 

with himself through the giving of the Torah at Mr. Sinai - the modern understanding of Shavuot 

(Pentecost).  It’s an even greater thing for God to give his Church an eternal covenant exemplified 

through a Christian Pentecost (Shavuot) with the giving of his very Spirit.  I am left with nothing 

else to say but “Thanks be to God!” 

We’ll pick up this series in two weeks when we continue the sequence of Jewish festivals 

and look at Sukkot, the feast of Tabernacles (Booths). 

Amen.  


