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SUKKOT / BOOTHS 
 
 At the beginning of October I began a sermon series using the themes of various Jewish 
festivals and feast days as a motif for framing our thoughts on stewardship and our giving to the 
Church. 

Three weeks ago we learned about Passover (Pesach) and how we too, like the ancient 
Israelites being rescued from slavery in Egypt, experience new life through our baptism into the 
family of God.  The beginning of our stewardship is to recognize the magnitude of the gift that we 
receive by being identified with Jesus’ death and resurrection through our baptism.  We who are 
baptized have a ‘spiritual birthday’ - a day to celebrate and proclaim because of the new life we have 
in Jesus!  Like the Jews remembering Passover each year and stewarding its ‘life’ in their 

communities, we too remember our baptisms and other momentous moments of growth to steward going 

forward in how we grow and live in a life of faith. 
Two weeks ago we learned about Pentecost (Shavuot) and its Jewish origins of celebrating the 

first harvest of the season.  Over time Shavuot took on the additional meaning to the Jews of 
celebrating God forming a relationship with his people through the giving of the Law at Mt. Sinai 
through Moses.  We call this action of God ‘forming a covenant’ with his people.  Our Christian 
understanding of Pentecost in the book of Acts is that it acts as the seal of God’s covenant with his 
Church through the giving of the Holy Spirit.  It’s one thing to celebrate God bringing a full harvest 
to farmers (the original Jewish understanding of Pentecost), it’s a whole other thing to celebrate the 
giving of the very Spirit of God at Pentecost, which makes each of us who are baptized living, 

breathing, moving temples of God with the Holy Spirit in us.  Once again, we celebrate and are 

‘stewards’ (so to speak) of God living in us. 
That brings us to today where we will look at Sukkot, the Jewish feast of Tabernacles, or 

Booths.  (Think of a tabernacle or a booth as a portable non-permanent dwelling place; something 
like a tent.) 

To begin our discussion let’s turn to Leviticus, chapter 23 beginning at verse 33. 
“33 The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 34 Speak to the people of Israel, saying: On the 

fifteenth day of this seventh month, and lasting seven days, there shall be the festival of booths to 
the Lord.” 

[Let’s jump ahead to verse 39.] 
“39 Now, the fifteenth day of the seventh month, when you have gathered in the produce of 

the land, you shall keep the festival of the Lord, lasting seven days; a complete rest on the first day, 
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and a complete rest on the eighth day. 40 On the first day you shall take the fruit of majestic trees, 
branches of palm trees, boughs of leafy trees, and willows of the brook; and you shall rejoice before 
the Lord your God for seven days. 41 You shall keep it as a festival to the Lord seven days in the 
year; you shall keep it in the seventh month as a statute forever throughout your generations. 42 You 
shall live in booths for seven days; all that are citizens in Israel shall live in booths, 43 so that your 
generations may know that I made the people of Israel live in booths when I brought them out of 
the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.” 

So, the first thing we need to know about the festival of booths is how it got its name.  It’s 
named like this in order to serve as a reminder of when God brought his people out of Egypt and 
they lived in portable tents - booths - as they journeyed and prepared to enter the Promised Land. 

Now let’s turn to Deuteronomy, chapter 16 beginning at verse 13. 
“13 You shall keep the festival of booths for seven days, when you have gathered in the 

produce from your threshing floor and your wine press. 14 Rejoice during your festival, you and 
your sons and your daughters, your male and female slaves, as well as the Levites, the strangers, the 
orphans, and the widows resident in your towns. 15 Seven days you shall keep the festival to the 
Lord your God at the place that the Lord will choose; for the Lord your God will bless you in all 
your produce and in all your undertakings, and you shall surely celebrate.” 

This passage shows us that the festival of booths is also meant to serve as an end of the year 
harvest festival.  (I love how verse 15 ends, “you shall surely celebrate.”  You can almost hear God 
following this up with, “If you don’t celebrate you’ll be in trouble.”  [smile]) 

Remember that there are three great pilgrimage festivals of the ancient Jewish people.  Look 
at verse 16. 

“16 Three times a year all your males shall appear before the Lord your God at the place that 
he will choose: at the festival of unleavened bread [Pesach / Passover], at the festival of weeks 
[Shavuot / Pentecost], and at the festival of booths [Sukkot / Tabernacles]. They shall not appear 
before the Lord empty-handed; 17 all shall give as they are able, according to the blessing of the Lord 
your God that he has given you.” 

The festival of booths was so important to the ancient Jews that it was commonly simply 
called “the festival” or “the feast” because everyone knew what you were talking about.  When the 
first Jewish temple was built under King Solomon the festival of booths was the festival that marked 
the consecration of the temple (1 Kings 8).  When the Jews came back from their exile in Babylon 
the festival of booths was the festival that marked the beginning of their life back in the land of 
Israel (Nehemiah 8:14).  The festival of booths is also the festival that the prophet Zechariah says will 
correspond to the coming of the Messiah (14:16). 

It’s not an overstatement to say that in biblical times the festival of booths was the most 
important festival to the Jewish people. 

Like every Jewish festival there is just too much to cover in one sermon.  What I’d like us to 
focus on is one of the ancient developments in the history of this festival.  During the time known as 
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the Second Temple period - the time after the temple was rebuilt following the ancient Israelite’s 
exile in Babylon - elaborate daily rituals surrounded the seven days of the festival of booths.  (These 
rituals, by the way, would have been the rituals that existed when Jesus was alive on earth.) 

One of the highlights of the weeklong festival was the festivities surrounding the ritual of 
retrieving ceremonial water to pour out as an offering on the altar in the temple.  This ceremony was 

called a water libation ceremony, or Simchat Beit Hashoavah (the Rejoicing [Simchat] at the Place of 

[Beit] the Water Drawing [Hashoavah]). 
“Every day of the year, after the sacrifice was burned, an offering of wine was poured on the 

altar. During Sukkot, there was also a water libation.” 
“Each morning of Sukkot, the priests went to the pool of Siloah (Silwan) near Jerusalem to 

fill a golden flask. Shofar blasts greeted their arrival at the Temple’s Water Gate. They then ascended 
and poured the water so that it flowed over the altar simultaneously with wine from another bowl.”1 

This likely has its origins in a passage from the prophet Isaiah which says, “With joy shall you 
draw water out of the wells of salvation” (12:3) 

Here is how the Jewish oral tradition expresses the festivities surrounding this ceremony. 
“Whoever has not seen the celebration of the water libation has never experienced the feeling of 

true joy - great lamps of gold were hoisted, with four golden bowls at the top of each lamp. Four young 
priests-in-training would climb to the top, carrying immense oil jugs with which they would fill the 
bowls. Once lighted, there was not a courtyard in all of Jerusalem that did not glow with the light that 
emanated from the celebration in the Temple courtyard. 

“As the people sang, the righteous and pious men would dance before them while juggling 
flaming torches. The Levites, standing on the fifteen steps that descend from the Court of Israel to 
the Women's Court, played on lyres, harps, trumpets and many other instruments. Two priests who 
blew silver trumpets stood at the top of the stairs on either side of the entrance to the great gate of 
the Court. 

“All this was done to honor the commandment of the water libation.”2 
There were even special elevated viewing balconies erected so that the pious Jewish women 

could watch the learned Jewish men in their revelry. 
Now, with that in mind, let’s turn to the gospel of John, chapter 7.  (I wish we had time to look 

at the whole chapter!)  Let’s begin at verse 1 just to set the stage. 
“7:1 After this Jesus went about in Galilee. He did not wish to go about in Judea because the 

Jews were looking for an opportunity to kill him. 2 Now the Jewish festival of Booths was near. 3 So 
his brothers said to him, ‘Leave here and go to Judea so that your disciples also may see the works 
you are doing; 4 for no one who wants to be widely known acts in secret. If you do these things, 
show yourself to the world.’ 5 (For not even his brothers believed in him.) 6 Jesus said to them, ‘My 
time has not yet come, but your time is always here. 7 The world cannot hate you, but it hates me 

                                                           
1 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/simchat-beit-hashoavah-the-water-drawing-festival/ 

2 Mishna, Tractate Sukkah, Chapter 5 
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because I testify against it that its works are evil. 8 Go to the festival yourselves. I am not going to 
this festival, for my time has not yet fully come.’ 9 After saying this, he remained in Galilee. 

“10 But after his brothers had gone to the festival, then he also went, not publicly but as it 
were in secret. 11 The Jews were looking for him at the festival and saying, ‘Where is he?’ 12 And 
there was considerable complaining about him among the crowds. While some were saying, ‘He is a 
good man,’ others were saying, ‘No, he is deceiving the crowd.’ 13 Yet no one would speak openly 
about him for fear of the Jews. 

“14 About the middle of the festival Jesus went up into the temple and began to teach.” 
In the following verses Jesus and the people go round and round about various things 

primarily revolving around whether or not Jesus is the Messiah or not.  Let’s pick up at verse 37. 
Don’t forget the elaborate water ceremony that would happen each day where, in procession, 

they would bring pure spring water representing life and growth given from God into the temple and 
pour it out on the altar as an offering of joy and thanksgiving. 

“37 On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he cried out, 
‘Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, 38 and let the one who believes in me drink. As the scripture 
has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.’’ 39 Now he said this about the 
Spirit, which believers in him were to receive; for as yet there was no Spirit, because Jesus was not yet 
glorified.” 

Wow!  Did you catch that?  In life and in creation who is it that gives water?  God.  People 
throughout time have universally regarded water as being connected to life and attributed its origins 
and the control of it to the gods.  In a Jewish and Christian understanding God himself brings water 
and therefore the harvest, and therefore life.  And now Jesus comes into the most important festival 
of the ancient Jews, on the “great day” of that festival, and declares that he is the source of water that 
will bring life and that when you ‘drink’ from him the very Spirit of God will dwell in  you. 

If you read the rest of chapter 7 you’ll see just how much of a stir this caused in the crowd 
that was there as well as within the Jewish leadership; remember back in verse one of this chapter 
where it tells us that the Jewish leadership wanted Jesus dead. 

So when we at Calvary talk about Sukkot - the feast of Tabernacles / Booths - we are not only 
reminded of the wilderness wanderings when the Israelites lived in booths (tents), we are not only 
reminded of a joyous harvest festival to the Lord, we are not only reminded of the daily water 
offering ceremonies that fueled the festivities of the weeklong festival at the Jewish temple in 
Jerusalem, ….  we are reminded of the truth of Jesus’ claim that through believing in him the very 
Spirit of God would dwell in us.  It just doesn’t get any bigger than that! 

Therefore, as we prepare for our annual Stewardship Sunday next week let us reflect on the 
truth that God’s Holy Spirit is in us and may the magnitude of that gift shape how we respond in 
thanksgiving next week when we talk about Yom Kippur - the Day of Atonement - the day when 

everything changes. Amen. 
 


