
5780 – Shavuot (The Feast of Weeks) 
 
 

A Double Celebration1 
 
The festival of Shavuot is a mystery wrapped in an enigma. Here is how 
th(e) ... sedra (Emor [Speak]) describes and defines it:  

From the day after the Sabbath, the day you brought the sheaf of the 
wave offering, count off seven full weeks. Count off fifty days up to 
the day after the seventh Sabbath, and then present an offering of new 
grain to the Lord ... On that same day you are to proclaim a sacred as-
sembly and do no regular work. This is to be a lasting ordinance for the 
generations to come, wherever you live. (Lev 23: 15-21)  

These are the difficulties. In the first place, Shavuot, “the feast of weeks”, 
is given no calendrical date: all the other festivals are. Pesach, for exam-
ple is “on the fifteenth day” of the “first month”. Shavuot has no such 
date. It is calculated on the basis of counting “seven full weeks” from a 
particular starting time, not by noting a date in the year. 

Secondly, as long as the New Moon was determined on the basis of 
eyewitness testimony (i.e. until the fourth century of the Common Era), 
Shavuot could have no fixed date. In the Jewish calendar a month can be 
long (30 days) or short (29). If Nisan and Iyar were both long months, Sha-
vuot would fall on 5 Sivan. If both were short, it would fall on 7 Sivan. And 
if one were long and the other short, it would fall on 6 Sivan. Unlike other 
festivals, Shavuot is (or was) a moveable feast. 

Thirdly, the point at which the counting of days and weeks begins is 
signaled in a profoundly ambiguous phrase: “From the day after the Sab-
bath.” But which Sabbath? And what is the reference to a Sabbath doing 
here at all? The previous passage has talked about Pesach, not the Sab-
bath. This led to one of the great controversies in Second Temple Judaism. 
The Pharisees, who believed in the Oral Law as well as the Written one 
understood “the Sabbath” to mean, here, the first day of Pesach (15 Ni-
san). The Sadducees, who believed in the Written Law only, took the 
text literally. The day after the Sabbath is Sunday. Thus the count al-
ways begins on a Sunday, and Shavuot, fifty days later, also always 
falls on a Sunday.  
1. John 19:31 (CJB) 

31It was Preparation Day (i.e., Friday), and the Judeans did not want the 
bodies to remain on the stake on Shabbat, since it was an especially 
important Shabbat (lit., “high” or “great” Sabbath). So, they asked Pi-
late to have the legs broken and the bodies removed. 

 
1 http://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation-5770-emor-a-double-celebration/ 

a. A “high” or “great” Sabbath is two Sabbaths in one, i.e., when a holi-
day Sabbath (like the Feast of Unleavened Bread [15Nissan]) falls on 
the same day as the weekly Sabbath.  

b. The Feast of Firstfruits was on the 16th of Nissan—the day when “the 
sheaf of the wave offering” was offered to the LORD  
1) Leviticus 23:15-17 

15"'From the day after the Sabbath, the day you brought the 
sheaf of the wave offering, count off seven full weeks. 16Count 
off fifty days up to the day after the seventh Sabbath, and then 
present an offering of new grain to the LORD. 17From wherever 
you live, bring two loaves made of two-tenths of an ephah of the 
finest flour, baked with yeast, as a wave offering of firstfruits to 
the LORD.  

c. John uses the Sadduccean reckoning in his account of the last week 
of Yeshua’s life. The synoptic gospels apparently use the Pharisaic 
reckoning—everything for them would have occurred a day earlier 
and the Feast of Firstfruits would have fallen on the weekly Sabbath. 
But, because it was the Sabbath, the “sheaf” would have been 
“waved” on the next day, i.e., on the first day of the week instead. 

 
The fourth mystery, though, is the deepest: what is Shavuot about? What 
does it commemorate? About Pesach and Sukkot, we have no doubt. Pe-
sach is a commemoration of the exodus. Sukkot is a reminder of the forty 
years in the wilderness. As our sedra says: “Live in booths for seven days: 
All native-born Israelites are to live in booths so your descendants will 
know that I had the Israelites live in booths when I brought them out of 
Egypt. I am the Lord your God.” 

In the case of Shavuot, all the Torah says is that it is the “Feast of the 
Harvest,” and the “Day of Firstfruits”. These are agricultural descript-
tions, not historical ones. Pesach and Sukkot have both: an agricultural 
aspect (spring/autumn) and a historical one (exodus/wilderness). This is 
not a marginal phenomenon, but of the essence. Other religions of the 
ancient world celebrated seasons. They recognized cyclical time. Only Is-
rael observed historical time—time as a journey, a story, an evolving 
narrative. The historical dimension of the Jewish festivals was unique. All 
the more, then, is it strange that Shavuot is not biblically linked to a 
historical event. 

Jewish tradition identified Shavuot as “the time of the giving of the 
Torah,” the anniversary of the Divine revelation at Sinai when the Israel-
ites heard the voice of G-d and made a covenant with Him. But that con-
nection is not made in the Torah itself. To be sure, the Torah says that “In 
the third month after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, 
on that very day, they entered the wilderness of Sinai” (Ex. 19:1), and Sha-



vuot is the only festival in the third month. So the connection is implicit; 
but it is not explicit. For this, as for the festival’s date, we need the Oral 
tradition.  
2. Ta’anit (Public Fasts) 28b 

On the sixth of the month [of Sivan] the Ten Commandments were 
given to Israel; R. Jose says: On the seventh of the month. He who 
says that they were given on the sixth takes the view that on the sixth 
they were given and on the seventh Moses ascended the mount. And he 
who says that they were given on the seventh holds that they were giv-
en on the seventh and on the seventh Moses ascended the mount. 

 
What then was the view of the Sadducees? It is unlikely that they linked 
Shavuot with the giving of the Torah. For that event had a date, and for 
the Sadducees Shavuot did not have a date. They kept it on a Sunday—
they observed it on a specific day of the week, not on a specific date in the 
year. How did the Sadducees view Shavuot? 

There is a fascinating episode recorded in the rabbinic literature (Mena-
chot [Meal Offerings] 65a) in which a Sadducee explains to R. Yochanan 
ben Zakkai why, according to them, Shavuot is always on a Sunday: “Mo-
ses our teacher was a great lover of Israel. Knowing that Shavuot lasted 
only one day, he therefore fixed it on the day after the Sabbath so that 
Israel might enjoy themselves for two successive days.” Shavuot gave the 
Israelites a long weekend! 

From this starting point we can begin to speculate what Shavuot might 
have meant for the Sadducees. The late Louis Finkelstein2 argued that 
they were landowners and farmers. In general, they were wealthier than 
the Pharisees, and more closely attached to the State and its institu-
tions: the Temple and the political elite. They were as near as Judaism 
came to a governing class. 

For farmers the agricultural significance of Shavuot would have been 
clear and primary. It was “the festival of the harvest, of the firstfruits of 
your work, of what you sow in the field” (Ex. 23:16). It came at the end of a 
seven-week process that began with the bringing of the Omer—“a sheaf of 
the first grain of your harvest” (Lev. 23:10), i.e. the first of the barley crop. 
This was the busy time of gathering in the grain (this is the setting of the 
Book of Ruth, and one of the reasons why we read it on Shavuot). Farmers 
would have a specific reason to give thanks to G-d who “brings forth 
bread from the ground.” They would also, by the end of harvesting, be 
exhausted. Hence the Sadducee’s remark about needing a long weekend. 

We can now see the outline of a possible Sadducean argument. Pesach 
represents the beginning of the Israelites’ journey to freedom. Sukkot re-

 
2 Louis Finkelstein (1895-1991) was a Talmud scholar, an expert in Jewish law, and a 

leader of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America and Conservative Judaism. 

calls the forty years of wandering in the desert. But where in the Jewish 
year do we recall and celebrate the end of the journey: the entry into the 
promised land? When, in fact, did it take place? The Book of Joshua (5:10-
12) states: 

On the evening of the fourteenth day of the month, while camped at 
Gilgal on the plains of Jericho, the Israelites celebrated the Passover. The 
day after the Passover, that very day, they ate some of the produce of 
the land: unleavened bread and roasted grain. The manna stopped the 
day after they ate this food from the land; there was no longer any manna 
for the Israelites, but that year they ate of the produce of Canaan. 

It is this text that Maimonides3 takes as proof that “the day after the 
Sabbath” in fact means, as the text states here, “the day after the Pass-
over.” Seen through Sadducean eyes, however, this text might have held a 
quite different significance. The Omer recalls the day the Israelites first ate 
the produce of the promised land. It was the end of the wilderness years—
the day they stopped eating manna (“bread from heaven”—Exodus 16:4) 
and started eating bread from the land to which they had been traveling 
for forty years. 

The reason Shavuot is given only agricultural, not historical, content in 
the Torah is that in this case agriculture was history. The fifty day count 
from the first time they ate food grown in Israel to the end of the grain 
harvest represents the end of the journey of which Pesach was the begin-
ning and Sukkot the middle. Shavuot is a festival of the land and its pro-
duce because it commemorates the entry into the land in the days of 
Joshua. So the Sadducees may have argued. It was Israel’s first Yom ha-
Atz-ma’ut, Independence Day. It was the festival of entry into the prom-
ised land. 

It is, perhaps, not surprising that after the destruction of the Second 
Temple, the Sadducees rapidly disappeared. How do you celebrate a festi-
val of the land when you have lost the land? How do you predicate your 
religious identity on the State and its institutions (Temple, priests, kings) 
when you have lost those institutions? Only a movement (the Pharisees) 
and a festival (Shavuot) based on the giving of the Torah, could survive. 
For the Torah was not completely dependent on the land. It had been giv-
en “in the wilderness.” It applied anywhere and everywhere. 

To be sure, the Pharisees, no less than the Sadducees, loved the land. 
They knew the Torah in its entirety could only be kept there. They longed 
for it, prayed for it, lived there whenever they could. But even in exile, 
they still had the Torah and the promise it contained that one day Jews 

 
3 Moses ben Maimon (1138-1204), commonly known as Maimonides and also re-

ferred to by the acronym Rambam, was a medieval Sephardic Jewish philosopher 
who became one of the most prolific and influential Torah scholars of the Middle 
Ages. In his time, he was also a preeminent astronomer and physician. 



would return, and recover their sovereignty, and rebuild what they had 
lost. 

The argument about Shavuot turned out to be fateful for Jewish his-
tory. Those who celebrated it as “the time of the giving of the Torah” 
ensured Jewish survival through nearly 20 centuries of exile and dis-
persion. And we, who live in the era of the return, can rejoice in a double 
celebration: of the Torah and of the land. 
 
3. Acts 2:1-21 

1When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. 
2Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven 
and filled the whole house (i.e., the Temple) where they were sitting. 
3They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came 
to rest on each of them. 4All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit 
and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. 

5Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every 
nation under heaven. 6When they heard this sound, a crowd came to-
gether in bewilderment, because each one heard their own language 
being spoken ... —we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our 
own tongues!" 12Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, "What 
does this mean?" ... 

14Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and ad-
dressed the crowd: "Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, 
let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say. 15These people 
are not drunk, as you suppose. It's only nine in the morning! 16No, this 
is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: 17"'In the last days, God says, 
I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will 
prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream 
dreams. 18Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out 
my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy. 19I will show won-
ders in the heavens above and signs on the earth below, blood and 
fire and billows of smoke. 20The sun will be turned to darkness and 
the moon to blood before the coming of the great and glorious day 
of the Lord. 21And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will 
be saved' (Joel 2:28-32).  
a. Jeremiah 31:30-36 (CJB) 

30"Here, the days are coming," says ADONAI, "when I will make a 
new covenant with the house of Isra'el and with the house of 
Y'hudah ... "I will put my Torah within them and write it on their 
hearts; I will be their God, and they will be my people  

b. Is it just a coincidence that the outpouring of the Spirit (Joel 2:28-
32) takes place on Shavuot, the very day that commemorates the 

giving of the Torah? And remember, it is the Oral Tradition that 
connects Shavuot to the giving of the Torah!   
1) That is NOT the way it works with other holidays. 

 
4. Luke 22:14-19 

14When the hour came, Yeshua and his apostles reclined at the table. 
15And he said to them, "I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with 
you before I suffer. 16For I tell you, I will not eat it again until it finds 
fulfillment in the kingdom of God." 17After taking the cup (i.e., the “cup 
of redemption”), he gave thanks and said, "Take this and divide it 
among you. 18For I tell you I will not drink again from the fruit of the 
vine until the kingdom of God comes." 19And he took bread, gave 
thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, "This is my body given 
for you; do this in remembrance of me."  
a. 16For I tell you, I will not eat it again ...  

1) “Eat of” what again? The antecedent subject is Passover! How 
can this be construed in any way to refer to a “sacrament” that 
wouldn’t exist for over 100 years4  

b. 19do this in remembrance of me." 
1) “Do” what? Celebrate Passover!  

c. Exodus 12:21-51 
21Then Moses summoned all the elders of Israel and said to them, 
"Go at once and select the animals for your families and slaughter 
the Passover lamb ... 23When the LORD goes through the land to 
strike down the Egyptians, he will see the blood on the top and 
sides of the doorframe and will pass over that doorway, and he 
will not permit the destroyer to enter your houses and strike you 
down. 24"Obey these instructions as A LASTING ORDINANCE for 
you and your descendants. 25When you enter the land that the 
LORD will give you as he promised, observe this ceremony. 26And 
when your children ask you, 'What does this ceremony mean to 
you?' 27then tell them, 'It is the Passover sacrifice to the LORD, 
who passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt and spared 
our homes when he struck down the Egyptians.'" ...  
1) John 1:29 

29The next day John saw Yeshua coming toward him and said, 
"Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!  

2) 1Peter 1:18-19 
18For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver 
or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life hand-

 
4 Justin Martyr, writing (in) the middle of the second century, gives the oldest de-

scription of something that can be recognized as the rite that is in use today. 



ed down to you from your ancestors, 19but with the precious 
blood of Messiah, a lamb without blemish or defect (Exo 12:5).  

d. Was it John’s or Peter’s intention to suggest that Yeshua was doing 
the opposite of what the LORD did for His people in Egypt—or 
something analogous? 

 
5. Exodus 34:21-23 

22"Celebrate the Festival of Weeks with the firstfruits of the wheat harvest, 
and the Festival of Ingathering (or “Harvest”) at the turn of the year.  
b. John 7:37 

On the last and greatest day of the festival (of Sukkot), Yeshua 
stood and said in a loud voice, "Let anyone who is thirsty come to 
me and drink.  
1) Literally, “on the last day, the great, of the festival.” Greek megalé 

(“great”) corresponds to Hebrew rabbah. The seventh, last day of 
Sukkot was its climax. Throughout the seven days of the festival 
a special cohen had carried water in a gold pitcher from the Pool 
of Shiloach (Siloam) to be poured into a basin at the foot of the 
altar by the cohen hagadol. It symbolized prayer for rain, which 
begins the next day, on Sh’mini Atzeret; and it also pointed to-
ward the outpouring of the Ruach HaKodesh on the people of Is-
rael. The rabbis associated the custom with Isaiah 12:3, “With 
joy shall you draw water from the wells of salvation” ... On the 
seventh day the water pouring was accompanied by cohanim 
blowing gold trumpets, L’vi’im singing sacred songs, and ordi-
nary people waving their lulavs and chanting the Hallel (Psalms 
113-118), which includes in its closing verses:  

“Adonai, please save us! (Hebrew Hoshia’na or Hoshana) 
Adonai, please proser us! Blessed is he who comes in the name 
of Adonai! We have blessed you out of the house of Adonai. 
God is Adonai, and he has given us light.” (Psa 118-25-27)  

The words, “Please save us!” led to the day’s being called Hosha-
na Rabba, the Great Hoshana (or Hosanna). This prayer had Mes-
sianic overtones, as is seen from its use when Yeshua made his 
triumphant entry into (Jerusalem) a few days before his execu-
tion (Mt 21:9, Mk 11:9-10). It was also a prayer for salvation 
from sin, for Hoshana Rabbah was understood to be the abso-
lutely final chance to have one’s sins for the year forgiven. On 
Rosh-Hashanah one asks to “be inscribed in the Book of Life (see 
Rv 20:12b), and on Yom-Kippur one hopes to have that inscrip-
tion “sealed”; yet in Jewish tradition there remained an oppor-
tunity for forgiveness up to Hoshana Rabbah.  

“A connection between the possession of the Ruach ha-
Kodesh and ecstasy, or religious joy, is found in the ceremony 
of water drawing, Simchat Beit HaSho’evah (“feast of water-
drawing”), on the festival of Sukkot. The Mishnah said that he 
who had never seen this ceremony, which was accompanited 
by dancing, singing and music (Sukkot 5:4), had never seen 
true joy (Sukkot 5:1). Yet this was also considered a ceremony 
in which the participants, as it were, drew inspiration from 
the Holy Spirit itself, which can only be possessed by those 
whose hearts are full of religious joy (Jerusalem Talmud, Suk-
kot 5:1, 55a)” (Encyclopedia Judaica 14:365).  

From this passage we also learn that Yeshua and his (disciples), 
like other Jews, observed a least portions of the Oral Torah and 
did utterly reject it as “traditions of men” (see Mk 7:5-13&N)—
since the water-drawing ceremony is specified not in the Tanakh 
but in the Mishna. 

It was in the midst of this water pouring, trumpet blasting, 
palm waving, psalm chanting and ecstatic joy on the part of the 
people seeking forgiveness—and in the presence of all 24 divi-
sions of the priesthood (see Lk 1:5N)—that Yeshua cried out in 
the Temple courts, “If anyone is thirsty, let him keep coming to 
me and drinking! Whoever trusts in me, as the Tanakh says, 
rives of living water will flow from his inmost being!” Compare 
Isaiah 44:3, 55:1, 58:11; also the woman at the well (Jn 4:6-15); 
and the ultimate fulfillment at Rv 22:17. In effect Yeshua was de-
claring, “I am the answer to your prayers.” His dramatic cry, sup-
porting by the full panoply of Temple ritual, was not misunder-
stood, as in vv 40-43 make abundantly clear. His subsequent 
proclamation “I am the light of the world,” also based on the 
passage of Psalm 118 quoted above, provoked an even more agi-
tated reaction (8:12&N, 58-59&N).5  
a) John 7:40-43 

40On hearing his words, some of the people said, "Surely this 
man is the Prophet." 41Others said, "He is the Messiah." Still 
others asked, "How can the Messiah come from Galilee? 42Does 
not Scripture say that the Messiah will come from David's de-
scendants and from Bethlehem, the town where David lived?" 
43Thus the people were divided because of Yeshua.  

 
5 David H. Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, (Jewish New Testament Pub-

lications)., pp. 178-179. 



c. Again, was it John’s intention to suggest that Yeshua was doing 
the opposite of what the LORD did for His people in the Wil-
derness—or something analogous?  

6. Acts 1:1-5 
4On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this 
command: "Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father 
promised, which you have heard me speak about ... 5in a few days 
you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit."  
1) Romans 8:5-17 

5Those who live according to the flesh have their minds set on 
what the flesh desires; but those who live in accordance with the 
Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. 6The mind 
(i.e., “heart”) governed by the flesh is death, but the mind gov-
erned by the Spirit is life and peace. 7THE MIND (i.e., “heart”) 
GOVERNED BY THE FLESH IS HOSTILE TO GOD; IT DOES NOT 
SUBMIT TO GOD'S LAW, NOR CAN IT DO SO. 8Those who are in the 
realm of the flesh cannot please God …. 

9You, however, are not in the realm of the flesh but are in the 
realm of the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God lives in you ... 

12Therefore, brothers and sisters, WE HAVE AN OBLIGATION—
BUT IT IS NOT TO THE FLESH, TO LIVE ACCORDING TO IT. 13For 
if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit 
you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live. 14For those 
who are led by the Spirit of God are the children of God ... 15And by 
him we cry, "Abba, Father." 16The Spirit himself testifies with our 
spirit that we are God's children. 17Now if we are children, then we 
are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Messiah, if indeed we 
share in his sufferings in order that we may also   
—Powerlessness ≠ Power  
—Curse ≠ Blessing  
—Death ≠ Life  
—Disobedience ≠ Obedience  
—Bondage ≠ Freedom  
—Lawlessness ≠ Lawfulness (i.e., Torah observance)  
—Walking in the flesh ≠ Walking in the Spirit  
—Judgment (not Torah) ≠ Grace   
—The Torah = Spirit  

2. 2Corinthians 6:14 
14... for what partnership have righteousness and lawlessness, or what 
fellowship has light with darkness? 


