
Exodus Lesson 6 Handout – The Great Feasts. 

Exodus 23:14–17. Three times in a year you shall keep a feast to me. 
This is one of the oldest cycles of religious feasts; it is very like that 
included in the Ritual Code (Ex 34:18–23) and that of the Deuteronomic 
Code (Deut 16:1–6); Leviticus also has its version (cf. Lev 23). The 
Hebrew word used for these feasts means “dance” or “dance in a ring”, a 
reference to the processional form taken by pilgrimages to sanctuaries. 

The three great pilgrimage feasts are described here succinctly and 
accurately: the feast of the unleavened bread was held in spring, starting 
on the day after the Passover, although originally it had no connection 
with the latter. It lasted a week, during which no unleavened bread was 
eaten, to indicate divine blessing on the first fruits; in Israel it marked 
the birth of the people, when delivered from bondage. 

The Feast of Weeks (34:22), a spring harvest feast, was held fifty days 
after the Passover (seven weeks after the feast of the unleavened bread); 
hence its Greek name of Pentecost (cf. Thess 2:1). It celebrated the end 
of the grain harvest. Later on, probably as early as the 1st century b.c., it 
also commemorated the handing down of the Law on Sinai. 

The Feast of Tents (Also known as Booths or Tabernacles) a fall harvest 
feast, celebrated at the end of September, (cf. Deut 16:13; Lev 23:34) 
was named after the huts that were built for it (similar to those used 
during the grape harvest and the harvest of the last fruits). It was mainly 
a thanksgiving feast and it eventually became so popular that it was 
simply “the feast” (cf. 1 Kings 8:2; Ezek 45:25). In Israel it 
commemorated the years spent in the desert, when they had to live in 
tents because they had neither land nor houses of their own (cf. Lev 
23:43). 



In addition to these feasts there were other less important ones, many of 
which eventually disappeared. Those that lasted longest were the Day of 
Atonement (cf. Lev 16 and 23:27) and those which developed much 
later, such as Purim, to celebrate the lifting of judgments against the 
Jews in Persia (cf. Esther 9:24) and the Dedication of the Temple or the 
feast of Lights (cf. 1 Mac 4:59). There is no evidence that the New Year 
was celebrated in any very special way, despite the possible reference in 
Leviticus 23:34. 

The feasts laid down in the Bible, especially the three pilgrimage feasts, 
commemorate salvific actions of God in favor of his people, even 
though among the Canaanites they were linked to agricultural seasons. 
So we can see that salvation history and God’s actions in the past were 
kept before people’s minds by these liturgical celebrations. (Ibid. 
Gavigan pp. 314-315) 


