Critical Online Bible Study
Social Institutions in Ancient Israel

Lesson XI

General

The religion of the ancient Israelites gradually evolved from that of nomads with a mobile tent sanctuary to one with a Temple and regular sacrifices.  Although the sacrifices continued until 70 CE, the focus shifted after the Exile from sacrifices to interpretation and obedience to the Torah, or Law.  It was also during this period that synagogues began to appear and become an important feature of the religion of ancient Israel.
Overview

	1.  The religion of the ancient Israelites began with commitment to Yahweh, a God of the desert, 

     who was not part of the Canaanite pantheon. 

2.  When the Israelites settled in Palestine, they used a number of different sanctuaries, each possibly 

     connected with a particular tribe, clan, or family.

3.  Eventually worship was restricted to the Temple in Jerusalem, or, in the case of the kingdom of 

     Israel, Bethel and Dan.

4.  The Temple in Jerusalem had a sizable staff of priests, guards, scribes, bookkeepers, singers, and

     Levites, who assisted the priests.

5.  The Temple remodeled by Herod the Great was a dazzling structure, one of the most magnificent

     in the ancient world.  It was the Temple visited by Jesus.  It lasted for only 44 years.

6.  Three of the Israelite festivals, Passover, Weeks, and Tabernacles, were pilgrimage festivals, in 

     celebration of which Jews were expected to travel to Jerusalem. 


Nomadic Religion

The ancient Israelites were initially nomads who lived on the periphery of the desert and herded animals.  The Bible contains information about Israelite religion during this period and modern nomads, particularly the Bedouin tribesmen, appear to have similar religious practices.

Before the Israelites settled down in Canaan after the Exodus, they carried around a portable shrine, although each tribe, and perhaps even each family, had its own portable shrine.  The shrine was housed in a tent, and before the commitment to monotheism and the idea of an invisible god, it contained idols of the tribal or household gods (see Genesis 31:31-35 for a story about household idols).

At some point, however, the ancient Israelites adopted the worship of Yahweh, whose origins are obscure.  He may have been the God of the Midianites as Moses was among the Midianites when he saw the burning bush through which God revealed his name (Exodus, chapter 3, but also see chapter 6).  The Midianites were also nomads and it is possible that the Israelites wanted to avoid any connection with the Canaanite pantheon of gods; the worship of those gods was often tied to agriculture and fertility cults.
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Exodus 26 has instructions for the construction of Tent or Tabernacle of the Covenant and chapter 36 describes its actual construction.  Scholars believe that the description of the Tent is highly idealized and probably based on the later layout of the Temple rather than the other way around.   (The book of Exodus, as we know it today, was probably written long after Solomon’s Temple had been built.)  Despite this reversal in historical sequence, it is very likely that the ancient Israelites, as nomads, carried around a portable tent used as a shrine and it is also entirely possible that Exodus preserves some accurate information about the Tent.

According to Exodus, the Tent had a wooden framework, which was overlain with fabric, goatskin, and finally a red covering of ram skins.  This is similar to the portable tents used by the Bedouin, which were also covered with skins dyed red.  For the Bedouin, these tent-shrines had special powers and they accompanied the Bedouin into battle, just as the Ark of the Covenant went into battle with the ancient Israelites.  After the Israelites settled down in Canaan, the tent was no longer needed and the Ark was housed in more permanent structures.

	The “Ark of the Testimony”, as it is called in Hebrew, was a box of acacia wood, about 4 feet 

by 2.5 feet by 4 feet.  It contained the two 

“tables of the testimony” (the Ten Commandments?) given at Sinai.  It was gold-plated with side rings for poles by which it 

could be transported.  On the top was a plate of gold, the “mercy seat” (kapporet), from which 

God dispensed mercy to his people.  At either 

end of the Ark was a statue of a cherub with outstretched wings.  The cherubs (or cherubim) were probably added when the Temple was 

built by Solomon.  The Ark was installed in the Holy of Holies in the Temple; it is last 

mentioned in 1 Kings 6:19 and 8:1-9.


	Where is the Ark today?  The movie Raiders of the Lost Ark ends with the Ark being wheeled into a U. S. government warehouse.  As attractive as this theory may be, it seems unlikely.  There is, however, a church in Ethiopia, the Church of Our Lady Mary of Zion in Axum, that claims to have the original Ark of the Covenant, although the church refuses to allow any outsiders to see it.  The claim may have some merit as the people of Ethiopia speak a Semitic language related to Hebrew and the kings of Ethiopia referred to themselves as “Lion(s) of Judah.”  Did refugees, such as Jeremiah, secretly take the Ark with them to Egypt?  If so, it could have eventually ended up in Ethiopia.  Jewish refugees had built a Temple at Elephantine on the Nile in Upper Egypt in the 6th century BCE, so who knows?  Scholars, however, believe that the Ark was probably either taken by the Pharaoh Shishak around 900 BCE, when he had invaded Judah during the reign of Rehoboam (1 Kings 14), or by the Babylonians when they destroyed the Temple in 587 BCE.  (Also see 2 Maccabees 2:4-10, where it is claimed that Jeremiah took the Ark and hid it in a cave on Mt Nebo in Jordan.)     
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Early Sanctuaries
When the Israelites settled in Canaan, they adopted several different sites as sanctuaries.  Each one will be briefly described below.  It is possible that some, or even perhaps all, of these sanctuaries were tribal rather than national.  Although priests were later required to be Levites and descendents of Aaron, these early sanctuaries were often served by individuals from other tribes.    

Beer-sheba.  The name means “well of the covenant” or “well of the seven.”  It is most closely associated with Isaac, who built an altar here (Gen 26:23-25).  The Canaanite deity, El Olam, may have worshiped here as this title is later applied to Yahweh (Gen 21:33).  Because of its worship of Yahweh became tainted, Amos condemns it (Amos 5:5, 8:14).
Bethel.  The name means “house of God.”  It was located about ten miles north of Jerusalem.  Abraham is credited with founding this sanctuary (Gen 12:8), although Gen 28:10-22 says that it was founded by Jacob (i.e., the dream of Jacob’s Ladder).  During the period of the judges, the Ark was kept for a while at Bethel (Judges 20:27).  After the kingdom of Solomon split into two kingdoms, Judah and Israel, Bethel became the chief sanctuary for the kingdom of Israel.  According to 1 Kings 12:28-29, Jeroboam made calves of gold and installed one in the temple at Bethel (the other calf went in the temple at Dan).  Later Amos had an altercation with Amaziah, the priest at Bethel, who told Amos to go back home to Judah (Amos 7:10-17).  Scholars believe that the story of the golden calf in Exodus 32, in which the Israelites under Aaron build a golden calf while Moses is up on Mt Sinai, is a later story intended to denigrate the temple at Bethel.  
Dan.  This was the northern sanctuary of the two established by Jeroboam when Israel split from Judah after the death of Solomon.  (The other sanctuary was at Bethel.)  According to Judges 17-18, the sanctuary at Dan was established by a man named Micah, who convinced a traveling Levite to serve as its first priest.  It was also the site of one of the two golden calves made by Jeroboam.  The story of the dubious origins of the sanctuary at Dan may have written in Judah to discredit the sanctuaries in Israel. 

Gilgal.  When the Israelites crossed the Jordan into the Promised Land, the first sanctuary they established was at Gilgal.  It was marked by a circle of stones and it may have been used earlier by the Canaanites.  The Ark was kept at Gilgal after the crossing and it is where the men of Israel accepted circumcision.  Saul was proclaimed king at Gilgal (1 Sam 11:15) and he was later repudiated there by Samuel (13:7-15).  Hosea (4:15) and Amos (4:4, 5:5) were both later critical of the worship performed at Gilgal.
Hebron.  According to Genesis 13:18, Abraham built an altar at Hebron and purchased the Cave of Machpelah, where he was buried along with Sarah, Isaac, Rebekah, Jacob, and Leah (Gen. 49:29-32).  Herod the Great built a wall around the burial site, but today it is part of a mosque.  Hebron was David’s capital until he captured Jerusalem (2 Sam. 2:1-5:5).  
Kiriath-jearim.  After the Israelites regained the Ark from the Philistines (1 Sam 6), it was kept at this site until it was taken to Jerusalem by David (2 Sam 6).
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Mamre.  This site is mentioned only in Genesis as the dwelling place of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  It became a popular pilgrimage site, but the editors of the Old Testament may chosen to ignore it because of pagan connections.
Mizpah.  This site in the land of Benjamin, north of Jerusalem, is mentioned as a sanctuary in Judges 20:1,3 and 21:1,5,8.  The Israelites had convened to make a solemn oath before Yahweh.  It is also mentioned in 1 Samuel 7:5-12, where we are told that the Israelites gathered for sacrifices and to pour out libations.
Nob.  This site is mentioned in 1 Samuel 21:1-9, where the priest of Nob, Ahimelech, gives David the Bread of the Presence for food and the sword of Goliath.  David was fleeing from Saul at the time, but the actions of Ahimelech were witnessed by Doeg the Edomite, who was Saul’s strongest herdsmen.  Saul later orders Doeg to slay Ahimelech (1 Sam 22:9-23).
Ophrah.  This was a sanctuary established by Gideon before he defeated thousands of Midianites with just 300 warriors.  Note that there are two accounts as to how Gideon established this sanctuary (Judges 6:11-24 and 6:25-32).  It was evidently a clan sanctuary.
Shechem.  In Genesis 12:6-7, we are told that Abraham built an altar because God had appeared to him at this site.  Jacob buried the household idols here under a terebinth tree to show his rejection of idolatry (Gen 33:18-20) and Joseph was buried here as well (Joshua 24:32).  The Sinaitic covenant was renewed at Shechem (Joshua 24:25-28) and some scholars believe that Shechem was the site of an annual covenant renewal ceremony, a tradition preserved in the book of Deuteronomy.  It sits near the slopes of Mt Gerizim, the holy mountain of the Samaritans (as opposed to Mt Sinai).   
Shiloh.  At some point, Shiloh replaced Gilgal as the principal sanctuary.  The Ark was moved to Shiloh from Bethel (1 Sam 3:3), where it was kept in a special building (Judges 18:31 and 1 Sam 1:7, 24; 3:15). It  lost to the Philistines at the battle of Aphek (1 Sam 4).  It was at Shiloh where Samuel heard the call of God as a boy while he was an apprentice of Eli (I Sam 3).  Samuel’s father, Elkanah, traveled annually to Shiloh to make sacrifices, so Shiloh was probably a pilgrimage site until the Ark was lost.  
The Temple in Jerusalem

The greatest and final sanctuary was the Temple in Jerusalem.  The first Temple was built by Solomon between 957 and 946 BCE; it was destroyed by the Babylonians in 587 BCE.  The Second Temple was built between 520 and 515 BCE and extensively remodeled by Herod the Great between 20 BCE and 26 CE; it was subsequently destroyed in 70 CE by the Romans.  There has been no Temple, no priesthood, and no sacrifices since the Roman destruction.  
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Solomon’s Temple
There are three descriptions of Solomon’s Temple, and all three are somewhat incomplete.  The first description is found in 1 Kings 5:1-9:9, where the construction of the Temple is detailed.   According to this account, Solomon’s Temple was divided into two main rooms, the Holy Place or Sanctuary (hekal); it was about 60 feet long and 30 feet wide with a height of about 45 feet.  The Holy Place contained the Altar of Incense, the Table for the Loaves of Proposition and the Ten Candlesticks.  Further back in the Temple was the Holy of Holies (debir), a room in the form of a cube, 30 x 30 x30 feet.  The floor of the Holy of Holies was fifteen feet higher than that of the Holy Place with stairs from the lower to the higher level.  The entrance was protected by a curtain (according to Matthew 27:50-51, the curtain was torn at the time Jesus died on the cross).  The Holy of Holies may have been a separate free-standing wooden structure in the back of the Holy Place, or it may have been a separate room as a part of the Temple structure.  It contained the Ark of the Covenant and the statues of the two cherubim.  
The other descriptions of the Temple of Solomon are found in 2 Chronicles 2:1-7:10, which essentially repeats what is found in 1 Kings as the Chronicler used 1 Kings as his primary source.  The third account is the idealized vision of the Temple found in Ezekiel 40:48-42:20, which differs somewhat from the descriptions in 1 Kings and 2 Chronicles.

The Temple was set on a platform about nine feet high with stairs in the front leading from the ground to the base of the Temple.  There were side chambers on each side of the Temple for storage; the exact width of the side chambers is not known.  In front of the Temple on each side of the entrance were two free standing columns called Jachin and Boaz.  The significance of these columns and of their names is not known.
In front of the Temple was the Sea of Bronze, a large laver or basin sitting on top of twelve bronze bulls, three facing in the each of the four cardinal directions.  The sea was used for washing the parts of animals to be sacrificed and for the purification of the priests.  The sea had a diameter of about fifteen feet.

Also in front of the Temple was the Bronze Altar where animals were sacrificed.  It was basically a giant grill, made partly of wood, although it is not clear how the wood was protected so that it did not burn up.  
The Second Temple

When Cyrus captured Babylon in 539 BCE, he allowed the Jews exiled there to return home with the Temple furniture and utensils that the Babylonians had taken when they destroyed Solomon’s Temple in 587 BCE.  The majority of Jews had become economically established in Babylon and remained there.  Those who returned rebuilt the Temple between 520 and 515 BCE, despite efforts by the Samaritans to stop them.  The rebuilt Temple was less grand than that of Solomon until Herod the Great remodeled it, beginning in 20 BCE.  
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	Herod greatly doubled the Temple grounds to cover about 36 acres.  These grounds were atop a large platform, part of which still exists today; the west wall of the platform constitutes the famous “Wailing Wall” where modern-day Israeli and orthodox Jews pray.  Much of the exterior was made of white marble and some of it was plated with gold.  In the sunlight, it was absolutely dazzling and constituted one of the great wonders of the ancient world.  Herod erected a number of porticos and these are mentioned in the New Testament.  Tragically, this magnificent structure was destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE, never to be rebuilt. 
	
	Mecca is a sort of Islamic parallel to Jerusalem.  In ancient times, Jews prayed in the direction of Jerusalem and later Muslims did likewise until Mohammed changed the direction to Mecca.  This is called facing the qiblah.  Mecca also contains the Ka’aba, a cubical granite building covered with a black silk and gold curtain, called the kiswah.  Note the Holy of Holies in the Temple was also in the shape of cube.  The Ka’aba houses the Black Stone, said to have fallen from heaven to show Adam and Eve where to build an altar.  During the Hajj, or Pilgrimage, animals are sacrificed in the vicinity of Mecca.  


The site today is occupied by the Al Aksha mosque and the Islamic Dome of the Rock, a shrine rather than a mosque.

The Priesthood

Prior to the reign of David, priests were recruited from any of the tribes.  When David captured Jerusalem, he was served by Abiathar, a descendent of Eli and the son of Ahimelech, but he adopted the local Jebusite priest, Zadok (according to one theory), so that David was actually served by two chief priests.  When Solomon was vying to be become king, Abiathar supported Solomon’s older brother, Adonijah, whereas Zadok supported Solomon.  Since Solomon eventually won the succession fight, Zadok became the sole chief priest.  Abiathar was exiled to Anathoth, outside Jerusalem.  The prophet Jeremiah was a priest who came from Anathoth; he may have been a descendent of Abiathar, although he lived about 300 years later.
There is considerable controversy about the background of Zadok.  Some scholars argue that Zadok was actually an Israelite and a member of the Aaronide group of Levites, who operated sanctuaries in southern Palestine.  Abiathar, on the other hand, was one of the Mushites (descendent of Moses), who operated sanctuaries in northern Palestine as well as in the very far south part of Palestine.  This would explain some of the conflicts between Aaron and Moses described in the Torah.  The Levites at Hebron, with whom Zadok was connected, had supported David in his conflict with Saul.  In return, he made Zadok one of his two high priests when he captured Jerusalem.  Both theories about the background of Zadok have certain difficulties, so the issue remains unresolved.

Under Solomon, and subsequently, only priests from the line of Zadok were allowed to be high priests, a point emphasized by Ezekiel (40:46; 44:15-16), who was himself from this line.  The high priesthood remained in the hands of the descendents of Zadok until the time of the Maccabean revolt in the 160’s BCE, when Antiochus IV Epiphanes appointed Menelaus, a non-Zadokite, as high priest.  Scholars believe that the Qumran sectarians (probably Essenes), who had probably left the Dead Sea scrolls, were led by a Zadokite priest, the “Teacher of Righteousness,” who opposed the non-Zadokite high priesthood in Jerusalem.
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The priests in Jerusalem had three primary functions.

   1)  Care of the Temple site;
   2)  Acting as the medium for the word of God through oracular consultation (divination?), 
        interpretation of the Torah, teaching, and preaching; and

   3)  Performing sacrifices.

Care of the Temple Site.  The Temple employed a number of personnel including the priestly staff and the Levites, who assisted the priests.  The functions included supervision of the personnel, cleaning and

Maintaining the site (the sacrifices were often messy and the Bronze Altar had to be continually burning), and providing security through the Temple guards.  Since the Temple had a treasury, bookkeepers were also needed.  The position of priest, and especially of high priest, could be very lucrative and bribery was sometimes used to secure an appointment.  This sort of corruption was condemned by the prophets.  In addition to these employees, the Temple also employed scribes (see below), door-keepers, and singers.
	Medium for the Word of God.  The priests asked God questions through objects known as the Urim and Thummim inside an ephod.  It is not known exactly how these items functioned, but the questions were designed to elicit a Yes or No answer.  It was probably akin to casting lots.  They were often taken into battle so that the king could consult God for advice as to how to proceed.


	
	The ancient Greeks maintained sanctuaries at Dephi, Dodona, and Delos.  At Delphi, a priestess, always in a trance, would deliver the oracles from Apollo.  She sat in the back of the Temple of Apollo.  Her oracles were always cryptic, so Herodotus and other ancient writers could assert that the oracles were never wrong, only misinterpreted.  Today we know that the priestess sat atop a fissure in the ground through which acetylene gas escaped.  This was the cause of the trance.


The Temple priests also maintained the sacred texts.  It was during a remodeling of the Temple under Josiah around 621 BCE that a copy of the law was found in the Temple (probably the text of Deuteronomy 12-26).  Other texts probably included the annals of the kings of Judah, and possibly after the fall of Samaria in 721 BCE, the annals of the kings of Israel as well.  These annals have not survived, although the books of 1-2 Kings and 1-2 Chronicles preserve some of the information from them.  In later times, the copies of the Torah in the Temple were considered the “official” versions and they were used to correct other copies.  Because of the need for copies, a staff of professional scribes was also employed at the Temple.

The priests also had responsibility for keeping the population informed as to the will of God through the Torah and other media.  Some of the prophets chastised the priests because of their failure to instruct the people, particularly the rich, who often took advantage of the poor.  After the Exile, the priests took this responsibility much more seriously as shown by the story of the reading of the Torah to the people Nehemiah (7:73-8:12) and by the appearance of synagogues in local villages.  Judaism gradually moved from being sacrifice-centered to Torah-centered.   

Finally, the third important function of the priests was to perform sacrifices, which are discussed below.    
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Sacrifices

There were several different sacrifices.  Most of the rules governing sacrifices are found in Leviticus 1-7, but other rules are found elsewhere in the Torah.
The Holocaust or Burnt-Offering.  Known in Hebrew as the ‘ola, this was the most important sacrifice in that the victim was completely burned.  The victim was an unblemished male animal, turtledove, or pigeon.  Unclean animals, such as pigs, were not allowed.  The offerer put his hand on the head of the animal before its throat was slit.  The priest then poured out the blood around the altar.  The carcass was then skinned and quartered, the parts were washed, and placed on the grill of the altar to be burned.  If the victim was a bird, the priest performed the ritual.  Since the poor could not afford animals, they usually offered birds.  

Later a minha was required along with a holocaust.  This consisted of flour mixed with oil, which was burned.  Wine was poured around the base of the altar.

The holocaust was basically a sacrifice of praise for the power and glory of God.  It was originally offered on solemn occasions, but after the exile, a lamb was offered in the morning and in the late afternoon every day.  On the Sabbath, two lambs were offered at each time.  

The Communion Sacrifice.  Called the zebakh shelamim, zebakh, or just shelamim in Hebrew, it is sometimes translated as “Peace Offering.”  There were three types of communion sacrifice; the toda, or sacrifice of praise; the nedaba, or freewill sacrifice, and the neder or votive offering, made in fulfillment of a vow.

In contrast to the holocaust, a communion sacrifice was shared with portions going to God, the priest, and the offerer.  The animal could be either male or female, and in the case of a freewill offering, it could be blemished.  Birds were not allowed.   In other respects, the ritual was the same.  

God’s portion was burned on the altar; it consisted of the fat around the intestines, the kidneys, the liver, and the fat of the sheep’s tail.  The priest received the breast and the right leg.   The offerer received the rest and he would share it with family and friends.  The victim of a toda had to be eaten the same day and the sacrifice had to include an offering of unleavened cakes and wafers.  One cake was offered to God, but it became part of the priest’s share.  In the case of a nedaba or neder sacrifice, the victim had to be eaten within two days; on the third day, any leftovers were burned.  
Sacrifices of Expiation.  These are described in Leviticus, chapter 4.  There were two types of sacrifices of expiation; the sin offering and the guilt offering.  In the case of a sin offering, the status of the person making the sacrifice determined what kind of animal was required.  The collective sin of the nation, or that of the high priest, was expiated by offering a bull; a prince was required to offer a he-goat, but a private person could offer a she-goat or a sheep.  The poor could offer two turtledoves or two pigeons; one bird was offered as a holocaust and the other as a sacrifice for sin.  The very poor could offer just flour. 
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If expiation was being made for the high priest or for the nation, some of the blood of the animal was sprinkled seven times on the veil before the Holy of Holies in the Temple and some was smeared on the horns on the Altar of Incense in the Holy Place in the Temple.  The rest of the blood was poured around  the base of the altar of holocausts (the Bronze Altar in the Temple courtyard).  For a prince or private person, the blood was smeared on the horns of the altar of holocausts and the rest was poured out at the base of the altar.  The animal was burned as an offering to God if the sin of the high priest or of the nation was to be expiated; in the other cases, the fat was burned for God and the rest of the flesh went to the priest.

Numbers 15:15-31 makes a distinction between inadvertent sins and deliberate sins.  Inadvertent sins by the nation could be expiated by the sacrifice of a bull as a holocaust and of a he-goat as a sin offering.  For an individual, a she-goat could be offered as a sin offering.  Numbers 15:31, however, provides that no sacrifice can expiate a deliberate sin.

A guilt offering was offered to repair an offense.  This type of offering is described in Leviticus 5:14-26 and 7:1-10.  It is available only to individuals and the only victim mentioned is a ram.  In some texts, the payment of a fine is also required.    

Festivals and Holy Days

Sabbath.  The common observance is the Sabbath, which occurs every week.  It begins at sundown on Friday and ends at sundown on Saturday.  No work is to be done on the Sabbath.  Although not strictly observed before the Exile, its observance became almost fanatical afterwards.  The rules governing the Sabbath are found in Exodus 20:8-11 (in the Ten Commandments), 23:12, 31:12-17, 34:21; Leviticus 19:3,30; 23:9-14; 24:5-9; and 26:2; Numbers 15:32-36 (the penalty for violating the Sabbath was stoning), 28:9-10, and Deuteronomy 5:12-15.  The pre-exilic prophets (i.e., those before the 6th century BCE) almost never mention it ; an exception is Jeremiah 17:19-27.

The Pilgrimage Feasts.  Each of these three feasts required Jews to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.
The first of these feasts (under the modern Gregorian calendar) is Passover (Pesach) and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which falls in March or April.  (Under the Jewish calendar, the first feast of the year is Sukkoth, which occurs in the fall just after the start of the Jewish New Year.)  The second pilgrimage feast of the year is Shavuot, or Weeks, also known as Pentecost, which falls in late May or June.  The third pilgrimage feast is Sukkoth, or Tabernacles.

Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread.  On the Jewish calendar, Passover commemorates the deliverance of the Jews from captivity in Egypt; the Passover story is found in Exodus, chapter 12.  On the Jewish calendar, it is observed on Nisan 15-22.  Since Jewish months always begin with a new moon, Passover always begins when there is a full moon.  In the late afternoon of the 14th, the Passover lamb is slaughter and then eaten after sunset (the beginning of the 15th) along with bitter herbs.  The entire lamb had to be eaten, so friends and relatives were usually invited to celebrate Passover.  In Jewish families today, the Passover meal is a festive occasion, known as a seder.  
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The Feast of Unleavened Bread was originally a separate festival, perhaps a barley festival, but Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread became joined together during Biblical times.  No leavened food is to be eaten during the entire eight days of Passover.  This has led to extensive arguments among the rabbis; the texts of these arguments are preserved in the Talmud.
Weeks or Pentecost.  This festival was originally celebrated seven weeks after the beginning of the barley harvest; it is now celebrated regularly on Sivan 6-7.  Although probably an agricultural festival originally, it came to commemorate the arrival of the Israelites at Mt Sinai.  It is not widely celebrated among Jews today.
Tabernacles or Booths.  This festival from Tishri 15 to 22; Tishri is the first month on the Jewish calendar.  It commemorates the life of the Israelites in the Wilderness during the exodus, when the people had to live in tents or booths.  It also marked the end of the agricultural year and it may have originally been a festival to celebrate the end of the harvest.  

Other Biblical Feasts and Festivals.  The most important of the other days is Yom Kippur, of the Day of Atonement, on which day Jews fast rather than feast.  It falls on Tishri 10 and it is a very solemn day of reflection, piety, and lamentation.  Since it occurs only ten days after the start of the New Year, it represents a new beginning.  In addition to fasting, it is a day of complete rest.  Its provisions are described in Leviticus, chapter 16.

The Jewish New Year, or Rosh Hashanah (rosh means “year” in Hebrew), falls in late September or early October.  It is described in Leviticus 23:23-25.  It is to be a day of sacred rest, remembrance, and acclamation.   The Feast of Purim, or Lots, is celebrated on Adar 14 and 15, which usually falls in February or March.  Although the Bible does not describe this feast, it commemorates the deliverance of the Jews recounted in the book of Esther.  It is very definitely a feast of celebration, sometimes to excess. 
Hanukkah, or the Festival of Lights or Dedication, commemorates the rededication of the Temple in 164 BCE by the Maccabees after it had been desecrated by the Seleucid king, Antiochus IV Epiphanes.  The events behind Hanukkah are described cryptically in the book of Daniel and in 1 and 2 Maccabees.  The rededication of the Temple is specifically mentioned in 1 Maccabees, chapter 4 and 2 Maccabees, chapter 10.  Hanukkah is also mentioned in John 10:22; it is not mentioned in the Hebrew Old Testament (the Tanakh).    
Attached below are charts of modern Jewish festivals and the Hebrew calendar.

References.  Most of the information in this lesson came from the The New Jerome Biblical Commentary.  Other information was obtained from the Oxford Companion to the Bible, The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, and from Wikipedia.
Brown, R E, Fitzmyer, J A, and Murphy, R E, The New Jerome Biblical Commentary,

     “Inspiration,” § 65:1-72 (Englewood Cliffs NJ, 1990).  

Metzger, B M and Coogan, M D, The Oxford Companion to the Bible, “Inspiration and 

     Inerrancy,” pp. 302-304 (New York, 1993)

The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Abingdon, New York, 1962.
Jewish Festivals

	Festival
	Date(s)
	Features

	Rosh Hashanah (השנה ראש‎)

(New Year)
	1-2 Tishrei

(Erev Rosh Hashanah – 29 Elul)
	First month of calendar year – Used for counting the Sabbatical and Jubilee years – Blowing of the shofar

	Aseret Yemei Teshuva

(Ten Days of Remembrance)
	1-10 Tishrei
	Days for personal examination leading up to Yom Kippur – Fast of Gedalia on 3 Tishrei

	Yom Kippur (כיפור יום)‎
(Day of Atonement)
	10 Tishrei

(Erev Yom Kippur – 9 Tishrei)
	Holiest day of the year for rabbinic Jews – Prayer of Kol Nidrei recited on 9 Tishre – Ne’ilah service – Total fasting

	Sukkot (סוכות)

(Festival of Booths)
	15-22 Tishrei (15-21 in Israel)

(Erev Sukkot – 14 Tishrei)
	 Pilgrimage Feast - Meals taken in booths – Seventh day is called Hoshanah Rabbah

	Shemini Atzeret  and Simchat Torah (תורה שמחת) 

(Rejoicing with the Torah)
	23 (Shemini Atzeret) and 24 (Simchat Torah) of Tishrei
	Last portion of the Torah is read in the annual cycle

	Hanukkah (חנוכה)

(Festival of Lights)
	25 Kislev – 2/3 Tevet

(Erev Hanukkah – 24 Kislev)
	Commemorates the rededication of the Temple by the Maccabees in 164 BCE – Lighting of the Hanukkah menorah one day at a time

	Tenth of Tevet
	10 Tevet
	Commemorates the siege of Jerusalem in 2 Kings 25:1 – Fasting during daylight hours

	Tu Bishvat 

(בשבט ט"ו – האילנות חג)  

‎(New Year of the Trees)
	15 Shevat
	Trees planted – Nuts and fruits grown in Israel eaten

	Purim (פורים)‎
(Feast of Lots)
	14 -15 Adar [Shushan Purim – 15 Adar] (II Adar in Sheni Adar)
	Commemorates the salvation of the Jews in the book of Esther – Festive parades and gifts for the poor and needy

	New Year for Kings
	1 Nisan
	First month of the year for the order of festivals

	Pesach (פסח) (Passover)
	14 Nisan – Erev Pesach – Fast of the Firstborn (Ta’anit Bechorim)

15-16 Nisan – Pesach

17-20 Nisan – Chol Hamo’ed (Intermediate Days)

21-22 Nisan – Acharon shel Pesach (Last Days of Pesach
	Pilgrimage Feast - Commemorates the escape from Egypt  and K’riet Yom Suf, the Passage of the Red Sea – No leaven is eaten – First seder meal is on the night of 15 Nisan

	Sefirah Ha’Omer (העומר ספירת)

(Counting the Omer)
	15 Nisan – 5 Sivan 
	Count of 49 days (seven weeks) from Pesach to Shavuot


Jewish Festivals – Page 2
	Festival
	Date(s)
	Features

	Shavuot (שבועות) (Feast of Weeks) (Yom HaBikurim)
	6-7 Sivan (Erev Shavuot, 5 Sivan)
	Pilgrimage Feast – Ten Commandments Given – Book of Ruth read – Dairy meals eaten

	Seventeenth of Tammuz
	17 Tammuz
	First breach by the Romans of the Second Temple wall in 70 CE

	Three Weeks and Nine Days
	17 Tammuz – 9 Av (Tisha B’av) – Three Weeks

1-9 Av – Nine Days
	Fall of Jerusalem to the Romans – A period of mourning – Refrain from meat and wine

	Ninth of Av (באב תשעה צום) (Tisha B’Av) ‎
	9 Av
	Commemorates the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians in 587 BCE – Day of fasting

	Rosh Chodesh (New Month)
	
	New moon

	Shabbat (שבת) (Sabbath)
	
	

	Yom HaShoah 
	
	Holocaust Remembrance Day

	Yom Ha’atzmaut
	5 Iyar
	Israel Independence Day


Gregorian Dates for Jewish Festivals (2010-2014)
	Festival
	5771

(2010-2011)
	5772

(2011-2012)
	5773

(2012-2013)
	5774

(2013-2014)

	Rosh Hashanah
	Sep 9-10
	Sep 29-30
	Sep 17-18
	Sep 5-6

	Aseret Yemei Teshuva
	Sep 9-18
	Sep 29-Oct 8
	Sep 17-26
	Sep 5-14

	Yom Kippur
	Sep 18
	Oct 8
	Sep 26
	Sep 14

	Sukkot
	Sep 23-30
	Oct 13-20
	Oct 1-8
	Sep 19-26

	Shemini Atzeret  
	Sep 30
	Oct 20
	Oct 8
	Sep 26

	Simchat Torah
	Oct 1
	Oct 21
	Oct 9
	Sep 27

	Hanukkah
	Dec 2-9
	Dec 21-28
	Dec 9-16
	Nov 28-Dec 5

	Tenth of Tevet
	Dec 17
	Jan 5
	Dec 23
	Dec 13

	Tu Bishvat
	Jan 20
	Feb 8
	Jan 26
	Jan16

	Purim
	Mar 20-21
	Mar 8-9
	Feb 24-25
	Mar 16-17

	New Year for Kings
	Apr 5
	Mar 24
	Mar 12
	Apr 1

	Pesach
	Apr 19-26
	Apr 7-14
	Mar26-Apr 2
	Apr 15-22

	Sefirah Ha’Omer
	
	
	
	

	Shavuot
	Jun 8-9
	May 27-28
	May 15-16
	Jun 4-5

	Seventeenth of Tammuz
	Jul 19
	Jul 8
	Jun 25
	Jul 15

	Three Weeks and Nine Days
	
	
	
	

	Ninth of Av
	Aug 9
	Jul  29
	Jul 16
	Aug 5


Hebrew Calendar
	Month
	Hebrew Name
	No. of Days


	Western

Month(s)
	Babylonian Name
	Archaic Name

(Canaanitic)


	Festivals

	Tishri
	תִּשׁרִי
	30
	Sep-Oct
	Tashritu
	Ethanim (I K 8:2)

(I K 8:2)
	1 - Rosh Hashanah                                   

     (New Year)

1-10 Aseret Yimei   

     Teshuva

15 - Yom Kippur

15-22 Sukkot

23 - Shemini Atzeret and 24 - Simchat Torah

	Marcheshvan
	מַרְחֶשְׁוָן
	29 or 30
	Oct-Nov
	Arakhsamna
	Bul (1 K 6:38)
	

	Kislev
	כִּסְלֵו
	29 or 30
	Nov-Dec
	Kislimu
	
	25 Tishri–2/3 Tevet -Hanukkah

	Tevet (Tebet)
	טֵבֵת
	29
	Dec-Jan
	Tebetu
	
	10 – 10th of Tevet

	Shevat
	שְׁבָט
	30
	Jan-Feb
	Shabatu
	
	15 – Tu Bishvat

	Adar (I)
	אֲדָר א׳
	29 or 30
	Feb-Mar
	Adaru
	
	14-15 – Purim

	Adar Sheni or Veadar (Adar II)
	אֲדָר ב׳
	29
	Feb-Mar
	Adaru
	
	14-15 – Purim (when 

    Adar Sheni occurs)

	Nisan
	נִיסָן
	30
	Mar-Apr
	Nisanu
	Abib (Ex 13:4,

23:15, 34:18;

Dt 16:1) 
	1 – New Year for Kings

14-22 – Pesach

	Iyar (Iyyar)
	אִיָּר
	29
	Apr-May
	Ayaru
	Ziv (1 K 6:1, 37)
	15 Nisan-5 Sivan – 

      Sefirah Ha’Omer

	Sivan
	סִיוָן
	30
	May-Jun
	Simanu
	
	6-7 - Shavuot

	Tammuz
	תַּמּוּז
	29
	Jun-Jul
	Du’uzu
	
	17 – 17th of Tammuz

17 Tammuz-9 Av – 

      Three Weeks and 

      Nine Days

	Av (Ab)
	אָב
	30
	Jul-Aug
	Abu
	
	9 – 9th of Av

	Elul
	אֱלוּל
	29
	Aug-Sep
	Ululu
	
	


	DAYS OF THE WEEK

	Day of Week
	Hebrew Transliteration
	Hebrew
	Meaning

	Sunday
	Yom Rishon
	יום ראשון
	first day

	Monday
	Yom Sheni
	יום שנ
	second day

	Tuesday
	Yom Shlishi
	יום שלישי
	third day

	Wednesday
	Yom Revi’i
	יום רבעי
	fourth day

	Thursday
	Yom Chamishi
	יום חמישי
	fifth day

	Friday
	Yom Shishi
	יום ששי
	sixth day

	Saturday
	Yom Shabbat
	יום שבת
	Sabbath day


