
Pentecost
CELEBRATION
I N  T H E  F I R S T  C E N T U R Y

FOR MANY CHRISTIANS, 
the word “Pentecost” evokes 
the account in Acts 2 of the 

outpouring of the Holy Spirit. The 
Jews who gathered for the feast every 
year prior to this event had cele-
brated Pentecost differently. The pur-
pose of this article is to outline the 
Old Testament roots of the Feast of 
Pentecost with the goal of gaining 
the proper perspective of this annual 
festival as the Jews celebrated it prior 
to the Acts 2 Pentecost event. Why 
was this feast originally celebrated? 
Why the name “Pentecost”? How did 
Jews participate in the feast? What 
did they expect upon arriving at the 
temple in Jerusalem? Knowing this 
background can help us gain not only 
a deeper understanding of this festi-
val but also a greater appreciation of 
God’s provision for His people. 

Old Testament Background
The most common Old Testament 
name for this celebration is the Feast 
of Weeks (from the Hebrew sha-
vuot meaning “weeks”). This feast 
took place 50 days (seven full weeks) 
after Passover/Unleavened Bread, 
as stipulated in Leviticus 23:15-16: 
“You are to count seven complete 
weeks, starting from the day after 
the Sabbath, the day you brought the 
sheaf of the presentation offering. 
You are to count 50 days until the day 
after the seventh Sabbath and then 
present an offering of new grain to 
the Lord.”1 Based on these calcula-
tions, the Jews celebrated the feast 
on the sixth day of the third month 
in their calendar (Sivan 6).2 The Old 
Testament also referred to the Feast 
of Weeks as the “Festival of Harvest” 
(Ex. 23:16) and the “day of firstfruits” 
(Num. 28:26). The feast was later 
termed Pentecost (Greek for “fiftieth”) 
in the Greek-speaking world. 

Pentecost was one of three Jewish 
festivals (the others being Passover 
and Tabernacles) that required an 
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annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem (Ex. 23:14-17; Deut. 16:16; 
2 Chron. 8:13). Leviticus 23:15-22 outlines in detail the 
stipulations of the festival.3 Pentecost was a harvest festi-
val that marked the end of the grain harvest (barley and 
wheat). The Jews were to assemble before God to rejoice 
and to give thanks for the harvest blessings by offering 
firstfruits—the first portion of the harvest.4 The firstfruit 
offering of grain was a wave offering consisting of two 
loaves of bread baked with yeast. The wave offering is so 
designated because of a symbolic act the priest performed; 
it represented his presenting gifts to God and receiving 
them back. As a result, the waving motion was forward 
(to God) and back (to the priest), not side to side as one 
might otherwise think.

While the firstfruit grain offering was central to the 
celebration, the worshipers made various other sacrifices 
and offerings as well. A burnt offering of seven male 
lambs, one young bull, and two rams was required as “a 
fire offering of a pleasing aroma to the Lord” (Lev. 23:18). 
The Law also called for a sin offering of one male goat 
and a fellowship offering of two male lambs; of these, 
the priest would wave the two lambs as a wave offering 
(vv. 19-20). 

In addition, the Day of Pentecost was to be a sacred 
assembly on which no one was to do any work. According 
to Leviticus 23:14, the people were not to eat bread or 
grain until after they brought the offerings to the Lord at 
the tabernacle, at which time the feast concluded with a 
shared meal. 

The joyous celebration of God’s provision was not 
limited only to those who could physically be present at 
the feast. Deuteronomy 16:11-12 provides an expansive list 
of those who were to rejoice at this occasion: “you, your 
son and daughter, your male and female slave, the Levite 
within your gates, as well as the foreigner, the fatherless, 

Below: Workmen’s 
village at Medinet 
Habu, Egypt. 
Workmen, or 
slaves, may have 
lived in this com-
plex. Their having 
been released 
from slavery in 
Egypt was part of 
the Pentecost cel-
ebration.
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and the widow among you.” Directly following this 
statement is a reminder from the Lord that the Jews had 
been slaves in Egypt; the Jews thus incorporated their 
redemption as another reason for celebration. Finally, 
Leviticus 23:22 documents that the people were not to har-
vest the fringes of their fields; they were to leave this por-
tion for the poor and the alien. Pentecost, therefore, was 
not simply a time for remembering God’s harvest bless-
ings, it was also a concrete illustration of God’s ongoing 
provision for those who had nothing. 

First-Century Understanding and Practice
The background and expectations related to Pentecost 
during the Old Testament period certainly carried over 
into the first century a.d., except for one slight change 
in the celebration. In later Jewish tradition—and follow-
ing the destruction of the second Jerusalem temple in 
586 b.c.—the Jews also associated Pentecost with the cel-
ebration of God giving the Law to Moses at Mount Sinai.5 
So when a first-century Jew arrived at the Jerusalem 

temple during the Feast of Pentecost, he or she would have 
connected this celebration with God’s gracious provision 
on two levels: His gracious provision of harvest blessings 
and His gracious provision of the Mosaic Law. 

Another shift in how the Jews understood Pentecost 
occurred in the New Testament in Acts 2:1-15. The gather-
ing for Pentecost began the same way it always had, but 
this time God did something miraculous. The coming of 
the Holy Spirit was perfectly timed during this feast that 
commemorated God’s provision and blessing—a feast at 
which Jews from all over the world were gathered. After 
the coming of the Holy Spirit, the people of God were 
equipped to go forward with the mission Christ had given 
them (Matt. 28:18-20). 

The concept that permeates Pentecost celebration is 
God’s provision. Jews were to recognize this and demon-
strate their dependence on God by offering from the first of 
their crops. In Acts 2, the Jews gathered to remember God’s 
blessings and were forever changed by the gift of the Holy 
Spirit. Our recognition of the significance of Pentecost 
should remind us to demonstrate tangibly our gratefulness 
for both God’s material and spiritual blessings.              I

1. All Scripture quotations are from the Holman Christian Standard Bible (HCSB).
2. Since Scripture does not specify the precise time of the wave offering (Lev. 23:11), 

later Jewish groups sometimes celebrated the feast on Sivan 15. For a brief discussion 
of this dating issue, see James C. VanderKam, An Introduction to Early Judaism (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 206.

3. The majority of our information on Pentecost comes from three Old Testament pas-
sages: Levitucus 23:15-22; Numbers  28:26-31; and Deuteronomy 16:9-12.

4. Deuteronomy 16:10 indicates the offering is to be “in proportion to how the LORD 

your God has blessed you.”
5. The association of Pentecost with God giving the Law at Sinai comes from the 

Jewish pseudepigraphal book Jubilees (written around 150 B.C.). See also Larry Walker, 
“Festivals” in Holman Bible Dictionary, gen. ed. Trent C. Butler (Nashville: Holman Bible 
Publishers, 1991), 488.
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Left: Silver Torah 
case with finials 
and pointer; dated 
to A.D. 1886; the 
intricate floral 
pattern and rich 

details reflect the 
high regard the 
owners had for 
the Torah scrolls 
that they would 
have stored 

inside. By the first 
century A.D., Jews 
were celebrating 
God giving the 
Law to Moses as 
part of Pentecost.

Left: Chapel of the 
Holy Trinity atop 
Mount Sinai; this 
Greek Orthodox 
chapel marks the 
spot from which 
the tablets of 
stone for the Law 
supposedly came. 

Jews eventu-
ally incorporated 
Moses’ receiving 
the Law into their 
Pentecost celebra-
tions.

Above: In prepara-
tion for the Feast 

of Tabernacles, a 
Jewish man puts 
the roof on his 
sakkah, which he 
has constructed 
for his observance 
of the week-long 
celebration of the 
feast.
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