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Why should we learn about the Feasts and Festivals of the Bible. 

Understanding the feasts and festivals of the Lord not only requires an understanding of basic 

Hebrew thought, but it also requires a primer in Hebrew time and calendars.  We have to at the 

very least, acknowledge that our western understanding of time is not the only 

perspective.  Our calendar is not the final rule, and our approach to time management is not 

authoritative, simply because we make it so. 

As we discuss time today, try to set aside everything you think you know and let’s just walk 

together through the Hebraic history of time and space.   Yes, I know…consider it the Hebrew 

Twilight Zone. 

TIME 

In the Hebrew language as well as other Semitic languages, time is not represented as the idea 

we westerners are used to.  For the Hebrews, the past is what lies ahead, and therefore, is 

known (qedem).  The future, on the other hand is what lies behind and remains unknown 

(ahor; aharon). 

With this basic perspective we know that we are already on unfamiliar ground.  The above 

statements seem like nonsense. The past is ahead?  The future behind?  While we could spend a 

whole session just wrestling with that riddle, let it, at the very least set the stage for our 

discussion today on time. 

DAY 

There is no clear evidence for division of the day into smaller, equal parts in ancient Israel.  The 

language of the Bible most often uses the word “hour” in a general, non specific sense.  It could 

be a period of sunlight, contrasted to night, it could begin at sunrise, or begin at sunset.  Day 

was also used metaphorically to a critical time in history or current events, and, even looser 

still, it could be used to denote a general notion of time. 

For most purposes we commonly say that the day is from sunset to sunset.  Technically the day 

begins when the first three stars are visible, but either way, it’s always night followed by day. 
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Before the exile, the portions of the day were described as morning, mid-day, evening and 

night, or more poetically: sunrise, heat of the day, cool of the day and sunset.  During the exile, 

the Babylonians influenced the day to a twelve hour stretch beginning at sunrise. 

It wasn’t until the Romans came into power that the day started at midnight and was counted 

off in twelve hour segments.  Why anyone ever thought day started in the middle of the night 

has perplexed me since I was eight.  Those Romans!  More to come on them later. 

NIGHT 

For the bulk of the Bible literature, night was divided into three watches that scheduled the 

guard detail.  It was always referred to as the period of darkness, between sunset and sunrise. 

Under Roman rule, the watches were divided into four watches each three hours long: evening, 

midnight, cockcrow and morning. 

WEEK 

A week was consisted of six nameless days and a seventh day called the Sabbath.  When 

referring to days of the week they were designated by their ordinal numbers, e.g. the third day 

of the week.  The day after the Sabbath would be the first day of the week. 

The day before the Sabbath was always considered “Preparation Day”.  This was the day you’d 

do all your errands, clean your house, get the shopping done and set stuff up for tomorrow’s 

shindig. 

MONTH 

The two Hebrew words for moon imply the importance of the lunar cycles in the Hebrew 

calendar: yerah, meaning moon and hodes, a variant of this root word, hadas, means new. 

The phases of the moon were invaluable to the Hebrew calendar because it determined the 

beginning of the month.  What were these ancient astronomers looking for?  The new moon.  It 

really important to get this right because the rest of the subsequent festivals, harvest, planting 

and seasons depended upon this. 

To make sure it was accurate, a group of elders heard testimony of the moon sighting in the 

Hall of Polished Stones (sounds like a Lord of the Rings scene, doesn’t it?).  They would hear 

the testimony of those who witnessed the new moon sighting.  They couldn’t just take one guy’s 

word for it. 

Testimony had to be verified by at least one other witness.  People from around the area came 
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to give testimony, because some areas could be socked in with clouds all areas were encouraged 

to give a report.  The incentive?  They had a big party for everyone! 

Why didn’t they just put one guy in charge of spotting the new moon?  Because, interestingly 

enough, the new moon is just barely visible.  On the day of new moon, moon rises when the sun 

rises. It sets when the sun sets. A day or two later, the moon reappears, in the west, after sunset. 

Then it’s a slim waxing crescent, visible only briefly after sunset – what some call a young moon. 

This is a picture of a young moon. Hard to see huh?  Can you imagine 

designating just one guy to see the new moon each month?  What if he had 

the fever or cataracts, or just wanted to get on to the party?  For something 

this subtle and delicate you need more than one set of eyes. 

From these testimonies, the elders would then determine if it was a new 

month. At the declaration of a new month, immediately, a signal station 

located on the Mt. of Olives was lit with a beacon fire and torches were 

waved until another signal fire was spotted on another station on a neighboring hill. These signal 

fires carried the news of the new month from hill to hill far beyond Jerusalem, into the 

surrounding area, to those in dispersion and beyond the sea.  I can’t help thinking of the scene 

from Lord of the Rings when one of the Hobbits lights the fire to signal…what excitement! 

While they didn’t have Hobbits to mistakenly light a signal fire, the Jews did have enemies.  Over 

time these enemies would light false signal fires to mess up the Jews in the surrounding areas. …

can you imagine traveling to Jerusalem on a pilgrimage only to find you were late or 

early??  Think of daylight savings times no shows or early shows and multiply it by 1000! 

To prevent confusion the Seven Messengers of the New Moon would be set to announce the new 

moon seven times a year.  These seven times were the crucial timekeepers of the calendar as they 

marked times that led up to festivals and harvests. 

Each month in the Hebrew calendar have unique names, although it is common to refer to them 

with their ordinal number: the first month-Nisan, the first month-Tishri.  No, that wasn’t a typo, 

we’ll get to the first months later. 

YEAR 

When most of us stop to consider the Hebrew calendar or year, we usually dismiss it as non-

applicable to us because, we say, its a lunar calendar.  If this was you as it has been me until 

recently, we would be wrong on both accounts.  It is applicable to us, and it would be inaccurate 
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to describe the Hebrew year as a lunar year, more on that later! 

However, suffice it to say for now, that it the composition of the months that make up the 

Hebrew calendar are based on the cycles of the moon. 

So here’s a new word for you: lunisolar.  Remember I said it would be inaccurate to describe the 

Hebrew year as solely lunar?  The Hebrew calendar is actually both: lunar and solar. 

The solar year is based on beginning the year on an equinox; either the spring equinox or the 

autumn.  In this way the Hebrew calendar is solar because it does both!  There are two “New 

Years”, one that marks the religious new year in the spring and the other marks the civil new 

year in the fall. 

This might sound confusing to us, but think of it this way: when do your kids start school?  In 

the fall–it’s a NEW school year!  What date does a new fiscal year usually begin?  January 1, the 

start of a NEW fiscal year.  It’s not as complicated as we make it.  We have been operating with 

different new years for decades.  We just don’t recognize it.  When you think of the Hebrew year 

like this, it doesn’t become seem to unusual after all. Even the ancient Egyptians had a civil and 

religious calendar, and we still think they were pretty smart. 

So this solar year is made up of months which is the hallmark of a lunar calendar.  That’s why 

most people just describe the Hebrew calendar as lunar.  Each month begins with the crescent of 

the new moon.  Fun fact: most of all the festivals were celebrated around the middle of the 

month–FULL MOON!  Isn’t it nice to know that the  full moon isn’t just for crazies! 

The beauty of a lunisolar year is that it keeps appointed festivals and seasons from drifting all 

over the calendar.  Just ask your Muslim friend when Ramadan is, because the Muslim calendar 

is not only exclusively lunar, it also does not ever adjust with an additional (leap) month.  This 

means that holy Muslim days are never on the same day or even in the same season! 

CALENDAR 

Don’t be misled into the belief that the Jews did not consider or regard a calendar at all or that 

their approach was some loosey-goosey time management system.  It just was not the ones we 

are familiar with.  The Jews followed their calendar with great care. In their calendar was the 

very life and heart of everything they held sacred: their festivals, designed by God, the seasons 

and the rhythm of their lives. 

Each month counted from a new moon day, because of this a lunar calendar will be eleven days 
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shorter than a solar year.  However, prescribed in God’s giving of the festivals was a mandate 

that certain festivals should take a certain times, i.e. Passover must be celebrated in the spring. 

To account for this a thirteenth month was inserted a determined intervals. 

This second month (I think of it as a “leap month”) was inserted, according to very precise 

rules, at the end of the year after the month of Adar. It was called…wait for it…Adar II. 

YEAH, WELL…SO WHAT? 

Well, smarty, it just so happens that the approach with which calendar reckoning has been done 

isn’t because of life changing scientific breakthrough.  The calendar we use is pretty recent, and 

it was created at the hands of one man.  One calendar to rule us all.  Sorry, couldn’t resist. 

The Hebrews had been using their lunisolar calendar for thousands of years until one man 

came along and enforced a change in the whole thing.  No.  It wasn’t Jesus.  The spelling is sort 

of close, but these two men couldn’t be any more different.  It was Julius Caesar. 

In 46 BC Julius Caesar established the calendar that morphed into the calendar we now 

have.  He just tweaked it a bit… 

 He decreed that the way we would determine what year we are in would be based on from 

the year Rome was founded: 21 April 753 BCE. 

 He also moved the beginning of the year from March, (remember the spring equinox?) to 

January. Why?  It makes perfect sense…Janus was the Roman god of new 

beginnings.  Who needs an equinox when they have Janus? 

 Finally, because Romans were superstitious about even numbered days, he forced all the 

months to end on odd number days. Whew!  Now we’ll be lucky all our lives! 

After the fall of Rome, various countries, churches, and scholars all had their way with the 

calendar until the about the Middle Ages.  By that time holidays set by the church weren’t even 

falling in the right seasons!  And you thought “Christmas in July was just a marketing ploy! So, 

another man stepped into rescue the world from untimeliness: Pope Gregory XIII. 

Pope Gregory XIII authorized a revision of the mangled Julian calendar by: 

 Dropping 10 days from the month of October. 

 Changed the formula for leap years, now they could only happen on years divisible by 400 

at the end of the century. I’m glad that’s not confusing. 



C  mplicated 
amybrudi .wordpress .com  

It’s 
 However, good ol’ Janus still got top billing for the beginning of the year. 

It gets better.  Since it was the Pope that made all the calendar changes this time all the 

Protestant countries in Europe wouldn’t go along with it.  They didn’t recognize the Pope’s 

authority so they all said, “No thank you” and kept using whatever calendar had emerged in 

their country after the Julian calendar ran out of steam. This continued for another two 

hundred years. 

By this time countries in Europe had civil calendars, legal calendars; each could be unique 

based on the country.  Finally, at the new center of the world, England, an act of Parliament 

adopted the Gregorian calendar and made a few more changes of it’s own. The new year was 

universally stated at January 1, the leap year formula changed yet again and more days were 

trimmed off, this time from September. 

You may not be aware of this, but the calendar debate is still brewing.  Many countries didn’t 

adopt the above calendar until 1948, and some countries have never embraced it.   This creates 

different calendars for business, personal, and religious observances. 

So in the end, why this matters is because we need to understand that the calendar by which we 

this is “God’s honest truth” doesn’t have anything to do with God.  Simply, it was whatever man 

was in power, who was determining the times and seasons for the rest of their world.  I’m not 

knocking our calendar, I haven’t thrown mine out and I will still call the first month of the year 

January.  I’m not saying you shouldn’t pay your taxes on April 15th and celebrate Fourth of 

July.  I love sparklers.  I just want you to know what we think as incontrovertible fact isn’t 

always so.  Sometimes it boils down to a superstitious guy in a toga.  Just sayin’. 


