We learned last week how important farming was in biblical times, and how the timing of the weather affected their yields. So it is appropriate that they had festivals to celebrate farming and harvests. They had three annual festivals, each of which have both an agricultural meaning and a religious meaning. In fact, God commanded these three festivals in Exodus and Deuteronomy: 

Three times in the year you shall keep a feast to me. You shall keep the Feast of Unleavened Bread. As I commanded you, you shall eat unleavened bread for seven days at the appointed time in the month of Abib, for in it you came out of Egypt. None shall appear before me empty-handed. You shall keep the Feast of Harvest, of the firstfruits of your labor, of what you sow in the field. You shall keep the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in from the field the fruit of your labor.

Exodus 23:14-16

Three times a year all your males shall appear before the LORD your God at the place that he will choose: at the Feast of Unleavened Bread, at the Feast of Weeks, and at the Feast of Booths. They shall not appear before the LORD empty-handed. Every man shall give as he is able, according to the blessing of the LORD your God that he has given you.

Deuteronomy 16:16-17

The first festival was Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, in March/April.


Passover: Commemoration of the “passing over” of the death angel in Egypt


Unleavened Bread: No yeast or other ingredients that cause bread to rise – basically a cracker

This festival also coincided with the beginning of the harvest, when the barley was first ripe.

A common Jewish tradition in preparing for the Feast of Unleavened Bread is to sprinkle leavened (yeast) bread crumbs throughout the house and then subsequently sweep them all up and collectively burn them outside. Why? Well, in the Bible, leaven symbolizes error or evil. It is the substance that causes fermentation. The Lord said to His disciples "Beware of the leaven (false doctrine) of the Pharisees" (Matthew 16:6; Mark 8:15). In addition, the apostle Paul warned the Church at Corinth that "a little leaven (yeast) leaveneth (ferments) the whole lump" (I Corinthians 5:6). Paul was simply saying that if sin goes unchecked, it will permeate and infect everything and everyone around them. 

The second festival was the Feast of the Harvest or Weeks or Pentecost, in May/June.

· Thanksgiving for the completed grain harvest

· Weeks or Pentecost because it is celebrated 7 weeks plus one day (50 days) after Passover

· Also commemorates the giving of the law at Mount Sinai

The third festival was the Feast of Booths or Tabernacles, in September/October. For seven days the people had to dwell in booths made out of tree branches (Lev 23:43). These "huts" or "booths" were constructed from branches as joyful reminders of the temporary housing erected by their forefathers during the Exodus wanderings (Leviticus 23:40-41; Deuteronomy 16:14). The "booth" in Scripture is a symbol of protection, preservation, and shelter from heat and storm (Psalm 27:5; 31:20; Isaiah 4:6). Samples of the fall crop were hung in each family's booth to acknowledge God's faithfulness in providing for His people. 

This festival was also known as the Feast of Ingathering, for it took place after the vineyard and olive yard had been harvested, along with the grain from the threshing floor, marking the end of the harvest season.

On the eighth and final day of the feast, the high priest of Israel, in a great processional made up of priests and tens of thousands of worshipers, descended from the Temple Mount to pause briefly at the Pool of Siloam. A pitcher was filled with water, and the procession continued via a different route back to the Temple Mount. Here, in the midst of great ceremony, the high priest poured the water out of the pitcher onto the altar.

Since in Israel the rains normally stop in March, there is no rain for almost seven months! If God does not provide the "early" rains in October and November, there will be no spring crop, and famine is at the doorstep. This ceremony, then, was intended to invoke God's blessing on the nation by providing life-giving water.

It is in connection with the Feast of Tabernacles and this eighth day that the gospel of John records a fascinating event. John wrote: "On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and cried out, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, 'Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.'”" (John 7:37-38). 
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(Read Stott's wrap-up, beginning with last paragraph on page 37)

Chapter 3: The Story of the Bible (Old Testament)

Overview

Stott calls Christianity a historical religion. God's message He gives in His bible was not given in a vacuum, but in an unfolding historical situation. Stott states that this message and story must never be separated from its historical context; it can be understood only within it. This is why we must strive to learn the whole bible and understand this context.

Now, even though the bible is set in a historical context, that does not mean the bible is a full, extensive historical record. The bible was written by prophets, recording the “sacred history,” which is the story of God's interaction with a particular people, for a particular purpose. So their record is more a testimony than a history.

Many other great empires existed during the time covered by the bible, such as Babylonia, Persia, Egypt, Greece and Rome. But the only parts of them that are recorded in the bible are those that interact with Israel and Judah. Great historical people like Aristotle, Socrates, Plato, Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar are not even mentioned in the bible's historical account. Now this doesn't diminish the greatness of these people. It's just that they aren't important to the message that God is giving us in His bible.

So, the bible omits great areas of human civilization which would definitely be included in any history book written by men. But the bible isn't written by men (other than as transcriptionists), it's written by God, and from His point of view it tells the whole story of man from start to finish, from the beginning when “God created the heavens and earth” to the end when he will create “a new heaven and a new earth” (Gen. 1:1; Rev. 21:1,5).

Christians (and Christian founded nations) divide history in BC and AD, the periods before and after Christ, because we believe that Jesus Christ's appearance on earth is the turning point of history. So too it is the life of Jesus which divides the Bible into half, the Old Testament looking forward to his arrival and preparing for it, and the New Testament telling the story of his life, death and resurrection, and the implications that are drawn out of His life.

First we will look at the Old Testament. It is a library of 39 books. The order of these books in our version of the bible today is not dictated by the date of their writing, nor by the date of the subject they contain, but by their literary genre. Generally speaking, there are three types of literature in the Old Testament: history, poetry and prophecy. The historical books (the first five, or Pentateuch, plus twelve more) do tell a continuous story. They begin with the creation in Genesis 1 and the call of Abraham in Genesis 12. They go on to tell the story of Israel, the birth of the nation (in the rest of the Pentateuch), Israel's varied fortunes during nearly seven centuries in the promised land (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings and Chronicles), and its rebirth under the leadership of Ezra and Nehemiah. After these historical books come five books of Hebrew poetry or “Wisdom” (Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon). Then finishing with 17 prophetical books – five major prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel and Daniel) and twelve minor ones (from Hosea to Malachi).

Creation

The bible begins with a majestic account of the creation of the universe, the earth, and all life on it, including man.

First ask what everyone has heard or been taught concerning the creation of the universe, the earth and man and animals (in both biblical and scientific terms). Does anyone have any “problems” with any of these and/or any resulting contradictions?

There are three major positions held today by Christians who take the truth of the Bible seriously: young-earth creationism, progressive creationism, and theistic evolution.

Young earth creationism asserts that the Heavens, Earth, and all life were created by direct acts of God during a relatively short period, sometime between 5,700 and 10,000 years ago. Its adherents believe that God created the Earth in six 24-hour days, taking a literal interpretation of the creation story in Genesis.

Theistic evolution is the belief that biological evolution is simply a natural process within God's creation. They tend to accept everything the scientific community concludes about how and when the earth was formed and subsequently all life forms. Evolution, according to this view, is simply a tool that God employed to develop human life. They have an allegorical interpretation of the creation story in Genesis.

Progressive creationism is in between these two. It believes that God created new forms of life gradually, over a period of hundreds of millions of years. They accept that the earth is old as the scientific community contends, but they reject “natural” evolution, deeming it untenable, believing instead that God directly created new species at appropriate places along the timeline.

Which position one holds is not an essential doctrine. Since God wrote the Bible and God made the world, there can be no contradiction between a correct interpretation of the Bible and a correct theory about how the world was created--the trick of course is knowing when your interpretation or theory is correct.

Science is not the only way of learning truth. There is logic and reasoning, which existed long before science. And there are revelations from God – both in the bible and ones received directly.


