Pentecost - the Biblical Holiday of Shavuot
-by Petra van der Zande
“Celebrate the Feast of Weeks with the first fruits of the wheat harvest and the Feast of Ingathering at the turn of the year.” Exodus 34:22
Shavuot means “weeks” and refers to the counting of seven weeks from the second day of the Pessach (Passover) holiday.
Pessach and Shavuot are linked together, first as the seasons of the spring wheat and barley harvests, and secondly as a reminder that the Israelites were freed from bondage in Egypt and then received the Torah (Books of Moses) on Mount Sinai. By accepting the Torah they became a nation committed to serving God.
Shavuot is also known as the feast of Bikkurim, or “first fruits”. In ancient times, the Israelites brought the first fruits of the summer season to the Tabernacle in Shiloh and later to the Temples in Jerusalem. This refers to the “seven species” of the Land mentioned in Deuteronomy 8: 7-8 – wheat, barley, grapes, figs, pomegranates, olives and dates.
When the first fruit appeared, the farmer would tie a reed around the fruit and declare, “this is a first fruit”. Carrying the offering, pilgrims assembled in specific cities and travelled as groups to Jerusalem, singing and dancing along the way.
Once in Jerusalem, the baskets of fruits became property of the priests and Levites, who represented the “firstborn” sons of the Israelites.
The Hebrew word “Bikkurim” has the same root as bechor – first born. The first of everything belongs to God – man, animal and plant alike. Israel was God’s “firstborn”, and in recognition of His ownership of the Land and His sovereignty over nature, the first grain and fruits had to be offered to Him.
Likewise, after Yahshua’s sacrifice at Passover, the new believers in Jerusalem that were baptised with the Holy Spirit became “first fruits” on the Day of Pentecost – the Greek word for “fifty”.
It has become a Jewish custom at Shavuot to read the scroll of Ruth, the Moabite convert, since it is set at the time of the barley harvest. Boaz was a farmer who practiced leket – allowing the poor to glean from the edges of his fields according to Leviticus 23:22.
The central theme of the scroll is chesed  – or loving-kindness. We see it in Naomi and Ruth’s relationship with each other and in Boaz’s kindnesses towards both women when he became their kinsman-redeemer. The word chesed appears three times in the story of Ruth, and each time it is directly linked with a blessing from God. Those who perform acts of kindness are rewarded with “redemption from exile”.
