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 The History of Shavuot – A Tale of Two Holidays
צבי אריה לאם

Background:
We generally associate Shavuot with the Revelation at Mount Sinai. Whatever the history of this event's 

association with Shavuot, the fact is that it appears nowhere in the Torah. 

What, then, is the nature of this holiday in the Torah?

Research Plan:
The Torah describes the count up to Shavuot in 4 places: once in Sefer Shemot, Vayikra, Bamidbar and 

Devarim. 

What differentiates the discussion in each place?

2) The חג in ויקרא

Levitcus 23:15-17, 22 (ca. 12t century BCE)

טו וְסּפְרֶתם ּלֶכם, ִמּמֳחּרת ּהּשּׁבת, ִמיום ֲהִביֲאֶכם,

ֶאת-עֶֹמר ּהְתנוּפה: ֶשּבע ּשּבתות, ְתִמימֹת ִתְהיֶינּה

טז ּעד ִמּמֳחּרת ּהּשּׁבת ּהְשִׁביִעת, ִתְסְפרו ֲחִמִשׁים יום;

ְוִהְקּרְבֶתם ִמנְּחה ֲחּדּשה, ּלה

יז ִממוְשבֵֹתיֶכם ּתִביאו ֶלֶחם ְתנוּפה, ְשּתיִם ְשנֵי

ֶעְשרֹנִים--סֶֹלת ִתְהיֶינּה, ּחֵמץ ֵתאֶפינּה: ִבכוִרים, ּלה

כא וְקּראֶתם ְבֶעֶצם ּהיום ּהזֶה, ִמְקּרא-קֶֹדש יְִהיֶה

ּלֶכם--ּכל-ְמֶלאֶכת ֲעבֹּדה, לא ּתֲעשו: ֻחּקת עוּלם

ְבּכל-מוְשבֵֹתיֶכם, ְלדֹרֵֹתיֶכם

15 And you shall count unto you from the day after the Sabbath, from 

the day that you brought the sheaf of the waving; seven weeks shall 

there be complete;

16 even unto the morrow after the seventh week shall you number fifty 

days; and you shall present a new meal-offering to the Lord.

17 You shall bring out of your dwellings two wave-loaves of two tenth 

parts of an ephah; they shall be of fine flour, they shall be baked with 

leaven, for first-fruits to the Lord.

21 And you shall make proclamation on that very day; there shall be a 

holy convocation unto you; you shall do no servile work; it is a statute 

for ever in all your dwellings throughout your generations.

Guiding Questions:
What is the name of the holiday described in Vayikra?

• It doesn't seem to have a name. If we had to choose, perhaps: חג הביכורים (based on verse 17).

When does the count up to the holiday in Vayikra begin? How many days are counted between the עומר and 

holiday in Vayikra? And is this holiday a part of the count, or the day after the count? How do we know?
• The count begins on “ממחרת השבת.” Then, we count 49 days, and then on the 50

th
 day is the holiday. It seems that 

the holiday is not part of the count itself. After all, it takes place ממחרת השבת – the day after the “complete seven 

weeks” (שבע שבתות תמימות). The holiday is the first day, in other words, of a new era or season.

How do we celebrate the holiday in Vayikra? What is the word used to characterize the ritual by which we 

celebrate the holiday?
• We celebrate the holiday by bringing the שתי הלחם (the two loaves of bread) as a מנחה חדשה (a new offering). This 

observance is characterized as ביכורים (first fruits).

Given what we've just read, would we characterize the holiday in Vayikra as a holiday that is meant to look 

forward towards the future (prospective), or that is meant to take stock of the past (retrospective)?
• Given that the holiday in Vayikra seems to be the day after the count is finished – the beginning of a new season, 

as it were – and since the way we observe the holiday in Vayikra is by bringing a “new offering” as “first fruits,” it 

seems that in Vayikra, this holiday is meant to be a prospective holiday. One that looks forward to the coming 

year. 



3) The חג in דברים and שמות

A) Deutronomy 16:9-12 (ca. 12t century BCE)

ט ִשְבּעה ּשֻבעֹת, ִתְסּפר-ּלך: ֵמּהֵחל ֶחְרֵמש, ּבּקּמה,

ּתֵחל ִלְספֹר, ִשְבּעה ּשֻבעות

י ְוּעִשיּת ּחג ּשֻבעות, ּלה' ֱאלקיך--ִמּסת נְִדּבת יְּדך,

ֲאֶשר ִתֵתן: ּכֲאֶשר יְּבֶרְכך, ה' ֱאלקיך

יא ְוּשּמְחּת ִלְפנֵי ה' ֱאלקיך, אּתה וִבנְך וִבֶתך ְוּעְבְדך

ּוֲאּמֶתך, ְוּהֵלִוי ֲאֶשר ִבְשּעֶריך, ְוּהֵגר ְוּהיּתום

ְוּהאְלּמנּה ֲאֶשר ְבִקְרֶבך--ּבּמקום, ֲאֶשר יְִבּחר ה'

ֱאלקיך, ְלּשֵכן ְשמו, ּשם

יב ְוזּּכְרּת, ִכי-ֶעֶבד ּהיִיּת ְבִמְצּריִם; ְוּשּמְרּת ְוּעִשיּת,

ֶאת-ּהֻחִקים ּהֵאֶלה

9 Seven weeks you shall count; from the time the sickle is first put to 

the standing grain you shall begin to count seven weeks.

10 And you shall make the Feast of Weeks for the Lord your God after 

the measure of the freewill-offering of your hand, which you shall give,

as the Lord your God shall bless you.

11 And you shall rejoice before the Lord your God, you, and your son, 

and your daughter, and your servant, and your maid, and the Levite that

is within your gates, and the stranger, and the fatherless, and the widow,

that are in your midst, in the place which the Lord your God shall 

choose to cause His name to dwell there.

12 And you shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt; and you 

shall observe and do these statutes.

B) Exodus 34:21-22 (ca. 12t century BCE)

כא ֵשֶשת יִּמים ּתֲעבֹד, וּביום ּהְשִׁביִעי ִתְשבֹת; ֶבּחִריש וּבּקִציר,

ִתְשבֹת

כב ְוּחג ּשֻבעֹת ּתֲעֶשה ְלך, ִבכוֵרי ְקִציר ִחִטים; ְוּחג, ּהאִסיף--

ְתקוּפת, ּהּשׁנּה

21 Six days you shall work, but on the seventh day you shall

rest; you shall rest from plowing and harvesting.

22 And you shall observe the Feast of Weeks, even of the 

first-fruits of wheat harvest, and the feast of ingathering at 

the turn of the year.

Guiding Questions:
What is the name of the holiday described in Devarim and Shemot?

• Devarim and Shemot (Source A-B) – It is called שבועות.

When does the count up to the holiday in Devarim begin? How many days are counted between the עומר and 

Shavuot in Devarim? And is Shavuot in Devarim and Shemot a part of the count, or the day after the count? 

How do we know?
• Devarim (Source A) – The count begins whenever the harvest begins (verse 9). Then we count 49 days, and the 

last day (i.e. the 49
th
 day – the end of the 7 weeks) is the holiday. It seems that the holiday is, indeed, part of the 

count itself. After all, there is no mention of a 50
th
 day, nor of “ממחרת השבת.”

• Shemot (Source B) – It is clear that the holiday is part of the count, or in some way connected to the days counting

up to it. After all, Shavuot is juxtaposed directly and deliberately with Shabbat. Just as Shabbat is part of the 

preceding week, so too is Shavuot.

How do we celebrate Shavuot in Devarim? What is the word used to characterize this observance?
• Devarim (Source A) – We celebrate Shavuot by engaging in שמחה (which, in Tanakh, means eating בשר קדשים – 

sacrificial meat), and by gathering together as a family in Yerushalayim, apparently to celebrate the completed 

harvest.

Given what we've just read, would we characterize Shavuot as a holiday that is meant to look forward towards 

the future (prospective), or that is meant to take stock of the past (retrospective)?
• Given that Shavuot in Vayikra seems to be a part of the count – like Shabbat, the last day of the “week,” so to 

speak – and that the count begins with the harvest, and ends with a celebration of the completed harvest, it seems 

that in Devarim and Shemot this holiday is meant to be a retrospective holiday – one that looks back at the 

previous year of hard work with gratitude towards God for all that He has given us.

Summary Question:
Without knowing anything other than 1) Vayikra and 2) Devarim/Shemot, would we be justified in 

characterizing the holiday and Vayikra, and the holiday in Devarim/Shemot as two different holidays? That is, 

a retrospective holiday called Shavuot on the 49th day after the harvest (Devarim/Shemot), and a prospective 

holiday called Chag ha-Bikkurim on the 50th day after the Shabbat following Pesach (Vayikra)?



4) The חג in במדבר

Numbers 28:26 (ca. 12t century BCE)

כו וְביום ּהִבכוִרים, ְבּהְקִריְבֶכם ִמנְּחה ֲחּדּשה ּלה'--

ְבּשֻבעֵֹתיֶכם: ִמְקּרא-קֶֹדש יְִהיֶה ּלֶכם, ּכל-ְמֶלאֶכת ֲעבֹּדה לא

ּתֲעשו

26 Also on the Day of the First-Fruits, when you bring a new 

meal-offering unto the Lord in your Feast of Weeks, you shall

have a holy convocation: you shall do no servile work; 

Guiding Questions:
How does this source resolve the tension that resulted from our analysis of Vayikra and Devarim/Shemot?

• Sefer Bamidbar clarifies that יום הביכורים (upon which we bring the מנחה חדשה) – i.e. the holiday in Vayikra – is the 

same holiday that the Torah calls שבועות – i.e. the holiday in Devarim.

It seems, then, that we are dealing with one holiday. But this holiday incorporates prospective elements and 

retrospective elements. In some cases these can coexist. For example, the retrospective gathering in 

Yerushalayim of Devarim coexists easily with the prospective מנחה חדשה of Vayikra. But in one particular case, 

Chazal needed to make a choice about which perspective to privilege over the other: namely, the question of 

when ספירת העומר starts.

• Should we assume ספירת העומר starts on the day after the Shabbat following Pesach (ממחרת השבת) and interpret the 

'beginning of the harvest' in Devarim in light of that? Or, conversely, should we assume ספירת העומר starts at the 

beginning of the harvest – whenever that is – and interpret “ ?in light of that ”ממחרת השבת

• It is clear that Chazal opt for the Devarim option. How do we know this? [See next source].

5) Determining the Harvest Season

C) Tosefta, Ta'anit 1:7 (editd mid-lat 3rd century CE)

ר' שמעון בן לעזר אומ' משם ר' מאיר וכן היה ר' דוסא או'

..בדבריו... חצי ניסן אייר וחצי סיון קציר

R. Simon b. 'Lazar says in the name of R. Meir, and R. Dosa

affirmed his words as well...The second half of Nissan, 

Iyar, and the first half of Sivan are the harvest season...

Resolution:
This source says that the harvest season begins with the second half of Nisan. Since Nisan is 30 days long, this 

means that the first day of the harvest – i.e. the day when ספירת העומר should begin – would be the 16
th
 day of 

Nisan, or the second day of Pesach. This is precisely how Chazal, in turn, interpret ממחרת השבת: the day after the 

first day of Pesach.

Questions for Discussion:
1) What is the significance of the fact that Chazal – and Jewish tradition long before them – chose to utilize 

Devarim as the basis for interpreting the beginning of ספירת העומר?
• Suggestion: In Vayikra, the holiday of Shavuot is strictly a Temple phenomenon. The count up to it begins with a 

sacrifice, and the celebration takes place in the Temple, and it looks ahead to a new year of Temple rituals. There is

a value to this perspective. But the focus in Devarim is quite different: there, the holiday is determined by the 

moment that a Jew begins to work the land. We begin ספירת העומר by sanctifying that mundane, secular act. And 

we celebrate as a family, together in Yerushalayim – looking back upon a year of hard work that we put in to 

serving God. If the Torah is to continue to be meaningful in the absence of a Temple, it is important – as Chazal 

understood – to privilege this communal, קידוש החול perspective on Shavuot.

2) Do you think our celebration of מתן תורה on Shavuot fits better with the prospective element of the holiday, or 

the retrospective element?

3) How do you experience Shavuot? Which resonates more with your experience, the Vayikra perspective or the 

Devarim/Shemot perspective?


