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Discussion Guide
Rhythm of Celebration

Connecting: 
45 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to provide your 
group with a way of connecting with one another so that 
you might partner in the work God is doing in your lives.)   

•	 In what ways did God move in your life this week? In 
what ways did you respond to him?

•	 What was your biggest challenge this week? In what 
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?

•	 How honest have you been with us? 
(Graciously thank group members for their 
honesty if they state they have held back.) 

Getting Started: 
10 minutes

•	 Do you find it easy or difficult to carve out time 
to celebrate? Could you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes 
 (The following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•	 Using the notes, discuss the background and context 

of Sabbath rest.  
•	 Read Deuteronomy 16.1-17 aloud. See if you can 

imagine yourself hearing Moses speak these words to 
you. Read the text once more.  

•	 What are the aspects of the celebrations commanded 
by God? See if you can find as many as possible.  

•	 Do you see themes or trends across these celebrations? 
If so, what might they be?  

•	 It has been said that these celebrations were meant to 
be windows in the present giving people insight into 
what their future with God would be like. In what 
ways, if any, might these themes point to this future?  

•	 If celebrating in the present was about catching 
a glimpse of the future, what, if anything, might 
change in the way people celebrated?  

•	 Consider the way you celebrate. Are there themes or 
trends in how you celebrate? What might these be?  

•	 In what ways, if any, might these trends be invitations 
to see in the present what life with God in the future 
will be like?  

•	 What might it look like to celebrate with these 
invitations in mind?  

•	 What might it look like to celebrate as a group in a 
way that served as a window to our future life with 
God? What, if anything, keeps us from celebrating 
with one another in this way?  



Context and Background
Sabbath Rest

The idea of Sabbath rest is a theme which traverses 
Scripture.  The concept of Sabbath is the means God 
created for marking time (Genesis 2.2-4). The Sabbath 
created a cycle which culminated in a time of rest. 
However, this cycle was more than a convenient means 
of marking time. God created the Sabbath for the good 
of people, a means of freeing people from the tyranny 
of time and work so that people might engage with the 
holy and eternal (Mark 2.27).  
The theme of Sabbath rest was central to the way 
the Israelites were to live their lives. Sabbath rest 
is the foundation for each of the various festivals 
which marked the seasons of life to be celebrated 
by the Israelites (Leviticus 23). In his instructions 
concerning these festivals, God notes that the Sabbath 
is a continuing festival and that all other festivals 
are to carry forth the spirit of the Sabbath. In fact, 
every festival prescribed involves the observance of the 
Sabbath. However, one specific aspect of the Sabbath 
surfaces across each of the commanded festivals, that 
of Sabbath rest (Leviticus 23.3, 7, 21, 24, 28, 32, 
36, 39). Clearly, God wanted the concept of Sabbath 
rest to be celebrated and remembered, something 
understood as foundational to engaging with the divine 
and eternal. It is important to note that the Jews did 
not interpret these instructions concerning the regular 
celebration of Sabbath rest to point to days of complete 
activity. Rather, they used them as days of intense 
praise and thanksgiving to God (Jubilee 50.9).  
The concept of Sabbath rest also appears in the Exodus 
narrative with rest serving as the end goal of the 
exodus journey. God promised that when the people of 
Israel came to the land of Canaan they would be given 
rest (Exodus 33.14). It was the promise of rest which 
was given as an encouragement to continue forward 
while wandering in the wilderness (Deuteronomy 
12.9). When the people of Israel finally entered and 
possessed the land of Canaan, they were said to have 
been given this rest (Joshua 21.44). However, the 
Jewish people did not believe that the true Sabbath 
rest intended for them was found in the possession 
of Canaan, something of which the ongoing festivals 
reminded them. In their mind the Sabbath rest they 
were celebrating still lay ahead in the future, the 

conclusion to a larger spiritual journey of God’s people.  
This theme of a larger future spiritual rest appears 
throughout Jewish Apocalyptic texts. While presented in 
various ways, the concept of Sabbath rest in these books 
points to an eschatological rest experienced in God’s 
new creation (4 Ezra 8.52; 2 Baruch 78-86; 1 Enoch 
45.3-6; Testament of Levi 18.9). Philo, the famous 
Alexandrian Jewish philosopher, tied the celebration 
of Sabbath rest to the experience of the repose of God; 
that is, in Sabbath rest one was freed from the decaying 
world to taste that true spiritual world of God which 
was coming (Cheribum 87). Even the Gnostic documents 
of the second century, heavily influenced by Jewish 
mysticism, pointed to Sabbath rest as the eschatological 
place where one found her true home with God (Gospel 
of Thomas 50; Gospel of Philip 72.23-24).  
The concept of Sabbath rest is even carried into the 
New Testament in the book of Hebrews where it stands 
as something yet to be fully grasped by God’s people 
(Hebrews 4.8-11). While it is difficult to tease out 
exactly that to which the author is referring, the context 
seems to indicate that he has a future eschatological state 
in mind much like that of the Jewish Apocalyptic authors.  
Across the biblical and non-biblical texts, the testimony 
concerning Sabbath rest and its celebration involves 
the celebration of something which points to a greater 
reality. Commenting on Leviticus 23.3, Augustine 
proclaimed, “The Sabbath was given to the Jews to be 
observed literally, like other things, as rites symbolically 
signifying something deeper” (Sermon 270). It appears 
that the celebration of Sabbath rest was understood to 
point to a reality which could only be experienced in the 
full presence of God. That the observance of such rest 
was regularly tied to celebration and redemption seems 
to indicate that this Sabbath rest symbolized a future 
for God’s redeemed people. In the regular celebration 
of this rest, the people of God gave themselves glimpses 
of what was yet to come, the future redemptive end of 
God’s larger spiritual exodus. In these glimpses, God’s 
people found hope as they were reminded that their 
future was good and secure even if its realities were not 
yet experienced.  

The Text
Jesus and celebration

Jesus celebrated. This should not surprise us because the 
entire Jewish calendar was governed by three annual 



celebrations: Passover, Tabernacles, and Pentecost. 
Clearly, God intended his people to celebrate on a 
regular basis. It appears that Jesus grew up in a family 
which followed the custom of celebrating regularly as 
his family celebrated Passover every year (Luke 2.41). 
Jesus carried on this practice as an adult. John puts 
Jesus in Jerusalem celebrating Tabernacles (John 
7), twice at Passover (2.23; 13.1), and at another 
unspecified festival (John 5.1) which could be any 
one of the three annual festivals. However, Jesus did 
not confine his practice of celebration to three annual 
festivals. Jesus attended weddings where people 
consumed so much wine that they ran out (John 2.1-
12) and went to banquets from which his opponents 
drew the conclusion that as an up-and-coming rabbi, 
he ate and drank too much (Matthew 11.18-19)! 
Jesus took time to stop and celebrate people, life, and 
God, and he led his disciples to do the same (John 
2.2; 11.55; 12.12). In this rhythm of stopping to 
celebrate, Jesus carried on the Jewish tradition of 
punctuating reality with the reality of Sabbath rest. 
In so doing, Jesus celebrated, in the present, the future 
redemptive reality of God.  
Leviticus 23: Thou shalt celebrate!
Leviticus 23 contains the legal guidelines for Israel 
which directed them to celebrate as a people. In these 
rules concerning celebration, we find five festivals 
outlined, three of which became central to the yearly 
rhythm of the Israelites. The instructions concerning 
these celebrations are laid out in an important manner 
with Sabbath coming first as an ongoing celebration 
which is held up as the pattern for all other 
celebrations. The aspect of the Sabbath which is most 
important to this pattern is identified as Sabbath rest 
(Leviticus 23.3). This rest appears in the instructions 
concerning Passover (Leviticus 23.7), Pentecost 
(Leviticus 23.21, 24), Day of Atonement (Leviticus 
23.28, 32), and the Feast of Tabernacles (Leviticus 
23.36, 39).  
With these celebrations, God defined time and marked 
the seasons for the Israelites. Passover and Pentecost 
were Fall feasts while Atonement and Tabernacles 
were Spring feasts. The Festival of Trumpets was 
really just the marking of the end of one agricultural 
year and the beginning of another in the seventh month 
of the year and served as a call pointing toward the 

day of Atonement two weeks later. In these instructions 
we discover the celebration of endings (harvest) and 
the celebration of new beginnings (planting), the very 
framework for the life of an agricultural society. 
By making Sabbath rest central to each of these 
celebrations, the concept of this rest is associated with 
the central framework of life, itself becoming part of the 
framework of life. Thus, these celebrations called the 
Israelites to experience something beyond their present, 
to something constant across all endings and beginnings. 
These celebrations gave them opportunities to remember 
that Sabbath rest was the trajectory of all of life of 
God’s people.
Deuteronomy 16.1-17: More party instructions

In Deuteronomy, Moses is preparing the people of 
Israel to enter the land of Canaan. He does this by 
recapitulating the Law given to them in the Wilderness. 
When he comes to the laws governing celebrations, he 
restricts his comments to three festivals: Passover, 
Pentecost, and Tabernacles. This is in part because the 
Day of Atonement was by definition a day of solemn 
assembly and these Festivals of Trumpets and First 
Fruits were technically part of Pentecost and the Day 
of Atonement.  
In his instructions, Moses goes beyond the technical 
instructions of Leviticus 23 to engage the Israelites 
on a more practical level, providing meaning and 
scope to the annual celebrations. When considered as 
a whole, a clear pattern is easily discerned regarding 
these instructions. First, these instructions indicated 
that these festivals were pilgrimage festivals with 
people journeying to a specific place chosen by God 
(Deuteronomy 16.5-6, 11, 15, 16). Second, these 
festivals were to serve as remembering God’s provision 
and redemption (Deuteronomy 16.1, 10, 15). Third, 
these festivals were meant to draw together all 
people, including those outside of Israel (Deuteronomy 
16.11, 14). Finally, these inclusive festivals were to 
provide extended experiences of joy to the participants 
(Deuteronomy 16.7, 10, 13).  
When one considers this pattern, it appears that while 
the focus of each of the festivals was different, there 
was a unifying purpose which united them. This purpose 
seems to involve bringing all people to God so they might 
experience his redemption and enjoy his presence.



Real life with you:
Everyone loves a party. Well. . .almost everyone, but 
it is hard to find time for the parties. It is easier to 
send a card or text a “Happy Birthday” than it is to 
carve out time to sing and eat cake. It is easier to 
rush through Thanksgiving dinner in order to catch 
the game than it is to linger around the table for 
hours, long enough to get hungry enough to go 
back for the leftovers, laughing and reminiscing. It is 
hard to carve out time to take the time to celebrate 
because we don’t see the point. We are fine with 
being happy and rejoicing in things, but we are 
busy people. Can we rejoice in a hurry? Perhaps the 
way we celebrate would change should we grasp 
the reason we celebrate. When we celebrate, we are 
actually doing something far greater than marking 
the passing of a birthday or a holiday. What we 
are in fact doing is opening a window so that we 
might glimpse our future. In our celebrating we 
taste and see the joy and happiness which will one 
day be unceasingly ours in the full presence of God. 
We come to the banquet table, we throw parties, 
we laugh over glasses of wine in order to remind 
ourselves that what we experience in the everyday 
will not always be. We keep coming back because we 
are tempted to forget and we grow discouraged, but 
we remember and our hearts are filled with hope 
when we return and are reminded of our future in 
our present celebrations. We encourage you to 
approach the upcoming Thanksgiving celebration 
with new eyes. This year, see if you can be aware 
of what is around you. Pay attention to the joy and 
laughter. Eat and savor the food. Linger at the table. 
See if you can soak in everything. As you do, see if 
you can hold in your mind this thought, “This is the 
way it will one day be.” Try to see your experience as 
a small window into your big future in the presence 
of God. At the end of your day, take some time and 
journal what you experienced and what God might 
be inviting you into regarding celebrations. 
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Real life with Blake: 
Celebrations. We all have them. We celebrate 
birthdays. We attend weddings. We gather around 
the table at Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter. 
Life is punctuated with parties, but what is the 
point of the parties? For me, the point has often 
been about family or slowing down, or maybe 
in some seasons of my youth, seeing how much 
food I really could consume. These are all fine and 
wonderful and there is a measure of truth to each 
of them. However, I am coming to discover that they 
are not enough, enough to bring me to a point that 
I actually celebrate. I might show up. I might eat. I 
might visit, but my heart is often not full of joy. I am 
not brimming with excitement. Actually, sometimes 
I want to know when I can go home. Why is this the 
case? I think it is the case because I don’t understand 
what I am really celebrating.  
I am learning that celebrating isn’t so much about 
what we claim we are celebrating; that is, birthdays 
are not really about birthdays and Thanksgiving isn’t 
really about thanks. I know. That sounds weird. Hang 
with me. What I am learning is that celebrations are 
really about tasting something in a moment which 
we are meant to enjoy forever. In those birthday 
celebrations or Thanksgiving feasts we are actually 
experiencing the wonder, joy, and delight of our 
future life with God. In our celebrating we are 
reminding ourselves that what is will not always be 
but that the redemptive future of God is full of joy 
and delight. Our celebrations are windows in the 
present which provide insight into the future. When 
I think about celebrations in this manner, I find that 
I am much more present and alive. I am able to enjoy 
the moment and pay attention to all that is around 
me. I actually don’t want the celebration to end 
because in those fleeting moments I am glimpsing 
my future. In glimpsing my future, I taste and see 
that what God has for me is good and I am buoyed 
with hope, but I return to the banquet table once 
more because the glimpse I caught can fade and I 
can forget. In my forgetting I grow burdened and 
weary, until I sit once more at the table and enjoy 
the feast and see that what is my present will not 
be my future.


