The Passover

Chapter 12 begins with God telling Moses and Aaron that the Passover which he was about to describe would mark the beginning of the year for the Israelites.  Passover observances were to begin on the 10th day of the month when each household would select a 1 year old lamb or goat and care for the animal for 4 days.  The animal had to be a male without blemish.  The animal would be slaughtered at twilight and each family would take its blood and spread it on the sides and tops of their doorway.   After that the families were to roast the animal over a fire and eat it.  

God then told Moses and Aaron that during the night he would pass through Egypt and strike down the firstborn, both men and animals but would spare each household with the blood their doorways.  God  instructed them to observe the ordinance of the Feast of Unleavened Bread.  Starting on the 14th day of the month, the Israelites were to eat bread without yeast for 7 consecutive days.  This would mark the day that God brought them out the bondage of Egypt.

Moses gathered the elders of the Israelites and repeated God’s instructions to them which they then carried out.

Thus began the formalized Hebrew religion.  This was prior to Mosaic law but God gave the Israelites specific, detailed instructions on how to observe what He called a festival (v. 14).  Here are some facts and observations about Passover/Feast of Unleavened Bread:

God created a new calendar for the Israelites them with Nisan being named as the first month.  The Jewish calendar counts a month as a full lunar cycle which is 28 days.  The Passover would have occurred in the springtime, either March or April.  The problem with a new month beginning each 28 days is that the observance of Nisan would occur 11 days earlier each year.  To compensate for this another month was occasionally added to the calendar to maintain the observance in the spring of each year.  In the 4th century AD, a new calendar was created to fix the dates of adjustment.  The numbering of Jewish years is based on the number of years from creation rather than BC and AD.  The current Jewish year is 5781 (trivia question, what song did the one hit wonder duo Zager and Evans top the chart with in 1969?)

There is some disagreement over whether the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread are separate observances.  The meal to be eaten was a single meal specifically referred to as the Lord’s Passover (v. 11) while the Feast of the Unleavened Bread was a seven day observance of eating unleavened bread.  While the Jewish calendar only lists the Passover as an observed holiday lasting either 7 or 8 days, some people see Passover and the Feast as separate (but see Matt. 26:17).  Moses told the elders that the Passover sacrifice to the Lord would be a lasting ordinance to be passed on to their children (see also 10:2).  

God instructed them to eat to eat the meal in haste affirming that they would leave Egypt very quickly (so quickly that bread would not have time to rise, therefore no leavening).  They would also eat the entire animal without reserving anything for the next day.  God would provide for them.

Note that God instructed the Israelites to commemorate Passover before the actual event which would have required some measure of faith.  The Israelites had come a long way since wanting to abandon their faith (see 5:20).  While it is likely that the plagues changed their minds, some may have not been convinced.  David Guzik wrote that an Israelite home putting blood on its doorway but not believing would have fallen victim to the destroyer while a believing Egyptian home with blood on its doorway would have been spared.  

God told Moses that anyone who ate food with yeast was to be cut off from the community of Israel.  Yeast is often used as a metaphor for sin.  Jesus talked about the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees and Paul warned that that false teaching was like leavening and a small amount could spread throughout the church.

The sacrifice of the flawless lamb is symbolic of the sacrifice of the flawless Jesus which occurred during the celebration of the Passover.  The eating of the lamb is the equivalent of the new covenant signified by Jesus saying to eat the bread which was His body (unleavened and free from sin).

