The Passover Rite: Believe in the Lord

God chose the Israelite people to be the ones that He displayed His power and might. He started by picking out Noah and then Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Then in the land of Egypt, God saved the Israelites and showed to the Egyptians that the He is the one and only God. The Passover event and the theological implications that follow from it are seen throughout the entire Pentateuch and even further into the later writings. Further, it helped to shape the Israelite nation into a people living for God. Also, the tenth plague proved that Yahweh, God of the Israelites was the one and true God. This mighty display by God shows the Israelite nation and the entire world that we are to believe, follow, and obey the word of the Lord. The salvation that occurs is not just for the first generation that were slaves in Egypt, but for all Israelite generations and is ultimately grounded in that reality. God here in the Pentateuch gives a gift of salvation to the entire congregation of Israel through the Passover and the remembrance festival that follows every year afterwards.

God tells Moses and Aaron about what is going to occur for the tenth plague; the death of the firstborns of Egypt. He is going to strike humanity and beasts, except those that are residing in the houses that have blood as a sign of an Israelite family living there.

The LORD said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt: This month shall mark for you the beginning of months; it shall be the first month of the year for you. Tell the whole congregation of Israel that on the tenth of this month they are to take a lamb for each family, a lamb for each household. If a household is too small for a whole lamb, it shall join its closest neighbor in obtaining one; the lamb shall be divided in proportion to the number of people who eat of it. Your lamb shall be without blemish, a year-old male; you may take it from the sheep or from the goats. You shall keep it until the fourteenth day of t his month; then the whole assembled congregation of Israel shall slaughter it at twilight. They shall take some of the blood and put it on the two doorposts and the lintel of the houses in which they eat it. They shall eat the lamb that same night; they shall eat it roasted over the first with unleavened bread and bitter herbs. Do not eat any of it raw or with its head, legs, and inner organs. You shall let none of it remain until the morning; anything that remains until morning you shall burn. This is how you shall eat it: your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and you shall eat it hurriedly. It is the Passover of the LORD. For I will pass through the land of Egypt that night and I will strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt, both human beings and animals; on all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments: I am the LORD. The blood shall be a sign for you on the houses where you live: when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague shall destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt. This day shall be a day of remembrance for you. You shall celebrate it as a festival to the LORD; throughout your generations you shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance. Seven days shall you eat unleavened bread; on the first day you shall remove leaven from your houses, for whoever eats leavened bread from the first day until the seventh day shall be cut off from Israel. On the first day you shall hold a solemn assembly, and on the seventh day a solemn assembly; no work shall be done on those days; only what everyone must eat, that alone may be prepared by you. You shall observe the festival of unleavened bread, for on this very day I brought your companies out of the land of Egypt: you shall observe this day throughout your generations as a perpetual ordinance. In the first month, from the evening of the fourteenth day, you shall eat unleavened bread. For seven days no leaven shall be found in your houses; for whoever eats what is leavened shall be cut off from the congregation of Israel, whether an alien or a native of the land. You shall eat nothing leavened; in all your settlements you shall eat unleavened bread
.

This is what God lays out for Moses and Aaron. He is telling them what is going to occur and the importance of remembering what God has done here; saving the Israelite nation. God is going to enact His righteous justice as well as prove that He is the one and only God. 

This is a very powerful statement by God. The first person pronoun in this passage really helps the reader to understand the ramifications of what is going to occur within the next few chapters. It is also important to point out that this passage was probably written sometime near the exile. The writers would have been looking back at the time when they were liberated from slavery in Egypt and how God saved them from their toiling lives. Now in or around the exile, with only the Passover festival to hold onto, they would have looked back to see how the practices and institutions of the Passover festival were in alignment with their newly liberated status. It is believed that this rite, set down by God here in the beginning of chapter twelve, is rooted in an already existent nomadic rite of passage. However, what those roots were is unknown to scholars today, but now they have been attached to the heart of the liberation event that occurs after the tenth plague
. 
In 12:3-6 it is interesting to note that the Hebrew people are already being referred to as a congregation or group, thereby signifying their compact religious community relationship. However, although they are to be in hurried flight the keeping of the lamb from day ten to the fourteenth doesn’t seem to add together. This reflects the later rite which began in a more settled community. Further, the careful inspection of the animal to ensure that it was without blemish would have taken time. It couldn’t have been done if they were in a hurry. This meant that they would have inspected it before and during the killing to ensure it remained ritually pure. This would be very difficult to do if they were truly in hurried flight. 12:7-10 talks about the wiping of the blood on the doorposts and the lintel of the door. This sprinkling of the blood is found in ancient Mesopotamia and among the Arabs. They would do this during an epidemic. Further the idea of night meant that it was a transitional period when evil influences are especially active
. 
The Passover festival of remembrance is being made here to be the foundation of all Jewish feasts. There is redemption within this feast. We are told in the passage that the redemption festival is only one night and the feast of the unleavened bread for seven days. In verse one and two, we see that God is marking his dominion upon the Jewish people who are in the midst of their enemies; the Egyptians. Then it is interesting to note that in verse five God express what is needed for the sacrifice; an unblemished one year old male lamb. This theological idea is often though to represent the moral integrity of the offerer
. All together, God is explaining to Moses and to Aaron what He will do within the land of Egypt and what the Israelite congregation is to do after the plague has occurred. Where God will provide to them His salvation, all of the Israelites are to always remember and acknowledge what God did for their people.
After the plague, we see all over the Pentateuch this remembrance of God’s wondrous salvation of the Israelite people. Deuteronomy 16:1-8 is one of the many places that speaks about the celebratory rite of the Passover festival. However, in this section of the Pentateuch this time it isn’t God speaking to Moses and Aaron, but rather Moses to the people in the sermons before his death while the entire congregation of Israel stands at the threshold of the promised land. This passage reiterates what God has told Moses and Aaron before hand. However, now it adds to itself. The Israelites are now the wanders of the wilderness with no place to call permanently home. While in their nomadic state they are still required to maintain their obedience to the Passover festival.
In Deuteronomy they are on the brink of the Promised Land and after so many years in the wilderness they would be weary of not having a permanent home as of yet. In chapter 16 we see how the Passover festival gets a small addition; the tent of meeting aspect of the entire day. This adds more than just a new place to perform the sacrificial rite of the festival, but also would add specific jobs for only certain people within the congregation of Israel
.
Furthermore, this aspect adds even more theological understanding and its own struggles to the process of the Passover. We can see this theological struggle in Deuteronomy 16:1-8. This is when the Israelite nation is out in the wilderness and they are grappling of what to do now that they are out of Egypt. 
"Observe the month of Abib and celebrate the Passover to the LORD your God, for in the month of Abib the LORD your God brought you out of Egypt by night. And you shall sacrifice the Passover to the LORD your God from the flock and the herd, in the place where the LORD chooses to establish His name. You shall not eat leavened bread with it; seven days you shall eat with it unleavened bread, the bread of affliction (for you came out of the land of Egypt in haste), in order that you may remember all the days of your life the day when you came out of the land of Egypt. For seven days no leaven shall be seen with you in all your territory, and none of the flesh which you sacrifice on the evening of the first day shall remain overnight until morning. You are not allowed to sacrifice the Passover in any of your towns which the LORD your God is giving you; but at the place where the LORD your God chooses to establish His name, you shall sacrifice the Passover in the evening at sunset, at the time that you came out of Egypt. And you shall cook and eat it in the place which the LORD your God chooses. And in the morning you are to return to your tents.  Six days you shall eat unleavened bread, and on the seventh day there shall be a solemn assembly to the LORD your God; you shall do no work on it
.”
We can see that it is echoing what was written in Exodus 12. It is nearly word for word verbatim of the first command from God
. In the passage when it is now regulated to ‘the establishment of His name’ has been interpreted to mean that this was the beginning of the Temple rite of the Passover festival. Already at the end of Exodus we see that Moses and the congregation of Israel has created a place for God to dwell; the tent of meeting which would one day be the structure for the Temple in Jerusalem
. 

Further along in chapter 16 up to verse 17 of Deuteronomy there are now positions of leadership that are becoming associated with this festival of remembrance. The Mosaic instruction here delegates the major positions of religious leadership out to certain people within the Israelite community. There are specific characteristics that are being added so to ensure that the best person is chosen
. 

Beyond remembering that God brought about the Israelite’s salvation there is the aspect of reality that it occurred even to this very generation, to whom Moses is speaking. Even though the first generation was too sinful and ended up dying in the wilderness for not believing in God, this second generation is hearing that they too were the ones that were slaves in Egypt. Whether or not they were really in Egypt isn’t the point, it is the fact that they are a part of a living history that extends before them. This indicates that God’s salvation upon the Israelites didn’t rest solely upon the first or even second generations. No, the salvation of what God has done extends to all future Israelites as well
.

Together these two texts really complement each other. Exodus 12 is where the entire theological idea of God’s saving grace for the Israelites begins. After nine previous plagues upon Egypt, this is the last and the strongest of all the plagues; the death of the firstborns. This act of the loss of so much life while the Israelites are saved from the judgment of God is not only wrathful, but merciful. Further, it proves that Yahweh, God of the Israelites is true, real and can enact great destruction against those that don’t believe in Him.

Even though these two texts can complement each other nicely, there are also huge differences of what is occurring within them. We can see that in Deuteronomy it takes what occurs in Exodus 12 a step further. It explains that the salvation isn’t just for those that were physically saved and taken out of Egypt, but for all generations. This expands the notion of who was exactly saved while making sure that no generation ever forgets the reality and magnitude of this gift that God has given them. Also, in Deuteronomy 16:1-8 we also see that this service of remembrance becomes linked to more permanent stations which ultimately grounds the rite within reality for the Israelite nation.
Whereas, with Exodus God is explicitly telling Moses and Aaron what to tell the Israelites to do for what is to occur in the land of Egypt shortly. There is a more practical tone. Indeed, we still see the echoing of God’s salvation, but the instructions have real practical reasons why to do them. For instance, they are going to be eating this feast in a hurry so it can’t be like a normal meal. The bread will be unleavened because adding leaven to it will cause it to need time to rise, and that takes a while. God is demanding of the Israelite nation to do this in order to preserve their lives. If they don’t believe then they will have their firstborns killed along with the Egyptians. 

Also, there is an aspect of faith that must happen here for the first generation of Israelites. They have to believe it and do it in order to make it out of Egypt. Whereas, in Deuteronomy the clan now consists of people that probably spent little to absolutely no time as slaves in Egypt. They don’t understand, as the first generation might have, the fear of knowing that God was coming to kill and destroy in order to save the Israelite congregation. Therefore, Moses’ speech is cutting through possible forgetful attitudes to strike the point home that this festival is vitally important. In order to understand and fully rely on God they need to remember to partake in the festival each year or suffer God’s wrath of justice. 

 Christians have used these two texts (and many others) and have found the connection and the ramifications of theses passages in explaining what occurred during the Passover and the salvation of the Israelite people as an echoing of what is to come within the miracles of Christ. In Luke 22:15 it states: 

He said to them, ‘I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer; for I tell you, I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God
.”

The institution of the Last Supper, which later is known as the Eucharist or the Holy Communion, is at the Passover festival. Jesus is doing as the Law commanded: observe the festival of what God did in the land of Egypt for the Israelite people. The main theological idea posed in Exodus 12: 1 – 20 is a foreshadowing of also Matthew 26:17 – 20 and John 2: 13, 23. Jesus here is observing the festival of Passover, however soon he will become the fulfillment of the festival through the sacrificing of his own life for the salvation of the world. Whereas, salvation was given only to the Israelite people now it will be able to be open to all people – Israelites and Gentiles alike. 


In Exodus 12 and in Deuteronomy 16 we see the beginning of this new salvation and the continuation of the process to still be a part of the covenantal people. Together in these two texts we can see a foreshadowing of what Christ is going to accomplish for us all. As in St. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians he writes:

Clean out the old yeast so that you may be a new batch, as you really are unleavened. For our paschal lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed. Therefore, let us celebrate the festival, not with the old yeast, the yeast of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth
.

We, all people, become the unleavened bread that must be wiped away. Our sin causes us to be a people that need salvation. Yet, we don’t have to continually sacrificing a one year old unblemished male lamb. Christ, our ultimate lamb, was sacrificed for our sins and eternally begot us the gift of salvation not only for the Jews, but for all people. 

I feel that it is important to point out the connection to Christ that Christians see is in Verse five. As the lamb was the sacrifice for their salvation in Egypt, so Jesus is the final lamb sacrifice.  The blood, in Exodus, that is shed will be the sign of protection for the Israelite people and forever this feast will be celebrated in honor of what the Lord has done
. Later on when Christ is sacrificed it is the Eucharist, or Holy Communion, that we partake in and each year on Holy Thursday and Good Friday we do a re-enactment to remember what God had done for us for our salvation. Further, the Last Supper was at the Passover Seder. Jesus was being a good Jew by practicing this festival, but makes the new covenant within the Law that God has already set down.
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