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4. The final scene during the Feast of Booths took place on what John called the “last, great 

day of the feast” (7:37). Scholars disagree as to whether John was referring to the seventh 

or eighth day. Several considerations point toward the seventh day (although there are 

good reasons for holding the alternative view):  

 

- First of all, the feast was technically a seven-day celebration (Leviticus 23:39; 

Numbers 29:12) with the eighth day being a sabbath rest after the feast ended. 

The seventh day saw the last of the feast sacrifices and concluded with the 

disassembly of the festal booths. So also Jesus’ words correspond to the water-

pouring ritual which occurred on the seventh but not the eighth day. Indeed, this 

climactic ritual resulted in the seventh day becoming known as the “Day of the 

Great Hosanna.” (Note again John’s expression: the last, great day of the feast.)  

 

- One other consideration worth mentioning is that, if this episode occurred on the 

seventh day, it perhaps can be linked to the prophecy of Haggai 2:1-9. For the 

seventh day of the Feast of Booths fell on the twenty-first day of the seventh 

month, the same day that Haggai received this prophetic word from the Lord. If 

this link is valid, then Haggai’s prophecy about Yahweh’s future glorification of 

His sanctuary by gathering in the nations points forward to Jesus’ promise of the 

outpoured Spirit. This connection, in turn, draws in Zechariah’s prophecy (among 

others) – which was contemporary with Haggai’s – in which the prophet indicated 

that the Spirit would build Yahweh’s eschatological sanctuary through the labors 

of Zerubbabel, the royal Davidide (cf. 4:1-10, 6:9-15 with Haggai 2:23). 

 

Again, there are arguments in favor of the eighth day and so it’s impossible to decide the 

question with absolute certainty. But one thing is certain, and that is that Jesus intended 

His exclamation to correspond to the water-pouring ritual. Thus it’s important to 

understand that ritual and its symbolic significance. 

 

a. This ritual was performed in fulfillment of the Mosaic prescription that the Feast 

of Booths should include “drink offerings,” which were poured-out sacrificial 

libations. Such offerings were common to the Lord’s prescribed feasts and holy 

convocations (cf. Numbers 28:9-31, 29:1-39), but the libation offering of the 

Feast of Booths was performed in a unique way. The Hebrew scriptures don’t 

describe that practice; it must be determined from extra-biblical writings and 

Jewish tradition. For that reason, no consensus exists concerning the specifics, but 

the following are some general features of the ritual: Most believe the water-

pouring ritual was performed on each of the seven days, with some rabbis 

teaching that it was performed seven times on the seventh day. It was a morning 

ritual in which appointed priests would lead a procession to the Pool of Siloam to 

draw water into a golden vessel. (Some teach that the procession occurred only on 

the first day, with sufficient water drawn to fulfill the seven days of offering.) The 

procession would then return to the temple to pour out the water libation along 

with the daily wine libation at the altar of burnt offering. During this time the 

worshippers sang the Hallel (Psalms 113-118) with special emphasis on the 

hosanna of Psalm 118:25 – “O Yahweh, do save now, we beseech you.” 
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b. There is no consensus regarding the ritual itself and the same is true of its 

meaning. Because the feast commemorated Israel’s forty-year wilderness period, 

many associate the pouring of water with God’s miraculous provision of water in 

the desert (Exodus 17:1-7; Numbers 20:1-13). Others associate the ritual with the 

feast’s harvest emphasis and view it as an offering of thanks and petition to 

Yahweh for His continued provision of Israel’s life-giving rains. Still others 

emphasize the forward-looking, prophetic aspect of the feast and see in the 

outpoured water an allusion to the Holy Spirit whom Yahweh pledged to “pour  

out” in the time of renewal (cf. Isaiah 44:1-5; Joel 2:28-29; note also Zechariah 

14:8-18). John indicates that Jesus was drawing primarily on this latter idea (7:27-

29). Again, he referred to this day as the feast’s great day – the day of the Great 

Hosanna (“save now, we pray”) in which, according to many sources, the priest 

carrying the water pitcher would circle the altar seven times before pouring it out. 

 

 John isn’t clear about the timing of Jesus’ statements, but there’s no doubt that the 

people would have connected His words with the water ritual and its “hosanna.” 

And whereas time and tradition have clouded the ritual as it was performed and 

interpreted in first century Israel, no such obscurity existed for the worshippers 

that day. They knew the ritual well and had doubtless been taught the symbolic 

meaning of it particulars. They also recognized that Jesus was taking up that 

meaning and redirecting it toward Himself, particularly as the water pouring 

ceremony contributed to the forward-looking dimension of the feast. If the Feast 

of Booths as a whole was to find its fulfillment in Him, the same was true of its 

water ritual. The significance of Jesus’ proclamation becomes evident when all of 

the components of symbolism and meaning are assembled: 

 

1) As noted, the Feast of Booths spoke to Israel’s past, present and future. On 

the one hand, it looked back to the wilderness period and celebrated 

Yahweh’s historical faithfulness to Israel as it endured into the present: 

The God who’d provided for His people in the wilderness continued His 

provision in the land through the rains from heaven and the fruit of the 

field. And that past and present faithfulness was the surety for the future; 

Yahweh’s unyielding faithfulness (righteousness) through the centuries 

vouched safe His promise to accomplish a Second Exodus – another great 

work of redemption (Isaiah 51:1-11; cf. also 35:1-10). The Feast of Booths 

reminded Israel of their God’s faithfulness in deliverance, provision and 

ingathering, and so also turned their gaze toward the future. Yahweh, the 

ever-faithful covenant Lord, would keep faith with His covenant people. 

 

2) The Feast of Booths directed Israel’s attention to a future liberation from 

captivity and recovery from exile – both in Yahweh’s return to Zion and 

Israel’s return to Him. But the prophets had made it clear that this future 

theophany, redemption and restoration were bound up in Messiah and the 

Spirit. The Feast of Booths highlighted the themes of divine deliverance, 

provision and ingathering, but for that very reason it also emphasized the 

concepts of Messiah and Spirit within which those themes were situated. 
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3) Finally, the Feast of Booths as celebrated in Jesus’ day was conditioned by 

historical episodes connected with it. Israel’s identity and self-

understanding were framed by its history with God and that history was 

recorded in the Scriptures. Thus Israel read and studied its Scriptures, not 

as a theological or religious handbook or even an historical record as such, 

but as the nation’s own story. Israel read the Scriptures as Yahweh’s 

inspired account of the salvation history – that is, Israel’s history as the 

outworking of His saving purpose in and for His creation in which they, 

the Abrahamic household, played the central and critical role.  

 

 For this reason Israel interpreted its present in terms of both its past and its 

ordained future as the Scriptures disclose them. They regarded the past as 

neither arbitrary nor irrelevant, but as precisely ordered by their God who 

was “working all things after the counsel of His will.” In terms of the 

present consideration, Israel’s historical experience with the Feast of 

Booths contributed to their understanding and interpretation of it. In that 

respect, two episodes in Israel’s history were especially important: 

 

  The first was Solomon’s dedication of the temple which occurred in 

conjunction with this feast (1 Kings 8:1-65). Thus the celebration lasted 

for fourteen days: seven as a feast of dedication and seven as the 

celebration of the Feast of Booths. This was an important providence 

which conjoined Israel’s commemoration of its liberation and wilderness 

period with the completion of Yahweh’s sanctuary on Mount Zion. The 

Feast of Booths spoke of Yahweh’s deliverance, care and provision for 

His covenant people which had its goal in their dwelling with Him in His 

sanctuary land at the place He’d appoint for His name (cf. Exodus 15:17, 

25:1-8 with Deuteronomy 12:10-14). This feast – the Feast of Tabernacles 

– looked to God’s pledge to tabernacle with His people and the dedication 

of the temple spoke to His faithfulness in fulfilling His word. But Yahweh 

had departed that temple and secured its destruction because of Israel’s 

unfaithfulness. And though the temple had been rebuilt, Yahweh had not 

returned to Zion; Israel remained in exile from their God and He from 

them. Thus the Feast of Booths in Jesus’ time looked to another fulfillment 

of the Lord’s promise to gather His people to Himself and dwell with them 

in the place of His sanctuary – this time in connection with everlasting 

forgiveness, cleansing and renewal associated Messiah’s coming and the 

outpouring of the Spirit. Jesus’ presence meant that that promise was now 

being fulfilled (cf. again 1:14, 19-34, 2:13-22, 3:1-36, 4:19-26, 6:41-63). 

 

 The second occurred during the time of Nehemiah. Whereas the former 

episode connected the Feast of Booths with the dedication of the first 

temple, this latter one connected it with the celebration of Jerusalem’s 

rebuilt walls after the return from Babylon (Nehemiah 8). Both spoke of 

Yahweh’s faithfulness: the first to His oath in the wilderness, the second 

to His pledge to restore Zion’s habitation and regather her children. 
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 Jerusalem’s walls had been rebuilt, but the city remained largely empty. 

Zion’s habitation was restored, but not her inhabitants (Nehemiah 7:1-4). 

Thus the Lord moved Nehemiah (7:5) to gather to Jerusalem all who’d 

returned to Judea. Nehemiah’s immediate goal was to create a 

genealogical record, but Yahweh had a larger purpose: When the people 

gathered in Jerusalem, Ezra read to them from the Torah, at which they 

expressed their commitment to their God and then celebrated a day of joy 

in reconsecration (8:1-12). The next day they again gathered to hear the 

Torah and rediscovered the ordinance of the Feast of Booths and realized 

that they were then in the time for its observance. Thus the whole 

recovered remnant, newly reconsecrated to Yahweh, celebrated the feast 

of ingathering: Their God who had liberated their fathers and brought 

them safely to His dwelling place had now done so with them. And just as 

He’d kept His oath to dwell with their fathers in a sanctuary in their midst, 

so they believed He would do so again: Yahweh would again return to 

Zion, but this time everlastingly, as He dealt conclusively with the sin and 

unfaithfulness which provoked His departure and their exile.  He would 

keep faithfulness with Abraham and David by establishing forever His 

covenant kingdom by the power of His Spirit in His messianic King. 

 

c. When Jesus cried out to Israel that day, all of this was wrapped into His 

exclamation; in Him, all of Yahweh’s words and work had become “yes and 

amen”: In Him, Israel’s God was returning to Zion to end the long night of 

estrangement and exile; in Him, and by the Spirit He was soon to pour out, 

Yahweh was initiating His work of ingathering; in Him, Yahweh was restoring 

His sanctuary and establishing Zion’s secure habitation; in Him, the Feast of 

Booths had attained the goal to which it pointed and for which it longed. 

 

 This was the significance of Jesus’ call, but His hearers failed to grasp it. They 

heard Him with natural ears, with the result that some puzzled over Him while 

others wanted to eliminate Him. Some did indeed conclude He was the Messiah, 

but the thrust of John’s account suggests that their faith was grounded in the same 

natural judgment as caused their companions to denounce Him (7:40-44). 

 

 The pinnacle expression of this was the rulers’ response when the officers they 

dispatched to arrest Jesus returned to them empty-handed (7:45-52). These 

learned men, steeped in the Scriptures and the Law of Moses, perceived Jesus to 

be a dangerous false prophet. So far from seeing in Him the messianic figure the 

Law promised, they scorned all who embraced Him as ignorant and deceived 

fools condemned by the Law’s curse upon the unbelieving and disobedient. But 

one Sanhedrin member wasn’t so rash; Nicodemus, who’d spent time with Jesus 

(3:1ff), warned that it was both unwise and unrighteous to condemn Him without 

a careful hearing. But the others argued that His Galilean origin eliminated the 

need for further inquiry; Jesus couldn’t even be a true prophet, let alone the 

Messiah (v. 52). For all their learning and self-assured scholarship, they were just 

like those they mocked, well content to judge Jesus according to appearance. 


