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THE PERFECT
PASSOVER PLAN
by Galen Peterson

T

he death and resurrection of
Yeshua (Jesus) is widely
accepted as taking place during the
annual observance of Passover in
Jerusalem. In spite of questions
regarding the timing of the events,
a close examination of the Bible
enables us to recognize that God
has set in motion a redemptive
plan that is perfect in every way.
It is claimed by some that the
Last Supper was not a Passover
Seder but some other kind of meal.
But the synoptic Gospels clearly
indicate they were keeping the
Passover together. Yeshua told
Peter and John: “Go and prepare
the Passover for us, so that we
may eat it” (Lk 22:8). On the other
hand, Luke writes that this was the
day on which the Passover lamb
had to be sacrificed (v. 7) and it is
clear that the majority of the
people
of
Jerusalem
were
preparing to observe Passover the
next day (cf. Jn. 18:28).
So was this a legitimate day
for Yeshua and His disciples to
observe Passover? Or was it an act
that was independent of the

Passover custom as some have
suggested? If we go back to the
time of the original Passover in
Egypt, God commanded the
Israelites:
“You shall keep it [the lamb]
until the fourteenth day of the
same month, then the whole
assembly of the congregation
of Israel is to kill it at
twilight” (Ex 12:6).
The Hebrew words beyn ha’
arbayim, translated as “twilight,”
literally means “between the
evenings.” It refers to the period of
time just before sunset, therefore
the late afternoon. And since the
Hebrew day is reckoned from
sunset to sunset, it would be prior
to the end of the day.
So based on God’s original
instructions, both the Passover
sacrifice and the observance of the
feast had to take place on Nisan
14. The feast didn’t have to end
on that day, however. The practice
was to begin the feast before
sunset on the 14th and continue on
after sunset, which was the 15th of

Nisan and the beginning of the
Feast of Unleavened Bread.
Exodus 12 goes on to say that
the Angel of Death passed through
Egypt at midnight on Nisan 15.
Pharaoh then summoned Moses
and Aaron that same night and told
them to get the Israelites out of
Egypt immediately. It says they
left in haste without their bread
having a chance to rise. So they
departed that same day on the 15th
of Nisan. Numbers 33:3 confirms
this:
“The Israelites set out from
Rameses on the 15th day of
the first month, the day after
the Passover.”
The point is that originally
the sacrifice of the lambs and the
observance of the feast both took
place on Nisan 14. But later in the
Pentateuch, a door was opened for
a shift in the observance. Just
before entering the promised land,
the people of Israel were told by
God that when they established a
permanent place of worship for
Him (which would be the temple

in Jerusalem):
“you shall sacrifice the
Passover in the evening at
sunset, at the time that you
came out of Egypt” (Deut
16:6).
Based on this instruction,
after the Temple was built in
Jerusalem, the observance of
Passover was shifted to Nisan
15—the anniversary of their
departure from Egypt.
In other words, Passover is no
longer observed ceremonially on
the actual day of Passover as set
forth originally in Scripture (Lev
23:5). That shift of observance
merged Passover and Unleavened
Bread into a single feast, known as
the seder, which begins on the
15th of Nisan, right after sunset.
After the establishment of
temple worship in Jerusalem, the
original day of Passover on the
14th became known as the
Preparation Day (Mat 26:17-19),
when the lamb was sacrificed and
homes were purged of leaven.
So it is imperative to have
this understanding that there were
two ways of observing Passover in
the Bible:
• The original Passover in Egypt
and its subsequent observance
in the wilderness of Sinai.
• The Passover merged with
Unleavened Bread during
temple times until the present.
All this to say that in the year
when Yeshua died, it is apparent
that He kept Passover with His
disciples on Nisan 14 according to
Exodus 12, Numbers 9 and
Leviticus 23, while the Temple
authorities and the rest of the
people did so after sundown on the
15th according to the instruction
of Deuteronomy 16. This enabled
Yeshua to explain the fulfillment
of the rich symbolism of the Seder
while establishing the ordinance of

the Lord’s Supper (Lk. 22:19) and
also to die timely as the perfect,
final Passover Lamb.

The timing of the death
and resurrection of
Yeshua
After Yeshua observed the
Passover Seder/Lord’s Supper
with His disciples in the evening
that began Nisan 14, His late night
betrayal occurred in the Garden of
Gethsemane, followed by His
unjust trial. Then, at 9:00 am in
the morning of the 14th, He was
placed on the Cross in order to die
in capital punishment (Mk 15:25).
His death occurred at the
ninth hour of the day (Mat 27:46).
According to the way Romans
reckoned time, His death occurred
at 3:00 p.m. That was the time of
day each year when the slaughter
of the Passover lambs began
(Josephus, Wars of the Jews
6:9:3).
The Mishnah (written version
of the oral tradition) describes the
sacrificial process: Thousands of
Jewish heads of households
gathered in a designated area of
the Temple in Jerusalem. Each one
carried a lamb that was without
spot or blemish—a visually perfect
lamb. Each one laid his hands on
the head of the animal, signifying
his identification with it. And then,
assisted by a priest, he slaughtered
the animal and took it back to his
home or where his family was
staying for the observance of
Passover. Meanwhile the priest
took the sacrificial blood and
poured it out on the altar.
So if we go back once again
to that last day in the life of
Yeshua, at the very moment when
the sacrificial ritual of the
Passover lambs was taking place, a
short distance away on another
part of the very same mountaintop
2

of Moriah—a place called
Golgotha—the death of Yeshua
occurred. Coincidence? Certainly
not for the one called, “the Lamb
of God who takes away the sin of
the world” (Jn. 1:29). It was
perfect divine timing.
Now what about the day of
the week? This is a topic that has
stirred many opinions, often
without taking into account the
Hebraic way of reckoning time
and the timing of the third biblical
feast on the Hebrew calendar—
Bikkurim, the Feast of First Fruits.
These are both key factors for our
understanding.
The Feast of First Fruits
doesn’t have a specific date on the
calendar, just a command by the
Lord to observe it the “day after
the Sabbath” (Lev 23:11). In
Second Temple times, the
Sadducees said it referred to the
regular seventh day Sabbath.
According to their reckoning, First
Fruits was to be observed on the
Sunday after Passover. So
regardless of the day of the week
when Passover occurred, they said
First Fruits always took place on
the first day of the week.
The Pharisees, on the other
hand, said that it referred to the
special Sabbath of Unleavened
Bread because that was the day of
rest referenced in the preceding
verses of Leviticus 23 (vv. 6-7).
So according to their reckoning,
the Feast of First Fruits was to be
observed every year on the 16th
day of Nisan. That meant it could
occur on any day of the week.
Which one is correct?
Although we don’t have a direct
statement in Scripture one way or
another, eventually the Pharisaic
interpretation of the timing of the
feast became standardized in
Judaism and today First Fruits
continues to be acknowledged
annually on Nisan 16 as the first
day of the omer (the counting of

days until Shavuot, the Feast of
Weeks).
Let’s consider what we do
know for certain. The Scriptures
state that Yeshua was crucified on
a Preparation Day (Jn. 19:14),
which we know to be the 14th of
Nisan, and that He was placed in
the tomb prior to sundown on that
day (Luke 23:53-54). Preparation
Days preceded all Sabbaths,
whether it was a weekly Sabbath
or a special Sabbath for one of the
feasts. Either way, that was the
time when you completed any
necessary business and did your
cooking, and if it preceded a feast,
you made arrangements for its
observance.
In
biblical
times,
the
combined feast of Passover and
Unleavened Bread occurred on a
regular weekly Sabbath once out
of every seven years. When that
took place, it was called a “high
Sabbath.” Scripture clearly indicates that was the case in the
year when Yeshua was crucified,
for John states: “that Sabbath was
high day” (Jn 19:31). Thus the day
after Passover/Unleavened Bread
that year was the first day of the
week.
As a result, for the year when
Yeshua died, both the Sadducean
and Pharisaic ways of reckoning
the timing of the feasts coincided
with this sequence:
14th – The Preparation Day (the
day before the Sabbath).

15th – The observance of Passover
merged with Unleavened
Bread, which was also a
high Sabbath.

heart of the earth” (Mat
12:40).
Some people interpret that
phrase to mean exactly 72 hours.
But 3:00 p.m. on the sixth day of
the week until the late night hours
at the beginning of the first day of
the next week does not span 72
hours. It is one whole day plus
parts of two others. How do we
reconcile
that
seeming
inconsistency?
According to the Jewish
cultural understanding of time,
Yeshua was credited with being in
the tomb for three days and nights,
even though it was not a total of
72 hours. In biblical culture, any
part of a day was considered the
same as a whole day. This is called
inclusive reckoning of time. This
way of thinking is manifested
many ways:

16th – The first day of the next
week (the day after the
Sabbath).
The resurrection of Yeshua
from the dead fits this sequence
exactly. The Bible makes it clear
that Yeshua rose from the grave
before sunrise on the first day of
the week because that is when the
two Marys arrived in order to
anoint Him, but He was already
gone (Mat 28:1-6). He could have
risen any time between 6:00 p.m.
(the beginning of the first day of
the week) and sunrise before they
arrived. And this was a year when
the first day of the week was the
16th of Nisan, thus making it
Bikkurim—the feast of First
Fruits—no matter how you
rendered the timing. And that is
consistent with Paul’s declaration
that Yeshua “has been raised from
the dead, the first fruits of those
who are asleep” (1 Cor 15:20).
What about the length of time
that Yeshua was in the grave?
When asked what would be the
sign confirming who He was,
Yeshua responded by saying:

• It is stated directly in rabbinic
writings: “The portion of a day
is as the whole of it” (Bereshit
Pesachim 4a). And again in the
Mishnah: “A day and a night
are a period of time, and the
part of a time is as the whole of
it” (Mishnah Shabbat 9:3).
• Kings were considered to reign
for an entire year, even if it was
just one day (Babylonian
T a l mu d , B e r e s h i t R o s h
Hashanah 2a-b). Two kings
who reigned during part of a
year were both given credit for
a full year.

“For just as Jonah was three
days and three nights in the
belly of the sea monster, so
will the Son of Man be three
days and three nights in the
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6th day of the week
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7th day of the week
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1st day of the week
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6pm
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3
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• In 1 Samuel 30:12-13, if “three
days and three nights” were
understood literally instead of
inclusively, the servant would
have said that his master left
him “four days ago” rather than
“three days ago.”
• Esther fasted for “three days”
but went before the king “on
the third day” (Est. 4:16; 5:1).
Jeroboam was told to return “in
three days” and returns “on the
third day” (2 Chr 10:5,12).
• It is also reflected in Yeshua’s
parable of the Laborers in the
Vineyard where the landowner
paid the workers the same
amount of money regardless of
how long they had worked (Mat
20:1-16). The men who started
working at 9:00 a.m., noon,
3:00 p.m. and 5:00 p.m. all got
credited for a full day’s wage,
whether they had worked nine
hours or one.
Yeshua repeatedly said that
He would rise from the dead on
the third day (Mat 16:21; 17:23;
20:19; 1 Cor. 15:4). In each case
the Greek word treetos was used,
which is the ordinal number
“third.” So the third day would be
Nisan 16. Keep in mind that a full
72 hours would require a fourth
day in contradiction of Yeshua’s
own words.
In the Hebraic way of

thinking, the phrase “on the third
day” was the same as all or part of
three days. Thus Yeshua being in
the grave less than 72 hours was
compatible with the Jewish
cultural understanding of time if it
spanned parts of three consecutive
days, just as the Scriptures depict.
Finally if we compare the
Hebraic way of reckoning days
from sundown to sundown, to the
Roman way of reckoning days
from midnight to midnight, we can
see how the modern calendar
corresponds to this time sequence.
It places the Crucifixion at 3:00
p.m.
on
Friday and
the
Resurrection at some point during
the night of Saturday/Sunday.
Much of the confusion
regarding
the
death
and
resurrection of Yeshua can be
cleared up by thinking Hebraically
about time and by using the feasts
as our guide.
But the important thing for us
to know is that the accounts
recorded in the Bible are reliable.
The events it describes are real
history, not fables or filled with
flaws that are common when
human beings try to make up a
story. The events are such that no
human being could manipulate
them in the real world so that they
would be fulfilled exactly as had
been foretold by the prophets. And
they are perfectly consistent with
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the spiritual principles that they
represent. Only God could cause
something as complex as this to
transpire without error. It truly is a
perfect plan of redemption.
When we consider the death
and resurrection of Yeshua, we
can be confident that He really did
give His life as our atonement for
sin, and that He really did rise
again from the grave, so that we
might have the same confidence in
His return as a historical fact on a
future day specifically ordained by
God.

A.R.M.
Passover Ministries
_________________

We provide a number of
programs centered around
Passover:

• Community seder dinner
(this year on March 30th)

• Seder dinners in churches
• Teaching & preaching on
Passover and the biblical
feasts

• Messianic Passover
Haggadahs and materials
for conducing seders.
Contact us for details

