
Was the word “Sabbath” (ַׁשָּבת, σαββατόν) Used in the
1st Century CE to Denote a Period of Seven Days, i.e., a “week of days”?

In the controversies that surround the chronology of the crucifixion and the subsequent chronology of the period be-
tween Pesach and Shavuot, one of the issues is whether the term “Sabbath” can refer both to the seventh day of the week 
as well as being used to denote “seven days which form a week” or “seven units of seven days.” 

This issue is primary raised by the conflict between the Sadducean and Pharisaic method of the counting the omer, in 
accordance with the commandment given in Lev 23:15–16.

You shall also count for yourselves from the day after the 
sabbath, from the day when you brought in the sheaf of the 
wave offering; there shall be seven complete sabbaths.You 
shall count fifty days to the day after the seventh sabbath; 
then you shall present a new grain offering to the LORD. 
(Lev 23:15–16)

ֶמר ם ֶאת־עֹ֖ יֲאֶכ֔ ת ִמּיֹו֙ם ֲהִב֣ ת ַהַּׁשָּב֔ ם ָלֶכ֙ם ִמָּמֳחַר֣ ּוְסַפְרֶּת֤
ה  תַהְּתנּוָפ֑ ַבע ַׁשָּב֖תֹות ְּתִמיֹמ֥ ת ֶׁש֥ ָּמֳחַר֤ ד ִמֽ  ִּתְהֶיֽיָנה׃ ַע֣

ה  ם ִמְנָח֥ ים ֑יֹום ְוִהְקַרְבֶּת֛ ת ִּתְסְּפ֖רּו ֲחִמִּׁש֣ ַהַּׁשָּב֙ת ַהְּׁשִביִע֔
ה׃ ה ַליהָוֽ ֲחָדָׁש֖

Historically, the Sadducean method was always to begin counting the omer on the 1st day of the week, i.e., the day 
following the weekly Sabbath, and thus to count seven weekly Sabbaths, with the following day being the Festival of 
Shavuot. Thus Shavuot always fell on a Sunday or the first day of the week. This was apparently based on reading “sab-
bath” (ַׁשָּבת) as carrying a single sense in Lev 23, i.e., of a day, and particularly, of the seventh day of the week. Interest-
ingly, the Sadducees considered the “sabbath” to be the first weekly sabbath encountered in the week of Pesach, while the 
Qumran society chose the first weekly sabbath following the completion of the seven days of Pesach.

The Pharisees, on the other hand, understood the articular ַהַּׁשָּבת of Lev 23:15, “the Sabbath” to refer to the Festival 
Shabbat, i.e., the first day of Pesach which is a Shabbat regardless of upon which day of the week it falls. They then con-
sidered the phrase ֶׁשָבע ַׁשָּבתֹות ְּתִמיֹמת (“seven complete sabbaths”) to mean “seven complete weeks of days,” which 
would thus comprise 49 days, making the 50th day of counting to be the Festival of Shavuot.

The Pharisaic reckoning of the chronology of the 49 days between Pesach and Shavuot was based primarily upon

(1) that the phrase “seven complete sabbaths” would not make sense if the word “sabbath” was referring to a “sabbath
day,” i.e., the 24hr period of the seventh day of the week, for there is no such thing as an “incomplete sabbath.” To
count “seven complete sabbaths” should therefore be understood to mean “seven complete groups of seven days” 
or 49 days. That the word ָּתִמים (complete) can carry the meaning “complete,” is seen in several Tanach texts.

But if it is not bought back for him within the space of a 
full year (literally, “a complete year”), then the house that 
is in the walled city passes permanently to its purchaser 
throughout his generations; it does not revert in the jubilee. 
(Lev 25:30)

ם ל ְוִא֣ א־ִיָּגֵא֗ ֹֽ את ל ֹ֣ ָקם ְתִמיָמ֒ה ָׁשָנ֣ה לֹ֮ו ַעד־ְמל ִית ְו֠  ַהַּב֨
יר ה a ֲאֶׁשר־לֹא ֲאֶׁשר־ָּבִע֜ ת חָֹמ֗  ֹא֖תֹו ַלּקֶֹנ֥ה ַלְּצִמיֻת֛

יו א ְלדֹרָֹת֑ ֹ֥ א ל ל׃ ֵיֵצ֖ ַּבּיֵֹבֽ

So the sun stood still, and the moon stopped, Until the na-
tion avenged themselves of their enemies. Is it not written 
in the book of Jashar? And the sun stopped in the middle of 
the sky and did not hasten to go down for about a whole 
day. (Josh 10:13)

ם ֶמׁש ַוִּיּדֹ֨ ַח ַהֶּׁש֜ ד ְוָיֵר֣ ם ָעָמ֗ יו ּגֹוי֙ ַעד־ִיּקֹ֥ ְיָב֔ יא ֹאֽ  ֲהלֹא־ִה֥
ה ֶפר ְכתּוָב֖ ר ַעל־ֵס֣ ד ַהָּיָׁש֑ ֶמׁ֙ש ַוַּיֲעֹמ֤ י ַהֶּׁש֙ ִים ַּבֲחִצ֣  ַהָּׁשַמ֔
ץ ים ְּכ֥יֹום ָל֖בֹוא ְולֹא־ָא֥ ׃ָּתִמֽ

(2) that the word “sabbath” (ַׁשָּבת) was used from ancient times to also refer to “weeks” as a group of seven days or 
seven groups of seven periods of time, including years (see quote from Daniel below).

(3) that therefore the Festival following Pesach is called “Shavuot,” ָׁשֻבעֹת ַחג  (chag shāvuot), “Festival of weeks,” yet
explicitly commands one to count 49 days. Why the need to count days if one is simply suppose to count Sabbath 
days? After the seventh weekly Sabbath, the next day is Shavuot. Counting days would superfluous.
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But one question that has often come up is if there is actual data to prove that the Hebrew word ַׁשָּבת (shabbāt) was ac-
tually used to denote a unit of seven days. Note the following:

You are also to count off seven sabbaths of years for your-
self, seven times seven years, so that you have the time of 
the seven sabbaths of years, namely, forty-nine years. (Lev 
25:8)

ַבע ְלָ֗ך ְוָסַפְרָּת֣ ת ֶׁש֚ ים ַׁשְּבֹת֣ ַבע ָׁשִנ֔ ַבע ָׁשִנ֖ים ֶׁש֥ ים ֶׁש֣  ְּפָעִמ֑
ַבע ְיֵמי֙ ְלָ֗ך ְוָה֣יּו ת ֶׁש֚ ים ַׁשְּבֹת֣ ַׁשע ַהָּׁשִנ֔ ים ֵּת֥ ה׃ ְוַאְרָּבִע֖ ָׁשָנֽ

Then the land will enjoy its sabbaths all the days of the des-
olation, while you are in your enemies’ land; then the land 
will rest and enjoy its sabbaths. All the days of its desola-
tion it will observe the rest which it did not observe on your
sabbaths, while you were living on it. (Lev 26:34–35)

ה ָא֩ז ֶרץ ִּתְרֶצ֨ יָהֶאת־ ָהָא֜ ל ַׁשְּבֹתֶת֗ י ּכֹ֚ ה ְיֵמ֣ ם ֳהַׁשָּמ֔  ְוַאֶּת֖
ֶרץ ז אְֹיֵביֶכ֑ם ְּבֶא֣ ת ָא֚ ֶרץ ִּתְׁשַּב֣ ת ָהָא֔ יָהֶאת־ ְוִהְרָצ֖  ׃ַׁשְּבֹתֶתֽ
י ה ָּכל־ְיֵמ֥ ת ָהַּׁשָּמ֖ ת ִּתְׁשּבֹ֑ ר ֵא֣ ה ֲאֶׁש֧ א־ָׁשְבָת֛ ֹֽ  ל

ם ם ְּבַׁשְּבֹתֵתיֶכ֖ יָה׃ ְּבִׁשְבְּתֶכ֥ ָעֶלֽ

Clearly, in these texts of Leviticus, the “sabbath” refers to the 7th year or sabbatical year, and ultimately the Yovel. But the
fact that the word “sabbath” can denote years without any other qualifying terms shows that the word “sabbath,” from ear-
ly times, could be used to denote sequences of time units beyond that of a single day.

This reminds one of the use of “week” in Daniel’s prophecy, for he speaks of “weeks of years.”

Seventy weeks have been decreed for your people and your
holy city, to finish the transgression, to make an end of sin, 
to make atonement for iniquity, to bring in everlasting 
righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and to anoint 
the most holy place. So you are to know and discern that 
from the issuing of a decree to restore and rebuild 
Jerusalem until Messiah the Prince there will be seven 
weeks and sixty-two weeks; it will be built again, with 
plaza and moat, even in times of distress. Then after the 
sixty-two weeks the Messiah will be cut off and have noth-
ing, and the people of the prince who is to come will de-
stroy the city and the sanctuary. And its end will come with 
a flood; even to the end there will be war; desolations are 
determined. And he will make a firm covenant with the 
many for one week, but in the middle of the week he will 
put a stop to sacrifice and grain offering; and on the wing of
abominations will come one who makes desolate, even 
until a complete destruction, one that is decreed, is poured 
out on the one who makes desolate. (Dan 9:24–27)

ים ים ָׁשֻבִע֨ ְך ִׁשְבִע֜ ל־ַעְּמָ֣ך ֶנְחַּת֥ יר ׀ ַעֽ ָך ְוַעל־ִע֣ א ָקְדֶׁש֗ ְלַכֵּל֨
ַׁשע ם ַהֶּפ֜ ר ַחָּטאו֙ת ּולָהֵת֤ יא ָעֹ֔ון ּוְלַכֵּפ֣ ֶדק ּוְלָהִב֖ ים ֶצ֣ ָלִמ֑  עֹֽ
יא ָח֣זֹון ְוַלְחֹּת֙ם ַח ְוָנִב֔ ֶדׁש ְוִלְמׁשֹ֖ ים׃ קֹ֥ ָדִׁשֽ ע ָקֽ ל ְוֵתַד֨ ְוַתְׂשֵּכ֜
א ר ִמן־ֹמָצ֣ ֙ם ְוִלְב֤נֹות ְלָהִׁשי֙ב ָדָב֗ ֙ יַח ְיֽרּוָׁשִלַ יד ַעד־ָמִׁש֣  ָנִג֔
ים ה ָׁשֻבִע֖ ים ִׁשְבָע֑ ים ְוָׁשֻבִע֞ ִים ִׁשִּׁש֣  ְוִנְבְנָת֙ה ָּתׁשּו֙ב ּוְׁשַנ֗
ים׃ ּוְב֖צֹוק ְוָח֔רּוץ ְר֣חֹוב י ָהִעִּתֽ ים ַהָּׁשֻבִעי֙ם ְוַאֲחֵר֤  ִׁשִּׁש֣
ִים ת ּוְׁשַנ֔ יַח ִיָּכֵר֥ ין ָמִׁש֖ יר ֑לֹו ְוֵא֣ ֶדׁש ְוָהִע֨ ְׁשִחית ְוַהּקֹ֜ ם ַי֠  ַע֣
ֶטף ְוִקּ֣צֹו ַהָּב֙א ָנִג֤יד ץ ְוַע֙ד ַבֶּׁש֔ ה ֵק֣ ֶצת ִמְלָחָמ֔  ֶנֱחֶר֖

יר ׁשֵֹמֽמֹות׃ ית ְוִהְגִּב֥ ים ְּבִר֛ ד ָׁש֣בּוַע ָלַרִּב֖ י ֶאָח֑ ַהָּׁש֜בּוַע ַוֲחִצ֨
ית ה ֶזַ֣בח ׀ ַיְׁשִּב֣ ל ּוִמְנָח֗ ם ִׁשּקּוִצי֙ם ְּכַנ֤ ף ְוַע֨  ְמׁשֵֹמ֔

ה ְוַעד־ָּכָל֙ה ְך ְוֶנֱ֣חָרָצ֔ ם׃ ִּתַּת֖ פ ַעל־ׁשֵֹמֽ
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The same use of the “sabbath” as denoting a unit of seven days is evident in the Apostolic Scriptures, where the Greek
σάββατον (sabbaton) is used to indicate a week of seven days. Note the following:

I fast twice a week (literally “twice of the sabbath”); I pay 
tithes of all that I get. (Lk 18:12)

νηστεύω δὶς τοῦ σαββάτου, ἀποδεκατῶ πάντα 
ὅσα κτῶµαι.

Very early on the first day of the week (literally, on the first
of the sabbaths) they came to the tomb when the sun had 
risen. (Mk 16:2)

καὶ λίαν πρωῒ τῇ µιᾷ τῶν σαββάτων ἔρχονται 
ἐπὶ τὸ µνηµεῖον ἀνατείλαντος τοῦ ἡλίου. [note that
D has σαββάτου (singular) in place of σαββάτων (plural)]

Now after He had risen early on the first day of the week 
(literally, “on the first of sabbath”), He first appeared to 
Mary Magdalene, from whom He had cast out seven 
demons. (Mk 16:9)

Αναστὰς δὲ πρωῒ πρώτῃ σαββάτου ἐφάνη 
πρῶτον Μαρίᾳ τῇ Μαγδαληνῇ, παρ᾿ ἧς 
ἐκβεβλήκει ἑπτὰ δαιµόνια.

On the first day of every week (literally, “according to 
[the] first of the sabbath”) each one of you is to put aside 
and save, as he may prosper, so that no collections be made 
when I come. (1Cor 16:2)

κατὰ µίαν σαββάτου ἕκαστος ὑµῶν παρ᾿ ἑαυτῷ 
τιθέτω θησαυρίζων ὅ τι ἐὰν εὐοδῶται, ἵνα µὴ 
ὅταν ἔλθω τότε λογεῖαι γίνωνται.

Note as well Joshua 5:10–12, which informs us about Israel’s celebration of Pesach, and eating the new grain of the 
Land, which means the sheaf of first fruits must have been waved on the second day of Pesach week.

While the sons of Israel camped at Gilgal they observed the
Passover on the evening of the fourteenth day of the month 
on the desert plains of Jericho. On the day after the 
Passover, on that very day, they ate some of the produce of 
the land, unleavened cakes and parched grain. The manna 
ceased on the day after they had eaten some of the produce 
of the land, so that the sons of Israel no longer had manna, 
but they ate some of the yield of the land of Canaan during 
that year. (Josh 5:10–12)

ל ַוַּיֲח֥נּו ַסח ַוַּיֲעׂ֣שּו ַּבִּגְלָּג֑ל ְבֵנֽי־ִיְׂשָרֵא֖  ְּבַאְרָּבָע֩ה ֶאת־ַהֶּפ֡
ר ֶדׁש ֥יֹום ָעָׂש֨ ֶרב ַלחֹ֛ ְר֥בֹות ָּבֶע֖ אְכ֜לּו ְיִריֽחֹו׃ ְּבַעֽ ֹ֨  ֵמֲע֥בּור ַוּי
ֶרץ ת ָהָא֛ ֳחַר֥ ַסח ִמָּמֽ ֶצם ְוָק֑לּוי ַמּ֣צֹות ַהֶּפ֖ ה׃ ַהּ֥יֹום ְּבֶע֖  ַהֶּזֽ
ת ן ַוִּיְׁשּבֹ֨ ת ַהָּמ֜ ָּמֳחָר֗ ֶרץ ֵמֲע֣בּור ְּבָאְכָל֙ם ִמֽ ָיה ָהָא֔  ְולֹא־ָה֥

ל ִלְבֵנ֥י ֛עֹוד ן ִיְׂשָרֵא֖ ֶרץ ִמְּתבּוַא֙ת ַוּיֹאְכ֗לּו ָמ֑ ַען ֶא֣  ַּבָּׁשָנ֖ה ְּכַנ֔
יא׃ ס ַהִהֽ

Here we see the pattern of how ancient Israel observed the Passover and ate from the standing grain afterward.

1. They ate on evening of the 14th of the month, as it ended and became the 15th of the month after sunset. This was the 
day of Passover, the 15th of the first month.

2. Then the next day, the 16th of the month, they ate from the standing grain of the Land. According to the Torah, the 
standing grain (the new crop of that year) was not to be eaten until the sheaf was waved before the Lord. The waving 
of the sheaf was the first presentation of the omer as first fruits given to the Lord.

Then the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “Speak to the sons of Israel and say to them, ‘When you enter the land
which I am going to give to you and reap its harvest, then you shall bring in the sheaf of the first fruits of your har-
vest to the priest. He shall wave the sheaf before the LORD for you to be accepted; on the day after the sabbath the
priest shall wave it. Now on the day when you wave the sheaf, you shall offer a male lamb one year old without de-
fect for a burnt offering to the LORD. Its grain offering shall then be two-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with
oil, an offering by fire to the LORD for a soothing aroma, with its drink offering, a fourth of a hin of wine. Until this
same day, until you have brought in the offering of your God, you shall eat neither bread nor roasted grain nor new
growth. It is to be a perpetual statute throughout your generations in all your dwelling places. (Lev 23:9–14)

3. It is possible, of course, that in the year Israel entered the Land, the 14th was a Friday, the 15th was a double Shabbat 
(weekly Shabbat as well as the first day of Pesach), and that they ate the new grain beginning on Sunday, the 16th. But
it is interesting that the text itself gives no hint of that, but simply uses the normal counting of the days in the month to
fix the sequence of events.
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