Passover and the Lord’s Supper

It is apparent that the Lord’s Supper was a celebration of Passover. There were, by 30 AD, a number of traditional Passover traditions among the various sects of Judaism. It is necessary to identify which of the traditions Jesus followed in His instructions to the disciples. The following is a Passover liturgy (based in a very conservative tradition) that seems to best fit the descriptions found of the Lord’s Supper in the New Testament:

1. Prayer of Sanctification (Qiddus)

2. Instructional reading or recitation from Exodus 12:1-15 (or Exodus 34:18-25, Leviticus 23:4-8, or Deuteronomy 16:1-8). Additional instructions in the law were often added (especially teachings of Scripture or recounting historical celebrations of the Passover, such as Numbers 9:1-14 or 2 Chronicles 30, 2 Chronicles 35/2 Kings 23, Ezra 6, etc.).

3. Cup of Sanctification (the First Cup)

4. Bitter herbs and a sauce of fruit juice eaten without bread. The Second Cup is presented, but not drunk. The Second Cup is warm wine mixed with water.

5. Instructional reading or reciting from Psalms 113 and 114 (by Protestant numbering).

6. Drink the Second Cup (the Haggadah [instruction] Cup)

7. Main meal (unleavened bread [Mazzoth – bread of affliction], Passover lamb, bitter herbs)

8. Grace – prayer of thanksgiving

9. Cup of Blessing/Thanksgiving (the Third Cup) of unfermented wine. In the tradition, a morsel of unleavened bread was dipped into the wine for each member of the family and the cup poured out as a thank offering unto the Lord.

10. Psalms 115-118 (by Protestant numbering) sung.

11. Benediction Prayer over the Fourth Cup.

12. Songs of praise (usually from Psalms 120-136 [Psalm 136 – The Hallel – the Praise of God] or contemporary songs).

(There are at least 7 instructions, readings, singings, or recitations from Scripture; other instructions could be added.  There are 4 required cups. There are at least 3 prayers.)

Most of the elements of the Lord’s (Passover) Supper are probably not reported. There are 3 passages in the Gospels (Matthew 26, Mark 14, and Luke 22) plus a number of passages in John and 1 Corinthians that are important to our understanding of the Lord’s Supper. However, it is safe to assume that Jesus followed the intent of Passover in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. There are, however, some differences that will be noted below.

It is apparent that the disciples prepared a Passover according to the instructions of Jesus (esp. in Luke 22:7-13). However, their celebration is actually a day early, as can be seen from John 18:28, John 19:14, and the fact that Jesus Himself was the true Passover Lamb (even as declared by John the Baptist in John 1:29-36 and by Paul in 1 Corinthians 5:7).

The prayers of sanctification and benediction are not recorded, but were surely offered. The events of John 13-15 are clearly contemporaneous with the Lord’s Supper although the events recorded in Matthew, Mark, and Luke are not mentioned and the institution of the Lord’s Supper as a sacrament is not recorded in John. Everything that is necessary is recorded. John 13-15 are certainly extensive instructions from the Master, but they are not from the traditional Scriptures. Was the foot washing in John 13 a response to the dispute reported in Luke 22:24? The events in John all seem to follow the Eucharist. 1 Corinthians 10:16 defines the cup of Communion to be the Cup of Blessing, the Third Cup, which is after the main course of the supper. There does not appear to be a description of the first 2 cups in the Gospels.

Since the Communion Cup is equated with the Cup of Blessing, it would have normally been poured out as a thank offering. Jesus cites the cup as being representative of His blood of the New Covenant. It is His blood that is poured out, and the cup of the Communion is provided for us to identify His sacrifice for us. The dipping of the morsel for Judas Iscariot may have been a part of the larger offering of the bread representing the Body of Christ in which all participated as a part of the Third Cup of the Passover. There appears to be several events occurring at the same time during the supper, although we read them in serial form in the Gospels; this might explain the slight variances between Luke, John, and Matthew/Mark accounts. During the presentation of the Third Cup, Jesus declares, "But I say to you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it new with you in My Father's kingdom." We conclude that the Fourth Cup was not presented. The Third Cup tells us that we are to remember the sufferings and sacrifice that Jesus went through, bearing our sins in His body in order that we might be reconciled with our most Holy Father God out of God’s surpassing love for us. We are to partake of the cup with great thanksgiving. (However, John does record that they departed the upper room for the garden of Gethsemane singing (Mark 14:26, Matthew 26:30). On Passover itself, nobody would have ventured outside, but this was done on the Day of Preparation rather than Passover itself. This underlines that the Crucifixion of Christ is the actual Passover, and that the Lord’s Supper is given to us to remember that fact.) We drink the cup, remembering Him, and partaking in His death, but also in His resurrection.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Now if we recognize the Crucifixion is the actual Passover and that Jesus is our Passover Lamb, then we should find the elements of Passover in the life of Christ.

The life of Jesus is the prayer of sanctification. He lived a perfect life, sanctified in the flesh, that we might receive His righteousness by His grace. Jesus was always in perfect communion with the Father.

The first cup of His Passover for us is represented by His prayer in the garden, “If this cup could pass from me…, nevertheless, not My will but Thine.”

In the same way, His life is an instruction of God’s intentions for how we are to live our lives. Jesus is our Haggadah.

The second cup is made full in His body when the soldier’s spear pierced His side and the water and blood came out. (I have not found a Jewish teaching ever explaining why the second cup is warm wine mixed with water. We recognize it as the symbol of Christ on the Cross, whose sacrifice for our sins allows the wrath of God to pass over us, justice having been fulfilled.)

The main meal is our relationship with Jesus, made possible by His grace. The bitter herbs show us the consequences of our sins, now cleansed by Christ in our lives. The unleavened bread shows our lives now free of sin.

Our lives should now be filled with thankfulness in everything (as in 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18). We should now rejoice in all things in Jesus Christ.

Perhaps the Fourth Cup was manifest in Jesus taking the sour wine/wine vinegar at the end of His 6 hours on the Cross, followed by His final words, “Tetelostai” (It is finished, All is accomplished, Paid in full.) [John 19:30] Everything needed for our salvation (redemption and sanctification and deliverance) was accomplished by Jesus on the Cross. No longer is there any division between us. The debt for our sins has been paid.

