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I. INTRODUCTION 

A. The sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and the Word of God are 

among the most basic elements of Christian life and worship that crosses 

denominational boundaries—i.e., these are the very elements that Christians 

worldwide share the most in common. That said, Christians today have widely 

divergent views on the Lord’s Supper and what occurs when it is taken. Although 

there is some discussion outside the Gospels on the subject, at least in 1 

Corinthians 11, the details given are still agonizingly brief. With that said, the 

objective of this session is two-fold: (1) situate the Lord’s Supper in the context of 

the early Church, and (2) identify the meaning and purpose of this holy meal. 

II. THE LORD’S SUPPER AND THE PASSOVER MEAL 

While they were eating, he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke it, gave it 

to them, and said, “Take; this is my body.” 23 Then he took a cup, and after giving 

thanks he gave it to them, and all of them drank from it. 24 He said to them, “This is my 

blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many. 25 Truly I tell you, I will never 

again drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of 

God” (Mark 14:22–25).1  

A. The details we have of this meal in the Gospel accounts contain elements that 

were a fixed part of Passover liturgy.2 Understanding the features of the way in 

which this meal was celebrated causes the Gospel description to become far more 

comprehensible. Jesus and his disciples would have been around the table 

together for an extended period for a meal consisting of many stages.3  

 
1 Unless noted otherwise, all biblical translations come from the NRSV.  
2 The subject of Passover is important to Christians not least because it is the backdrop of Jesus’s 

crucifixion. Nonetheless, as noted by Ben Witherington III, “there is a certain ambivalence in the way NT writers 

approach the Jewish Passover traditions”—and rightfully so, since Jesus has fulfilling and reinterpreting the 

Passover elements anew (cf. Making a Meal of It: Rethinking the Theology of the of the Lord’s Supper [Waco, TX: 

Baylor University Press, 2007], 4; see also Gospel of Mark: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary [Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2001], 372). Furthermore, as Michael Theobald identifies, “Two liturgical ‘loci’ in particular became 

important for the origin of the early Christian liturgical tradition: the annual Jewish-Christian celebration of 

Passover with the commemoration of the death of Jesus, in which the” Passion and Easter Narrative “was also 

recited, and the early Christian meal in commemoration of the salvific death of Jesus, as it was expressed in the pre-

Pauline–pre-Lucan” texts (“Eucharist and Passover: the two ‘loci’ of the liturgical commemoration of the Last 

Supper in the early church” in Engaging with C. H. Dodd on the Gospel of John, eds. Tom Thatcher and Catrin H. 

Williams [Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2013], 252).   
3 The table around which they sat would have been low to the ground with pillows surrounding it. Each 

guest would have reclined with their head toward the table upon their left arm, leaving their right hand free to use 

for the supper. Part of the table would have been left clear for dishes and food, meaning that the disciples would 

have been arranged around it in the shape of a horseshoe. It is also important to differentiate between the Last 

Supper and the Lord’s Supper. This is something early Jews also found difficult when distinguishing between 

Passover in Egypt (Exod 12:1–13) and the later celebration of that event (Exod 12:14–23; cf. Deut 16:1–8). The 

context of the Jewish practice of Passover is to remember the Exodus. Each of the elements introduced are meant to 

recall the bitterness they endured while in Egypt. The bitter herbs evoked the bitterness of slavery. The stewed fruit, 
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B. The meal was traditionally celebrated with four cups of wine, each reflecting a 

promise of God made to Moses and Israel at the beginning of their deliverance 

(Exod 6:5–8). At least three of the cups were recorded in the Gospels’ accounts of 

the Last Supper. In the traditional Passover meal, the head of the household would 

recite each promise from God with each cup. 

C. Once the feast formally commenced, Jesus lifted the first cup of wine—the cup of 

sanctification (“I will bring you out from the under the burdens of the Egyptians” 

[Exod 6:6])—raising it and giving words of thanksgiving and praise. 

He said to them, “I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I 

suffer; 16 for I tell you, I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of 

God.” 17 Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he said, “Take this and 

divide it among yourselves; 18 for I tell you that from now on I will not drink of 

the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes.” (Luke 22:15-18) 

D. Traditionally the next stage of the feast was for the head to rise and wash their 

hands. So often in Jesus’s ministry he had rebuked the Pharisees for their 

externalism, and in particular the washing of the hands. Nonetheless, keeping with 

his reinterpretive pattern he now takes what was to them a show of ceremonial 

purity and transforms it into a profoundly meaningful event. 

Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he 

had come from God and was going to God, 4 got up from the table, took off his 

outer robe, and tied a towel around himself. 5 Then he poured water into a basin 

and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was 

tied around him (John 13:3–4). 

E. Following those amazing moments that passed at the disciple’s feet, the cup of 

wine would then be filled and raised again, followed by a lengthy series of 

prayers ending with the singing of Psalms 113-114. This cup precedes the first 

course and is remembered as the cup of judgment or deliverance—based on God’s 

statement, “I will deliver you from slavery to them” (Exod 6:6). 

F. The meal then proceeded with dipping bitter herbs in vinegar and passing them 

around the table. A cake of unleavened bread would then be broken and the 

company would recite the events surrounding the first Passover and consider its 

significance. 

 
which was colored and had a consistency like clay, recalled the making of bricks as slaves. The paschal lamb 

reminded them of God’s graciousness when he passed over Israel in the plague of death. 
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G. When Jesus lifted the unleavened bread, as the head of the table, the disciples 

would have anticipated to hear the prescribed Aramaic liturgy.4 This would have 

been followed by the blessing of the unleavened bread, which would be followed 

by an “Amen” from those present. Then, in silence, the bread would be divided by 

the household head until all received a piece. Divergent to the custom, Jesus 

breaks the silence and interprets the significance of the bread in relation to 

himself. 

H. While referring to the bread, Jesus was not referring to his physical body but to 

himself. He says, “I am myself this (bread)” or “my person is this bread.” This 

provides “a pledge of his personal presence with them that was to be recalled 

whenever they broke bread together.”5 As Craig S. Keener states, “Those who ate 

this bread participated by commemoration in Jesus’s affliction in the same 

manner that those who ate the Passover commemorated the deliverance of their 

ancestors. The language of Passover celebration assumed the participation of 

current generations in the exodus event (e.g., m. Pesah 10:4–5; t. Pisha 8:18; b. 

Ber. 14b). That Jesus was also in his body at the time he uttered the words further 

militates against interpreting the bread as literally equivalent to his body.”6  

I. All of that said, Jesus’s first gift to the disciples was the promise of his abiding 

presence with them even though he will be betrayed and crucified. Thus, the first 

words of Jesus concerning the bread anticipates the resurrection and his presence 

in the Lord’s Supper.  

 
4 I.e., “This is the bread of affliction which our fathers ate in the land of Egypt. Let everyone who hungers 

come and eat; let everyone who is needy come and eat the Passover meal” (Nahum N. Glatzer, The Passover 

Haggadah [New York: Schoken, 1987], 20). Leaven was old dough that had fermented. The symbolism of 

unleavened bread possibly speaks to a “fresh start, involving a new calendar, a new freedom and a whole new way 

to commemorate God’s dealings with them.” Thus, leaven became a symbol of corruption (Matt 16:11; 1 Cor 5:6–8; 

cf. Lev 2:11 and 6:17 where leaven seems to be “frowned upon”; cf. Witherington, Making a Meal of It, 9). Craig S. 

Keener also highlights that “…we should interpret his words here no more literally than the disciples would have 

taken the normal words of the Passover liturgy, related to Deut 16:3: ‘This is the bread of affliction which our 

ancestors ate when they came from the land of Egypt.’ (By no stretch of the imagination did anyone suppose that 

they were re-eating the very bread the Israelites had eaten in the wilderness)” (Matthew [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2009], 631). 
5 Lane, Mark NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 505-06. 
6 Matthew, 631–32 
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J. Following the main meal, the head of the household would rise, give a brief 

exhortation, and then take the third cup of red wine and speak the prayer of 

thanksgiving, which concludes: “May the All-merciful One make us worthy of the 

days of the Messiah and of the life of the world to come. He brings the salvation 

of his king. He shows covenant-faithfulness to his Anointed, to David and to his 

seed forever. He makes peace in his heavenly places. May he secure peace for us 

and for all Israel. And you, Amen.”7 The cup was then passed and drank in 

silence, but Jesus again inserts interpretive commentary during this time. This is 

the cup of redemption—based on God’s statement, “I will redeem you with an 

outstretched arm” (Exod 6:6). 

While they were eating, Jesus took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke 

it, gave it to the disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” 27 Then he took 

a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of 

you; 28 for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for 

the forgiveness of sins (Matt 26:26–28). 

K. Jesus relates the cup to the New Covenant between God and his people. While the 

bread promises that Jesus will be with his followers, the third cup of wine is here 

a reference to Jesus’s death as a covenantal sacrifice.8 The allusion to his death in 

the redness of the wine and the mentioning of bloodshed is unmistakable.9 The 

cup provides assurance to his followers that they are part of a new divine order 

that is inaugurated through his death. 

L. Exodus 24:6–8 is vital to our subject in focus. It was here at Sinai that the old 

covenant was ratified through the sprinkling of sacrificial blood, which sets the 

whole of Jesus’s messianic action in the light of a new covenant. There is also Jer 

31:31–33 where it is promised that a new covenant will be established among 

God’s people in the last days. The saying over the cup portrays Jesus as the One 

who accomplishes God’s divine will to enter a perpetual covenant fellowship with 

his people on a new foundation. Thus, the second gift to his disciples is the 

assurance that he will be with them not only in presence but also as their Savior 

who is establishing this new order through his death! 

M. After many more words the fourth cup of wine would have been filled and drunk 

followed by the singing of Psalms 115–118. Jesus then arose with His disciples 

and began the journey to the Mount of Olives (Mark 14:26; John 14:31).   

 

 
7 Glatzer, Passover Haggadah, 27. 
8 Cf. E. f. Siegman, “The Blood of the Covenant,” American Ecclesiastical Review 136 (1957): 167–74; B. 

Cook, “Synoptic Presentation of the Eucharist as Covenant Sacrifice” Theological Studies 21 (1960): 1–44. Keener 

identifies that –“flesh,” “blood,” and “poured out,” all convey sacrificial terminology, “especially since crucifixion 

itself technically required no blood (Romans sometimes fixed criminals to crosses with rope)” (Matthew, 631). 
9 Lane, Mark, 507. 
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N. The Fourth and Fifth Cup 

1. The fourth cup is the cup of protection – based on God’s statement, “I will 

take you to be my people, and I will be your God” (Exod 6:7). In fact, 

pesach, translated Passover, most literally means “protection.”10 

2. Interestingly, this cup is not mentioned. Thus, many have concluded that 

Jesus did not take this cup—forfeiting the Passover, thus God’s protection 

against the death angel.  

3. Taking it a step further, although Jesus drank no more wine, he did drink 

from another cup. You see, Passover also has a fifth cup, taken from 

Jeremiah 25:15–17. This is the cup of God’s wrath, also known as Elijah’s 

cup. Malachi prophesied that Elijah would return shortly before the 

coming of the Messiah and the Day of the Lord. 

Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of 

the LORD comes (Mal 4:5). 

4. At this part of the Passover ceremony, the door is opened, and the head of 

the household says, “Pour out your wrath on the world!” 

5. In the traditional ceremony, this cup is filled but not drunk—not until the 

coming of Elijah. Thus, some scholars have concluded that Jesus drank 

this cup instead of the previous one. 

And going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed, 

“My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what I 

want but what you want.” … 42 Again he went away for the second time 

and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will 

be done” (Matt 26:39, 42). 

When Jesus had received the wine, he said, “It is finished.” Then he 

bowed his head and gave up his spirit (John 19:30). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 The word “Passover” was coined by William Tyndale, not Jews. For him it sounded like the Heb word 

pesach. 
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III. PAUL’S PERSEPCTIVE11 

 

For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the 

night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, 24 and when he had given thanks, he 

broke it and said, “This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” 
25 In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new 

covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” 26 For 

as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he 

comes (1 Cor 11:23–26). 

A. Paul addresses the Lord’s Supper in a discussion concerning the insensitivity of 

the affluent towards the poor. There are “divisions” (11:18),12 and “factions” 

(11:19),13 which are serious allegations. Grave abuses were transpiring when the 

church of Corinth was coming together for their agape feasts and the Lord’s 

Supper—i.e., the wealthier were arriving earlier and eating all the food before the 

poorer could get anything to eat (1 Cor 11:17, 20, 22).  

B. The rich distinguished themselves from the poor by (1) the timing of their meal—

they eat without waiting for others to arrive (11:21, 23); (2) by the quantity and 

quality of the meal (11:21); and (3) by their lack of sharing (11:21). By doing so, 

they divulge their eating practices as a “demonstration of social status and an 

attempt to dominate by imposing shame (11:22).”14 

C. 1 Corinthians is commonly thought to predate the Gospel of Mark. This would 

make Paul’s accounts of the Lord’s Supper the earliest written record of this 

sacrament. Furthermore, Paul says he receives this injunction from the Lord 

(11:23; cf. Gal 1:15–16).15 The communion formula predates Paul, placing it very 

close to the time of Christ. It is also written in such a way that it might be 

considered a hymn or poem of the early Church.  

 
11 E. P. Sanders highlights that, “Paul, however, has very little to say about the life of Jesus. He 

occasionally quotes his words (as he seems to do in 1 Thess 4:15–18, speaking of “the word of the Lord”). The only 

other teachings that he quotes are (a) the prohibition of divorce (1 Cor 7:10–11; see also Matt 5:31–32; Luke 16:18; 

Matt 19:3–9; Mark 10:2–12); and (b) Jesus’s words at the Last Supper (1 Cor 11:23–26; see also Mark 14:22–25 and 

parallels). Of his deeds Paul says no word, at least not in the surviving correspondence. Paul’s message was focused 

on God’s action in sending his Son for the salvation of the world and in raising him. This, Paul and the others held, 

assured believers that they would share his life” (Paul: The Apostle’s Life, Letters, and Thought [Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 2015], 120). 
12 σχίσμα, “skismā,” where we get the word “schism.” 
13 αἵρεσις, “airésēs,” where we get the word, “heresy.” 
14 Stephen C. Barton, “Historical Criticism and Social-Scientific Perspectives in NT Study,” in Hearing the 

New Testament: Strategies for Interpretation, ed. Joel B. Green (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 57. 
15 It is worthy of note to see that both “received,” (παραλαμβάνω) and “handed on/delivered” (παραδίδωμι) 

are technical terms, as noted by Richard Bauckham, are Greek words “used for formal transmission of tradition in 

the Hellenistic schools and so would have been familiar in this sense to Paul’s Gentile readers” (Jesus and the 

Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006], 264). 
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D. Paul’s answer to division is communion! Whereas we generally affix the meaning 

of the blood to forgiveness and the meaning of the broken body to healing, Paul 

applies it in a couple of ways. 1 Corinthians 10:17 interprets the broken bread as 

the Body of Christ, in effect offering healing to schisms in the Body. 

Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake 

of the one bread (1 Cor 10:17). 

E. Within this liturgy, Paul reveals the eschatological nature of the event by 

concluding it with, “until he comes” (1 Cor 11:27; see also Matt 26:29; Mark 

14:25; Luke 22:18; John 6:53–58). This is a crucial point because we often 

distinguish between the Cross and Resurrection. The early Church interprets these 

two events as a single entity, pointing to the Last Day and the Resurrection. Both 

the Cross and Resurrection are appropriately celebrated together in communion 

liturgy. As highlighted by Fleming Rutledge,  

…you can’t have the crucifixion without the resurrection—and vice versa. The 

resurrection is not just the reappearance of a dead person. It is the mighty act of 

God to vindicate the One whose very right to exist was thought to have been 

negated by the powers that nailed him to the cross. At the same time, however, 

the One who is gloriously risen is the same One who suffered crucifixion…. The 

book of Revelation is an extended hymn to the risen Christ, but he is nevertheless 

the ‘Lamb standing, as though it had been slain,’ the One whose wounds still 

show, the One by whose blood the robes of the redeemed have been cleansed for 

all eternity (Rev 5:6–7).16 

F. 1 Corinthians 11:27–34 offers further instructions about approaching the table in 

the best way. To partake “in an unworthy manner” is often taught, and rightfully 

so, as partaking with an unconfessed sin, a wrong attitude, or distractions of the 

soul (11:27). However, when one understands the background of confusion and 

division over fellowship meals in the community of Corinth, then another way to 

partake unworthily is revealed. We approach the table unworthy manner when we 

allow divisions between ourselves and others (Jews and Gentiles, men and 

women, rich and poor, 1 Cor 10–11). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
16 Fleming Rutledge, The Crucifixion: Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2015), 64. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 

A. The bread is symbolic in two ways: (1) Christ’s body and (2) body of Christ (the 

Church). The meal is to unite us with Christ as well as with one another. Since we 

have been forgiven through Christ’s death, we must forgive one another. As noted 

by John Westerhoff, “the Lord’s Supper has a victorious redemptive focus more 

than a somber, funereal penitential one. The early Christians celebrated their 

sacred meal on Sunday—the Lord’s Day, the day of victorious resurrection. 

Those who are gathered around The Lord’s Table might have been sinners, but 

they were redeemed sinners.”17  

B. Put another way, the Lord’s Supper is all about “Christian hospitality,” as 

Witherington says, “in part because the church itself is the Lord’s hospital, the 

place where we come to be cured of our sin sickness.”18 

C. The Lord’s Supper is more than symbolism; there is a real spiritual transaction 

that takes place when we partake in it. As identified by Paul in 1 Cor 11:27–31, 

those who failed to discern the body became sick, ill, or died. Thus, the spiritual 

nature of the Lord’s Supper is serious business. It should not be taken lightly. It is 

an occasion when one not only remembers that Jesus ate a meal with his disciples, 

but also approaches it worthily, which points to sharing a meal with Jesus—“He 

is the unseen host of the meal. He promised to be present where two or more are 

gathered.”19 Like on the Road to Emmaus in Luke 24:30–32, it was in the 

breaking of bread that Jesus was made known to the disciples. The risen Christ 

was with them! 

D. The Lord’s Supper should be seen as a chance for a close encounter with Jesus, a 

chance for a moment of clarity and recognition in one’s life that Christ comes to 

meet us, bless us, forgive us, over and over again, and that we can and must 

actively participate in the joyful event. It’s not about magical rituals or medicinal 

elements; it’s about the living presence of Christ, which can either be honored or 

dishonored by how we partake of the Meal. Yes, indeed a spiritual transaction 

happens at the meal, and it can be positive, and it can be negative. The real 

spiritual presence of Christ meets us at and in the Meal if we receive him by faith. 

We are to taste and see that the Lord is good! 

 
17 John Westerhoff, introduction to Sunday Dinner: The Lord’s Supper and the Christian Life by William 

Willimon (Nashville: Upper Room, 1981), 114. 
18 Witherington, Making a Meal of It, 140. 
19 Ibid., 133. 


