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“This is My body… This is My blood.”  These words from our Lord have caused no shortage of heated discussions and disagreements throughout the history of the Church centered on the questions, “Are these words to be taken literally or figuratively?” and “What does “is” mean?”  Roman Catholicism and Orthodox churches hold to a pure literal view, suggesting that the elements, the bread and the wine, are actually changed into the body and blood of Christ when the priest blesses them.  This is known as transubstantiation, or the “Real Presence” of Christ.  The great Reformer Martin Luther repudiated this teaching, but he could not let go of the “is,” “What does “is” mean?”  Luther taught what is known as consubstantiation, meaning “alongside” the elements.  Luther believed that the bread and the wine remained bread and wine while also, at the same time, being fully the body and blood of Christ.  The Swiss Reformer Ulrich Zwingli, who many today get their understanding of the meaning of the Lord’s Table, suggested that the elements themselves, the bread and the wine, were merely symbols that represented the body and the blood of Christ.  Luther strongly disagreed with Zwingli, suggesting that his merely symbolic view failed to account for the word “is.”  John Calvin, serving as an intermediary between Luther and Zwingli, suggested that there is a real presence of Christ in the elements, that the Spirit of Christ is with the believer at the Table, serving as a means of God imparting of grace.  Calvin said, “We must not dream that his substance passes, in a natural manner, into our souls [that is, by eating and drinking]; but we eat his flesh, when, by means of it, we receive life.”  Jesus told His hearers, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in yourselves. He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For My flesh is true food, and My blood is true drink” (John 6:53-55).  Concerning Jesus’ words, Phil Newton remarks, “This was no call for cannibalism but by the supernatural work of the Spirit, as we believe in Christ, we receive Him and all of His life on our behalf.  So in the Lord’s Supper, we partake by faith, receiving anew the life and death of Christ on our behalf, finding our satisfaction in Him alone as our Savior and Lord.”


It is this last view that we have adopted here at Grace Covenant.  Our confession reads, 

30.7. Worthy receivers, outwardly partaking of the visible elements in this ordinance, do then also inwardly by faith, really and indeed, yet not carnally and corporally, but spiritually receive, and feed upon Christ crucified, and all the benefits of his death; the body and blood of Christ being then not corporally or carnally, but spiritually present to the faith of believers in that ordinance, as the elements themselves are to their outward senses.


It is this Supper that we look at together this morning as instituted by Jesus in this text and partake of together as the body of Christ in a moment.  

I.   The Celebration of the Passover (14:22-26) 


In order to properly understand this Supper, one must have some understanding of the Passover feast itself.  It was, as we have mentioned over the past few weeks, a celebration of remembrance, a time for the nation of Israel to reflect upon the goodness of God in delivering their people from bondage in Egypt.  Last week we saw that Jesus sent two of His disciples, Peter and John, into Jerusalem to secure the place of preparation.  There they would find a man carrying a jar of water, a prearranged signal that the disciples would easily recognize because this chore was typically that of a woman.  They were to follow that man, probably a servant, to the home where he led them and there make preparations for the Passover meal (14:12-16).  All of this, as we noted, was according to God’s sovereignty and providence.


The head of the house usually conducted the celebration.  In this case, Jesus Himself acted as the leader of the group.  The care taken in prearranging this place, the Upper Room, showed the importance of Jesus’ meeting with these men one last time as a group before the events of the next few hours.  Immediately following this time, Jesus would go to the Garden of Gethsemane along with His three most notable Apostles: Peter, James, and John.  He would leave the Garden only to be handed over to the authorities as Judas accomplished what he had purposed in his own heart to do in betraying Christ, again, all according to the sovereignty of God.  So this meal proved to be the very last time Jesus would meet with the entire group prior to the Cross. 


The most important part of the celebration was the lamb, which would have to be taken to the Temple and there slaughtered as a sacrifice for the household.  Having been butchered and prepared, the lamb would be brought back to the house and roasted for Passover.  Four cups of wine were passed during the course of the meal, each coinciding with four promises of God to His people before their deliverance from Egypt (Ex. 6:6-7).  The wine was diluted with water double on this occasion.  The first of four cups would be consumed before the arrival of the prepared lamb and the rest of the food.  Kent Hughes notes that when the table had been completely set, with the roast lamb as the centerpiece, the host (in this case, Jesus) interpreted each of the foods on the table as it related to their deliverance from Egypt.
  The bitter herbs recalled their bitter slavery.  The stewed fruit and the Haroseth sauce, which was a fruit-base in a kind of vinegar, recalled the misery of making bricks for Pharaoh and the sweetness of deliverance.  The roasted lamb brought to their remembrance the lamb’s blood applied to the doorposts, their eating of the lamb within the house, and the death angel’s passing over them as it destroyed the firstborn of Egypt.  I still vividly remember the first time I saw this event portrayed in the movie, The Ten Commandments, with Charlton Heston playing Moses and how it gripped me as a child. 


Then would occur the Haggadah, where a boy would ask his father, “What does this mean?” and the father would recite the story in obedience to Deuteronomy 6 and tell of how God delivered their forefathers.  Then would come the singing of the Hallel psalms, 113-118.  They would first sing 113-114, followed by the ritual of unleavened bread and then the main Passover meal.  This meal was traditionally eaten in silence.  However, Jesus was not much on tradition when it came to God’s purpose for Him.  Here, during the ritual of unleavened bread, Jesus broke the silence and interjected the words, “This is My body, given for you.  Take it.”


Then would come the main course: the roast lamb, usually served with fruit, along with the second cup of wine.  Later would come the third cup, the cup of blessing.  It was over this third cup that Jesus pronounced, “This is My blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many” (v. 24).  They would then sing the remaining Hallel psalms, 115-118, and then normally, and I emphasize normally, would come the fourth cup which would complete the Passover feast.

II.  The Newness of the Supper (14:22-26)


Derek Thomas mentions that Jesus did three new things during this Passover meal.
  First, He broke the pattern of the Passover meal, and at the point of eating the unleavened bread He broke the silence and said, “Take it; this is My body” (v. 22).  Then, at the point of the third cup, the cup of blessing, Jesus interjected another statement, “This is My blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many” (v. 24).  Finally, after this third cup, normally there would come the fourth cup, but not his time.  Jesus said, “Truly I say to 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” (v. 25).  We see three things here of great importance, not only as it relates to the Lord’s Supper, but in how we are called to remembrance for the entirety of our salvation.  The Lord’s Supper is a celebration of…

1.  Covenant (v. 24)


Moses ratified the old covenant by sprinkling blood upon people after he had read the book of the covenant, the Law, to them. “All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient!” the children of Israel declared (Ex. 24:7).  In order to show that they had covenanted with God to fully obey Him and that the Lord had committed to bless the people as long as they kept their covenant promise, Moses “took the blood and sprinkled it on the people, and said, “Behold the blood of the covenant, which the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these words”“ (Ex. 24:8).
 
But the blood of Christ, the Lamb of God, ratified a new covenant, one that is not bilateral so that each must keep up his covenant promises, but rather one that is unilateral or one-sided.  The old covenant hinged on faithfulness to keep the Law.  Of course, we realize, that they failed miserably at that point, just as we too would have done.  The Law served its purpose to reveal the depths of human sinfulness.  This is where the chief priests, scribes, and Pharisees missed it.  They tried to make themselves righteous by keeping the law.  But what they needed, and us as well, was not a new law to save us but grace!  Such is the new covenant enabled by the blood of Jesus Christ.  Jeremiah described this covenant (31:31-34):
31”Behold, days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, 32not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them,” declares the LORD. 33”But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,” declares the LORD, “I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people. 34”They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they will all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,” declares the LORD, “for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more.” 
Thus it was necessary that the new covenant be mediated by the blood of Jesus Christ, the new covenant with new promises of grace.  The writer of Hebrews declared, “But now He has obtained a more excellent ministry, by as much as He is also the mediator of a better covenant, which has been enacted on better promises.  For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion sought for a second…  When He said, ‘A new covenant,’ He has made the first obsolete” (Heb. 8:6-7, 13).  The new covenant, which we enter into by grace through faith in Christ and His finished work at Calvary, where His blood was “poured out for many,” providing and securing the salvation of the “many,” promises “forgiveness of sins” (Mt. 26:28).  That is the promise for all who have come to saving faith in Christ.  They are part of the new covenant in Christ Jesus, united with Him, and justified by His blood.  “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1).  7 “For Christ our Passover also has been sacrificed.  8 Therefore let us celebrate the feast, not with old leaven, nor with the leaven of malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth” (1 Cor. 5:7-8).  That is what we celebrate at the Lord’s Table.  The Lord’s Supper is also a celebration of…

2.  Communion (v. 24)


 When Paul reflects upon the Lord’s Table in 1 Corinthians 10, he speaks of the fellowship and communion that surrounds the cup of blessing.  16 “Is not the cup of blessing which we bless a sharing in the blood of Christ?  Is not the bread which we break a sharing in the body of Christ?  17 Since there is one bread, we who are many are one body; for we all partake of the one bread” (1 Cor. 10:16-17).  


The cup of which Paul speaks, the third cup of wine called the cup of blessing, is that cup which Jesus said contained the “blood of the covenant.”  This cup, along with the broken bread, is shared by, and only by, the many who Paul said make up one body.  This “many” would be the same “many” who Christ poured out His blood for forgiveness of their sins.  The “many” share in the blood of Christ and share in the body of Christ.  This is communion language.  Derek Thomas notes,

It’s communion in the sense that this bread which we eat and ingest, this wine which we sip and swallow and take into ourselves, it represents our fellowship and communion with Jesus. We feed upon Him, we draw our nourishment from Him, we draw our strength and vitality from Him.  We are in union with Christ. “For we do not have an high priest who cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities, but was in all points tempted like as we are.”  When God sent His Son, He sent Him in flesh and blood. He didn’t send an angel. He didn’t send an apparition. He sent Someone like you and me, in flesh and blood, and we commune with a Christ who is still flesh and blood and seated at the right hand of God the Father - the humanity and the divinity in union at the right hand of God. We’re not communing with the bread; we’re not communing with the wine. We’re not having some warm, fuzzy thoughts about this piece of bread or this juice that we’re swallowing.
 


We perhaps do not do justice to this truth of communion in our contemporary setting.  The cup that they used in that day was a common cup, passed from one to the other.  This is still practiced in other parts of the world today.  I was in Kiev, Ukraine some ten years ago and they, like us, celebrate the Lord’s Supper on the first Sunday of the month and I was able to participate with them in their communion service.  It was a beautiful time that they took very seriously.  After a time of praise and confession, the pastor blessed the elements and we partook together, sharing in the bread and the wine, one cup of wine!  Being a guest of honor, I was the first to take the cup.  I still cherish that day as I realized the real communion, the real sharing, of Christ and the body of Christ.  

3.  Consummation (v. 25)


The final difference in this Passover celebration came with Jesus’ announcement that He would not drink the fourth cup: “Truly I say to 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.”  Jesus refused to drink of that final cup because of the promise it represented, the promise that God would be the God of His people and that His people, all of those who are part of the new covenant, would know He was their God.  “I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people” (Jer. 31:33).  That has not yet been fully accomplished.  While Jesus’ death accomplished everything necessary for man’s salvation, “It is finished” was His cry, there is a sense in which the fullness of the work is not yet complete.  That will not take place until all of God’s people know Him.  The decisive battle was won at Calvary, but the war continues until all of the saints have been brought safely into the kingdom.  That is why Jesus refused to drink the fourth cup.  To do so would have sent the message that all was then finished, and there was this sense that it was not, and would not, until all of God’s elect are safely in Christ.


But Jesus did not say that He would never again drink of the cup.  He would drink of it again at His return.  What this suggests is that we are living in the time of Christ’s Passover.  We celebrate Him, our Passover, in the time of communion awaiting the consummation of the ages.  Sinclair Ferguson points out the irony in this difference of the Passover celebration, “The cup which usually brought the Passover to an end he would now drink at the beginning of the time of endless fellowship in God’s kingdom!”

Conclusion


“Remember Him.”  Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper on that night for us to remember Him.  We do that as we remember the union we have with Him that can never be broken.  We do that as we remember the forgiveness for sin that comes through the blood of Christ alone.  While our union with Christ can never be broken, our fellowship and communion with Him is broken when we sin.  That is why we flee again to Him for forgiveness and the Supper is a reminder of that restoration we have in communion with Him.  We do this as we remember that the Supper is not yet complete.  That fourth cup is yet to be taken by Christ.  He will not partake of that cup until His glorious return.  So as we partake together this morning, let us “remember Him”:  remember the covenant, remember the communion, and remember the consummation.  In doing so, we celebrate our entire salvation: our justification, our sanctification, and our glorification.  
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