The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Maundy Thursday

The Text: 1 Corinthians 11:23-26
For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you, that the Lord Jesus, on the night that He was handed over, took bread, 24and having given thanks He broke it and He said: “This is my body given on behalf of you. Do this in remembrance of Me. 25Likewise He took the cup after they had eaten, saying: “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this as often as you drink it in remembrance of me.” 26For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes.

Heart racing, and palms sweating, you nervously lean forward. The aroma of charcoal and roasted lamb fill the air, an aroma so much more pleasant than the taste of bitter herbs which had filled your mouth, reminding you of the bitter years of your slavery and oppression. You anxiously ask others for their opinion again: “There is enough blood on the doorposts, isn’t there?” Your family seeks to reassure you: “The doorposts are fine. Now let’s eat.” Still clutching your staff, you awkwardly try to break a piece of the flat bread. Your senses are awakened to its warmth. You start to eat but the food is going nowhere fast: round and round in your mouth. You try hard to gulp it down but there’s such a sense of anticipation that you just don’t feel like eating anymore.

Later in the depths of night a distant wailing troubles you. It becomes louder. You see lamp lit shadows everywhere, rushing in panic. The LORD has come to punish the Egyptians for their idolatry and rejection of him, striking down the firstborn so that there will be no heir to the throne of Pharoah. Soon the thudding of the horse hooves of the Egyptian army pursuing you will drown out the distress, and salty air will fill your nostrils as you flee between walls of foaming water. This is incredible but it’s only much later, once you’ve safely passed to the other side, that you consider the enormity of the night; the relief that the salvation the LORD has brought for you and the bewildering stubbornness of the Egyptians—a stubbornness in which they didn’t even consider that something a little out of the ordinary was going on.

This is perhaps a glimpse of the setting of the original Passover meal the Israelites ate before God’s deliverance of them in Egypt. It is something of the picture that each generation of the Israelites would have visualised each year as they commemorated God’s rescue of them by eating this meal—the lamb roasted with its inner parts, the bread made without yeast, and the bitter herbs. As the bread in this meal was broken the head of the family would say: 

“Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who brings forth bread from the earth. Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who has sanctified us with your commandments, and commanded us to eat unleavened bread.” 

Throughout the meal, four cups of wine were consumed. At the third cup the head of the household would pray:

“Blessed are you, O Lord our God, king of the universe, who has created the fruit of the vine. . . . And you, O Lord our God, have given us festival days for joy, this feast of the unleavened bread, the time of our deliverance in remembrance of the departure from Egypt. Blessed are you, O Lord our God, who has kept us alive, sustained us, and enabled us to enjoy this season.”

As He sat in the upper room with His disciples on the night that He was betrayed, this is the meal and the event that Jesus was celebrating. After taking the bread, Jesus acted like any Jewish head of the family at the beginning of a meal. When he had given thanks, he broke the loaf and handed round the pieces of bread so that they could be dipped into a common bowl. But what Jesus says over the bread was something entirely new: “This is my body given for you.” 

In the tradition that he has received and now hands on to the church of all ages, the Apostle Paul tells us that the night on which Jesus does this is the night that He was betrayed—literally ‘handed over’—to the governing authorities and ultimately His suffering and death.

And so on this night that He is handed over to what would soon be his crucifixion, Jesus makes a connection between the gift of his body and his impending death. This death is undeserved. It is unfair. The whole situation seems so out of control. 

But what if God had have done something—intervened, spared His Son from this injustice? On the night when He was betrayed, Jesus says of the bread: “This is my body.” He makes a connection between the gift of His body and His impending death; it is on the Cross that His body would be given as the perfect sacrifice for human sin. This handing over of Jesus was not some random act outside of God’s control. Jesus was not overcome by human zeal or chance. This was not a triumph of the demonic. Following the supper, Jesus went with his disciples to Gethsemane, and prays: "My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will." (Mt 26:39). This was the Father’s will; part of the divine plan of human salvation from eternity. The Father Himself was really the one who handed Jesus over, to give over the body of His Son to be crucified. Why? Because human sin has a cost that must be paid. The price is death. So God sent His only Son to the Cross to pay that price for us and for the whole world.

In doing so, God shows us that we matter to Him. That you are worth something to Him. Actually, worth a lot to Him; much more than silver or gold but the holy and precious body and blood of His Son. The One who put millions of stars in the Milky Way alone handed Jesus over for you. In contrast to every other religion, God gives Himself to make humanity right with Him. That’s astonishing! Why should God go to such great lengths to give Himself in a brutal and humiliating execution for sinners, even for those who will reject Him? Paul tells us why in Romans 5:8: “God shows His love for us in this: while we were sinners, Christ died for us.” It was while we were sinners that the Father handed Jesus over for us because of His great love for us.

Jesus means all of this when He says of the bread “This is my body given for you.” But in saying this Jesus is doing much more than pointing forward in a symbolical way to His death. He identifies His body with the bread itself. If it were only a symbolical representation this new thing that Jesus instituted on this night some 2,000 years ago would be nothing more than remembering God’s salvation just like the Jewish Passover meal. 

No. It is so much more. In Matthew’s account of Jesus’ institution of His Supper, chapter 26, Jesus says: “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” A mere remembrance meal of bread only, wine only cannot bestow the forgiveness of sins. Only Christ’s body and blood can. So as Christ says, this truly is His body, His blood. In, with and under the forms of bread and wine, Christ gives His body and blood for the forgiveness of sins that He won for the whole world on the Cross; the release from our sins and the power of death and the devil. And in 1 John 1:7 we hear that we are not only forgiven through the shed blood of Jesus, but that the blood of Jesus purifies us from all sin. All sin means no exceptions, no limits. There is nothing unforgiveable in the sight of our God. All sin means that the blood of Jesus also purifies us from the sins others have committed against us: the gossip that has damaged our reputation, the hurtful words, the slander, even the most shameful abuse in word and deed. 

But how? How do we, who are separated from the Cross by some 2000 years and 12,000 kilometres receive this purifying blood?

Every time we participate in the Lord’s Supper Jesus brings the Cross to us. Every time 

we eat and drink He gives to us His holy and precious body and blood veiled in means that are not repulsive to us: bread and wine. He makes the salvation that He won for the whole world personal, so that even if we have a troubled mind and doubt whether God’s love could really be for us, we take His body and blood in bread and wine, and say ‘Yes this is given and shed for me for the forgiveness of my sins; I know this because I just ate it. My teeth crunched the wafer up, Christ’s body. My mouth just swallowed the wine; Christs blood. 

In this we see that God is a personal God. In this supper He comes to us in the most intimate way, as the host of this holy meal bringing us to share in His holy presence. It doesn’t matter what your past has been. It doesn’t matter the seriousness of the sins you’ve committed. Its Jesus words, not our interpretation of them, not our level of faith, which makes the Lords supper what it is. Faith does not put the body and blood of Christ into the Lord’s Supper but faith receives them there. Christ’s words make the Lords supper what it is, not our flimsy faith. That is why we can be so sure we are receiving His body His blood.

In Jesus’ institution of His supper we see the assurance that God forgives through Christ’s death on the Cross and we who receive the body and blood for the forgiveness of our sins are right with Him through faith. We have the hope that Christ our saving God comes to us in the most personal way, in no matter what struggles and sufferings we have, during the darkest moments of night, waiting and praying by the bedside of a loved one desperately wanting to know for sure that they’ll recover. Or wondering where the next pay cheque is coming from and how on earth you are going to feed your family, or how you are going to make it through your next Uni exam and whether the career path you’ve chosen was so right for you after all. Or as anxiety about your loved one’s unbelief rises at this time and as you think about your family--so full of ill-will toward each other--and wondering why things haven’t turned out the way you hoped. Or as you sit in the cold face of tragic death with life cut short.

Christ was betrayed, handed over for you. He suffered and died for you. You are reconciled to God through faith in the shed blood of Jesus. Nothing can separate you from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus, your Saviour. How do you know? Because God says so, and because Jesus instituted the holy and precious meal of his body and blood for the forgiveness of all yours sins...so that no matter what you go through, you go through it with God. Amen.

