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Fourteen hundred years before Jesus, in the land of Egypt, a shepherd from Midian prays to 
God.  He is a murderer, a deserter, he speaks with a stutter.  He is also the one who has been 
called on to deliver his people from the oppression of Pharaoh. 
 
He has not just been called by God, he has been called in dramatic fashion, called on to 
demand freedom for his people.   
 
He is the voice of God’s big promises, but so far, God has not delivered.  No miracles.  No 
freedom.  Moses’ words have been empty so far—so empty that not even his people believe 
him, much less the Pharaoh. 
 
And so, under the stars of an Egyptian sky, Moses stutters out a desperate prayer, “God, 
why did you even send me?  You have done nothing at all to deliver your people.  You are 
not holding up your part of the bargain.” 
 
And in the sixth chapter of Exodus, God answers Moses.  With four promises, four 
commitments, four things God declares that he will do.  “Tell the people,” God says to 
Moses, “I am the Lord, and I will free you from your bondage.  I will deliver you from 
slavery.  I will redeem you with an outstretched arm.  And I will take you as my people.” 
 
And, sure enough, God delivers on those promises.   
 
Moses gives the people God’s instructions.  On the tenth day of the month of Nisan, the 
first month of the Jewish year, every household in Israel is to take a one year old lamb, free 
from blemish, without a single broken bone. 
 
And four days later, as the Egyptian soldiers mock them for their silly superstitions, they all 
slaughter the lambs together at twilight—three o’clock in the afternoon, on the fourteenth 
day of Nisan. 
 
They spread the blood of the those lambs on their doorposts, and as the angel of death 
invades Egypt, the Israelites huddled inside their homes, death passes over God’s people.  
They are delivered.  God has been faithful. 
 
For one thousand, four hundred years, they remember this moment.  From generation to 
generation, they remember God’s promises.  Fathers teach it to their sons, who teach it to 
their sons.  This is what God has commanded.   
 
And so year after year after year, on the tenth day of Nisan, they select a one year old lamb, 
free of blemish or defect.  On the fourteenth day, at three o’clock in the afternoon, their 
priests slaughter the lamb, and that night, huddled in their homes, they remember. 
 
The entire meal is a story, the centerpiece being the paschal lamb, the Passover lamb, 
slaughtered that they might live.   
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There are also bitter herbs to remember the bitterness of slavery, they are dipped in salt 
water meant to remind the Jews of their ancestors’ tears.  There is charoset, meant to look 
like the mortar that stained the hands of those heartbroken slaves.  There is unleavened 
bread, bread that does not rise, because of the hurried rush to escape Egypt. 
 
And there is wine.  If the herbs and the salt water and the mortar-like charoset are meant to 
remind the Jews of the sadness of their slavery, the wine is for the joy of God’s promises.  
And it is no accident that it is red like the blood of the Passover lamb. 
 
And not just one cup of wine.  There are four cups of wine, reminiscent of the four 
promises God made to his people back in Exodus chapter 6:  “I am the Lord, and I will free 
you.  I am the Lord, and I will deliver you.  I am the Lord, and I will redeem you.  I am the 
Lord, and I will make you my people.” 
 
For a millennium and a half, the routine is the same.  On the tenth day of Nisan, the people 
select a lamb.  On the fourteenth day, it is slaughtered at twilight.  And that night, as the 
food tells the story, the wine reminds them of God’s promise. 
 
I will free you.   
I will deliver you.   
I will redeem you.   
I will make you my people. 
 
As a child, Jesus would have watched his father teach the family about the meaning of the 
meal, the remembrance of God’s salvation, poured out on the Israelite slaves in Egypt.  
Before his younger siblings were born, it would have fallen to Jesus to ask Joseph the 
question delegated to the youngest child, “Why is this night different from all other nights?” 
 
When he was a child, it fell to Jesus to run to the front door and call for the prophet Elijah, 
to see if this would be the night he would return and bring forth God’s kingdom. 
 
For at its core, the Passover is a teaching moment, a passing from one generation to the next 
of what God has done in the past, and what can be expected of God in the future. 
 
But tonight, fourteen hundred years after God spoke to Moses, Jesus is no longer a child.  It 
is no longer his place to ask the questions of Passover, now as a rabbi, he is the father of his 
little band of followers.  It is his turn to give the answers, it is his turn to tell his disciples 
why this night is different from all other nights. 
 
Throughout the week, he has been leaving the city at night, traveling to the relative safety of 
Bethany and friends.  But tonight, he gathers his disciples in the heart of Jerusalem.   
 
And just as he watched Joseph do when he was a child, there in the upper room, Jesus 
reminds his followers of God’s covenant. 
 
For one thousand, four hundred years, they have celebrated this meal.  But tonight will be 
different from all other nights.  This Passover will be different from all other Passovers, 
before or since.  Because this is Jesus’ last supper with his disciples. 
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The Gospel of John, that we read from tonight, places Jesus’ death on the afternoon before 
the Passover.  According to John, the meal comes a day early for Jesus and his friends. 
 
Some scholars suggest that John changes the chronology of the story a bit to suit his 
theological purpose.  But others propose that the gospels are unified in the idea that Jesus 
plans an early Passover, because he knows he will not live to see Friday night. 
 
Perhaps this is why the gospel of Matthew includes Jesus sending a message to the owner of 
the Upper Room, “My time is near, I will keep the Passover meal at your house with my 
disciples.”  And again in the gospel of Luke when he looks at his friends across the table and 
says, “I have long desired to eat this Passover meal with you before I suffer.” 
 
Perhaps John is right, that on the day the rest of Jerusalem is getting ready for the Passover, 
Jesus is pre-emptively celebrating it, knowing he will not have another chance. 
 
Regardless of when it happens, imagine with me this moment for the disciples and their 
master.  On the eve of his death, on the last night of his life, he once again shares these 
ancient words with his friends.  The promises made by the Heavenly Father first to Moses 
and then to all generations, are now on the lips of His only Son. 
 
“Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of the vine,” declares the 
first prayer of the Seder.  Later, Jesus will tell the disciples that he is the vine, and they are 
the branches. 

 
He pours the first cup, lifts it so that they can see it, and he reminds them of God’s promise 
to Moses:  “I am the Lord, and I will free you from your bondage.”  
 
Then it is time for the ritual handwashing, the Rohtzah.  Traditionally, a bowl would have 
been passed around the table for the family to dip their hands in, and a child or a servant 
would have presented them with a towel. 
 
There are no servants present, however, and no children, and so Luke tells us that an 
argument arose.  An argument about who was greatest.  It is the argument of disciples who 
do not want to stoop to the level of a servant, and be stuck washing the hands of their peers. 
 
But as they argue, Jesus, quietly takes off his outer garments, and he ties a towel around his 
waste.  The host of the meal does what no other host in the history of the Passover meal has 
done.  He kneels down at the feet of his disciples, and he pours the ritual water on their feet.  
On Peter’s feet, who will deny him.  On Judas’ feet, who will betray him.  Every foot that he 
washes tonight will run when he needs them most. 
 
“Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of the vine.”  Jesus pours 
the second cup of wine, and reminds them of God’s promise.	  	  “I am the Lord, and I will 
deliver you from slavery.”   

 
But then, according to the gospels, yet again, he goes off script.  Luke tells us that Jesus took 
that second cup, the cup of deliverance, and says, “Take and divide this among yourselves, 
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for I tell you that from now on, I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of 
God comes.” 

 
The meal is served.  Jesus turns his attention to the feast, and prays, “Blessed are you, Lord 
God, who brings forth bread from the earth.”  He takes the bread, but the words he speaks 
have never been spoken in the 1400 year history of the Passover Seder.  He blesses the 
bread, he breaks it, and gives it to them, saying, “This is my body, which is given for you.  
Do this in remembrance of me.” 

 
Supper is over.  “Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of the vine.”   
 
The third cup, the cup of blessing, the cup of redemption is next, he gives thanks, he 
reminds them of God’s promise:  “I am the Lord, and I will redeem you with an 
outstretched arm.”  

 
But then he passes the cup of redemption to them, the cup of blessing, and says, “This is my 
blood of the new covenant, which is poured out for many.”  The third cup.   

 
The stunned disciples sing a hymn, the praise psalms, the Hallel.  It is now time for the 
fourth cup, the cup in which God promises, “I am the Lord, and I will take you as my 
people.” 
 
But Mark tells us, instead of sharing the fourth cup, instead of concluding the meal as they 
are supposed to, they leave the Upper Room immediately after the hymn and go to the 
garden.  “I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes,” he had 
said. 
 
The fourth cup is never poured.  The meal is not finished. 
 
And there in the garden, he prays with such fervor that he sweats blood.  And what does he 
pray for?  That the cup, the cup of suffering, the cup of restoration, the fourth cup, might 
pass from his hands. 
 

“Abba, Father, for you all things are possible.  Remove this cup from me.  But if this cannot pass 
unless I drink it, your will be done.” 

 
You know what happens, of course.  The cup is not removed.  In just moments, Judas will 
show up with a legion of soldiers and a betrayer’s kiss. 
 
The high council will gather in secret, violating their own code of ethics, to condemn the 
Son of God to death. 
 
The soldiers will press a crown of thorns into his scalp, they will blindfold him, and as they 
take turns striking him, they will invite him to prophesy who it is that is hitting him. 
 
But that is not the fourth cup. 
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Pilate will have him scourged, trying to appease the bloodthirsty crowd.  The soldier uses a 
cat of nine tails, so named for its nine strips loaded with bone and wire and glass, soaked in 
water to give it weight.  
 
He has done this before, and he is good at it, expertly striking his shoulders until they tear, 
and his back until his spine is exposed.  Thirty nine times, because forty would have killed 
him. 
 
But that is not the fourth cup. 
 
The crowd, perhaps some of the same who called out “Hosanna” just days before, will now 
turn to cries of “Crucify!”  The scourging is not enough.  He should die.  This 
disappointment must die. 
 
His torn ligaments and bleeding body strain under the weight of a hundred pound beam, its 
splinters digging into his flesh and the sign around his neck inviting the spit and the shouts 
of the crowds.  He stumbles, and his cheeks slam into the stone cobbles. 
 
But that is not the fourth cup. 
 
It is the fourteenth day of Nisan, John tells us, when they take Jesus out to Golgotha.  The 
nails are driven into his wrists and ankles at 9am, the post is lifted and set in place. 
 
The women weep, the passersby taunt and tease, the soldiers roll dice for his few earthly 
possessions. 
 
But even this is not the fourth cup. 
 
According to John, at noon on the fourteenth of Nisan, the sun disappears.  At the temple, 
the priests are preparing to sacrifice the paschal lambs, when they look up to see the sky has 
gone dark.  And for three hours, it remains that way. 
 
Outside the gates of the Holy City, the unblemished Lamb of God begins to suffocate as 
blood fills his lungs. 
 
It is now three o-clock, the twilight.  At the temple, they take each unblemished lamb, 
slaughtering them one by one careful not to break a single bone, then pouring their blood 
out on the temple altar.  It is a festive time, a celebration. 
 
On Calvary’s hill, at that same hour, Jesus knew all was now finished, John tells us.  He 
gathers his breath enough to say, “I thirst.”  Someone takes a sponge, dips it in cheap wine 
that is more vinegar than fruit of the vine, and holds it to his mouth. 
 
One last time, he drinks.  It is the fourth cup.   
 
Jesus says, “It is finished.”  The Passover is complete. 
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They go to break his legs, as they have done to the criminals at his side, to speed their 
suffocation, but for the one in the middle, there is no need.  The Paschal lamb has been 
slaughtered, and just as God had commanded, no bones have been broken. 
 
Christ is the last Passover lamb, the unblemished gift of God. And hanging there on the 
cross, having breathed his last, he drinks the cup only he could drink. 
 
In the end, they do not take his life.  He gives it away.  For the slaughtered lamb is also the 
host of the meal. 
 
Later that night, in every house in Jerusalem, children will ask, “Why is tonight different 
from all other nights?”  They will run outside to see if Elijah has come.  Fathers will hold up 
the fourth cup, and repeat the words their fathers taught them, “Blessed are you, O Lord our 
God, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of the vine.”  They will close the Passover meal with a 
prayer—the same prayer they have prayed for 1400 years, that God might send his Messiah 
to save the world. 
 
For 1400 years, they have prayed it, and for 1400 years, there has been no answer.  Maybe 
next year. 
 
Unbeknownst to them, on the other side of town, the Messiah’s body lies hastily wrapped in 
linen, the wine of a new covenant on his lifeless lips. 
 
“I am the Lord, and I will free you.  I am the Lord, and I will deliver you.  I am the Lord, 
and I will redeem you.  I am the Lord, and I will make you my people.” 
 
“Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of the vine.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This sermon involves what many would call “speculative theology,” as it ties together pieces between the 
Jewish tradition, the witness of the gospels, and a variety of scholarly trends.  My desire in the sermon was not 
to make a case for the argument, but to try and convey some fractional sense of what the Passover meal would 
have meant to the disciples and Jesus Christ himself, and how that meal is reflected in his sacrifice.  The 
argument this sermon is built on relies heavily on the scholarship of Brant Pitre in Jesus and the Jewish Roots of the 
Eucharist (Doubleday, 2011), The Origins of the Seder by Baruch Bokser (JTS Press, 2002) as well as Adam 
Hamilton’s 24 Hours That Changed The World (Abingdon, 2009). 
 


