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God’s grace is poured out abundantly on you and me every time we hear the Gospel of Jesus Christ and every time we receive the Gospel in the Sacrament of our Lord’s body and blood, my dear friends.

The word of God which I will share with you on this Maundy Thursday celebration of God’s gift of the Lord’s Supper is in Mark, chapter 14, beginning with verse 12.

  On the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, when it was customary to sacrifice the Passover lamb, Jesus’ disciples asked him, “Where do you want us to go and make preparations for you to eat the Passover?” 

  So he sent two of his disciples, telling them, “Go into the city, and a man carrying a jar of water will meet you.  Follow him.  Say to the owner of the house he enters, ‘The Teacher asks:  Where is my guest room, where I may eat the Passover with my disciples?’  He will show you a large upper room, furnished and ready.  Make preparations for us there.”

  The disciples left, went into the city and found things just as Jesus had told them.  So they prepared the Passover.

  When evening came, Jesus arrived with the Twelve.

  While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take it; this is my body.”

  Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, and they all drank from it.

  “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many,” he said to them.  “I tell you the truth, I will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it anew in the kingdom of God.”

This is the Word of our Lord.

In Jesus Christ, who bequeathed to you and to me a gift of priceless value, my dear friends.

Whenever you watch the reading of a will on a TV program, it’s always dramatic.  There is a sense of suspense hanging in the air.  You see all the different members assembled around, waiting for the reading of the will, all wondering “what am I going to get out of this?”  “Hope I get the boat; hope I get the house”.  And then comes the reading of the will.  Sometimes there is a cassette tape or a video tape which the person recorded long before they died; and they’ll say something like “because you were such a conniving snot all your life and wanted only my stuff, I bequeath to you all my dirty socks”.  Or they’ll say to the maid who has been so faithful all of her life, suffered much abuse at the hands of everyone else, “I bequeath to her my entire estate”.  It always happens like that where the assets of a person’s lifetime are distributed according to merit, according to the way they treated the dearly departed deceased during his or her lifetime.

Well, the disciples didn’t know it, but as they gathered with Jesus in this upper room, they were really gathering for a hearing of Jesus’ last will and testament.  And that’s what we are going to talk about and focus on tonight.  That’s literally what this means.  This new testament, this new covenant in Jesus’ blood is Jesus’ last will and testament – that which he wanted to bequeath and pass on to his disciples and to you and me.

We’re told that it was the first day of the feast of Unleavened Bread.  That was another way of talking about the Passover celebration.  There were three major festivals that the Jews celebrated each year, all of which required that all Jews living within a certain vicinity of the city of Jerusalem were required by law to attend.

One of them was the celebration of the Passover of our Lord; and here, as they gathered together, they remembered back to that time of deliverance, that time when God’s people had been in slavery in Egypt and God sent plague after plague on the Egyptians, trying to convince their Pharoah to let God’s people go.  Then came the last plague – the plague of death that passed through the land, killing the firstborn of both man and animal.  That is when the Israelites would take the blood of a lamb, paint it on a doorpost, and God’s angel of death would pass over them, and God’s people were delivered from death. It was an act of salvation that they remembered. 

And there was a very special meal that they ate.  It was a meal of unleavened bread, symbolizing their need for haste and for hurry.  They couldn’t even wait for the bread to rise.  Bitter herbs and spices were to remind them of the bitter slavery they had in Egypt; and the lamb without spot or blemish had to be roasted whole, not a bone broken.  All of the lamb had to be eaten by the people before they left.  They were to eat with their coats on, symbolizing that they had to leave in a hurry.  

God commanded his people to celebrate that festival every year so that they would never forget the great deliverance that he had given them.  Tremendous preparations had to be made for that meal.  I don’t know if any of you have ever witnessed or heard about the Seder Passover meal that Jews celebrate today, but it goes on for hours.  It’s tremendously involved and intricate, and there is a lot of rich symbolism that takes place.  In fact, even Jews today don’t realize the symbolism of what they do,some of the facts symbolizing the death of Jesus Christ, and some of the symbolism in their celebration symbolizes the resurrection to life.  That escapes their notice today.

Our Lord made all the preparations for the Passover meal he would celebrate with his disciples.  It kind of reminds us of the preparations he had made for Palm Sunday when he sent his disciples out.  They gathered in the upper room, and that’s when Jesus got down on his hands and his knees and washed the disciples’ feet, telling them, “I have set you an example that you should do (for others) as I have done for you”. (John 13:15).  And what a lesson that teaches us today, doesn’t it?  It teaches us that the way, the path to greatness, doesn’t go up – it’s down.  It’s not in being served and being in a position of authority.  No, it lies in serving other people.  And Jesus showed that he was not above getting down on his hands and knees and serving his disciples’ most basic needs.

It was after this that Jesus ate the Passover meal with his disciples.  Then he dismissed Judas, sent him on his way to do what he had to do that evening [complete his act of betrayal].  It was after that that our Lord instituted the Lord ’s Supper, and we have the words written for us right here.  A lot of thought went into this evening as our Lord made these preparations for his disciples.  

I don’t know about you, but some people put a lot of thought into the making of their will.  They want to make sure that they do it right, that they give just the right things to just the right people – to people who will appreciate this, I want to make sure that it is passed on to them.  And so the last will and testament is really a summary of a person’s life.  Everything that they have accumulated, everything that they have accomplished, everything that they are is symbolized in the reading of that last will and testament.

But what did Jesus have to bequeath to his disciples?  All he owned he wore on his body.  In fact, the next day, when he was on the cross, all his earthly possessions would be distributed among the Roman soldiers.  They would even gamble for his most valuable possession, that seamless garment that he wore underneath his robe.  He had no earthly possessions, no land, no stocks, no amount of possessions to pass on; but what he passed on to his disciples and to you and to me is something of lasting value, something of far greater value than you could ever put on a thing or in money.  He bequeathed to us his very body and blood, in with and under the bread and the wine, because he knows what those things can do for us.  He called it the new covenant which is poured out for many (Luke 22:20) – the blood of the new covenant. It would be signed, sealed and delivered with the blood that would pour freely from his body on the cross the next day.  

The old covenant was made in the Old Testament, and God told his people this through the prophet Jeremiah.  “The time is coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.  It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to them,” declares the Lord.  “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time,” declares the Lord.  “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they will be my people.  For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” (Jer. 31:31-34)  That is what the new covenant is all about: God forgiving our wickedness and forgetting all our sins.

Jesus was now about to institute this new covenant.  You notice when he did it?  We always say “on the night in which he was betrayed”.  Now, can you imagine!  You know you are going to be betrayed.  You know you are going to be handed over.  You know you are going to be crucified.  You know the people that were the closest to you were going to do that to you.  You know that one person sitting there is going to deny you vehemently, swearing before God that he never knew you.  You know that all the others were going to desert you.  And still you bequeathed to them your love, your grace, and your mercy, evenly and equally to all.

My friends, it wasn’t based on merit.  It certainly wasn’t based on how they treated him during their lifetime that Jesus gave them such a precious gift.  No, if we read the Book of Romans right, it talks about you and me here.  Paul says “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for -the good, for the Godly, No – it says, Christ died for the ungodly”.  “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  “When we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son.” (Rom. 5:6,8,10).  Do you realize what that means!  We ungodly sinners, who are enemies of God, are given a gift of priceless value! Looking at ourselves honestly we admit, this last will and testament, this new covenant of Jesus’ blood can’t be based on our merit. It can only be based on grace. And it is a gift that keeps on giving every time we receive it.  

This is a new covenant in my blood (Luke 22:20).  That would certainly conjure up in these disciples’ minds the picture and the image of the Old Testament and the old covenant which was sealed in the blood of animals.  They knew – God’s people knew that the forgiveness of sins could only be by means of a sacrifice, only by means of the shedding of blood.  And all those Old Testament sacrifices from the sacrifice of the Passover lamb to the Great Day of Atonement sacrifice to the sin offerings that people would bring to the temple – none of them could pay for a single person’s sin.  But they all pointed to the sacrifice that would pay – to the Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world, to the One whom Paul said, Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed for us. (1 Cor. 5:7)  In fact, the very moment that Jesus was giving up his spirit on the cross was the moment that the high priest in the temple was sacrificing the Passover lamb.  That, my friends, is what Jesus did for us – the shedding of his blood, the sacrifice of his life for the forgiveness of our sins; “given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins” is what we read.  

This is the gift that keeps on giving.  It’s the perfect gift that God could give to you and to me.  He knew exactly what we needed and what we would continue to need throughout our life.  He knows that you and I need joy in our lives.  Jesus said, “I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and your joy may be complete.” (John 15:11)  I want to tell you folks, that we, of all people out in the world, should be people of joy.  There should be smiles on our faces when we come to the Lord’s Supper because of what our Savior has done and what we have in Christ.  He says, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.  I do not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” (John 14:27)  He gives us that peace which passes all human understanding, that guards and our hearts and our minds in Christ Jesus.  You won’t find that peace anywhere else, but you will find it in this gift  our Lord wills to us.  

What price can you put on the forgiveness of sins that ushers us into salvation; or the gift of life, the eternal life that is ours in Christ Jesus?  He says, “What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? (Mt. 16:26)  Our Lord laid down his life to give us life.  My friends, this is what you and I receive in the Lord’s Supper that was given and poured out for you and me when Jesus was on the cross.  This was his last will and testament, something that he wanted to pass on to you and me. It has the power to give you the strength you need in daily life, the joy, the peace, the forgiveness, and the life.  All of that, my friends, is yours and mine. It is ours in the Gospel we hear with our ears and the Gospel we receive with our mouths every time we receive Holy Commuion.  

The disciples when they entered that room that day had no clue what they were going to be given by their Lord.  But, I’ll tell you, he says, “Do this often in remembrance of me”.  And that’s why we celebrate the Lord’s Supper in just about every single service here at St. Mark’s – to give you the opportunity to do it often, to remember that what the Savior did, he did for you; because those key words that I want you to take home in your hearts and minds today are was given for YOU, poured out for YOU, that God says “I have redeemed YOU, I have called YOU by name.  You are mine.”  

And God knows each and every one of you.  He knows you intimately, he knows you personally, and he says, “I bought you, I paid for you.  You are mine.  I am going to fill you with peace.  I want to fill you with joy.  I want to fill your life and flood your heart with my grace.”  This, my friends, is what our Savior has bequeathed to us in his last will and testament.  Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall guard and keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.

