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Big Question:  What was the purpose of the last supper? 

Big Idea:  Jesus was betrayed to be our Passover lamb. 

Introduction 

Many years ago, we attempted a Passover seder with our Bible study group. 

Seder is the Hebrew word for a ritual feast. 

In Aussie culture, we don’t really have many meals that have meaning and follow a set 

pattern. 

We’ve got more of a culture of slapping a few lamb cutlets on the barbie. 

The only thing I could really think of is a wedding breakfast that has set traditions and 

activities which are typically done through it. 

 

I was hoping that doing a seder would help bring the Bible to life. 

While we were at a uni, during one Mid Year Camp, we re-enacted the Day of Atonement. 

There was a full-sized temple, 6’6” high priest and the scape goat was taken outside of the 

camp in a mini. 

Perhaps it wasn’t entirely authentic, but it really brought what we read on the pages of the 

Bible alive. 

I was expecting that a Passover seder would help us to understand Easter better as 

Christians. 

Experiencing the shadow could help to understand the reality it points to. 

 

I bought a book that promised to give everything we’d need for the evening to understand a 

Jewish Passover from a Christian perspective. 

They gave you recipes to make all the food. 

An important part of the meal is having matzo – a kind of bread that doesn’t have anything in 

it to make it rise. 

They call it a bread, but it’s more like a giant Salada and it’s not easy to find in the shops. 

And I can tell you from experience that it’s even harder to make! 

Bread without any rising agent in it was meant to remind the Israelites that they didn’t have 

time to make a dough that would rise when they fled Egypt in a hurry. 

 

So, we all gathered after work on the Thursday night before Good Friday. 



There were about twelve of us – maybe a few more. 

We tried to follow the instructions in the book, but they were complicated, unclear and used 

a whole heap of words that were difficult to work out. 

As it went on and on, it just got more confusing. 

About the only thing we achieved was frustration as it dragged on and people got hungrier 

and hungrier. 

 

It was pretty much a total disaster. 

At least the roast lamb was good… even if it was cold by the time we finally ate. 

It was a night to forget rather than one to remember. 

Something I’ve never tried again because instead of making Passover clearer, it just made it 

more confusing. 

 

In our passage this morning though, Matthew records a Passover meal for us. 

It’s a meal that’s caused lots of confusion, because these verses have been scrutinised and 

debated more than most. 

At a number of points in history, how you understand these verses has literally been a matter 

of life and death. 

At its heart though, it marks the end of one era and the beginning of a new one. 

Often called the Last Supper, Jesus turns Passover into something new – a meal that he 

won’t share with his disciples for quite some time. 

May the Lord give us grace to understand this meal with greater clarity today. 

Outline 

We’ve returned to the Gospel of Matthew for our first series through a book of the Bible for 

2023. 

We’re in the final section of the book – chapters 26 through to 28. 

They’re all about the power and the passion of Jesus. 

Jesus is in Jerusalem, about to be arrested and put to death on a Roman cross. 

 

This passage shows us that Jesus was betrayed to be our Passover lamb. 

The old tradition says that a bride should wear something old, something new, something 

borrowed and something blue. 

I’m playing on that to hopefully make our outline memorable this morning… 

• Something Old (vv17-19) 



• Someone Betrayed (vv20-25); and 

• Something New (vv26-30) 

Something Old (vv17-19) 

Matthew records what happened on the first day of the Festival of Unleavened bread. 

The Festival of Unleavened bread was one of the major festivals on the Jewish calendar, 

held in the first month at the beginning of spring. 

It goes with Passover and God tells his people to start celebrating them both in the same 

chapter.1 

These events were used to celebrate God rescuing the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. 

 

God sent plagues on Egypt because Pharoah wouldn’t let God’s people go and worship him. 

The final plague was an angel of death sent to any firstborn in Egypt. 

However, it passed over the houses that had sacrificed a lamb and marked their door with its 

blood of a lamb. 

Every year, a Passover lamb was sacrificed to remember this. 

 

And each year they ate bread that didn’t have any rising agent in it. 

This was sometimes called the Bread of Affliction because it reminded them of the harsh 

treatment they received in Egypt. 

Typically, they kept back some of the dough from a batch of bread just before it was baked. 

That bit of dough had enough yeast in to start growing if you put it in more flour. 

But that process takes a while and they didn’t have time to wait for the bread to rise when 

they escaped from Egypt. 

 

We know that this festival was happening at the time. 

Although it might sound surprising, it’s tricky to work out an exact timeline for the last days of 

Jesus’ life. 

Basically, when you read John’s gospel, you might get the impression that John’s telling us 

that the Passover Seder happened on a different day to what Matthew, Mark and Luke do. 

When you dig into it, you find that the details of how these festivals were celebrated changed 

over time and so it can be hard to work out exactly how Jesus would’ve done the meal. 

 

And it gets even messier because we know that different people counted days differently in 

the ancient world. 



Some count a day from sunrise to sunrise, others from sundown to sundown, while still 

others from midnight to midnight. 

I’m not going to go anymore into it now, if you’re a Bible nerd who’s interested, you can go 

and read the pages and pages of explanations that work it all out. 

Part of me wishes that I didn’t spend hours of my week reading about it. 

But it’s important for me to so that I can have good answers (and they’re there) for anyone 

who is struggling to trust the Bible because of this. 

If that’s not you or your friend though, I think our time is better spent on other things. 

 

At the end of the day, I think it’s most likely that Jesus died on what we’d call Friday 

afternoon. 

He shared a Passover meal with his disciples on what we’d call Thursday night, after sunset, 

a time that many Jews would call the beginning of Friday. 

However, a meal doesn’t just appear on the table. 

Preparations had to be made from noon on Thursday afternoon. 

 

The disciples come to Jesus, verse seventeen, and ask where they should prepare for him 

to eat the Passover. 

This wasn’t a particularly strange request because if you lived in Israel, the Passover had to 

be celebrated in Jerusalem. 

Jews living outside of Israel would look in the direction of Israel when they had the meal. 

Like many others, Jesus and his disciples couldn’t celebrate Passover where he was 

anointed in Bethany because that was technically outside of the city. 

So, a place needs to be found for them to eat the meal together. 

 

Jesus tells his disciples to go into Jerusalem and find a certain man – you’ll notice that his 

name’s not important. 

When the disciples find this bloke, they’re to tell him that Jesus’ time is near. 

Not just that it’s time for him to eat the Passover, but it’s also time for him to BE the 

Passover Lamb. 

They tell him that Jesus and his friends are going to celebrate the Passover at his house. 

It sounds kind of rude to invite over yourself and twelve of your mates, but we don’t know 

whether Jesus had made arrangements earlier or he just knew it would be okay. 

 

So, the disciples do what Jesus says and start to prepare for this meal, verse nineteen. 

Early on Thursday afternoon, they would’ve taken a lamb to the temple. 



It had to be a perfect lamb, chosen a few days before for this purpose. 

At the temple, the priests would slaughter the lamb and pour all the blood into a bowl. 

The bowl would be passed down a line of priests and the blood inside tipped onto the altar. 

The fat would then be burned. 

Throughout this process, they’d sing Psalms 113-118 which are often called the Egyptian 

Hallel and praise God for saving the Israelites out of Egypt. 

Imagine the temple filled with the sound of bleating sheep and singing! 

 

Then they’d take the lamb home and roast it over a fire for the rest of the afternoon with 

bitter herbs. 

Jewish people normally ate in the late afternoon while it was still light. 

But this meal was different, special. 

Everything was prepared, but they had to wait until after the sun set to be able to eat the 

Passover. 

 

Celebrating Passover was a very old tradition that stretched all the way back to the end of 

their time in Egypt. 

God told them to remember those events every year by celebrating Passover and eating 

unleavened bread. 

In many ways, this looks like Jesus and his disciples read to celebrate just another 

Passover. 

Someone Betrayed (vv20-25) 

The scene changes in verse twenty. 

In the evening, after sunset, Jesus was reclining at the table with this disciples. 

Most of us probably think of Leonardo da Vinci’s picture of the Last Supper with Jesus and 

his disciples only sitting on one side. 

I saw a meme a few weeks ago that said, “Table for 26, but we’ll only sit on one side.” 

It’s much more likely that they sat around on lounges in a U-shape around the table, Roman 

style. 

I’ve got to say, that’s one way of eating a meal that I find appealing. 

 

The Passover Seder is more than just a meal, though. 

It was a celebration of what God had done in the past in rescuing his people from Egypt. 

And it was also designed to look forward to what God would do in the future. 



There’s a set order and format to the meal so that it could be used to teach people. 

 

We can’t be sure of all the details of how the Passover meal was done in Jesus’ time, but it 

most likely went something like this. 

It started with the head of the household giving a prayer of thanks for the meal and the 

opportunity to celebrate. 

The first course included a glass of wine with greens and bitter herbs dipped in salt water. 

There was also a fruit and nut paste that could be used as a dip or to spread over the 

unleavened bread. 

 

After that, the youngest boy present at the table would ask what everything means. 

This was a teaching opportunity for the head of the household to pass on the traditions to the 

next generation by giving an explanation. 

Then they’d sing Psalm 113 and sometimes Psalm 114 as well. 

Then the main meal of roast lamb was served, accompanied by another glass of wine. 

The meal finishes with singing the rest of the Psalms. 

 

Matthew doesn’t include very many of those details about the meal. 

I think that’s striking. 

It’s probably because he would’ve assumed that his readers knew what a Passover Seder 

was like. 

More importantly, I think it’s because the details of a Passover seder aren’t the ones he 

wants us to be interested in. 

He draw any significance from any elements of the meal other than the bread and the wine. 

 

Sometime during the meal – we don’t know when other than that it was while they were 

eating – Jesus drops a truth bomb on his disciples. 

Matthew highlights it for us with one of Jesus’ favourite phrases – Amen or truly I tell you. 

Out of the blue, he says that out of yous, one will betray me. 

Verse 21: 

Matthew 26:21 NIV11  21 And while they were eating, he said, “Truly I tell you, one of 

you will betray me.” 

 

All of the disciples are shocked and saddened to hear this. 

There have been several times that Jesus has said that he’s going to die. 



As I argued last week, when the woman did this beautiful thing of preparing Jesus for burial, 

I’m still not sure that they got it. 

Betrayal takes things to a whole different level though, doesn’t it? 

He’s not just saying that he’s going to die, Jesus also knows it’s going to happen because 

one of his friends will rat him out. 

 

One by one, the twelve disciples start denying it. 

I know that they ask it as a question, but in Greek you can ask a question in a way that 

expects a yes or a no answer. 

They all ask Jesus if they’re the one, expecting that he’ll tell them that no, it’s not. 

Their purpose for asking the question is so that they’ll get reassurance that it’s not them. 

 

Jesus doesn’t reassure them as such. 

He replies by making a very general, generic statement in verse 23: 

Matthew 26:23 NIV11  23 Jesus replied, “The one who has dipped his hand into the 

bowl with me will betray me. 

They’ve just been sharing the Passover meal together. 

It’s not a very comforting reply when they’ve probably all had their hand in the same bowls 

as Jesus. 

It could’ve been any of them. 

And it’s interested that the very next thing Matthew records is that Peter – Jesus’ righthand 

man – is going to deny knowing him. 

 

Jesus is making a point with this answer, but it’s not to specifically point out the person 

who’s going to betray him. 

As we’ll see in a minute, the betrayer is quite capable of outing himself. 

The point is to emphasise that Jesus’s going to be betrayed by a friend. 

The betrayer is going to be someone from his inner circle – someone who he’s shared a 

meal with. 

That doesn’t make the betrayal any better though, it actually makes it worse. 

 

The Son of Man describes this kingly figure from Daniel 7 who’ll rule a kingdom that’ll last 

forever. 

Jesus is the Son of Man, but he’s also the suffering servant of Isaiah 53.  

Jesus was always going to be “pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; the 

punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed.”2 



God’s plan of salvation from before the world was made always included his son dying for 

the sins of his people. 

 

At the same time, that doesn’t mean that the one who betrays him isn’t responsible for his 

actions. 

You don’t want to be the one who’s responsible for betraying the Son of Man. 

Jesus calls a woe on him, just has he did to the leaders and teachers in chapter 23, the 

unrepentant cities in chapter eleven and those who lead little ones into sin in chapter 

eighteen. 

God’s judgment will rightly fall on the one who betrays his son. 

So much so that Jesus says that it would’ve been better for him not to have been born. 

Wow, that’s weighty. 

Matthew 26:24b-c NIV11  But woe to that man who betrays the Son of Man! It would 

be better for him if he had not been born.” 

 

Judas – the one who turns out to be the one who betrays Jesus, asks almost exactly the 

same question that the other disciples did. 

There’s one important difference though. 

The other disciples call Jesus ‘Lord’ in verse 21, but Judas calls him ‘teacher’ in verse 25. 

Matthew is highlighting for us that Judas doesn’t really see Jesus as his lord at all. 

Teacher, yes, but no real authority over him. 

 

Perhaps Judas was trying to hide or perhaps he was testing to see if Jesus REALLY knew 

who will betray him. 

And if he does know, will Jesus do anything about it? 

Jesus basically replies by saying, “You said it, not me!” 

Judas has shown his hand. 

His reply is subtle enough that most of the other disciples probably missed it, but it’s clear 

that Jesus knows and now Judas knows that Jesus knows. 

Will that change anything though? 

 

It’s been popular throughout human history to treat Judas as if he’s the bad guy… because 

he is. 

But we mustn’t be so quick to proudly look down on his failure that we miss seeing the 

warning it is to us. 

Judas was a personal friend of Jesus. 



He’d seen firsthand as Jesus performed miracles, healings, stopped the wind and the 

waves. 

And yet Judas betrayed Jesus. 

 

If just being around Jesus wasn’t enough for Judas, then it certainly isn’t enough to surround 

ourselves with Christians. 

It’s possible for us to fall into the trap of thinking that we’re righteous by association. 

I go to church, I go to a grace group, I help out around the place and so God should be quite 

pleased with what I do for him. 

Judas is the ultimate example of the person who Jesus describes in chapter seven: 

Matthew 7:21–23 NIV11 21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the 

kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father who is in 

heaven. 22 Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your 

name and in your name drive out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’ 
23 Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’ 

 

We mightn’t betray Jesus by handing him over to the authorities to be killed. 

We mightn’t be like Paul who went around locking up Christians and stood by, celebrating 

when Stephen was martyred. 

Living in Australia, you and I don’t expect there to be spies in our congregation reporting 

back to the government, although that’s common in many churches around the world. 

But we betray Jesus as our Lord every time we sin. 

Every time we reject his good and righteous and just ways and do things our own way, we 

betray the one who died for us. 

When we live without God, we betray him. 

 

Even at this point, when Jesus called him out, I’m not sure that it was too late for Judas to 

repent. 

It probably wasn’t too late to turn off the path he was headed down and turn to Jesus 

instead. 

I’m 100% positive that it’s not too late for us today. 

If you’re someone who’s relying on being righteous by association with Jesus and his 

church, it’s not enough. 

You can’t just claim to be on Team Jesus, you need to be on Team Jesus. 

It’s not enough just to support Team Jesus, you need to personally repent of your sin and 

turn to Christ for forgiveness. 

That’s the only way that the woe of God’s just judgment won’t fall on you. 



Jesus is betrayed by one of his friends. 

Something New (vv26-30) 

Finally, Jesus does something new. 

From this point in history on, the Passover meal won’t be needed anymore. 

It was just a type, as the writer to the Hebrews puts it, of what was to come.3 

He come to do something new, to bring about the end of the beginning and start the 

beginning of the end. 

The Passover pointed to Jesus being the Passover lamb and is fulfilled in him and so now 

he’s introduced a new ceremony for his people. 

 

Again, while they were eating, something happened. 

It was certainly an eventful meal! 

Jesus took the loaf of bread and he gave thanks. 

The word for giving thanks or blessing is εὐλογέω, which is where we get the word 

‘Eucharist’. 

That’s why the Lord’s Supper is called the eucharist in some traditions. 

After that, he broke it and handed it out to his disciples. 

 

Up until this point, this would’ve looked like a very normal part of the Passover seder, but 

what happens next changes everything. 

Jesus says some very important words that have led to all kinds of division. 

Because with those words, Jesus takes the Passover and replaces it with something new. 

Verse 26: 

Matthew 26:26 NIV11  26 While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he 

had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take and eat; this 

is my body.” 

 

The IS is big here. 

It’s really the ground for the Roman Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation. 

They teach that when a properly ordained priest who is acting in the person of Christ says 

the magic words, “This is my body,” the whole substance of the bread changes into the 

substance of the Body of Christ. 

It might still look like bread, but it IS the body of Christ. 

 



I was a strange teenager. 

I’m sure that doesn’t surprise you one bit because I’m a strange adult. 

After all, I’m the bloke who’s worn mismatched socks since he was twelve. 

As a teenager, I used to regularly read the local rag – The Village Pump – including the 

letters to the editor. 

I remember one local lady writing in, insisting that it’d been scientifically examined and 

proven that the bread changes into flesh. 

A science degree later and I still remain sceptical that this mysterious experiment hasn’t 

been repeated under test conditions. 

 

Luther held to a slightly different doctrine called consubstantiation. 

He understood the bread is still bread, but somehow it is also the substance of Jesus’ body. 

I’m sympathetic to Luther because he was convinced by the word of God even when his 

senses were telling him otherwise. 

For Luther, Jesus said this IS my body and so it must be even if he couldn’t understand it. 

What I’m less sympathetic to is people who say that it’s ridiculous to take this so 

literalistically as Luther, even when they insist on taking other parts of the Bible the way, 

even when they don’t make sense. 

That’s just not a consistent way of reading the Bible. 

 

Against Luther’s interpretation is the fact that the word ‘is’, which he emphasised, isn’t used 

in Aramaic. 

Don’t worry if you get this next bit, but in Greek, nouns have a gender. 

The ‘this’ is neuter here and it’s the same in all the gospel accounts. 

It should be masculine to match with the masculine gender of the word  bread, if that’s what 

Jesus meant. 

It’s much more likely that Jesus is talking about his body being given for you. 

The bread is a reminder of that, but not his body. 

 

Another reason for thinking that the bread is a reminder, not a symbol is that although the 

bread is broken, Jesus’ body isn’t. 

In a number of places in the books of Exodus and Numbers, it’s made quite clear that no 

bone of the Passover lamb was to be broken. 

We know from John’s account of the crucifixion that none of Jesus’ bones were broken. 

And it was predicted in Psalm 22 too. 

 



Jesus gives them the bread and says take and eat. 

He wasn’t asking his disciples to just observe what he was about to do. 

He was asking them to participate in it by sharing the bread. 

They’re remembering and participating in what he’s about to do. 

 

By taking and eating, they were aligning themselves with Jesus’ body. 

Each year, the Passover meal associated the whole nation with the people who were 

rescued out of Egypt. 

The Lord’s new supper associates us with the giving of his body. 

And it associates us with all the people who’ve been freed from sin by Jesus’ death. 

 

Sometimes people ask – or assume – that the Lord’s Supper is a Passover meal. 

What’s interesting is that while Matthew places this squarely in the context of Passover, he 

barely mentions any of the Passover details here. 

He doesn’t mention the herbs or greens. 

He doesn’t even mention the lamb. 

 

The focus is squarely on Jesus. 

He’s our Passover lamb who was sacrificed, to use Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 5. 

So, Jesus wants us to do something new from this point. 

He wants us to commemorate his death – not his birth, life, miracles, but his death. 

 

We’re told in verse 27 that he took a cup and again gave thanks. 

During the Passover meal, there were at least four cups of wine that were drunk. 

They were usually watered down to make sure that you didn’t end up drunk. 

We can’t even be sure which one Jesus used. 

1 Corinthians 10 hints that it might’ve been the third one, but it’s hard to be sure.4 

And everyone usually had their own cup at Passover. 

We don’t know if they drank from one, singular cup or if everyone drank their own, which 

might have interesting implications for how we practice communion today. 

Either way, Jesus tells them all to drink from it. 

 

And he says that this is a sign of a new covenant. 



When a covenant – a binding agreement between two parties – was made, it was sealed in 

blood. 

That’s exactly what happened under Moses in Exodus 24:8. 

In fact, that’s one of only two places where “llood” and “covenant” are found together in the 

Old Testament. 

 

What’s interesting is that Passover wasn’t strictly a part of the Mosaic covenant. 

It was commanded before that covenant was given. 

Jesus is saying that he’s cutting a NEW covenant here. 

A better covenant than any of the ones before, but which they all pointed towards. 

Jeremiah 31:34 NIV11  34 No longer will they teach their neighbour, or say to one 

another, ‘Know the LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to 

the greatest,” declares the LORD. “For I will forgive their wickedness and will 

remember their sins no more.” 

 

This covenant won’t be founded on the blood of bulls and goats that can’t save. 

His blood is going to be poured out for the forgiveness of sins. 

His blood is the only thing that could pay for the sins of many people like us. 

The wages of sin is death and only the blood of the perfect man Jesus could pay for our 

sins. 

 

The Passover was about looking back at what God had done in the exodus and looking 

forward to what he’d do to save his people in the future. 

Here, Jesus institutes a new meal that marks a new covenant. 

A new covenant which is secured by Jesus’ blood. 

So, in this meal, we look back to what Jesus done on the cross and we associate ourselves 

and participate with that. 

 

This new meal – this Lord’s Supper – looks forward too, just like Passover. 

Jesus says in verse 29 that he won’t drink from the fruit of the vine for quite some time. 

When he rises, we see him eat with his disciples, but not share this meal. 

But he says that this meal looks forward to the day when he’ll drink it WITH US in his father’s 

kingdom. 

This looks forward to the Messianic banquet of Revelation 19 that was prophesied in Isaiah 

25:6. 

 



The disciples will continue to take communion, but not Jesus. 

Paul passed this tradition onto the Corinthians and it’s what we still practice today. 

When we celebrate the supper, we look back at Jesus’ death. 

And we look forward to the day when we’ll commune with him in true fellowship forever. 

 

How often should we have this meal? 

Let me say something quickly about this. 

Once in Acts, we’re told that the church met daily, probably to share this meal.5 

In one other place, we’re told they met weekly – on the first day of the week – and again, 

broke bread which probably meant they had communion.6 

The Passover was a meal that they had once a year. 

Whatever frequency we chose, at best we’re relying on one verse. 

 

It’s interesting how rarely, throughout the Bible, the Lord’s supper is mentioned – a handful 

of verses, really. 

That leaves us with a lot of latitude with how and when to celebrate. 

And I think that’s deliberate. 

What matters is that we do it, not so much the details of how it’s done. 

What’s important is that we celebrate the new thing Jesus has done and look forward to 

when we will fellowship with him for eternity. 

Conclusion 

Jesus was betrayed to be our Passover lamb. 

This event is often called the last supper. 

It’s the last Passover that needed to be celebrated because Passover was always meant to 

point to Jesus, our Passover lamb. 

But Jesus started a new supper to go with a new covenant. 

The Lord’s Supper for the New Covenant in which we look back at what he’s done on the 

cross. 

And we look forward to the fellowship we’ll share with him in eternity.

 
1 Exodus 12 
2 Isaiah 53:5 
3 Hebrews 10:1 
4 1 Corinthians 10:16  The “cup of thanksgiving” could be the third cup of the Passover meal. 
5 Acts 2:46 
6 Acts 20:7 
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Big Question:  What was the purpose of the last supper? 

Big Idea:  Jesus was betrayed to be our Passover lamb. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What is a Passover meal?  Do you have any personal experiences of one? 

2. What does Jesus communicate with his answer in verse 23? 

3. What warnings does the example of Judas give for us? 

4. What details of the Passover meal does Matthew emphasise and explain? 

5. The doctrine of Transubstantiation is significant to Roman Catholic theology.  Why does 

the truth or otherwise of this doctrine matter?  Why don’t Protestants hold to it? 

6. What does it mean for us to ‘take and eat’ the bread? 

7. According to this passage, what is the purpose of the cup? 

8. How should verse 29 shape the way we think of the Lord’s Supper? 


