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Exploring the Lord’s Supper’s Old Testament Roots 

 

 When Divine Peace Lutheran Church in Garland purchased its current location, the 

neighbors were generally happy to see a more traditional Christian church take over the property 

and buildings. The previous owners had been a congregation that belonged to the Unitarian-

Universalist Association. Perhaps no group more personifies G.K. Chesterton’s observation, 

“When people stop believing in God, they don’t believe in nothing–they believe in anything.”  

 The “UU’s” might object that they haven’t stopped believing in God. They just think 

about him differently than we do. But their understanding of God is so vague and useless, their 

standards of belief so weak and watery that even atheists find a welcome home among them. At 

last count, nearly 20 percent of their membership didn’t believe in any kind of a god at all.
1
 

 So it was that this particular group of UU’s in Garland seemed to have a number of neo-

pagans among them, people who followed a so-called “earth-based spirituality” complete with 

wiccan rituals and the sacrifice of small animals. The remnants of their sacrifices were found in a 

small fire-ring behind the main building. So far as I know, Divine Peace Lutheran Church no 

longer conducts the blood sacrifices that once took place on their property. 

 Blood sacrifices are no longer a part of our immediate religious context or experience. 

Even the reminder of this part of our ritual heritage suggested by the cross led one participant of 

the feminist “Re-imagining Conference” to remark, “I don’t think we need folks hanging on 

crosses and blood dripping and weird stuff.”
2
 The cross has been mostly sanitized for us by our 

separation from it by nearly two millennia. Neither we nor our unbelieving neighbors generally 

look at it as the gory thing it is unless we have just watched Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the 

Christ. But I strongly suspect that if any of us were to re-institute blood sacrifices in our services, 

we would not only scare off the neighbors, but also empty our own pews, and that not only for 

proper soteriological and christological reasons. The cross and the Old Testament sacrifices that 

preceded it don’t strike us as “weird stuff” when they are objects of study and belief. Actually 

slitting the throats of young animals in front of our families and visitors, watching them bleed to 

death, disemboweling them and barbecuing them as an act of worship, however, seems more than 

a little weird for a typical, suburban American living in the 21
st
 Century. 

 Besides the image of the cross, our closest connection to the sacrificial rituals of our Old 

Testament spiritual ancestors lies in the Lord’s Supper. The Lord’s Supper is not a sacrifice, 

Catholic claims to the contrary not withstanding. It follows one. It does not repeat the sacrificial 

act or extend it. It brings the fruits of the sacrifice, by way of the victim of the sacrifice, to us. It 

does so following a methodology that predates the cross by thousands of years in the forms of 

worship God prescribed for his Old Testament people.  

 Many misunderstandings about the nature and purpose of the Lord’s Supper have divided 

the church for hundreds of years. This is largely the result of a refusal to let Jesus’ words stand as 

they read. Man believes that he must interpret them in a way that makes them reasonable. 

Another reason people fail to grasp what Jesus’ means by the words “This is my body,” and 

“This is my blood,” and what he intends to give us in this sacrament,  lies in decreased familiarity 

with Old Testament salvation history with its attendant promises and practices–promises and 
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practices which Jesus came to fulfill. Perhaps this contributes to Harold Senkbeil’s observation: 

“The sacraments at first glance seem to be a curiosity–like old family heirlooms in a 

house full of modern furniture. Their chief value seems to be in their age, and not in their 

practicality. No one would like to throw them out since they have been in the family for 

so long, but they don’t really seem to fit, either!”
3
 

 

By leading us back to the ancient forms of worship the Lord’s Supper fulfills and supercedes, I 

hope to refresh our appreciation for how naturally it fits into our celebration of the completed 

work of Christ. This also underscores our Lutheran doctrine of its essence and purpose. On the 

following pages we will explore the Lord’s Supper’s Old Testament roots. 

 

 

 Get rid of the old yeast that you may be a new batch without yeast--as you really are. For 

Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. (1 Corinthians 5:7 NIV) 

 

 When the hour came, Jesus and his apostles reclined at the table.
 15 

And he said to them, "I have 

eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.
 16 

For I tell you, I will not eat it 

again until it finds fulfillment in the kingdom of God." (Luke 22:14-16 NIV) 

 

 It is no secret to anyone here that the Lord’s Supper was instituted in the context of the 

Passover. More than a coincidence of calendar dates, more than the source of the elements Jesus 

needed to institute his New Testament celebration, the Passover presaged the sacrificial work of 

Jesus and the meal he established to distribute its benefits to us. 

 Do our people realize that the slaughter of the Passover lamb was a sacrifice, not just a 

prerequisite for having lamb on the menu at this feast to celebrate Israel’s deliverance from 

Egypt? Alfred Edersheim comments on the uniqueness of this sacrifice: 

 

“...the Pascha was, indeed, a Sacrifice, yet one distinct from all others. It was not of the 

Law, for it was instituted before the Law had been given or the Covenant ratified by 

blood; nay, in a sense it was the cause and foundation of all the Levitical Sacrifices and of 

the Covenant itself. And it could not be classed with either one or the other of the various 

kinds of sacrifices, but rather combined them all, and yet differed from them all. Just as 

the Priesthood of Christ was real, yet not after the order of Aaron, so was the sacrifice of 

Christ real, yet not after the order of Levitical sacrifices but that of the Passover.”
4
 

 

There were two parts to the celebration of the Passover then, not one. There were two functions 

of the Passover Lamb, not one. First there was the sacrifice. Then there was the meal. 

 The other elements of the Passover meal were rich with symbolic messages about God’s 

deliverance of Israel from Egypt. We are mostly familiar with these from Sunday school, though 

they are less familiar to those who have grown up without the thorough instruction in Old 
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Testament Bible history most Lutheran children receive in Sunday school or Lutheran elementary 

schools. “That same night they are to eat the meat roasted over the fire, along with bitter herbs, 

and bread made without yeast....Eat it in haste; it is the LORD’s Passover” (Exodus 12:8,11). 

Edersheim quotes Rabbi Gamaliel (Pes. x. 15) on the meaning of the foods: 

 

“Whoever does not explain three things in the Passover has not fulfilled the duty 

incumbent on him. These three things are: the Passover Lamb, the unleavened bread, and 

the bitter herbs. The Passover lamb means that God passed over the blood sprinkled place 

on the houses of our fathers in Egypt; the unleavened bread means that our fathers were 

delivered out of Egypt (in haste); and the bitter herbs mean that the Egyptians made bitter 

the lives of our fathers in Egypt.”
5
 

 

Only two of the three elements in this meal truly have a symbolic message. The speed with which 

unleavened bread can be baked, since no time is needed to let it rise, is not the same thing as the 

haste with which Israel fled Egypt. It is a symbol. At the original event there was a necessity for 

this haste in making the bread this way, but the haste was something other than the bread itself. 

Likewise, the bitter herbs are not the bitter service. They are a reminder of it. They are a symbol. 

 The lamb, however, is and remains the lamb. The lamb does not speak to some other 

situation or feature of the deliverance. The lamb was the very means for Israel’s deliverance from 

death. Each lamb gave its life so that the blood could be placed on the doorframes of the homes. 

Each of those same lambs was eaten by the family which sacrificed it. At the Passover meal, the 

families consumed the means of their deliverance, the lamb which was sacrificed for them. At the 

meal, the sacrifice itself is eaten. 

 In addition to looking back, the Passover looked ahead in a prophetic way. The way in 

which the Jews themselves have developed the liturgy of the feast indicates their own 

understanding of the Passover’s prophetic significance. One prominent place in which this is 

obvious is in the chair and cup of wine poured for Elijah, the forerunner of the Messiah, at the 

Seder.
6
 Edersheim indicates the reasons that the Jews perceived the Passover’s prophetic 

message as he describes the connections between the Passover and the Lord’s Supper: 

 

“The third bearing of all the festivals, but especially of the Passover, is typical. Every 
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reader of the New Testament knows how frequent are such allusions to the Exodus, the 

Paschal Lamb, the Paschal Supper, and the feast of unleavened bread. And that this 

meaning was intended from the first, not only in reference to the Passover, but to all the 

feasts, appears from the whole design of the Old Testament, and from the exact corre-

spondence between the types and the antitypes. Indeed, it is, so to speak, impressed upon 

the Old Testament by a law of internal necessity. For when God bound up the future of all 

nations in the history of Abraham and his seed (Gen.12:3), He made the history prophetic; 

and each event and every rite became, as it were, a bud, destined to open in blossom and 

ripen into fruit on that tree under the shadow of which all nations were to be gathered.”
7
 

 

 Jesus, as Paul points out in 2 Corinthians 5:7, is our Passover Lamb. We have been 

redeemed with “the blood of Jesus Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect” (compare Exodus 

12:5) according to 1 Peter 1:19. The Passover, the whole thing–both sacrifice and meal, finds its 

fulfillment in Jesus. The old lamb need not be sacrificed anymore. We do not feed on it anymore. 

For “the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world” (John 1:29) has come. We now fix 

our eyes on another Lamb, his sacrifice, his blood, and his meal in place of the Passover. 

 

“For, as we have already explained, it (the Passover) was commemorative and typical. It 

commemorated an event which pointed to and merged in another event–even the offering 

of the better Lamb, and the better freedom connected with that sacrifice. Hence, after the 

night of His betrayal, the Paschal lamb could have no further meaning, and it was right 

that the commemorative Aphikomen should take its place. The symbolical cord, if the 

figure may be allowed, had stretched to its goal–the offering up of the Lamb of God; and 

though again continued from that point onwards till His second coming, yet it was, in a 

sense, as from a new beginning.”
8
 

 

 The sacrifice of a real lamb in the Passover, the application of its real blood to the 

doorframes, and the consumption of its real body in the meal, then, all naturally lead to a realistic 

rather than symbolic understanding of Jesus’ words in his Supper. After the Passover sacrifice 

has been made, God applies its benefits to his people in vivid ways. As it was in the Passover, so 

it is at the cross and in the Lord’s Supper. Rick Ritchie draws this parallel: 

 

The children of Israel escaped the plague of the firstborn of Egypt by painting blood on 

the doorposts of their houses. In one Communion hymn, this is linked to what happens 

when we receive the body and blood of Christ. 

Where the paschal blood is poured 

Death’s dread angel sheaths the sword 

Israel’s hosts triumphant go 
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Through the waves that drown the foe, Alleluia! 

As the church, we are the Israel of God. Christ is the Lamb of God who takes away the 

sin of the world. His blood is poured into our mouths at Communion, the doorway, as it 

were, to our bodies. When God comes in judgment, he will see the blood on the doorpost 

and pass over us. Triumphantly, we will enter his eternal kingdom.
9
 

 

Using some part of the actual sacrificial victim to apply the blessings of the sacrifice to the 

worshipers is evident in the way the blood was painted on the doorframes. Jesus’ fulfillment in 

the Lord’s Supper makes sense in the Passover context only if he is giving us the real blood of 

his sacrifice to drink. The reality of his flesh present in the Lord’s  Supper is even more clearly 

demonstrated in the Passover meal. But in order to explore this further, it is helpful to look 

beyond the Passover to the sacrificial system God established at Sinai. 

 

 

 " 'These are the regulations for the fellowship offering a person may present to the LORD:
 15 

The meat of his fellowship offering of thanksgiving must be eaten on the day it is offered; he must 

leave none of it till morning. (Leviticus 7:11-15 NIV) 

 

 Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? 

And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ?
 17 

Because there is one 

loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.
 18 

Consider the people 

of Israel: Do not those who eat the sacrifices participate in the altar? (1 Corinthians 10:16-18 NIV) 

 

 Earlier we saw how the Passover anticipated the sacrificial system which God established 

at Sinai, yet it remained unique and distinct from it. The four sacrifices God commanded share 

some features with the Passover and with each other, but they also highlight different emphases 

that God wanted the practice of blood sacrifices to communicate to his people. John Jeske 

summarizes these similarities and differences this way:  

 

All four were similar in that the victim had to be a perfect specimen. All four were 

similar in that the life of the animal was taken. With all four God made the 

announcement, I have made atonement for your sin!...Each of the four sacrifices, 

however, was different, because each had a specific emphasis. To see the differences 

among the four blood sacrifices, think of them as falling into two groups: 

1. Burnt offerings and fellowship offerings gave expression to the worshiper’s 

covenant relationship with God and his joy at being in fellowship with God. 

2. Sin offerings and guilt offerings repaired that covenant relationship when it had 

been broken by sin and restored fellowship with God.
10
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 If you are like me, you simply assumed that every sacrifice was an hl'Û[o, a whole 

burnt offering, when you heard about sacrifices in your Sunday school years. It wasn’t until later 

in my education that I learned about the other three kinds of sacrifices that were not completely 

reduced to ashes on the altar. One of the three, the fellowship or peace offering, especially 

interests us in the study of the Lord’s Supper because of what was done with the meat from the 

sacrificial victim after it was taken from the altar. 

 The  ~ymi_l'V.h; xb;z<å, fellowship or peace offering, was intended to 

impress upon the  LORD’s worshipers one of the benefits that flow from blood atonement. The 

root of the title of this offering, ~ymi_l'V., is the same from which we get the Hebrew word 

“peace.” This is more than the cessation of hostilities. “The general meaning behind the root sh-l-

m is of completion and fulfillment–of entering into a state of wholeness and unity, a restored 

relationship.”
11

 The LORD wanted to convey to his people the completeness with which 

everything about their relationship had been restored and the fellowship they had with God as a 

result. When life is right with God, then everything about life is right (objectively and scripturally 

speaking; the worshiper may not always perceive it this way). The worshiper’s reason for 

bringing this offering may have been his previous perception that he enjoyed God’s peace and 

fellowship in some blessings that came upon his life, for this offering was often an expression of 

thanksgiving or a freewill offering (Leviticus 7:12, 16). It was not  demanded for some particular 

wrong which had been committed, though, as mentioned, all blood sacrifices carried with them 

the promise of atonement for sin. 

 How was God to express this peace and fellowship? The fellowship offering was the one 

offering (in addition to the Passover) that was also eaten by those who offered it.  

 

“Part of the animal was given to the officiating priest....The rest of the animal was roasted 

and eaten at a fellowship meal with the priest as God’s representative and the worshipers 

as God’s guests. God, the gracious Host, actually fed the worshipers with some of the 

meat that had been offered up to him. What an unusual blessing and privilege–to hear 

God say, ‘Be my guests! I want to be close to you!’”
12

 

 

There was hardly a more vivid and endearing way in which the LORD could express his love and 

friendship to his people than this meal that followed the sacrifice. Here the Lord and Ruler of the 

Universe condescended to sit at the same table and share the same food with the often rebellious 

and unruly rabble he had rescued. This likely appeared a much more striking gesture at a time 

and in a culture much less egalitarian than our own. 

 

“Sadly, the meaning of meal sharing is largely lost in the Christian community today. In 

the Near East, to share a meal with someone is a guarantee of peace, trust, fraternity, and 

forgiveness; the shared table symbolizes shared life. For an Orthodox Jew to say, ‘I would 
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like to have dinner with you,’ is a metaphor implying, ‘I would like to enter friendship 

with you’....The inclusion of sinners in the community of salvation, symbolized in table 

fellowship, is the most dramatic expression of...the merciful love of the redeeming 

God.”
13

 

 

 The practice of eating what had been sacrificed was not limited to the Jews. Satan had 

aped the practice in the idolatry he had spread across the Mediterranean world. It was common 

among the Romans and the Greeks, and it often led to problems of conscience for the early 

Christians in those parts of the empire since the meat was also sold in the marketplace following 

the services (see, for example, Acts 15:20ff, Romans 14-15, 1 Corinthians 8, 1 Corinthians 10). It 

is in discussing this very issue that the Apostle Paul connects the dots for us between Israel’s Old 

Testament fellowship offerings and the Lord’s Supper. “Consider the people of Israel: Do not 

those who eat the sacrifices participate (Greek - Are not those who eat the sacrifices particpants, 

koinwnoi.) in the altar?” (1 Corinthians 10:18). Paul asks the question rhetorically to drive home 

a point: when you eat a sacrifice, you become an active participant in that worship and what that 

altar stands for. You are a sharer, a communicant, a recipient of its promises and a fellow with 

the other worshipers. From Israel’s practice in its fellowship offerings (the only one of the four 

that fits this modus operandi) application can be made to both the pagan sacrificial feasts and to 

the Lord’s Supper celebrated by Christians. So Paul says of the Lord’s Supper, “Is not the cup of 

thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation (Greek - koinwni,a) in the blood of 

Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation (koinwni,a) in the body of Christ?” (1 

Corinthians 10:16). What Israel did in their fellowship offerings, Christians do in the Lord’s 

Supper (and even pagans have a perverted counterfeit in their sacrificial meals). They eat what 

has been sacrificed, and in doing so they are personally receiving all that the sacrifice promises. 

The blessings of the sacrifice are applied to the worshipers in the sacrificial meal. The meal is a 

means for connecting believers to the sacrifice. For Christians, Jesus not only provides 

fulfillment of the fellowship sacrifice at his one time sacrifice on the cross. He also provides 

fulfillment of the connected meal in the continuing gift of his body and blood in his Holy Supper. 

If the cross is our true altar (and it is), then our church altars serve more as tables when we 

celebrate the sacrament. Thus the connection between altar and table, sacrifice and meal 

continues in a new and better way. 

 Ours is the new and better way because we have fulfillment in place of promise, reality in 

place of type.
14

 On the surface the Old Testament believer and the New Testament believer do 

the same thing at the table the Lord has set before them: they eat what has been sacrificed. But 

the Old Testament believer sat down at the table with God’s representative, a human priest, to eat 

a sacrifice which merely anticipated the truly atoning sacrifice. The New Testament believer is 

joined at the table by God himself in living human flesh, no mere representative, and God’s own 

body and blood, the atoning sacrifice for our sins, are served to him. This is the reality.  
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“Christ does not just appear as a man like an angel in the Old Testament or an avatar in 

Hinduism, like Krishna in the Bhagavad-Gita, a god in a human form, which he sets aside 

again in order to return to the divine world of the spirit. The risen and ascended One also 

remains the Incarnate, as He remains the Crucified. Quod semel assumpsit, numquam 

deposuit –what He once took up, He has never laid aside, as we theologians say. This 

truth of the real incarnation finds its full expression in the fact that He gives us His true 

body and His true blood to eat and to drink, so that the koinonia, the fellowship that we 

have with Him in the Sacrament, is not merely something ‘purely spiritual’....the Apology 

to Article 10 of the Augsburg Confession quotes: ‘Therefore we must consider that Christ 

is in us, not only according to the habit which we understand as love, but also by a natural 

participation.’”
15

 

 

 So the Old Testament sacrificial system demands that we understand “This is my body” 

to mean that Jesus is really, bodily present in his Supper. It is hard to see how a person coming 

from the context of 1
st
 Century Judaism could see it any other way. Even those who converted 

from paganism would be entirely at home with the practice of eating what has been sacrificed 

and understand what that eating communicated. The tendency of the pagans to suspect the 

Christians of cannibalism further confirms the strong association they made between sacrifice 

and table.
16

 Unbelieving Jews or Gentiles might be repulsed by the idea of human flesh on the 

communion table, but this is what their own sacrificial practices would lead them to conclude 

about the meaning of Jesus’ words and Christian claims for the Sacrament. 

 More than this, familiarity with the Old Testament sacrificial system helps us to a greater 

appreciation for the gospel Christ is giving us with his Supper. The prophet Isaiah once warned 

God’s people, “Your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face 

from you, so that he will not hear” (Isaiah 59:2). Yet David promises, “As high as the heavens 

are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, 

so far has he removed our transgressions from us” (Psalm 103:11-12). The LORD utterly removed 

the sins of his people with his forgiveness, based on an atoning sacrifice. The separation was 

ended. How did they know? He invited his people to a table where he pictured for them an 

intimate and joyful banquet with himself and fed them with a type of the sacrifice that atoned for 

their sins. As he did in the fellowship offerings of the past, he continues to do in the Lord’s 

Supper today, except that the picture becomes reality, and he comes closer still. He does more 

than join us at the table. He joins himself to the food we receive so that he can join himself to our 

very bodies, and we enjoy a closer union with him than even his disciples knew when they were 

sitting at his feet and learning or feasting with him at one of the many homes in which they were 
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guests. How then can we doubt that he loves us?  

 There is still another golden thread running through the Old Testament which ends in 

fulfillment at Jesus’ supper. If so far we have emphasized “This is my body,” now we will focus 

more on “This is my blood.” 

 

When Moses had proclaimed every commandment of the law to all the people, he took the blood 

of calves, together with water, scarlet wool and branches of hyssop, and sprinkled the scroll and 

all the people.
 20 

He said, "This is the blood of the covenant, which God has commanded you to 

keep."
 21 

In the same way, he sprinkled with the blood both the tabernacle and everything used in 

its ceremonies.
 22 

In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and 

without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness. (Hebrews 9:19-22 NIV) 

 

 "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.
 32 

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.
 33 

"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.
 34 

No longer will a man teach his 

neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, '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." (Jeremiah 31:31-34 NIV) 

 

 Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you.
 28 

This is my blood of the (new) covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. 
(Matthew 26:27-28 NIV, see footnote) 

 

 If we suspect that blood sacrifices would empty our churches today, imagine what would 

happen if we attempted to sprinkle animal blood all over the people sitting in the pews. Yet this 

is exactly what God had Moses do when he confirmed his covenant with Israel at the foot of 

Mount Sinai. If we are beginning to tune into God’s way of communicating to his people in 

graphic and visual ways that go beyond words, that he does so by creating tangible, personal 

contact with that which serves as the basis for his own saving actions, then this ceremony will 

not strike us as such a strange practice, though it may still not appeal to modern sensibilities. 

 The ceremony in which God confirmed his covenant relationship with Israel is first 

recorded in Exodus 24. On their own, Israel was a nation unfit for the designation, “God’s chosen 

people.” The Lord himself reminded them of this repeatedly throughout their early history. “‘I 

have seen these people,’ the LORD said to Moses, ‘and they are a stiff-necked people. Now leave 

me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them’” (Exodus 32:9-

10). “The LORD said to Moses, ‘How long will these people treat me with contempt? How long 

will they continue to refuse to believe in me, in spite of all the miraculous signs I have performed 

among them?” (Numbers 14:12).  “Understand, then, that it is not because of your righteousness 

that the LORD your God is giving you this good land to possess, for you are a stiff-necked 

people” (Deuteronomy 9:6). “You have been rebellious against the LORD ever since I have 

known you” (Deuteronomy 9:24).  

 It was necessary, then, that the covenant with God be established on the basis of 

sacrifices. In the covenant, this people was to be wholly dedicated to the LORD, and they would 
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enjoy a fellowship with him like no other people on earth. Thus, the sacrifices commanded to 

establish the covenant were whole burnt offerings and fellowship offerings (Exodus 24:5) “in 

which animal life was offered instead of human life, making expiation as a pure life for sinful 

man, and by virtue of this expiation restoring the fellowship between God and man which had 

been destroyed by sin.”
17

  

 The people gathered before the LORD that day were not mere casual observers. Their sins 

were atoned for in the sacrifices. They were the ones entering this covenant with God at Sinai. In 

order to make their own personal connection with all that was taking place ever more clear and 

vivid, God commanded that something unique be done with the blood of these sacrifices. “Moses 

then took the blood, sprinkled it on the people and said, ‘This is the blood of the covenant that 

the LORD has made with you in accordance with all these words’” (Exodus 24:8).  

  

“In the blood sprinkled upon the altar, the natural life of the people was given up to God, 

as a life that had passed through death, to be pervaded by his grace; and then through the 

sprinkling upon the people it was restored to them again, as a life renewal by the grace of 

God. In this way the blood not only became a bond of union between Jehovah and His 

people, but as the blood of the covenant, it became a vital power, holy and divine, uniting 

Israel and its God; and the sprinkling of the people with this blood was an actual renewal 

of life, a transposition of Israel into the kingdom of God, in which it was filled with the 

powers of God’s spirit of grace, and sanctified into a kingdom of priests, a holy nation of 

Jehovah (chap. xix. 6).”
18

 

 

 The fate of this covenant is familiar to us all. Israel’s history is a never ending cycle of 

ignoring the LORD’s warnings and chasing after other gods. Through the prophet Jeremiah, the 

LORD complains, “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.
 32 

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” (Jeremiah 34:31-32).  

God scheduled the Sinaitic covenant for replacement.  

 Through Jeremiah, God also laid out the main characteristics of the new covenant he 

promised. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts” (Jeremiah 34:33). “Law” 

here is not limited God’s commandments, whether the 10 commandments or the broader legal 

code. “The word tôrâ means basically ‘teaching’.”
19

 As John Brug discusses in his commentary 

on the Psalms, this means that “hr'AT” can mean the general concept of law, the five books of 

Moses, God’s word in general, and even primarily or entirely the gospel (and for this last point he 

cites Jeremiah 31 in particular).
20

 The new covenant would not deal with God’s people as 

                                                           
17

 C.F. Keil, The Pentateuch, Volume I in Commentary on the Old Testament, C.F. Keil and F. Delitzsch (Peabody, 

Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 1989) p. 158. 

18
 Ibid. See also Senkbeil, op. cit., pp. 161-162.  

19
 Harris, Archer, Waltke, op. cit., Volume I, p. 404. 

20
 John Brug, A Commentary on Psalms 1-72. (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 2004). pp. 116-118. 
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immature children and control their behavior in an outward way, like the Sinaitic covenant. It 

would be grasped and enjoyed by people in whom God himself had implanted an understanding 

of, and faith in, his gospel. It would not seek to control the behavior of believer and unbeliever 

alike, as the old covenant had done. Only believers would live in it. Thus the LORD can say 

through Jeremiah, “I will be their God, and they will be my people...They will all know me from 

the least of them to the greatest” (Jeremiah 31:34a). This fact would never be in jeopardy as it 

had been with the nation of Israel, so often abandoning the Lord to seek other gods.  

 But the most distinguishing feature of this new covenant would be this: “For I will 

forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more (Jeremiah 31:34b).” God 

promised to replace the old covenant with a new covenant that forgave the sins of those who 

were joined to it. In this it would be less like the covenant he made with Israel at Sinai, and more 

like the covenant he made with Abraham over 500 years before that. The stipulations of the new 

covenant were completely one sided–every single one of its obligations were to be carried out by 

the LORD himself. None were left for his people to do. For God’s people, the new covenant 

consisted of nothing but blessings for them to receive. It was the promise of the forgiveness of 

sins comprehended by faith alone. 

 A long time passed before this new covenant was enacted. But now is it possible to 

misunderstand Jesus’ words as he distributed the “Cup of Blessing” to his disciples at the 

Passover meal the night before his death? “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out 

for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28, many Greek manuscripts calling for the 

insertion of “new” before the word covenant). “This cup is the new covenant in my blood which 

is poured out for you” (Luke 22:20). One almost feels a tingle go down his spine to contemplate 

the momentous event in which the disciples were participating in that upper room. Jesus was 

establishing the new covenant the LORD had promised through Jeremiah. It brought to an end the 

covenant established at Mount Sinai. It centered around the forgiveness of sins, the basis for 

which Jesus would provide by the sacrifice of his same blood on the cross the next day. 

 And like the old covenant, the new covenant is sealed with blood. Like the old covenant, 

the blood of the sacrifice that establishes the covenant is applied directly to God’s people, 

tangibly assuring them that they personally are included in its provisions. Only in the new 

covenant the perishable blood of bulls is not sprinkled on the people a single time in history, 

never to be repeated again. Since it is the blood of the eternal Son of God, it is given again and 

again by way of mouth to offer assurance of forgiveness and to impress on me the fact, “I am 

God’s own child.” 

 You may be aware of the debate among translators about whether to translate Jesus’ 

words of institution, “This cup is the new covenant,” or “This cup is the new testament.”
21

                                                           
21

 For example, the predecessor to the “God’s Word” translation of the New Testament, a revision of William F. 

Beck’s translation produced by WELS and LCMS translators and underwritten by Lutheran ice cream money, 

includes a nine page appendix on how to translate the Greek word diatheke. If you can still find a copy, you will find 

it in The New Testament: God’s Word to the Nations (Cleveland: Biblion Publishing, 1988). pp. 531-540. 

 Older translations like the King James Version and Luther’s Bible preferred testament, as in 

“last will and testament,” because it stressed the one-sided nature of the agreement and the 
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necessity of a death to put it into effect. Newer translations translate “covenant” consistently 

throughout the New Testament, following the Septuagint’s use of diaqh,kh, the word Jesus uses 

in the words of institution, to translate the Hebrew  tyrI‡B. consistently throughout the Greek 

translation of the Old Testament. Regardless of what a translator chooses to do, the connection 

between Exodus 24, Jeremiah 31, and the words of institution is not in doubt. The Greek 

diaqh,kh is the only word used to translate the Hebrew tyrI‡B., “covenant.” It seems that 

elements of the concept of a “testament” are also embedded in the Hebrew word, though not as 

strongly. If we have any advantage in the choice made by most modern translations, it is the 

ability to recognize the realization of the type in Exodus 24 and the fulfillment of the promise of 

Jeremiah 31 in the Lord’s Supper all that much more easily. 

 Does it make sense to suppose that Jesus seals his new covenant (or testament) with 

anything other than the real blood of the sacrifice on which it is based? Don’t we lose our sense 

of connection with his gifts then– our assurance that we are also included in the forgiveness of 

sins and numbered with the true people of God? Rather, we receive the blood of the new 

covenant, Jesus’ own blood, not in spatters falling on us from a branch of hyssop, but in a cup of 

wine from which we drink. It is the true blood of our Lord Jesus Christ promising us that we are 

recipients of all his gracious work and included as members of his kingdom. Again and again it 

tells us, “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God.” 

It is why “This Sacrament is the gospel,”
22

 and our forefathers who have understood would rather 

die or be exiled to the other side of our planet than surrender their faith that Jesus’ body and 

blood are truly present in, with, and under the bread and wine. 

 

Conclusion 

 

“Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!” (Revelation 19:9, NIV) 

 

 Edersheim notes that “in the Paschal Supper, all Israel were gathered around the Paschal 

Lamb in commemoration of the past, in celebration of the present, in anticipation of the 

future...”
23

 Harold Senkbeil claims the same things for its New Testament fulfillment: 

 

Past, present, and future–these three dimensions are all part of Christ’s Holy Supper. Like 

Israel of old, we commemorate in our eating and drinking a past event: God’s decisive 

victory at the cross, which means the forgiveness of our sins. And in this Holy Supper 

there is the present reality of the presence of Jesus Christ Himself, who in the eating and 

drinking nourishes us with His life-giving body and blood. But the supper also has a 

future aspect. It looks forward to heaven itself, thereby anticipating the culmination of our 

salvation in an eternal feast to come.
24
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Though we have much to learn from the way in which Old Testament sacrifice and worship fed 

the faith of God’s people and pointed ahead to the work of Christ, what God has given us is 

better. We enjoy fulfillment, completion, reality, full disclosure and solid assurance that Old 

Testament believers could only long to see. But we have not reached the ultimate end of God’s 

plan. Christ’s Supper promises a still better feast that fills us with longing now. Like Israel, we 

wait in faith. 

 

“May the true body and blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ strengthen and preserve you in 

the true faith unto life everlasting.” 
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