
Maundy Thursday April 1, 2021 

 

Exodus 12:21-30 

What Does This Ceremony Mean? 

 

Down in our basement on one of our storage shelves is a small plastic tote that I 

usually refer to as my box of memories.  If you went to our house and opened 

that tote you’d find some pretty self-explanatory items like pictures from 

vacations I went on when I was younger.  But you’d also find some items in 

there that might leave you scratching your head.  I brought a few of them here 

tonight.  One is this sort of silly looking metal statue.  I know it’s not the most 

fitting image for a sermon, but as you might be able to see, it’s a statue of metal 

wires and nuts and washers welded together to look like a man plunging a 

toilet.  At first glance you might wonder why I’d own this.  But probably just 

like many of the trinkets you have in your house, this little statue has meaning 

for me.  You see, I bought this when I was in high school on a choir tour to 

California.  We walking through some shops in Sacramento and I came across 

it and I thought it was funny, so I bought it.  Of its own, it’s not much at all, but 

now meaning has been attached to it.  For me it brings back memories of that 

trip with all the laughter and fun that went along with it.   

 

Here's another one.  It’s a little wooden cup.  It’s carries no practical value.  But 

this one is from a trip to Israel in 2008.  This was the cup from which I took the 

Lord’s Supper with my fellow believers at a site called the Garden Tomb…a 

place where some think Jesus’ lifeless body was laid to rest and then 

resurrected.  Again, not much on its own, but filled with meaning for me 

personally. 

 

This one happens to tie us directly to what we’re here for tonight.  We’ve 

gathered together in God’s house to remember the final night of our Lord’s 

earthly life.  The night on which he was betrayed.  The night on which he 

gathered in an upper room with his disciples for one final meal together.  A 

night when he gave the command to love one another and the command…as 

we’re going to talking about specifically right now…take and eat, take and 

drink.  We’re here to remember that night and remember what it means for us 

as we continue to celebrate our Savior’s gift. 

 

Now whenever we get to this topic in Catechism class, I always start by having 

the students think about the questions a first time visitor might have if they 

attend our worship service and see us celebrating the Lord’s Supper.  Because 

just like running across some random trinkets in someone’s basement, when 

you don’t understand the significance of something, you have questions about 

what it all means. This exercise is a way of helping the students think about the 

questions we need to answer to understand the meal God has given us.  Because 



just to look at what we’re doing, all sorts of questions come to mind.  Why are 

some taking it and not others?  Am I supposed to go?  What exactly is being 

handed out up there?  And the one we’ll answer tonight is why would we take 

time in worship to eat a wafer and take a sip of wine?   

 

Well, to really understand the full answer to that question, you have to go back 

further than 2000 years on the night of our Savior’s betrayal.  You actually 

have to go back 3500 years…to the events of Exodus 12…to the events of 

God’s great Old Testament rescue of his people.  And from there we can 

understand what Jesus and his disciples were doing on that Thursday evening 

and answer the question of what all of this means for us today. 

 

So as we jump into the story of Exodus 12, God was making the final 

preparations to rescue his people.  They had been enslaved in Egypt for 

generations and now God was going to free them from their bondage.  He had 

already sent 9 plagues to Pharoah and Egypt to establish his superiority over 

them.  But Pharoah had been unmoved to let God’s people go.  And so God was 

preparing a 10th and final plague that would final break the will of Pharoah and 

set his people free. 

 

And God did not want this night forgotten.  He wanted his people to remember 

what had taken place.  Through Moses, God instructed his people, “You shall 

observe these instructions as a perpetual regulation for you and your 

descendants. When you enter the land that the LORD will give you just as 

he said he would, you shall observe this ceremony.  Year after year, the 

children of Israel were to gather and celebrate.  They were to reenact what had 

taken place.  They were to select a lamb and slaughter it.  They were to eat the 

same meal the Israelites did on their last night in Egypt.  And when their 

children inevitably ask[ed], ‘What does this ceremony mean to you?’  They 

were to say, ‘It is the sacrifice of the Passover to the LORD, who passed over 

the houses of the Israelites in Egypt. When he struck the Egyptians, he 

spared our houses.’” 

 

You see, that was how God delivered his people.  Warning after warning 

against Pharoah had gone unheeded.  And so God announced a judgment upon 

him and his people.  The 10th and final plague: all the firstborn, from Pharaoh, 

who sat on his throne, to the firstborn of the prisoner who was in the 

dungeon, even all the firstborn of the livestock were going to be struck 

down.  An angel of Lord, the destroyer, would come and exact a punishment so 

great and cause so much grief that Pharoah would finally be force on bended 

knee to give in to the will of the Almighty.   

 

But God would spar the Israelites.  How he did was important.  Now just as had 

been done with the previous 6 plagues which affected Egypt but not the 



Israelites, God could have carried out this plague all on his own.  He could have 

struck down all the firstborn of Egypt and left the Israelite firstborns untouched 

without having the people do anything.  But God wanted to deliver a message 

and so he set up a special way of sparring his people.  He commanded them, 

take lambs for yourselves according to your family size, and slaughter the 

Passover lamb. 22You shall take a bundle of hyssop, dip it in the blood that 

is in the basin, and paint the lintel and the two doorposts with the blood 

that is in the basin. None of you are to go out of the door of your house 

until morning. 23When the LORD passes through to strike Egypt and sees 

the blood on the lintel and the two doorposts, the LORD will pass over that 

door and will not allow the destroyer to enter your houses to strike you. 

 

And right there we learn this important truth: God’s people were spared from 

judgment, NOT because of who they were, NOT because of anything within 

them…but because God looked at the blood of the sacrifice…because they 

trusted in God’s promise who acted faithfully in accordance with it.  At the end 

of the day, they were no better than the Egyptians.  They were sparred purely 

by God’s grace. 

 

1500 years later, the Israelites were still celebrating this ceremony.  They were 

still teaching their children what it all meant…God had saved his people by the 

blood of the sacrificial lamb. 1500 years later, Jesus was in an upper room with 

his disciples going through the ritual meal.  They had made the preparations in 

line with God’s command.  They were singing and reading from God’s Word as 

tradition had dictated.  It was a ceremony as familiar as putting up the 

Christmas tree or roasting the Thanksgiving turkey.   

 

Until it wasn’t.  Right in the middle of it all, Jesus did something different.  As 

we’ll hear in a few moments, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and gave it to them 

and said, “Take and eat.  This is MY body.”  And taking the cup he said, “Take 

and drink.  This is MY Blood.”  That change was a noticeable to those disciples 

as someone brining out a birthcake with dimmed lights and starting to sing, 

“There was a farmer had a dog…”  And Jesus’ message was crystal clear.  I am 

the Passover lamb.  I am the one who is sacrificed for you.  I am the one who 

sheds his blood for you.  Take it.  Eat what I give you.  Drink what I’ve offered.  

It’s for your forgiveness.   

 

Why do we do what we do in the middle of a worship service?  Why do we take 

time in our service to eat and drink?  What does this ceremony mean for us?  

Well, Jesus told us to.  True!  And that would be enough.  But there’s a promise 

too.  And when it comes to why God does what he does for us in the ceremony, 

just like for the Israelites of old, it’s the promise that counts. 

 



You see, the reality of walking around with this sinful nature of ours is that 

feelings of unworthiness are never far off.  Why would God want anything to 

do with me?  I can’t even seem keep my promises to him (well intentioned 

though they may be) for even a few minutes.  I struggle to set aside even a few 

minutes each day to speak with him or worship him.  I struggle to keep my 

anger at bay.  I struggle to keep my thoughts pure. I relapse over and over into 

the same unholy words and actions.  I am miserable and poor and no matter 

what I can convince you of, I know the truth.  Why would God want anything 

to do with me?   

 

And that is where the grace of his holy supper comes to nourish souls in 

despair…souls wallowing in guilt.  God’s promise is what counts.   

 

When Luther offered his explanation of the Lord’s Supper by asking what does 

this mean? God’s promise is what he held forth.  The comfort, he said, is found 

in the words given for you…shed for you.  Jesus offers his true body and blood 

in the sacrament as a personal promise to you.  God doesn’t want anything to 

do with you because you’re you…or because you’ve brought anything special 

to the table.  He wants everything to do with you because of the promise that 

Jesus your Savior gave his body over to death and shed his blood on the cross 

for the forgiveness of your every sin…for every relapse and unkept promise to 

do better.  And in this supper there’s no mistaking that he’s talking about 

everyone else and not you.  You get to receive his body.  You get to receive his 

blood.  A personal promise that Jesus’ death is your death…that the price for 

your sins has been paid.  That God’s wrath has passed over you because of the 

blood of the true Passover lamb.   

 

What else can we do but join those Israelites of old in bowing down and 

worshipping our God?  So let us do what Jesus commands on this Maundy 

Thursday…this “Command” Thursday…take and eat.  Let us rejoice in his 

invitation and promise, for you, for forgiveness  Let us perpetually celebrate 

this grace given us and proclaim it to our children.  Let us with joy continue to 

do so until our Savior once again eats it with us anew in his eternal kingdom.  

 

I imagine one day, when they’re old enough, our children might start digging 

through our stuff and start asking the question, what are these things?  Why do 

you have this?  What’s the point?  And it will offer an opportunity to reminisce 

and share a little glimpse of my personal experience through life.  Let us never 

tire of doing the same with the gift of Savior’s grace, his holy supper, a 

personal promise for all who trust in him.  What does this ceremony mean?  

Nothing less than full and free forgiveness through the body and blood of our 

Passover lamb.  Amen.   

 

 


