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The events of Holy Week unfold with increasing speed and intensity. From the earliest 
days of the Christian church, these events were understood to be the climax of the life 
and ministry of Jesus and the revelation of God’s plan and mission for the world. It is 
likely that the stories surrounding the final days in the life of Jesus were some of the 
first stories about Jesus to circulate around the Mediterranean world following his death 
and resurrection. 

Today we will look at two different parts of the Holy Week traditions: the Last Supper 
and the arrest of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. 
 
Jesus and the Last Supper with his disciples.  

The Gospel traditions vary on the events of that fateful last meal Jesus ate with his 
disciples. In Matthew, Mark and Luke (and in 1 Corinthians 11:17-34) the tradition is 
usually characterized as the “Last Supper,” a Passover meal Jesus shares with his 
disciples. According to the Gospel of John, however, this last meal with the disciples 
takes place before the feast of Passover has begun (see John 13). John does not 
mention anything about Jesus breaking and blessing the bread or cup of wine at his 
final meal with the disciples. Instead, John emphasizes the example Jesus sets for his 
disciples by washing their feet. We will hear more about this tradition of foot-
washing in Thursday’s daily reflection. Today, we consider Mark’s tradition of the 
final Passover meal Jesus eats with his disciples. 

Mark 14:17 When it was evening, he came with the twelve. 18 And when they had taken 
their places and were eating, Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, one of you will betray me, one who 
is eating with me.” 19 They began to be distressed and to say to him one after another, 
“Surely, not I?” 20 He said to them, “It is one of the twelve, one who is dipping bread into 
the bowl with me. 21 For the Son of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to that one by 
whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been better for that one not to have been 
born.” 



22 While they were eating, he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke it, gave it 
to them, and said, “Take; this is my body.” 23 Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he 
gave it to them, and all of them drank from it. 24 He said to them, “This is my blood of the 
covenant, which is poured out for many. 25 Truly I tell you, I will never again drink of the 
fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God.” 

Interpreting the Reading. 
Jesus and his friends gather to eat the ceremonial Passover meal that lies at the heart 
of Jewish self-understanding. At this sacred meal the head of the household 
traditionally recounts the story of the flight of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt 
under the leadership of Moses. The celebration emphasizes the continuity between 
Jews in every age and their Israelite ancestors. The meal includes unleavened bread 
and lamb as the main course to commemorate the bread made hastily before the 
Israelites’ departure and the lamb slaughtered and eaten by them to sustain them on 
their journey into the wilderness. In the Exodus story the blood of the slain lamb is 
sprinkled on the doorpost of every Israelite home so that the angel of death “passes 
over” that home as it takes the lives of all the first-born sons in Egypt. Later in the 
Exodus story, in the wilderness at the foot of Mt. Sinai, Moses sprinkles blood on the 
people to ratify the covenant God has made with his people (Exodus 24:7-8). 
According to Jewish sacrificial practice, which undergirds every aspect of the 
Exodus events, the blood of the animal sacrificed represents the source of its life and 
it serves as a proxy for the lives of the worshipers offered in thanksgiving to their 
God.1 

But Jesus tells a different story at his Passover meal with the disciples. He does not 
expressly recall and celebrate the Israelites’ experience of the Exodus events. Instead, 
Jesus reinterprets the Exodus events through the lens of his own story. He boldly 
depicts himself as the paschal lamb of Exodus 12:1-14. He blesses and breaks a loaf 
of bread, gives it to his disciples to eat, and characterizes the bread as his body. In 
death he will figuratively become the Passover lamb that was slaughtered and 
consumed by the Israelites to sustain them on their journey to freedom. Jesus’ 
disciples are to eat this bread to nourish themselves for their own journey to 
freedom. The disciples also drink from the cup of wine, which Jesus characterizes as 
“my blood of the covenant” (v. 24). Jesus may be appropriating and reinterpreting 
the symbol of the lamb’s blood spread on the doorpost at Passover to signify their 
protection from death; or, possibly, he is characterizing his blood as a symbol of 
God’s covenant ratification with the people, just as Moses sprinkled the blood on the 
people to ratify the covenant at Mt. Sinai (Exodus 24:8).   
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In Mark’s telling of this final Passover meal, there is one significant difference from 
what we read about this same tradition in 1 Corinthians 11:24-25 and Luke 22:19. In 
Mark, Jesus does not instruct his followers to repeat the sacred meal and “do this in 
remembrance of me.” Instead, earlier in the Gospel, he broke the five loaves and 
blessed them and gave them to the people, who were filled when they ate the bread 
and fish. Then, later, he invites the disciples to remember his wilderness feedings 
(Mark 8:18-20). Similarly, in the story of the woman who anoints Jesus just prior to 
Mark’s narration of the Last Supper, Jesus tells the disciples that as long as the good 
news is proclaimed “what she has done will be told in remembrance of her” (Mark 
14:9). Jesus invites the disciples to remember particular acts of self-giving service in 
and for the community, not just to remember Jesus himself. 

To summarize: the Passover sacrifice becomes Mark’s primary metaphor for 
interpreting the offering of Jesus’ body and blood in this sacred, celebratory meal 
and in his death on the cross. The Passover sacrifice of the lamb’s body and blood is 
a Jewish offering to God in thanksgiving, highlighting the liberation of God’s people 
from oppression. In place of the unleavened bread and paschal lamb of the Jewish 
Passover feast, Jesus offers his body and blood to his followers. The bread and wine 
represent his sacrificial practice for others in his life (liberating people from various 
kinds of oppression), and also signify his obedient self-offering to God, unto death. 
The earliest Christians adapted the liturgical and commemorative significance of the 
Passover meal and began to celebrate this ritual meal as their way of regularly 
remembering and reconnecting with Jesus and their ancestors in faith. 

Reflection and Action. 
Tomorrow, Maundy Thursday, many Christian churches will offer services to recall 
the story of Jesus’ final meal with his disciples and to celebrate the Lord’s Supper in 
their own communities. We encourage you to participate. 

In the meantime, however, we invite you today to live into the deeper symbolism of 
Jesus’ sacrificial offering of his body and blood. As we noted above, in ancient 
Jewish sacrificial practice the blood of the animal sacrificed most often represented 
the life of the animal offered in thanksgiving to God. Live your life today by offering 
every action you take and every word you speak as the sacrificial offering of your 
body and, if necessary, your blood, in thanksgiving to the Lord. In the words of the 
apostle Paul, writing to the members of the churches in Rome: “present your bodies 
as a living sacrifice, holy and well-pleasing to God” (Romans 12:1). 
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The arrest of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. 
The story continues at the conclusion of their Passover meal: 

Mark 14:26 When they had sung the hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives....32 
They went to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, “Sit here while I pray.” 
33 He took with him Peter and James and John, and began to be distressed and agitated. 34 
And said to them, “I am deeply grieved, even to death; remain here, and keep awake.” 35 And 
going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed that, if it were possible, the 
hour might pass from him. 36 He said, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove 
this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.” 37 He came and found them 
sleeping; and he said to Peter, “Simon, are you asleep? Could you not keep awake one hour? 
38 Keep awake and pray that you may not come into the time of trial; the spirit indeed is 
willing, but the flesh is weak.” 39 And again he went away and prayed, saying the same 
words. 40 And once more he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were very heavy; 
and they did not know what to say to him. 41 He came a third time and said to them, “Are 
you still sleeping and taking your rest? Enough! The hour has come; the Son of Man is 
betrayed into the hands of sinners. 42 Get up, let us be going. See, my betrayer is at hand.” 

43 Immediately, while he was still speaking, Judas, one of the twelve, arrived; and with 
him there was a crowd with swords and clubs, from the chief priests, the scribes, and the 
elders. 44 Now the betrayer had given them a sign, saying, “The one I will kiss is the man; 
arrest him and lead him away under guard.” 45 So when he came, he went up to him at once 
and said, “Rabbi!” and kissed him. 46 Then they laid hands on him and arrested him.  

Interpreting the Reading. 
Jesus genuinely fears what he sees coming after the betrayal of Judas. For the third 
time in the Gospel, Jesus professes that all things are possible with God and asks 
that his time of trial might pass. Yet, ultimately, his primary concern in prayer is not 
his own wellbeing, but that God’s will be done. Jesus remains obedient to the end.  

Despite pleading with his disciples to stay awake during his ordeal, Jesus 
nevertheless turns to find them sleeping three different times. The first time, he 
encourages them to pray that they will not come into a time of temptation. Jesus 
thereby emphasizes the link between prayer and staying awake in order to resist 
temptation. The disciples are unable to comply. The threefold repetition of the 
disciples’ failure to stay awake anticipates the later, threefold denial of Peter when 
faced with temptation in the courtyard of the high priest. 

This admonition by Jesus to stay awake not only anticipates that Peter will later 
succumb to temptation by denying Jesus three times, but also looks back to the 
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parable in 13:32-37. There, Jesus also warns the disciples to stay awake, lest they be 
like the slaves of a landowner who assigns them work to do, goes on a journey, and 
unexpectedly returns only to find the slaves sleeping rather than carrying out their 
designated duties. 

The story of Jesus in the garden and the parable of the landowner on a journey invite 
us to pray that we might stay awake and keep our minds focused on the 
responsibilities of discipleship we have been given by God and Christ.  

Reflection and Action. 
What are the primary concerns that most often shape your daily prayer life? Where 
does “staying awake” in order to resist temptation fit into your prayer life? Today, 
take a few minutes in the morning to identify those moments and situations when 
you might be tempted to be unfaithful. Pray that you might stay awake and resist 
these temptations if they come your way. Keep a record of today’s temptations and 
your responses. 

Prayer.  
O God, you know your will for us and are always ready for us to inquire about your 
will for us; empower us to stay awake and avoid temptations; give us the courage to 
offer our bodies and blood thankfully in your service to the world. Amen. 
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