jesus and the jewish roots of the eucharist
study guide

jesus and the jewish roots of the eucharist study guide offers a deep dive into the foundational
significance of this central Christian sacrament. This guide meticulously explores the Old Testament
Passover meal, the Last Supper as described in the Gospels, and the subsequent development of
Eucharistic theology within the early Church. By understanding the Jewish context, we gain profound
insights into Jesus' actions, the meaning of his sacrifice, and the ongoing spiritual nourishment the
Eucharist provides. This exploration will illuminate the rich tapestry of tradition and meaning woven
into this sacred practice, making it an essential resource for anyone seeking a more comprehensive
understanding of Christian faith and its historical origins. Prepare to uncover the layers of meaning
that connect Jesus’ ministry to the ancient Jewish covenant.

e Understanding the Passover: A Foundation for the Eucharist

e The Last Supper: Jesus' Transformative Meal

e Elements of the Eucharist: Bread and Wine

» Theological Significance of the Eucharistic Sacrifice

e The Early Church and the Development of Eucharistic Practice
e The Eucharist as a Covenant Meal

e The Eucharist and the Coming Kingdom

e Studying the Eucharist: Resources and Approaches

Exploring the Passover: The Jewish Roots of the
Eucharist

To truly grasp the profound significance of the Eucharist, one must first understand its foundational
roots in the Jewish Passover festival. The Passover, or Pesach, commemorates the Israelites' liberation
from slavery in Egypt, a pivotal event in their history. Jesus, as a devout Jew, would have celebrated
the Passover numerous times throughout his life. The ritual meal, steeped in symbolism and
remembrance, provided the perfect backdrop for Jesus to reveal the deeper meaning of his own
mission and sacrifice.



The Passover Meal: Ritual and Symbolism

The Passover Seder, the ceremonial meal, is rich with symbolic foods and actions designed to teach
successive generations about God's deliverance. Key elements include the unleavened bread
(matzah), the bitter herbs, the lamb offering, and the four cups of wine. Each component carries a
specific meaning, representing affliction, redemption, and the covenant established between God and
His people. Understanding these ancient rituals is crucial for appreciating how Jesus reinterpreted and
fulfilled them in the context of the Last Supper.

The Lamb of God in Passover Tradition

Central to the Passover observance was the sacrifice of a lamb. This lamb represented the blood that
protected the Israelites from the Angel of Death in Egypt, as well as their offering of thanksgiving to
God. The New Testament writers frequently draw parallels between the Passover lamb and Jesus,
referring to him as the "Lamb of God" who takes away the sins of the world. This connection
highlights Jesus' sacrificial role in the new covenant, a theme deeply rooted in Passover theology.

The Last Supper: Jesus' Transformative Meal

The Last Supper, as depicted in the Gospels, marks a pivotal moment where Jesus institutes the
Eucharist, transforming a traditional Passover meal into a new covenant observance. His actions and
words at this meal profoundly altered the understanding of religious commemoration, shifting the
focus from historical liberation to a personal, ongoing spiritual reality.

Jesus' Words of Institution

During the Last Supper, Jesus took bread and wine, gave thanks, and distributed them to his disciples.
His words, "This is my body, which is given for you; do this in remembrance of me," and "This cup is
the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you," are the core of the Eucharistic institution.
These statements are not merely commemorative but declarative, signifying a new reality being
established through his sacrifice.

The Eucharist as a New Covenant Meal

The concept of covenant is central to both Judaism and Christianity. The Old Covenant was sealed
with sacrifices and rituals, but Jesus' sacrifice ushers in a new and superior covenant. The Eucharist is
the sign and seal of this new covenant, where believers partake in the benefits of Christ’s atoning
sacrifice. This new covenant is characterized by forgiveness, spiritual life, and an intimate relationship
with God through Christ.

Elements of the Eucharist: Bread and Wine



The simple elements of bread and wine chosen by Jesus for the Eucharist are laden with theological
weight, drawing directly from the symbolism inherent in Jewish tradition and the Passover meal.

The Significance of Unleavened Bread

In Jewish tradition, unleavened bread, or matzah, is a constant reminder of the haste with which the
Israelites left Egypt, unable to wait for their bread to rise. It symbolizes purity, affliction, and
redemption. Jesus’ use of bread in the Eucharist directly connects his body, broken for humanity, to
this ancient symbol of liberation and sacrifice. The fact that he used bread, often unleavened in
Passover settings, reinforces this continuity.

The Symbolism of the Cup of Wine

Wine has always held a significant place in Jewish celebrations and religious observances, often
associated with joy, covenant, and blessing. The four cups of wine in the Passover Seder represent
different aspects of God's promises of redemption. Jesus’ selection of the cup, calling it the "new
covenant in my blood," elevates its meaning to represent the pouring out of his life-giving blood for
the forgiveness of sins and the establishment of a new relationship between God and humanity.

Theological Significance of the Eucharistic Sacrifice

The Eucharist is not merely a symbolic meal but is understood as a participation in the once-for-all
sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross. This aspect of the Eucharist is deeply connected to its Jewish
roots, particularly the sacrificial system of the Old Testament.

Jesus as the Ultimate Sacrifice

The Jewish sacrificial system, particularly the sin offerings and burnt offerings, pointed towards a
perfect sacrifice that would ultimately atone for sin. The Epistle to the Hebrews elaborates on how
Jesus’ death fulfills this role, presenting himself as the perfect high priest and the ultimate sacrifice
that abolishes the need for further atonement. The Eucharist is a memorial and participation in this
singular, all-sufficient sacrifice.

Memorial and Presence

Jesus commanded his followers to "do this in remembrance of me." This "remembrance" (anamnesis
in Greek) is not simply a mental recollection but an active participation in the reality of Christ’s
sacrifice. Many traditions understand the Eucharist as a place where Christ is truly present, offering
himself anew to believers, making the benefits of his death and resurrection immediately accessible.



The Early Church and the Development of Eucharistic
Practice

Following Jesus' ascension, the early Christian communities continued to celebrate the Eucharist,
building upon the foundation laid at the Last Supper. Their understanding and practice evolved,
demonstrating the dynamic nature of faith and worship rooted in Jewish tradition.

Practices in the New Testament Church

The Book of Acts and the letters of the Apostle Paul provide glimpses into the early Church's
Eucharistic gatherings. These meetings often included a communal meal, the "love feast" (agape),
followed by the breaking of bread and the blessing of the cup. This practice clearly mirrored the
structure of the Passover meal, adapting it for the Christian context.

Evolving Liturgical Forms

Over time, the separate celebration of the Eucharist from the full agape meal became more common,
leading to the development of distinct liturgical forms. These liturgies retained the core elements of
Christ's institution but also incorporated prayers, readings from scripture, and theological reflections
that further elaborated on the meaning of the sacrament. The Jewish roots of these liturgical forms,
including the use of psalms and structured prayer, are evident.

The Eucharist as a Covenant Meal

The concept of covenant is a recurring theme when examining the Jewish roots of the Eucharist. Jesus'
declaration at the Last Supper signifies a transition from the old covenant to a new one, sealed in his
blood.

The New Covenant in Christ's Blood

The Old Covenant, established through the blood of sacrifices, was a promise of God’s faithfulness
and a framework for relationship with His people. Jesus' blood, poured out, inaugurates a superior
covenant that offers complete forgiveness and a direct, intimate relationship with God. The Eucharist
is the tangible sign and seal of this new covenant, which is available to all who believe.

Communion and Community

The shared meal aspect of the Eucharist fosters a profound sense of community and unity among
believers. Just as the Passover meal brought the Israelite families together in remembrance and
celebration, the Eucharistic meal unites Christians as the body of Christ. This communal aspect
underscores the relational nature of the covenant God makes with His people.



The Eucharist and the Coming Kingdom

The celebration of the Eucharist also carries an eschatological dimension, looking forward to the
consummation of God's kingdom and the ultimate fulfillment of His promises.

Anticipating the Marriage Supper of the Lamb

The New Testament, particularly the Book of Revelation, speaks of the "marriage supper of the
Lamb," a celestial banquet that celebrates the final union of Christ with His Church. The earthly
Eucharist is seen as a foretaste or preview of this glorious future event, grounding the present

celebration in the hope of Christ's return and the establishment of His eternal kingdom.

The Eucharist as a Sacred Meal of Remembrance and Hope

By partaking in the Eucharist, believers actively remember Christ's sacrifice and His resurrection,
while simultaneously holding onto the hope of His second coming. This dual focus on remembrance
and anticipation, deeply embedded in the Passover tradition and reinterpreted by Jesus, makes the
Eucharist a powerful expression of Christian faith.

Studying the Eucharist: Resources and Approaches

For those wishing to delve deeper into the Jewish roots of the Eucharist, a variety of resources and
study methods can be employed. Understanding the historical, theological, and liturgical dimensions
will enrich one's appreciation for this central sacrament.

Key Texts for Study

A comprehensive study guide would ideally include:

e The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John for accounts of the Last Supper.

e The writings of the Apostle Paul, particularly 1 Corinthians 10 and 11, for early Eucharistic
theology and practice.

e The Old Testament Passover narratives and prophetic passages related to covenant and
sacrifice.

e Key theological works on the Eucharist and its historical development.

e Commentaries on the Jewish context of Jesus' ministry.



Approaches to Understanding

Various approaches can illuminate the Eucharist:

 Historical-Critical Analysis: Examining the biblical texts and their historical context.

e Liturgy Studies: Investigating the development of Eucharistic liturgies and their Jewish
influences.

* Theological Reflection: Engaging with the doctrines of sacrifice, presence, and covenant as
they relate to the Eucharist.

e Comparative Religious Studies: Understanding parallels with other covenantal meals and
sacrificial rites in ancient Near Eastern cultures, while emphasizing the unique fulfillment in
Christ.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of a study guide on the Jewish roots
of the Eucharist?

A study guide on the Jewish roots of the Eucharist primarily focuses on exploring the Passover Seder
and the Last Supper, highlighting the Jewish traditions, symbols, and theological concepts that
informed Jesus' institution of the Eucharist.

How does understanding the Passover Seder illuminate the
Eucharist?

Understanding the Passover Seder reveals the significance of the unleavened bread (matzah) and the
cup of wine, as well as the prayers and blessings associated with them, which Jesus used and
reinterpreted during the Last Supper. It connects the Eucharist to the themes of redemption,
liberation, and covenant established in the Exodus.

What are some key Jewish symbols or elements that are
emphasized in relation to the Eucharist?

Key symbols and elements include the unleavened bread (matzah), symbolizing purity and the haste
of the Exodus; the cup of wine, representing joy, covenant, and blessing; the breaking of bread,
echoing the distribution of matzah; and the Passover lamb, foreshadowing Jesus as the ultimate
sacrifice.

How does the concept of covenant in Judaism relate to the



Eucharist?

The Eucharist's emphasis on a 'new covenant' is deeply rooted in the Old Testament concept of
covenant, particularly God's covenant with Israel at Sinai. Jesus' actions at the Last Supper signify the
establishment of a new covenant through his blood, offering forgiveness and a deeper relationship
with God.

What is the theological significance of Jesus' words 'This is my
body' and 'This is my blood' within a Jewish context?

Within a Jewish context, 'This is my body' and 'This is my blood' are understood as Jesus identifying
himself with the Passover elements and fulfilling the prophetic foreshadowing of the Passover lamb
and the covenant sacrifice. He is not just a participant but the very center of the new covenant meal.

How might a study guide address differing interpretations of
the Eucharist from a Jewish perspective?

A study guide might address differing interpretations by explaining how Jewish understandings of
memorial, covenant, and sacrifice can be seen as foundational to various Christian views of the
Eucharist, while also acknowledging that Jesus' actions introduced a transformative, eschatological
dimension.

What is the benefit of studying the Eucharist through its
Jewish roots for contemporary Christians?

Studying the Eucharist through its Jewish roots offers contemporary Christians a richer, deeper
understanding of its meaning, connecting it to the historical continuity of God's redemptive plan,
enhancing appreciation for its liturgical and symbolic richness, and fostering a more profound
connection to Jesus' Jewish identity.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to "Jesus and the Jewish Roots of the Eucharist Study Guide," with
descriptions:

1. The Passover Plot: As It Was in the Beginning

This book explores the historical and theological connections between the Jewish Passover meal and
the Christian Eucharist. It delves into the symbolism and rituals of Passover, arguing that Jesus
intentionally structured his Last Supper to align with these ancient Jewish traditions. The author
highlights how understanding Passover illuminates the meaning of Jesus' sacrifice and the communal
meal that followed.

2. The Bread of Life: Understanding the Eucharist in its Jewish Context

This study meticulously examines the Old Testament and Jewish literature that informed Jesus'
teachings on the Bread of Life discourse. It traces the lineage of sacrificial offerings and the
significance of bread in Jewish worship. The book aims to equip readers with a deeper understanding
of how Jesus fulfilled and transformed these Jewish concepts in the institution of the Eucharist.



3. Jesus and the Last Supper: A Jewish Perspective

This work offers a comprehensive analysis of the Last Supper from a first-century Jewish viewpoint. It
reconstructs the Passover Seder and its surrounding customs, demonstrating how Jesus' actions and
words at the meal would have been understood by his Jewish disciples. The book emphasizes the
continuity between Jewish tradition and the early Christian celebration of the Eucharist.

4. My Father's House: Rediscovering the Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith

While broader in scope, this book dedicates significant attention to the Jewish context of Jesus' life
and ministry, including the origins of the Eucharist. It examines how Jesus' teachings and practices
were deeply embedded in the religious and cultural landscape of Judaism. The author's insights help
readers appreciate the Jewish foundations upon which the Christian faith, particularly the Eucharist,
was built.

5. The Supper of Jesus: A New Look at the Last Supper

This book revisits the Last Supper narrative with a focus on its Jewish Messianic and sacrificial
overtones. It unpacks the significance of Jesus' pronouncements and actions within the framework of
Jewish apocalyptic and covenantal expectations. The author argues for a richer understanding of the
Eucharist as a fulfillment of ancient Jewish promises.

6. Celebrating the Holy Communion: A Jewish-Christian Dialogue on the Eucharist

This collaborative work brings together scholars from both Jewish and Christian traditions to discuss
the Eucharist through a comparative lens. It highlights areas of continuity and development between
Jewish meal practices and the Christian sacrament. The book encourages a deeper appreciation for
the shared heritage that informs the understanding of communion.

7. The Lamb of God: The Jewish Foundations of Christ's Sacrifice

This title delves into the Messianic interpretations of Isaiah and other prophetic texts that illuminate
Jesus' role as the sacrificial Lamb. It explores the Passover lamb and its atonement significance in
Judaism, connecting it directly to Jesus' ultimate sacrifice. The book emphasizes how the Jewish
understanding of redemption through sacrifice underpins the theological meaning of the Eucharist.

8. The Kingdom Supper: Jesus, the Messiah, and the Jewish Feast

This study posits that the Last Supper was not merely a memorial but a foretaste of the Messianic
banquet. It examines the eschatological hopes of first-century Judaism and how Jesus' meal
anticipated the final consummation of God's kingdom. The book frames the Eucharist as a celebration
of God's ongoing redemptive work, rooted in Jewish prophetic vision.

9. Manna from Heaven: The Eucharist in Old Testament Prophecy

This book traces the theological lineage of the Eucharist back to Old Testament symbols and
prophecies, particularly the manna in the wilderness. It explores how Jewish interpretations of
scripture anticipated a new divine provision for God's people. The author connects these ancient
themes to Jesus' self-understanding and the institution of the Eucharist as a spiritual sustenance.
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