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Readings: 

Exodus 12:1-4, 11-14 

Psalm 116:1-2, 11-18 

1 Cor 11:23-26 

John 13:1-17, 31b-35 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your 

sight, O Lord, my strength and my redeemer.  Amen. 

Sermon:  

If you find it a bit hard to make sense of Maundy Thursday, you are not alone! 

Maundy Thursday is of course the day before Good Friday and that is about the only 

fact about it that is straightforward. I think the reason Maundy Thursday can feel a bit 

puzzling, even a bit overwhelming, is because on this day we commemorate three 

different things - the institution of the first Passover during the time of Moses and 

Aaron in the land of Egypt; and the servant leadership of Jesus, and his great 

command to all his disciples, right down through the ages to us, here and now, to 

serve and love one another; and finally, the commemoration of the institution of the 

Lord’s Supper, the Eucharist, by Jesus Christ himself. That’s a lot to take in, and a lot 

to commemorate on one day, in one evening service.  

Fortunately, our three Scripture readings set for each and every Maundy Thursday, 

regardless of the year, take us carefully through each of these aspects of our Maundy 

Thursday commemorations. In the first reading, from Exodus, we hear about the 

Passover: how the Lord God told Moses and Aaron that he would strike down every 

firstborn in the land of Egypt during the night of the tenth day of the month, sparing 



only those households that left a sign of the blood of the lamb they had eaten that 

evening on the house where they lived. And that is exactly what God did. A little later 

in Exodus (12:29) we read that at midnight the Lord struck down all the firstborn in 

the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of the Pharaoh who sat on his throne to the 

firstborn of the prisoner who was in the dungeon. Only the households of the 

Israelites were spared. It was a vicious calamity for the Egyptian nation - but it wasn’t 

the first calamity to befall them. This calamity wrought by God on Egypt was the 

tenth and last and most severe. Previous plagues had involved water turning to blood, 

frogs, gnats, flies, disease amongst their livestock, boils, thunder and hail, locusts and 

darkness. And why was this happening? Why this ferocious punishment by God upon 

the Egyptians? It was simply because they would not set God’s people, the Israelites, 

free. Way back, in Exodus Chapter 6, God reassures Moses that the Israelites will be 

delivered from their slavery in the land of Egypt. It takes ten plagues sent by God, 

including the last, the death of all the firstborns in the land, to convince Pharaoh to 

free the Israelites from slavery. God, the almighty and powerful one, prevails - he 

gains the freedom of his people as he promised he would. And in the end, the Pharaoh 

not only sets the Israelites free, he drives them from his land. And this freedom from 

slavery begins the greatest of journeys - towards the Promised Land. As we know, 

Moses doesn’t quite get there. At the end of the Book of Deuteronomy we read that 

just before he dies, Moses goes up from the plains of Moab to Mount Nebo, and there 

the Lord shows him the whole of the Promised Land, and promises it to his 

descendants. But then Moses dies. Its a poignant end to the life of Moses, but yet 

another example of God’s faithfulness, a faithfulness revealed on the night of the first 

Passover, many thousands of years ago, and which we commemorate tonight, as the 

Lord commanded Moses to do, that it be observed as a perpetual ordinance, as a 

festival of the Lord, just as we are doing tonight.  

But we are gathered here tonight not as Jews, but as Christians, followers of the Way 

of Jesus Christ. And so the story for us - of our salvation - is so much more than the 

Passover. Our salvation, our freedom from the slavery of sin, comes from Jesus - his 

life, death and resurrection. And that is what most importantly brings us together 



tonight, tomorrow and on Easter Day. Tomorrow will be about Christ’s terrible 

suffering and death, the great atonement for our sins. Easter Sunday will be about his 

glorious resurrection. And tonight is about his servant leadership, his command to 

Christians to love one another, and his institution of that great sacrament of grace, the 

Lord’s Supper, Holy Communion, the Eucharist. 

In other years, I’ve spoken with you on Maundy Thursday about servant leadership 

and what that truly means. In a few moments, I will wash your feet. Its a profound 

part of our service tonight, enacting the very thing that Jesus did himself as a sign to 

his disciples of what this Christian life demands of us. Jesus is the model, as he 

always is, of humility and love in action. And it was an example for us all, every 

single person who calls themselves a Christian, a follower of the Way, of Jesus Christ. 

For Jesus says, “So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 

ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that you also should 

do as I have done for you.” It is all about Christian love, the new commandment Jesus 

gives his followers that night: “I give you a new commandment, that you love one 

another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone 

will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” And as related 

in the Gospel of John, this begins Jesus’ final great conversation with his disciples, 

before he is betrayed, arrested and crucified. And year after year, in Christian 

churches throughout the world, it is this simple, ordinary, subversive and disruptive 

act of washing another person’s feet that sets the scene for all that is to come at this 

most holy and sacred time of the great Triduum. And the reason for this is simple: 

Jesus, in this intimate act of care for his disciples, subverts and disrupts the religiosity 

of his own day with an earthy act of humble service and love. And then he tells his 

disciples, and us, to take this as a model for our own lives: “I have set you an 

example”, he says, “that you also should do as I have done to you.” 

But this is not all that Jesus commands his disciples to do on the evening before his 

arrest. He also institutes the Lord’s Supper, that great and sacramental re-enactment of 

the breaking of bread and drinking of wine that lies at the heart of our Holy 



Communion service. First and foremost tonight, we commemorate the Last Supper of 

Jesus and the institution of the Eucharist, which has been described as the source and 

summit of the Christian life. Jesus says of the bread, its breaking and its eating: “This 

is my body that is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” And he says of the 

wine and its drinking: “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as 

you drink it, in remembrance of me. For as often as you eat this bread and drink this 

cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” 

Tonight we remember the great Passover in the land of Egypt, the act of God that 

finally set his people free. Tonight we remember the servant leadership of Jesus, and 

his command that we love one another as he loves us. But most centrally, tonight we 

remember Jesus himself, and his command to us to eat this bread and drink this cup, 

in remembrance of him. Thanks be to God! 

+ In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 


