
Appendix 

Was the Last Supper a Passover Meal? 
(excerpt taken from a larger paper Pastor Nathan wrote while an undergraduate) 

 

Before the meaning of the Lord’s Supper can be investigated, the nature of the 

meal must first be decided.  The question, “Was the Last Supper a Passover meal?” has 

spawned great controversy and legion explanations.  This question is of extreme 

importance because as A.J.B. Higgins points out, “It does not seem justifiable to attach 

paschal significance to the meal unless there are strong grounds for the belief that it was 

an actual celebration of the Passover.”
1
  Well founded arguments exist on both sides,2 but 

after weighing the evidence it becomes clear that the Lord’s Supper was a Passover meal 

in which Jesus instituted a new ordinance to explain and remember the significance of his 

upcoming sacrifice. 

 The synoptic accounts of the Passion Week are unambiguous in their assertion 

that Jesus celebrated the Passover meal with his disciples the evening before his 

crucifixion.  Luke 22:7-8 records, “Then came the day of Unleavened Bread on which the 

Passover lamb had to be sacrificed.  Jesus sent Peter and John, saying, ‘Go and make 

preparations for us to eat the Passover.’”3  Confusion arises when one looks at John’s 

Gospel.  His account of the Last Supper in chapters 13 and 14 doesn’t make explicit that 

it was a Passover meal.  His chronology also seems to place the date of crucifixion on 

Nisan 14, thus having the Last Supper one day too early to be a Passover meal.4  This 

idea is taken from verses 13:1, 13:29b, 19:14a, 19:31a, and most convincingly 18:28b:  

“By now it was early morning, and to avoid ceremonial uncleanness the Jews did not 

enter the palace; they wanted to be able to eat the Passover.”  At first glance, this verse 

appears to reveal that on the day of Jesus’ trial and crucifixion, the Passover meal had yet 

to be eaten. 

 In an attempt to make sense of these seeming contradictions, four options arise.  

(1) John’s chronology is right and the synoptics are wrong.  This position is taken by 

several scholars including Saldarini,5 Theo Preiss
6
 and advocates of the kiddush theory.

7
  

(2) The synoptics are right and John is wrong.  This is held by many people based on an 

ahistorical understanding of John as masterfully using literary techniques to prove a 

theological point, a method quite foreign to John’s own purpose as set out in 19:35 and 

21:24.  (3) Even though they contradict, both John and the synoptics are right and are 

held in antinomy.
8
  This solution is not very popular and is quite untenable.  (4) Some 

                                                           
1
 A.J.B. Higgins, The Lord’s Supper in the New Testament (London:  SCM Press, 1964), p. 13. 

2
 See Appendix B 

3
 Cf. Matthew 26:17, Mark 14:12 

4
 See Appendix C 

5
 Saldarini, op. cit., p. 78. 

6
 He advocates the meaning of Luke 22:15 to be that Jesus desired to eat a Passover, but his death 

prevented him so he held a meal with a paschal character that anticipated a future meal in the Kingdom, 

Theo Preiss, “Le dernier repas de Jesus fut-il un repas pascal?” Theologische Zeitschrift 4 (March-April 

1948), pp. 81-101.  Many other proponents could be cited as well. 
7
 One theory with support is that the Last Supper was either a Sabbath kiddush meal (G.H. Box, “The 

Jewish Antecedents of the Eucharist” Journal of Theological Studies 3 (1902), pp. 357-369.) or a Passover 

kiddush meal (See W.O.E. Oesterley, The Jewish Background of the Christian Liturgy (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1925), pp. 165ff.; G.H.C. Macgregor, Eucharistic Origins (London: J. Clarke, 1929), pp. 44ff. 
8
 I believe this is what Theiss means when he claims, “this new, eternal, eschatological Passover... bursts 



type of harmonization of the two must be made.  This is the only option that upholds the 

authority of Scripture and the historicity of John (contra John as a grand storyteller). 

 Numerous efforts to harmonize John and the synoptics have been made.  Probably 

the most popular explanation is that of differing calendars.9  Billerbeck proposes a 

difference based on discrepancies between the Pharisaic and Sadducaic/Boethusian 

calendars.10  Due to the work of Annie Jaubert, the differences between the solar, Essene 

calendar and the standard lunar calendar have also been used to harmonize the 

chronological discrepancies.11  However, basing the seeming differences on competing 

calendars is highly conjectural and lacks conclusive evidence.12  Other avenues include 

the controversy surrounding the Jewish demarcation of days,13 having Jesus hold the 

Passover a day early on his own authority14 or due to a practicality issue of sacrificing all 

the lambs on one day, and many others.15 

 There is yet another option that is simple, yet logical.  This view holds that both 

John and the synoptics are correct because there is no discrepancy!  Several scholars such 

as A.T. Robertson
16

 and Jakob van Bruggen
17

 argue cogently for this position by showing 

how each reference in John’s Gospel thought to make the day of Jesus’ death 14 Nisan 

should be understood to make it 15 Nisan, just like the synoptics suppose. 

 The references to the “Passover Feast” or the “Feast” in John 13:1 and 13:29b are 

consistent with placing the crucifixion on Friday, 15 Nisan if the references are 

understood as metonymies for the whole eight day celebration.
18

  Eν δε παρασκευε του 

πασχα in 19:14 translated literally as “it was now the Preparation of Passover,” can 

mean it was Passover Friday instead of the preparation for the Passover meal as 

Billerbeck asserts.
19

  The mention in 19:31a to a “special Sabbath” simply means that 

because this Sabbath day fell within the eight day Passover Feast, it was a high day.  
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Also, in light of Deuteronomy 16:2-3 and 2Chronicles 35:7-9, “It does not seem 

impossible, therefore, that ‘eat the Passover’ in John 18:28 means ‘eat all the sacred 

meals of the festival’, as those concerned would go on doing for seven days.”20  Bruggen 

concludes: 

 

 [W]e can say that also according to John the Passover meal took 

place on Thursday evening.  The Friday of the trial is the first day of 

Passover week (15 Nisan), liberation day for the people of Israel.  There is 

thus no discrepancy between John and the other three evangelists with 

regard to the calendar days of Jesus’ Passion.21 
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