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“His blood is a true, life-giving drink” (FC SD 8.7).


1. The Delivery of Deliverance

In the Large Catechism Luther makes a very helpful distinction between the forgiveness that Christ won for us on the cross and its delivery to us through His Word, both the Word that is proclaimed as good news in a sermon and the Word that is enacted in the Lord’s Supper. He says, “Although the work was accomplished for us and forgiveness was acquired on the cross, yet it cannot come to us in any other way than though the Word.”[footnoteRef:1] In His Supper He distributes all the treasure He brought from heaven for us and offers it to us for our enjoyment. There by faith we receive from Christ’s own lips the forgiveness of sins, which contains and conveys God’s grace and the Spirit with all his gifts.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  LC 5:31, Tappert. See also LC 2.38; FCSD 3.16; Martin Luther, Against the heavenly Prophets in the Matter of Images and Sacraments, AE 40, 213-216.]  [2:  LC 5:70.] 

The risen Lord Jesus does not just deliver the gifts of the Spirit to us with His body but also with His blood. Through the same blood that He offered up to God the Father for our redemption He offers us the spiritual benefits that won for us by His sacrificial death. Yet He does not just provide them through His blood but also through His body and the proclamation of the gospel in the divine service. These three things are all part of one package. Each has its own part to play in his full delivery of our deliverance. Together, they convey the whole Christ and all His benefits to us as whole people for our journey from earth to heaven. They each administer a different aspect of God’s manifold grace (1 Pet. 4:10).
In this essay I want to focus on one part of that package, Christ’s gift of His holy blood for us to drink for our spiritual benefit in His holy Supper. This topic has, I maintain, received too little attention for far too long. It has been largely ignored in much of the church because it seems to be so irrational and offensive. It smacks of primitive superstition and crude credulity. Yet much is lost if it is deliberately overlooked and much is to be gained pastorally if it is properly appreciated. It is a rich resource for the mission of the church to people in animist cultures with their longing for deliverance from evil spirits as well as to people in the post-Christian western world with their longing for cleansing from spiritual pollution.
I offer this short Biblical reflection to my dear soulmate and spiritual blood brother John Stephenson as a token of gratitude for his friendship from our time together in Cambridge to the present day and a thank offering for all his historical, theological, and liturgical work on the Lord’s Supper and its place in the life of the church

2. From Prohibited Drinking to Mandated Drinking

Jesus said and did many things that shocked His disciples. But none was more shocking and harder to stomach than what He told them to do in His final Passover meal with them on the night before His crucifixion. He took a cup of wine and gave it to them with this instruction: “Drink of it, all of you, for this is my blood of the (new) covenant, which is poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:28). This command would have puzzled and perplexed them for two reasons: the ritual consumption of blood from animals by pagan people that they sacrificed to their gods, and God’s strict prohibition of the consumption of the blood from any animal (Gen. 9:4; Lev. 3:17; 7:6-7; 17:10, 12, 14; 19:26; Deut. 12:16, 23; 15:23).[footnoteRef:3] [3:  For a fuller discussion of this topic see John W. Kleinig, Leviticus, Concordia Commentary, St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2003, 354-372] 

	The pagan practice of drinking the blood from sacrificed partly explains why God put such severe restrictions on the consumption of blood by His people. Like people in many present-day tribal societies, they were by and large animists. The basic premise of all animistic societies is that all living things have a “soul”. More precisely, all animals and humans are animated by their “souls”. It is their life-power, their life-breath, the supernatural life-force that enlivens and empowers them. The Hebrew word for this is nephesh. It enlivens the “flesh” of humans and animals by the flow of blood through their bodies. It is therefore axiomatic for people with an animistic world view that “the life of all flesh is in the blood” (Lev 17:11). Loss of blood therefore results in loss of “life”. The blood of an animal, however, is not merely the source of “life” for it; its blood is its “life” (Lev 17:16; Deut 12:23). Hence, “the life of all flesh is its blood” (Lev 17:14). Thus, while “live blood” may be distinguished from “dead blood,” the “life” of animals and people cannot exist and be had apart from their blood. For animists blood is therefore the most precious, powerful substance in the world; it is living and life-giving. It belongs to both the natural and supernatural realm.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  For an excellent study of the use of blood by animists in New Guinea and its importance for their evangelization, see the unpublished Master’s dissertation of Buafec Buge Ilai, The Significance of Blood in Traditional Sinasina-Simbu Society and its Implication for a Simbu Christian Interpretation of the Lord's Supper (Luther Seminary, North Adelaide, 1998).
] 

This accounts for the ritual use of blood by animists and by Israel’s pagan neighbors. The blood of an animal was either drunk, or, more commonly, eaten with its meat, to gain its life power, its vitality and health, its virility and fertility, its energy and strength.  In the ritual legislation for His people God refers to this as “eating blood” (Lev. 7:26-7; 17:10, 12, 14; Deut. 12:16, 23; 15:23). Those who eat blood “eat the life with the flesh” (Deut. 12:23).  As indicated in Lev 17:5, the blood of animals was also poured out on the ground and given to plants to enhance the produce from them. Since blood was the only substance that was both material and spiritual, the blood from sacrificed animals was used to “feed” the spirits of the dead (see a possible allusion to this practice in Ps. 16:4) as well the “deities” residing in the earth or in the underworld (Deut. 32:17). It was also given to appease evil spirits, such as the goat demons mentioned in Lev. 17:7, and ward off infertility and other forms of bad luck. It seems that the blood from a sacrificed animal was also at times drained into a trench to invoke the gods of the earth or the earth spirits for the purpose of divination (Lev. 19:26). Most extremely, children were sacrificed to feed parasitic gods, such as Molech, with human blood (Ps. 106:36-39; cf. Lev. 20:1-5). All these ritual practices presuppose the connection of blood with life, as well as the power of blood to give life.
In Leviticus 17 God forbad all these ritual uses of blood. God reserved all blood for himself as the life-giver. It had to be given back to Him. People could not use blood to gain supernatural life-power for themselves from it, nor could they manipulate it to grant life-power to those who lacked it. It could not be handed over to other gods and any spirits, since they had no right to use it. No Israelite was allowed to consume the blood from any animal. So, if they killed any wild animals that they hunted to gain the meat to eat, they had to drain the blood from them into the ground (Lev. 17:13; Deut. 12:15-16, 22-24). Most significantly, God decreed that when they sacrificed animals to him at the tabernacle and the temple, it could only be used ritually in the rite of atonement and the practices associated with it (Lev. 17:11): “The soul/life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you on the altar to make atonement for your souls/lives, for it is the blood that makes atonement by the soul/life.”[footnoteRef:5] Yet even then, the power of blood to atone did not come from the life in it but the holy Word of God.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  For the role of the blood rite in the daily services, see Robert D. Macina, The Lord’s Service. A Ritual Analysis of the Order, Function, and Purpose of the Daily Divine Service in the Pentateuch (Pickwick: Eugene, Oregon, 2019), 102-121.]  [6:  For the use of blood for atonement, see John W. Kleinig, “The Blood for Sprinkling: Atoning Blood in Leviticus and Hebrews”, Lutheran Theological Journal 33 (1999): 124-35.] 

In the rite of atonement the blood from the burnt offerings and peace offerings was either “thrown” against the sides of the altar for burnt offering for the regular daily sacrifices (Lev. 1:5, 11; 3:2, 8, 12), or “sprinkled” on the curtain in the Holy Place for the occasional sin offerings of the congregation, before the rest of it was smeared on the horns of the altar and “poured out” on the base of the altar (Lev. 4:6-7, 16-18). But on the Day of Atonement the high priest “sprinkled” the blood from the annual sin offerings on the mercy seat in the Holy of Holies and the floor before it (Lev. 16:15). Then he put some of it on the horns of the altar for burnt offering and “sprinkled” the rest of it seven times on it to cleanse it from impurity and consecrate it (Lev. 16:18-19). 
By the means of the blood in the rite of atonement God served His people in a number of ways. First, He ransomed them from the penalty of death that they had incurred by their sin against Him (Lev. 17:11) and the desecration of His holiness (Lev. 16:1, 13). Second, He cleansed the altar, the tabernacle and the people from the impurity of sin (Exod. 29:36; Lev. 16:16, 19, 30). Third, He forgave them by releasing them from the destructive guilt and power of sin (Lev. 4:20, 26, 31, 36; 5:10). So, because they had been ransomed, cleansed, and forgiven, they could approach God safely without desecrating his holiness. They had access to Him and his blessings through the use of blood in the divine service.
Yet Jesus went much further than that by His institution of the Lord’s Supper. It was not just meant to remind His disciples of what he would accomplish and had accomplished by his sacrificial death on their behalf. He established it as a sacrificial meal in which He would provide His body for them to eat and His blood for them to drink.[footnoteRef:7] While the provision of His body was abhorrent to them as human beings, the provision of His blood was utterly abhorrent to them as Jews. It violated God’s strict prohibition. When He commanded them to drink His blood He told them to do what no pious Israelite had ever done. He did not just tell them to disobey God’s prohibition but also showed them the reason for it. He offered them something absolutely new, something that had not been given to God’s people in the old covenant, something that fulfilled the old covenant with all its commands and promises. The command to drink His blood conveyed God’s new covenant with them. It was ‘the new covenant in His blood’ (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25). By telling them to drink His blood He gave Himself to them in a miraculous way. The purpose of His human life and death for them was disclosed to them by the gift of His holy blood. Through it he shared His life with them in their journey with Him from earth to heaven. It contained and conveyed all that he had gained for them by His life and death, resurrection and ascension. [7:  See John W. Kleinig, “The Lord’s Supper as a Sacrificial Banquet,” Logia 12 (2003): 11-16.] 


3. Beneficial Drinking

Exodus 24:1-11 reports how God inaugurated His covenant with the Israelites at Mount Sinai. Moses was the mediator of the covenant by which God made them “a holy nation’, a covenant in which He appointed them to serve Him as His royal priesthood by their participation in the divine service (Exod. 19:6). Moses consecrated them as a holy, priestly nation with blood.[footnoteRef:8] After he had built an altar at the foot of the mountain, he commissioned some young men to offer burnt offerings and sacrifice peace offerings of oxen to the Lord on the altar. But on this occasion the normal sequence of events was reversed. The blood from these offerings was not put on the altar before the offerings had been set out on the altar, but after that was done. What is more, Moses disposed the blood in a unique way. He separated the blood in two basins. He took the first basin with one half of the blood and “threw” it on the altar to consecrate it. Then after reading God’s law to the people and gaining their agreement to obey it, he “threw” the other half on the people as he said, “This is the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance with these words.”[footnoteRef:9] By means of that blood God not only made His covenant with them to be their God but also consecrated them as His holy people for priestly service. Their leaders who represented them therefore had access to God’s presence as His guests in a holy meal with Him on Mount Sinai. [8:  See Ernest W. Nicholson, “The Covenant Ritual in Exodus xxiv 3-8,” Vetus Testamentum 32 (1982): 74-86, and John W. Kleinig, Hebrews, Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2017), 371-73.]  [9:  In 9:19-20 the author of Hebrews refers to their aspersion with blood to associate it with the Lord’s Supper and the sprinkling of the congregation with Christ’s blood in it. For a discussion of this, see Kleinig, Hebrews, 456ff.] 

	The consecration of the Israelites with blood at Mount Sinai foreshadowed the subsequent consecration of Aaron and his sons as priests for service at the tabernacle. This was legislated by God in Exod. 29:1-36a and performed by Moses in Leviticus 8. In that ritual enactment blood played an important part. In it Moses smeared some of the blood from the ram for ordination on the right ear, the thumb of the right hand and the big toe of the priests to prepare them to hear God’s holy word, handle his holy things, and stand in his holy sanctuary. He also took some of the holy blood from the altar, mixed it with the most holy anointing oil and “sprinkled” it on them and their vestments (Exod. 29:21; Lev. 8:30). The blood that was sprinkled on their bodies made and kept them holy. 
	When Jesus instituted Holy Communion he recalled the words of Moses in Exod. 24:8 and reapplied them to it. In his celebration of the Passover meal with his disciples he established a new covenant with them as his last will and testament to them (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25), a new covenant in which they received their promised inheritance from Jesus (Matt. 26:28; Heb. 8:6-9:15). It did not depend on their obedience to God’s law but on the gift of His blood for them to drink. They received the benefits of His covenant by drinking His blood in His holy Supper (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; John 6:53, 54-56; 1 Cor. 10:16; 11:25-29). 
	By His institution of Holy Communion Jesus connected His sacrificial death for all people on one occasion with the distribution of its benefits to God’s people at all times after his resurrection. He did this by means of His blood. He poured out the same blood for them to drink after His death and resurrection that He had poured out for them by His death on the cross.[footnoteRef:10] Thus Paul speaks about what Jesus does “now” with His blood (Rom. 5:9; Eph. 2:13). Jesus established the new covenant “by means of His blood” on the night before His crucifixion (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25), so that He could thereafter provide its blessings to all believers “by means of His blood” (Rom. 3:25; 5:9; Eph. 2:13; Heb. 10:19; 31:20; Rev. 1:5; 5:9; 7:14). They received these blessings from Him “through His blood” (Acts 20:28; Eph. 1:17; Heb. 13:12; Rev. 12:11), the most holy blood that He brought with Him into the heavenly sanctuary at His ascension (Heb. 9:11-12). [10:  When Jesus speaks of His “poured out” blood He, most obviously, refers to His violent death, as in Matt. 23:5. Yet He may also allude to ‘”the pouring out” of the blood from Israel’s sin offerings at the base of the altar keep it holy (LXX Exod. 29:12; Lev. 4:7, 18, 25, 30, 34; 8:15; 9:9).] 

	Well, what do we gain from drinking the blood of risen Lord Jesus in His holy Supper? In the old covenant the bodies of God’s people were splashed with blood to cleanse and consecrate them (Exod. 24:8). As holy people they could approach Him in His earthly sanctuary and participate in the divine service where He met with them to bless them (Exod. 20:24; 29:42-43). In the new covenant Jesus our great high priest, who serves on our behalf before God the Father in heaven, now sprinkles us with His holy blood (1 Pet. 1:2; Heb. 9:13-14; 10:22; 12:24). He sprinkles it on our hearts, our consciences, rather than just our bodies, to equip us with every good gift to serve God as priests together with Him in the heavenly sanctuary (Heb. 13:20-21).[footnoteRef:11] He does seven things for us as we obey His command to drink His blood.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  For an analysis of the use of blood in Hebrews, see Kleinig, Hebrews, 433-37]  [12:  For some of the following points, see John W. Kleinig, “The Blood of Jesus. Sermon on Matthew 26:27-28”, Lutheran Theological Review 14 (2001-02): 84-88.] 

	Firstly, He who has made atonement for us by paying the ransom for our sins purchases and redeems us with His blood (Rom. 3:25; 1 Pet. 1:18-19). He has secured our eternal redemption by His blood (Heb. 9:12). By His blood he has purchased us in order to make us royal priests to reign with Him on earth by our participation in the divine service (Acts 20:26; Rev. 5:9-10). We therefore now have redemption through His blood (Eph. 1:7).
	Secondly, by His blood Jesus pardons our sins and releases us from them (Matt. 26:28). He redeems us from them by forgiving us (Eph. 1:7). By His blood he justifies us before God the Father (Rom. 5:9); He frees us from our sins and makes us members of God’s royal priesthood who have access to His gracious presence (Rev. 1:5b-6); He reconciles us with God and gives us peace (Col. 1:26)
	Thirdly, by His blood Jesus cleanses us from all sin, both the sins that we commit and the sins that are committed against us (1 John 1:7, 9). He cleanses our consciences from the stain of all impurity, so that we can serve the living God in the divine service with pure hearts, without desecrating His holiness with our impurity (Heb. 9:14).[footnoteRef:13] [13:  For an analysis of the teaching in Hebrews on the purification of the conscience, see John W. Kleinig, Hebrews, 422-32.] 

	Fourthly, by His blood we who were once far from God have now brought near to Him (Eph. 2:13). Through Jesus and His blood we now have access to God the Father in one Spirit (Eph. 2:18). Just as the high priest was able to enter the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement by means of the blood from the sin offerings (Lev. 16:14-15), so we have the freedom to enter the heavenly sanctuary and approach God the Father there with the blood of Jesus (Heb. 10:19-22). It qualifies us for entry into His heavenly presence.
	Fifthly, by giving us His blood to drink Jesus shares His own life with us (John 6:53-56).[footnoteRef:14]  His blood does not give us super-powers to live a superhuman lives; it gives us eternal life. Just as Jesus shared our whole life from conception to death, he shares His whole life with us, the life that He has with His heavenly Father. In our mortal lifecycle we therefore live heavenly lives with Him on earth. United as we are with Him more intimately than a wife with her husband, we share a common life with Him as our blood-brother. We have His life hidden in our dying bodies to transform them and prepare them for their resurrection.  [14:  See William C. Weinrich, John 1:1-7:1, Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2015), 726-53] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	Sixthly, by His blood Jesus sanctifies us inwardly and completely (Heb. 10:29; 13:12). By ourselves we are not holy; we are holy in Him. He shares His own holiness with us, so that we are now as holy as he is holy. We are His saints, holy people who stand before God together with His holy angels. Through the Holy Spirit Jesus sanctifies us by sprinkling us with His blood (1 Pet. 1:2).[footnoteRef:15] We therefore obey Him by receiving His blood and relying on it for our sanctification. Like the priests in the Old Testament (Exod. 29:21; Lev. 8:20), our “robes” made white and holy by the blood of the Lamb (Rev. 7:14). [15:  In this complex greeting Peter uses four verbal nouns to correlate four different acts that are all part of one enactment: God’s choice of him as an apostle or the Christians in Asia Minor as his chosen people, the Spirit’s sanctification of him or them, the sprinkling of blood on them by Jesus and their obedience to Jesus. They obey Jesus by having Him sprinkle them with His blood. As people who are sprinkled with the blood of Jesus and sanctified by the Holy Spirit they have ever-increasing grace and peace from God.] 

	Seventhly, by giving us His blood Jesus gives us the power to conquer the devil and all the powers of darkness (Rev. 12:11). He not only covers us with His blood, but also sprinkles it on our hearts to protect us from the devil. Thus we can overcome his accusation and condemnation of us by means of His blood, the blood that fills us when we drink it. It frees us from slavery to the devil from fear of death (Heb. 2:14-15). His blood strengthens us for the battle against the devil and keeps us safe in body and soul on our journey from earth to heaven. We conquer Satan with the blood of the Lamb.

In the light of all this it comes as no surprise that the description of the divine service in Heb. 12:22-24 culminates in “the blood for sprinkling”.[footnoteRef:16] Our involvement in the heavenly liturgy depends on the speaking blood of Jesus, the blood that speaks the remission of sins, life and salvation to us. Through His blood the risen Lord Jesus cleanses us and gives us access to the heavenly city here on earth in his Holy Supper; through it He offers us the pardon of God, the holy Judge, and reconciles us to Him and each other; through it he unites us with the angels and the whole communion of saints on earth and in heaven; through it He consecrates us as holy priests for service with Him as our high priest in His Father’s presence. There is therefore great power in the life-giving blood of the Lamb. Through it we have access to the heaven here on earth. By drinking it we receive heavenly blessings for our life on earth. It gives us a foretaste of our heavenly inheritance as co-heirs with Christ. [16:  See Kleinig, Hebrews, 631-58] 
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