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“At the Lord’s Table”

1 Corinthians 11:17-34

I love family reunions.

My mom’s family—the Ross Clan—is a large yet close family. Growing up, I remember every Christmas as being a family reunion of sorts, as all eight of my mom’s generation and their families would gather at her parents’ house on Christmas Day. A couple of times my grandfather’s generation would come together for a larger reunion, but the annual Christmas gathering kept the extended family very close.

After the passing of my mom’s parents in the early 1980s, the family missed those opportunities to get together. And so my mom and her siblings began assembling once a year in what became known as the Ross Reunion. A number of silly games and activities were developed in honor of deceased family members and they have become traditions. The Ross Reunion is now a bi-annual event, but it is still a cherished time to reconnect with family members that now span around the globe.

For many people, though, a family reunion is almost a thing of the past. I suppose some people would be hard-pressed to name all their cousins, second cousins, great-uncles and great-aunts, much less recall where they all live. The “extended family” has shrunk over the years, so getting together as a group usually occurs only at weddings and funerals.

Family reunions didn’t start in the 1980s, however. Back in the ad 30s, as He celebrated the Passover feast with His disciples the night before His crucifixion, Jesus instituted what could be called a Christian family reunion, in which God’s family gets together frequently for sharing, caring, reflecting, reconciling, fellowshipping, recommitting, and commemorating the person and work of Jesus Christ. It has come to be known as the Lord’s Supper. In this celebration of the heart of the Christian message, believers participate together in the most meaningful, most intimate form of worship, which includes partaking together of a common loaf and drinking from a common cup.

The Lord’s Supper is known by various names in different traditions. From 1 Corinthians alone there are four possible descriptions. It can be referred to as the “Lord’s Supper” (1 Cor. 11:20), a “memorial service” (1 Cor. 11:24), the “Eucharist” (1 Cor. 11:24) or “Communion” (1 Cor. 10:16). All four terms are appropriate to describe this visible symbol of the New Covenant.
 Often this is referred to as “gathering around the Lord’s Table.” Most Christian churches continue to observe this practice, though the frequency and manner how it is observed may differ from one congregation to another.

In 1 Corinthians 11, the apostle Paul deals quite extensively with how the church was observing the Lord’s Supper. This passage is of interest as it is the earliest account we have of a Communion service. It also contains significant teaching on the theology of the Lord’s Supper.
 We learn what to do—and not to do—at the Lord’s Table
A Stinging Rebuke of their Excess

Paul begins with a stinging rebuke of their excess in verses 17-22,

In the following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm than good. In the first place, I hear that when you come together as a church, there are divisions among you, and to some extent I believe it. No doubt there have to be differences among you to show which of you have God’s approval. When you come together, it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat, for as you eat, each of you goes ahead without waiting for anybody else. One remains hungry, another gets drunk. Don’t you have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you for this? Certainly not!
The verb in verse 17 is authoritative; Paul is not offering academic comments, but giving a firm directive. He goes on to the supreme condemnation of any assembly for worship: “your meetings do more harm than good.” Instead of communion being an act of exaltation and edification, it was an act of excess and exclusion.

On reading this passage we immediately realize that the Lord’s Supper looked a lot differently then than now. Rather than a silent or solemn part of the worship service, the first-century Christians celebrated with the “agape meal,” or “love feast.” (The word is used in this manner in the New Testament only in Jude 12.
) This more resembled a potluck meal than a church service, though it functioned more like an offering on behalf of the poor. The wealthy would either host or provide food and drink from their abundance while those with little or nothing would bring what they could afford. The destitute would come empty-handed and leave with filled stomachs and hands full of provisions to get their families through the week. So, the “love feast” functioned as more than just a fellowship meal. It included family fellowship, but it also involved charity and provision for the needy.
 Then they climaxed this meal by observing the Lord’s Supper.

In the culture of Corinth, a dinner party was an occasion for gaining or showing social status, with the classes being separated by space and even by the quality and quantity of food served. The love feast was designed to demonstrate something radically different. It was intended to display an alternate community—an upside-down social order, where the rich sat alongside the poor, and the free mingling with the slaves.
 It was putting the words of Galatians 3:28—“There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus”—into practice.

Like many things they touched, though, the Corinthians managed to twist and distort the love feast and the Lord’s Supper. The one element of worship intended to reflect the unity and harmony of the body of Christ had become a mark of disunity and contention. How tragically ironic! The Corinthians had turned what God intended to be a celebration of charity and remembrance into a gluttonous orgy of pride and selfishness.

Paul points to divisions within the church, a problem he has already dealt with in this letter. The basis for division here, however, is different. Previously they split over a favorite preacher; here the distinctions are more socially and economically based. And, as William Barclay puts it, “A church where social and class distinctions exist is no true church at all. A real church is a body of men and women united to each other because all are united to Christ.”
 The Lord’s Supper had become a hypocritical farce depicting how far the church at Corinth had strayed from one of its most basic goals—namely, the unity of the body of Christ.
 It had gotten so bad that Paul had to conclude, “This is not the Lord’s Supper you are observing.” 

In verse 21 Paul describes what was happening. The wealthier members of the congregation provided most of the food, and this could have been a marvelous expression of Christian love and unity. The poor would have to finish their work before they could come, and slaves would find it particularly difficult to be on time. So the rich did not wait. They ate and drank in their cliques, so that the food was gone before the poor got there! There was no real sharing, no genuinely common meal.
 Likely speaking in hyperbole—exaggeration for rhetorical effect—Paul contrasts the logical results of such a practice: “one remains hungry and another gets drunk.”

Then they would observe the Lord’s Supper, sharing a common loaf and cup, a visual demonstration that the common divisions of our world are conquered in Christ. Now before we look down our spiritual noses at these Corinthians, take a look within. We tend to marginalize others who are different than we are. We tend to alienate people as “the other” because they are not like us. Therefore, rather than being concerned about their interests, we place ourselves at the center and ask everyone else to revolve around us.
 Are we not often guilty of the same thing?

“Why, then,” Paul continues in verse 22, “would you despise the church of God?” “Despise” (kataphroneō) literally means “to think down upon.” The Corinthians demonstrated in their activities that they had far too little respect for the body of Christ.
 The love feast, established to be a way for the more affluent within the congregation to help out those less fortunate, turned into a humiliation for the poorer saints who went away as hungry as they came. 

In this stinging rebuke of their excess, Paul completely challenges their selfish attitudes and actions at the meal. He bluntly says that what they were doing was not the Lord’s Supper. It bore no resemblance to what Jesus had instituted and intended to be carried out in their meetings together as a church family.
 Paul is essentially saying, “You may be carrying out the ritual, but your life shows evidence that it’s not sinking in!”

May the same not be said of us.

A Solemn Reminder of the Eucharist

In verses 23-26, Paul gives a solemn reminder of the Eucharist:

For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.
As previously mentioned, one of the names for the Lord’s Supper is “Eucharist.” A form of this Greek word appears in verse 24, “when he had given thanks.” The original verb eucharisteo was the commonest Greek word meaning “I thank” or “Thank you.”
 So the word “Eucharist” literally means “Thanksgiving.” (And you thought Thanksgiving only happened on the fourth Thursday of November!)

In order to repair the Corinthian church’s self-centered and splintered fellowship meals, Paul dug into the depths of the faith to lay some serious theological groundwork. He doesn’t appeal to common sense, reason, or regulations. Instead, he returns to the very words and actions of Jesus, reminding the Corinthians of the practice he had received from the Lord to be repeated in the churches from that moment on.

This is the earliest account of the institution of communion, predating any of the four gospels. Indeed, it is the earliest record of any words of Jesus, and one of very few incidents in His earthly life that Paul describes. There are some features of this account we do not find elsewhere, so this is a very important passage of Scripture.

Paul claims in verse 23 that he “received” this from the Lord and “passed on” to the Corinthians. The verbs are almost technical terms for receiving and passing on traditions. This, taken with the general probability, leads most commentators to the view that Paul means, “I received a tradition which goes back to the Lord.”
 However, Paul writes this with an emphatic “I” in the original Greek. He seems to be referring to a direct revelation.

When, we might wonder, did he receive this teaching? Perhaps this is one of the revelations he received during the years leading up to his first missionary journey, during his three years in Arabia (Gal. 1:17-18). Unlike a middleman who was passing on mere hearsay, Paul’s teaching concerning the Lord’s Supper came from Jesus Himself.

All four gospels teach that Jesus instituted this meal during the Passover feast during the last week of His earthly life. In the Upper Room, Jesus continued the tradition of the Passover meal, only giving it its ultimate significance by his own death.

In the Lord’s Supper we see the fulfillment of the Passover meal. The Passover meal had certain notable elements, representing their bitter slavery and their liberation through the blood of the lamb. A typical Jewish understanding of the Passover would have reminded them of the sacrificial system. But Jesus interrupted this typical meal by saying, “This is my body.” He is essentially saying, “I am the bread of life.” He was revealing that He is indeed the fulfillment of all that was symbolized in the Passover meal.
 He is the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.

Verse 25 records, “In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.’” Since Jesus took the cup after the Passover supper, the reference may be to the “cup of thanksgiving” drunk when grace after the meal was said. Yet again Jesus infuses this ancient rite with fresh meaning: this cup is “the new covenant in my blood.” Mark 14:24 records Jesus’ words as “my blood of the covenant,” or “my covenant-blood.” This is perhaps deliberately reminiscent of Exodus 24:8, “This is the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these words.” The insertion of the word “new,” however, would recall Jeremiah 31:31-34, where the Lord promises to establish a new covenant with His people.

Jesus concludes both statements with the words “Do this in remembrance of me.” “Do this” is in the present continuous tense, meaning, “Keep on doing this.” “Remembrance” means recalling to mind. By breaking and receiving the bread we recall Christ’s sufferings for us.

Yet this is more than a mental exercise; it involves a realization of what is remembered. At the Passover feast the participants are one with their ancestors of the Exodus; at the Lord’s Table Christians experience the real presence of their Lord.
 Paul had previously written in 1 Corinthians 10:16, “The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ?” There is a real sense of participation when we partake of the bread and the cup. It says, in the words of Galatians 2:20, “I am crucified with Christ, nevertheless I live.” Just as in baptism we die and are buried with Christ, only to be raised to new life, so in communion we participate in the body and blood of our Lord.

Much is debated as to the significance of the bread and juice. Catholics teach in transubstantiation that the elements actually become the body and blood of Jesus that we ingest, while some Lutherans teach a similar relationship called consubstantiation. Others (myself included) see the bread and juice as symbols of Christ’s body and blood. Yet they are not mere symbols in the sense that they are therefore insignificant, just as viewing water baptism as symbolic does not make it optional for the believer. The proper observance of the Lord’s Supper as described here by Paul brings real spiritual benefit to believers who unite around this all-important celebration, demonstrating unity with one another, a remembrance of and participation in the Savior’s death, and an attitude of praise and thanksgiving toward God.

Verse 26 concludes, “For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” There is an anticipatory element the Lord’s Supper. It looks back to His death; it looks forward to His return.

“Proclaim” means that in Communion we proclaim, as it were, to God, “Lord, we rely on the death of Christ Jesus, and on nothing else.” It also certainly means that we proclaim His death to men. Nothing speaks more eloquently than the communion of His death for us and our need personally to appropriate its blessing.
 The solemn observance of Communion is a vivid proclamation of the Lord’s death; in word and symbol Christ’s death is set forth before people. This is an acted sermon, an acted proclamation of the death it commemorates. And it has an eschatological aspect as well. It reminds not only of Jesus’ first coming, when He suffered for our sins, but also of His second coming, when He will take us to Himself. There is a “not yet” about it, as well as a “now.”

Jesus Christ took the cup and the loaf—the ingredients of a common meal in that day—and transformed them into a meaningful spiritual experience for believers. However, the value of the experience depends on the condition of the hearts of those who participate; and this was the problem at Corinth.

A Serious Recognition of the Elements

And so Paul addresses a serious recognition of the elements in verses 27-34,

Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself. That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep. But if we judged ourselves, we would not come under judgment. When we are judged by the Lord, we are being disciplined so that we will not be condemned with the world. So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for each other. If anyone is hungry, he should eat at home, so that when you meet together it may not result in judgment. And when I come I will give further directions.
It is a serious thing to come to the Lord’s Table with an unprepared heart. It is also a serious thing to receive the elements in a careless manner. Because the Corinthians had been sinning in their observing of the Lord’s Supper, God disciplined them: “That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep.”
 By the way, the euphemism “fallen asleep” as seen in most English Bibles is not present in Greek. The original word is a term that gives us our English word “cemetery.”
 There is no doubt that the apostle meant, “died”!

Paul warns against receiving the elements “in an unworthy manner.” Note that Paul says “unworthy manner,” not “unworthy individual.” He is not concerned about whether or not the reader deserves to approach the Lord’s Table.
 If that were the case, everyone would be excluded upon that basis. Our worthiness to approach the Lord’s table is dependent upon our experience of the forgiveness of sin and full salvation in Christ. The Corinthians failure was that of their generally careless approach to the Lord’s table.

How does Paul say the Corinthians can partake of the Lord’s Supper in a worthy manner and thereby avoid such discipline from God? A person must “examine himself,” a Greek term often used in the testing of metals,
 figuratively used to mean, “let a man put himself on trial.”
 Each Christian is obliged, not to reach some moral or spiritual standard of perfection (imaginary or otherwise), but to pursue rigorous and honest self-scrutiny.
 We may do this by pleading with the Lord as David did: “Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” (Psalm 139:23-24).

Paul is not trying to push people away from the Lord’s Table. He’s trying to draw them in. He is offering an invitation for the believers to properly prepare themselves for the meal. It’s like when parents tell their kids to wash up for dinner. They aren’t saying, “Wash up and go away.” They’re saying, “Wash up so you can come and eat.” It isn’t the stiff-arm—it’s open arms! Paul is saying, “Take care of first things first. Let the Lord light a lamp in your spirit and probe its recesses so that you can get them taken care of and can then eat and drink worthily.”

The most noticeable way the Corinthians were unworthy of taking part in this event was their attitude and behavior toward each other. This one memorial that stood at the center of Christian faith pointed to Jesus Christ’s love for others. Yet the Corinthians openly showed the opposite attitude by eating their meal in cliques. They were mocking the very Gospel they preached by not talking to each other and not showing love for their fellow Christians.

No one ought to come to the table who is not a true believer. Nor should a true believer come to the table if his heart is not right with God and with his fellow Christians. This is why many churches have a time of spiritual preparation before they observe the Lord’s Supper, lest any of the participants bring discipline on themselves.

Family reunions are great, though they may be coming a thing of the past. When that happens, families drift apart and the bonds become weaker. The same is true with the church. No, you don’t have to go to church to be saved, but by coming together as a church family, we strengthen our bonds of brotherhood and sisterhood as well as our bonds of faith. And we see that demonstrated at the Lord’s Table.
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