Worthwhile Worship #9

“At the Lord’s Table”

1 Corinthians 11:23-32
In our series entitled, “Worthwhile Worship,” we have analyzed our Sunday services, seeing how each activity fits into the overall theme of worship.  We have noted that churches differ in how they perform many of these activities—and the controversy that sometimes ensues.  The same is true for our subject this morning, though these differences may not be as contentious or notorious.  But I would suggest that, in practice, the observance of the Lord’s Supper from church to church may be the most divergent of any aspect of public worship.

My home church celebrated the Lord’s Supper—also called Communion or Holy Eucharist which means “the giving of thanks”
—in the evening service the first Sunday of every other month.  Tammy’s home church only observed this ceremony once or twice a year.  Imagine our surprise when we began attending an independent Christian church that made Communion a part of every service—morning and evening—every week!

I’ll admit, when we were first introduced to the idea of gathering around the Lord’s Table at every worship service, I was a bit skeptical. I was convinced that, in time, Communion would lose its significance; that it would become routine and meaningless.  At the church we were attending, a number of men rotated the responsibility of bringing a meditation before Communion each service. Afraid that, after a short time, I would run out of ideas for such meditations—how many times can you read the Last Supper accounts from the four gospels and 1 Corinthians?—I embarked on a project to find Communion meditations from each book of the Bible.

But as time passed, my skepticism about this practice faded.  I have come to appreciate this practice as a regular part of worship.  If for no other reason, Communion is vital within corporate worship because it draws our attention to our Lord and to His sacrifice for our salvation.  How can the death of our Lord ever become routine and dull in the mind of the Christian?

The fact is, anything can become routine and meaningless if we lose sight of what we are doing and why we are doing it.  This morning, I would like to examine the Scriptural rationale for the celebration of Communion and what it should mean to each of us.

Our main text is found in 1 Corinthians 11:23-32.  The apostle Paul writes, 

For I have received of the Lord that which also I delivered unto you, that the Lord Jesus the same night in which he was betrayed took bread: and when he had given thanks, he brake it, and said, “Take, eat: this is my body, which is broken for you: this do in remembrance of me.” After the same manner also he took the cup, when he had supped, saying, “This cup is the new testament in my blood: this do ye, as oft as ye drink it, in remembrance of me.” For as often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup, ye do shew the Lord's death till he come.

Wherefore whosoever shall eat this bread, and drink this cup of the Lord, unworthily, shall be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that cup. For he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh damnation to himself, not discerning the Lord's body. For this cause many are weak and sickly among you, and many sleep. For if we would judge ourselves, we should not be judged. But when we are judged, we are chastened of the Lord, that we should not be condemned with the world.
You might wonder why we are using this passage and not one of the accounts in the four Gospels.  One reason for this is that Paul is relating to the Corinthian church how they are to observe Communion, whereas the four Gospels are concerned only with recording the historical event.  Furthermore, as Leon Morris points out, 

It is practically certain that the Epistle was written before any of the Gospels, which means that this is the earliest account we have of the institution of Holy Communion. Indeed, it is the earliest record of any words of our Lord.

This celebration sprung out of the Jewish feast of Passover.  Jesus met with His disciples in the upper room to observe this important ceremony.  John MacArthur describes how it would have transpired:

The Passover meal began with the host’s pronouncing a blessing over the first cup of red wine and passing it to the others present. Four cups of wine were passed around during the meal. After the first cup was drunk bitter herbs dipped in a fruit sauce were eaten and a message was given on the meaning of Passover. Then the first part of a hymn, the Hallel (which means “﻿praise﻿” and is related to hallelujah, “﻿praise ye the Lord﻿”), was sung. The Hallel is comprised of ﻿Psalms 113–118﻿, and the first part sung was usually 113 or 113 and 114. After the second cup was passed, the host would break and pass around the unleavened bread. Then the meal proper, which consisted of the roasted sacrificial lamb, was eaten. The third cup, after prayer, was then passed and the rest of the Hallel was sung. The fourth cup, which celebrated the coming kingdom, was drunk immediately before leaving. It was the third cup that Jesus blessed and that became the cup of Communion. “﻿And in the same way He took the cup after they had eaten, saying, ‘﻿This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in My blood﻿’ ﻿” (﻿Luke 22:20﻿). After Jesus gave some brief words of warning, rebuke, and instruction (vv. ﻿21–38﻿), the meal was concluded with the singing of a hymn (﻿Matt. 26:30﻿).
 

Passover celebrated the sacrifice of a lamb that resulted in the release of the Israelite nation from slavery.  From now on it celebrated the sacrifice of the Lamb of God that results in the salvation from slavery to sin to all who receive the gift of life.  This ancient ceremony took on new significance for the people of God.

In Communion, We Remember


As we gather at the Lord’s Table, we are called to three activities of worship.  The first is that in Communion, we remember.  After Jesus had given the bread and the cup, He said, “This do in remembrance of me.”  Many Communion tables have these words engraved on the front.  We sang a hymn this morning by this title.  MacArthur notes, 

Do this in remembrance of Me is a command from the lips of our Lord Himself. Sharing in the Lord’s Supper is therefore not an option for believers. We must have Communion on a regular basis if we are to be faithful to the Lord who bought us through the act we are called to remember. Not to partake of the Lord’s Supper is disobedience and a sin.


Why is it so important that we celebrate Communion?  Why is the refusal to do so considered a sin?  What’s the big deal?  God knows how forgetful we are!  Consider these texts from the book of Deuteronomy:

Only take heed to thyself, and keep thy soul diligently, lest thou forget the things which thine eyes have seen, and lest they depart from thy heart all the days of thy life: but teach them thy sons, and thy sons' sons [Deu 4:9].

Take heed unto yourselves, lest ye forget the covenant of the Lord your God, which he made with you, and make you a graven image, or the likeness of any thing, which the Lord thy God hath forbidden thee [Deu 4:23].

Beware that thou forget not the Lord thy God, in not keeping his commandments, and his judgments, and his statutes, which I command thee this day: Lest when thou hast eaten and art full, and hast built goodly houses, and dwelt therein; And when thy herds and thy flocks multiply, and thy silver and thy gold is multiplied, and all that thou hast is multiplied; Then thine heart be lifted up, and thou forget the Lord thy God, which brought thee forth out of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage; Who led thee through that great and terrible wilderness, wherein were fiery serpents, and scorpions, and drought, where there was no water; who brought thee forth water out of the rock of flint; Who fed thee in the wilderness with manna, which thy fathers knew not, that he might humble thee, and that he might prove thee, to do thee good at thy latter end; And thou say in thine heart, My power and the might of mine hand hath gotten me this wealth. But thou shalt remember the Lord thy God: for it is he that giveth thee power to get wealth, that he may establish his covenant which he sware unto thy fathers, as it is this day. And it shall be, if thou do at all forget the Lord thy God, and walk after other gods, and serve them, and worship them, I testify against you this day that ye shall surely perish. As the nations which the Lord destroyeth before your face, so shall ye perish; because ye would not be obedient unto the voice of the Lord your God [Deu 8:11-20].


The book of Deuteronomy itself was given as a reminder of God’s covenant to the Israelites.  The word “remember” is a key term throughout the book.  But, as MacArthur points out, 

For the Hebrew “to remember” meant much more than simply to bring something to mind, merely to recall that it happened. To truly remember is to go back in one’s mind and recapture as much of the reality and significance of an event or experience as one possibly can. To remember Jesus Christ and His sacrifice on the cross is to relive with Him His life, agony, suffering, and death as much as is humanly possible.
 


This is why Communion is usually preceded by a hymn that focuses on the sacrifice of Christ.  Many churches read Scripture that concentrate on this theme before passing out the bread and the cup.


It is easy, though, for this part of the service to become morose and gloomy.  Many would admit they share the experience of Kenneth Chafin who wrote,

For many years I found participating in the Lord’s Supper to be depressing. I never told anyone about it for fear that they would misunderstand me, but I never looked forward to the services in which we observed communion. I had the same feeling about some of the Holy Week services. There seemed to be almost a morbid preoccupation with man’s sinfulness and Christ’s death. I just couldn’t understand why Christ wanted me to do something as a part of my worship that left me so glum. Then I realized that in the observance Christ wanted me to remember everything about Him—His love for me, His forgiveness, His purpose, His hope, His presence, and His power. It was only when my thoughts and my prayers connected with communion began to reach out to remember everything that I began to find myself cleansed and renewed by my participation.
 

Yes, the suffering and death of Christ are somber realities, as is our sin that made it necessary for Him to endure all that.  But the outcome of Christ’s death is extremely positive, and we should experience those emotions as well.


As many of you know, my favorite historical person is Robert F. Kennedy.  I have a number of books, magazines, newspapers, and even audio and video recordings of his life.  But I am always left depressed in the end, because his life story ended tragically with his assassination, with so much left undone and so many questions asking, “What if…?”


This is not the case with Christ, for His story does not end with His death.  As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “At the Lord’s Table, we do not walk around a monument and admire it. We have fellowship with a living Saviour as our hearts reach out by faith.”
 

In Communion, We Reflect

Secondly, in Communion we reflect.  If, by remembering, we look back, by reflecting we look within.  Paul emphasizes this in our text this morning.  He points out that, “the value of the experience depends on the condition of the hearts of those who participate; and this was the problem at Corinth.”
  The apostle warned that these Christians were participating in Communion in an “unworthy manner.”  While we are commanded by the Lord to observe this ceremony, we must do so in the right way.

Before I go further, let me underscore the fact that Paul did not say that we had to be worthy to partake of the Supper, but only that we should partake in a worthy manner. 
  No one is worthy to participate in the body and blood of our Lord—that is why He died!

How can we observe Communion in an unworthy manner?  MacArthur notes,

One can come to His table unworthily in many ways. It is common for people to participate in it ritualistically, without participating with their minds and hearts. They can go through the motions without going through any emotions, and treat it lightly rather than seriously. They can believe it imparts grace or merit, that the ceremony itself, rather than the sacrifice it represents, can save or keep one saved. Many come with a spirit of bitterness or hatred toward another believer, or come with a sin of which they will not repent. If a believer comes with anything less than the loftiest thoughts of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and anything less than total love for his brothers and sisters in Christ, he comes unworthily.
 
Donald Grey Barnhouse adds, 

A person may be contemplating a wilful act that is outside the desire of God for Him, and knowing that he is being wilful, determines nevertheless to continue in his course of action.  If at this moment, in this frame of mind, he partakes of the communion, he has performed a public lie, and must be dealt with by God.

The way to avoid such a precarious state is to reflect on our spiritual condition before we partake.  The word translated “examine” in the Greek is dokimazetō, meaning “test.”  It is often used of the testing of metals.
  We must assess not only our actions but also our words, thoughts, and even intentions.  Reflect on our relationships to see if there is an unresolved problem with another person.  I like to use Psalm 139:23-24 as a prayer: “Search me, O God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: and see if there be any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”

What happens if we do not?  Paul writes in verse 29, “For he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh damnation to himself, not discerning the Lord's body.”  Those are powerful words—maybe too powerful, as Morris points out,

“Damnation” is too strong a translation for krina, which means rather “condemnation.”  Paul does not mean that a person who communicates wrongly incurs eternal damnation, but that he comes under the measure of condemnation appropriate to his act.

We should not think of this as merely a “slap on the wrist,” however.  Paul told the Corinthians that some of them had fallen physically ill and had even died (the real meaning of “fallen asleep”) because of their carelessness.  A Christian does not lose his or her salvation in this case, but will face other, serious consequences.

In Communion, We Respond


Finally, in Communion we respond.  At first we look back as we remember, then we look within as we reflect.  Now we look up as we respond to the Lord.  I see three appropriate responses as we gather around the Lord’s table.


We should respond first by repenting.  When we find something within us in our reflection, we need to admit to the wrong and do what we can to make it right.  If we have wronged another person, we should seek their forgiveness.  Whatever the nature of our sin, we have offended God, and we should seek His forgiveness.  When John wrote the familiar words of 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness,” he was writing to Christians.  When we repent, we repair our relationships and avoid the chastening hand of God on us.


Secondly, we respond by rejoicing.  Notice that Jesus “gave thanks” before giving both the bread and the cup to His disciples.  They sang a hymn at the end of the supper.  As Wiersbe writes, 

Communion is not supposed to be a time of “spiritual autopsy” and grief, even though confession of sin is important. It should be a time of thanksgiving and joyful anticipation of seeing the Lord! Jesus gave thanks, even though He was about to suffer and die. Let us give thanks also.
 

Finally, we respond by recommitting ourselves to the Lord.  When we partake of the Lord’s Supper we do not offer a sacrifice again; we remember His once–for–all sacrifice for us and rededicate ourselves to His obedient service.
  Since He died for us, let us live for Him.  What greater incentive can we have for living for our Lord?

With all this in mind, let us gather at the Lord’s table.
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