The Lord’s Supper
Introduction

There is a tendency in the practice of religion where the form of worship eventually becomes the object of the worship.  The things which were originally meant to give meaning to the worship of God often become the substitute for that worship.  Over time, ritual takes the place of faith and becomes, in itself, both the means and the end of devotion to God.  This can be observed in virtually all the religions of the world.  The mosque, the synagogue and the temple are dominated by lifeless religious ritual.  And the church is often no different.  In some churches, ceremony, liturgy and ritual are the be-all and end-all of the worship experience.  In other churches, the superb worship leader, the great preacher and the powerful minister sometimes become a substitution for God.  We can worship the worship, bow down to the sermon and venerate the anointing and come away thinking that we have met with God.  Thus…the form of worship can become the object.
The church has always had to guard against this religious tendency.  There is a constant vigilance required to keep meaningful and pure, the forms we use in worship.  This has been especially true when it comes to the observances of water baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  Both were instituted as timeless witnesses to great and personal truths of the faith, but the church has often conferred upon them a grace that they were never meant to carry.  Consequently, for large portions of the church, the observances of the Lord’s Supper and water baptism have evolved from expressions of worship that carry the story of salvation to venerated sacraments that carry salvation itself.  Other portions of the church have seen these excesses and have marginalized the practice of the Lord’s Supper and water baptism, robbing the people of God from knowing the full significance of these biblical expressions of witness and worship.
What I hope to accomplish in this paper, and the next, is to give a balanced and proper definition to the Lord’s Supper and water baptism and their intended practice in the church.  I must admit, having been raised in a mainline church where it seemed to me that the liturgy inspired heartfelt devotion in very few and where it was taught that salvation and forgiveness of sins was found in the sacraments of Baptism and Communion—I have often had a prejudicial knee-jerk reaction to anything liturgical.  Though not eradicated, this reaction has been tempered over the years and my intention is that you will find a sound and objective biblical look at these two subjects.

The New Testament Scriptures Regarding the Lord’s Supper

Participation in the Lord’s Table has become many different things to many different Christians, depending on their tradition.  Unfortunately, most of us have gained our understanding of the Lord’s Table from our traditions before we were aware of the basic biblical witness on the subject.  The following are the four New Testament passages which recount the institution of what Paul calls, “The Lord’s Supper,” which is also known today in many churches as “Communion” or “Holy Communion” or “The Eucharist.”

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body."  Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom." – Matthew 26:26-29

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take it; this is my body."  Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, and they all drank from it. "This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many," he said to them. "I tell you the truth, I will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it anew in the kingdom of God."  Mark 14:22-25
When the hour came, Jesus and his apostles reclined at the table. And he said to them, "I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer. For I tell you, I will not eat it again until it finds fulfillment in the kingdom of God." After taking the cup, he gave thanks and said, "Take this and divide it among you. For I tell you I will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes." And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, "This is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me."  In the same way, after the supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.  -Luke 22:14-20
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.  -1 Corinthians 11:23-26

As we look at these four accounts of the night Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper we can observe:

· Jesus is sharing the Passover meal with his disciples.  The impending sacrifice of Jesus as the Passover Lamb is the backdrop which considerably informs the initial institution of the Lord’s Supper.

· It was the last night Jesus would spend with the twelve before his crucifixion. He eagerly desired to eat this meal with them.  It would hold special prophetic significance.

· In all four accounts, disciples are invited to participate by eating bread which represents the body of the Lord Jesus and drinking from a cup which represents his blood.
· Matthew’s and Mark’s accounts are very similar to each other as are Luke’s and Paul’s.  The two pair are in no way contradictory, but they do have different emphases.
· Regarding the blood of the New Covenant, the phrase, “for the forgiveness of sins,” is found in Matthew and not in Mark.  This is the only real difference between the two accounts.
· Luke alone has “given for you” as Jesus speaks over the bread, as well as “poured out for you” as he speaks over the cup.
· The marked difference of Luke/Paul from Matthew/Mark is Jesus’ admonition, “Do this is in remembrance of me,” which is found in the former accounts.
· We cannot really tell from Matthew’s and Mark’s accounts that Jesus meant to institute a practice that the church was meant to observe in perpetuity.  It is in the Lucan and Pauline versions that we find that this was meant to be a continued observance because of Jesus’ words, “Do this in remembrance of me.”
· The words, “Do this in remembrance of me,” not only constitute the rationale for a continued observance, they also clearly define the purpose for the observance.  

· Paul gives further clarification to the purpose of the Lord’s Supper when he says, “Whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.”
The Primary Meaning of the Lord’s Supper

The four passages of Scripture cited above are the primary sources regarding the institution of and the rationale for the Lord’s Supper.  A solid biblical hermeneutic requires us to start with these when attempting to give definition to the purpose and practice of the Lord’s Supper.  There are a few secondary verses in 1 Corinthians related to the Lord’s Supper, which we will look at, but we must begin with these four passages to lay the foundation for the meaning of the Lord’s Supper.  Attempts to attach primary meaning from secondary sources are almost always misguided.  Such attempts are usually the consequence of beginning with certain convictions about a subject and then selectively looking to whatever scriptural support can be gained for that viewpoint.  This circular path neglects the major signposts for want of a more desired destination.   We are all guilty of travelling this way from time to time.  
As you look at these four historical passages, what indication do you have of the purpose for the ongoing observance of the Lord’s Supper?  The primary purpose is not communion with the Lord or giving thanks—the primary purpose of the Lord’s Supper is to remember and proclaim the sacrifice and death of Jesus.  This is abundantly clear from the words of institution, “This is my body…this is my blood” and the explanations by Jesus and Paul, “Do this in remembrance of me” and, “Whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.”  The traditions of seeing the Lord’s Supper primarily as a time of thanksgiving (“Eucharist”) or primarily as a time of sacramental communion with the Lord have to give way to the clear primary purpose found in the Synoptic Gospels and 1 Corinthians 11:23-26.

The observance of the Lord’s Supper in the church is sometimes like the presentation of a bill to Congress.  There is a primary purpose for the enactment of the legislation but a lot of other riders are attached as part of the package—which can diminish or eclipse the primary purpose.  So we use the Lord’s Table as a time to receive forgiveness, or a time to give alms, or a time to get infused with the life of Christ, or a time for physical healing or a time to give thanks, or a time of evangelism or a time of fellowship with the Lord and each other.  There is certainly nothing wrong with any of these, per se, but Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 11:26 is especially clear: “Whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.”  Can it be a time of thanksgiving to the Lord?  Yes.  Can it be a time of communion with the Lord and others in his body?  Yes.  Can it be a time of healing?  Of course—God is very good at pouring out his grace upon us anytime we come before him in Spirit and in truth.  But the primary purpose of the Lord’s Supper is to recount what Jesus did for us when he laid down his life.  When it comes to observing the Lord’s Table, we should keep the main thing the main thing.  To attach sacramental value to the observance is really making the Lord’s Supper out to be more than Jesus envisioned when he gave it to the church and, unfortunately, often turns the observance of the Lord’s Supper into a ritual that can border on superstition.
Worship, Sacraments and Ordinances

How do we best categorize the Lord’s Supper?  Is it a sacrament?  Is it an ordinance?  Is it a liturgical form of worship?  “Sacrament” is rooted in the Latin word sacrare which means “to consecrate.”1 The concept of a sacrament first began in the church to denote a rite or ritual to which a Christian was obligated.  Augustine defined a sacrament as an “outward sign of inward grace, instituted by Christ for our sanctification.”2 The generally accepted concept in sacramental churches is that the sacraments are not only signs of grace but are the means by which that grace is imparted.  Water baptism, then for many, would not only be a sign of the grace of salvation, but the means of salvation.  The Lord’s Supper would not be just a time of remembering the sacrifice of Jesus, it would be a time of God imparting to us the life and forgiveness of Jesus through the holy elements.  From this standpoint, a sacrament would be the agency through which God gives his grace to the church.  This is why many churches practice infant baptism.  If grace comes through the sacrament then what is to preclude babies from receiving that grace despite their lack of understanding?  I know of a seminary in the USA where they are in the practice of administering Communion to infants.  You may not agree with the practice but it very consistent with sacramental theology.  If infants can be baptised, why can’t they receive Holy Communion?
Protestants who hold to a sacramental theology generally acknowledge two different sacraments: Communion and Baptism.  The official Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox doctrine is that there are seven:  Communion, Baptism, Matrimony, Confirmation, Penance, Holy Orders, and Anointing of the Sick.  The legitimate question that some theologians have is why limit the Lord to two or even seven sacraments when there could be a number of rites of the church whereby the grace of God can be imparted to the worshipper?  In the 12th century, Hugo of St. Victor identified 30 sacraments that had been recognized by the church.3  
In considering the nature of the Lord’s Supper, it is important to determine whether the observance carries any intrinsic grace of blessing to those who participate.  Coming back to the primary scriptures relating to its institution and purpose it is really difficult to see any intrinsic and automatic sacramental impartation for those who participate.  The benefit is intrinsic, not in the observance itself, but in whatever sense the participant is led into worship as the Passion of our Lord is remembered.  If, in any sense, the observance moves from focus on the Lord to focus on the elements, the observance misses its mark.  The significance of the observance of the Lord’s Supper is always dependent on the state of the heart of the worshipper as he or she calls to mind, Christ, our Passover (1 Corinthians 5:7).  The notion of sacramental value in the elements/observance of the Lord’s Supper, then, must give way to the clearer biblical sense that the Lord’s Supper is primarily a time of reflection upon the death of Jesus.  

If there is any rite in the church that has the sacramental value of an intrinsic blessing from heaven it would be marriage.  This is true whether the marriage ceremony is performed inside or outside of the church—by a Priest or a Justice of the Peace.  Matrimony is holy in itself and has the guaranteed sanction of heaven.  I do not believe this can be said of any other rite or ritual in the church.
The Evangelical and Pentecostal/Charismatic streams often classify the Lord’s Supper as an ordinance—a dictate of the Lord meant to be enacted on a regular basis.  This classification is well and good especially in contrast with Sacramentalism.  But even the practice of observing an ordinance has a propensity to drift toward ritual that loses meaning over time.  Of course, this is true for most, if not all of the Christian disciplines.  Prayer, worship, witness, giving and time in the word are all susceptible to an atrophy of meaning.  The classification of “ordinance” is also imperfect in the sense that there are a number of other biblical precedents that could fall into that category.  The washing of feet certainly is one because, after washing his disciples feet in the Upper Room, Jesus said, You also should wash one another’s feet (John 13:14).  Sounds like an ordinance to me (some Christian groups do consider the regular observance of “Footwashing” an ordinance of the Lord).  And what about other dictates of the Lord?  In Matthew 6 alone Jesus taught us to give to the needy (vs 2-4), pray (vs 5-13) forgive (vs14-15) and fast (vs 16-18).  Could not the giving of alms, praying the Lord’s Prayer and regular fasting be considered ordinances as well?  

What this means is that it may not be simple, or even helpful, to classify the Lord’s Supper into a theological category.  Why would we or why should we?  Does the New Testament?  Liturgical categorization leads toward rote familiarity and religious rigidity.  Many would argue, however, that if a rite is set apart as a sacrament or an ordinance it is given a rightful place of honour in the church.  But that is exactly the root of the problem—the sacrament or ordinance becomes revered and an end it itself.  That is why for many it is “Holy” Communion.  As a pastor of a church that does not have a regularly scheduled observance of the Lord’s Supper, I have sometimes been approached by persons in the church requesting a more regular and frequent observance.  Though I have to admit that we as a church tend to neglect the observance of the Lord’s Table, I want to make sure that the desire to “take communion” is less rooted in a belief that there is intrinsic blessing in the observance itself as opposed to a more sincere concern that we not fail to honour the Lord in a more regular remembrance of his death.
Frequency of Observance

How frequently should the Lord’s Supper be observed by the church in public worship and small group gatherings?  Churches in the liturgical tradition and some in the pietistic tradition, like the Disciples of Christ, “take” Communion on a weekly basis.  A great many churches “celebrate” Communion once a month, while others do it quarterly.  Many churches do not schedule the Lord’s Supper, observing it as they feel “led” or is appropriate to occasion.  Jehovah’s Witnesses observe their form of the Lord’s Supper once a year.  And some, like the Salvation Army, for their own reasons, do not observe it at all.  
One of the key considerations regarding what should be considered an appropriate frequency of observance of the Lord’s Table is whether “the breaking of bread” was synonymous with “the Lord’s Supper” in the early church.  If so, it can be argued that the early church observed the Lord’s Supper on a daily basis.  Many think the “breaking of bread” is equated to the observance of the Lord’s Supper because of the following passages:
They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer….Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts…. Acts 2:42, 46
On the first day of the week we came together to break bread. Paul spoke to the people ….Then he went upstairs again and broke bread and ate. –Acts 20:7, 11
Is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ? –1 Corinthians 10:16

The key question here is whether or not Acts 2:42 is referring to the observance of the Lord’s Table.  The disciples devoted themselves to four things: the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  The breaking of bread is referring to either eating together or observing the Lord’s Supper together—or perhaps a combination of both.  There is no question that in Matthew 26 and 1 Corinthians 10, the breaking of bread is referring to the observance of the Lord’s Table.  There are other passages in the New Testament where the breaking of bread is referring to people coming together to share a meal as an act of fellowship:
They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts…. –Acts 2:46

Then he went upstairs again and broke bread and ate. –Acts 20:11

After he said this, he took some bread and gave thanks to God in front of them all. Then he broke it and began to eat.  They were all encouraged and ate some food themselves. (Acts 27:35-36).

The New Testament uses the term, “breaking bread” as an idiom referring to the custom of eating together.  There is also the act of breaking bread in the observance of the Lord’s Supper, but in general terms, when the New Testament is referring to the breaking of bread, it is referring to the act of eating together—which is, of course, an important part of fellowship for God’s people.  The contexts of Acts 2:42 and Acts 20:7 suggest that Luke is not referring to observing the Lord’s Supper but to the custom of sharing a fellowship meal.  It could be that whenever the early church came together to eat that they incorporated a time of remembrance of the crucified Lord as they literally “broke bread,” but to say that their commitment to breaking bread together was a commitment to the observance of the Lord’s Supper is probably not accurate.
So the argument that the early church observed the Lord’s Supper every day is not well substantiated.  That doesn’t mean that a group of persons couldn’t observe it everyday—there is no scriptural injunction against such devotion.  If it is done unto the Lord, as Paul says in Romans 14, it could be entirely appropriate.  I would certainly not fault a church for choosing a weekly observance of the Lord’s Table.  But given that the Lord’s Table is meant to be a reflective time of worship rather than a sacramental reception of grace, a daily or weekly observance would almost assuredly turn the observance into a ritual that loses meaning over time.  However, if the Lord’s Table really is the means for the forgiveness of sins of the Christian, then a weekly, or even daily, observance would not only make sense—it would be imperative.

How often then should the Lord’s Supper be observed or scheduled in the worship life of the church?   There is no New Testament prescription or definitive example to guide us—only the principle “as often as you do it, do it in remembrance of me” (see 1 Corinthians 11:25).  What this principle tells me is that the frequency of the observance is not as important as the meaning of it.  As I write this, last night at our regular worship service, our church gathered to observe the Lord’s Table.  It was the primary focus of our worship gathering.  For an hour and a half we had a time of worship and participation at the Lord’s Table that was entirely directed in reflection on the cross of Christ and the supreme sacrifice of Jesus.  The Lord’s Supper was not just part of our service—it was our service.  How often do we do this?  Probably not often enough, but because of the complete focus that we gave to it and the holy sense of awe that we experienced, to do it again next week, or even next month would probably be redundant and certainly difficult to repeat—simply because the observance of the Lord’s Table had such a deep and profound impact on us last night.
I am not saying that the Lord’s Table cannot be aptly observed on a regularly scheduled basis as part of a service that incorporates other forms of worship as well.  But because our worship experiences tend to drift from the dynamic to the static, we must work hard to keep our worship forms from becoming ritualistic.  What this means for me as a pastor is that I try to be sensitive to the leading of the Spirit and to appropriate occasion when it comes to scheduling the observance of the Lord’s Supper.  If it seems good to the Holy Spirit and to us to do it monthly or even weekly, then so be it.  But, partly because of my less-than-positive experience in the liturgical church, I find it more appropriate and meaningful to schedule the Lord’s Table depending on what is called for from season to season in the church.
Individual Observance
Recently, I have heard a few respected conference speakers promote the idea of individuals “taking communion” on a daily basis.  Two questions immediately emerge:  Did the Lord have in mind individual observance of the Lord’s Table and what would be the purpose of individual participation in the Lord’s Table?  The ostensible benefit that is claimed by some is that taking communion everyday will actually keep you young and even make you younger.  Desiring to reap the fruit of the spiritual disciplines is not to be faulted, but it would seem to me that daily individual participation in the Lord’s Supper would almost always be motivated by some perceived personal benefit rather than the primary purpose of remembering the Lord’s death until he comes.  Can an individual have the pure motivation to want to remember the sacrificial death of the Lord daily by participating in the Table of the Lord?  Certainly—and such devotion would honour the Lord and benefit the worshipper.  But it seems to me that the nature of the Lord’s Supper is such that it is meant to be observed in a communal setting and would always carry greater meaning and impact as such.  Commemorating the Lord’s Supper with others must be what Jesus had in mind when he instituted the observance.
Love Feasts and the Lord’s Supper
In Paul’s letters to the Corinthians, we get a few snapshots of church life for the saints at Corinth.  One is how they observed the Lord’s Supper:
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!  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.  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.  -1 Corinthians 11:20-34

It is in this context that Paul gives his famous instructions regarding the institution and purpose for the Lord’s Supper found in verses 23-26.  Evidently the Corinthian church was misunderstanding and incorrectly observing the Lord’s Supper.  Paul said to them (as he would say to many today), “It is not the Lord's Supper you eat.”  The church was gathering to eat but they were doing it in a way that dishonoured the Lord and other members of his body.  They were not recognizing the body and blood of the Lord nor were they recognizing the other members of the church who were being left out of the meal.  Some were even getting drunk.  Paul’s prescription was that if a person’s main reason for gathering for the Lord’s Supper was to eat—then he or she should eat at home before gathering for the commemoration of the Lord’s Table.  So, for the Corinthians (and us), Paul outlines the purpose and procedure for observing the Lord’s Supper.
There is indication here and elsewhere in the New Testament that the observance of the Lord’s Supper was in connection with the sharing of a full meal.  These meals, often referred to as ‘love feasts” sometimes did more harm than good (1 Corinthians 11:17; see also Jude 1:12).  Whereas it can be appropriate to commemorate the Lord’s Supper in conjunction with a larger meal (i.e. a Passover Seder) what Jesus instituted and what Paul reiterates is really a simple sharing of the bread and the cup.  Anything more tends to complicate the observance—as we see in the Corinthian context.
Other Practical and Theological Issues

Substantiation: Substantiation is the idea that the elements used in the Lord’s Supper not only represent the body and blood of Jesus Christ but, in a mystical way, actually take on or contain the physical or mystical form or presence of the body and blood of Jesus (substantiation meaning, “to give something an actual physical existence”4).  The main scriptural support comes from 1 Corinthians 10:16: Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ?  The official doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church is that of “trans-substantiation”—that the Real Presence of Christ actually changes the substance of the bread and the wine into his body and blood.5 Luther believed in “con-substantiation” where the metaphysical presence of the Lord Jesus does not change the substance of the elements but mingles “with” the elements.  Both views over-spiritualize the nature of the elements.  When Jesus said, “This is my body” and “This is my blood” he was certainly not saying that the bread that he was holding was actually his physical body or that the wine that was in the cup was not really wine but blood.  He was saying that the bread and the cup represented his body and blood.  Our participation in the body and blood of Christ spoken of in 1 Corinthians 10:16 is real, though figurative, just as our participation as a member of the body of Christ is real yet figurative.
Real Wine or Grape Juice?:  There are staunch advocates in the evangelical tradition who contend that Jesus did not inaugurate the Lord’s Supper with wine but with non-alcoholic “fruit of the vine.”  Such a conclusion cannot be substantiated biblically.  Admittedly, none of the primary accounts specifically identify the contents of the cup as wine—it is only identified as “the cup.”  But the overwhelming indication of biblical, traditional, and anthropological evidence is that the cup was wine, not grape juice.  That being said, because of the need to be sensitive to the likelihood that persons with past or current alcohol problems will be involved in participating in the Lord’s Supper, it is appropriate, and may I suggest necessary, to substitute juice for wine.
Self-examination and the Lord’s Supper: 1 Corinthians 11:27-29 says, “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.”  In the context of Paul correcting the Corinthian church on their loose and irreverent observance of the Lord’s Supper, he says that a person ought to examine himself before he (or she) eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.  This admonition should be taken literally on at least two fronts—both of them in regard to recognizing the body of the Lord.  First, we should not take participation in the Lord’s Supper lightly but deliberately—thoughtfully recognizing the sacrifice of Jesus.  Too many people go through the motions of religious ritual when taking Communion/Eucharist without realizing what it is that they are really doing. Second, we need to be aware of Jesus’ body as represented by the people of God.  Some people at Corinth were guilty of eating and drinking judgment on themselves because of their lack of concern for other members of the body of Christ.  For us to not give heed to right relationships within the church as we come to the Lord’s Table is participating in the observance in an unworthy manner.  If you come to any place of worship and there remember that your brother has something against you (Matthew 5:23) your conscience should dictate that to honour the body and blood of the Lord Jesus would mean to make things right with the brother or sister as soon as possible.  If they happen to be in the room where the Lord’s Supper is being observed it would be the right thing to seek reconciliation before partaking of the bread and the cup.  Self examination, however, does not mean that you refrain from participation in the Lord’s Supper because you do not feel worthy to do so because of an awareness of sin.  If reflecting on the sacrifice of Jesus makes you more aware of sin—that is a good thing.  Confession of the sin and humble participation in the Lord’s Supper is what is called for at that point.

Exclusiveness of the Lord’s Table:  The observance of the Lord’s Supper is, by nature, reserved for those who profess faith in the sacrificial and substitutionary death of the Lord for the forgiveness of their sins.  This same exclusiveness was also seen in the Old Testament observance of the Passover.  The Lord commanded, “No foreigner may eat of it” (Exodus 12:43).  Eating the Passover was a sign that you belonged to the God of the Passover.  If you were not a part of Israel then how could you be included in this commemorative meal of national deliverance?  If you were not part of that nation, what meaning would it have for you?  The same holds true for participation in the New Testament observance of the Lord’s Supper.  Would it not be hypocritical to receive the elements that represent the body and blood of Jesus when you have never received the one whom those elements represent?  Whenever I am leading the Lord’s Supper I try to strike a balance between the exclusiveness of the Lord’s Supper and the inclusiveness of the gospel by inviting those who would like put their faith in Christ for the first time to come and express that faith by joining with the believers in this time of special remembrance of Jesus.

Conclusion

If you research the Christian theological journals regarding the subject of the Lord’s Supper, you will often find a long and complex discourse on the metaphysical nature of the Holy Sacrament and conjectures of meaning that go far beyond the parameters of New Testament example and teaching.  In practice, churches from every tradition tend to enlarge the meaning of the Lord’s Supper from its original simplicity.  But it is the simplicity that whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes that gives cogent meaning to the Lord’s Supper.  We would do well to be intentional about preserving that simplicity and the original intention of the Lord when he said, “Do this in remembrance of me.”
1 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sacrament
2 The Catholic Encyclopedia: Sacraments
3 New Bible Dictionary, “Sacrament.”  See, Hugo of St. Victor, De Sacramentis Christianæ Fidei (c. 1134)
4 Encarta Dictionary

5 See the Catholic Encyclopedia: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05573a.htm
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