The Lord’s Supper

In the church circles in which I moved as a young Christian, there was much talk of the Lord’s Supper.  However, looking back on it, I realise that only two issues were ever considered.  First, there was the question of transubstantiation.  I cannot imagine that anybody in our churches was about to adopt a Roman view of the Supper, but it was certainly a live issue: we denied the Catholic view completely and repeatedly.  But while we were clear on that negative, I cannot recollect much positive teaching on the subject: if the bread and wine did not become the body and blood of Christ, what did happen at the Supper?  Nobody seemed to know, or indeed to care.  I knew one pastor who attempted to deal with the issue; but he expressed one view in private and a quite different view in public.  It was as if he was frightened to teach a fully rounded view of the Supper, lest his congregation should think he was going over to Rome.  So in his preaching he would never go beyond saying that the supper is a memorial – a kind of aide-memoire – of the death of Christ.  We shall come back to this question later.
Then, second, there was the perennially troublesome – and fascinating – question about who should be admitted to partake of the Lord’s Supper.  Those were closed communion churches, as was the church where I served my first pastorate.  Though the exact rules differed from one church to another, the principle was generally accepted that the church had a right and duty to guard the Table, and so ensure that only those qualified to partake did in fact do so.  Since my present pastorate is in an open communion church, it is evident that I have had to make some compromises somewhere along the line.  This history does mean, however, that, regardless of my own personal opinions, I have a good working knowledge of both systems from the inside.  I could give you a fairly dispassionate comparison, showing the advantages and disadvantages of each; but I shall not do so.  I will touch on the question very briefly at the end; but it is one you will need to work out in the context of your own particular church life.  There are, frankly, more interesting and more significant things to talk about.
Indeed, from one point of view, talking about the Lord’s Supper is a largely futile exercise in any case: if its meaning could be expressed in words, we should have no need for the Supper.  All we can do is glimpse the edge of the mystery.  The real meaning only becomes clear as we actually observe it.

I shall approach the subject by asking a number of questions about it.

What is the proper name for this ordinance/sacrament?
· The Breaking of Bread appears to be the name by which the Supper was known in New Testament times (Acts 2:42,46; 20:7): it names the whole sacrament by referring to only part of it.

· The Eucharist (“giving thanks”) again refers only to one part of the service, and has become associated with high church views.

· The Liturgy (“public service”) is associated with Eastern Orthodox views.  In any case, the Supper is not a public service, but an act of the gathered church; and it is not the only public service, even in Orthodox churches.  Some Protestants make the same mistake when they speak of “the ordinance” or “the sacrament”, apparently forgetting that there are two of them.
· The Mass is a meaningless word arising from the closing words of the Latin Mass (“Ite, missa est”, meaning “Go, the service is concluded” or “Go, you are dismissed”), and should only ever be used of the Roman Catholic service of the services of those in other churches who share the Catholic view of its meaning.

· The Lord’s Supper: is descriptive and neutral, and is closely related to “The Last Supper” at which the feast was instituted.  This is probably the best name to use.

· The Lord’s Table: has historically been popular among Particular Baptists.  It is similar to “The Lord’s Supper”, but emphasises the fact that this is not something we offer to the Lord, as in the catholic view, but something he offers to us.  We sit at his table.
· Communion (“sharing”, “fellowship”): is taken from 1 Corinthians 10:16.  It emphasises what happens at the Supper, but to westerners at least plays down the aspect of a meal.
Each of these names, with the exception of “The Mass”, expresses a little part of the richness of this feast.

What are the indispensable elements without which we cannot observe the Supper?

 1 Corinthians 11 is addressed to a church whose observance of the Lord's Supper was so irregular that it was invalid (v.20).  It follows that the instructions that Paul gives are definitive and complete: he is telling them everything they need to know to correct what has gone wrong.  Otherwise the chapter fails in its purpose.  According to Paul there are four indispensable elements that make up the Lord’s Supper.  They are:

· The gathering of the church (v.18): observing the Lord’s Supper is the act of the church: you do not need to have a priest, pastor or elder, but you do need to have a church.  The authority to observe the feast is vested in the church.  This means that joint Communion services are almost always inappropriate: it is the act of the local, gathered church.  One church must act as host.  It means that when there is visiting preacher at a Communion service, it is best for the leaders of the local church to lead it, not the visiting preacher.  They are his hosts; he is the guest.  Admittedly, there are some fuzzy areas at the edges of the picture.  When the pastor observes Communion in a private home, or at a hospital bed, what is happening then?  It is still an act of the church, still a service of that church.  There just happen to be only two or three people present.  Perhaps the biggest fuzzy area relates to institutional services – in hospitals, prisons, the armed services etc.  The best way to think of these situations, in all their acts of worship, not just at the Lord’s Table, is that the group brought together by external circumstances are informally constituted as a church for the duration of their association.

· The giving of thanks (v.24).
· The breaking of bread (v.24).
· Eating "bread" together (vv.23,24) and drinking "the cup" together (v.25).

Nothing else matters.  A moment's reflection will show that this has to be the case: nothing here or anywhere else in the New Testament requires us to replicate the entire feast, complete with Passover celebration, at the right time of night, reclining on couches, etc.  We do not even know what kind of "bread" they used: they were poor men, and it is likely to have been biscuits made from barley flour and olive oil, but we cannot be sure.  The "cup" held some sort of wine (Luke 22:18), but we are not told if it was red or white, nor whether they drank it neat, fortified or diluted; we are on firmer ground in assuming that it was kosher, with the gnats strained out.  But if any of this had mattered, Paul would have told us.  (Calvin has an excellent discussion of this in the Institute 4.17.  In section 1 he argues that "the signs are bread and wine", though strictly speaking even this simple formulation oversteps the mark: Paul says that the signs are bread and the cup, without specifying that the cup must contain wine.  In section 43 he points out that everything else is incidental: "the external form of the ordinance", including whether the bread be leavened, is "left free to the church".  It becomes clear as he goes on, however, that he himself regards the use of unleavened bread as a popish innovation, an opinion which is held in the eastern Orthodox churches to this day.)

What do we do at the Lord’s Supper?
· We eat and drink a symbolic meal together.

· We believe on him: in John 6:40,54, believing is plainly the same thing as eating and drinking.

· We think of him, and specifically, of his work of redemption (Mark 14.24), all that he covenanted to do for us.

· We enjoy fellowship with him.  Throughout the Christian world this feast has been known by a name which is some variation on the word "Communion", for here is the place where we are actively in communion with him and with one another.  This is what Jesus means when he says "this is my body...this is my blood" (Mark 14:22,24).  He evidently means more than "This represents my body and blood", for if that was the meaning we should be under no obligation to insist that the Supper is for believers.  If the bread and wine were merely symbols of the Lord Jesus Christ, the only possible means of observing the Supper would be to do it as publicly as possible, inviting as many people as possible, so that as many as possible should learn of him.  But it is through the preaching of the word, not through the Supper, that the Lord Jesus is set before the world.

·  So the Supper is for believers, and as they eat and drink, the Lord in whom they believe actually communicates with them, and grants them something of the blessings he purchased for them with his body and blood.  We do not need to believe in the real presence to believe that Jesus he is really present with us at the Supper.  It was after all a Baptist who wrote:







                     What food luxurious loads the board,
                     When at his table sits the Lord!
                     The wine how rich, the bread how sweet,
                     When Jesus deigns his guests to meet!

    (C H Spurgeon)

· We look forward to being with him on the last day (Mark 14:25; Luke 22:16,18; John 6:40,54).  Despite the fact that we commune with him here, the Supper is essentially something that is observed in his absence, and which points forward to his coming in glory, when we shall know his presence in all its fullness.  The Supper is much more than a mere memorial: it is the place where, as we remember the price of our redemption, we gain a foretaste of heaven.  This means that the churches are to observe the Supper until Jesus comes again (1 Corinthians 11:26).

What do we learn at the Lord’s Supper?
· The Lord's body and blood are the only sacrifice the new kingdom will ever need.  This is the new Passover (Luke 22:20b; cf. Exodus 24:8), which we eat with the Lord (Luke 22:15) and with each other (Luke 22:17).

· It reminds us of the best, the most necessary of all God's blessings, the forgiveness of sins and the assurance of eternal salvation (Matthew 26:28).  These are entirely God's gifts, for which we ought to give thanks.  The supper helps us to do this, and Jesus sets the example (Matthew 26:26,27).

Disputed questions

In the light of all we have learned, we need to be humble about our Communion practice, acknowledging that Christians have approached the Lord’s Supper in a number of different ways.  Differences of opinion have covered such questions as:

· Who should be invited to participate?

· Should the bread come to the people already broken, or should each break it for himself?

· Should there be one cup or many?

· Under what circumstances should the Supper be administered outside the church, for example, in private homes and institutions?

These are pastoral questions, and we only answer them when we have a firm grasp of what the New Testament teaches about the Lord’s Supper.

APPENDIX

A first attempt at an evangelical Baptist theology of the sacraments
The origin of the sacraments

Protestant churches have always recognised that the commands to observe baptism and the Lord’s Supper are unlike any other command:

· They come from the lips of the Lord Jesus Christ himself.

· They have no meaning in themselves: the meaning lies in the explanations that come with them.

· They are not moral or practical but symbolic.

This rules out the seven sacraments of the Roman Catholic Church and the seven plus sacraments of the Orthodox churches, which are: 
· Baptism (normally of babies)
· Confirmation (In Orthodoxy this is called “Chrismation”, and consists of the anointing of the baby immediately after baptism: the child is then considered a full member of the church, and receives communion from his earliest years.  Rather oddly, many Anglicans today practise anointing after baptism, but also insist on confirmation before one is a full member of the Church.)
· Eucharist (the Lord’s Supper)
· Reconciliation (previously known as “Confession”, and still referred to in that way in Orthodoxy)
· Anointing of the sick (or “holy unction”)
· Holy Orders (ordination)
· Marriage (or “matrimony”).
· In Orthodoxy there are other, lesser, sacraments and blessings, which have no Catholic equivalents.

The 1612-14 confession of the English Baptists in Holland uses “ordinances” to mean all the things the church is commanded to do, and “sacraments” to mean baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  The next English Baptist Confession, the First London Confession of 1644-46, uses “ordinances” for “sacraments”.  In writing the Second London Confession of 1677-89, William Collins replaced Savoy’s “sacraments” by “ordinances”.  The 1966 Baptist Affirmation of Faith does the same.  The website of the Baptist Union of Norway shows the same hesitation over the word “sacrament”, but points out that it is preferable to the unbiblical “sign”, as used in ecumenical documents to empty baptism of any meaning but the merest indication of being somehow associated with a church.  (All this is in aid of trying to smooth over the difference between Baptists and Paedobaptists.)  Understood properly, there is no reason to be frightened of the word.  “Sacrament” is used in the Latin New Testament to translate the Greek word “mystery”, which in Biblical usage means an open secret revealed by God to his people.  In Latin “sacrament” was also the word for the soldier’s oath binding him to his country and his company, and this is helpful, because it reminds us that the sacraments are pledges of our loyalty to God, and his to us.

Foot-washing

Foot-washing, though it has the positive command of the Lord (John 13:14) is not a sacrament.  It is a moral and practical duty (1 Timothy 5:10), not a ceremonial one: it does not signify anything.  The Lord commends it as an example of the sort of acts of kindness he wants his disciples to do (John 13:17).  There is no evidence of foot-washing being practised by the early church (Acts 2:46; indeed such a practice would make nonsense of 1 Timothy 5:10).

The nature of the sacraments

· In themselves, the sacraments are not necessary for salvation.  The New Testament knows no such thing as an unbaptised believer, but salvation always turns solely on repentance and faith (Acts 16:30-34).  It follows that the sacraments are not the means of salvation.

· Catholics (and many others) hold that the appropriate words uttered by the appropriate person automatically make the sacrament.  The New Testament nowhere says this, but lays the stress on the action of the church (1 Corinthians 11:20).

· However, that does not mean that words are unimportant.  As we have seen, the sacraments are meaningless without the words which explain them.  Paul lays great stress on this – in baptism the mention of the whole Trinity, in the Lord’s Supper the use of the words of the Lord Jesus himself (Acts 19:1-5; 1 Corinthians 11:20,23-25).  The consequence is that the sacraments must always be accompanied by the reading (and normally the preaching) of the word.

· The sacraments are fully meaningful only to believers; this means that they are for believers only (Acts 16:34; 1 Corinthians 11:20).  Their primary purpose is not evangelistic, though to say that is not say that when they are observed publicly they may not sometimes be used by God in that way.  He is sovereign, and can do what he will.
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