Who Should Come to the Lord's Table 1 Cor.11:17-34

The next topic in our little three-part series is on who should come to the Lord’s Table. The
main reason why | wanted to talk about this is because in our Elder’s meetings we have
been discussing the topic of children at the Lord’s Table, and if and how they should come.
This came from a particular goal of the Renewal Lab, that 75% of children come to the
Lord’s Table.

I should say, whether children should come to the Lord’s Table is an extremely complex
topic. Things often get complicated when we discuss the mystery of
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As far as we can tell, children in the earliest church were permitted to come to the Lord’s
Table simply upon their baptism. We have references in the Church Fathers to this as early
as the third century, where it is simply assumed this was the case.” My friend Augustine
says that it is a beautiful sign of humility in the church that children and the mentally
disabled come to the table alongside rulers.? This is practiced in the Orthodox churches,
even to today. Baptism is arite of initiation into the church, and the Lord’s Supperis a
covenant renewal for God’s people.

Slide 3

In the Western Church, since at least the 12" C, it is taught that a person can come to the
Lord’s Table only after they make a public profession of faith. There are many reasons for
this development, some better than others. Much of it had to do with the way the Roman
church came to treat the elements of the Lord’s Supper as an object of worship. While the
Roman understanding of the Lord’s Supper was changed, the requirement to make
profession of faith before taking communion was not challenged in the reformation. This
position is held by most confessional Reformed denominations still today.
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Our denomination began discussions on changing this in 1984, and eventually changed its
position from the traditional western opinion in 2006 after denying the change in 1988 and
1995.% Our Church Order now states that one only need to be a baptized member in order
to come to the Lord’s Table. Despite this change, it has not been the practice of many

" Cyprian of Carthage, On the Lapsed (AD 251).
2 Augustine, Sermon 174.
3See Acts of Synod 2006, p.727-731.



churches to allow communion simply upon being baptized. Habits around the Lord’s Table
change slowly, and that is typically a good thing.

They did so for what | believe are good reasons, not simply following the cultural trends. |
believe that our tradition was theologically inconsistent on this matter, and it was
theologically inconsistent because of a poor understanding of our text for this morning. Our
tradition, confessions included, should not be above question, and if a Biblical case can be
made, it should.

Let’s look together at 1 Cor. 11:17-34, as we try to discern together who should come to the
Lord’s Table.

In the following directives | have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm than
good. "8In the first place, | hear that when you come together as a church, there are
divisions among you, and to some extent | believe it. ** No doubt there have to be
differences among you to show which of you have God’s approval. 2 So then, when you
come together, it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat, 2'for when you are eating, some of you go
ahead with your own private suppers. As a result, one person remains hungry and another
gets drunk. 22Don’t you have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of
God by humiliating those who have nothing? What shall | say to you? Shall | praise

you? Certainly not in this matter!

BFor | received from the Lord what | also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he
was betrayed, took bread, 2*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.” 26 For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you
proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.

27So then, 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. 2 Everyone ought to examine
themselves before they eat of the bread and drink from the cup. 2 For those who eat and
drink without discerning the body of Christ eat and drink judgment on themselves. 3°That is
why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep. 3! But if
we were more discerning with regard to ourselves, we would not come under such
judgment. 32Nevertheless, when we are judged in this way by the Lord, we are being
disciplined so that we will not be finally condemned with the world.

33S0 then, my brothers and sisters, when you gather to eat, you should all eat
together. * Anyone who is hungry should eat something at home, so that when you meet
together it may not result in judgment.



This is the Word of the Lord.
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Paul’s letter to the Corinthians is not a calm, nice, and encouraging one like his letter to the
Ephesians. He is very frustrated with how things are going in the Corinthian church. Paul
goes on to discuss all kinds of issues that are going on in this church; all manner of
division, people seeking to take authority, engage in sin, suing each other, and dressing
inappropriately. Their celebration of the Lord’s Supper is among their worst abuses.

Earlier in the letter Paul had already told the church to excommunicate a man who was
having unlawful relations with his stepmother. Paul says that a person who is unrepentant
in their sin is not permitted to come to the Lord’s Table (1Cor.5:11). In the chapter previous
to this one, Paul mentions that those who still engaged in pagan sacrifices should also be
banned from the Lord’s Supper (1Cor.10:14-22). It is in our passage where Paul deals with
the Lord’s Supper most directly.
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Our passage has three main sections. First, Paul outlines what is the matter with the
Corinthian practice on the Lord’s Day. Second, he gives a brief overview of what the Lord’s
Supper is. And last, he gives some directives as to how the errors described in the first part
can be fixed by a proper understanding of the second.

I think the main issue in misunderstanding this passage comes from separating the three
sections. The middle section is often simply taken on its own, which makes sense, as we
say it every time we celebrate the Lord’s Supper. The beginning is probably the least known,
which is ironic, considering it sets the scene for the whole discussion. And the last section
is usually taken on its own as some kind of general rules for how an individual should come
to the Lord’s Supper. In reality, the third section is an answer to the problem outlined in the
first section because of what takes place in the middle.
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When answering who should come to the Lord’s Table, the traditional western
interpretation of this passage takes the last section, and finds three things that an
individual must do to take part in the Lord’s Supper. First, they must be able to “remember”
Jesus’ sacrifice, since Jesus says, “do this in remembrance of me.” Second, they must be
able to “examine themselves,” or else they will participate in “an unworthy manner,” and so
they “will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of our Lord.” Last, they must



“discern the body,” or else they will “eat and drink judgement upon themselves.” This
judgement includes getting weak, sick, and “falling asleep.”

As children could not remember, examine, or discern, they were not permitted to come to
the Lord’s Table. Here, | think an error has occurred. The main error is that it ignores what
the initial problem was, and so misunderstands the solution.

Slide 17

As we said earlier, there were several issues with the Corinthian church’s practice of the
Lord’s Supper. On the one hand, they were letting people who were in visible unrepentant
sin participate, like those still engaging with pagan sacrifices, or sleeping with their
stepmother. On the other hand, we have what we see in this passage.
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It appears that the rich in the church were discriminating against the poor while they
celebrated the Lord’s Supper. In this era, it is easy to see how something like this would
happen. In comparison to the Roman Empire, the early church was a radically egalitarian
community, where male and female, slave and free, Greek and Jew, all got together to share
a common meal. In any other aspect of their lives, they would have been totally alienated
from each other. It would have been taboo to even speak freely to each other. Now, a slave
might be the elder of a free man.

We must also remember the logistics of what their Sunday service would be like. It’s not
like slaves had Sunday off! It wouldn’t be for hundreds of years, until Christianity became
the religion of the Empire, before something like that would take place. At best, these
slaves and poor people would have had to come and meet after their work was done.

The rich, on the other hand, were used to doing things at their leisure. They had abundance
of goods. Itis likely that the church was gathering at one of their houses, and it was likely
their bread and wine that would be served for the celebration.

Aside from not waiting, the rich were, shall we say, engaging in the bread and wine to
indulgence. Paul calls these “private suppers,” where some go hungry, and others get drunk
on communion wine! This is not the Lord’s Supper.
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This abuse compromises their practice of the Lord’s Supper to the point that Paul says,
“your meetings do more harm than good”! In fact, the abuse corrupts the Lord’s Supper so
much that Paul says, “itis not the Lord’s Supper you eat.” That is, when the rich and poor
are divided in this way, when people assume that they can simply participate in the Lord’s



Supper alone, or in a private group apart from the church, or when people abuse the
elements with drunkenness, the Lord’s Supper is negated. It is not the Lord’s Supper that
you eat, your meetings do more harm than good.
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This is why in the second section Paul feels the need to recount the tradition of the Lord’s
Supper that he received. He wants to remind the church that this is a sacred moment that
was handed to him, likely in the Jerusalem church by the Apostles. This letter likely comes
about 20 years after Jesus first instituted the sacrament, and it is clear that Paul already
treats it as a traditional element of worship, even if the logistics of it seem to be getting
figured out as the church grows and finds itself in different spaces.
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Paul begins with reminding the Corinthians, “on the night [Jesus] was betrayed, took
bread...” This is emphasized Jesus’ betrayal to remind the Corinthians that Jesus was
willing to suffer and die even for those who would betray him.

Again, he calls them to remember Jesus, and what he gave for them. This remembrance
isn’t just for them to be assured of their salvation, but to call them to the same kind of
sacrificial living that their Lord lived. Namely, if Jesus went to the cross for those who would
betray him to belong, we can, at the very least, treat his people with the dignity and respect
as those he died for, even if that means waiting a little longer or suffering some kind of
indignity.
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With this sacrament, we “proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” That is, the sacrament
preaches the gospelin a visible way. This gospel is negated when these abuses take place,
and so when the Corinthians abuse the Lord’s Supper, they don’t even practice it.

The reason that God gives us a sacrament, and not merely more words, is that the
sacrament does something that words cannot. The sacrament is not merely an intellectual
thing, it is something to be experienced. If this practice is abused, the believer will not
experience what God wants them to.

We often hear, “a picture says a thousand words,” but really a picture is something unable
to be fully described. We all know the difference in a conversation over text or email, vs. in
person. There is something communicated by presence that words cannot simply express.
This is why God gives us the sacraments, because he wants a visible aspect to the faith.
This is why those sacraments take place in his church, because they are a part of what it
means for us to be who he has made us to be.
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It appears, from what Paul says here, that the gathering of all the believers in the church
was a critical element of this practice. We see this clearly in v.33. The gathering of rich and
poor alike says something to us about the nature of the church, and the social barriers that
are overcome in it. It tells us intuitively about how regardless of our position in the outside
world, we all come to Christ as sinners in need of salvation. It says even more than this in
ways we cannot express.
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This brings us to the last section, where Paul gives the church some instruction as to how
they might fix this abuse. Notice, this is a communal problem, not merely an individual one.
Yes, all communities are made up of individuals, but the issue is first of how they relate to
one another, not how they relate to themselves.
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First, Paul reminds them that if they continue this kind of thing, they “will be guilty of
sinning against the body and blood of the Lord.”

The celebration of the Lord’s Supper is the most visible expression that we have of being
united. We together take the body of our Lord, as we are his body. Paul says this in the
chapter previous, “there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all share the
one loaf.” As we come together, we get an image of how we are the body of Christ on earth,
though individuals, united in him. Thus, if we are divided in the church, especially over
something like social status, we fail to celebrate the Lord’s Supper.
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This is not to say that all divisions cause this same thing. Paul himself earlier called the
church to forbid the sexually immoral man, and the idolaters from participating. But when it
is not a matter of unrepentant sin, to divide is to corrupt the Lord’s Supper.
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Thus, Paul calls the church to “examine themselves before they eat and drink the cup.” The
particular examination has to do with “discerning the body of Christ...”

Now, it is this, along with remembering Jesus’ sacrifice, that has caused the western
church to not allow children to participate in the Lord’s Supper. They assumed that the
particular discernment that was required was to understand how the body of Christ on the
cross relates to the body of Christ represented in the Lord’s Supper.



This is partly because in their era the nature of the Lord’s Supper was such a big issue. How
exactly Jesus’ body related to the elements of the Lord’s Supper was dividing Christians all
over the Reformation, it seemed clear to them that this was what Paul was talking about
when he told the church to discern the body.
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However, considering the previous issue, it seems clear that Paul was talking about
discerning how the body of the church relates to the body of Christ as it is represented in
the Lord’s Supper. They “eat and drink judgement on themselves” because they are
disgracing the church with their abuses.
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This then makes greater sense of the punishments that are given in v.30. Paul says, “many
among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep.” The “falling asleep”
is generally taken as a euphemism for death. It seems really odd to me that God would be
striking people with sickness and death for the failure to be introspective before the Lord’s
Supper. Of course, the New Testament period was exceptional, we see Ananias and
Sephira struck dead because of their deception, but this seems different.

It seems a lot less weird when it is tied to the drunkenness that Paul was talking about
before. When someone is drunk, do they get weak, sick, and fall asleep? God often uses
the natural consequences of our sin to show us the error of our ways all the time. Paul
emphasizes the point, saying that they should take these consequences and learn from
them, so they are not “finally condemned with the world.”

If we understand the passage in this way, it seems that these instructions are more for the
elders of the church than anyone else. The elders are responsible to ensure that the church
does not abuse the practice of the Lord’s Supper in these ways among others.

I do not deny that it is good for an individual to consider their sin and forgiveness, and to
think about how Christ is present in the Supper, as they come to participate. But this is not
the primary meaning of this text, and so simply because a child cannot do this should not
bar them from the covenant meal.
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In fact, if we bar children from the Lord’s Table, it seems that we are creating another
barrier of intellectual ability in coming to the Lord’s Supper. This is in many ways very
similar to what the Corinthians were doing with relation to rich and poor, just in separating
young and old.



What first caused me to question the validity of the traditional interpretation was that it
barred people with intellectual disabilities from participating in the Lord’s Supper. To me
this is totally unacceptable. If we are willing to baptize someone into the church because
we recognize that they belong here, whatever capacity they have, whether that be the
capacity of an infant, then we should offer the covenant meal to them.

The way that Jesus’ body relates to the Lord’s Supper is a mystery, and understanding that
should not be a bar to coming to his table or else we would all be in trouble, me included!

Similarly, if we must examine our sin before we come to the Lord’s Table, we will all fail. We
are all constantly growing in knowledge of our sin, and the different ways we still struggle
with it. That is a lifelong battle.

The Reformed faith emphasizes that it is God who saves us. He chose us before the
foundation of the world was laid. He spiritually raises us from the dead and gives us new
life. He founded the church as his people, a new Israel, taking hold of the covenant given to
Abraham, that he will be our God, and we will be his people. And he has given us our
children to raise in the faith, and we confirm that covenant in the Lord’s Supper.

It makes a lot more sense to see the examination and discernment as a warning to the
leaders in the church about how they are to lead the Lord’s Supper. They are to make sure
that the only thing that bars someone from coming to the Lord’s Table after they have been
baptized into the church is unrepented sin, as in the case with the sexually immoral man or
those practicing idolatry.

Covenant children do not have this issue (I hope!). My children’s faith is my faith until they
are able to decide for themselves. As parents presenting our children for baptism, we
recognize that God has a call on these kids lives. They are a part of his visible community,
members of his church, unless they renounce their faith.

If your child is in unrepentant sin, this could be a great opportunity for you as a parent.
Maybe you could get them to hold off participating this time, as they recognize the
seriousness of not repenting of their sin.
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As parents, we should look at the Lord’s Supper as an opportunity for discipleship. This is
what it is for us adults after all. God gives us a visible representation of his love for us. The
sacraments are true when taken by faith, whether that be the faith of a child, an
intellectually disabled person, or a theologian. It is not the strength of the faith that
matters, but the strength of the one who we put our faith in.



Again, this does not discount the importance of examining ourselves as we come to the
Lord’s Table, we should just admit that we all come with different capacities to do so. As
parents, we can demonstrate to our children that as we come to the table, we confess our
sin to God, seek his forgiveness, and then accept his forgiveness in the sacrament. Thatis a
good thing to do, but it is something we are all growing in.

We also get the benefit of showing how we all humbly come before God together, rich and
poor, slave and free, Jew and Gentile, young and old. This is the discerning of the body that
we need to take seriously. This will show our children that they belong in the church. That
God includes them in his people, and so feeds them his meal. A sign of the gospel.

Jesus says, “let the little children come to me, and hinder them not, for the Kingdom of God
belongs to such as these.”

I will make myself available after church to anyone who wants to ask any questions about
what | have said. | think this should be at the parents’ discretion. If any parents would like
me to come to their house and talk with their families, | would be happy to do so.



