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The Lord’s Supper in Worship
Sermon preached by Pastor C. John Steer

Autumn Ridge Church, Rochester, MN

October 3 & 4, 2009

No 3:

Worship – The Momentous Activity

Scripture:
1 Corinthians 11:23-32

If an alien visitor from another galaxy were to sit in his spaceship watching Christians on earth for a year he would notice they belong to different groups called Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant. 
He would see that some of these Christians meet in cathedrals, others in caves. 
Some have short services of 20 minutes while others go on for hours. Some of these Christians wear dark clothes and are very somber. Others have bright dresses and dance, shout and clap when they gather together.

But our mysterious spaceman would notice that there is one thing that all Christians, whatever their label or location, share in common. 
They all come to a table where they take bread and wine. 
Today as we continue our series on Worship – the Momentous Activity we are going to look at the place of The Lord’s Supper in Worship.  
This meal is called by several names. 
In First Corinthians it is referred to as: 
“The Lord’s Supper” (1 Corinthians 11:20)
“The Lord’s Table” (1 Corinthians 10:21) 
and “Communion.” (1 Corinthians 10:16)  
In Acts it is called “The Breaking of Bread” (Acts 2:42). 
Later the church called this meal “The Eucharist”, 
the word means “thanksgiving”. 
The frequency of coming to the Lord’s Supper varies.  
Some churches hold communion every week. 
Others have communion once a month. 
Some Presbyterians observe the Lord’s Supper four times a year while other groups only partake once a year. 

Some communion services are very elaborate with the clergy wearing special vestments. 
The containers for the bread and wine are made of gold or silver. A liturgy is followed to the letter. 
The air is heavy with incense.

Other communion services are more basic. 
Some years ago I was speaking at a retreat. The organizers wanted to conclude with communion but they had forgotten to bring bread and wine so we had cookies and coke instead. 

Some churches use unleavened bread and real wine.

Others use little bits of dough that look like chewing gum along with grape juice. 
That practice goes back to the days of prohibition when a wonderful Methodist family called Welch started selling nonalcoholic grape juice to churches for use at communion.
The point is that regardless of the prominence given to communion or the name by which it is called, or the frequency with which it is observed, or the elaborateness of the ritual the reality is that nearly all Christians come to the Lord’s Table. 
And the question I want us to ask today is “What is happening at this table?”  Why has it been central to the Church’s worship for 2000 years?
We begin to understand the role of the Lord’s Supper in worship when we grasp that when Jesus instituted this meal in the Upper Room he was inviting us to participate in a grand drama. 
The German poet and novelist Goethe once said, “The highest truth cannot be spoken, it can only be acted.”

And some high truths are being acted out at this table.
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Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher, was the first to suggest that worship is like a play.

We might readily concur with that analogy. 
Maybe we see the preacher as the actor, the congregation as the audience and God as the prompter. 
But Kierkegaard said, “No that is not it at all.  The congregation is the actor, the pastor is the prompter and God is the audience.”
So let’s examine this beautiful pageant called The Lord’s Supper. Please turn to First Corinthians 11 in your Bible and take out your message outline.
To understand what is happening at this table, it is helpful to see Communion as a drama in three acts.

ACT ONE TAKES US BACK TO THE PAST
We remember the cross of Jesus
At the time of the Reformation in the 16th century there was a furious debate about what was happening at the Lord’s Supper. The Roman Catholic Church at the Council of Trent taught the doctrine of transubstantiation, the belief that the bread and wine actually become the body and blood of Christ when they are consecrated by the priest. 

Martin Luther was teaching the doctrine of the real presence of Christ in the bread and wine. 
This is known as consubstantiation. 
Luther said the bread and wine remained bread and wine but that Christ is present along side them and that when we take bread and wine in our mouth we are physically taking Christ.
Luther believed this so passionately that when on one occasion the contents of the chalice were accidentally spilled on the floor he got down on his knees and with tears in his eyes licked up what he considered to be Christ’s blood.

John Calvin also believed in the real presence of Christ but he pointed out that Christ’s body was in heaven and not on the communion table.  Calvin said we feed on Christ in our hearts by faith in heaven when we come to the Lord’s Table.

Then a man called Ulrich Zwingli piped up.
He said “you’ve all got it wrong.” 
The main purpose of the Lord’s Supper is to be a memorial. 
For proof he pointed to Paul’s teaching on The Lord’s Supper in First Corinthians 11. 
Paul begins by saying, “I received from the Lord” (v 23) which either means that Jesus told Paul directly that this was the meaning of the Lord’s Supper or that Jesus had provided this instruction to his disciples who in turn told Paul. 
Either way it comes from the mouth of Jesus. 

So, Zwingli said, listen to what Jesus says about his own supper.

“This is my body, which is for you;  do this in remembrance of me.” (v 24) 

“This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.” (v 25)  

So act one in this drama of redemption is a call to remember Jesus and in particular to remember his cross.

Now why did Jesus want us to remember his cross?  
The answer is that his death is the key to his life. 
If we want to understand Jesus we must go to the cross.
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So in obedience we look back and with our mind’s eye we see Jesus hanging on that cross suffering for the sins of his people.  There is the Lamb of God, without blemish or defect, by whose sacrifice we are made whole.
It was at a Jewish Passover meal that that Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of me.” 
Just as the Jews understood how God in his mercy had delivered them from slavery in Egypt to become the people of God, so we remember that God has delivered us from the power of sin and death to become his chosen people. 
So as we worship at the Lord’s Table we look back and remember that it was while we were yet sinners that Christ died for us. 

Now if the Lord’s Supper is a drama we have to consider what type of drama it is for drama falls into various categories. 

I suggest this first act is a mystery.

I say that because however hard we try we will never fully understand all that is taking place at this table. 
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Scholars write their theologies of The Lord’s Supper.  
I read this book of Four Views of the Lord’s Supper last Monday.  
A Baptist, Presbyterian, Lutheran and Catholic each wrote a paper presenting their understanding of communion and then the other three wrote rebuttals to it. 
It was stimulating stuff but I had the sense at the end that it was incomplete because there are some spiritual mysteries we cannot completely grasp.
Who can explain why God should become a man?

Who can comprehend how spirit can put on flesh?

Who can know how the Holy One can bear our sin?

Who can understand why the creator should stoop to serve the creature?

Who can fathom why God should even care about us?

Charles Wesley summed the problem up well in his hymn, 

‘Tis mystery all! The Immortal dies

Who can explore his strange design?
In vain the firstborn seraph tries

To sound the depths of love divine.

‘Tis mercy all! Let earth adore,

Let angel minds enquire no more.

A young climber traveled to the Alps.  
He made his first climb accompanied by two guides. 
It was a steep hazardous ascent but he felt secure with one guide in front and the other behind. 
They climbed for hours. 
The inexperienced mountaineer was exhausted. 
At last they reached the summit marked by bare rocks protruding through the snow.  
The climber wanted to see the glorious view from the peak.
So he pushed aside the leading guide and rushed to the summit forgetting the gale force winds that blew on the top of the mountain.  Just in time the head guide dragged him down. 
He warned the novice climber, “On your knees, sir. You are never safe up here except on your knees.”
That is good counsel for us when we approach the summit of Mount Calvary. 
We need to come in wondering adoration on our knees as we marvel at the amazing grace that saved a wretch like me.

At the Lord’s Supper we confront the mystery of God.  

And so the curtain falls on Act One of our drama and rises on Act Two.

ACT TWO BRINGS US INTO THE PRESENT

For our worship at the Lord’s Table is not to keep us in the past. Christianity is not just ancient history.  It is a present relationship. Having first remembered the cross of Jesus, now we reflect on our life with Jesus.
In the words of institution Paul instructs us, “A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.” (v 28)

Paul is addressing members of the church in Corinth who were coming to the Lord’s Table with a complacent attitude. 
They were not thinking rightly about God or one another.  

So the Apostle warns, “Examine yourself.”    

The Lord’s Table is a time for reflecting and that will usually lead to repenting.

So if Act One is a Mystery then Act Two is a tragedy. 

For as we reflect on our life with Jesus the Holy Spirit begins to do a work of conviction. 
We see Jesus in all his purity and ourselves in all our sin.  
And that is a tragedy. 
We recognize that it was our iniquity that put Jesus on the cross. And that is a tragedy. 
It is our ongoing disobedience that grieves our Lord still.
And that is a tragedy. 

We examine the cross and see how much Jesus was willing to sacrifice for us and we are convicted by how little we are willing to sacrifice for him. And that is a tragedy. 
Many of us have found tears in our eyes as we come to this table. We have seen our need to be cleansed again by the precious blood of Christ.

How grateful we are for the invitation of our Lord, who holds out the cup and says, “Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Matthew 26:27-28)

We drink rejoicing that our sins can be washed away.

We do not believe that the wine actually becomes the blood of Jesus for when Jesus said, “This is my blood” he was clearly speaking metaphorically as his blood was still in his veins.  
In addition to that we have the teaching of the book of Hebrews which tells us that Christ’s sacrifice was sufficient and perfect. It was “Once for all.”  It never needs to be repeated. So the idea of sacrificing Christ afresh at every communion service does not make biblical sense.

But we do believe that Christ is present at his table and communion is a place where we can commune with the risen Lord.  For we do not come to this table to only remember a dead Christ but to encounter a living Savior.

Paul makes an amazing claim when he asks, “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?” 
(1 Corinthians 10:16)

Paul is saying that in the act of taking bread and wine we enjoy communion with Christ.

Not only are we doing something physical to express our piety but God is doing something spiritual to express his power. 

Now the curtain rises for the last act of this divine drama.

In Act One we went back to the past and remembered the cross of Jesus.

In Act Two we come into the present and reflect on our life with Jesus.

ACT THREE MOVES US INTO THE FUTURE

We rejoice in our hope in Jesus.

Both Paul and Jesus point to this future dimension of worship at the Lord’s Table. 

Paul states, “Whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” (v 26)

Jesus told his disciples, “I tell you, I will not drink from this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father’s kingdom.” 
(Matthew 26:29)

Jesus had in mind the Jewish picture of the kingdom of God as a party. (Isaiah 25:6) Now parties are great fun. 
The implication is that the place that Jesus has gone to prepare for us is going to be a very happy one indeed.  

So this third act of the drama is a comedy because it has a happy ending. While this table begins at a dreadful cross it ends with a delightful celebration.  
So while there may be tears in our eyes at the beginning of communion, there should be laughter on our lips by the end. 

This shouldn’t be a gloomy time but a glad time.  
After all the table tells us we are loved, accepted and forgiven. 

Jesus invites us to feed on him so that we may be filled with his joy.  As we take the cup in our hands we anticipate the day when Jesus will return again and we will sit down and drink with him at 
the marriage supper of the Lamb. 
What a happy day that will be.  
A day celebrating the end of sin, suffering and separation. 
A day when we shall enjoy the company of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  A day when we will be reunited with those who have loved Christ and gone before us. 

Sometimes we come to this table burdened down by grief, cares, or worries. Jesus meets us and says “Rejoice.  

You have a great future. It is all paid for. I have left the check on the table in that broken bread and in that cup.”

The Lord’s Supper is a physical handle that faith can grab hold of, allowing us to grasp God’s promises with our bodies as well as our minds.

So the big question is who can participate in this drama?
The answer is the members of God’s family. 
Those who belong to him. 

Some churches insist that you are member before you take communion. At Autumn Ridge we say if you belong to Christ you are welcome at his table.  

When it comes to children we believe it is the responsibility of the parents to give direction as to when their child is ready to take communion.

It is understandable that young children want to copy what they see grown ups doing. 
But we need to be sure that their faith is real and that we have taught them the importance of this act of worship.
This can be done at home by the parents or one of our pastors will be pleased to help.

The church has traditionally taught that children should be baptized before taking communion. 
There is a lot of wisdom in that practice. 
The reason is that baptism is the step of Christian initiation. 
It is the action we do when we first become a Christian.

The Lord’s Supper on the other hand is an act of continuation.

It is something we do repeatedly once we have started the Christian life. So Christians of previous generations said it does not make sense to take communion in which we identify with Christ’s death for us, if we haven’t symbolized that death through the waters of baptism.

But if we belong to Christ we should come.  We must come. 
This table is not for those who are perfect but for those who need pardon. And when we come, we come together as a fellowship.
Four times in this passage Paul speaks of the church coming together when the Lord’s Supper is eaten.

“I hear that when you come together as a church.” (v 18)

“When you come together.” (v 20)

“When you come together to eat wait for each other.”  (v 33)

“When you meet together.” (v 34)

This follows the practice of Jesus.  
Mark tells us, “Jesus took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, and they all drank from it.” ( Mark 14:23)

So we come to worship Christ at his table to participate in this divine drama.
