EXAMINE YOURSELF

Readings: Psalm 51; 1 Corinthians 11:17-34
Heidelberg Catechism LD30 Q81-82
Text: 1 Corinthians 11:27-29
Theme: The necessity of self examination to take part in the Lord’s Supper in a worthy manner. 
Purpose: To urge you to examine yourself before taking part in the Lord’s Supper so that you can do so in a worthy manner.


Many denominations have considered the matter of who should be invited and permitted to attend the Lord’s Supper. 
Some churches have an open table and have no restrictions at all on who may attend. 
Other churches have a closed table and only their members are allowed to attend. 
Still others churches, like our own, have a restricted table where we allow members and some visitors or guests to take part.

You might think this is much ado about nothing. Why restrict it at all? What even consider this question? Well, we consider this carefully because the Holy Spirit has instructed us to do so, as we can see from these instructions of the apostle Paul to the church in Corinth.

In the early church the Lord's Supper was celebrated as part of a larger meal. The members of the church came together for what was known as the love feast or the love meal. Everyone would bring along some food. Those who were rich brought along a lot while the poor brought a little. 

The problem in Corinth was that they did not share. The rich ate by themselves and had plenty. In fact, some of them had so much to drink that they became drunk! The poor people sat by themselves eating the little they could afford to bring along.
And then they would celebrate the Lord's Supper! No wonder Paul said their meetings did more harm than good! No wonder he had no praise for them in this matter! (v 17) They were despising the church of God and humiliating those who had nothing. (v 22)

Their behavior showed that they did not really understand the Lord's Supper. They were participating in an unworthy manner. So Paul urged them to examine themselves before they took part in the Lord's Supper.  

Today we will consider this matter of self-examination by asking three questions: 
1. Why should we examine ourselves?
2. How do we examine ourselves?
3. For what purpose must we examine ourselves?
Why? How? And for what purpose?

1. WHY SHOULD WE EXAMINE OURSELVES?

a. We should do so first of all because the Lord’s Supper is a solemn remembrance of the suffering and death of Jesus. 

The bread represents his body that was hung on the cross.
The wine represents his blood which was poured out for the forgiveness of our sins. 
When we eat and drink we remember his death and that we are united with him in that. These are solemn truths and we need to consider them carefully.  

b. Not only do we look back but we also look forward. Verse 26; “For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” We will keep on celebrating the Lord’s Supper “until he comes”. Every time we do this we anticipate his return.   

c. Because there is some much meaning packed into this, Paul warns against taking part in "an unworthy manner”. (v 27)

i. "Unworthy" means that we don’t understand the worth or the value of what we are doing. It is to take part without understanding what is going on, without serious thought and reflection about the meaning of the Lord's Supper. Unworthy participation is when you take part in a careless or irreverent manner. 

ii. If you do take part in an unworthy manner you “will be guilty of sinning against the body and the blood of the Lord.” (v 27) In other words, you will be scorning Jesus' death and despising what he has done.
It would be like someone trampling on the New Zealand flag, or defacing a poster of the Prime Minister. Such actions make a mockery of a valuable object or an important person. 
In the same way to participate without understanding what Jesus has done is to mock Jesus Christ.
Paul says that we will be “guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord Jesus.”
That means we will share in the guilt of those who put Jesus to death; we become responsible for his crucifixion. 

d. Paul again reinforces the seriousness of the supper in verse 29; “For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself.”

i. To "recognize” the body of the Lord is to understand the meaning and significance of the Lord’s Supper; it is to believe that he died there for his people; to confess that he suffered for you. To “recognize the body of the Lord” is to judge all this correctly, to have a true assessment and knowledge of what the Lord’s Supper means. 

ii. If you do not recognize the body and blood of the Lord then you will eat and drink judgment on yourself. 
This does not mean there is something magical in the bread or the wine that conveys this judgment.
Nor does it mean this judgment is immediate, as though a person is struck down on the spot.  Rather it means that this person comes under the condemnation and punishment of God. This is what had happened to many in the church in Corinth; they had become weak and sick and a number had died. (v 30) 

Children, this is the reason we want you to wait until you are older before you begin to take part in the Lord's Supper. We want you to understand what you are doing. Of course, you understand some things about the Lord Jesus and his death on the cross; but as you get older you will understand these things more clearly and fully. We pray that you will get to an age where you say; "I really do understand what Jesus has done for me, and I believe in him, and I want to take part in the Lord’s Supper with the rest of the congregation." When you get to that point then we want you to profess your faith in Jesus as your Lord and Saviour and we welcome you to take part in this sacrament.

The solemn significance of the Lord’s Supper is also the reason we ask visitors to speak to an elder before taking part. We want to be sure that you understand the meaning of what is happening, that you believe in Jesus as your Lord and Saviour, and trust in him for the forgiveness of your sins. 

All of us must take part in a worthy manner, recognising the body and blood of the Lord. This is why we need to examine ourselves. 

2. HOW do we examine ourselves?

a. The ancient Greek philosopher, Socrates, said; “the unexamined life is not worth living.” He wanted people to reflect on their lives; to think seriously about what life was about, what they were doing, and where they were going. 

That is certainly necessary for us who believe in the triune God. The wisdom books of the Bible - Job, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes - are reflections on living a life of faith in God. Job, Solomon, Asaph and Agur all thought deeply and seriously about the meaning of life and the prospect of eternity. 

We need to be doing this too. But often we don’t. We are so busy, hurrying from one thing to another, occupied in our homes, frantic at work, committed at church, that we hardly have a moment to examine ourselves. We don't have the time for this and we don't make the time.  

But that is a mistake. We must pause in the midst of our activity and our rushing to reflect on our relationship with God, on our life in Christ, on where we are now, and where we are going. Psalm 1 describes the man who meditates on God's law day and night. That is to be the pattern of our lives as well. We need to do this regularly. Self-examination and reflection should be an ongoing and regular feature of our lives.  

Because we find it difficult to make time for this there is a lot of value in doing this in preparation for the Lord’s Supper.

The elders and deacons do this in the session meeting before the Lord’s Supper. The session members reflect on their work and examine how they are doing in the responsibilities God has given to them as office bearers. 

But all of us need to do this, not only in relation to our tasks, but in all we are and do, in all the various aspects of our lives.

b. The word examine can also be translated as "test" or "prove". It has the sense of inquiring into something to see if it is right or wrong; of searching for something and testing to see if it is good or evil.

You could compare this to a medical examination made by an X-rays, or an MRI scan, or with an internal camera. Examinations like these enable doctors to see what is going on inside of us.
This is what we need to do spiritually; we need to have a look in our heart and mind and see what is going on.

c. To test something properly requires a standard.  
When a building inspector checks a construction site he will test it against the building code to see that what has been built is up to the required standard.
The quality control personnel in a factory will test the end product to make sure that it is up to the company standard.

The standard for a Christian is the law of God in the Bible. Here God tells us what is expected of us. We need to read God’s law, meditate on it (as did the writer of Psalm 119), memorise it, and assess our lives according to that standard. 

As you examine yourself ask; How is my relationship with God? Do I love him with all my heart, soul, strength and mind? Do I love my wife, my husband, my parents, my children as I ought? How is my relationship with other members of the church? Am I nursing bitterness or holding a grudge? Do I understand what the Lord’s Supper means? Do I trust in the Lord Jesus for the forgiveness of my sins?

3. This brings us to consider, finally, THE PURPOSE of this examination.

The Lord has provided us with this sacrament and he has commanded us to do this in remembrance of him. 
He wants us to examine ourselves so that we can and will partake of the bread and the wine. He wants us to recognize the body of the Lord and so take part in a worthy manner. 

The light of God’s Word will show up a lot of sin and dirt and filth in your life. That, however, should not keep you from the Lord’s Supper. This sacrament is not for the perfect, or none of us would be sharing in it; it is for sinners who recognize their sin, repent of it, and trust in the death of the Lord Jesus for forgiveness. It is so that sinners, such as us, may be nourished and fed spiritually by our Lord and so be built up in our faith.

We need to examine ourselves, but we don’t want that to turn into introspection. The unexamined life is not worth living, but neither is the over-examined life! We don’t want to become navel-gazers, always looking within. 

Rather we need to be looking out and up to the Lord Jesus! We must look beyond ourselves to him. 
“Let us fix your eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith…” (Heb 12:2)
“…set your hearts on things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.” (Col 3:1)

The catechism summarises this well when it describes who are to come to the Lord’s Table: “Those who are displeased with themselves because of their sins, but who nevertheless trust that their sins are pardoned and that their continuing weakness is covered by the suffering and death of Christ, and who also desire more and more to strengthen their faith and to lead a better life.” (LD 30 Q 81)

Does that describe you? 
If it does, then Lord welcomes you to his Supper. 

Amen

