PARTICIPATION IN THE SUPPER

With minor modification this sermon could be read in a preparatory service for the Lord’s Supper. J.H.

Readings: 1 Cor 10:1-22; 1 Cor 12:12-30
Heidelberg Catechism LD 29 
Text: I Cor 10:16-17
Theme: Sharing in the cup and bread of the Lord’s Supper is a participation in Christ, and a sharing with each other as the body of Christ. 
Purpose: To explain our participation with Christ and with each other, and to apply the benefits and implications of this. 


Most of us here, at some time or other, have been out for dinner with a group of people. No doubt you had a lovely time together, eating delicious food, catching up, and enjoying conversation with each other. Sharing a meal together, whether at home or at a restaurant, as family members or as friends, is a symbol of closeness and a way of drawing people together. This is true of most cultures. It has been practiced for thousands of years. This was so in the first century AD when Paul wrote this letter to the church in Corinth. 

But in this letter the apostle Paul had to address a problem in that church. Some of those Christians were sharing in the feasts held in the pagan temples in the city – the temples of the pagan god Apollo and of the goddess Aphrodite, and others. These were cultic, religious meals. Some of these Christians believed that their “freedom” in Christ meant they could share in these meals without compromising their faith. They also believed they could eat food that had been sacrificed to idols. 

Paul objected to their participation in those pagan feasts and warned them against this. In verses 1-13 he quoted some lessons from the Old Testament, warning them not to be idolaters like the people of Israel. In verse 14 he wrote; “Therefore my dear friends, flee from idolatry.” He urged them to have nothing to do with these pagan meals and the worship of these pagan gods. 

Following on from that, he described the Lord’s Supper as another argument against sharing in these pagan meals. (v 14-22) He argued that when they shared a meal they shared it with that god and with the people with whom they were eating. He concluded (v 21); “You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons too; you cannot have a part in both the Lord’s Table and the table of demons.” 

He based this conclusion on the nature of the Lord’s Supper and our participation with Christ and with each other.

1. In the Lord’s Supper WE PARTICIPATE IN CHRIST

a. He explains that we participate in the blood of Christ; “Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ?”

This is an unusual order for dealing with the elements of the Lord’s Supper, because the Scriptures usually mention the bread and then the wine, the body and then the blood of Christ. Here Paul mentions the blood first.

He does this by describing “the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks.” Literally the Greek reads “the cup of blessing which we bless.” 
In the Jewish Passover there were four cups used through the evening meal. “The cup of blessing” was the third cup and was presented after the meal. It was probably the one Jesus used to institute the Lord’s Supper when he said; “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.” (1 Cor 11:25)
It was described as the cup of blessing because the Jewish people always blessed the Lord for providing for their needs. They thanked him for the food he gave them, just as most of us do when we have a meal. So it is “the cup of thanksgiving.”

He wrote that this cup is “a participation in the blood of Christ.” (v 16) The word “participation” means a sharing, or a fellowship, or a communion in Christ’s blood. The Greek word used is koinonia.

This does not mean that the wine of the Lord’s Supper actually is the blood of Christ. The Heidelberg Catechism (Q 78) opposes the false teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, which teaches that the wine becomes the blood of Christ. That view is called transubstantiation; it teaches that the substance of the wine is transformed into the blood of Christ, even though it still looks and tastes like wine. That is not what the Bible teaches. 
Rather the cup and the wine represent or symbolise or picture the blood of Christ and is a reminder of his death.

When we take part in the Lord’s Supper we are participating in the blood of Christ in a spiritual manner. The sacrament is a sign and seal of our union with Christ, of our connection with him in his death and resurrection, of our spiritual communion with him. This is why the Lord’s Supper is often called “communion” – we are communing with our Lord Jesus. The Lord’s Supper does not bring about that union but represents a union that is already present between the Lord and those who believe in him. 

The Lord’s Supper also reminds us of all the spiritual benefits and blessings that come from this union with Christ: our new birth by the power of the Holy Spirit, the forgiveness of our sins, our adoption into God’s family, being made right with God, the gift of eternal life and the promise of heaven.

As well as reminding us of these spiritual blessings the Supper assures us “that all of his suffering and obedience are as definitely ours as if we personally had suffered and paid for our sins.” (HC Q79) In this sacrament God guarantees that what Jesus did on the cross was done for every believer, for everyone who trusts in him for the forgiveness of his sins. If you believe in Jesus God assures you that your sins are completely forgiven because of the suffering and death of Jesus. This is the central meaning of the cup of thanksgiving.

b. This is also the meaning of “the bread that we break”; it is “a participation in the body of Christ.” (v 16b)

Again this does not mean that we are actually eating the body of Christ, as the Roman Catholic Church teaches. 

Reformed Churches, along with the rest of the Protestant Church, believe that the bread of the Lord Supper represents the body of Christ. Physically Jesus is in heaven, but spiritually he is present with us, really and truly. 

So when we eat the bread it is “a participation in the body of Christ”; we are sharing in him, fellowshipping with him, communing with him. 
And, as when we drink the wine, we are assured that all the provisions and benefits that come from Christ’s sacrifice are ours. 

When Paul wrote to the Christians in Corinth he told them that this ruled out eating in the pagan temple meals.
 
This was a temptation for many of those believers who had been converted out of paganism. The city of Corinth had at least twelve pagan temples. They were plainly visible in the city and many religious meals were hosted in them. The pagan friends of the Christians would invite them along to participate in the feast. 

Paul pointed out that this was inconsistent with their participation in Christ. In verses 19 and 20 he explained that a sacrifice to an idol was nothing and even the idol itself was nothing. But these idols represented demons. Directly behind all these idols is the demonic world of evil spirits. To participate in those temple meals was to drink the cup of demons and to share the table of demons. This is why he concluded that they could not, must not, participate in those meals. That was incompatible with participating in the body and blood of the Lord. 

We don’t face the same temptation as the Christians in Corinth, but we do face the temptations of the world. We are in the world, but we are not of it. If we have fellowship with Christ in the Lord’s Supper, we cannot have fellowship with the world. If we participate in the body and blood of Christ in this sacrament, then we cannot participate in the sins of the world. 

Think about this for your own life. Are there places you go to, or things you do, that are inconsistent with your union with Christ? Are any of your actions and activities incompatible with what you are doing here today? “You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons too.” (v 21)

2. In the Lord’s Supper we not only participate in Christ, we also share with EACH OTHER as fellow believers, as Christians. 

Verse 17: “Because there is one loaf, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.”

In the early church the believers passed around a loaf of bread in the Lord’s Supper and each person broke off a piece of it. That practice was probably kept up for 300 years. After that superstition crept in, with the result that people did not dare touch the bread with their own hands and the priest would put it into their mouths. Many churches today have this practice of the early church of the one loaf, and it is a fine symbol of the unity we share in the Lord’s Supper. 

Paul observes; “Because there is one loaf, we who are many, are one body…” 

We are many. Our congregation is made up of many people. We are all different. There is a great diversity here, in culture, race, background, vocation and age. Sometimes we have different viewpoints and ideas. We have different gifts. We are many and varied. 

But we are “one body”. We are “a community chosen for eternal life and united in true faith.” (HC Q54) “There is one body and one Spirit … One Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all….” (Eph 4:4f) In all this diversity we are united by a common faith in our triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and a confidence in the Bible as God’s Word. 

The two sacraments Jesus has given to us illustrate this unity. Baptism marks our entry into the church of the Lord Jesus and the Lord’s Supper marks our ongoing enjoyment of our communion with Christ and with each other.

It is worth noting that these two sacraments belong to the church. They are not to be celebrated on your own as an individual, nor as a family, nor just as husband and wife, nor even in a Christian conference or convention or camp. No, these are sacraments of the church, to be shared together as the body of Christ. 

“We, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.” 

As you take part in the Lord’s Supper you show your solidarity with the other members of the body of Christ. We are members together and sharing in the loaf is an illustration of that fellowship. The Lord’s Supper is a visual and real demonstration of what ties us together through a common faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Of course we have to “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” To do that we need to be humble and gentle; we need to be patient, bearing with one another in love. (Eph 4:2-3)

This is why we need to work hard to resolve our differences and disagreements so that this sacrament really is a demonstration that we are one body. 


It is a joy and privilege to be able to share a meal with your friends and family, people you are close to, and, along with good food, to enjoy each other’s company and conversation. Meals shared together are a delightful picture of our unity with each other.

So too the Lord’s Supper is a picture of our participation and fellowship with our Lord Jesus in his death and resurrection, with all the blessings that come to us from that.
And it is a picture of our union with each other, as “we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.”

Amen

