







Maundy Thursday ~ April 13, 2006

“A Conversation with St. Paul Concerning the Lord’s Supper

Adapted from a dialogue sermon by Scott C. Sailer

(Text:  1 Corinthians 11:23-36


On this Maundy Thursday, a day we commemorate the institution of the Lord’s Supper, our sermon will be in dialogue format.  Two people will be involved: one who will ask questions and raise issues which regularly arise when discussing Holy Communion.  The other will attempt to answer the questions.


So, I’d like to introduce you to ___________________, (comes forward at this point) an ordinary church-goer who listens intently to the sermons, and partakes devoutly of the Lord’s Supper.  Still, he has some questions about this mysterious gift which Christ has given to the Church.


The man who will answer his questions will be none other than St. Paul himself, the New Testament writer who, besides the Evangelists, gives us the clearest look into the meaning of the Lord’s Supper.


And now, a conversation with St. Paul concerning the Lord’s Supper…

Joe:
I can’t believe that I’m talking with the real St. Paul!  I’m so glad that you could take some time off from your heavenly life to talk to us about the Lord’s Supper.

Paul:
It’s good to be here!  I accepted your invitation to meet with you about Holy Communion so that you not only understand this Holy Meal more clearly, but also so that you can thank God and praise Him for what He does for you every day because of His love for you.

Joe:
But some of the things that God does are so hard for us to understand, including the Lord’s Supper!

Paul:
You people are just like the people I knew in the Corinthian Church.  Sometimes you think too much!  I wish you would just read the Scriptures prayerfully.  The Holy Spirit will make things clear.  But for the moment, let’s get into the topic of the Sacrament of the Altar.

Joe:
You’ve done it already.

Paul:
Done what already?

Joe:
Changed the name from “Holy Communion” to “Holy Meal” to “The Sacrament of the Altar.”  Can’t we keep this discussion less complicated?  In your letters I’ve noticed you preferred the title “The Lord’s Supper.”  Let’s stick with “The Lord’s Supper.”
Paul:
That’s fine with me.  Let me just say that all of the names I’ve used describe the same celebration.

Joe:
Celebration?

Paul:
Yes, celebration.  In the Lord’s Supper, even though you Christians are joining in a very solemn and serious sacrament, you are also celebrating Christ’s victory over sin, death, and the devil.  Forgiveness has been won for all mankind.  The Lord’s Supper bestows that forgiveness personally to the faithful recipient.  That personal forgiveness is certainly a cause for rejoicing.  You might call it a celebration.

Joe:
Most of the people I know sure don’t look like they’ve come from a celebration after receiving the Lord’s Supper!

Paul:
(With a chuckle) You must remember that people are self-conscious too… By the way, why didn’t you pick Marty to speak with you about the Lord’s Supper?  He was available too you know!

Joe:
Marty?  Who’s Marty?

Paul:
What… a Lutheran who doesn’t know Marty?  Marty Luther, of course!

Joe:
We know him as Martin Luther.

Paul:
In heaven we get to know everyone quite well.  Marty and I are great friends, and we’ve long had a similar understanding of the Lord’s Supper.  How we’ve discussed what Jesus meant when He instituted this Sacrament!

Joe:
Let’s talk about those words of Jesus… Maybe we should read those words as recorded by you in the eleventh chapter of First Corinthians.

Paul:
Be my guest!

Joe:
Alright… “For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus on the night He was betrayed, took bread, 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.’  For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes” (1 Corinthians 11:23-26).


The question I have is this: How can ordinary bread possibly be Christ’s body, and how can ordinary wine be Christ’s blood?

Paul:
That’s a very good question.  Let me answer it this way.  Bible scholars throughout the centuries had a rule for interpreting the words of Jesus.  That rules still holds true today.  It’s a very good one.  It goes like this: We take our Lord’s words literally, unless He gives us some indication that we should understand them otherwise.  


For example, in the Gospel according to St. Luke, Jesus describes the Kingdom of God using parables.  In one instance He says, “The kingdom of God is like a mustard seed which  a man took and sowed into his garden.”  Now, when He said that the people knew that Jesus was comparing the Kingdom to a mustard seed simply because He used the word “like” to describe the relationship.  


However, when Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper, He clearly stated, “This is my body” when referring to the bread and “This is my blood” when He referred to the wine.  We may not know exactly how Jesus is present in the Lord’s Supper, but we believe He is because He says He is.  We take Him at His Word simply because He is God Almighty, and He is therefore able to be present in the bread and wine, or wherever else He says He is.  You Lutherans call this the “real presence” of Christ in the Sacrament.

Joe:
Christ’s words sure are special!

Paul:
That is what you Americans would call an understatement!  What God says always holds true.  The words Christ used as He instituted the Lord’s Supper speak volumes!  They help to explain His death for us on the cross as perhaps no other words can.

Joe:
What do you mean?

Paul:
Well, Jesus often explained to His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and teachers of the law, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.  Pm the cross Christ paid the price for the sins of all the world.  The words He used to institute the Lord’s Supper really personalize that same Good News.

Joe:
How?

Paul:
Listen to His words once again.  He said, “This is my body which is for you… This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.”  The words “for you” are Christ’s personal invitation to partake of the Lord’s Supper, and they are His personal assurance that the body which was nailed to the cross and the blood which was shed there were given and shed for you too, for the forgiveness of your sins.

Joe:
I’m not sure if I should happy or sad about that.  Sure, Christ forgives me in this sacrament, yet I feel bad that my sins are among those which nailed Him to the cross.  Sometimes I don’t feel worthy of receiving the body and blood of Christ because of my sins.

Paul:
Ah, I can see that the Law of God is doing its work on you.  God’s Law is causing you to be aware of the wrong you’ve done in your life.  But as I’ve told you in my letters, God’s grace takes care of your jealousies, lusts, rivalries, lack of kindness—what have you.  God’s grace alone delivers you from bondage to sin.

Joe:
It’s so tough to remember that we’re really powerless to overcome our sin and to enter heaven on our own.  God’s grace is sure tough to figure out!

Paul:
It is.  But just consider God’s grace to be His love for you, no matter how undeserving you feel.

Joe:
Still, sometimes I don’t feel worthy of receiving the body and blood of Christ.

Paul:
Ah, you’re exactly the sort of person who should come to the altar to receive the Lord’s Supper.  Your worthiness has nothing to do with making sure you haven’t committed and serious sins and that you’re basically a good person.  Instead, you understand the truth about yourself, that you are by nature sinful and you want to repent and receive the forgiveness Christ offers in the sacrament.  Your church teachings in the Book of ah, …

Joe:
Concord.

Paul:
Right, the Book of Concord, describes the very way you feel.  They say:


True and worthy communicants, … are those timid, perturbed Christians, weak in faith, who are heartily terrified because of their many and great sins, who consider themselves unworthy of this noble treasure and the benefits of Christ because of their great impurity, and who perceive their weakness in faith, deplore it, and heartily wish that they might serve God with a stronger and more cheerful faith and a pure obedience.  This most venerable sacrament was instituted and ordained for communicants like this, as Christ says, “Come unto me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).

Joe:
That makes me feel better.  But who, then, is unworthy to receive this sacrament?

Paul:
Anyone who does not believe the words, “This is my body, given for you.”  In other words, they don’t believe that Christ gave Himself into death for us and that He is truly present in the Lord’s Supper.  Other unworthy guest at this Supper include those who are not truly sorry for their sins, and those who are not willing to change their sinful lives.

Joe:
You’re talking about repentance, right?

Paul:
Yes, but true repentance.

Joe:
What do you mean?  What’s the difference between true repentance and false repentance?

Paul:
False repentance is when people go and do whatever they want and then say casually, “Oh, sorry God.”  Remember when you were growing up?  What was the easiest way to avoid a spanking or punishment?  We all learned it… just say, “I’m sorry.”  And we could so manipulate mom and dad, because most moms and dads are happy that we learned to say those words, that it made everything okay and took away the punishment.  It’s sort of like that congresswoman last week.  She didn’t apologize for hitting the police officer, she said that she “was sorry” that the incident had happened.  Of course, she was sorry it happened, it made her look pretty bad.  But nowhere did she ever confess that what she had done was wrong.

Joe:
I see what you mean.  So what is true repentance?

Paul:
Confession and repentance in the Bible implies that from now there will be a change… Not just a glib “I’m sorry.”  Remember when Peter came to his senses and realized that he had denied the Lord Jesus?  The Bible says that He went out and “wept bitterly” over his sin (Luke 22:62).  When was the last time you wept over your denials of Jesus?

Joe:
I can begin to see the reason for examining ourselves before coming to Communion.  How should we go about this?

Paul:
Ask yourself questions like these: “Am I a sinner?”; “Is Jesus my Savior?”; “Does He give me His body and blood for my forgiveness?”; and “Do I wish to improve my life?”.  If you can sincerely answer “Yes” to these questions, then you are a worthy guest at Christ’s table.  And then, when you go to the altar with faith in Christ’s promise that He has given Himself into death for you, you will leave the Lord’s Supper with your sins forgiven and your faith in Christ strengthened.

Joe:
That is some great news, Paul, although it’s not exactly something new to me.  I’m sure I learned this in confirmation.

Paul:
But not from an apostle.

Joe:
No, from a pastor.

Paul:
Oh yes, a man like a bishop or elder in the first churches I established… Do you have any more questions?  I’d really like to get back home.  (Look up)
Joe:
Just a couple more… How often should I attend the Lord’s Supper?

Paul:
The Lord doesn’t really say how often.  But all mortals are sinners and are in need of forgiveness.  Following our Lord’s words “Do this as often as you drink it…”, I would recommend doing it often.

Joe:
Could you be more precise?

Paul:
How often does your church celebrate the Lord’s Supper?

Joe:
Twice a month.

Paul:
Do it often. … Just remember that Jesus offers the assurance of the forgiveness of sins in the Lord’s Supper.  That should spur you on to partake of the Sacrament.


Let me try this example.  Joe, are you married?

Joe:
Yes, I am.

Paul:
Well, I was never married myself, but the Holy Spirit led me to write quite a bit about marriage and how it demonstrates the relationship between Christ and His church.  


One of the most common complaints from wives about their husbands is that they do not sufficiently tell their wives that they love them.  Why do wives need to hear their husbands love them over and over again?  Why do they need that continued affirmation?  Isn’t it true that they wonder, that they question and doubt, that they suffer from insecurity?  They need that continued security, don’t they?

Joe:
Certainly.  We husbands do, too.

Paul:
That’s right!  And here, in Holy Communion, Christ says to His bride, the Church—to you and to me, “My beloved, you are precious in my sight.  You’re the most special thing to me.  I love you, and I want to spend eternity with you.  I forgive you all the things you have done.”  Who wouldn’t want to come to the exact place where Christ has promised to come and tell us how much He loves us, as often as we come there?

Joe:
One more question, Paul.  If there’s one more thing you would like to say about the sacrament that you feel would benefit me, what would you tell me?

Paul:
I would hang up a sign over the altar in churches whenever the Lord’s Supper is being administered (Baptism, too, for that matter), and on the sign I’d have the words GOD AT WORK printed in big red letters.  For God is the One bringing us the forgiveness of sins.  He is the One giving us His grace and salvation.  People are merely the fortunate recipients of  these blessings.  God is at work in the Word and in the Sacraments.

Joe:
Is there anything else?

Paul:
Oh yes – May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all.

Joe:
Amen.

Joe:
What about “closed communion”?

Paul:
While I’m not familiar with that term, “Closed Communion,” I assume you’re referring to the practice of restricting participation in the Sacrament to communication members of the local congregation and of sister congregations within the same confessional fellowship.  Since my day, this practice has been the direct correlate of the Church’s affirmation of the presence of our Lord’s true body and blood in the Holy Supper.

Joe:
Yes, that’s what I mean.  That’s the way I remember it being ever since I was a child.  But it doesn’t seem that every church believes that now.  I want to know how I should respond to those who criticize the practice in our church body as “unloving,” or they accuse us of thinking we’re better than anyone else.

Paul:  
Actually, “Closed Communion” isn’t narrow-minded at all.  It isn’t done out of a sense of superiority of the church body, but out of high regard for the Sacrament, for the real presence of Christ’s body and blood in, with, and under the bread and the wine.  It is practiced out of loving concern for those who might receive the Sacrament to their judgment.  As I wrote to the Corinthians in chapter 11 of my first letter: “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.  A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.  For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself” (vv. 27-29).

Joe:
That’s why our Lutheran Church refuses to admit sinners who are living in open and impenitent sin, or those who cannot properly examine themselves because of lack of instruction, immaturity, or mental incapacity.   

Paul:  
That’s right!  In addition, it is important to maintain the practice of “Closed Communion” out of concern for the integrity of our witness to unity in the faith through the Sacrament.  When we participate together in the body and blood of Christ we publicly acknowledge that we believe the same things and are one in the faith.

Joe:
I believe you wrote about that in 1 Corinthians 10: “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?  Because there is one loaf, we who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf” (vv. 16-17).

Paul:
Yes.  And that witness to unity is false, if doctrinal disagreement exists between those who commune together.  By allowing that false witness to occur you are telling your visitors from other churches and your own members that the doctrinal differences, which divide you are unimportant and may safely be overlooked.

Joe:
That message of doctrinal indifference would clearly go against Scripture, wouldn’t it?

Paul:
Exactly!  That’s why I wrote some rather stern words to the Romans as they gathered for worship to celebrate the Lord’s Supper together: “I urge you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are contrary to the teaching you have learned.  Keep away from them.  For such people are not serving our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own appetites.  By smooth talk and flattery they deceive the minds of naïve people” (16:17-18). 

Joe:
That’s why we teach that the Sacrament must not be given to those who do not share our positions on doctrines or who belong to a church body which confesses a different doctrinal position.  Holy Communion is given to us to use individually as we see fit, but to unite us in the same confession of faith.

Paul:
Marty… excuse me … your Martin Luther said it this way:  “Those who do not want to be of the same faith, doctrine, and life, as other Christians… should not be tolerated in the group that has the same understanding; they would only divide it and split it up.  The Holy Sacrament, then, serves as a means whereby Christ holds His little flock together.  The teachers of old have some fine thoughts about this matter.  They have said that Christ purposely used bread and wine for His Supper.  For every kernel of grain has its own body form, but they are ground together and become one bread.  Just so, every human being is an individual and a creature apart from others.  But in the Sacrament we are, as it were, baked into one cake; for there we have the same faith, the same confession, love and hope.  The same thing applies to the wine.  There are many grapes and little berries, and each has its own body and form.  But when they turn to wine, the inequality no longer exists; for the wine is one fine, beautiful juice.  Christians, too, should be like this.


Some argue that the body of Christ is in heaven.  Therefore it cannot be here in Church, nor could there be enough of it to go around every Sunday when communion is celebrated throughout the world.  Therefore they conclude that the word “is” means “represents” or “symbolizes.”


Let me ask you a question.  When God turned the Nile River to blood in the first plague against Egypt, was that real blood or fake blood?


The Bible says it was blood.  And we believe the Bible to be inspired and inerrant, so we believe it was blood.  Whose blood?  Who could bleed that much?  I’m not suggesting that it was Jesus’ blood, I’m just saying that the normal rules don’t apply to God.  He made the rules and He can transcend the rules.  He can be wherever He wants to be.


If you try to come at this from a logical standpoint you’re going to have a problem.  Does it make sense to love sinners?  No.  It makes sense to love the good guys, not the sinners.  But that’s not the kind of God we have… Does it make sense that God is three persons in one God, or that Christ is God and man at the same time? – Or that Jesus walked on water or changed water into wine or healed the blind and the lame?  


None of those things make sense according to our reason.  Joe, sooner or later we have to confess that we have a God who is beyond our ability to figure out.  Any other option  besides trusting the Word and abiding by it leads you to create your own religion.  The issue is not “do I perfectly understand it,” but what is actually said in God’s Word.

Paul:
In 1st Corinthians 11:29, we see that at the very least, the Lord’s Supper is not to be taken lightly.  The Bible indicates that there is an “unworthy” eating and drinking and that we can take the Lord’s Supper to our harm.  That is reason enough to be careful about the administration of the Lord’s Supper.  God doesn’t want the Lord’s Supper to be misunderstood or abused.  This is one of the reasons your church asks people to be patient and get the chance to understand this sacrament before taking it just because everybody else is.


God has made all kinds of gifts available to us, but the greatest is His Son.  And a lot of people grudgingly grant God the right to exist, but they reject His Son, or they insist on determining the ways and the terms under which they will receive Him.  Here and other places in the Bible we see that doesn’t wash with God.


One of the arguments that is usually expressed for an “open” communion for everyone is that it doesn’t matter what the church teaches about communion, I have my personal beliefs.  But truth is not determined by what you believe.  Your understanding of communion does not make Christ present.  His Word and promise does, regardless of your opinion.  Christ is present not by opinion, but by His promise.

close communion

