The Sacrament of Holy Communion

Unpublished Work © Copyright, 2016 Rev. Jeffrey Wade. All rights reserved. No portion of this article may be copied,
retransmitted, reposted, duplicated or otherwise used without the express written approval of the author.

41

The Sacrament of Holy Communion
The Sacrament of Holy Communion almost has as many names as it does
interpretations. It is known as the Lord’s Supper, the Eucharist, the Breaking of the Bread, the
Fellowship of the Altar, the Sacrament of the Altar, or simply Communion. For many Christians
it is either a physical or spiritual meal, but for Lutherans it is both. We walk a fine line when we
talk about the Lord’s Supper because we strive to only say what Scripture says about it. When
the desire arises to have what happens in the Sacrament of the Altar make sense, humanity
comes to one of two conclusions. First is the conclusion made by John Calvin, who wrote:
We must establish such a presence of Christ in the Supper as may neither fasten him to the
element of bread, nor enclose him in bread, nor circumscribe him in any way (all which things, it
is clear, detract from his heavenly glory); finally, such as may not take from him his own stature,
or parcel him out to many places at once, or invest him with boundless magnitude to be spread
through heaven and earth for those things are plainly in conflict with a truly human Christ. Let
us never allow these two limitations to be taken from us: (1) Let nothing be withdrawn from
Christ’s heavenly glory – as happens when he is brought under the corruptible elements of this
world, or bound to any earthly creatures. (2) Let nothing inappropriate to human nature be
ascribed to his body, as happens when it is said either to be intimate or to be put in a number of
places at once.1

This view perpetrates that Christ Jesus is physically unable to participate in Holy Communion,
because his human form ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of God the Father.
Carrying Calvin’s logic to its conclusion, the Southern Baptist Convention confesses: “The Lord’s
Supper is a symbolic act of obedience whereby members… memorialize the death of the
Redeemer and anticipate His second coming.”2 Holy Communion then is limited to our work of
eating and drinking simple bread and wine in memory of the work that Jesus accomplished on
the cross. Simply put, the effective work of God in Christ Jesus under the mystery of the Holy
Spirit has no place in this interpretation of Holy Communion, which goes against the very words
used to institute Holy Communion.3 By taking the divinity of Christ out of the equation there is
no guarantee of forgiveness or fellowship with God present at the altar. What is one of the
greatest gifts given by God to strengthen faith in the Church and connect the individual to the
feast to come is reduced to a ceremony that one participates in.
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The second interpretation that human reason comes to is that of Roman Catholicism. If
the Reformed Church under John Calvin overemphasizes how the humanity of Jesus cannot be
present in Holy Communion, then Rome overemphasizes the transcendence of the divinity of
Christ and his sacrifice in this meal. When a Roman church celebrates Holy Communion they
believe that the bread and wine are merely the appearance of the Body and Blood of Christ.4
They believe that the process by which this change happens is called “transubstantiation.”5
What the communicants are left with is “the living Christ who is present, that is, His Body,
Blood, Soul, and Divinity… both under the appearance of bread and under the appearance of
wine.”6 When asked if the appearance of the bread or wine has changed, Rome’s response is,
“The appearances of the bread and wine (taste, smell, color, size, shape, weight) did not
change, even though the bread and wine were actually changed into the Body and Blood of
Jesus.”7
We disagree with both the Roman teaching that the bread and wine is completely
replaced with Body and Blood and the Reformed teaching that it is purely bread and wine.
However, we must acknowledge Rome to be correct over the Reformed position when it comes
to what occurs for the participants of this Sacramental Meal: the eating of the Body and Blood
of Jesus truly forgives, strengthens faith, and removes the wrath of God from the believer.8
However, Rome then pushes this simple teaching further by calling it a sacrifice – a
sacrifice that is celebrated daily in the Roman church. While Rome acknowledges that this is
not a “re-sacrifice” of Christ, we must ask why their teaching is so muddled as to be confused
with what appears to be a daily re-sacrifice. For example, in the Official Catholic Teachings: A
Catechism for Adults we find: “What is the Mass? It is the renewal of the sacrifice of the Cross,
the sacrifice of the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, offered in an unbloody manner under the
appearances of bread and wine.”9 Following this up it continues: “Is the Mass a true sacrifice?
Yes, it contains all the elements of a true sacrifice, priest and victim – gift and offering. By the
separate consecration of the bread and wine which symbolizes His death, Jesus the victim of
the Calvary Sacrifice, becomes truly present on the altar.”10 The comprehensive Catechism of
the Catholic Church goes on to state that: the Mass is called a divine sacrifice11, that the
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sacrifice of Christ and the sacrifice of the Eucharist are one single sacrifice12, that it is done over
and over again13, that it is an unbloody offering that is propitiatory14, that it can make
reparation of sins15, and is to be considered a true and proper sacrifice.16 Again:
Is the Sacrifice of the Mass the same as the sacrifice of the Cross? Yes, they are the same in that
the victim and the priest are the same, Jesus Christ. What is the difference between the two
sacrifices? The difference is that the Sacrifice of the Cross was a bloody sacrifice, while the
Sacrifice of the Mass is an unbloody one.17

It seems as if the Eucharist completes Calvary; whereas in Lutheran theology, the Eucharist
delivers Calvary. Even the most devout defenders of Roman dogma must agree that if Christ is
neither being re-sacrificed nor is the onetime crucifixion event continuously being “renewed”18
by its proper definition on this altar during the Sacrifice of the Mass, then in the very least there
seems to be a disconnect between the doctrine written on the page and Rome’s public practice.
By now you are probably asking yourself: “What is the Lutheran teaching and
understanding of Holy Communion?” Both Rome and the Reformed understandings of Holy
Communion ignore the possibility that what is given in Holy Communion could be both bread
and Body and both wine and Blood. We believe, teach, and confess that in the Sacrament of
Holy Communion the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ are present with the bread and wine under
the mystery of the Holy Spirit. What does that mean? We strive to maintain the tension that is
taught throughout Scripture. When Jesus instituted this Sacrament, we read that:
He took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave it to them, and said, ‘Take; this is my
body.’ And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank
of it. And he said to them, ‘This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many.
Truly, I say to you, I will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new
in the kingdom of God.’19

In that short passage we are able to see the tension. Jesus calls what is obviously baked bread
his Body. Jesus also calls what is in the cup both his Blood and the fruit of the vine. St. Paul
also says in 1 Corinthians 11, “Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord
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in an unworthy manner will be guilty concerning the body and blood of the Lord.” Again we
have this paradox. Body and bread. Blood and wine. How can this be? The correct answer is,
we don’t know. We humble ourselves to the witness of the Word of God and allow God the
Holy Spirit to work in this miracle.
Since it is the Father’s will that we eat the Body and Blood of his Son Jesus with the
bread and wine by the mysterious working of the Holy Spirit, we can say that the fullness of
God – the very Holy Trinity itself is present with us at the altar. And because it is God who is
working this for us, we can with certainty say that we are receiving the most wonderful of gifts.
In what follows, we will take a closer look at what gifts are given to the Church, the history of
our practice of closed communion, why we follow such a rigorous form of liturgy, and what this
means in the life of a Christian.
The Gifts of Holy Communion:
One is hard pressed to find a better summary of what gifts are given in Holy Communion
than in the words of Dr. Luther’s Small Catechism, “The words ‘given for you’ and ‘shed for you
for the forgiveness of sins’ show us that forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation are given to us in
the sacrament through these words, because where there is forgiveness of sin, there is also life
and salvation.”20 These simple words communicate the gracious gift that was given in the
Upper Room during the Passover – and it is very important to note that the institution of Holy
Communion came during the Passover. The great religious rite of Old Testament Israel was
celebrated first in Egypt where God enacted judgment on sinners – while passing over the sins
of Israel and delivering the chosen people from condemnation.21 Nafzger weighs in on this
significance: “In a setting rich in the meaning of God’s deliverance of His people through the
blood of a lamb, the Lamb of God gives a testament in His body and blood in, with, and under
the Passover elements of bread and wine for the forgiveness of sins.”22
What was once God turning a blind eye to his people’s sin is now God looking fondly at
his people through the sacrifice of his Son and speaking forgiveness. In addition to forgiveness,
Chemnitz lists five things that are given to believers in the Lord’s Supper:
1. We are partakers of the merit of Christ and are included in the New Testament covenant of
grace. 2. Everyone might surely conclude that this universal promise applies specifically also to
himself… Christ Himself offers and gives to every individual His body and blood, beaming at
every individual with a personal invitation ‘for the remission of sins.’ 3. Remembrance of the
death of Christ, which consists in true repentance and faith, must be preserved, strengthened,
and increased in us. 4. We often fall from the covenant and pact of grace through sin against
20
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conscience, therefore, so that in true conversion we might have sure and special evidence,
besides the general Word, that God is willing to receive us anew into that covenant of Grace,
Christ says in His Supper: … new testament of my blood… 5. Christ, in His Supper, offers us His
most holy body and blood, so that, engrafted by this communion as branches in Him who is the
true vine, we might draw thence new, good, and spiritual sap. Thus we are also joined most
closely by this communion with other Christians as members of the one body of Christ, so that
mutual love toward the neighbor is kindled, increased, and preserved in us.23

While certainly more comprehensive than Luther’s simple “forgiveness, life, and salvation,”
each of these gifts has their root in that forgiveness. The believer can take heart that with
forgiveness indeed comes: partaking in Christ’s merit, bringing the universal gospel down to the
single individual Christian, the strengthening of faith, the continued reconciliation with the
Father, and the communion of the saints in Christ’s Church.
When Christians kneel before the altar to receive Christ’s body and blood they should
note that Christ is truly present and working (how he is working for unbelievers will be
discussed later). No matter how strong or weak their faith, Christians still receive the fullness
of Christ. The Christian who has little faith does not receive a smaller or lesser portion of
forgiveness. As Luther writes: “When [Christ] says, ‘Do this,’ (namely, what I now do, what I
institute, what I give you and bid you take), this is as much as to say, ‘No matter whether you
are worthy or unworthy, you have here his body and blood by the power of these words that
are connected to the bread and wine.’”24 This gift is for the faithful, yet received by everyone
partaking because faith does not make Christ’s body and blood present in the Sacrament any
more than the infant’s appetite makes the oatmeal present in the dish.25 This also applies to
the called pastor leading the service. It does not matter how holy or unholy, how righteous or
unrighteous he is, no human effort affects the presence of the body and blood of Christ in the
Holy Supper. This work is attributed solely and alone to the almighty power of our Lord Jesus
Christ.26 It is Christ, not we, who creates the reality of the Lord’s Supper. Our work of eating
and drinking do not accomplish the work of Jesus, but rather the power of the words ‘given for
you’ and ‘shed for you for the forgiveness of your sin.’27 In this way, Christians do participate by
simply receiving what God has done. The real work (as is the case with Baptism and Absolution)
is being done by the Father through his Son’s work and word under the mystery of the Spirit.
This work is first individualized, because wherever and whenever Jesus is present, He
desires to forgive your sins. Jesus’ real presence in the Lord’s Supper is cause enough for us to
23
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know that His forgiveness is present. Whenever Christ Jesus is truly present, life and salvation
are also present.28 This is not some “spiritual forgiveness.” What a believer is given in the
Supper is a complete forgiveness of their entire being – both body and soul. As Cyril of
Alexandria says:
We do not deny that we are joined spiritually to Christ by true faith and sincere love. But we do
entirely deny that we have no kind of connection with him according to the flesh. We say that
this is foreign to the Sacred Scriptures… from this we must consider that Christ is in us not only
according to the indwelling understood as love but also by a natural participation.29

The believer can look to their reception of the body and blood of Jesus as the moment that all
of their senses are overwhelmed by God. They see the body and blood. They smell the fruit of
the vine and wheat. They hear the words, “Your sins are forgiven.” They feel the bread and
chalice. They taste and truly see that the Lord is good. The Lord’s Supper confirms and seals
the private absolution to the individual by making them the recipient of the very body of Christ
which was given for them and of the very blood which Christ shed for them.30
After knowing that your sins of both body and soul are forgiven, the Holy Spirit also
strengthens your faith. Our faith is to be understood as one which recognizes that by ourselves
we are broken – yet in Christ we are a new creation. So we consistently celebrate and partake
in the Lord’s Supper to acknowledge that we are sinful and need the Savior Jesus. Melanchthon
discusses how the Spirit strengthens our faith and reliance on Jesus:
We celebrate the memory of the death of Christ. You hear that the body of Christ has been
given for you. You hear that the blood of Christ has been shed for you. These words first
instruct us regarding the great anger of God against our sins, which the virtues and merits of
neither angels nor men could placate, but which must be placated by the death of the Son…
Furthermore, there is also the necessity for faith which seeks and receives the remission of sins.
For here in the Sacrament the remission of sins is offered and applied to the believer.31

Our lives on this earth are a continuous cycle of repentance and forgiveness. Faith sees the
reality of our corrupted nature and knows that we deserve punishment. Yet faith also looks to
the cross to see how God has pulled us out of the depths. Faith knows that receiving Christ’s
body and blood sustains and uplifts and strengthens. Faith cannot walk away from this table
without recognizing how good God is. He has not only given himself into death that we might
have life. He has shared that death and life with us. He has done so in several ways, but at the
28
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table we see him coming to feed us with life itself.32 Believers cannot help but take deep
delight in the love of such a Father.33
Since we confess that we are simultaneously both sinner and saint – we must recognize
that the good work that God has begun in our baptism is not complete until the day of the
resurrection.34 Therefore, we must always be ready to humble ourselves and confess that we
are sinners who need this gracious gift. We cannot receive the Lord’s Supper enough. This is
why Luther was very blunt when he encountered those who were lazy in their reception:
For a person to absent oneself or abstain from the Sacrament for an extended period of time
harms their faith – possibly resulting in the loss of faith. Christ did not institute the Sacrament
for us to treat it as a spectacle, but he commanded his Christians to eat and drink and thereby
remember him.35

Much discussion could be had over the duration of “an extended period of time” but it is the
author’s belief that a Christian should at least receive the Sacrament once a month. It is
important for the entirety of a Christian (i.e. mind, body, soul, and faith) to consistently receive
the Supper. However, it is also important to note that the Formula addresses those concerned
with their salvation by saying, “No genuine believers – no matter how weak – as long as they
retain a living faith, receive the Holy Supper as condemnation. For Christ instituted this supper
particularly for Christians who are weak in faith but repentant, to comfort them and to
strengthen their weak faith.”36 The importance then is recognizing that we have sinned against
God and one another, confessing this sin either in our heart or with our mouth, and seeking the
forgiveness that is found only in Christ Jesus. Through faith in Christ, God the Father is always
welcoming and forgives sinners.
In his Supper, Christ serves his people his own body and blood. In so doing, he joins
them to himself, to his own death and to his own resurrection.37 The Supper does make us
family not only with the Father but also with his other children. It establishes and reminds us of
the unbreakable association God has forged between us and them.38 The believer cannot help
but think of Jesus words:
I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. Every branch in me that does not bear fruit
he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit.
Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you. Abide in me, and I in you.
As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you
32
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abide in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is
that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing… This is my commandment, that
you love one another as I have loved you.39

Contained in this excerpt is both Jesus comparing the Church to a vine that grows out of him,
but also one of the most terrifying passages of Scripture, “Love one another as I have loved
you.” This sin, too, is forgiven by Christ in the Supper, but we must recognize that the real
presence also means the real power of Christ. We try and seek community with one another,
but more often we are divisive and tear one another down. The Lord’s Supper calls us to be
community, empowers us in community, and enables us to maintain community. Real
community flows from Christ’s selfless love and sacrificing power.40 The same selfless love and
sacrificing we should be doing for one another. This communion that we share with Christ and
one another also transcends time and the shadow of death.41
When participating in the Sacrament, Christians receive all of the gracious gifts that God
offers – the chief of which is the forgiveness of their sin.
Proper Practice and Close Communion:
Since a Christian believes that the true body and blood of Christ are both offered to and
received by upright, repentant Christians and evil, unrepentant “Christians”42 we take seriously
the command of Jesus to love our neighbors as ourselves.43 What this means is that in order to
prevent some from being “guilty concerning the body and blood of the Lord”44 and “drinking
judgment”45 upon themselves, we only admit those who know what they are seeking in this
meal and understand why they desire to come to it.46 The Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod47
practices “close communion,” which means only those who are baptized, believe that Christ’s
body and blood are verily present with the bread and wine, are repentant, believe that Christ
gave his body and shed his blood for the forgiveness of sins, and are members in good standing
with the LC-MS (or a member of a church body in fellowship with us) are welcome to the Altar.
In today’s world this seems to usually be perceived as unfriendly, ungracious, inhospitable, unAmerican, and even unloving. There are those who would even argue that refusing someone
from the Table of the Lord is contrary to Scripture. However, when one takes a closer look at
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Scripture and reads the Church Fathers48, one begins to see that close communion49 always has
been50 and continues to be51 a loving guard to protect potential participants from harm.
Looking at Scripture’s account of Holy Communion, we draw out two points of proper practice:
first, communing worthily and unworthily and second, Communion as a confession of faith.
Communing Worthily and Unworthily
The primary source of the doctrine on Holy Communion comes from St. Paul’s first letter
to the Corinthians. The opening paragraph of Paul’s exposition of Holy Communion and its
proper practice begins by setting Holy Communion up as the plumb line for Christians who
partake. Paul writes in 11:18-22:
For, in the first place, when you come together as a church, I hear that there are divisions
among you. And I believe it in part, for there must be factions among you in order that those
who are genuine among you may be recognized. When you come together, it is not the Lord ’s
Supper that you eat. For in eating, each one goes ahead with his own meal. One goes hungry,
another gets drunk. What! Do you not have houses to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the
church of God and humiliate those who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I
commend you in this? No, I will not. (ESV)

Paul has the foresight to know that there are those inside the Church who are not truly
Christian. Those not Christian attend the Table of the Lord with true believers. If it were not
48
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for Holy Communion there would be no imperative for the Church to compel its members into
a life of repentance and grace. This “plumb line” encourages all Christians to help one another
in word and teach each other in deed. In comment of this text, the Church Father Ambrosiaster
wrote: “Paul did not want heresies or choose them, but he foresaw the future and knew that
they would come.”52 It is at the Communion Table where the faithful are approved and the
faithless are detected.53 Without the public distinction (i.e. those who are publically
unrepentant of their sin and put themselves over Scripture compared against those who are
publically repentant and humble before Scripture), we would not know who are true Christians
and who are not. Participation in Communion compels the Church to know which of us needs
further education or correction so that we may lovingly guard and prevent anyone in the
Church from drinking the cup of damnation instead of the cup of life.
Paul elaborates on this distinction in the second half of the paragraph. He tells the
Corinthians that they are not properly celebrating the Lord’s Supper. They join together to do
whatever they like, leaving some to go hungry while others get drunk. He points out their
grievous sin in order to bring about their repentance and change of behavior. He specifically
calls them out for not being genuine Christians – those who are self-serving do not stand up
with the plumb line that is Holy Communion, because a Christian is to be a servant of all for the
sake of love.54
Paul then moves to the Words of Institution and the confessional aspect of the Lord’s
Supper found in vv23-26:
For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when
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 also he took the cup,
after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it,
in remembrance of me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes. (ESV – emphasis added)

This passage establishes a proper order – what the Lord gave to Paul, Paul gave to the Fathers,
and the Fathers gave to us. This Sacrament was passed down so that those who confess and
believe in Christ can be shown God’s forgiveness and have their faith strengthened by
participating in this meal. Moreover, St. Paul specifically says that taking part in this
sacramental meal is a proclamation of our Lord’s death until he returns. The fact that we are
publicly confessing Christ’s death and resurrection at the Altar with our fellow believers joins us
together as one family. When one takes the Sacrament, one shows that they accept the
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teaching of Christ’s church and desire membership in Christ’s congregation.55 Nafzger points
out that “participation in the Sacrament is itself an act of confession. We, therefore, should not
commune with those with whom we disagree in the confession of the Gospel, lest we say one
thing with our words and another with our actions (Matthew 23:3).” He continues by laying the
imperative at our feet to bring the entire family of faith together, “The pain of brothers and
sisters in Christ not being able to proclaim together Christ’s death in Holy Communion ought to
compel us not to rest until our differences in confessing the Gospel of Jesus Christ are resolved
and we can join one another at God’s altar.” We desire and pray that the entire Church comes
together, but for the sake of love we cannot allow all to participate in Communion. If we did,
both we and they run the risk of drinking the cup of judgment.
Earlier in his letter, Paul gives us a look at someone who is taking part in the community
of Christ unworthily. They are self-serving and as thus Paul condemns them. 1 Corinthians
chapter five is strong scriptural support for close communion and how we are to examine
ourselves and our relationships within the body of the Church. In it, St. Paul addresses the
open, unrepentant, and public sin of a man. The entirety of this chapter is dedicated to the
topic of who is welcome to those “assembled in the name of the Lord Jesus.”56 Paul begins by
addressing the man specifically, “It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among
you, and of a kind that is not tolerated even among pagans, for a man has his father’s wife.”57
Immediately following this Paul says, “Let him who has done this be removed from among
you.”58 Toward the end of the chapter Paul writes:
I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people – not at all meaning
the sexually immoral of this world, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters, since then you
would need to go out of the world. But now I am writing to you not to associate with anyone
who bears the name of brother (i.e. Christian), should he be sexually immoral or greedy, or an
idolater, reviler, drunkard, or swindler – not even to eat with such a one. For what have I to do
with judging outsiders? Is it not those inside the church whom you are to judge? God judges
those outside.59

We could spend a lot of time on this paragraph60, but the part I would like to draw your
attention to is the line “should he be.” This paragraph combined with the prescription Paul
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makes in verse one illustrates the publically known, unrepentant behavior on the part of the
“brother.” A Christian is one who struggles against the natural impulses, lusts, and selfish
desires of their old-selves, simply because of the new-selves they received from Christ Jesus in
their Baptism are constantly opposed to such behavior.61 If we (as members of the Church)
witness a Christian who is not struggling against their old desires and is living a licentious life
that embraces their sin, we are called to judge them as unworthy of receiving Holy Communion
– removing them from the service (v. 2), pronouncing the judgment of God’s Law (v. 3), possibly
excommunicating them from the Church (v. 4), and even handing them over to Satan for their
destruction (v.5). It should be specified that these things do not happen all at once; there is a
prescription of how to approach a brother or sister sinning that can be found in Matthew 18.
What is clear is that all of this is done so that “his spirit may be saved in the Day of the Lord” (v.
5). The Church wields the Law to bring about the repentance of all human beings – especially
those in the community of faith.
From 1 Corinthians five, it is clear that there are instances where an unworthy
participant would be excluded from both the fellowship of believers and the Sacrament of the
Altar. It is for this reason that we believe that communing is not a right to be assumed or
demanded from the Church, but a privilege based upon proper preparation.62 When a person
turns a blind eye to their own sin and does not repent they are in danger of receiving God’s
wrath. This compounds when a congregation turns a blind eye to an individual’s public sin –
that congregation runs the risk of receiving as strong a rebuke as Paul gave the Corinthians.
Instead, both the congregation and the individuals who make it up should genuinely and
honestly reflect on their sin, repent of it, and then receive worthily the gracious gift of Holy
Communion.
Returning our attention to the third paragraph of chapter eleven (vv27-32), Paul lays out
the dangers of not following what has been handed down. He provides us with an elaborate
warning against eating and drinking unworthily and he adds in that each of us is to discern the
body of Christ:
Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be
guilty concerning the body and blood of the Lord. Let a person examine himself, then, and so
eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the
body eats and drinks judgment on himself. That is why many of you are weak and ill, and some
have died. But if we judged ourselves truly, we would not be judged. But when we are judged
by the Lord, we are disciplined so that we may not be condemned along with the world. (ESV)

This clearly warns those who would eat and drink in an unworthy manner to avoid the Lord’s
Supper. While we have many definitions of what may be “unworthy” in church today, we must
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look past ourselves to how the Church traditionally defined it. John Chrysostom wrote: “It is
because someone who profanes the supper is like a priest who pours the blood out, making the
death appear to be a slaughter and not a sacrifice. It is like those who pierced Jesus on the
cross. They did not do it in order to drink his blood but in order to shed it. The person who
comes to the supper unworthily does much the same thing and gains nothing by it.”63 In the
same way, St. Augustine says that the one who receives unworthily truly receives in mockery
and contempt.64 Chemnitz gives three examples of what constitutes unworthy eating and
drinking:
The following are they that eat unworthily, as one can very clearly gather from Paul in 1
Corinthians 11: 1. They that do not discern the body of the Lord, that is they that do not hold
that the very sacred food of this Supper is the body and blood of Christ, but handle and use it
with no greater reverence and devotion than other common foods. 2. They that continue in sins
without repentance and have and retain not the intent to lead a better life, but rather to
continue in sin, as Paul rebukes this very thing. 3. They that come to this Supper without true
faith, namely they that either seek the grace of God, forgiveness of sins, and eternal salvation
elsewhere than alone in the merit of Christ.65

Church teaching has always expected the local pastors to protect their congregation from
harm.66 As the under-shepherd, he cannot judge his congregation except where sin is manifest.
It becomes their responsibility to prohibit those who are polluted with manifest sins and refuse
to repent.67 It is also their responsibility to determine the doctrine and faith of individuals
among the people.68
In a similar way, it is the responsibility of individuals among the congregation to confess
their faith and demonstrate what they truly believe regarding doctrine.69 When one receives
the Lord’s Supper worthily, they do it because they are reverent in mind – possessing the fear
of God – so that they may understand whose body and blood they are coming to consume.70
John Chrysostom elaborates how one approaches worthily:
It is unlawful for us to touch the table with profane lusts, which are more harmful than diseases.
By profane lusts I mean those of the body, of money, of anger, of malice, and so on. It is fitting
for anyone who approaches to empty himself of all these things first and then touch that pure
sacrament. In your conscience, where no one is present except God who sees all, there judge
yourself, examine your sins. When you reflect upon your whole life, bring your sins to the court
63
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of mind. Correct your mistakes, and in this way, with a clean conscience, touch the sacred table
and participate.71

We further hone this statement with these criteria: that one must be baptized, can honestly
examine themselves, believe the Words of Institution, and have no public offence attributed to
them without their repentance.72 Truly those who are repentant of their sin and not living
open, public lives of sin are eating and drinking worthily. John Chrysostom goes on to warn us
and show how judgment is received:
How can the table which is the cause of so many blessings, and which is teeming with life,
become a cause for judgment? It is not from its own nature, says Paul, but because of the
attitude of the one who comes to it. For just as the presence of Christ, which conveyed to us
those great and unspeakable blessings, condemned those who did not receive them, so also the
Holy Communion becomes a means of greater punishment to those who partake unworthily.73

Special consideration must also be placed on verse 32 in the text: “But when we are judged by
the Lord, we are disciplined so that we may not be condemned along with the world.” God
does not wish to give us judgment and wrath when we commune, he desires us to repent of
our sin and receive forgiveness. Paul is encouraging us to educate ourselves about human
nature.74 We are truly fallen. We are truly broken. In the Lord’s Supper we are given a
concrete means to receive forgiveness. As Christians, we are called to submit to one another
and repent – God will always grant forgiveness to those who do so.
Communion as Confession of Faith
It has been stated above that when Christians gather around the altar they are making a
public confession regardless of denomination. The discussion that Paul has with the Church in 1
Corinthians 11 is a continuation of what he says in chapter 10:
Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry. I speak as to sensible people; judge for yourselves
what I say. The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ? The
bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one bread,
we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread. Consider the people of
Israel: are not those who eat sacrifices participants in the altar? What do I imply then? That
food offered to idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, I imply that what pagans
sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God. I do not want you to be participants with
demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons. Shall we provoke the
Lord to jealous? Are we stronger than he?75
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What our call as a Christian persuades us to do is look at each denomination’s confession of
faith and judge them according to Scripture. I began this effort with critiques of both the
Calvinist and Roman traditions of Holy Communion and why we take umbrage with their
confessions. While other denominations are far from being “demons,” we must take Paul’s
exhortation to speak and act of one accord seriously. We, as Christians in the Lutheran
tradition, compromise our confession when we participate at others’ altars or allow others to
participate at our altars. This is often met with the following criticism: “Well, if we all agree
that Jesus saved us by dying for us, and if we all believe that the body and blood of Jesus are
truly present, then that’s certainly enough agreement on doctrine to commune together.” Our
response is to ask the question: “What should the church’s confession of faith look like?”
Answering that question begins a walk through the New Testament. We first look to the
opening chapter of 1 Corinthians, because Paul focuses on the unity of the Church and proper
practice of Holy Communion throughout the letter. “I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of
our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and that there be no divisions among you, but that
you be united in the same mind and the same judgment.”76 Paul challenges the Corinthians’
divisions and then resolves them with the Gospel. Paul says that they should “agree” to the
point of there being “no divisions” – not to “agree to disagree,” as inter-denominational
communion would imply. While beliefs that Jesus is Lord and his body and blood are present in
some way at the Lord’s Table enable us to call others brothers and sisters, it is not enough to
publically confess the faith as the same.
In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul explains what that unity looks like:
For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though
many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body –
Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and all were made to drink of one Spirit… Now you are the body
of Christ and individually members of it.77

When the Church gathers, it is to be in agreement just like all the physical appendages of a
human body work together for the good of that body. Paul builds on this in his letter to the
Ephesians:
There is one body and one Spirit – just as you were called to the one home that belongs to your
call – one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all
and in all… And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and
teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we
all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood,
to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, so that we may no longer be children,
tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning,
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by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in
every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and held
together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the
body grow so that it builds itself up in love.78

Both of these are brilliant passages on what it means for the Church to be “one.” Specifically
mentioned as part of this oneness is doctrine. We are not to be carried about by every wind of
doctrine. Rather, we are to speak the truth in love for our brothers and sisters. Permitting
other denominations to commune with us is ignoring what Paul says here about our task of
guarding doctrine and speaking the truth in love. We are not speaking the truth in love if we
give and receive the Sacrament unworthily or participate with a denomination that does not
share our confession in unity.
In John’s gospel account Jesus makes even more intimate the unity that is supposed to
be shared within the Church by comparing it to his relationship with God the Father:
And I am no longer in the world, but [my disciples] are in the world, and I am coming to you.
Holy Father, keep them in your name, which you have given me, that they may be one, even as
we are one… I do not ask for these [my disciples] only, but also for those who will believe in me
through their word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that
they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that you
have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and you
in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you sent me and
loved them even as you loved me.79

The oneness between the Father and the Son is the model for the oneness of Christians. The
purpose of this oneness is “so that the world may believe that you have sent me.” That is, the
very proclamation of the gospel results from the oneness of the Church.
This oneness is to be modeled after the Son’s oneness with the Father. Jesus agreed at
every point with the Father. In the Garden of Gethsemane, he didn’t agree to disagree with the
Father. He didn’t bargain with the Father to come up with a baseline minimum about a few key
things they should agree on – while disagreeing with the rest of it (filling with water the ship of
a notion that we can commune together so long as we agree that Jesus is our Savior and that
his body and blood are truly present). Rather, he fell perfectly in line with the cup His Father
gave him to drink. That is what it means for the Church to be one: full-spirited agreement to
the Church’s confession, not setting up an arbitrary “let’s agree this much” minimum.
This leads to the question: “How can any LCMS pastor then believe that all of his
congregants (let alone the entirety of Synod) have the same confession of faith?” While this
seems like a “gotcha” question that undermines the entire argument – the answer is simple. To
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be a member of the LC-MS (or a body in Altar/Pulpit fellowship with it) one must publically
confess the faith and profess adherence to LC-MS teaching. Thus, one has agreed to let
themselves be guided and admonished by LC-MS teaching. That same pledge is not made by a
visiting member of another denomination who publically confesses the teaching of that other
denomination.
We take all of this so seriously because of the content found in James’ letter to the
Church we find: “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we
who teach will be judged with greater strictness.”80 Our pastors take this warning to heart, so it
is for this and all of the above reasons that congregations of the Lutheran Church – Missouri
Synod protect those who are unrepentant from harm, guard the rail from those who are
irreverent, and offer the gracious gifts of Christ’s body and blood to those seeking forgiveness.
In addition to pastoral oversight our congregations are encouraged to adopt the following
statement:
The Lord’s Supper is celebrated at this congregation in the confession and glad confidence that,
as he says, our Lord gives into our mouths not only bread and wine but his very body and blood
to eat and drink for the forgiveness of sins and to strengthen our union with him and with one
another. Our Lord invites to his table those who trust his words, repent of all sin, and set aside
any refusal to forgive and love as he forgives and loves us, that they may show forth his death
until he comes.
Because those who eat and drink our Lord’s body and blood unworthily do so to their great
harm, and because Holy Communion is a confession of faith which is confessed at this altar, any
who are not yet instructed, in doubt, or who hold a confession differing from that of this
congregation and the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod, and yet desire to receive the
sacrament, are asked first to speak with the pastor.
For further study, see Matt. 5:23f.; 10:32f.; 18:15-35; 26:26-29; 1 Cor. 11:17-34.81

When our practice of Communion is understood in this perspective, the traditional timehonored practice of Close Communion is seen to be simply a way of manifesting faithfulness to
God’s Word and loving concern for our fellow sinners.82
The Service of the Sacrament in Worship:
The Lord’s Supper is celebrated regularly in the Christian Church. For us, it takes place
in the Divine Service as the Service of the Sacrament. In this Sacrament, those participating
receive the very body and blood of Christ in, with, and under the bread and wine. They receive
it to strengthen faith and are given forgiveness, life, and salvation by God. By now we have
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demonstrated how important this meal is to the life of the Church and because of its
importance it is given a fully fleshed-out liturgy83 to help this jewel shine.
Preface:
The Lord be with you.
And also with you.
Lift up your hearts.
We lift them to the Lord.
Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.
It is right to give Him thanks and praise.
It is truly good, right, and salutary… evermore praising You and saying:84

The Service of the Sacrament begins with the “Proper Preface.” This is one of the most
ancient portions of our liturgy. It is a dialogue between the pastor and the people (i.e. that is
the wholeness of the Church present in the local congregation). We ask that the Lord is present
in the lives of all who are in attendance and it shows a mutual caring and a mutual sharing. It
invites participation and attention.85 It is followed up by a prayerful thanksgiving to God that is
aligned specifically to the season of the Church. It helps us to focus ourselves on one aspect of
God’s grace in dealing with his creation. At the close of the Preface, the pastor says, “Therefore
with angels and archangels and with all the company of heaven…” This shows that we are not
alone in our worship. Our worship is truly corporate in nature and we are grafted into the
perpetual worship of the angelic choirs and the invisible church86 of all ages.87
Sanctus:
Holy, holy, holy Lord God of pow’r and might: Heaven and earth are full of Your glory. Hosanna.
Hosanna. Hosanna in the highest. Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord. Hosanna
in the highest.88

The “Sanctus” comes from the heavenly vision that that prophet Isaiah provides to the
Church.89 By singing this hymn, the congregation becomes a part of the heavenly chorus.90 The
second half of the hymn comes from Matthew’s account of Jesus’ triumphal entry into
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Jerusalem.91 In the same way of Jesus’ first followers we also acknowledge the coming of Jesus
into this sacramental meal and worship him as the one who saves us. All of this cues the
congregation to see that God is showing up in order to give us his gifts.
Prayer of Thanksgiving:
Blessed are You, Lord of heaven and earth, for You have had mercy on those whom You created
and sent Your only-begotten Son into our flesh to bear our sin and be our Savior. With
repentant joy we receive the salvation accomplished for us by the all-availing sacrifice of His
body and His blood on the cross.
Gathered in the name and the remembrance of Jesus, we beg You, O Lord, to forgive, renew,
and strengthen us with Your Word and Spirit. Grant us faithfully to eat His body and drink His
blood as He bids us do in His own testament. Gather us together, we pray, from the ends of the
earth to celebrate with all the faithful the marriage feast of the Lamb in His kingdom, which has
no end. Graciously receive our prayers; deliver and preserve us. To You alone, O Father, be all
glory, honor, and worship, with the Son and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.
Amen.92

The Prayer of Thanksgiving is broken up into two parts. In the first part the
congregation praises God for the gift of Jesus as the incarnate Son whose death on the cross is
the once-for-all sacrifice for the forgiveness of sins.93 It contains words drawn from John 3:16
and draws the congregation’s hearts and minds to the grace that God has given to creation in
His Son.94 The opening of this prayer clearly emphasizes that what is about to occur is solely an
act of God. In the second part of the prayer, we ask God to deliver what He has promised and
that the Spirit would strengthen the faith and prepare the hearts of all those who will receive
Holy Communion.95 By preparing our hearts, we simply mean what Luther wrote, “A person
who has faith in these words, ‘given for you’ and ‘shed for you for the forgiveness of sins,’ is
really worthy and well prepared.”96 Our conversion and the gift of faith is the work of the Holy
Spirit alone. So we turn our hearts and minds to the promise of Jesus and ask that the Holy
Spirit continue working this trust.
The Lord’s Prayer and Words of Institution:
Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name, Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on
earth as it is in heaven; give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our trespasses as we
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forgive those who trespass against us; and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from
evil. For Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever and ever. Amen.
Our Lord Jesus Christ, on the night when He was betrayed, took bread, and when He had given
thanks, He broke it and gave it to the disciples and said: “Take, eat; this is My body, which is
given for you. This do in remembrance of Me.”
In the same way also He took the cup after supper, and when He had given thanks, He gave it to
them, saying: “Drink of it, all of you; this cup is the new testament in My blood, which is shed
for you for the forgiveness of sins. This do, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.”97

Here the congregation and pastor speak the words of our Lord. When the Lord’s Prayer
is included in the Service of the Sacrament the Church calls upon our Father to deliver His gifts
and answer our petitions through the Sacrament. The Words of Institution are used by the
pastor to consecrate (or set apart) the bread and wine for God’s special use.98 This also gives
the congregation opportunity to hear both what they are about to receive and why they are
receiving it.
The terms “bread” and “wine”99 have been static for millennia. As such, when one uses
bread for Communion it should simply be made of grain. When one uses wine, it should be as
Christ has said – the “fruit of the vine,” meaning grapes, and in a culture without refrigeration
and preservatives the only result is wine (juice only found within minutes of picking the
grapes).100 Therefore, it should only be grape wine (regardless of color) used to institute and
distribute in the Sacrament.
The Pax Domini and Agnus Dei:
The peace of the Lord be with you always.
Amen.
Lamb of God, You take away the sin of the world; have mercy on us. Lamb of God, You take
away the sin of the world; have mercy on us. Lamb of God, You take away the sin of the
world; grant us peace.101

In his book Worshiping with Angels and Archangels, Scot Kinnaman excellently writes:
“The pastor holds the body and blood of Jesus before the congregation and speaks the Pax
Domini as Christ Himself did on the first Easter when He stood in the midst of His disciples. The
Pax is the voice of the Gospel announcing the remission of sins through its called minister, the
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pastor. Being at peace with God, those who have been instructed in the faith are called to dine
on the Lord’s life-giving Supper.102

This pronouncement of peace is immediately followed by the congregation responding with the
Agnus Dei. These words echo the words of John the Baptist (John 1:29). The context of the
situation could not be more perfect. Just as John the Baptist saw the physical Jesus who would
be sacrificed for the sins of the world, we too see the physical Jesus who had been sacrificed for
our sins. It is Jesus alone who was the sacrifice. It is Jesus alone who is the One who gives
access to God the Father’s mercy and peace.
Distribution:
Take, eat; this is the very body of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, given into death for the
forgiveness of all your sins. Take, drink; this is the very blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ,
shed for you for the forgiveness of all your sins.
Now this eating and drinking of the very body and blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ
strengthen and preserve you in the one true faith to life everlasting. Go in peace dear brothers
and sisters, your sins are forgiven. Amen.

In this meal the Christian receives exactly what Jesus says they receive: the forgiveness
of sins, life, and salvation. Proper practice dictates that the pastor first gives the body and then
the blood. Once the participant is able to receive both, the pastor then gives the reassuring
blessing that Jesus indeed forgives them. The practice in which Communion is delivered is open
to local custom. Some congregations choose to use “continuous communion” where members
of the congregation continuously move in a single-file line from the first to second element.
Following everyone’s reception the pastor then blesses the whole community. Other
congregations choose to have “tables” of participants – where an appropriately sized group
gathers around the altar together, receives the body, receives the blood, and then receives the
dismissal blessing. The number of “tables” is contingent upon how many worshippers are
present. The final style is rarer, in it the entire community in attendance gathers together at
the same time (whether around the altar or around the sanctuary) and receives first the body,
then the blood, and finally the blessing. These all have their positives and negatives, the
importance is not based on how Communion is delivered but in the fact that it is received by
the congregation.
Post-Communion Canticle and Collect:
Lord, now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace according to Thy word, for mine eyes have
seen Thy salvation, which Thou hast prepared before the face of all people, a light to lighten
the Gentiles and the glory of Thy people Israel. Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to
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the Holy Ghost; as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end.
Amen.
Let us pray.
We give thanks to You, almighty God, that You have refreshed us through this salutary gift, and
we implore You that of Your mercy You would strengthen us through the same in faith toward
You and in fervent love toward one another; through Jesus Christ, Your Son, our Lord, who lives
and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.
Amen. 103

The song is the Song of Simeon found in the second chapter of Luke’s gospel account.
Simeon is a faithful Israelite who was permitted by God the Father to see the Christ and Savior
of Israel before his death. Kinnaman writes: “Having seen Christ in the Sacrament – receiving
Him in our mouths and so into our souls – we join Simeon in his inspired song.”104 His praise
and adoration for the gift of the Savior thus becomes ours as we thank God for the salvation
that has been won for us by the sacrifice of Jesus. The collect that concludes the Service of the
Sacrament is one that concisely gathers our thoughts of thanksgiving and presents them before
God the Father the Son and the Holy Spirit. We, with Christians throughout time and space, ask
God to strengthen our faith and love for Him and our love for our neighbor.
The order of the Service of the Sacrament in Lutheran congregations focuses on what
God the Father is doing for us through His Son Jesus in the mystery of the Holy Spirit. The role
of the participants becomes one of purely receiving God’s gracious gifts and responding in
thanksgiving for all of the work that God is doing for them.
---------------------------------------------------The Lord’s Supper is a miracle that the Triune God works for Christians. Of the three
Sacraments, the Lord’s Supper is the most mysterious because not only is the believer receiving
a gift from God but they are also receiving the true body and blood of the Savior Jesus. They
receive these gifts in, with, and under the bread and wine. They receive these gifts for the
forgiveness of sins, and the believer can trust that where forgiveness is found – there is also
salvation and life. This sacramental meal is a foretaste of the feast and fellowship to come.
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