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1 Corinthians 11:17–26 

―17 In the following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm than 
good. 18 In the first place, I hear that when you come together as a church, there are 
divisions among you, and to some extent I believe it. 19 No doubt there have to be differences 
among you to show which of you have God‘s approval. 20 So then, when you come together, 
it is not the Lord‘s Supper you eat, 21 for when you are eating, some of you go ahead with 
your own private suppers. As a result, one person remains hungry and another gets drunk. 22 
Don‘t you have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of God by 
humiliating those who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you? Certainly 
not in this matter! 23 For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord 
Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, 24 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.‖ 25 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.‘ 26 For whenever you eat this bread and drink 
this cup, you proclaim the Lord‘s death until he comes.‖ 

 

This evening, as we share in Holy Communion, I want to focus, as I do from time to time, on 
the meaning of the Lord‘s Table for us. What sits behind me here in the Wesley Theatre is a 
table which is spread for all. 

 

The late J B Phillips wrote a splendid little book of thoughts on Holy Communion and he tells 
the story of a nurse who remarked, ―I wish to goodness Sister wouldn‘t go to early service on 
the third Sunday. She always comes back in such a filthy temper!‖ We must not be 
uncharitable, but such a story speaks of the foolishness of sharing in Holy Communion 
merely out of a sense of duty. 

 

We turn to 1 Corinthians 11 as the basis of our thinking this evening. Almost the whole of the 
chapter focuses upon the Christian community at worship. The chapter then, naturally, 
becomes an introduction to Paul‘s writing on ‗the gifts of the Spirit‘. 

 

The situation at Corinth was dangerously divided and, as David Prior suggested, Paul was a 
realist who expected schism and yet ―he deplored it and sought to remove it‖. 

 

 When each came together there was so little sense of being one family (v.20) 

 He addressed the callous disregard for people‘s physical needs (v.21) 

 He wrote as one who had received such words from Christ himself (v.23) 

 

Although there is much more to say about this table, I restrict myself to just three aspects of 
Holy Communion and its significance to our lives. But we remind ourselves: 

 

 Undeniably, it lies at the centre of all Christian worship in at least most of our 
traditions. 

 For me, all prayer, devotion, service and witness flow naturally from it.



 
 

 
 

 It is one aspect of worship that Jesus told us to do. 

 It follows that it both deepens and enriches our lives.  

 What place does it have in your life? This is essential Christianity. 

 

Far too often life is differentiated and divided into the sacred and the secular. Our Holy 
Communion service draws us back from such a temptation to do this. His table makes it clear 
that our Lord is not absent from life, but is with us at all points. At such a table, we hear his 
voice calling us to a new way. To stay away from the Lord‘s Supper is to deny ourselves his 
blessing. I draw your attention to the fact that this table is: 

 

A place to recall  

 

Let us begin with the ministry of Jesus—a Saviour who refused to divorce religion from life. 
He asked us to do what we do this evening. There is a sense in which our communion is 
much simpler than some other expressions of this service. It can never really be described 
as elaborate! 

 

 We enter into the Jewish tradition, which demonstrates the power of story-telling. This 
is the very nature of the Passover. 

 The Lord‘s Supper is a place where God meets us. 

 It is a place where we recall what God has done for us. 

 We recall the merits of what happened, as if it were actually happening now … not 
merely remembering! It lifts the service from ever becoming ‗merely a memorial‘. 

 

The clear instruction of scripture is important to us, because we find ourselves at this table in 
response to the call of God in Christ.  

 

This meal is not simply a tradition, even though at times it may have been mechanically 
observed. We do not keep the table alive … it is alive of itself. That is the work of the Spirit. 

 

 We always recall the words of Institution. 

 In one sense it is an ordinary meal—but it is so very extraordinary. This is a concept 
that we embrace in many aspects of life, for example: 

o Is a Wedding Cake merely just a fruit cake with icing? 

o Is a Victoria Cross merely a small metal badge awarded to some? 

 

In the best sense of understanding scripture, we recognise that to recall God‘s mighty acts 
and deeds is to bring their benefit into our lives now!  

 

Obedience, Instruction and Blessing become a helpful pattern of understanding our life in 
Christ. 

 

To recall Christ at this table is to find a stimulus to love. To recall him brings his presence to 
us, not in an imaginary sense, but in a real, present sense. For it: 

 

 holds his portrait before our mind‘s eye. 

 helps us to acknowledge the cost of his love in the cross. 

 enables us to capture his risen presence. 

 

We are called to do this as a sign of his love and to do it until his presence is with us in its 
final and fullest expression. ―… you proclaim the Lord‘s death until he comes‖ (v.26). 

 



 
 

 
 

There is a wealth of meaning in the Lord‘s Supper which goes far beyond words. God is 
present at this table as surely as at the table of the Last Supper which Jesus shared with his 
disciples. 

 

What we recall is reinforced by our experience of touch, taste and sight. Our senses are 
brought to bear to lift the importance of the moment into the present. We know this is a place 
to recall, but it is far more! 

 

A power to remake  

 

The power of this service is not in words alone, but in its ability to remake our lives. 

 

 You may have come into this theatre broken … you may and can go out whole. Such 
is the restorative power of the Spirit which we encounter at this table. 

 You may come in bruised … you can go out blessed. It begins to put into perspective 
our experiences in life, however harsh, and brings healing through the power of the 
Spirit we encounter at this table. 

 You may have come in doubting … you can go out believing. This is the supreme 
benefit of the work of the Spirit we encounter at this table. 

 You may have come in defeated … you can go out victorious. Such will be the 
culmination of the work of the Spirit we encounter at this table. 

 

Holy Communion is set in the context of the Christian community and, as we share it 
together, we speak of the life of God in bread and wine. 

 

 We share it together … it is not an individual matter alone! 

 Holy Communion gives us a sense of spiritual solidarity with God and each other. 

 We receive this communion as a sense of holy privilege. 

 

The nature of the worship in which we share reminds us what God has done for us in Jesus 
Christ … and, as we retell the story with visual and active symbols, we can be changed. 

 

John Wesley went as far as to describe the Lord‘s Supper as a ‗Converting Ordinance‘. One 
who experienced the table as an altar of grace on a regular basis also saw it as a place of 
blessing and change where people, who little understood Christ, could find their way to God. 

 

So the Wesley brothers did not reserve the ordinance of Holy Communion for the higher 
walks of the Christian life alone, for they knew it to be a place that could also be the 
beginning of the Christian pilgrimage. 

 

Indeed their own mother, Susanna, could be said to have been converted at the Lord‘s 
Table. At the same time, they knew more than most that the full significance of the table is 
only revealed as the inner-life in Christ develops and the pathway to Christian holiness is 
pursued. 

 

It can never only be a memorial. Jesus is our Risen Lord and so this table will always be far 
more than a memorial. He is present with us. It becomes the means of grace on our 
pilgrimage: 

 

 When I am hungry, I do not want a picture of food, but food itself! 

 When we long for contact with a friend, we can call on the phone or carry a 
photograph, but to have them with us is much more meaningful!  

 



 
 

 
 

During my time as a prison chaplain some of the most touching and painful aspects emerged 
during special visits. Family may well have lived hundreds of kilometres away and, as a 
consequence, visits were infrequent. Usually people were allowed to hold hands, but on 

occasions when I was present, touch was limited. You could see the pain on the faces of 
both prisoner and visitor. At this table of God we are brought into contact with the Living God. 

 

A person from whom we receive  

 

Few words in scripture are more central to the Christian life than ―Take and eat‖. Whilst it is 
true that a minister of God is ordained to administer this most holy meal, the host at the meal 
is always Jesus Christ: 

 

 He graces high cathedrals and country chapels alike; from the centre of modern cities 
such as Sydney to remote bush areas such as our Frontier Services Chaplains visit 
all too infrequently, God‘s presence is found as people in their thousands and 
handfuls receive of Christ. 

 It is a place of repentance and faith and both are essential. We ought never to come 
to the Table with unconfessed sin or malice of heart … otherwise we would leave 
feeling worse than if we had not come (v.27–28). The words of scripture have a 
painful clarity about them. 

 It is a context for the absolution of God and clears the way for his powerful, healing 
love. This is relevant to our lives this evening … receiving forgiveness and then really 
forgiving others. Think of those who don‘t deserve your forgiveness … and then offer 
it. 

 

The table speaks of the kingdom to come. There is a sense of belonging. However, it is not 
only of the present, but of the future. 

 

 It is a meal which proclaims the merits of the cross and becomes a sacrament or sign 
of the feast that is to be. 

 Every time we eat the bread and drink the wine, we remember that though he is gone 
from us in a physical sense, it is only for a while. 

 We await the day when he will join us and we celebrate that truth which declares 
―until he comes‖. 

 

We meet here to receive from him and we know the certainty of his response to us—Matthew 
6:33. The need to feed on the living bread is to ‗keep on being fed‘. We cannot store it up for 
weeks … we are people of a regular diet. 

 

It is important to make a will—a salutary experience! When Carol and I did this, the solicitor 
involved did not make suggestions as to how he thought we should leave things … his job 
was to see that we did correctly what were our wishes—and one day I hope that they are 
carried out to our requirements. The gospel account and Paul in Corinthians tell of how 
Jesus bequeathed to us this precious sacrament. We cannot tamper with it. We believe that 
when we receive bread and wine, we receive the body and blood of Jesus. 

 

 There is far more to say about this. 

 We begin to understand new depths when we come to the table with the right 
attitude. 

 A healthy spiritual life requires many things: the consistency of prayer, feeding on 
scripture, engaging with fellow Christians and putting our faith into practice day by 
day. We should, however, add to that list a regular appointment at his table. 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

At this table, we: 

 

… Commemorate his presence as we offer our adoration which places him at the centre of 
our lives and pour out our gratitude for all the benefits offered to us in Christ. 

 

… make Communion with him as we participate in his sufferings through his body and blood. 
The effect of this is to make us one body with him. William Temple wrote, ―We, by repeating 

and so identifying ourselves with his sacrificial act, become participants in his own sacrifice, 
which is the perfect dedication to the Father of the humanity which God in Christ has taken to 
himself.‖ 

 

… Consecrate our lives to him as we acknowledge that we belong to him. We cannot share 
in this table merely through remembrance or tradition … but only in the strength of Jesus 
Christ. 

 

John Stott wrote, ―The sacraments have been given to us in order to stimulate our faith. In 
fact they are the means of grace mainly because they are the means of faith. And the Lord‘s 
Supper is a means of faith because it sets forth in dramatic visual symbolism the good news 
that Christ died for our sins in order that we might be forgiven.‖ 

 

The senior communion steward in a church went to see the minister and expressed concern 
and frustration at the fact that one aspect of his work was clearly not effective: ―Even with all 
my urgings, I simply cannot get people to stand close to each other at the communion rail!‖ 
He complained that when people went down to the rail, they sought to distance themselves 
from one another … a demonstration of the way in which they—and we—have failed to 
understand the real meaning of the Lord‘s Table. 

 

At the table of Jesus Christ, we are brought into contact with something that speaks far more 
powerfully than anything else. We can avoid the human mediation which is found in other 
aspects of worship. We move beyond the church‘s prayers, the appeal of the preacher and 
all that might obstruct our way. As one writer put it, ―Here at last all things are of God. We are 
busy with God and God with us.‖ 

 

 


