
“A Messy Community: Studies in 1 Corinthians” 

Lesson 28: 1 Corinthians 11:17–34 

Last week, we saw that the believers in Corinth needed correction with regard to matters of propriety. 
Specifically, Paul needed to correct them with regard to the observance of roles in the church (11:2–16). In 
the second half of this chapter, he needs to correct them with regard to a further matter of propriety: the 
observance of rites in the church (11:17–34)—specifically, the rite (ordinance, sacrament) of the Lord’s 
Supper. 

The Lord’s Supper is an ordinance, instituted by the Lord Jesus, that is designed to highlight community in the 
local church. Stephen Um captures the intent of the Communion meal beautifully: 

               

In an ideal world the dinner table is far more than a functional space where human beings mechanistically 
refuel by themselves. The dinner table is a place where community is created and sustained. The dinner table is 

a place where hospitality is extended and conversation experienced. It is also a place where communal 
dysfunction or breakdown is seen and felt. Meals carry values; they tell stories about the people who have 

prepared them, the people who partake of them, and even about the people who are excluded. 
               

In first-century Corinth, meals were an opportunity for social interaction, but more often than not also for 
social exclusion. Those of high social status commonly held meals in which only others of similar status were 
invited. Social stratification was frequently on display at meals. 

Paul shows in this text that the Communion meal has a very different intent: It is a Table that is open to any 
who believe in Christ and “discern the Lord’s body” (v. 29). 

The Observance of Rites in the Church (11:17–34) 
In the individualistic age in which we live, we would do well to remember that the Lord’s Supper is a 
communal meal. That is the emphasis that we want to observe as we make our way through this text. We will 
consider it more thematically than chronologically or systematically. A thorough exposition would touch on 
many points that our thematic examination will not. 

The Beauty of the Lord’s Supper 
What actually happens when the church gathers for Communion? This question has been a matter of intense 
debate over the centuries. It can become quite complicated, but at least three broad views have been taken. 

1. The memorial view. Some have understood the Supper to be little more than a memorial of a past event. 
Nothing of objective spiritual value takes place at the Table. Christ is present only to the degree that he is 
present in the partaker’s mind. If the partaker is distracted, little of any real significance takes place. 

2. The ritual view. In this view, Christ is literally and physically present in the elements. Catholics and Lutherans 
differ on exactly how he is present, but they generally agree that Christ is actually present in (or through) the 
elements. The worshipper partakes to fulfil a religious duty. The power and the grace lie in the elements 
themselves. 

3. The communion view. In this view, the meal is more than a mere memorial. At the same time, the bread 
and the wine (juice) are not literally transformed into anything other than bread and wine (juice). Christ is 
spiritually present (even despite the worshipper’s subjective feelings) ministering grace to his people. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Which of these broad views to you suppose is correct? Explain your answer. 

Communion highlights the beauty of the vertical relationship between the believer and God. But our text also 
highlights the beauty of the relationship between the believer and his fellow church members. Paul rebuked 
the church for gathering “not for the better but for the worse” (v. 17). The Communion meal was intended to 
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show a “better” way—union of Christ with his people, and of his people with his people—but the “worse” that 
was being seen in Corinth, even during the Communion meal, was “divisions.” The meal that was designed to 
create community was being used as a means to fracture community. 

The Challenge of the Lord’s Supper 
The Communion meal is intended to point to the person and work of Christ—the very thing that brings 
believers together. Sadly, this very sacrament was used in Corinth to divide rather than unite. This division 
negated the value of the Lord’s Supper so that “it is not the Lord’s supper you eat” (v. 20). They had turned 
the Lord’s Supper into their own meal. Rather than reflecting their need, they had turned it into another 
opportunity to reflect their prominence. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
The abuses of the Communion meal in Corinth were astonishing—for example, people actually getting drunk 
at the Table! At BBC, we do not see members drunk at the Communion Table. However, that does not mean 
that we are not in some ways guilty of turning the Lord’s Supper into our own supper. Can you think of ways in 
which we might be guilty of doing so in our context? 

The Grace of the Lord’s Supper 
Theologians sometimes speak of the Communion meal as a “means of grace.” That is, it is a gathering of God’s 
people in which he ministers grace to his people. There are at least four aspects of grace we should think of at 
the Lord’s Table. 

1. Historical grace (vv. 23–25). First, the Communion meal points us to the historical facts of the gospel. The 
bread represents Christ’s broken body, the cup his shed blood. These are the facts of history on which the 
gospel rests. Communion is rooted in the historic Passover meal, but it reminds us that Christ became the 
sacrifice to which the annual Passover ultimately pointed. 

2. Future grace (v. 26). Second, the Communion meal points us to the future grace of the Lord’s return and our 
ultimate salvation. The meal is a constant reminder of the historical facts of the gospel, our present need for 
the gospel, and our future, ultimate deliverance through the gospel. 

3. Personal grace (vv. 27–28). The Communion meal points to the reality of our sin, and what it cost God to 
forgive our sin. But it does not do so to condemn us, but to comfort us. We can partake in the meal because 
of what Christ accomplished on our behalf. As a believer, there is no reason for you not to partake, because 
personal grace is available for forgiveness and cleansing—if you will partake in a worthy manner. If you are 
afflicted by your sin, the meal comforts you; if you are comfortable in your sin, the meal afflicts you. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Note carefully that Paul speaks of partaking of the Supper in “an unworthy manner.” He does not speak of the 
unworthy individual, but focuses on the manner in which the individual partakes. “He is not concerned about 
whether or not the reader deserves to approach the Lord’s Table. It is a question of whether one is 
approaching with indifference or an unrepentant heart” (Stephen Um). What is an “unworthy manner”? 

4. Communal grace (vv. 29–34). Paul speaks clearly of the believer needing to “discern the Lord’s body” as he 
partakes. “The Lord’s body” here is a reference to the church. The Corinthians were guilty of not discerning 
the Lord’s body because of the division that existed. Division in the church is scandalous, for it is not a faithful 
proclamation of the gospel. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
At BBC, there is a distinct ethos surrounding the Lord’s Table. Do you understand it? Why only during evening 
services? Why every Sunday? Why is it emphasised to be only for baptised members of a local church? It is 
easy to take these matters for granted, but we would do well to understand that all these things are carefully 
thought out and principally approached. 
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