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Before we reflect on the Corinthians and their
struggles, I would like you to imagine with me an
un-likely worship experience:

What if next Sunday, instead of inviting you to
worship together, the pastor says:

“I would like you to stand up, and do the
following:

Everyone who earns more that $100,000 a year,
come to the front. Those who earn $25,000 or
less stand against the back wall.

Now, those who have earned a Masters degree,
or a Doctorate, stand against the west wall;
those who have high school education or less on
the east wall.

Those with Russian Mennonite names, over
here; those with Swiss background names, over
here and the rest of you go to the back.

Not only would the anxiety level have reached a
new high in that congregation, but the pastor will
have in all likelihood committed “careericide.”

When the church of Corinth came together to
celebrate the Lord’s supper the members found
themselves sorted and graded not unlike the
scene I’ve just described. The very ordinance
that was to unite the members into one-ness
served to highlight their differences,… especially
the class and wealth difference.

In Corinth, the Lord’s Supper had become a
dysfunctional affair. What they were saying that
they were doing, was in major conflict with what
they were actually doing.

The lines of disunity formed along lines of
diversity such as we find in any Christian church.

Diversity is not ever the real problem, in fact
diversity is a sign of health; it’s what we do with
the diversity that breaks down the church or
builds it up.

We can gain some insights into the nature of
their diversity by checking out the names that
appear in the Corinthian correspondence and the
story of the beginning of the church in Corinth in
Acts 18.

There were Jews and gentiles;

There were wealthy folks and poor ones;

There were slaves and slave masters; and it was
highly likely that slave owners and their slave
would have belonged to this church.

What was going on that led to Paul’s instruction
about the Lord’s table in chapter 11? Let’s
explore what happened when they came together
for communion.

Paul wrote: (Read verses 17-22.)

Dan Nighswander transposes this scene to how
this scene would have played out in one of our
churches.
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“Imagine how hurtful it would be to relationships
between church members if at a congregational
potluck meal everyone brought their own food
and ate separately in front of the others.
Excellent cooks would bring elaborate dishes,
not to share, but for their own family’s
enjoyment. Wealthy people would bring fancy
take-out prepared foods (and in the Corinthian
case, expensive wine). Those who couldn’t cook
well enough to impress others might bring a
simple sandwich. Visitors and those who have
no resources and are most in need of a decent
meal (remember that in Corinth some church
members were slaves who couldn’t bring food
from their master’s pantry, and others were
destitute) might be able to sit and watch others
eat.” (p. 28)

It needs to be understood that communion at
this time was practiced in conjunction with a
community meal, called a “love feast,” much
like our pot-lucks.

When exactly during this communal meal, the
bread and the wine of the Lord’s Supper were
shared is not known, But that the Lord’s supper
was contextualized in this way is well
established.

The wealthy folks would come with a lot of great
food and expensive wine; but the poor members
and slaves, who in all likelihood came late
because of their long working hours, came with
very modest suppers, or with no food at all.

And no food would be left over for them from the
tables of the wealthy, who would have eaten
their fill by the time the others arrived.

Paul adds that some even got drunk.

As he reflects on what he has heard about their
practice of the Lord’s Supper, Paul writes with
uncharacteristic under-statement, in verse 18:

“I hear that when you come together as a church
there are divisions among you.”

He is not referring here to the factions described
earlier in chapter one, the groups that claimed
allegiance to Paul, Apollos and so on; the
division that Paul mentions here is the division
of the “haves” and the “have-nots.” And his
concern is centered on the effect that their
communion practice is having on their
congregation.

Their indulgence in their own private meals as
wealthy citizens was a clear reflection of the
prevailing pattern of their cultural milieu. They
were simply reflected the prevailing secularism
of the Graeco-Roman culture. Theirs was a
class-defined society. I believe that they had a

sincere sense of entitlement to do what they
were doing. I do not believe they were trying to
be destructive or mean. They were simply blind
to the greater issues at stake and the effect their
conduct was having on their faith-community.

WHAT WAS WRONG?

Paul’s critique is not mild pastoral counsel. In
fact he disqualifies their communion feast by
saying that when they come together, it is not
the Lord’s Supper they are eating, but merely
their own,… and that without sensitivity to the
need of the poor among them.

Their “coming together” was driving them apart.

In verse 17, Paul comments: “your meetings do
more harm than good.” (17)

By their behaviour, they are humiliating the poor
among them and showing contempt for the
church of God. (22)

Here is the main judgement that Paul brings to
their behaviour:

In eating the bread and drinking the cup in an un-
worthy manner, they are guilty of sinning against
the body and blood of Christ as it says in verse
(27)

Many sincere believers have interpreted this
phrase to refer to their own general sense of
unworthiness to take the elements. Countless
folks have passed the bread and the cup out of a
deep sense of un-worthiness. This is truly tragic.
No one is worthy. No one on the basis of their
record is qualified. The whole point of Lord’s
Supper is to welcome sinners to receive grace
and forgiveness.

So what does it mean here to partake in an un-
worthy manner?

The entire context and the words used, make
clear that the nature of the unworthiness in this
passage refers to is in not “discerning the body.”
The primary meaning of “body” is the Corinthian
congregation, that particular unit of body of
Christ…the congregation that they are part of.

So the sin is first against the brothers and
sisters who are marginalized and humiliated by
their communion practice; and secondarily
against the Lord, The Lord and saviour of all of
them, as his body and blood is not being
honoured by their behaviour.

By dishonoring one-another they are negating the
point of Jesus’ death…. which they are supposed
to be remembering, and whose purpose was to
provide grace and forgiveness and to bring a
oneness to those who believe.
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The given purpose and focus of the Lord’s
Supper was, in Jesus’ words:

“This is my body which is for you; do this in
remembrance of me.”(24)

Remembrance defined the Lord’s Supper; and
remembrance was missing. Their behaviour
belied the gospel. They were not acting on the
basis of being part of a new community where
they were one.

Before we allow ourselves too much distance
from these miscreant Corinthians, let us examine
ourselves also.

We need to confess that not only do we pray
over the broken body of Christ, we also pray
from within the broken body of Christ his Church.
…

If Jesus’ work on the cross has created one-ness
among all who confess Jesus Christ as lord, how
well are we discerning that one-ness?

In our congregations? In Mennonite church
Canada? In the greater Christian community?
These are questions that naturally float to the
surface form this text.

What can we learn form this text about worship
that unites and builds the body of Christ?

Our theology of the church and our practice of
worship and service are rooted at the Lord’s
table. Holy Communion is a paradigm of our faith.
What happens there defines who we are and
directs how we relate to one another.

When we read Paul’s words of institution for the
Lord’s Supper, we see that what we are called to
do is summed up in two phrases:

Both in the taking of the loaf and in the drinking
from the cup, Jesus’ words of institution are:

“Do this in remembrance of me;”(24 and 25)

Our focus is to be on the Lord, in remembering
him and all that that implies. Jesus is our Lord.
And if so, we do not regard each other as
superior or inferior, as ‘in” or “out” of our
acceptance; we are brother and sisters. So Paul’s
instruction to them was to examine themselves,
so as to not partake in an unworthy manner.

There is a needed symmetry between the
relationship we confess to by partaking at the
communion table and the relationships we
cultivate the following week.

The second phrase found in verse 26 is:

“…whenever you eat this bread and drink this
cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he
come.”

Everyone who comes to the table makes the
same confession: that his or her salvation is
based on the completed work of Jesus Christ on
the cross.

Therefore, at the cross and at the table which
commemorates that cross, there is common
ground, the ground of need and the same basis
of assurance of grace and forgiveness for all.
This is not only common ground… but also level
ground. There are none superior, nor inferior.

Here is found the basis for being united in
worship.

The health of our worship has at its heart, very
little to do with the quality of our singing or the
aptness of our liturgies; rather what is needed
first of all is wholeness of relationships among
us that reflects our common experience in taking
the loaf and the cup together.

Our theology of worship begins with the health of
the body and the integrity with which we care for
one another.

So Paul ends his teaching about the Lord’s table
with these words:

“so then, brothers and sister, when you come
together, to eat, wait for each other…”
To “wait for one another meant to have the grace
to wait until everyone could be there; then to eat
together and to share together as is fitting for
brothers and sisters on an equal footing around
the Lord’ table.

To “wait for one another” is an apt value for us; to
attend to one another that no one is excluded or
left out; no one is seen to be higher or lower; we
are sister and brother.

In chapter 10:15-17, Paul writes… (read)

There is One Loaf. How big is that loaf? How
widely is it shared? How big is its circle of
grace?


