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1Corinthians 11:17-34 A Messy Table

Today, we are covering the rest of First Corinthians 11, from verse 17-34. You will
remember that at the beginning of chapter 11 Paul introduced the next topic which was the
wearing of head coverings by women in worship. In the rest of Chapter 11, he now
addresses another matter that was coming up in the worship service, involving the Lord’s
Supper. He has already brought up the topic of the Lord’s Supper in Chapter 10 as he
discussed idolatry. In this passage, he discusses how we should approach the Lord’s
Supper. But he does it by addressing the negative ways the Lord’s Supper was being done
in Corinth. Remember how this chapter began in 1Corinthians 11:2, Now | commend you...
But that is not how this chapter continues. Paul instructs this Messy Church with a Messy
Table on how to properly observe the Lord’s Supper and today we should learn from that
instruction.

Let’s begin reading at verse 17. " But in the following instructions | do not commend you,
because when you come together it is not for the better but for the worse. ®For, in the first
place, when you come together as a church, | hear that there are divisions among you. And |
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. 2 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 | say to you?
Shall | commend you in this? No, | will not. Although Paul commended them on the way they
participated as both men and women in worship, he now turns his attention to the Lord’s
Supper and he cannot commend them. Instead, he condemns them, because the church at
Corinth was making a mockery of the Lord’s Table, what we call the Lord’s Supper. This
meal was bringing out the worst in some people and showing the divisions that existed in the
church. Remember this was the first issue and likely the primary issue that Paul dealt with in
the church at Corinth. It's interesting that he says he believes it at least “in part,” verse 18,
because to him it is natural that there will be some division or factions in the church to show
who is genuine in following Christ and have God’s approval on their actions. Is he changing
his views on disunity in the church that he has strongly condemned previously? Definitely
not. He is pointing out that these divisions do reveal in some cases who are truly God’s
children. It is leading to his statement in verses 27-31 showing that God will judge us for
how we come to the Lord’s table at the Lord’s Supper. God knows truly who are genuine in
their faith and approaching the Lord’s Table with the proper heart.

We need to understand how the Lord’s Supper was celebrated in the early church in order
to see what was going on here. The church members would eat a meal together regularly
called an “Agape” from the Greek word for love. This is where they would celebrate the
Lord’s Supper using bread and wine served as part of this meal. But it was truly a meal as
well. So, none of the tiny wafers and tiny little juice cups that we use for the Lord’s Supper!
It was this meal where clearly some were eating and drinking in a way that showed they felt
they were owed a bigger portion or more wine than others. It seems that the class divisions
between those who were poorer who possibly could not contribute as much to the meal and
those who were more wealthy and likely brought more money and food to it were coming to
the surface. Instead of being a time to truly practice love towards brothers and sisters in
Christ from all walks of life, it became an opportunity for class distinctions of the world to
influence the life of the church.

Do we still have to worry about this today? Yes. We have a tendency to separate ourselves
and divide ourselves even today, when fellowship is supposed to unite us. For us, YIBC



specifically, we can sometimes see that in church wide fellowships. We have done everything
we can to ensure that something like the thanksgiving dinner is done in such a way that
everyone gets the same amount and types of food. But what about who we eat with, who
we fellowship with? Do they always have the same cultural and language background as
you? Or are you intentionally trying to get to know people who are different than you are, to
expand your friendships within the church outside of your natural community and comfort
zone. | don’t think its so much the class or wealth that divides us, but our backgrounds and
nationalities. It is not inherently sinful to primarily spend time in the cultural group you are
most comfortable with. But within the church fellowship like meals together, it is important
to be intentional in breaking down those barriers and striving for unity through those types
of events.

So the Corinthians in the meal that included the Ordinance of the Lord’s Supper were
mocking the Lord’s Table and treating others sinfully and shamefully through this meal.
What was Paul’s solution to this sinful behavior? We see it in the familiar words he now
writes in verses 23-26. #*For | received from the Lord what | 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.”™® #|n 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.
The Holy Spirit, speaking through Paul gives us the solution to this divisive abuse of the
Lord’s Supper. The solution is to take the Lord’s Supper seriously by rehearsing or
repeating its meaning every time we partake. The Corinthians had lost sight of the
meaning of the meal. To them it was another occasion for partying, drunkenness, and even
lording their social position over others within the church. Paul points them back to the point
of the Lord’s Supper. No matter how it is observed whether it is done with a fellowship meal
like the early church here or as it came to be practiced like we now do it, as a stand alone
act of worship...we must not lose sight of the gospel that is proclaimed in this act.
Remember that Paul, although an apostle through a direct encounter with the risen Christ,
was not present at the original last supper with Jesus. So, at some point in his experience
with Jesus, Jesus Christ himself had related the events of the Last Supper and explained
their continuing significance to him.

The problem with their practice of the Lord’s Supper was not in when or how they were
doing it with their worship, but in why they were doing it. They had lost sight of the purpose
behind it. Paul brings them back to that purpose by reciting the history of the meal in
Christ’s own words that also show us its significance. By reciting this, he is saying that
repeating this history, this meaning and therefore the purpose of the Lord’s Supper is
important to do every time you partake of it. So, even today, when we partake of the Lord’s
Supper, we read directly from the scripture the words of Christ from the gospels or here as
told by Paul in order to continue to rehearse the meaning of the meal every time we partake
of it. Having explained why Paul gives us these verses, let’s see exactly how simple, but yet
how deep Jesus’ words regarding this meal really are. Paul reminds us right away that this
took place on the same night that Jesus knew he would be betrayed to his own death by one
of his own disciples, Judas Iscariot. Verse 23 says ...the Lord Jesus on the night when he
was betrayed... Then starting with the bread, he prayed a prayer of thanksgiving to begin.
Can you imagine Jesus instituting a meal that will celebrate his death, and yet his mindset is
one of thanksgiving? Do you think that Jesus was just looking forward to the pain that
would come from his body being broken? Of course not. In fact in Luke 22, we find Jesus
praying in the garden right before his arrest and his prayer is one that shows his humanity



not wanting to go through the suffering. Luke 22:42 says, “Father, if you are willing, remove
this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.” God the Son wasn’t
looking forward to the suffering, either physical or spiritual as he took the sin of the world
and the wrath of the Father, but he was committed to the will of God the Father. It is this
commitment to God’s plan for salvation that led to his giving thanks for the coming sacrifice.
So he breaks the bread and gives his disciples the graphic picture of what is coming as he
says, This is my body, which is for you. He knows that their salvation must come through the
flesh being torn from his body by a Roman whip, a sarcastic crown made of long thorns
being pressed into his skull, nails being placed in his hands and feet, his beaten body being
hoisted in the air on the cross, and a spear being thrust into his side. And with each of
those wounds, blood flowed from his broken body. Hebrews 9:22 says, Indeed, under the
law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no
forgiveness of sins. Jesus wanted to remind his disciples and us through his words of the
truth that forgiveness of sin requires blood sacrifice. So, Christ’s words continue with him
taking the cup after eating the bread and likely the rest of the Passover meal, and saying,
“This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance
of me.” This is an extremely significant statement that Jesus is making. He is saying that his
death is the fulfillment of the Old Covenant and the beginning of the New Covenant.
Jeremiah 31, verse 31 and 33 says 31 “Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord,
when | will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah,... 33 For
this is the covenant that | will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares

the Lord: | will put my law within them, and | will write it on their hearts. And | will be their
God, and they shall be my people. The message of the gospel and salvation started with the
Old Testament and a covenant between Abraham whose descendants would bring the
Messiah, the Savior to the world. This messiah was pictured in sacrifice after sacrifice. The
requirements for salvation were seen in the Old Testament law which no human being was
capable of keeping. And yet right there in Jeremiah, God promises that a day is coming
where the holiness that comes with actually keeping the law will be written on their hearts.
Now, Jesus is saying that through his death, this New Covenant, this sacrifice to end all
animal sacrifices will come to pass. Because of Jesus taking the punishment for our sins, we
can place our faith in him and be given his holiness, his ability to fully keep God’s law. So
that when God looks at us, he sees holiness and righteousness that is not our own, but is
Christ’s. But on the basis of Christ’s holiness, we are then forgiven for our sin by God the
Father.

That’s the gospel, laid out in this simple statement that “this cup is the new covenant in my
blood.” And Jesus says that every time we come to this table and this meal, we are
proclaiming the gospel through the death of Christ. And it is clear that the church should do
this for the rest of her existence on this earth until Christ returns. | know churches that
don’t practice the Lord’s Supper or rarely do it. Neither Paul nor Jesus give us a command
on how often to partake of the Lord’s Supper, but we are clearly to do it. And given that it
says “as often as you drink it,” it seems it should happen more regularly than less. We do it
monthly, but | can also see good Biblical reasons behind a weekly observance as well, since
it proclaims the Gospel every time we observe it.

Since this is a rehearsal of the gospel in the words of Christ and picture of his sacrifice
every time we partake of it, then it is a serious matter to eat and drink this meal. We have
already seen his argument in chapter 10 that it is a participation with Christ, so he has set
the foundation for what he now says regarding the seriousness of this meal. Let’s read
verses 27-34. ¥ 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. // *So then, my brothers,” when you
come together to eat, wait for” one another— *if anyone is hungry, let him eat at home—so
that when you come together it will not be for judgment. About the other things | will give
directions when | come. Clearly, with the serious nature of this meal, there is a
consequence for partaking of the Lord’s Supper unworthily. Paul does not want to end
this discussion without making that clear, and also tying it back to the issue at hand with
how they are partaking of it. The point is not that we will be perfect when coming to the
Lord’s Supper, but that we will humbly confess known sin and put ourselves in the right
spiritual mindset to eat and drink this meal. | always looked at this examination as being
personal sin, but notice in verse 29 the focus for Paul of this examination. He says, anyone
who eats and drinks without discerning the body...There are two levels of meaning here.
One is the obvious that ties back to chapter 10, we fail to see that we are connected to
Christ and his physical death in a unique and spiritual way through the Lord’s Supper. But
there is a second meaning intended here, that the Lord’s Supper is supposed to be a unifier
of the Body of Christ, the church. And with how the Corinthians were conducting
themselves, it instead had divided them by their selfish way of partaking in it. The Lord’s
Supper is not an individual act. It is an act of worship done together within the gathered
body of Christ.

Their harboring of sin and selfishness when participating in the Lord’s Supper was so
serious to God that his judgment had come on some of those who were participating in the
Lord’s Supper in this sinful way. Some were sick and ill and had even died because of their
sinful approach to this act of worship. Paul ends with the solution to their sinfulness, and
that solution was selflessness. It was their selfish approach to the Lord’s Supper that had
shown their sin, so the solution was to put others above yourself. Wait for others to be able
to eat, and eat before you gather if you are hungry so that you are not a selfish glutton in
sharing the meal with others. Of course we don’t celebrate the Lord’s Supper in the same
way today. We separate it in our celebration from a full meal, but the principle remains the
same. If we fail to examine ourselves and our relationship to Christ and to the Body of Christ
before we partake, then we open ourselves up to participating in an unworthy manner. So,
today we again come to an opportunity to partake of this meal that has united Christians
through centuries over the last 2000 years, and | invite you to examine yourself as we
prepare to receive this meal. Is there unconfessed sin in your life? Are there others within
the Body of Christ that your have acted sinfully or selfishly toward and need to be
reconciled with? If you know Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior and have been obedient
in baptism, then | invite you to join us in this Lord’s Supper meal. If you have not accepted
Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord or been baptized, then | would ask you to refrain from
taking the elements. After | pray the Deacons will serve the elements from the 4 corners of
the sanctuary and we will eat and drink together. Let’s pray.



