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Text 
On the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the disciples came to Jesus and asked, "Where do you 
want us to make preparations for you to eat the Passover?" 18 He replied, "Go into the city to a certain 
man and tell him, 'The Teacher says: My appointed time is near. I am going to celebrate the Passover with 
my disciples at your house.'" 19 So the disciples did as Jesus had directed them and prepared the Passover. 
20 When evening came, Jesus was reclining at the table with the Twelve. 21 And while they were eating, he 
said, "I tell you the truth, one of you will betray me." 22 They were very sad and began to say to him one 
after the other, "Surely not I, Lord?" 23 Jesus replied, "The one who has dipped his hand into the bowl with 
me will betray me. 24 The Son of Man will go just as it is written about him. But woe to that man who 
betrays the Son of Man! It would be better for him if he had not been born." 25 Then Judas, the one who 
would betray him, said, "Surely not I, Rabbi?" Jesus answered, "Yes, it is you." 26 While they were eating, 
Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my 
body." 27 Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. 28 
This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. 29 I tell you, I 
will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my 
Father's kingdom." 30 When they had sung a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives. 

 
Introduction 
 I recently saw an advice column in a denominational newspaper.  It was the kind 
where people can write in questions.  This time the question was, “We serve the Lord’s 
Supper on the first Sunday of every month, and it’s getting stale.  Any ideas?” 
 The columnist gave three suggestions of ways to liven it up.  The first was this: 
 

DaVinci’s Last Supper.  Have 13 men represent Jesus and the disciples 
and recreate the famous painting.  Have someone read the Gospel accounts 
while the men act it out.  Include Jesus washing Peter’s feet from John’s 
Gospel.  Have Judas leave down the center aisle, shaking a leather bag of 
quarters.  After the supper, have the men leave the table and serve the 
elements to the church body while dressed in their costumes.  This is very 
effective!1 

 
 What do you think?  Would you like a little more of that on Sundays?  Is that 
what the church needs?  I’ll tell you what I think – I think that’s a little hokey.  I 
personally get turned off by that kind of stuff, and I don’t think that’s what’s going to 
help attract those outside the church to the faith (my guess is it will make them think 
we’re even weirder).  Maybe some of that is just personal preference, but I’ve got to think 
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that if the Lord’s Supper is getting stale for people in the church that there are deeper 
issues that need to be addressed and that aren’t solved by buying Panera bread and using 
more candles (one of the other suggestions).  I think the real answer is looking more 
deeply at what the Scriptures teach concerning this and ultimately what it is that Jesus 
accomplished that this meal is supposed to commemorate. 
 In this same publication recently I saw a study that showed that only 1% of all 
Baptist churches in our denomination celebrate the Lord’s Supper once a week 
(sometimes called the Lord’s Table or communion or the Eucharist).  In fact, 57% 
practice it only quarterly and another 8% 0-3 times per year.  So nearly 2/3 of our 
churches partake of the Lord’s Table 4 times or less a year.2  This stat very well may be 
the most telling stat of all about the spiritual health and vitality of our churches today. 
 When I was recently in Wittenberg, Germany (where the Protestant Reformation 
was sparked) I learned about how right along with the recovery of the amazing news of 
the gospel went a reformation of the practice of communion.  Just one example is that by 
this time the common people were never given the cup to drink from, just the bread.  
Perhaps the church leaders were too afraid that someone might spill it, it being the actual 
blood of Christ and all.  Heaven forbid.  It was a major event when they actually started 
serving the bread and the wine in Wittenberg; people were ecstatic. 

John Calvin pushed vehemently for the eating of the Lord’s Supper weekly in 
Geneva, citing among other things that it was the practice of the early church.  Speaking 
of the early church, we get a fascinating peek into its life around the middle of the 2nd 
century in Justin Martyr’s First Apology.  There we read: 
 

On the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather 
together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of 
the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the reader has 
ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of 
these good things.  Then we all rise together and pray, and, as we before 
said, when our prayer is ended, bread and wine and water are brought, and 
the president in like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to 
his ability, and the people assent, saying Amen; and there is a distribution 
to each, and a participation of that over which thanks have been given.3 

 
And the early church document called the Didache corroborates that picture with the 
command: “And on the Lord’s own day gather yourselves together and break bread and 
give thanks.”4 
 But, of course, most instructive is the NT itself.  We used to practice monthly 
communion at Immanuel until we came in our ordinary preaching through the book of 
Acts to Acts 20 and Paul in Troas and the description that “on the first day of the week” 
the believers came together.  Sunday gatherings – check.  Paul preached long into the 
night.  Long sermons – check.  After the service the people stuck around and talked until 
daylight.  Warm fellowship – check.  But there was also the detail that they “broke bread 
and ate” together.  The Lord’s Table – hmmm… only on the first Sunday of the month??  
“Breaking bread” in the book of Acts is a reference to the practice of communion and 
Acts 2:42 says that the early believers “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and 
to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42).  There’s also the 
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description in 1 Corinthians 11 of when the church came together.  They were eating the 
Lord’s Supper, at least trying to.  They weren’t doing it right and that was a big deal and 
Paul addressed it, but nevertheless the assumption was that when they gathered this 
would be a part of their practice. 
 So my point right now is merely that this ceremonial meal of bread and wine has 
always been and should be an integral part of what the church does.  Maybe for some of 
you it has grown stale.  I want to help you today to regain perspective.  Maybe for some 
of you who grew up in a church setting but haven’t been practicing for awhile it is 
something somewhat familiar; you know it belongs in Christian worship, but it’s also 
shrouded in mystery and in reality is a meaningless religious ritual.  I want to help you 
see what’s really behind it.  And for others it may just be plain weird to you.  The early 
church had to defend itself against the charge of cannibalism from those on the outside 
looking in!  That’s what it seemed like to them when they heard what went on there.  I 
want to explain to you why we do what we do. 
 Today we’re looking at a section of the memoirs of the apostle Matthew that 
recounts Jesus’ institution of this practice.  That passage has just been read and now I’m 
going to verbally instruct and exhort us based upon those words.   And in short what we 
need to see today is just this: Jesus has ordained that the Lord’s Table be a central 
means of grace in the life of his people. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
The Passover 
 We just celebrated Thanksgiving.  So we understand something of what it means 
to have celebratory meals.  But how many people remember much of anything about the 
original Thanksgiving with the Pilgrims and all that?  It’s pretty blurry history.  
Thanksgiving is pretty much entirely unconnected from history at this point and in fact 
has become an occasion to stuff ourselves and watch football and get ready for shopping 
on Black Friday (which seems to be pushed back into Thursday night now, doesn’t it?). 
 Do you know of the Gunpowder Plot to blow up the House of Lords in England?  
Guy Fawkes, 1605?  Remember, remember the 5th of November… or is it 6th of 
November… or was it 12th of September?  The Gunpowder Treason and Plot, I know of 
no reason, Why the Gunpowder Treason, Should ever be forgot.  Except that we tend to 
forget everything, eventually.  December 7th, 1941, a date which will live in infamy.  But 
do you remember what for?  My guess is that most teenagers today couldn’t tell you.  
And let’s not be naïve, eventually at some point, September 11th, will not be as 
emotionally evocative if history should go on another hundred years.  But until history 
ends the celebration of the Lord’s Table commemorating the death of Christ will not fail 
to be practiced or lose its significance for Christians.  It’s fascinating that it’s still 
celebrated 2,000 years later.  And it’s not just an American holiday! 
 Well if you want to understand the Lord’s Supper you must first go back and 
understand another event and another meal.  The Passover and the Feast of Unleavened 
Bread.  The Lord’s Supper is founded upon this.  We’ve mentioned it before.  We see the 
link very clearly again in v. 17 – “On the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread…”  
What is it? 
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Around the middle of the 2nd millennium B.C. the Hebrew people, who had been 
living in Egypt for 430 years, were suffering intensely under the yoke of slavery.  God 
came to their rescue through a leader named Moses.  Long story short: God brought down 
his justice.  Now the only way that the Israelites could be spared God’s justice themselves 
and receive his mercy instead in the culminating act of judgment was to slaughter a lamb 
and smear its blood on their doorposts.  This they did, exactly as instructed.  On the 14th 
of Nissan each Jewish household in Egypt killed their spotless lamb, applied its blood to 
their doorframes with hyssop, and stayed inside eating the roasted lamb with bitter herbs 
and unleavened bread while death rained down all around them outside.  They were 
‘passed over’.  And that night Pharaoh released them and they quickly made their way 
out of Egypt, headed for the Promised Land.  You can read about it in more detail in 
Exodus 12. 

But within the text that records the historical Passover, the initial event, we also 
see that God gave the Israelites instructions for keeping a ceremonial feast in future years 
in order to perpetually remember their deliverance.  In Exodus 12:14 the Lord states, 
“This is a day you are to commemorate; for the generations to come you shall celebrate it 
as a festival to the LORD – a lasting ordinance.” This ceremony was to be observed in 
the future and when children inquired as to its meaning they were to be answered, “It is 
the Passover sacrifice to the LORD, who passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt 
and spared our homes when he struck down the Egyptians” (Ex. 12:27).  And the Lord 
said that this Passover remembrance was to be celebrated together with a seven day 
festival called The Feast of Unleavened Bread (cf. Ex. 13:7).  Over and over and over 
again in the OT Israel is made to remember that the Lord delivered them from Egypt (i.e. 
Joshua 24:17) – that great act of redemption – and the Passover/Feast of Unleavened 
Bread was a yearly rite designed to do just that, to keep it ever before them. 

This custom, this eight day annual festival was practiced, with some periods of 
disuse (i.e. 2Kngs. 23:21ff), all the way up to the time of Jesus.  It was a huge deal in the 
first century!  Thousands of visitors would come to Jerusalem every spring.  The 
population of the city would more than triple during this time.  It was a massive 
undertaking.  We’re told by one first century historian that one year 256,500 lambs were 
slaughtered in the Temple at Passover.5  It took a good bit of planning and preparation to 
get your lamb, get it in to be slaughtered, and find a place in the city to prepare the meal 
of lamb, bitter herbs, unleavened bread, and all the rest of the fixings.  It would be 
somewhat like trying to stop at Dominick’s and buy a turkey and get out to the suburbs 
after work on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving. 

“On the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the disciples came to Jesus 
and asked, ‘Where do you want us to make preparations for you to eat the Passover?’  He 
replied, ‘Go into the city to a certain man and tell him, “The Teacher says: My appointed 
time is near.  I am going to celebrate the Passover with my disciples at your house.”’  So 
the disciples did as Jesus had directed them and prepared the Passover” (vv. 17-19).  
Maybe a few of them went to buy wine and bread.  Maybe James and John went and got 
a lamb and had it slaughtered at the temple.  Maybe Peter and Thaddeus went to get the 
key from this guy who had a furnished room and they started to get things set up. 

Was this room something Jesus had prearranged with a friend or something we 
should attribute to divine knowledge?  We don’t know for sure, but what we are clearly 
supposed to see again is that Jesus is in full command of what’s going on.  He has it 
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thought through.  He’s intentional.  And there’s even a larger subtext of grand destiny – 
“My appointed time.”  Something monumental is about to go down. 

Now I should probably briefly tell you that there is some controversy over 
whether or not this was truly a Passover meal.  Some people think that John’s chronology 
places Jesus’ crucifixion at the time in the afternoon when the Passover lambs are being 
slaughtered over in the Temple.  And thus Matthew, Mark, and Luke must be referring to 
Jesus celebrating the Passover one day early on his own authority.  But I don’t think so.  
I’ve actually spent a good deal of time studying this and I’ll spare you the details, but (a) 
it’s too hard not to read Matthew, Mark, and Luke as saying that this was a regular 
Passover celebration and (b) all the references in John that seem to point to the Last 
Supper being a day earlier can fairly easily be read in such a way that they do not present 
a conflict.  If you’re interested we can talk more. 

Bottom line: there was an historic event called the Exodus that was enacted 
through the blood on the doorposts and passing over of God’s judgment.  This event was 
commemorated annually in an eight day festival called Passover and/or The Feast of 
Unleavened Bread.  And on one such Passover, the night before another even greater 
epochal event, Jesus celebrated that meal with his disciples and, as we’ll soon see, 
infused it with deeper meaning and transformed it into a new ceremony. 
 
Judas’ Responsibility and God’s Sovereignty 
 Before we get to that we have a little section that deals with Judas Iscariot, the 
disciple who betrayed Jesus.  “When evening came, Jesus was reclining at the table with 
the Twelve” (v. 20).  Picture a U-shaped, low table without chairs with guests leaning on 
their arms with legs laid out behind them.  This is how banquets went down back then.  
The lamb is cooked, all the cups and dishes are set out.  The Passover Seder has begun.  
“And while they were eating, he said, ‘I tell you the truth, one of you will betray me’” (v. 
21).  Jesus knew.  Again, he wasn’t caught off guard by anything here. 
 But the momentousness of what was happening around them was still largely lost 
at this time upon the disciples.  What!  No!  This can’t be.  “They were very sad and 
began to say to him one after the other, ‘Surely not I, Lord?’” (v. 22).  They’re shocked.  
Each of them shows incredulity.  The construction of their question makes it more like a 
statement – It surely couldn’t be me!  We’ll look at such bravado more next week.  But 
the focus here is on Judas. 
 David speaks in Psalm 41:9 about the betrayal he felt when “Even my close 
friend, whom I trusted, he who shared my bread, has lifted up his heel against me.”  Jesus 
echoes that sentiment, even fulfilling it in a sense, in v. 23 – “The one who has dipped his 
hand into the bowl with me will betray me.”  Bear in mind they would have been eating 
family style, several sharing the same bowl.  This wasn’t a way to single out Judas, but 
merely to say that someone in that room, someone who had enjoyed intimate table 
fellowship with Jesus was going to betray him.  Recognize that, as one person has put it, 
“When our Lord said, ‘One of you shall betray Me,’ no one said, ‘Is it Judas?’”6  Even v. 
25, I think, should be read as a private interchange between Judas and Jesus.  In other 
words, Judas didn’t have horns. 
 There’s a lot in here regarding the timing and reconstructing the scene and 
reading tone of voice and determining motivations that remains a bit unclear to us.  What 
was Judas thinking?  When did Judas leave?  Did he feel outed and forced to speed things 
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up?  We don’t know.  There’s so much we don’t know.  Here’s some of what we can get 
out of this section: 
 One, Jesus knows the sting of betrayal.  If that’s something that you are feeling 
deeply right now or ever have, it should be comforting to know that the Lord 
understands.  You can go to him with your emotions and find sympathy. 
 The second thing we are to see here is that human freedom and responsibility does 
not cancel out divine control and sovereignty.  Now I don’t fully understand how this can 
be nor can I explain all the implications, but what is crystal clear from a passage like this 
is that people are not robots, they are complex volitional creatures who make their own 
authentic choices and are rightfully held responsible for their actions and yet at the same 
time God’s meticulous control of his universe is not in the least jeopardized.  God has not 
ceded some of his control to us.  God is in complete control.  He knows everything.  He 
has a plan for everything. 
 So first, God’s sovereignty.  It’s all over the place in this story.  Everything is 
going according to plan.  His ‘appointed time’.  Etc…  Then we read, “The Son of Man 
will go just as it is written about him” (v. 24a).  In other words, this is all predicted, not 
just by Jesus a few days or months in advance, but in the OT Scriptures.  Which ones?  
Jesus doesn’t cite a chapter and verse, he just says, “as it is written about me,” because all 
of the OT is prophesying about this.  It’s everywhere.  There are proof texts like Isaiah 
53.  And there are logical necessities like a holy God who is merciful.  And there are 
typologies like the Passover lamb, the bronze serpent in the desert, Jonah being cast into 
the sea, and multitudes more.  This had all been planned out from the creation of the 
world (Rev. 13:8).  Jesus “was handed over to [those who killed him] by God’s set 
purpose and foreknowledge” (Acts 2:23).  “The Son of Man will go just as it is written 
about him…” 

But, second, man’s responsibility.  “Woe to that man who betrays the Son of 
Man!  It would be better for him if he had not been born” (v. 24b).  We looked a little bit 
last week at Judas’ treachery, premeditating a plan with the Jewish leaders to tip them off 
to where they could arrest Jesus while avoiding the crowds.  Here we see that he is 
continuing to act upon this plan, refusing to bow the knee to Jesus; he can only call him 
Rabbi, never a term used in Matthew on the lips of Jesus’ followers.  He will not 
acknowledge Jesus as Lord.  And he will not be excused for this.  He has made his choice 
and his end is just and it is horrific. 

Someone has paraphrased – “It is better never to live at all, than to live without 
faith and to die without grace.”7  So it is true that those who will be saved are 
predestined/elected/chosen from before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:5), but it is 
also true that you right now have a real choice to make.  Will you bow your knee before 
the crucified Christ? 

If you’re someone who has done that (if your heart is broken over your sin and 
you’ve looked to Jesus as your Savior) then these truths should not be for you an 
embarassment or a hang-up but rather comfort.  Comfort because it means that you are 
not a machine, your life has real meaning.  You are a person made in the image of God to 
whom you can relate genuinely.  And your life has significance; you can make decisions 
now that affect the course of your future.  You’re not nothing.  But comfort also because 
it means that behind it all stands a sovereign, infinite-personal God whom you can trust.  
Jerry Bridges says, “If there is a single event in all of the universe that can occur outside 
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of God’s sovereign control, then we cannot trust Him.”8  But God is completely 
sovereign.  Thus you can trust him.  You can trust him with your hurts and betrayals, with 
uncertainty and fears.  And you can trust him to design and execute a plan so that your 
free moral actions against him can be forgiven.  You can trust him to make a way for you, 
a rebel to his authority, to be redeemed and restored.  And that is what the cross is. 
 
The Words of Institution 
 Okay, now we get to what has been called the words of institution.  Remember 
that Jesus is celebrating a Passover meal.  These were usually celebrated in families so 
there’s a familial atmosphere here.  Jesus is assuming the role of the paterfamilias – the 
head of the family, which he has defined as his community of disciples (cf. Mt. 12:49). 

But these celebrations also followed a kind of script, what’s called a Seder with 
assigned readings and order to eating.  It’s hard to pin down precisely what the liturgy 
would have been in the early first century, but we have a pretty good idea – different 
cups, different Scripture readings, different explanations, different prayers, all followed 
by the singing of songs, most likely from the Hallel – Psalms 113-118.  Jesus seems to be 
doing all this as indicated in v. 30 – “When they had sung a hymn, they went out to the 
Mount of Olives.” 

So it’s a familial atmosphere and at the same time there is structure and a bit of 
formality to it.  This is helpful to keep in mind as we think about what our communion 
services should be.  They’re not elaborate rituals or productions, but they also shouldn’t 
be casual pizza parties. 
 AND they are also not just Passover meals, meaning: they are not meant to 
commemorate the exodus from Egypt.  Jesus deliberately reinterprets this meal and 
attaches its meaning to something else besides the original Passover in Egypt.  What is it?  
His sacrifice for his people’s sins that’s coming up in a few hours.  Jesus is the ultimate 
Passover Lamb.  Paul makes that clear in 1 Corinthians 5:7 – “Christ, our Passover lamb, 
has been sacrificed.”  His blood is how sinful people can ultimately have God’s eternal 
judgment pass over them and they can be freed from the bondage to sin and death and set 
on a course to the ultimate Promised Land, eternal life in the New Creation.  So Jesus’ 
death is the historical event and the weekly celebration of the Lord’s Table is what 
commemorates it. 
 “While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it 
to his disciples, saying, ‘Take and eat; this is my body’” (v. 26).  That was not in the 
Passover Seder.  Jesus is going off the script here.  “Then he took the cup, gave thanks 
and offered it to them, saying, ‘Drink from it, all of you.  This is my blood…’” (vv. 27-
28a).  These are the words of institution.  Now these words obviously don’t mean that the 
bread and the wine somehow actually become the body and blood of Jesus.  This is a 
misinterpretation based on an overly literal reading of ‘is’ and medieval logic and 
Aristotelian categories.  Jesus simply means this bread represents my body or this wine 
stands for my blood.  When the Jewish family celebrating the Passover said, “This is the 
bread of affliction which our ancestors ate when they came from the land of Egypt,” 
nobody actually believed that their dad got a hold of some of the actual bread from 
Moses’ day or that it was magically changed to be that.  No, it represented that; it 
communicated that. 
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The Passover meal was a memorial, a lasting ordinance to commemorate that one-
time event.  Likewise, the Lord’s Table meal is a memorial, a lasting ordinance to 
commemorate that once-and-for-all sacrifice of Christ on the cross.  He is not re-
sacrificed or re-presented or anything like that.  We remember.  And it is so crucial that 
we remember.  D.A. Carson has pointed out that “Jesus bids us commemorate, not his 
birth, nor his life, nor his miracles, but his death.”9  Isn’t that interesting? 

Why?  What is the symbolism?  What do we remember?  “This is my blood of the 
covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (v. 28b).  There’s so 
much there.  For example, the word ‘for’ connotes substitution – his blood paid for many, 
he suffered in the place of and for the benefit of others. 

These words draw on so many OT allusions, most obvious is Jeremiah 31 and the 
promise of a new covenant where the Lord “will forgive [his people’s] wickedness and 
will remember their sins no more” (Jer. 31:34).  Jesus’ blood purchases complete and 
total forgiveness. 

And it’s a covenant unlike the one made at Mt. Sinai which was sealed in blood.  
There, after the giving of the Law, Moses took blood and sprinkled it on the people and 
said, “This is the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance 
with all these words” (Ex. 24:8).  That was a covenant based on the people’s keeping and 
doing and obeying.  What Jesus is talking about here is altogether different.  It’s a 
covenant based on Jesus’ keeping and doing and obeying.  He’s doing all the work to 
make a way for covenant breakers to have fellowship with God.  His blood is shed for the 
full and final forgiveness of sins. 
 Finally, Jesus says, “I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now 
on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father’s kingdom” (v. 29).  Here 
Jesus is assuming his death and a period of bodily absence from his disciples when they 
will eat this meal, but he’s also promising a coming time, a future consummation of the 
kingdom when he will return and it will be a full on feast! 
 
Application 

Now this is just a short look at a short passage.  It shows us where this practice 
comes from, but allow me now to draw out some of the reasons why Jesus has ordained 
that the Lord’s Table be a central means of grace in the life of his people.  
Understand that this list cannot be exhaustive.  Maybe there’s a really obvious aspect of 
this that I’ve forgotten or missed.  I know that there are things I just don’t have time to 
say.  And I know that as I continue to grow and partake of this meal new insights and 
deeper realizations will come to me.  But why has Jesus ordained that the Lord’s Table 
be a central means of grace in the life of his people? 
 

(1) It teaches us obedience.  We need to learn that God knows best.  When he tells us 
to do something it is for our good.  Sometimes we don’t see it.  Sometimes we 
think we know better.  Sometimes we think there are better things we could do 
with our time, even for our spiritual health than go to church.  But by regularly 
gathering to eat this meal you learn to bend your will to his, to go to the places 
where he has promised to bless instead of trying to forge your own way.  And that 
has many benefits in so many other areas of life.  So very simply, eating at the 
Lord’s Table is Jesus’ command – “Do this in remembrance of me” (Lk. 22:19; 
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1Cor. 11:24).  We need to learn to obey and trust him that even the things that 
seem so insignificant are what will sustain us. 
 
By the way, this was the first step for me.  I grew up as a Quaker.  Yes, I had 
electricity.  But no, we didn’t every take communion.  Quakers don’t practice 
either water baptism or bread and wine communion.  Instead they say that we 
should get behind the rituals to the reality.  But what I eventually couldn’t get 
around is that that’s not what Jesus said.  He said, “Take and eat.”  I must learn to 
obey him and believe that he knows best.  This is a simple way to start.  And 
when we do, we find there are myriads of other benefits. 
 

(2) It keeps us grounded in reality.  There’s a very real danger to get overly spiritual.  
That was the Quaker problem.  And it’s a form of gnosticism – a philosophy that 
denigrates the body and elevates a mystic experience.  Too often Christianity gets 
too other-worldly, disconnected from the real stuff of food and drink and baths 
and getting your hands dirty changing oil and changing diapers.  That’s what this 
was made for.  Doing something physical like eating bread and wine snaps us out 
of locating Christianity entirely in the realm of ideas and thoughts and some 
spiritual or cerebral realm.  Your Christianity, both now and forevermore, will be 
carried out in the real, earthly world of bodies and blood. 

 
(3) It situates us in history.  This is related to the one before.  Many again view our 

God and our salvation as something on a different plane.  We can become 
essentially Buddhists in our practice trying to get the Right Understanding, Right 
Intention, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right 
Mindfulness, and Right Concentration instead of getting Right with the God who 
is there and who is not just an ideal or a symbol but has acted in space and time.  
Francis Schaeffer once said, “If we are talking to a person who would not 
understand the term ‘space-time history’ we can say: ‘Do you believe that Jesus 
died in the sense that if you had been there that day, you could have rubbed your 
finger on the cross and got a splinter in it?’”10  The Lord’s Table keeps us in this 
realm, remembering a real Jesus who really died a gruesome and bloody death. 

 
And it puts us in a history that is going somewhere.  Christ has come.  Christ will 
come again.  Notice the past and future referent in today’s text: Christ’s death and 
the coming eschatological kingdom.  Or as it says in 1 Corinthians 11:26 – “For 
whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death 
until he comes.”  Being situated in this big picture brings us perspective and hope.  
Life’s not pointless.  Our little troubles are not that big of a deal.  And our death is 
not the end.  We’re going somewhere. 

 
(4)  It unites us together.  You can’t do this on your own.  Communion is not just a 

personal thing.  It is something you do together with other believers.  This is why 
you can’t have internet church.  Eating at the Lord’s Table is the glue that holds 
the Body of Christ together.  It brings us in contact with other people on the same 
level, thus it militates against loneliness and isolation.  It has a unifying effect and 
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a communal pull.  Paul draws on this picture in 1 Corinthians 10:17 – “Because 
there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one 
loaf.” 

 
(5) It gives us visual aides.  It works this way in so many different ways.  One 

example: Isaiah 53:5 says he was crushed for our iniquities.  Well we get that 
pictorially portrayed to us when our teeth crush the crackers.  And I could go on, 
but my main point is that God knows we need pictures and he has given us them.  
We don’t have to make it silly to make it stick and come up with dramas and use 
video clips.  He has already given us a vivid multi-media service that engages our 
senses.  The idea that people are now visual is a bit of an overstatement.  People 
have always been visual.  That’s why there are lots of visual aides in the Bible.  
God makes a covenant after the Noah flood and then what does he do?  He gives a 
picture in the rainbow – his bow has been hung up.  God makes a covenant with 
Abraham and then what does he do?  He gives a picture in the practice of 
circumcision – these people are marked off as mine.  And the two pictures that 
God has given to his church for perpetual use are baptism and the Lord’s Table. 

 
I love the way the Heidelberg Catechism Question 75 puts it: 
 
As surely as I see with my eyes the bread of the Lord broken for me and the cup 
given to me, so surely his body was offered and broken for me and his blood 
poured out for me on the cross… as surely as I receive from the hand of the one 
who serves, and taste with my mouth the bread and the cup of the Lord, given me 
as sure signs of Christ’s body and blood, so surely he nourishes and refreshes my 
soul to eternal life with his crucified body and poured-out blood. 

 
(6) It makes worship participatory.  Again, we don’t have to invent new ways to 

make tactile learners engaged with worship.  God gave us the Lord’s Table.  We 
shouldn’t set up painting stations and journaling stations with incense around The 
Meeting Place for our worship times.  Christ has given us this.  And coming 
forward and eating makes us active recipients who take part in this.  We have to 
participate.  We get to ingest the truth we hear and not just let it go over our 
heads. 

 
(7) It gives us regular opportunities for repentance.  Paul says in 1 Corinthians 11:28 

– “A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the 
cup.”  Regular observance of the Lord’s Supper builds in a time of regular self-
examination and confession and repentance and remembering your deep need, 
quickly followed up by the assurance of his deep love.  Doing this keeps you 
pliable and humble.  Regular repentance is what keeps you from being a Judas. 

 
(8) It keeps us always coming back to the gospel.  This is what I love about it.  It 

makes it easy to keep every sermon finally about the gospel, even if the text is 
something that is more imperative or instructive.  If we celebrate the Lord’s Table 
we’re going to what Christ has done for us, not what I have to go do for God.  It’s 
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the same basic truth, repeated over and over again for us throughout our entire 
Christian lives.  Why this repetition?  Because that’s always what we need.  
Listen to what the nineteenth century Princeton theologian B.B. Warfield wrote: 

 
There is nothing in us or done by us, at any stage of our earthly 
development, because of which we are acceptable to God.  We must 
always be accepted for Christ’s sake, or we cannot ever be accepted at 
all….  This is not true of us only when we believe.  It is just as true after 
we have believed.  It will continue to be true as long as we live.  Our need 
of Christ does not cease with our believing; nor does the nature of our 
relation to Him or to God through Him ever alter, no matter what our 
attainments in Christian graces or our achievements in behavior may be.  
It is always on His “blood and righteousness” alone that we can rest.11 

 
And my guess is that often week after week you don’t come here feeling a high 
level of attainment in Christian graces, but you feel like you’ve blown it again.  
We need this message of the gospel vividly portrayed to us over and over again. 

 
(9) It keeps us close to Christ.  Richard Baxter, a Puritan pastor, once said, “No 

where is God so near to man as in Jesus Christ: and no where is Christ so 
familiarly represented to us, as in this holy sacrament.  Here we are called to sit 
with him at his table, as his invited welcome guests; to commemorate his 
sacrifice, to feed upon his very flesh and blood; that is, with our mouths upon his 
representative flesh and blood, and with our applying faith upon his real flesh and 
blood.”12  The Real Presence of Christ is here.   
 
So this is not just a bare memorial, just as the Passover celebration wasn’t an 
impersonal ritual for Jews; they were very much reliving that and experiencing 
the benefits of it; it was their story.  Paul in 1 Corinthians says that the “cup of 
thanksgiving for which we give thanks [is] a participation in the blood of Christ… 
and… the bread that we break [is] a participation in the body of Christ” (1Cor. 
10:16).  The word participation there is the word ‘koinonia’ or fellowship.  We 
are not just remembering a far off event, but the Holy Spirit will use these means 
to make it all intensely real to us and the ascended Christ particularly close to us. 

 
 As Elyse Fitzpatrick has said: 
 

The Supper is meant to warm our affections toward our Savior.  
We are tasting his hospitality, seeing the table spread before us.  In it, the 
Spirit feeds our souls, using the bread and wine that we see, touch, taste, 
and smell.  We actually feel his goodness toward us when we savor the 
elements.  Just as a good father nourishes his family by lovingly providing 
for them, by the Spirit our Savior spreads his bounty before us and says, 
“Take, eat; this is my body… which is given for you” (Matt. 26:26; Luke 
22:19). 
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 When we taste and feel the wine in our mouth, we hear him saying, 
“Drink of it, all of you, for this is my blood of the covenant, which is 
poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:27-28)…  Jesus 
himself has chosen this as a means of grace whereby he reminds and 
assures us of his love…13 

 
The Lord’s Table 
 I think I have sufficiently set the Table for you.  We’re ready to eat and sing a 
hymn.  But I should briefly say that this meal is for believers, members of the new 
covenant community.  Just like non-Jews were forbidden from eating the Passover (Ex. 
12:43), if you’re not a Christian, we’re glad you’re here, but at this time we call you to 
Christ, not to this Table.  We’d love to talk with you more about what this means and 
hope that you would become a Christian and be baptized and join us at this Table soon. 
 
Benediction 
“May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the 
Holy Spirit be with you all” (2Cor. 13:14). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 25, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 
was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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