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COMMUNION   

 A Study on : THE LORD`S SUPPER 

SECTION 1: Biblical Teaching 

  

  1. The biblical authority for the Lord's Supper  

1) The bible speaks of two essential "Ordinances" (for reasons to be explained later, 
please avoid the use of the term "Sacraments"), Baptism and the Lord's Supper. The 
term "ordinance" means "an order, decree or regulation laid down by an authority, an 
established rule, rite or ceremony'" We call baptism and communion "ordinances" 
because they were both divinely created and ordered to be observed by Christians.  

2) Jesus Himself ordained the Lord’s Supper, thus giving Divine sanction and authority 
to its performance. Matthew 28: 19 teaches us that Jesus informed His disciple and 
others to "observe all that I have commanded you". Thus the teaching from Luke 22: 
19 is reinforced for us as a command, "do this in remembrance of me".  

3) Equally, Paul informs us in 1 Corinthians 11:23 that he "received from the Lord what 
he also delivered....". He then proceeds to describe the meaning and purpose of the 
Lord's Supper repeatedly giving the teaching the stamp of Jesus' authority, "Do this in 
remembrance of me" (24, 25).  The commands of Jesus are to be obeyed as all 
commands within the Bible.  

   

2. The biblical background for the Lord's Supper  

1) The Lord's Supper was not formed in a vacuum. It replaced an important Jewish 
ceremony which, like the Lord's Supper, reflected God's work of salvation. For the 
Israelites festival of Passover celebrated God's victory over the Egyptian enemy and, 
for the Christian, the Lord's Supper celebrates God's victory over Satan and sin.  

2) It was at the Passover celebration that the Lord's Supper was inaugurated, Luke 22: 
1, "Now the feast of Unleavened Bread drew near, which is called the Passover". At 
the Passover, a lamb was sacrificed portraying the original Passover sacrifice of 
Exodus 12:1-13 in which the blood of the lamb was taken and smeared on the door 
posts of the house. When God saw the "blood" He would pass over and no plague 
would fall upon the people. Judgment would be averted when God saw the blood. A 
substitute sacrifice had taken place and atonement had been made. It is the action of 
God "passing over" the people which give the title to this celebration, "Passover".  
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3) It is Paul's statement in 1 Cor 5:7 which provides us with a definite doctrinal link 
between the Passover and Christ, "Christ our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed,.,,.".  
   

 3. The biblical foundations of the Lord's Supper  

1) All three synoptic Gospels in their narrative record the "Last Supper" Matt 26: 26-29, 
Mark 14: 22-25, Luke 22:17-20) presenting the reader with the facts relating to the 
ceremony. We will be using Luke’s account, Luke 22:17-20.  

2) In the first place we notice that Jesus began the ceremony with worship, "and when 
he had given thanks... "(17). Next, taking the bread (19) He showed that this 
represented His body, "This is my body which given for you". Observe how Jesus uses 
language and action which portrays vividly the coming crucifixion, “He broke it" and 
then Jesus points out the substitutionary element represented by the bread, "given for 
you".  

3) Next, Jesus takes the cup of wine, "This cup which is poured out for you is the new 
covenant in my blood" (20). Again, He shows us something of the doctrinal meaning to 
the cross, "for you", the substitution of the cross, and "the new covenant", representing 
the legal transaction between the Father and the Son.  

4) Clearly, it was the desire of Jesus that by repeating this simple ceremony, the 
believers should go on remembering the cross, "Do this in remembrance of me" (19). 
Whatever other means we may have of remembering Jesus and his cross, the one 
method that He Himself left for us was this service of the Lord's Supper.  
   

 4. The biblical interpretation of the Lord's Supper 

1) The bible contains only one complete apostolic explanation of the Lord's Supper 
(and even this needs a little explaining.!!). This is found in 1 Corinthians 11:17-34, 
where Paul is addressing the Church's mishandling of the Lord's Supper. We will not 
repeat the facts of the communion service again, but concentrate on the meaning of 
the service.    

2) Much of the language of Luke's Gospel is retained in Paul's exposition of the 
subject. Paul shows that this is the divinely ordained means of remembering the death 
of Jesus, "Do this in remembrance of me" (24,25). The concept of "remember" carries 
the thought of "do not forget me". "Remember" can have a variety of ideas, such as, 
"recall to mind, consider, survey again, remind oneself". The important point for us is 
that the Communion service is a means of remembering Jesus only. We remember 
Him and the cross. This is one special way in which we "Glory in the cross of Jesus 
Christ".  

3) The Apostle also continues the doctrine of the substitutionary element as he retains 
the wording, "This is my body which is for you" (24), and also the covenant theme, 
"This cup is the new covenant in my blood" ( 25). All this constitutes the issues that we 
are remembering at the Lord's Supper.  

4) Through the breaking of bread we remember His body, “This is my body, which is 
for you" 1 Cor 11:24. It is perhaps more meaningful for us if the bread reminds us also 
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of the Incarnation of Jesus. Our thoughts would be taken back to John 1:1 and 14, "In 
the beginning was the Word and the Word was God.....and the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us". The bread reminds us of the voluntary way in which He became 
man, "Though He was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 
grasped, but emptied Himself taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of 
men..." ( Phil 2:6-7), Isaiah 53:1-3 would be remembered in the bread as we recall the 
kind of life to which He submitted Himself, We would even go further and remember in 
the bread that " He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree" I Pet 2:24). We 
would add to this His physical sufferings which He bore in His own body on the cross, 
"Christ suffered in the flesh" (add Ps 22:9-17).  

5) The bread tells us of the body "given for you'. It means that Jesus took our place on 
the cross; He suffered in the sinner 5 place, bearing his punishment. Some reliable 
Greek manuscripts on 1 Cor 11:24 add the words "broken for you". The bread being 
"broken" can therefore refer to the body of Christ which was violently broken "for us" 
on the cross. In the words of 1 Peter 3: 18, “Christ died for sins once for all, the 
righteous for the unrighteous...".  

6) Through the pouring out of the wine we remember His blood, "This cup... in my 
blood" ( vs 25). Within scripture, "blood" was always an important term in the matter of 
the atonement. Hebrews 9:22 reminds us, "Without the shedding of blood there is no 
remission of sins". That is an absolute statement hence the reference to the blood of 
Jesus is vital to the biblical teaching on the atonement, " You were redeemed.... with 
the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot..." ( I Pet 2: 18-
19). Consequently John can write, "... the blood of Jesus, His Son, cleanses us from all 
sin" (1 John 1:7).  

7) In the Old Testament "blood" stood for " death by violence ", and in particular, 
"death in the form of a vicarious atonement". The OT sacrificial system was saturated 
in blood, in which the victim died under violence and that the death was as a 
substitution for the sinner. This thought is carried over into the New Testament and 
applied to Jesus, for example in Colossians 1:20 "the blood of His cross". The cross 
was a "violent" form of death. “Blood" therefore represents this cruel and painful 
method of execution. The "blood” of Jesus (Romans 5:9) is paralleled to the "death" of 
Jesus (Romans 5:10). Repeatedly throughout the NT the term "blood” is applied to the 
death of Christ as the writers sought to identify His death and the meaning of His death 
with that of the OT sacrifices.  

8) Through the pouring out of the wine we also remember the "New Covenant", Matt 
29:27 " this is my blood for the covenant which is poured out for many for the 
forgiveness of sins..." . Luke 22: 20 add the words, "New Covenant in my blood". What 
is the meaning of a Covenant? The dictionary defines the term thus: " an agreement 

9) God made various Covenants with His people as means by which He sought to 
secure their  co-operation and through which He would confirm His promises. For 
example, God made a covenant with Noah that He would save and protect him and his 
family from the flood (Gen 6:18). Then there is the Covenant made with Abraham (Gen 
17:19) in which God promises to make him the father of a great nation. God forms a 
Covenant with Israel (Exodus 19:5) promising to guard, bless and protect His people. 
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A Covenant was made with David promising to establish his throne permanently (Ps 
89:3-4), which contained a Messianic element.  

10) In all these instances the covenants were made between two parties of which God 
was one, and a person (e.g. Noah, Abraham) or persons (e.g. Israelites) constituted 
the other. Agreements were then drawn up in which promises were made by both 
parties. In His Covenant with Israel, God promises to bless and provide for their 
welfare and safety whilst the people of Israel agree to abide by their terms of the 
covenant, namely to worship Yahweh and live in obedience to His commands as 
summarised in the Ten Commandments. As is normal in the making of a covenant, if 
the covenant is broken certain penalties are included.  

11) The history of Israel showed clearly that the people of God could not keep their 
side of the Covenant agreement. The prophets foretold of a "New Covenant" that God 
would make with His people in the future. This we know of as the "New Covenant" 
(Jeremiah 31:31), "Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a 
new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant 
which I made with their fathers.., my covenant which they broke . A "New Covenant"! 
This brings us back to the words of Luke 22:20 and 1Cor 11:23 in which Jesus is 
stating that He Himself, by His own blood (i.e. a term denoting death by violence in 
vicarious sacrifice), would constitute the making of this "New Covenant", This "New 
Covenant" would not be like the old covenant (Jer 31:32) made between man and God 
because history had proved repeatedly that man was unable to keep his side of the 
agreement. No, this "New Covenant" would be made between Jesus (representing His 
people) and God the Father.  

12) There is a major Covenant which we have not yet mentioned, made before all the 
other covenants referred to, God made a covenant with Adam on behalf of all 
mankind. Although Genesis 2:15-17, does not mention the term "covenant" the entire 
narrative is written in covenant language. God made a promise to Adam that if he ate 
of the tree in the middle of the Garden he would die. The inference being that if Adam 
had not eaten of the fruit he would not have died and there would never have been a 
Fall.  

13) Theologians describe the "Fall" in Genesis 3 as the breaking of the "Covenant of 
Works" which God made with Adam. If Adam (and Eve) had not broken that covenant 
there would have been no sin or death. However, Adam did "fall" and in consequence 
it affected the whole of mankind, bringing us all into sin and death (see Romans 
5:12).    

14) Consequently, there is a need for a New Covenant to be made with a new 
representative man, a new Adam! Whether man is sinless (before the Fall) or sinful 
(after the Fall), man himself is incapable of keeping a covenant with God. Hence, a 
New Man is needed for a New Covenant. This New Man is Jesus. He is the new 
Adam, "For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive" (See also Rom 
5:17).  

15) Because this New Covenant is made between the Father and His Son (acting on 
our behalf), we have a Covenant made which cannot be broken. Hence Hebrews 13: 
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20 can describe the Covenant as an "eternal Covenant"; Hebrews 8: 16 says it is an 
"excellent Covenant" and Ezekiel 37:26 says, it is a "Covenant of peace".  

16) The communion, therefore, represents in picture form the making of the New 
Covenant. The actual making of the New Covenant, of course, took place on the cross 
when Jesus died. Jesus, being both Man and God, was able to fully represent man 
and yet at the same time be reliable not to break His side of the Covenant. The terms 
of the New Covenant were these: God, for His part would save and forgive His people 
their sins (Hebrews 8: 10-12); Jesus for His part would perfectly fulfil the Law 
(Galatians 4:4) which Adam and all of us have broken (Romans 3:23) and that He 
would die in their place to pay the wages of their sin. This is why in the Communion we 
hear the words, "the New Covenant in my blood ", as in Hebrews 12:24 "Jesus the 
mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood", and also Hebrews 13:20 " the 
blood of the eternal covenant". The New Covenant, therefore, is the Salvation -
Agreement, made on our behalf, between the Father and the Son. (See my paper on 
"Covenant"). 

17) This concept of the cross being the making of the New Covenant in which the 
Father and the Son are forming a New agreement, compels us to consider the cross in 
a special way.  

18) Whilst the cross portrayed some terrible physical sufferings that Jesus endured at 
the hands of the Romans and Pharisees, this is not really the full extent of the 
sufferings of Jesus. The New Covenant was a transaction between the Father and the 
Son. The Father was doing something with the Son on the cross. Paul says, ( 2 Cor 
5:21) "For our sakes He ( the Father) made Him (Jesus) to be sin who knew no sin". 
This is a fundamental teaching of the atonement. Our sin had now been place on 
Jesus, He actually became sin, and Jesus was as if He were a sinner. Then, according 
to Gal 3: 13, the Father made Jesus to become a "curse" for us. This is where Isaiah 
53: 4, 10 begins to make sense to us, "and we esteemed him stricken and smitten by 
God and afflicted.... Yet it was the will of the Lord to bruise Him and put him to grief". 
Finally, those words of dereliction are given a special meaning as we see the Father 
and the Son engaged in the making of the New Covenant through the blood of Jesus, 
"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" (Matt 27:46)  

19) The NT clearly represents the Father's involvement with the cross, showing it was 
a divine transaction. It was the Father who delivered His Son to the cross, "This Jesus, 
delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God " ( Acts 2:23), " 
Jesus whom thou didst anoint, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and 
the peoples of Israel, to do whatever thy hand and thy plan had predestined to take 
place" ( Acts 4:27-28), "Jesus. ...whom God put forward as propitiation by His blood...." 
( Rom 3:25). The Greek employs an important word in this last reference (ìlasterion 

hilasterion) meaning "to appease or placate the wrath of another". Paul's mention of 
"the wrath of God " (wrath meaning holy anger in the presence of sin) in Romans 1: 18, 
2: 5, 8, 4: 15, 5: 9, leads us to conclude that on the cross Jesus was made the object 
of God's holy wrath against sin. Thus Jesus’ 'propitiated' (placated or appeased) the 
wrath of God, This helps us to make more sense of the cross and to see the real depth 
of sufferings to which Jesus was subjected on our behalf. This is what we remember in 
the “The Communion” service. 
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 5. The Purpose of the Lord's Supper  

1) From the beginning let us be clear that the Lord's Supper was never intended to be 
a means of evangelism. The Early Church celebrated the communion amongst 
believers only. As Paul stated in 1 Cor 10: 16, " Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which 
we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ ?..... and the bread.,. participation 
in the body of Christ?". Thus the Lord's Supper is designed only for those who have 
"participation in the body and blood of Christ" . In defining the term, " participation" the 
dictionary states, "to enjoy a share or part, to have something, ". As a Christian we 
enjoy a share in the saving grace of Christ, we have a part in His salvation. Thus, we 
demonstrate this through taking part in the communion service.  

2) How should the Christian view the communion service?  

The first action of Jesus at the Last Supper, ( Mark 14:22), was to "give thanks"'. The 
term used by Jesus here is euvlogew ( eulogeo) means, "to praise, celebrate with 

praises". In 1 Cor 11:24 Paul uses the term is euvcaristew ( eucharisto) meaning, " to be 

grateful, feel thankful, to give thanks". Whilst as Protestants we do not accept the 
Roman Catholic teaching of the Mass known as the "Eucharist", nevertheless, the 
Lord's Supper is a "Eucharist" in the sense that it is principally a "thanksgiving, praise 
and worship" service.  

3) We conclude therefore that the Lord's Supper is a worship celebration.  

It is a time for "remembrance" during which we recall the events, doctrine of our 
salvation which gives rise to grateful worship and thanksgiving.  
   
6. The Lord's Supper - Symbol or Experience ?    

1) Is the Lord's Supper a "special service" in which we can expect the Holy Spirit to act 
in a greater way than in other services, such as the Sunday services or prayer 
meetings etc.? Does the Lord's Supper operate automatically, creating blessing for the 
receiver irrespective of the state of his heart? Is there something "supernatural" in the 
bread and wine once it has been prayed over?  

2) In the Last Supper (Matthew 26: 26, 28) Jesus said of the bread, "THIS is my body" 
and of the wine "THIS is my blood". Did Jesus mean this symbolically or literally? 
Before we answer that question, first let us give our answers to the following 
expressions of Jesus.  

        Jesus said, as a symbolic expression "I am the bread of life" John 6:35.  
        Jesus said, as a symbolic expression " I am the door..,." John 10:9.  
        Jesus said, as a symbolic expression " I am the light of the world". John 8: 12  

        Jesus said, as a symbolic expression " I am the vine..." John 15:5.  
   
3) The dictionary defines the meaning of symbol as, “an object typifying or 
representing something by resemblance". Consequently, as Jesus was using symbolic 
expression in the four quotes above, it seems natural to identify His expression, "This 
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is my body... this is my blood" (Matt 26, 26, 28) as being symbolic also. Consider also 
the following expression of Jesus which assists us with this interpretation. Jesus said '" 
... unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink His blood you have no life in 
you" John 6:53. Did He mean this literally or symbolically? His own interpretation is 
now given in vs 63. “The words I have spoken to you they are spirit...." Once again, 
Jesus was speaking symbolically; this time however, it concerns a matter which is 
close to the terminology used in the Last Supper.  

4) Since the days of Moses, the Jews were forbidden to drink blood, Leviticus 7:26. It 
is hardly likely therefore, that Jesus would have opposed the teaching of the Law 
(which, incidentally, He claimed He had not come to destroy but to fulfil, Matt 5:17) by 
saying literally that people must eat His flesh and drink His blood. Equally, at the Last 
Supper, the disciples, being Jews, would have rejected the thought of the bread and 
wine literally turning into His body and blood which they were invited to consume. As 
the early Church progressed they held a special Council meeting (Acts 15) and 
reinforced the Jewish teaching for the Gentiles that they should "abstain from. . blood" 
Acts 15:20. This was a meeting attended by Paul himself, therefore, it is not 
conceivable that Paul would have considered the bread and wine literally turning into 
the body and blood of Jesus at the Lord's Supper of which Jews and Gentiles would 
partake.  

5) What then is the Lord's Supper? It is a visual aid. It is there in order to be a God-
given means of reminding us of the essential teachings of our salvation, namely the 
incarnation, suffering and death of Jesus in the making of the New Covenant on our 
behalf. As we look at these symbols, realising that there is nothing super-spiritual in 
the bread and wine, we lift our hearts in grateful adoration and praise for the greatest 
work God has ever done for us.  

6) But, how important is the Lord's Supper and what blessings can we expect to derive 
from the Lord's Supper?  

The Church recognised four essential practices in their worship, as detailed in Acts 
2:42: Apostles Teaching; Fellowship, Breaking of Bread and Prayer. The Church 
accepted these four aspects seriously in that they "devoted" themselves to them. Each 
one received equal attention and was considered to be equally important. Thus the 
Lord's Supper, whilst receiving attention was not rated above "teaching" or "prayer" or 
"fellowship"  

7) Is there a “real presence" of Jesus at the Lord's Supper? Whilst His presence is not 
in or through the bread and wine, it is nevertheless, recognised by faith amongst His 
people. The "presence" of Jesus is promised to us where “two or three come together 
in His Name" (Matt 18:20), and in fact we are promised His presence with us "always, 
even until the end of the age" (Matt 28:20). Thus His "real presence" is not confined to 
the bread and wine or to the Lord's Supper, but is promised to us always, and in every 
situation.  
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SECTION 2 The Historical Development of the Lord's Supper  

 In this section we will briefly observe how the Lord's Supper, emerging from a simple 
New Testament thanksgiving service, speedily developed into a superstitious ritual 
throughout the early years of the Church, and then how during the Reformation period 
its biblical simplicity was once again recovered, presenting it to us as we have it today.  
   
1. The beginnings of change in the teaching on the Lord's Supper    

From the New Testament to the end of the Second Century  

1) The New Testament, as we have already seen, celebrated a very simple worship 
service around the communion table, using the bread and wine as symbols in order to 
remember the death of Christ. The Acts of the Apostles portrays the church enjoying 
the "breaking of bread" on the first day of the week which was probably a weekly 
practice (Acts 2:42,46, 20:7),  

2) As time progressed, however, certain innovations occurred which laid the 
foundations for later developments of heresy in the communion. Members of the 
church would contribute the ingredients for the Lord’s Supper meal. These were often 
called "oblations" and "sacrifices" and would be blessed by the bishop with a prayer of 
thanksgiving. Whilst beginning in a very innocent manner, this clerical emphasis on the 
bread and wine was opening the door to dangerous practices in which the 
consecration of the elements was giving the service overtones of sacrifice instead of a 
simple remembrance service. In time the term "Eucharist" (see above) came into 
common use when describing the Lord's Supper.    

3) Associated with the Lord's Supper during the post-apostolic period (years 
immediately following the New Testament) there is mention of the 'Agape' (love-feast). 
Ignatius, a bishop in Antioch (AD 35-107) spoke of the "Christian love feasts" which 
was probably celebrated on a separate occasion and were a means of fostering 
Christian fellowship. The "Agape" service ceased to be mentioned in early church 
writings by the end of the eighth century.  

4) Returning to the Lord's Supper, it is interesting to notice that as early as the 
beginning of the second century this service was being to be spoken of by Ignatius as 
a "sacrifice". Indeed, Ignatius taught that the Eucharist was "the medicine of 
immortality and the antidote that we should not die but live forever in Jesus Christ", 
thus union with Christ was regarded as being promoted through participation in the 
Lord's Supper, which in turn, injected something of a saving quality into the partaker. 
We can see how early in the history of the church the Lord's Supper was taking on a 
saving quality that was never intended by the New Testament writers. Of course 
Ignatius had a special reason for wanting to invest a deeper meaning in the Eucharist. 
He was combating a serious heresy of his day (also present in the Apostle John's day) 
which stated that Jesus did not have a real "flesh and blood" body. "Docetism", as it 
was called, stated that the body is sinful and therefore Jesus, being so holy, could 
have nothing to do with flesh and blood. Docetism taught that His body was not real, it 
was ghost like and that it just appeared to the observer to be a body. Ignatius, wanting 
to keep the church constantly aware of the humanity of Jesus chose to emphasis the 
doctrine of the incarnation of Jesus by strong appeals to the Eucharist which spoke of 
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the body and blood of Christ. Thus, the Lord's Supper became the real focus of the 
church.  

5) Justin Martyr AD 100-165 was an important figure in the early church as he was a 
writer who strongly defended Christianity against its many pagan opponents (known as 
an apologist). He held that the bread and wine in some senses were the body and 
blood of Jesus as prayer sanctified them.  

6) Irenaeus AD 130-2O0 ( the Bishop of Lyons, France) developed the idea that the 
Lord's Supper confers "life". He said, " The bread,..,when it receives the invocation of 
God is no longer common bread but the Eucharist...." By the middle of the second 
century, the concept of the Real Presence of Christ in the Supper was widespread.  

7) Here are some extracts from early second century Christian literature:  

i) " They ( the Docetics) abstain from the Eucharist because they do not admit that the 
Eucharist is the flesh of our saviour Jesus...". Ignatius, Epistle to Smyrna. AD 35-107  

ii) ",, the bread over which thanksgiving has been said is the body of ( the) Lord, . and 
the chalice of His blood". Irenaeus, AD 130-200  

Special Note: at this point we need to say something about the use of the term 
"sacrament" which, if you have not already noticed, is not being used in this document.  

a) The world into which the Christian gospel was preached abounded with religions 
and philosophies. The popular "mystery religions" of the east offered a variety of 
beliefs not unlike the Gospel in some respects, but which had to be resisted as heresy. 
They taught mythologies of a dying and rising god and the re-birth of the soul that 
could overcome death. In particular the believer took part in a meal through which the 
partaker shared, in sacramental form, an experience of dying and rising again with the 
god and becoming a partaker of the divine nature.  

b) For our interest, within the sacred meal the worshipper partook of the deity by 
ingesting a morsel of a sacrificial victim, thus something of the god was said to be 
infused into the devotee. This transaction was known as a "mysterion" ( Greek 
musterion musterion) - the word which has given us the expression "mystery religions". 

The word "mysterion" was by the Latins rendered as "sacramentum" from which has 
been derived the term "sacraments". For this reason I suggest that we should not refer 
to the communion elements as “sacraments”. 

2. Serious changes to the teaching on the Lord's Supper:  

The Third to the Seventh Centuries  

1) There can be no doubt that the development of the Lord's Supper from the second 
and into the third century has been directly affected by the mystery religions. The 
essentials of the "Roman Catholic" view of the Lord's Supper were already formed 
(e.g., priest, altar, sacrifice, changing of bread and wine into the body and blood of 
Christ) by the middle of the third century.  
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2) Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage (AD died 258) taught the Lord's Supper as a sacrifice 
offered to God by the priest. It was generally accepted that where you have a priest 
you must have an altar and that the business of the Christian priest is to "to serve the 
altar and to celebrate the divine sacrifices.  

3) The fourth century witnessed a further confirmation of the transformation of the 
bread and wine in the Communion service. Cyril (315-386) bishop of Jerusalem, again 
stressed the "Real Presence" (another term indicating the belief of the actual bodily 
presence of Christ in the bread and wine) in the Eucharist.  

4) From the fourth century the language about the actual transformation of the bread 
and wine into the body and blood of Christ began to become more familiar. Yet, some 
theologians still wrote about the Lord's Supper as if there had been no change to the 
bread and wine even after the prayer of consecration. Towards the close of this period, 
however, reference to the bread and wine as mere symbols of Christ's body and blood 
dropped out altogether with the teaching of the "Real Presence" dominating the minds 
of the worshippers.  

5) In therefore, we find that almost immediately after the close of the New Testament 
age, theologians were teaching a form of communion which held ideas of mystical 
changes to the bread and wine with the term "Eucharist" replacing the biblical title of 
"the Lord's Supper" ( see 1 Corinthians 11:20). The Lord's Supper had also become 
the central focal point of the church. From the fourth century onwards, although there 
was no controversy in the church over the Lord's Supper, it became general practice to 
speak of the Eucharist as a sacrifice similar to that of Christ's, and to regard the bread 
and wine as undergoing some kind of transformation into the very body and blood of 
Christ after the prayer of consecration. We can see here that the way was now open 
for the simple ceremony of the Lord's Supper to become a more complex, mystical rite 
of "transubstantiation" (the Mass) as taught and believed by the Roman Catholic 
Church.  
     
3. The Introduction of the Mass  

The Middle Ages ( ninth to the sixteenth century).  

 1) Paschasius Radbert ( AD 831), an Abbot, was the very first to formulate and 
establish the doctrine that the bread and wine, through the prayer of consecration, 
were miraculously changed into very body and blood of Jesus although the outward 
appearance remained the same, acting as a veil to the senses. He went further and 
taught that by consuming the bread and wine (now turned into the flesh and blood of 
Christ) worshippers are incorporated into the-mystical body of Christ which is the 
Church. This was indeed "transubstantiation" although the term itself was not coined 
until the eleventh century.    

2) Fortunately, the church still contained those who rejected such doctrines, and one 
such opponent was the monk Ratrumnus ( AD 844). He protested that the teaching of 
Radbert confuses the "sign" (i.e. the bread and wine) with the historical body of Jesus, 
and in the place of a simple faith exercised at the Lord's Table, a terrible materialism 
exists. He taught that at the Table the bread and wine remain unchanged but that the 
presence of Christ was acknowledged through the faith of the worshipper. In later 
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years the evangelical Reformer, Ridley claimed that Ratrumnus supported their own 
reformed teaching.  

3) The church during the Middle Ages accepted the position of Radbert. Gorbert, who 
later became Pope Sylvester II ( AD 940-1003) defended the teaching of Radbert. In 
the eleventh century, the theologian Berenger of Tours caused considerable stir when 
he opposed the teaching of the "Real Presence", for which he was excommunicated. 
He stated that the body of Christ is in heaven and therefore cannot be brought down 
into the bread and wine. In some of his teaching he appears to refer to the bread and 
wine as figuratively representing the body of Jesus. However, before his death he 
retracted his teaching.  

4) The doctrine of the Mass (Transubstantiation) was finally affirmed as a teaching of 
the Roman Catholic Church at the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 AD. The "Lateran 
Councils" refer to five Councils held at the Lateran Palace in Rome from the seventh to 
the eighteenth centuries dealing with important matters of Church politics or doctrine. 
The Fourth Council was the most important of all the Councils at which an official 
definition of the Eucharist was given under the direction of Pope Innocent III.    

5) The taking of the bread only and denying the wine to the worshipper at the Lord's 
Supper arose during the eleventh century through fear of misusing the wine. A Greek 
custom at that time was to dip the bread in the wine but the church authorities frowned 
upon this. By the time of Thomas Aquinas 1225-1274 AD (a great theologian and 
philosopher within the Roman Church) the non-taking of wine by the ordinary 
worshipper (non-clerical) had become common practice. Aquinas supported this 
custom by teaching that the whole of the body of Christ could be present in either the 
bread or the wine, thus it was not necessary for the worshipper to be given the wine. It 
was not until 1415 by a decree from the Council of Constance, that the wine was 
forbidden to the laity.   

4 The Biblical teaching on the Lord's Supper regained - The Reformation  

   
1) A proper biblical view of the Lord's Supper was a fundamental issue for the 
Reformers as they saw that the teaching of the Mass (Transubstantiation) contradicted 
the doctrine of the cross. The Reformers recognised that essential to the Gospel is a 
biblical view of the atonement in which Christ made a once and for all sacrifice for sins, 
a sacrifice never to be repeated. The Mass, on the other hand, as we have already 
seen) perpetuated the concept that continued sacrifices needed to be made through 
the priest in the celebration of the Eucharist. J.C.Ryle, a nineteenth century 
evangelical Anglican Bishop of Liverpool, states that the Reformers were burned at the 
stake during the Reformation in England largely because they would not accept the 
Real Presence in the Lord's Supper.  

2) Unfortunately the Reformers could not agree on their position over the Lord's 
Supper and this led to a severe controversy amongst the leading evangelicals. It must 
be remembered that they were all men of their age, and emerging from a strong 
Catholic background they naturally found it difficult to discard entirely some of their 
beliefs in which they were nurtured. However, they were united in their stand against 
the Medieval sacrificial theory of transubstantiation.  
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3) Martin Luther ( AD 1483-1546) whilst rejecting the notion that the bread and wine 
was actually transformed into the body and blood of Jesus, believed and taught that 
the presence of Christ existed bodily in the elements but that the latter remained 
unchanged. This was known as "consubstantiation". Some felt (quite rightly) that this 
was too close to transubstantiation and posed an unnecessary compromise with the 
Catholics.  

4) Zwingli (the Swiss Reformer) opposed Luther's teaching, finding it too close to the 
Roman doctrine of the Mass. He held that the elements of bread and wine remained 
totally unchanged in anyway and that he interpreted the words of Jesus "This is my 
body...." as merely a figurative expression. The bread and wine, for Zwingli were 
symbols and the Lord's Supper a commemoration service only. He did not deny the 
spiritual presence of Christ but stated that this was by faith in the heart of the 
believer.    

5) John Calvin ( AD 1509-1564) took a midway position between Luther and Zwingli. 
He agreed with Zwingli in rejecting the bodily presence of Christ in the elements. 
However, he maintained that through the elements the bodily presence of Christ, by 
the ministry of the Holy Spirit, is received by the believer in faith. This was known as 
"virtualism" ,a form of teaching stating that the bread and wine, whilst remaining 
unchanged, is received by the Christian along with the power or (virtue) of the body 
and blood of Christ in a spiritual manner.  

6) During the Reformation period the Roman Church held the Council of Trent (known 
as the Counter Reformation) in 1545 when transubstantiation was reaffirmed in clearer 
terms than in 1215. The Council stated that the sacrifice of the Mass was fully 
"propitiatory ( i.e. having atonement qualities which like the death of Christ could satisfy 
the Law of God and appease the wrath of God ) providing for the living and the dead".  
   

   

 5. The Biblical Teaching on the Lord's Supper: Zwingli or Calvin?  

   

From the Reformation onwards.  

1) Since the Reformation the two approaches that have been adopted by the 
Protestant Church are those advocated by Zwingli and Calvin, although it is the latter 
persuasion that has predominated. In the Church of England (Thirty Nine Articles AD 
1563), Article 25 teaches that the Lord's Supper (and baptism) are to be regarded as 
"..Effectual signs of grace... by which God works invisibly in us... (to) strengthen and 
confirm our faith in Him'. This certainly bears the imprint of Calvin's view of the Lord's 
Supper.    

2) The Westminster Confession of Faith ( AD 1646 ) which formed the basis for 
doctrinal belief in the Presbyterian Church during the seventeenth century ( and many 
subsequent Reformed Churches), accepted Calvin's view of the Lord's Supper. It 
states that the service is a commemoration of the death of Christ but also that when 
"spiritually receiving the bread and in which (whilst not containing the body and blood 
of Christ literally) the Christian feeds upon Christ who is spiritually present to the faith 
of the believer in the ordinance...".  
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3) Whilst the Westminster Confession of Faith portrayed the Calvinistic thinking of the 
main Churches, the Baptist Churches parted company with their Presbyterian friends 
over the issue of baptism. Therefore in 1689 the Baptists produced their own 
Confession of Faith, similar to the Westminster Confession, the Baptists reacted 
against the notion of transubstantiation and sacrifice, referring to the Lord's Supper as 
"only a memorial of the one offering up of Christ". At first this appears to be following 
the Zwinglian teaching, but in true Calvinistic style, however, it speaks of the Christian 
"feeding" upon Christ by faith and that " in the supper the body and blood of Christ are 
present to the faith of believers, not in any physical way, but in a way of spiritual 
apprehension". 

4) The Anabaptists of the sixteenth century (considered by some to be the forerunners 
of independent evangelical churches; see my paper on "Anabaptists") held the 
Zwinglian approach. They believed that the bread and wine should only be regarded 
as signs and symbols of the body and blood of Jesus directing faith towards a 
remembrance of the saving grace of God in Christ.  

5) In conclusion it must be said that whether you take Calvin or Zwingli's view point, it 
must be entirely based on your own personal understanding of what is meant by the 
"Real Presence" of Christ as portrayed in Scripture. From the writer's stand point; he 
would accept a Zwinglian position believing that the Lord's Supper is only a memorial 
service but that the presence of Christ can be known to the believer only through faith 
in the heart. As we have observed in our earlier study (Matthew 18:20), the real 
presence of Christ is not confined in some special sense to the Lord's Supper but can 
be enjoyed in any other situation as Jesus Himself informed us, "...I am with you 
always, to the close of the age" ( Matthew 28:20).  

6) Finally, as inheritors of the Reformation let us avoid imputing unbiblical sacrificial or 
saving qualities to the Communion. Taking a biblical approach let us "Remember" 
Jesus, His substitutionary death, the making of the "New Covenant", using the Lord's 
Supper as a celebration of praise and worship recognising our "great salvation".  

 

Richard Lee 

   

  


