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When my friend James came up to talk to me after our church service in Africa, I could tell that 
something good had happened to him. James, who had been attending our little church for a 
couple of months, had an unusual spring in his step and a smile on his face. When he got up to 
me, I asked him “What’s got you so happy today, James?” James said “Well, Pastor, I took 
communion for the first time in my life today.” Now I was puzzled. James was about 45 and,  
although I didn’t know him well, I was pretty sure that he had trusted Christ a long time ago. So 
I asked him “James how long have you been a Christian?” James said “31 years.” I said “Why on 
earth is this the first time you are taking Communion?” I’ll never forget his answer. It can be 
summed up in these words: “I didn’t feel that I was welcome at this table.” 
 
When I asked James why that was, he explained that he had come from a religious tradition 
that practices confirmation classes before your first communion. James had started 
confirmation classes when he was 14 but, because of difficult life circumstances, he had never 
finished those classes. So in James’ church, he was not welcome at this table. As he attended 
different churches over the years including ours, he had never truly felt that he was welcome at 
this table. 
 
Over the years I’ve spoken with many Christians who for a variety of reasons did not feel that 
they were truly welcome at this table. Some felt that way because of a church qualification, like 
membership or confirmation. Some were just really aware of their sin and felt unworthy. Some 
didn’t feel welcome because of past experiences. This week I spoke to one of our members who 
has a friend that had not been allowed to take communion for several years because she’s 
divorced. She wondered “Am I really welcome at this table?” 
 
So are we are you truly welcome at this table? Who can partake of this table? What are the 
qualifications? We just sang “I’m invited to the Table of the Lord. I’m invited to the table of the 
Lord. He says come just as you are to my table.” Chances are some of you don’t feel that way 
today. For many of you, maybe because of your religious background, the table is not a place of 
peace and healing and joy like the song says. For many of you, it might be a place of hesitation 
or confusion or even of dread. 
 
Who exactly is welcome at this Table? That’s what we’re going to talk about today. Today, we 
are going to try and settle that issue of who is welcome at this Table once and for all. We’re 
going to do it by looking at what seems to be one of the most unwelcoming passages in the 
whole Bible, a passage that has one of the most serious warnings in the New Testament and a 
warning that is about the Lord’s Table. 
 
Different Christian traditions have very different ideas about what this Table means and very 
different practices with regards to who is and isn’t welcome here. All of these differences are 



based on this one passage that we are going to look at today. So it’s very important that we 
understand this! Let me invite you to turn in your Bibles to 1 Corinthians 11:17-34.   
 
Today we are going to do some heavy lifting in terms of studying our Bibles, because it’s crucial 
for this Table that we interpret this passage correctly. What we’re going to do is this. First, 
we’re going to look at three aspects of this passage: (1) The seriousness of the warning, (2) The 
way some have responded to this warning, and (3) The way I believe we should respond to it. 
Then I’ll give you some quick specifics about how this plays out in our church and in our life. 
 
Here’s my prayer today as we look at this passage. First for some of you, I want to liberate. I 
want to set you free from baggage from the religious past that you bring to this table. I want 
you to really, truly believe that you are welcome at the Table of the Lord. Second for all you 
Perry Creek people, I want to clarify. I want you to understand why we celebrate the Lord’s 
Table the way we do here at Perry Creek. Third for all of us, I want us to see what this warning 
is really all about. It will convict us, but it will give us an amazing glimpse into the heart of our 
Lord. This is an incredible passage, one that I misunderstood for years and one that once I 
understood it revolutionized my view of the Lord’s Table, of the Christian life and of the Heart 
of Jesus. 
 
Now as we come to this passage, I need to give you some background on the Lord’s Supper and 
the way it was celebrated in the early church. Otherwise when we read this passage, it’s going 
to make no sense to us at all! In the early church, the Lord’s Supper was observed as a supper!  
It was a full meal, none of this tiny cracker and tiny juice business! They broke the bread to start 
the meal. Then they drank the cup after the meal. It was an entire meal. Now the fact that the 
Table was a meal presented issues for the rich and the poor, because in the culture of the day  
the rich and poor did not normally eat together. The poor usually had their dinner later, 
because they had to work longer hours. They ate different kinds of food. The poor couldn’t 
afford table fare of the rich. Frequently, the poor in Greek/Corinthian culture were excluded 
from meals. The rich ate inside the house, and the poor were kept outside. 
 
This piece of Greek/Corinthian culture, the division between rich and poor, had found its way 
into the Church at Corinth. The church was behaving the way the culture behaved. They were 
dividing at the Lord’s Table. As they celebrated it in their house, churches and the poor were 
often missing out entirely. So that’s the historical background. 
 
Now as Paul comes to 1 Corinthians 11, he turns his attention to matters of public worship. He 
started the chapter by praising the Corinthians for following the traditions exactly as he taught 
them. But as he comes to verse 17 and the matter of the Lord’s Table, his demeanor changes. 
Paul is livid. He is furious with the Corinthians, and this is what he says: 
 
In the following matter I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm than good. In 
the first place, I hear that when you come together as a church, there are divisions among you, 
and to some extent I believe it. No doubt there have to be differences among you to show which 
of you have God’s approval. But when you come together, it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat, for 



as you eat, each of you goes ahead without waiting for anybody else. One remains hungry 
another gets drunk. Don’t you have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of 
God and humiliate those who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you for this? 
Certainly not!  
 
For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night 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.” In the same way, after supper he took the cup, 
saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in 
remembrance of me.” For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the 
Lord’s death until he comes. (here’s our warning) 
 
Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be 
guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. A man ought to examine himself before 
he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing 
the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself. That is why many among you are 
weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep (died). But if we judged ourselves, we 
would not come under judgment. When we are judged by the Lord, we are being disciplined so 
that we will not be condemned with the world.  
 
So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for each other. If anyone is hungry, 
he should eat at home, so that when you meet together it may not result in judgment. And 
when I come I will give further directions. 
 
- 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 
 
This is the Word of the Lord, a very sobering passage. The first thing I want to say today is this: 
 
1. This passage gives us a serious warning. 
 
Now the passage has more to it than just the warning. When we look at the entire passage, it 
moves from describing the problem with the Lord’s Table at Corinth to reminding the 
Corinthians of the actual ordinance or ceremony to the warning to the solution. So there’s lots 
more to this passage than just the warning. But the warning (that third paragraph) is the thing 
that jumps out in this passage. It’s the thing that had received most of the attention over the 
years, and let me just say “Rightfully so!” because this is a very stern, a very sober, a very 
serious warning. Let’s read it again look at what Paul says: 
 
Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be 
guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. A man ought to examine himself before 
he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing 
(or discerning) the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment (or condemnation) on himself. 
That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep 
- 1 Corinthians 11:27-30 



 
Wow! That’s a serious warning! Look at the language Paul uses: 
 
“Whoever eats or drinks the cup of the Lord unworthily will be guilty of sinning against the 
body and blood of the Lord.” 
- 1 Corinthians 11:27 
 
Actually the Greek just says “They will be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord.” Wow! Who 
here wants to be guilty of the body and blood of Jesus? Well if you take the table unworthily,  
this passage says that’s what happens! Look at verse 29. Who wants to eat and drink judgment 
on himself? This passage says that’s what happens if you don’t discern the body of the Lord. 
 
Look at verse 30. Who wants to “get weak and sick and die?” Well, the text says that’s what 
was going on because of this at Corinth. Now my point is: This is a serious warning! When I was 
growing up, the Pastor read this warning every time we took Communion. The Old King James 
Version put it this way (I can still remember it): “He that eateth and drinketh unworthily eateth 
and drinketh damnation to himself.” 
 
Wow! Because of that, Communion felt to me kind if like this: a big, giant cup of condemnation. 
Who wants a drink? It scared me to death! I never felt truly welcome at the Table. In fact when 
I took communion, I felt kind of like McGuyver trying to diffuse a bomb. Like “OK you’re 
supposed to do this but if you do it wrong, if you cut the yellow wire first, if you’re unworthy or 
if you don’t discern the body, this thing is going to blow up on you!” 
 
Remember the four R’s of Communion that John shared with us last week? Remember, Reflect, 
Renew, Rejoice? Well, I definitely did not have that last R! Rejoice was not on my list! 
Communion seemed like a zero sum game! You didn’t get much out of it, but you sure could 
mess it up and create problems for yourself! 
 
Ever feel that way about the Table? One of our small groups was discussing John’s sermon last 
week, and the leader told me that no one in that group had ever really experienced communion 
as a moment of rejoicing. Ever feel that way? OK listen: Believe it or not, this passage is going to 
get us there to that fourth R (rejoice) by the time we finish today. This is a serious warning. It’s 
the only place I know of in Scripture where God is systematically killing off his church! So (1) 
This is a serious warning. 
 
2. Churches have responded by excluding certain people from the Table. 
 
In general down through history, the way many churches have responded to this serious 
warning is by excluding certain people from the communion table, by telling them they’re not 
welcome. It seems to make sense, right? We don’t want to enable people to eat and drink 
damnation. So some (not all, but some) churches have made it clear that certain types of 
Christians are not welcome at the table in their denomination. I’m going to name names this 
morning, and I don’t normally do that. I do that not because I’m against anyone, but because if 



that is your background, this might help you understand why you experienced what you 
experienced. So let me give you four categories of people that have been excluded: 
 
The unworthy. If you grew up in the Catholic Church, you may have seen someone excluded  or 
you may have been excluded because you weren’t worthy. The Catholic Church believes that at 
the Lord’s Table the bread and wine become the literal, physical body of Christ. They believe 
this so strongly that the Catholic Church sees the Lord’s table as a re-sacrificing of Christ. So to 
them the Lord’s Table is a really big deal. The passage says you can’t take the supper 
unworthily, so they would say you have to be worthy. You’re not supposed to take communion 
unless you’ve confessed your sins to a priest. You’re not allowed to take it at all if you’re 
divorced or have certain types of sin in your life. In some instances, the congregants are not 
given the cup at all. The priest drinks it so that the blood of Christ is not mishandled. So you’ve 
got to be worthy! That may seem strange to some of us, but they are trying to keep people 
from this: from drinking judgment. So the unworthy are not welcome. 
 
The Undiscerning. What I mean by that is that they exclude those who do not see the presence 
of Christ in the table exactly as they would see it. The passage says if you don’t “discern” or 
“recognize” the Body of the Lord, you eat and drink condemnation. Do we have some Lutherans 
here? Depending on which branch of the Lutheran Church you grew up in, this is you! The 
Lutheran church has a very specific view of the Body of Christ in Communion. They believe 
Christ’s physical body is added to the elements so that they exist con-currently.  
 
There are some parts of the Lutheran Church (certainly not all, but some) that would say if you 
don’t hold that view, like I don’t hold that view, that you’re eating and drinking condemnation, 
so you shouldn’t have communion. I once read a journal article from a Lutheran Scholar who 
was saying if you don’t hold to their view of communion you’re basically not in the Body of 
Christ.  
 
I have an American Lutheran friend who lived for a while in Europe. She made some amazing, 
strong Christian friends in Europe. They’re great, but they’re not Lutheran, and they don’t see 
the table this way. Then she returned to the States, and she asked her Pastor “You mean to tell 
me that if I brought one of my strong Christian friends from Europe to church with me that you 
would refuse to serve them communion?” The Pastor said “Well, I’d probably do it, but I would 
have to repent later.” 
 
Again, that may sound strange. You can even tell that that Pastor was conflicted about it. He’s 
saying if you don’t discern the Body rightly I can’t welcome you to this table, because you’re 
going to drink a cup of judgment.  
 
The Unaffiliated. There are many churches, some Baptist or I think Presbyterian churches,   
where it’s not just that you have to be a Christian or even a Baptist or Presbyterian or whatever,  
you have to be a member of that particular church. Again, they do this because they are saying 
“This is the only way to certify that you are not eating and drinking judgment to yourself.” 
 



The Unexamined. Note the passage does say “Let a person examine himself.” As we said last 
week, the Lord’s Table is a really good place to do family business with the Lord, to take stock 
of where we are at Spiritually. There should always be a moment of introspection at the Table. 
But when I was growing up, I was always told “Don’t take the Lord’s Table if there’s any 
unconfessed sin in your life or you will drink damnation.” So it was very much a time of looking 
for any and every sin and making sure I was worthy to take the Lord’s Table. I wrestled with 
whether I was welcome! 
 
So there’s many different kinds of Christians who have been told that they are not really 
welcome at this table, depending on where you come from: the unworthy, the undiscerning, 
the unaffiliated and the unexamined. Here’s the thing: When we first look at this warning, that 
seems to make perfect sense. We don’t want people to drink judgment, so we exclude people. 
If we exclude a few people that shouldn’t be excluded, that’s OK. At least, they didn’t drink this. 
At first, that seems to make great sense.  
 
There’s only one problem with it, and it’s a doozy! This warning doesn’t teach us to exclude 
people. It teaches us to include people. Think of the context with me here. The problem at 
Corinth wasn’t that they were including the wrong people at the communion table. It was that 
they were excluding the right people. Poor Christians were being excluded when they should 
have been included. So the purpose of this passage is not to get us to exclude the wrong people 
or to discourage Christians from taking communion in any way! Rather, it’s to get us to include 
the right people! Once we get this, it turns our understanding of this passage completely upside 
down. We see the heart of the gospel in it. Let’s just walk through the passage, and I’ll show 
you what I mean.  
 
Paul is teaching them not to exclude. First, he teaches them that exclusion violates what the 
church is all about. Remember, we said that the rich and poor were dividing at the table. The 
rich were arriving first, and they were taking more than their share, so that there was nothing 
left for the poor, and they were excluded. Look at: 
 
When you come together, it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat, Why? Why is it not the Lord’s 
Supper?  
For as you eat, each of you goes ahead without waiting for anybody else. One remains hungry, 
another gets drunk. In other words some have too much, others don’t get enough. 
Don’t you have homes to eat and drink in? Look at this Or do you despise the church of God and 
humiliate those who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you for this?  
- 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 
 
Certainly not! What is Paul saying to the Corinthians? He’s saying there are only two possible 
explanations for your exclusion of poor Christians. Either (1) You don’t have homes to eat and 
drink in, which is not the case because you’re rich, or (2) You are completely despising what the 
church is all about, because last time I checked the Church of Jesus Christ was not about class 
distinctions. It’s about Jesus giving his body to tear down the dividing wall of hostility so that in 
Christ, there is no Jew or Gentile. In Christ, there is no rich or poor. In Christ, there is no white 



or black, no slave or free. All those distinctions that we fight and divide over, all the things we 
emphasize to grab power Paul says “You can check those at the door,” because you don’t need 
them. The church is one. When you use your worldly distinctions to make it into two or three or 
more, you despise what the church is all about. 
 
2. Paul says your Exclusion contradicts what the Table celebrates. 
 
In order to help the Corinthians see the error of their ways, Paul reminds them of the exact 
words of the ceremony they are observing. Look at verses 23-26 
 
For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you. In other words I handed you the 
ceremony exactly as Jesus taught it to his Apostles. And here are the words:  
 
The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, Which night? The night he was betrayed.  
Why is Paul pointing that out? Who got the supper when Jesus dispensed it?  
Everyone including the betrayer: Jesus said “the hand of my betrayer is at the table with me.”  
Everyone got it. Who is getting the table at Corinth? Some. Not the poor. 
 
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.” In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, 
“This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of 
me.”  
- 1 Corinthians 11:23-25 
 
Now look at: 
 
For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he 
comes.  
- 1 Corinthians 11:26 
 
What is Paul saying? Well the word “death” in verse 26 is thrown forward in the Greek for 
emphasis. You could literally translate it: “It is the death of the Lord you are celebrating when 
you eat this bread and drink this cup.” Paul’s point is simple: When you celebrate the Lord’s 
Table, you are celebrating a selfless act, Jesus deliberately enduring betrayal, Jesus giving his 
body, Jesus shedding his blood. It is his Death you are celebrating. The Lord’s table is the 
celebration of a selfless act. Now, how are the Corinthians celebrating it? In a selfish way, by 
dividing. Paul is saying “Your exclusion not only violates what the church is all about, it 
contradicts the selflessness that the table celebrates.” So thirdly, Paul says:  
 
3. Your exclusion is forbidden. 
 
Look at the warning once again. Only this time look at it in light of the context. Look at: 
 



Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be 
guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. 
- 1 Corinthians 11:27 
 
What does it mean to partake of the table “in an unworthy manner?” Does it mean you have to 
make yourself worthy by confessing to a priest or by not being divorced or, like I was taught, by 
confessing all your sins to God? No! Look at it again. You can see it more clearly in the Greek. 
The word “unworthily” or “in an unworthy manner” there is not an adjective. It doesn’t 
describe the person who is partaking. It’s an adverb. It describes the way they are doing the 
action. How are the Corinthians partaking in an unworthy manner? By contradicting the selfless 
act, they are celebrating by dividing. Guys, this table isn’t about being worthy. It’s for unworthy 
people, people who need the grace it represents. We are, all of us starting with your pastor, 
sinners saved by Grace. Look at: 
 
A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. 
What does it mean to “examine yourself?” 
- 1 Corinthians 11:28 
 
It’s not really this heart-rending examination where you go over your life with a fine-tooth 
comb. The word used there is “dokimazo.” About half the time, it is translated “approve.” It 
really means more like “double-check yourself.” Yes, be introspective. Yes, be serious. This is 
serious business, but this isn’t the kind of test you expect to fail. Look at: 
 
For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks 
judgment on himself. 
- 1 Corinthians 11:29 
 
What does it mean to eat and drink without recognizing the body? Does it mean to partake 
without understanding the exact way in which Christ is present at the table? Is that what it 
means? Well, notice something with me. It doesn’t say “Without discerning the body and 
blood.” It just says “without discerning the body.” The Body of Christ has two meanings in 
Scripture. First, it can mean Christ’s literal body, his physical body. We do need to recognize the 
literal, physical sacrifice Christ made. We take the table it is his death that we proclaim here. 
Almost as often, the words “Body of Christ” refer to what? The church, you and me. Which 
body was Paul referring to here? Well, which body were the Corinthians failing to recognize? 
The Church, specifically the poor. 
 
They are failing to recognize the church. They are mistreating the poor. They are eating and 
drinking judgment on themselves. They are guilty of sinning against Jesus’ Body and Blood,  
because Jesus said “Whatever you do to the least of these (the poor), whether it’s giving them a 
cup of water or visiting them in prison or refusing to do that you have done to me, to mistreat 
one another is to mistreat Christ himself. To exclude a brother  is to exclude Christ. To sin 
against the Body while you celebrate the Body is a grave error.” 
 



It is (1) Despising the very nature of the church. (2) It is contradicting what the table celebrates, 
and  (3) It is forbidden by this passage. We can see that in the solution Paul gives to this 
problem.: 
 
The solution is not exclusion, but inclusion. Here is Paul’s solution to this problem: 
 
So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for each other. If anyone is hungry, 
he should eat at home, so that when you meet together it may not result in judgment. 
- 1 Corinthians 11:33-34 
 
Notice that the solution is not to exclude people who have a fuzzy understanding of Christ’s 
presence in the table, it’s not to exclude people who haven’t confessed, and it’s not to exclude 
any Christian. Rather the solution is to celebrate the table in such a way as to include every 
believer. The solution is “Wait for everyone to show up eat together and don’t take so much 
that someone else misses out.” The passage is not about excluding the wrong people from the 
table. It’s about including the right people.  
 
So how does this apply to you and me? Who is it exactly that is welcome at this Table? Well, let 
me say “If you’ve trusted in Christ (even today), you are welcome!” If you’ve trusted Christ, if 
you belong to him, if you are a Christian, if you are a member of his body, this Table is for you! 
Not kind of for you, not I have to give it to you, not for a better version of you, it’s for you! It’s 
for you! 
 
Are you carrying a heavy burden and you don’t know if you’re doing it well, and you know 
you’re not enough? This table is for you. Do you have a big mistake in your past, something you 
wish you could just erase? This table is for you. Are you troubled by your present sin? By 
thoughts that come to your mind by a habit that is eating your lunch? Are you desperate for 
God’s grace? This table is for you! Are you a little unclear on the exact nature of Jesus’ presence 
at this table? So am I, and this table is for you! If you are part of the Body of Christ and you 
know you need the grace of this table, then this table is for you.  
 
But if you don’t think you need this table, if you’re completely happy in your sin or you don’t 
think you have any sin, this table is not for you. You don’t really want the grace that it offers. If 
your life is a living contradiction of what this table stands for, and I don’t mean that you have 
struggles with personal sin, I mean if you are mistreating or despising a part of the Body of 
Christ, this table is not for you. This table is no place for racism. This table is no place for elitism. 
This table is no place for vengeance. If those things have an uncontested throne in your heart,  
this table is not for you. If you are teaching something that violates the truth of the gospel, if 
you are teaching heresy that Jesus is not who he claimed to be or that he is not the way to the 
Father, if you teach or believe what is contrary to the gospel, this table is not for you. 
 
This table is for the Body of Christ, everyone who has put their faith in Jesus. Far from 
encouraging us to exclude people from this table, the passage teaches us to be very careful 
about excluding people. Because when we exclude someone, what we are saying is not just that 



they are unworthy or undiscerning about the body or unaffiliated or unexamined, we are saying 
that their words or actions are showing that they are not really a part of the Body of Christ. This 
table is for every broken person that needs the grace of Christ. That’s why I love the way we 
celebrate the Table here at Perry Creek.  
 
As we showed last week, there is more than one meaningful way to observe the Lord’s Table. I 
love the way we normally do it! Because Perry Creek, as our church body goes through the line, 
a body with a beautiful mix of ages, a beautiful mix of skin colors, a beautiful mix of careers and 
income brackets, a body with a beautiful mix of scars and struggles and failures that Christ is 
redeeming, as each part of this body and our believing guests go through the line, we hold out 
the bread and the cup to you personally and we say:  “Christ gave his body for you. The blood of 
Christ forgives your sins.”  
 
You are reminded that you are a part an accepted part an important part of the Body of Christ, 
a part that is truly welcome at this Table just as you are. That’s how we get to joy! This table 
shouldn’t be a place of hesitation and doubt and fear. It should be a place of peace and healing 
and joy, a place where we gratefully joyfully celebrate the life that Christ gave us through his 
selfless sacrifice until the day he comes. 
 


