Thoughts at the Breaking of Bread

John Roberts

This series of nineteen short meditations on the ‘memorial meal’, the bread and wine taken weekly in remembrance of our Lord Jesus’ death and resurrection, was originally published in instalments in the Christadelphian Magazine, and was later republished as a separate booklet. 

The nineteen sections are thematically based around each phrase of 1Corinthians 11:23-26, below, and may be read in one sitting, or used for reading over 19 weeks if breaking bread alone or in a small group.

23 For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, 24 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.” 25 In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” 26 For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.

1. “The Same Night...”
In writing to the Corinthians, the apostle Paul states that he had received the details concerning the Lord’s supper directly from the Lord Jesus Christ himself. He had already imparted these details to the ecclesia at Corinth, but due to their abuse of the occasion, he repeats the instructions which he had previously given: “For I have received of the Lord that which also I delivered unto you …” (1 Corinthians 11:23).

The instructions begin with the fact that it was the “same night” in which Jesus was betrayed that he instituted this rite. The word which the apostle uses for “betrayed” here is “delivered up”, and it is the same word as is used of Paul “delivering” the instructions to the Corinthians. However, the point which the apostle is making is not so much about Jesus being delivered up into the hands of wicked men as about the fact that this took place that night, the very one in which he ate and drank with his disciples.

John’s Gospel record tells us that, during the meal, Judas Iscariot left the company and slipped out on his treacherous mission. Only Jesus knew for what purpose he had gone, but John adds significantly, “and it was night”. It was a night of spiritual darkness when Jew and Gentile combined in their attempt to extinguish the light of the world.

The import of what John is also saying here is sometimes missed, however. It is thought that the “sop” was usually given by the host to the most honoured guest. It was counted a sign of especial friendship. It was a highly esteemed privilege to receive it. Jesus gave the sop to Judas Iscariot. John says, “He then having received the sop went immediately out: and it was night” (John 13:30). Mark the astonishment in John’s writing here. Judas, knowing what he was about to do, should never have accepted such a high honour. Of all things, he received the sop and still he went out to betray his friend.

Yet it was that night, with all the fears, pressures, temptations which it placed before our Lord, that he made time for the needs of his followers by the institution of this precious remembrance.

2. “Thou preparest a Table...”
It would be easy to imagine that the disciples prepared the Passover for their Master. After all, Luke says that he sent Peter and John with instructions to set about this work. But in answer to their question, “Where wilt thou that we prepare the passover?” Jesus provided details which make it very plain that he had already made considerable preparations himself:

“Behold, when ye are entered into the city, there shall a man meet you, bearing a pitcher of water; follow him into the house where he entereth in. And ye shall say unto the goodman of the house, The Master saith unto thee, Where is the guestchamber, where I shall eat the passover with my disciples? And he shall shew you a large upper room furnished: there make ready.”
(Luke 22:10-12)

A certain man, a certain sign, a certain house, a certain room – all arrangements which Jesus must have made beforehand. The disciples no doubt set out the room as required and perhaps purchased items of food, but the preparations really belonged to the Lord.

It is so with our breaking of bread. A brother may have purchased the wine, sisters may have set the table, but the preparations are the Lord’s. He foresaw our need of meeting around the table to remember him and appointed the way in which it was to be done.

Twice in his life David found himself a fugitive. On the first occasion, fleeing from Saul, he was about to avenge himself on Nabal and his household for that man’s churlishness in refusing him sustenance, but the wise-hearted Abigail brought abundant provision for David and those with him. Through her, God spread a table in the wilderness and provided for his servant (1 Samuel 25:18).

On the second occasion, during the rebellion of Absalom, David left Jerusalem and three men, aware that the king and his people were faint and weary in the wilderness, brought beds and basins and a store of provisions (2 Samuel 17:27-29). “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies …” (Psalm 23:5).

David saw in these provisions much more than simply needful refreshment. He saw them as the earnest of what was to come, the evidence of God’s mercy, the guarantee of salvation.

For us, our Lord Jesus Christ has prepared such a table.

3. “The Table of the Lord”
The table of the Lord is not a piece of furniture! In Old Testament times the table of the Lord was the altar situated in the tabernacle forecourt, or later, in the precincts of the temple of God. It was so called because on it were placed the offerings to God, made by fire, which were offered as a “meal”. This is the meaning of the meat offering, where the word “meat” is not a reference to meat in the sense of flesh only, but means food. Some versions have changed this to meal offering – with similar confusion as the offering is not about flour only, but is an offering that represents a meal made for God. The priests lived off this “table”, being “partakers of the altar”.

Malachi condemns the people of Judah for their slovenly approach to sacrifice and the altar. He says:

“Ye offer polluted bread upon mine altar; and ye say, Wherein have we polluted thee? In that ye say, The table of the Lord is contemptible.”
(Malachi 1:7)

The word “table” is still used in English to describe the fare which is on the table rather than the wooden item on which the meal is placed. For example, if someone “keeps a good table”, we understand readily enough that the expression refers to someone  providing plenty of good food. In Hebrew the word arises from a root meaning ‘to spread’.

To the invited guests a host’s table is a symbol of his wealth. It would be the height of rudeness if he were to invite them and not provide adequately for their needs. To the host the table is a demonstration of peace and friendship offered and accepted. It would be discourteous in the extreme for guests to be invited and not to come (as is shown in one of the parables of Jesus).

When on Sundays we see the table spread, it signifies the altar and reminds us that our Lord Jesus Christ offered himself without spot, but it signifies also the power and true wealth of our Great Host. We are reminded that we, of all people, have been graciously invited to His house and offered peace and fellowship with Him. What an honour and privilege is this table of the Lord.

4. “With Desire...”
There was a longing in the heart of Jesus. It was not a longing to defer the cup of suffering or to put off the dreadful agony which the Father had shown him he must endure, but a heartfelt desire, so far as it was possible, to strengthen and prepare his disciples for what lay ahead for them.

The heart in tune with the divine longs for the things of God. When David found himself a fugitive in the days of Saul, thrust out of the kingdom, or forced to flee from Jerusalem in the face of Absalom’s rebellion, he cried, “My soul thirsteth for thee” (Psalm 63:1). He saw in the aridity of the wilderness about him a reflection of the dryness of a man’s soul without the things of God. He longed to be able to worship again in the place where God had chosen to place His name.

Our Lord himself had pronounced blessing on the one who “hungers and thirsts after righteousness” and reassures us that such will be filled. It is a contrast with the spirit of the age in which we live. In our world there is a continual lusting after all kinds of things which is seldom, if ever, satiated. Covetousness is fed by the overtures of advertising and big businesses whose interests lie in keeping their customers constantly seeking something else.

But the longing of the heart which knows God is best fed by the remembrance of His love – that which supplies every need. It is a longing for the things of worth, the eternal things.

Leaving aside the issue of when the last supper took place, it is clear that Jesus changed its nature. It was with desire that he “desired to eat this passover with you” (Luke 22:15). Jesus made this his meal. He so yearned to share it with the disciples because they were his men: “Holy Father, keep through thine own name those whom thou hast given me … While I was with them in the world, I kept them in thy name” (John 17:11,12). And now his desire was to establish with them this most intimate act of fellowship that they might (later) understand that they were united with him. They were part of him because they were partakers with him.

The privilege of sharing this with one another in his presence should be our earnest desire.

5. “He gave Thanks...”
“And he took bread, and gave thanks, and brake it, and gave unto them, saying, This is my body which is given for you …”

Imagine that! Jesus took the loaf, which represented his body, and thanked God. There is no indication as to what it was that our Lord said in giving thanks, but it is hard to imagine that his words were confined to thanking God for the loaf in front of him. There is abundant thanksgiving to God from the lips of the psalmist and, most often, the thanks expressed is for deliverance or for God’s mercy. Perhaps the prayer of the Lord Jesus Christ was also in thankfulness for the deliverance to be accomplished in his death.

Eucharist (from the Greek eucharisteo) is a good Bible word. It has been little used in our midst and is more associated with the churches around us, but it is a common New Testament word for thanks, whether as an expression of gratitude or in saying grace before or after a meal. It has probably not been much used amongst Christadelphians for the very good reason that the scriptural use of it is not to describe the rite of breaking of bread.

Yet this is the word which occurs in all four accounts of the breaking of bread (Matthew, Mark, Luke and 1 Corinthians) to describe the action of Jesus in connection with either the bread or the wine or both. It is surely an appropriate aspect to consider in our remembrance of the Lord. All that we have is from God; He is the giver. He has not withheld anything needful for our salvation but has opened wide His hand to us. From Him, through the work of the Lord Jesus Christ, we have received deliverance from our sins, so that we, who were dead, now live. Further, we have the hope of everlasting life. We are not our own; we have been bought with a price. Therefore we owe Him our very selves.

Jesus “gave thanks”. Our thankfulness will be spoken by one in prayer and echoed in the silence of our hearts, but there are no words adequate to express our appreciation of all that the Father has accomplished on our behalf. True gratitude must be demonstrated in the lives we lead day by day.

6. “And He took the Bread...”
There are few things more basic to life than bread. For want of it men will steal; without it they die. In scripture “bread” is synonymous with “food”.

Part of the sentence passed upon Adam after his transgression was, “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground” (Genesis 3:19). What a futility is this! In effect Adam was to work hard, in order to eat bread, in order to live, yet only to die! No amount of bread would sustain him in life for ever. As the apostle says, “the creature was made subject to vanity, not willingly, but by reason of him who hath subjected the same in hope” (Romans 8:20). Surely the vanity of this is intended to teach us that there is more to life than earning our daily crust. Life is not about bread. 

There were exceptions to the declaration “in the sweat of thy face”. When, in the wilderness, God suffered His people to hunger and then fed them with manna, the people did not have to toil for it. True, it had to be gathered, but there was none of the usual labour associated with the earning of daily bread – no sowing or planting, no tending, no harvesting and threshing. Moses explained: “This is the bread which the Lord hath given you to eat” (Exodus 16:15).

Nearly forty years later Moses exhorted the new generation to remember the grace of God in providing and caring for them “through that great and terrible wilderness”: “And thou shalt remember all the way which the Lord thy God led thee these forty years in the wilderness, to humble thee … and fed thee with manna … that he might make thee know that man doth not live by bread only, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of the Lord doth man live” (Deuteronomy 8:2,3). The quotation of these words by Jesus during his time of “proving” in the wilderness, shows how well he understood their lesson. We too must learn it. Like the manna, Jesus came from God. We live by him.

The bread from heaven was freely given. It still is. There is no man that can earn eternal life. “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son.” The Son in turn gave his life. And he took the bread and gave it to his disciples.

7. “This is my Body...”
We are told that part of the normal Passover celebrations in the days of the Lord Jesus Christ involved the bread being broken and part set aside for use after the meal. As this took place the host would pronounce the words, “This is the bread of affliction which our forefathers ate in the land of Egypt”. None of those present imagined for a moment, of course, that they were eating bread which had been in Egypt, but that it represented that bread.

In the same way we understand the words of our Lord, “This is my body”, to mean that the bread is a symbol representing his body. But what a shock those words must have been to the disciples as they heard, “This is my body”!

We do not know what the disciples understood by the words of their Master. On an earlier occasion Jesus had spoken of being himself the “living bread”. He had said: “If any man eat of this bread, he shall live for ever: and the bread that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world” (John 6:51). Some of the Jews found this idea unacceptable and there was a strife amongst them. “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” they had asked in disgust.

Perhaps some of the disciples remembered the recent incident when Jesus had been anointed and tried to relate the words, “This is my body”, to what they had heard then: “She is come aforehand to anoint my body to the burying” (Mark 14:8).

But there are other words too which, though they appeared to have no relevance at the time, came to their minds later. Much earlier in the ministry Jesus had cleansed the temple in Jerusalem and, when challenged by the Jews about his right to do so, had replied, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up”. John adds significantly, “But he spake of the temple of his body” (John 2:19,21).

If the apostle Paul could write to the Corinthians that their bodies were the temple of the living God, to be held in holiness, how much more the body of Jesus whose eye was always single, whose whole body was always full of light and who glorified God in his body?

8. “...Given for You...”
The psalmist had said:

“Sacrifice and offering thou didst not desire; mine ears hast thou opened: burnt offering and sin offering hast thou not required. Then said I, Lo, I come: in the volume of the book it is written of me, I delight to do thy will, O my God: yea, thy law is within my heart.”
(Psalm 40:6-8)

Exodus 21 describes the practice, under the law, of boring through the ear of the servant who, afforded his liberty, chose to remain in service to his master for the remainder of his life. This may be the intended reference of the psalm. Alternatively, the word “opened” (literally “digged”) used in the psalm, may rather suggest that God digged, or hollowed out the ear in forming man and, since the ear was His creation, the psalmist reasons that he should use his ear to hear and obey God. Either way, the idea is clearly that of a servant who chooses to render willing obedience.

The meaning of the passage when quoted in Hebrews 10 also carries this idea. The words are slightly different but the sense is the same. Instead of “mine ears hast thou digged”, there is, “a body hast thou prepared me”. The Trinitarian may try to justify his doctrine of God clothed with a human frame from this passage, but the word “body” here is used in the sense of a bondservant, rather as we use the word “hands” to mean people. Jesus was not a slave in the sense that he was forced to do the will of God, but he made himself a (bond)servant. Consistent with the psalm, the idea is of a willing slave “prepared” or “made perfect” (same word, Hebrews 13:21) by his obedience.

Jesus took the bread. He was himself the bread from heaven, God-given. He was a willing servant who had chosen to serve his Master to the uttermost, to be “obedient unto death” (Philippians 2:8). He had come to do the will of his Father in laying down his life. “This is my body which is given …”

In partaking of the bread we show our willingness to participate in his life, his obedience, even unto death. “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice …” (Romans 12:1).

9. “The Cup of Blessing...”
“The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ?”
(1 Corinthians 10:16)

It is the blood of Jesus Christ which cleanses us from sin and we must not minimise the importance of the wine as a symbol of the blood shed. However, neither should we miss the point that the Gospel records make by speaking consistently of “the cup”. Whilst the Gospel writers mean the cup and everything in it, there is significance also in the cup itself.

The Old Testament idea of a cup is that of a portion or lot measured out to a person. For example, fire, brimstone and tempest is to come upon the wicked as “the portion of their cup” (Psalm 11:6). The psalmist says of himself, “The Lord is the portion of mine inheritance and of my cup: thou maintainest my lot” (Psalm 16:5).

It is not difficult to see that the Lord Jesus Christ had this idea very much in mind as he prepared for his agony. The cup for him was one which the Father had given him, a portion of suffering. He asked James and John: “Are ye able to drink of the cup that I shall drink of, and to be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” (Matthew 20:22).

He prayed, “O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless not as I will, but as thou wilt” (Matthew 26:39); and said, “the cup which my Father hath given me, shall I not drink it?” (John 18:11).

Luke records, “And he took the cup …” (22:17). Perhaps, more precisely, the Greek suggests “and he received a cup”. Once again, as he had for the bread representing his body, he gave thanks for the cup and commanded, “Take this, and divide it among yourselves”.

In his second letter to the brethren at Corinth the apostle Paul wrote of his hope for them, “that as ye are partakers of the sufferings, so shall ye be also of the consolation”(1:7). That consolation, or comfort, is the joy that was set before our Lord, a cup running over with the fullness of joy in the presence of the Father. What a privilege it is that Jesus invites us to share his cup.

10. The Blood of the New Covenant

“In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.” (1 Corinthians 11:25) 


The animal sacrifices with which the people of Israel were well acquainted are alien to the experience of most of us. As the blood poured out of the victim animal, its body collapsed, lifeless, and the onlookers were forcibly reminded that, in the shedding of blood, a life was being poured out.

When the wine is poured into the cup, it portrays for us the pouring out of the life of our Lord. All his life had been given. It had been given in obedient service day by day and now, finally, in the supreme act of sacrifice, his willing death.

The point which the scriptures make about the sacrifice of Christ, however, does not lie in any similarity with the animal sacrifices of the law, but in the difference. The law could never take away sin: “For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and of goats should take away sins” (Hebrews 10:4).

This was not a failing in the law. It had not been designed to remove sin. Its purpose was to highlight sin, to show the need for its removal by some means outside the law, and to point the way to that means which could only be provided by God in the fullness of time.

In the blood of the Lamb of God, there was established a New Covenant. The word “new” here is not so much concerned with age as with the idea of freshness. Here was a new kind of covenant, one which could take away sin. In truth, it was not new at all in terms of age, for its basis was not obedience (as the Covenant which accompanied the law), but faith, as the Covenant which had been established with Abraham – a Covenant far older than the law.

Under the law, atonement was made. Atonement has to do with covering. Under the Old Covenant, sins were covered. At best, that Covenant “forgave” sins only in an anticipatory way, where faith was expressed in that provision which God would make in due course. The cup which we share brings life, hope, freshness, the power to remove sins completely, to take them away through faith in the blood of the spotless Son of God.

11. Do this in Remembrance of Me

If the disciples had observed any similarity between the Passover and the supper which they were eating with their Master, they were in for another great shock!

In accordance with the ancient commandment, the youngest member of a family would ask what was meant by the keeping of the feast, and this resulted in the retelling of the Exodus story. For the disciples, however, a far greater deliverance was being impressed upon them. When, in the weeks and months to come, they looked back on this evening with their Lord, they would remember not Egypt, but his stark words, “Do this in remembrance of me”.

For the eleven, that remembrance would be very vivid. They would be able to picture what they had actually seen Jesus do – the way in which he gave himself to the humble service of washing their feet for example. But the remembrance commanded did not lie so much in the actions they had witnessed as in remembering the meaning of those actions. It was the work of deliverance which God wrought in Christ that was to be uppermost in their minds.

Concerning the Exodus Moses had commanded Israel, “Remember this day, in which ye came out from Egypt, out of the house of bondage; for by strength of hand the Lord brought you out from this place …” (Exodus 13:3). This has nothing to do with having a memory which might happen to remember or might equally happen to forget. What is required here is a deliberate going over what God has done again and again, and celebrating it in the mind.

Especially in times of trouble and perplexity the psalmist comforted himself with the memory of God’s past mercy. That which God had wrought for the salvation of His people was proof of the great victory which belongs to those of faith. He says, “I will remember the works of the Lord: surely I will remember thy wonders of old. I will meditate also of all thy work, and talk of thy doings” (Psalm 77:11,12).

If this was important in relation to the Exodus from Egypt, how much more should we again and again remind ourselves, and talk to each other, of that greater deliverance which God has accomplished for us from our slavery to sin and death. Therefore we willingly obey his word, “Do this in remembrance of me”.

12. “I will pay my Vows…”
Reference is often made in the course of the breaking of bread to the idea of vows though, strictly, no mention of these is made in any of the scriptures relating to the last supper or the breaking of bread. No formal vows are entered into at baptism. The bread and the wine do speak to us, however, of a covenant in which we are involved.

The idea of “paying” a vow is of keeping what has been spoken. Jonah is an interesting example of a man who was at first disobedient to the commission which God gave him to fulfil. In his prayer of repentance he says, “I will sacrifice unto thee with the voice of thanksgiving; I will pay that that I have vowed. Salvation is of the Lord” (Jonah 2:9).

This association of ideas – salvation, thanks and vows – is found in other scriptures too. It is as though the word is impressing on us the need for a response to that which God has done. Of course, any appreciation of the meaning of the breaking of bread should lead us to this. How can we contemplate the enormity of what God has wrought in Christ without being moved by it in thankfulness and the realisation that this demands “my soul, my life, my all”.

But it has to be a response made in public. Psalm 22, which conveys so much of the feelings of the Lord Jesus Christ on the cross has, “My praise shall be of thee in the great congregation: I will pay my vows before them that fear him” (verse 25). Another psalm asks, “What shall I render unto the Lord for all his benefits toward me?” And the answer is:

“I will take the cup of salvation, and call upon the name of the Lord. I will pay my vows unto the Lord now in the presence of all his people … I will offer to thee the sacrifice of thanksgiving, and will call upon the name of the Lord. I will pay my vows unto the Lord now in the presence of all his people.”
(Psalm 116:12-18)

Whilst our obedience to “all that the Lord hath spoken” is important, the death of the Lord Jesus Christ demands a response from us in the public renewal of our faith, demonstrated at the breaking of bread.

13. “Ye do shew the Lord’s Death…”
“For as often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup, ye do shew the Lord’s death till he come”.
(1 Corinthians 11:26)

It was shown on the previous page that there is properly a public element to the breaking of bread, not necessarily to the public at large, but a “showing” to one another of the meaning and importance of our remembrance. Our very presence at the breaking of bread week after week is “preaching” to our brothers and sisters. It is a good, but silent, witness to them of how important this matter is to us. Thus, while circumstances may occasionally make it necessary to break bread in the privacy of one’s own home (for example through illness) we have a commandment not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together.

Reference has been made previously to the proclamation (known as the Haggadah) at the Passover, as required by Exodus 12:26,27, and in writing to the Corinthians the apostle Paul may have had this in mind when he spoke of showing forth, or proclaiming (RV), the Lord’s death.

Psalm 116 has also been mentioned previously. This psalm speaks of “taking” the cup of salvation, where the verb “to take” seems to denote a holding up or raising aloft for all to see. It is the kind of thing which we might commonly see sportsmen and women doing with a trophy. Now, of course, it would be unseemly to do that with the cup of wine as it passes between us, but that is precisely what these words suggest could be done in our mind’s eye. Here is the symbol of victory, here is a cup of triumph, to be lifted high in our thinking and exalted in our minds day by day.

It might just be that the apostle had another quite different reason for speaking of proclaiming the Lord’s death as far as the Corinthians were concerned, for their conduct in their meetings betrayed the fact that they were doing anything but that! The AV margin suggests that the words may be an instruction: “Shew ye …” Perhaps the apostle was reminding the Corinthians – and us – of our responsibility to ensure that our behaviour proclaims the purpose of our gathering, and our actions exalt both the death, and the life of the Son of God until he come.

14. “Ye are all Partakers…”
For every generation except that which first came out of Egypt, the Passover was, at best, a memorial to something that God had done with an earlier generation. For us, the deliverance is personal. Every one of us has been brought out from the Egypt of the world. In breaking bread and drinking wine we celebrate what God has done in our lives. We are all partakers of His mercy.

There is another lesson which, in writing to the Corinthians, the apostle Paul draws from the fact that we all partake of the bread and wine:

“The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not the communion of the body of Christ? For we being many are one bread, and one body: for we are all partakers of that one bread.”
(1 Corinthians 10:16,17)

The bread we share is one loaf. The cup from which we drink is one cup. In practice, and for practical reasons, there may be two plates or several cups, but in essence, we are to see it as being but from one source that we all partake. The bread passed between us indicates the truth that we are all participating in the one body of Christ. The cup is a sign that we are sharers together in the blood of our Lord Jesus Christ.

We do not partake of the bread and wine because we are one (though of course our fellowship of these precious things can only be on the basis of unity of faith), but, says the apostle, we are one because we partake of them. We are many and yet we are one. Each of us is a member of the one Christ; together we are all members of only one body. We are different, disparate, yet interdependent and interrelated because we have been called together in him. It is our sharing of the Lord’s supper that signifies that we are one loaf, one body.

The bread broken reminds us of what has to be done with flesh and its desires. The wine poured out speaks of our responsibility to pour out our lives. Furthermore, our sharing in the body and blood of the Lord denotes our commitment to share in his sufferings if need be, to suffer for his sake, so that in time to come, we might all be partakers of his glory.

15. “Let a Man examine Himself…”
When God provided bread from heaven for the children of Israel in the wilderness, the provision was accompanied by a test:

“Behold, I will rain bread from heaven for you; and the people shall go out and gather a certain rate every day, that I may prove them, whether they will walk in my law, or no.”


(Exodus 16:4)

The test lay in whether Israel would obey the rules concerning the gathering of the manna and believe what God had said. Would manna gathered on Friday really keep until Saturday, when it would not keep overnight at any other time? Would there really be no manna there on Saturday morning, when every other single day this phenomenon occurred? In these arrangements there was a “proving” taking place by which the hearts of the people of God were made manifest.

Those hearts were faithless. Psalm 78 tells us of the terrible presumption of the generation that perished in the wilderness. They took for granted the provision which God made for them:

“They said … Behold, he smote the rock, that the waters gushed out, and the streams overflowed; can he give bread also? Can he provide flesh for his people?”
(Psalm 78:19,20)

The thoughts and intents of our hearts are always known to God. At the breaking of bread, however, we are perhaps more aware of the presence of God, more conscious that our hearts are laid bare before Him. We seek that special fellowship with Him that the occasion affords and sin seems more heinous.

Having warned the Corinthians concerning their misconduct at their meetings, and having set out again the way in which the Lord’s supper was to be kept, the apostle exhorts them:  “But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that cup” (1 Corinthians 11:28). The Revised Version has: “let a man prove himself”.

Faith is called for at the breaking of bread: faith in the provision that God has made; faith in the efficacy of Jesus’ sacrifice. It would be easy to take for granted the provision which has been made for us. We are not there out of habit, nor out of duty, nor because we think attendance can earn us life. Our presence is an expression of our faith in Christ. “But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat …”

16. “He that Eats and Drinks Unworthily…”
Thirteen men sat down to supper in the upper room. With a heavy heart the Lord disclosed to the remainder that one of them was about to betray him. To eleven of them it seemed impossible, but one of them no longer had any faith in his Master. He no longer believed that he was “the Christ, the Son of the living God”. Shortly “the son of perdition” would leave their company.

“Is it I?” they began to enquire. “Is it I?”, we ask. In those few moments of self-examination we have an opportunity to ransack our hearts, to see whether any treachery has taken root and to remove it. We do not have to be the children of perdition. We have an advocate, one who is with the Father who, upon confession of our sin, is faithful and just to forgive us (I John 1:9; 2:1). But failure to make this investigation may lead to our eating and drinking condemnation to ourselves.

The words of the apostle here (1 Corinthians 11:29) probably have their roots in the law. Already he has shown that a man cannot have fellowship simultaneously with the Lord and with idols (demons) and, in this connection says, “Do we provoke the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than he?” (1 Corinthians 10:22). The law prescribed a ‘trial of jealousy’ where a woman might be suspected of unfaithfulness. A curse was recited and water mixed with dust from the tabernacle floor was drunk (Numbers 5:24). If, indeed, the woman had been unfaithful, she drank to her own condemnation and the curse would become effective.

It is no use trying to conceal the unfaithfulness we have shown during the past week. It is folly to encourage affections which compete with God and thus to awaken His jealousy. We shall eat unworthily and drink condemnation to (literally ‘a decision against’) ourselves.

Strict regulations were laid down for the priests who, under the law, partook of the sacrifices. Only certain people could eat, only in a holy place and only if they were ceremonially clean (Leviticus 22). The priests in Israel were thus made aware that “I am the Lord which sanctify them”.

Cleansed of all traces of treachery, idolatry and unfaithfulness, let us eat and drink to the praise and glory of God.

17. Christ Known in Breaking of Bread

What a wonderful privilege was enjoyed by those two disciples who met Jesus on the road to Emmaus! First they had the Bible Class of a lifetime as “beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). Then they also witnessed him break the bread:

“And it came to pass, as he sat at meat with them, he took bread, and blessed it, and brake, and gave to them. And their eyes were opened, and they knew him.”
(Luke 24:30,31)

We cannot be certain what it was that finally prompted recognition of the Master. Perhaps it was the way in which Jesus handled the bread or the words he used as he gave thanks. Would these things be different now that his agony and death were behind him? Of course, it may have been that, for the first time, they noticed his hands and saw the wounds where the nails had pierced them, just as Thomas was to see them later, and that this triggered recognition. Previously, “their eyes were holden that they should not know him” and it may simply have been that now, in the purpose of God, they were miraculously opened. Whatever it was, they suddenly “knew him”.

Those two would never forget that occasion. For them, “Do this in remembrance of me” would have a special significance. For the vast majority of the first century believers, however, the remembrance would be, as it is for us, not the tangible details of how the Lord looked or conducted the occasion, but a remembrance of who he was and what he accomplished.

In the quiet contemplation which the breaking of bread affords, we too may know the Lord. It will not just be the knowing of facts through learning, but the experience of his love through gentle resignation to his will. We may know then the compassion which reached out to touch the leper, the power that restored sight to the blind, the merciful gathering up of the lost sheep, the comfort extended to the weary, the joy of sharing his yoke. In short, we may know the grace and truth which came by his name.

18. “Until He Come…”
As precious as is the remembrance of Jesus in breaking bread and drinking wine, it is only temporary. Each time we carry out his commandment, we shall do so once less before he comes.

It was the Lord himself who taught that these things are but the earnest of something to come. He said, “I will not any more eat thereof, until it be fulfilled in the kingdom of God … I will not drink of the fruit of the vine, until the kingdom of God shall come” (Luke 22:16,18).

It is only when the Lord returns that our deliverance will be fulfilled. Our redemption is not complete until we see his face and hear those glorious words of commendation. There is a sense, then, in which the breaking of bread becomes prophetic of the Marriage Supper of the Lamb. 

Initially, the fulfilment is for the twelve apostles to whom Jesus went on to say, “I appoint unto you a kingdom, as my Father hath appointed unto me; that ye may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom, and sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Luke 22:29,30). Other scriptures make clear the fact that we also are invited, by his grace, to share his fellowship in this meal.

It was following God’s deliverance of his enemies into his hand that Abram received the blessing from Melchizedek who “brought forth bread and wine” (Genesis 14:18). It was at the receiving of his brethren the second time that Joseph commanded to “set on meat” for them and from his table “took and sent messes (portions) unto them from before him” (Genesis 43:34). Isaiah speaks of a time when, in Mount Zion “the Lord of hosts (shall) make unto all people a feast of fat things, a feast of wines on the lees …” (Isaiah 25:6).

Remembrance involves looking back to the suffering and death of Jesus, but the bread and wine also invite us to look forward and to watch for his return:

“Blessed are those servants, whom the lord when he cometh shall find watching: verily I say unto you, that he shall gird himself, and make them to sit down to meat, and will come forth and serve them.”
(Luke 12:37)

“Blessed are they which are called unto the marriage supper of the Lamb.”
(Revelation 19:9)

JOHN S. ROBERTS
