The Breaking of Bread


For nearly 2000 years, followers of Jesus of Nazareth have sought many ways to remember their Lord. This they have done by the reading of the Bible, by prayer and meditation, and by sharing together the emblems of bread and wine, fulfilling the command of Jesus to his disciples at the Last Supper, that they should do this in remembrance of him.

REMEMBERING THE LORD


In those early days, to remember Jesus would have meant a lot. It would mean recalling a personal acquaintance, and for his disciples, treasuring the precious days spent in his company, recollecting those personal experiences which would surely be the most wonderful things that had happened to them.


Memories of those we have loved and (lost by death) can be very precious and detailed. The sound of a voice, the memory of laughter, the personal gesture, the turn of a phrase, the expression of face and feature; all these can be called to mind by our memories. We often recall them and talk about them with those who share our experiences. So it would have been with the followers of Jesus. After the resurrection and ascension when he had vanished from physical sight, all that he had said and done would be recalled in detail. The conversations would be repeated and those who had been healed would form the centre of small groups anxious to hear again the full story. 


As time passed the number able to remember Jesus in this way would become fewer and fewer, but even in the second century some would remember him. Surely the children he had blessed would, with the memories of early youth, carry into old age some picture of the Lord. Such persons would be envied, while in the second century there would still be a large body of testimony from those whose parents had actually seen and heard Jesus. This weight of living testimony should remind us that the gospels were circulated at a time when many hundreds, and probably thousands of people were able from personal experience to confirm what had been written, being living witnesses of its truth.

THE MEMORIAL MEAL


For followers of Jesus, however, the remembrance of their Lord was not dependent upon the recollections of individuals. They remembered him at their regular meetings together on the first day of the week when they broke bread and drank wine as an act of devotion. Because they served a living Lord, they believed that by his spirit he was with them, especially when they met in fellowship to keep the command to his disciples, “Do this in remembrance of me”.


Is there any special significance in the “breaking of bread”? The answer is that it expresses in symbol some of the deepest truths of the Christian faith, and is one of the two rites authorised by our Lord himself. Since the first century, however, the whole subject of the Lord’s Supper has been overlaid with human philosophy and religious mysticism. It is important to distinguish between the various forms and usages in Christianity concerning this memorial and that revealed in the New Testament. If we are unwise enough to form our views of this rite only from what is widely taught and practised, we are likely to reach conclusions which are very wide of the mark. This booklet explains the teaching and practise of this memorial in the New Testament, which has over time become confused by religious tradition and mysticism.

CHRISTIANITY AND RITUAL


Christianity evolved into a religion of form and ritual in the centuries following the death of the disciples. The simplicity of what the disciples practiced was lost in ceremonial observances. The rites and incantations, the imagery and liturgies, the relics and the rosaries, the candles and confessions, the incense and holy water, the robed priests often speaking a language unknown to their hearers was  not the form of worship taught by the founder and practiced by believers in the first century. The truth of the matter is not difficult to discover, for the sources of our knowledge of authentic Christianity as it was first taught and practiced, are confined to the records in the New Testament. Here, in the gospels and in the writings of the apostles, we see a simplicity of teaching and worship very far removed from the ritual practiced today.

BACK TO THE SOURCE

Historians admit that in the course of the centuries there have been many deviations from “the faith which God entrusted to his people once and for all”. It is clear that purity of belief can only be found at the source. The custom of the Breaking of Bread, or the Lord’s Supper as it is often called, is our particular concern in this short study. This rite and that of baptism result directly from the teaching of our Lord and constitute the only rites the Church clearly required of its members. Many strange beliefs and customs are associated with the breaking of bread and the drinking of wine, and it is important for us to discover the truth of the matter.


Is it a fact that every time a priest blesses the bread and wine a miracle occurs and they become the very flesh and blood of our Lord, or is the Lord’s Supper a memorial meal only? We will shortly look at the Scriptural evidence and the historical record. We also note that the word “eucharist” so widely used of this central Christian observance, like the word “Mass”, give the impression of mystical practices. But originally it simply meant “thanksgiving” and was rightly used of the spiritual act of eating bread and drinking wine in memory of the Lord. But we must use words we understand.

THE INSTITUTION OF THE LAST SUPPER

Since a proper understanding of the Breaking of Bread must be based in what our Lord said and did, we must remind ourselves of what appears in the gospel narratives. There are some variations in the gospel record, but they are not different in of substance. We quote from Mark’s record:


“During supper he took bread and having said the blessing he broke it and gave it to them with the words: ‘Take this; this is my body’. Then he took a cup, and having offered thanks to God he gave it to them; and they all drank from it. And he said, ‘This my blood of the covenant, shed for many. I tell you this: never again shall I drink from the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the Kingdom of God” (Mark 14:22-25 – NEB)


Parallel accounts may be found in Matthew 26:26-29 and Luke 22:14-20. Luke’s record contains the significant words, “This do in remembrance of me”, and if we have any doubt about whether our Lord was here instituting a rite for the permanent observance of the Church, the authoritative statement from the Apostle Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians is clear, for this is clear and explicit. In correcting certain abuses by the Corinthians in their celebration of the Lord’s supper, the Apostle recalls the revelation from the Lord himself, and which he relayed to the believers at Corinth. “The Lord Jesus in the night in which he was betrayed took bread: and when he had given thanks, he brake it, and said ‘This is my body which is for you: this do in remembrance of me, In like manner also the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood: this do as oft as ye drink it, in remembrance of me.’ For as often as ye eat this bread and drink the cup, ye proclaim the Lord’s death till he come.” 

(1Corinthians 11:23-26, R.V.)


The believer is to give most serious thought to what is being done. “Wherefore whosoever shall eat the bread or drink the cup of the Lord unworthily, shall be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. But let a man prove himself, and so let him eat of the bread, and drink of the cup. For he that eateth and drinketh, eateth and drinketh judgment unto himself, if he discern not the body.” (1Corinthians 11:27-30, R.V.)
From these quotations, we understand the following


(a) The institution of the Supper came from Christ himself.

(b) The memorials of the bread and wine represent the death of the Lord, a death which was “for you” and was in the nature of a covenant established by his sacrifice.


(c) To partake of this memorial feast was a solemn act of personal dedication in which the participant examined his or her conscience.


(d) The feast points forward to the Kingdom of God when our Lord will both eat and drink again with those worthy when he comes to begin ruling over his Kingdom.


There is no hint in the New Testament records that in the early years of the Church there was any change in the observance of the Lord’s Supper, or any change indicated by the Apostles. It is a simple solemn rite. We read nothing of priestly blessing or of mystical changes in the bread and wine used. On the other hand we receive very clearly the impression of a memorial meal taken whenever there was opportunity, which was usually on the first day of the week, as part of a service of worship and praise. No radical change in this is known for certain until after the first century. 

EVENTS IN THE FOLLOWING CENTURIES

The church introduced many changes. The language used of the memorials of the body and blood of the Lord, and what they symbolized gives way to a change in the understanding of the memorials themselves. In 350 Cyril, Bishop of Jerusalem, taught that the Holy Spirit (whom he alleges to be a living person within the Godhead) descends upon the bread and wine at the prayer of the celebrant, and changes them into the body and blood of Jesus. This belief in the conversion of the symbols was ultimately adopted, first in the east and then in the catholic countries of the west.


The teaching that after consecration, the bread and wine are the real body and blood of the Lord, not only by way of sign and power of sacrament, but in property of nature and reality of substance”, later became known as the doctrine of transubstantiation. While the popular mind could not appreciate the subtle teaching of the theologians, it was commonly believed, and in Catholic and some Anglican churches today is still believed, that every time a “Mass” is celebrated a miracle occurs, the bread and wine becoming the actual body and blood of Christ, and that this becomes an offering for sins renewed. The moment of consecration thus soon became the climax of the service and was followed by the elevation of the chalice, the lifting up of lighted candles and the ringing of bells.


The cult of the “reserved” sacrament developed naturally from the extreme views held, and the teaching that the “Mass” was an offering for sins led to a great many more masses, particularly for the repose of “the souls of the dead”.


Over the centuries the arguments as to what happened to the bread and wine when blessed by the priest were many and inconclusive. Was there a real change, or was it all sign and symbol? Did they remain signs or symbols without “subjective change”? The theory of “impanation” and “invination” taught that Christ actually assumed an existence as bread and wine, as (so it was believed) he had assumed flesh and blood at the incarnation. Whatever the subtle distinction which theologians might draw, by the time of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) the doctrine of conversion was established; Aquinas affirmed that “the whole Christ, body and blood, is present in each particle of the sacrament and under each species by concomitance” and that the spiritual reception of the body and the blood is dependent upon the acceptable frame of mind of the communicant.


Up to the time of the reformation there was a progressive movement away from the form of the Last Supper as it appears in the New Testament. With the teaching of the actual conversion of the emblems to blood and flesh, the element of mystery and miracle becomes dominant, as indeed does all that surrounds the service. The priestly office assumes a special significance. The priest must be arrayed in the right vestments before an altar suitably furnished, with lights and other accessories, while the service follows a pattern of complicated ceremonial forms.

THE REFORMATION AND THE EUCHARIST

How did the Reformation 500 years ago affect the situation? Luther, the great German reformer, denied the “sacrificial” conception of the mass. He believed it to be not a sacrifice but a promise-a summary of the gospel where by Christ promises to us the forgiveness of our sins, and such promise could be accepted by faith alone. But Luther still retained the view of the presence of Christ’s body in the bread and the wine. In this respect he differed from his contemporary Zwingli, the influential Swiss reformer, who regarded the emblems as signs only of the broken body and poured out blood.


Calvin tried to find a middle position between Luther and Zwingli, and the interest of this lies in the fact that the teaching of the Anglican Prayer Book and Articles are broadly in line with the views of Calvin. This rejects the idea of transubstantiation, or a mystical change in the substance of the emblems, and regards them as instruments whereby grace is imparted to the faithful believers. “The sacrifices of Masses, in the which it was commonly said, that the priests did offer Christ for the quick (living) and the dead, to have remission of pain or guilt were blasphemous fables and dangerous deceits” (Article 31).

SINCE THE REFORMATION

Christianity today “remembers” the sacrifice of its founder in widely different ways. The Roman Church maintains its basic claims, its belief in the authority of the priesthood and the miracle of transubstantiation. The English established Church explicitly rejects in the Thirty-Nine Articles the doctrine of transubstantiation and believes in the doctrine of the “Real Presence”. There is no precise definition of this doctrine but it states that the presence of Christ may be found in the use of the elements in communion and not out side that use. But in what way is that presence specially associated with the consecrated bread and wine? There have been and still are within the Anglican church (represented in India by the Churches of North and South India) many varying answers to this question. In some “high” churches, the practice and ceremony come very near to that of the Roman Church, while in other “low” churches the observance is much simpler in form. In the Report of the commission on Christian doctrine appointed by the archbishops of Canterbury and York in 1922 this fact is acknowledge:


“Some Anglican theologians to-day are putting forward tentative restatements of the doctrine of the Real Presence which have the effect of destroying the boundary-line between the older doctrine of the “Real Presence” and that of Virtualism (the belief that the bread and wine become the Body and Blood, not in substance but in spiritual power and virtue and effect)’  ….Some of those who defend these interpretations would not reject the term “Transubstantiation” in every sense which the word could reasonably bear. They would argue that there is a real change of substance through consecration.


“Finally, there are some who would prefer to restate the doctrine of the Real Presence in a way which seems to them simpler, though it is perhaps less easy to relate to traditional language on the One hand or to modern philosophical theories to on the other. They would not affirm that the bread and wine are in themselves at all changed by consecration, either by receiving a new substance or by acquiring any new properties which can be rightly said to be theirs. Yet they believe that in the Eucharist the bread and wine are themselves taken up into a new spiritual relation to the living Christ. Consecration sets them apart to be the very organ of Christ’s gracious self revelation and action toward his faithful people; and they actually become that organ in so far as, in and through these material objects and what is done with them. The life of Christ, once offered through the breaking of His Body and the shedding of His Blood, is now really given to be the spiritual food of Christians. The bread and wine then become the Body and Blood simply through Christ’s use of them to be the very means of His self-communication.”

Non-conformist churches in the main observe the Lord’s Supper as a memorial meal, though some communities such as the Society of Friends and the Salvation Army, do not include it in their services. Often, but not always, it forms the central point of the service held on the first day of the week. Here again there is no general rule: in the Presbyterian community for example, “holy communion” may be held weekly, monthly or even at longer intervals.


Over the whole field of Christianity there is therefore difference of thought and belief on this subject, not only in the significance of the emblems themselves, but also in the nature of the rite and its frequency. Even the sympathetic observer may have a feeling of confusion. But we have a guide to lead us to a true understanding of this rite to make sure we perform it acceptably in the sight of God. This booklet is written because we believe that the sincere Christian should be left in no doubt as to his Lord’s will on this vital subject. 

BACK TO SIMPLE TRUTH

When we speak of simple truth in the context of the Lord’s Supper, we at the same time say that the issues are profoundly important. The great truths of revelation are both simple and profound. “God is love” or “God was in Christ reconciling the world unto himself” are declarations whose meaning cannot be appreciated in its entirety, but we may come nearer to an understanding of the truth if we seek it within the revelation given to man, and expressed in the life of our Lord and his followers. We only confuse the thinking of our minds if we try to follow the tortuous philosophies of men.


We have the immense advantage of knowing the words of Jesus, as well as the words and counsel of the Apostles, men filled with the Holy Spirit which, as our Lord promised, would lead them into all truth. Moreover the Apostles were well aware that after their own decease there would be a falling away from the truth and faith. The writings of Peter and Paul leave us in no doubt on this point. The Apostle Paul urged his younger companions to preserve the truths they had learned: “O Timothy, guard that which is committed unto thee.” (1Timothy 6:20, R.V.). If then there was to be a deviation from authentic Christianity, is it not clear that what was true could always be confirmed by referring back to the inspired writings about the Lord and the Apostles? No church or Christian community has any authority over the text or its interpretation. The vital test is stated in the text itself. “If they speak not according to this word, it is because there is no light in them.” (Isaiah 8:20).

In the following pages we set out the true teaching of the New Testament on this Subject. The scriptural passages dealing with the institution of the Last Supper have already been cited, both those containing the commands of Jesus and the express pronouncements of the Apostle Paul who when writing to the Corinthian Church, declared: “I received of the Lord that which also I delivered unto you.”

As we ponder the full significance of the taking of the Bread and Wine we shall come to recognize that they bring into focus many separate aspects of truth, all of which are beautifully expressed in this act of remembrance and mediation. For our purpose it may be helpful if we deal separately with a number of these related subjects which are synthesized in the emblems with dignity and yet with simplicity.

(a) Proclaiming the Lord’s death.


“Every time you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord, until he comes.” (1 Corinthians 11:23-26, R.V.)


Primarily this act of remembrance should cause genuine believers to bring to mind the central fact of Christianity, that our salvation has been made possible by the death of Christ. We are here reminded of what is vital: “This is my blood, the blood of the covenant, shed for many for the forgiveness of sins,” At the time when the words were first spoken by our Lord the disciples had little understanding of their meaning, for they were unprepared for his death and therefore had no expectation of his resurrection. But the death of Jesus was the completion of a Divine purpose long foretold. After his resurrection the Lord explained to some of his disciples:


“All things must needs be fulfilled which are written in the law of Moses, and the prophets and the Psalms concerning me. Then opened he their mind, that they might understand the scriptures; and he said unto them Thus it is written that the Christ should suffer and rise again from the dead the third day; and that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in the name unto all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem.” (Luke 24:44-47, R.V.)


It was not until later that the full purpose of this wider redemption to the events then unfolding, would be understood by the disciples. They were however, aware of the unique history of their nation, and knew the meaning of the Jewish Passover which was being celebrated at that time.

(b) Its relation to the Passover.

“Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us.” 1 Corinthians 5:7

That the last Supper was celebrated at the time of the Jewish Passover was certainly no accident, for there are important links connecting the two feasts.


The Passover, as Bible students know, is the first of the three great annual Jewish festivals which recalled the remarkable deliverance from Egypt under the leadership of Moses some fifteen centuries before Christ. Before that deliverance very precise directions were given by Moses to the enslaved Israelites in Egypt, 


“Then Moses called for all the elders of Israel, and said unto them, Draw out and take you lambs according to your families, and kill the Passover, And ye shall take a bunch of hyssop, and dip it in the blood that is in the bason; and strike the lintel, and two side posts with the blood that is in the bason; and none of you shall go out of the door of his house until the morning. For the Lord will pass through to smite the Egyptians, and when he seeth the blood upon the lintel, and on the two side posts, the Lord will pass over the door, and will not allow the destroyer to come in unto your houses smite you, And ye shall observe this thing for an ordinance to thee and to thy sons for ever.” (Exodus 12:21-24, R.V.)

From then on the annual feast of the Passover brought to mind vividly the fact that God had redeemed His people, with a “mighty hand and with an outstretched arm”. It showed also the way in which the “passing over” or saving was achieve; saving from death itself as well as from the slavery of Egypt. Therefore the Passover lamb became the symbol of national and personal redemption. It is deeply significant that at the time of this feast the evil plans of the Jewish rulers against our Lord were about to be put into effect. “The feast of unleavened bread drew nigh which is called the Passover. The chief priests and scribes sought how they might kill him.” (Luke 22:1-2).  When Jesus said to his disciples “With desire I have desired to eat this passover with you before I suffer” (Luke 22:15), he was laying the foundation for a meaning and its close relationship to the normal Jewish passover.

(c) Christ as a Sin offering

“The lamb slain from the foundation of the world.”(Rev. 13:8)

The death of the Lord Jesus, proclaimed in the emblems of bread and wine, method of a significant parallel between the method of redemption in the past, of which the Jewish Passover was a memorial, and that now achieved for the whole world. The Lord took bread and wine and used these symbols to mark a new and greater passing from death to life, a more permanent redemption from the bondage of sin. In this new Passover Christ himself was the lamb, accomplishing in his death an act of redemption implicit in God’s purpose from the beginning. He was the “lamb slain from the foundation of the world”. The lamb was of course the familiar type of offering to God and John the Baptist used the figure when, at the beginning of our Lord’s ministry, he declared on seeing him: “Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world.” (John 1:29).


Here however, is more than a sacrificial offering, for God Almighty is active in providing it. He provides the lamb, as long before He had provided a ram in place of Isaac, 


“Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 John 4:10).


No doubt there will remain aspects of the redemptive work of Christ which will cloud our understanding, but it is not necessary for us to understand everything involved, for that in any case would be impossible. It is sufficient for us on this point to recognize that in the mercy of God and for the rescue of a doomed race, Christ died – a sinless one sent to carry the sins of his brethren, for “The Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all”. (Isaiah 53:6).
(d) The Bread of Life


To take the bread and wine as symbols of the body and blood of the Lord recalls for believers a declaration made by Jesus earlier in his ministry; one that many of his followers found difficult and bewildering: “Except ye eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, ye have no life in you. Whoso eateth my flesh and drinketh my blood hath eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.” (John 6:53-54).

The Jews must have been aware that his language was not literal, but its meaning caused a division among them, “The Jews therefore began to strive one with another saying ‘How can this man give us his flesh to eat?’” But our Lord repeats and amplifies his words: “He that eateth my flesh and drinketh my blood hath eternal life; and I will raise him up at the last day.” Difficult though the language is to understand, yet the course of events make the meaning plainer.


For what is here symbolized is a life given as a sacrifice and it is a gift of a divine order. Without it man must perish. But if it is received in faith then it will become, as our Lord told the woman at the well, “a well of water springing up unto eternal life”. These spiritual truths are involved in the meaning of the emblems taken at the Lord’s Supper. For these tokens speak of more than the death of a righteous man. They speak of one who came with divine authority and life-giving power, and who alone can bring life to mortal man. “I am that bread of life,” (John 6:48).


The way to everlasting life is through belief in our Lord and this belief must be so strong that it amounts to a complete trust in him; an absolute committal of the self to his will. Only when our minds are truly fixed on him, dwelling in thought on his words may we be said to “eat of his flesh and drink of his blood”. The scope of the blessing is world-wide “The bread that I will give is my flesh which I will give for the life of the world”; but the individual must make this gift effective for it is “whoso eateth and drinketh”, who has eternal life. So when believers assembled to share this memorial meal, they acknowledged that in Jesus a redeemer had come into the world, and that by the giving of his life people everywhere were invited to find the way to eternal life. This way of redemption must include a personal commitment of belief, a belief that the mind and spirit of faith must be fed and nourished by their Lord, who was the bread from heaven, of which, if a man eat, he may live for ever.

e) The fellowship of the Believers


For the Jews, the Passover meal became marked as the focus of Jewish brotherhood, and part of the significance of the Last Supper arises from the fact that it was a meal of fellowship. Following the Resurrection and the commencement of the preaching of salvation through the apostles at Pentecost the early disciples observed the Breaking of Bread as an act of fellowship together. In Acts 2:41-42 are recorded the immediate consequences of belief: “They then that received this (Peter’s) word were baptized: and there were added unto them in that day about three thousand souls. And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and in prayers.” It would be difficult to devise a more effective means of the unity of believers than that of the shared bread and wine. “He gave it to them saying, ‘Drink ye all of it’”. Mark records, “And they all drank of it”. Here, in this simple ceremony there is the clearest reminder that as the wine is shared among themselves, so the blood of the Lord was shed for each. 


Through the dark years of persecution and suffering, when faith was not for the theorist and the lukewarm, believers met together, often in secret, to find renewal and comfort and the strength to face a hostile world. Here, in the emblems, they were reminded that though they were the fugitives, the despised and the downtrodden, yet in truth they were more than conquerors through him who loved them and gave himself for them.


The practice of the Roman Catholic church to deny the wine to their members is clearly a departure from the original practice, and one which must weaken a sense of fellowship of the whole church. This is so because it divides the priests, who officiate, from the people who listen but do not participate – a division unknown to the Christians of the time of Paul and the other apostles. The change is admitted by Roman Catholic teachers and in a recent book What is the Eucharist? in the Faith and Fact series, on “Catholic Truth in the Scientific Age”, the author writes:


“To many, communion under both species would seem a far more impressive way of ensuring the full participation of the faithful in the Mass. It is customary in the East and was so in the West even during the Middle Ages. If the Catholic Church of Latin rite has abandoned it, it is purely for practical reasons. Since the reason for the present custom of the Latin Church is not theological but practical there might, in certain cases, be a return on this particular point to the primitive rite, or an imitation of the Greek rite. But the Church alone is the judge of what is applicable in sacramental matters, and any aspirations in this direction coming from below can only be voiced somewhat timidly.” (‘What Is the Eucharist’ by Marie Joseph Nicolas, O.P.”) 


Happily, true guidance on this and related matters does not need to come from below or from the Church, since it has already been given by God from above. “I received of the Lord that which also I delivered unto you”, declared the Apostle Paul by inspiration of God, to the Corinthians when setting out the manner in which the Lord’s Supper was to be taken. If the Roman Catholic or any other church deems this unnecessary, it is a clear admission that it has moved away from the “faith once delivered to the saints”.


In the first century, as in our own, an assembly of believers was made up of men and women drawn from all walks of life. There were the rich and the poor, the free and enslaved, the scholar and peasant, the old and the young. Across all barriers of race, colour, national loyalties, language and culture, the Lord of Life was remembered by those who were his disciples. It was their Master’s prayer that “they may be perfected into one; that the world may know that thou didst send me, and lovedst them even as thou lovedst me.” (1John 17:23, R.V.) Here then, in the fellowship of believers, is a foretaste of that unity which one day shall prevail on this earth, and which here and now among believers finds its expression in terms of practical living. 


“There can be neither Jew nor Greek, there can be neither bond nor free there can be no male and female, for ye are all one man in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28, NEB)

(f) Drinking it anew in the Kingdom


The word “commemorate” suggests the observance of something that is past in time, but in the breaking of bread our minds are also directed to contemplate what is still future. The words of Jesus are positive in their emphasis:


“For I tell you never again shall I eat it until the time when it finds its fulfillment in the Kingdom of God. Then he took a cup and after giving thanks he said, Take this and share it among yourselves; for I tell you from this moment I shall drink from the fruit of the vine no more until the time when the kingdom of God comes.” (Luke 22:16-18)


Little as it may have been understood by the disciples at that last meal in the upper room, after the Resurrection and for later followers, this promise has had an increasing significance. Moreover, it is now possible for us to see more clearly that Jesus was looking forward to the climax in human history when God’s Kingdom should come. He had taught this quite clearly in his parables. Always the point of climax is the coming of the king to his kingdom; the ruler comes back to his servants after a long, absence; the good seed and the tares grow together until harvest when the Son of Man sends his angels to gather out of his kingdom all things that offend; the wise and foolish virgins wait for the coming of the Bridegroom. In these parables the climax is real – not an inward, subjective and mystical experience – but an historical event in which the affairs of this world are very much involved. “Jerusalem shall be trodden down of the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles be fulfilled”. “Then shall they see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory.” (Luke 21:24, 27).


The tokens of bread and wine may therefore properly remind us that the work of our Lord has still to be completed on this earth. There is indeed no more positive teaching in the New Testament, nor any historical fact more certain than that the early Christians set their hopes upon the return of their Lord. Sustained by this assurance they were able to face dangers and endure hardships from which we today might well shrink So long, then, as the memorial feast is faithfully observed it will not be possible to forget that our Lord is to come again to complete his work upon earth, and that a limit has been set to the period of man’s dominion on the earth. The feast of remembrance is also one of promise, for it is to endure in its present form only “until he come”. 

(g) The Real Presence


Is there such a thing? The Roman Catholics speak of “the real presence”. This is not a scriptural term and the answer must therefore depend upon its meaning. To many it means the theory that Christ is actually present in the consecrated emblems, and while the Anglican Church rejects the Roman doctrine of transubstantiation, there is a wide difference of belief and practice within the Church. Some of the church teachers argue that there is a real change of substance through consecration. We reject this doctrine for we believe that not only is it opposed to reason and experience but is contrary to the plain sense of the words of Scripture.


The words “This is my body” mean “This signifies my body” and it seems impossible that to any thinking person it could mean anything else. Were there really two Christ’s present when he spoke, so that the bread and the wine of which he himself partook were changed into his very body and blood? Did he not speak of “this fruit of the vine” after he had blessed it and told his disciples to partake of it? Surely the truth of the matter is that while the emblems acquired a new significance, becoming symbolic of his body yielded up for the sins of men: and of the blood “of the new covenant” shed for many for the remission of sins. Did not our Lord says, “It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing; the words that I have spoken unto you are spirit and are life”.

If then the Real Presence is associated with the belief that Christ himself is really present in the sacrament and that the bread and wine when blessed by the priest become the Lord’s Body and Blood, we have a belief which has no support in the Bible. It must therefore be rejected. We notice that the Anglican Church admits “the actual teaching given by particular theologians being sometimes inconsistent, and often ambiguous or perhaps intentionally indefinite” (Doctrine in the Church of England).

It would, however, be unfortunate if, while rejecting wrong teaching because it has no Bible support, we failed to appreciate the truth that our Lord may be present when his faithful followers meet together. Not only did he promise to be where two or three were gathered together in his name, but also said: “If a man love me he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come unto him and make our abode with him,” (John 14:23). While this promise is not confined to gatherings at the Lord’s Supper, there could surely be no more fitting occasion when this blessing could be experienced. 


There is much truth in the often quoted words of Hooker that “the real presence of Christ’s most blessed body and blood is not therefore to be sought for in the Sacrament, but in the worthy receiver of the Sacrament”. Such a presence has nothing to do with any change in the emblems and is not dependant upon the participation of ordained priests, but is available to all who are faithful.


In the earliest communities the meetings were of the utmost simplicity, sometimes small groups meeting in private houses. There was no priest in the modern understanding of the words. Any brother could lead and guide his companions and celebrate the death of their Lord in the appointed symbols of the bread and wine. The priesthood system of the Law of Moses was no more. The Lord Jesus was the one and only priest they were expected to relate to. (Heb. 3:1; 4:14).

(h) “Let a man examine himself.”


To partake of the Lord’s Supper is not only an act of fellowship with those who share a like faith, but it is also one of personal devotion and committal. The sense of Paul’s counsel to the Corinthians makes it clear that each participant is responsible and accountable for what he is doing. “A man must test himself before eating his share of the bread and drinking from the cup. For he who eats and drinks, eats and drinks judgment on himself if he does not discern the body.” (1 Corinthians 11:28-29). It is necessary for our minds to dwell upon these truths. We must think especially upon our Lord himself, so that we may know him in the breaking of the bread. When shortly after the Resurrection, our Lord walked with two disciples to Emmaus, he was unknown to them save as a stranger, until he sat down and broke bread with them.


It is important that in this act of remembrance that brings the Master so near to the disciple, he should know whom he serves. He should recall his Lord in this life and teaching, in his work and words, in the strength of his righteousness and the tenderness of his mercy. He should think upon his Master’s hatred of evil and yet his compassion for the weak, of his submission to his Father’s will, and his utter selflessness in giving himself for his fellow men.  In these things we may know our Lord, and in the very process of recognizing him our hearts may be open to him, for as Simeon foresaw that when as a baby Jesus was taken to Jerusalem, because of him “the thoughts of many hearts would be revealed”. To look at him is to become aware that he is looking at us, and by the standard of his perfection to find revealed our own weakness and insufficiency. Knowing him means therefore knowing ourselves, examining or testing ourselves. This is a precious time in a true believers life leading to the purifying and renewal of faith.


So it is vital that we understand how the Lord’s Supper is a source of spiritual renewal. When the individual participant is renewed in this way, this spirit works its way through to the whole company of believers, be they few or many. It is a powerful reminder that, while the Christian call is to fellowship, the believer must bring to it the strength of his own mind and the sincerity of his own faith. His inner life must have been nourished by the spirit and life of his Lord. And so the faithful disciple both receives and gives. By making himself of a right mind for fellowship with his Lord he is the more able both to contribute to the life of the Church and receive the blessings which will enrich his own life.

THE LORD’S DAY

There is good reason to believe that the earliest believers assembled on the first day of the week and on that day celebrated the Lord’s Supper. In meant there was a break with the Jewish Sabbath just as the gospel involved the removal of the Jewish laws. It is however, significant that this is no mere substitution of the first day for the Sabbath. There is no express command that the first day of the week should be regarded as a new special day of worship. On the contrary, the veneration of particular days, seasons, months and years was actively discouraged, whether they belonged to the Jewish calendar or pagan sources. While therefore the Christians did not continue to observe the Sabbath on another day, it became a common practice for them to meet together frequently and regularly. 


They were exhorted not to forsake the assembling of themselves together, and it is likely that a time was fixed for such gatherings. There are repeated references to assemblies taking place on the first day of the week and many of the memorable events in the history of the early church are connected with that day we read, for instance, that at Troas where the Apostle Paul stayed seven days that “Upon the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break bread, Paul discoursed with them” (Acts 20:7, R.V.).  Again in writing to the Corinthians and instructing them about money raised for believers in need, this duty is associated with the first day of the week, and it is clear that this was not confined to the Corinthian Church alone for we read, “As I gave order to the churches of Galatia, so also do ye… On the first day of the week let everyone lay by in store, as God hath prospered him”. (1Corinthians 16:1-2).


It seems clear, therefore, not only from such scriptural references, but from early Christian literature describing their practices, that Christian assemblies, particularly those devoted to the partaking of the memorial meal, that these were held on that day of the week which commemorates the greatest event in the history of the faith – the Resurrection of the Lord.

SHARING THE CUP OF WINE

The disciples took the wine from the cup that was passed round and shared. It was an act of fellowship that bound them together, “and they all drank of it”. In more modern times some believers use individual communion cups for reasons of hygiene. Either way the wine (or unfermented grape juice) is to be taken in memory of the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus, until he comes again.

“THIS IS MY BODY BROKEN FOR YOU”

These words are taken from the authorized version rendering of 1Corinthians 11:21, “Take, eat, this is my body, which is broken for you: this do in remembrance of me”. Both the Revised Version and the New English Bible render the words “This is my body which is for you”. To those who feel that there is in the thought of a broken body some conflict with the prophetic words “not a bone of him was broken”, the later versions removed the difficulty. It may, however, be argued that in any case the conflict is verbal only and not of substance, for the physical body of Jesus was indeed pierced and thus broken, though it remains true that, as the prophet foretold, not a bone was broken.

CONCLUSION

We will conclude out brief study of the “Breaking of Bread” by stressing the fact that with all its profound significance, this memorial meal should be properly observed with the utmost simplicity. The records of the New Testament leave us in no doubt on this point. If we are to remain faithful to the commands of our Lord and the directions of his Apostles we must turn away from the imaginations and devices of men, and concentrate on what is true.


This is not an exercise in philosophy or theology. It is a plain examination of what is taught in the Scriptures and was practiced by the earliest Christians. It is to apply the test urged by the Apostle John towards the end of the first century when false practices were already appearing, “Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world.” (1 John 4:1)


Much ecclesiastical tradition rests upon fictions, upon pagan and pre-Christian beliefs. There is no special power inherent in the priesthood, the only priesthood known to the New Testament being that of the royal priesthood of believers generally. The division between clergy and laity is foreign both in substance and in spirit to the teaching of the Apostles and their Lord. But while there is no special power inherent in the human priesthood of the churches, there is power in the word of truth when it is faithfully spoken: there is a power in the truth faithfully performed, and above all there is a new world of hope and joy for those who believe on Jesus and feed upon his words for “they are spirit and they are life” (John 6:63).

That hope and conviction can be sustained and renewed by the regular observance of the Lord’s supper in the fellowship of those sharing the same faith. Beyond the shadows and darkness of this troubled world, it points to the time when Lord will be here again as he promised, when it will be the joy of his faithful followers to eat and drink anew with him in the glory of his Kingdom.

R.T.W. Smalley

=================================================

QUESTIONS TO ANSWER

1. What are the two rites instituted by Jesus?

2. How is the “breaking of bread” related to the Passover?

3. What do the bread and wine symbolise?
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