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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 17: The Lord’s Supper 

 
IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

A. Marriage and Related Matters, 7:1–40 

B. Food Sacrificed to Idols, 8:1–11:1 

C. Propriety in Public Worship, 11:2–34 

1. Women’s proper head covering, 11:2–16 
2. Proper conduct at the Lord’s Supper, 11:17–34 

Paul now turns to take up a second abuse of Christian worship in the church at Corinth—
divisions associated with celebrating the Lord’s Supper (“there are divisions among you,” 
v. 18) based along socioeconomic (class) lines (“humiliating those who have nothing,” v. 
22). Although Paul makes reference to some people getting drunk (v. 21), that, in itself, is 
not the real problem, but one result of the primary abuse. In order to understand the abuse, 
we must be aware of the fact that in the early church the Lord’s Supper was most likely 
eaten as, or in conjunction with a meal. The primary problem in the Corinthian church was 
an abuse of the church itself, specifically those members of lower socio-economic status in 
connection with the meal. This is specifically stated in the rhetorical questions of v. 22: 
“Don’t you have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of God by 
humiliating those who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you? Certainly 
not in this matter!” 
 
But not only is their conduct at the Lord’s Supper an abuse of the church, the body of 
Christ, it is an abuse of Christ himself. The bread represents his crucified body, which, 
along with his poured-out blood, effected the death that ratified the New Covenant. By the 
Corinthian’s abuse of one another, they were also abusing Christ through whose death and 
resurrection they had been brought into his body, the church. 
 
Most likely at Corinth, the church gathered for meetings in the homes of the rich. Probably 
the host was also the one who provided the meal eaten in conjunction with the Lord’s 
Supper. Note Romans 16:23, which was written from Corinth a couple years after 1 
Corinthians: “Gaius, whose hospitality I and the whole church here enjoy, sends you his 
greetings.” Archeology has shown rather conclusively that the dining room (Latin, 
triclinium) in such homes would probably accommodate a maximum of 12 guests. 
Therefore, the majority would eat in the atrium, the somewhat larger entry courtyard, which 
would seat about 30 to 50 guests. In a class–conscious society such as Roman Corinth 
would have been, it would be natural for the host to invite those of his own class to eat in 
the triclinium, while the others would eat in the atrium. The language “your own private 
suppers” (v. 21) refers to the eating of private meals by the wealthy, in which at the 
common meal of the Lord’s Supper they ate either their own portions or perhaps privileged 
portions that were not made available to the those in the church on a lower socioeconomic 
level. 
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a. Abuse of the Lord’s Supper, 11:17–22 
 
(11:17) In the following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more 
harm than good.  

 
Unlike Paul’s previous discussion in 11:2–16 where he offered some words of praise (“I 
praise you for remembering me in everything and for holding to the traditions just as I 
passed them on to you”), when it comes to the issue of the Lord’s Supper, Paul has no 
such praise since their “meetings do more harm than good.” 
 
(11:18) 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. 

 
Paul now explains how the Corinthian gatherings are unfortunately for the worse rather 
than for the better. When the Corinthians come together “as a church,” there are 
“divisions” among them. These divisions are directly related to their coming together 
“as a church.” 
 
(11:19) No doubt there have to be differences among you to show which of you have 
God’s approval.  

 
The purpose of this verse is to explain the final clause of v. 18: “and to some extent I 
believe it.” Apparently, Paul is now giving a theological reason as further justification 
for believing his informants. That reason is “there have to be differences among you to 
show which of you have God’s approval.” The term “differences is roughly 
synonymous with “divisions” in v. 18. 
 
The problem with this verse is understanding how Paul, who earlier in the letter argued 
so strongly against divisions (1:10–17; 3:1–23), can now affirm a kind of divine 
necessity for “divisions”? Paul is apparently reflecting on the fact that there will always 
be true and false believers in the church. That is, though in general we do want divisions 
in a church, we realize that in any church there may be members who are not truly 
saved, and their unregenerate state will probably reveal itself when they express their 
differences. The saved are the “approved,” while the unsaved are the “disapproved” or 
“disqualified” (cf. 9:27). Cf. 1 John 2:18–19; 1 John 4:1–3. 

 
(11:20) So then, when you come together, it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat, 

 
With the words “so then,” Paul returns to his argument of v. 18 concerning the divisions 
around the Lord’s Supper. Although the Corinthians are coming together as a church 
and eating a meal, Paul says, “it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat.” It is not the “Lord’s 
Supper” in that it is not a meal that honors the Lord. 
 
(11:21) for when you are eating, some of you go ahead with your own private suppers. 
As a result, one person remains hungry and another gets drunk. 

 
In v. 21 Paul seeks to tie the ideas of vv. 18 and 20 together. He does so by explaining 
the nature of the “divisions” (v. 18) and why their meal ceases to be “the Lord’s 
Supper” (v. 20): “for when you are eating, some of you go ahead with your own private 
suppers. As a result, one person remains hungry and another gets drunk.”  
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The precise nature of these “private meals” is not certain. Most likely they were both 
quantitatively and qualitatively superior to those of the “have-nots.” 
 
In the end what this means is that “one person remains hungry and another gets drunk.” 
Although “drunkenness” is certainly a problem, Paul is not simply concerned about 
“drunkenness.” 
 
(11:22) Don’t you have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of God 
by humiliating those who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you? 
Certainly not in this matter! 

 
It is clear from the tone of this verse that Paul is very upset with the Corinthian Church 
and their abuses at the Lord’s Supper. Paul is so filled with indignation that he puts 
forth a series of rhetorical questions intended to reduce the rich to shame. The first 
question responds directly to v. 21, and is full of irony: “For surely it cannot be, can it, 
that you do not have houses to eat and drink in?” That is, if they really do not have 
houses in which to eat such “private” meals, then they are excused for doing so in the 
assembly of God’s people. 
 
The first two questions together indicate that Paul is addressing the wealthy. They “have 
houses to eat and drink in.” It stands in stark contrast to “those who have nothing” in 
the next question. For those who thought of themselves as “keeping the traditions,” the 
actions noted here probably did not register as of particular consequence. They had 
always acted like this. 
 

b. Meaning and significance of the Lord’s Supper, 11:23–26 

Contrary to what Paul had said about the Corinthians in v. 2, they are not keeping the 
“tradition” of the Lord’s Supper. Since this is so, Paul feels compelled to remind them 
of its true significance by repeating the actual words of institution. By their going ahead 
with their own private meal, and thereby humiliating the “have–nots,” the wealthy have 
also apparently lost touch with the meaning of the Supper itself. 
 
(11:23) For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on 
the night he was betrayed, took bread, (11:24) 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.”  

 
In v. 22 Paul made it clear that he had no praise for them in their celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper. This is because they are failing to keep the traditional teaching on the 
Lord’s Supper. To demonstrate this, Paul appeals to the tradition itself, as he had 
“received” it “from the Lord” and had “passed it on” to them. 
 
Our present celebration of the Lord’s Supper is a continuation of the Last Supper that 
Jesus ate with his own disciples. This was probably a Passover meal at which he 
reinterpreted the bread and wine in terms of his body and blood soon to be given over in 
death on the cross. The term “body” refers to his actual body, which was about to be 
given over in death. The verb “is” simply means “signifies,” “stands for,” or 
“represents.” No one sitting with Christ around the table would have thought he was 
saying that the bread was somehow a literal extension of his flesh. 
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(11:25) 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.” 

 
Jesus identifies the cup with his blood in terms of the New Covenant of Jeremiah 31:31. 
Some of the Corinthians were abusing what was supposed to be the Lord’s Supper by 
going ahead with their own private meals in such a way as to humiliate others in the 
congregation. Paul recalls the words of institution precisely to emphasize that whenever 
they eat this meal it is to be in the Lord’s remembrance. In the next verse, he will go on 
to explain what that means for him. 
 
(11:26) For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s 
death until he comes. 

 
Paul now concludes with a verse that really explains what Paul has been getting at all 
along. The word “for” indicates that he is now giving his reason for repeating the 
tradition at this point in the argument. It is not because the Corinthians have forgotten 
the words, nor because they have abandoned the Supper. Rather, it is because their 
version of the Supper gives a false view of its original intent. 
 
The verb “proclaim” in the verse always means to preach the gospel of Christ in the 
New Testament. It does not mean that the meal in itself is the proclamation, but that 
during the meal there is a verbal proclamation of Christ’s death. In his death Jesus gave 
himself freely for the sake of others. With his body and blood, represented by the bread 
and cup, he ratified the New Covenant between God and his people. 
 

c. Manner in which the Supper should be taken, 11:27–34 

In this section Paul now applies the point of vv. 23–26 to the Corinthian version of the 
celebration. Their Supper in the Lord’s honor is in fact dishonoring to him—in two 
ways: First, the “haves” have been abusing the “have–nots” by “going ahead with their 
own private meals.” Second, they have therefore been abusing the Lord himself by not 
properly “remembering” him, especially in terms of the salvation he has accomplished 
through his death, which was intended to make them one, not “divided” as their Supper 
does. 
 
(11:27) So then, 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. 
 
The words “so then” indicate that Paul is now applying what he has just said about the 
meaning of the words of institution in v. 26 to their abuse of the Table: “So then, 
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.” Partaking of this meal “in an 
unworthy manner” is what the entire section is about. Unfortunately, this phrase, “in an 
unworthy manner,” was translated with the adverb “unworthily” in the KJV: “Wherefore 
whosoever shall eat this bread, and drink this cup of the Lord, unworthily, shall be 
guilty of the body and blood of the Lord.” This tends to give the impression that the 
problem is with the character of the person doing the eating rather than the manner in 
which it is being done. 
 
Paul’s real concern is related directly to vv. 20–22, where some are abusing others at the 
Lord’s Table by going ahead with their own private meals. Such conduct is unworthy of 
the Lord’s Supper where Jesus’ death is being proclaimed until he comes. So much so, 
Paul goes on to say, that such a person “will be guilty of sinning against the body and 
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blood of the Lord.” So in that sense the sinful character of the person eating is important 
because they are disregarding the true significance of the Lord’s Supper. 

 
Paul’s point is that those who carry on at the Lord’s Table as the Corinthians are doing 
have missed the point of the meal, which is to proclaim salvation through Christ’s 
death, signified in the bread and cup and “proclaimed” in the bread saying and cup 
saying. To eat the Lord’s Supper in a manner that violates its purpose to proclaim the 
Lord’s death makes one “guilty” for the death of the Lord. “Guilty” is a judicial term 
which means that the Corinthians are answerable to God, the final judge, for this abuse. 

 
(11:28) Everyone ought to examine themselves before they eat of the bread and drink 
from the cup.  

 
The Corinthians’ behavior has misrepresented the gospel they claim to embrace. Before 
they participate in the meal, they should examine themselves in terms of their attitudes 
toward the body of believers, how they are treating others, and their understanding of 
what the elements represent, since the meal itself is a place of proclaiming the gospel. 
 
(11:29) For those who eat and drink without discerning the body of Christ eat and 
drink judgment on themselves.  

 
The word “for” indicates that Paul now gives the reason why we should examine 
ourselves before taking part in the Lord’s Supper: “For those who eat and drink without 
discerning the body of Christ eat and drink judgment on themselves.  “Drink judgment’ 
means they pass sentence on themselves if they fail to recognize the significance of the 
Lord’s Supper. 
 
The term body refers to the body of Christ. The Lord’s Supper is not just any meal, but 
the meal, in which the Corinthians proclaimed that through the death of Christ they 
were one body, the body of Christ; and, therefore, they are not just any group of diverse 
people who should keep their socio-economic differences intact at the Lord’s Supper. 
Here they must “discern,” they must recognize the one body of Christ. To fail to 
discern the body in this way, by abusing the “have-nots,” is to incur God’s 
judgment. 
 
(11:30) That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have 
fallen asleep. 

 
This judgment that Paul announced in v. 29 has already begun in the Corinthian church 
among those who have abused the Lord’s Supper: “That is why many among [them] are 
weak and sick, and a number of [them] have fallen asleep. God has brought illness and 
even death to chasten the disobedience of some of the Corinthian believers. 
 
(11:31) But if we were more discerning with regard to ourselves, we would not come 
under such judgment. (11:32) Nevertheless, when we are judged in this way by the 
Lord, we are being disciplined so that we will not be finally condemned with the world. 

 
Picking up the theme of self–examination from v. 28. Paul says that if the Corinthians 
had been examining themselves, they would not have been experiencing the 
“judgments” of v. 30. Their “examination” of themselves is to take the form of 
“discerning” the body. If they had been doing that, they would not be coming under 
judgment. However, they are in fact presently being “judged by the Lord” in the way 
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mentioned in v. 30. 
 

(11:33) So then, my brothers and sisters, when you gather to eat, you should all eat 
together. (11:34) Anyone who is hungry should eat something at home, so that when 
you meet together it may not result in judgment. And when I come I will give further 
directions. 

 
The words “so then” introduce a final conclusion in vv. 33–34 from Paul’s previous 
discussion. First, he says that when the Corinthians come together to eat the Lord’s 
Supper, they should “all eat together.” Paul urges the wealthy to demonstrate normal 
Christian hospitality (cf. Rom 12:13, “Share with God's people who are in need. 
Practice hospitality”). 

 
This second piece of practical advice is addressed primarily to the well–to–do in whose 
homes the church is meeting. To them, not to the “have–nots” who are left hungry at the 
“private suppers” of the rich, Paul says, “Anyone who is hungry should eat something at 
home.” 


