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The Lord's Supper

The great 19th century theologian Charles Hodge is probably best known today for his three volume 

Systematic Theology.  Yet when Hodge was a professor at Princeton his most famous work was not this 

three volume set.  Nor was it any of the other scholarly works of his long and illustrious career.  The 

work for which he was most widely known during his own day was a little book called: The Way of 

Life: A Guide to Christian Belief and Experience.  Towards the end of this classic devotional work, 

Hodge addresses the subject of the sacraments and their significance to the believer.  Hodge concludes 

his discussion this way: 

“In whatever light, therefore, the sacraments are viewed, whether as the means of publicly 

confessing Christ, or as signs and seals of spiritual blessings, or as commemorative of the work 

of redemption, no man can profitably or acceptably attend upon them, without adequate 

knowledge of their nature, without faith in the truths which they represent and confirm, or 

without the penitence, gratitude, and love which those truths, when really believed, necessarily 

produce.  Where this knowledge, faith, and love are found, there are the requisite qualifications 

for acceptable attendance on the sacraments; where they are wanting, such attendance must 

include false professions and insincere promises” (Hodge 201).   

As Hodge underscores then, it is of vital interest to all believers to gain a proper understanding of the 

sacraments, (and particularly the Lord's Supper which, of the two sacraments, has been the subject of 

the most debate and disagreement).  This need arises for two primary reasons.  The first is a polemical 

reason; we must have a sound understanding of the Lord's Supper if we are to defend it against the 

many false teachings that have circulated in the Church from the earliest days down to the present.  The

second reason is a practical one; for we know that Christ has given us the Lord's Supper to strengthen 

our faith and encourage us in our walk.  So then, if we are to properly defend the Lord's Supper from 

error and make practical use of its benefits, we must first ground our understanding of the doctrine in 

the testimony of Scripture as expressed within the Reformed tradition.    



We must begin by examining the biblical testimony about the Lord's Supper in both the Old and the 

New Testaments.  It is important to note that the words of institution (given in Matthew 26:20-30, Mark

14:17-26, Luke 22:14-23, and 1 Corinthians 11:23-26) which are recorded in the New Testament 

immediately points us back to the Old Testament to uncover their full meaning.  The Gospel accounts 

in particular describe the setting of the Lord's Supper as the time of the Passover.  Many interpreters see

this as being far from coincidental and see the Passover as being: “in some sense transformed into the 

Lord's Supper” (Coppes).  Yet is it fair to see a direct connection between the Passover and the Lord's 

Supper as some want to claim?  The Orthodox Presbyterian Church (OPC) answered that question this 

way in their minority report on paedocommunion: “The New Testament does not equate the Passover 

and the Lord's Supper, nor does it teach the Passover as determinative for the Lord's Supper” (Coppes). 

The report goes on to argue that the Lord's Supper is more than simply the New Testament equivalent 

of the Passover, it instead fulfills the entire Old Testament sacrificial system.  

So how does the Lord's Supper fulfill the Old Testament sacrificial system?  Not only is it spoken of in 

terms of the Passover in Matthew 26:20-30, Mark 14:17-26, and Luke 22:14-23, it is also linked with 

the covenant meal eaten by Moses and the elders at Sinai in Exodus 24:1-11, it is associated with the 

wilderness eating and drinking in 1 Corinthians 10:1-4, and ultimately with all of the Old Testament 

meals in 1 Corinthians 10:16-22.  In other words, the Lord's Supper has behind it not only the Passover 

but the entire Old Testament sacrificial system.  No one meal fully symbolizes all that the Lord's 

Supper entails as it is a picture of the finished work of Jesus Christ as the perfect atonement for our sins

(Hebrews 9).  So then, as the fulfillment of the entire Old Testament sacrificial system, the Lord's 

Supper does not represent less than, but also certainly represents more than the Passover meal.  It is 

instead the visible presentation of the person and work of Jesus Christ as the redeemer for our sins in 

all its fullness and variety.  As Berkhof puts it: “When the real Lamb of God was slain, the bloody 

sacrament made place for an unbloody one which, like it, had nourishing properties” (Berkhof 324).     



We turn now to examine one example of Christ's words of institution as recorded in the Gospel of 

Matthew: 

“Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave it to the 

disciples, and said, 'Take, eat; this is my body.'  And he took a cup, and when he had given 

thanks he gave it to them, saying, 'Drink of it, all of you, for this is my blood of the covenant, 

which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.  I tell you I will not drink again of this 

fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new with you in my Father's Kingdom'” 

( Matthew 26:26-29).

To truly unpack the significance of these words we will have to turn to John chapter 6 and the New 

Testament epistles, but for now we may note the following: 1) the Lord's Supper is connected to the 

Old Testament sacrificial system, 2) it was instituted by our Lord Jesus Christ, 3) the physical elements 

(the bread and the cup) bear some relationship to the body and blood of Christ, 4) it is a covenant meal,

and 5) there is a future aspect to the Lord's Supper.  Of these five points number three has been the 

most controversial and confusing.  To understand this point (as well as to elaborate on the others) we 

must turn to the Gospel of John.   

John 6 is a critical passage as we seek to understand the New Testament's teaching on the Lord's 

Supper.  Robert Letham summarizes the passage this way: “Having fed the five thousand, Jesus reflects

on the miraculous feeding of the Israelites by Yahweh in the desert.  He then asserts that he fulfills this 

event.  Jesus is the bread of life, given by the Father to sustain his people through their earthly 

pilgrimage (John 6:25-40)” (Letham 10).  This assertion is met by scorn from the Pharisees and 

prompts some of Jesus's most difficult teaching on the Lord's Supper.  The whole passage is too long to 

quote here and we do not have time for a full exposition, but we can note two significant points: 1) 

Jesus is received through faith (vs. 41-47) , and 2) Jesus is eaten and drunk in the Lord's Supper (vs. 

48-58) (Letham 10-11).  Christ's language here is stunningly provocative (Letham 11-12) and 



underscores the reality of Christ's real presence in the Lord's Supper.  Yet this presence is not to be 

understood as being somehow cannibalistic or physical but rather spiritual.  While we do physically 

partake in the bread and the cup we also: “feed upon the body and the blood of Christ, not after a 

corporal and carnal, but in a spiritual manner; yet truly and really” (Westminster Divines). 

The New Testament epistles help to develop and interpret the gospel's teaching on the Lord's Supper.  

We have already referenced several epistolatory passages but we will now examine 1 Corinthians 

10:16-21, 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 and Revelation 19:1-9.  There is a wealth of material in these three 

passages but we will simply state the context and content of each passage and its significance to our 

understanding of the Lord's Supper.  In 1 Corinthians 10:16-21, Paul is warning the Corinthians against

idolatry through eating food that is sacrificed to idols.  At the heart of Paul's argument here is the 

incompatibility of participating in both Christ and demons.  As Paul puts it: “You cannot drink the cup 

of the Lord and the cup of demons.  You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of 

demons” (1 Corinthians 10:21).  This passage is significant in that it underscores our participation in 

the body and blood of Christ (vs. 16-17) and the exclusivity of that participation (vs. 18-22).  In 1 

Corinthians 11:17-34 Paul expounds on the Lord's Supper by addressing a number of problems which 

the Corinthians had raised.  Paul lays out how believers are to partake of the Lord's Supper and (in 

verses 23-26) repeats the words of institution found in the gospels.  This passage teaches us that: 1) 

there is to be unity when we partake (vs. 17-22), 2) the Lord's Supper is given to us by Christ (vs. 23), 

3) we remember the Lord when we partake (vs. 24-25), 4) we proclaim the Lord's death when we 

partake (vs. 26), 5) we must partake in a worthy manner by examining ourselves (vs. 27-29), and 6) just

as right participation can bring blessing so wrong participation can bring judgment (vs. 30-34).  In 

Revelation 19:1-9 the apostle John foretells the marriage supper of the Lamb at the consummation.  

Robert Letham notes the significance of this passage this way: “The church is the bride, made ready for

the Lamb.  Christ and the church are united in the context of a great eschatological feast” (Letham 17). 



We turn now from our study of the Biblical testimony concerning the Lord's Supper to briefly examine 

the teaching of the Reformed tradition concerning the Lord's Supper.  This will build on our exegetical 

study by seeking to answer four important questions: 1) what is the Lord's Supper? 2) what do we do in

the Lord's Supper? 3) what is required to partake of the Lord's Supper? and 4) how is the Lord's Supper

beneficial to the life of the believer?  

So what is the Lord's Supper?  The Westminster Larger Catechism helpfully answers the question this 

way: 

“The Lord's Supper is a sacrament of the new testament, wherein, by giving and receiving bread

and wine according to the appointment of Jesus Christ, his death is showed forth; and they that 

worthily communicate feed upon his body and blood, to their spiritual nourishment and growth 

in grace; have their union and communion with him confirmed; testify and renew their 

thankfulness, and engagement to God, and their mutual love and fellowship each with other, as 

members of the same mystical body”  (Westminster Divines).     

This excellent summation of biblical teaching helps us to understand not only what the Lord's Supper 

is, but also what we do when we partake.  This brings us to our second question: what do we do in the 

Lord's Supper?  

Three things immediately come to mind: 1) we remember, 2) we proclaim, and 3) we commune 

(Letham 6-7).  While some have mistakenly argued that the Lord's Supper is nothing more than a 

memorial, the Reformed tradition has consistently emphasized the other two aspects (proclamation and 

communion) without sacrificing the first (remembrance).  Remembrance is at the heart of the Lord's 

Supper (as seen in the words of institution “do this in remembrance of me”).  The Lord's Supper calls 

us to set our minds on Christ in His person and work.  We honor God and are blessed as we remember 

Christ's life, death, resurrection, ascension, and intercession for us.  



The second thing that takes place in the Lord's Supper is proclamation.  As Paul says, when we partake 

of the Lord's Supper we: “proclaim the Lord's death until he comes” (1 Corinthians 11:16).  The Lord's 

Supper is a visual presentation of the gospel and we are blessed when we partake of it.  Letham 

describes it this way: “Whereas the preaching of the Word brings the gospel of God's grace to our ears, 

the sacraments portray it before our eyes” (Letham 7).  This is why (in the Reformed tradition) the 

proclamation of the Word and the administration of the sacraments go hand in hand.  What one does 

orally the other does visibly.  In both cases the gospel is proclaimed to the glory of God.

The third thing that happens in the Lord's Supper is communion.  The very name which we often give 

to the Lord's Supper (communion) underscores this fact.  As we noted above when we examined 1 

Corinthians 10:16-21, we are called to exclusive participation in the Lord when we partake.  John 6 is 

another passage that describes our communion with God in the sacrament.  When we partake of the 

elements (as was noted in the catechism answer above) we receive Christ and His benefits spiritually 

and truly.  The Lord's Supper is God's divinely given picture of our union and communion with God in 

Christ through the work of the Holy Spirit.  It is a great and lofty thing and much is communicated in 

and through it.  This raises the obvious question: what is required to partake of the Lord's Supper?

The way in which we answer that question will largely depend on how we answered the previous one 

(what do we do in the Lord's Supper).  If the Lord's Supper is little more than a memorial then so long 

as those who partake believe in what Christ did they may partake and do so without fault.  On the other 

hand, if the Lord's Supper is a means of grace in the sense that we receive a mystical infusion of grace 

when we partake simply by ingesting the elements then the question is answered differently.  However, 

if the Lord's Supper is what we have said it is and if we are called to remember, proclaim, and 

commune when we partake, we begin to get a better picture of what is required for worthy 

participation.        



The varied voices within the Reformed tradition have typically recognized four things that are required 

for worthy participation: 1) true faith, 2) repentance, 3) knowledge, and 4) piety.  All four of these are 

described in the Westminster Shorter Catechism this way: “It is required of them that would worthily 

partake of the Lord's Supper, that they examine themselves of their knowledge to discern the Lord's 

body, of their faith to feed upon him, of their repentance, love, and new obedience; lest, coming 

unworthily, they eat and drink judgment to themselves” (italics mine) (Westminster Divines).  The 

mention of judgment as a consequence of unworthy participation underscores the seriousness with 

which we must approach the Lord's table.  The great Puritan Thomas Brooks puts it this way: “Such as 

come faithless, go away fruitless” (Watson 51).  Without faith, repentance, knowledge, and piety the 

believer is not fed and receives judgment, rather than grace, upon himself.  Paul exhorts the believer to 

examine himself so that he may not partake in an unworthy manner.  It is the constant duty of the 

believer to examine themselves of their knowledge, faith, repentance, and new obedience (to use the 

language of the catechism) so that they might benefit from participation in the Lord's Supper.

This brings us to our final question: how is the Lord's Supper beneficial to the life of the believer?  It is 

beneficial in that it is a sign and a seal of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  It is a sign that points us to the 

reality of our union with Christ and through Him with other believers and it is a seal (like the seal on an

official letter) that shows the truth and reality of the Word.  Michael Horton puts it this way: “The 

benefits offered by the sacraments are the same as those offered by the gospel itself: Christ and all his 

treasures.  The sacraments signify and seal to the individual believer the promise that is heard in the 

preaching of the gospel” (Horton 167).  This point stands at the heart of the Reformed understanding of

the Lord's Supper.  While many have confused the sign and the thing signified the Scriptures constantly

push us to look beyond the supper to the Lord of the supper himself.  In the Lord's Supper, as in all 

things, Christ is to be preeminent.  As Calvin so beautifully says: “Christ is the only food of our soul, 

and therefore our heavenly Father invites us to him, that, refreshed by communion with him, we may 



ever and anon gather new vigor until we reach the heavenly immortality” (Calvin 896).

This brief survey of the Lord's Supper has been far from comprehensive.  However, it has hopefully 

shown that if we are to properly defend the Lord's Supper from error and make practical use of its 

benefits, we must first ground our understanding of the doctrine in the testimony of Scripture as 

expressed within the Reformed tradition.  Both the Word of God and the history of the Church have 

much to say that will bless us as we partake of this sacrament.  We will end where we began, with the 

words of Charles Hodge: 

“From the review of this whole subject, it is clear that the public confession of Christ is an 

indispensable condition of discipleship; that this confession must be made by attending on the 

ordinances which he has appointed; that these ordinances are not only the signs and seals of 

spiritual blessings, but are made, by the Holy Spirit, to the believer, effectual means of grace; 

that attendance upon them is, therefore, an indispensable duty, requiring no other qualifications 

than such as are necessary for the acceptable worship of God; and, consequently, that it is 

incumbent on all those who sincerely desire to serve and honour Christ, and to partake of his 

salvation, to receive the sacraments, in obedience to his will” (Hodge, 203).                             
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