
 
 
 
 
As previously noted, 1 Corinthians 11 clearly breaks into two sections joined by the parallel phrases, “I praise you” (v.2) 
and “I praise you not” (v.17). The first section deals with the headship of Christ (vv.2-16), whilst the second section 
concerns the lordship of Christ (vv.17-34). Each contains two symbols – the uncovered head of the man and the covered 
head of the woman (headship) and the bread and cup (lordship). Many scholars believe First Corinthians was written 
before any of the gospel records – it would be approximately six years until Luke, and seven years until Acts. This is 
therefore the first written record of the institution of the Lord’s Supper – given by direct inspiration to Paul (v.23). 
Before expounding the verses, we do well to take a simple survey of what Scripture teaches about the Lord’s Supper. 
 
There are a total of seven references to the Lord’s Supper. The gospels describe its institution at the Last Supper 
(Matthew 26.26-30; Mark 14.22-26; Luke 22.14-23). The Acts of the Apostles describes its implementation (practice) by 
the early church (Acts 2.42; 20.7), and Paul expounds its instructions (doctrine) in 1 Corinthians 10.16-17; 11.17-34. 
 
What? The terms “Lord’s Supper” (only used in 11.20) and “Breaking of Bread” describe the same event with a different 
emphasis. The word “Lord” (kuriakós) is an adjective meaning ‘belonging to the Lord’. It only occurs in one other place 
where it is used for the “Lord’s Day” (Revelation 1.10). Christ is therefore the author and subject of the Supper – it is in 
honour of Him and takes character from Him. This is a dignified occasion. The “Breaking of Bread” describes the simple 
act of participation. In scripture, ‘breaking bread’ may mean either, (a) to partake of an ordinary meal or, (b) to partake 
of the meal instituted by the Lord. CF Hogg says, “The simple method of discovering which sense is intended in any 
passage is to substitute one of the definitions for the phrase. Thus to understand Acts 2.42 to refer to an ordinary meal 
would be incongruous, as though one were to say that when people became Christians they ‘continued stedfastly’ to 
partake of food.” The use of the definite article also indicates when the Lord’s Supper is in view (cf. Acts 2.42; 20.7).  
 
Justin Martyr (c.AD100-165), a Christian writer and apologist, gave a famous description of an early such gathering: “On 
the day called Sunday there is a gathering together in the same place of all who live in a given city or rural district. The 
memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits. Then when the reader ceases, 
the president in a discourse admonishes and urges the imitation of these good things. Next we all rise together and send 
up prayers. When we cease from our prayer, bread is presented and wine and water. The president in the same manner 
sends up prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability, and the people sing out their assent, saying the ‘Amen’. A 
distribution and participation of the elements for which thanks have been given is made to each person…” 
 
When? Paul says, “as often as ye” (11.26) suggesting something frequent and regular. The NT pattern is the “first day of 
the week” (Acts 20.7) – the day of the resurrection of Christ and birthday of the church (Pentecost). It seems as if this 
was the habit from the very beginning with the disciples gathering in the upper room on the same day (cf. John 20.19, 
26, cf. 1 Corinthians 16.2). The first day of the week is a symbol of the new creation, whereas the Jewish Sabbath 
(seventh day) looked back to the old creation. Some ultra-dispensationalists, such as EW Bullinger, believe the Lord’s 
Supper is Jewish and not for the church. This cannot be the case. First, the believers at Corinth were predominantly 
Gentile not Jew – strange then that Paul should have so much to say about its proper observation if it was a Jewish 
feast! Second, believers keep the feast “till he come” which calls for a perpetual remembrance until the rapture (11.26).  
 
Where? The Breaking of Bread is always associated with a local assembly whether Jerusalem (Acts 2), Troas (Acts 20) or 
Corinth (1 Corinthians 11). It is the collective act of an established assembly, and therefore cannot be practiced 
haphazardly by a group of individuals who happen, for example, to be together on a holiday cruise! 
 
Who? Acts 2.42 is very clear. Those who were saved, baptised and added to the fellowship of the believers in Jerusalem 
enjoyed the privilege of breaking bread. The Greek divides the four statements of the verse into two pairs, each 
employing a definite article. Thus, “the fellowship” of the saints was based on “the apostles’ doctrine”. The fellowship 
was then expressed in the “the breaking of the bread” and “the prayers”. This was not a social, but a doctrinal 
fellowship. The Bible does not teach reception to the Lord’s Supper alone. A person is received to the whole fellowship 
of the local church. Great care and caution must therefore be exercised to discern the moral and doctrinal standing of 
any individual seeking to join the fellowship of a local church. Assembly fellowship is open to all; the Lord’s Supper is for 
those in fellowship. 1 Corinthians 10 is clear – every believer is in fellowship with each person that takes from the loaf. 
 
 



Why? The simple aim of the Supper is, first, to “remember” the Lord Jesus by participating of the emblems (11.24). The 
Greek word anamnesis indicates a vivid calling to mind. In so doing, we proclaim (preach) His death (11.26). Second, as 
an indication of our common fellowship, both with the Lord (10.16) and one another (10.17). AJ Higgins is worth quoting 
in full: “The Breaking of Bread is central to our gatherings and lends character to everything else we do. Luke's account 
of the supper displays this perfectly. He is concerned with the moral effect it has upon the believer. In Luke 22, the Supper 
finds out the evil in our hearts (vv.21-23), forbids rivalry (vv.24-27), focuses us on the future (vv.28-30), fortifies us for 
trial (vv.31-34), and furthers our service (vv.35-38). We can scarce measure its value to assembly testimony.” 
 
How? No scripture gives any rules or regulations for the ordering of the gathering. This does not mean it is disorganised, 
but “all who take part in expressions of worship and thanksgiving are expected to be led of the Holy Spirit in this sacred 
function of the holy priesthood” (Jack Hunter). The whole gathering is marked by simplicity of remembrance of the Lord 
Jesus – every contribution, prayer, reading or hymn should be focussed on Him. 
 
A Background Study: The Lord’s Table [1 Corinthians 10.16-21] 
Paul is insisting the Corinthians should avoid taking part in pagan religious ceremonies (10.14-22). As part of his 
discussion, he refers to “the Lord’s Table” and “the table of devils” (10.21). In scripture, a “table” signifies provision and 
fellowship (communion). In the OT, the altar was described as the ‘table of the Lord’ and sacrifices as the ‘bread of God’ 
(Malachi 1.7, 12; Ezekiel 41.22; 44.16). There is a sense in which believers are always at the Lord’s table spiritually – 
constantly enjoying fellowship with God (in Christ) and bounteous spiritual provision. But here, Paul is clearly 
contrasting the physical and visible remembrance of the Lord with that of sitting in an idol temple at an idol feast. Note. 
The phrase “Lord’s Table” is connected with fellowship, whereas “Lord’s Supper” emphasises behaviour and conduct.  
 
v.16: Notice Paul’s allusion to the peace offering in v.18. This was an offering where God, the priest, the offerer and 
their families could all feed together on the same sacrifice. In so doing, the offerer was “partaking” of (or in fellowship 
with) the altar and sharing in the benefits of the sacrifice. Paul applies the same principle in his argument. Those who 
sat at meat in the idol temple were doing more than merely eating a meal – it was an expression of fellowship with 
demons (vv.20-21). In contrast, the participation of the believer at the Lord’s Supper (or Table) was an expression of 
‘sharing in the benefits’ of (koinōnia) the sacrifice (blood and body) of Christ at Calvary. 
 
The “cup of blessing” (thanksgiving) is not a subjective genitive (the cup that possesses a blessing for those who drink), 
but objective – the cup for which we give thanks to God. This was true at the institution of the Supper when the Lord 
blessed the cup (Mark 14.23) and is true as we give thanks to God because of what the cup symbolises. The cup the Lord 
Jesus blessed at the Last Supper was likely the third cup of the Passover (of which there were four). The cups were 
associated with the four promises of Exodus 6.6-7. 1. “I will bring you out”. 2. “I will rid you out of their bondage”. 3. “I 
will redeem you”. 4. “I will take you to me for a people, and I will be to you a God”.  
 
The cup “we bless” and bread “we break” does not signify an official representative act of one brother or ‘priest’ as the 
Catholic and Anglican churches teach. Neither does the plural mean these are collective acts. Rather, the saints 
individually break the bread when they take their own portion from the loaf. This is clear by the use of the conjunction 
“for” (v.17) which closely links the “breaking” with “partaking” – an individual act in which every person in the company 
participates. If one breaks on behalf of all, he could surely eat on behalf of all! There are three imperatives associated 
with the Supper, all of which must be individual – “take”, “eat” and “drink”. Neither does there seem to be any symbolic 
meaning to the “breaking” of the bread (the word “broken” should not be present in 11.24). Note. In this verse, the 
“cup” is mentioned before the “bread” because Paul is following the order of the peace offering. The blood of the peace 
offering must be shed first as the basis of the communion which followed (eating the sacrifice). 
 
v.17: The “one bread” which we break symbolises the spiritual unity of the body of Christ. NET translates, “Because 
there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all share the one bread.” The single loaf on the table 
represents, not merely the Lord’s literal body (11.24) but also the unity of the spiritual body of the local company of 
saints (12.27). So, in the breaking and partaking of the bread, believers declare fellowship with Christ (vertically, v.16) 
and bear witness to their fellowship with each saint that partakes (horizontally). Mark Sweetnam points out two vital 
implications of such truth: 1. If we express fellowship with Christ and our fellow-believers, we must ensure we are free 
from other contradictory or contaminating fellowships (10.21). The man who sits at the Lord’s Table on Sunday morning 
should not be found at a meal in an idol’s temple throughout the week. Thus, a proper understanding of the Lord’s 
Supper has important ethical implications – it will keep us pure in a defiling world. 2. The fellowship we express with 
one another as we break bread must exist practically. 
 
  



A Background Study: The Love Feast [2 Peter 2.13; Jude 12] 
It seems that the “Lord’s Supper” in Corinth was part of a longer social occasion known as a ‘love feast’ (cf. 2 Peter 2.13; 
Jude 12) which ended with the observance of the Lord’s Supper. But the behaviour and attitude of the saints was far 
from loving. Some of the saints at Corinth were rich, others were poor slaves. The first day of the week was a working 
day. Many of the rich did not work or could choose not to work, whereas the slaves had no free time until the evening. 
By the time they arrived at the ‘love feast’, the food was finished (and had not been shared) so the poor went hungry. 
Some of the rich were even drunk (vv.21-22). What should have been an occasion for the highest expression of love and 
fellowship had become an occasion for division. The love feast had reduced the Lord’s Supper to a disorderly social 
occasion. It is possible that many of the believers had been rejected by their families and were suffering persecution. 
One of the few sources of sustenance may have been the feasts at heathen temples (cf. 8.1-13; 10.20-21). As Christians, 
it was no longer possible to partake of such feasts, so a ‘love feast’ was instituted, where each believer brought their 
own food to share with others. This had been ‘added’ to the Lord’s Supper, and as is often the case, the social aspect 
had eclipsed the spiritual. The object became the satisfaction of self, rather than a remembrance of the Lord (cf. v.20). 


