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In this paper I would like to derive what I believe the Bible teaches about certain important aspects of communion. 

A major division within the Christian church concerns who is allowed to participate in a communion service. Some definitions:

Closed communion limits participation in communion to members of the church administering the service. This is based on the understanding that all instances of the word church in the Bible refer to local assemblies of believers who have willingly covenanted to function together as a church under Biblical guidelines. For example, in1Thessalonians 1:1 we read,

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, to the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

The church of the Thessalonians is a specific “local church.”


Close communion is a slightly modified version of closed communion, in that churches in some form of association with each other extend participation in communion to each other’s members. Communion is forbidden to those who do not have membership within a member of the association. 

Open communion extends participation to anyone who is present who deems himself a Christian using his own definition of Christianity.  No restrictions are imposed. Liberal churches who do not believe in the verbal, total, authoritative inspiration of the Bible typically practice this form. Definitions of church will vary widely, generally for the convenience of the particular group making it. Open communion practiced according to this definition is heretical. 

Believer’s communion with restrictions is a term I have coined for the fourth version, because even though it is more open than closed communion or close communion, it is characterized by a number of restricting principles taken from the Bible. It is the natural result of allowing Scripture to speak for itself. It does not fit into any of the other three classifications. This is a brief summary of its tenants: 

There is a unique group of people alive today characterized as having the indwelling Holy Spirit as the result of their believing on the Lord Jesus Christ as Savior. In God’s eyes, there is only One Shepherd and one flock, such that the one flock is composed of all of those who are saved and possess the indwelling Spirit. There are a number of passages in the New Testament where the word church clearly has in mind this one flock. Closed communion puts an unnatural division within the flock. Close communion does the same thing, but not to the same extent. As is occasionally the case with other words in the Bible, the word church has more than one meaning. It can mean a local assembly such with the Church of the Thessalonians mentioned above. But it can at other times refer to the one flock.  The context for any particular usage clearly defines which meaning God has in mind. 

Communion is potentially open to all who possess the indwelling Holy Spirit as a result of their saving faith in Christ as defined Biblically. It is not offered to a person who is unsaved. Of course a police force does not follow the communion trays and a scene is not made if a visitor improperly partakes of the elements. However, he does this against the instructions given to him. God views this as a serious sin, not to be taken lightly.

Before participating a person must make an honest self-examination of his walk with God, confessing and forsaking anything in his life which needs to be dealt with. A person is instructed that if he cannot do this honestly, he needs to refrain from participating in eating and drinking the elements. He also needs to look to God for the strength to deal with the issues.

The administrator of the service needs to make clear that God Himself directly evaluates the honesty and completeness of this self-examination. God imposes severe penalties to those who participate improperly. How a person responds to the restrictions and the challenge to deal with hidden sins becomes a test of how seriously a person views God’s standards. Only God scores the test, but His evaluation has both eternal consequences and temporal ones.
The Bible instructs those administering the service to accept a person’s self-examination and “so let him eat of the bread and drink of the cup (1 Corinthians 11:28). I believe this instruction flows from the priesthood of the believer, a core Baptist doctrine. I am a pastor, not a priest. A person goes directly through Christ as his High Priest. I can deal with specific disciplinary issues, but I cannot pronounce anyone as having made an adequate self-examination and God does not instruct me to attempt this. 

A church has the right to set standards related to the conduct of its own services, including worship services, teaching sessions, and communion services. Everyone present is expected to submit to these standards, whether they are member of the church conducting the service, another church, or no church. A church has the authority to discipline anyone who violates these standards, member or non-member. The discipline of a visitor can range from discretely asking him to cease from something (this is not necessarily trivial—it could be embarrassing), to asking him to leave the premises, or in the case of criminal activity reporting him to governmental authorities. Obviously, there are more options available for disciplining a church member than a non-member. However, all present are subject to some form of discipline by virtue of their presence.  

This fourth form of communion is practiced in a number of churches. I have been saved for over 5 decades and over this span have been a member of various Baptist churches and Bible churches in Northern California, Southern California, Texas, and Michigan. All of these churches preached a clear Gospel, practiced believer’s baptism by immersion, and took strong positions on the inerrant, plenary, verbal inspiration of Scripture. All practiced church discipline as necessary. All of these churches practiced this fourth version with some variation. It is definitely not open communion as practiced by many liberal churches today, which is quite literally a “free-for-all.” I had always thought of it as “open communion performed in accordance with Biblical restrictions,” but have never heard a clearly defining term used. So, in order to distinguish it from apostate open communion, it seems believer’s communion with restrictions provides an accurate summary of its essence. 
Verses showing that Church Sometimes Refers to All Believers


Because a person’s understanding of the word church generally determines his understanding of the proper form of communion, we will look at this issue thoroughly. We will briefly look at a few reasons for viewing 1 Corinthians 10 and 11 as applying to all believers viewed as a single body. This should be enough to establish it as Biblical truth. However, the issue is important enough that it will be looked at in yet much greater detail in the Appendix for the sake of those interested.


Once this perspective is established, we will examine 1 Corinthians 10:16-17. This is the hinge passage on which everything depends. We will not discuss it until the proper perspective and frame of reference have first been established.

First, we will consider three basic teachings to establish that there is a unity of believers more basic and more important than that of membership in a local church. The Gospel has nothing to do with church membership. If this truly is the teaching of Scripture, it is not to be set aside for personal convenience.

Believing the Gospel is defined as making a proper faith response to the message of the person and work of Christ. When a person responds properly to this message and is saved, many changes take place. Primarily, he becomes a child of God, the Holy Spirit indwells Him, and he is given at least one spiritual gift. That gift defines his position in the “universal” body of Christ. A person becomes a member of this body immediately upon believing in Christ. This is the basis for subsequent baptism. Baptism is the basis for church membership. Hence, a person becomes part of the body of Christ in its universal sense before he is eligible for church membership. This teaching of Scripture pretty much destroys the foundations of closed and close communion. This will later be worked out in detail.
The three basic teachings:

1) John 10’s account of “one Shepherd and one flock.”

2) John 17’s account of Jesus’ prayer that we all might be one, with us in Christ and Him in us.

3) The account in 1 Corinthians 12, where there is one body with many members. This chapter is not talking about the local church, but about a universal body of Christ composed of everyone who has received the Holy Spirit through faith in Christ and who was given simultaneously a spiritual gift. 
1. John 10:14-16 reads,

14 "I am the good shepherd; and I know My sheep, and am known by My own.

15 “As the Father knows Me, even so I know the Father; and I lay down My life for the sheep.

16 "And other sheep I have which are not of this fold; them also I must bring, and they will hear My voice; and there will be one flock and one shepherd.   (NKJ)


This passage speaks prophetically of the situation after the crucifixion. From God’s perspective, there is one Shepherd (the Lord Jesus) and there will be one flock (all who are saved by their faith in the crucified and risen Jesus Christ, who died for their sins). Even sheep of a different fold are part of this one flock. The unity in God’s eyes of all believers within one single flock is the standard of relationship established in this verse. 

The New Testament makes clear that church membership is not an element of the Gospel. We are not required to join a church in order to get saved; it is something that is done in obedience afterward. The common identifying feature of those in the flock is the indwelling of the Holy Spirit—God Himself indwells them. This is the relationship celebrated in communion, as we will see in the analysis of 1 Corinthians 10:16-17. 


The picture we get from this and other Biblical passages is that believers as a whole represent an organic unity in God’s mind, characterized by God Himself dwelling within them. The local churches are merely administrative means to carry out spiritual activities in an organized matter. This is not to lessen the value of church association and participation, which is God’s specific plan for believers. Involvement in a local church is mandatory, not an option, if there is any possible means for it. Truly, as a normal rule, those who do not fellowship in a local church have stunted spiritual growth and as a result ultimately forfeit at least some if not most of the eternal rewards God had potentially set aside for them for service to Him. However, the major emphases in the New Testament message are issues such as the Lordship of Christ, our responsibility to submit to Him, and our love for all of our brothers in the Lord. The church provides a means of instilling these perspectives and attitudes and encouraging proper prioritization of activities in a person’s life. It is God’s means of administering His work. However, the predominant emphasis in the Bible is on the Lord and our relationship and walk with Him, not the details of church administration. 


The picture of “One Shepherd and one flock” represents how God views believers on Earth at this time. 

2. In the John 17 prayer, Jesus prays for a specific unity among the Eleven plus all who believe in Him through them.


The Gospel of John devotes 5 full chapters [13 – 17] to the last Passover meal that Jesus had with the twelve disciples. This meal was limited to the Twelve. Of these, Judas needed to leave early in order make the arrangements for Jesus to be betrayed later that evening. As it was, the timing was perfect. By the time Jesus had finished His teaching and prayer in the Passover room, He barely had time to get to the Garden of Gethsemane and offer a few brief prayers before the mob showed up. From then on there were no breaks in the sequence of events until Jesus had been crucified and was buried in the tomb. The first four of these chapters [13 – 16] was a private training session for those who would become leaders of the church. Others were not allowed; they would only have disrupted the training. John is so focused on the contents of the training and prayer that he does not even mention the Last Supper. The final chapter [17] is Jesus’ extended prayer for the disciples and those who would believe through their word. 


Much of this instruction concerned the Holy Spirit, "the Spirit of truth . . . for He dwells with you and will be in you” (John 14:17). The indwelling of the Holy Spirit is given to all of those who believe and has nothing to do with church membership. Church membership is not even discussed in this extended passage, although the unity of all believers as a single unit through the indwelling Spirit is emphasized. 


When Jesus had finished this extended session of teaching, He then went into the extended time of prayer recorded in John 17. A few hours later He was crucified. The following portion of the prayer in John 17 is an important key to our discussion between believer’s versus closed communion:

18 "As You sent Me into the world, I also have sent them [the Eleven] into the world.

19 "And for their sakes I sanctify Myself, that they also may be sanctified by the truth.

20 "I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will believe in Me through their word;

[Jesus is making a specific prayer request which includes the Eleven plus those who believe through their word—this includes us. Even if a person gets saved through reading Scripture without direct human contact, his salvation is still through their word.]

21 "that they all may be one, as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You; that they also may be one in Us, that the world may believe that You sent Me.

[There is a unity within the Godhead--Christ is in the Father and the Father is in Christ. Jesus ask the Father for two things: first, that ALL believers may be one, that, construed as a single entity, and second, that they may also be one in “Us,” i.e. the Godhead. Our being in God [v. 21] and God being in us [v.23] is a far grander and more fundamental issue than church membership.] 

22 "And the glory which You gave Me I have given them, that they may be one just as We are one:

23 "I in them, and You in Me; that they may be made perfect in one, and that the world may know that You have sent Me, and have loved them as You have loved Me (John 17:18-23).

[This is God’s standard. Christ is in us who believe, The Father is in Christ. The Father loves us even as He loves Christ. We are in them. He is in us. He wants all of us to be “one” just as the Father and Son are one.  This is a staggering request from Jesus to the Father. This is the relationship celebrated in the Lord’s Table, Jesus in us as we proclaim His death until He returns and which was first celebrated in the same setting that Jesus made the prayer.]


The Lord’s Table is a portrayal of the universal unity each individual believer has with God, where God is in him and he is in God. It is also a portrayal that all believers have oneness with God as they proclaim His death until He comes. All believers share in this common unity. Since this is what is celebrated in the Lord’s Table, the mechanics of implementing The Lord’s Table should picture this common unity of the one flock under the One shepherd. 

Closed communion is contrary to this image and cheapens it, transferring a grand relationship anchored in the heavenlies and in the Godhead into a private celebration held exclusively between members of a local church for their personal benefit. By keeping the celebration exclusively between members of a local church, they in effect deny the validity of the unity Jesus prayed for and died for. This is a serious charge and not to be taken lightly. 


There is nothing man can do to promote this unity (apart from believing on Christ to receive it) or to destroy it. The Son prayed to the Father for this and the Holy Spirit implements it. There are a number of purposes for the indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit. One is to give organic unity between all believers.


It is worthy of comment that those in the Roman Catholic Church as well as those in the ecumenical movement twist the above passage. They claim that we are the ones that need to fulfill Jesus’ prayer that we all be one. Therefore, divisions between professing Christians are wrong. Historically, it has been unbelievers wanting full acceptance by the believing community that take this interpretation. The Roman Catholic Church emphasizes that this passage gives them the right and authority to be the sole representative of Christ on Earth. However, just because a person mouths words superficially acknowledging Christ does not mean that he actually personally knows Christ or that Christ knows Him (even as Matthew 7:21-23 demonstrates). Galatians 1:6-10 twice commands us to count as anathema those who pervert the Gospel. Perverters are typically counterfeiters (2 Corinthians 11:13-15). Notice, the perverters-counterfeiters try to look like authentic Christians. However, they twist the message in some essential manner that makes it ineffective towards salvation while superficially appearing Biblical. This is characteristic of liberal churches in general, as well as many other apostate or heretical church groups. 

The ecumenical interpretation of John 17:20:23 is clearly heretical. We are not to be unequally yoked with unbelievers (2 Corinthians 6:14-18) and Jesus’ prayer in John 17 does not provide an overriding command to be so yoked, even though the ecumenists claim that it does. God Himself provides the unity Jesus prayed for and it is an organic unity of God dwelling within the believer. It applies to all who are believers and none who are not believers. Jesus knows those who belong to Him, "I am the good shepherd; and I know My sheep, and am known by My own” (John 10:14).


Notice, though, as a pastor of a church I guard the church’s pulpit and membership carefully. If a person gives profession and evidence of being a believer, but differs from the doctrinal position of my church, I still love him in the Lord. I can privately pray with him. He can even attend the church if he is not a disruptive influence. But, he is not to speak on issues and he cannot become a member. My prayer would be that in time he would eventually come to understand our position better, identify with it, and then formally become a part of us. My understanding on a number of issues has changed over the years. Typically, it was the patience of certain people that eventually led to my recognition that I had been wrong and needed to change. There is always the hope for this to happen with visitors who might not initially understand our perspective.  

Since the Lord’s Table was established by Jesus with the Eleven just before he made His priestly prayer of John 17, there is basis for viewing the Lord’s Table as reflecting this unity of all believers. Some might believe through the ministry of Matthew and through the local churches that he established. Others might believe through Nathaniel’s ministry and the local churches that he established. Yet others could believe through that of Peter or John. Others might read the Bible and without any dialogue with anyone, understand the Gospel, believe it, and get saved. The Ethiopian Eunuch was saved in the middle of the desert on his way to Ethiopia, which at that time had no churches. Yet, Jesus has asked the Father that all believers would be “one” as part of the same unity that Christ has with the Father.   


Satan will have his counterfeit believers pretend to be Christians in order to create havoc (Matthew 13:14-30). Although we need to watch for it, if we over react and in our hearts do not truly love all in whom the Spirit dwells, then we will not truly demonstrate the love of God in our lives. Closed communion does just this. It puts artificial divisions within the body. 

3. For a final example, we will consider some verses in 1 Corinthians 12. In it we read, 

11 But one and the same Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one individually as He wills.

[By context, the Holy Spirit distributes spiritual gifts to individuals at the time of their salvation and in accordance with His will.]

12 For as the body is one and has many members, but all the members of that one body, being many, are one body, so also is Christ.

[The word “body” here cannot mean “local church.” It must refer to the “one flock” of which all believers are part of. This will be discussed in detail after the next verse.]

13 For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body-- whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free-- and have all been made to drink into one Spirit.

(1 Corinthians 12:11-13)

[Every person is baptized into this one body at his moment of salvation. This is at the time he drinks of the one Spirit—i.e. at the time of his salvation, when the Holy Spirit comes to dwell in him.]

In this passage, the various members of the body are individual Christians who are distinguished by various spiritual gifts, all of which are essential for the proper functioning of the body as a whole. 


The critical issue here is verse 13. “We were all baptized into one body.” 

Who are the “we” of this verse? It would be those to whom the letter is written. 1 Corinthians 1:1-2 says, “Paul, called to be an apostle of Jesus Christ through the will of God, and Sosthenes our brother, To the church of God which is at Corinth, … with all who in every place call on the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both theirs and ours.” Important: This letter is not only to the church at Corinth. In it Paul includes a broadening phrase which extends its contents to ALL who IN EVERY PLACE CALL on the name of Jesus Christ our Lord….”  


This broadening phrase insures that those who attempt to limit chapter 12 to a local assembly will contradict the opening verses of book in doing so. Who is 1 Corinthians written to? To everyone in every location who has called on the name of the Lord for salvation. The “body” referred to in 1 Corinthians 12 thus applies to every single person who has responded with faith in the Gospel. 


The flow of thought demands this interpretation. The broadening clause in 1 Corinthians 1:1 confirms it. 


If body is understood as referring to a local church, then major contradictions appear. This is no way around these contradictions; they are forced by the wording of 1 Corinthians 12:13. This is significant because in Romans 8:9 we read,

“But you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God dwells in you. Now if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not His. 


Since 1 Corinthians 12:13 teaches we receive the Holy Spirit when we are baptized into this one body and Romans 8:9 teaches that we are not saved if we do not have the Holy Spirit, then this baptism defines the moment of salvation. If the body spoken of here is the local church, then church membership becomes part of the Gospel. However, this leads to major contradictions. If the Holy Spirit does not come until a person joins a church, then no one could be baptized until they first joined the church. This is because the indwelling Holy Spirit is a prerequisite for baptism (Acts 10:47). But, he cannot join the church until he has been baptized. Equating “body” with “local church membership” leads to complete chaos, confusion, and ultimately a heretical Gospel, one which brings the anathema of Galatians 1:6-11. By contrast, if “body” is understood in a universal sense, everything fits together smoothly. However, this falsifies the teaching that the one body of 1 Corinthians 12 refers to local church and that instead it refers to the universal church. This in turn results in closed communion being contradicted by Scripture.

There are many other passages which substantiate that Scripture on occasion uses church in a universal sense. However, in order not to get bogged down, these have been placed in the Appendix. 
1 Corinthians 10:16-17.    The interpretation of these two verses determines which of the forms of communion is Biblical and which are false. The passage reads, 

16 The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not the communion of the body of Christ? 


Baptism and communion are both symbolic enactments of the Gospel, performed as a believer acts out the essence of the Gospel. Baptism pictures the work of Christ by which we are saved (Romans 1:16, 1 Corinthians 15:2-5). Communion pictures the person of Christ as He comes to dwell within us through faith in salvation (John 20:31, 17:23, 6:26-59). 

Romans 6:3-6 presents baptism as a picture of our identification with the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ. This identification actually takes place at salvation, when a person receives Christ as Savior. The act of water baptism pictorially illustrates the spiritual transaction that happened when we believed. The passage tells that we were buried (v. 4), planted in His death and resurrection (v. 5)  and crucified (v. 6) with Christ. The original Greek text prefixes each of these words with “co-.” We have been co-buried with Christ, co-planted in the likeness of His death and resurrection, and co-crucified with Christ. God views us as having participated with Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection when we by faith apply His saving work to our lives. Water baptism physically pictures this co-burial, co-planting, and co-resurrection. 

Communion is likewise a pictorial presentation of the Gospel, except it emphasizes the person of Christ—His body and His blood. So, in 1 Corinthians 10:16 the cup of blessing is an enactment of our participation in the blood of Christ. Drinking of the cup internalizes the contents of the cup, picturing that when by faith we believed on Christ, we internalized the saving work of His blood. We are physically participating in literally drinking the contents of the cup which symbolize the spiritual drinking of His blood at salvation as Jesus spoke of in John 6. 

Likewise, participation in the body of Christ during communion is similar. It symbolizes the body of Christ spoken of in John 6, when eating the body of Christ symbolically represented saving faith.  When I by faith receive Christ as Savior, God sees me as participating in the work of Christ as He bore my sins in His body. In communion, the bread represents His body. Even as baptism illustrates how I by faith co-participated in His literal body at the crucifixion, during communion I act out this participation as I eat the bread representing His body, which Jesus taught was a symbol of saving faith.


Eating the bread internalizes the contents of the loaf, picturing that when by faith we believed on Christ, we internalized His saving work on our behalf as He bore our sins in His body (1 Peter 2:24) and then came to dwell within us when we applied His work by faith. We are physically participating in eating the contents of the loaf which symbolize the spiritual eating of His body at salvation as Jesus spoke of in John 6. 


“The cup of blessing which we bless….” Notice, the passage uses the word “we,” not “you.” Paul views the group as inclusive, not restrictive. This is particularly significant in the light of the broadening phrase of 1Corinthians 1:1. In the light of this opening verse to the book, the “we” most properly includes Paul, those at the Corinthian church, and those visiting it (per the broadening phrase) no matter where they lived, if they were saved and passed the self-examination discussed below. If God intended membership restrictions as practiced by those who believe in closed communion, one would expect Him to have used “you” instead of “we.” We would also not expect the broadening phrases in the salutation of the letter. 


Continuing in verse 17, we read,

17 For we, though many, are one bread and one body; for we all partake of that one bread.


This verse illustrates the consequences of the salvation illustrated in the preceding verse.  The consequence of salvation is the unity of John 17 that Jesus prayed for: all believers comprise a single entity and are one in Christ (17:21) and Christ is in them (17:23). This unity applies to all who believe through the word of the Eleven (17:20)—in other words, to everyone who is saved. So, when Paul says, “For we, though many” he is referring to that distinct group of all people in whom the Holy Spirit dwells within. The entirety of all believers makes up one bread and one body. That is all of us in Christ. Yet, we all partake of that one bread. That is Christ in us. 

Communion illustrates the fulfillment of John 17:21,23 as applied to all true believers. This is a powerful symbol with a powerful message. It is not to be tampered with.  

When one grasps the relationships between the Gospel of Christ, the teachings of Jesus in John 6:26-59 and John 17:20:23, and communion as taught in 1 Corinthians 10:16-17, the assignment of the loaf to the local church seems woefully inappropriate. It detracts from an extremely grand picture of a relationship with the living God who created the heavens and the Earth and all that is in them. All believers are in Him and He is in each one of them. This is a theme so grand it staggers the mind and is in reality beyond comprehension.

Here is where it becomes important to understand that both baptism and communion represent the Gospel of Christ.  If communion is a picture of the Gospel, then the one loaf is made up of ALL who are saved and IN CHRIST…  Christ is in them and they are in Christ. Yet, clearly, the local church has nothing to do with the Gospel. Believing in the local church is not an element of salvation, but of obedience after salvation. The loaf is made of all who are saved. Prohibiting those that who are part of the loaf from participating in a communion service as a matter of private policy, not of specific disciplinary actions, destroys the image God is trying to portray in the illustration. It cheapens the message.

Moses had a certain problem twice. The Israelites ran out of water, panicked, and blamed Moses. Both times Moses took their complaints to God. The first time (Exodus 17:1-7) God told Moses to strike the Rock once and the water would come out. We now understand that this pictured Christ’s future bruising for our sins. Moses did this and water came out and met the people’s need. History repeated itself; the people needed water (Numbers 20:1-13). This time, God told Moses to speak to the Rock. We now understand this represents 1 John 1:9 in action, where the believer confesses his sins verbally and God forgives Him. Christ, having died once, is never to die again. Moses lost his temper and struck the Rock twice. This destroyed the illustration God wanted symbolized by the action. God in His mercy still supplied the people water. But, He was so upset with Moses that Moses was not allowed to enter the Promised Land. 

When God illustrates a spiritual truth with a symbolic action, He expects that action to be performed faithfully. When He gives a symbol of the Gospel and its application to all believers, individually and as a single symbol representing all believers, and then someone says, “No, this is not for all believers but only for my particular church,” he is treading in dangerous water. Such a person has diverted attention from a grand truth God wants to illustrate and said that the truth is just for his own private group’s benefit. God has made clear that this is an area He takes seriously and judges severely. I am not God and I cannot speak for Him in this matter, but it appears to me that a pastor or a church leader who teaches and requires closed communion with the result that Godly visitors (including guest speakers) are forbidden to participate, is at great risk of incurring deep displeasure from God. Praise God for His mercy; none of us would survive if He weren’t merciful. But, there is no value in tempting Him needlessly. I believe that a person leading a church in closed communion sins greatly before God and should repent of the damage he has done to the illustration God wants acted out. 

How does this teaching affect my freedom to participate in a communion service in a church where I am a visitor? This is discussed a few verses down, in 1 Corinthians 10:20-22:

20 Rather, that the things which the Gentiles sacrifice they sacrifice to demons and not to God, and I do not want you to have fellowship with demons.

21 You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons; you cannot partake of the Lord's table and of the table of demons.

22 Or do we provoke the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than He?


On the one hand the standard when we are the visitor is simple in concept. On the other, applying it can be difficult because of the confused message so many churches are delivering today. The standard: if the church teaches a clear, Biblical Gospel, then participation if invited should be acceptable. By contrast, if a false Gospel is presented, one which maybe sounds good on the surface but has been compromised to the point it can’t save, then do not participate. The problems concerns the gray messages preached so ubiquitously today.

The sacrifices of the gentiles are offered to demons. In the above verses Paul was talking about the Gentile customs in Greece in his day. It would be sin for a person to participate in a Biblical communion service and then turn around and go to a temple and take part in a feast offered to idols. God does not want us doing both. Doing so will provoke Him to jealously, and He is one too powerful to provoke, either carelessly or deliberately.

Satan has his ministers who disguise themselves as angels of light (2 Corinthians 11:13-15). Today, these counterfeiters pastor liberal churches and cult assemblies. If a church denies the Gospel, the above verses teach that it is improper to share in their communion service. The difficulty today is that many churches that have historically preached the Gospel have so watered it down that it no longer has the power to save. If there is any doubt about the orthodoxy of the Gospel preached, then do not participate. 

On the other hand, if the church preaches a faithful, honest Gospel, one that honors the Lord and would please Him, and if you are offered communion, particularly if a time for self-examination is included in the service, you should have complete freedom in the Lord to participate. It becomes a gray area if the self-examination is not included. I can do my own examination while praying and waiting, but if this is not a formal part of the service, it is sad that the service is not being conducted Biblically. At this point, perhaps the best thing to do is pray to the Lord and ask Him to lead you in how to respond, perhaps by bringing the appropriate Scriptures to mind.

**********************



At this time the doctrine of believer’s communion with restrictions will be developed. It is interesting that we have already established that 1 Corinthians 10, properly interpreted, leads to communion representing the relationship of all believers to Christ. Likewise, 1 Corinthians 12 establishes that in this chapter the body of Christ is universal—it refers to all believers, to all who have been gifted by the Holy Spirit as He comes to dwell within them at the time of salvation. 


The above two chapters are significant because the most extended passage discussing communion is found in 1 Corinthians 11. In other words, it is immediately bracketed by chapters which teach against closed communion. This sets a context in which chapter 11 needs to be understood as applying to all believers present at the service. Therefore, as we go through the verses, we will interpret them from the perspective that they are supplying the details of how to implement believer’s communion with restrictions from a Biblical perspective.


We will develop this teaching by asking a serious of questions and then looking at the Biblical answer. We will start in Luke 22 and then go to 1 Corinthians 11.

1. What did Jesus say was the purpose of communion? In Luke 22:19 we read:

And He [Jesus] took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, "This is My body which is given for you; do this in remembrance of Me." 

Jesus stated that the purpose of eating the bread and drinking from the cup was to act out a symbol of the Gospel as a reminder of His body, which was given for us. So, the first purpose is to do a certain, prescribed act in remembrance of Christ with a thankful heart. We gratefully remember what He did and what it cost Him and the Father’s love in providing a means of reconciliation between us. Communion serves as a formal, special time set aside to focus our attention specifically on Him and what it cost Him to provide our salvation.
2. What is accomplished by doing this? We read in 1 Corinthians 11:26,

For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death till He comes.
We are proclaiming the Lord’s death. We are bearing public witness that we personally have taken Christ to be our Savior. In John 6:22-59, Jesus said that a person cannot be saved unless He eats the body of Christ and drinks His blood. He was not speaking about a work leading to salvation. Five separate times in John 6 (verses 29, 35, 36, 40, 47) Jesus said that eternal life is received by believing on Him. Saying it once is sufficient. Twice emphasizes it. Three times makes it absolute. Saying it five times is saying in effect, “Look, you are saved by believing in Me and only by believing in Me and you have no excuse at all for not understanding this. The eating of my body and drinking of my blood are only symbols which represent that you personally have internalized my saving work on your behalf, i.e., that you have believed from your heart that I have born your sins in My body and covered them with My blood. 

The problem of the audience in John 6 is that they believed only intellectually and superficially that Jesus was the Messiah. They were only interested in what He could give them. But, they had no interest or willingness to acknowledge from their hearts that as Messiah, He had the right to rule over them and be their Lords. They were actually like many, many church goers of today. Jesus is dealing with superficiality. The fact that they rejected this message confirmed that their hearts were not right.


As mentioned, when we partake of the communion elements, we are giving public testimony that we have personally applied the Gospel to our needs. We are in effect acting out the message of John 6. Since Christ comes to dwell within us at salvation (John 17:23), the eating and drinking of the elements symbolically represents the permanent presence of Christ within us by the faith we exhibited at the moment of salvation. Since communion is a testimony of the indwelling presence of Christ, it is inappropriate for an unbeliever to take part in it. It renders him even more without excuse at the Great White Throne Judgment, because he has publically testified of believing on Christ while rejecting Him in his heart. 


Since communion is primarily a public proclamation of belief in Christ, it would seem natural that God would be pleased for any one present who knows Christ as Savior to make the proclamation. Christ is not divided and artificial divisions deliver a false message.

Baptism is an enactment of the Gospel, representing Christ’s burial and resurrection as well as our co-burial with Him and co-resurrection with Him through faith. (Romans 6:3-5). It is to be experienced one time by immersion by a person who has believed in Christ for salvation. Communion is a repeated enactment of the Gospel, demonstrating our oneness with the Savior as a result of our faith.

Neither baptism nor communion is a means of grace. They are a testimony that one has already received grace. 

Notice the one thing that Jesus does not talk about here, although it is the primary focus of those that practice closed communion. It is the fellowship between those who participate. Although this is has some relevance, it was not important enough for Jesus to bring up during initial celebration of the Last Supper. By contrast, those who practice closed communion place the primary priority for communion to be intimate, personal fellowship among church members, a time so intimate and so personal that outsiders are unwelcome even if they are guest speakers at the church. This has no basis in the verses that actually discuss communion.    

3. How often should this be done? The Bible does not say. 1 Corinthians 11:12 merely tell us, “As often as you do this ….” The implication is that church leadership has the freedom to use their judgment concerning frequency.

4. How permanent is this practice? 1 Corinthians 11:12 says that it is to be practiced until the Lord returns. We are to do it until the rapture.

5. What is the most basic restriction concerning who may partake? 

In 1 Corinthians 11:27 we read, 


“Therefore whoever eats this bread or drinks this cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord.”


A proper communion service involves the actions of two separate people. The first one applies to the person administering the ordinance. He needs to make sure that the people present understand the scriptural teaching concerning self-examination and then give a formal opportunity for a person to do this. He needs to make clear that there are serious consequences for participating in the proclamation when one is not worthy. The second concerns those who consume the elements. They need to understand that God has standards of worthiness. Furthermore, God counts a person who partakes in an unworthy manner to be guilty to a unique degree of the crucifixion of Christ. This is an extremely serious offense. God prohibits him from taking the elements if he is not worthy. This is far more serious than a church prohibiting him.
6. Who determines whether a person is worthy? We read in 1 Corinthians 11:28,

“But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of the bread and drink of the cup.”

The passage is very clear. The pastor or other administrator of the service is to provide instruction and a time of examination as part of the service. The elements are not to be administered until this is done. Then, after this a person has had a formal opportunity to examine himself, the church is specifically instructed to take the examination at face value and so let him eat. God has not given the church the responsibility of examination. This is never stated in Scripture and supposedly implied teachings do not take precedence over clear ones. It does not matter how logical or supposedly compelling the reasons might be for a church to impose artificial standards such as church membership. God has revealed how He wants it and that should settle it. The church is not the person’s priest. A side note: This is the normal rule. It sets the standard for general practice. 

One area in which the general rule is overridden concerns discipline. The church also has the responsibility to enforce standards of discipline. Where there are known issues that a person has which need to be dealt with on a disciplinary basis, this can override the normal situation. However, discipline is a response to actual activity. A person is not disciplined for something he has not done. It is absurd for a church to have a guest speaker that is allowed to teach his understanding of Scripture at one or more services, and then deem him incompetent to make a proper self-examination. 

Closed communion appears to follow from a church taking upon itself a responsibility God has not given it. The church may claim all kinds of reasonable-sounding advantages to their doing this. But, 1 Corinthians 11:28 is very clear and apart from another verse clearly restricting communion further, one needs to let this verse be the standard.  God does not give the authority to set aside this standard unless and until specific disciplinary issues are involved. 

7.  How serious is making an improper self-examination? In 1 Corinthians 11:29-30 we read,

“For he who eats and drinks in an unworthy manner eats and drinks judgment to himself, not discerning the Lord's body. For this reason many are weak and sick among you, and many sleep.”


Physical weakness, sickness, and even death have been experienced within the congregation at Corinth for not taking these things seriously. This is truly serious. The service is solemn. 

Having served as a church pastor approaching a total of 1 ½ decades, I have interviewed people for membership. I know how inadequate I am personally to know what is really taking place in a person’s heart. If a person appears to be able to explain the Gospel reasonably clearly and claims that He believes it and has been properly baptized, and, to the extent that I know of his personal life he appears to be living properly, I tend to accept his profession at face value. However, sadly enough, I can think of a number of people that I thought were saved initially, but in looking back believe I had misjudged. My judgment is fallible. I do not want to discourage a young believer who is not eloquent in expressing himself. I do not want to accept a wolf in sheep’s clothing, who has personal reasons for wanting acceptance from a church even though he does not truly recognize Christ’s Lordship or Biblical standards—i.e. he has merely learned words to mouth for ulterior purposes. Some people are very difficult to evaluate. Concerning communion, apart from issues involving specific problems requiring disciplinary measures, God puts all of the responsibility on the person receiving the elements. I do not want is a person who is struggling with salvation and is interested in the Gospel, but does not quite understand the issues, to think, “Well, the pastor accepted my testimony, so I must be saved,” when in truth he was not.

Obviously, if a person makes unbelief and skepticism known to the congregation, he can become a problem for a church. If he talks about these things, then just his mere presence can be dangerous. It is one thing for a person to come with honest questions as a step towards salvation. We covet such people. It is another thing for a wolf to come with an agenda. Discerning the difference can be difficult. In either case, if a person becomes schismatic, this becomes a disciplinary issue and communion is only one aspect of the problem.


Personally, as a pastor I like having unsaved people at a communion service. It provides a natural setting for me to press the issue of “what are you going to do with Christ? Are you rejecting Him? Is He your Savior?” 

So, I believe that there are specific reasons with eternal consequences for God to place the decision for communion directly on the person taking the elements. The responsibility of the one officiating is not to act as a priest; it is to make sure a person understands the significance what he does and the eternal consequences of doing it improperly. Since communion is acting out the receiving of Christ as Savior along the lines of John 6, it is a tremendous evangelistic message. I personally like to take full advantage of this as a witness to any unsaved people in the audience.
8. What personal benefit is provided a believer who rightly judges himself? We read in 1 Corinthians 11:31-32,



“For if we would judge ourselves, we would not be judged. But when we are judged, we are chastened by the Lord, that we may not be condemned with the world.”


Dealing with personal sin is a lifelong process for a Christian. It will be something he needs to do until he sees Christ personally and is made like Him (1 John 3: 2). In the meantime, we as Christians have the promise in 1 John 1:9 that if we will confess our sins (i.e. say the same things about them that God does: we did them, they were wrong, they are worthy of disciplinary action, and it was not to our benefit to have done them) that God will forgive them. The normal pattern will be that as a Christian grows spiritually, he will have victory over the sins that plagued him initially at conversion. As he gains control over these through the Holy Spirit, God reveals new ones to him. This process repeats throughout a person’s life. It is the process of spiritual growth. It is almost a paradox. The believer who is the closest to God and exhibits the most mature, godly-appearing behavior from his heart is typically one who is the greatest aware of just how foreign his basic nature is to the holiness of God. He is acutely aware of just how dependent he is on God for strength to submit to and obey God and for the desire for cleansing.

Every one of us as a believer has issues in our lives that God wants us to address and resolve. It is a natural tendency for us to become slow and complacent about dealing with them; humanly speaking we like and are comfortable with the status quo. Hebrews 12 teaches that God disciplines His children in order to produce the fruit of righteousness that He desires. Discipline can be painful to the extent God deems it appropriate to accomplish His purposes. Afterwards, it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness. God’s goal for a believer is correction, not vengeance. Hebrews 12 specifically states that if a professing Christian can sin without God dealing with it (in God’s timing and in God’s wisdom in severity and nature) then he is outside the family and not saved. A Christian with habitual, uncontrolled sin in his life needs to examine himself, to make sure that he is in the faith. 


The significance of communion is that it forces us to deal with these issues and not put them off. If we take communion knowing we have sins that need to be dealt with, then we are in effect asking God to implement Hebrews 12 and discipline us in our life. It is like a child asking for a spanking severe enough to encourage him to do right. On the other hand there is a degree of embarrassment or shame in denying the elements. You feel like everyone in the church knows you have a hidden sin problem. Communion Biblically administrated brings a person to a decision point. A decision needs to be made and God is observing that decision. Ideally, communion becomes an encouragement for us to deal with issues and reap the benefit of the ensuing spiritual growth. Everyone of us needs this. 
9. No sacramental benefit to communion. Does participation in a communion service give us special spiritual benefits? Is it some sort of sacrament? This is important: there is no sacramental benefit to communion. None at all! Taking it does not in any way make us more spiritual; it does not impart any special kind of grace to us. There is not some mystical benefit that the church needs to protect and guard. 1 John 1:9 is God’s provision for any believer to have his sins forgiven. Prayer is the means to receive grace to help in time of need (Hebrews 4:16). Communion is simply a special time God has to encourage us to keep short accounts of sin with Him and not get sloppy in our Christian walk. 


Closed communion and close communion make no sense in the light of there being no sacramental benefit to participation.  

During times of persecution a church may want to place tight restrictions on who is present at a communion service. But, this also generally applies to a preaching or teaching service as well. Otherwise, under more normal conditions, a church likes to have visitors in the hopes that their presence will ultimately lead to their salvation (1 Corinthians 14: 24-26). 


So, Paul writes in the verses above, “If anyone judges himself, he would not be judged.” If the person will go on ahead and deal with the sin in his life, confessing it before God in accordance with 1 John 1:9, then God will not need to deal with the matter as a disciplinary issue in accordance with Hebrews 12. “But when we are judged, we are chastened by the Lord.”  If we don’t deal with the sin properly, then God will need to judge us as a “child-training” (chastening) act, which can be of varying degrees of unpleasantness according to His wisdom and purposes. 


To summarize the value of communion: No believer wants to deny Christ publically. It is shameful for a believer to do this. The Holy Spirit will work on his heart to this effect; he does not need to be told it. Yet, to partake of it in an unworthy manner is to invite specifically God to put him under the disciplinary action of Hebrews 12. Communion, properly administered, is an extremely serious time of self-examination. If it is properly exercised, it should help to bring a participant to spiritual maturity. This is due to the effect of continual, formal self examination and repentance exercised properly. 
10.  Communion to non-members? To me as a pastor, church membership has nothing to do with the purposes of communion. If a person has the Holy Spirit dwelling within him, the self-examination will probably be profitable for him. It becomes a time of encouragement for any believer present to deal whatever issues God is currently dealing with in his life and every one of us has issues. It is a time of making a person more accountable to God and God will specifically make note of his response. If an unbeliever is present, it becomes a time to draw his attention to the seriousness of his situation and the eternal nature of its repercussions. Woe to him if he denies Christ! Woe to him if he partakes as an unbeliever! He has an imperative responsibility to get right with God so that he can properly participate in communion. The warnings provide a natural opportunity for witnessing. He can no longer plead ignorance at the Great White Throne Judgment. God is watching and recording his response.  


These are the things Paul emphasizes in 1 Corinthians 11. They set the Biblical perspective. They should set our perspective. 


Church leadership has the responsibility to see that a service proceeds decently and in order (1 Corinthians 14:40). If a visitor causes problems of any kind, he can be dealt with in whatever manner seems appropriate to the church leadership, including forbidding of communion, including making him persona non grata on the premises, or anything else necessary for church order. If a member causes problems, then, again, church leadership has a number of options. 

11. Discipline of non-members. 
Does a church have the right to discipline non-members? We read in 1 Corinthians 5:11-13:

11 But now I have written to you not to keep company with anyone named a brother, who is sexually immoral, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or an extortioner—not even to eat with such a person.

12 For what have I to do with judging those also who are outside? Do you not judge those who are inside?

13 But those who are outside God judges. Therefore "put away from yourselves the evil person."

Superficially, this passage might seem to imply that we only have the right to judge one who is “named a brother” and that only in our local assembly. However, that is not what the passage says. Notice the shift in terms. The church judges those who are “inside.” God judges those who are “outside.”


God judges the one who is not named a brother and is literally “outside” the church. If he is on the premises where a church is meeting, then he is subject to church judgment. Although the number of options of dealing with a visitor, saved or unsaved, is more limited than dealing with a member, nonetheless, if a person causes problems, his actions needs to be judged and he needs to be dealt with. 

As a Baptist, I believe in the priesthood of the believer. A believer is competent to go to God without first going through me. Closed communion flies in the face of this fundamental doctrine. It is at its root a denial of the priesthood of the believer. 


My role as a pastor is not to interfere with someone unless in some manner he becomes a stumbling block to the church. The proper response then depends on circumstances. My Scriptural responsibility is to make the issues clear, not to be his priest. 

Closed communion systematically forbids communion to certain believers on artificial standards that have nothing to do with the actual spiritual condition of the person. Likewise, it is not based on actual actions that have taken place. This completely misses the message God want illustrated by communion: all believers in Him and He in all believers.

God has given the church the responsibility of conducting the service. However, this should be done within the guidelines of 1 Corinthians 11:28, “let the person examine himself and so let him eat and drink.” Since this is the Biblically prescribed procedure, a church should attempt to use this as the fundamental standard, as the starting point.
12. The Indwelling Holy Spirit is the standard.
On a practical basis, closed communion in its heart rejects the common, universal ministry of the indwelling Holy Spirit. This bond is not considered as important as the artificial document of a church membership roll. 


There is a joy as all of us together openly proclaim our faith in the risen Savior who died for our sins as we partake of the elements. This fellowship is not based on written lists in a church office—it is written in our hearts as the Holy Spirit bears testimony to us of our mutual and true commonness in the Lord. 


This summarizes what I believe constitutes believer’s communion with restrictions. An attempt was made to derive it by allowing Scripture to speak for itself. To the extent that has been successful, may the reading and study of this prove beneficial to the reader.  
Appendix 
In the main body we discussed major distinction between those that practice believer’s communion and closed communion concerns the definition of the word church. 
Those who practice believer’s communion believe that the New Testament word church has two synonyms. I.e., one word has two definitions. This is a common characteristic of languages everywhere. The only way to tell whether or not this is the case is to analyze actual usages of the word. 

The first of the synonyms refers to the “one flock” of John 10:16, discussed on pages 4-5 above. It is one of the words God calls the group of all people who are saved through faith in Christ and consequentially possess the indwelling Holy Spirit. If you possess the indwelling Holy Spirit, you are part of the church in this definition. Sometimes we refer to it as “the universal church” to distinguish it from the “local church,” the other definition. However, the Bible does not make these qualifications and seems to assume that the context speaks for itself. Sometimes the universal church is also called “the one body” or “the body of Christ.” The second of the synonyms does refer to the local church. It refers to an assembly of believers in a specific geographical area who have united to serve the Lord in accordance with Biblically-defined standards for a local church. 
Notice, I only need to establish one usage of church which is used in the universal sense to confirm my position. I will offer several. The purpose of this discussion is to confirm that the foundational plank of closed communion, that the understanding of a universal church is never taught in Scripture, is in fact wrong. 
1. Matt 16:16, 18: “Simon Peter answered and said, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God….’ ‘And I [Jesus] also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.’” The words this rock are understood to refer to Peter’s confession that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God (see verse 16).  Believing this is the heart of the Gospel, as we read in John 20:31, “… but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name.” Peter’s confession is the message upon which Jesus will build His church. 


Notice, in Matthew 16:18 the words church and it are both singular, not plural. Jesus is building a single entity out of the confessions of faith similar to those of Peter. Jesus calls this single entity the church. In this verse the words church and it refer to all who will receive salvation as a result of making a confession of faith similar to Peter’s. The context of this message is salvation, not membership in local assemblies. A person professes His faith that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, one time for his salvation, even if in the course of his lifespan his church membership occasionally changes between churches or he is not even a member of a local assembly. One does not need to get resaved when he changes churches.

2.  1 Corinthians 15:9: “For I am the least of the apostles, who am not worthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.” Paul persecuted the believers (the church) of many local churches including Jerusalem, Antioch, and “foreign cities” (Acts 26:11). The believers in the foreign cities, which would include Antioch, were obviously not part of the local church at Jerusalem. Some of the believers may not have even been organized into churches yet, as shown by the word synagogues in Acts 26:11. Paul was simply persecuting any believer he could find, regardless of where they were located or the degree to which they were organized. His goal was to exterminate all believers, not just those of certain local churches. A personal belief that the Lord Jesus was the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of the Living God was Paul’s only concern. The passage does not use the word church in plural because Paul’s concern was not specific local churches, but believers viewed as a single group located anywhere. Church is the word God used to define that single, universal, international group.


By contrast, when God has multiple local churches in mind, He uses the plural form of the word. There are 36 verses in the New Testament in which the plural form churches is used. For instance, consider Acts 9, where Paul gives the account of his conversion. After he was saved, he stopped persecuting believers. Acts 9:31 then tells us, “Then the churches throughout all Judea, Galilee, and Samaria had peace and were edified. And walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, they were multiplied.” Paul persecuted the church (all who believed regardless of church affiliation) and as a result the churches (all of the local churches being attacked by Paul) had rest.


Notice, just because Acts 9:31 said that the churches throughout all Judea, Galilee, and Samaria had rest does not mean that they were the only ones Paul was persecuting. Think of a university whose football team just won a national championship. A news reporter talked how happy the student body of the school was. Just because he only talked about the students does not mean that the alumni, the faculty, and the school administration were not also happy. They, too, were happy—they just weren’t talked about. Paul persecuted every believer he could find. After he was converted, the persecutions stopped. The churches had rest and Scripture talked about them. However, everyone else had rest, too. They just weren’t mentioned.

Galatians 1:13: “For you have heard of my former conduct in Judaism, how I persecuted the church of God beyond measure and tried to destroy it.” This is Paul’s second time to use church in the universal sense as applied to the target of Paul’s persecution as he attempted to destroy every believer he could. 

Philippians 3:6: “…concerning zeal, persecuting the church….” This is a third use of church in the universal sense as applied to the target of Paul’s persecution. It is a singular word with the definite article. In Greek this clearly refers to a specific, single entity. By directing Paul to use this wording in three different books of the Bible with all three referring to the same topic triply emphasizes that this is a careful, specific choice of words.  The church that Paul persecuted consisted of every professing believer he knew about. Church is used in these passages in its universal sense.

Scripture is accurate. God is able to place every atom and every molecule as needed to build a functioning universe including all of the living organisms on the earth. This requires tremendous power and wisdom and intelligence. He is the same God that is the author of Scripture. Blaspheming God is a sin worthy of death (Leviticus 24:16). Yet, we read in Psalm 138:2, “You have magnified Your word above all Your name.” The God of creation also gave us Scripture and it represents Him and all of His power and wisdom. It accurately reflects God’s desires and intentions.


In Galatians 3:16 Paul built the entire doctrine of the Messiah being the promised seed of Abraham upon the distinction between seed singular and seed plural: 

“Now to Abraham and his Seed were the promises made. He does not say, ‘And to seeds,’ as of many, but as of one, ‘And to your Seed,’ who is Christ.” 


In Galatians 3 not understanding or believing the distinction between singular and plural has serious consequences—eternity in Hell—and misunderstanding this displeased God. God wasn’t interested in their excuses—He expected them to get it right! Yet, on three completely separate, unrelated occasions in different books of the Bible, Paul uses church singular instead of church plural as the object of his ungodly persecution. Indeed, those being persecuted even lived in different countries. The only thing those being persecuted had in common was salvation, certainly not their local church affiliation. In this passage church is used in its universal sense, the identification of all believers as a common entity. 


Notice, use of a common word with different meanings may not be how I would prefer it. My preference is irrelevant. The issue is that 1) God does do this on occasion, 2) when He does it the context makes the meaning clear, and 3) I have the responsibility to make an honest effort to understand what He means in a given passage. 


When God emphasizes a distinction three times, we need to be very careful about teaching against it. If we have been doing so, we need to be very careful about continuing to do so. God counts it important and He expects us to as well. It is not good to respond, “It doesn’t matter.”


Next we come to Ephesians 1:20-23, which features a grand, majestic theme: 

“…which He worked in Christ when He raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly places, far above all principality and power and might and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this age but also in that which is to come. And He put all things under His feet, and gave Him to be head over all things to the church, which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all.”


Again, this passage refers to the church singular, not plural. It also applies to the word body. If this relationship were only to people who were members of local churches, then the word would have been in plural form, even as in Acts 9:38 discussed earlier. This wording reminds us of the “one body” of 1 Corinthians 12, which refers to those in whom the Holy Spirit comes to indwell at salvation. This precedes church membership. so clearly is not speaking about the local church. However, even if a person is not a member of a local church—for whatever reason, appropriate or not—Christ is still head over him and that person still has the responsibility to submit to His authority. For instance, a person does not lose his salvation or his responsibility to view Christ as his head just because there is no church in his community which he can properly join. 


Jesus said in John 10, quoted earlier, that there is one Shepherd [Jesus] and one flock—all believers viewed as a unit. There is a group of people with a distinct identity from everyone else—those who have believed on Christ as Savior and are consequentially indwelt by the Holy Spirit. Local church membership is not a part of a confession of faith and it would be heretical to claim such. What is this distinct group called?  It is the “one flock” of John 10. It is the church as used in the above passages. It also includes the body of Christ in the above passage of Ephesians. In these passages Christ is not the head of many bodies. He is the head of one. 

Colossians 1:17-20: “And He is before all things, and in Him all things consist. And He is the head of the body, the church, who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the preeminence. For it pleased the Father that in Him all the fullness should dwell, and by Him to reconcile all things to Himself, by Him, whether things on earth or things in heaven, having made peace through the blood of His cross.”


This is yet another passage in which church and body are referring to the assembly of all believers. This is not referring to a specific local church. It is not referring to a group of churches because the word is singular. It is referring to that group of believers which have a common unity by their common indwelling of the Holy Spirit through their faith in Christ. To claim that some believers are not in the church because they are not members of a local church is effectively to deny their salvation until they are members of a church. This is a perversion of the Gospel, worthy of the anathemas of Galatians 1.

Closed communion has at its root a false understanding of how Scripture uses the word church. Since this understanding provides the basis for the logic behind closed communion, closed communion is not a doctrine consistent with Scripture.
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