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FELLOWSHIP AT THE ALTAR

What do we mean when we say “fellowship at 
the altar”? Quite simply, that the Sacrament 
of the Altar—Communion—is the most 

visible public confession of our faith. It is an 
expression of unity and agreement in the Christian 
faith with other Christians, as together we gather to 
receive the precious gifts given in the Lord’s Supper. 
We refer to the practice of limiting participation in 
Communion only to those who share a common 
faith and confession as “closed Communion.” Those 
admitted to the Lord’s Supper are those who have 
been taught what Scripture teaches about the Lord’s 
Supper and have been examined to determine that 
they understand it and personally embrace these 
teachings as their own.
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An Act of Love
Closed Communion has been the common 

practice of the Christian Church since our Lord 
instituted His Sacrament. Today, however, amid the 
multitude of denominations and the vast populations 
of unchurched people groups, it is often unfamiliar 
and may seem strange, even rude, to many who are 
not aware of this practice. Closed Communion is 
how the church remains faithful to Holy Scripture, 
being responsible with what she has been given, 
which includes protecting the unprepared from eating 
and drinking judgment on himself. Consider Paul’s 
inspired words:

For as often as you eat this bread and drink 

this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death 

until He comes. Whoever, therefore, eats the 

bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an 

unworthy manner will be guilty concerning 

the body and blood of the Lord. Let a 

person examine himself, then, and so eat of 

the bread and drink of the cup. For anyone 

who eats and drinks without discerning the 

body eats and drinks judgment on himself. 

(1 Corinthians 11:26–29)

Common Sense
Closed Communion is an act of common sense. 

It can be compared to a number of situations in life 
where guidance and instruction are needed prior to 
engaging that which is potentially dangerous. This 
is why we need to be trained before we hop behind 
the wheel of a car. Your license is verification that 
you have been instructed and examined by someone 
with knowledge regarding the safe operation of motor 
vehicles and the rules of the road. Or, consider the 
consultation required before receiving a new medicine 
from the pharmacist. Instruction and understanding 
are necessary before you receive your medicine, even 
though your doctor prescribed it for your health and 
well-being. If you don’t know how to take it or if you 
misuse it, the medicine could do you serious harm! 
Jesus, the Great Physician, prescribed your medicine—
Communion—and He distributes it to you through 
His Church, by means of His servants—pastors—who 
are to make sure those who receive it take it to their 
great blessing and not to their detriment.

Divisions
Truth be told, closed Communion is often a point 

of tension in the church. The church is fractured 

4 5

340734 Lords Supper Interior 202007060854.indd   4340734 Lords Supper Interior 202007060854.indd   4 7/7/20   2:16 PM7/7/20   2:16 PM



An Act of Love
Closed Communion has been the common 

practice of the Christian Church since our Lord 
instituted His Sacrament. Today, however, amid the 
multitude of denominations and the vast populations 
of unchurched people groups, it is often unfamiliar 
and may seem strange, even rude, to many who are 
not aware of this practice. Closed Communion is 
how the church remains faithful to Holy Scripture, 
being responsible with what she has been given, 
which includes protecting the unprepared from eating 
and drinking judgment on himself. Consider Paul’s 
inspired words:

For as often as you eat this bread and drink 

this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death 

until He comes. Whoever, therefore, eats the 

bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an 

unworthy manner will be guilty concerning 

the body and blood of the Lord. Let a 

person examine himself, then, and so eat of 

the bread and drink of the cup. For anyone 

who eats and drinks without discerning the 

body eats and drinks judgment on himself. 

(1 Corinthians 11:26–29)

Common Sense
Closed Communion is an act of common sense. 

It can be compared to a number of situations in life 
where guidance and instruction are needed prior to 
engaging that which is potentially dangerous. This 
is why we need to be trained before we hop behind 
the wheel of a car. Your license is verification that 
you have been instructed and examined by someone 
with knowledge regarding the safe operation of motor 
vehicles and the rules of the road. Or, consider the 
consultation required before receiving a new medicine 
from the pharmacist. Instruction and understanding 
are necessary before you receive your medicine, even 
though your doctor prescribed it for your health and 
well-being. If you don’t know how to take it or if you 
misuse it, the medicine could do you serious harm! 
Jesus, the Great Physician, prescribed your medicine—
Communion—and He distributes it to you through 
His Church, by means of His servants—pastors—who 
are to make sure those who receive it take it to their 
great blessing and not to their detriment.

Divisions
Truth be told, closed Communion is often a point 

of tension in the church. The church is fractured 

4 5

340734 Lords Supper Interior 202007060854.indd   5340734 Lords Supper Interior 202007060854.indd   5 7/7/20   2:16 PM7/7/20   2:16 PM



into many denominations, which means there are 
a variety of different teachings out there. Among 
these differences, we find confessions that are at 
odds with one another. It’s for this reason that closed 
Communion is not merely a Christian/non-Christian 
matter but also considers the divisions among those 
who bear Christ’s name. It’s ultimately a matter of 
fellowship. Inspired by the Holy Spirit, Paul addressed 
Christian divisions with respect to Communion when 
he delivered pastoral instruction to those in Corinth 
who were abusing the Lord’s Supper:

But in the following instructions I do not 

commend you, because when you come 

together it is not for the better but for the 

worse. For, in the first place, when you 

come together as a church, I hear that there 

are divisions among you. And I believe it in 

part, for there must be factions among you 

in order that those who are genuine among 

you may be recognized. When you come 

together, it is not the Lord’s supper that you 

eat. For in eating, each one goes ahead with 

his own meal. (1 Corinthians 11:17–21)

SHARED FAITH

Communion is not about everyone doing what is 
right in his own eyes (Deuteronomy 12:8). It may 
be a personal, between-me-and-Jesus moment, but 

it’s more than that. It’s a communal, between-me-and-
Jesus-and-the-people-with-me-and-Jesus moment. As we 
read above, it’s about waiting for one another in unity 
(1  Corinthians 11:33). In 1 Corinthians 10, Jesus’ 
apostle explains that Communion unites those who 
share the same belief and therefore together receive the 
elements:

The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not 

a participation in the blood of Christ? The 

bread that we break, is it not a participation 

in the body of Christ? Because there is 

one bread, we who are many are one 

body, for we all partake of the one bread. 

(1 Corinthians 10:16–17)

Everyone who communes together is part of the 
one Body, united. In other words, when we partake 
of Communion, we are in communion.

6 7
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Old Testament Fellowship
What Paul says next guides our understanding 

of Communion and why the Sacrament is closed 
to those who don’t share the same confession of 
faith. The apostle points us to the Old Testament 
when he says, “Consider the people of Israel: are 
not those who eat the sacrifices participants in the 
altar?” (1 Corinthians 10:18). To partake of Israel’s 
sacrifices was to worship Israel’s God. It was to 
participate in what their God had told them to do in 
the place where He told them to do it (Deuteronomy 
12:18; 14:22–27). Likewise, to participate in pagan 
sacrifices means one is worshiping the pagan gods. 
What is Paul’s point? To commune at an altar is to be 
in communion with that altar’s god and therefore in 
communion with those who worship that god.

Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry. 

I speak as to sensible people; judge for 

yourselves what I say. The cup of blessing 

that we bless, is it not a participation in the 

blood of Christ? The bread that we break, 

is it not a participation in the body of 

Christ? Because there is one bread, we who 

are many are one body, for we all partake 

of the one bread. Consider the people of 

Israel: are not those who eat the sacrifices 

participants in the altar? What do I imply 

then? That food offered to idols is anything, 

or that an idol is anything? No, I imply that 

what pagans sacrifice they offer to demons 

and not to God. I do not want you to be 

participants with demons. 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. Shall we provoke 

the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than 

He? (1 Corinthians 10:14–22)

Closed Communion has always been the Church’s 
way. We hear this echoed in the words of Hebrews 
13:10: “We have an altar from which those who serve 
the tent [according to Old Testament rituals] have no 
right to eat.”

Saying “No, Not Yet” Is a Loving Act
The apostle Paul was pastoring the members of the 

Corinthian congregation (and us) when he said, “You 
cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table 
of demons” (1 Corinthians 10:21). At first glance, 
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