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The question as to whether communion should be open or closed is a 
bit odd if considered at the surface level, like asking if a door should 
be open or closed. The point of reference determines everything. Who 
is at the door? Who is coming to the table?

Historically, three answers have been given to this question:

1. Closed communion admits only believers of that particular 
body to partake of communion.

2. Close communion admits believers who are likeminded, for 
example, for Baptists this has historically meant only 
admitting those who have been properly baptized by 
immersion by a true church and are members in good 
standing of a true church.

3. Open communion welcomes all professing believers.

So how open or closed should a church be? Before a church opens or 
closes a door, she needs to understand the keys that were given to 
her and how they function.

The Keys of the Kingdom

What are the “keys of the kingdom?” They are that thing which the 
church constantly forgets. We have forgotten where our keys are. The 
result is often that we just leave the door open. The consequence of 
leaving the doors open is that the church loses its churchness. When 
the doors are always open, the line between outside and inside 
becomes blurred.

There are only two passages in the New Testament that mention the 
keys, but it is striking that they are also the only two places where we 
see Jesus use the word “church.” I will argue that these keys are part 
of the essence of the church. Now, let’s examine those two passages. 
I quote them in their fuller context so that the meaning may be made 
clear.



“Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he 
asked his disciples, ‘Who do people say that the Son of Man is?’ And 
they said, ‘Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others 
Jeremiah or one of the prophets.’ He said to them, ‘But who do you 
say that I am?’ Simon Peter replied, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of 
the living God.’ And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon 
Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my 
Father who is in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this 
rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail 
against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and 
whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever 
you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven’ ” (Matthew 16:13–19, 
emphasis mine).

“If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between 
you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. 
But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that 
every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three 
witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if 
he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile 
and a tax collector. Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth 
shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 
loosed in heaven. Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth 
about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in 
heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I 
among them” (Matthew 18:15–20, emphasis mine).

In the first passage Jesus is speaking to Peter, mentions the church, 
and expounds on the keys unfolding their function. In the second, 
Jesus is speaking to the disciples and mentions the function of the 
keys in the context of church discipline. Towards clarity, let’s see if we 
can harmonize the two passages.

When Jesus tells Peter that he will build his church on this rock, what 
is this rock? The Catholic church claims it is Peter as the pontiff. Many 
evangelicals retort it is Peter’s confession. I believe the truth is less 



than what Rome says but more than what many evangelicals say. The 
rock is Peter’s apostolic confession of the Christ. Ephesians 2:20 
substantiates this interpretation when it speaks of the church being 
“built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus 
himself being the cornerstone.” The church, being built on the 
apostles, is the church being built on Christ, for they are the 
messengers of Christ and Christ is their message.

The keys then, given to Peter, are likewise given to him as an apostle 
of Christ. The exercise of the keys of the kingdom is to happen in 
relation to the confession of the apostolic Christ. This is made clear in 
another passage in the gospels that uses similar language to binding 
and loosing, a passage that has troubled some. In John 20:23 Jesus 
tells the disciples, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven 
them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.” This doesn’t 
mean that Peter, or any other apostle, may act as priests and 
pronounce absolution. What does it mean? The second passage 
above, where Jesus mentions the function of the keys and the church, 
provides the answer. By church discipline, the church uses the keys 
and communicates to a brother obstinate in their sin, that as best as 
they can tell, that “brother” has no part in Christ.

 
What Doors Do the Keys Lock and Unlock?

How does the church exercise these keys? Yes, of course, by 
discipline, but there is something lacking if this is the only answer we 
give, for by the keys we not only bind, but loose. The keys not only 
close, they open. What doors do these keys go in? They go in the 
doors, or the locks, of the sacraments.

When the church exercises discipline, that discipline is made most 
visible by excommunication, that is, by refusing that person fellowship 
at the Lord’s Table. In 1 Corinthians 5 Paul rebukes that church for 
their failure to use the keys and thereby make clear who is the salt of 
the earth and who is leaven of this world.



Cleanse out the old leaven that you may be a new lump, as you really 
are unleavened…

But now I am writing to you not to associate with anyone who bears 
the name of brother if he is guilty of sexual immorality or greed, or is 
an idolater, reviler, drunkard, or swindler—not even to eat with such a 
one. For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Is it not those 
inside the church whom you are to judge? God judges those outside. 
‘Purge the evil person from among you’ ” (1 Corinthians 5:7, 11–13).

“Eating” communicates fellowship. If this is true of a meal at a home, it 
is more true of a meal shared at the Lord’s table. To fellowship with a 
professing “brother” living in unrepentant sin is not an act of love, but 
indifferent hatred. By acting as though all is well, you are telling that 
soul either that you don’t believe the gospel or that you do not care if 
he spends eternity in hell.

The point of this excursion is to demonstrate that communion draws a 
line around the church. As Bobby Jamison says, “Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper make the church visible. They are the hinge between 
the ‘invisible’ universal church and the ‘visible’ local church. They draw 
a line around the church by drawing the church together. They gather 
the many into one: baptism by adding one to the many, the Lord’s 
supper by making the many one.”* Communion says there is an in and 
an out to God’s love. There are those who are in covenant fellowship 
with God and there are those who abide under His wrath. This is what 
it means for the church to bind and loose according to the gospel of 
Christ. This is how the church uses the keys.

Having laid the groundwork for the Supper as one door by which the 
church exercises the keys, I take it you can easily see how Baptism is 
the other door. If by excluding from the table the church withholds 
forgiveness, then by baptism and the Supper, she extends it. In this, 
the church doesn’t act as Christ, but for Christ. Where she sees the 
apostolic gospel credibly professed she opens the sacraments, where 



she sees the apostolic gospel denied she closes access to them. The 
keys, this authority, was given to the church to exercise according to 
the gospel.

Where Are These Doors?

Permit me to point out the obvious, as it is often the obvious that is 
neglected and ignored. These doors are hung in the local church. The 
universal church cannot exclude you from the Supper. The universal 
church cannot baptize you. Clear enough? Yet we often fail to connect 
the dots. This means that the proper setting for the sacraments is the 
local church. You can see this in Paul’s instructions to Corinth 
concerning their abuse of the Supper.

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. One goes hungry, 
another gets drunk (1 Corinthians 11:20–21, emphasis mine).

By their sin, the Corinthians had made the supper their supper and not 
the Lord’s supper. Assumed in this is something so obvious that it is 
like an overlooked nose. It was the local church at Corinth that 
gathered for the Supper. When the Supper was eaten, it was eaten by 
a gathered church. The setting wasn’t a general group of believers, 
but a particular covenant body.

The place where the sacraments function is in the local church. The 
doors of baptism and the Lord’s Supper are hung in particular 
covenant fellowships. This means at a minimum we need to restrict 
communion in this way: one should not partake of communion unless 
they are in covenant fellowship with a local church. If you cannot be 
banned from the table, you shouldn’t come to it. One might be a 
genuine believer, but unless they have put themselves in a place 
where they can be excommunicated, they shouldn’t commune. Such 
an action is an attempt to avoid the negative use of the keys and enjoy 
only the positive use. To borrow some language from Mark Dever, 



baptism is the front door, and on the other side of the table is the back 
door. Unless one comes in the front door of baptism, and with it, into 
covenant fellowship with a church, they shouldn’t be trying to come in 
the back door and sup at the Lord’s table. The keys of the kingdom 
work properly when the front door lets people in and the back door 
puts people out. When these doors are allowed to freely swing both 
ways, the salt begins to lose its flavor.

So Who Gets a Seat?

Let me provide some more tension before I answer this question. Our 
fellowship is zealous that we be as careful with the Lord’s Supper as 
we are with baptism. We don’t baptize just anyone who makes a 
profession. Our Lord commanded us not to baptize professors, but 
disciples. Like John the Baptizer, we look for fruit in keeping with 
repentance. Likewise, we want to guard or fence the table. We want to 
hang a sign up that says “Sheep only!” We don’t want goats to have 
identity confusion by washing or feeding them as though they were 
sheep. So, should we then restrict access to the table to members 
only?

The reason why we don’t think this is permissible is because the table 
is not ours, but the Lord’s. We are waiters in, not the owner of this 
establishment. To bar those who are genuinely God’s children and 
who have obeyed the command to properly wash up (baptism by 
immersion in a true church) and who come with the good manners of 
faith and repentance and who are in covenant with a true church—to 
bar such from their Father’s table of grace seems an overzealous use 
of the keys. That the table is open in this way is likely seen in Acts 
20:7: “On the first day of the week, when we were gathered together 
to break bread, Paul talked with them, intending to depart on the next 
day, and he prolonged his speech until midnight” (emphasis mine). 
Paul and his companions are with the church at Troas, and yet, Luke 
says “we were gathered together to break bread.” The setting was the 



local church but all God’s true children walking in obedience were 
welcome.

So who gets a seat? Those who have been baptized in a true church 
by immersion in the name of our Triune God and are members of a 
true church in good standing, living a life of faith and repentance. In 
other words, those who come to the table are in a place where they 
can be barred from the table.

The Fence

So how does our fence work? Where’s the gate? How does it open 
and close? 

If you are a guest and would like to partake of communion, we ask 
that you first speak with one of our elders. We are delighted that you 
have joined us and we want you to know that our asking you not to 
partake of communion is not intended as a denial of your salvation.  
Our aim is not to deny anyone’s salvation but make sure of it as best 
we are able. We don’t want to hurt people unnecessarily in this, but 
we would rather offend souls towards heaven than nice them towards 
hell.

When the Keys Are Taken Away

It’s just a door right? Is leaving it all the way open really this serious? 
Protestants have long spoke of the marks of a true church, but some 
have mentioned three while others speak only of two. The two agreed 
on are the right preaching of the gospel and the right administration of 
the sacraments. To these, some add the mark of church discipline. I 
hope that you can now see how if rightly understood, in this instance, 
two equals three. This is because the sacraments are the doors where 
the keys of the kingdom are used.



When the keys are forgotten, the doors are left open. The lines are 
then blurred so that goats soon outnumber the sheep and the church 
soon is no longer the church. When a church uses the keys 
irresponsibly, it doesn’t validate unbelievers; it invalidates the church.

Our church does this because we want this church to be built on no 
other foundation than this apostolic truth: Jesus is the Christ, the Son 
of the Living God; there is salvation in Him and no other. May this be 
our confession, and the confession of all we baptize, and all we admit 
to the Lord’s table.

“For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim 
the Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Corinthians 11:26).

*Bobby Jamison, Going Public: Why Baptism Is Required for Church Membership (Nashville, 
TN: B&H Publishing Group, 2015), 142.
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