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COMMUNION BASICS

(ADAPTED FROM OUR 7TH-8TH GRADE WEEK 15B LESSON)


Do you have a sports team that 
you root against?  A team that 
you really can’t stand to see 
win?  How did this rivalry 
begin?  What happened that 
built your competitive spirit? 

In some of the more popular 
sports rivalries (Red Sox vs. 
Yankees, Michigan vs. Ohio, 
NAVY vs. ARMY, or Cowboys vs. 
anyone else) there can be quite 
a history between the teams.  

This history continually builds 
upon tough battles and hard-
fought games to form distinct 
sides. 

Communion is important to 
understand because different 
Christians have different views - 
like a friendly rivalry.  So, let’s 
look at an overview of 
communion and then learn how 
the different views developed. 

COMMUNION 
BASICS

First, communion is a 
sacrament (from the word 

sacred – meaning something 
holy, or a holy mystery).  In 

general, this means there is 
something special about it, 
something different.  It is a 

sacred act and gift.  Even 
though there are just regular, 

physical things involved – 
like bread and wine, or water 
in baptism – something more 

significant, more holy, is 
going on! 

Second, all Christians 
practice communion quite 

simply because Jesus told us 
to!  When Jesus celebrated 
the Passover feast with His 

disciples, He took bread,
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 COMMUNION: PART ONE

broke it, and told His disciples to eat it, and He 
took wine and told His disciples to drink it.  This 
was standard practice at a Passover feast.  
People did this as they remembered that God 
saved His people, the Israelites, from slavery by 
the blood of lambs put on their doorposts.  
However, Jesus went in a whole different 
direction when He said, “This is my body… This 
is my blood… do this in remembrance of me.”  
So, that’s what we do.  It’s about Jesus’ sacrifice 
for us that covers over our sins!

Third, Lutherans believe something different 
about communion than Catholics or other 
protestant Christians (e.g. Baptists, Methodists, 
Presbyterians, etc.).  We believe that both the 
bread and the wine as well as Jesus’ body and 
blood are given to us in communion.  Watch 
the GOD CONNECTS video on communion for 
a recap of Lutheran beliefs before we further 
explore the various views on communion. 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF VIEWS ON COMMUNION

I never really liked studying history.  However, 
I’ve come to discover that knowing some 
history about a topic helps me understand it 
much better.  So, with that in mind…

In the first 300 years of the church Christianity 
was not a legally recognized religion in Rome.  
This meant that churches could not have their 
own buildings, and sometimes Christians were 
even killed for their faith.  Because of this, 
Christian worship services were held in large 
homes and divided into two parts.  The first 
part was open to everyone and included 
songs, prayers, Bible readings, and teachings.  

The second part was just for baptized believers 
and included communion as part of a full meal 
they ate together.  Some people mocked 
Christians for being cannibals, because the 
earliest Christians talked about eating Jesus’ 
body and blood.

When the Roman emperor Constantine made 
Christianity a legally recognized religion in 313 
AD things changed quite a bit.  For one, 
Christians could start meeting together 
publicly without fear of persecution.  Secondly, 
Christian communities could have their own 
buildings.  Finally, even though there had 
always been church leaders who gave 
communion to people, over time these church 
leadership positions also became official state 
positions.  It became normal practice that there 
had to be a church leader (priest, bishop, etc.) 
who was also a government employee in order 
to have communion.  

You can see where things could begin to get 
dicey.  As the years went on (like in the 700s 
and forward) church leaders became the 
guardians or keepers of communion – no one 
could have communion without a priest or 
bishop.  It was believed they had to say the 
words in a particular way so that the bread and 
wine would transform into the body and blood 
of Jesus (and stop being bread and wine).  This 
belief is called transubstantiation and is still 
taught by Catholics today.  Some problems 
that developed over time were that church 
leadership positions were sold, and priests 
were even charging money for private 
communion ceremonies! 

Check out LUKE 22:19-20 for 
Jesus starting communion.

P A G E  # 2



CO
M

M
UN

IO
N 

    
    

    
    

    
VI

EW
S The great gift of communion was 

often being used as a sort of 
power-play and fundraiser!

These practices were going on in 
Luther’s time (1500s), and he 
wrote to the Catholic church 
about them saying, “Masses 
(communion services) are being 
devoted to profit.  It is public 
knowledge how widely this 
abuse extends in all places of 
worship… there are hardly any 
private Masses held except for 
the sake of profit.” (Augsburg 
Confession Article 24 XXIV). 
Luther taught that it wasn’t the 
priest’s magical words (hoc est 
meum corpus, which was often 
misheard as hocus pocus) that 
changed the bread and wine into 
Jesus’ body and blood.  Rather, it 
was simply Jesus’ promise to be 
with us that makes His body and 
blood present with the bread and 
wine (not instead of).  In 1530, 
Lutherans officially split from the 
Catholic church (for a number of 
reasons), and taught that 
communion is both body & 
blood and bread & wine, which 
was actually what the early 
church had always believed.

From here it gets even more 
dicey.  Because when Lutherans 
broke away from the Catholic 
church, a whole lot of other 
people had the freedom to put 
forth their views as well.  Among 

them were John Calvin and 
Huldrych Zwingli, contemporaries 
of Luther.  They taught the idea 
that the bread and wine are just 
symbols of Jesus’ body and 
blood.  While Calvin and Zwingli 
would say that Jesus was truly 
present with us in communion, 
they denied the idea that 
somehow Jesus’ real body and 
blood were received with the 
bread and wine in communion.  
This is taught by Presbyterians 
and Episcopalians today.  Then, 
just to make it more confusing, 
there were people like the 
Puritans in the 1500s and John 
Wesley in the 1750s who taught 
that Jesus wasn’t really present at 
all, and that all we’re doing in 
communion is remembering 
what Jesus did for us.  This is 
taught by Methodists and 
Baptists.  These views are all 
generally called representation 
because they teach that the 
bread and wine just represent the 
idea of Jesus’ body and blood.  

This all may be overwhelming 
and confusing, and we will spend 
more time on explaining things 
next week.  But for now, hopefully 
this gives us some idea of how 
the different Christians came to 
teach different things about 
communion.

“
GRACE ALONE 
SCRIPTURE ALONE 

FAITH ALONE
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For me the big question is: Is God at work in communion or not?  In 
other words, is Jesus coming to me and doing something special, or 
is this just a nice object lesson?  While both views can lead to 
rewarding experiences of communion, if God isn’t doing something 
through communion, then it ultimately becomes just a 
commandment to follow.  It ultimately just becomes a duty for 
Christians to perform as a statement of their own faithfulness to God.

On the other hand, if God is at work - if I’m really receiving Jesus’ 
body and blood in me - then this is not just a duty, this is a gift.  It’s a 
gift that connects me to the forgiveness and love that Christ won for 
me on the cross.  It’s a gift because Jesus is coming to be with me 
and share in my brokenness.  It’s a gift because Jesus is uniting with 
me and all Christians.  It’s a gift because Jesus is coming to 
strengthen my faith and help me to see the wonderful truth of what 
He has done for me.  

BRINGING IT BACK TO JESUS

THE PASSOVER


The Passover meal celebrated 
the biggest moment in Jewish 
history – when God saved the 
Israelites from slavery!  This 
was the moment that gave 
God’s people their freedom 
and their identity as a nation.  
And so every year they sat 
around a sacrificed lamb, 
retelling the story of how God 
passed over their sin because 
of the sacrifice of the lamb.

That’s why it’s so amazing that 
Jesus took the bread and wine 
and said, “This is my body and  

blood given FOR YOU for the 
forgiveness of ALL of your 
sins.”  You couldn’t miss it.  
Jesus was saying that now, He 
was the lamb.  It was the 
sacrifice of His life that would 
give us a new freedom as His 
people!

P A G E  # 4

PONDER

DUTY VS. GIFT


Christianity definitely 
contains both duties 
(things we have to do) 
and gifts (things God 
does for us).  But how 
would you explain to 
someone that the main 
teaching and emphasis 
of Christianity is actually 
about God’s grace and 
gifts?   


