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The Lord’s Supper: Memorial or More? 

1 Corinthians 11:23–26 
 

AY BACK IN THE SECOND ISSUE OF TOTT WE 
examined the question, “How Often Should the 
Lord’s Supper Be Observed?” (September 2005). 

While this article is not actually a follow-up, it does ad-
dress another aspect of this critical activity of the church.  

Our main text is part of the Apostle Paul’s discussion of 
the Lord’s Supper in 1 Corinthians 11:17–34. After rebuk-
ing the Corinthians for their abuses of this supper, he as-
sures them in verse 23a that the Lord Jesus Himself had 
revealed to him what had occurred on the night this obser-
vance was instituted. He then recounts:  

 
That the Lord Jesus the same night in which he 

was betrayed took bread: And when he had given 

thanks, he brake it, and said, Take, eat: this is my 

body, which is broken for you: this do in remem-

brance of me. After the same manner also he took 

the cup, when he had supped, saying, This cup is 

the new testament in my blood: this do ye, as oft as 

ye drink it, in remembrance of me (23b–25).  
 
Theologian J. Oliver Buswell makes an interesting 

statement that well introduces our discussion: 
 

Although the Lord’s Supper has been more of a 
question of controversy in church history than baptism 
has ever been, yet in the latter part of the twentieth 
century, the Lord’s Supper is not a matter of contro-
versy among evangelical Bible-believing, Christian 
denominations. The break with Rome is now so wide, 
so far as true evangelicals are concerned, that the Ro-
man Catholic doctrine of the mass is really nothing but 
a subject for study in church history.1 

While that is certainly true in the context of the Roman 
Catholic mass, there actually is a small amount of contro-
versy among evangelicals on at least one aspect of the 
Lord’s Supper, namely: What precisely is its significance? 
Is it memorial only, or is there something more in it?  

 

Sacrament or Ordinance? 
 
I am convinced that how we view the significance of  

the Lord’s Supper is at least partly related to how we refer 
to it. Words mean things, and in themselves they carry im-
plications. While this section is a little technical, I ask your 
patience because it forms a very necessary foundation for 
the more devotional thoughts that follow. 

The term “sacrament” transliterates the Latin sacramen-
tum, the root of which is sacrare, to dedicate, consecrate, 

render sacred or solemn. With the suffix –mentum, “the act 

or process of,” the full idea is an act of taking an oath of 
dedication or consecration. Historically, in the age of the 
Roman Empire, it was used in the context of taking the 
oath of fidelity the Roman soldier swore to the Emperor.  

While this word appears valid, perhaps even appropri-
ate, the fact of what it ultimately became simply cannot be 
ignored or minimized. In Roman Catholicism, sacrament 
came to refer to an act that infuses or produces grace. As 
one of the most authoritative works of Catholicism, Fun-
damentals of Catholic Dogma by Ludwig Ott, states: 

 
Scholastic Theology coined the formula: Sacra-

menta operantur ex opere operato, that is, the Sacra-

ments operate by the power of the completed sacra-
mental rite. The Council of Trent sanctioned this ex-
pression which was vigorously combated by the Re-
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formers . . . . All Catholic theologians teach that the 
Sacraments are not merely conditions or occasions of 
communication of grace, but true causes (causae in-
strumentales) of grace. . . . The Council of Trent de-
clared against the Reformers, who, following the 
precedent of Wycliffe, denied the sacramental charac-
ter. . . . As there are various Sacraments having vari-
ous signs, and as the differences in the sacramental 
signs also point to a difference in the effecting of 
grace, it must be assumed that each individual Sacra-
ment, corresponding to its special purpose, conveys a 
special or specific sacramental grace.2 
 
Now, it is certainly true that while Reformed thinkers 

also use the word sacrament, they use it quite differently. 
Augustus Strong well states:  

 
An ordinance is a symbolic rite which sets forth 

the central truths of the Christian faith, and which is of 
universal and perpetual obligation. Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper are rites, which have become ordi-
nances by the specific command of Christ and by their 
inner relation to the essential truths of his kingdom. 
No ordinance is a sacrament in the Romanist sense of 
conferring grace but, as the sacramentum was the oath 

taken by the Roman soldier to obey his commander 
even unto death, so Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are 
sacraments, in the sense of vows of allegiance to 
Christ our Master.3 
 
That said, however, we submit that there is still a weak-

ness in using the term sacrament. Note Strong’s use of the 
word ordinance, a term that many prefer over sacrament 
for several reasons. One is simply because of the Roman 
Catholic overtones in the former and how easily the correct 
use of it can be obscured.  

Another reason is that ordinance is, in our view, more 
accurate. It simply means, in fact, an authoritative rule or 
law; a decree or command (from the Latin ordināre, to set 

in order). This reflects the fact that our Lord Himself insti-
tuted both ordinances of the Church—Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper. Henry Thiessen well says: “We may define 
an ordinance as an outward rite instituted by Christ to be 
administered in the church as a visible sign of the saving 
truth of the Christian faith.”4 

One other reason we prefer this term is because it is ac-
tually a biblical one, appearing, in fact, in the very context 
we are discussing. In 1 Corinthians 11:2 Paul writes to that 
troubled church, “I praise you, brethren, that ye remember 
me in all things, and keep the ordinances, as I delivered 
them to you.”5 The Greek is paradosis, which is derived 

from paradidōmi, which in this sense means “to deliver in 

teaching.” The idea then in paradosis is “a tradition, doc-

trine, or injunction delivered or communicated from one to 
another, whether divine or human.”6 Oh, the danger of hu-
man tradition! We must take great care that we do not 
“transgress the commandment of God by [our] tradition” 

(Matt. 15:3). Let us never violate God’s Word by any tradi-
tion we embrace. We must test each carefully. 

In stark contrast, however, are the traditions (doctrines, 
ordinances) of God’s Truth. In 2 Thessalonians 2:15, for 
example, we read: “Therefore, brethren, stand fast, and 
hold the traditions which ye have been taught, whether by 
word, or our epistle.” Likewise, here in our text, as John 
Gill submits, “ordinances” refers to “baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper, which [Paul] received from Christ, and de-
livered unto them (see 1 Cor. 11:23).”7  

So, while solid, godly men of the past (and present) 
used the term sacrament, we would lovingly submit that 
ordinance is obviously the better term. As Thiessen sub-
mits, it “avoid[s] the mysticism and sacramentalism char-
acterized by the term sacrament.”8 

 

Memorial or More? 
 
Inseparably linked, then, to the term used for the Lord’s 

Supper is the significance this act carries. There are four 
views concerning this significance. 

 
The Roman Catholic View 

 
Only a brief statement is needed here. The Roman 

Catholic view of the Lord’s Supper is transubstantiation 
(“a change of substance”). The Council of Trent declared 
against the Reformers in 1562: “In the sacrament of the 
most holy Eucharist are contained truly, really, and sub-
stantially, the body and blood together with the soul and 
divinity of our Lord Jesus Christ” and “in the mass a true 
and proper sacrifice is . . . offered to God .”9 

That, of course, as any true evangelical immediately 
discerns, is apostasy, paganism, and blasphemy of the 
grossest sort. It is a blatant departure from Hebrews 9:25, 
28, 10:10, 12, and 15, which declare Jesus Christ alone was 
the once-for-all sacrifice that ushered Him “into the holy 
place,” where He “obtained eternal redemption for us.” It is 
hard to imagine any teaching that is more repulsive than 
one that claims a priest actually calls Christ down from 
heaven to sacrifice Him again, who “crucify to themselves 
the Son of God afresh, and put him to an open shame” 
(6:6). Additionally, would God actually sanction the drink-
ing of blood, a revolting act he forbade in Genesis 9:3–5? 

 
The Lutheran View 

 
As is commonly known, Luther’s view of the Lord’s 

Supper was consubstantiation, although he actually never 
used that term. He did use an analogy, however, that re-
flects that concept, namely, the picture of an iron bar being 
heated in a fire: “The two substances of fire and iron are so 
mingled in the heated iron that every part is both iron and 
fire. Why could not much rather Christ’s body be thus con-
tained in every part of the substance of the bread?”10 In 
other words, “the metal was directly affected because it 
was immersed within the fire and heated; likewise, the 
elements of the Lord’s Supper are in some sense affected 
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by an engulfing presence of Christ.”11 
So, while Christ is not personally present in the ele-

ments, He is permeationally present—while He is not there 
in substance, He is there in spirit. This view is obviously 
troubling, however, because it reads a mystical idea into 
the observance that is simply not there, being implied nei-
ther by the Lord Jesus nor the Apostle Paul. There can be 
little doubt that as much as we commend Luther for some 
enormous contributions, it seems clear that he was still a 
little tainted by Rome when it came to the Lord’s Supper. 

 
The Reformed View 

 
In a reference to an illustration by Calvin, Millard 

Erickson well summarizes the Reformed view: “Using the 
sun as an illustration, Calvin asserted that Christ is present 
influentially. The sun remains in the heavens, yet its 
warmth and light are present on earth. So the radiance of 
the Spirit conveys to us the communion of Christ’s flesh 
and blood.”12 In other words, Calvin neither viewed Christ 
as present personally (Rome) nor permeationally (Luther), 
rather persuasively. Partaking of the bread and wine, then, 
nourishes believers and brings them into closer communion 
with Christ. In a sense, as Thiessen notes, “His presence in 
the Supper is similar to His presence in the Word.”13 

A key idea in the Reformed view (which in practice 
seems to go a little further than Calvin did) is that the 
Lord’s Supper is “a means of grace.” Wayne Grudem well 
defines this term for us: “The means of grace are any ac-
tivities within the fellowship of the church that God uses to 
give more grace to Christians.”14 Perhaps no Reformed 
writer better articulates this position than does Charles 
Hodge: “[This term] is intended to indicate those institu-
tions which God has ordained to be the ordinary channel of 
grace, i.e., of the supernatural influences of the Holy Spirit 
. . . [namely] the word, sacraments, and prayer.”15 He goes 
on to specify the significance of the Lord’s Supper itself: 

 
As the Word when attended by the demonstration 

of the Spirit, becomes the wisdom and power of God 
unto salvation; so does the sacrament of the Lord’s 
Supper, when thus attended, becomes a real means of 
grace, not only signifying and sealing, but really con-
veying to the believing recipient, Christ and all the 
benefits of redemption. 
 

Hodge goes on to bring together several concepts: com-
munion in 1 Corinthians 10:16, Jesus’ words in John 6:53 
concerning the supper, Christ living in the believer (Gal. 
2:20), and believers being members of one body (1 Cor. 
12:13). “In being thus united to Christ as their common 
head,” he concludes, “believers become one body, in a 
mystical sense.”16 

While all this paints a beautiful picture—and our high-
est respect goes to Hodge and others—such an emphasis on 
mysticism is a more than a little disquieting. Again, as with 
Luther, the simple fact is that such teaching is reading 

something into the text that is not explicitly stated. For ex-
ample, while some refer to the Lord’s Supper (as well as 
Baptism for that matter) as some kind of “seal,” it is never 
called that in Scripture; the Holy Spirit is a seal (Eph. 1:11; 
3:30), not the ordinances.17  

The question that inevitably arises here is, “What ex-
actly does our Lord mean when He talks about eating His 
body and drinking His blood?” Well, obviously, it’s not 
literal, as maintained by Rome. Neither, we believe, does it 
mean that there is some mystical connection. Rather it is 
clearly symbolic language. In the same way He referred to 
Himself as the “bread of life” (Jn. 6:35), “the door” of the 
sheepfold (10:7–9), and “the vine” (15:1, 5), He speaks 
here of being represented by the elements. 

This brings us to the fourth and final view. 
 

The Zwinglian (Memorial) View 
 
As A. A. Hodge (son of Charles) recounts, the great 

Swiss reformer Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531) “held that 
the bread and wine are simply memorials of the Body of 
Christ absent in heaven.” It is also significant that, as 
Hodge goes on to add, Zwingli’s “view at first prevailed 
among the Reformed churches and was embodied” in sev-
eral confessions of faith between 1530 and 1536.18 

To set the tone for this view, we note a wise comment 
from Millard Erickson:  

 
 We need to be particularly careful to avoid the 

negativism which has sometimes characterized this 
view that the Lord’s Supper is essentially a memorial. 
Out of a zeal to avoid the conception that Jesus is pre-
sent in some sort of magical way, some have gone to 
such extremes as to give the impression that the one 
place where Jesus most assuredly is not to be found is 
in the Lord’s Supper.19 
 

Yes, we can overreact to a concept and thereby swing too 
far the other way. As we will see, however, a memorial 
actually implies far more than what many realize—it’s 
more than just a memorial. We would, therefore, offer a 
six-fold significance of the Lord’s Supper,20 all of which, 
we submit, emerge solely from the biblical text. 

First—and out of which flow the others—the Lord’s 
Supper is primarily a perpetual memorial of Christ on the 
cross. There are, in fact, three strong evidences of the 
strictly memorial nature of the Lord’s Supper. 

1. The Greek for remembrance is anamnēsis, which 

(along with several others in this large word group, e.g., 
mnemoneuō) refers not only to the mental capability to re-

call something, but also “to be mindful” of it and “take [it] 
into account.” Other concepts include: remind oneself, 
consider, ponder, and reflect.21  

The same is true of the Hebrew zākar, which not only 

means to remember but also “to think of or pay attention 
to.” The fact that it appears so often (about 238 times, 57 of 
which are in the Psalms) demonstrates that remembrance in 
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ancient Israel was a major part of proper worship (e.g., 
Psa. 22:27; 45:17; 63:5–6; 77:11, 13; etc.). 

So, when our Lord said, “Do this in remembrance of 
Me,” He was saying infinitely more than what my wife 
means when she says to me, “Remember to get milk while 
you’re running your errands.” The Lord’s Supper is a time 
of deep spiritual worship, a time to be reminded (and be 
mindful) of the cross, to take into account what our Lord 
suffered, to ponder the spiritual riches He provides, and to 
reflect on our responsibilities. 

2. The backdrop of the instituting of the Lord’s Supper 
was immediately after the Passover Supper. Luke 22:20 
declares that the Lord Jesus “took the cup after supper,” for 
that was the current occasion (v. 15). The Passover, of 
course, looked back to God’s delivering Israel from bond-
age in Egypt, calling them to remembrance of that key 
event. In fact, a form of the Hebrew zākar, which we noted 

earlier, is the word used in Exodus 12:14 for the word 
“memorial” that marked this feast. Likewise, the Septua-
gint renders zākar using a Greek word from the group men-

tioned earlier (mnemosunon).  

What better backdrop, then, could there have been to 
our Lord’s “new call” to remembrance? Further, we 
would ask, if we are truly practicing remembrance at this 
level, is some mystical idea even necessary or can it really 
add anything more? 

3. We would also briefly submit that this is a memorial 
because no outward act we perform imparts or confers 
grace. As we contribute nothing to salvation, we contribute 
nothing to the furtherance of “a means of grace.” 

Second, the Lord’s Supper is the promise of the New 
Covenant now fulfilled. As our Lord declared, This cup is 
the new testament in my blood. This refers to the cove-
nant (testament is diathēkē) that God promised to the na-

tion of Israel in Jeremiah 31:31–34 (“covenant” is beriyt̠), 
the terms of which are then expounded in Hebrews 8:10–
12 (diathēkē again). The blood of Christ ratified that cove-

nant, which is now in force but tragically rejected by Israel. 
Third, the Lord’s Supper is a proclamation of Christ’s 

death and resurrection. It is through this that we show 

[kataggellō, declare plainly, openly, aloud] the Lord’s 

death till he come. 
Fourth, the Lord’s Supper is a prophecy of Christ’s re-

turn. The words till he come introduce an amazing feature 
of the Lord’s Supper—and this was also true again of the 
Passover Feast—that it not only looks backward but also 
forward. The early second-century church document The 
Didache (Teaching of the Twelve Apostles), written by an 
unknown author, contains teachings on church order. 
While it wasn’t recognized as part of the canon of Scrip-
ture, it was very highly regarded in the early church (and 
still should be). Chapter 10 records that after taking 
“Communion” (note our sixth point) the people gave 
thanks in prayer, almost half of which looked to the future: 

 
Remember, Lord, Thy Church, to deliver it from 

all evil and to make it perfect in Thy love, and gather it 
from the four winds, sanctified for Thy kingdom 
which Thou have prepared for it; for Thine is the 
power and the glory for ever. Let grace come, and let 
this world pass away. Hosanna to the God (Son) of 
David! If any one is holy, let him come; if any one is 
not so, let him repent. Maranatha [Our Lord, come!]. 
Amen. 
 

The true Christian believer desires to be with His Lord, and 
the supper He instituted declares that with a passion. 

Fifth, the Lord’s Supper is a point of confession of sin. 
Verses 28–29 declare that one must examine himself 
(dokimazō, “test, pronounce good, establish by trial”) be-

fore partaking of this supper. Why? Because this is a place 
of worship, and there is no room here for sin. In the context 
of the fleshly and divisive Corinthians, there is no place for 
such actions and attitudes at this table. This leads to and is 
inseparable with a final significance.   

Sixth, the Lord’s Supper is a period of fellowship for 
the church. In his previous reminder concerning the Lord’s 
Supper, Paul writes in 10:16 about the “cup of blessing” 
and “the bread which we break” being for “the communion 
of the body of Christ.” “Communion” is koinōnia, which 

speaks of a partnership, close union, and brotherly bond 
and is perhaps the best term to use for the Lord’s Supper. 
Kenneth Wuest well expresses the meaning: “joint partici-
pation in a common interest or activity.”22  

Oh, the wondrous time of fellowship this ordinance was 
designed by our Lord to be! Together we commune, we 
commemorate, and we comfort. It reminds us, too, that we 
are a body, which while having many members all labor 
together in unity and love for each other. It’s significant, 
indeed, that it was at the institution of this ordinance that 
Jesus washed the disciples’ feet (Jn. 13:14–15). While not 
commanded or adopted as a church ordinance, it graphi-
cally illustrates the service each body member should ren-
der to the others.  

 

Conclusion 
 
In his wonderful book on this subject, that great Puritan 

Matthew Henry writes: 
 

Remember him! Is there any danger of our forget-
ting him? . . . Ought we not to remember, and can we 
ever forget such a friend as Christ is—a friend that is 
our near and dear relation? . . . A friend in covenant 
with us? . . . A friend that has so wonderfully signal-
ized his friendship? . . . A friend, who, though he be 
absent from us, is negotiating our affairs, and is really 
absent for us? . . . A friend, who, though he be now 
absent, will be absent but a while?23 
 
Yes, the Lord’s Supper is a memorial, but it’s certainly 

not just a memorial. 
Dr. J. D. Watson 

Pastor-Teacher 
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Truth On Tough Texts: Expositions of  

Challenging Scripture Passages (The Book) 
 
S ANNOUNCED IN OUR LAST ISSUE, THE BOOK 

Truth On Tough Texts: Expositions of Challenging 

Scripture Passages is now in editing and planned for 
release in the first quarter of this year. 

This 550+ page, 6" x 9" format book includes all but 
five of the 75 articles (including this issue) that have ap-
peared in TOTT since its launch in August 2005. (Issues 
60–62 and 64 on the Five Solas and Church History are not 
included because an expanded book on this subject is 
planned; Issue 67 on the Top Ten Books is also omitted.) 
To make it even more useful as a reference, it also includes 
four comprehensive indexes: Subject, Person, Scripture, 
and Foreign Words (Hebrew, Greek, Latin). 

Again, we are not asking for donations, rather, ad-
vanced sales, which will help expedite the project and 
build a foundation for publishing other works through Sola 
Scriptura Publications.  

So, whether you order one copy or several, your order 
will be shipped to you (postage paid) as soon as the book is 
published. We are trying hard to make this as cost effective 
as possible. Now, while it will also be available on Ama-

zon.com (including Kindle), here is the better pricing 
schedule directly from us (dealer inquiries welcome): 

 
� Single Copy: $25.00 
� 2–10 copies: $23.00 ea. (8% discount) 
� 11–20 copies:  $21.00 ea. (16%) 
� 21 or more:  $20.00 ea. (20%) 

 
Send your order (check or MO), along with your mailing 
address (and an email address if you would like to be up-
dated on progress) to (we never sell addresses): 

 
Sola Scriptura Publications 
P.O. Box 235 
Meeker, CO  81641 

 
We would also ask you to pray for this endeavor. We are 
excited about this project and hope you will join in the an-
ticipation of what God will do through it. The goal of 
TOTT remains the same: to further God’s wondrous Word 
and deepen the knowledge of God’s people in it. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 
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