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As many of you know, we are just beginning a Lenten journey in which we will seek to delve 

into the question of forgiveness.  Based on Paul’s words about the ‘ministry of reconciliation’ in 

2 Corinthians, we are using this season to explore both what it means to say that we are forgiven 

as well as what it is to offer that forgiveness to others.  As I stated last Sunday, despite the pop-

psychology mantras, forgiveness is not something we do in some selfish endeavor to not allow 

the offenses of another to become a burden on us.  And forgiveness is so much more than simply 

saying that we’re not going to be angry anymore.  Inherent in forgiveness is love, and grace, and 

mercy, and hope, and so much more.  In the coming weeks of Lent, as we dig into these elements 

of forgiveness, I think that we will find that there will be something of a joyous and optimistic 

undertone to our reflections.  Much of the heart of the forgiveness echoes the tremendous 

blessing of resting in the promises of God, and we will see that, in many ways, from one week to 

the next.  Before we really get into those blessings, however, I think we need to start with one of 

the most challenging aspects of forgiveness that, in many ways, stands at the root of it all. 

 

I found myself in an email exchange with a member of our church, last week, about some of 

those ‘darker’ moments of the Lent and Easter season.  It began with the question of how we 

would provide that Ash Wednesday experience after it was initially cancelled due to snow.  It 

evolved, however, into an abbreviated discussion of that wider conviction that we can’t embrace 

the joys and blessings of the Easter season if we don’t first and foremost rest in the pains that 

brought us there.  We can’t truly know the wonder and joy of the empty tomb if we haven’t first 

taken the time to sit at the foot of the cross.  We can’t know the gift that is light if we haven’t 

experienced the pain that is darkness.  And, more to the point for today, we can’t revel in the 

glory that is God’s forgiveness if we haven’t first acknowledged the confession and penitence 

that sits at the heart of that Ash Wednesday gathering.  Said another way, we can’t know all of 

those blessings of forgiveness that we will explore this season, if we haven’t first and foremost 

owned the judgment that sits at the core of what it means to be forgiven!   

 

That’s what brings us to our reading from I Corinthians.  I mentioned this last Sunday, but let me 

remind you of the context of what is going on within the Church at the time of this letter.  As 

Paul writes these words, the Corinthian church is divided in a number of ways. 

1. There are divisions based on the leadership under which people came into the church.  

Some are claiming allegiance to Paul, others to Apollos, and still others to Cephas.    
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2. There are debates in the church over the role, conduct and dress of women. 

3. There are conflicts in the church regarding morality. 

4. There is dissension in the church about the necessity of historically Jewish rituals and 

practices in the faith life of the Christian believers. 

5. And, there are growing tensions that surround socioeconomic inequities in the life of the 

church itself. 

 

It is this socioeconomic inequity, particularly in the context of the Lord’s Supper, that Paul is 

addressing here in I Corinthians 11.  This starts with the 17th verse. 

Now in the following instructions I do not commend you, because when you come together it 

is not for the better but for the worse. 18 For, to begin with, when you come together as a 

church, I hear that there are divisions among you, and to some extent I believe it. 19 Indeed, 

there have to be factions among you, for only so will it become clear who among you are 

genuine. 20 When you come together, it is not really to eat the Lord’s supper. 21 For when 

the time comes to eat, each of you proceeds to eat your own supper, and one goes hungry and 

another becomes drunk. 22 What! Do you not have households to eat and drink in? Or do 

you show contempt for the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing? What 

should I say to you? Should I commend you? In this matter I do not commend you! 

   

There’s a certain practicality to Paul’s counsel, here, that I find compelling.  As I mentioned 

briefly last Sunday, the Lord’s Supper, in the first century Church, was not the brief 

remembrance that we know today.  The believers would gather for the meal and share in the 

paschal lamb, the unleavened bread, bitter herbs, fruit, cheese, wine, and more.  The most apt 

modern comparison of the meal shared at the Lord’s Supper in the Corinthian church is that of 

the American Thanksgiving – it was a feast. 

 

The challenge that arose, however, is that not everyone could arrive at the host’s home at the 

same time.  The wealthier members (the landowners and estate holders) would be able to get 

away at their discretion.  With numerous servants working for them, these people would not be 

tied to the structures of the markets or the harvests, but the others would.  Those of lower income 

in the church would be unable to reach the home until their work at the market, in the fields, or in 

the shop had been completed and their own employers had excused them for the day.  Thus, it 

was those lower on that socioeconomic ladder who were the last to arrive for the meal. 

 

The problem in Paul’s eyes, in this, was that those who arrived earlier didn’t wait – they ate the 

food and drank the wine before their Christian brothers and sisters could even arrive – leaving 

those who arrived later to go hungry.  This is where’s Paul’s pragmatism comes in.  In light of 

the situation Paul asks a rhetorical question of the wealthier church members – ‘Don’t you have a 

house?’  In other words – ‘If you’re so hungry that you can’t wait, eat at home!’  It is a 

wonderfully simple solution to the problem.  But, for Paul, the simplicity of the available 

resolution does not negate the importance of the deeper concern – for Paul the more pressing 

concern is not that the wealthy people were eating first (that’s easily solved).  For Paul, the more 

pressing issue is that people were approaching that feast of the Lord’s Supper with a sense of 

entitlement, and the Lord’s Supper, in Paul’s eyes, is anything but that to which any of us are 

entitled.    
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After talking a bit about the bakcground of the Lord’s Supper (what is sometimes referred to as 

the ‘Words of Institution’), Paul goes on, starting in the 27th verse, by saying, 

27 Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner 

will be answerable for the body and blood of the Lord. 28 Examine yourselves, and only then 

eat of the bread and drink of the cup. 29 For all who eat and drink without discerning the 

body eat and drink judgment against themselves. 30 For this reason many of you are weak 

and ill, and some have died. 31 But if we judged ourselves, we would not be judged. 32 But 

when we are judged by the Lord, we are disciplined so that we may not be condemned along 

with the world.  33 So then, my brothers and sisters, when you come together to eat, wait for 

one another. 34 If you are hungry, eat at home, so that when you come together, it will not be 

for your condemnation. About the other things I will give instructions when I come. 

 

Now, there’s a lot in there, but essentially Paul looks at those wealthier individuals, coming to 

this supper with a sense of entitlement, and responds by saying, ‘The Lord’s Supper is anything 

but something to which you are entitled.  The Lord’s Supper, at it’s core, is a time of Judgment.  

Make sure you understand that as you come in.’ 

 

In the coming weeks we will spend time talking about love, and grace, and mercy, and all of the 

wondrous blessings that lie at the heart of God’s forgiveness.  What lies underneath all of that, 

however, what stands as the consistent theme beneath the many aspects of forgiveness, is that we 

need it.  We are guilty!  What Paul is bringing out regarding the Lord’s Supper, here, is that the 

sacrament is, in and of itself, a judgment.  In fact, many would argue (myself included) that not 

only the Lord’s Supper, but the very incarnation, the coming of Christ, is a judgment – a 

reflection of the fundamental fact that the relationship between humanity and God needed to be 

restored in the first place.   

 

Samuel Calian, who we quoted last week as well, said it this way: 

“The incarnation, God with us, is in actuality divine judgment upon us.  Jesus’ coming 

acknowledges our estrangement from both God and one another.  His presence is 

evidence of our history of disobedience before God and points to our prideful, 

rebellious wills, which have caused us to be unfaithful, resulting in our separation from 

the very source of our being in God…Divine forgiveness assumes the existence of sin.” 

 

The Lord’s Supper, at its core, is a verdict upon us – a statement of our need for the forgiveness 

that is granted in the act being remembered.  Forgiveness, at its very heart, is judgment – a 

statement of the fact that our actions have broken humanity’s relationship with God, and that 

divine grace, mercy and love were needed to restore our relationship with the Almighty.   

 

In that passage from 2 Corinthians, Paul proclaims that, in Christ, God was reconciling the world 

unto himself.  I think it’s imperative to note that reconciliation has two unavoidable pre-

requisites.  The goal of reconciliation assumes that a relationship existed in the first place.  A 

relationship cannot be restored if it has never existed.  Second, however, reconciliation assumes 

that the relationship that existed has been broken.  Reconciliation assumes that an existing 

relationship has been destroyed in some way.  Forgiveness, then, assumes that we are the ones 

(at least in part) who broke it!  This table, this place of grace, mercy, love, hope, forgiveness, 

joy, honor, privilege – this table of God’s boundless blessings is, first and foremost, a table of 
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judgment.  The blessing that is the forgiveness and reconciliation of God assumes, at its core, 

that we are the ones who broke the relationship that needs to be restored.  This gift of gifts in 

which we rejoice is, at the base of it all, a place in which we must acknowledge the very manner 

in which we necessitated that forgiveness in the first place.   

 

Ultimately, as hard as it is to forgive, in life, it can often be that much harder to be forgiven.  

Because, we cannot embrace forgiveness without understanding the judgment that it places upon 

us.  We cannot embrace the forgiveness of God, nor from anyone else for that matter, unless we 

first and foremost recognize the judgment involved and the truth that we necessitated it.  We can 

call it penitence, we can call it confession, we can call it repentance – the language really doesn’t 

matter, but the mindset does.  For all of the blessings at the heart of forgiveness, forgiveness at 

its very core is a judgment of our guilt.  If we seek to truly know what it is to be forgiven, we 

must first and foremost own and understand our guilt that brings that forgiveness to bear.   

 

 

 

 

 

 


