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This morning we begin our last topic under our series on the church—

Membership, what it means to belong to the body (covenant community).  

 

Many people have a pretty casual attitude toward the church, too casual in 

fact. This stems partly from our independent and individualistic culture. We 

tend to think of our relationship with Christ as primarily a personal matter 

(“that’s between me and God”). We view the local church as a volunteer 

organization, and therefore we can begin to think of our relationship to the 

church as voluntary, or casual. While there should be a somewhat relaxed 

atmosphere as a people of grace, there should also be an intentional sense of 

commitment to one another (Romans 12:5—“we are individually members of one 

another”). 

 

Biblically speaking, the church is a Covenant Community based on the New 

Covenant which has been established through Christ’s blood.  As we have 

been learning in adult Sunday school, a covenant is a lasting agreement that 

defines a relationship. The most common expression of covenant in our 

modern culture is that of marriage. Marriage is a life-long covenant between 

a man and a woman that exclusively defines their relationship as husband 

and wife. Do you see now this covenant before God defines their 

relationship? It reserves a level of intimacy, commitment, and responsibility 

for each other that exceeds all other relationships in their lives. What’s 

interesting for the sake of illustration is that the children born out of that 

marriage also have a unique relationship with one another as siblings—there 

is a bond and heightened responsibility toward one another as brothers and 

sisters that exceed relationships with other people.    

 

In the Old Testament God established a covenant with His people at Mt. 

Sinai through Moses. This defined an exclusive relationship: Yahweh would 

be their God exclusively; they would be His own special covenant people. 

The terms or conditions of this covenant were summarized in the 10 

commandments. What’s interesting to note is that the commandments not 

only defined and expressed how the people should relate to God, but also 

how they should live in relationship to one another as the covenant people of 

God—their fellowship was to be an expression or reflection of God’s own 

character (“You shall be holy for I am holy”). The first 4 commandments 

defined how they were to relate to God (worship no other gods, no idols, not 

taking His name in vain, and honoring His Sabbath day). The last six defined 

how they were to relate to each other in community as the people of God 

(honoring parents, not murdering, adulterating, stealing, lying, or coveting).  

However, Israel did a very poor job of upholding its covenant relationship 

with God. They often rebelled against God with their sin, failing to be a light 

to the nations. So in Jeremiah 31:31, the Lord issued a promise that He 

would establish a New Covenant: “Behold, days are coming," declares the 

LORD, "when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with 

the house of Judah,  not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in 

the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My 

covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them," declares the 

LORD. But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel 

after those days," declares the LORD, "I will put My law within them, and 

on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My 
people. And they shall not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man 

his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' for they shall all know Me, from the 

least of them to the greatest of them," declares the LORD, "for I will forgive 

their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more." 

 

Not only would God provide forgiveness through this new covenant, but He 

would also write His law on their hearts. In other words, God would change 

their hearts. Under the New Covenant the Holy Spirit would give God’s 

people the power to obey. God would do what we could not do to ensure the 

faithfulness of the covenant by ensuring the faithfulness of His people 

through the Spirit’s work in them. And this new covenant would not only be 

for Israel, but for all the nations—anyone who would come to God through 

Jesus Christ.  

 

This New Covenant was ratified through Jesus life blood. This is why on the 

night before His crucifixion, as Jesus celebrated the Passover with His 

disciples, He held up the Cup of Redemption and said, “This cup is the new 

covenant in My blood; do this as often as you drink it, in remembrance of 

Me” (I Cor 11:25).  

 

Under the New Covenant, Jesus summarized our responsibility to the terms 

of this covenant as loving God with all our heart, and loving our neighbor as 



ourselves. What I want you to see this morning is that under the New 

Covenant, we are not only reconciled to God but joined to a covenant 

community—we become members of the body of Christ which has very 

practical implications for how we live in fellowship with one another.   

Our union with Christ through the New Covenant determines how we are 

to relate to one another in the body of Christ. In other words, the 

distinctives of the New Covenant (gospel) establish the distinctives of our 

fellowship in the Lord.  For example, our relationships as brothers and sisters 

in Christ should be a reflection of God’s covenantal love, characterized by 

grace and truth.   

 

To show you how our new covenant with Christ affects our relationships 

with one another, let me take you to 1 Corinthians 11 where Paul rebukes the 

believers at Corinth because their attitudes and behavior toward one another 

violate the spirit of the New Covenant. They are coming to the Lord’s Supper 

in a way that does not honor Christ because they are violating one another.  

The Problem in Corinth [I Corinthians 11:17-22] 

Apparently the Corinthian church was not experiencing much unity. Paul 

describes them as having factions and divisions.  Many of the early churches 

would have a meal together called a love feast that would conclude with 

commemorating the Lord’s Supper. It appears as though the more wealthy 

members were bringing their food and wine to the love feast and indulging to 

the point drunkenness while the poor were going hungry. Or perhaps instead 

of waiting for everyone to arrive, they started indulging so that those who 

came later had nothing to eat (vs. 33). Rather than being a feast of love, they 

were acting selfishly and in the process they were bring shame upon one 

another.  

So destructive were their attitudes and behaviors that Paul says in vs. 17, 

“you come together not for the better but for the worse.” In other words, 

you’re not edifying and building each other up but rather damaging one 

another. In fact, their treatment of one another was so contrary to the spirit 

and law of Christ set forth in the new covenant that Paul says in vs. 20, 

“when you meet together, it is not to eat the Lord’s Supper.” That is, you 

may be going through the motions and ritual of the Lord’s Supper but your 

hearts are so wayward that it can’t even be considered a genuine celebration 

of Christ’s sacrifice. The Lord’s table is not a place for selfish indulgence but 

selfless, sacrificial love. The way for them to honor the Lord is to put on the 

mind of Christ by doing nothing from selfishness or empty conceit but with 

humility regarding one another as more important than themselves—not just 

looking out for their own interests but rather caring for the interests of others 

(Phil 2:3-5).  

The Purpose of the Lord’s Supper (I Corinthians 11:23-26) 

Verses 17-22 are a strong rebuke from Paul. Now notice the reason Paul 

gives for rebuking their self-centeredness and greed. It begins in vs. 23 with 

the word “for.” [vs. 23-26] Paul contrasts the unloving actions and attitudes 

of the Corinthians with the selfless, sacrificial words of Jesus that express the 

heart of the New Covenant—“this is My body which is for you.” Jesus was 

giving of Himself, not even sparing His own life-blood, to meet the needs of 

undeserving sinners. The purpose of the Lord’s Supper is to remember and 

proclaim the Lord’s death. Those who are under this new covenant, sealed in 

Jesus’ blood, would best honor their Lord in dying to self for the sake of their 

brother’s need. How could it be proper to honor the sin-cleansing blood of 

Jesus by sinning against less fortunate brothers. Simply put, a covenant 

“people who have the law of God written on their hearts don’t pig out on 

their own riches and get drunk while others in the church have nothing and 

go hungry.”
1
 

The Proper Approach to the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor 11:27-32) 

So Paul goes on to instruct the Corinthian believers how to properly prepare 

for the Lord’s Supper. [vs. 26-32] Paul begins with a warning in vs. 27. 

Because the Lord’s Supper is a represents the His death (vs. 26), to take the 

Lord’s Supper in an unworthy manner is to make ourselves guilty of 

dishonoring Jesus Himself and His sacrifice. Just like trampling or burning 

our nation’s flag is to degrade the nation itself, in the same way to take the 

Lord’s supper in a calloused way is to be guilty of a hardened heart toward 

the Lord and His sacrifice.  
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This is why vs. 28 calls for self-examination as we come to the Lord’s table. 

We are to examine 2 things:  

a. Ourselves (vs. 28): life, heart, attitudes, motivations to repent of any 

known sin.  

b. Our relationships [vs. 29]:  

There’s a question here as to what the word “body” refers to in vs. 

29. Is it referring to the physical body of Jesus represented by the 

communion elements or is it referring to the body of Christ—the 

church. I believe Paul is using a play on words here to refer to the 

church. We eat the bread as representing Jesus physical body but His 

true body on earth is now the church. This is why Paul says we have 

to judge or discern the body rightly. You can’t honor the sacrifice of 

Jesus’ physical body while dishonoring one another because we are 

His body.  

I think this is the right interpretation for two reasons:  

i. It fits the overall context of how the New Covenant in 

Christ’s blood determines how we should conduct ourselves 

toward one another. In fact, Paul will go on in the next 

chapter to further detail a theology of the body (church) as it 

relates to spiritual gifts.  

ii. More importantly,  vs. 31 gives the other side of the coin by 

telling us what happens if we “judge ourselves rightly” 

(replacing the word “body” from vs. 29).  

This matter of how we relate to one another when we come to the Lord’s 

table is so essential that verse 30 says some believers in the Corinthian 

church had come under the Lord’s discipline through weakness, sickness, 

and even death because they desecrated the Lord’s supper with their impure 

relationships with one another. In vs. 32 Paul clarifies that God disciplines us 

(at times even with physical death!) so that we will not be ultimately 

condemned like the world.  

God’s faithfulness to His New Covenant love for you is so strong, and His 

regard for Christ’s sacrifice so high, that He would rather end your life 

prematurely than allow you to go on behaving as though your deserve the 

condemnation of hell by disregarding Christ’s sacrifice.
2
  

The Problem Resolved (I Corinthians 11:33-34) 

Finally, in vs. 33-34 Paul returns to the problem at Corinth—simply telling 

them to wait for one another, and if they are overly hungry, eat at home first, 

so that they would not dishonor one another and therefore dishonor the 

Lord’s supper and the Lord Himself resulting in His discipline.  

What I don’t want you to miss from this passage is that as believers we are a 

covenant people living under the New Covenant. Our covenant relationship 

with God distinctly shapes the way we are to live in covenant community 

with one another in grace, truth, and love.  

This is one legitimate reason for local churches to exercise membership, to 

practice in a local assembly the reality of being a covenant people. The 

proper attitude for us to have as a local church can be expressed like this: “we 

are bound to God by the new covenant; and not only that, since we are 

bound to God by that covenant, we are bound to each other by that covenant 

too. The covenant that makes us belong to God makes us belong to each 

other…Our covenant relationship with God [not only] creates, [but also] 

shapes our covenant with each other.”
3
  

This is why, as an elder team, we have been discussing the possibility of 

strengthening our membership process through the use of a membership 

covenant, a document that clarifies what it means for us to live together as 

the covenant people of God in this local church with intentionality and 

accountability. “A church covenant is a series of written pledges based on the 

Bible which church members voluntarily make to God and to one another 

regarding their basic moral and spiritual commitments and the practice of 
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their faith.”
4
 We currently have a membership agreement which people sign 

that simply affirms our doctrinal statement and constitution. But what it fails 

to do is provide a compelling vision of what it means to be the people of God 

together under the gospel.  So I ask you to pray for us as we consider the 

possibility of drafting a covenant to present to you that will help shape the 

culture of gospel community—so we can help each other be the people of 

God more faithfully.  

This morning as we prepare our hearts to come to the Lord’s Supper, we 

have such a privilege to commune with Jesus as we celebrate and proclaim 

His death which has delivered us from the wrath of God and endows us with 

all the inheritance of Christ. So I urge you this morning to pray and ask the 

Holy Spirit to give you eyes to see yourself as you examine your thoughts, 

attitudes, actions, affections, and your relationships. Let us come confessing 

our sin and confessing Jesus as Lord.  

� You can only be under this new covenant of grace by repentance of 

sin and faith in Jesus Christ.  

� And He will only be regarded as Savior where He is regarded as 

Lord.  

 

Communion: 

� Bread: 1 John 1:5-9 

� Cup: Prayer of thanksgiving for new covenant 
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