TEXT: Hebrews 9:26

SUBJECT: Heresy #6: Eucharistic Controversy


This is the third Sunday afternoon of the month and time for another lecture on heresy.  The word, heresy, means a serious doctrinal error in the Church.  The two words that need underlining are “serious” and “Church”.  

Not every mistake in doctrine is a heresy, but only the ones that tend to overthrow the faith and put souls in jeopardy.  For example, I don’t think Romans 11 teaches that all (or most) ethnic Jews will be converted at the end of the Church Age.  But one can believe it without denying the Divinity of Christ, Salvation by Grace, or other essential doctrines.  The Puritans believed it, for example, and no one would call them heretics.  This teaching, furthermore, does not draw a believer away from the Lord.  Thus, though it is a mistake (in my opinion) it’s a minor one and not a heresy.  


In addition to being a serious mistake, heresy is taught in the Church.  Islam is a soul-destroying error, but it’s not heresy because it is not taught in the Church.  Those who believe in Islam are Muslims not Christians.  


So let’s use our words carefully: Heresy is a serious error taught in the Church.  


Thus far, we’ve looked at five of the worst errors ever taught by professing Christians: Legalism, Gnosticism, Arianianism, Pelagianism, and Iconodulism.  If you can’t remember what these are, ask me later and I’ll remind you.  


Today, we’ll have a look at another false teaching—and it’s a big one that has affected the Church for more than one thousand years—and still does.  


Historians have called it The Eucharistic Controversy.  

THE NAME


Baptists don’t use the word, Eucharist, very often, but there’s nothing wrong with it.  It just means Thanksgiving.  It appears all over the New Testament, but in a narrower sense it used for the Lord’s Supper.  I Corinthians 10:16 says

“The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ?  The bread which we break, is it not the communion of the body of Christ”.  

The words, “we bless” are a translation of Greek, Eucharist.

The heresy, of course, is not in the word, Eucharist, but in what some have taught it is and what it does.  

PREHISTORY


The Lord’s Supper was instituted by Jesus Christ just hours before the Crucifixion.  It was passed on to the Church and observed in the sacred meeting for centuries before it became a disputed issue.  


What did the Early Church believe about the Lord’s Supper?  It’s seems they believed in the  Real Presence at the Table, but they didn’t explain what they meant by Real.  The greatest thinker of the Early Church was St. Augustine.  He called it a mystery.  That satisfied the Whole Church, apparently…

RADBERT


…Until the year 831.  At that time, a French monk by the name of Radbert published a book called On the Body and Blood of the Lord.


Radbert agreed with Augustine, that Jesus Christ is really present with us at His Table.  But he could not imagine the Lord really being there unless He was there physically.  And so, he turned the bread and wine into the literal, material body and blood of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

MAURUS


His view of the Lord’s Supper was strongly opposed by a German monk named Maurus.  An historian says he 

“Denounced the grossly materialistic views of those who say that the sacrament of the altar is truly the body and blood of Christ.  To receive Christ—he asserted—is to be united to Him by faith”.  


In other words, the Lord is at His Table when we gather for communion, but He’s not here physically.  Thus, the fellowship it offers comes through your faith not through your mouth!  There is a Real Presence of the Lord at His Table, but it is spiritual.  That’s what Maurus taught and it directly opposes the teaching of Radbert.      

THE VERDICTS


At first, this was nothing more than a scholar’s debate.  But before long it began seeping out of the study and into the life of the Church.  Both leaders of the Church and laymen started taking sides on the issue.  When there’s a dispute between leaders and laymen, I usually side with the laymen. But not here.  For some time, the scholars and leaders of the Church sided with Maurus and rejected the idea that the bread and wine become the literal body and blood of Christ.  


But the people took the other side almost unanimously!  Being largely untaught in the Scriptures, they took the words, “This is My body” at face-value.  In doing this, of course, they ignored and rejected many other Scriptures that make this view impossible.  Before long, scholars began justifying the practices of the people, the parish priests started preaching and, and before you know it, it became the dominant view of the Church.    


To this day, all Roman Catholics are obliged to believe it.  The Council of Trent met between 1545-1563.  It declared that one must receive this doctrine or fall under the curse of God.  


This was the majority verdict, but not the only one.  For centuries small groups doubted and denied the doctrine, often at a great cost.  In the 16th Century men like Luther, Zwingli, Calvin, Knox, the Anabaptists, and the English Protestants broke with the doctrine and touched off the Reformation.  


The Reformers did not agree on every detail of the Lord’s Supper, of course, but every one of them denied the teaching that turned the bread and wine into God Almighty.     

THE IMPORTANCE


For four hundred years, both Catholics and Protestants took the issue seriously.  Men on both sides were ready to defend their view and even die for it if necessary.  But not anymore.  Many people today see the difference as a matter of words only. 


Are they right?  No they’re not.  For theology is sort of like a knitted sweater.  If you pull on one thread, you pull on the others.  Pull long enough and you’ll unravel the whole sweater.  This, it seems to me, is what the false teaching on the Lord’s Supper does to the Gospel.   


The words are strong, and I think fully justified.  The Catholic view of the Eucharist

· Changes the object of worship.  
Both Protestants and Catholics claim to worship the Lord Jesus Christ.  But the latter, believing the bread and wine are the Lord worship the bread and wine.  That’s why they kneel to receive the Host.  It’s not just a matter of posture, it’s a matter of theology.  Now, if the Catholics are right, then what they do is quite proper, even necessary.  But—if they’re wrong—if the bread and wine are not the body and blood of Christ—then kneeling before it, adoring it, and so on is…idolatry.  

A baked image is no better than a graven image.  Neither is to be worshiped and God is not to be worshiped in, by, or through either.  

· Changes the focus of public meetings.
In the New Testament, the public meeting was dominated by the Word of God.  Other things we on too, but teaching was central.  Christians gathered, chiefly, to hear what their Lord wanted them to believe or do.

But in churches where the bread and wine are made Divine, the Word recedes into the background.  I know that Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, and Anglicans have their sermons—and some of them are very good.  But the Word is not central to the public meeting—the Eucharist is.  

This shows up in the furniture of the church building and even their shape.  Go to a Catholic Church and the first thing you’ll see is the altar.  Go to a Reformed Church and the first thing you’ll see is the pulpit.  Why?  Because the churches focus on different things.  

· Changes the way of salvation.  

Protestants teach that salvation is by grace alone through faith alone.  We understand that faith is not a one-time act of decision, but a life of believing obedience and that the sacraments fortify our faith.  

Catholics, on the other hand, teach that salvation is by grace through faith, works, and the sacraments.  Now, the sacraments are dispensed by the Church only.  Which means that salvation outside of the Church is impossible.  In recent years, Catholic spokesmen have downplayed that aspect of their faith, but there’s no getting away from it.  It is the official and unchangeable doctrine of Catholicism.  Are we saved by Christ alone?  Or by Christ and His Church?  Your view of the Lord’s Supper will largely determine the answer.

