TEXT:

SUBJECT: THE ARGUMENTS IN FAVOR OF CLOSE COMMUNIONPRIVATE 


The arguments for "close communion" are ably set forth by my friend, Dr. Bill Downing, in his book, New Testament Church: Nature, Characteristics, Perpetuity, pp.115-116.  


Under the heading, The Partakers, Pastor Downing describes three views of communion.  "Who should partake of the Lord's Supper?  Some churches practice `open communion', anyone who happens to be in attendance at the time of the observance is served the elements.  Others restrict the participation.  Some hold that the rite is only for believers; others that it is only for all believers of like faith and practice who are members in good standing of sister churches (i.e., closed communion).  Still others admit only those in good standing who are members of that local assembly (i.e., close communion)".  


Dr. Downing goes on to argue in favor of the last, that is, `close communion'.   "Consider the following four principles:


1.
The Lord's Supper is a church ordinance, given to the church as an institution in the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20).  Thus, any institution (i.e., para-church organization, family or informal fellowship of believers) is precluded from administering this ordinance.  


2.
This ordinance is for the gathered church or the church assembled together, not for those apart from the assembled believers (i.e., the sick and bed ridden or family members who are non-members; see I Corinthians 11:17-34).  


3.
This rite is under the discipline of the local assembly.  No person, therefore, is to be admitted who is not a member in good standing with the church (see Matthew 18:15-17, Romans 16:17, I Corinthians 5:1-13, 10:26, II Thessalonians 3:6, 14-15, Titus 3:10-11).  To do otherwise would be to disregard and disobey the Word of God.  Without proper church discipline the proper observance of this ordinance is impossible.  


4.
According to the command of the Lord and the pattern of the apostolic churches, the Lord's Supper was observed in the context of the local assembly (Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 2:41-42)".  

AN EVALUATION


Pastor Downing's first argument is problematic for two reasons:


1.
It is imposed on the text and not inferred from it.  Downing says: "The Lord's Supper is a church ordinance, given to the church as an institution in the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20)".   The Apostle Matthew, however, says: "The eleven disciples went away into Galilee, to the mountain which Jesus had appointed for them.  And when they saw Him, they worshiped Him; but some doubted.  Then Jesus came and spoke to them..."  The "them" must be "the eleven disciples".  "The church as an institution" is nowhere mentioned.   


2.
It proves too much.  If the Great Commission is given to "the church as an institution" and if this makes the Lord's Supper "a church ordinance", it also makes "making disciples of all nations" , "baptizing them", and "teaching them to observe all things" church ordinances.  Must we restrict our evangelism to those in the church?  May non-church members be baptized?  Must visitors be excluded from the pulpit ministry?


3.
Summary: The Lord's Supper may be a "church ordinance given to the church as an institution".  But it cannot be proven from the Great Commission.  


Downing's second argument is correct.  The Lord's Supper is a public--not private--ordinance.  


Downing's third argument is the most impressive.  He says, "This rite is under the discipline of the local assembly".  On p.117, he adds: "The Lord's Table is co-extensive with church discipline".  Based on the Scriptures he cites, his meaning becomes clear.  (a) The Lord's Supper requires church discipline (b) the church cannot discipline non-members (c) Therefore, non-members cannot partake of the Lord's Supper.


With point (a) I am in agreement.  To eat at all--no less the Lord's Supper--with professed Christians living in open sin is shameful (cf. I Corinthians 5:9-11, II Thessalonians 3:6).  


But point (b) is not true.  The church can discipline non-members.  Titus 3:10: "Reject a divisive man after the first and second admonition".  III John 10: "If anyone comes to you and does not bring this doctrine, do not receive him into your house nor greet him".  If a heretic or troublemaker begins visiting the church and causing trouble, must we wait until he joins the assembly to warn him?  Must he be admitted to membership before being told to leave?  


Point (c) makes the grave error of lumping all visitors together.  Because some might be hypocrites (and so not qualified for the Lord's Supper), we must exclude all visitors from the ordinance.  It is inherently suspicious.  But love "thinks no evil".  


Downing's fourth argument--like his first--is simply put into the text.  He says, "According to the command of the Lord and the pattern of the apostolic churches, the Lord's Supper was observed in the context of the local assembly (Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 2:41-42)".  


As to "the command of the Lord", He nowhere says anything like: "Do this in remembrance of Me in the context of the local assembly".  Moreover, the only Lord's Supper He partook of was not "in the context of the local assembly", but with the Apostles only!  


Regarding "the pattern of the apostolic churches", the record is quite unclear.  In Acts 2:41-42, it is true that the Supper was taken "in the context of the local assembly".  But the fact is ignored: There were no other churches!  The very idea of "Christian visitors" was incongruous.  At the time, it seems that "the church at Jerusalem" and "the saved" were virtually identical.    

SUMMARY


1.
Pastor Downing has not made his case for "close communion" from the Bible.  


2.
He has maligned men who disagree with him.  On p.116, he writes: "...to do otherwise is to disregard and disobey the Word of God".  To "disregard" and to "disobey the Word of God" is to willfully sin.  


3.
What believers are invited to the Lord's Table is a matter of Christian liberty.  Let every church think for itself; let all others respect them for their decision.  

