
Tough Topics: Why Do We Practice “Closed Communion”?  
I. What Is Closed Communion? 

Closed Communion is the practice of only communing those who are in public, 

confessional fellowship with our denomination. To be in “public, confessional 

fellowship” means that one has been instructed by an LCMS pastor in the Scriptures and 

our confessional practice of the Lord’s Supper. It means also that one has maintained a 

“membership in good standing” with an LCMS congregation or a church body that we 

share altar/pulpit fellowship.  

So, the question is: why do we keep anyone “out”? Why can’t anyone/everyone take 

communion? 

Now we are getting to the core issue. And this has very little to do with a policy but what 

it is that are actually being eaten and drunk in the Eucharist. 

The true body and blood of Jesus.  

So, closed communion is really about the real presence…and the pastor’s (and 

congregational) responsibility to oversee that the Supper is received by those who are in 

fellowship with the teaching of the Church and in good standing to their benefit.  

 

II. The Real Presence of Jesus 

What do we mean by “real presence”? This is the reality of Christ’s body and blood in 

the Supper, that it is truly present. The Supper=the Body and Blood of Jesus. But don’t 

take my word. Take Jesus’. Matthew 26:26-28: 

Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave 

it to the disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and 

when he had given thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink of it, all of you, for 

this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the 

forgiveness of sins. 

Again, Mark 14:22-24: 

And as they were eating, he took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave it 

to them, and said, “Take; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and when he had 

given thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. And he said to them, 

“This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many. 

And again, Luke 22:19-20: 

And he took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, 

saying, “This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” 

And likewise the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup that is poured out 

for you is the new covenant in my blood.” 

Also take St. Paul’s. 1 Corinthians 11:23-26: 

For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on 

the night when he was betrayed took bread,  and when he had given thanks, he 

broke it, and said, “This is my body, which is for you. Do this in remembrance of 

me.” In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the 

new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of 

me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the 

Lord’s death until he comes. 

The Lutheran Confessional Position, represented in the Augsburg Confession, Article X 

Concerning the Lord’s Supper: 



Concerning the Lord’s Supper—it is taught that the true body and blood of 

Christ are truly present under the form of bread and wine in the Lord’s Supper 

and are distributed and received there. Rejected, therefore, is also the contrary 

teaching. 

 

III. The Mystery of the Supper 

It is in the Lord’s Supper that we “co-participate” in the transcendent mystery of the true 

body and blood of Jesus. We receive the mystery of the sacrament. Listen to St. Paul, a 

little earlier in 1 Corinthians 10:14-21: 

Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry. I speak as to sensible people; judge for 

yourselves what I say. The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation 

in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the 

body of Christ?  

The context for this section is a general admonition to be careful of idolatry. Paul earlier 

warns that we dare not put Christ to the test. While warning of engaging in pagan idolatry 

and eating in pagan temple dining rooms, Paul makes the strong case that what we eat 

and drink in the Supper is indeed a communion with the body and blood of Jesus.  

 

IV. The Scriptural Basis for Closed Communion 

Now we come to the specific verses used to support the practice of closed communion. 

St. Paul, again in 1 Corinthians 11, verses 27-34:  

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

manner will be guilty concerning the body and blood of the Lord. Let a person 

examine himself, then, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For anyone 

who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment on 

himself. That is why many of you are weak and ill, and some have died. But if we 

judged ourselves truly, we would not be judged. But when we are judged by the 

Lord, we are disciplined so that we may not be condemned along with the world.  

So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for one another— if 

anyone is hungry, let him eat at home—so that when you come together it will not 

be for judgment. About the other things I will give directions when I come. 

1st century worship was held in houses. People would bring food to eat and wine to drink 

for a meal after worship. Think of a church pot-luck. From the provisions brought, the 

bread and wine would have been used for the Lord’s Supper.  

What seems to have been happening was that some who were better off (the haves) were 

not sharing what they brought with the ones who were less well-off (the have nots). Their 

Lord’s Supper, Paul claims, was not communion, but a group of friends meeting for a 

private feast, while others were left out. While we don’t know the exact situation in 

Corinth, it is clear that Paul is writing to admonish and re-educate.  

a. What is “an unworthy manner”? This is doing something in an inappropriate or 

unsuitable way. In view here is both eating and drinking in a way that is not consistent 

with Christ’s institution and not confessing what is present under the bread and wine, the 

body and blood of Jesus.  

b. What is “will be guilty concerning the body and blood of the Lord.”? This likely is 

not referring to the way the consecrated bread and wine were consumed, but being held 



accountable for the sin against Christ by not regarding properly what the Supper 

proclaims (we remember the Lord’s death until He comes).  

c. What is it to “examine oneself”? This is to put something to a test, or test something 

for genuineness. It is to form a critical examination of something in order to come to a 

conclusion. This points to the role of person to make sure of their own worthiness, i.e. 

how genuine are their motives and understanding are. IOW, confession of sin and 

reflection is a part of partaking of the Supper. See the Small Catechism.  

d. What is it to “not discern the body”? Is body referring to the congregation or the 

bread/body of Christ or something else?  

1. Distinguishing between the sacred eucharistic elements of the Lord’s body and 

ordinary bread from the table (following the Church fathers).  

2. Respect for the congregation (ignoring the context and grammar!). 

3. Being mindful of Christ, His body…His act of salvific act of sacrifice 

(spiritualizing the Supper!). 

We follow number one. 

Therefore, anyone who eats and drinks in an unworthy manner without discerning the 

body (that is, the true eucharistic elements) brings judgment upon themselves.  

e. What is it to “eat and drink judgment on oneself”? This is to come under God’s 

condemnation due to the failure to discern the body and blood of Jesus. Physical 

punishment follows spiritual problems.  

 

V. The Bottom Line 

WE ARE CAREFUL TO PERMIT ONLY THOSE WHO SHARE OUR CONFESSION 

THAT THE SUPPER IS TRULY THE BODY AND BLOOD OF JESUS. To practice 

“closed communion” is to ensure that people who may not be discerning, who do not 

examine themselves, are not judged by God and condemned along with the world.  

Closed communion is an act of love.  

In summation, nothing says it better than Luther in the Small Catechism: 

Who, then, receives this sacrament worthily? Answer: Fasting and bodily 

preparation are in fact a fine external discipline, but a person who has faith in 

these words, “given for you” and “shed for you for the forgiveness of sins,” is 

really worthy and well prepared. However, a person who does not believe these 

words or doubts them is unworthy and unprepared, because the words “for 

you” require truly believing hearts. 

The practice is governed locally by the pastor. He is the “gatekeeper”. It is necessary 

because the responsibility of who is worthy cannot be determined by the communicant. It 

is governed by external rules in order that people may not commune to their harm and 

that the Sacrament is not profaned or ill-used.  

St. Paul in 1 Corinthians 4:1:  

This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the 

mysteries of God. Moreover, it is required of stewards that they be found 

faithful. 

 

VI. Pushback—Living in an Age of Choice and Radical Individual Autonomy 

So, why is this such a hard teaching for the modern Christian?  

Because we have all been steeped in the “age of choice”.  



We expect, in fact insist on having personal, autonomous choice over every aspect of our 

lives.  

So, when someone walks into a worship service, in a tradition that practices closed 

communion, people bristle. “Who are they to tell me that I can’t take communion!? Who 

do they think they are? My church lets all people commune. We are open to all people. 

We don’t keep anyone out!”  

As I’ve argued above, it’s about the belief in the real presence and the responsibility of 

the Church to make sure people commune to their eternal edification. Whether they 

believe that the Supper is the body and blood of Jesus or they don’t, the true body and 

blood of Jesus is exactly what they will get.  

 

VII. Pushback—Living in an Age of That Denies the Presence of the Transcendent 

We also live an age of the material. The transcendent is frequently dismissed or 

relativized. This is the basic underlying world view, as expressed in popular culture. Even 

Christians operate this way. Not only do we struggle to believe in a truly transcendent 

Lord, we struggle with the very concept that that God of the Universe can be available to 

us in ordinary means.  

The Divine Service is the place where the transcendent meets the local. Where heaven 

comes down to earth. God in a place. God pouring out His gifts to His people, using 

regular material elements…water, wine, bread, people.  

This is also why worship is often judged by what it makes people feel, what is “does for 

them”. But worship is where we receive the divine gifts of pardon and peace in visible 

and tangible forms and we in turn express our praise to a God Who is over all, in all and 

through all. Worship is where the transcendent is received by the people by faith.  

 

VIII. Being Faithful to What Was Handed Down to Us 

In 1 Corinthians 11:23 Paul says, “For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to 

you…” For I received what I also delivered. This is apostolic tradition. People who 

dismiss what Paul says here, should be very careful. Paul was called by Jesus and sent by 

Jesus. What he received, either directly from Christ or from other apostles in the Church 

matters.  

The practice of closed communion is not something we came up with to “keep people 

out” or to “make ourselves feel important”. It is the tradition of the Church. While some 

traditions were discarded by the Lutheran reformers of the 16th century, many more were 

kept. All things that were rooted and grounded in Scripture, that were faithful to the 

preaching and teaching of the Apostolic Church, that was beneficial to the Body of Christ 

were retained. What was abandoned was anything that obscured the proclamation of 

the Gospel or even directed people away from the free forgiveness of sins in Christ. 

We are to be faithful to what we have been given. We are not “lone ranger” Christians 

who operate in a cultural vacuum. We stand in a train of what came before us. We stand 

on the shoulders of giants. Tradition is the practice of the dead receiving a vote…and 

joining our voices to them with a resounding “Amen!”.  


