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“Common to Holy” 
Jeremiah 31:31-34 

1 Corinthians 11:23-32  

Today is Worldwide Communion Sunday.  All over the world, Christians are celebrating 
Communion.  In the New Testament, this is also called the breaking of bread, the table of the 
Lord, the Lord’s Supper, and the Eucharist. Eucharist, by the way, comes from the Greek word 
eucharisto, which means “to give thanks.”  What we will be doing this morning is an act of 
thanksgiving.  But I don’t want to get ahead of myself. 

This morning, I want to talk about a few key things.  First, the meaning of the word 
covenant.  The prophet Jeremiah prophesied a new covenant. I want to briefly discuss the old 
covenant, and the new covenant.  Later, I want to talk about the word sacrament, of which we 
have two in the Presbyterian Church.  I want to talk about the elements used by Jesus, and by us, 
the bread and the cup.  Finally, I want to focus on the most important thing of all – the idea that 
these elements, and we, become holy.  Through the power of the Holy Spirit, these common 
elements here on the table, and we, are changed – from common to holy.   

Let’s begin with the passage from Jeremiah.  Virtually all commentators call this one of 
the most important passages in the Old Testament, if not the entire Bible.  Further, it is beyond 
doubt that this passage had tremendous influence on New Testament doctrine.  These verses are 
quoted twice in Hebrews, verbatim and indirectly, and they are the basis for what Christ said at 
the Last Supper, on the night he was betrayed.   

Look at verse 31: “The time is coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new 
covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.”  What is the meaning of the 
word, covenant?  Covenant is an agreement between God and his people in which God makes 
certain promises and requires certain behavior from them in return.  In the Old Testament, it 
was exactly that – God made promises, Israel made promises, and they were supposed to live 
happily ever after, right?  Well, as we know, and as Jeremiah says in verse 32, they broke my 
covenant, though I was a husband to them.   

If you spend enough time in the Old Testament, one thing that becomes crystal clear is 
that Israel was continually breaking the covenant given to them by God, and God was 
continually being faithful, restoring the relationship with Israel.  The theme throughout the Old 
Testament, if not the Bible, is God’s faithfulness.   

Look at verse 33: “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that 
time,” declares the LORD. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be 
their God, and they will be my people.”  This is very important.  The old covenant given to the 
people through Moses on Mt. Sinai was written on tablets of stone.  Over time, God gave the 
Israelites a huge list of rules and rites to follow – in the Old Testament we can find 613 laws.  I 
will be happy to email you a list if you like!   

Listen to what one commentator says: “The old covenant spoke of a great physical 
deliverance from Egypt through the blood of lambs and the power of God; the new covenant 
proclaims a great spiritual deliverance from sin and death through the blood of the Lamb of 
God, Jesus Christ, and the power of God.  The Passover Feast memorializes the first, the Lord’s 
Supper memorializes the second.”    

Another important aspect of this new covenant is that it is written on our hearts.  Paul, a 
Jewish rabbi himself, used this metaphor in his second letter to the Corinthians.  Look at what he 
has to say to the church: You show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, 
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written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of 
human hearts  (2 Corinthians 3:3).    

Thanks to the suffering and death of Christ, which we will celebrate and remember in a 
few minutes, God’s law is now written on our hearts.  This new covenant, given to us by God, is 
not some rule book we need to follow, but a source of spontaneous loving action, empowered by 
the Holy Spirit.   

For example, if I would happen to lose my wedding ring, I would be no less married to 
Caroline, nor would I “forget” that I am married, or love her less.  I love her, and I keep my 
marriage vows, because they are written on my heart – I entered into a covenant relationship 
with Caroline, under the authority of God.   

Now let’s look at verse 34: “No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his 
brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to the 
greatest,” declares the LORD. “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins 
no more.”  The first part of this does not mean we no longer need to be in Bible study or church, 
or in prayer.  It means that, because the activity is God’s, everyone can have an intimate 
relationship with him.  This is done through the activity of the Holy Spirit, the third person of the 
Trinity, sent by Jesus after he ascended.  Everyone, from the least to the greatest (whatever that 
means), will know the LORD.   

Finally, the most wonderful aspect of all – forgiveness.  “For I will forgive their 
wickedness and will remember their sins no more.”  Under the law, the issue was sin.  For us, the 
issue is not sinlessness, but forgiveness.  Believe me, we all suffer under the power of sin, but 
through Christ, we have the freedom of forgiveness.  This is written on our hearts.   

Now, let’s move to Paul’s wonderful words in his first letter to the church at Corinth.  
Remember that Paul’s letters were written before the gospels – they are the oldest writings from 
the 1st century church we have.  Most scholars believe these words in the letter to the Corinthians 
are older than the gospel accounts of the Last Supper.  In fact, they are the first recorded account 
of any word from Jesus!  Therefore they are very important.  And as William Barclay tells us, 
these words give us our warrant for the most sacred act of worship in the church.   

In his letter, Paul is reminding the Corinthians (and us!) of the importance of what they 
were doing.  Let’s look at the first few verses, 23-24: For I received from the Lord what I also 
passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night 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.”   We do not know if Paul actually received these words from Jesus himself – the use of 
receive and pass on in the Greek can mean that he received this tradition from the church.  
Regardless, the words of our Savior and Lord are there, and they are important.   

This morning we are celebrating the sacrament of Communion.  A sacrament is a formal 
religious act conferring a specific grace on those who receive it.  Another definition from our 
Book of Confessions is a sacrament is a visible sign of God’s invisible grace.  We have two 
sacraments, Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.     

Let’s look at the use of the word body.  When Jesus was there, in the upper room that 
night, he was there in bodily form.  He held up the bread and said, this is my body, which is for 
you – so the bread was not actually his body.  On the other hand, we simply cannot say that the 
bread only stood for his body.  There is something more happening here.   

In the Orthodox and Catholic traditions, they believe that the bread is transformed into 
the actual body of Christ.  This is called transubstantiation.  The substance of the bread is 
transformed into the body of Christ.  We do not believe that.   
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As we participate in the sacrament, something holy happens.  God is active and present.  
In the case of Communion, the elements, bread and the cup, are mysteriously transformed.  The 
bread still stays bread, and the cup (in our case, juice) stays juice, but the substance of the body 
and blood of Christ coexists with the substance of the consecrated bread and wine (or juice.)  
This is called consubstantiation.  It is one of the fundamental differences between those who are 
of the Reformed tradition, and the Catholic and Orthodox traditions.   

Obviously, consubstantiation is a mystery to us.  God is present with us, during this 
event.  It is not a memorial – we are joined in spiritual union with Christ himself, as we eat the 
bread and drink the cup.   

Paul tells us what Jesus does next: In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, 
“This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of 
me.” For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he 
comes (1 Corinthians 11:25-26).  Like the bread, the substance of the cup coexists with the 
substance of the blood of Christ.  Again, these elements, through a mystery, become holy.  It 
may taste like juice, but it is somehow in spiritual union with the blood of Christ.   

Let’s look closely at Jesus’ words.  He has already told us that his body has been broken 
for us.  Next, he tells us that the cup is the new covenant in his blood.  Just as Jeremiah had 
prophesied, we have been given a new covenant from God, through the broken body and shed 
blood of Jesus, God’s only son.  Again, the old covenant was based upon the law – the new 
covenant is based on love and grace.  But, and this is important – it cost the life of Jesus to make 
this covenant possible!   

Look at what else is happening here – For whenever you eat this bread and drink this 
cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.  First, our participation in the sacrament is 
evangelical.  We are proclaiming the meaning and importance of Christ’s death, not only to us, 
but to the world.  Second, it is eschatological – remember, eschatology is the study of the last 
things.  We are to do this until he comes again!  Baptism, the other sacrament, is to be celebrated 
only once – Communion is to be celebrated often, until the end of the age.  And, look at the 
words until he comes.  We are in communion with and celebrating not a dead Christ, but a living 
Lord.  This is indeed a very important moment in our lives, and in the life of this church, for the 
entire world – this holy sacrament.   

Unfortunately, Paul has some words of warning for us.  Many times, when I say these 
“words of institution,” I avoid these next few passages because they are so difficult for me – both 
to read, and to hear.  But God has told me to preach on these verses as well this morning.  1 
Corinthians 11:27-29: Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an 
unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord.  A man ought 
to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.  For anyone who eats and 
drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself.   

Wow.  What do we do with these words?  First of all, is there anyone here who is actually 
worthy to receive this sacrament this morning?  Anyone without sin?  Anyone who hasn’t done 
anything against God or his neighbor, or family this week?  I thought so.  We are all unworthy of 
the grace of Jesus Christ, unworthy to receive these elements, and yet we are called to come here 
and participate, proclaiming the Lord’s death until he comes!   

Certainly, it is possible for us to partake in an unworthy manner.  First, if someone is not 
a Christian – does not accept (and proclaim) Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord – if you are here 
today taking the bread and cup, and have not yet made the decision to invite Christ into your life, 
I ask you to stop right now and do so.  Otherwise, you will be taking the body and blood of 
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Christ in an unworthy manner.  If you are here and are confused over the meaning of this 
sacrament, or what elements symbolize, talk to me or Tom before participating.   

Second, if you are angry, or if you are hurt, or if you are holding a grudge, or something 
like that, maybe you should skip this time.  Jesus tells us in Matthew 18 to go to our brother or 
sister and be reconciled, before we come to this table of fellowship.  Now of course, if you have 
tried to communicate with someone, and they don’t return the call, then you are welcome here 
today.  The issue is preparing your heart for this beloved sacrament.  As Paul says, “A man ought 
to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.” 

I want to read one more verse from Paul about being unworthy – verse 29: “For anyone 
who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on 
himself.”  I know that some of you might be worried that you’ve taken communion in the past in 
an “unworthy” manner, and now you have brought judgment on yourselves!  Don’t worry, if 
you’ve accepted Christ as Savior and Lord, you are promised eternal life.  You will not go to hell 
if you take communion in a bad mood.  It’s important to note the Greek here.  In the Greek, there 
is no definite article before krima, which means “judgment.”  Krima is where we get our word 
criminal.  Without the article, it’s more like a parent disciplining a child – we are subject to 
judgment, and to discipline.  This is not the judgment, which will come at the end of the age, 
when Christ returns.  That’s when we need to be paying attention. 

And just how do we become worthy?   Good question.  Just how do you think this grape 
juice and bread undergo consubstantiation?  Remember what I said a few minutes ago.  In 
Communion, the elements, bread and the cup, are mysteriously transformed.  The bread still 
stays bread, and the cup (in our case, juice) stays juice, but the substance of the body and blood 
of Christ coexists with the substance of the consecrated bread and wine (or juice.)  This is done 
in and through the power of the Holy Spirit – by taking the elements, we enter into a holy union 
with Christ.   

In a few minutes, we will all pray that these elements be transformed from their everyday 
common and ordinary use to a holy and sacred one.  They are transformed, and come into union 
with Christ. 

Well, my brothers and sisters, amazingly enough, the same thing happens to us.  We enter 
into prayer, God acts, and we are transformed ourselves from our everyday and common state to 
a condition that is holy and sacred!  We ourselves are transformed, from unworthy observers of 
this event, to worthy and holy partakers in the body and blood of Christ.  From common to holy.   

This is huge.  We enter into a state of preparation, examination, and prayer, and God does 
the rest (or should I say, God does it all?)  These simple things become holy, and we simple 
things become holy.   

This sacrament has been given to us by Jesus himself.  We are commanded to celebrate it 
often, giving thanks each time.  We are to do it until the end of the age, until Christ returns.  We 
are to examine ourselves, and after that examination, pray that the Holy Spirit would transform 
us from common to holy.  We are about to experience a miracle – bread and juice come into 
union with Christ, and we enter a holy union with our Savior and Lord.  Common to holy.   


