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Chapter 1: Introduction  
 

Apparently, according to some Reformed pastors, the vast 

majority of Reformed churches and denominations are morally 

negligent by not participating weekly in the Supper.  Grover Gunn 

contends: 
 

Or is Communion more like a meal, a frequent event that is 

special because of its necessity?éWhat will we say when our 

Lord asks us why we deliberately neglected a primary means of 

grace in most Lordôs Day worship services?éIs it truly good 

stewardship to hide the Communion cup more Sundays than we 

use it?
1
  

 

Not only that, but they are missing the ñsingularly unique wayò in 

which life is communicated to the Body of Christ via the Eucharist 

itself.  Keith Matthison asserts: 

 

In a singularly unique way, the life of the true Vine is 

communicated to the branches in the celebration of the Lordôs 

Supper.  Why would any Christian not want this Communion with 

Christ to be part of every worship service? [emphasis added]
2
 

  

 These surprising and loaded assertions highlight the 

significance of this issue in some quarters.  Moreover, the doctrinal 

background of Matthisonôs statement appears to be logically rooted 

in a peculiar understanding that the Word and Sacrament are 

mutually interdependent: 

 

Without the word, the sacrament is merely an empty sign.  

Without the sacrament, the word is not properly sealed and does 

not have its full, intended effect. [emphasis added]éneither the 

preaching of the word nor the observance of the sacrament is 

superfluous or optional in regular Christian worship (cf. Acts 

                                                 
1
 Grover E. Gunn, III, ñWeekly Communion,ò The Counsel of Chalcedon, December 

1986,  20. 
2
 Keith Matthison, Given For You: Reclaiming Calvinôs Doctrine of the Lord Supper 

(Phillipsburg: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2002), 294. 
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2:42).  Biblical worship includes both.
3
  

 

Thus, in arguing for a weekly Supper, the author contends that if the 

Church truly understood the nature of the Supper it would lead her 

to see it as needful for the Word to have its ñfull, intended effectòð

that the Meal is an ñintegral and necessary part of the worship of the 

new covenant Communion.ò
4
  

Granted, not all proponents of a weekly Supper are willing to 

defend these statements; however, as will be clear later, some of the 

justifications, arguments and rationales logically lead to such 

sentiments and practices.  

The following quotes, although cautious, also challenge the 

church to take seriously the benefits and rationales for weekly 

Communion: 
 

On the other hand, even if I fall short and preach doôs and donôts 

rather than the gospel, the Lordôs Supper helps to remind the 

congregation of the gospel basicsé 

 

é it [weekly Supper] might even contribute toward revival and 

reformation in lives, in families, and in congregations.
5

 

 

If the sacrament is chiefly a matter of our remembering or our 

attesting to our faith and obedience [Zwinglian], it is not 

surprising that it should be infrequenté.The point is to suggest 

the indivisibility of nature and frequency.
6
 

  

 In other words, it appears that Communion helps make up for 

deficient sermons and encourages revival while non-weekly 

Communion churches are quasi-Zwinglians at best. Four of the five 

quotes are within the last 5 years, and the fourth quote is found in 

the Ordained Servant of the OPC along with another article focusing 

on a different interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11 which suggests, 
                                                 
3
 Ibid, 270.  These statements were given in a short section on the relation of the 

Word and Sacrament.  At best this is unclear language.  
4
 Ibid, 294. 

5
 Larry Wilson, ñOn Weekly CommunionðSome Pastoral Reflectionsò, Ordained 

Servant 14, no. 1, (March 2005): 17, 20. Yet he does not excuse weak sermons. 
6
 Michael Horton, ñAt Least Weekly: The Reformed Doctrine of the Lordôs Supper 

And of Its Frequent Celebration,ò Mid-America Journal of Theology 11, (2000): 156. 
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among other things, frequent Communion.
7
 

There are no statistics concerning the frequency of 

Communion, but the general sense is that this practice is on the rise.  

The Church needs to address the issue, not in the sense of urgency 

or alarm, but in the historical context of Reformed liturgy.  

Traditionally, the various branches of the Reformed churches, 

overall, have not practiced weekly Communion, and this should give 

one pause.  A conservative approach to Presbyterian practice would, 

in light of this historical fact, at least dialogue about the issue.  As 

Dr. Robert Grossman cogently advises: 
 

Since such a practice has been uniformly rejected by generations 

past in the Reformed community, one would think that before 

embarking on such a change, there would be careful discussion at 

major denominational assemblies.
8
 [or at least amongst fellow 

presbyters at the regional church level]. 

 

In light of human weakness, known reports of laymen 

avoiding churches based on this issue, as well as men binding their 

consciences to such a practice,
 9
 at the very least discussion of newer 

practices could and should be discussed with other members 

(especially older and wiser ministers) in the regional churches.   

Some denominations, especially in the Westminster tradition, 

have primarily regulated the question of the frequency of the Supper 

to the discretion of the session.
10

  Nevertheless, the significance of 

the previous quotes ought to bring to the forefront the rationales for 
                                                 
7
 Trice, ñ óDrink of It, All of Youô Revisiting Elements of the Traditional Reformed 

Fencing of the Table,ò Ordained Servant 14, no. 1, March 2005, p. 21. 
8
 Grossman, ñTheses on Weekly communion And The Heresy of Sacramentalism,ò 

unpublished 2005, 1. 
9
 Indeed, some church officers were so intent on practicing weekly communion that 

when the wisdom of this approach was questioned, one intensely replied that he was 

ñconscience boundò to this activity, and another quietly challenged that instead of 

questioning their approach charges should instead be brought. 
10

 Interestingly, in the Orthodox Presbyterian Churchôs Directory of Public Worship, 

both Sacraments are labeled ñoccasional elementsò (chapter IV.1) and neither is listed 

in the previous chapter, ñThe Usual Parts of Worship.ò See Appendix A. Some quote 

the Confession WCF 21.5 that considers the Sacraments as part of ñordinaryò 

worship.  Yet, Baptism is a Sacrament and it is surely ñoccasional,ò cf. Refutation 

section and Appendix A. 
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celebrating weekly Communion. It is one thing to celebrate it out of 

a liberty of conscience and quite another to defend the practice upon 

questionable theological groundsðespecially when some of these 

justifications downplay or move beyond proper Confessional and 

Biblical parameters. There are many adiaphora activities, such as 

candle burning, which are innocent in themselves, yet if practiced 

for wrong reasons (because it brings one closer to God, for instance) 

the event or thing is turned into that which is displeasing to the 

Lord.   

After analyzing the various authors and piecing together the 

differing arguments, it appears that there are four main rationales: 1) 

since the Supper is an objective means of conveying the real 

presence of Christ and His benefits, then it should be exercised 

weekly (this is a combination of several similar arguments); 2) since 

the Old Testament worship pattern climaxes in Communion, then 

the Supper (Communion) should be exercised weekly; 3) since 

Christ and His benefits are in a ñsingularly unique wayò 

communicated in the Supper, then it should be exercised weekly; 

and 4) since there are Biblical texts that endorse weekly 

Communion, then it should be exercised weekly. 

Some similar and secondary arguments include contrasting a 

Zwinglian view of the Supper (tending toward infrequent 

Communion) against a Calvinian
11

 view of the Supper (tending 

toward frequent Communion).  Also, a plethora of additional or 

incidental benefits that accompany the Supper (the evangelistic 

benefits, rededication or covenant renewal, public testimony, etc.) 

are brought to the forefront to defend weekly Communion.
12

 

 A cursory glance at this position readily displays 

inconsistencies that splinter the original contention for weekly 

Communion into various positions.  Specifically there are two 

explicit positions: some argue for only once-a-week Communion 

(presumably within a twice-a-week worship service framework), 

                                                 
11

 This is the term used to differentiate Calvinôs unique views from others within the 

Reformed tradition. 
12

 Incredibly, Grover Gunn lists fifteen ways in which the Word and the Supper 

ñcomplimentò each other.  With some imagination one could create a longer list, cf., 

the Refutation section, Secondary Arguments, p. 70. 
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while others argue for at-least-once-a-week Communion (preferably 

more).  This latter position is asserted in Hortonôs title and at the 

beginning of Matthisonôs defense of a weekly Supper.
13

  Throughout 

the rest of their papers, the focus is on once-a-week Communion.  

Furthermore, Matthison, while defending at-least-once-a-week 

Communion, reverts to an implicit and radical position: Communion 

should be ñpart of every worship service.ò Presumably, this is 

asserted because ñéneither the preaching of the word nor the 

observance of the sacrament is superfluous or optional in regular 

Christian worship... Biblical worship includes both.ò
14

  Thus, while 

arguing for weekly Communion, Matthison actually has every-

worship-service Communion in mind.  This is instructive, showing 

that some of the arguments for once-a-week Communion are, and 

can be, used to defend not only at-least-once-a-week Communion 

but also every-worship-service Communion.  For those with only 

two worship services that means the Supper is exercised twice a 

week; for churches with only one worship service a week, in 

practical terms, they are following Matthisonôs approach.   As will 

be shown through the course of this thesis, these arguments and 

other rationales used to defend weekly Communion actually buttress 

an argument for the Lordôs Supper in every worship service. This 

would logically mean that morning, evening, mid-week, 

Thanksgiving and ordination services should have the Lordôs 

Supper. 

 It is acknowledged that none of the authors in question assert 

in their writings that other churches that do not practice weekly 

Communion are sub-par.  As a matter of fact, Gunn properly opens 

his paper with a caveat that his position should not be taken to 

endorse such an importance upon this view as to question the being 

or even well-being of other churches, and that people ought not 

leave churches on this ground.  The authors are congenial in their 

presentation.  Nevertheless, as will be demonstrated later, what 

some of the authorsô logic and rhetoric imply is that the current 

practices within many of the Reformed churches are at best 

                                                 
13

 ñAt Least Weeklyé.ò He quotes Calvin to that effect on p. 148; Matthison, 292. 
14

 Mathison, 294, 270.  The latter statements were given in a short section on the 

relationship between the Word and Sacrament.   
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unBiblical.   
 

Sacramentalism, Sacerdotalism & Hyper-Sacramentalism  

 

 Perhaps a new category of thought needs development.  The 

position of some (as quoted above) is so strongly worded that they 

may warrant a label that will differentiate them from their 

theological brothers who are not willing to voice such strong 

statements.
15

  Matthisonôs quote about the necessity of having both 

the Word and the Supper in regular worship is such a surprising 

position that it warrants its own categorization; yet this assertion is 

not clearly used as an argument for weekly Communion later in the 

book.  He explicitly defends at-least-once-a-week Communion, but 

sometimes asserts this other implicit position.  Furthermore, he 

speaks of obtaining life from Christ in the Supper in a ñsingularly 

unique way.ò  This is not clarified either.
16

  Perhaps his position 

should be labeled hyper-Sacramentalism.
17

 

In the field of Sacramentology (the study of the sacraments) 

there are basically two positions (besides the Anabaptistic position) 

on the nature of the Supper.  The Reformed view believes that it is a 

sign and seal of the Covenant of Grace; as such it is a means of 

grace wherein the Spirit seals salvation.  Sacerdotalism teaches that 

the grace of the Spirit is so tied to the Supper that it is contained in it 

and is always objectively present to the partakers.  It is a mechanical 

approach to the Meal (such as the Romish mass). 

 The weekly Communion position may be labeled 

Sacramentalism, but this expression is vague. Surely, those who 

affirm the Sacraments as against a Memorialist view have no 

problem with this title.  On the other hand, labeling this position as 

Sacerdotalism is not accurate.  There is no theological assertion of 

                                                 
15

 Such strong language is also found in some Federal Vision proponents, notably 

Rich Lusk (cf. Guy Watersô The Federal Vision and Covenant Theology, (P&R, 

2006), 212.)  
16

 It may refer to his belief that there is a distinction between faith and eating.  

However, as will be dealt with below, this should not preclude our union with Christ 

as found especially in the Word preached. 
17

 Others have suggested that this may be better labeled ñHigh Churchò 

Presbyterianism; similarly cp. Rousas Rushdoony, The Politics of Guilt and Pity, 

(Fairfax, Thoburn Press, 1978) 287. 
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Roman Catholic ex opere operato or High Church Lutheran 

mechanicalism.
18

  There is a formal overlap between these churches 

and those arguing for weekly Communion because the former also 

argues for weekly Communion.  However, there appears to be no 

material similarity.  None of this should be thought of as an excuse 

to pigeonhole positions for convenient disposal but rather an honest 

attempt to logically organize and analyze different arguments and 

rationales that arrive at similar conclusions.   

 

Thesis 
 

 Horton correctly observes, ñoneôs view of the nature of the 

supper plays no small part in determining frequency.ò
19

  However, 

the stress should be upon ñplays.ò  The nature of the Supper in no 

way necessarily leads to a definite answer as to frequency; it only 

influences it toward a general answer.  Nevertheless, it can be shown 

that the Supper should be practiced less than weekly. 

It can also be shown that the normal practice of the Reformed 

community reflects a confessional view of the Supper.  Thus, given 

that virtually all of Reformed churches throughout a multitude of 

countries and several centuries decided not to enact weekly 

Communion places the burden of proof upon those perpetuating this 

approach to the Supper.   

 In brief, this paper will begin with an outline of the historical 

practice of the Church, especially the Reformed Confessional 

community (the Westminster tradition in particular).  Next, it will 

explore the theological foundation of the Word of God, while 

examining the Biblical doctrine of the sacrament and worship to 

show that the frequency of the Supper should be less than weekly. 

Lastly, there will be exegeses of the relevant passages before 

rebutting counter-arguments.  The Word-centric foundation and 

orientation of the Christian life as a whole, and the worship of the 

Church in particular, coupled with the moral seriousness and 

holiness demanded in the Eucharist, demonstrates that the traditional 

frequency of the Lordôs Supper is the correct view. 
                                                 
18

 Cf. Warfields analysis of sacerdotalism in the Lutheran tradition, The Plan of 

Salvation, Reprint (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, , 1975)  65.    
19

 Ibid, 156. 
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Chapter 2: History 

 

The literature related to the issue of the frequency of the 

Lordôs Supper is imbedded in books on liturgical history and in 

ancient documents which may or may not reflect the general state of 

the church, especially in the early church period. The information in 

the ancient church is especially sketchy.  What is being sought 

before the era of the Reformation is a presumed general practice as 

found in various writings of the ante-Nicene, post-Nicene and 

Medieval periods.  The study of Reformation, post-Reformation and 

modern eras will focus primarily on the worship practices, 

especially in the Westminster tradition.  In all periods, because of 

the influence of doctrine upon practice, a cursory glance at the 

theory of the sacraments may be presented. 

 

Ante-Nicene  
 

This period contains few references to the Lordôs Supper, let 

alone to the frequency thereof.  Nevertheless, the common 

consensus
20

 is that the Eucharist was practiced weekly. For example, 

Justin Martyr (c. 160) in chapter 67, states: 

 

And on the day called Sundayéwe all rise together and pray, and, 

as we before said, when our prayer is ended, bread and wine and 

water are brought, and the president in like manner offers prayers 

and thanksgivingséand to those who are absent a portion is sent 

by the deacons.
21

  

 

 Even so, historians acknowledge the interspersed practice of 

daily Communion as well.
22

 What are more interesting are some of 

the other practices that accompanied the Supper in the late second-

century: the over-protectiveness of the elements (ñnothing was 

                                                 
20

 For an alternate historical interpretation compare, Francis Nigel Lee, Quarterly 

communion At Annual Seasons [pdf], 5
th
 ed,  December 2003. 

21
 The First Apology [cd-rom],  (Albany: The Sage Digital Library, SAGE Software, 

Version 1.0, 1997); The Didache, 14:1 is used as evidence as well. 
22

 Philip Schaff,  History of the Christian Church. Vol. 2, 5
th
 ed., Ante-Nicene 

Christianity: A.D. 100-325.  (Reprint, Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 2002), 236. 
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dropped or spiltò); the practice of sending the left-over elements to 

the homes for daily consumption after prayer; and warning the 

members not to leave the crumbs around the house, lest mice or 

unbaptized members eat it.
23

  Thus, a sacerdotal view of the Supper 

appears to have accompanied its frequent practice. 

 

Post-Nicene  
 

 In the Post-Nicene era, as noted by Philip Schaff, some in 

North Africa communed everyday; other regions practiced it weekly 

and others less than weekly.
24

  Around 350 AD, Cyril was 

explaining detailed instructions for the handling of the bread and 

wine.  During Chrysostomôs time, the Lordôs Table was screened off 

with a curtain and other elaborate liturgical elements were added.
25

 

Around 400 AD more evidence of daily Communion in larger cities 

is found.
26

  Again, the increase interest in the detailed administration 

of the Eucharist points to an exalted view of the Supper 

corresponding with its high-frequency practice. 

 

Medieval  
 

Medieval Europe experienced a slow mutation toward an 

articulated sacerdotalism after Augustine.  The superstitious 

practices among part of the church were already noted during 

Hippolytus (circa 200), but such attitudes and practices were further 

amplified in the middle and late Medieval periods.   

During part of this period, the frequency of the Supper was 

mandated minimally to Christmas, Easter and Pentecost.  This arose 

as the priesthood idea dominated the church and divided the 

sacrament between the laity and clergy.   

As late as the 1200s, some were complaining that attendees 

were too flippant with Communion: 

                                                 
23

 Chadwick, The Early Church.(England: Penguin Books, 1993), 266. His summary 

relies upon Hippolytusô (c. 170-c. 236) work. 
24

 Schaff, vol.3, 516. 
25

 Chadwick, 267; For a detailed treatment of the increasing liturgical complexity 

during this time, confer William D. Maxwellôs, An Outline of Christian Worship: Its 

Developments and Forms (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), 37.  
26

 Chadwick,  271. 
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The frequent repetition of the mass became a matter of complaint.  

Albertus Magnus [1206-1280] speaks of women attending mass 

every day from levity and not in a spirit of devotion who deserved 

rebuke.
27

  

 

In that same century, the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) 

mandated a minimum annual attendance to the Eucharist for 

layman.
28

  This quote of Magnus points to an interesting fact: that 

although the frequency of the Supper was officially limited, its 

actual practice in some regions was still frequent. The Council 

became the background against which the Reformers complained 

about the lack of frequent Communion. 

 

Reformation  
 

With the Reformationôs emphasis on the Word of God as the 

basis of doctrine and practice, a re-examination of all significant 

beliefs were in order.  This naturally included the Lordôs Supper.  

The Confessions of that period were significantly unified, in spite of 

the in-house debate between Zwingli and others.  Even so, the 

Consensus Tigurinus of 1549 struck a compromise that satisfied all 

parties.  

Early in Lutherôs career he endorsed daily Communion, but 

modified it to weekly with weekday opportunities open for those 

desiring the Lordôs Supper more often.
29

 

 Part of Calvinôs view of the Lordôs Supper and its frequency is 

well known.  In the Institutes he asserts: ñéthe Lordôs Table should 

have been spread at least once a week for the assembly of 

                                                 
27

 Schaff, vol. 5, 722ff., qtd. Magnusô In De euchar. VI.3. 
28

 Canon 21 All the faithful of both sexes shall after they have reached the age of 

discretion faithfully confess all their sins at least once a year to their own (parish) 

priest and perform to the best of their ability the penance imposed, receiving 

reverently at least at Easter the sacrament of the Eucharist, unless perchance at the 

advice of their own priest they may for a good reason abstain for a time from its 

reception; otherwise they shall be cut off from the Churchéò  

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/lateran4.html  Fordham University Online. 
29

 Maxwell, 74.  

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/lateran4.html
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Christiansò and ñRather, it was ordained to be frequently used 

among all Christiansò.
30

 A large part of his reasoning is based upon 

Acts 2:42,  

 

Thus it became the unvarying rule that no meeting of the church 

should take place without the Word, prayers, partaking of the 

Supper, and almsgiving.  That this was the established order 

among the Corinthians also, we can safely infer from Paul.
31

 

[emphasis mine] 

 

Calvinôs assertion actually argues for the Lordôs Supper in 

every worship service.  Yet he allowed ñat least once a weekò.  

Elsewhere, he appears to soften his position: ñAs to the time of 

using it, no certain rule can be prescribed for all...Although we have 

no express commandment specifying the time or day [of the 

Supper]é.ò
32

 

In spite of these declarations, what is illustrative in Calvinôs 

practice is his willingness to submit to the local churchôs decision to 

practice monthly Communion.  While at Strassburg, before the 

monthly Communion was taken, members were required ñto give 

him [Calvin] previous notice of their intention, that they might 

receive instruction, warning or comfort, according to their need.  

Unworthy applicants were excluded.ò
33

   

 Knox carried virtually the liturgy of Calvin straight from the 

continent into Scotland.  However, just as in Switzerland, the 

practice of weekly Communion was never enacted.  There is 

evidence of monthly Communion among the English colony in 

Switzerland; however, when they returned to England, the practice 

of quarterly Communion was solidified by the General Assembly in 

                                                 
30

 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion. Vol. 2.  Translated by Ford Lewis 

Battles.  (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1960), 4.17.44, 46. 
31

 Calvin, 4.17. 44. 
32

 In ñA Short Treatise on the Supper of Our Lord,ò (1540), Selected Works of John 

Calvin.  Vol. 2, Tracts Part 2.  [CD] (Albany: AGES Digital Library, 1998), 169, 

170.  Dr. Leeôs interpretation of the later events in Calvinôs life points in a similar 

direction, Quarterly communion At Annual Seasons, 10ff., esp. the Dec. 1540 letter. 
33

 Schaff, vol. 8, 374.  It would be interesting how many churches would practice 

weekly Communion if such examinations were regularly practiced. 


