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During the coronavirus pandemic, some congregations have opted to suspend all assemblies while encouraging their members to join in virtual, online activities.  This, of course, is a valuable option for Bible study, class instruction, etc.

However, the question is: do these online sessions constitute a “coming together into one place”.  This was the terminology that Paul used when describing the observance of the Lord’s Supper in 1 Corinthians 11:20.  Clearly, the “one place” was a specific geographical location.  The saints literally, not virtually, assembled to participate in the communion.

The argument has been made that such physical assembling was the only choice available in those primitive times.  There was no way to “come together” other than being gathered in one particular spot.  But for us, there are other possibilities.  The Internet provides unique opportunities to ‘assemble’ online.  Paul and the Corinthians could never have imagined such a thing (or so we are told) and therefore the virtual “coming together” is a reasonable adaptation for these times.  Are you sure?

In reality, folks even 2,000 years ago understood the notion of being ‘together’ even when separated by vast distances.  The ‘virtual assembly’ advocates need look no further than the same epistle to see Paul describing such.  In chapter five of 1 Corinthians he urged the church to address the matter of an immoral brother.  Concerning this he said: “For I, on my part, though absent in body but present in spirit, have already judged him who has so committed this, as though I were present.  In the name of our Lord Jesus, when you are assembled, and I with you in spirit . . . to deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of his flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus.” (1 Corinthians 5:3-4).

Do you see it?  Paul said he was “with them” in this essential activity even though he was not in that same physical location.  But – and here is the important contrast - when referring to observing the Lord’s Supper (in the same epistle), he specified “coming together in one place” as a required condition.  We conclude that anything less than physical presence (even though Paul understood the concept of ‘remote’ presence) would not have been acceptable in the 1st Century church.  Think!     
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