Lord’s Supper

God has truly made us humans in amazing ways.  When we live in hot climates, we acclimate and no longer feel the heat at 100 degrees.  When we live in cold climates we acclimate and begin to feel that 75 degrees is hot.  When children live in very rough circumstances they acclimate and believe it is normal.  When children grow up very affluent they have no idea how affluent they are because they acclimate and it seems natural.  God has made us incredibly adaptable to whatever we face.  However, this also has the downside that we acclimate to things we should not take for granted.


Someone this last week was telling me that, shortly after coming to the United States, she encountered a man in a grocery store who was buying food with food stamps.  He was asking his wife if their social security check had arrived yet and, finding that it was late, proceeded to loudly berate the government of our country.  The person who told me this said that she turned around and corrected him by pointing out how privileged he was to have food stamps and social security whether it was on time or not.  She told him that, if he didn’t like it, he should go to a third world country for a few weeks and that he would appreciate our country much more if he did.  After she finished the man calmed down and admitted that she was right and that we do have it very good here.  All he needed was some perspective.  


Today we are going to gain some perspective by going to a spiritual third world country.  We are going to look at how things once were and what we could have been born into.  We will get back to Matthew but, for today, we are going to spend the bulk of our time in the book of Hebrews.  Turn to Hebrews nine now as we look at a diagram.


When Moses and the people of Israel were out in the wilderness God directed them to set up a tabernacle.  The tabernacle was a portable temple that was part tent and part collapsible wood structure.  Around the tabernacle was a collapsible wall which separated it from the rest of the Israelite community.  The wall was necessary to separate the holy from the unholy.  Inside that walled area was the tabernacle.  In the tabernacle were two rooms.  The first room had the lampstand and the table with the consecrated bread.  It also had the altar of incense.  This room was called the Holy Place and only priests could enter this room.  Beyond this room was a second room separated from the rest by a curtain.  Inside this room was the Ark of the Covenant topped with the golden cherubim and the mercy seat.  This Ark of the Covenant was the throne of God among his people and the room was the Holy of Holies.  Only the high priest could enter this room and then only once a year and with sacrifices.  In the book of Hebrews we are told what this all meant.

Hebrews 9:8-10 – The Holy Spirit was showing by this that the way into the Most Holy Place had not yet been disclosed as long as the first tabernacle was still standing.  This is an illustration for the present time, indicating that the gifts and sacrifices being offered were not able to clear the conscience of the worshiper.  They are only a matter of food and drink and various ceremonial washings – external regulations applying until the time of the new order.


In the Old Testament the worship of God centered around the tabernacle and then later the temple which was the permanent form of the tabernacle.  The picture conveyed by the tabernacle and its sacrifices was one of separation.  God was among the people, but they had only very limited access to him.  His throne was separated from the sinful people by three layers.  Only one person could approach God directly and he was in danger when he did so.  The sacrifices covered sins but they could not take them away or make the worshipers clean.  Because the Israelites were not made inwardly clean, they could not have free access to God.  


What is more, the tabernacle served God’s covenant people – Israel.  If you were not a part of God’s covenant people you were truly cut off from him and without hope.  Had you lived at the time of Moses you would have been cut off from God.  Your sins would have condemned you and your pagan rites would not have saved you.  You could not approach God directly even if you were among the Israelites but had to go through a priest.  You would have lived in darkness and hopelessness.  

Like going to a third world country to gain a new appreciation for what we have, so I hope this prepares you to appreciate again what Christ has done for us.  Let’s continue on in Hebrews.


Hebrews 9:11-15 – When Christ came as high priest of the good things that are already here, he went through the greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation.  He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption.  The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean.  How much more, then, will the blood of Christ who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!  For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance – now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins committed under the first covenant.


Now, stay with me and jump ahead to chapter 10.  


Hebrews 10:11-18 – Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices which can never take away sins.  But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God.  Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.  The Holy Spirit also testifies to us about this.  First he says: “This is the covenant I will make with them after that time, says the Lord.  I will put my laws in their hearts and I will write them on their minds.”  Then he adds: “Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more.”  And where these have been forgiven, there is no longer any sacrifice for sins.


Christ is far greater than any merely human priest.  He did not serve in the tabernacle but entered the heavenly reality that the tabernacle represented.  He did not offer a sacrifice for his own sins or a sacrifice of an animal, but he himself died as a sacrifice so that Christ is both our high priest and our sacrifice.  What is more, Christ’s sacrifice is final.  While the earthly high priest had to continually offer sacrifices, Jesus offered the perfect sacrifice once and for all.  He will not die repeatedly but now sits at the right hand of God until all enemies are put under his feet.  


What is more, Jesus ushered in the New Covenant promised in Jeremiah 31.  Under this covenant people have direct communion with God rather than relationships mediated by human priests and animal sacrifices.  Rather than having sins covered, under the New Covenant, sins are forgiven completely in Christ so that there is no more need for sacrifices.  What is more, God now writes his laws on the hearts of his people.  We see in other parts of scripture that this is the work of the Holy Spirit who now indwells all of God’s people.  

We are even told, in chapter ten that Christ, by his one sacrifice, has made us perfect forever even as we are being made holy.  On the one hand, through faith in Christ we have been made perfect.  The grammar indicates that this is a lasting condition based on a past event.  Our sins were fully and completely punished in Christ from the least to the greatest and even into our future.  All of our sins are laid upon Jesus when we come to him in faith.  However, we must still advance in holy living.  We must still grow in spiritual maturity.  
In Christ we have truly been given an incredible gift.  In fact, we read last week in Matthew Jesus’ statement about John the Baptist.  Until the time of Jesus no one greater than John the Baptist had ever been born.  However, Jesus added, that the least in the kingdom of heaven would be greater than John.  We live in that new time under the new covenant.  This great blessing is the grounds for all of our Christian living.  To summarize the proper response to receiving salvation I go to two passages.  You are probably familiar with them by now.
1 John 4:19-21 – We love because he first loved us.  If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  For anyone who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God, whom he has not seen.  And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother.
The first response to the gospel is to recognize the love of God in it and to respond in love.  By our sins we deserve God’s judgment.  Because of his love, he sent his son to be our high priest and our sacrifice.  Out of love God has forgiven us and allowed us to share in the New Covenant as his people.  In response, then, to God’s love, we are to love God completely.  That love for God is then manifest in our love for others – especially for our brothers and sisters in Christ.  . 

1 Peter 1:17-19 – Since you call on a Father who judges each man’s work impartially, live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear.  For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.

The second response to the gospel should always be holy living.  God absolutely hates sin and so he punishes it.  However, God also loves us and so he provided a way for us to be redeemed, or bought back from our own debt.  We were not rescued by gold or silver but by the death of Jesus Christ who died in our place taking our punishment upon himself.  If we truly recognize what our own sins have done we will live holy lives.  If we are truly grateful for our salvation then we will live worthy of it.  The second proper response to the gospel is to live a life of holiness.  In your speech, in your attitudes, in all of your actions you should strive to be holy because God himself is holy and hates all sin.  

Our salvation is truly a miraculous event which we had no part in.  God himself rescued us without our help.  If we truly kept these things in mind and appreciated our salvation for the treasure that it is, we would love God and worship him gladly.  We would love other people because God loves them and sent his son for them.  If we truly grasped the price of sin we would long for holiness.  If we kept in mind that our sins are placed upon Jesus we would be less tempted to disobey the Lord.  

Our trouble is that we acclimate easily.  Electricity is amazing.  For most of human history we didn’t have it.  With electricity we have lights late into the night, we have computers and toasters and so many things that run on electricity.  However, we simply take it for granted that our houses always have power and we get irritated when that power is shut off.  

For thousands of years people lived without TV but we take that for granted as well.  We drive cars that go 60 miles an hour or more.  Can you imagine taking someone from the distant past on a car ride to Portland?  The freeway would be terrifying to them!  We take it all for granted, however, because it seems so common place to us.  We are forgetful about where we could be.  

In the same way, we are forgetful of our salvation and what it cost.  We simply grow accustomed to being saved.  We take for granted that we can approach God without a priest.  We are overly used to worshiping without fear.  To help prevent this Jesus gave us a very specific ritual which we will take part in today.  We read about this in Matthew 26.


Matthew 26:26-30 – While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it and gave it to his disciples saying, “Take and eat; this is my body.”  Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you.  This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.  I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until the day when I drink it anew with you in my Father’s kingdom.”  When they had sung a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives. 


This is one of only two rituals which Jesus gave to the church and commanded us to keep.  The command to keep this ritual is not explicit in Matthew’s account, but it is in others.  This ritual is variously called the Lord’s Supper or Communion.  


In most congregations there are people with a variety of backgrounds regarding the Lord’s Supper as there has been much debate on this matter within Christianity.  These differences range from those who believe that the Lord’s Supper is a means of grace and forgiveness to those who don’t see it as very important at all.  I will try to address some of these attitudes.


First, the Lord’s Supper is a picture or a sign of an important reality.  When Jesus handed the bread to his disciples he was standing right there with them.  When he gave them the wine his blood had not yet been spilled.  The disciples had no thought at all that they were literally eating Jesus’ body or drinking his blood.  Rather, the bread and wine are pictures. 


Now, when you drive to Portland you see signs along the way which say, “Portland.”  When you read the sign you know that the sign itself is not Portland but only points you to Portland.  What has happened in the history of the church is something like coming to believe that the green sign on the highway that says, “Portland” actually is Portland in its entirety.  You see, portions of the church came to believe that the bread and wine actually were Jesus’ body and blood to be consumed by us rather than just signs pointing to the reality.


Some will wonder why this matters.  After all, isn’t this all just a matter of interpretation and opinion?  You understand the Lord’s Supper one way and I another.  Why does it matter?  To that I say: Yes, you and I each have the right to our own opinion but that does not make either of our opinions right.  We may disagree but we have to return to the Bible to see who is right.


If the bread and wine literally become the body and blood as the Roman Catholic church teaches, then Christ is sacrificed over and over again many times throughout the world.  However, remember what Hebrews said: Christ died for sins once and for all!  He does not have to die again and again but now sits at God’s right hand.  Jesus’ one sacrifice was enough.  The teaching that the bread and wine become the body and blood clearly contradicts the scriptural statements that Jesus died once and for all.


Secondly, if the bread and wine become the body and blood then they are worthy of worship as the body of Christ.  In fact, the Roman Catholic church teaches that it is right to worship the elements of the Lord’s Supper.  When there is wine left over it cannot be dumped out because it is the blood of Christ and so the priest must drink it all.  


If the bread and wine are merely signs pointing to the reality then it is wrong to worship them.  In fact, to worship them then becomes idolatry.


Thirdly, and most importantly, to make the sign the thing itself is to give people false hope and false security in terms of their salvation.  If the bread and wine are the body and blood and a means of saving grace, then people simply have to consume it to go to heaven and be forgiven.  There is no element of faith required in this teaching and so people who are clearly not living as Christians feel secure because they take communion every week.  If the bread and wine are merely signs and not means of salvation then those who teach otherwise lead people away from the narrow path of salvation.    


So then, the Lord’s Supper which we share is only bread and wine.  It is a sign which points to the reality that Christ was killed and punished for our sins.  It is a regular reminder of the price of sin and the grounds of our salvation.  It is meant to keep us from forgetting or taking our salvation for granted.  Whenever you take the communion you are to reflect upon Jesus broken upon the cross by your sins.  You are to reflect upon his blood poured out in your place.  Ultimately, you are to contemplate and respond to his death to take God’s wrath which we all deserved.  It is a reminder and a sign of what we have received.


As a sign and not the thing itself, does this then mean that we can take Communion any way we please?  If the Roman Catholic Church teaches its people to worship the bread and wine, do we fall to the other extreme of not seeing any need for reverence at all?  Consider one more passage with me today.

1 Corinthians 11:17-32 – In the following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm than good.  In the first place, I hear that when you come together as a church, there are divisions among you, and to some extent I believe it.  No doubt there have to be differences among you to show which of you have God’s approval.  When you come together it is not the Lord’s Supper which you eat, for as you eat, each of you goes ahead without waiting for anybody else.  One remains hungry, another gets drunk.  Don’t you have homes to eat and drink in?  Or do you despise the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing?  What shall I say to you?  Shall I praise you for this?  Certainly not!  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 men.”  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.  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 the bread and drinks of the cup.  For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment\t on himself.  This is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep.  But if we judged ourselves we would not come under judgment.  When we are judged by the Lord, we are being disciplined so that we will not be condemned with the world.  


Even though the Lord’s Supper is a sign of a greater reality and not the reality itself, it is not to be taken carelessly.  Originally, the church took the Lord’s Supper as a real meal which they shared together.  In the Corinthian church three things were happening.  


First, the church was divided with differing factions, grudges, and unforgiveness.  This division was contrary to the grace of God which is proclaimed in Communion.  In Communion, the church proclaims a common salvation which was not earned.  It proclaims a free forgiveness from God.  To refuse to accept those whom God has accepted and to bear grudges is antithetical to the picture of free salvation given in Communion.

Secondly, rather than loving each other the Christians were selfishly seeking their own interests.  They were arriving early to gorge on the food and to drink themselves into a stupor so that nothing was left for the poor.  This would be like announcing that our monthly potluck starts at 12:30 and then all of us eating at noon so that those who didn’t have food to bring wouldn’t eat ours.  It was unloving and, as John said, those who can’t love their brothers and sisters in Christ can’t truly love God.


Thirdly, the church was taking Communion casually.  The Christians were acting like it was just another eating time and were not reflecting on what it represents.  They were missing the point entirely.  They were not reflecting upon God’s love or the price of sin.  They were not marveling at their salvation.  They were not being moved to love and fear God because of what he had done in Christ.  Rather, it was just food to them.


The result of treating the Lord’s Supper in such a casual and hypocritical way was that God judged people in the church.  Paul tells them that it is their attitude toward the Lord’s supper that has resulted in a number of the Christians being sick and even dying.  This was not a judgment by which the Christian was sent to hell, but an act of discipline to correct the church.  God simply removed those who did not treat him with the respect he deserved.  


Today, I hope you will not take the Lord’s Supper for granted.  I realize that it is a ritual that we do nearly the same every time.  I realize that you have taken Communion many times before.  I realize that many of you have been Christians for a very long time.  Don’t take the Lord’s Supper for granted.  Don’t share in Communion without contemplating the death of the Lord and the salvation that it brought.  Don’t take it without marveling at what God has given you.  


As we take it today, know that the Lord’s Supper is a sign and not the reality.  However, just as you would not throw darts at a picture of your mother, do not throw darts at the picture of the Lord’s sacrifice for us.  Take it with integrity.  Forgive those who have wronged you just as you have been forgiven.  Do not allow divisions between you and other Christians to continue.  Pray for greater love for God.  Repent of sin and live a holy life.  Take Communion today in a way that is pleasing to the Lord.


As our ushers come forward now I want all of you to take some time to pray and to evaluate yourselves.  Repent if you need to repent.  Reflect on what the Lord’s Supper represents.  Ask God for a greater love for him.  Take this time to pray and then we will take Communion together.  

Pray.
