Rappahannock Christian Church – 1/10/10

Dr. Kenneth Wilbur
Communion Meditation

Most of us here have taken steps towards God.  We have had experiences that have led us in His direction.  I imagine many of you can think of things that have happened to you or people who supported you in turning to Him.  What we need to remember most of all though, is that God is the One who initiated our calling.  He saw us.  He recognized our plight.  He knew we needed a savior.  Perhaps you could say, “Oh, but there was something in me that needed Him,” but even that “something” is His gift.  In the end it is all of God and we recognize His graciousness and sovereignty in our lives.

Before us here are Elements that remind us of God’s mercy and love in sending Jesus to us.  As we come here, celebrating what He did in taking the first step, freely offering us grace and eternal life.  Let me read you the story of this celebration as recorded by Matthew.

Matthew 26:26-29 - 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 that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom." 

“The Stumbling Stone”
Today we’re going to resume the study of Romans that we began in September and that was interrupted for our Thanksgiving and Advent celebrations.  If you remember, we have completed partway through chapter 9 of the 16 chapters of Romans.  I don’t plan for us to step into new territory today.  Rather, we are going to review what we’ve covered so far so that we have a fresh foundation from which to move forward next week.

Romans 9:30-33 – What then shall we say? That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith; but Israel, who pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it. Why not? Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works. They stumbled over the "stumbling stone." As it is written: "See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame."

When was the last time you stumbled?  What I mean is, do you remember when you last tripped or stubbed your toe?  I remember!  For me it wasn’t very long ago.  The Community Choir used the newly renovated United Methodist Church for practice this year.  The entrance into the choir loft where we were practicing now has a slight grade to it.  It seemed like every week as I went in to practice I just couldn’t get used to how much to pick my feet up.  I would stub my toe a little every single time.  Now, I didn’t fall down, mind you, but it was embarrassing.  Finally by the very end I got the hang of remembering to pick up my feet and I quit embarrassing myself.

Stumbling often isn’t really a very big deal.  Maybe you’re just embarrassed or you get a small bruise or scrape.  But let’s say you were in a very big game.  Perhaps it’s the Olympics.  Have you ever seen one of the athletes stumble in the Olympics?  Everyone gasps.  The prize is forfeit.  It is just so sad.  Or let’s say you stumble when you’re carrying something precious and valuable and it smashes…Stumbling isn’t always a big deal, but it can be disastrous. 

In our Scripture, Paul claims that the Jews have stumbled in rejecting Jesus.  It's disastrous!  He says they have made a very bad mistake and it really tears him up.  Earlier in the chapter he says that he would even give up his very own salvation if he could just get his brethren to correct the folly of the mistake they have made.

So how have we gotten to this point?  Let’s summarize what Paul has already said in the first part of his letter to the Romans.

We need to remember first of all, that Paul has not met most of the people to whom he is addressing his letter.  One thing he wants to do is to set forth his understanding of the Gospel.  He wants to make it very clear just what it is that they, as Christians, are to proclaim.

He says first that God is known and knowable.  He has revealed Himself in several ways. The first is in general revelation.  This is a revelation that is all around us.  All creatures can look and see and know that there is a God and the He deserves allegiance.  Paul says that God also reveals Himself in specific ways.  We call this specific (special) revelation, and He revealed Himself in this way particularly to the Jews.  God revealed Himself to them through His mighty acts and through His word (especially as He spoke through the prophets).

But people chose to go their own way in spite of these revelations.  Gentiles chose to ignore God and so did Jews.  Paul says all are equal sinners against God.    God cannot abide sin, and so there is a separation, a gulf between all of mankind and God.  Paul says, in fact, that this is a chasm and that there’s no way to get across.  It cannot be bridged.

But God Himself has chosen to provide a bridge over the gulf by sending His only Son.  This is the proclamation of the Gospel; that God sent His Son as the atoning sacrifice for sins.  Now there is a new covenant, a covenant of grace.  By faith anyone can receive forgiveness and eternal life.
So this is the first point that Paul makes in his letter.  Most of his readers, I am sure, understood these things and agreed with him.  They are fellow Christians.  Yes, there are both Jewish and Gentile Christians at Rome, but all should agree on these points.

Next Paul turns his attention to what it means to live "in Christ."  Now that we have come to know Christ; now that we are in Him ( now what?  What does it mean?  How do we live?

Many of the Jewish Christians in the church were saying that the Law of Moses is to continue.  They say that the Law must be the overlord of Christians.  They want them to be circumcised, observe Jewish feasts, traditions and customs.

But Paul says “No!  Christ has fulfilled all of the Law for you.  It is by grace that you have been saved.  You don’t have to be worrying about these things.  You can be free from the heavy burden that the Law placed upon you.”  Christ's very own righteousness has been credited to you.  The Law of Moses has no power to condemn you anymore.  If some of you want to continue to observe the feasts and follow the rituals and customs you have been following all your lives, that's fine.  It won't do you any harm.  But just realize that you don't have to.  Those rules and practices are no longer binding.  They are not required.  You are secure because of Christ's obedience and because of his righteousness (which is now yours!), not because you have kept the rules perfectly (which you haven't).

This is just as true of us today, as it was of these Christians in the 1st Century.  It's like the old Disciples adage, “In essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things charity (love).”  We have been given freedom in Christ.  This freedom is a precious gift!

Finally in chapters 9-11, Paul turns his attention to the way so many of his fellow Jews have rejected the Messiah.  He agonizes over this and he asks does it mean that God has failed?  He chose the Jews as a special people.  Through them the Word of God has been revealed to humankind.  Through them the Messiah himself was born.  What's going on?  How can they reject Jesus?  Are God's Word and God's Spirit so weak?  Has God's Word failed?

“No!” he says.  God has not failed!  We simply have to remember that, throughout the history of God's people, not all who are the blood descendents of Abraham are the true Israel of God. There has always been only a small number of Jews who have really believed and been faithful to the covenant.  Sometimes the fraction of true believers has been larger, and sometimes smaller.  Sadly, right now the fraction is pretty small.  The Jewish people, Paul says, are experiencing a hardening of their hearts toward Jesus the Messiah.  In the next couple of chapters he will try to explain how and why this is so.

Look at our Scripture text.  Paul says that the Jews have been so hung up on the idea that salvation is by works that they just can’t comprehend that salvation may be free or that God could freely give it to people.  They have stumbled, he says, and it is disastrous.  The shift from strict obedience to freedom that comes from faith in what Christ has done was just too big for them to make.

In a way this is exactly where we are today.  There are people -- in fact there are whole churches and whole denominations -- who want to insist that a right relationship with God must be earned.  They draw up long lists of dos and don'ts, and equally long lists of doctrinal statements to which everyone must agree -- or else!  Well, we cannot agree to those additions and changes to the simple Gospel message of salvation by grace through faith. Christ offers the gift of freedom and salvation to everyone.  Never mind anything else.  You just come. He will freely forgive and accept you!  This is the Gospel that we proclaim and in which we have put our hope.

Benediction

To the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever.  Amen.  1 Timothy 1:17

