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Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Communion Meditation

As we come around the Table of the Lord this morning I want to make sure the right organ in my body is working.  Should it be my head or my heart?  You know me, I'm kind of a heady guy.  But we can't just intellectually "know" the story of Jesus and that he died for us.  The heart has to be involved, too.  As the great Methodist preacher, John Wesley, used to say, the heart also has to be "warmed."  Our spirits are stirred when we take these elements and are reminded again of Jesus' suffering and death for us.

Let me read to you from 1 Corinthians 11 the words of the Apostle Paul concerning this table. 

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 - 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." 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.

"To Be Continued..."

Our Scripture today is the final words of the book of Acts.  

Acts 28:17-31 - Three days later he called together the leaders of the Jews. When they had assembled, Paul said to them: "My brothers, although I have done nothing against our people or against the customs of our ancestors, I was arrested in Jerusalem and handed over to the Romans. They examined me and wanted to release me, because I was not guilty of any crime deserving death. But when the Jews objected, I was compelled to appeal to Caesar—not that I had any charge to bring against my own people. For this reason I have asked to see you and talk with you. It is because of the hope of Israel that I am bound with this chain." 

They replied, "We have not received any letters from Judea concerning you, and none of the brothers who have come from there has reported or said anything bad about you. But we want to hear what your views are, for we know that people everywhere are talking against this sect." 

They arranged to meet Paul on a certain day, and came in even larger numbers to the place where he was staying. From morning till evening he explained and declared to them the kingdom of God and tried to convince them about Jesus from the Law of Moses and from the Prophets. Some were convinced by what he said, but others would not believe. They disagreed among themselves and began to leave after Paul had made this final statement: "The Holy Spirit spoke the truth to your forefathers when he said through Isaiah the prophet: 
 " 'Go to this people and say, 
   "You will be ever hearing but never understanding; 
      you will be ever seeing but never perceiving." 
   For this people's heart has become calloused; 
      they hardly hear with their ears, 
      and they have closed their eyes. 
   Otherwise they might see with their eyes, 
      hear with their ears, 
      understand with their hearts 
   and turn, and I would heal them.' 

 "Therefore I want you to know that God's salvation has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will listen!" 

For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.

So ends Luke's account of the life of Jesus and the birth of the Church.  (Don't forget, Luke wrote the gospel of Luke as well as the book of Acts!)


It's really quite an amazing story.  Think with me about those back in the first century who might have read his books.  Jesus and the Apostles are almost completely unknown!  His story begins with Jesus, an obscure Rabbi and Prophet walking the roads of Israel preaching to the people.  This Jesus is executed by the Roman government for insurrection.  His followers are simple and timid, (clueless, really) at the time of his death.  The only thing they seem sure of is that God had raised Jesus from the dead.  But what did that mean?  Was the world coming to an end or something?  They had no idea.  Then the Holy Spirit descends on them, and makes them understand that Jesus' death was God's plan.  It was an atoning sacrifice for the sins of the world.  The Spirit emboldens them and empowers them to take this new message of salvation first to their fellow Jews there in the environs of Jerusalem and then out into the whole Roman world.  Just look at verse 22 of our text.  The Jews Paul is talking to say, "...We know that people everywhere are talking against this sect."  Well, maybe they're talking against it, and maybe they're converting to it.  But it's important to hear even Paul's opponents say that people everywhere are talking about Christianity.  Not only so, but as Luke ends his account the Apostle Paul is about to speak the Gospel message to none other than the Roman Emperor himself.  What an amazing story!


Let's look at these last paragraphs in Luke's book.  The story, as it ends, is kind of a double-edged sword.  On the one hand, Paul addresses his fellow Jews by quoting the ancient prophet, Isaiah.  Isaiah complained about the people of his day saying that they were closing their ears and eyes and hearts.  It has often been said that "There is no one so blind as one who will not see."  Paul says the same thing is happening in his day.  "You're just like your forefathers," Paul says.  "You're refusing to see and hear and admit the truth that God sent Jesus as the long-awaited Messiah!."  He ends by saying that, since they won't listen, the message will be taken to the Gentiles and they will listen and respond.


At the same time Luke tells us this sad fact of the Jews' refusal to receive their own Messiah he hints at what will be the success of the future church - the Gentiles, like you and me, who come to know Jesus as Lord and Savior by the hundreds, thousands, and then millions!


The story doesn't really end, then, does it?  Yes, Luke puts a final pen stroke on the book he's writing.  But the story of the Church is only beginning.  It is continued by people like St. Augustine, the great theologian and writer, around 400 AD.  A thousand years after that, Martin Luther looks at the Church and is convinced that it is time for it to be reformed.  The story is continued here in America by people like Alexander Campbell, who also saw the need for both reform and Christian unity.  And it's continued by YOU here at Rappahannock Christian Church.


The teaching and the works of Jesus and the Apostles should stir your soul!  They make us look at our own lives, and the life of our church.  Here at Rappahannock Church we are trying to carry on the mission of Christ's Church.  We are trying to worship with joy.  We are trying to give people many opportunities to teach and to learn about God and about Jesus - to open the Scriptures together like we are doing right now, and to discuss its relevance for us, personally, and as a church.  We're trying to reach out into the community by putting articles about our many activities in the newspaper.  We have a web site that's being constructed.  Operation Inasmuch gives us opportunities to help people in need.  And, of course, we have individual members who witness to the presence and power of Jesus in their hearts and lives every day.


As you know, we've had three Asian students from St. Margaret's School with us for their spring break.  One of them, every time she comes to visit, wants to watch "The Lord of the Rings."  Do you know what happens at the end of that story?  Frodo gives something to his helper and companion, Sam.  Do you know what it is?  It's the Book of the Hobbits.  He tells Sam that he has written all he could, and now it's time for Sam to continue the story into the next generation.  That's what Luke has done, isn't it?  He's gone as far as he could in telling the story of the Church.  But this Story continues in US!

Benediction

Glory be to him whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine; glory be to him from generation to generation in the Church and in Christ Jesus for ever and ever.  Amen. Ephesians 3:20 - 21
