Rappahannock Christian Church – 3/8/09

Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Communion Meditation

It would be all too easy for what we are doing here to become old and habitual.  

We don’t want that to ever happen.

Jesus didn’t have kind things to say about religious rituals.  He frequently and strongly complained that the religious rituals of the Jews had become stale and cold.  Jesus said that there is a great danger in religious rituals that become more important than the belief that they represent.

We don’t ever want that to happen.  Nor do we want coming to this Table to become something you do to earn favor with God.

One thing we are supposed to do when we come to this table is to remember -and to celebrate- what Jesus has done for us.  It is here that we rejoice that the Gift He has given us is Free!  Here, we revel in the assurance of His Salvation.

Another thing we should do is to commit ourselves more fully to the work that He has designed for us during the coming week and for the rest of our lives.

We also should allow this Meal to point us into the future.  God has a plan for your future and He is drawing you into His future!  That is a wonderful promise that we celebrate here.

Let me read from Matthew 26 the words of the Apostle Matthew used to describe the Meal we are about to share.

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."

Surrender!

Today’s Scripture is the famous story of Paul and Silas and the Philippian Jailer.

Acts 16:22-34 – The crowd joined in the attack against Paul and Silas, and the magistrates ordered them to be stripped and beaten. After they had been severely flogged, they were thrown into prison, and the jailer was commanded to guard them carefully. Upon receiving such orders, he put them in the inner cell and fastened their feet in the stocks. 

About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them. Suddenly there was such a violent earthquake that the foundations of the prison were shaken. At once all the prison doors flew open, and everybody's chains came loose. The jailer woke up, and when he saw the prison doors open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself because he thought the prisoners had escaped. But Paul shouted, "Don't harm yourself! We are all here!" 

The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. He then brought them out and asked, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?" 

They replied, "Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household." Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house. At that hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and all his family were baptized. The jailer brought them into his house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God—he and his whole family.

I’ve already mentioned the Bible Study that we’re doing from this book, Unbinding Your Heart.  In this week’s reading the author makes a good point that I want to develop further in this sermon.  I’ll read you the quote.  She says that: 

“Trusting God for guidance is counter-intuitive.  It is particularly tough for self-reliant Americans.  American culture has rarely held up surrender and yieldedness, the heart of spiritual life, as heroic values.  (Remember the thunderous prayer George C. Scott made as Patton after the 5th Army was taken away from him?  ‘An entire world at war and me left out of it?  This will not be permitted to happen!  I will be allowed to fulfill my destiny.  His will be done’.)  All right, most of us aren’t Patton, but we do tend to set out to pray and hand Christ our lives to be used, then yank the control back…Be aware of the tendency to trust God, then to snatch the reins from the Spirit’s fingers.”

The author is talking about prayer and how we are to trust God for guidance.  This is sometimes the prayer that we all pray.  “Lord, I have needs.” Bang-bang, like a business letter.  What the author says is that the prayer that makes a difference is all about yieldedness and surrender.

Our Scripture passage today describes 2 stories of surrender.  The first and most widely recognized is the surrender of the jailer and his family.  This is the kind of surrender where we recognize our sinful state and yield ourselves to Christ’s salvation.  This is what I have seen in this passage and have preached on in the past.  Today I want to focus our attention on the second surrender – that is the surrender of Paul and Silas.  This is a surrender that took place years before.  But that act of surrender to God is ongoing.

Paul and Silas have been commissioned by the Church in Jerusalem to go out and bring the Gospel to the Gentiles, and so they have embarked on this missionary journey.  Paul and Silas are traveling along the major trade routes of the world.  Along the way, each time they come to a major city, they stop and tell whoever will listen about the Christ.  Hopefully they convert at least a few people and are able to plant a church.  Then they leave the new Christians to carry on while they go on to the next city and repeat the process all over again.

Perhaps some of you remember listening to a Billy Graham radio show called The Hour of Decision.  Billy Graham was a great evangelist.  He had a passion to get people to hear the Gospel and to make a decision to surrender to God.  Once we do this, it makes a huge difference.  We can no longer be self-centered.  Instead, we become God-centered.  This life change is not something we can secure for ourselves.  It is a gift from God.

Paul and Silas had been beaten severely.  Paul says that he rejoices to be counted worthy to suffer for Christ.  When the jailer saw this, he saw it was something that he wanted and he asked straight-out, “What must I do to be saved?”  When Paul tells him, he immediately surrenders his live to Christ and he and his whole family are baptized.  It was his "hour of decision."

The surrender of Paul and Silas had happened a very long time before this story.  They didn’t believe that surrender was something you did once and then went on your merry way.  Instead, they saw it as a life-long yielding and giving over to God’s direction and will.

When I look at Paul and Silas, I know that they believed with their whole self that Jesus was the Champion that God had sent.  They also believed just as fervently that many others could experience salvation if they would just hear about Him.  This became the driving force of their lives.

I think that Luke, in recording this story in the book of Acts, wanted to tell us about both of these kinds of surrender.  He tells us a wonderful story of how God blessed the Early Church.  Luke, in telling this story if the conversion of the jailer, wants us to ask ourselves if we have heard this call and if we have responded.  

He also wants us to compare ourselves with Paul and Silas.  Have you made this kind of commitment?  You may say, “Yes, but they were missionaries!  Of course they were committed.  I’m not a missionary.  Surely this kind of commitment is not required of me.”

Yes, it is!

The Body of Christ has different parts, and every part is vital.  You may not be a missionary, but whatever part you have been called to play is vital to the church. The very same level of commitment is required of you as was for Paul and Silas!

Actually, it may be that being in a support role is even more difficult because the requirement for commitment is more subtle.  You could easily get lulled into hanging back to see what others will do.  Unless you receive a personal invitation, you can easily feel that you have not been called.  But this is wrong.  Everyone in Christ’s Body is called to join in service.  You are not called by the minister or the elder.  No!  We are called by God Himself.

We must ask ourselves, “Have I come to that moment of decision in my life and, if I have, what impact is my decision for Christ having on my life here and now?  I hope that when God calls us to surrender it is a full surrender.

Benediction

May God be gracious to us and bless us

And make his face to shine upon us,

That thy way may be known upon earth,

Thy saving power among the nations.  Psalm 67:1-2

