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I’m not ready to let go of Easter.  I love to read about Jesus' appearances to the disciples after the resurrection.  One of the most memorable is when He meets up with a couple of disciples on the road to Emmaus.  The men are sad, and he asks them why.  They explain about the Friend they had lost and the end of their dreams.  Jesus listens to them, and then He begins telling them about Himself.  They don't recognize that it's him.  They invite him to supper, and when He breaks bread for the supper meal their eyes are opened and they realize who He is.  

This is a powerful moment for me.  Here we are at this Table and Christ is right here in our midst today, as well.  We experience Christ's holy presence here at the Communion Table in a special way.  I hope that, as we take this Bread and Cup, we will experience our Living Lord and we will be reminded most vividly of Who He is and that He is personally here with us.  Let me read the words that Matthew wrote in his Gospel describing the first gathering at this Table.

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." 

“Now What?”
This morning our Scripture reading is from Romans 12:3-13.  I promised you that I would return to Paul’s letter to the Romans after Lent and Easter.  Today we find ourselves in chapter 12 for the 3rd time.  This is a pivotal moment in the letter.  Paul has talked about the Gospel and now, in chapter 12, he turns his attention to practical matters of the Christian’s life, so I want to spend some time with this subject.

Romans 12:3-13 – For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.

Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. Share with God's people who are in need. Practice hospitality.

I just bought an unusual appliance.  It’s a free-standing air conditioner for a room that has crank-out windows.  It came with hardware for the exhaust and intake hoses, but they won't work with these kinds of windows.  So... now what?  How do I install the unit?  I guess I'll figure something out. 

Here in Romans 12 a much bigger “Now what?” is facing the early Christians. Christ has been crucified and raised from the dead.  But now what?  What does all of that mean?  What is expected of us?  How can we continue to follow Jesus?

Paul helped the early church a lot.  He wrote about the mission of the church and the life of the Christian with such clarity!  

In his Letter to the Romans Paul first presented his understanding of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  That Gospel makes it clear that we’re all sinners, yet God has made a plan to save us.  We are called to God on the basis of His own kindness, not because we deserve it, but entirely as a function of His grace.  Coming to God in this way implies some things, Paul says.  It means that we are now to reject the things of this world and we are to become a force for God.  We must let the world know that God has sent the Savior, and we must call people to faith in Him.

That mission, by God's design, is to be carried out by the Church.  We are His Body.  The Church is not a building, but it is an organism.  It is a body with many parts.  Each one has been given different gifts and resources, and each has its own function, but the parts have to all work together to be effective.

As I've read and re-read the Letter to the Romans I have been struck by what Paul has to say from chapter 12 onward.  He presents the Gospel in chapters 1-11.  But once he has finished talking about theology and he turns his attention to the question, "Now what?" Paul immediately begins speaking about relationships.  

Clearly, our first and most important relationship is with God.  Paul has spent the entire first part of his letter saying that we are brought into God's family through faith.  But becoming God's children makes Christians brothers and sisters.  We are a family.  And, just like any other healthy family, we depend on each other.  Listen to some of the things Paul says in chapter 12 about relationships:


"Do not think of yourselves more highly than you ought..."


"Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others..."


"Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.  Honor one another above yourselves..."


"Share with God's people who are in need.  Practice hospitality."

We don’t have to read very far or be a rocket scientist to realize that he’s talking about what it means to relate together as Christians.  "We're all one body!  Love one another!  Help one another!  Work together to accomplish the mission God has given us!"

You would think that this would not need to be said.  Pretty obvious, isn't it?  But Paul warns us that what he calls the "old self" is still with us, even though we have been born of the Spirit.  That old sinful nature has learned, through many years of practice and reward, to be selfish.  Get on top and stay on top, right?  Life is a great competition, you know!  This is the old nature talking.  I have to be more, be better, have more and have better than my neighbors.  My job has to be better, my house, my clothes, my kids, my retirement plan.  This is how I determine my worth, isn't it?

The Gospel of Christ, however, stands all of this on its head.  The Gospel teaches us that God is the giver, and God does not give so that we can have more stuff for ourselves or so that we can receive praise and exercise power.  He gives so we can become better servants.  We don’t live to hear the ooos and ahs of men, but to receive praise from God.  

“Now what?” Well, first of all we must band together as the Church.  We are related to one another, dependant on one another.  We work together, trying to figure out how to take the Gospel message to the world.  We work together trying to figure out how to create a community that will be a refuge from storms, a place where people can learn the Way of Christ, a place where God is honored and worshipped.

Paul isn't done talking about relationships, either.  In the rest of this chapter he talks about how to deal with enemies.  In the next chapter he asks what our relationship to the government should be.  In all of our relationships our lives are to be so compelling that people will notice the difference in us and they will be drawn to say, “What is that Thing that you have?  I want It, too.”

Benediction

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. - Philippians 4:7

