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Communion Meditation

Long before Jesus ever came the Old Testament prophet, Jeremiah, realized that things were not going well.  He was apparently there when the city of Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians and records much about the conditions of that time.  He realized that the Law of Moses was just not going to do the trick in saving man.  In Jeremiah 31 he writes: 

The time is coming," declares the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers.”

He says that in this New Covenant His laws will not be written on tables of stone, but He will make the very hearts of the people want to do His will.  He says they will no longer have to teach each other to do right, for this is what they will naturally want to do.  This is what Christ is saying He has brought and that He is giving to us.  This New Covenant is not based upon Laws, but upon God’s grace.

I personally am very glad that I was not born under that Old Law Covenant.  I am grateful that I live under God’s grace, and that is why we meet joyfully each week at this Table.  Here we have the symbols that He has given us in the Bread and the Cup,and when we take these things we remember and rejoice that God made a New Covenant with us in Jesus Christ.

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.

“Like A Ton Of Bricks”

Today we are returning one last time to the 12th chapter of Romans.  As I’ve said, this is a pivotal point in Paul’s letter. He has turned his attention to the practical application of the theology he has been explaining.  This is, as they say, "where the rubber meets the road!"  
Romans 12:14-21 – Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 

Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It is mine to avenge; I will repay, "says the Lord. On the contrary: "If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head." Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

My mother used to have a saying that you perhaps know.  She used to say, “The proof of the pudding is in the tasting.”  Have you heard that?

What the saying means is that claims are very easy to make, but how often do we really get to prove that what we claim is true?  As Christians we make many bold claims:

· Jesus lives in my heart

· I’ve been saved by grace

· I am a child of God

· He walks by my side

These claims are very easy to make, in fact, they easily roll off our tongues.  They become cliché.  But where is the proof that they are true?

Up to this point in his letter Paul has reminded the Roman Christians of the great claims of Christianity.  We are all sinners, but Christ died for us.  Forgiveness for sin and eternal life are ours because of God's mercy and kindness.  So, here in the beginning of this chapter he says, “In view of God’s mercy" here is what we ought to do, here is what our lives should look like. “The proof of the pudding is in the living,” he says.  We are to prove that these things are true; these changes have taken place in us.  Paul says that we can’t all be evangelists, but what we can, and should, do is to live our lives in such an way that our actions provide a compelling witness for God that others will be unable to ignore.

Apparently, one of the most important spheres of life where this can happen is in our interpersonal relationships, because right away that's what Paul begins to talk about.  Last week we saw what he had to say regarding our relationships with other Christians.  It’s not always easy being brothers and sisters.  The things he asks us to do don’t come naturally, even to a family.  "Do not think more highly of yourself than you ought," he says.  "Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.  Honor one another above yourselves.  Share with God's people who are in need.  Practice hospitality."

Now in the end of chapter 12 he takes all this a step further.  What, he asks, should we do about those who are opposed to us; those whom he calls our “enemies?”

Human nature tells us to look out for ourselves in these situations, but the Gospel of Christ tells us, “No!  There’s a different way.”  We follow Christ.  Following Him and imitating Him is going to go against what is the norm for our old nature. 

Believe it or not, sometimes when you make your faith known to those around you, you can make enemies.  Just the way you live your life can set people off.  Sometimes when you invite someone else to come to church with you or try to explain how important God is in your life they become defensive.  Sometimes they act as if you think you're better than they are, and become hostile toward you.  Maybe your kindness shames them a bit and one way they have to express that is by becoming angry with you.  It is true that our Christian behavior can provoke this kind of reaction.  Look at the life of the Apostle Paul himself!  He knows this all too well!

What should you do when this kind of hostility rises against you?  Our human nature teaches us to fight back and take revenge, but God says, “No!”  Paul says it very plainly.  He says, “Bless those who persecute you.”

What does it mean for us to "bless" someone? Did you ever read the cartoon strip in the funny papers, "Peanuts?"  Charlie Brown's dog, Snoopy, liked to pretend that he was a World War I flying ace.  His arch enemy was the Red Baron.  Snoopy always lost those dog fights.  When his plane was shot down he would scream out, "Curse you, Red Baron!!!"  Well blessing is the opposite of that.  To curse someone is to call down God's damning power on someone.  To bless means to call down the gracious power of God upon that person. 

Paul even says that, if your enemy’s hungry, give him food.  If he’s thirsty, give him a drink.  He says that doing this will be like pouring burning coals of fire on his head.

What is this “burning coals of fire” stuff?  I don’t think Paul means that acting like this is a way of getting sweet revenge.  I think he’s saying that when you react with such unmistakable kindness the other person will not be able to help being astonished.  It will “Hit him like a ton of bricks.”  He will surprised into realizing his own wrong.  In this way, your actions will be a witness that God can use to call this person to Christ.

How is retaliation and revenge going to win that person to God's Kingdom?  Make no mistake, THIS is now to be our primary focus.  The focus is not on self anymore.  God is Number One!  Our highest priority is to serve and please God.  All actions are measured against this objective.

For 2000 years Christians have been taking Paul’s advice, and for 2000 years people have been astonished when they see these expressions of selfless love.  Lives have been changed.  OUR bravery and determination can serve the cause of Christ.  Our actions may allow the Spirit of Christ to finally penetrate a hard heart and draw that person to God.

Benediction

Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever.  Amen. – Ephesians 3:20-21

