Rappahannock Christian Church – 4/25/10

Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Communion Meditation

I must say that I had an interesting and moving experience yesterday.  By now I’m sure that all of you know about Project Inasmuch.  Yesterday over 650 Christians gathered and spread out across the county to engage in little acts of kindness.  I was assigned to do some painting at an elderly lady’s house.  The volunteers delivered lunch to us about noon and, as we had ordered a lunch for her, the lady invited us to come into her home to eat.  You know, I haven’t had this experience a lot.  We were sitting in this poor, elderly lady’s simple kitchen and we were eating around her table.

Here at this Table we come to eat with Christ.  It’s a bit the same, but it is different, too.  Yesterday we were the helpers for the lady.  We were the “knights in shining armor,” if you will.  Here it is Christ who invites us to dine with Him, and here we remember everything has done for us.  WE are the ones in need, and he is our great helper!  Let me read His words about this meal from Matthew’s Gospel.

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." 

Evangelical Citizenship

Those who have been attending for the past several weeks will be happy to know that we are pressing on today out of Romans 12 into Romans 13.  Chapters 15-16 are really personal remarks, so we will really be pretty much finishing up in chapter 14. 

Romans 13:1-7 – Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. For he is God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience. This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God's servants, who give their full time to governing. Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.

We’ve come to a very interesting issue here in this chapter.  Paul has previously presented his understanding of God’s grace in the first chapters or Romans and now, as I have told you, he turns his attention to practical matters.  Given the great grace and mercy they have been shown, how should Christians act?  A great deal of what he has to say about this has to do with our relationships.  Here in Romans 13 he talks about the relationship of the Christian to the political system in which he lives.

Now, I know this is difficult for us to imagine and really get our heads around because we live in America.  Ours is a special society.  You must understand, though, that the New Testament was not written exclusively for Americans.  There are a lot of nations, even today, that are not friendly towards Christianity.  We cannot just assume that everyone is like us.

Paul urges Christians to cooperate with governing authorities.  This is no simple matter.  We know that hindsight is 20/20, but I can’t help thinking back to all those Christian churches in Nazi Germany.  For the most part they stood by and watched the slaughter of millions of people.  Shouldn't they -as good Christians- have spoken out against what their government was doing?  And what about George Washington and Thomas Jefferson?  Did they submit blindly to the British Crown?  Were they wrong?  What if they had not done what they did? For that matter, who knows what will happen right here in America?  There is no guarantee that the America you live in will be the same even 20 years from now.  So, what is this that Paul is saying about obedience, respect and cooperation?!

Even among the Christians in Paul's day there were obstacles to this rule.  Christianity has grown out of  Judaism.  The Jewish heritage of these believers was NOT to owe any particular loyalty to governing authorities.  God is King.  That's what the Jews believed.  The human king is supposed to obey God's laws just like everyone else.  And if he doesn't?  Then you don't owe him allegience and obedience!  The Roman legions?  Caesar?  These are nothing compared to the power of God.  I don't need to pay heed to that godless government!  I'm not going to pay taxes to Rome!  I have no respect for them!

In view of this, what Paul is telling them is not some ho-hum matter.  It is radical!  It is astonishing!

The Christians’ own beliefs might also have been an obstacle to what Paul is saying.  Being a Christian means that our citizenship belongs in Heaven.  Paul and Peter both clearly say this.  When we believe and are baptized we are given the gift of the life.  This is the life of the Age to Come.  I don’t even belong in my body anymore!  It's just a shell that houses my spirit.  Paul says that we long for; no, we groan for the day when we will be released from it.  Why bother about obedience to some earthly government?! 

Paul, though, says that God has established the governing authorities and that we owe them respect.

· Pay your taxes

· Give respect where respect is due

· Be a good citizen and support them to the best of your ability

Now this, too, is a matter of relationship, and how our relationships impact our witness for Christ.  That is Paul's focus!

Backing up a little bit to what Paul has said previously...


You can't win people for Christ if Christians are fighting amongst themselves.  What kind of witness is that?!  Our love for each others should be so obvious that others notice it.  The Church should be renownd for it.  


You can't win people for Christ if you are trying to get revenge and trying to retaliate against people who have hurt you.  We must forsake the old Law of "an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth."  We are not to return hurt for hurt.  "Bless those who persecute you."  Do good to your enemies.  Being Christ-like means being self-less.


And now here Paul says, "You can't win people for Christ if you disrespect the government, refuse to pay your taxes, refuse to do your fair share in support of the country and the society in which you live.

Of course, there are limits.  Sometimes our witness for Christ means that we would rather die than obey the authorities, especially when the authorities are calling for disobedience to the law of God.  But that is a discussion for another day.  Paul is not talking about exceptions here.  He is talking about the general principles by which we live our lives as a witness for Christ.  
How we relate to our Christian brethren, how we relate to those who oppose us -even how we relate to the political authorities, in all these spheres life we are called to demonstrate the love of Christ and the rule of Christ in our hearts.

Benediction 

Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. – Psalm 19:14 

