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Communion Meditation

Today is Pentecost Sunday, the birthday of the Church. We could describe the church's central thought or theme in a number of different ways, I suppose.  But one word we could use is "giving."  The church is about giving.  The Lord Jesus Christ gave his life for us on the cross.  We remember that sacrifice of his body and blood when we take these elements of bread and cup.  In response to this act of love and sacrifice, we, in turn give ourselves to God and to one another.  We give our time, our talents and our substance to the Lord.  This is the kind of community to which we belong.  Praise God!  Let me read the 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." 

The Prisoners Were Listening
I should confess up front that I "stole" this sermon title from my colleague, Mike Cook, down at Philippi Christian Church in Deltaville.  I don't know the content of his sermon, but I did see that he had preached a sermon by this title, and it really intrigued me.  It is obviously taken from the story in Acts 16 about the conversion of 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 want you to do something for me.  I want you to imagine you are one of those prisoners in jail with Paul and Silas.  What impression do you suppose you might have had when you heard them praying and singing?  Luke doesn't tell us.  But he does tell us the reaction of the jailer.  The jailer was converted to Christianity that night.

How was it that this jailer was so ready to be converted?  After all, we are told that, when found that Paul and Silas had not run away, he came in to where they were and said, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?"  Why would he have asked that?  Why would he have asked these prisoners about salvation?  Their refusal to escape doesn't explain it.  He (and maybe some of the prisoners?) must have heard them preaching about salvation in Christ.  Or maybe he heard them speak of it in their trial before the magistrates.  Or maybe he heard what they were saying in the jail.

I'm guessing that the prisoners themselves must have been doubly shocked and impressed.  After all, they were down in the pit, locked up in chains, with Paul and Silas.  If you are one of the prisoners, you probably realize that you deserve your plight.  You tried to get away with some crime or other, but it didn't work.  Now you've pretty much reached bottom.  Think for a minute about your self-image.  Not very good, huh?  You're not exactly a model citizen.  Not even a model human being.  You have guilt and shame from whatever you did wrong.  There's not much hope of life getting better real soon, either.  The only thing worse would be death.  (Actually, for some of you, death might be a relief.)  But now these two fellow prisoners -after they have been "severely flogged"- are down here in the jail praying and singing for joy!  What's up with that?  What do they have to be happy about?  They're in the same predicament as we!

It's a really interesting scene to imagine, isn't it?  In Acts there are several places in which we see on-lookers, like these prisoners, who see and hear some marvelous things God is doing.  On that day of Pentecost, when the Apostles began speaking in other tongues, lots of eyebrows were raised.  Later that day the evangelist, Peter, addressed a huge crowd of people with the gospel message - on-lookers like these prisoners!  They are standing on the streets, in synagogues, in courtrooms where the amazing story of Jesus' death and resurrection is rehearsed, and the call goes out for all people to come to faith in Jesus, the Christ.

Most of us are not evangelists.  I certainly don't think of myself as one.  Instead, we hope that our lives constitute a witness, a testimony to the presence of the living Christ in us.  Mind you, I'm not talking about just during the good times of your life.  It's usually pretty easy to smile and be up-beat when things are going great.  But when tragedy strikes, or disappointment -in those moments, if we cling to our faith and lean on God for strength and hope - in those bleak moments the light of Christ shines bright.

Many other people around us are prisoners down here on this earth with us.  They know disappointment.  They have experienced discouragement, pain and unfairness, too!  If Christ gives us the strength to persevere and if we cling to our beliefs and continue to follow the Way of Christ even in the most difficult of times, then the other prisoners who are watching and listening will know that our words mean something.  Maybe we will have such an impact that they will wonder what it is that makes us different, and they will want what we have -a living, dynamic, daily relationship with our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

Benediction 

Philippians 4:7 - And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.
