Rappahannock Christian Church – 4/26/09

Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Communion Meditation – Elder Deane Lankford Presiding
This weekend is Memorial Day which is set aside to honor those who have given their lives for their country and for other heroic reasons.  We have many memorials set up to honor veterans.  We have the Vietnam Memorial Wall in Washington, DC, is to honor our veterans or the Vietnam War.  Soon we will have a memorial at the court house in Tappahannock that will honor the service men and women of Essex County.  

As we come to this table this morning, we have another memorial that is in memory of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  There is a difference in this memorial and the other ones.  While other memorials remind us of our fallen heroes, this memorial reminds us that our Savior lives, that He is in heaven preparing a place for us and that someday He will return to take us home.

Matthew 26:23-26 – 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."

This week our church family was blessed, in lew of Pastor Ken’s sermon, by a lovely musical presentation made by the Saint Margaret’s School Ensemble of whom Lauren Wilbur is a member.  It was a beautiful service of worship in music.

In place of sermon notes this week I have taken a passage from a book titled, Why Join A Small Church?  Because we Rappahannock Christian Church is a small church family, the thoughts in this book are especially pertinent to our situation.

Why Join A Small Church? – Chapter 3

…Every community in our land needs a good church.  [If there is no church in a community, or] when a Bible church closes it usually leaves an area where people have been robbed of the possibility of hearing the Gospel.  But, in fact, everyone needs to become a Christian and local churches are the God-ordained means of holding out the word of life to the community.  So, in order not to forget the main goal in view in supporting small churches let’s must remind ourselves, through a brief piece of exposition, of the great and necessary benefits of people becoming Christians.

1 Peter 1:3-12 - 3Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, 5who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time. 6In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. 7These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. 8Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, 9for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 

10 Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care, 11trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow. 12It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things.

Why is it worthwhile to be a Christian?’  That is the question which is being dealt by the apostle Peter in the New Testament passage quoted above.

People today ask the question because we live in a society shot through with apathy, that doesn’t see the point of taking anything seriously.  But it was a particularly crucial question for Peter because he writes at a time when Christians were facing suffering for their faith.  If church traditions are correct, Peter was writing from Rome where he would soon be martyred himself…at the command of the emperor Nero.  Sadly, even today, especially in Muslim lands, Christians still face persecution and even death for their faith.  ‘Well, if Christianity might cost you your life, what’s the point?  Why is it worthwhile to be a Christian?’  Here, Peter gives three answers to that question, which will remind us why every person needs to hear the Gospel and why therefore every community needs a Gospel-preaching church.

Because Everybody Needs A Future Salvation (vv. 3-5)

Look at verses 3-5.  Peter’s first answer is that it is worthwhile to be a Christian because of the Christian’s future prospects.

Let’s be honest, many people today are depressed about life, and mostly the TV or radio news is pessimistic about the future.  That’s why a lot of people don’t bother with it.  And if you think of the great writers who have imagined the future they don’t paint a very optimistic picture either.

But over against all this, Peter describes Christians (v. 3) as being in possession of a ‘Living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.’  That hope, that future prospect, is nothing less than a new world, a joyful and eternal ‘inheritance’ (v. 4).  This world is not destined for the dustbin.  God will renew it when Jesus comes again and all that is good and wholesome and lovely will be part of that world to come.  Peter stresses three things about this new world, this ‘living hope’.

· Its Inception –It comes about because of ‘the resurrection of Jesus Christ’ (v. 3).  Peter is conflating two things here.  Firstly, this present world is in decline because it is under the curse of God because of human sin.  But Jesus paid for our sin when He died on the cross and His resurrection shows that the curse is dealt with.  For all who believe there is now eternal life not death.  Second, how do we know this coming new, eternal world is real and not just some foolish pipe –dream?  We know because Jesus is risen form the dead as the first example of life in the new world.

· Its Occupants – People have a place in God’s new world through ‘new birth’ (v. 3).  Just as this world will be reborn, so the occupants of the world to come are people who have been spiritually reborn.  Not to be reborn of God’s Spirit is to have no place in God’s new world, but to face the fearful prospect of being cast into outer darkness.  That is why it is absolutely necessary that people hear the Gospel and turn to Christ.  But when we become Christian through personal faith in Christ, God’s Holy Spirit comes into our lives and gives us a new heart, making us new inwardly.  Whereas we used to be afraid of God, now we know we are forgiven.  You can often see the change in people just by looking at them.  Such people are being given a new future and are being prepared for life in God’s new world.

· Its Certainty – Look at verses 4-5.  Verse 4 tells Christians this inheritance is kept for us and verse 5 tells us that through faith we are kept for it.  We can’t be lost and it can’t be lost – so it’s a certainty for all who believe.

Now when this is explained many people are skeptical.  They say something like, ‘Christianity has blown its credibility by promising too much.  I could believe perhaps in some merely spiritual existence after death.  But a new world of bodily resurrection and eternal life is too much to swallow!’ We can understand people saying that.  But the New Testament’s answer is that God does not tailor His promises to suit our natural cynicism and sinful unbelief.  If He did, He could offer us very little.  Rather, God is a big God and He makes big and wonderful promises.  Instead of rejection and judgment there is this certain living hope for all who turn to Christ.

That is the first reason it is worthwhile for people to become Christians.  All churches, big or small, which preach the good news of Jesus Christ offer the greatest possible long-term benefit to the people of their communities. 

But there is a second reason why everybody needs to hear the Gospel.

Because Everybody Needs A Handle On Present Experience (vv. 6-9)

‘All this talk about a new world in the future is all very well, but I need to know how Christian faith can help me now, in this world.’  That is what some people say as churches seek to reach out to them for Christ.  It is a fair question and Peter turns his attention to the Christian’s present experience in these next verses.  He tells us two things.

· First, Christian Faith Gives Us A Handle On Suffering – Look at verses 6-7.  You see the secular way of live is fine for this world as long as everything is OK.  But for most people, most of the time, it isn’t OK…How do we handle this?  After all, if this life is all there is, and it is full of trouble, no wonder lots of people are unhappy.  But you see from verses 6-7 the Christian has a completely different handle on trouble.  First, we do not see what happens in our lives as random.  All our troubles big or small are in God’s hands.  Second, He allows trouble into our lives to refine our faith and grow us as people.  He is like an old fashioned purifier of metals (v. 7) who puts the metal into the fire to melt it, so all the rubbish comes to the surface and can be scooped off, and the genuine gold can remain.  So the Christian, who trusts in God, can have a really positive outlook even on trouble.  There are so many sad people in our communities who need to be rescued from sad lives by positive Christian faith.
· Second, Christian Faith Gives Us A Source Of Joy – It is often interesting to see some of the newspaper headlines on New Year’s Eve.  One recently talked about the number of people likely to be admitted to hospital because of binge drinking that night.  Another spoke of the fact that there are usually record numbers of abortions after New Year’s Eve, through thoughtless casual sex.  Why do people wreck their bodies with alcohol and all the rest?  It all speaks to a generation which knows very little real happiness and people who are desperate to do something, anything, to feel good no matter what the consequences.  But by contrast with that, Christians have a wonderful source of real joy through knowing Jesus Christ.  Look at verses 8-9.  The Christian loves Jesus Christ, first of all for who He is, but also because of how much He has loved us.  The Christian can say, ‘He loved me so much that He was prepared to die on the cross for me to pay for my sins.’  We have to ask the non-Christian, ‘Who do you know who would be prepared to die for you?’  To know Jesus through His Spirit and to know that He, the Son of God, loves us like that is a great source of strength, peace and security in life – which no one can take away.  So Christian faith not only promises us a wonderful future, it also gives us very practical ways of being upbeat about present life.  That is the second reason it is worthwhile being a Christian.  This is also the second reason why every community needs a good church to share Christ with them.  But there is a third reason why all communities need good churches.

Because Everybody Needs A Point To Their Lives (vv. 10-12) 
This wonderful future prospect of life in God’s new world and the present experience of knowing Jesus by faith, Peter calls ‘salvation’/ ‘rescue’.  He has already mentioned the word in verse 5 and verse 9 and now he says (vv. 10-12), ‘Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched diligently…It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who preached the Gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven.  Even angels long to look into these things.’  
I was reading recently of a journalist who specializes in going to the most dangerous, war-torn places in the world to bring the news.  Someone asked him why he did it when it was so dangerous.  His answer was that it was only when he was in such dicey situations that he felt really alive.
There are many people like that.  Somehow, ordinary life leaves them feeling bored and un-special, so they court danger or go in for extreme sports or whatever.  Human beings have a deep need to feel that their life is really significant, that they are special.  But the consumer, information technology, TV couch-potato society we live in makes us feel we are just a number on a card, just another member of the audience.

However, Peter is telling us here that to be a Christian is to be a very special person, someone who is the recipient of an amazing privilege.  You are the object of God’s plan of salvation.

The Bible is written in two parts, Old Testament and New Testament, with about 400 years between.  The Old Testament prophets had something of God’s plan of salvation, sending His Son, the Messiah, revealed to them.  And they were astonished.  ‘What is this?  Who are these people that God is so concerned for?’  They were told hundreds of years in advance how the Messiah would suffer…and of how the kingdom of God would spread through the earth…and the glory that would follow, the new life, the living hope of the new world to come.  ‘Who is this focused on?’ the prophets asked.  Peter tells us (v. 12).  It is us!  It is people who are Christians.  Peter was writing to first century Christians.  We are twenty-first century Christians.  But we all enjoy the amazing privilege of salvation.  That’s why it is worthwhile to be a Christian.  There are no more privileged people anywhere in the world!

And the people of every community in our land need the opportunity to hear about this privilege which is offered to them, which will redeem them from the pointless life of secular consumerism which ultimately leads to destruction.

God’s Mercy

But there is one last thing to notice.  Look at verse 3.  This is all of God’s mercy.  This salvation is not given because we deserve it or we have earned it by being better than other people.  It is not merited through endless good deeds or religious rituals.

It is all about God’s mercy.  The story is told of a soldier in Napoleon’s army who was court-martialled for an offence and sentenced to death.  The soldier’s mother, in deep distress, somehow got to see the emperor to plead for his life.  ‘Have mercy on my son,’ she asked Napoleon.  ‘Why?’ said the emperor, ‘What has he done to deserve it?’  She replied, ‘Sir, if he deserved it then it wouldn’t be mercy.’

This needs to be emphasized because there is an almost universal understanding about salvation which has to be continually countered.  If you ask most ordinary people about God and who goes to heaven when they die, they usually will reply in terms of heaven being for ‘good’ people and hell being for ‘bad’ people.  They think that salvation is something which is earned by being good.  Then, because all of us are self-deluded sinners, we all tend to see ourselves in the best light and to be able to convince ourselves as to why our bad deeds were not really that bad.  That means that the majority of people imagine that should they die, they will be acceptable to God. But, of course, this is a lie.  If we could make ourselves acceptable to God there would have been no reason why Jesus should come and die for us.  In reality, our goodness is a sham and to trust in our own goodness is to be lost (Romans 3:20).  And when local churches close, the tragedy is that a whole community of people is left believing this lie and there is no one to tell them otherwise.

The truth is that we are saved not by our own deserving, but by the mercy of God through Jesus Christ.

Every community needs to hear that there is forgiveness of sins and free salvation for all who trust in Jesus Christ.  And this is why every local community needs a good church.
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  

