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Communion Meditation

It is probably not too far fetched to imagine that most, if not every one of you, have spent some time thinking about our country this weekend and about the struggle for independence that our forefathers undertook and that those of our military continue to engage in to this very day.  The securing of our freedom has come at no small cost to the citizens of our nation.

Here at this Table we are reminded that securing our freedom from sin also cost a very high price.  It required the very life of the Son of God.  So as we come to this Table we remember the cost that Christ paid for our freedom and we rejoice in His completed work for us.  Let me read the story to you 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." 

Christian Troublemakers

1 Peter 2:11-17 – Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.

Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right. For it is God's will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men. Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God. Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king.

It is hard to turn on the news without seeing something about Iran these days.  Things are in a lot of turmoil in that country.  Their president is anti-US, anti-individual freedom, anti- technology (in some ways).  A lot of the younger people have rebelled because in that country it is a cleric/priest who really has the last say about their laws and their lives.  This man seems intent on keeping a very tight hold on the reigns of government and stifling individual thought and progress.

You have to admire the zeal of these people for their religion.  They certainly make it their whole life.  But I love my freedom.  Yes, I wish that more people would come to church in our country.  I do wish that we had higher moral standards.  But I want people to come to church because they want to, and not because it’s the law.

This makes me ask, what are we told about the relationship of the Christian to the political state in which he lives?  What would happen if you disagreed with a law and felt that to comply with it would violate your Christian conscience or duty? 

Let’s look at some of the options you might consider:

· Should you refuse to obey and simply take the consequences?  (This would be a passive approach.  It's not active rebellion, just a failure to comply.)

· You could take a more aggressive stance by taking to the streets, demonstrating against the law.

· Maybe you should leave the country?  (If you don’t like it here – just leave!)

· Or perhaps you could plot the violent overthrow of the government that passed the law.

Now, I’ve been here for a long time, and I know that all of you know me well enough to know that I am really not concerned about what any individual thinks about these or any other question.  You know that what I want to understand is what God’s word tells us about these things.

The trouble is that we get some mixed messages in reading Scripture on this issue.  Many times the Early Christians really got into trouble by disobeying the magistrates who told them to stop speaking in the name of Jesus.  On the other hand, we have this passage from Peter (and Paul’s similar advice in Romans 13) where we are told to be good, law-abiding citizens!

Let’s take a look at this passage in I Peter where he says that we should submit to the authorities and not be troublemakers.  It is interesting to look at Peter's reasoning.  He says that we should be obedient to the authorities “For the Lord’s sake.”  You, personally, may not want to obey a given law (and we don't know exactly what it was that Peter wanted his readers to do, or refrain from doing), but “for the Lord’s sake” I want you to comply.  This is probably related to what he says earlier, namely, that when Christians obey the law unbelievers will "see your good deeds and glorify God.”  Christians, don't forget, were a very small minority of the population at this time.  Peter says, “You need to take care to show these suspicious Romans that you are good citizens.”

Consider, however, the work of Peter and Paul and the other Apostles.  As traveling evangelists, they came into town preaching the gospel of Christ boldly.  They often caused a stir in the process.  Frequently they faced worried magistrates who warned them not to speak in the name of Jesus anymore.  But they refused to obey, and usually that led to beatings and imprisonment.  But then, when they moved on, they wrote to the believers they had left behind, those who had to stay and build the church and go to work every day, that they should take care to demonstrate good citizenship.  This may seem like a "double standard."  And I suppose that, in a way, you could argue that it was, but it proved to be a very effective strategy of mission.

Now, I'm sure that there were limits to the Christians' compliance.  I don't think Peter and Paul would have wanted followers of Christ to deny their faith, or to bow down in worship of the emperor.  But they made it clear that they should obey the law!  They should only refuse if it were unavoidable. Translated into our terms and issues, perhaps it means, “Don’t shoot the abortion doctor.  Don’t build an isolated enclave and go there with your brethren so that you can commit polygamy, adultery and incest!"  Of course, neither are we to keep our faith a secret.  I'm not saying that.  But there are many ways to share your faith.  One of those ways is to be a good, law-abiding, citizen and in every way avoid bringing shame and disrepute on the name of Christ.

Of course, should it come to a choice between obeying a clear command of God or the state, God must be the winner.  (We know from Peter’s life that this is the way he lived.)  But if there is a way that you can, in good conscience, be a good citizen, then you should choose to do it.
Benediction

The Lord bless you and keep you: The Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you: The Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.”  Numbers 6:24-26
