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Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Communion Meditation

This celebration at the Table of the Lord is truly meaningful.  It has aspects that remind us of the past, present and future all at once.  The Bread and Cup make us think of the past; back to the cross of Christ.  We sit here in this company of believers today.  In the present we affirm together that our faith is grounded only and fully in Jesus Christ and we are together because of our common desire to glorify His name.  But there is also a future aspect to in this great celebration.  I want you to be sure to listen for it when I read Paul’s words to the Corinthians.  Matthew tells us that Jesus promised, “I will not drink of the vine again until I drink it anew with you in my Father’s kingdom.”  Here Paul says that whenever we celebrate this meal we “proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes.”

In Heaven, at the Consummation there will be a great Feast, a celebration of God's sovereignty and God's salvation.  What we are doing right now is a foreshadowing of that wonderful event.  One day we will see our loved ones and partake in that great Supper of the Lamb.  Here, let me read what Paul says to you:

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.
The Wretched Man

Romans 7:14-25 – We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. 

So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God's law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God's law, but in the sinful nature a slave to the law of sin.

I’m going to warn you right now that I might sound like a Presbyterian preacher today.  I’m going to be using some of the same theological words and phrases that they often use.  I’ll talk to you about the Covenant of Grace and the Covenant of Works.  What I’m going to try to do is take these high sounding words and conform them to what Paul has said here.

So Paul has been talking about Salvation.

I remember seeing a very cute clip either on TV or on the internet some time ago.  It happened in New York City.  It was a video about this guy and some ducklings.  It seems that a mama duck had made a nest on the ledge of a building.  Her babies had just hatched, and as the man came upon her, she was standing there on the pavement trying to coax the first duckling to jump so that she could lead them off to the pond.  Of course, to do so would mean the end of the little duck.  The man looked up and saw them there on the ledge, and he stopped.  At length the little duck screwed up enough courage and jumped.  Gently the man caught him and set him down by his mama.  The same thing happened with each of the dozen ducklings.  Then the man, himself, stepped out into the swirl of traffic in the busy street, causing it to come to a halt and allowing the mama duck with her babies all in a row to cross safely to a pond on the other side.

Of course, God's salvation is on a much grander scale.  Paul has already laid the foundation, saying that Christ died for our sins.  But there is more to it than that.  We do not just come to God for forgiveness, get baptized, and then go our merry way, never thinking of God again.  So what IS this new Way opened by Christ?  On what principles do we now operate?  Are we saved by God's grace, but then -as some Jewish Christians were evidently insisting- go back to living our lives in strict obedience to the Old Covenant Law?  Christianity, they insisted, is a Jewish movement.  Jesus was a Jew.  He was the long-awaited Jewish Messiah.  So, okay, maybe God is now letting Gentiles come and put their faith in the Jewish Messiah.  But if they do, they must show their commitment, their devotion to God, by obedience to the Law of Moses the same way we Jews have been doing for centuries.  They must circumcise their children, observe the Sabbath regulations, adhere to the Old Testament dietary laws.

Now, we don’t do these things here at Rappahannock, and the reason is that Paul won the day on this argument.  Let’s look at what Paul says.

He says this NEW Covenant is just that.  It is NEW!  Paul says it is a Covenant of Grace, not of works.  If you don’t understand this you will never experience the inner peace that God wants you to have.
Now, in order to get his point across, Paul needs to say some things about the Old Testament Law.  Kind of negative things, actually.  But he wants to be very careful how he says them.  He wants to make sure that everyone understands that there was nothing wrong with the Old Testament laws.  The Law's greatest accomplishment has been to show people how sinful they are.  It doesn't MAKE them sinful.  People are plenty sinful already.  "Thou shalt not steal" doesn't make you a thief, right?  But it doesn't make us angels, either!  When we read God's law we realize how rebellious and sinful we've been.  And that's a good thing.  

But the nature of this Old Covenant arrangement was that God told the Children of Israel that if they did all those things -circumcise their children and keep the Sabbath, eat the kosher foods- you could maintain your place in God’s kingdom and secure God's blessings.  But if you fail you’ll be out.  This is the Covenant of Works.

How secure was a person's place in the kingdom, then?  Well, not very secure at all!  Just look at the history of the Jewish people!  They were disobedient all the time!  They were constantly being punished by God for their faithlessness!

I realize that there is some controversy about what Paul is saying at the end of Romans 7.  Some people believe that He is depicting struggles within the Christian life.  I don’t think so.  I believe that here Paul is illustrating what life has been like for the person living under that Covenant of Works. "I know that the law is good, right, perfect.  And I want to obey - I really do!  I'm a relatively good person.  But, try though I might, I just can't do it!  What I know I should be doing, I fail to do.  And the very things I know I should avoid, those are the very sins I keep on committing!  What a wretched man I am!"

God knew that this was our plight, our condition, and so he brought the Covenant of Works to an end.  God's grace took over.

The new basis on which we secure a place in God's kingdom, the basis on which our relationship with God stands is NOT dependence on our obedience to a law code!  That way leads to death!  It is a contest which is impossible to win against sin!  So why are you telling these Gentile Christians that that's what they have to do?!!

The only basis on which our security now rests is the answer to two questions:

1. Is Christ’s work (and it's Christ's work, right, not ours anymore?) on the cross is entirely sufficient to cancel sin?  Did His innocent death really fulfill the Law’s demands for righteousness?

2. Is the righteousness of Jesus Christ really imputed to the believer or do we still have to anxiously strive to achieve perfection?

Paul’s answer to both of these questions is “YES!” – “Yes, it is enough!”  “Yes, His righteousness is imputed to those who trust him!” Our salvation is secure because of Christ's work.  In Him alone we have the assurance of eternal life.”

I wonder if John Newton had his Bible open to Romans 7 when he wrote the hymn we are about to sing, Amazing Grace.  "Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved 

a wretch like me!"  Paul says, "O wretched man that I am, who will save me...?"  Let's stand and sing this song together...

Benediction

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. – 2 Corinthians 13:14

