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Communion Meditation

You know, I often wrestle with what to say as we meet at this Table.  Sometimes it is helpful to take a particular aspect of the meal and focus on it.  Sometimes it is helpful to step back and try to take in the significance of the whole act.

The best analogy to what we are doing that I can find is in the Old Testament is when the whole people of God periodically gathered for what we now call a covenant renewal ceremony.  As part of that procedure they would rehearse God’s works on their behalf.  It was a way for them to be reminded of God’s goodness to them and to renew their vows to serve Him.

This is what we are doing, as well.  The bread and cup remind us of Christ's suffering for us.  When we eat and drink we confess our sins, admitting that we have not always been faithful to the covenant.  And we determine that, to the best of our ability, and with God's help, we will live for him from now on.  It is a renewal of the covenant, the relationship that we have with God in Christ.

Let me read to you the account of that Last Supper that the Apostle Matthew has left for us in his 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." 

Adoption Finalized

For our Scripture this morning we return to Paul’s letter to the Romans.  I have an ambitious message for you today.  What I’m going to try to do is to summarize Paul’s argument throughout Chapter 8.  The passage is quite long we won’t be able to read it all.  I strongly encourage you to sit down with your Bible this afternoon and read the whole thing. 
Romans 8:1-4, 38-39 – Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit…. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

How near is God to you?  

Is He close or is He far away?

I suppose we could answer these questions intellectually.  We know that God is everywhere at once.  Of course God is near.  But what I'm asking has more to do with the heart.  How close do you feel God is to you?  If you are like me, there are times in your life when God has felt especially close or near and other times when God feels distant and unreachable.  Maybe you have even felt that God is angry with you, He has left you, doesn't listen or has stopped caring about you.

The Apostle Paul appeals to the Roman Christians NOT to feel this way.  He tells them of the confidence he has that God is near, regardless of our feelings.  We can have rock-solid assurance that God is close to us, present in our lives, supports us.  Indeed, we are His very own children.  Paul leads us on a path to this assurance and confidence in the 8th chapter of Romans.  I’m going to try to summarize what he says.

There is a great difference, says Paul, between life which is lived "in the flesh" and the life which is lived "in the Spirit."  Now, when Paul speaks about people living "in (or, according to) the flesh" I don’t believe that Paul is talking about people who are grossly sinful.  They are not drug addicts or rapists, killers, cruel, dishonest, living most of their lives behind bars. You’ll have to read the passage for yourself and see if the context bears out what I’m saying.  But I think he is talking about people who are trying their very best to live a holy life.  Paul is writing this letter to Christians, after all.  But the Jewish Christians at Rome are trying to secure their salvation (or perhaps trying to maintain their place in God's Kingdom) by obedience to the Mosiac law code.  They are making a heroic effort to please and satisfy God.  This is living "in the flesh."  Another way we could put it is to say that living in the flesh means trying to win God's favor "under your own power," by your own ability to live a righteous life.  Paul says that this can't be done.  We are too weak! If you try to live a holy life by your own power you will fail.

I know I’ve used this analogy a hundred times, but it is just so apt because we live beside this wide river.  Suppose all of us went down and stood in a group on the beach.  We could back up and get a running start and then, one by one, try to leap across the river.  It’s true that we might be able to measure the degrees of success each of us had.  You might jump farther than I jumped, but I guarantee that none of us would make it to the other side.  It can’t be done!

This is what Paul says those who are attempting to keep the law "in the flesh" are doing.  If you depend on keeping the law for your salvation, you’ll never do it.  You will live your live in constant fear of losing your salvation.  Your whole life will be spent, sadly, in continuous, anxious striving to make yourself right with God.

Paul says that the Christian life is NOT to be made up of anxious striving!  It is to be lived "in the Spirit."  That is, trusting Christ instead of ourselves.  We have been saved from our sins by the atoning death of Christ.  We are freed from the law.  The Mosaic Law's demand for righteousness has been met by Christ by his obedience.  Sure, the Law’s demand for righteousness was a good thing!  Paul is careful to point this out.  It was helpful.  It showed us how holy God is and how sinful we are.  There was nothing wrong or bad about that!  But, at the same time, it left our dilemma unresolved.  We can't jump across that river "in the flesh," under our own power.  By fulfilling the Law's demands for us, Christ has picked us up and carried us across the river!

Another way we can understand this is to remember that when we are saved by God's grace we are adopted as sons of God.  Because of this we have a confidence, an assurance, of our standing with God which is very strong.  We never have to fear losing our position.  We may stray, we may doubt, we may even grieve God sometimes by our rebelliousness, but we will never stop being a child of God.

Paul ends by asking, “So what can break this relationship apart?”   There sure are lots of things that can happen in this life that could do us harm!  Famine, war, persecution, hardships of all sorts - he lists a whole bunch of them.

It's interesting to me to see and to remember that God never says his faithful children will avoid these painful experiences.  In fact, the New Testament insists that, if you preach the Gospel, you'll probably be martyred.  There are a lot of voices out there telling us the opposite.  They're telling us that if we are faithful to God we will always enjoy health and wealth.  This is completely foreign to the consistent teaching of the New Testament itself.

See, we won’t necessarily have an easy time in this life.  And, sometimes, we may begin to FEEL like God isn’t very near at all.  But Paul says that this just isn’t true!  These are feeling we have because we are weak in body and mind. God has said that we are forgiven and are now His own children.  Do you really think God breaks his promises?  Do you really think God has lavished His love on us in Christ only to cruelly take it away?  No!  Nothing in all creation can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus!  Nothing!

In closing I want to read a poem that illustrates Paul’s point so well.  It’s a familiar poem, and I know you’ve likely heard it before.  I want you to hear it again today in light of what Paul has just said here in Romans 8.  It's called Footprints in the Sand.


One night I dreamed I was walking along the beach with the Lord.

Many scenes from my life flashed across the sky.

In each scene I noticed footprints in the sand.

Sometimes there were two sets of footprints, other times there was one only.

This bothered me because I noticed that during the low periods of my life, when I was suffering from anguish, sorrow or defeat, I could see only one set of footprints, so I said to the Lord,

"You promised me Lord, that if I followed you, you would walk with me always.  But I have noticed that during the most trying periods of my life there has only been one set of footprints in the sand.  Why, when I needed you most, have you not been there for me?"

The Lord replied, "The years when you have seen only one set of footprints, my child, is when I carried you."   - Mary Stevenson, 1936
Nothing can separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus!

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 

