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Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Communion Meditation

What we’re doing when we come to this Table is remembering.

When we come here, our minds need to be focused on 2 things:

· On ourselves, for we are sinful creatures.  We serve a jealous God and we need to accept His sacrifice and confess our sinfulness before Him.

But we must not dwell only upon our sinfulness,

· We have these Elements that remind us that God sent Jesus Christ.  He took our sinfulness upon Himself and He has become the remedy for our sin before God.

In these ways we do what Jesus commanded us to do when He said, “As often as you do this, do it in remembrance of me.”

Let me read to you what He said from the Apostle Paul’s writings in 1 Corinthians 11:

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 - 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.

Explosion!

This morning’s Scripture is from the 2nd chapter of Acts.

It has been said that no matter how often one reads the same Scripture, there will always be a fresh message.  This is what has happened to me with our Scripture today.  You see, I keep my sermons fairly well organized, and looking back, I can see that I have preached from this Scripture before but I have never taken it in the direction I want to go today.  It’s like I’ve been given a new message from these same words, and that’s really exciting.

Acts 2:42-47 – They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.

Here it is in a nutshell: the report that we have from Luke of the Early Church is that after Pentecost, and after Peter’s sermon, the response is GREAT!  The Early Church experiences success upon success.  I have entitled this sermon “Explosion!” because that is what happened.  There was a great explosion of Gospel success.

And yet, problems will soon arise.  We know this from our vantage point.  Luke, as he sits down to write these first chapters, knows it.  Trouble, for the Early Church, is right at the door.  Luke has experienced it.  He has suffered himself.  Yet Luke is able, as he writes, to rejoice in the early success that they had.

When I have preached from this text in the past, we have looked at the great success in growth of the Early Church and asked ourselves, “What were they doing?” and “How can we replicate what they did to achieve such great success?”

But here’s the message I see in this passage today ( things didn’t keep going that way.  A change in fortunes for the Church was lurking at the door.

Before we talk about what came next, let’s take a look at what Luke tells us was happening during the time immediately following the pouring out of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.  The apostles were teaching the people.  These were men who had been with Jesus.  They were passing on eyewitness accounts of His life.  The Early Christians worshipped together, they broke bread (which likely means they were celebrating The Lord’s Supper) and came together for prayer.  At this time, it appears that they were actually living in a kind of communal life.  Luke tells us that the members of the Way sold their possessions and gave all of the proceeds to the apostles to use in the furtherance of the work of the Church.  There commitment to the work was great, and we are told that God honored their commitment; “They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” (Acts 2:46-47)  

The Early Church grew and grew!

This reminds me of the report at the end of the book of Joshua.  The Israelites had defeated all of their enemies and peace abounded all around, and then one page over you come to the book of Judges and you find that this is not the end of the story.  It’s just a summary.  There’s much more work to be done.

It’s the same thing here in Acts.  In our Scripture we see a great explosion of joy and the success of the Early Church, and then just one page over, reading on, we find that there is still a great deal of work to be done.  Just look at the elements of Luke's summary, the pieces that fit together to make the church such a wonderful success.  In each and every way the church becomes hard pressed!  In the very next chapter Peter and John are arrested for preaching in the temple.  A mob turns against them.  The Message was not immediately embraced by all that heard it!   The Apostles provided leadership in that early church.  But the Apostles don't live forever.  Very soon they begin to be killed or to die.  The church has to react to these vacancies.  Structures come into place.  Traditions are adopted.  We know from Church History that it wasn’t very long before the church turned to empire building.  Is that what the church was supposed to be about?  In a very short time, the Gospel became relegated to a low priority and was nearly forgotten.

The believers sold everything and held everything in common; a great witness to their commitment.  But do you remember the story early in the book of Acts of the fellow, Ananias, and his wife Sapphira?  They said they had given all of their money to the apostles, but it wasn’t true.  They had held some of the proceeds back.  Corruption had taken root right in the midst of the Early Christian Community!  Not only so, but we find the Apostle Paul, 20 years later, going around to his Gentile churches taking up a collection for the mother church in Jerusalem, which has become impoverished.  Why do they find themselves in such straits?  Maybe at least in part because, in their zeal, they had sold everything that they owned.

The camaraderie and unity and togetherness Luke tells us about are nice, but very soon it’s all shattered.  When they choose the apostle Paul to go out and preach to the Gentiles there are those of the Jews who rise up and say, “No!  We cannot have Gentiles in the Church.  If they want to join us, they must become Jews first and follow our traditions.”  Division arises in the Church!

Admittedly, this is a difficult story to hear, but it happens all the time.  Churches reach a zenith and then fall off.  Our own denomination, Disciples of Christ, along with most mainline denominations, have experienced this.  Rappahannock Christian Church in Dunnsville, VA has experienced it.  In the early days this church was the very center of a thriving community.  Every Sunday 200 or more people filled our pews.  Not any more.  

It happens with individuals, too. Beginnings are great; new babies, weddings, a new school year, a new house, a new job.  We have wonderful expectations.  We can envision all the good outcomes.   But then we find out that that wonderful guy or gal isn't perfect.  We find out that our boss is an abusive jerk.  And there's that boat.  I've often heard that the two happiest days in a man's life are the day he buys his boat and the day he sells his boat.  Do you hear what I'm saying?!   

It is at these low points that we have to decide how we will respond, and this is the continuing story of the book of Acts.  It is to show us how we can react to the disappointments in our lives and in the life of our Church.  How did the Early Christians respond?  Did these people respond by giving up or lowering their expectations, setting the bar lower so that the standard would be easier to meet?

No!

Paul says, “I know that my enemies will be waiting for me wherever I go,” but did that stop him?  No!  He loved the work, and he was more than willing to give himself for it. 

This should be our attitude, too; that we will keep on trying and giving ourselves to God and hope and pray and trust in Him to provide the increase.  We just don’t know God’s plan.  It may not be the numbers in membership that we are thinking of.

The greatest gift you can have is to realize that you may not get all that you want and to trust and give in to God, and He will give you the greatest joy and peace that you can ever find.  This is the lesson that we are going to learn as we continue to study the book of Acts.

Benediction

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  Philippians 4:7

