“Do This In Remembrance of Me”

1 Corinthians 11:17-34

October 4, 2009

Today is the fourth in our series of sermons looking at “Why Do We Do That?” The things we do in worship are significant in describing who we are and what we believe. The idea of this series is to equip you to explain to a non-church person why we do the things we do in worship.

The first element of worship we considered was the call to worship. In the call to worship, we exhort one another to remember God, to come together as a community to celebrate the blessings God has given us.

The second element was the prayer of confession. We looked at why we need to confess: sin. Sin is our rebellion against God, our rejection of God’s rule over all He has created, and our attempt to put ourselves in his place – in other words, when we decide to obey “my” will rather than “thy” will. We confess because we have sinned individually and we have sinned as a community. We have not loved God with all our heart, soul mind and strength, and we have not loved our neighbor as ourselves. Our confession is made out of our brokenness, but it also is made in the confidence of God’s pardon in the grace of Jesus Christ.

The third element, last week, was singing. We looked at why we sing in worship. We sing in order to approach God as a community, unified in voice before him. We sing because God is worthy of our songs: both in the things generally revealed (like nature and all of creation) and the things God has specifically revealed (redemption via the grace of Jesus Christ won through his life, death and resurrection.)

Today, we look at the Lord’s Supper. As with the other topics, we are only going to touch on some of the main reasons for participating in communion in worship. 

1. We do communion because it is an act of remembering an event.
We get descriptions of this meal in the synoptic gospels: Mark 14:22-25; Matthew 26:26-29; and, Luke 22:14-20. We also get it described in 1 Corinthians 11. All of them give this command, “Do this in remembrance.”

Thus, the “why” of why we do it is pretty simple: we do communion because Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of me.” 

But let’s not rush past that thought: Jesus actually said it. The Last Supper was an actual event – a happening – something that really took place in history. Jesus told the disciples what was going to happen and what was the meaning of what was going to happen – all before it actually happened. Then, it did happen. 
You see, our faith is not based upon the reason of man. It is not a profound system of thought. It is not something we can draw from our experience, it is not a myth or just something that someone imagined. Jesus shared this meal even as someone close to him was betraying him. He was arrested, charged and convicted of sedition and treason. He was scourged, tortured, beaten, and crucified. He really died. And, on the third day, he really rose from the dead. The tomb was empty. What Jesus told them would happen was exactly what happened. In communion, we remember the historical event. 
This pattern – preview, realization, and remembrance – is a hallmark characteristic of God. He does it all the time. Isaiah 42:9 confirms it: “See, the former things have come to pass, and new things I now declare; before they spring forth, I tell you of them.” If you remember our Exodus 12 passage this morning, Moses told the people about the Passover and what it meant before it occurred. Then, it happened. Then, they remembered. The same pattern is here: Jesus told the disciples what was going to happen, it happened, and then they remembered.
The crucifixion and resurrection are events – they either happened or did not. Human reason cannot make it so or make it not so. Yet, because man cannot duplicate or measure them, the world rules them out. The world does not and cannot understand.

As Paul would write several times, 

For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength. (1 Corinthians 1:18-25)

It was true in Paul’s time, it is true in our time. The reality of the event is something that we struggle with in our culture today. We try to make sense of it, we try to make the cross reasonable, we try to figure out how we would reconcile humanity if we were God. It does not work. The issue is not whether God could have chosen another way to effect reconciliation; the issue is our joy that God has chosen to save us: the battle has been fought, the victory won. 

Lesslie Newbigin was a missionary in India for almost forty years. He returned to England and wrote a book that has become standard reading for many evangelicals called, “The Gospel in a Pluralist Society.” He wrote,

Perhaps the most crucial example of the point I am trying to make is to be found in the way we interpret the story of the first Easter. In the effort to make Christianity acceptable to contemporary thought many theologians explain the scriptural accounts of the empty tomb and the appearance of the risen Jesus in purely psychological terms, as visions created in the minds of the disciples by their faith in Jesus. Thus the resurrection story is the result of a preexisting faith, in exact reversal of the biblical record, which affirms that unbelief was turned into faith by what happened on Easter morning.  …It is obvious that the story of the empty tomb cannot be fitted into our contemporary worldview, or indeed into any worldview except one of which it is the starting point. That is, indeed, the whole point. (p. 11, emphasis added)

We do communion because it is an act of remembering what Jesus said would happen, did happen, and what it meant.
2. We do communion because it is a witness of our unity in Christ.

1 Corinthians is a letter Paul wrote all about correcting division within the community. 1 Corinthians 11 is fairly self-explanatory: some members were coming to worship early, eating their fill and not worrying about others going hungry; some members were drinking wine to the point of being drunk without paying attention to others who were getting nothing. 

In the first ten chapters of 1 Corinthians, the recurring – if not redundant – theme has been Paul’s exhortation that there be no divisions among believers. Whether it is pride, privilege, discipline, rights, freedom, or social custom, Paul insisted that believers be together, believers belong together, and that believers are to build up one another. Individual growth and development cannot be separated from the larger community of faith.


Paul arrived at the point of addressing how the Corinthians celebrated the Lord’s Supper as the culmination of his answer to the rhetorical question posed in chapter 1, “Is Christ divided?” The Lord’s Supper is a celebration of our unity in the grace of Christ expressed in the tangible breaking of bread together and drinking of the cup together. 
Divisions among believers – based upon our status, power, money, knowledge or whatever – within the community of faith are wrong. You are not your own, you were bought with a price, Paul wrote several times. Because you are not your own, you do not have the authority, luxury, or ability to decide who calls Christ Lord. All Christians stand equally at the foot of the cross.


At the same time, Paul made it clear that the communion table is not for everyone. It is to be celebrated when believers get together. The meaning is to be made clear, so that each one can examine their own conscience before participating. Joining in the celebration of communion expresses a witness for Jesus; if the person has not received Jesus as Lord and Savior, then sharing in this meal actually works as a judgment against them. 
Communion is a matter of coming to terms with the meaning of the events of Jesus’ life: if we do not accept that the crucifixion and resurrection took place, we ought not participate in communion and we should take a good, long hard look at our own lives to figure out why we are spending time in church. 

Did you know that? It is part of the communion litany, but I am not sure that anyone listens during those words. They are so familiar, they have become like a commercial where the disclaimer language is spoken rapidly. Familiarity tends to lead us to complacency – as if communion were a normal thing. Yet Paul makes it clear that celebrating the Lord’s Supper is not something to be taken for granted: look at the consequences of acting frivolously. God takes our behavior seriously; so should we.

Again, the point is unity of believers in Christ. One-ness in Christ for the purpose of worship and glorifying God is easy to illustrate. Look around you today. There are people who you are used to seeing, people you are not used to seeing. We come from a lot of different places, a lot of different backgrounds, and several first languages – yet what draws us together is the conviction that God has done something marvelous for you and me in the life, the death, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ which is represented in this covenant meal. 
The same is true on a global scale. Today, congregations of believers all around the world are celebrating communion – a testimony to the power of the gospel in all kinds of cultural situations. In Europe, Africa, South America, Asia, Australia, and here (I just do not know about Antarctica – but it is entirely possible), Christians are gathering to “do this in remembrance of Jesus.” We are made one in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Our unity does not mean that there are no problems. It does not mean that we all like one another. It does not mean we agree on everything – or just about anything. In fact, the miracle of communion is that it puts before us the one thing – the only thing – that draws us together: our dependence upon Christ as Savior; our need to bow down at the foot of the cross and receive his grace and redemption. None of us stand on our own; rather, it is Christ who has claimed us as his own.

We participate in communion as an expression of our unity in Christ.

3. We have communion because it is a holy sign and seal of the covenant of grace.

The Lord’s Supper is one of two sacraments we have in the church. The two are: baptism and this meal. The two sacraments are established because the risen Jesus commanded them. In Matthew 28, the Great Commission, after the resurrection, Jesus told the disciples, “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey all that I commanded.” The action words – go, make, baptize, teach – are all commands. Thus, we have baptism. In the same way, “Do this” is a command; and, thus, we have communion.
The Westminster Confession (which is part of our Constitution, part of how we define who we are and how we are together) describes the sacraments this way:

Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace, immediately instituted by God, to represent Christ and his benefits, and to confirm our interest in him: as also to put a visible difference between those that belong unto the church, and the rest of the world; and solemnly to engage them to the service of God in Christ, according to his Word.

There is in every sacrament a spiritual relation, or sacramental union, between the sign and the thing signified; whence it comes to pass that the names and effects of the one are attributed to the other.

The grace which is exhibited in or by the sacraments, rightly used, is not conferred by any power in them; neither doth the efficacy of a sacrament depend upon the piety or intention of him that doth administer it, but upon the work of the Spirit, and the word of institution, which contains, together with a precept authorizing the use thereof, a promise of benefit to worthy receivers.  

(In other words – and this is good news – the effectiveness of our communion today is not dependent either upon me or the quality of the elements that are here. The effectiveness of communion is assured because of the work of the Holy Spirit combined with the promises of Scripture; and we know that God is faithful and true.)
The elements of communion are tangible – a concrete reminder that in Jesus, God has acted to redeem creation, including the physical order. We remember that Jesus’ body was broken for us – all of us. We remember that Jesus’ blood was shed for us – all of us – that the new covenant would be established and that our sins would be forgiven. We also remember that the Lord’s Supper is a Passover Supper, in which the blood of the lamb marked the houses over which the Angel of Death would pass prior to the Exodus from Egypt. It was the signature act of God’s creating his people and drawing them up out of slavery. It was God’s doing, claiming a nation of his own.
From death to life, from bondage to freedom – God has acted to claim a people of his own.

There is a mystery involved – we do not know the complete extent of what goes on in communion. God takes these common elements and these words that I share, blesses them, and draws us to himself in this sharing. We believe that the bread remains bread, but represents the body of Christ; we believe that the juice remains juice, but represents the blood of Christ. Yet it is more than symbolic – somehow God uses these common elements and our obedience to strengthen us in our faith; to renew in us the righteousness He has reckoned to us; to restore our confidence to stand boldly in His presence; and reminds us of the assured hope of our salvation and adoption as co-heirs with Christ of the Kingdom of Heaven. 

So, we do communion with the realization that there is a mystery, but trusting God’s promise that it is a holy sign and seal of the covenant of grace.

4. We do communion because it is a foretaste of the party to come.

Communion is a celebration. It seems really somber as we do it because there are serious things that happened that we need to remember. But we sometimes overdo the seriousness and forget the miracle and joy that are a part of it.  Communion looks forward to the wedding feast of the Lamb of God in the Kingdom of Heaven. In other words, we are at a dress rehearsal for the worship feast in heaven. 

It is a victory feast. We have been set free from sin, we have been set free from captivity and the fear of death. We are able to join with the saints of all times and places, proclaiming the goodness of God, and can even join in taunting death:


Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For this perishable body must put on imperishability, and this mortal body must put on immortality. When this perishable body puts on imperishability, and this mortal body puts on immortality, then the saying that is written will be fulfilled: 
“Death has been swallowed up in victory.” 
 “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” 

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. (1 Corinthians 15:50-56) 

We celebrate communion because God has given us the victory. We are conquerors through him who loves us. Communion is a celebration of power: God’s power.

Conclusion

So, as we gather around this table this morning, as we contemplate what it is we are about to do, we can gather in joy because:

· We celebrate communion because we remember that Jesus actually did the things he said he would do. 

· We celebrate communion because it is in communion that we realize and bear testimony that our unity comes only in Christ. 

· We celebrate communion because it is a holy sign and seal of the covenant of grace. 

· We celebrate communion because it is a foretaste of God’s promises yet to be fulfilled: the victory party in the kingdom of heaven to which we have been invited and included. 
And that’s why we have communion in worship.


Amen.
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