May 2011 : 1 Corinthians 11 : 23-32 [p. 1152] 

In the invitation letter that came to you for this communion season, I promised I’d go deeper into what communion means for us, and how much God blesses us through it. All too often, we’ve come to these services out of a sense of duty, ticking the box, rather than genuine commitment to Jesus – and, before you ask – yes, I’ve done that as well in my time, so I’m judging no-one! But I do want today to be a growth-point, OK. 
It’s interesting that Paul, who was not amongst those present at the Last Supper, is the one who tell us all about it, and it is clear from the words of these verses that it is not from the lips of man, but by a supernatural revelation of the Holy Spirit, that Paul learned these things. He is sharing what God spoke directly into his heart. 
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. 
What is the significance of the bread and of the wine? For a start, these were actually leftovers at the end of the Passover meal. As I said at the Maundy Thursday service, there is a continuity between the Passover, ordained by God for the Jewish people, and this celebration ordained by God for followers of Jesus. Our communion service is a sign that all God’s promises of old have been fulfilled completely in Jesus, for all time, for all people, given entirely by His grace, to be received entirely by faith.

Today, I’ll speak of the breaking of the bread mainly in terms of how faith in Jesus affects this life on earth, and the sharing of the cup mainly in terms of how faith in Jesus affects the life to come in heaven. But the two stand absolutely together – the bread AND the cup, the body AND the blood. As the song goes, you can’t have one without the other. It’s like the Lord’s Prayer : your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven – God’s blessing is for eternity, but it starts right now. 

The breaking of the bread looks forward just a few hours to the breaking of Jesus’ physical body. Dramatically, brutally, sadistically, His body was broken, as foretold in Isaiah 53.5 : he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.

We find this verse quoted in the New Testament, in Matthew 8.17, after Jesus spent an evening healing the sick and casting out evil spirits : This was to fulfil what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah :  He took up our infirmities and carried our diseases. 

Later in 1 Peter 2.24 we see : He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.  Scripture tells us that, through the breaking of the body of Jesus, healing of our body is made available by grace, through faith. But the benefits don’t stop with healing.

Galatians 3.13f states : Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree. He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.
What is this curse of the law? It is the scary litany of woe set out in Deuteronomy 28 : 15-68, which I’ll let you catch up on at home, preferably not last thing at night or you won’t sleep. These nasty things, plagues, disasters, famines, enemy invasion, slavery, family breakdown, were destined to happen to all those who do not manage to achieve 100% obedience to the 10 commandments – and, by the way, that’s everybody.

You do NOT want to live under the Law, trying to earn your own salvation by your own good works. Being a nice person will not set you free from the curse of the Law. Attending communion twice a year and chucking a pound in the plate now and then   will not set you free from the curse of the Law. Only the fact that Jesus offered up His body to be broken and to hang on a cross in your place and mine has set us free from the curse of the Law – and then only if we receive that as freely as it is given.
What, then, is the blessing of Abraham? Genesis 12.2 : I will make you into a great nation  and I will bless you ;  I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. How did that work its way out in detail? Genesis 13.2 : Abram had become very wealthy in livestock and in silver and gold. Here’s a statement that will offend every demon of religious correctness : part of the blessing is prosperity in this life.

Now I’ll be honest with you. I struggled with that. I think it was Bill Winston, a pastor up in Chicago, who was on the TV one night talking about this – and I’ve subsequently come to have a huge respect for Bill – but I nearly put my foot through the screen in indignation. I was choking on my Presbyterian porridge at the thought that God might actually take a keen interest in His children and want us to be successful in this life.

But I found to my dismay that the Bible makes an unanswerable case. Deuteronomy 8.18 : remember the LORD your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to your forefathers, as it is today. Proverbs 10.22 : The blessing of the LORD brings wealth, and he adds no trouble to it. 
Deuteronomy 28 : 11-12 : The LORD will grant you abundant prosperity— in the fruit of your womb, the young of your livestock and the crops of your ground— in the land he swore to your forefathers to give you. The LORD will open the heavens, the storehouse of his bounty, to send rain on your land in season and to bless all the work of your hands. You will lend to many nations but will borrow from none.

Psalm 35.27 : Let the Lord be magnified, Who takes pleasure in the prosperity of His servant. Psalm 112 : 1-3 : The LORD will grant you abundant prosperity— in the fruit of your womb, the young of your livestock and the crops of your ground— in the land he swore to your forefathers to give you. Are you getting the idea? 
Oh, and when was the last time you read the 23rd Psalm – it simply oozes prosperity! These texts speak of the generous heart of Father God to see His children do well in the life He gave us. In the Old Testament, sadly, rebellion and disobedience got in the road, and the impossible dream of fulfilling the Law became a condition, therefore a barrier to enjoying those promises, but Jesus came to set us free from the curse of the Law. 
Tell me, does anyone think John, the disciple whom Jesus loved, knew the Lord’s heart pretty well? Therefore, when he writes in 3 John 2 : Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers – do you think he had a fair idea what he was talking about? Many of us are parents. We want to see our kids do well, prosper, enjoy good health. If we didn’t, that nice lady from Social Services would come along and …!! So why do we get into all sorts of silly religious nonsense in our heads when it comes to the thought of God prospering His children?
Now – let me say right away that this is NOT an endorsement of selfishness and greed. That is a demonic perversion of prosperity, and Jesus has a lot to say about people who make and use money in an ungodly way. The rich man who didn’t bother his shirt about the poverty of Lazarus. The old fool that went to bed one night salivating over his rich harvest and building more barns to hoard it for himself, and never woke up the next morning. Camels and eyes of needles. The LOVE of money is the root of all evil.
The blessing of Abraham is, by definition, unselfish. Look again at Genesis 12.2 : I will make your name great, and you will BE a blessing. Please listen. The whole point about God’s blessing and true prosperity is that it’s NOT all about us, it’s about empowering us to bless others. My favourite text, John 10.10, Jesus said : I came that you may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance to the full, till it overflows. We cannot be truly blessed nor prosperous until we are living in the overflow – nothing missing, nothing broken in our own lives, that’s true, BUT, above all, with a mindset that I live to give. 

Galatians 3 tells us that the breaking of the body of Jesus reverses the curse of the Law and releases God’s blessing by grace, for us to receive by faith. But alongside the breaking of the body of Jesus is the shedding of His blood, which changes everything for eternity. The blood of Jesus ends the old covenant of the law and establishes a new covenant of grace. What do I mean by that? Quite simply, the most important thing in our life is our relationship with God for eternity. 200 years from now, whether or not we received in this life physical healing and prosperity will no longer be an issue.

Whether or not we received the saving power of the redeeming blood of Jesus most certainly will be. I said a couple of weeks ago that at the Passover meal, it was the blood of the lamb splattered on the doorposts of Jewish houses, not the conduct nor the character of the inhabitants, that determined whether they were judged or saved. In the same way, it is not any inherent virtue or good deeds of our own that will determine our eternal destiny, but whether or not we live under the protection of the blood of Jesus, the Lamb slain before the foundation of the world – and that’s our call.

Hebrews 9.22 states that without the shedding of blood there is no remission of sins. This celebration of communion reminds us that Jesus shed His blood so that you and I could be set free forever from sin and guilt, judgement and condemnation. But – and again I will have the commissars of religious and political correctness hopping up and down with rage – we must clearly understand that ONLY the blood of Jesus can do it. 

1 Timothy 2.4-5 : God wants everyone to be saved and to understand the truth. For there is only one God and one Mediator who can reconcile God and humanity—the man Christ Jesus. One mediator. One who has shed His blood. One who has paid the awesome price to establish a new covenant. 
Hebrews 9 again : Jesus entered the Most Holy Place once for all – that is, for all people for all time – by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption. For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance— now that he has died as a ransom to set us free from the sins committed under the first covenant.
Today I’ve tried to share with you what are the blessings and the benefits God freely offers at this communion table to anyone who understands and truly wishes to receive them, and I’m well aware that some may have missed everything I’ve said, or may be furious at everything I’ve said. All I say is, if you can make a case against it from scripture, fair enough. Otherwise, be humble enough to go away and think about it.

Because this is important. Let me just say, very briefly, Paul goes on to say that some have come to the table and missed it completely, missed the whole point, with tragic consequences. All this stuff about coming unworthily and not examining oneself and not discerning the body of the Lord, that’s not about getting your act cleaned up before you come to the communion. The whole point is that we can’t, under our own steam!

That’s why we need Jesus. Without Jesus, we have nothing, we are nothing. We need to examine carefully our heart toward Jesus. Have we come here today because our name is on the congregational roll, we’ve put our Sunday best on, we’re quite decent people, and we jolly well deserve to be here? Or do we come because we know we need Jesus, and life isn’t working without Him, and it’s got to be better than it presently is? 

Jesus told a story about a Pharisee and a tax-collector at prayer. The Pharisee used his prayer to broadcast at the top of his rich baritone voice his boast of religious propriety. He was addressing the adoring crowds, not the Lord. But the tax-collector got down on his knees, confessed his need honestly and simply, and God met him there. 

Today I hope and pray that each and every one of us will come to the Lord, honestly and simply, trusting in the redeeming authority of His shed blood and the restoring power of His broken body, and will receive freely what He freely died to give us – which is everything, every blessing in this life on earth and the life to come in heaven.
