17 April 2014 : Maundy Thursday : 1 Corinthians 11 : 23-32  
Tonight, gathered in this church, around this table, we belong, and add to, to a tradition stretching back to the last nightfall the earthly eyes of Jesus ever saw. In an upper room, in a quiet moment in a noisy city, Jesus took the leftover fragments from an age-old Passover meal, a few chunks of bread, and a few splashes of wine, and invested them with a whole new meaning. Jesus took the leftovers and made them special. 
Maybe that picture, in and of itself, speaks to us tonight. Maybe that’s how we feel at present, leftovers, the scraps that other people leave behind with scarcely a thought – passed over, you might indeed say, whilst others, seemingly more interesting, or more attractive, soak up all the attention. I think we all know how that feels.
I’m sure we’ve all been to these big social functions where we go through the rigmarole of being introduced to the other guests, only to notice, all too soon, the people we’ve just met spotting someone else in the room that they want to network with, and it’s very obvious they can’t bid us a polite goodbye quick enough.

That’s how the devil wants you to feel, a spare part, your self-confidence undermined to the point of subsiding into a hole. But Jesus is different. As far as Jesus is concerned, you’re no leftover. He has all the time in the world for you. He is ready and willing to walk with you every step of your way through life. For Jesus, you are every bit as important as any world leader, any sports idol, any rock icon, any star of stage or screen
He does not judge by appearances, but by the heart – and your heart matters to Him. And if you get nothing else out of this service tonight, at least go home assured that, in the eyes of Jesus, you are a precious, unique and deeply-loved child of God, for whom Jesus died and rose again, for whom this meal is food for eternal life.

It’s interesting that it’s Paul who gives us the definitive version of the Last Supper. Interesting because, of course, he wasn’t amongst those present on that evening in the upper room, and had he been invited he would have bridled with indignation. At the time of Jesus’ crucifixion, Paul was – in his own words – a Pharisee of Pharisees.

Saul of Tarsus, as he was then known, would have been seething with rage at the stushie kicked up when Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead within sight of the temple, at the hoopla of the Palm Sunday procession into the city, at the temerity of this man from the backside of Galilee who dared overthrow the tables of the Temple traders.

Saul of Tarsus would have been aware of, and supportive of, the machinations of the Sanhedrin to get Jesus out of the way at the first convenient opportunity. Maybe he even contributed toward the whip-round of 30 silver coins to buy the fickle loyalty of Judas Iscariot. Certainly he would have approved of the arrest and crucifixion of the One to whom, not so long after, on the road to Damascus, he surrendered his life.

As we see from the book of Acts, it took the born-again Paul a long time to win the trust of the original apostles and the church in Jerusalem. Their memories of the man they once knew and feared, the fire-breathing Pharisee whose religious zeal had no long before been misdirected to persecuting the followers of Jesus, understandably made them stop and think at length whether the massive change they appeared to see in this man really was the genuine article, or simply a trap, an ambush, a sting operation.

Once they were convinced, Paul was then able to humble himself and sit at their feet, learning from them what it had been like to be with Jesus during those three and a half years when He carried out His ministry. And Paul, just as he had been in the school for young rabbis, would have proved an attentive pupil here too. 

He would have taken careful note of the ins and outs of Jesus’ ministry to see how it all fitted in with and fulfilled the old covenant. In the end, Paul’s conversion was much more radical than any of the other disciples, so much so that he found himself cast in the role of apostle to the Gentiles, the one chosen by God to take the gospel of Jesus Christ out from the confines of the synagogue and reach out to the nations.

I fill in this background simply to help you see the reasons why Paul has studied the Last Supper and shares it, in detail, with the church in the rather notorious Greek port of Corinth, a city not renowned for its morality nor its piety. There were a whole lot of pastoral problems Paul had to deal with in Corinth, with varying degrees of success, but arguably the biggest issue was that, for many members of the church, faith had never quite percolated from the mouth to the heart.
Sunday morning saints, Monday morning sinners. Singing songs of praise, jumping around for joy in church, but immediately afterwards back to all sorts of hair-raising behavior, a sign that, for many, the cross was being worn as an outward badge but not necessarily an inward reality. Indeed, elsewhere in 1 Corinthians 11 we see that the behavior of the outside world was even creeping into the church services, as some of the members were pigging out and getting fu’ at the fellowship meals. Not good. 
I can confidently predict that there is zero danger of anyone going on a calorie-charged rampage tonight, nor of being rendered unfit to drive home through intoxication. At our communion celebrations, the bread and the grape juice are but simple, modest signs pointing to the wonderful reality of what the act of communion is really all about.

Paul urges us, as we come to the table, to examine ourselves before we take the bread and the cup. As this has been taken to excess at times in church history, and even to the present day in certain parts of Scotland, there are people who will not come to the table because they do not consider themselves worthy so to do. With immense respect, that is missing the point. The reason we are to examine ourselves is precisely to ensure we understand that we are unworthy, in and of our own self-righteousness, and that we come to the table not because we deserve to be here, but because we need to be here. 

Some of the people at Corinth thought they had a right to share communion, thought they were the bees’ knees because they’d gone through the motions of joining the church and that was all there was to it. Brush on a varnish of Christian piety over a lifestyle and a mindset that was basically unchanged from their pagan past and that was perfectly OK as far as they were concerned. But not as far as God was concerned. 
Listen. Make no mistake. If they had done what Paul wrote in Romans 10.9 : If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved – if they’d done that, and then got run over by a chariot on their way from church to a house of ill-repute beside Corinth harbor they would have gone to Heaven – by the grace of God.

And that even though they’d never got round to doing what Paul also urges believers a little further on in Romans 12.2 : Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect. 

They’d have got to Heaven, yes, but a lot quicker than they needed to, wouldn’t have enjoyed the journey anything like as much as they should, and wouldn’t have done much to help take anyone else there with them. That was the problem in Corinth, and I’d venture to suggest it’s still a problem for anyone who regards communion as a chore that you have to go through every so often to keep your name on the church roll.
It’s the problem of overlooking just how good Jesus is, just how much Jesus has done for us, just how radical our new life in Jesus can and should be. And that problem arises when we forget to examine ourselves, when we start thinking of communion as a right or a duty, not as a precious gift, a wonderful privilege and a fabulous opportunity.
At this meal, we take the bread, signifying the body of Christ broken for our healing, and that healing in every way we need to be healed, body, mind and spirit. As we heard last Sunday, on the cross every disease, physical, emotional, and every other kind, that has ever afflicted the human race, was cast upon Jesus. He suffered ONCE, there and then, so that we need not suffer again, here and now. His pain, our gain.

We take the cup, signifying the blood of Jesus poured out ONCE FOR ALL as the definitive sacrifice to atone for all sin, of all humanity, of all time. So, you ask, what about the sins of Muslims and Hindus and Buddhists and atheists? Is their sin atoned for as well? 1 John 2.2 : Jesus is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world. That is God’s plain purpose for all humanity.
But, let me put a health warning on that, again from scripture, from the words of Jesus Himself in Matthew 7.13-14 : Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it. The gate to life is open. Gloriously and wide open. Jesus smashed the lock and it can never be replaced. 
But He does not put a pistol to anyone’s head and force them to go through that gate. 

If anyone, through self-righteousness – and the hallmark of every belief other than the gospel of Jesus Christ is a form of self-righteousness, the lifting up of our own merit instead of His – if anyone refuses the free gift that is on universal unconditional offer – new and everlasting life, forgiveness, reconciliation to God, shalom – nothing missing, nothing broken – then with the greatest of sadness God is bound to respect that choice. 

Part of our essential humanity is our God-given freedom of choice, but with freedom of choice comes responsibility for the consequences. It’s a bit like you find yourself with no job and a big mortgage to pay. You can’t do it. Humanly, it’s impossible. You’re heading for homelessness. Then a friend comes along and hands you a cheque that will completely pay off that debt, no strings attached. You are free to decide how to respond to that loving gesture, but if your decision is that your pride won’t let you accept it – self-righteousness – there are consequences. Railway arch. Cardboard box. Get it?

Communion is about letting the magnificent love of Jesus overflow into your heart and mind to the extent that you choose to crucify all pride and self-righteousness, and choose to walk instead according to the riches of His grace. Communion is a time for us to let the faith we have express itself through a change in the way we think, to let the mind and heart of Jesus become as one with our heart and mind. Come, let us examine ourselves in the light of Jesus’ love, and be conformed to His likeness.     
