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“DO THIS IN REMEMBRANCE OF ME”
(Luke 22:14-23)
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A. It was the night that Jesus was to be betrayed. And his disciples were soon to experience their worst day ever. In truth, no worse day could be imagined: the Messiah was crucified. So Jesus was focused on strengthening them for the ordeal ahead.


Now what great helps did he provide? We are, of course, interested in this question because we have and surely will face trying times and extraordinary ordeals. What help, what hope, what great power does Christ promise us for our dark days?


Perhaps it would be some miracle power, some supernatural phenomena that would easily convince us and confound our opponents. Or maybe it would be some mesmerizing authority to look someone in the eye, stare them down, and force them to slink away in shame. Or maybe it would be some mysterious immunity to the shocks and blows of life. Others face troubles, but we are Teflon: nothing sticks to us and we pass through the flame without even a singed hair or the smell of smoke. 


B. But when we see how Jesus prepares his disciples on that dreadful, dark night, we may be surprised. It’s nothing as dramatic as any of those things. Rather, we find Jesus doing some pretty ordinary things. He teaches them. All of the gospels contain some of his words of instruction on that night, but John who was there goes the most in depth, the so-called “upper room” discourse. And Jesus prayed, pretty ordinary stuff. John records his lengthy “high priestly prayer” in chapter 17, but all the gospel writers note that Jesus prayed alone in the Garden of Gethsemane in the midnight hours before his arrest. 

And in our text for this morning we see Jesus doing something else quite ordinary. He has supper with his disciples. It was a special supper in the context of a traditional, religious meal. And he modified it calling them to remember him through this updated, sacramental meal. But that’s it. No fireworks, no secret strategy to confound their enemies, no promise of uncanny power over enemies or supernatural strength to command their unwelcome circumstances to disappear. Jesus taught them, he prayed, and he ate a meal with them.


C. We of the Reformed tradition refer to these common practices as the “ordinary means of grace.” We could use the acronym “OMG,” but that one seems to be taken and not in the best context. The Word, the Sacraments, and prayer: God does his mighty work through ordinary means, some would say “weak means.” There are, of course, more dramatic means available, theatrical productions complete with mood lighting and mood music, guaranteed to kindle an emotional response. I recall the slogan of a dinner theater in Wisconsin: “we laughed, we cried, but first we ate.” Sparking an emotional response seems to be the goal in some churches. It’s just not God’s goal. The plain truth, the drama of the gospel is certainly moving enough to all who have ears to hear. I love that statement from Dorothy Sayers’ book Creed or Chaos:

“Official Christianity, of late years, has been having what is known as ‘a bad press.’ We are constantly assured that the churches are empty because preachers insist too much upon doctrine—‘dull dogma,’ as people call it. The fact is the precise opposite. It is the neglect of dogma that makes for dullness. The Christian faith is the most exciting drama that ever staggered the imagination of man—and the dogma is the drama....Now we may call that doctrine exhilarating or we may call it devastating; we may call it revelation or we may call it rubbish; but if we call it dull, then words have no meaning at all. That God should play the tyrant over man is a dismal story of unrelieved oppression; that man should play the tyrant over man is the usual dreary record of human futility; but that man should play the tyrant over God and find Him a better man than himself is an astonishing drama indeed.”

D. So God uses ordinary means to declare an extraordinary message so the focus remains on the message. Paul explains in 1 Corinthians 1:27-29: “27 But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; 28 God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, 29 so that no human being might boast in the presence of God.” Paul explains his own calling in 1 Cor. 1:17: “For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.” Do you see what Paul says there? If the method is too dramatic or overwhelming like “words of eloquent wisdom” then it actually distracts people from the message, and the cross of Christ is emptied of is power.
I. WE MUST HEAR THE WORD OF GOD.



A. The primary means of grace is the Word of God, especially the preached Word of God. Jesus spent most time with his disciples teaching them the Word of God. His ministry lasted three years on earth. His disciples were trained for three years. It may be mere coincidence, but ordinarily ministers are trained for three years in seminary. 


The Bible reminds us of the great power of the Word of God. According to the first chapter of the Bible, God made the whole creation through the Word. Each day we read, “And God said, ‘Let there be [this or that].’” But all things were made through the Word. It is fitting that God likewise make people new creations through the Word. And he does. 

B. And even after people come to trust Christ, trust the Word of God, God uses the Word to then renew them entirely. We were all born with a sinful, self-focused script written on our hearts. This is universal. Every known culture has some sense of the right and wrong and that people, all people, have broken that law, written on their hearts. But we cannot escape the sinful message which we readily, gladly believe, that we must live for self and indulge in sin. 


C. It is the Holy Spirit wielding the Word of God who makes us new, scratching out the old script and writing the Words of God on our hearts. The key to this is the “renewing of the mind” that takes place when we hear and believe God’s Word. And that’s why the wise church, the biblical church will devote the majority of its resources to the ministry of the Word. It is the primary means of grace.

II. WE MUST TURN TO GOD IN PRAYER.


A. And prayer is one of the central, ordinary means of grace. God everywhere commands all people to call upon his name, to pray in all places and at all times. Does prayer really change things? When I was growing up we had a plaque posted in a prominent place where we would see it every night before retiring to bed. It simply said, “Prayer Changes Things.” And it does. We have every assurance that God uses our prayers to accomplish his good work. James, for example, declares: “The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working. 17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. 18 Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit.” Of course, we are to ask God for that which is pleasing to him, that which is according to his will. 

B. But even more than prayer changing things, prayer really changes us. When we keep on asking God for that which pleases him, our desires are increasingly conformed to his will. The Christian would be ashamed to ask her heavenly Father for that which is sinful or selfish. So as we keep on asking and thanking and confessing our sins, God uses our prayers to accomplish his will and his work in us. And we gain a greater appreciation both for who God is and in trust for his kindness in providing daily for our needs. The Word, prayer, and…
III. WE MUST RECEIVE THE SACRAMENTS. 


A. The Old Testament saints received an initiation rite of circumcision and a continuation rite of the Passover meal. It is then no surprise that we on the New Testament side of history likewise receive a rite of initiation, the sacrament of baptism, and a rite of continuation and participation, the Lord’s Supper. And it was in this crucial hour, the night when Jesus was betrayed that he seized upon the familiar Passover meal and revealed its true significance. It pointed to him. He was that sacrificial Lamb. His blood alone could turn aside the righteous wrath of a holy God for our sins. This act of Christ offering himself for our sins on the cross of such central significance, that he gave this meal to his people that we might always remember him and have close fellowship with him on earth. 

B. Many years ago a Baptist and an Episcopalian wrote a book together on baptism trying to understand each other’s positions called, The Water that Divides. They recognized that the evangelical church that agreed on so many issues, the Bible as the inerrant Word of God, Christ as the only Savior, the universal sinfulness and helplessness of people and the need for salvation. But they lamented the fact that the same church was in deep disagreement about baptism, especially whether to baptize only adults who profess their faith in Christ or to also baptize the covenant children of believers. They later produced a sequel to The Water that Divides on the Lord’s Supper. They called it The Meal that Unites. But here there’s just as much division, perhaps more!

The main distinction is on Jesus’ words in verse 19: “This is my body….” The Roman Church taught and still teaches that as he handles the bread and wine on the altar in performing the mass the priest sacrifices the Son of God afresh. The bread and wine become the actual, literal body and blood of Christ. The Protestant Reformers insisted that Christ was sacrificed once for all on the cross, and so is not sacrificed again and again by the priest. 

C. But what of Christ’s statement “this is my body”? Martin Luther said that Jesus’ body is somehow present in the Lord’s Supper, in the consecrated bread and wine: “in, under, and through.” A fellow reformer, Ulrich Zwingli argued that “is” simply meant “represents”: “this represents my body.” So the Lord’s Supper is a mere memorial meal a ritual that reminds us of Jesus and his death on the cross for us, but nothing special happens to the bread and wine. 


Another leader in the Reformed movement, John Calvin argued that Jesus’ body is in heaven, seated at the right hand of God, but that he is spiritually present in the Lord’s Supper. Jesus, the God-man possesses two natures: the true Son of God and also the Son of Mary. And one important distinction that the church hammered out long ago in the Chalcedon Creed of A.D. 451 that in Jesus Christ the two natures, divine and human, came together “without confusion, change, division, or separation.” That meant that there was in Jesus, the God-man, “no communication of properties between the human and the divine.” Jesus’ divinity was not humanized, and his humanity was not given special powers of God. Jesus was unique. He could do what only God can do like walk on water, raise the dead, and forgive sins. But he could also do what only humans can do like get hungry, tired, thirsty, suffer, and die. And in that way he could suffer as a human for human sin but also save us from sin as only God can save. 


D. What all that means, though, is that Jesus’ resurrected human body is still a human body, not a divine body. And a human body does not have the power to be scattered around the world, present in many places at the same time, on the altar of every Roman Catholic church. But Jesus’ divine nature as the Son of God is God, and God is everywhere present. Jesus is with us right now. And when we obey him and remember him in the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, Jesus is truly and spiritually with us to help us, to impart to us his saving grace. When we eat the bread and drink of the cup, just as the bread and wine are taken in and nourish our bodies so do we receive Jesus, his spiritual presence, and our souls are nourished by him. It is a means of grace. 
CONCLUSION


It is a meal of close fellowship with our Savior. And Jesus declares its importance: “14And when the hour came, he reclined at table, and the apostles with him. 15 And he said to them, “I have earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.” But it must be received through faith, believing that Jesus truly is the Son of God and Savior, that he did indeed die for the sins of his people on the cross, that he alone can save us, and that he rose again from the dead so that he could be with us always and help us.


When I was a child I had many misconceptions about the church. I couldn’t understand why adults received “refreshments” during the church service when children probably needed them more but could not. Now I understand that this is a fellowship meal for only those who are in fellowship with Christ, who have been instructed in the meaning and duties of church membership and have publically confessed Christ and joined his church. 

As I grew and did profess my faith in Christ, I still never understood how I was supposed to feel during the Lord’s Supper. More important than feeling, though, is what we are to know and to believe. 


We are warmly to know that Jesus loves his people, that he “eagerly desired” to eat this Passover with his disciples because he wanted to help them in the best way he could, by drawing close and sharing a fellowship meal with them. 

We are gladly to know that he really is with us to help us: “This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.”

We are gratefully to know that he shed his blood to save us from the wrath of God for our sins: “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.”

And we are hopefully to know that Jesus rose from the dead and is coming again for us: “16 For I tell you I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God.” So we receive Christ in the Supper warmly, gladly, gratefully, and hopefully. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


