Thanksgiving 2011

“The Church’s Thanksgiving”

1 Corinthians 10:16-17


Thanksgiving in America has come to mean family, food, and football…and not necessarily in that order for some folks! Unfortunately, the whole purpose of the holiday as suggested in its name—giving thanks—has been largely overshadowed by these other elements.


I would suggest this morning that the Christian Church also has a Thanksgiving service, though it occurs more than once a year (at least in most churches). In our church, we celebrate it every week. It is known by various names in different churches. Most of these terms find their source within the New Testament. From 1 Corinthians alone there are four possible descriptions. It can be re​ferred to as the “Lord’s Supper” (1 Cor. 11:20), a “remembrance service” (1 Cor. 11:24), the “Eucharist” (also from 1 Cor. 11:24) or “Communion” (1 Cor. 10:16).
 One of these names, “Eucharist,” comes from eucharistia, the Greek word for thanksgiving.
 Andrew Murray, noted preacher and author from the nineteenth century, concluded, “The Supper is…a thanksgiving banquet at which is heard a prelude of the song of the Lamb.”


Most, if not all of us, are familiar with the beginnings of this celebration. Jesus instituted this meal during the Passover feast dur​ing the last week of his earthly life. The Jewish Passover provides the indispensable key to an understanding of the Lord’s Supper. God, in his severity and mercy, afflicted Egypt with death but passed over Israel because of the blood of the sacrificial lamb that was placed on the doorpost and frames of Jewish homes. The sacrificial lamb was eaten in its entirety. The Israelites baked unleavened bread in prep​aration for a hasty departure from their captivity. Year after year, Israel paused at the Passover meal to remember God’s provision for their release. Now Jesus, the heaven-sent Lamb of God, was preparing to have his body sacrificed and his blood shed “on the behalf of many for the forgive​ness of sins.” In the Upper Room, Jesus continues the tradi​tion of the Passover meal, only giving it its ultimate signifi​cance by his own death.
  

Passover was not merely an annual reminder of a past event, though. For the Israelites, the Passover was at once a covenant-recalling and a covenant-renewing sacrifice.
 In the same way, the Lord’s Supper that Jesus instituted was not meant to be a slightly sentimental “forget-me-not,” but rather a service rich in spiritual significance.

In fact, for the early church it was the fellowship meal and the central act of worship of the church.
 I would like to take three common designations for this service and show how it serves as the Church’s Thanksgiving throughout the year.

Our Spiritual Food (The Lord’s Supper)


The first title often used for this ceremony is “The Lord’s Supper.” (When speaking of the initial observance by Jesus and the disciples, it is sometimes referred to as “The Last Supper,” but when Christians observe it today, it is called “The Lord’s Supper.”) My main text for this morning comes from 1 Corinthians 10:16-17,

Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.


In this passage Paul speaks of the cup and the bread—the two elements of the Lord’s Supper. Jesus had taken bread and gave it to His disciples saying, “Take and eat, for this is my body.” Later He took a cup of wine and said, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.” 


When we hear the word “supper,” what comes to mind? We usually think of food…and that takes on new meaning when we think of “Thanksgiving supper”! I must admit that the traditional Thanksgiving spread of turkey, stuffing, noodles, potatoes, cranberry sauce, and pumpkin pie is about my favorite meal!


When we hear of “the Lord’s Supper,” we ought to think of the bread and cup as our spiritual food. If this designation seems a bit strange, or even sacrilegious, consider Paul’s words earlier in 1 Corinthians 10:1-4,

For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers, that our forefathers were all under the cloud and that they all passed through the sea. They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea. They all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ [emphasis added].

Jesus also used similar imagery in His teaching, as recorded in John 6:48-58,

“I am the bread of life. Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” 
Then the Jews began to argue sharply among themselves, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” 

Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me. This is the bread that came down from heaven. Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live forever.”


Jesus likens Himself to the manna in the wilderness (no doubt the source of Paul’s analogy in 1 Corinthians 10), and even calls Himself “the bread of life.” He even goes on to state that, “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” There is something essential in this action if we want to have life.


Does this mean that a person is saved by partaking of the Lord’s Supper, and that a person who does not is eternally lost? No, I think that is pushing the imagery too far. As F. F. Bruce explains,
In verse 54 it is the person who eats the flesh of the Son of Man and drinks his blood that will be raised up by him at the last day; in verse 40 the same promise is held out to ‘every one who sees the Son and believes in him’. So, those who ‘eat his flesh’ and ‘drink his blood’ are those who see him and believe in him: it is they who have eternal life; it is they whom he will raise up at the last day. In his strange words, then, we recognize a powerful and vivid metaphor to denote coming to him, believing in him, appropriating him by faith.


In our original text Paul speaks of “participation” in the blood and body of Christ. Those who receive the cup rightly receive Christ. Such reception is, of course, a spiritual process, and therefore takes place by faith.


Some churches teach that during the Lord’s Supper the bread and wine actually become the body and blood of Christ (this doctrine is called “transubstantiation”). But there is no suggestion in the accounts of the Last Supper that anything “miraculous” took place when Jesus blessed the bread and the cup. The bread remained bread and the wine remained wine, and the physical act of receiving the elements did not do anything special to the eleven disciples. When we partake, we identify ourselves with His body and blood, but there is no suggestion here that we receive His body and blood.


Yet we should not imagine that we are merely spectators in this event. If we are right in saying that in the upper room Jesus was giving an advance dramatization of His death, it is important to observe what form the drama took. It did not consist of one actor on the stage, with a dozen in the audience. No, it involved them as well as him, so that they took part in it as well as he. True, He took, blessed and broke the bread, but then He explained its significance as He gave it to them to eat. Again He took and blessed the cup, but then He explained its meaning as He gave it to them to drink. Thus they were not just spectators of this drama of the cross; they were participants in it. Just as it was not enough for the bread to be broken and the wine to be poured out, but they had to eat and drink, so it was not enough for him to die, but they had to appropriate the benefits of His death personally. The eating and drinking were, and still are, a vivid acted parable of receiving Christ as our crucified Saviour and of feeding on him in our hearts by faith.

Our Spiritual Family (Communion)

A second familiar term for this celebration is “communion.” The word itself appears twice in the King James Version of 1 Corinthians 10:16, “The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not the communion of the body of Christ?” [emphasis added] The stress on unity in this passage is unmistakable. Paul continues in verse 17, “Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.”  The one loaf at Communion symbolizes and brings about unity. Believers are many, but they are one body. We are united to Christ and united to one another.
 I suggest that the word “communion” speaks of our spiritual family that comes together as we worship, just as we often gather as families at Thanksgiving.

The Greek word translated “communion” above is koinonia. This term was used in a marriage contract where the husband and wife agree to a joint-participation in the necessaries of life. The key idea in the word is that of a partnership, possessing things in common, and belonging in common to.
 Several times in the New Testament that Greek term is rendered “fellowship,” as in our being “﻿called into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord﻿” (﻿1 Cor. 1:9﻿), of the “﻿fellowship of the Spirit﻿” (﻿Php. 2:1﻿), of the “﻿fellowship of His sufferings﻿” (﻿Php. 3:10﻿). When we properly share in Communion we spiritually participate in fellowship with Jesus Christ and with other believers. It is much more than a symbol; it is a profound celebration of common spiritual experience.


Unfortunately, the emergence of individualism (particularly in American culture) has replaced the corporate experience of the church in worship and fellowship.
 I can remember when I was growing up, hearing in a Communion service that we should all bow our heads and close our eyes, blocking out anyone sitting around us, in order to focus our attention on Christ and His sacrifice for us. Now I can appreciate the concern for proper focus and attention on Jesus and to minimize our distractions from the real meaning of the service, but I think we also lose something of our fellowship with each other. 


So this morning, I want you to look around you. Look side to side, in front and behind you. These are your brothers and sisters in Christ. This is your spiritual family. After the service concludes today, go up to as many as you can and tell them, “I’m glad you’re a part of my family!”


But we are only a family when we have the same Father, and we can call God our Heavenly Father only if we have taken His Son Jesus Christ as our Savior and Lord. As we saw in the first point, only as we by faith take the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross for our own life do we become a member of God’s family. John 1:12-13 states,

Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. 

Our Spiritual Feelings (Eucharist)


Now I can imagine what some of you are thinking: “Let’s see, he’s talked about spiritual food and spiritual family, so his last point must be spiritual football!”

Not so fast, my friend.


The third common term for what we celebrate around the Lord’s Table may not be as familiar to us as to members of other churches. It is the word eucharist, which I mentioned earlier is the Greek term for “thanksgiving.” This word, perhaps more than the others, demonstrates the connection between this ceremony and our Thanksgiving celebration. Partaking of the bread and cup represents our spiritual feelings of gratitude and appreciation for what Christ has done for us.


Returning to 1 Corinthians 10:16, Paul begins his statement with these words: 

“Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ?”  The King James Version reads this way: “The cup of blessing which we bless.”
Sometimes we refer to the prayer before a meal as “saying the blessing” and often the person praying will ask that the Lord would “bless this food to our bodies.” I remember hearing Chuck Swindoll tell of his young son who heard his father explain that the word “bless” in the Bible meant to make happy. So when asked to pray before a meal, the son said, “God, make this food we are about to eat very happy!” 


The point is not that the food should be happy, but that we should happily give thanks for what God has provided. (By the way, I believe I also discovered where the phrase “saying grace” before a meal comes from. The Greek word eucharist that we are discussing here comes from the Greek prefix eu- which means “good” and the word charis which means “grace” or “gift”. Hence it literally means “good grace.” In giving thanks (eucharist) we are expressing “good grace,” or gratitude for God’s gifts.) As Stott points out, 

Indeed, this service is an appropriate occasion on which to thank God for all his mercies, in creation and provi​dence as well as in redemption. At the same time, as we have seen, it is Christ’s death on which we should be concentrating, since this is what speaks to us from both the elements. They were not intended by Jesus to be symbols of our work (bread and wine being manufac​tured by human beings out of wheat and grapes), but of his (his body given and blood shed on the cross). Therefore, the focus of our thanksgiving at the Eucharist should be God’s wonderful love for us in the death of his Son in our place and in the salvation which he has procured for us in consequence.


Paul did not simply make up the phrase “cup of thanksgiving” with regard to the Last Supper. This was the name the Jews gave the cup at the end of a meal, over which a thanksgiving was said; furthermore, it was also used of the third cup at the Passover feast. It is possibly this cup with which Jesus instituted the sacrament of communion.
 Mark and Matthew both point out in their gospels that Jesus took the cup and “gave thanks” before investing the cup with the symbolism of His blood. Paul then speaks of “the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks” in our text today. 

Every time we gather around the Lord’s Table to take the bread and cup as symbols of Christ’s body and blood, we should do so with the utmost gratitude. Everything we enjoy as Christians—the forgiveness of sins, the relief of guilt, the adoption as God’s children, a place in God’s family here on earth, the strength to live today, the hope of heaven for eternity—all of these things have been purchased for us by the blood of Christ. We certainly have much for which to be thankful!


When we maintain an attitude of gratitude, three characteristics develop in our lives. First of all, thankfulness keeps us humble, for in giving thanks we acknowledge that something has been done for us by someone else, and not we ourselves. Second, thankfulness keeps us holy, for if we truly appreciate what Christ has done for us, we will avoid those things in our lives that drove Him to the cross. Third, thankfulness will keep us heavenly, for as we reflect on God and what He has done for us, it will help us “set [our] minds on things above, not on earthly things” (Col. 3:2).


In conclusion, I agree with the sentiment of Andrew Murray, who wrote, “The Lord’s Supper is properly a feast of thanksgiving.”
 It may not be as tasty or as filling as the traditional Thanksgiving meal, but the bread and the cup representing Christ’s body and blood are our spiritual food, and we share this together as our spiritual family, and we ought to express our spiritual feelings of thanksgiving every time we gather around the Lord’s Table.


This celebration is not for everyone, though. Only those who have come to Christ to have their sins forgiven, who have bowed before the feet of Jesus as their Lord, who have partaken of the Bread of Life and have been washed by the blood of the Lamb are invited to participate by our Heavenly Father. If that is not true for you today, it can be! Right now you can become a part of the family of God by, in the words of Romans 10:9-10, “confessing with your mouth that Jesus is Lord, and believing in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead.” If you haven’t done this already, I encourage you to do so today.


This will be the greatest thanksgiving celebration you’ll ever have.
�George Mallone, Furnace of Renewal (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1981).


�John R. W. Stott, Your Confirmation, second edition (London: Hodder & Stoughton, ©1991).


�Andrew Murray, The Lord’s Table (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, ©1897).


�Mallone, op. cit.


�James Orr, ed., The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia (Chicago: The Howard-Severance Company, ©1915).


�John R. W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1986).


�David Watson, I Believe in the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., ©1978).


�F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of John (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, ©1983).


�Leon Morris, 1 Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1985).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Courageous (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1989).


�Stott, The Cross of Christ.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Kenneth S. Wuest, Wuest’s Word Studies from the Greek New Testament: For the English Reader (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, ©1984).


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., 1 Corinthians (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1984).


�Robert E. Webber, Common Roots: An Evangelical Call to Maturity (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978).


�Stott, Your Confirmation.


�Morris, op. cit., also Murray, op. cit.


�Murray, op. cit.





PAGE  
2

