THE REMEMBERING WORD

Sermon for Maundy Thursday, 2010

1 Corinthians 11:23-26


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon tonight is 1 Corinthians 11:23-26
For I received from the Lord what I have also passed on to you, that the Lord Jesus, on the night when He was being betrayed, took bread. 24 When He had given thanks, He broke it, and said, “This is My body, which is for you. Do this in remembrance of Me!” 25 In the same way He also took the cup after the meal. He said, “This cup is the new Covenant in My blood. Do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of Me!” 26 For, whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you are proclaiming the Lord’s death, until He comes.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

It is the night of the Passover, the night before the day the children of Israel walked though blood-stained doorways into freedom and life as God’s people. This is the paschal night, the night of the remembrance meal. The Israelites would eat the unleavened bread, the bitter herbs, and the lamb complete with head, legs, and internal organs roasted on a fire. Some of the blood of the lamb is taken and painted on the doorposts. It is the night of judgment and death as God seeks out the blood. If you are under the blood of the lamb, then you are safe. Death will pass over you. Without the blood you are dead. It is neither safe nor salutary to deal with God apart from the blood of the lamb.

This is a night of remembrance. “You shall commemorate this day! You shall celebrate it as a festival to the LORD throughout your generations! You and your descendants shall celebrate it as a festival by a permanent Statute!” (Exodus 12:14). In this meal, you remembered the Lord and His saving work; and the Lord remembered you, His Israel. You ate in solidarity with Israel, past and present. You remembered who you were and who God is, and in remembering, your identity was carved as you ate and drank in solidarity with your fellow Israelites. It was a holy communion of a holy community.

Fast forward some 1500 years later and Jesus is reclining at the head of a table with His disciples, His Twelve, His Israel. It is the Lord’s Passover. At this table, Jesus gives to His disciples in two ways. 
First, He gives as an example of humble service. From our Gospel for tonight, we see the Lord and Creator of all bending down to wash the feet of the disciples. This was the work of the lowest of servants. The Master becomes the slave. He came not to be served, but to serve, and to lay down His life as a ransom for the many.

One disciple, though, refuses. Peter says: “Lord, You will assuredly never wash my feet” (John 13:8). Pride got in the way of Peter being served by the Master. It gets in the way of our being served too, because the old Adam in us is too proud. We do not like being given to; we do not like losing control, and we do not like being dependent. We hate that, at least the old self-centered sinner does. It’s often said that a doctor makes a terrible patient; and a pastor has a hard time hearing the Word. Why? Because we are reluctant receivers. But Jesus, ever patient, ever lowly, gently persists in His giving: “If I do not wash you, you have no part with Me” (John 13:8). Peter must learn the way of receiving, the way of faith, the way of Baptism. Before you can give of yourself in service, you must receive the Lord’s service. He must wash you before you can wash others.

In washing the disciples’ feet, Jesus gives them a pattern for service - “For I have given you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you” (John 13:15). This is what it means to live under Him in His kingdom and to serve Him. This King bows before His subjects and washes their feet. So you also ought to serve your fellow men. “A slave is not greater than his master is, and one who is sent is not greater than the one who sent him” (John 13:16). What would Jesus do? He would wash feet.

Jesus gives in another way, too, not the way of example but the way of sacrifice. He takes the bread of the Passover meal, the unleavened bread of affliction that the Israelites ate on the fateful night of freedom. He gives thanks, and breaks it into pieces, and hands a piece to each of His disciples. The morsel grants them admittance, acceptance. ““This is My body, which is for you.” His words tell what we could not know for ourselves by the science of our reason and senses. This bread is Jesus’ sacrificial body, what would later that day be given into death on the cross. Here bread finds its highest and holiest utility in divine service to deliver Jesus’ body to our bodies, the bread of life, living bread come down from heaven as manna to feed His people.

He takes the cup of wine after supper. He lifts it, gives thanks, and gives each of His disciples to drink. “This cup is the new Covenant in My blood.” The blood of the new covenant is given to drink as wine. Here wine finds its ultimate purpose, delivering Jesus’ blood to the disciples’ lips, binding those who drink of His cup in a blood covenant. Blood is life. Many years before Jesus’ death, God had told the Israelites: “The life of the flesh is in the blood” (Leviticus 17:11). This blood of the new covenant is the blood that was poured out for you, in your place, for the forgiveness of your sins. Where the blood of the Lamb flows, death passes over. This is the food of immortality. Eating and drinking, we live forever.


This is also a food of remembrance. “Do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of Me!” Here the Greek text could also be translated, “Do this for My remembrance.” So which is it? “Do this so that you will remember Me?” or “Do this so that I will remember you?” Might it perhaps be both? “For, whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you are proclaiming the Lord’s death, until He comes.”  To eat the body of Christ and to drink His blood calls to mind all that He is and all that He has done for you - His incarnation, His life, His death, His resurrection and ascension. This is how Jesus wishes to be remembered, by receiving the fruits of His cross as our food and our drink.
This is also how He remembers us. We are one body and one blood together with Him, and He will not deny His body and blood. This food of remembrance marks us, just as Baptism marked us. We are redeemed by Christ, the Crucified One. We carry these tokens with us as a remembrance of who we are and who God is for us. We take Jesus’ body and blood into our lives and into our death, and He remembers us. Remembered, we are forgiven and raised.

Washing feet was Jesus’ example, something the disciples could do for one another. But giving His body to eat and His blood to drink - that was something only Jesus could do for them. He unites them with Him in His death and life. He is the Vine - they the branches. His body and blood, His death and life, flowing into them, making them fruitful foot washers. Apart from Him, they can do nothing. Nor can you.

He gives His all to you to save all of you. Nothing stands outside His forgiveness. Nothing can separate you from this self-giving, self-sacrificing love. No greater love is there than this servant love that lays down His life for another. In His Supper, at His table, He lays before you the gifts of His cross and says, “These are here for you. Do this for My remembrance.”

And from this food and drink you arise refreshed, renewed, and restored - in faith toward Him and in fervent love toward one another. Faith trusts in Christ alone; love bends down in service of the neighbour - both friend and stranger. Faith receives Jesus’ service; love seeks to serve Him in the least, the lost, the lowly of this world. Faith receives the washing of sin; love washes the feet of a fellow sinner. Faith remembers His love; love remembers His service. 

For Your becoming the Servant of all, for Your washing the disciples’ feet, for the gift of Your body and blood, for our remembrance of You and Your remembrance of us, we give You thanks and praise, most holy Jesus. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ. Amen.
PRAYER FOR MAUNDY THURSDAY


Almighty God, heavenly Father, we thank and praise You for Your goodness and loving kindness in sending to this needy world Jesus Christ, the bread from heaven.  We praise You that you have enabled us to know You through Him.


Open our eyes that we may see ourselves as we really are in the mirror of Your holy Word, and grant us a sincere repentance.  Nothing is hidden from You.  You know our secret sins.  Therefore we cast ourselves down before You, trust in Your mercy, and cling only to this, that the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from every sin.  Forgive us our many transgressions.  Grant that by faith we may grasp what Christ has done for us, and rejoice in the perfect peace of His pardon.  Do not take Your Holy Spirit from us, but continue to make us glad that You have saved us.  Satisfy our souls with the bread of life, and grant that through faith in Him we may never hunger again.  Do not cast us from Your presence because of our faithlessness, but through Christ keep us for Your eternal kingdom.  Help us to overcome pride and self-will, which disregard Jesus’ example of humble service.  Give us a ready mind and a pure heart to follow in His steps.


Bless Your Church, O Father.  May all Your people be nourished by the true manna, which has come down from heaven, and given them the vision and strength to do Your will.  Help Your Church to appreciate and use Your Word, Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper, through which Your Spirit brings salvation to all people.


May Your blessing rest on all who feel the burden of a guilty conscience, the pain of sickness, the ache of sorrow, the sadness of separation, and the sting of death.  Give to all who seek Your gracious help the assurance of Your love and comforting presence, and, at the end, entrance into Your eternal glory.


As now we proclaim our Lord’s passion and death in the communion between bread and Jesus’ body and wine and Jesus’ blood at His Table, unite us with Him and with each other in faith and fellowship.  For there we are one body in Him.  Assure us again of Your presence and Your mercy.  Increase our joy and hope of heaven.  Let Your Word and the Lord’s Supper continually strengthen us during our pilgrimage on earth, until we finally share in the marriage supper of the Lamb for ever.  We pray these things in the name of Jesus Christ, whose saving death is our peace and hope until He comes.  Amen.
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