THE CHURCH – HOW RICH WE ARE! 
#5 We Are Family
February 20th, 2011 – Ephesians 2:11-22
Do you remember the number two pop song in 1979 called: We Are Family? We are family I got all my sisters with me we are family get up everybody and sing. End of verse two: High hopes we have for the future and our goals in sight no we don't get depressed. Here's what we call our golden rule have faith in you and the things you do you won't go wrong this is our family Jewel. Paul said it this way in Ephesians 2:19-20: Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow citizens with God’s people and also members of his household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. We are also family,  a family of faith in Jesus Christ. As a family we represent Jesus Christ in the world. 
I came across things people Won't Say when they see a Christian bumper sticker on your car: *Look! Let's stop that car and ask those folks how we can become Christians. *Quick, honk the horn or they won't know that we love Jesus!  We must proclaim the message *Don't worry, those people are Christians -- they must have a good reason for driving 90 miles an hour. *Dad, how come people who drive like that don't get thrown in jail? Can we get a bumper sticker like that, too?  *Oh, look! That Christian woman is getting a chance to share Jesus with a police officer. *No, that's not garbage coming out of their windows - it's probably gospel tracts for the road workers.      We must live the message. The pop song said: Here's what we call our golden rule have faith in you and the things you do you won't go wrong this is our family Jewel. We don’t always represent the family very well in the world do we? Thank God for the Christians family jewels. Our family jewels are God’s Word and Sacraments. Today let’s appreciate what it means to belong to God’s family and the family meal which empowers us to be God’s family: 
APPRECIATE WHAT IT MEANS TO BELONG TO GOD’S FAMILY
Remember The Wall:  Ephesians 2: 11-12, 14: Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by those who call themselves “the circumcision” (which is done in the body by human hands) — 12 remember that at that time you were separate from Christ… without hope and without God in the world. 14 For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility… Paul is talking to Gentiles, here. . . (like us). Uncircumcised was a disrespectful term used by the Jews to describe the Gentiles. They were heathens NOT the people of God! It’s difficult to adequately describe in today’s terms the disdain that Jews had for Gentiles. As wide as the divide has been between cultures in America– I don’t think that even quite does it justice. Ancient Jewish writings refer to Gentiles as fuel for the fires of hell. How’s that for loving your neighbor! Paul says we need to remember the wall!
This wall of hostility found its expression in a physical wall surrounding Herod’s temple. It was built on an elevated platform that was divided into 3 courtyards on the same level.  First was the court of priests.  Then moving outward - away from the altar - was the court of Israel or the court of men.  Then farther away was the court of women.  Then from those three courtyards there were five steps - a wall - then another fourteen steps - down - which finally brings us to the court of the Gentiles. The point being - the temple is for the Jews.  To make sure that a Gentile never approached the temple the Jews had built a barrier - a dividing wall made out of stone.  It was about 3 to 4 feet tall - that ran through the court dividing where the Gentiles could go from where the Jews could freely go.  The Jews hung signs on the pillars warning foreigners to stay away. In 1871 - archaeologists - digging around the temple site - uncovered a sign from the temple - with these words in both Hebrew and Greek:  No man of another race is to proceed within the partition and enclosing wall about the sanctuary.  Any one arrested there will have himself to blame for the penalty of death which will be imposed as a consequence. It’s human nature to construct walls.
Germany was divided into East & West after WWII.  In the East a communist government was set up but in the West was a free, democratic government. Berlin was a city divided by these two philosophies. In 1961 the East German government built the Berlin Wall to keep out defectors. The wall stood for almost 30 years.  I saw the wall in 1977 as a freshman in college. President Reagan in 1987 at the Brandenburg Gate- a section of the Berlin Wall in West Berlin: Mr.Gorbechev, tear down this wall!  Finally, in November of 1989 the wall came down. No doubt there was much rejoicing on that day. I have a piece of the wall in my office to remember that historic day. 
Something there is that doesn’t love a wall. That’s the way Robert Frost began his famous poem, Mending Wall. It’s about two neighbors who go through the same ritual each spring, meeting at the wall to repair it– to refill the gaps that fallen stones have left and repair the damage done by hunters in pursuit of their game. The neighbors have apparently done this for many years. The narrator in the poem questions just why it is they have the wall in the first place. It’s always been there!  The truth is: its human nature to construct walls isn’t it?  What walls have you built?
There are walls that divide cultures. Walls divide men and women. Walls divide affluent and the poor. There are walls that divide Christians from one another. Walls are all around us! And for many- perhaps they help us feel comfortable, protected, unchallenged. The greatest wall is between people and God because of sin. The “something” in Frost’s poem is actually a “Someone.” Jesus Christ! Why remember the wall? To better appreciate the wonder of the wall having been torn down by Jesus Christ. We remember the wall so we remember the WONDER of family!
Remember the Wonder:  But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ.   He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. Paul was trying to get across to the Jews who felt they were so near to God and on the “inside” track as well as to the Gentiles who felt they were on the “outside” that both groups were brought near through the blood of Christ. Jesus was the common denominator who could put them all on the same standing. The cross is ground zero. We are no longer alone in the universe, a tiny speck clinging briefly to a planet in the solar system on the edge of a vast galaxy which itself is one of a million others.  We have a home for ever; a Father who says: I can't stop loving you no matter what. The wonder is that we finally belong.  At times people forget the wonder of the family and stop taking advantage of it.  
A pastor said to a man coming out of church: You need to join the Army of the Lord! Man: I’m already in the Army of the Lord, Pastor. The Pastor questioned: How come I don’t see you except at Christmas and Easter? He smiled: I’m in the secret service. It is never God’s intent that His children would be estranged from His family.  So why would any Christian want to try to live out his or her faith apart from the family that God has given to them? There are different reasons why people are part of a local church. It might be the style of worship, the friends or family you have who go there, the ministry that the church offers. Simply we understand the wonder of belonging to the family
In the second century there was a pagan actor who became a Christian. Most theatre of that day encouraged immorality. This new believer understood he couldn't continue to be an actor. However, all he knew was acting, so he decided to support himself by teaching drama to non-Christians. Before he began he went to his church elders and he explained to them his predicament and ideas, but they weren't happy with his plan. The man had no other skill, so how could he support himself? The elders wrote to old Cyprian, the bishop of Carthage for advice:           You are right that is no career for a Christian, but if he can't find any other employment then send him here and we'll provide whatever he needs and find a job for him. When Paul calls the church a household he is not saying the purpose of the family of God is just to make its members happy; it is to help them be disciples of Jesus Christ. What matters most is the character of the family lived out in the world, that it is supportive and wise. That’s the wonder.
A woman kept calling her husband to get up one Sunday morning. He said: I don’t want to go to church. I’m going to stay right here in this bed. They don’t like me and I just don’t belong. Give me three good reasons I should go. She said:  They like you, you do belong and you’re the Pastor. From time to time we need to be encouraged to remember the wonder of God’s family. Paul reminds us of the wonder of belonging to the family of God when he says: Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow citizens with God’s people and also members of his household…. Someone defined home as the place where, when you show up, they have to let you in. 
So it should be with the family of God. It is God's redemptive community. We can now be accepted fully, loved freely, and encourage daily.  We can develop deep, intimate relationships that far surpass any that we could have outside the church family. We don't always agree, and sometimes members of that family get bent out of shape, or headed in the wrong direction, but we are still family. And if we are truly family, then we can touch each other on the deepest of levels, and meet the most pressing of needs. Just as we grow up in our physical families we are encouraged to grow up in Christ. We support one another. We lift up one another. We bear one another's burdens. We forgive one another. We even cover the sins of one another: love covers a multitude of sins. This is the wonder of belonging to God’s family. How has belonging to the family of God been a blessing in your life?
THE FAMILY MEAL EMPOWERS US

How many enjoy the family meal? Place to relax. Unwind. Share in the details of the day. Laugh. It’s even more special during special gatherings like Thanksgiving, Christmas, or a birthday. The Christians family meal is communion. Last year one of our members asked the elders why we commune twice a month and not every Sunday. They shared some information they discovered and that led myself and the elders on a spiritual journey of our own. Interesting our church body resolved in its 1998 convention to encourage its pastors and congregations to study the scriptural, confessional and historical witness to every Sunday communion with a view to recovering the opportunity for receiving the Lord’s Supper each Lord’s Day. So our quest began. 
Rev. Kenneth Wieting wrote a helpful book titled The Blessings of Weekly Communion. It was published in 2006 by Concordia Publishing House. He outlines the use of Holy Communion throughout Christianity all the way from the early church to our modern day. He states that the center of life for the Christian was clearly the weekly gathering to hear the preached Word and to receive the Sacrament of the Altar. Let me share with you a few insights gleaned from the book. You may wish to get a copy for yourself if you would like to study this further:
Acts 2:42: They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  We see a brief description of the religious life of the first Christian congregation. The word devoted means a persistent and faithful devotion in something. The Church was not only devoted to the preaching of God's Word “the apostle's teaching or doctrine” but they were equally devoted to the Lord's Supper (the breaking of bread). At the heart of the early Christian's fellowship with God and with one another was this treasure of Word and Sacrament. The preaching of the apostles and the reception of Christ's body and blood went hand and hand. Acts 20:7–11 tells us that the Church at Troas gathered together on a Sunday. And on the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break bread …. The celebration of the Lord's Supper was done on a Sunday — the first day of the week. In the New Testament there is no mention of Sunday services without a mention of the Lord’s Supper.  In the first four centuries of the church there is no record of a Sunday morning non – communion service. 
Harmful errors entered the church and communion dropped to around four times a year at the beginning of the Middle Ages to only once a year after the thirteenth century. It was not until the Reformation in the sixteenth century with Martin Luther that the practice of weekly communion was again restored. This wavered through the next several centuries for various reasons (truth not practiced. Not enough pastors).  In the twentieth century, most Lutheran congregations offered Communion four to six times a year. In the 1950's and 1960's, monthly Communion was the prevalent practice. By the end of the twentieth century, most LCMS congregations were offering the Lord's Supper two weeks of the month. The trend has been to increase the frequency of the celebration of the Sacrament. 
In 1995, Rev. Kenneth Wieting conducted a survey of all pastors in the LCMS. A total number of 2,494 responses were tabulated more than 48 percent of the total parish pastors at that time. Almost 20 percent indicated that the Lord's Supper was made available in each weekly Divine Service. Another 16 percent indicated that the Lord's Supper was available each week in the parish they serve but at alternating services. The largest number of pastors, 46 percent, indicated a celebration of the Lord's Supper twice monthly. Only 2.3 percent responded that Holy Communion was offered just once a month. The survey also indicated that 20 percent hoped to recover weekly Communion. What do you do with revealed truth from God’s Word? It requires a response. The elders and Board of Directors has unanimously affirmed that we at Risen Christ begin weekly communion beginning this Lent. 

Don’t you think this is a bit extreme? It may be extreme for some because it is new. It is extreme. It is extremely comforting to be assured that we are forgiven children of God by Christ’s body and blood every week. Luther said: For here in the sacrament you receive from Christ’s lips the forgiveness of sins which contains and conveys God’s grace and spirit with all His gifts, protection, defense, and power against death and the devil and all evils. It is extremely empowering to be strengthened as God’s family. By the way my last congregation communed weekly.
Will the Sacrament become too common? It is true that too much of a good thing quickly becomes wearisome.     What would you think if someone argued that we should not have a sermon each week because it would become too common? It is in our sinful human nature to take good gifts for granted: our spouse, our family, our work, our country. Sometimes “less IS more.” There are other things in life that become more meaningful with frequent use. When learning a new language, the more you use it, the more fluent you become in that language. In sports, the more you play, the better you become at the sport. Here “less IS NOT more!” Some things in life require frequency. Can you imagine someone under normal circumstances saying to their spouse: I’m not going to sleep in the same bed with you every night, so that when we do sleep together it will be more special.  I’m not going to eat with you every night, so that when we do eat together it will be more special. The habitual nature of the activity says something about one’s commitment to the relationship. The problem with abuse or treating the Lord's Supper in a common way lies in our sinful hearts, not in the availability of the gift. Here less IS DEFINITELY NOT more!       Proper preparation is to remembering our Baptism. Acknowledge our need to be forgiven, and believing by faith what God says in His Word. That’s preparation. If we want to strengthen our faith, why would we want it less often?
Won’t the services last longer? Someone has said that in our hurried, over committed, hyperactive age, time is the new currency. But in view of the time we spend at our children's sports or music events, the time we spend reading the paper, the time we spend watching a movie or television, and the time we spend for ourselves and others, is the real problem an additional fifteen minutes on Sunday morning? Mark Twain said: Most people can’t bear to sit in church for an hour on Sundays. How are they supposed to live somewhere very similar to it for eternity? The 60 minute service is a recent American invention which has no mention in the Bible and no historical precedent.         Of all the food in the world, only our Lord's body and blood can refresh our souls and prepare us for heaven.
Today, our increasingly less and less christianly influenced culture threatens our faith daily, along with the help of Satan and our own sinful desires (old Adam). Luther said: We must never regard the sacrament as a harmful thing from which we should flee, but as a pure, wholesome, soothing medicine which aids and quickens us in both soul and body. For where the soul is healed, the body has benefited also…If you could see how many daggers, spears, and arrows are at every moment aimed at you, you would be glad to come to the sacrament as often as possible.  Communion unites us in God’s love. I Corinthians 10:17: Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf. Many people feel alone in this world. Holy Communion brings us together as the Body of Christ in a way that transcends time and space. We affirm that Holy Communion is a very special way of uniting us with Christ, with one another, and with believers throughout the world and throughout the ages. It’s a foretaste of heaven here on earth. It’s the family meal! How many need that meal weekly? We Are A Family!
One communion hymn I remember growing up: I Come, O Savior, to Thy Table. The hymnal at that time had fifteen verses (LSB #618 has five). Take some time this week to reflect on God’s Word and this hymn.  Let’s close by singing the first and last verse: 1) I come, O Savior, to Thy Table, For weak and weary is my soul; Thou, Bread of Life, alone art able To satisfy and make me whole: Lord, may Thy body and Thy blood Be for my soul the highest good! 5) What higher gift can we inherit? It is faith’s bond and solid base; It is the strength of heart and spirit, The covenant of hope and grace. Lord, may Thy body and Thy blood Be for my soul the highest good! AMEN!
 

 

