The Feast of Faith (Matthew 26:14-30; 6/7/08)
Introduction

How would you like to be remembered? Toward the end of his life, someone asked the actor Gregory Peck how would he like to be remembered? He gave an interesting answer. Most of all he wanted to be remembered as a good husband, father and grandfather. He wanted his wife to remember him as someone who made her life as happy as she had made his. As an actor he wanted to be remembered as a good story teller; to have done some work that would stand the test of time; to convey a meaningful story; to hold an audience from start to finish and for people to say he told the story well and that it was a story worth hearing.
Some people may not care how they are remembered, but many would share Gregory Peck’s hopes. We want others to remember us positively, for who we were and what we have done. Vittorio Emanuele II is remembered by his memorial statue in this city. It’s very impressive!

How did Jesus choose to be remembered? At the last supper with his disciples he took two simple signs – bread and wine – and commanded that he be remembered by them. What are bread and wine compared to a magnificent statue? They seem so ordinary. But they signify something so very profound. That’s often the case with signs. Just think of the story of Robinson Crusoe, who is shipwrecked on a desert island. For some time he believes he is the only human being on the island, but one day he discovers a human footprint in the sand. What’s a footprint? It’s so ordinary! But for Robinson Crusoe it’s a sign of massive importance!

Bread and wine? What’s so special about them? For Jesus and his disciples they are of massive importance! Let’s see why.

1)  Look at the Setting (v17-19)

Matthew wants to ensure we don’t miss the point: it’s the Feast of Unleavened Bread (v17), and the Passover (x3 in three verses). This was a massive celebration for the nation of Israel. It commemorated the time when the LORD brought the Hebrews out of captivity in Egypt. Moses told each family to kill and eat a lamb, and put its blood on the doorposts, so that the angel of judgement would see and ‘pass over’ that home and the firstborn son would not die. After the angel struck throughout Egypt Pharaoh ordered Moses and the Israelites to leave, so they hurried away with no time to put yeast (leaven) in their dough. Once out of Egypt the Israelites ate cakes of unleavened bread. It was a reminder of the speed with which the LORD delivered them. So the Passover and Feast (for one week) was a vivid celebration of good news - of the themes of judgement, sacrifice and rescue from slavery in mind.
Why does Jesus choose Passover week to introduce this special meal? It wasn’t by chance! Recently Barack Obama and Hilary Clinton held a joint meeting. Until a few months ago they were bitter rivals, but now they want to send out a new message. So they met at a place called Unity and said nice things about each other! The place called Unity was deliberately chosen to underline the message.

The message of the Lord’s Supper is good news! Jesus chooses Passover to underline his message to us. My appointed time is near. He’s going to die in Jerusalem and it’s all to do with the same themes as Passover: judgement, sacrifice and rescue. God’s judgement is coming against all rebellion and sin; Christ is the sacrifice (the passover lamb) – dying so that others are spared; and through  Christ God will set people free from sin and death and hell. Christianity is a rescue religion! Jesus didn’t come to help us to try to improve ourselves. He didn’t come to give us a good example and say, “Be like me and you’ll be OK!” He didn’t come so that we could all feel good about ourselves. He came to rescue people like you and me from the judgement we deserve and set us free by bringing us back to God and into the life we don’t deserve – eternal life in Paradise.  
2) Look at the Sadness (v20-25)

The Passover was a celebration (v18), but the atmosphere is not light-hearted, especially when he reveals: one of you will betray me. Notice their reaction: they were very sad – a phrase conveying violent emotions of grief, shock and distress (17:6, 23: 18:31; 19:25). By their reactions (v22) they all feel it could be them (but do any of them consider Jesus?). Jesus’ answer is deliberately vague (v24a), while he confirms the serious consequences of the betrayal (our actions and beliefs count!). Jesus confirms to Judas that he knows it’s him: You’ve said it. All this is deeply sad. Jesus has called these disciples, taught, encouraged, defended and loved them. But at his greatest hour of need he will soon be betrayed by a friend, denied by another and all will fall away (v31). How do you think this realisation affected Jesus? The Lord’s Supper was introduced in an atmosphere of sadness by the Man of Sorrows. 

Sadness and solemnity isn’t popular today. I’ve noticed a change of emphasis after somebody famous has died – perhaps in the world of sport. At a football match it was the tradition for the crowd to observe a minute’s silence. But that has changed. Now it’s a minute’s applause! I’m not against respect and appreciation being shown in this way, but it seems to show that in this culture any form of solemn, even sad thoughts about suffering and death must be dispelled by noise and action. Applause is much less scary than silence! 

There’s a place for sadness at the Lord’s Supper. It’s a time to reflect upon the sorrows of our Saviour. Jesus did not go through this life like a robot, unaffected by the treatment he received. He was affected by people’s greed, unfaithfulness, self-centredness and pride. If you’ve ever been betrayed by someone you’ll know something of Jesus’ sorrow. When we speak of Christ’s sufferings they are real: emotional, physical and spiritual. But this is only the build up to the cross, where in the darkness Jesus will express his greatest anguish: My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? The Lord’s Supper is a time for sadness because it was our sin that put him there: he was pierced for our transgressions (Isaiah 53:5). Consider the cost of your sin.
3) Look at the Signs (v26-28)

With the setting and sadness in mind Jesus took bread, gave thanks, and broke it. This bread being broken was a symbol of what was gloing to happen to Jesus on the cross. He was going to be ‘broken’ physically, emotionally and spiritually as he faced God’s judgement against sin. He was offering his body – unblemished – to God. When he says: This is my body – he is not speaking literally, no more than he is when he says: I am the good shepherd; I am the door; I am the true vine. He is using a figure of speech; a picture to help us understand and remember. It speaks of his sacrificial sufferings. But the breaking of the bread, his body, also illustrates that others will benefit from his sufferings. Others take and eat. His death brings life to others; his brokenness makes others whole. 

When we take the bread we can thank God for Christ’s body – a body that never sinned! Jesus never sinned with his eyes, tongue, eyes or hands. He lived a perfect life and offered up a perfect sacrifice for us.

The other sign is wine: this is my blood of the new covenant, which is poured out for many, for the forgiveness of sins. The Old Covenant was made between God and Israel at Sinai and confirmed by the blood of sacrificed animals. Jeremiah looked forward to a time when God would make a new covenant, promising full forgiveness: For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more (31:34). Jesus’ sacrifice was final; there’s no need for any more! 

I’m reminded of the two pay and display machines in the piazza where I live. There was once only one, and everyone put money in and got a ticket. A new machine was introduced, but some people still tried to pay at the old machine. People were wasting money; it couldn’t provide a ticket! Finally they covered the old machine, thus pointing people to the new one. It illustrates the change from the old to new covenant. The old has passed away; Jesus has paid the price fully and finally by his blood. There’s no need to offer any more sacrifices. That’s how our sins can be forgiven by forgiven.
4) So what does it mean for you to take the Lord’s Supper?

It could mean nothing at all. An argument can be made for Judas being present at this point, receiving bread and wine. But it did nothing for him. He was not a true disciple, so it did him no good at all. The Lord’s Supper is for true disciples, real believers. What for?
a) Faith: The benefits of Christ’s death are not automatically granted, but are received by personal faith – like eating and drinking. Someone asked me recently, “If Jesus has paid for sins then why is there going to be a judgement day?” The answer is that Jesus pays for the sins of those who trust him personally. It’s only as you receive Jesus Christ personally as Lord and Saviour that your sins are forgiven. If, like Judas, you refuse to receive Jesus, then you face God’s judgement. Taking the bread and wine is saying again, “Lord, I trust you.”
b) Hope: Jesus said that he wouldn’t drink of the fruit of the vine until I drink it anew with you in my Father’s kingdom (v29). That’s a clear reminder that Jesus’ death wasn’t the end. He rose from the dead and has ascended into heaven. He’s promised to return in person, when every eye will see him and every knee will bow. He’s going to make a new heavens and new earth, with no more pain, sorrow or death. As you take the Lord’s Supper you recall this hope and proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.
c) Love: We recall the amazing love of God: But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us (Romans 5:8). We can recall and experience the wonderful love of Jesus: The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me (Galatians 2:20). It’s a time when he draws near to us by his Spirit and reassures us of his love. And we find our love for him growing as a result. Circumstances may tempt us to wonder if God loves us, but the recollection of our Saviour’s death for us brings reassurance.

So Jesus, in bread and wine, wants to be remembered, to strengthen our faith, stir our hope and rekindle our love. May it be so for us all!

