The Parallels In Communion

“The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation
in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a
participation in the body of Christ? Because there 1is one
bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of
the one bread.” | 1 Corinthians 10: 16-17, ESV

We Who Are Many Are One

Paul the Apostle’s words, here in Corinthians, reference the
deep and powerful truth which is embedded in the Christian
ordinance of communion. The truth that, in taking the cup and
sharing the bread, we are fully participating in Jesus’ death
and resurrection. Jesus is the common element that binds
believers together and his sacrifice is what makes the new
resurrection life possible for every person who believes in
his saving name.

This participation together in drinking wine and breaking
bread is a compelling witness to the ‘common union’ believers
share in the blood and body of Christ, the sharing in his sin-
conquering death and his life-giving resurrection. There 1is
nothing more powerful or significant for a church community
than remembering the very thing which gave the church its
birth and which binds each member together as part of ‘the
whole’.

For this reason, sharing communion 1is not just about
remembering the death of Jesus, including the anguish,
surrender, and sacrifice but also about celebrating his
resurrection; the vanquishing of sin and the victory over
death, won for every person who associates with his name. The
new creation was born from his sacrifice and confirmed by his
resurrected life, of which we are now all a part, bound
together by the life-giving spirit of Jesus himself.
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Sharing communion together as believers 1is primarily a time
for celebration, for thanksgiving and praise, for “by his
blood and in his name, in his freedom we are free!”

In celebrating this ordinance together, believers are not just
connected to Jesus but to each other. It’s significant that
Jesus associates the institution of communion — which speaks
of his sacrifice and death, motivated by love — with the
importance of his followers showing his love by loving one
another.

During the meal (Matthew 26:17-30, Mark 14:12-26, Luke
22:7-39, and John 13:1-17:26), Jesus takes the bread and
shares it with his disciples, telling them that it is symbolic
of his body, soon to be broken for them in death. He shares
the cup of wine, telling them it is a symbol of his blood,
poured out for the forgiveness of their sins.

He gently tells his disciples that he will only be with them a
little longer, referencing, of course, his impending betrayal
and crucifixion. He then gives them a ‘new commandment’, to
live by once he is gone:

“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another:
just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another.
By this, all people will know that you are my disciples, if
you have love for one another.” — John 13:34-35, ESV

Jesus first instituted the ordinance of communion, by which
his followers would remember him, during his last meal on
earth with his closest disciples, but this meal had its roots
in a much deeper, incredibly powerful story of deliverance and
freedom.

A Story Of Deliverance

The institution of communion had its origins in an ancient
Jewish festive meal known as ‘Passover. Celebrated annually,



it commemorated the deliverance of the nation of Israel from
bondage in Egypt.

The early chapters of the book of Exodus tell of the origins
and background of the Passover (Exodus 1-12). Forcibly
enslaved upon the accession of a new Pharaoh to the Egyptian
throne, the people of Israel were subjected to cruelty, forced
labour, and intolerable work and living conditions. In an
effort to cull their numbers, Pharoah had issued a directive
of neonaticide for any male baby born. As soon as the baby was
delivered, he was to be killed by the attending midwives. It
was a terrible time for the people of Israel - cruelly
mistreated and living in hopelessness, with no means to save
themselves.

With heavy burdens bitterly borne, they desperately lifted
their voices heavenward. God heard their cries for rescue and
remembers his promises to their patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, long ago (Exodus 2:24).

“And now, behold, the cry of the people of Israel has come to
me, and I have also seen the oppression with which the
Egyptians oppress them. I know their sufferings, and I have
come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians
and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad
land, a land flowing with milk and honey..” — Exodus 3:7-9

God stepped into their misery and suffering and promises to
deliver them out of the affliction of Egypt. Through a series
of plagues, demonstrating His almighty power, and the final
dramatic death of Egypt’s own firstborn, God exercises His
powerful arm of redemption and leads his people out of slavery
to freedom and their promised land.

On the night of their leaving, the Israelites prepared
unleavened bread and lamb, roasted over the fire. The lamb’s
blood was brushed on the lintel and two doorposts of every
Israelite home. When the Angel of Death went throughout Egypt,
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killing the firstborn, he would see the blood and ‘pass over’
that house, sparing all those who were inside.

The night of Passover marked the end of slavery and brought
deliverance and the beginning of the people of Israel’s
journey towards the promised land. Through death and
sacrifice, came new life and hope.

The types that can be seen in this event for a Christian’s new
life are clear. It’s no coincidence that Jesus uses this
commemorative Passover meal, already 1,500 years old by this
time and full of ancient symbology and meaning, to bring his
disciples’ attention to his own impending death, through which
their rescue from ‘slavery to sin’ will be achieved.

Parallels In Leaving Egypt

Paul the Apostle observes that the events of Israel’s exodus
and subsequent journey through the wilderness towards the
promised land are parallels of a Christian’s new life in Jesus
(1 Corinthians 10:1-13). He uses Egypt as a metaphor for sin
and spiritual darkness and the exodus as an example of the
freedom Christians experience in being rescued from the
dominion of darkness (Colossians 1:13).

The first parallel to note is that of slavery. Just as the
people of Israel were completely enslaved to the Egyptian
Pharaoh, we are all slaves to sin, born so at birth and only
confirmed throughout our lives by our sinful deeds (Romans
5:12, John 8:34). Yet God provided a deliverer, as He did for
Israel, and the blood of this deliverer gives salvation from
death, which we are promised no longer has any hold over us
(John 11:25. 1 Corinthians 15:55).

The second parallel is, of course, the sacrificial lamb. It is
John the Baptist who first introduces Jesus as ‘the lamb of
God, who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). Isaiah,
a prophet in 0ld Testament writings, also prophesied of one
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who would come to bear the sins of the world and that he would
be ‘led like a lamb to the slaughter’ (Isaiah 53:7). The final
book in the Bible, Revelation, confirms that Jesus was indeed
the Lamb of God ‘slain from the foundation of the world’ (1
Peter 1:19, Revelation 13:8).

The theme of a sacrificial lamb has been constant throughout
scripture (Genesis 3:21, Genesis 22:8, Numbers 9:12, Ezra
6:19, 2 Chronicles 35:11) and always intended to point forward
to Jesus, who would be the ultimate sacrifice for all those
who wanted to escape their inherent slavery to sin and death.

The third parallel is the deliverer himself. God raised up
Moses, a natural-born Israelite to lead His people from Egypt.
Adopted into Pharaoh’s court as a baby and growing up under
the very nose of the ruler of his people, Moses was not an
outsider or a stranger but a man just like the people whom he
would rescue and lead to freedom. The people of Israel were
his people and their suffering was intimately connected with
the suffering of his family.

One of the prophecies concerning Jesus was that he would be
‘called out of Egypt’. This reveals the deeper truth about
Jesus’ connection to the people he would come to save.

“And he [Joseph] rose and took the child and his mother by
night and departed to Egypt and remained there until the
death of Herod. This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken
by the prophet [Hosea 11:1], “Out of Egypt I called my son.”
| Matthew 2:14-15, ESV

Jesus’ redemptive work on behalf of humanity was deeply
connected to his own humanity. Although he was the Son of God,
and radiant with his Father’s glory, he participated in every
way in all the experiences of what it means to be human. His
ability to sympathise with us and to reconcile on our behalf
springs from a complete understanding of what it is like to be
human; with all our doubts, fears, temptations, and failures,
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without ever failing himself. He understood humans because he
was human.

A fourth parallel exists in connection with the Passover and
Exodus — that is, the crossing of the Red Sea. Paul the
Apostle calls this crossing being ‘baptised into Moses in the
cloud and in the sea” (1 Corinthians 10:1) and comments that
the Israelites all drank the same spiritual drink, which was
Christ.

“For I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters,
that our fathers were all under the cloud, and all passed
through the sea, and all were baptised into Moses in the
cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food,
and all drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank from
the spiritual Rock that followed them, and the Rock was
Christ.” | 1 Corinthians 10:1-4, ESV

Like the people of Israel, every person who desires to follow
Jesus and ‘drink from that spiritual rock’ must first pass
through the water of baptism, ‘under the cloud and through the
sea’. The journey only truly begins of the other side of the
ocean.

These parallels in the exodus story to our own Christian
salvation are remarkable. They demonstrate the absolute power
of God to achieve His purpose and that His plan of salvation
has been in motion from the beginning of the world. God is on
the move and God has always been on the move!

Paul reminds his readers that “all these things [that occurred
to Israel] happened to them as examples for us” (1 Corinthians
10:11). Their defeats, joys, sufferings and victories were
experienced as people who were ‘God’s witnesses’ (Isaiah
43:10) and from their stories, we can draw powerful truths
about what God has done and is still doing for us.

The fact is, God moved heaven and earth to rescue His people



Israel and He has done nothing less than this for us, through
the sending of His son, while we were still ‘in Egypt’.

“But God proves His love for us in this: while we were still
sinners, Christ died for us.” | Romans 5:8, ESV

Through something as simple as bread and wine, Christians are
reminded of God’s promise of deliverance and of their
forgiveness and freedom gifted through Jesus’ sacrifice. It 1is
a tangible witness to the transforming power of the Gospel in
people’s lives and the faithfulness of an eternal God.

Disciples of Jesus — Christians — have continued to celebrate
this new covenant since that time, through the participation
together of communion, the eating of bread and the drinking of
wine ‘in remembrance of Jesus’.

“All this is from God, who reconciled us to Himself through
Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God
was reconciling the world to Himself in Christ, not counting
men’s trespasses against them. And He has committed to us the
message of reconciliation. Therefore we are ambassadors for
Christ, as though God were making His appeal through us. We
implore you on behalf of Christ: Be reconciled to God...” | 2
Corinthians 5:18-20, BSB

If the story of the Exodus has resonated with you; if you
recognise that you are ‘in Eqypt’, in slavery to sin and
subject to the power of death and you want rescue, I implore
you on behalf of Christ — be saved! (2 Corinthians 5:20) God
had so much love for the world that He gave His one and only
Son, for everyone, and that includes you! The Gospel is Good
News for every person and I believe God is still making a
move, doing exciting things right here in the Northern Rivers!
I'd love to help you be reconciled to Him! (If you’re unsure
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whether the Christian life is for you and just want to chat it
over, with no pressure or expectation, I'd love to hear from
you too). Follow the link to get in touch.

Keen to learn more about the book of Exodus? Head on over to
The Bible Project website (click the link) where you’ll find a
couple of great overview videos.

Is Church-Going Still
Relevant?

Despite Christianity still being Australia’s largest religion
(61.1% compared with 7.3% of all other religions combined),
the proportion of Australians identifying as Christian has
been steadily declining over the past century. Compared to
1911, when 96% of people identified as Christian, the 2001
census recorded the figure of 68% and the latest Census, taken
in 2011, recorded a drop to 61.1%.

New figures released in 2017 show that some 7 million
Australians (30.1% of the population), said they did not
identify with any religion at all, a figure that’'s up from
around 4.8 million (22.3%) in 2011’s Census.

The average church attender’s age has increased to 53 years
and while the 70+ age group is still strongly represented, the
younger generation is increasingly underrepresented. For
example, 20-39 year olds make up about 34% of the national
population but only 21% of church attenders.

Australia has more churches (13,000) than schools (9,500) yet
church attendance has also declined. Those attending at least
once per month has dropped by more than half when compared to
statistics taken in 1972 (from 36% to the current attendance
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rate of 15%). Less than one in seven of the Australians who
ticked “Christianity” on their census form regularly attend a
church.

Six Top Reasons Why People Don’'t Go To
Church

For many people (as much as 47%), church is considered to be
irrelevant to their life. The following diagram shows the top
six reasons why Aussies aren’t going to church. This is a
survey of both non-church goers and irregular attenders but
these reasons are perhaps also relevant for those once-regular
attendees who have dropped off.
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Nearly 50% of Australians believe the answer is ‘no’. It's
interesting to note in the following diagram that out of a
list of 13 facilities and services that people agree a
community needs, a local church comes in at 13 and 9



respectively (only scrapping ahead of English classes and
migrant support, in the case of the latter). Clearly, for many
people, church-going is not only personally irrelevant, it'’s
also considered practically superfluous to a community’s
needs.
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Church-going has become less relevant for Christians and non-
Christians alike. Considerations such as meaningful
engagement, purposeful worship, approachable ministry or
authentic beliefs are all issues for people questioning the
relevance of church and church attendance in their life.




Does Church-Going Make Me A Better
Person?

It depends.

Similar to the colloquial, often humorous question “how long
i1s a piece of string?”, the answer is; it depends. It depends
on how you measure 1it.

Church-going, in and of itself, doesn’t make a someone a
better person (or Christian, for that matter). No-one would
suggest that hanging out in the local soccer club means you’ll
become a better soccer player. Or that spending time every
week in a car sales yard will make you a better driver.
Attendance at church, in itself, really means nothing at all.

And, in fact, it could be argued that if you are attending
because of the wrong motivations, then church-going could
actually be detrimental for you. Going to church, just to keep
your spouse or family happy, because you feel gquilty if you
don’t, or because you feel a sense of religious obligation,
are never meaningful reasons to attend. Religious obligation -
a ‘works-based’ mindset — is often one of the major causes of
church burnout.

But when the purpose of church and church-going are both
considered, we can measure the outcomes in a different way and
get quite a different answer.

Church Is About People

The Greek word ekklesia, which has been translated as ‘church’
in our English Bibles, is found 114 times in the New Testament
(the original word 1is actually translated assembly three
times, church 74 times, churches 35 times, and
congregation twice). The original definition is of an assembly
of people convened at a public place, often for the purpose of
deliberating.
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The root meaning of church is not that of a building, but of
people and it was used by the New Testament writers to
describe the community of believers gathering together. These
believers would meet in various places, such as homes (Romans
16:5) or the temple (Acts 2:42). It wouldn’t be incorrect to
express their meetings in this way; that the early believers
‘churched together’ (or assembled together).

The word church, in time, also came to be used to describe the
building in which Christian believers would meet and so
‘church’ is now understood to be either the people, the
building or both.

Yet the biblical definition of ‘church’ is actually about the
people — those who have placed their faith in Jesus Christ for
salvation (John 3:16; 1 Corinthians 12:13). These people are
the community of believers who gather together and the Apostle
Paul describes it like the human body, a living thing — made
up of real people (1 Corinthians 12:12). In fact, he devoted a
whole chapter in the book of Corinthians (in the New
Testament) to the principles and purpose of ‘church’ and how
each ‘member’ is to be valued for the diversity and
contribution they bring to ‘the body’. In essence, church is
about relationship.

“Church is not an event you go to. It’s a family you belong
to.” — Rick Warren

What Is The Purpose Of Church?

The purpose of church (believers getting together) can be
briefly summarised as follows:

= To honour God and His Son — ‘worship’

= To grow community — ‘fellowship’

= To develop personally — ‘discipleship’

= To provide service to others — ‘ministry’
» To share the Good News — ‘evangelism’
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These purposes are all outworked in the context of
relationship — with God, His son and with each other. Church-
going is about ‘giving’ and ‘getting’. Church life is designed
to enrich our lives, ease our burdens, and provide supportive
relationships for hard times. It develops character growth and
maturity so that we can support others, when needed. Service
within a church should be something that fills a person with
joy and deep personal fulfillment — the natural outworking of
a life based on being a certain kind of person, not doing
certain kinds of things. Church life — life with Jesus - 1is
for those who are weary and burdened — because in Jesus we
find rest.

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from Me; for I
am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for
your souls...” — Jesus, Matthew 11:28-29

Church-going provides opportunity to undertake all the
purposes that a community of believers consider to be
important aspects of their Christian life.

So if we ask the question again — does church-going make me a
better person? — the answer is yes — depending on how you
measure 1t.

If going to church makes you feel like you have a place to
belong, gives you support and encouragement, fosters a sense
of individual growth and development ‘in Christ’, without
judgment, and provides opportunity for you to extend God’s
love to others, then yes, church-going can help you be a
‘better person’.

In this context, church-going is definitely still relevant
and, it could be argued, essential for healthy, well
functioning communities. Church — true church — helps people
grow in the ways that matter most — in their relationship with
God and Jesus and their relationship with others. This is the



Bible’s definition of true happiness and a flourishing life.

“In the biblical sense, true human flourishing [happiness]
and well-being can only be found in relationship with God and
through alignment with His coming kingdom..it is important to
see that this flourishing can never occur fully apart from a
proper relationship with the creator God. All of the Bible’s
vision of human flourishing both now and in the age to come
either assumes or explicitly states this fact.” — Jonathan
Pennington, PhD, A Biblical Theology Of Human Flourishing

Overcoming Negative Experiences Of Church

For many people, however, church is not the experience they
hoped or thought it would be. Rigid expectations, subtle (or
not so subtle) spiritual manipulation, a performance-driven
culture or unhealthy theology all combine to ensure the
experience of ‘church’ 1s one of failure, disconnect,
disappointment and isolation, from both community and God.
This is a sad but nonetheless true fact and the experience of
many people.

God’s gift of freedom, found in His gospel of grace, is easily
perverted and often squandered by men or women placing
religious burdens and rituals on their fellow man. Jesus
condemned the religious leaders of his day for exactly this,
commenting that “they tie up heavy, burdensome loads and lay
them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing
to lift a finger to move them..” (Matthew 23:4).

God — and by extension, church — should not be an impersonal
force to be used to make people behave in certain prescribed
ways. God is a deeply real and loving Father who invites us
into a personal relationship with Him and whose love and
acceptance should be manifested by those who ‘church together’
in His name.
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So, Is Church-Going Still Relevant?

“Christians need relationships to grow. We don’t grow 1in
isolation; we develop in the context of fellowship” — Rick
Warren

Communities also need relationships to flourish and grow, to
provide stability and support, and to offer compassion and
encouragement. Church can play an important part in people’s
lives, both Christian or non-Christian, to facilitate these
endeavours. Not only that, with the weight of life’s pressures
and the uncertainty of life’s big questions bearing down on
people, church is often the place people will turn to ‘find
God‘.

Church is (or should be) the place where the Good News of
God’s salvation is joyfully lived and unconditionally offered
— a place of support and fellowship for those who believe and
a place of welcome and hope for those who don’t. Discovering
that God has a plan and purpose for you — if you want it — 1is
the most empowering, life-changing realisation in the world!

“God’s way 1is not a matter of mere talk; it’s an empowered
life.” -1 Corinthians 4:20

God’s love is demonstrated to the world through a Christian’s
application of it to others (John 13:35), and this love 1in
operation becomes concrete evidence of the power of God'’s
message, as given through Jesus, to transform lives. ‘Church’
(a community of believers gathering together) provides a
powerful opportunity to do that, and benefits believers and
non-believers alike.

“If it isn’t good news, it isn’t the Gospel. The Gospel 1is
about what God has done for us and what we can become 1in
Christ; it’s about Christ being the answer to our deepest
needs. The Good News offers lost people what they are
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frantically searching for: forgiveness, freedom, security,
purpose, love, acceptance and strength. It settles our past,
assures our future, and gives meaning to today. It 1is the
best news in the world.” — Rick Warren, A Purpose Driven
Church

If your experience of church or church-going has been one of
hurt, you are not alone. Many people have experienced the
disillusionment and distress of discovering that church is not
perfect. Church is made up of humans; damaged and sinful by
their very nature. In fact, it would be surprising to not find
hurt within a church, given this fact. Not every church hurts
people, but most churches have hurt someone at some point,
simply because churches are made up of imperfect people. This
reality can leave people reluctant to re-engage, afraid of
being hurt again, wanting to protect themselves, and
questioning the place of church or even God in their lives.

However, it’'s important to separate human failure from the
love and freedom that God offers. Take time to recover from
your negative experience. Let yourself heal. And then find a
church where you are able to live freely, with a light heart
in response to the freedom and forgiveness given by God.

Be mindful though; if you are looking for another church
because you don’t feel you can really be “spiritual” without
it, or you believe attending church makes God love you more,
you really need to examine what true spirituality is and
(re)acquaint yourself with what the grace of God means. If,
however, you long for warm, accepting fellowship, spiritual
encouragement and growth, and the opportunity to serve others
in love, then you’re on the right track.

While this approach should not minimise your experience or
negate your feelings of hurt or pain, it does enable you to
move past the burden of bitterness, which, in the end, will
destroy peace, joy, freedom and life itself.
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