28th September, 2008 – “I am the bread of life …..”
John 6, 25 - 40

Discovery

Kelvin spoke last week about “Who do you say I am”. We continue our look at Jesus’s “I am” sayings. We need to see this passage in the context of what had just happened – the feeding of the 5,000 and the crowd following him to Capernaum when they thought he’d got away 1 - 24. Teaching and discourse actually run to verse 71 and we can assume from v 59 that he was in the synagogue in Capernaum.
We have heard at PCC meetings a couple of times that part of worship, according to Luther, is to discuss the word of God – this whole discourse could easily have been part of synagogue worship.

Understanding

The first of the “I am” sayings – if he had “said it only once”, it might not be so hard for us!

Sections: 

1. The people who don’t believe 26 -29

2. The preacher calls for faith 30 -35

3. The people who do believe 36 -58
· Their security 36 - 40

· Their destiny 41 - 51

· Their identity 52 - 59

4. The cost of discipleship 60 -71

1. Those who don’t believe – these are the materialistic, self-concerned, wanting only physical food to satisfy their hunger. They can’t see beyond the now and immediate needs. We still meet them today – those who say that “God helps those who help themselves”, the “practical Christians”, those who don’t do this “Bible study and prayer stuff” because they live in the real world. Jesus’s challenge now is just the same as it was then – “The work of God is to believe in the one he has sent” (v 29).

2. Jesus the preacher calls for faith – apparently, feeding the crowd wasn’t enough. Maybe some hadn’t been there and they recall Moses’s sign, the manna from heaven. He tells them that it is the Father who gives the true bread from heaven – guess what? They want some! Jesus responds with his great claim v 35 “I am the bread of life …….” There are all sorts of echoes here. As Kelvin reminded us, “I am who I am” Exodus 3:14. This saying enshrines Jesus’s unique position in relation to God and humanity – he is the entire answer to the basic needs of the human heart.

3. Those who do believe – Jesus turns to those who he knows will respond to the invitation to “eat of this bread”. He says they have
· Security - because they have been given to Him (Jesus) and he will never let them go. This is not to deny or diminish the absolute necessity of faith for salvation nor the need to proclaim the Good News – that is just what Jesus is doing here. 
· Destiny – because Jesus is the one who has seen the Father. Jesus is the true bread from heaven and those who believe in him will have everlasting life. This is the true destiny of disciples – the overcoming of death when they are “raised up” and live in God’s presence for eternity. And then one step further, this bread has to be eaten to give life. Jesus will “ ….. give his flesh for the life of the world ….”
· Identity – because those who believe will have a faith that is like eating the flesh and drinking the blood of Jesus himself. Was he talking about communion? Many think so. It’s hard to be sure but it would seem more likely that he’s referring to the sacrifice of the cross. John has already proclaimed him the “lamb of God – 1:29 and the one who will be lifted up like the serpent was – 3:14. They will be the ones who have personally appropriated his broken body and outpoured blood in the same way that they eat physical food.
4. The cost of discipleship – John tells us of the reactions to Jesus’s teaching in the synagogue. It was pretty negative – almost totally so. Many turned back (66). The teaching is hard, they say. It still is – Jesus’s claim to be the bread that has come down from heaven, saying that they should eat his flesh. And then his complete unwillingness to be the messiah they wanted – the one who would liberate them from the Roman oppression and give them food for their stomachs.

Then, to cap it all, far from easing his demands or softening his claims about himself, he makes things even harder by saying that he “ascend to where he was before …” (62). All but twelve desert him now and a year later, they would do the same. And when Jesus asks them if they will leave now, Peter says, not in resignation, or desperation, but with confidence and sure hope “To whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God”. 
Jesus reminds them that ultimately they are with him because he has chosen them –even though he knows that one of them will betray him. 

Application

This final part of the chapter tells us unmistakably what the cost of following Jesus is. True believers will have to follow the way of the cross, remaining true to him when others dismiss him and his claim on their lives.
It will mean being true to him when his words are hard to understand and harder still to put into practice.

It will mean being true to him when it seems that his claims run counter to what we see.

It will mean being true to him when others turn away.

It will mean being true to him when we find one among the faithful who has somehow betrayed their lord and us.

BUT – even when we feel we are alone, we shall not be alone because there will be others who are being true to him in circumstances we can’t imagine. We shall know that there is no one other than Jesus who has the words to eternal life and him being true to us as we realise our identity and follow our true destiny.

The cost of discipleship is real and Jesus does not try to protect us from that reality – it would be false pretences if he did! But when the cares and pressures of the world crowd in on us, will they be enough to make us turn back?
I pray for us all that they won’t.

Amen
