Wade Street Church 21.02.10 am
“Il AM THE BREAD OF LIFE ”
John 6:25-40

What was the best thifggfore sliced bread? Jesus, | reckon — and the best thimgessliced bread, too,
for that matter. In fact, Jesus is better in such an amamygthat it is beyond our understanding and
imagination, really. So he has to find some things to companeelfito — things that are everyday
objects to his listeners, things that they can recognise andfydesitti. There are seven of them in
John’s Gospel and we started to look at them a couple of weeks Rgtkdselped us reflect on the way
in which Jesus used the simple phrase “| am” as a way of dimnécs listeners with thoughts of God.
Last week Jeremy talked about Jesus’ assertion that‘adsway, the truth and the lifeand, with the
help of some dog food (you'll have to ask someone who was here) reimiadbat the “I am”s of Jesus
really provide us with all that we need for life (includinghinhk he said, a shiny coat and a wet nose).

This morning we’re going to consider the first of the “I amayiags that Jesus is recorded as using, in the
passage we read frodohn 6 We read just a part of that chapter, which is fairly land we didn’t have
time really to read it all, but we can't fully get to gripgh what Jesus is saying here if we don't take into
account what went immediately before it. And what follonasb has something to say to us as well, so
you might like to have your Bibles open at the chapter so yosemmwhere we’re going.

The chapter begins with the account of Jesus’ miraculoustiinigehe five thousand. It's a story that
most people are familiar with: a huge crowd gather to listelesos and are so enthralled by his words
that they stay well beyond their meal time. Jesus usgmiag lad’s picnic of five bread rolls and a
couple of fish to feed the whole crowd and the people obviously fingthty impressive and want to
see a bit more. The experience of free food may well baxgething to do with this, but we cannot
overlook the comment that they make6ii4, where they sa§Surely this is the prophet who is to come
into the world.” For the Jews of the time there was a very strong idganhen the Messiah whom they
were eagerly awaiting finally appeared, one of the sigasit was him would be that he would produce
manna, bread from heaven. In many of the books that were writteredretthe time of the Old
Testament and the coming of Jesus — none of which are to be found iiblesr Bthere were a great
many references to this sign.

If you know anything about the story of God’'s people in the Old Testarpen will remember that
Moses, when he was leading the people of Israel from slavé&gyipt to freedom in their new homeland,
seemed to provide a strange kind of food which the people calladna” (which means “I don't
know”). The story is irExodus 16if you want to follow that up. The new Messiah would have nadny
Moses’ qualities and characteristics, so it was naturalstonae that providing food from nowhere would
be one of those. So, spurred on with this hope and with satisflexs bihe people try to find out more.
Jesus realises what is happening, of course, and setsroffsathe lake (on foot!) to prevent them
“making him king by force’(6:15).

When the people do catch up with Jesus, a discussion beginsemi$ &airly safe to assume that this
begins by the lakeside, but it's obvious that, by the end of this epibmyehave moved to the synagogue
(6:59). One of the first things they ask him for is another miracukiga 6:30), which would
authenticate for them Jesus’ identity as Messiah. Of cotlmsgye just had a sign, but that was simply
providing food for 5,000 people for one afternoon — Moses provided food for ia@ eation for forty
years! If Jesus really is Messiah, then he will asiéhave to equal that. And to back up their demand,
they quote from the Old Testamefile gave them bread from heaven to e@?31). Now that’s not a
single quotation, but seems to have been put together from élaee verses from their Scriptures,
Exodus 16:4, Nehemiah 9:85ndPsalm 78:24,25

So Jesus takes the opportunity to expound that quotation to those whaoelyadetstlisten. Don'’t forget,
Jesus is a rabbi, a teacher, and it wouldn’t seem at all uribatde should sit down and preach to them.
What follows is really a sermon by Jesus, with an introduction lzne@ fpoints, and he begins in a style
typical of Jewish rabbis.



In 6:32,33Jesus firstly corrects the wrong ideas that some of them &laoaut this saying: he starts by
telling them what idoesn’t mean. It wasn't Moses who provided the manna for them: itGeas All
their — and our — regular provision of food comes from God the Fathénere was nothing special about
Moses’ powers as far as that was concerned.

Secondly, God gives his peoptbe true bread from heaven” The manna was a means of meeting their
material needs, but there is bread that is able to dodee than that, bread that really is heavenly. Jesus
will go on to expand on this point later on, but he’s saying that #&dbn the desert, the manna, was
really only a pointer towards that true bread.

Thirdly, this bread gives life not only to God’s people now, in aenmtsense, but itgives life to the
world”. The power of the true bread goes far beyond anything we cant eXxpmdinary bread — and
even far beyond what the people came to expect of the miradukead in the desert.

So, having begun in that way, Jesus goes on to preach a threesqranoin (you see, there is good
biblical precedent for it!), in which he breaks up the senteregviln quoted to him and explains each of
its bits.

1. HE GAVE THEM BREAD FROM HEAVEN (6:34-40)

A good sermon always has an attention-grabbing first line — aud dertainly grabs their attention with
this. “I am the bread of life,”says Jesus. He’s not only the giver of this bread is ttee bread! The
true bread that has come down from heaven is Jesus himself.a®\hd, has just pointed out, this bread
gives life to the world. Jesus’ listeners, like all lmmbeings, are stuck very much in the material world
and their conception of what this all meant was limitedtliem, as for many of us, heaven was the sky
and the manna did literally fall from the sky. But Jesumisggway beyond that idea: he has come from
God, the Father has sent him into this world to be a méddifis for all men and women.

And that life is also something beyond simply day to day survi&hoever comes to me will never go
hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsfitie life that Jesus promises is a life of deep
fulfilment and lasting satisfaction. He’s been sent fronvéedo open up this life. It is, &40 makes
clear, a life that stretches way outside the here and i “eternal life” and those who have eaten of
this bread, who have responded to Jesus, wiitdosed up on the last day”

That point gives the Jews something to chew over (metaphoripegksg) and they begin to mumble
amongst themselves that this is only the son of the joiner updkde #What right has he got to say such
things? Usually today we’re much more polite, aren’t we8ayl usually. There was a man in London
who would stand up and shout rather rude comments if he didn't agtieenwi— or whoever was
preaching.) We tend to wait until the service is over and themigelittle huddles to moan about what
the preacher has said, or the way he or she has said itleiMsggave voice to their criticism, so Jesus is
prompted into making his second point.

2. BREAD FROM HEAVEN TO EAT (6:41-51)

What's the point of having bread you can't eat? (Unlesshéggtazed loaf at the centre of some harvest
festival displays, of course.) Why does Jesus use this picturenstlf? Why refer to himself as an
everyday carbohydrate-based foodstuff? It's hardly awe-inspignty, Well, he’s making the point that
he is thetrue bread, the real means of life that the Father has sent domrhizaven to be received by all
men and women. Just as manna or our ordinary daily bread basdoeived and consumed if it's to be
of any use, so Jesus has to be received if he is to be ofsartp us for eternal life. The Bible makes it
clear that there is only one kind of bread that will provide lifés Jesus is the true bread. Forgive a bit
of ethnic culinary stereotyping here, but it's not a question ofihdus being papadums, the Muslims



being naan bread, the New Agers being some kind of wholemeal blaoihéhe Christians being nice
white sliced stuff: take your pick and eat your way to paradfseleremy pointed out last week, Jesus is
the Way to God — there is no other. Peter, who would have been wiis Wden he was saying these
words, told the magistrates in Jerusalem ti&avation is found in no-one else, for there is no other
name under heaven given to men by which we must be g#@\atd4:13.

Jesus is the true bread of life, the bread from heaven whicimwsg as it were, receive and digest.
There’s a collect in the olBook of Common Praydor Bible Sunday that asks God to help“tesad,
mark, learn and inwardly digestthe Word of God. More up to date is the song by the World Wide
Message Tribe entitletEat The Word”. Basically, what we're talking about here is that we have
believe what Jesus had to say about himself and his Fatheceft &cas being true. Jesus backs up this
point (in 6:45) with a quotation frontsaiah 54:13 which says‘They will all be taught by God"and
establishes a link between Jesus as the bread which we roest acd the way in which God teaches us
all we need to know for eternal life.

As he concludes this point, Jesus begins to talk about eatinte$tis@:51) and that, understandably,
causes his listeners to start mumbling again. It's aitisg to sound a bit barbaric to them — as it has
done to people down through the centuries (people like the Roman go®iimgr But far from
explaining in simple terms, Jesus goes on in his third point to berewsn offensive to the orthodox
Jews in the synagogue.

3. TO EAT (6:52-58)

Not only does Jesus talk about eating his flesh, but he mentionsndrinis blood. There would

probably have been uproar in the synagogue at this point. The Uslasefs specifically forbids eating

meat with the blood still in it, let alone drinking blood. And todrihuman blood is beyond belief, even
to us! What on earth can Jesus mean?

The key is in6:56, | believe. What is required is not just an assimilatiotheffacts, a consent to the
ideas of Jesus. That'’s really just a kind of head knowledgéstetdrile and, ultimately, meaningless. If
that’s all you need for eternal life, then a GCSE in RE woaldygu into heaven (assuming you did the
option which includes Christianity!). No — Jesus is saying tleah&ed to fill our minds, our bodies, our
whole beings with him. We are to be a part of him and he aopag. It means a total commitment in
which every part of our life is lived for Jesus, and Jesusvolved in all that we do.

It will probably not have escaped your notice that the words dealsithat Jesus uses here are very
reminiscent of the words we use as part of our communion. Tloat isxpression of what we believe
about Jesus. John doesn’t include a detailed account of the u=trSn his gospel, but this section
here would certainly have reminded his first readers of ttuat ms powerfully as the narrative accounts
in the other three gospels.

As the true bread of life, Jesus is inviting us to become so dtednto him, so full of him that it's just
like eating ordinary bread. As the bread we eat is digesbtetomes part of our body and all the bits of
protein, vitamins and other useful nutrients find their way interewpart of our person. Jesus, as we
commit ourselves to him, as we develop our relationship with &émye learn from him, wants to be in
every part of our lives, to be having an effect on all Wesay and do and think.

But there’s one final episode in this chapter.680-70John tells us of the reactions of those who heard
this sermon. Some of them grumbled and thought it was allratutto accept. We never hear of them
again, so they probably eventually gave up. Some gave up atigeleftand then — real commitment to
Jesus wasn'’t for them. A few — including the twelve dissipt stuck with it. Peter summed up their



views when he told Jesus that, however difficult real commmitrpeoved to be, there really wasn't any
other choice: they would stick with Jesus.

Which group would you come into? Jesus wants to be the BreaifleofoL you, but that demands a
response of commitment. Will you grudgingly make a few ha#rted attempt, only to give up when the
going gets tough? Will you maybe walk out of here this mornmreever really get to grips with what
Jesus has for you? Or will you say, “I know it might be toughJbsus is my only hope. | believe. |

receive. | commit myself to him”? That's something to poradewe turn to receive communion in a few
moments time.

Discussion notes on next page.
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JESUS SAID: “I AM THE BREAD OF LIFE
John 6:35

At this point in John’s story of Jesus, Jesus has just miraculously fed 5,000 people (John 6:1-15) and
they have begun to think that this is a sign of the coming Messiah (6:14). There was an idea current at
the time that the Messiah would bring down bread from heaven. Jesus realises that the people think
like this, but sees that they have a misguided impression of what kind of Messiah he is to be (6,15), so
he crosses the lake to get away from them.

When the people catch up with him a discussion begins, probably starting by the lake but moving into
the synagogue (6:59). The people ask for another sign so that Jesus can authenticate his apparent
claim to be the Messiah by providing food permanently for them as Moses did with the manna in the
desert (6.31). To back this up, they quote from the Old Testament. The quotation is a mixture of
Exodus 16:4; Nehemiah 9:15; Psalm 78:24,25. Some scholars have suggested that this might well have
been the lectionary reading in the synagogue on that day.

Jesus takes the opportunity to explain the verse that they have quoted and to point out their own
misunderstandings. (This is basically a three point sermon by Jesus!) In a style that is typical of Jewish
rabbis, he begins by putting right their wrong ideas (6.33):

» The bread from heaven was given not by Moses, but by God

e The bread in the desert was not the true bread

» The bread in the desert did not give true life for all people
He then goes on to make his three points.

1. He gave them bread from heaven
Jesus himself is the true bread and offers life to all people. It is a gift, not something to work for. Only
he can provide deep fulfiiment and lasting satisfaction (6.35).

2. Bread from heaven to eat
Jesus is the truth from heaven, to be received and taken into oneself, just as food is eaten and digested.
The link between truth and understanding is made clearer by 6:45.

3. To eat

What is required is not just believing ideas, but believing in Jesus and all that he did. Jesus talks of his
"flesh”in a way that reminds us of the Last Supper (which John does not describe in his gospel), but we
must be very careful not to say that communion is necessary for salvation.

Jesus is the Real Bread, giving real life to all who believe in him.

Questions for Discussion

1. What do you think was really the crowd’s concern when they followed Jesus?

2. When Jesus says "I am the bread of life”what does he mean by "/ife”?

3. The Jews’ ideas about manna and the Messiah were very much bound up with their own cultural
life and religious traditions. What cultural and traditional ideas can get in the way of our
understanding of Jesus?

4. Does this episode mean that we shouldn’t concern ourselves with providing for people’s material
needs?

5.  How can we "feed on Jesus”today?

The story of the manna in the desert can be found in Exodus 16.




