THE BREAD OF LIFE

Text: John 6:35
Readings: Deuteronomy 8, John 6:25-59
Theme: If you believe in Jesus as the Bread if life you will have eternal life.
Purpose: To encourage you to believe in Jesus as the Bread of Life and so have eternal life.

******************************

It has been said that "The way to a man's heart is through his stomach". The truth of that probably depends on how much a man loves his food, and how good a cook his wife is!

The expression illustrates the value we place on food. No doubt most of you had breakfast this morning - unless you slept in and had to miss it to get here on time. When you go home this morning you will have lunch. And after church this afternoon you will have dinner. Food is important to us. We need it. It gives us energy and sustains our lives. 

We appreciate food if it tastes good, and we are also glad if we can get good value for money, or even a free lunch! John 6 begins by describing the free lunch that Jesus had provided for a large crowd of people. He kept on dividing five small barley loaves and two small fish, a young boy's packet lunch, and eventually he fed a crowd of 5000. The next day that crowd came looking for another feed! (vs 26). 

Jesus used this as an opportunity to speak to them about how he was the bread of life and how they could have eternal life if they believed in him. This is the theme we will explore today. 

Before we do so that let's notice how John has arranged his gospel. He has structured it so that the miracles of Jesus are connected with conversations or talks Jesus had. Earlier in chapter 6 we read about the feeding of the 5000. Then here we read this statement of Jesus about him being the bread of life.

In this respect this gospel is quite different from the other three. Someone has said that Matthew, Mark and Luke write like kayakers on a fast flowing river. Their stories move quickly and you know where they are going. John's writing is more like a man paddling a canoe on a quiet lake; he is not in any hurry; he will stop to explore an inlet, or pause to study the rock formations on the shoreline. 

John recorded these conversations of Jesus to explore certain subjects, like this one - Jesus as the bread of life. The style is leisurely, thoughtful, meditative. As he recorded the words of Jesus he looked at this subject from various angles, like a jeweler examining a diamond, turning it this way and that. What he says seems simple when you first read it, but the more you study it the more you realise how deep and profound it is.

1. As we consider the words of Jesus the first point we notice is that YOU NEED MORE THAN PHYSICAL FOOD.
Jesus tried to explain this to the Jews, but they had trouble understanding him. This is because they thought of the kingdom of the Messiah as something physical and material. When Jesus spoke of bread they immediately thought of food in their stomachs and economic prosperity. They thought the kingdom of the Messiah would bring them political independence and give them a free land once again. 

They referred back to Moses, one of their great heroes from the past. In verses 30-31 we read; "So they asked him. 'What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? Our forefathers ate manna in the desert; as it is written: 'he gave bread from heaven to eat.'"

They compared Jesus to Moses and it seemed to them that Jesus came off the poorer for the comparison. Moses had fed a whole nation - Jesus had only fed 5000. Moses did this for 40 years - Jesus had only done this once. So they wanted to know what else he could do?!

Jesus reminded them that it was not Moses who had given them bread from heaven, but God. Then he pointed them beyond the food that spoils to the "food that endures to eternal life", which he could give them (vs 27). Yes, they needed food for their bodies, but they also needed it for their souls.

It is the same in our society. We live in a country that is materially rich. Most people are preoccupied with how much they can earn or what benefit they can get from the government. People expect to find happiness in material wealth. They are looking for satisfaction in money and what it can buy and in what they can gather around them.

But physical possessions will not satisfy a spiritual longing. There is more to life than eating, drinking, working, and sleeping. You and I were created for a relationship with God. The writer of Ecclesiastes tells us that God has "set eternity in the hearts of men." (Eccl 3:11). There is a vacuum in your heart that only God can fill. God wants you to find meaning and purpose and fullness in a relationship with him. You need more than physical food.  

2. This brings us to the second point;YOU NEED THE BREAD OF LIFE. 

When Jesus spoke about the bread that "comes down from heaven and gives life to the world" the Jewish crowds responded; "from now on give us this bread." Jesus said; "I am the bread of life." 

This is the first of seven "I am" sayings in the gospel of John. They are only in this gospel and are not in the other three. In each saying Jesus compared himself to something physical, in this case, bread. 

Bread is a staple food, common, normal, primary. It is not expensive or unusual. Most of us eat bread. It is nourishing and satisfying. 
This is what Jesus is saying about himself. He is the bread of life. He can feed you spiritually; he can nourish your soul; he can fulfil your spiritual longings. 

In this statement Jesus looked back to the words of Moses in Deuteronomy 8:3, "...man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord." You need more than physical bread; you need the Word of God, which is Jesus himself. Just as bread can satisfy your physical emptiness so Jesus can satisfy your spiritual emptiness.

You will be aware that there are plenty of other religions and people who claim to be able to do this. We live in a multi-cultural and multi-religious society. The government has presented a draft for a "National Statement on Religious Diversity". In this they state that New Zealand has no state religion. It is true that our country is becoming more diverse with many different religious beliefs and practices, and this will only increase with ongoing immigration from a variety of countries. 

As well as these traditional religious there are all the varieties of spirituality under the umbrella of the new age movement. Each week in the papers you can read adds from clairvoyants, mediums, palmists and astrologists. You can seek direction and healing through graphology, aura photography, head massage, kinesiology or hypnotherapy! This is the postmodern spirituality, which is actually a revival of ancient paganism.

Twenty centuries ago, in the first century AD, Jesus lived in that world of paganism with all its gods and goddesses and idols. In the face of all that he claimed to be the bread of life. He is the only one who can satisfy your spiritual hunger. In the Greek the "I" is repeated for emphasis. "I, I am the bread of life." No one else can meet your longing for God. 
In another "I am" statement Jesus said; "I am the way, the truth and the life, no one comes to the father except through me." This is politically incorrect, but this is the exclusive claim of the Lord Jesus. "I am the bread of life." He is the bread you need. 

3. This brings us to the third thing we notice from this text; YOU NEED TO EAT THIS BREAD

This is how Jesus puts it. His language in verses 51-56 is very literal, graphic, realistic. 

We sometimes use this type of language. We talk about devouring a book, or drinking in a lecture, swallowing a story, eating our words, chewing on a matter, or taking in a sermon. Doting grandparents even talking about eating up their grandchildren!

Jesus spoke about eating this bread of life in strongly physical terms, especially in verse 51b where he said; "This bread is my flesh, which I give for the life of the world." 
The Jews did not understand what he meant, but we know that Jesus was talking about his death on the cross when he died for the sins of all who would believe in him. Jesus gave the body of his flesh as a sacrifice for sin. He laid down his life for us. 

His language is even stronger in verse 53; "...unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you." 
Jesus was not describing the Lord's Supper; his words are not an institution of the sacrament. But the Lord's Supper does look back to these words and it illustrates what Jesus was saying here. 
Of course, we do not eat the flesh of Jesus and we do not drink his blood. The bread and wine remain bread and wine. They are symbols and pictures and illustrations of his body and blood. But they remind us that we share in the benefits of his death and resurrection by believing in him. 
As we eat the bread we remember that Jesus gave his body for us.
As we drink the wine we remember that he shed his blood for us. 

Jesus used this language of eating and drinking to describe faith. 

He doesn't want you just to taste him, or nibble on the truth about him; no, he wants you to eat and drink of him through faith. You must take him in. You must appropriate Christ. You must be united with him through faith so that he becomes part of you and you become part of him.

Faith in the Lord Jesus means that you know who he is as the Son of God and what he came to do in his death and resurrection.
Faith means you are convinced all this is true.
And faith means that you are committed to Jesus - that you trust him and rely on him. Faith means that you believe that he died on the cross for your sins and that he rose from the dead to free you from the fear of death and the grip of Satan. 

Jesus invites everyone to believe in him: Verse 51: "I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever." Jesus declares this to everyone. It is available to anyone. It is available to you, whether you are old or young, whether you have been in this church a long time or have only come recently.  
Do you believe in the Lord Jesus?
Have you eaten and drunk of him?
Have you come to him for life?
Have you looked to him for salvation?

4. If you do believe in the Lord Jesus he promises that YOU WILL LIVE FOREVER.  

He promised eternal life.
Work, he said in verse 27, "for food that endures to eternal life."
Verse 40: "...everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day."
Verse 47; "I tell you the truth, he who believes has everlasting life."
Verse 58; "Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live forever." 

This life begins the moment you believe, but it goes on forever, it is eternal, it has no end, it is infinite. This is hard to grasp, but it is true! This boggles the mind, but this is what the Bible teaches us. 

Eating this bread will satisfy you. 
If you eat ordinary bread you feel satisfied for a short time, but after a few hours you get hungry again, and you want to eat another meal. That pattern goes on, a few times a day, every day of our lives. 
When you eat from what Jesus offers then you are properly satisfied. Jesus provides you with all you need. He fulfils your deepest longings, he satisfies your spiritual appetite, he meets your greatest desires. And that lasts, that goes on, that remains. 

Moses prayed for this in Psalm 90; "Satisfy us in the morning with your unfailing love, that we may sing for joy and be glad all our days." (vs 14).

And the Lord promises to do this in Psalm 81; "But you would be fed with the finest of wheat; with honey from the rock I would satisfy you." (vs 16) 
The Lord Jesus promises to satisfy us with eternal life.

Jesus prayed to his Father; "Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent." (John 17:3). Eternal life is knowing God through his Son. This is what Jesus was getting at when he talked about eating and drinking of him. He described a living faith in him, a deep communion with him, a close relationship, a genuine friendship. 

This is the goal of our spiritual "eating". Compare this with physical eating. Eating food is enjoyable but we don't eat only for the enjoyment of it. We eat because it gives us energy and it sustains our lives.  
In the same way we don't read the Bible or pray just because we enjoy it. Bible reading, prayer and worship are not ends in themselves. 
No, you read the Bible to get to know Jesus. You pray so that you might worship God and live closer to him. You meditate on God's Word so that Christ might dwell in your hearts through faith. You memorise it so that the Holy Spirit can impress it in your heart and mind and so draw you closer to him.

A W Tozer wrote that the Bible is "but a means to bring men to an intimate and satisfying knowledge of God, that they may enter into him, that they may delight in his presence, may taste and know the inner sweetness of the very God himself in the core and centre of their hearts." (The Pursuit of God, p. 13).

Do you know the only true God and Jesus Christ whom he has sent?

Are you eating from Jesus, who is the living bread, who came down from heaven to give life to the world?

Amen

