The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 14,
Year B


The Text: John 6:35, 41-51
There’s been a steady progression in John’s Gospel from a few weeks ago when Jesus had miraculously healed many sick, and a huge crowd followed Jesus. This crowd even follows Jesus up a mountainside as he goes to rest with his disciples, and as Jesus sees the multitude coming toward them, he asks his disciples where they will buy enough bread for the people to eat. But he has already planned what he is going to do. He creates a meal to feed them all with such sufficiency that there are twelve baskets full of leftovers, all coming from five barley loaves and two small fish that belonged to a young boy in the crowd. 

This crowd continues to follow Jesus, and John draws us into the narrative to be there among those gathered too. The crowd have followed Jesus because they “want their fill of loaves” not because they want their lives to be filled with him, something which Jesus’ miracles challenge us all to consider―what do we want from Jesus? Is it feeding, healing, sight only; or deepening of faith, resolve to be more like Christ in our character, humbling ourselves as we call out as beggars to him? Do we seek to truly hear Jesus as he calls us to follow him; a call to die to self as we accompany him on his journey to the Cross?

The crowd that follow Jesus in the text still seem to think of him as a potential nationalist leader who will lead them in their struggle for liberation. They regard him simply as a means to a particular end...and for that end, they want to make him a King by force! Jesus is very aware that their motives are misdirected and that they have misinterpreted the powerful witness of the feeding miracle testifying to his divine nature. So, he calls them to faith―yet they still ask him for a sign so they might then have a reason to place their trust in him, despite what he has just done before their eyes with the loaves and fish. “What sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you?” They ask. “What will you do? Our ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is written: ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’”

Jesus’ response is recorded by John in our text today: “Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, yet they died. But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which anyone may eat and not die”. As magnificent as the Old Testament miracle was of God feeding his people by providing manna for them in the wilderness, it was perishable. It would not keep for more than a day—and they had to keep gathering it each day, for they would soon grow hungry again after eating it. And even though they ate it each day, it gave them no special bestowal of life; in the end they still died. But Jesus is offering them the food which brings the life for which there is no death. This bread is not of earthly origin, but from heaven. Jesus is saying that human beings are nourished for real living through trusting him, and those who do so will not die but have eternal life.

For three weeks the church has heard from chapter 6 in John’s Gospel, again listening in to a conversation between Jesus and the Jews about him being the bread of life. Perhaps the fresh focus of God’s word from a few weeks ago now seems a bit bland, dry and stale and we’re wanting something different, looking forward to the weeks ahead when there will be a shift in focus. Perhaps some pastors in the church, struggling to find some interesting new angle, are tired of this theme too―it would be much easier to look elsewhere at the Old or New Testament readings to find something different with which to build a dynamic message around, rather than grind through another Gospel reading about Jesus the bread of life. So why does John devote so much attention to this? Why does the lectionary―our church calendar of readings―devote so much attention to this? 

Are we tired of hearing all about Jesus the bread of life again? If we are, are we then not that dissimilar to the Jews in our text, grumbling? John tells us that the Jews began to grumble about Jesus because he said: “I am the bread that came down from heaven...Isn’t this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say: ‘I came down from heaven?’” 

This grumbling is a new focus that John injects into chapter 6 at this point. The word is mentioned twice when Jesus tells the Jews to “stop grumbling among yourselves”. It would remind his Jewish audience of their ancestors wandering in the wilderness, who grumbled in the desert against Moses and Aaron: “If only we had died by the Lord’s hand in Egypt! There we sat around pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us out into this desert to starve this entire assembly to death.” They have actually gone so far as to lament that they are no longer slaves, no longer in captivity to the Egyptians. What mixed up reasoning! Was God’s plan for his chosen people really so short-sighted that he only delivered a plan for escape―by parting the Red Sea, mind you―without factoring into his calculations the need to provide for food for their stomachs as well?

God had worked in ways the Old Testament Israelites didn’t expect; and now in this miracle, God had worked in ways these Israelites didn’t expect again, being fully present to them in the Person of Christ. They couldn’t believe that God could be found in flesh and blood: “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I came down from heaven’?” Surely God would convey his presence through much more spectacular means, not through someone so well-known to them. 

But it’s true. God who works through the miraculous and spectacular, present to his people through a burning bush; and a pillar of cloud; and in the parting of the Red Sea is also present through every-day, earthly ways. He is present to his people through flesh and blood, in the person of Christ. Truly God with the Father and Son from all eternity, Jesus was born for us. He had human parents on earth. He is the son born to Joseph, born in a stable at that―a stable with animals and their smells and excrement, a far cry from the clinical manger scenes on our Christmas cards. And so, today’s Gospel passage is one of the most wonderful witnesses to the divine and human natures of Jesus. 

Who would expect that? Who would expect God to work in such earthly, ordinary, mundane ways, using everyday things to fulfil his purposes? Who would expect God Almighty to use a young boy and the five barley loaves and two small fish he had to show his glory in the Person of Christ and feed at least 5,000 people? Who would expect God to be present and at work through water in a font; and bread and wine, through which he has chosen to mediate all his saving benefits he won on the Cross? Who would expect God to proclaim a message of grace through a young Sunday School pupil or a disabled senior citizen in an aged care facility, or to encourage someone in need through the senior lady across the street baking some biscuits? 

When life is not going as we would have planned, and it would seem that God is not present and at work in the manner we would expect, know that God has sent the living bread from heaven into the world, born of Joseph and Mary to be ‘Immanuel’―‘God with us’―and God working through us, ordinary earthly human beings. Though we cannot ascend to him and see him, God has not withheld his goodness from the world in the person of Christ. He came down to earth to teach us his words of life; the holy Scriptures. Although we cannot come to Jesus of our own will or accomplishment, the Father has drawn us to Jesus—Jesus who knows what it is like to be betrayed and have promises broken, who knows what it means to have doubts and fears, for he took upon himself your shortcomings and failures and suffered human pain to the point of death on the Cross, giving his flesh for the life of the world. He does meet your deepest hunger; the human yearning for spiritual fulfilment, just as St Augustine said: “Our heart is restless until it finds its rest in you”. 

Simply trusting in what Jesus has been saying is the one way to salvation: “Very truly I tell you, the one who believes has eternal life” Jesus says. These are his own words. No one is excluded, which should greatly encourage everyone who hears, for that means the promise of God also includes us. Isn’t that the very point of our reading? And, really, isn’t that why we need to hear the same message again today? Now may the One who is the food that sustains mere mortals in body and soul, feed our hunger for righteousness and peace always. Amen.

