The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 13B

The text: John 6:24-35

Crowds of people had followed Jesus after they saw the signs he had performed by healing the sick. Jesus wanted to have time apart with his disciples, so he went up a mountainside and sat down with them, but even there the crowd approaches him. There were 5,000 men, and presumably women and children to—there’s at least one boy, whose five loaves and 2 fish are used by Jesus in his next great miracle: feeding this massive crowd with these small items so that there is even enough for 12 basketfuls of leftovers!

The crowd perceive something different about Jesus; something special, yet they do not recognise his unique identity—that it is God in human flesh who stood before them that day breaking off piece after piece of bread and fish, giving them as much as they wanted to satisfy their hunger. Instead the crowd wanted to make Jesus king by force. They wanted him to be their national hero; their champion; their political liberator, to make them a free and great nation. They want to turn the Son of God into the kind of king they want him to be. Hmmm…they want to turn the Son of God into the kind of king they want him to be. Sounds just like Australia today. 

Jesus didn’t want any part of this, so he withdrew again to a mountain by himself. When evening came, the disciples went down to the lake, got into a boat and set off across the other side. At the beginning of today’s text John says that when the crowd realized neither Jesus nor his disciples were there, they got into the boats and went to Capernaum in search of him. When this flotilla arrives on the other side they find Jesus and ask him: “Rabbi, when did you get here?” 

Jesus doesn’t continue with pleasantries, but cuts straight to the point: “Very truly I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw the signs I performed but because you ate the loaves and had your fill.” They who wanted to make Jesus their king by force are coming to him for what they can get from him, not for who he is. They see him as a vending machine to get what they want; ‘Pay Wave’ it and go, and come back next time they need another fix. Their focus is on what they can get from Jesus for this life and this life only, rather than seeing him as the King of Heaven and Bread of heaven who has come to bring divine grace and life to the world.

So Jesus continues: “Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life...” 

Food soon goes off. It spoils. It only lasts for a limited time before we need more. We have to work too so that we can be fed, and even though we eat a meal we will be hungry again, so we have to keep on working. 

This is true also for the human hunger for things other than food. Deep within us there is the hunger for love, acceptance, security, peace and joy. People turn to whatever “food” feeds these needs—working at achievements or promotions to improve one’s status, working at shaping personal identity by the things one purchases, working at pleasing others to gain their approval, working to keep boredom and the problems of life at bay with entertainment. But it’s hard work, and it comes at a great cost. Working hard to measure up to other’s expectations may give fleeting popularity but not lasting unconditional commitment. Our consumer driven society sells the lie that we are the centre of the universe and have the right to be entertained with whatever we want, whenever we want it. But the smorgasbord pitched at all appetites comes with a high cost, demanding ongoing work, ongoing payment, for fleeting joy. The world sells itself the lie that we can buy our way to happiness, but the latest stuff is obsolete once it is off the warehouse floor, so we are told to keep buying, keep working for ‘better’ or ‘newer’ products. Despite western society’s abundance of material possessions, people are still not satisfied or happy because many have everything to live with, but little or nothing to live for.
So Jesus says: “Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you.”

The crowd asked him, “What must we do to do the works God requires?”

Jesus answered: “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.”

They asked: “What sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do?” 

Astonishing! The miraculous healings they witnessed was the reason for them following Jesus in the first place, followed by his subsequent miraculous feeding of them with five loaves and two fish. Human memory really does quickly forget what God has done. The crowd has seemingly formed their preconceived ideas about who Jesus is and what he can do for them and seem to want the signs to confirm their own thinking. Despite what Jesus is teaching them it seems that they have already decided on their course of action and when they find the right signs, they will take it as God’s confirmation and blessing. Hmmm…that’s food for thought.

Jesus has already said to them that on him God the Father has placed his seal of approval. He is the one anointed by his Father to be the Christ, the Saviour of the world who has authority over all things which his healing of the sick and banquet catering shows. He has authority to forgive sins, to free from death and hell, and to grant even more than physical healing—eternal life itself. But the people still seek signs. They want something to justify Jesus’ call to faith; they want some credibility or integrity they can pin their hopes on, they want to ‘try before they buy’, in the language of today’s world they are looking for some Key Performance Indicators. Then they’ll think about what Jesus says, and do something about it. After all, that’s the blueprint by which the world operates.

But it is not the blueprint by which God operates. It was when we didn’t measure up to God’s key performance indicators—his Commandments—that he came to deliver the world from sin, death and Satan through Jesus. They asked: “What must we do to do the works that God requires?” But it is Jesus’ work that fulfils God’s requirement for righteousness.

Jesus didn’t come for those who were popular, or those with good social standing, or for the educated, or for the wealthy and materially rich. He didn’t come for the achievers and those who made a name for themselves. He didn’t come for those who measure up to society’s standards and who are esteemed by the world. Whereas humans have differing ideas of how they might achieve moral goodness God draws a line well above all benchmarks and says all have sinned and fallen short of his glory. Whereas some people have an abundance God says all are equally beggars before him, for no-one can give anything in exchange for their soul, because the wages of sin is death. That is why life with God can only be through faith in Christ’s saving work; his righteous fulfilling of his Father’s will, his perfect obedience to God’s law.

The only work needed from us is not work at all but trust, and even this trust is not our work, but God’s: “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent” Jesus says. Like the crowds who came to Jesus asking for a sign, in our natural state, we are blinded by sin so that we cannot see Jesus as the Saviour of the world sent by his Father. But it is God who works for us. Long ago God sent bread from heaven so that his people could be fed and kept alive by gathering the manna. Now God has sent true bread from heaven, our Lord Jesus Christ. The work of God is to bring eternal life by dying on a Cross where his holy and precious blood took away the sin of the world.

God brought Jesus’ saving help from the Cross to you personally at your baptism where you were united to Christ who washed away all your sins, clothed you with his own righteousness as if you’ve lived perfectly yourself, and made you a child of God, so that God’s approval of his own Son is now yours also: “You are my son, you are my daughter with whom I am well pleased.” The writer to the Hebrews says that this Christ, whose own death and resurrection you share, is the author and perfector of your faith. Your faith was his creation and he will bring it to completion, as he goes to work through his word and sacraments to nurture his relationship with you and safeguard everything he promises to you. 

In response to the Devil’s temptation of him in the wilderness to turn stones into loaves, Jesus said: "One shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God" (Matthew 4:4). Are the Scriptures not what are most needed in our daily diet? For there, as Christ goes to work by his Spirit to strengthen our faith and make us holy in truth, we have treasures so innumerable it would be impossible to find any place on earth to keep them, for we have treasures greater than all the banks and jewellers and museums on this earth combined, we have riches greater than all the precious metals and natural resources of this earth itself; for we have treasures beyond this life. We have the Bread from heaven, the Lord of the universe with us each day who gives us nourishment for our soul and body through his holy and living word that will stand forever, even though the grass withers and the flowers fall. 
And so this modest building that we gather in Sunday-by-Sunday is grander than the world’s most luxurious and extravagant building. For here the Bread of Life comes through his word and speaks to us, declaring that our sins forgiven, here he prays with us before his Father who is also our Father, here he teaches us, here he serves you at his table with the richest of fare—his own body and blood to bring to you all the benefits he won on the Cross—as he looks upon us with favour and once again lifts up his hands to bless us. 

And as he does this we have from God what the world does not have, nor can give. We are a child of God and have all the security and purpose and joy that this identity brings, we know true and compassionate love without any conditions or fine print, we have mercies that are new each day, we have God’s own favour and gracious presence and all his divine help that comes with it. We are granted peace with him so that we might stand in his presence with confidence and a clean conscience. We have God at work for you that you might believe in Jesus whom he has sent, and his very own promise: “Whoever comes to me will never go hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty”. Amen.
