The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 15, Year B
The Text: John 6:51-58

Jesus says: “I am the living bread that has come down from heaven. If anyone eats from this bread he will live forever. The bread which I will give is my flesh for the life of the world.” 

It is worth asking the question: ‘Why, for three weeks now, has John focused on Jesus’ discourse about being the bread of life, the living bread from heaven?” In past weeks we’ve heard that John presents Jesus as the ultimate necessity for humankind, the Saviour we need for the God-shaped hole in our heart. So why again?

Perhaps it’s because we need to hear it again. In some ways we don’t need a new angle. Between last Sunday and today, what we want from our Saviour may well have changed, even from day to day. But what we have needed has remained the same. Because of our troubles and disappointments, because of the wrongs of others against us, because of our own reluctance to submit our lives in every area under God's word and will, we need to hear and know that God in love has met our deepest needs by sending the living bread from Heaven, Jesus, for us. We need to hear that He meets our deepest human needs: forgiveness, life and salvation. We need to hear that it is only through Him that we have true life, not just eternally but in our daily lives.

Many years ago, Sadhu Sundar Singh was distributing Gospels in the Central Provinces of India. He came to some non-Christians on the railway train and offered a man a copy of John's Gospel. The man took it, and in rage tore it in pieces and threw the pieces out of the window. That seemed the end, but later that very day a man anxiously seeking for truth was walking along the line, and he came across a little bit of crumpled paper and looked at it, and the words on it in his own language were 'the Bread of Life'. He didn’t know what it meant, but he enquired among his friends and one of them said: 'I can tell you it is out of the Christian book. You must not read it or you will be defiled.' 

The man thought for a moment and then said: 'I want to read the book that contains that beautiful phrase' and he bought a copy of the New Testament. He was shown where the sentence occurred and as he studied the gospel, the light of Christ flooded into his heart, and he became a preacher of the gospel in the Central Provinces of India. That little bit of paper through God's Spirit was indeed the Bread of life to him, satisfying his deepest need.
For the man walking along the railway line in India, three small words “Bread of life” meant the difference between life and death. It meant an encounter with the living Christ who brought Him out of the Kingdom of darkness and led him to saving faith. His anxiety was no longer an issue. He had come to know the living bread from heaven. He hungered after this living bread, Jesus. This man saw the scriptures as beautiful and studied the gospel, feeding on our Lord’s words of life.

Today’s Gospel reading proclaims Jesus as the ultimate necessity for humanity and the One who meets our deepest needs. For Jesus says today: “The bread which I will give is my flesh for the life of the world. The Jews quarrelled among themselves saying: “How is this man able to give to us his flesh to eat?” Then Jesus said to them: “Truly, truly I say to you, unless you eat of the flesh of the Son of Man and drink of His blood you have no life in yourselves.” 

Here, the focus is not just on Jesus but also well and truly on us and our reception of Him in our lives. While the eating and drinking of the real food and drink of Jesus’ flesh and blood does carry allusions to the Lord’s Supper, these words are primarily about appropriating Jesus in faith, for Jesus says: “The bread which I will give is my flesh for the life of the world.” His flesh is given for the world, but Holy Communion is the meal he has given for his body of believers. Jesus says: “Truly, truly I say to you, unless you eat of the flesh of the Son of Man and drink of His blood you have no life in yourselves.” This would make salvation conditional on the work of receiving the sacrament. 

Jesus uses other passages to clearly teach what Holy Communion is, but here, in John 6, Jesus uses this almost repulsive language to make the strongest of points to the Jews about His identity. As Jews, Jesus’ audience would have been very familiar with the basis for the Old Testament sacrificial system as set out in Leviticus 17:11: “For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one's life.” Blood is the life force of a person. If we don’t have blood pumping around our bodies we die. And so God instituted the sacrificial system where He could show love and mercy to the sinner while still punishing the sin—a sacrificial animal would be the substitute for the people. Through its flesh burnt on the altar and its blood poured out for the purification of sin, the people could be at one with God again, in His presence to receive His gracious favour rather than judgement. 

What Jesus is saying is that He is the new sacrificial system. He is pointing to His crucifixion where His flesh and blood will bring life not just for Israel but for the whole world. When Jesus says “The bread which I will give is my flesh for the life of the world” and “Truly, truly I say to you, unless you eat of the flesh of the Son of Man and drink of His blood you have no life in yourselves” He is pointing towards His sacrificial death for the forgiveness of sins and reconciliation of humanity and God; being spiritually united to Him; clinging to Him; trusting in Him. 

So today’s text leads us to ask: “How hungry are we for Jesus, the living bread from heaven?” Are we content with a snack-size Jesus? Or a sample of Jesus, like a morsel on the end of a toothpick offered by people promoting products in supermarkets? Would we be willing to surrender all those things we keep behind our exterior; all our hurts, the evil thoughts, all the pride, the sinful coping strategies, the bitterness...or is Jesus just the entree or dessert, while we dine on a main course that is the way of the world?

Or, do we feast on Jesus, like the Indian missionary? In Matthew 5 Jesus says: “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.” Could that really be for us? Absolutely! For in John 6 Jesus explains why that is so.

First, Jesus says “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life and I will raise them up on the last day. This promise cuts through all our doubts and anxieties, all our feelings of inadequacy, all our stumbling and failings. Our life with God is not dependent on how we feel or how well we can keep His commandments, but it is dependent on His grace. That promise is to each one of us, His faithful people—all believers will be raised to glory if we continue steadfast in the faith He has blessed us with.

Second, we don’t have to wait until that day to be with our Lord. Jesus says: “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in them.” Trusting in Jesus as the deepest need for humanity is not just head knowledge, not just foundational doctrine but it means the personal living presence of God with us. Jesus speaks in the sense of table fellowship...He welcomes us into His presence. He is personal, relational, invitational. 

How hungry for Jesus are we? Ready for a titbit? A taste test? Or a feast? Let us feast, for Jesus says: "My flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in them. Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, whoever feeds from me also will live through me.

John Harper, born on May 29, 1872, came to faith at age 13. By 17 he began to go to the streets of his village and implore others to be reconciled to God. As John Harper’s life unfolded, one thing was apparent...he was consumed by the Word of God. Soon Harper started his own church, now known as the Harper memorial church. While there Harper married, though was widowed shortly after, left to raise his daughter Nana. 

Ironically, Harper almost drowned several times during his life. When 2 ½ he almost drowned when he fell in a well, but was resuscitated by his mother. When 26 he was swept out to sea by a reverse current and barely survived. At 32 he faced death on a leaking ship in the Mediterranean. 

On the night of April 14, 1912, Harper and his daughter Nana were passengers on none other than the RMS Titanic. After ice ripped open 6 watertight compartments and it was apparent the Titanic would sink, Harper immediately took Nana to a lifeboat and kissing her, he looked into her eyes and said that she would see him again someday. Flares launched into the night sky illuminated his tear-streaked cheeks. Harper turned and headed towards the crowd of desperate humanity on the sinking liner. 

As the rear of the ship began to lurch upwards, it was reported that Harper was seen making his way up the deck yelling: “Women, children, and unsaved into the lifeboats!” As the ship broke in half, Harper and many others jumped into the icy water below. 1,528 people were in the freezing water. Harper swam frantically to people preaching salvation in Christ before the hypothermia became fatal. Harper swam up to one young man clinging to debris. Harper asked him if he was saved and the young man replied that he wasn’t, but he was not interested in knowing Jesus. Harper took off his life jacket and threw it to the man and said: “Here, then, you need this more than I do.” Harper swam off to share the news of salvation with others, before returning to this young man, who then confessed Jesus as his Lord and Saviour. 

Of the 1,528 people in the water that night, 6 were rescued by lifeboats. One of them was this young man Harper threw his life jacket to. At a survivor’s meeting four years later, he recounted how after Harper had led him to Christ he had tried to swim back to other people, yet because of the intense cold, had become too weak to swim. His last words before drowning were: “Believe on the name of the Lord Jesus and you will be saved.”

Jesus says: “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in them.” Jesus was with John Harper that night, and through John Harper and his preaching Jesus was an abiding presence to others in the midst of catastrophe. 

How amazing and wonderful that with all the geniuses in the world, all the famous celebrities, all the idolised sports stars, all of those with seeming limitless riches, God chooses to give life and salvation to the weak and poor and then use them to share His blessings to others, Just like John Harper and the Indian missionary. 

We also have been chosen in Christ to be raised up on the last day when we will see our Saviour face to face. Until then He has chosen us to remain in Him and to be His hands and feet, eyes and mouths in a world no less broken than the Titanic’s hull on that chilling night of 1912. How hungry are we for Jesus? Not as hungry as He is for all people to share in His life and blessing, for He gave His flesh and blood for the life of the world, and for us. Amen.

