5

I Am The Bread of Life

John 6:22-71

Key Verse 6:35

“Then Jesus declared, ‘I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.’”


In this unstable world, most people are plagued with the security problem, or as the Bible puts it, the “bread” problem. Most people live in the constant fear of this bread problem, ever concerned with no more than survival. Beyond this concern, most people give little or no attention to the more urgent matters of life such as their soul or eternal life. For this reason, earlier Jesus did something fantastic to plant real security in the hearts of the people and to turn their hearts to faith in God. He simply performed a miracle by feeding 5,000 people with five loaves and two fish. His purpose in feeding them miraculously was to reveal to them that God himself loves them and supplies all human needs. If only they would trust him and turn their hearts exclusively to him. More than anything else, Jesus wanted to teach them that “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.” (Luke 4:4) Let’s see then how Jesus handled this same crowd this time when they came to him for another miracle of bread. 


Typically, the crowds missed the point of Jesus’ miracle of five loaves and two fish. The Bible tells us that they tried to make him king by force (15). In other words, their motive to crown Jesus king was not spiritual but worldly. They wanted a king who would continue to supply them with bread to eat. Jesus refused this pragmatic and forced position and slipped away from them. But they found him again, and again he began to teach them the meaning and purpose of life. 


When they confronted him, what did Jesus have to say to these freeloaders? Read verse 26. “Jesus answered, ‘I tell you the truth, you are looking for me, not because you saw miraculous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill.’” So far, Jesus had done anything and everything to make their lives easier. But this time, he turned them down. Rather, he rebuked them because they came to him only to eat. How is it that their way of thinking was so unspiritual? It’s because the bread problem has been tormenting people since the days of man’s fall. Since that terrible day when God reduced man’s meaning of life to nothing but “basic survival”, the bread problem has since haunted us. The crowds were suffering from the curse of basic survival. They had focused their life’s effort into running after bread. They were like hungry animals on the prowl for the next meal. Jesus could have fed them to solve yet another day’s bread problem. But he didn’t! Why? Because he respected their lives enough to help them regain their basic dignity as human beings created to strive for higher things. Jesus loved them enough to teach them the true value and purpose of human life. Let’s see. 


How then did Jesus help them? Read verse 27. “Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. On him God the Father has placed his seal of approval.” In these words Jesus teaches that there are two kinds of food in this world, the food that spoils and the food that endures to eternal life. He also teaches God’s will for all people-- that all human beings must work primarily for food that endures to eternal life. 


What is the food that spoils? Naturally it is the food that nourishes the body. God gave us our bodies and he understands the basic need to eat bread in order to survive. Therefore, Jesus’ words, “Do not work for food that spoils...” are deep and meaningful. They are not an excuse for idleness. They basically scold our instinctive desire to devote our whole life to solving the bread problem alone. Jesus’ words are a challenge to be set free from the curse of a meaningless existence in the struggle for survival. Jesus’ words were a challenge for man to put aside his endless struggle with bread and to engage in the battle for eternal life. For this Jesus said “work” instead, “for food that endures to eternal life.” (27) 


But before we look closely at this particular truth, let us understand Jesus’ concern over man’s struggle for only bread. What exactly is the bread problem? Most people believe that the priority of life should be to secure our physical comfort and needs. Most people then labor hard as if life were no more than a physical or material existence-- as if happiness was only to be found in the comforts of physical or material life. That is foolish! The world believes that if man’s bread problem were to be solved, if material security were to be attained, then all of our human problems would be over. For this reason the world’s most popular teachings and philosophies are bound up in two words, “security” and “survival”. But according to the Bible, material things cannot make human beings happy. For example, our nation has already attained the highest form of material security on many fronts. Then why do we still wallow in misery? Why are our old people not content? Why are our young people not happy? They should be, since they are well fed and provided for. But they’re not! The reason is simple. Solving the bread problem has not provided the solution! Why? Because man is not only a body. Man is a soul. Therefore, he has a deeper, greater hunger to deal with than the hungers of his body. It is the inner hunger-- the hunger of the soul within-- a hunger so deep that nothing in this world and of this world can satisfy it. In fact only God can!


When Jesus saw the crowds following him like a herd of scavenger goats, he refused to feed them over and over as if he were no more than a social worker. Instead Jesus challenged them because he loves and cares for their souls. He challenged them to overcome the agonizing bread problem. He rebuked them for working hard for bread while their soul wasted away. Look again at verse 27b. “[Work] for food that endures to eternal life.” Here Jesus gave them a life-saving truth. It is the truth that every human being must recognize and accept, otherwise he or she would be cheated out of life and eternity. Jesus’ words challenged the crowd to look deep into their own hearts and to discover that they were not only body, but that they were also a living soul; that they were not meant to waste their lives running after bread; that they were immortal; and that they must work hard to keep their souls alive. 


When Jesus said, “[Work] for food that endures to eternal life,” he wanted them to live on the spiritual level. So far, they had only lived on the physical level. They had abundant physical life. But tragically they had no spiritual life and consequently, no eternal life. We lament that most young people are well familiar with physical life but utterly starving spiritually. The Bible predicted such times as these when it said, “‘The days are coming,’ declares the Sovereign Lord, ‘when I will send a famine through the land-- not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the Lord. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the Lord, but they will not find it. In that day, the lovely young women and strong young men will faint because of thirst.’” (Amos 8:11-13) God also pleads with us to pray for them and help them out when he says to us, “Arise, cry out in the night, as the watches of the night begin; pour out your heart like water in the presence of the Lord. Lift up your hands to him for the lives of your children, who faint from hunger at the head of every street.” (Lam.2:19) 


For this reason, Jesus spoke to the people of his own generation to consider the hunger of the soul so as to eat spiritual food and live. They were souls, but they were living like people without a soul, always struggling with unending physical needs and desires. They were souls, but they were living below the level of their human dignity. They were like beasts of burden working for their daily fodder and nightly rest. So Jesus rebuked them to restore their basic true humanity-- a humanity made to reach for the heavens and to probe into the spiritual world. Jesus challenged them to go beyond the mundane human level and begin to live on a spiritual level. Indeed they needed to quit seeking only bread and begin seeking God. “Work for food that endures to eternal life,” meant, “You must make every effort to find your soul-- to care for your soul-- to seek and to find God-- and ultimately to serve God’s purpose in your life-- because as a human being you are too great to die from the lowly struggle for survival.” 


When Jesus said, “[Work] for food that endures to eternal life,” he also wanted them to do the work of God. Every human being was created to do God’s work in their lives. This is no option. It is the way God designed it to be! Therefore, all human beings are created for the mission to serve God. God did not create us to drift through life and then die without meaning. When we are first born into this world, we only know the pains of a meaningless life and existence. Everyone, at one point in their life, begins to look for some meaning to life. But many end up holding on to some small purpose to life which does not satisfy their heart. They end up living an unfulfilled physical existence. How tragic is that person who has the comforts of life, yet lives an empty life without a meaning! But praise God who has given men a conscience and a yearning for an eternal purpose of life. At the same time, God has also given each person the chance to find their mission and be fulfilled. What then, is our mission? Clearly, our mission is to work for something that will endure forever; unto eternal life. Our mission is to first find Jesus, the bread and fulfillment of our life. (35) Our mission is to satisfy the cravings of our souls with Jesus’ life-giving words. Our mission is to serve his purpose in our lives by accomplishing the things of life that endure forever, such as worship, prayer, Bible study, and disciple making, etc. 


For this reason Jesus said, “[Work] for food that endures to eternal life.” Jesus wanted to awaken the sense of mission in the hearts of the crowd so that they may stop serving only their stomachs and begin to serve God. Indeed, even when we are hungry and have no bread to eat, if we have the holy mission of God in our hearts, then we are fulfilled and satisfied. Jesus confirms this when he says: “My food is to do the will of him who sent me...” (Jn.4:34a) Therefore, while we have the divine opportunity to live, we must vehemently decide to serve God’s holy mission in our lives. 


But predictably, Jesus’ teaching again fell on deaf ears, for the crowds were determined to only get the next meal above all else. (28) When they asked Jesus what work of God they must do to fill their stomachs, Jesus again taught them another eternal truth. He taught them that the work of God and faith in him are one and the same thing. So if they really wanted to do the work of God, then they must first have faith in him and then grow in that faith. Read verse 29. “Jesus answered, ‘The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.’” In Jesus’ words, we see the character of God’s work. The crowd thought that the work of God was rooted in social work-- such as giving them bread to eat or making their lives a little better. (31,49) But Jesus said no! He said that the work of God begins with, is rooted in, and is manifests through “faith in Jesus.” Jesus tells us that to believe in him is in itself the work of God. Therefore, the work of God begins with a simple truth-- believe in Jesus. The work of God is “faith in Jesus”. We want to know what exactly is the work of God. And we are glad to learn that the work of God is faith, and consequently the works of faith. Faith has always been the secret to the work of God through the generations. Andrew didn’t do anything more than to bring the five loaves and two fish to Jesus. But he brought them with “faith in Jesus”. And his faith was the instrument to the resulting great work of God; the feeding of the 5,000. And thus faith has always been the instrument to accomplish the great work of God in our own lives.


The question remains, how does faith in Jesus solve our life problems more than bread can? Because those who have eternal life through faith in Jesus are freed from the burdens of this world. They no longer worry about tomorrow’s bread and tomorrow’s security. Their sins are forgiven. Their hopes and hearts are no longer in perishing bread but in heaven. This world is generally scary to those who suffer from life’s insecurities and who run after the bread and comforts of life day after day. But for those who believe in Jesus there is no such fear of a meaningless and insecure existence for they have found Jesus and in him they have eternal life. 


“Faith in Jesus” seems easy, but generally it is not! To believe in Jesus is to first come to Jesus just as we are; that is acknowledge our sinfulness and wretchedness before God. Then we must do what God asks us to-- that is to repent of our sins and believe that he forgives us and renews our hearts. To believe in Jesus is also to renounce our sin of working for food that spoils and make a decision of faith to do the work of God instead. Finally, believing in Jesus is making the decision of a lifetime to live by “faith in Jesus”. Jesus challenges us to believe-- to have faith in him. Jesus dares us to take the step of faith and come out of this world of spoiling bread and into his world of eternal life. 


Look at verse 35. “Then Jesus declared, ‘I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.’” Jesus says to all of us, “I am the bread of life.” Jesus is our life. He is the source of our life and the bread that sustains our soul. In fact, he is the solution to all our life’s problems, especially the bread problem that comes between us and the urgent need to do the work of God. When Jesus said, “I am the bread of life” it was an invitation to life in him and through him. (verses 37-51) He invites us to work with him and for him. Ultimately there are those who accept the invitation and live and those who go on with the life of survival and die. 


Look at verses 52,53. When the people refused to take Jesus’ words to heart, he warned them, saying: “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” Jesus shed his blood on the cross for all sinners that they may have life. He poured out his life for us that we may not die in our sins but have eternal life. For this reason Jesus invites us to eat his flesh and drink his blood. This may sound strange. But not so! To eat his flesh and to drink his blood simply means to accept him by receiving him into our hearts as our Savior and the source of all fulfillment. To eat his flesh and drink his blood means to be united with him in his death, and to be raised with him in his resurrection. As Paul tells us in Romans 6:5,6, “If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin.” This unity with Jesus is critical and precious. For when we are united with him through partaking of his body and blood, then we are forgiven-- and we are transformed from earthly men and women of spoiling bread to spiritual men and women of heavenly bread. When we are united in Christ through his gospel, then the life of Christ dwells in us as well. (Gal.2:20; Eph.3:17a) It is imperative that we believe from our hearts that Jesus gave his body and blood on the cross for our sins so that we may have life.


Read verses 53-66. Jesus was broken-hearted that many disciples left him when they finally realized that the Christian life was not “an eating fest” but actually a life of faith, a life of mission, a life of suffering and a life of sacrifice. They were like those who only want to receive something from Jesus but want to give him nothing in return. This world is filled with such spiritual parasites! At the time when they are convicted to make a real commitment to Jesus, they walk away saying, “Christian life is hard-- it’s a hard teaching.” At the time when God wanted some personal sacrifice from them-- where are they? They have gone. So Jesus, troubled by the spirit of uncommitment and unbelief among the people, looked at the twelve and said in verse 67, “You do not want to leave too, do you?” This was not a question. It was the broken heart of the shepherd who had done all he could do in love for his people. It was the tearful cry of the Savior who was willing to lay down his life for the sin of the world. It was mostly a challenge to those who knew him personally and understood his heart and the nature of his work, to rise above their selfish desires and to live a life of faith, of mission, of commitment and of sacrifice. This call to a life of true commitment is not a strange teaching, for Jesus already declared, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” (Mk.8:34) Instead, this was the truth which every Christian must consider carefully, because at every turn of life, at every new crossroads of our spiritual life and growth, there will be temptations, and Jesus will challenge us time and again, “You do not want to leave too, do you?”


How did Peter answer? Read verses 68,69. “Simon Peter answered him, ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.’” Indeed how great was this man Peter! In spite of all his faults and failures, his mistakes and emotional swings, this man was great because he simply loved Jesus and committed himself to him at any cost. Peter’s answer tells us that Peter was listening to what Jesus was saying and Peter had come to the faith that Jesus is none other than the Savior, the “Bread of Life”-- the bread of his life-- the one who satisfies his heart’s soul and brings meaning to his life. Peter’s words, “You have the words of eternal life” were more than words; they were a decision of faith to commit his life to Jesus to follow him and to serve him all the days of his life. Peter had solved his bread problem. He had solved his security problem. Peter found out the real reason why he was following Jesus. He was following Jesus because Jesus has the words of eternal life. In Jesus’ words, he found all that a man needs to be fulfilled. We too must confess from our hearts, “You are the bread of my life-- you have the words of eternal life-- I believe in you, that you are the Son of God, my Savior-- and I will work for the food that endures to eternal life-- Lord, I will serve your purpose in my life whatever the cost may be. Amen.”
