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Pentecost 12, 2009
Preached:  August 30, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

John 6:41-51
The Bread of Life—the food that energizes you to go the distance
Have you discovered yet the foods that stick with you? I’m talking about the foods that give you energy for the long haul. Foods like oatmeal, broccoli, spinach, meat. There are other foods that will give you quick energy. They very quickly put sugar in your blood. They give you a burst of energy, but very soon they are burned up. Once your body has used them up, you feel more tired than you did to begin with. Foods that do that are candy, doughnuts, soda, etc. They’re foods that we’re often attracted to. They give you a quick buzz, and your brain says, “Oh, boy, this feels good!” But the longer you’re around, the more you realize that the foods that stick with you—though they may not at first seem as tasty—are really the ones that are good to you. And you develop a taste for them.
Jesus in today’s gospel says that He is food. And he’s not the kind that gives a quick buzz. He’s the kind that does you good for the long haul. He’s not candy. He’s not juice. He’s not even fruit. He’s one of the simplest foods. He’s one of the staples of life. As a matter of fact, He says that His kind of food is so long lasting that if anyone eats of it, he will keep going forever. “I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever.” Jesus is drawing a parallel with what was going on in His day and what went on back in the days of Moses. 
Way back in the ancient history of the people of God, the Children of Israel came out of slavery in Egypt. As they made their way to the land that God promised them as their own, they had to pass through a wilderness where food was very scarce, and God miraculously provided food for them. It was a kind of bread that came down from heaven. It formed in thin flakes on the desert floor every morning. It was called manna. It’s the food that sustained them the entire forty years that they wandered through the desert until the day they arrived in the Promised Land. But Jesus says, “Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever.” 
The amazing thing about the food that Jesus offers is that it causes a person to live forever—to never die. But Jesus is clearly not just talking about our bodies. It’s not that He causes our bodies to never wear out. That’s clear from this very paragraph of the Bread-of-Life sermon. Look at v. 44:  “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him, and I will raise him up at the last day.” Our bodies will die. Riddled with sin the way they are, they cannot last forever. What Jesus is really focusing on in this sermon is our souls. Our souls will never die. Has that ever occurred to you? Although your body will die, your soul—the spiritual part of you—will go on living because you have feasted on Jesus, the Bread of Life. He is a miraculous food. He is a supernatural nutrient that can keep souls alive forever. And on that day that He returns visibly to this earth, He will also raise up your body in a glorified, perfect way and cause even the physical part of you to live forever. 
How can we get this food? Well, Jesus says it’s not something that we can buy ourselves or grow ourselves. As a matter of fact it’s not even a food that we can find by ourselves. “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.” We wouldn’t even think of looking for this food unless God drew our attention to it. God does it using His law and His gospel. It often starts with our conscience bothering us over something we’ve done wrong. We realize that we’ve hurt someone or are maybe damaging ourselves. And our conscience bothers us. Or if we were raised learning God’s Word, the law in the Bible is so much more explicit than our conscience. The law parts of the Bible are so specific and so demanding:  Don’t curse or swear! Don’t steal! Don’t lust! Don’t even hate anyone! God often draws our attention by pointing out our sins to us and making us feel the burden of guilt that we have brought upon ourselves. 
But then He draws us with His really powerful drawing force—the gospel. He speaks to us in such tender, loving tones. “Don’t despair,” He tells us. “Your sins, though they weighed you down like anchors, are forgiven. You’re cut loose. You’re not going to go down. I love you. I’ve pulled you out of the pit of despair.” It is Jesus who speaks these words directly to us. Though we may have heard His voice first through a parent, through a friend, through a pastor, it is not a human being who teaches us these things. It is the very voice of Jesus that speaks through them and comforts our agonizing souls. “It is written in the Prophets, He says: ‘They will all be taught by God.’ Everyone who listens to the Father and learns from him comes to me.” Wherever the gospel is spoken, God is there. He is in the Word. He inspired it. And His message always points to Jesus. Jesus is the solution to our problems. Jesus is the one we can focus on. He became one of us. He was like us in every way. He became us. The only thing that is different about Him is that He is perfect. He is the epitome of what the Father expected of us. Through faith in Him we have the certainty that everything between God and us is good. Through faith in Him we are absolutely certain that our souls will live on and will be with God in heaven. We have seen none of this. “no one has seen the Father, “Jesus says, “except the one who is from God; only he has seen the Father.” Jesus is the only one who has ever been born on earth who has experienced all this. He lived in heaven. He experienced it firsthand. And so we can be sure that it is real that it is true. 
By trusting in Jesus, we take in—we eat, we ingest—this heavenly food. And it creates in us a stamina that is superhuman. We do not let the burdens of this mortal life crush us. We do not let all the bad things of life determine our attitude. Our eyes are focused on heaven, and it’s what is going on there that causes us to be positive people, that causes us to be energetic people, that causes us to be optimistic, to persevere—that causes us to never quit.
The Apostle Paul used to like to compare the life of a Christian to a race. You know, there are many different length races that you can run. There are three mile races, six mile races, half marathons (13 miles). Some people think, “Boy, I could never run three miles.” But if you train for a while, you discover, “Hey, I can do more than I thought.” And then you move on to six miles, to ten miles . . . There was a time when runners thought that marathons (26.2 miles) were about as far as the human body was capable of running. Perhaps their minds were limited to that distance partly because of the old Greek legend that the marathon comes from. The Greeks were in a war with the Persians. The Greeks defeated the Persians at the city of Marathon. One of the soldiers, a man by the name of Pheidippides, ran all the way from Marathon to the capital city of Athens to tell them that they had won the battle. It was 26 miles to Athens. Pheidippides ran the entire way. He arrived in Athens, delivered the message and then fell over dead.
For many years people thought that the “marathon,” the 26 mile race was about as much as the human body was capable of. But then runners started to try farther distances, and soon they learned that the human body is capable of running much more than 26 miles. They came up with 50 mile runs—100 mile runs. Have you heard about the race they do every year in the Sierra? It’s called the Western States, and it is a 100 mile run through an incredibly difficult terrain. It starts at Squaw Valley, goes up over the ridge of the Sierra and then up and down incredibly steep ravines and ridges till it finally ends in Auburn. I’ve talk to Bob Snyder, one of our members who ran it a few years ago. I said, “Bob, how do you do it?” “It’s more of a mental thing than anything,” he says. “It’s a matter of keeping your mind open to always going on.” 
The race of life for a Christian is a lot like that. Only it’s the spiritual component that makes all the difference. The body, and even the mind, may say, “No, that’s enough. I can’t take any more. I can’t go any farther.” But Jesus the Bread of Life gives the energy to go the distance. No matter how tiring the race becomes, no matter how adamantly the flesh says, “Stop!” when living off of Jesus’ energy, when relying on the nutrients that He deposits in us we can go on forever. I’d like to close today with some words that were in our Old Testament Lesson last week (Isaiah 40:31):  “Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble and fall; but those who hope in the LORD will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.”
May this be your food for the coming week so that you can go the distance!  Amen.
