THE “I AM” SAYINGS OF JESUS
#1 I Am the Bread of Life

September 11th, 2011 – John 6:35

Today we begin a new series of messages on The “I Am” Saying of Jesus. There are seven occasions in the Gospel of John when Jesus said:  I AM…and then gave some self – description of His person and work. Throughout the public ministry of Jesus, many opinions arose about His identity. In these seven sayings of the Savior, the focus is not on what others think of Him; instead the emphasis is upon who Jesus declares Himself to be. The word “I” tells us the statement comes from within and is very personal. The word “am” relates concrete information in the present tense, not I “was” in the past, or I “might be” in the future, but I am…right here, right now. 
R.C. Sproul points out that the word rendered “I am” normally uses one verb form. When Jesus said, “I am” He does something very extraordinary – He takes two verbs and puts them together. While it may sound a bit redundant, the literal meaning is this: I am, I am…” or “I, even I, am… This title was first given to Moses in Exodus 3:14 which means, the self existent one. No one created God. No one was before God. No one is equal to God. Every time Jesus uses one of the “I AM” sayings, He is emphatically stating that He is Yahweh, the great “I AM” of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The seven sayings: I am the Bread of Life….the Light of the World… the Gate… the Good Shepherd… the Way…the Vine… and the Resurrection and the Life.  John wrote Revelation: I am the Alpha and Omega. Each one of the I AM‘s represents a particular relationship of Jesus to the spiritual NEEDS of people. Jesus is the Light in the darkness, the Gate to security, and the Shepherd that guides. He is the way, the truth and the life. In every one of these we see that Jesus wants us to receive him, NOT for the gifts he can give us, but for what he can BE to us
 We will consider each of these sayings over the next several weeks. Let’s look at the first from John 6:35:
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. 
I am a big fan of bread. Is there any more pleasant smell in the entire world than baking bread? When we lived in Geneva, Illinois our family loved going to the Great Harvest Bread Company. A highlight was being able to sample a variety of bread with different types of butter. Panera bread is popular in our area! You can go around the world and some sort of bread is found in every culture. Jesus does not say: I am the cheese of life, or the rich semisweet dark chocolate of life, or the roast beef of life. Let’s apply God’s Word to our lives by asking several questions:

What Will Be Our Focus In Life?

Tendency to focus on the physical: At the beginning of chapter six Jesus has just fed a huge crowd with a boy’s lunch of five tiny barley loaves and two small fish. Jesus multiplied the food to feed a hungry multitude. Jesus knew they were hungry and so He took care of their physical needs. Jesus is concerned about every area of our lives. It’s interesting that the people “ate as much as they wanted.” God is not stingy with his grace. Our cups overflow with His blessings if we will but receive them. The disciples gathered up the leftovers, and they filled 12 baskets with pieces of the barley loaves.  In our culture, when we go to a restaurant we generally focus on what kind of entrée we’re going to order, and the basket of bread on the table is usually secondary (unless its the Olive Garden!). In Jesus’ day, meat was simply a side dish, and bread represented the major part of the meal. It’s very significant that there were 12 baskets of leftovers. 
According to Leviticus 24:5-9, the priests put 12 loaves of fresh bread in the temple each Sabbath day. The temple was continually filled with the showbread (Numbers 4:7). This bread was a heavenly symbol of God Himself, and a reminder to His people that every time they eat bread, they should think of Him. Interestingly, if a person would see a scrap of bread on the road, he would pick it up and put it on a tree branch for the birds to eat. Bread was never to be trampled under foot in the common dust because it carries with it an element of mystery and sacredness. When the people saw the 12 baskets of bread I wonder if they thought about the bread of presence? 

The crowd, eager to get their stomachs filled again, jumped in boats and found Jesus in Capernaum. Jesus stopped them in their tracks and blew away their plans for a breakfast buffet when He said in verse 26 & 27: 26. … 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. 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.  We tend to focus on the physical side of life as well!
Some children wrote letters to their pastor: Dear Pastor, I’m sorry I can’t leave more money in the plate, but my father didn’t give me a raise in my allowance. Could you have a sermon about a raise in my allowance? Love, Patty. Age 10, New Haven. Dear Pastor, I think a lot more people would come to your church if you moved it to Disneyland. Loreen. Age 9, Tacoma. Dear Pastor, I liked your sermon where you said that good health is more important than money but I still want a raise in my allowance. Sincerely, Eleanor, Age 12. Sarasota. Adults like children tend to focus on the physical side of life.  They bragged that Moses had given the Hebrew people bread from heaven every day when they wandered in the wilderness.  Jesus corrected them saying that the source of that bread was God...not Moses. These hungry Hebrews had forgotten the foundational truth that all we have in this life is traceable back either to the earth or mankind and God created them both. God is the source of everything. We need that reminder as well. Our God is the source of all that we have and enjoy. May we not forget it.
Jesus then defines this true bread in verse 33: For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world. Manna could only solve physical hunger; the Bread of God gives life to all. Their appetite is now whetted and in verse 34 they respond: From now on give us this bread. Jesus said in verse 35: 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. They were not expecting Jesus answer. Don’t let your focus be on just the physical side of life, when the most important is the spiritual side!
There will always be tension between the physical bread (little b) and the spiritual bread (Big B).  Missionaries in third-world countries often talk about “Rice Christians.” These are people who will quickly convert to Christianity in exchange for food or some other physical benefit. The problem with Rice Christians is that when goodies are gone, so are they.  American Christians are not so different. Many people use church for just physical needs. Rice Christians can be found all over the world. These people look to God only for what they can get. They are quick to turn their back on God the first time he fails to deliver. If Jesus came only to satisfy our physical needs and appetites, then the world could be redeemed by the Pillsbury Dough Boy and the makers of Wonder Bread.

As World War II was drawing to a close, the Allied Armies gathered up many hungry orphans. They were placed in camps where they were well fed. Despite all the great care they received, they couldn’t sleep at night because they were nervous and afraid. Finally they came up with a solution. Each child was given a piece of bread to hold in bed. They were told to hold on to it, but not to eat it. An amazing thing happened. These orphans slept soundly because they knew instinctively that they would have food to eat the next day.  We are orphans because of our sin.  Jesus is the bread of life. There is a spiritual hunger within us which can only be satisfied in Christ. Jesus is the bread that gives us peace and calms our fears. I recall a moment from C.S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. 
One of the four Pevense children, Edmund, finds himself in the mystical land of Narnia for the first time, and he encounters the White Witch, who calls herself the Queen of Narnia when in reality she is a symbol for Satan in the land of Narnia. She tries to manipulate Edmund by enticing him with whatever he would like to eat, and so Edmund asks for his favorite, Turkish Delight. The witch magically produces several pounds of his favorite food, and Edmund began to eat and eat while the witch wrung the information she wanted out of him. Let me read for you:     At first Edmund tried to remember that it is rude to speak with one’s mouth full, but soon he forgot about this and thought only of trying to shovel down as much Turkish Delight as he could, and the more he ate the more he wanted to eat…At last the Turkish Delight was all finished and Edmund was looking very hard at the empty box and wishing that she would ask him whether he would like some more. Probably the Queen knew quite well what he was thinking; for she knew, though Edmund did not, that this was enchanted Turkish Delight and that anyone who had once tasted it would want more and more of it, and would even, if they were allowed, go on eating it till they killed themselves. The stuff of this world will only fill us temporarily; eventually we will get hungry or thirsty again. 

Matthew 6:31-33: 31 So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32 For the pagans run after all these things and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well.  If we put our focus on Christ first, God will handle the rest. There will always be a tension between the physical and spiritual.  What about your life this morning?  Is there some little b (bread issues) that has you worried and troubled?  Where is your focus this morning? On the little b or the big B?  Stay focused on Christ the Bread of life and be filled with peace!
Will We Heed the Warning Signs?

John 6:42-44:  41 At this the Jews began to grumble about him because he said, “I am the bread that came down from heaven.” 42 They said, “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I came down from heaven’?”  43 “Stop grumbling among yourselves,” Jesus answered. 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.  It’s very interesting that the Israelites grumbled when God provided manna generations earlier. You can almost hear them: Not manna burgers again. Not manna soufflé again. Not manicotti again. Human nature hasn’t changed much over the years!

What is murmuring and complaining? It is the repeated voicing of our dissatisfaction over the situation God has placed us in. This should be a warning sign to us that we are eating stale bread.  This can come from several sources: Their real problem was that they had grown too familiar with Him: Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I came down from heaven?  Many of us have grown up in church and are very familiar with the basics of the Christian faith. We complain: I know that already. We must be careful that we don’t allow what we know about Jesus to keep us from becoming apathetic in our walk with Jesus. 

Sometimes complaining comes from self – pity. You’re feeling bad. You want to sit and lick your wounds and feel sorry for yourself, so you repeat all the woes that have come your way. At times we crave a desire for sympathy.    Maybe someone will come along and pat us on the back: Oh, you poor thing. We think this will make us feel better.
At other times there is anger and bitterness. Whatever the reason complaining ALWAYS comes from unbelief. There is no complaint that rises from a heart of faith.  For many people this is their favorite pastime when they get together. We say: Let me tell you what has happened to me. They say: I can top that. Let me tell you about…        We think of this as kind of normal. God wants us to know that He hates murmuring and complaining. 
Numbers 11:1:  Now the people complained about their hardships in the hearing of the LORD, and when he heard them his anger was aroused. Then fire from the LORD burned among them and consumed some of the outskirts of the camp. Let’s call it what God calls it: SIN!

In his best selling book called, Into Thin Air, Jon Krakauer relates the hazards that plagued some climbers as they attempted to reach the summit of Mount Everest. Andy Harris, one of the expedition leaders stayed at the peak too long and on his descent, he became in dire need of oxygen. Harris radioed the base camp and told them about his predicament. He mentioned that he had come across a cache of oxygen canisters left by the other climbers but they were all empty. The climbers who already passed the canisters on their own descent knew they were not empty, but full. They pleaded with him on the radio to make use of them but it was to no avail. Harris was starved for oxygen but he continued to argue that the canisters were empty. The problem was that the lack of what he needed had so disoriented his mind that though he was surrounded by something that would give him life, he continued to complain of its absence. The very thing he held in his hand was absent in his brain. The lack of oxygen had ravaged his capacity to recognize what was right in front of him. What oxygen is to the body, the Bread of Life is to the soul. 
What is cut off from our spiritual life by complaining: Let me suggest several things: 1. Our vision of the future: Jesus did not murmur and complain on the cross, because His eyes fixed on the outcome…for the joy set before Him, He endured the cross and despised the shame. When our eyes are on heaven we know the best is yet to come.

So what is there to complain about? 2. We doubt God’s goodness for the present: God, I don’t like the route you have mapped for my life. I don’t think you are doing a good job. We are accusing God that His plan for our life is not a good plan. Those things that are designed to work for our good – even though not pleasant, if we embrace with faith can be a great blessing.  3. Our unbelief deepens and grows: Unbelief is like a seed, if you water it, it will grow.  What happens when you open your mouth real wide underwater? Water comes in. When we open our mouth to complain, we open our self to be flooded by unbelief. Sometimes the best thing we can do is to shut our mouth.

4. We place our life under more hardship:  We put our lives under a curse. Remember God’s response to Israel when they complained to Him for brining them out in the desert to die?  Numbers 14:27-28: 27 “How long will this wicked community grumble against me? I have heard the complaints of these grumbling Israelites. 28 So tell them, ‘As surely as I live, declares the LORD, I will do to you the very things I heard you say…Since they did not agree with God’s words, He agreed with theirs. Be careful what you say.

What this tells us is how desperately we need Jesus the bread of life on a daily basis. As we pray: Give us this day our daily bread…we realize it is not enough to have trusted the Lord and His grace yesterday, last month, or last year. We need to cultivate our relationship with Christ each and every day. If we skip a day here or there, if we get out of the habit of feeding on His Word and Sacraments the warning sign will flash telling us our oxygen level is low. Is your warning sign flashing this morning? Complaining about something?  Will you heed the warning sign?
Will We Embrace the Blessings of Fellowship?

John 6:60, 66-68: 60 On hearing it, many of his disciples said, “This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?”          66 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him.   67 “You do not want to leave too, do you?” Jesus asked the Twelve.  68 Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. 69 We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.”  The bread of life imagery is also a reminder for us of the need to embrace the blessings of Christian fellowship. The core of our Christian faith is community in Christ around Word & Sacrament. Emphasis is on community not Lone Ranger Christianity!
There are two responses when it comes to embracing the blessings of Christian fellowship. On one hand it is difficult for some to embrace being committed to a bible study or growth opportunity. They do not like their schedules disrupted.  Just too hard to fit into their busy lives they say.  Some on the other hand embrace the opportunity to grow with open arms like Peter: Lord, I cannot think of a better way to spend my time. Which category do you fit into this morning? If you are not involved in a Christian growth opportunity, I have good news for you today.  You can start right after service! Find a group during the week or start your own.
A few years ago they had a reality T.V. show called Fear Factor.  As part of the competition, the contestants had to eat some pretty gross stuff: moldy cheese covered with live maggots, etc…. Some refused to participate in this segment and others gulped, swallowed, and almost heaved on national television. This is a picture of all the things we try to cram into our lives. They might look good and even taste delicious, but compared with what Jesus wants to give us; it’s nothing more than a bowl of moving maggots on moldy Limburger.  A man wore a badge on his coat with the letters BAIK. People would ask what the letters meant.  He would answer, Boy, am I confused. When he was reminded that “confused” is spelled with a “c” instead of a “K” he said: You don’t know how confused I am!”
As we gather in Christian fellowship there is nothing confusing about what we receive. CHARLOTTE ELLIOTT learned an important lesson about Jesus one sleepless night in 1834. She was an invalid. That night she was overwhelmed by her helplessness and could not sleep. But her sadness turned to joy when she realized that God accepted her just as she was. Her experience inspired these well loved words: Just as I am, without one plea but that Thy blood was shed for me, and that Thou bidd’st me come to Thee, 0 Lamb of God, I come! I come! She published the poem in The Invalid’s Hymn Book and included with it John 6:37, Jesus always accepts us as we are. Christ is the unseen guest at every gathering, the unseen listener to every conversation. When we read His Word we receive fresh life giving bread for our souls. When we come to the table we receive His body and blood given and shed for the forgiveness of sins. As we commune together we embrace afresh this profound mystery as we feed upon the bread of life.  Heed the warnings of complaining. Embrace and focus on the Jesus the bread of life. AMEN!







