27 July 2008 : John 6 : 25-34  
Tell us, Jesus, what do we have to do to please God? That was the question, an honest and straightforward question. Jesus repaid in kind with an honest and straightforward answer. The work of God is this, to believe in the One He has sent.
Well, that’s not too bad, is it? I can just about cope with that. Believe in Jesus – yes, sir, I signed up for that when I joined the church. And I memorised the Apostles Creed so I don’t need to look at the hymnsheet when we say it at communion. I’m in. Sorted. No problem. That may very well be our reaction to the words of Jesus in John 6.29.

If so, I’ve got both bad news and good news for you. The bad news is – there’s a lot more to that text than it seems. That’s the bad news. So what’s the good news? The good news is – there’s a lot more to that text than it seems! What’s for sure is that we need to take a much closer look at what Jesus is saying here. Whether, for you and me, that makes it good news or bad news is entirely down to our attitude to the Word.
Let’s put these verses in the context of what has gone immediately before. Jesus has been preaching all day long to massive crowds, and, not content with giving them rich spiritual nourishment, he has somehow or other contrived to feed upwards of 5,000 of them with just 5 loaves of bread and two fish – with enough left for doggy-bags.
Not only that, but the disciples have seen Jesus stroll nonchalantly across the surface of the Sea of Galilee, much to their shock and amazement. The crowds also realised that the disciples had left for Capernaum by boat, leaving Jesus behind, but that Jesus was also gone, and there was no natural way that he could have got out of there. Curiosity got the better of the people, so they set sail to find out what was going on.

When they arrive, Jesus, true to form, reads them like a book : You lot aren’t looking for me for the right reasons. All you’re thinking about is the fish suppers I got for you. You’re missing what it’s really all about. The miracles Jesus had performed had not led them to a commitment of faith. They hadn’t got it. They were amused, entertained, excited even – but not convicted that here, before their very eyes, was the Son of God.
As we’ve noted before, John refers to miracles of Jesus as signs. By definition, signs are things that point to a greater reality, not the reality itself. At the end of the road is a wee sign pointing to Crailing Kirk. But the sign itself is not Crailing Kirk. The sign is not the reality. In the same way, the signs and wonders Jesus performed, the miracles of healing and deliverance, of authority over nature, of raising the dead, wonderful as they undoubtedly are, were never intended just to be an end in themselves.

They were intended as evidence to convince people that Jesus was exactly who he said he was, the long-promised Messiah, the Son of God, the Saviour. Please understand that Palestine at the time of Jesus was a cauldron of fear and anger and resentment. The intense dislike of the Roman occupation made it fertile territory for fraudsters.

People pretending to be Messiahs crawled out of the woodwork every other week. They staked their claim to be the one would lead Israel to greatness, they attracted the usual sundry bunch of malcontents and headcases as followers, they got busted by the Romans, their followers drifted away to the next would-be deliverer of Israel, and last week’s hot news became this week’s chip paper. It happened all the time.

All these ten-minute sensations had one thing in common. They could all talk a good game, but they could deliver nothing. That was why the miraculous played such a vital role in the ministry of Jesus. He was different. He made a real impact on real people. He touched people at the broken places of their lives and restored them. It was what Jesus did that gave credibility and authenticity to what Jesus said. His teaching and his miracles came together to give the people evidence on which to make up their minds.

Time and again throughout John’s gospel we will find Jesus challenging the people to believe in Him, to believe that He is who He claims to be, and through believing in Him to access all the wonderful promises of God. In the life of Jesus is the entirety of God’s plan to rescue the human race from the mess we had made through disobeying God’s Word. The whole Bible hinges on the person of Jesus. 
The Old Testament points toward him, the New Testament reflects upon him. Jesus is all there is, the only hope we have. There is no Plan B. That’s a truth that’s likely to get you into trouble with the secular pluralist mafia in our own time, but it is the truth nonetheless. And it all comes back to this pivotal text in John 6.29 : The work of God is this, to believe in the One He has sent.
What we need to be crystal clear on is what’s meant by this slippery wee word believe. When we were children, we probably believed in Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, the tooth fairy – but these weren’t exactly informed, rational beliefs. They were just myths we’d grown up with, and accepted without thought, without question. I’m sorry if that shocking revelation has come as a cold shower of disillusionment to anyone present, but there it is! Belief in these creatures was hardly pivotal to our very existence. 

Our life didn’t fall apart like a flatpack chest of drawers when we found out they didn’t exist – did it? Nor did our belief in them have much effect on how we actually lived, except on those occasions when it could benefit us. In our childhood, most of us cleaned our act up a bit in mid-December to make sure we got the train-set, the doll’s house, we wanted, not a lump of coal. We bore with great fortitude the 6-monthly trip to the dentist comforted by the half-crown we’d find under our pillow in the morning.

The trouble now is that too many people old enough to know better, who claim to believe in Jesus, still do so at that childish Easter Bunny level. Yes, we can just about accept that Gentle Jesus, meek and mild, once floated around the Holy Land in a shiny white robe, milk-white teeth and long golden hair glowing in the sunlight. Yes, we can just about accept that he died on a cross, though why such an inoffensive creature should meet such a dastardly end is a question we never think of asking.

Yes, we can just about accept that some sort of resurrection experience took place, though what and how and why is beyond us. We can just about buy into a one-sided watered-down digest of his teaching that ties in with our own ideas about being nice to animals and old ladies, being tolerant, not doing anyone any harm. Having lowered the crossbar in this way, we can just about bear to sign up to the cut-price catalogue of belief that’s left, and – hey presto – we’ve booked our seat in heaven, so let’s get on with business as usual! Sorry folks, that’s not what the Bible calls believing in Jesus.

Superstition, yes. Deception, probably. Belief unto salvation, in all its rich fullness, definitely not. It can’t be, because it doesn’t even begin to take seriously the glorious reality of who Jesus actually is, what Jesus actually said, what Jesus actually did, the gross offence Jesus actually caused. It is impossible for anyone who takes seriously the reality of Jesus to remain half-hearted or nominal. You will either be so excited you’re swinging from the lights, an on-fire, up-to-the-eyeballs fanatic ; or you will be horrified, indignant and scared stiff, like the religious folks of his own day.

The truth of the real Jesus is scary, it’s controversial, it’s dangerous, because when we come face to face with the real Jesus we will, like it or not, come face-to-face with the real us. Belief in Jesus confronts us with some searching questions that many people just don’t have the bottle to face. Jesus set out from Day 1 of his ministry that the Lord had anointed him to preach good news to the poor, to proclaim freedom for the prisoners, recovery of sight for the blind, release for the oppressed and to proclaim the day of the Lord’s favour. And he nearly got lynched for saying it.
The followers of John the Baptist asked Jesus – look, are you the real deal or not? Jesus replied – Go and tell John what you’ve seen. The blind see, the lame walk, the sick are healed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the good news is preached to the poor – and blessed are those who do not take offence because of what I am doing. Elsewhere we read : For this purpose Christ was revealed, to destroy the works of the Evil One. [1 John 3.8]. And : God made him who had no sin to become sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. [2 Cor 5.21]. 

Another great scripture, Gal 3.13f : Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written – cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree. He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit. 
Putting all these truths together, we see that the mission of Jesus was the break the icy grip of death and hell, disease and disaster, judgement and guilt, demonic oppression, addiction and depression. All these things crept into the world through human sin, and the title deeds to the world were effectively handed over to the devil by disobedience. Only by God coming in human form to tackle the enemy head-on, and fighting to the death for the eternal welfare on the human race, could we be rescued from that pit of our own digging. Jesus was prepared to endure the whipping, the beating, the mocking, the rejection, the contempt, the agony for us. He did the hard part.

What he expects of us is to believe, truly to believe. Is that really such an unreasonable thing for God to ask? Why do so many of us put up a barrier against the real Jesus – so far, Jesus, but no further? Why does coming to church, to increase our understanding of who Jesus is and what he has done for us, seem such an imposition? 

And don’t say – well, if only the service was a bit earlier. If only the service was a bit later. If only the church wasn’t so cold. If only the church wasn’t so warm. I just don’t like all those new hymns. I just don’t like all those old hymns. Listen, if anyone wants to make excuses for the fact they just can’t be bothered coming to praise and glorify God, the devil will send them a whole book of excuses, free of charge and post paid!

And why is it that so many of us – and for far too long, myself included – find it so hard to open up a Bible and read there about the wonderful things God has done for us in Jesus? Some people would as soon read the Ulan Bator trolleybus timetable** than the Bible – mind you, it’s not helpful if the only Bible you have is written in a language you don’t understand, all thees and thous and other archaic nonsense. 
I know some people think the King James version is poetic but, no offence, if you want poetry, read Shakespeare. If you want good news that will blow your head off, find a version that’s readable. The NIV here isn’t bad, but the Good News is probably even better. It even has pictures, which for the likes of me, is great! 
In the pages of this book you find the real Jesus, not the bland make-believe figure of Victorian hymns and stained glass windows. You will find in Him the true extent of how much God loves you, that he sent his own flesh and blood to die for you, to set you free. You will see and hear the evidence that will surely convince you to believe in Jesus and so open the door to a life of blessing, prosperity, good health in body, mind and spirit, good relationships with other people, a meaningful life of generosity and service, and a cast-iron assurance of eternity in the presence of Almighty God.

John 10.10 says : the devil comes only to steal, kill and destroy. The most dangerous weapon he has is to sabotage what you believe. But in the same verse we see that Jesus comes in order that you may enjoy your life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows.  That promise, as with all God’s multiplied millions of blessings, is available free of charge to all who have the courage and integrity truly to believe in Jesus. Is that you? 
NOTE : ** In case anyone’s interested, the Mongolian capital of Ulan Bator boasts no fewer than 7 trolleybus routes! Just thought you might like to know …!!!

