Sunday 23 November 2008 : John 6 : 53-71  [p. 1071]


Warning. If you have politically-correct sensitivities, tune out now because I’m going to offend you. The story is told of the missionary who was sent out to the darkest jungle to bring the gospel to one of the remotest tribes on the planet – somewhere out Wooler way, I believe. The poor soul was crashing his way through the dense undergrowth when the last thing he knew was a tiny jag in his neck as a poison dart hit home.

When he recovered consciousness, he found himself up to the neck in water in a huge cauldron on top of a roaring bonfire, with about 500 hungry faces staring at him in    lip-smacking anticipation. Nightmare – but then, incredibly, a sign of hope, as the tribal chief came forward wearing a Presbyterian dog-collar. He shut his eyes, put his hands together in an attitude of prayer and started speaking. The missionary blurted out : Excuse me, praise God, are you a Christian? The tribal chief stopped his incantation, opened his eyes, glared angrily at the missionary and spoke in perfect BBC English : Indeed I am, sir, and I don’t appreciate being interrupted when I’m saying grace.

Until abut 10 minutes ago, you might have found it utterly beyond comprehension that an accusation directed against the early church was cannibalism. Absurd, you thought, and then you heard today’s Bible lesson and it sounded very odd. The language Jesus uses in these closing verses of John 6 is not easy to cope with – this weird stuff about eating his flesh and drinking his blood – what’s all that about?

Even the disciples couldn’t handle it. In v.60 we find them, true to form, gathered in a wee huddle round the coffee machine muttering darkly : This is a hard teaching! Who can accept it? And Jesus, true to form, could read them like a book. He knew exactly what he was doing when he made these outrageous statements. He was stretching their faith and their understanding to the limit, and if they thought this mouthful was tough, they hadn’t seen anything yet. Easter was on its way, with Pentecost for afters.
The clue, of course, is in v.63 : The Spirit gives life. The flesh counts for nothing.      The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life. The point Jesus is making in this lurid fashion is that, just as we cannot survive physically without food and drink for our body, neither can we survive spiritually without food and drink for our soul. 
In the normal everyday realm, it won’t do for us to take a brief look at food once in a blue moon without really paying attention to it. If the closest we get to food is to take a weekly stroll past the frozen food counter at Asda, read two or three labels – fish pie, chicken tikka, vegetarian lasagne – then forget all about it, will that sustain our bodies? 
Of course not! We need to get the stuff inside us or we’ll starve to death. Can you see now where this is going? Our physical health, indeed survival, depends upon us not just being aware that food exists, not just knowing it’s there if we want it, not just taking an occasional quick glance at it, not just putting it on display in a cupboard and admiring it, but actually consuming it, getting it inside us, making it part of us. 

In the same way, our spiritual health, indeed survival, depends upon us not just being aware that the Bible exists, not just knowing that there’s a Bible in the bookcase or in the drawer beside the bed, not just taking an occasional quick glance at it without really understanding it or remembering 3 minutes later what we read, but actually consuming the Word, getting the Word fixed in our mind and in our heart, making the Word part of who and what we are, submitting our thoughts and our feelings to what the Word says.
We have an intimate relationship with our physical food and drink – indeed, at this time of year, some of us might admit to having too intimate a relationship with it. The tale is told of the lady who, after a particularly jolly festive season, decided that she was going on a detox programme but, just out of morbid curiosity, wanted to find out how much weight she’d put on over Christmas. So she went to one of these I-speak-your-weight machines, put her 20p in the slot, and the machine spoke : One at a time, please.

Likewise, we need an intimate relationship with our spiritual food. Without it, we’re in all sorts of trouble. If we don’t know what the Word says, what’s the point in praying? The Word tells us in John 14, which we might just reach, at the present rate of progress, before Jesus comes again, that if we ask anything in His Name, he will do it for us. 

Which is a tremendous promise, but what does it mean? It doesn’t mean presenting a shopping list of pious hopes and selfish pipe-dreams, tacking on the magic formula “this we ask in Jesus’ Name. Amen” and wait for angels to turn up at the door bearing gifts. Let me tell you what it means. It means asking something that Jesus approves of.
Let me illustrate from life in Civvy Street, when I worked for a famous commercial law practice who shall remain nameless, but were known in the trade as Delay, Worry & Expense. Being a mere legal assistant, I did not have authority to sign the mail I prepared. Only a partner in the firm was allowed to append the firm’s official squiggle, and that partner would not do so unless he was happy that what I had written accurately represented the firm’s position and upheld their professional integrity.

Incidentally, the person I replaced at that firm was one Alastair Campbell, who was at Fettes with Tony Blair – not the Alastair Campbell who became Tony’s hatchet-man, but just about as flamboyant in style, and on one occasion, dealing with another firm who had been a bit slow, even by legal standards, to deal with his question, wrote : “Dear Sirs. I refer to my letter of three months ago. Unless you reply by return of post, we will do things that will shock and amaze you”. It didn’t get signed!!!

A story against myself. I was despatched to the Port of Stranraer Shipping Registry, which was actually based well inland at Bladnoch Distillery, believe it or not, to get a ship signed up in time for its maiden voyage. Time was tight, so I went in person to do it, rather than wait for snail-mail even then. Which was fine. I had the forms, and I had a firm’s cheque for about £75,000, quite a lot of cash in the early ‘80’s. Just one snag. I’d forgotten to get the cheque signed. Oh dear! Two choices. Forgery : sign the cheque on behalf of the firm, which I wasn’t entitled to do, with potential for a jail sentence.

Or write a cheque on my own personal account, and pray to God that the partners would stop laughing long enough the next day to get a fresh cheque issued to me, and put in my bank before my branch manager had a fatal seizure. I chose legality.

But I tell that tale of my own asinine stupidity not just for fun, but as an illustration of a serious spiritual point. We need to know what God has promised to believers, which we find in the scriptures, and pray according to those promises, before Jesus will sign off our prayers and let them stand in his name. If we want to draw a cheque on the account of blessings that God has in store for us, we need to get this Word inside us to know just exactly what he has provided through the cross and resurrection of Jesus.

What hope is there for those of us who have serially messed up our lives? The Word tells us that if we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness [1 John 1.9] and there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus [Romans 8.1]. So we have authority to pray in the name of Jesus for forgiveness and reconciliation to God, because the Bible says it’s promised to us.

What hope is there for those who are facing a battle against illness? The Word tells us that it is God’s will that we prosper and enjoy good health, even as our soul prospers   [3 John 2] and that by the wounds Jesus suffered we have been healed [1 Peter 2.24]. Therefore we have authority to pray in Jesus’ Name to receive the healing that has already been credited to our account through the atonement in the blood of Jesus. There will be a wee booklet on healing coming your way with the next Good News magazine.

What hope is there for us in the face of the present economic situation? Well, if we’re faithful in giving our tithes, as the Bible teaches in Malachi 3, God will bless the work of our hands [Deuteronomy 28], wealth and riches will remain in our house [Psalm 112], he will throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you won’t have enough room for it [the aforementioned Malachi 3] ; and my God shall supply all my needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus [Philippians 4.19].
Knowing the Word, having the Word inside you, gives you confidence in approaching the Lord and takes the guesswork, the hit-and-hope factor, out of prayer. If we’ve never been bothered to get to know God’s promises, our so-called prayers have no authority, they’re like that cheque I wrote on my own account for about 1000 times more than was actually in it, and we might get by doing that for a bit, but the time will come when it just won’t cut the mustard any more. Especially if there’s anyone here today who has never made the deliberate thoughtful decision to make Jesus the Lord of your life. 
You need to know that can’t buy your salvation with a cheque drawn on your own account of good works or religious respectability. How dare you! I’ve been a member of the church for 50 years! Sorry to be blunt, but that’s irrelevant. Even the devil was once part of the church, in fact he was the worship leader, but he lifted his lines because he didn’t like the commitment and loyalty God expected. Judas Iscariot hung around with Jesus long enough, but that didn’t stop him blowing it big-time. 
I repeat the question – have you ever made the deliberate thoughtful decision to make Jesus the Lord of your life? Do you really believe in Jesus, as your personal Lord and Saviour? Do you appreciate how much he went through for you, as he carried your sins in his body to the cross, so that you could die to sin and live for righteousness, and that by his wounds you could be healed [1 Peter 2.24 again]?
Is Jesus real to you, not as a figure in a stained-glass window or a history book, but as someone you have real conversations with day in, day out. This isn’t about religion, it’s about relationship. It’s about living each day in a one-to-one with the Lord who died and rose again and is alive for evermore, the Lord who stands at the door of your life and knocks, the Lord who has no interest in the cheap Sunday-best, formal, ritual pomp and ceremony that so many people hide behind, to avoid authentic contact with Jesus.

It was ever so. The religious folks were the ones who got Jesus done away with because he threatened the tranquillity of their private little club. I suspect that if Jesus came back to do pulpit supply in many churches today, he’d get the same treatment. In v.66 we read that, in his own day, many of those who heard him preach, who saw him heal the sick and raise the dead, turned their backs on him because his words were too hard.

His words demanded a change in lifestyle and priorities, so they legged it, and soon enough these fair-weather friends would be the very ones yelling Crucify! the loudest. Jesus even asked the 12 if they’d had enough. He gave them the opportunity, but Peter was spot-on. Lord, where could we go? You have the words of eternal life.
Don’t run. Don’t hide. Don’t leave this church today without making a lifelong quality decision to give Jesus everything and enjoy his gift of life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, forever. If you turn your back on Jesus, the real Jesus, crucified between two crooks on a hillside, not between two candles on a communion table, there is nowhere else to go. Instead, turn your eyes upon Jesus, look full in his wonderful face, and the things of earth will seem strangely dim, in the light of his glorious grace.  

