Power in the Blood #3

“Life in the Blood”

John 6:35-58

“You are what you eat.”

I remember hearing that line for the first time when I was probably seven years old. At that time I had a real fondness for sweet pickles, and I recall thinking to myself, I’m gonna turn into a pickle! Of course, the saying isn’t that simple. It’s a good thing, too; I’m not sure what I would turn into today!

It is true, however, that what we eat (and drink) has a profound effect on us. The nutrition (or the lack thereof) of what we consume will go a long way to determine our energy level and our general health. And, of course, if we fail to eat or drink for a long period of time, we will die.

The same is true spiritually. Without proper nourishment we will die. But what is proper spiritual nourishment? Jesus provided the answer in John 6:35-58,

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. But as I told you, you have seen me and still you do not believe. All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.” 

At this the Jews began to grumble about him because he said, “I am the bread that came down from heaven.” 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’?” 

“Stop grumbling among yourselves,” Jesus answered. “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 is written in the Prophets: ‘They will all be taught by God.’  Everyone who listens to the Father and learns from him comes to me. No one has seen the Father except the one who is from God; only he has seen the Father. I tell you the truth, he who believes has everlasting life. I am the bread of life. 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. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” 

Then the Jews began to argue sharply among themselves, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” 

Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me. This is the bread that came down from heaven. Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live forever.” 
Understand that Jesus said these words in the context of His feeding 5,000 people with a few loves of bread and fish. The crowds are now looking for a handout—“Who says there’s no such thing as a free lunch?” they were thinking. But Jesus transformed this incredible miracle into a spiritual truth.

The Vivid Picture Jesus Used

We begin with the vivid picture Jesus used. Jesus states in verse 35 (and again in verse 48), “I am the bread of life.” In verse 51 He adds, “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.” In first-century Palestine, bread was the basic food; it was necessary for life. Jesus says that He is the supplier of what is necessary for spiritual life. It is not that He gives this bread; He is this bread. To come to Him is to enter a really satisfying life, a life in which there is no longer a deep, unsatisfied longing. John at times combines the thoughts of Jesus’ death for our salvation and of the spiritual nourishment He brings. Thus here we find that the Son of Man gives the food that abides forever and that people have no life in them unless they eat His flesh and drink His blood. Clearly in such sayings Jesus had in mind His death and the salvation He brings.

Hunger is something God has built into the human body to remind us to eat, because without food and water, we will die. But there is a deeper spiritual hunger in the human heart that can never be satisfied with anything other than God Himself and the gifts of grace He shares with us.

But this idea that Jesus Himself was the “bread of life” caused the audience to grumble, according to verse 41. “How can this be?” they wondered among themselves. Before answering, ‘How…?’ though, Jesus amplifies His contentious statement in verse 51: “This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” John records in verse 52, “Then the Jews began to argue sharply among themselves, ‘How can this man give us his flesh to eat?’” The Greek verb John uses here is much stronger than “grumbling” in verse 41; this literally means “fought.” F. F. Bruce notes, “The dispute which ensued among the members of the congregation was hot and stormy.”
 

Jesus then threw gasoline on this theological fire in verse 53, “I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” These words may be unpleasant for us, but it was much more disagreeable to the Jews, for the use of blood was forbidden by the Law of Moses. When Jesus spoke of “drinking his blood,” it was an unspeakable offense to their religious sensitivity.
 

They knew that Jesus was not speaking literally; they did not suppose that he seriously implied cannibalism. Yet that was the natural sense of his words; it was an offensive way of speaking, they thought, even if he was speaking figuratively. And if he was speaking figuratively, they could not fathom what the figurative sense of his words might be. They found the problem set by his strange language more impenetrable, and more scandalous, than ever.

The result was predictable. Chuck Swindoll puts this in terms we can relate to:

If Jesus had been running for political office, His campaign manager would have resigned. That day in Capernaum, Jesus divided His core constituency and alienated the majority. The political experts among the Twelve put their heads in their hands as they saw their future in Israel’s new government go up in smoke. But Jesus didn’t come to win the approval of people or to swing the majority of a disenfranchised voter base to embrace His platform and sweep Him into a position of power in Jerusalem. He came to speak “the solemn truth.” And let’s face it; the truth is rarely popular. In fact, it usually offends the majority.

The vivid picture Jesus used certainly got the attention of His audience!

The Virtual Participation Jesus Urged

Let’s move on to the virtual participation Jesus urged. To “eat” or “drink” something means to assimilate it and make it a part of your physical being.
 Food, as we know, nourishes us by becoming a part of our physical constitution. Quite literally, as we noted earlier, we are what we eat. Jesus says here that He must enter our inmost being. We must welcome Him, receive Him, or else we cannot know genuine life.

But how do we do this? There are some who interpret the “eating and drinking” metaphor literally and think that Jesus was referring to the Lord’s Supper, but this interpretation is certainly not what Jesus had in mind. To begin with, why would Jesus discuss the Lord’s Supper, a “family” meal for believers, with a crowd of rebellious unbelieving Jews? He hadn’t even mentioned it to His own disciples! Paul’s instructions concerning the Lord’s Supper make it clear that the meal is only for believers. We don’t partake in order to have our sins forgiven. Believers are to confess their sins before they partake lest they invite discipline from the Lord. Unbelievers don’t come to the table to be saved; they shouldn’t come at all! And true believers confess their sins first and then come to the table, because the eating and drinking will not cleanse them. The way to cleansing is through confession of sin according to 1 John 1:9; then we will be “cleansed from all unrighteousness.”

Furthermore, both “eat” and “drink” are in the aorist tense in Greek, denoting once-for-all action, not a repeated eating and drinking, such as would be appropriate to the sacrament. And this eating and drinking are absolutely necessary for eternal life.

I agree with J. B. Phillips, 

We diminish the splendor and power of the Gospel when we reduce the Christian Faith to a rule of life or a strenuous effort of following the Way. We do not reckon nearly enough on the power available through the Christ Who lives in us. God is no longer to be thought of as the external God, to be pleased, or placated, or feared, or slavishly obeyed. The new Plan, the new scheme of things. is “Christ in you, the hope of glory.

I am not saying that we cannot apply the passage to understanding Communion. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 10:16, “Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ?” But I very strongly doubt whether this is the primary meaning. It seems much better to think of the words as meaning first and foremost the appropriation of Christ.

How, then, do we “eat” His flesh and “drink” His blood? By believing in Jesus Christ and receiving His Word into our hearts.
 In verse 54 it is the person who eats the flesh of the Son of Man and drinks His blood that will be raised up by Him; in verse 40 the same promise is held out to “every one who sees the Son and believes in Him.” So, those who “eat His flesh” and “drink His blood” are those who see Him and believe in Him: it is they who have eternal life; it is they whom He will raise up at the last day.
 The true bread which Jesus has come town from heaven to give is His flesh offered in sacrifice; and unless they accept that sacrifice by faith, they have no life in themselves. True nourishment that brings eternal life is possible only for those who accept His sacrifice, who are incorporated by faith into His body, who are crucified with Him that they may live with Him, and who abide in Him because He abides in them.
 It is by coming to Him in faith that we eat His flesh and drink His blood.

The close connection between fellowship with Christ and the activity of eating the flesh and drinking the blood is stressed, since Jesus gives what is almost a definition of eating his flesh and drinking his blood. Anyone who so eats and drinks “remains” (the tense is continuous; it denotes more than fleeting contact) in Christ. There is the closest possible relationship so that the eater is in Christ and Christ is in the eater. The thought of abiding is a prominent one in John. It reminds us that the believer enters no temporary state, but a permanent one, with fellowship with the Lord as the predominant note.

The Vital Path Jesus Unveiled

This leads us to the vital path Jesus unveiled. In verse 53 He reveals our need of the life he offers: “I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” The life He is talking about is not merely some optional gift that we can afford to ignore. Apart from the life He offers, we are dead.
 Without drinking the blood of the Son of God—without the most heartfelt appropriation of it—eternal life cannot be obtained.
 As J. B. Phillips puts it, “The absorption of Christ into the human soul is an utter necessity if a human being is to remain a Christian at all.”

Not only that, but in this text Jesus taught the need to appropriate His death personally. For Him to give His body and blood in death was one thing; for us to make the blessings of His death our own is another. Yet many have not learned this distinction. They imagine that because Christ had died, the world had been automatically put right. When someone explains that Christ had died for them, they responded rather haughtily, “Everybody knows that,” as if the fact itself or their knowledge of the fact had brought salvation. But God does not impose His gifts on us automatically; we have to receive them by faith.

In verse 58, Jesus said to the skeptical Jews, “Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live forever.” It is likely that the singular “he who feeds” in contrast with the plural “your forefathers” is significant. Throughout this dialogue the singular is regularly used to denote the person who is in right relationship with Jesus. Faith must be personal. There is more to it than being a member of a group.

While we admit that Jesus was not referring to Communion in John 6, the same principle applies when we gather around the Lord’s Table. If we are right in saying that in the upper room Jesus was giving an advance dramatization of his death, it is important to observe what form the drama took. It did not consist of one actor on the stage, with a dozen in the audience. No, it involved them as well as Him, so that they took part in it as well as He. True, He took, blessed and broke the bread, then He explained its significance as he gave it to them to eat. Again He took and blessed the cup, but then He explained its meaning as He gave it to them to drink. Thus they were not just spectators of this drama of the cross; they were participants in it. They can hardly have failed to get the message. Just as it was not enough for the bread to be broken and the wine to be poured out, but they had to eat and drink, so it was not enough for Him to die, but they had to appropriate the benefits of his death personally. The eating and drinking were—and still are—a vivid acted parable of receiving Christ as our crucified Saviour and of feeding on Him in our hearts by faith.

After Jesus said all of this, John 6:60 records, “On hearing it, many of his disciples said, ‘This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?’” This means hard to accept, not hard to understand.
 They knew what He was saying; they refused to believe it.

I love the response of Jesus in verse 61: “Does this offend you?” How much like our society today! It seems like everyday people are offended at something! And, as Swindoll pointed out earlier, “The truth is rarely popular. In fact, it usually offends the majority.”

In verse 66 we see the end result: “From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him.” Unfortunately this is typical. Jesus said in Matthew 7:13-14, “Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.” The number of those who choose to follow Christ will always be the minority.

After the majority left, Jesus turned to the minority in verse 67: “You do not want to leave too, do you?” In 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.” Each of the others agreed.

Now each of us is faced with the same decision. Jesus tells us, 

“I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me.”
“You are what you eat.” What does that say of our spiritual life? 
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