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“The Bread of Heaven”
Ours is a nation of abundance, evidenced by a visit to your local grocery store.  It doesn’t matter whether it’s Nell’s Surefine, Weis, Giant, or Amelia’s.  Their shelves are packed with all kinds of food: fresh produce, meat and seafood; frozen as well as canned and boxed.  
The shelves are so full that store managers now resort to placing displays in the isles.  Ever noticed how difficult it is to maneuver your cart around these displays?  You have to be careful not to knock something over, or bump into someone.  There are times I think the stores need to hire a traffic cop just to deal with the congestion in the isles.  

There’s just so much.  Complete isles are dedicated to fresh produce, meats, pasta, frozen foods, canned goods, soda and juice, snacks - even pet food.  

Oh, did I mention the bread isle?  It’s simply mind-boggling the variety of bread and rolls that’s available.  

In a nation that is increasingly becoming obese, where food of some kind is seldom more than a few steps away, we have lost all appreciation for what it means to live in a world of scarcity and hunger.  Yes, there are some less fortunate in our community who know all to well the meaning of hunger.  But for most of us, that’s not the case.
Now in case you’re wondering, this is not a sermon about obesity or the need to diet.  Nor is it a sermon about world hunger or the need for you to contribute money to feed the hungry.  So you can relax.

This is a sermon about bread.  In a culture where we take food for granted, we’ve lost all appreciation for what bread means to so many in the world.  We’ve lost appreciation for what bread meant to those living in biblical times.

Just think for a moment how many pivotal events took place in the Bible that revolved around bread.  
Of course, the most important event in the Old Testament was the Exodus -- the trip from Egypt to the Promised Land.  But what caused the Hebrews to be in Egypt in the first place?  It was their want for bread. The wheat crop in Canaan had failed due to seven years of draught, and the Hebrews had migrated to Egypt because there was a surplus in storage there.  It was bread, or the lack of it, that initiated the whole Exodus event.

Later, as the Hebrews were facing starvation on their journey to the Promised Land, God rained down manna from heaven – a form of bread much like a cracker, though not as tasty.

When Jesus began His ministry, He went into the desert where He was tempted. As the hot sun braked down upon Him, He looked round at the white rocks on the ground, which had begun to appear as loaves of bread to Him.  Satan then tempted Jesus to turn the stones into bread and feed Himself so as to avoid starvation.  But Jesus rebuked Satan, quoting the Old Testament scripture: “man shall not live by bread alone.”
Then one day Jesus was praying when His disciples approached Him. They were so impressed by the genuiness of His prayer they implored Him: “Master, teach us how to pray.”  So He did, teaching the well beloved Lord’s Prayer, in which appear the words, “Give us this day our daily bread.”
Most memorable, perhaps, is Jesus use of bread at the Last Supper with His disciples.  You’ll recall they gathered on the eve of Passover in which bread is a central focus of the celebration.  Taking the bread and breaking it, Jesus said to His disciples: “This is my body, which is broken for you.  Do this in remembrance of me.”   
You simply cannot escape the significance of bread throughout the length and breath of our Judeo-Christian heritage.

Which brings us to this morning scripture. For those who were present last Sunday, you’ll recall that I preached on the miracle of Jesus feeding the 5,000.  Jesus did so by blessing a young boy’s five loaves and two fish.  Well, that miracle serves as the backdrop for this morning’s text. 


Quite impressed with what they had seen, a group of religious leaders approached Jesus and essentially asked Him to prove that He was the Messiah.  At the time there was a strong rabbinic belief that the long awaited Messiah would perform miracles that would surpass those of Moses.  He who was to come would be grater than Moses. 

So Jesus’ critics pointed out that when Moses led the Hebrews through the wilderness, he was able to bring bread from heaven (6:30).  
Jesus critics argued that while He was able to feed 5,000, Moses fed a nation.  While Jesus gave the people a meal, Moses fed the people for 40 years.  While Jesus multiplied five loaves and two fish, Moses made manna appear out of nowhere.  
Do you see where this is going?  The religious leaders were challenging Jesus to substantiate His claim for being the Messiah.  They wanted proof.
In responding to His critics, Jesus corrected their misinterpretation of the manna in the wilderness. First, Jesus pointed out that the manna had not come from Moses, but from God.  Moses was simply the facilitator, not the originator of the manna. 
Secondly, Jesus made the point that the real bread from heaven was not the manna their ancestors eat in the desert.  That was only a symbol of the heavenly bread.  The real bread from heaven came to feed not only man's physical needs, but also his spiritual hunger as well.  It was at this point that Jesus said: "I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me shall never hunger and he who believes in me shall never thirst." (v. 35)

What Jesus was suggesting is that to satisfy our spiritual hunger we must feed upon the bread of heaven.  That bread is He who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.

The crowd said to Jesus: “Give us the bread from heaven. Do what Moses did and we will be satisfied.” But Jesus is saying: “I am the bread from heaven. He who comes after me will never hunger.” As sure as bread nourishes us physically, so Jesus nourishes us spiritually.
In an ever increasing secular world, we tend to forget that we are more than flesh and blood that need physical nourishment.  We need more than bread to survive.  We are also spiritual beings, with a soul that connects us to God.  
If we neglect feeding our soul we will starve it to death, creating deep within us a vacuum of dissatisfaction and discontent.  We will try to fill the vacuum with things that satisfy only temporarily, leaving us discontent.  
It been said that "there’s a God-shaped vacuum in the heart of every person, and it can never be filled by any created thing.  It can only be filled by God, made known through Jesus Christ."
The bottom line is that we can’t satisfy our spiritual hunger with bread made from grain.  No matter how much we save and accumulate, bread itself will never satisfy.  We can trade bread for commodities, but not comfort; real-estate, but not righteousness; hotels but not heaven.  Bread can buy land, but not love.  It can buy silver, but not sincerity; a three-karat diamond, but not character.  

 

To satisfy the hunger of our souls we need more than the bread of earth.  We need the Bread of Heaven. That bread is He who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.

As we prepare to come to our Lord’s Table, be mindful that the bread we bless and receive is more than bread made with grain.  We feast upon the Bread of Heaven incarnate in Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for our salvation. 
Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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