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FCCOE; 5/24/15 (Pentecost); John 6:35-71; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 
 

“The Spirit Who Gives Life” 
 

Introduction: Throughout the history of religion, virtually all peoples of the world, when they 
think of a being called “god,” imagine a being who is transcendent, far apart from us, rather than 
one who has come to us to share both the joys and frustrations of our mortal humanity. A god 
who would choose to be with us in all of our struggles, losses, failures, and tears, seems 
inconceivable. But the startling claim of Christianity is that the all-powerful, sovereign, creator of 
the universe chose to become like one of his creatures. He became humble and vulnerable, 
embracing our humanity, even what we fear most, our suffering and our death. It’s one of the 
reasons why Paul, at the beginning of his first letter to the church in Corinth, declares that the 
wisdom of God, that the “deep things” of God, must be revealed to us by the Spirit of God 
because otherwise they will seem like foolishness (1 Cor. 2:6-16).  
 
John 6, the “bread of life discourse,” which we’ve been looking at for the past few weeks, 
certainly underscores the need for the illuminating work of the Spirit of God if we are to 
understand all that God has done and become for us in Jesus. For when we hear Jesus declare, “I 
am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats this bread will live forever. This 
bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world” (v. 51), we are inclined to respond, 
“say what?!” It comes awful close to sounding like foolishness, and it’s not surprising that, as 
they try and take in what Jesus is saying, we hear the Jewish leaders grumbling and arguing (vv. 
41, 52). And not only they, but also the disciples are heard grumbling, wondering who can accept 
this hard teaching (v. 60).  
 
So on this day of Pentecost, when we celebrate that the gift of the Holy Spirit is given, no longer 
just to specific individuals at specific times and for specific purposes, but to all of God’s people, 
we want to think about this Spirit who, as Jesus puts it, gives us life (v. 63). We want to celebrate 
this third (and often neglected) person of the trinity who enables us to discern and understand the 
deep things of God, in particular, the depth and breadth and width and height of God’s love for us 
as it has come to us through this Jesus, the one who identifies himself as the bread of life. Let’s 
begin by reviewing the two signs we have seen in this discourse. 
 
I. Signs of Satisfaction and Safety 
 A. The first sign we witnessed two weeks ago was the miraculous feeding by Jesus of a 
multitude of thousands with only a little boy’s lunch. We noted that this was more than just a fun 
time at a church picnic but that it was another in a line of signs that revealed the glory, the beauty, 
the treasure that is Jesus. It was a feeding that began to introduce and point to the fact that Jesus 
has come to satisfy the hunger of the world that neither literal bread, nor fish, not even a “happy 
meal,” can touch.  
 

B. That sign, you heard last week, was quickly followed by another—Jesus walking on 
the water to be with his disciples in their boat which was being tossed to and fro by stormy 
weather. This Jesus, we are invited to ponder, is willing to be with us in the midst of the rough 
waters and difficult storms of life, and will see to it that, while the storms will not be eliminated, 
we will make it to shore safely. 
 
 C. With these two signs in mind, Jesus then launches into a time of teaching in which, if 
we can read between the lines and interpret the signs, he explains that he has come to bring us a 
love that is like no other. It is a love that is personal, unconditional, and eternal. It is a love which 
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provides the foundation of a new existence, anticipated by the prophet Isaiah and described by the 
apostle Paul, as a new creation. It is a love which Jesus invites us to take into our very being to 
feed on it and grow by it.  
 
II. Grumbling, arguing, and more grumbling 
 A. But as we’ve heard, this invitation proved difficult for many to understand and accept. 
It resulted in grumbling, arguing, and more grumbling. The Jewish leaders grumbled and argued 
because it involved coming to and putting their trust in Jesus who was claiming far more about 
himself than they were willing to grant. Jesus made this clear when he compared what the Father 
was now offering through him to what the Father had offered through Moses. As we said a couple 
of weeks ago, the event and festival of Passover runs like a bass line throughout this discourse, 
both God’s liberation of his people from slavery in Egypt and his feeding and sustaining them on 
their subsequent journey through the wilderness to the Promised Land. That food in the 
wilderness was manna from heaven, a bread-like substance that appeared miraculously each 
morning on the ground to sustain them through each day of their forty year journey. But the bread 
the Father was now offering through his Son would sustain them for life, beginning now and 
continuing on into eternity. Those who ate manna would eventually die. Those who took in the 
new bread from God, the living bread, would live forever. 
 
  B. Jesus put it to them this way: “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never 
go hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty” (v. 35). And so when Jesus later 
says, “Very truly I tell you unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you 
have no life in you” (v. 53), he is not advocating cannibalism! Rather, eating is coming and 
drinking is believing. To receive the new life that the Father is offering means coming to Jesus 
and believing if him, taking his life into our own. The Jews couldn’t grasp this. Jesus, to them, 
was just a guy, the son of Joseph the carpenter. They knew both his parents, bumped into them at 
the mall, sat next to them at school functions, and cheered alongside them at soccer games. How 
could their son offer them bread that was better than manna? How could he claim to be the only 
one who was from God and had seen the Father? Was he out of his mind? (His own family, by 
the way, wondered the same thing…cf. Mark 3:20-21; 6:1-6; )  
 
 C. But the religious authorities were not alone in their struggles. The disciples, here 
designating not just the Twelve, but a much larger crowd that had begun to follow and take an 
interest in Jesus, also began to grumble. Their problem was not that they didn’t understand what 
Jesus was saying but that they couldn’t accept it: “This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?” (v. 
60). Likely the cause of the grumbling here is that as a human race, if we can’t pick up the check, 
we at least want to leave the tip. That is, we want to have some part in earning our salvation. And 
so perhaps we get hung up on the signs and symbols in a different way. We say, “well I’ve been 
baptized, I’ve been confirmed, I am a church member, I take communion regularly, I volunteer 
for Family Promise” or some such thing. None of these is a bad thing; all are signs and symbols 
which point to what Jesus has done, but all are appropriate only as responses to the love of the 
One who has given his life for the life of the world, not to earn that love. We want what we do in 
the flesh to count for something, but Jesus says it counts for nothing. Life from God, his personal, 
unconditional, eternal love, is all gift that we simply appropriate, take in, receive, by eating and 
drinking—coming to and believing in— his Son. This is hard for many to accept, then and now.   
 
III. Ascension and Pentecost 
 A. So how does Jesus respond to this grumbling? He points to two events that were yet to 
come, Ascension and Pentecost. He puts it this way: “Does this offend you? Then what if you see 
the Son of Man ascend to where he was before! The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. 
The words I have spoken to you—they are full of the Spirit and life” (v. 62f). Ascension we 
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marked ten days ago in the church year and Pentecost of course we are celebrating today. Jesus 
says we need both to fully understand who he is.  
 
1. Ascension confirms that Jesus is the unique revelation of the Father, that he is the one who has 
seen the Father and has come from the Father, that he is now ruling over all things at the Father’s 
right hand, and that his promise to bring us life, both now and eternal, is assured because he has 
successfully completed the work the Father had sent him to do. As Jesus would put it as he was 
praying to the Father just before his arrest and crucifixion:  
 

Now this is eternal life: that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom 
you have sent. I have brought you glory on earthy by finishing the work you gave me to 
do. And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the 
world began (Jn. 17:3-5). 

 
2. Pentecost celebrates the gift of the Spirit, the One who, as Jesus promised, “will teach you all 
things and will remind you of everything I have said to you” (Jn. 14:26). And, as Paul would later 
write to the Corinthians: “What we have received is not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who 
is from God, so that we may understand what God has freely given us” (1 Cor. 2:12).  
 

B. The grumbling and arguing of the Jews, and the grumbling of the disciples, remind us 
that we are in need of such illumination is we are to truly understand and apprehend the gift of 
love and life God offers us in and through his Son. We cannot produce it; only God by his Spirit 
can grant it. But it doesn’t mean we are to do nothing. There are two ways the text hints at 
through which we can make space in our hearts and minds for the Spirit to work. 

 
1. One is to cling to the words of Jesus: “The words I have spoken to you—they are full of the 
Spirit and life” (v. 63). This word of God, Paul explains to the Ephesians is like a sword, the 
“sword of the Spirit” is the metaphor he uses (Eph. 6:17). As we read, not just for information but 
for transformation, as we outlined a couple weeks ago, we open ourselves to the Spirit’s 
illuminating work, allowing him to “wield his sword” in our lives. 
 
2. A second is to cling to Jesus himself. When many in the crowd that had been following Jesus 
decided to check out because they couldn’t accept what he had been saying, Jesus asked the 
Twelve: “You do not want to leave too do you?” To which Peter responded, “Lord, to whom shall 
we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and know that you are the 
holy one of God” (vv. 67-69). Certainly Peter did not, nor did any of the other Twelve, fully 
understand all that Jesus was saying about himself. But they had come to be drawn toward him 
and even to trust him. They were beginning to sense that there was indeed something unique 
about him, both in what he did and in what he said. And so Peter was in effect saying, “Jesus, 
while we don’t get it all, there is no place we’d rather be and no one we’d rather be with so we’re 
going to stick around to see how this all unfolds.”  
 
Some of us today might simply need to cling to Jesus, to say. “Jesus, I’m not sure I’ve got it all 
figured out but I’m willing to hang in there with you, to listen to what you’ve said, to learn about 
what you did, to ponder how you are the God who has chosen to embrace my humanity. May 
your Spirit open my mind and heart to understand and accept.” Others of us may need to cling to 
his words, knowing we’ve committed our lives to him but feeling dry or unfruitful or even 
frustrated. We need to read slowly, meditatively, prayerfully, asking the Spirit to pour the waters 
of his love into those corners of our heart that may still be keeping him out or blocking his love in 
some way. Pentecost reveals God’s desire to illumine us. May we pray, and put ourselves in a 
place, to receive all he desires to give us..  


