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In the + Name of Jesus

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Our

text is the Holy Gospel recorded in John, chapter six.  

What a patient and loving Lord we have!  I think few pastors would be able to exhibit the longsuffering

character that Jesus did in teaching the people about the kingdom of God and eternal life.  I say this

because no matter what Jesus told people about salvation being the work of God and not of man, his

hearers constantly resorted to the mistaken notion that you must do something to earn heaven and be

saved.

Just look at how the instruction went in the text you heard today.  The people have gathered around

Jesus because they want some more food.  This is the first thing that the Lord had to deal with—that

the people weren’t listening very well to his teaching, but nonetheless wanted their temporal needs met.

They wanted to have their stomachs filled.  Luther once noted on this text that the people didn’t want

another sermon on the kingdom as much as they desired another Belly Sermon.

Jesus says to them, you’re not here because you want another sign, but because you had your stomachs

filled with bread loaves.  At best, the people wanted to learn what it was they had to do for God.  But

this is not why Jesus came down from heaven.  He did not come down to feed people with bread and

then tell them how to work their way to the pearly gates.  He came down to accomplish salvation for

the whole world.

What a patient Lord, indeed!  You see, fallen man will always possess in his heart the false teaching

that he needs to work for salvation.  This is the teaching of every non-Christian religion and belief

system.  And man believes this because, as Scripture says, man has the Law written upon his heart.

Everyone knows by nature the Ten Commandments, even if we do not remember the exact wording or

have our Catechism memorized.  But since it is the Law that is inscribed upon our hearts and not the

Gospel, it is the Law that we look to by nature.  It leads our hearts to ask the question, what must we be

doing, to do the works of God?  It  led the rich young ruler to ask Jesus,  what must I do to inherit

eternal life?  It led the Philippian jailer to inquire of Paul and Silas, sirs, what must I do to be saved?

Well, Jesus told the rich young ruler to go and sell all of his possessions and give the proceeds to the

poor.  In short, inheriting eternal life requires far more than you can ever do.  This is what was not

setting in with Jesus’ hearers, and it is what we must continually hear as the people of God today.  We,

too, would sooner ask the Lord what we must do than receive salvation as a free gift that has already

been bought and paid for with the blood of Christ.  After all, as if our nature were not enough, we’re

also Americans, who ask not what our God can do for us, but rather what we can do for our God!

But Jesus patiently leads his sheep in the right way, and says, do not labor for the food which perishes,
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but for the food which endures to eternal life, which the Son of man will give to you.  In other words,

what is required in order for you to inherit eternal life the Son of man, the Lord Jesus, will give you.

Our hearts nonetheless ask the question, what must we do?  Tell us what it is that we have to contribute

to our salvation.  And just as our Lord patiently led his hearers to the truth that day by the sea, so also

he says to you: this is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.  Aha!  says our sinful

heart.  There is indeed something to be added to Christ’s work—we must believe it!  We must have

faith!  We must accept Jesus as our personal Savior and invite him into our hearts.  We must pray the

so-called “sinner’s prayer”.

But alas,  dear  sinner,  Jesus is once again one step ahead of  you.   For  the command he gave was

believe.  Yet he corrected something that the people had said.  The people wanted to know what works

they should be doing.  But Jesus changed it to a singular—work.  And he did not call it the work of

believers.  He called it the work of God.

Dear friends, do you realize the full weight of what Jesus has just said?  Your Lord has just told you

that your belief—your faith—is the work of God.  Your faith is not a personal quality that God expects

of you.  Rather, it is an instrument that God gives you that you might receive his grace and his mercy.

This faith is more than just acknowledgement that Jesus was born of a virgin, lived a perfect life, and

rose from the dead.  It is more than an intellectual acceptance of historical facts.  It is the trust of the

heart that Jesus did these things  for you.  To believe in him whom the Father sent is to believe that

Jesus came into the world to save you—to forgive you all of your sins and make you righteous before

God.  Many people will say that Jesus was born of a virgin and rose from the dead, but only believers

—those in whom God has created saving faith—can say that Jesus did these things for them.  

Thus, faith is a gift  and not a work.  Now, I know that everyone here has been taught this at Our

Redeemer and it hasn’t been a question among the faithful in this place.  But be warned, for the world

around you, even Christians whom you encounter in your daily lives, be it at school, the workplace, or

even among friends and relatives, will still look at their Christian faith as something that they produce

in themselves, or at least sustain.  And you, too, are susceptible to this because it proceeds from the

heart.  Lutherans are not immune to notions of works-righteousness, and you’ve all held them.  We

hear all sorts of unbiblical teachings coming, for example, from American pop Christianity—things

like making a decision for Jesus, or accepting him into one’s heart.  Christian musicians sing songs

about what I will do for the Lord.  These may sound like pious and upright things for one to do in order

to be a Christian, but they are mistaken notions of the heart—mistaken notions such as that of the

people speaking to Jesus in our Gospel, who asked him what they needed to be doing for God.

Such notions are misguided, for although they mean well and are intended for one’s Christian benefit,

they cause you to take your eye off the ball.  It takes the focus away from Jesus and points you toward

yourself, in your response to him.  And ultimately it takes the miracle of saving faith, which is God’s

work alone according to Scripture, and it turns it into the work of the believer.

We hear and see this sort of thing all the time.  If you walk into a Christian bookstore, you won’t find

books about justification by grace through faith alone, aside from the Bible itself.  Instead, you find

bestsellers about how to live a Christian life, how to be better parents and spouses, how to be better

Christian neighbors, and how to have stronger faith.  You’ll find books and bracelets with the popular
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slogan WHAT WOULD JESUS DO?, as well as other WWJD odds and ends. Remember, they operate

under the assumption that since faith is your response to God, the strength of your faith depends on

you!  It depends on how close you feel to the Lord.  If you want to have stronger faith, then do things

that bring you closer to God.  In a word, they point you to the Law, not the Gospel.

Do you  see where  this leads?  This is  faith that  is  centered on itself.   It  is  therefore  faith  that  is

misplaced, for it looks not to the Lord Jesus for all things, but rather to the feelings of the believer.  But

feelings change, and so do man-made answers to questions regarding faith.  The proper question to be

asked is not what would Jesus do, but what has Jesus done?  The first question is focused on you.  The

second question is focused on Jesus.  The first question leads finally to despair, for as a sinner, you

cannot follow the perfect example of the eternal Son of God.  The second question leads to repentance

and strengthening of faith, for it prepares you to receive God’s gifts of grace in Word and Sacrament.

Jesus has shown you the better way.  For God has worked faith in you.  It is God who enables you to

trust in him.  And it was even God who fed the people in the wilderness.  Jesus had to point out that it

was not Moses who gave them manna, but the LORD, who provides the true bread from heaven—

bread that does not perish.  And this bread is Jesus, the bread of life.

When the people of God believe in him whom the Father has sent, they partake of this bread of life.

And this is the work of God, for your Father, who is in heaven, gives you this day and every day your

daily bread.  He gives you all that you need, for he gives you his only begotten Son.  Christ Jesus, who

is the door, who is the true vine, who is the way, the truth, and the life—is also daily bread for you.

With Christ as your daily bread, you will never suffer want.  A few minutes ago we all sang together

The Lord my Shepherd is, I shall be well supplied.  Since he is mine and I am his, what can I want

beside?

Indeed, what is there to be desired except Christ Jesus your Lord?  Whom should you seek apart from

him who shed his blood for your transgressions and was raised for your justification—and who feeds

you continually with his Divine Service?  No one.  For no one else can say to you, depart in peace—

your sins are forgiven thee.  What a patient and loving Lord we have indeed.  Give us this day our daily

Jesus, dear Father in heaven, in the +Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

The peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and your minds through faith in

Christ Jesus our Lord.  Amen.
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