Then there is the Jesus diet: Bread, fish, and wine. We get the details in John 6, the longest chapter in John’s gospel. The “beloved” disciple devotes more words to Jesus’ self-identity as the “bread of life” than he does to an account of Jesus’ death and suffering in chapter 19. The chapter begins with one of Jesus’ most iconic miracles: feeding 5,000 people. John is silent as to the gender of this crowd, but Luke says that Jesus fed 5,000 men (9:14), and Matthew makes it clear that the 5,000 does not include women and children (14:21). So, the number of human beings in need of nourishment likely was probably closer to 15,000. That is a crowd!

So, no surprise when the disciples come to Jesus and say, “Rabbi, we’ve got a situation. Tell people the show’s over and ask them to go home. We didn’t prepare for this. We have no food and no money and even if we did have money, it would cost more than six months’ wages to feed these people” (see Matthew 14:15). The disciples cannot see how they are going to solve this problem. But this is how miracles begin, right? Declare something to be impossible and see what happens!

Think about it. A mere 150 years ago, you would be certifiably crazy if you believed, or even imagined, that: a machine would replace the horse and transport you 500 miles in eight hours; a flying machine holding 300 people could zip through the air leaving New York City and landing in Paris six hours later; we could talk to someone anywhere in the world in real time; we could see someone anywhere in the world in real time; a powerful bomb could be built to kill millions of people in an instant; or instead of candles and oil lamps, we could get light with the flick of a switch. The list of innovations is infinite if we move to fields like biotechnology, nanotechnology, and agriculture. Just when we think something is impossible, it becomes possible. 

So, the miracle unfolds. “For nothing,” as the angel Gabriel told Mary, “shall be impossible with God” (Luke 1:37). The first thing we learn is that we must not allow our limited vision and frail faith to constrain the work of a powerful God. The miracle is a display of Jesus’ power over nature, AND symbolic act of divine provision and abundance. In this miracle, Jesus demonstrates his power to satisfy physical hunger and unveils profound spiritual truths about abundance, generosity, and the boundless grace of God.

But there is something else. The miracle would not have happened if Jesus had not noticed the need. The story begins when Jesus, moved with compassion, goes about among the people, laying his hands on them, and healing them of their diseases. As he wanders among them, Jesus sees that they are also hungry and tired. He invites the disciples to come up with a plan, but when they come up short on ideas and low on faith, Jesus steps in to act. Miracles happen when we notice that people around us have a need. The type of need varies, but the need is there. We can expect amazing outcomes when we obey Jesus’ simple command: “They need not go away; you give them something to eat” (Matthew 14:16). When we accept the challenge, the bread and fish will appear!

The effect of this miracle on more than 15,000 people was dramatic. Mob mentality kicked in and the people plotted to “take [Jesus] by force to make him king” (v. 15). Jesus did not want this, so he and the disciples hopped in a boat and made their escape. The crowds found them the next morning, which brings us to today’s reading, the so-called “Bread of Life Discourse.” Here we learn that the heart of Jesus’ miracle diet is bread, and that bread is Jesus himself. Jesus is the bread of life, and he is the living water. “Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty” (v. 35). The bread and the juice we serve at communion remind us of Jesus, who is to be our primary diet.

Jesus’ identification of himself as the “bread of life” emphasizes that he is the source of true spiritual nourishment, even as the little boy was the source of literal nourishment for the crowd with his five loaves of bread and two fish. Jesus offers spiritual nourishment for those who believe in him. This nourishment includes forgiveness, redemption, and a restored relationship with God. With the satisfaction of spiritual hunger Jesus declares that we need never hunger and thirst again. No more searching. No more looking for answers in all the wrong places. No more diets that don’t deliver. Jesus makes the claim that he alone is the source of our soul food, of the food that feeds us so that we hunger no more.

When Jesus tells the world that he is the bread of life, he offers the world a new diet plan, a miracle diet high in spiritual nutrients. Jesus is the source of our commitment and courage, our spiritual health and healing, our purpose and power. Jesus invites us to try this diet because he knows we will find fulfillment  and eternal life when we sign up for his exclusive program. And with Jesus the results are guaranteed!

After the Bread of Life Discourse, many of Jesus’ followers found his words hard to accept. Scripture says they were like sheep without a shepherd, as bewildered as a goat on Astroturf, and as confused as a chameleon in a bag of Skittles. Seeing their confusion, Jesus turns to the Twelve asking if they plan to leave him. Peter’s response is one of profound faith: “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.” Peter often gets it wrong, misinterpreting what Jesus means; but here, when it really counts, Peter gets it right. Peter knows that there is no life, physical our spiritual, apart from Jesus. Indeed, Peter was on a roll, quickly adding: “We have come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of God” (v. 69).
Like most diet plans, the miracle Jesus diet is not always easy to follow. Jesus’ teachings challenge our beliefs, stretch our faith, and require our participation. And when doubts arise or our commitment falters, we can take heart from Peter’s words. Jesus is the One to whom we should turn. There is no one else. Jesus is the Holy One of God. May we, echoing Peter’s words, reaffirm our commitment to the One who offers us eternal life.

One last thought: this one, about giving. “I’m fed up with the church and Christianity,” complained a young man to his pastor. “All I ever hear is give, give, give.” It is a common complaint about the church. How many social-media memes do we see, lambasting pastors of large churches for their frequent appeals to donors? The truth is, Christianity is unapologetically about giving. It always has been, but it is not so much about our giving as it is about what our Lord gives us.

John 6:24-35 is a prime example. The miracle of the feeding of the 5,000 is all about Jesus handing out loaves and fishes to a hungry multitude. So appealing was the flashy food distribution that it attracted crowds who followed Jesus to the other side of the sea, hoping for a repeat performance. Responding to that crowd of miracle-seekers, Jesus testily says something like this: “Food is not the answer. Miracles are not the answer. I am the answer.” The young Pastor was right, although he did not know it, when he said, “All I ever hear is give, give, give.” We are asked to give, but not until we first receive from the one who is the bread of life, who gives himself for us.

John’s account of feeding thousands is the start of a journey from physical provision to spiritual sustenance. John invites us to recognize Jesus not as a miracle-worker but as the very source of life itself. As we navigate the complexities of life, we do well to remember that Jesus is the very source of life, both as bread from heaven and as living water. In Jesus Christ, we will find the nourishment, guidance, and fulfillment our souls deeply crave. It is only fitting that we should commit our lives to the One who offers a diet plan whereby we need never hunger or thirst again.

Prayer: Grace-Giving God, thank You that in Your grace, You sent the Jesus to be Bread for my life and my Living Water. In Him is abundant, eternal life, and in Him, I have all I need to sustain my soul. Thank You that His broken body and shed blood are my nourishment, and that through His death and Resurrection, I am a new creation in Christ. In His name I pray, Amen.

Sources:
· Axe, Josh. “The biblical diet: Top 10 Bible foods that heal.” draxe.com, December 25, 2022. Retrieved January 9, 2024.
· “Best weight loss programs of 2024.” Forbes.com. No date. Retrieved January 4, 2024.

Jesus’ Miracle Diet
Sunday, August 4, 2024	John 6:24-35
Federated Church, Fergus Falls, MN

A.J. Jacobs is an author, journalist, lecturer and human guinea pig. He has written four New York Times bestsellers that combine memoir, science, humor and a dash of self-help. Among his books is The Year of Living Biblically, which chronicles Jacobs’ attempt to live a life that follows every rule in the Bible as literally as possible. Jacobs’ beard grows so unruly that he is regularly mistaken for a member of ZZ Top. He immerses himself in prayer, tends sheep in the Israeli desert, battles idolatry, and tells the absolute truth in all situations, much to his wife’s chagrin. Jacobs also attempted to eat biblically for one year, following dietary laws from the Bible, such as: 

· Leviticus 11 which forbids eating any creature that moves on the ground, including those that move on their belly, walk on all fours, or have many feet.

· Deuteronomy 14, which forbids eating detestable things like deer, gazelle, wild goat, and ibex, but allows eating animals with split hooves that chew the cud.

· Acts 15, which forbids eating food sacrificed to idols, blood, and meat from strangled animals.

· The Bible also forbids eating eagles, vultures, ravens, owls, gulls, hawks, cormorants, storks, herons, bats, shellfish, and pork. That’s right! No bacon. That’s it; I’m out!

Jacobs ends up adopting a plant-based diet. Better to be safe, right? After some fits and starts, Jacobs basically adopts a modified Mediterranean diet with low sugar consumption, and he loses 12.5 pounds. People of faith are naturally interested in how the Bible might help them trim some fat from their frames. As one dietician noted, we cannot go wrong with biblical foods such as grapes, olives and olive oil, flax, whole grain bread, and pomegranates. While our Jewish friends may prefer kosher food, and our Islamic neighbors might insist on a halal kitchen, most Christians are not so rigid. If the Bible influences our eating decisions at all, it is probably the admonition to live in moderation. “Let your moderation be known unto all,” says Paul (Philippians 4:5, KJV); advice famously amended by the famous Irish poet and playwright Oscar Wilde who advised, “Everything in moderation, including moderation.” But, as Paul reminds us, too, “The fruit of the Spirit is…self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23). 


