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Dissension in the Ranks
John 6:59-71

Once someone has established their mental frame of reference, it’s not easy to change a person’s
mind. Even good ideas can be difficult to accept. For Christmas Vicki got me a book of Charles
Krauthammer’s speeches and columns over the years. Krauthammer placed a high value on ideas.
Especially new ideas. He thought it was important for both sides of the political aisle to keep
listening to the other side’s idea. He felt that lively debate was important to our democracy.

We’re going to look one last time today at John chapter 6. It’s an important chapter because in it
Jesus talks openly about some big new ideas – and he quickly runs into opposition.  Previously,
he had hinted that he was God’s Son, the Messiah.  In John 6 he says it openly. This results in
disciples of Jesus turning away from him. 
 
It had started off so well. Early in his ministry Jesus and his disciples spent a few days in
Samaria, where Jesus encountered a Samaritan woman at a well. That conversation led to her
conversion.  

John 4:39 Many of the Samaritans (traditional enemies of the Jews) Many
Samaritans from that town believed in (Jesus) because of the woman's testimony,
"He told me everything I ever did." 40 So when the Samaritans came to him, they
urged him to stay with them, and he stayed two days.  41 And because of his words
many more became believers.

And, Jesus’ disciples had to be thinking if the response in Samaria is this good, imagine what
we’ll experience in Galilee, where Jesus and most of the disciples were from. They would be
playing to hometown crowds. 

 
John 4:43 After the two days he left for Galilee.  44 (Now Jesus himself had pointed
out that a prophet has no honor in his own country.) He tried to lower the disciples
expectations but... 45 When he arrived in Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him. They
had seen all that he had done in Jerusalem at the Passover Festival, for they also
had been there.

They stop by Cana about 20 miles north of Nazareth. People of Cana welcome him. Jesus turned
water into wine in their town.  While they’re at Cana an official who worked in Herod’s palace
near Capernaum came and begged Jesus to accompany him to Capernaum. The man’s son was
deathly ill. Instead of hurrying to Capernaum Jesus told the man, “Go home, your son is healed”
– by long distance! 
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The guy takes off toward Capernaum when his servants meet him partway there. “Your son
suddenly got well,” they said. The sickness left at the exact time the day before when Jesus had
said, “Your son will live.” 

John 4:53 (that man) and his whole household believed. 

Of course they did! If this was a political campaign, Jesus was polling high. He looked
unstoppable. Who could possibly compete with a rabbi who does miracles? Who would dare
even to criticize him? 

Meanwhile, picture the religious establishment wringing their hands. What could they do? Jesus
was not one of them. Didn’t work his way up through their ranks – had not been indoctrinated in
their ways – so he wasn’t loyal to them. If Jesus continued on this roll, they could lose control. 

Jesus gave them an opening - kind of a gimme - during a visit back down in Jerusalem. Jesus
healed a man who had been disabled – unable to walk – for 38 years. Heals him just like that.
Told the man to pick up his sleeping mat and go home.  Somebody reported it because Jesus did
it on the Sabbath day.  

John 5:10 and so the Jewish leaders said to the man who had been healed, "It is the
Sabbath; the law forbids you to carry your mat."

On the Sabbath it was illegal to carry anything weighing more than half a fig. For the Jewish
religious leaders Jesus’ miracle was not a misdemeanor. It was big. The Sabbath Laws were
strictly enforced. V. 16

John 5:16  So, because Jesus was doing these things on the Sabbath, the Jewish
leaders began to persecute him. 17 In his defense Jesus said to them, "My Father is
always at his work to this very day, and I too am working."  18 For this reason they
tried all the more to kill him; not only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was even
calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God.

Time to get out of Dodge. Jesus heads back up to Galilee, where the crowds are friendlier and
Jerusalem’s religious leaders had less influence. Chapter 6 opens.

John 6:1 Some time after this (at least 6 months - during which he traveled from
village to village in Galilee healing people.) Jesus crossed to the far shore of the Sea
of Galilee (that is, the Sea of Tiberias – a Roman official had renamed it after himself), 
2 and a great crowd (probably more than 10,000) a great crowd of people followed
(Jesus) because they saw the signs he had performed by healing the sick.

Probably in that great crowd were all kinds of sick people. If someone in your family was
disabled you put them on a stretcher and carried them to Jesus. Got cancer, tb, leprosy, arthritis?
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No problem. Jesus did miracle after miracle. The fervor was so high that the crowd followed
Jesus and his disciples into the hills where there was no food.  But they weren’t about to leave. 

Jesus turned to disciple Philip? How you going to feed all these people? It’s late – no markets
open and Bethsaida was just a small fishing village. Andrew finds a boy who has 5 barley rolls
and two fish in his lunch bag. Jesus prayed over that food and it multiplied. The 12 disciples
watched in wonder as they participated in the miracle. They couldn’t empty their baskets.
Everybody ate all the bread and fish they wanted and then some. 

As Joel said last week, in Middle Eastern culture, bread had – and still has – a special
significance.  There were riots in Khartoum last week because the government raised the price of
bread.  In ancient times and even today to share bread with someone was to forge a friendship.
Bread represented life itself.  Fourteen centuries earlier God had miraculously provided bread for
his people – manna they called it. For 40 years after Moses led them out of Egypt they lived on
Dave’s bread - or something similar. 

It’s no wonder that the day after Jesus fed the big crowd they clamored for more bread. Why not? 

John 6:34 "Sir," they said, "always give us this bread."  35 Then Jesus declared, "I
am the bread of life. (I am the life-giver.) Whoever comes to me will never go
hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.

The mood changes, however, in the very next verse. Dissension began breaking out in the ranks.
The people who a day earlier wanted to make Jesus king began having second thoughts. Verse 36
Jesus said,

 John 6: 36 But as I told you, you have seen me and still you do not believe.

Believe what? That Jesus was the bread of life. That he was divine. That the God of Israel was
his Father. That just like people in Moses’ time were saved from death by looking up at a bronze
snake – so people would look up to him for salvation. It was a prediction of the cross but no one
got it. 

John 6:41 At this the Jews there began to grumble about him because he said, "I am
the bread that came down from heaven."  42 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'?"

That wasn’t all he said. He again said in v. 48 

John 6:48 I am the bread of life...
John 6:51 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
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world."

Wait a minute! Did Jesus just say his physical body was bread and that people should eat it?
What a repulsive idea! 

John 6:52 Then the Jews (whenever John uses the word “Jews” he’s talking about
Jewish people who were more devout about their faith and more grounded in the Jewish
scriptures) They began to argue sharply among themselves, "How can this man give
us his flesh to eat?"

 
Instead of backing off, Jesus adds fuel to the fire in Verse 53

John 6:53 Jesus said to them, "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.”

Now he’s really jumped the shark. This sounds like he’s lost it. The ancient scriptures prohibited
what Jesus just said they should do! In Genesis 9, after Noah’s flood God told Noah and his
family they could kill animals for food but they should not eat the blood.

The no-blood rule was also in the Law of Moses. 

Deut. 12:23-25 But be sure you do not eat the blood, because the blood is the life,
and you must not eat the life with the meat.  24 You must not eat the blood; pour it
out on the ground like water. 25 Do not eat it, so that it may go well with you and
your children after you, because you will be doing what is right in the eyes of the
LORD.

When I was a kid, a man who lived just uphill from our house used to take a coffee cup with him
when he hunted moose. One time he got a moose right near the village and I remember all us
village kids watching him dip his cup into the rib cage to drink blood. Yuk! Talk about gross. 

And Verse 59 of John 6 says Jesus said all these things in church!

John 6:59 He said this while teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum.

That made it even worse. 

John 6:60  On hearing it, many of his disciples said, "This is a hard (or difficult)
teaching. Who can accept it?"

The “disciples” John is talking about were not just the twelve Jesus called to follow him. A
crowd of followers, or disciples, trailed Jesus all around Galilee. They were not necessarily true
believers. They were attracted to Jesus. They were curious but they weren’t ready to go “all in.” 
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These “curious” disciples are the ones who said Jesus’ words were too hard (his ideas were too
new). So shocking they wondered if anyone could accept them.  Verse 66 marks a new low. 

John 6:66 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed
him.

That sentence got me thinking about why many people turn their back on Jesus and choose not to
follow him today.

For first century Jewish people Jesus words were offensive!  This talk about eating his body and
drinking his blood was more than they could stand. But what about today? 
Why do would-be disciples of Jesus turn back? 
Why do people walk away? 
What parts of Christianity turn people off? 
 

Why is following Christ “unattractive” today? It’s not the sacrament of communion – the
body and blood of Christ. We’re used to that. 

The categorical claims Jesus made are very offensive to 21st century ears.  

“I am THE bread of life. I am THE door.  I am THE way, THE truth, THE life.”

In our culture, you’re not supposed to state conclusions. You’re supposed to invite people to a
conversation. It would be much easier if Jesus had said I am one way to God. I am one door to
eternal life. I am one version of divine truth. I offer a certain kind of life - if you decide it’s right
for you. But that’s not what Jesus said. 

Say that Jesus Christ is the one and only way to God and people will call you arrogant. Or
brainwashed. Or close minded or backward, out of touch. 

The Bible says every one of us is born alienated from our creator. Just that much is offensive to
many people. The Bible says Jesus, the Son of God came into the world to die in our place, to
take the punishment we deserve, to bring us back to God. We are helpless without Christ. 

A good friend of mine who is a psychologist called several years ago to refer one of his clients to
me (he had his client’s permission and I also knew the guy).  My psychologist friend said, “I can
help people understand themselves, I can help people learn to control responses. Behavioral
psychology works.  But he said no therapy can transform a lying person into an honest person –
and lying was the client’s big issue. He needed a new heart. Only God can do that.  

Jesus said I am THE truth. Truth is not just one person’s opinion. It doesn’t change with
opinion polls. Truth is not determined by your feelings. Psalm 119:160 says 
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“The sum of your word (God’s Word) is truth, and every one of your righteous rules
endures forever,” (Psalm 119:160). 

God’s truth is sovereign. It is the definitive standard by which everything must be measured. It
is not relative. It is not arbitrary. It is not conditional. It’s the same from generation to generation.
Society may redefine morality and reclassify right and wrong, but God’s truth never changes. His
Word is authoritative. That doesn’t play well today but it’s what the Bible says! 

Your word, LORD, is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens. Psalm 119:89 

But here’s what people miss: When Jesus said I am the way, the truth, and the life he was not
threatening his followers but throwing them a lifeline. 

Jesus has a plan for your life that is far better than anything even Fidelity or Charles Schwab can
offer. The LORD’s plan will not only help you manage your money but it’ll help you raise your
children. It’ll make you a better worker, a better friend. The Lord wants you to lead a successful
life – purposeful, meaningful, fulfilling. 

But following Christ as a true disciple costs something. Jesus set the bar high. If you want the
best life here and eternal life after death here’s what it takes:  

Jesus said to follow him you have to surrender material possessions. How realistic is that
today? About as realistic as it was for the wealthy man who went to Jesus asking how he could
inherit eternal life. Here is Mark chapter 10.

Mark 10:17  "Good teacher," he asked, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?"  18
"Why do you call me good?" Jesus answered. "No one is good-- except God alone. 
19 You know the commandments: 'You shall not murder, you shall not commit
adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not give false testimony, you shall not
defraud, honor your father and mother.'"

Mark 10:20 "Teacher," he declared, "all these I have kept since I was a boy."  21
Jesus looked at him and loved him. "One thing you lack," he said. "Go, sell
everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven.
Then come, follow me." 22 At this the man's face fell. He went away sad, because he
had great wealth. 23 Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, "How hard it is
for the rich to enter the kingdom of God!"

Jesus said it’s impossible to serve both God and money. 

We serve money when we calculate everything – every action, every relationship, every minute
in terms of financial gain. Instead of asking what’s my financial return on investment, disciples
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of Jesus ask what will produce the greatest benefit to the kingdom of God. What will advance
Christ’s reputation? 

As Alcorn says, there is direct connection between your wallet and your heart. Disciples of Christ
relinquish ownership – of everything. Everything they have belongs to God. Second, 

2. True disciples of Jesus give Him first place in their affections. Talk about shocking
statements – here’s one from Luke 14. 

Luke 14:26 If anyone comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and
children, brothers and sisters-- yes, even their own life-- such a person cannot be my
disciple.

Jesus said His disciples are completely sold out. Healthy disciples people don’t hate their own
life – or their family members. But no relationship can be more important than Christ. Third, 

 
3. Jesus’ true disciples willingly endure hardship and suffering to glorify God. 

Luke 9:22 "The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders,
the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and he must be killed and on the third
day be raised to life."  23 Then he said to them all: "Whoever wants to be my
disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me.

Christ’s cross was not just an irritation or inconvenience. It was an awful way to die. It’s not
likely any of us will endure that kind of torture but Jesus’ disciples should expect a rough road at
times. Expect to be mistreated. Expect to be tested by adversity and pain.  

1 Peter 4:19 So then, those who suffer according to God's will should commit
themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good. Every day. Take up your
cross and follow. 

At the end of John 6 the half-hearted followers and the fair weather disciples of Jesus slink away.
Jesus then turned to his twelve. Verse 66

John 6:66 At this point many of his disciples turned away and deserted him. 67
Then Jesus turned to the Twelve and asked, "Are you also going to leave?"

Not surprisingly Simon Peter is the first one to speak up.  His answer is a rhetorical question
followed by a statement  – and this is where we’ll end.  Verse 68

John 6:68 Simon Peter replied, "Lord, to whom would we go? You have the words
that give eternal life.  69 We believe, and we know you are the Holy One of God."
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Yes, you ask us to surrender material possessions, give you first place in our affections and
willing endure hardship and suffering for your glory – 

But we “know” (perfect tense - it’s an established fact) “We know you have the words that
give eternal life! You are it. You are the Holy One of God. You are Option A and there is
no Option B that begins to compare.” 

Many of you have tried the other options and you are here because you’re right there with Peter. 

There’s no other place to go. No other message can transform your life. No other faith can
guarantee eternal life.

Don’t mean you have it all figured out. 
Doesn’t mean you don’t struggle. 
Doesn’t make pain enjoyable. 

But Christ makes life doable – and meaningful. The best. 
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