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Serious Questions  
Sunday  Pentecost 10, Year B 

Exodus 16: 2 – 15; Ephesians 4: 1 – 16; John 6: 22 – 35 
August 1, 2021 

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

“What is it?”  As Lutherans, we are very familiar with this phrase.   

I’ve heard that phrase quite a bit… in different forms… but basically the same thing.  

I’ve heard it in Bible study, “What is it?”and, even at potlucks.    “What is that?” 

And, Luther, in the Small Catechism uses the German words, “Was ist das,” literally, 

“What is that?”  But, in English it has been translated as, “What does this mean?” 

One thought, since Luther wrote the Small Catechism for fathers to teach their 

families and children, is that Luther borrowed that question from his six children.  Most 

kids, especially as toddlers, have that as their favorite question, “What is it?”  “What is 

that?”  “What does this mean?” 

So, it is a natural question for an inquisitive child to ask, even of the basics of the 

Christian faith that are found in the Catechism. 

In our Old Testament reading, the Hebrew people asked a similar question.   

Our reading today has the Hebrew people in the wilderness.  They had fled the 

slavery of Egypt by the mighty acts of God.  God had appointed Moses to the task of 

speaking with the Pharaoh on their behalf.  And, when that didn’t work, God backed up 

Moses’ words with various plagues. 

Finally, they were able to flee; through the Red Sea and into the wilderness.  Now, 

they are upset with Moses for leading them out there without much of a plan.  They fear 

they will starve, and are beginning to look longingly back toward Egypt and, even, slavery.  
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At least, they were well fed back there and their death, by the sword, would have been 

swifter than wasting away in this desolate wilderness. 

But, God hears their cries, acknowledges their grumbling, shows up in the cloud that 

led the people, and speaks to them.  He says that He, Himself, will feed them.  (Sounds a 

bit like the feeding of the 5,000 a couple of weeks ago.)   

God will provide quail in the evening for meat, and bread in the morning.  In the 

evening, the quail showed up.  The people ate.  In the morning, there was a heavy dew all 

around.  When it dried, there was something that looked like frost on the ground.   

The people gathered as much as they needed for the day, and made bread out of it.  

Do you remember what this stuff was called?  If you said manna, you are correct.  But, 

that is, actually, the Hebrew word.  Do you know how it would be translated?  In English it 

is would be, “What is it,” or “What is that?” 

Isn’t this fun? 

So, I guess the next question would be, “What does this mean?” 

If you remember our Gospel reading from last week, the disciples were asking 

similar questions.  They had just helped Jesus feed the 5000 people.  Now, He had sent 

them out in their boat, in the middle of the night, in a strong wind that blew against 

them.  During their struggle to make headway, they see something coming toward them 

on the water.  I am certain they asked similar questions, “What is it,” and “What is that?”  

Of course, it was Jesus, walking on the water toward them. 

Then, at the end of our reading were the words, “And he got into the boat with 

them, and the wind ceased. And they were utterly astounded, for they did not understand 
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about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened” (Mk 6:51).  Since they did not 

understand what Jesus was doing, and since they were good Lutherans,  I’m sure they 

then asked Jesus, “What does this mean?” 

And, once on the other side of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus explains… sorta. 

After being miraculously fed by Jesus, the crowd begins looking for Him.  They saw 

that He was not in the boat with His disciples.  So, they decide they would head to 

Capernaum, on the north northwest side of the sea.  That was a logical place to find Jesus, 

as that was His hometown and base of operation.  Surely that is where Jesus would be.  

And, since He wasn’t in the boat with His disciples, and must be walking there, they could 

get there first and meet Him when He arrives. 

But, when they get to the other side, they find that Jesus had beaten them.  So, 

they, too, probably asked, “What is this,” or “What does this mean?” 

And, this is where Jesus answers them, and, also somewhat answers the disciples 

about that miraculous meal, “Truly, truly, I say to you,” He began, as He often does, “ you 

are seeking me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves. 

27 Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures to eternal life…” 

(Jn 6.26-27). 

In other words, these people, and the disciples, it seems, were looking only to what 

Jesus was doing in the here and now; in this temporal, earthly life.  Food fills the belly, it 

is necessary for this life. 

The Hebrews in our Old Testament reading, the disciples, these people who have 

chased after Jesus, and even you and I are starving.  We are in a desperate spot.  Our 
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stomachs are growling, our mouths are dry, and we are wasting away.  Our energy is 

drained, and we are exhausted.   

We look at the people in our world and they, too, are starving.  They are grasping 

for anything to give them some hope, some meaning, some purpose… anything.  There are 

people clinging to both sides of the Second Amendment, Critical Race Theory, Gender 

Identity, Social Justice, Climate Change, and a myriad of other things… 

We often make fun of the disciples for not understanding Jesus, yet, in many 

Christian churches and, even Christians, themselves, try to attach Jesus to any and all of 

those things.  Certainly, God does have things to say about these subjects.  But, none of 

them are the Gospel or of real eternal significance. 

Jesus reminds us of this this morning, “Truly, truly, I say to you, you are seeking 

me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves. 27 Do not work 

for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures to eternal life…” (Jn 6.26-27). 

To this the people, and we, ask, “What must we do, to be doing the works of God” 

(v. 28)? 

Jesus’ answer is very simple and straightforward.  It is a verse that, perhaps, we 

should commit to memory.  “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has 

sent” (v. 29). 

Here is the gist of this, the word translated here as believe, is a form of the Greek 

word “πιστεύω”.  This word should really be translated as ‘faith’.  But, we have a problem.  

In Greek, “πιστεύω” has a noun form and a verb form.  In English, we have just the noun 
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form; “faith”.  We don’t have a translatable verb form.  There is not such thing as 

‘faithing’.  We don’t know how to do ‘faith’, faith is just something that is.   

So, we use often use the noun ‘belief’, and the verb ‘believe’ to translate that word. 

Why is this significant?  Or, even better, “What is it,” or “What does this mean?”  It 

means belief and faith are not exactly the same thing.  But, because we don’t have the 

right words in English to speak of ‘faithing’, the two are often confused. 

So, how do we sort it out.  Simply put, I can believe what you say, but have no faith 

in you.  I can believe you, trust your words, but still not have faith in you.  You could be a 

scallywag who is simply, on this occasion, right.   

You go to an airport and learn that a certain flight is going to your favorite 

destination.  You can believe that that airplane, along with the pilot, the crew, and their 

luggage, will all go there.  You can believe that. It doesn’t take much to believe it.  It is of 

little consequence to you. 

But, faith comes when you put your money where your mouth is, you purchase a 

ticket and put yourself in the hands of the pilot, the mechanics, the crew, air traffic 

control, the weather, etc.  Not only do you believe that the plane is going in that direction, 

you now have faith that it will get you there, too. 

We can say, and even believe, that Jesus is the bread of life.  We can believe His 

words, but do we, can we, put our faith in Him, that He is, truly, the very sustenance, 

nourishment, and source of our life, both here and hereafter. 

Here’s the thing, Jesus died for you.  Yes, I know you know that.  But, I also don’t 

think you know that.  You can believe that Jesus died.  You can believe He died for sins.  
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You can believe that He rose again.  But, it takes faith to climb aboard, put your eternal 

destiny in His hands, and trust that He will get you there. 

The people believed Jesus was a good teacher, a miracle worker, and that He was 

special.  But, they did not have faith that He was there to make sure they would arrive at 

a very particular destination; in the throne room of their Heavenly Father, and where He 

will say, “Well done, my good and faithful servant.”  All because you  have faith that what 

Jesus said and did, He did it for you. 

“Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, you are seeking me, not because 

you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves. 27 Do not work for the food that 

perishes, but for the food that endures to eternal life… 28 Then they said to him, “What 

must we do, to be doing the works of God?” 29 Jesus answered them, “This is the work of 

God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.”” 

This is the work of God, that you [faith] in him whom he has sent.”” 

Now may the peace that passes all understanding, guard  your hearts and your minds in Christ 

Jesus.  

Amen. 
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