I USED TO RULE THE WORLD

Week 1 - Bread
My kids are getting older and they’re starting to develop some unique things. How many of you guys are the oldest sibling? How many of you kind of feel like you have a way of doing things and your other brothers or sisters ought to know from you how to do it? Like you kind of help them understand, gently encourage them, there is a way of doing things and it’s generally your way?

I didn’t have any brothers or sisters. My oldest turns 5 this month. He is a hundred percent the oldest. That personality. When we’re driving in the car—we have a mini van—my daughter rides right behind me and then in the third row back my son rides. He’ll look out and literally say things like “Two hands on the wheel, dad!” I literally have a back seat driver and he’s not even 5 years old yet. “Dad, go!” I can’t reach that far back without hitting your sister in face but if I could I’d grab you. He is constantly telling people how to do stuff. “Dad, you’re supposed to go faster. It’s a green light. Go!”

That’s kind of how it happens in my life.

Whenever he plays with his friends, my son likes to go into elaborate explanation of things that make no sense. He’ll try to ​​set up a game with his friends. This is a rough translation but this is about how it sounds: “When I count up to seven I want you guys to run over there and then jump and then clap and say ‘Laser beam’ as loud as you can then roll over and ride your bike then run back here. OK. Ready? Go!” And they all run around and they’ll do whatever they want because it made no sense. Then pretty soon he starts yelling at the kids: “You guys! You’re doing it wrong. You’re not playing it right.” He’ll even start crying, “I told them to do it this way and they’re not doing it this way. They said they were going to do it their way. I don’t know what to do.” I’m like, “Dude, I don’t know how to help you with that!”

He started because people are not listening to his game that makes no sense—run, laser beam, jump, clap, roll over, do the robot—whatever his game is. He’s starting to use some language, use some words that he’s picked up at preschool. I’m going to share with you those words. We don’t always talk like this in here. He will say to his friend, “You’re being a dummy! You’re dumb! You’re being stupid. He’s being stupid, dad. He’s being a dummy.” I know that’s harsh language. Thank you for bearing with me. But the reason he’s trying these new phrases out that he’s discovered is because people are not doing what he wants them to do. He has trouble not being the leader. When his agenda is threatened by someone not bowing to his agenda and doing their own thing, he freaks out and he starts using words like “Dummy!”

This is exactly what’s happening at the first Christmas. In the first century the same kind of thing is happening. Someone arrives on the scene who is threatening the way things have always been done. People don’t like it when someone changes the way they do stuff. When their way gets messed up. When their way gets messed with they start to get upset, especially when they’re in charge.

Most of us in this room will experience Christmas a number of ways. For some of us—if you come to the Tree Lighting, which is really fun, I recommend that you come—but some of you guys will think in your head, “Christmas is the time for the cute baby in the manger. Mom will pull down those boxes that still have the Styrofoam around them. They’ll unwrap and there’s the cute little face of an angel and the donkey and all this.”

That did actually happen. Many of us will hear the Christmas story and think it’s a miracle. And it is. You’ll hear all the stuff about angels and trumpets and cool stuff like that and be all excited about it. That all happens as part of the story.

Some of us thinking about Christmas, we’ll think about family and presents and getting together, and all of those things are good and they’re true and they’re right.

But in the first century this wasn’t most people’s experience. It wasn’t like, “Christmas, a new king, cool. This is exciting.”
What was happening was most people had their lives messed with a little bit. What I want to challenge you with maybe today is maybe this is closer to the kind of Christmas we ought to have. Something that’s slightly a little bit uncomfortable for us. Maybe what needs to happen for us to understand the story of Christmas a little bit more deeply is that our lives need to be messed with. Let’s consider the possibility that what God was doing at Christmas is reorienting our understanding of who rules the world.

Over the next couple of weeks we’re going to be talking about the implications of Jesus ruling the world. Or more pointedly, how Christmas indicates that we used to rule the world. And that that title of who rules the world now belongs to someone else.

Those of us in this room are like, “OK, someone else rules. I have enough authority in my life. I go to school every day. There are deans and teachers and security guards. My parents are enough of an authority. I’m just trying to get a little piece of control and freedom in my life. I don’t want anybody else to be messing with that whatever I’ve got, whatever little piece of freedom I have. I don’t want anybody to mess with it.”
Let me just propose something to you. Maybe if you’re really, really resistant to some other authority in your life, maybe that is in some way—especially if it’s the authority of God in your life—maybe that’s an indicator that you might actually need him in your life. That all of that “I don’t need anybody else in my life” may actually be the other side of the coin that says, “I need someone in my life to be the Lord. To be the authority.”
Matthew 2, you probably heard this before if you grew up in a Christian tradition. It’s the famous passage about Jesus’ birth. Matthew 2:1—“Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea during the reign of King Herod. About that time some wise men from eastern lands arrived in Jerusalem asking, ‘Where is the newborn king of the Jews? We saw his star as it arose and we’ve come to worship him.’ King Herod was deeply disturbed when he heard this, as was everyone in Jerusalem. He called a meeting of the leading priests and teachers of religious law and ask, ‘Where is the Messiah supposed to born?’ ‘In Bethlehem in Judea,’ they said. [verse 14] That night Joseph left for Egypt with the child and Mary, his mother, and they stayed there until Herod’s death. This fulfilled what the Lord had spoken to the prophet ‘I called my Son out of Egypt.’ Herod was furious when he realized that the wise men had outwitted him. He sent soldiers to kill all the boys in and around Bethlehem two years old and under based on the wise men’s report of the star’s first appearance.”
So there is this baby who’s born and the king who was in charge starts to freak out. He gets disturbed and then he sends out this decree: “Anybody under 2 who is a boy, kill ’em. I can’t have anybody else ruling my world.”

The story of Jesus’ birth begins in the city, the city called Bethlehem. You guys have heard this before. Bethlehem is the combination of two words: “bread” and “place of.” So Bethlehem, a rough translation is “house of bread.” Someone here last night said, you talk about bread a lot! All you do is talk about bread. Two weeks in a row. Sorry. But here we are talking about bread again. This is the name of the city, it’s Christmas, we’re talking about bread again.

The house of bread. Bakery. It’s bakery town. It’s the International House of Bread. It’s IHOB. The story of Jesus’ birth begins in the house of bread and something happens in the house of bread that’s going to shake the world up. In fact in verse 3 it says “King Herod was deeply disturbed when he heard this as was everyone in Jerusalem.” A new king in town, you’d expect the present king would be like “I’m the king! I rule. If someone else is coming along I probably should be part of that decision. What’s the deal?” You imagine he’d kind of be freaked out. If you’re in charge and someone else comes: “We’re here to worship that new person. That person’s in charge now. Can you tell us where they are?”

Then all of a sudden you get this picture of something else, though. Herod might be saying—it’s this moment when Herod says, “Is this the moment when I used to rule the world because now there’s a new person here.” But what’s crazy is it’s something else. In addition to Herod being deeply disturbed it says, “as was everyone else in Jerusalem.” Not just the king is upset but everyone is disturbed. That means that something is going to happen that’s going to reorient their lives about who rules. And they’re not comfortable with that. Something is very disquieting when someone shows up and he’s a new ruler. We’re no longer in charge.

Basically here’s the deal. They start wondering, What if he does stuff differently than I want him to do it? What if he does it differently that I’m used to do it? What if he makes me friends with our Roman enemies? What if he makes me fight the enemy? There’s this new king of me and my people and I’m worried about him.

Essentially at this time there are three groups of people. There are some people who are called zealots who basically have this as their phrase that they tell everybody: “Pray and sharpen your swords. Let’s sharpen our swords because God wants us to fight the Romans and kill them. If we’d all at the same time, God would lead us to a military victory over the Romans.” Those are called the zealots.

There are those people on one end of the spectrum. At the other end of the spectrum are these people called the Essenes. These people are saying, “The world is so awful. You see what the Romans do. They go to school naked in places called gymnasiums. They hang out with pigs. They’re horrible and disgusting people. We do not want to be around the Romans. What we’re going to do is we’re going to have a little community of people. We’re going to gather together and have a little campfire. We’ll have some songs. We’ll sit together and we’ll just hold hands and just wait for God’s judgment to come and deal with the Romans. We’re just going to keep ourselves isolated.”
Then somewhere are in the middle are just people that are sort of compromisers. They’re kind of like what Herod is. They’re the Herodians. These guys are like, “Yes, the Romans are kind of gross people and yes they rule over most of the world and they’ve taken us over too. But you know what? We could probably try and get along with them. There are some things we like about them, some things we don’t. But how big a deal is it that we go to school with our clothes on? We could probably eat some pig. It’s just not that big a deal.”
Every one of these are rough categories people fall into. Every one of those people have a way that they think the king should show up and be. The zealots think the king is going to show up and say, “Sharpen your swords and pray.” The Essenes say, “Let’s all just form a little community.” The others say, “Let’s just try to blend into the world as much as possible.” Every one of them says, “If this king shows up it messes with the way I want to do stuff then I don’t want him. He can’t rule because he doesn’t rule the way I want him to. The new guy can ruin everything.”
So what can happen in the house of bread, Bethlehem, that can be so unnerving? Who is this person, Jesus? What makes him so special that everyone is worried about his birth, and what is this new king’s intentions?

I’m going to show you kind of his intentions. John 6 says this: “‘The true bread of God is one that comes down from heaven and gives light to the world.’ ‘Sir,’ they said. ‘Give us that bread every day.’ Jesus replied, ‘I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry again.’”
What does Bethlehem mean? House of bread. What does Jesus call himself? The bread of life.

There is something happening here that is deeply connected to something else. Bethlehem, the house of bread, gives us the bread of life. What is so dangerous about the bread? If Jesus is the bread of life this is hardly the metaphor any of us would choose as a powerful metaphor. If we were going to choose a way to show our power over all creation, we would choose a different metaphor. Like “I am the tornado of God! I will rip you up in my winds of power.” Or something like that. “I am the laser beam of righteousness.” “I’m the hammer of God.” But he says, “I’m the bread of life.”

No one runs away. “It’s the Bread! Run away! Run away! Run for your life. Don’t look directly at the Bread!” No one says that.

There is something going on here. Seriously, what’s going on with the bread? Of anything you could choose, you chose bread of life. Who’s your PR agent? Try to figure something else out.

What begs the question then, maybe something more is meant about bread than what we think about bread. Maybe there’s something else going on here. Maybe Jesus is saying something in a language that the people would understand and know. And he’s using imagery that’s deeply connected to the Jewish experience, different from our own experience. Because bread was more than bread. How so? How is bread dangerous? How is bread making him any kind of a threat to anybody?

Psalm 105: “The Lord brought his people out of Egypt loaded with silver and gold. And not one among of the tribes of Israel even stumbled. Egypt was glad when they were gone for they feared them greatly. The Lord spread a cloud above them as a covering and gave them a great fire in the darkness. They asked for meat and he sent them quail. He satisfied their hunger with manna bread from heaven.”
The story of Israel, the story of the Jews, the most dominant and repeated story that the Jews tell each other and remember all the time, is the story about being in captivity in Egypt for 400 years and their escape by God’s miraculous power into the desert. They tell the story about how God provided for them and miraculously rescued them. They tell the story about how he rescued them in such a way that they were able to survive by bread from heaven. Jesus uses this language in the psalm to identify himself with part of the story, part of the Jewish story that defines them.

To his audience, he’s talking to a bunch of people that’s kind of typical of Jesus’ audience. These are people who every day work and they get paid just enough to live for the next day. They work, they buy food for the next day. And that’s all they eat. The next day they go out to the fields and they work again and they do the same thing over and over again. If they don’t work one day, their family doesn’t eat.

So when he talks about bread there’s kind of an understanding different than ours. We go to Costco. How many of you keep your bread in the refrigerator? How many do not? You put it somewhere else. Interesting.

When I go to Costco and get a double sleeve of bread, one goes in the refrigerator, one in the freezer. As soon as we start getting three or four slices from the end we just switch the freezer one to the refrigerator.

This is not the way these people live. When he’s talking about bread they are like, “Give us the bread. We’re hungry. Can we have it?” They understand hungry and tired. And the people who walked in this desert as they walked out from Egypt, they’re walking out from Egypt and they’re like “God rescued us! We’re out in the desert. There’s nothing to eat out here.”

At one point they even say, “We were slaves and they beat us down and kind of owned our lives. But if we went back we could eat, right? Let’s go back.” Then all of a sudden the heavens open up and bread starts to come down. God literally provides them bread from heaven. It’s not like there were other animals they could kill and eat or whatever. It’s literally this. They’re in the desert. There is no food. There is nothing that they have. So every day they’re relying on the literal miracle from heaven to keep them alive. Bread from heaven.

Someone eating the bread is admitting something. I do not rule. I cannot provide for my own life. God does.

It’s kind of interesting. The stuff that came from heaven called “manna.” It’s actually translated “What is it?” It’s actually kind of a comical scenario. Something’s falling from heaven! What is it? What is it? No! I asked you, What is it? What is it? You can imagine how goofy this is. They don’t even know how to describe it. They just call it “What is it?” But it’s simply declaring if we’re eating it, what it’s saying is God provides and I do not. If God did not provide, I would not live.

God’s people eat the bread and live. In fact, all of the descendants of the Hebrews who ran out of Egypt into the desert who were rescued there were there because their ancestors ate the bread from heaven. It kept them alive. In that sense all Jews are connected to the bread of life that came out of heaven.

Now Jesus is saying, “I’m the bread. If you want to truly live, eat the bread of life from Bethlehem, the bakery, the house of bread.”
John 6 says, “‘I tell you the truth. Anyone who believes has eternal life. Yes, I am the bread of life. Your ancestors ate manna in the wilderness but they all died. Anyone who eats the bread from heaven, however, will never die. I’m the bread that came down from heaven. Anyone who eats this bread will live forever. This bread which I offer so that the world may live is my own flesh.’ Then the people began arguing with each other about what he meant.”

Eating the bread, allowing someone else to provide life means that I do not provide myself with life. Somebody else does. It means I used to rule the world and now somebody else is in control.

Jesus is taking the idea of manna in the wilderness to the next level. He says your ancestors ate it and they died. But if you eat it you will live forever. And the people start murmuring.

Jesus starts talking about eating his flesh. This is crazy. If you guys were here a couple of weeks ago when we took communion this is what he’s talking about. But he’s also talking about something on a different level too. He’s talking about I am the giver of life. When he starts talking about bread and calling himself the bread of life he’s identifying himself as the provider of life. He’s identifying himself with God. And people were like, “Whoa! You cannot get a higher authority than that.” And they start to wonder about who he is. In fact it’s so disturbing about 10 or so verses later, there was a crowd of people around Jesus and they start disbursing. We don’t need to be around Jesus anymore. He just got weird. The talking, cool. The miracles, also awesome. But the whole, “I’m the bread of life.” Weird. We’re done.

So everyone starts abandoning him. He looks at his 12 closest buddies, the original 12 disciples and he goes, “Are you guys going to leave too?” Somehow or another the bread of life that came from the house of bread is enough to mess with people to make them go, I don’t want it. I would rather be in the desert trying to find life where there is none than take the bread of life that’s given to me.

God moved these people, the Jews, out of captivity. Through miraculous events he sustains them in the desert by feeding them miraculously and he showed them where to go and protected them miraculously. And he did not provide manna, the what-is-it bread from heaven, for anybody else except his own people.

What that means is if you ate this bread from heaven, you are God’s people. Nobody else got it, unless you were one of God’s people. So what Jesus was saying about this true version of the bread of life, if you eat it you belong to God. My way of living is no longer mine. I give it someone else. I give it to Jesus because he gives life.

He says, “I tell you the truth. Anyone who believes has eternal life.” He’s talking about this bread giving that kind of life. It’s not just this. It is this but not only this. It’s more. It’s not just if I eat the bread someday I’m going to go to heaven when I die. That’s true. But that’s not all. That’s not all it is. For many of us when we hear that, it doesn’t make much of a difference in our lives. Like someday when I die I get to go to heaven. It doesn’t really affect the way we live all that much differently right now. Most of us expect we’ll live to be pretty old. Some of us won’t. Who knows what kind of tragic things might happen? But the story Jesus is telling isn’t just eternal life happens when you’re dead. He seems to be saying something different. Like it happens right now. And it continues on after death.

Here’s what I mean. You can picture the analogy for me. What’s heaven for me: I went to UCLA. I have a terrible football team. We’ve been losing a lot lately. First eight-loss season in my 30 years. It breaks my heart. But I went to school there. What would be heaven for me would be to go to USC-UCLA football game. I don’t get to go usually. We have Saturday night services and I can’t make it. But that would be heaven. That would be awesome. If somebody gave me tickets and said, “Your teaching isn’t doing so awesome. But we love you. Here’s tickets. Also here’s a field pass. You can stand on the field.” Awesome. So I can just wait until that happens. Next December. It’s going to come. Hopefully it’ll be a little better of a team. A better game, whatever. We won it eight years in a row. We lost seven in a row. Now we’re back to like three in a row or whatever. But whatever it is I get to be on the sidelines and be a part of it. Wouldn’t that be great?

Now that would be in a sense I could wait around until next year and see what happens. And maybe that would be something like waiting until I die to go to heaven. In some way.

Think about it this way. What is this is the scenario? The coach from UCLA calls me and says, “McGuire, this is the coach from UCLA. We found a loophole in the NCAA eligibility rules and we need you. You’re going to have to start working out—a lot. But here’s the deal. You’re going to have to re-enroll in classes. Maybe get in the master’s program. We figured out a way to get you on the team. But here’s the deal. We’re going to give you a uniform. You’re going to practice with the team. Even though you’ve never ever played football I your life. People are going to tackle you. You’re going to get bigger and stronger. You’re going to tackle people. We’re all building up to this moment when you’re going to be in the game against USC.” That’d be great. I’m going to be in the game? “Yes. And here’s the deal. Anybody wearing red and gold will hate you. This is your team. Everybody wearing blue and gold is now on your side and they want you to win and they’re going to help you get better. And they’re all here for you and you get to do your life with them. You’re part of this community and yes, you get to go to the game. And you get to be in the game. But there’s so much more at stake that just simply someday I get to stand on the sideline and go, ‘I was there! We almost won!’ You’re now a part of it.”

This is the life Jesus is calling people for. But if I do that, my life changes radically right now. All of a sudden my life is totally altered. What Jesus is saying is if you want to truly live, if you want to eat this bread that means you’re one of God’s people and your life gets altered right now. Not just when you’re dead but right now.

For us in this room, most of us don’t want to have our lives messed with at all. Our lives are complicated enough as it is. If you’re to tell me that my life would be better if I didn’t try to control it or rule it or dominate it, I actually would feel a little worried about it. I don’t want somebody else’s agenda taking over mine. My life is already complicated enough. My life is complicated in different ways than yours is.

I’ll give you an example. Like I told you already. I have this awesome minivan. There are numerous times when all three of my kids are crying at the same time. My oldest is probably crying about the way that I’m driving. My youngest is only 11 weeks old so who knows why he’s crying. He can cry so hard that he makes himself throw up. My daughter will start crying. My wife who drives our van most of the time, she did this to herself. She bought a Christmas CD that has like an elf that leads you through all the songs. The voice of the elf—I want to throw up too! He sings annoying elf songs. All I want to do is kill the elf! I want to eject the CD. Kids, watch this! And throw it out the window!

But there is this person, Jesus, who is working on my life slowly but surely, who is trying to bring about patience and tenderness. What I want in my life in those moments is kill the elf and everybody shut up. Duct tape! That’s what I want. Part of my life is like, “Please, be quiet!”

None of us, if you’re anything like me, are real excited about someone else telling us how to live our lives. People abandoned Jesus because they were like, “We don’t want what you’re talking about!” This eternal life thing, this life that we were intended to have, starts immediately. Not someday when we’re dead. And people are like, “I don’t think I’m up to it. I don’t want my life messed with.”

Let me ask you. What is in your life that you absolutely cannot give up control over? My guess is that there is something in your life that rules your life that absolutely has control over you. And there is no way you can get rid of it. There is something that you have and you say, “I’ll give up a lot of stuff but I won’t let go of that.” What agenda is a hundred percent yours in your life? And only yours. And God doesn’t get to have any say in it.

This is what Jesus is saying. “I’m the bread of life. If you start eating it, if you take it, if you live the like I’ve called you to, you’re one of my people and your life gets altered forever starting right now. Because you belong to God.”

This Christmas, for the next couple weeks we’ll talk about this stuff. We get to live differently. Like we’ve tasted the bread of life that comes from the house of bread at Christmas. We might look at our lives and say Christmas 2008 is the Christmas where I said, I used to rule the world but then something happened. I decided to trust Jesus for all the things that are life everyday. He became for me the bread from heaven. The miraculous life giving bread from heaven.

Prayer:


While your eyes are closed and your heads bowed, just consider this for a moment just in silence. I’ll ask you the same question again. What rules in your life? What is it that as you think about it it’s something that absolutely you have to have control over because it rules in your life? I’m going to give you a few seconds of silence to think about it. See what God might do with that silence and allow you to kind of confess it to him and allow him to kind of do something with it.


Jesus, we are people who are desperately in search of life. People who need control, who like control, who like our own agenda and we are definitely threatened by someone who wants to take it from us. Only you don’t take it. You invite us to surrender it. God, we have the courage to offer the parts of our life where we say you don’t get this, God. We get to say maybe this Christmas you can have it. You can have all of it. I want life, true life, eternal life which starts now and continues on forever. As we sing this chorus of this song once again that it would be an expression of us saying, You are the Lord and we are not. It’d be us saying that the world does not get to have any more say in our lives but you do. That in some ways we invite you to start changing us slowly to where you give us life every day. The bread of life gives us life every day. God, we give you this song. We give you these words as a prayer that we might sing together.
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