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Only you have the words of life  John 6:56 – 69 
 

 
 
 
 
“This teaching is difficult, who can accept it?  Because of 
this many of his disciples turned back and no longer went 
about with him.”   
 
Hearing that our minds are taken to other Gospel stories like 
Matthew 7; “the gate is wide, and the road is easy that 
leads to destruction, the gate is narrow, and the road is 
hard that leads to life.”  Take the narrow road, it might be 
hard, but it is the right thing to do, and we wouldn’t want 
to be on the road to destruction.  Our minds are taken in the 
direction of fear and rules and religion, but that is not what 
this reading is about.  Instead of listening to those who 
walked away, listen to Peter; “Where else could we go? You 

have the words of life.”  Not words of command, or words of warning, or words of ‘do 
not’.  The power of Jesus’ teaching and example was that he offered words of life.  
Words of hope.  Words of connection to God, and Spirit, and truth.   
Following rules and Law and religion is easy, you don’t have to think, you don’t have to 
feel or care, it’s black and white and it’s concrete and it’s written down.  Do this, don’t 
do that.   
Following the way of Christ is hard, you do have to think, and feel, and care.  This is the 
way of nebulous, intangible things like love and faith, rather than rules and religion.  But 
it is the way of life; the way of God.  And that is what Peter heard and held on to. 
 
Words of life like: 

Forgiveness Acceptance Compassion Spirituality 
 
In a culture that held that forgiveness came from God but had to be earned through 
sacrifice and ritual, Jesus offered the word of life, “You are forgiven.”  And in those 
simple words came life for so many who heard them.  Not just in the miracles of healing 
that accompanied the words, but in the load of guilt and shame that was lifted from 
them.  Life.  And maybe we don’t sense the radical grammar of the Lord’s Prayer – 
‘forgive our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.’  We are called to the same sort 
of forgiveness.  Forgiveness that brings life and reconciliation and healing.  But it is hard 
because we want so much to hold on to our hurt and our anger, and we want retribution 
not reconciliation.  But we are called to words of life, not just for the person we forgive, 
but for the life that comes to us when we lay down our grudges and bad opinions.  Life.  
Not just through the platitude of ‘we all make mistakes’, but the real life that flows from 
recognising and living the forgiveness of God.   
 
Acceptance is more than forgiveness because it’s not about sins or errors that someone 
has done, it’s about the prejudice that says, ‘they’re the sort of person who will do 
something’.  In a culture that pictured the worst opinions of ‘others’ - Samaritans, 
Moabites, Gentiles, women, children etc. - Jesus welcomed and accepted all.  Life was 



not about being a chosen race or right sort of person, life was abut recognising all people 
created in the image of God. Peter and the other disciples knew this well.  They weren’t 
the expected image of disciples for a rabbi – fishermen, tax collectors, zealots, Galileans.  
And they made mistakes and they failed to understand and yet they were accepted and 
welcomed into God’s life.  And yet, acceptance is still hard for us because it goes against 
our inner programming of only wanting to deal with people ‘like us’.  But life with God is 
about welcoming all into life with God. 
 
Compassion is the easiest of Jesus words to understand, with all the healing stories in the 
Gospels.  And maybe it’s hard for us to grasp the radical nature of this word because we 
have, to a certain extent, taken it up in our social ministry.  The priests didn’t extend 
compassion and welcome people in for healing, they wanted proof of healing first.  The 
radical nature of compassion that brings life is not just in ‘thoughts and prayers’ but in 
action.  On top of forgiveness and acceptance, compassion calls us to a sacrifice of time 
and effort to support, to help, to assist; to bring life. 
 
Spirituality is the way of life through connection with God, who is spirit.  One of the 
reasons that the people found the teaching about bread and wine hard is that they took it 
literally and physically; people with strict food laws baulked at ‘eat my flesh and drink 
my wine’.  But the life that Jesus was talking about is life in, and through, the Spirit.  
Eternal life that is life connected to the eternal.  This is the heart of the nebulous, 
intangible way of life that Jesus was calling us to.  He told parables about agriculture, 
daily living, kings, and judges, but they were all about living the spiritual life with God 
rather than following a set of rules or religious ritual.  But that very disconnection from 
what our eyes and brains are calling reality is why the way of the spirit is hard.  Give us a 
set of rules, we want clarity and certainty, it’s easy.  But the hard way is real life, life in 
all its fulness, and it’s about faith and discernment and compassion and forgiveness and 
acceptance. 
 
And then the real question for us is about the words that we speak.  What are the words 
that we share amongst ourselves and to the wider community?  Are they words of life?  Or 
are they words of requirements, of rules and standards?  Putting up a poster of the two 
paths of life – the wide easy road to destruction and the narrow, hard path – can be 
interpreted as smugness and judgement.  Talking about salvation and righteousness can 
come across not as the joys that flow from the grace of God, but as entry standards to 
the community. 

In the letter to the Ephesians, the writer instructs thieves to give up stealing.  
Have you every marvelled at that?  This is a letter to a Christian community not to 
the wider city of Ephesus.  That community knew and practiced the words of life, 
forgiving and accepting and welcoming a thief into the community.  And the 
scripture is not a harsh word of condemnation, just a compassionate call to 
respond to that grace in a gracious way. 
 

Can we be as faithful to our Lord who spoke the words of life?  It is hard, because it goes 
against our inner nature to be self-protective, defensive, fearful, and judgemental.  But 
it is the way for life, not just life for ourselves, but life that flows out and brings in 
people who are thirsting for forgiveness and acceptance.  People who are hungry for 
justice and compassion and need to hear words that are about life, real life, life lived 
with God, the great source of life. 
 


