
No Turning Back, John 6:56-69     Sunday, August 22, 2021 

 
At the dawn of the Space Age it looked like the United States was losing the Space Race.  The Soviet Union had 

launched the first artificial satellite in 1957. In response the Vanguard rocket blew up on the pad.   Both nations then 

began to work on putting a human into space. The American Project Mercury was projected to put a man in orbit 

by late 1960, but delay after delay — sometimes out of caution and sometimes out of concerns for safety because the 

rockets continued to blow up, allowed the Soviets to put a man into orbit in April of 1961. The best the Americans 

could do, a month later, was to send astronaut Alan Shepherd on a fifteen-minute suborbital flight. 

Yet on the basis of that suborbital flight, while American morale was low, President John F. Kennedy, at a Joint 

Session of Congress on May 25, 1961, committed the United States to landing a man on the moon by the end of the 

decade and bringing him back safely. 

Some people questioned the sanity of this proposal. How could we talk about going to the moon when no 

American had even been into the orbit, and the Soviets seemed to be so far ahead?  Four months later, on September 

17, 1961 with only one more suborbital flight to America’s credit, and the first orbital flight still five months away, 

Kennedy spoke to an audience at Rice University and explained why this choice was so important. He said: 

“We choose to go to the moon. We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because 

they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our 

energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, 

and one which we intend to win, and the others, too.” 

Did you hear that? The president said that the reason for going was “not because they are easy, but because they 

are hard.” 

In today’s gospel passage some of the disciples told Jesus that his teachings were too hard. They wanted something 

easier. And many of them left because, as they said, “This teaching is TOO HARD…who can accept it?”  

Jesus was not taking the EASY ROAD. 

Matthew, Luke, and to a lesser extent Mark tell us that Satan offered Jesus an easier road to messiahship. 

Satan told Jesus he ought to turn stones into bread for his own benefit when he was hungry. He should never have to 

suffer because surely God would protect him from all harm. And that Jesus, who would be identified in the 

Revelation of John as the King of kings and Lord of lords, could become king now, and the ruler of all the earthly 

kingdoms, without having to bear his cross and suffer a humiliating death. 

By that time Jesus had already rejected such a temptation, and was taking the much harder path of the 

suffering servant prophesied in Isaiah. But those who took part in the miraculous feeding of the multitudes weren’t 

looking for a difficult road. They wanted more free bread. 

In the gospel of John, you either GET IT OR YOU DON’T!!   The first disciples who followed Jesus GOT IT! 

Nicodemus didn’t get it at first. This business about being BORN AGAIN puzzled him and even though he was an 

expert in Biblical law, he couldn’t get away from the literal image of returning to his mother’s womb. Later, though, 

we will see that by the time of Jesus’ death, and before his resurrection, NICODEMUS was ready to stand up for 

Jesus. 

The woman at the well got it. She was able to look beyond the literal meaning of “living water,” a moving stream that 

never ends, to the spiritual meaning of the term, and as a result, despite her brokenness, she was able to lead her 

whole village to a belief in Jesus. 

The man born blind got it. The religious experts didn’t.       Some people get it. Some don’t.   

Some people came to Jesus expecting they would no longer have to work to earn their DAILY BREAD.  They 

thought that Jesus like Moses could rain manna down from on high. They wanted the bread of life that Jesus offered 

to be a reprise of the miracle of the loaves and fishes. They had offered the example of the manna as a scriptural way 



of proving to Jesus that he could only demonstrate his lordship by continuing to provide miraculous bread. Like the 

bread and circuses offered by the Roman emperors to distract the populace from how bad things really were, they 

believed Jesus ought to feed them again and again. 

However, Jesus replied that their request only proved they were like the people of God in the wilderness who 

continued to grumble despite God’s gracious bounty. Their hardness of heart made them more like Pharaoh than the 

children of Abraham. 

John’s gospel used the cinematic technique of seamlessly moving from one locale to another. At first, we were with 

Jesus outdoors, teaching the multitudes. Suddenly, we find that Jesus is speaking to his disciples “in the synagogue at 

Capernaum (6:59).” 

Then Jesus seemed to make things worse. It is not always easy to follow Jesus, especially when he concluded by 

saying something shocking: “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. Just as the 

living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me (6:56-57).” 

The response of some of his disciples was disheartening: “This teaching is difficult; who can accept it (6:60)?” 

These disciples, unlike the Samaritan woman at the well, were unable to get past the LITERAL MEANING… 

of this saying. Being born again, having living water to keep one’s bucket full, the flesh and blood of Jesus — some 

people reach the limit of their belief---SO THEY BACK AWAY WHEN THINGS GOT “HARD.”   

John told them that, “It is the spirit that gives life. The flesh is useless. The words that I have spoken to you are 

spirit and life (6:63).” Jesus told them — and us — that there is a spiritual truth at the heart of these difficult 

images — and if we are willing to travel the difficult way we will be rewarded. 

Then John went on to say: “Because of this many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with him.” 

It’s one thing for the multitudes to turn away when they don’t get what they want. But when disciples, who have 

traveled with Jesus, heard his words, saw his miracles, turned away, we might ask, should Jesus have simply spoken 

about the spiritual aspect of this flesh and blood more clearly? 

The GOSPEL took place in the real world. Body and blood, broken and spilled, nailed to the cross. It was not 

always easy. It’s not always good FOR US to pretend that things are easy, either. 

“Jesus asked the twelve, “Do you also wish to go away?” Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom can we go? 

You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of God (6:67-69).” 

J.F.K. a true believer and follow of Jesus said…. “We choose to go to the moon. We choose to go to the moon in this 

decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve 

to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to 

accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win, and the others, too.”  1961 he said that, 

1963 he was killed.  1969 we fulfilled his dream.  Why did he die when he did?    Many said it was his beginning 

work with Brother Bobbie regarding equality for all of God’s people.  His investigation into CIA, FBI and others 

because of the internal breakdown within the government and his extreme interest in Space and Aliens to name a few.  

Yes, he was different, but the biggest fear by the government was he was loved by many and with that love 

came POWER TO CHANGE OUR COUNTRY. 

JESUS HAD BEEN BRINGING ABOUT GREAT CHANGE.  CHANGE THAT FOLK HAD BEEN PAYING 

ATTENTION TOO!!!  And now that he had their Attention…it was time to see if they were willing to FOLLOW!!   

Notice that in John’s gospel this is his first reference to “the twelve.” Why is that? Perhaps because until they 

were TESTED, until they had this CRISIS OF FAITH, until other disciples, facing the same difficulty, turned and 

left, they were not truly the twelve! Just like us — are we truly the church just because we say we’re following 

Jesus?  



Sometimes it takes a crisis, a barrier put up by the world, or by other believers, a temptation by Satan, or just 

proclaiming our belief when others turn away, before we are truly the church.  We can say we believe in Jesus, 

but being a disciple, being the presence of Jesus in a hurting world, and trusting Jesus, is a lot harder. Yet it is worth 

doing the things that are hard…  I.E.  Like being present in the midst of Covid, being more aware of our elderly 

neighbors needs especially now, reaching out to those who don’t seem quite right, keep doing what God wants you to 

do, just doing it more safely, encouraging those you meet who have not gotten a vaccine to get a vaccine.  AND THE 

LIST GOES ON AND ON!! 

And remember what Peter said, “…where else can we go?” 

One popular praise chorus, “I Have Decided to Follow Jesus,” has the refrain “no turning back, no turning back.” 

No turning back. According to the story, this song reflects the words of a nineteenth- century Christian from India. 

Tortured, and forced to watch his family murdered before his eyes, he proclaimed that he had decided to follow Jesus, 

and that there was no turning back.  The song continues to reflect his words: “Though no one joins me, still I will 

follow — no turning back, no turning back.”  Finally, before he himself was martyred: “The cross before me, the 

world behind me — no turning back, no turning back.” 

According to a Welsh missionary who came to that village, the power of this Christian’s witness in the face of 

suffering and death, led to the eventual conversion of his whole village. 

Jesus asks us, his disciples, when things get hard, TO GO FURTHER.   Not everyone will. Not everyone wants to. 

Many are content with the way things are--right and wrong. When things get hard, they turn away. 

When told by some of his disciples that his words were HARD, Jesus replied, “Then what if you were to see the Son 

of Man ascending to where he was before (6:62)?” What if we someday see the Son of Man ascending to the Father, 

in the full sight of the world? When at the name of Jesus every knee at last bows, will we rejoice because we were not 

turned off by the hard words of Jesus? Will we be the Body of Christ in this world, broken like a loaf of bread so that 

others may be sustained, witnessing our hardships, to prove that Jesus Christ is Lord? Will the blood of Christ be shed 

before all through our willingness to give the last measure for our faith? 

Or will we be offended by the Body of Christ visible in the homeless, in the refugees of this world, in the 

witnesses who bravely SCORN temptation? 

We began this message by reminding you of President Kennedy’s resolve that we should attempt difficult 

things because they are hard.  

Well, though Kennedy himself was assassinated a little over 1 year after starting his “Moon Venture” and despite the 

extraordinary difficulties of inventing a whole new technology and doing things that had never been done, despite 

three deaths on a launch pad that set the program back months while we learned what we had done wrong in our 

carelessness.  Americans succeeded in putting human beings on the moon and bringing them back before the 

end of the sixties. 

Yet in the decades since, how many things have we as a nation backed away from because they were too hard? How 

often have we as the church taken the easier road?  

And how many hard things have we turned away from, as individuals and as a church? How many of us are willing to 

stand up to the world today? How many will follow faint-hearted folks who call themselves Christians who have 

taken the easy way? How many will follow the difficult way? 

God calls on us to make a choice. Make a good choice. Because at one point or another, there will be NO 

CHOICE…. THERE WILL BE “no turning back. No turning back.”    Amen. 


