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      Consume the Son and Live Forever

      Have we yet arrived at a robust answer to my son’s initial inquiry? Almost. We have established now—in humble and lowly terms—what it means for God to have life in himself. The eternal life of God is a fountain that flows from the headwaters of the Father and always and forever pours through the Son and in the Spirit. Never beginning and never ending, the triune God of the Scriptures is unceasingly blessed—happy in the simplicity of divine love that simply is Father, Son, and Spirit. The aseity of God means that God never diminishes in vitality even as he continues to give life to all so that there is a radical asymmetry between the life of God and the life God grants. God’s life gives without emptying, enriches without impoverishing, and spills over without decreasing. Because this life everlastingly subsists in eternal generation (the Father begets the Son) and eternal spiration (the Father and Son breathe out the Spirit), God’s dealings with his creatures take on this Trinitarian shape. Just as the life of God is eternally from the Father, through the Son, and in the Spirit, so too the salvation of God’s people is from the Father, through the Son, and in the Spirit. Thus, the directionality of the triune mission portrayed in John’s Gospel (the Son comes from the Father and goes back to the Father, bringing his saints with him by the Spirit) echos the directionality of the Trinity’s inner life.

      We ought not be surprised, then, to learn that the eternal life we come to experience comes through the Son, by the Spirit. “For God so loved the world,” says the beloved disciple, “that he gave his only [begotten] Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). How is it that believing in the Son can become a means for having eternal life? Such is fitting because the Son is he who has been given to have life in himself (John 5:26). How is it that the Son can grant rivers of living water, which eternally satisfy our thirst for the life of God (see John 4:14, 7:37–39; Rev. 21:6)? Such is fitting because the Son is he who eternally breathes out the Spirit, whose presence causes the heart to “flow rivers of living water” (John 7:38).

      Consider one more example from John’s Gospel. John tells us of the feeding of the five thousand (John 6:1–15)—yet another occasion for the one who has life in himself to grant life to others. This physical feeding, however, was merely an object lesson for an infinitely better meal he was preparing for his people. The next day, when the crowd that had consumed his multiplied bread and fish found him, they came again seeking more culinary-related miracles. Jesus, knowing their intention (John 6:26), warned them of their shortsightedness: “Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures to eternal life, which the Son will give to you. For on him God the Father has set his seal” (John 6:27). Naturally, they ask what kind of work God has given them to do in order to receive such a marvelous food (John 6:28), and Jesus’s answer is a paradox: “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent” (John 6:29). The “work” is actually no work at all; it is merely to believe in the one whom the Father has sent—that is, the one whom the Father has eternally given to have life in himself.

      The crowd can see, at this point, that Jesus is referring to himself, and so (with food still very much on their minds) they suggest that before they believe in him, he should prove himself in some way akin to Yahweh’s provision of manna in the wilderness (John 6:30–31). Jesus responds with a revelation: As it turns out, the manna in the wilderness—just as the bread and the fish from the previous day—is also an object lesson. All this divine provision of bread is a sign from on high to call their attention from hungry bellies to hungry souls and their ultimate satiation found in the bread from heaven.

      “Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst’” (John 6:35). In these few words, Jesus identifies himself as the breathtaking antecedent to two biblical referents: He identifies himself with Yahweh (“I am”), and he calls himself the true life-giving manna (cf. Ex. 16:15). In this way, we learn that God’s purpose was always to bring not merely temporal sustenance with bread but to grant his people eternal life, and we learn that—wonder of wonders—he would grant this blessing with the provision of his very self. Again, the directionality in this whole scheme is undeniable. How will the a se Trinity grant eternal life to his people in the form of self-giving? Answer: in a way that accords with the Trinity’s inner life. It will come from the Father and through the Son: “For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the Son and believes in him should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day” (John 6:40).

      Now, the crowds, noticing how central Jesus is making himself out to be for God’s purposes to deliver his people, begin to feel a bit scandalized (John 6:41–42). Jesus, for his part, makes no attempt to dull the edge of his radical Christ-centeredness. He insists that everyone the Father intends to draw to himself he will draw, without exception, to Jesus and through belief in Jesus (John 6:43–49). With a crescendo, Jesus concludes his point by repeating his insistence that the manna in the wilderness had always been a foreshadowing of his own life-giving presence, except he now capitalizes on the surprising and almost grotesque language of eating flesh:

      Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him. As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever feeds on me, he will live forever because of me. (John 6:53–57)

      Can you sense it? Can you feel the mystery and holiness of Jesus’s words and provision? Here we come to the burning heart of God’s love for his people—an expression of God’s self and the incorporation of his people into that love. God, who lives, gives himself to be consumed so that his people might live. How does he do this? The Father sends the Son in the flesh to give his flesh to be consumed by faith.

      Of course, this passage reminds us of communion, and that is more than appropriate. Our Christian meal at the Lord’s Table is, after all, a participation in the body and blood of Jesus (1 Cor. 10:16–17). In faith, at his table we partake of his body and blood, which are “true food” and “true drink” (John 6:55), and our communion with him is nothing if not life-giving. But at the core of this passage, Jesus refers to the eating and abiding reality of faith. To “believe” is, according to Jesus, to do the work of God and to eat the flesh and drink the blood of Christ. To consume and receive by faith his life-giving ministry is to eat the bread of life so as to live forever!

      We know that the ultimate manifestation of the self-giving that Christ describes will come in his death on the cross. In dying, he makes himself the ultimate life-giving seed, which—after its burial—will sprout anew to produce all manner of fruit (John 12:20–26). We who would receive from his vitality must, therefore, learn to abide in him (John 15:1–17). The Son who has life in himself comes to us—he brings the life of God in the form of a man. He is a vine within our reach; he is bread we can consume; he is water that can quench our thirst.

      Now, he has already told us that none of these things can possibly be ours unless we are born from above by the Spirit (John 3:1–15), which introduces a potential dilemma. How is it that we come to share in this eternal life? Do we receive it by the Spirit who brings us to Christ, or from Christ who gives us the Spirit? Well, it depends on where we are standing. From the standpoint of the divine economy, the Spirit—who wells up into springs of eternal life—is given by the Son. But from the vantage point of our experience of this life, the Spirit—who unites us to the life-giving vine—brings us to Christ. In the end, there is no contradiction: The life of God comes from the Father through the Son and in the Spirit, and so we come to share in this life by the Spirit through this Son and before the Father. God the Trinity comes to man to bring man to God the Trinity.

      But we haven’t thoroughly answered my son’s good question yet: If God is eternal, which means he has no beginning and no end, and he grants eternal life to us who had a beginning, does that mean he is more eternal? Furthermore: If so, what does it even mean to say that our life is eternal if it doesn’t mean the same thing as God’s eternal life? In answering these questions, we must remind ourselves that all our talk of God—and, indeed, our being in relation to God’s being—is analogical. Yes, God is more eternal. He is more eternal than the eternal life we are given in the same way that God is more than any other word we can apply to both God and ourselves. People can be “good,” and God is “good.” But his goodness transcends in every way the goodness of his creatures.

      Our share in this divine life is always that of a creature participating in the likeness of God’s aseity. God comes to man to bring man to enjoy the happy life of God. But in doing so, God does not obliterate man or absorb man into himself. In other words, our share in the life that God gives is always a life that is given and not our experience of coming to have life in ourselves. We never traverse from the creature side to the Creator side of the Creator-creature divide. Our delight in sharing in the life of God is always through Christ, in whom heaven and earth unite. As we are made in the image of God, our eternal life is in the image of God’s aseity. This may seem like something of a letdown, but our persistent finitude means that our experience of eternal life is one of perpetual expansion. The only way for creatures to come to experience participation in the likeness of the divine is for their experience and delight of that infinite life to be everlastingly enlarged, forever and ever. Let us learn, therefore, to stand in wonder at the God who is. And let us come to delight in the fact that he is, indeed, infinitely more eternal than we ever will be. His eternality is the foundation for the eternal life we experience in Christ. Because we are finite and he is infinite, we can rejoice in the fact that our experience of eternal life will be marked by an increasing delight throughout this life and into the next, forever and ever.

      Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost;

      As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.
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