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“The Only Game in Town”

“Lord, to whom can we go?  You have the words of eternal life.”

Another of my favourite summertime destinations in my childhood (in addition to the boardwalk at Seaside
Heights) was my Uncle Norman and Aunt Alice’s cottage on Culver Lake.  The lake it tucked into the northwest
corner of New Jersey, and at the time the area was still very rural; the only grocery store was Dale’s, located at
the entrance to the lakeshore road.  We would always stop at Dale’s on our way to the cottage, and often take
a trip there for supplies and ice cream sandwiches.  The owners were very nice people, always welcoming
customers with a smile and thanking them for their business.  One day, after getting out supplies and paying
for them, Dale himself thanked us for our business; on the way to our car, I heard my uncle mumbling under
his breath, “That’s nice, but it’s not like we have a choice – he’s the only game in town!”

For those of us who live in populated areas, it may seem quite foreign to understand that in some places there
are no options, that “the only game in town” is the only source of what we need.  Here in Stratford, we have
many choices for supermarkets, drug stores, gas stations, restaurants, and of course Tim Hortons.  But in many
rural communities, there is only one choice for groceries, prescriptions, fuel, and other necessities.  Yes, there
is the internet and other options via mail or UPS; but for quick purchases, many people still rely on “the only
game in town.”

On the surface, it appears that there are many options available to those who have heard Jesus’ teaching in the
sixth chapter of John’s Gospel.  This lengthy chapter, which as been read in worship over the past several
Sundays, begins with the Fourth Gospel’s account of the Feeding of the Five Thousand and continues with
Jesus’ extensive interpretation of this miracle, in which he contrasts the manna that the people of Israel
received in the wilderness with the “living bread that came down from heaven” which is available to all in
Christ himself.  This “living bread” is given so that “whoever easts of this bread will life forever; and the bread
that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.” (6:51).  Jesus identifies himself as the Bread of Life, so that
all who believe in him “may belong to him, live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal
righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he is risen from the dead and lives and rules eternally.  This is
most certainly true.
(Small Catechism).

We might expect that those who heard Jesus’ words would eagerly accept this invitation to partake of the
Bread of Life which Jesus freely offers; but surprisingly, “in the face of Jesus’ most explicit and far-reaching
offer of himself and the gift of life to those who believe, even many among his followers turn away.” (Gail
O’Day).  The responses among Jesus’ followers including “grumbling, disbelief, betrayal, and rejection.”  They
find Jesus’ teaching “too difficult; who can accept it?”  Jesus immediately becomes aware the disciples’
“grumbling” (gongyzo), another example of his insight into human nature (“But Jesus on his part would not
entrust himself to them, because he knew all people and needed no one to testify about anyone; for he himself
knew what was in everyone.” – 2:24-25).  Jesus issues a challenge to the disciples’ doubt and resistance, asking
whether the ascension of the Son of Man will increase the offense of his teachings or make sense of what
offends the disciples now: “Does this offend you?  Then what if you were to see the Son of Man ascending to
where he was before?” (6:61b-62).  The ascent of the Son of Man – which in the Fourth Gospel includes Christ’
death, resurrection, and ascension – becomes the proving ground for the disciples’ faith; it “transcends
anything the disciples have yet experienced.” (O’Day).



Jesus is aware that these protesting disciples do not rightly perceive or understand the “flesh” of which Jesus
speaks.  They only see Jesus’ bodily flesh; the do not perceive that he is “the Word [that] became flesh and
lived among us … full of grace and truth.” (1:14).  The “flesh” as mere flesh is useless; “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).  Only the Spirit gives life
to the flesh, and the Spirit dwells in the Son of Man (“He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the
one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.” – 1:33).  A new life is possible to those who believe; but if one limits
their understanding of life to one’s perceptions of what is possible merely in the flesh, one will receive nothing. 
“Spirit and flesh must be held together; this is the heart of the gospel.” (O’Day).

Jesus is aware from the start that not everyone who had initially followed him would believe: “For Jesus knew
from the first who were the ones that did not believe, and who was the one that would betray him.” (6:64). 
They are like those who Jesus describes in Mark’s Gospel: “They may indeed look, but not perceive, and may
indeed listen, but not understand; so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.” (Mark 4:12).  

· “The people in today’s reading who now reject Jesus, that is, are precisely those who had, in fact,
believed in Jesus, those who had followed him and had given up much to do so.  But now, finally, after
all their waiting and watching and wondering and worrying, they have grown tired, and they can no
longer see clearly what it was about Jesus that attracted them to him in the first place, and so they
leave.” – David Lose.

When the rejection and desertion that Jesus foresaw takes place, Jesus turns to the Twelve and asks them, “Do
you also wish to go away?” (6:67).  Even though they are Jesus’ “inner circle” among his band of followers, they
must also choose whether to accept or reject the offer that God has made to them in Jesus.  Simon Peter, given
the role as spokesman for the Twelve, chooses to accept what is offered in Jesus: “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.”
(6:68-69).  For Peter, there is no other choice, no other option; Jesus is “the only game in town,” the only one
who possesses the “words of eternal life” that “brings about forgiveness of sins, redeems from death and the
devil, and gives eternal salvation to all who believe it” (Small Catechism).  Simon Peter and the Twelve know
that Jesus is “the way, and the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.” (14:6). 
Peter’s confession of faith will be the Gospel message he will proclaim, that “there is salvation in no one else,
for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12).  Peter
knew that in following Jesus, he had found the Holy One of God, who alone possessed the words of eternal life. 
He knew that the prophesy of Isaiah had been fulfilled in the one who is the Bread of Life: “Why do you spend
money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy?  Listen to me, and eat what is
good …” (Isaiah 55:2).

The difference between the response of Peter and the Twelve as opposed to that of the other disciples is not
because they were smarter, or more discerning, or more faithful.  Throughout the four Gospels, the Twelve are
often portrayed as being plagued with doubt and fear, filled with an overabundance of pride and arrogance,
and ready to abandon Jesus at the very time he needed them the most.

· “So if they aren’t smarter, or more faithful, or more courageous, or, in short, any better than the rest
of Jesus’ disciples – then or now – then what is it that sets them apart?  One thing … Peter, you see,
knew where to look.  That’s it.  That’s what makes him and the others different – it’s not their brains or
their ability or their status or even they faith; they simply knew where to look.” – David Lose.

It’s not by accident that Peter’s words are sung in worship as we stand to hear the Gospel proclaimed to us
every Sunday: “Alleluia!  Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.”  We join our voices
together as the assembly of God’s people who rejoice that the words that we are to hear are truly the Word of



God that is being spoken to us anew, the Word that is for us “the only game in town” because we believe that
it is through Christ alone that we have been born anew to a living hope.

· “The gospel acclamation is the high point of celebration in the assembly.  It is the assembly’s
opportunity to welcome the reading of the gospel in its midst, to rejoice for the great gift of God’s
word, and to gather around the reading.  It is an anticipation of the gospel reading to come and a
response to the word it has already heard.” – Lorraine S. Brugh and Gordon W. Lathrop, The Sunday
Assembly.

As we have many choices as to where we can shop and eat, we also have many choices as to who we might
worship.  There are a wide variety of religious traditions that a person might choose, or a person may also
choose not to follow any religious tradition.  But when we confess our faith in the words of the Creeds, we are
proclaiming that for us the Christian faith is “the only game in town,” that we place our trust and confidence in
Christ and Christ alone.  When we declare that “I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord,” we are
announcing that we have “my hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness … on Christ the
solid rock I stand, all other ground is sinking sand.”

· “To be a Christian, then, means confessing that Jesus is alive in the sense of that the ancient
declaration, ‘Jesus is Lord’… the confession of Jesus as resurrected, as living with God’s own life, and as
ruling as Lord of the church and world is what distinguishes the Christian view of Jesus from every
other view.  For everyone else, Jesus is another dead man; for Christians, he is the Living One.” – Luke
Timothy Johnson, Living Jesus.

We live in a world in which our friends, family members, and neighbours may have made different choices than
us.  They may have chosen to follow a different path, to put their trust in a different God.  They may have
decided that they can live their life without God, that there is no place in their world for the worship of a deity. 
They may have only a marginal interest in the Christian faith or see the church merely as a place to turn to in
significant occasions in a person’s life such as baptisms, weddings, and funerals.  Their choices are not our
choices, but we need to be careful not to judge them harshly or to behave in a superior fashion simply because
we have chosen to follow what we believe is the true path.  We need to treat all people with love and respect,
while at the same time being ready to explain why we have decided to follow Jesus and why we, like Paul,
believe that he alone has the “words of eternal life.”  In a context that is become quite similar to world in
which the New Testament church existed, in which the church was a minority in the midst of a society that was
often hostile to its message, we who believe that faith in Jesus Christ is truly “the only game in town” must
“always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an account of the hope that is in you;
yet do it with gentleness and reverence.” (1 Peter 3:15-16).  We who believe that Jesus is “the way, and the
truth, and the life” must be ready to explain to others who have made other choice why we have decided to
follow Jesus, renouncing all other choices and allegiances.

· “Only that church which knows profoundly that its very confession of Jesus as ‘Sovereign and Saviour’
precludes any claim to the sovereignty of its own belief system will be in a position to open itself to the
beliefs of others – and hence to the others themselves.  Only that church which is orientated towards a
Truth that it knows it can never possess, which stands under a Word that it will never fully understand:
only such a Church will get beyond tolerance and move towards love.” – Douglas John Hall, The Future
of the Church.

Dale’s Market still sits at the entrance to Culver Lake, but it’s no longer “the only game in town.”  The area
around the lake has grown to include large supermarkets and other shopping options.  But many loyal
customers still choose to shop at Dale’s, opting for their personal service and community involvement.  While
Dale’s is no longer the only choice available, it remains the choice they continue to make.  For those of us who



confess our faith in Jesus Christ, Christianity may not be “the only game in town,” but it’s the only choice for
us, because we believe that in Christ and Christ alone are the “words of eternal life,” the one who died and
rose again so that we might have “strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow.”  

For Christians, Jesus Christ is “the only game in town!” Amen.


