TEXT: John 6:22-59PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of John #16: The Bread of Heaven


Today brings us to the sixteenth sermon in our study of John's Gospel and to one of our Lord's longest and most important dialogues.   May God bless it to our understanding, for Christ's sake.  Amen. 


The multitude drawn to our Lord, vv.22-29. 


The events of this passage take place just hours after He fed the multitude with a boy's lunch and then walked across the sea to join His disciples on the other side.  He's now in the synagogue at Capernaum.  Because the atmosphere is informal, some men speak up wondering how He reached Capernaum without a boat.  He doesn't answer the question, but responds to the ones who asked it.  


What He says is rather impolite, v.26: "Most assuredly, I say to you, you seek Me, not because you saw the signs, but because you ate the loaves and were filled".  He is challenging their motives.  They have come to see Him--not to see further signs which confirm His Messianic claims--but to have another meal.  


He's not against eating, of course.  He was often anxious about the physical health of His followers.   What He finds so deplorable, however, is this: Making ordinary food one's priority.  Of all the blessings He provides, food is the least important!  But they have made it their first concern.  The energy they used getting another free meal, might have been better spent.  


On what?  V.27b tells us: "The food which endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give you, because God the Father has set His seal on Him".  


Jesus Christ offers a food which will impart spiritual and eternal life.  They should be chiefly interested in this food--and not more biscuits and sardines!  


He is qualified to make this offer because "God the Father has set His seal on Him".  To "seal" means to authorize or to certify.  God has commissioned Jesus Christ to provide eternal life.  The "seal" is stamped on no one--or nothing--else.  Eternal life comes from Christ alone.  Not Christ or...Not Christ and...but Christ.  Joseph Hart had it right:


"None but Jesus, none but Jesus


None but Jesus, can do helpless 


Sinners good".


How is this "food" gotten?  The people want to know.  If ordinary bread is earned by "the sweat of [one's] face", how is this special food obtained?  This is the gist of v.28: "What shall we do that we may work the works of God"?  


The word "work" here is the same as "labor" in the previous verse.  Our Lord says "Labor for the food".  And they want to know what "work" is necessary to get it.  He tells them, v.29: "This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He has sent".


Note: We Calvinists are sometimes too anxious to find verses that support our views.  Some make the meaning of this verse: "Belief in Christ is the work of God".   This is a true doctrine--but not the one taught here.  It agrees neither with the grammar nor the context.  


What our Lord is saying is simply this: The imperishable food God offers is obtained by faith in Jesus Christ.  Martin Luther puts it thusly:


Christ alone our souls will feed


He is our meat and drink indeed;


Faith lives upon no other.  


Hallelujah. 


What food does for the body, Christ does for the soul.  But food not eaten does the body no good.  The most delectable and nourishing meal is wasted on the man who won't eat it.  Likewise, Christ not believed in does the soul no good.  He's an all sufficient Savior--make no mistake about that--but only to the one who believes.  


In sum: Believe in Christ and be filled.  Disbelieve and your soul will starve--both now and forever.     


The multitude debate our Lord, vv.30-40.  


All this talk about "bread" has, of course, reminded the multitude of Moses in the wilderness and the manna he provided God's people of old.  They begin to connect the dots: If Jesus promises bread in the wilderness, then He must be another Moses--"the prophet whom the LORD GOD would raise up like" him.  The claim is staggering; the people aren't about to believe without some proof.  What would satisfy them?  "A sign", of course.  


A more forgetful people would be hard to find.  Our Lord had just provided them with a sign--two in fact!  Just the day before He had fed a multitude in the wilderness.  And more, He had walked on the water.  What other sign did they need?  


They've got a suggestion: Keep on providing bread.  If Moses did it for forty years, "the prophet" should do more.  


But the people have got it wrong.  It was not Moses who furnished the manna long ago, but God.  And now, He's doing it again!  But this bread--unlike the manna--is "the true bread from heaven".  What the former did partially and for a time, the "true bread" will do fully and forever.  Manna sustained physical life for up to forty years.  The "true bread" will give spiritual life for eternity.  


What is this bread?  It's not a "what" at all.  It is "He who comes down from heaven".  Who's in heaven?  Every Jew that one: God!  Thus God has come down from heaven to give life to His people.  And this God is no one else but the Man who's speaking to them--Jesus of Nazareth!


This hasn't yet sunk in on the people.  They still think "bread" means "another meal".  Which they want.  But our Lord says, in effect, "You don't need another meal or daily feeding".  "He who comes to Me shall never hunger and he who believes in Me shall never thirst".  In other words, manna was a good, but insufficient food; it had to be eaten every day.  Whereas Christ, the True Bread, is fully sufficient for this life and the one to come.  


The multitude has a carnal appetite.  They crave as many free meals as they can get, but want no part of the "true food", our Lord Jesus Christ.  They have "seen [Him], but don't believe".  The evidence is in clear, ample, and compelling.  But they wilfully misinterpret it.  


This does not mean, however, He has failed in His mission.  For Christ did not come to save every person in the world, but only those "whom the Father has given to Me".  Who are these people?  Those "who come to Me" He says.   


Note: We Calvinists are sometimes more logical than we are Biblical.  The Gospel does not start with election and work its way forward to saving faith.  No!  It starts with saving faith and works it way back to election!  Sinners must be urged to "come to Christ" for salvation.  When they do, then--and only then--they're told


'Tis not that I did choose Thee,


For Lord that could not be;


This heart would still refuse Thee,


Hadst Thou not chosen me.


God's will to save His people who believe provides great security.  Because God has willed them to come to Christ, we can be sure He "will by no means cast [them] out".  We know this because Christ "has not come to do [His] own will, but the will of Him who sent Me".  This is God's will:


1.
None of His people will be lost, v.39: "All He has given Me I should lose nothing, but raise it up at the last day".   Not one will be lost--not in this life, not in death, not in the judgment, not in the world to come.  


Not one of all the chosen race


But shall to heaven attain.


2.
Everyone who believes will be saved, v.40: "Everyone who sees the Son and believes in Him may have everlasting life; and I will raise him up in the last day".


In sum: Just as God fed His people with manna long ago, now He is feeding us with "the true food" our Lord Jesus Christ.   The former was a great blessing.  The Psalmist says they "ate the food of angels".  But, by faith, we partake of the Son of God Himself.  If the fellowship of angels was a privilege, how much greater is the fellowship of God?  Yet that is just what every believer has.   Including the weakest, the most confused, and least consistent.  


The multitude offended, vv.41-59. 


The people have gone from impressed, to curious, to disturbed, and now to offended.  They deny His heavenly origin by tracing Him to Joseph and Mary.  If He's their son, he cannot possibly have "come down from heaven".


But this is not true; they should have known better.  Isaiah described the Messiah as both given of God and born of woman.  He saw no contradiction.  "For unto us a child is born, unto us a Son is given" 9:6 has it.


If this is so obvious, why don't the people "get it"?  Our Lord explains in vv.43-46.  


The Father has not "drawn" them.  What does this mean?  It means they are not "taught of God".  But don't they have His Word?  Yes they do.  But understanding His Word is more than a mental exercise.  It demands a spiritual enlightening.  "Open Thou mine eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of Thy Law" is the Psalmist's prayer.  


How does the Lord know their eyes have not been opened?  Its very easy: If they had, they would have "come to" Christ.  And known Him and God.  


V.46 is an editorial comment.  In my Bible, it is in red letters; it shouldn't be.  John is dropping in an aside.  He tells us being "taught of God" does not mean our understanding of Him is faultless or exhaustive.  Only the Son has "seen the Father".  Hence, only He fully knows God.


In vv.47-51, our Lord reiterates His claim.  The people are so dense they have to be told again and again.  They're not unique.  


He repeats the effect of believing in Him: "He who believes in Me has everlasting life".  


Why?  Because "I am the bread of life".  Christ is the "bread" that gives eternal life.   The implication: Christ is better than the manna.  How do we know this?  Because those who ate the manna died.  But whoever believes in Christ will "not die" (v.50) and will "live forever" (v.51).  


How does Christ, "the bread of life" give life?  Paradoxically enough, He gives life to us by His death.  His "flesh is given for the life of the world".  


It is impossible to speak more clearly than He has; but the people--alas--still haven't gotten it.  And so, rather than giving up in disgust, He makes His point one last time, vv.52-58.   


The objection, v.52: "How can this Man give us His flesh to eat?"    


They hadn't been listening very carefully, had they?  "Eating His flesh" is a metaphor.  For what?  For faith, see vv.35,40,47.  


Without faith in Christ, we have "no life in [us]", v.53.  But with faith in Christ, we have fellowship with Him (v.56) and with it, "eternal life" (v.54a), and the hope of glory (v.54b).


One final note: Some people have understood this "Eating My flesh and blood" to mean the Lord's Table.  That the sacred bread and wine give spiritual life.  Is this what the passage teaches?  No.  Here's why:


1.
The language does not quite fit.  Whenever the Lord or His Apostles speak of communion, they use the words "body and blood".  John doesn't.  He says "flesh and blood".  If he were alluding to the Lord's Table, why wouldn't he use the standard terminology?


2.
The language of vv.53-54 is unqualified.  If it refers to the Lord's Supper, then everyone who comes to the table has life and anyone who doesn't has no life.  No one believes this--not even the most devout Roman Catholic.  


3.
This interpretation makes our Lord's discourse unintelligible to His first hearers.  That they didn't understand is obvious.  But whose fault was it--theirs or His?  If He was speaking of the Lord's Supper, it was His fault, for the Supper had not been instituted at the time.  Nor even hinted at.  Did the Lord come to conceal the truth through dark and obscure sayings?  Or to reveal it?  He came to reveal it.  But if this "flesh and blood" refer to the Lord's Supper, He spoke in an impossibly unknowable way.


4.
He equates this "eating" and "drinking" with faith--see the verses cited above.


To come back to the subject, let me close with three brief words:


Firstly, the believer in Christ has life; He has it now; He'll have it in the world to come.  This life is not a reward for good works, but the result of believing in Jesus Christ.  Whoever believes in Christ comes into fellowship with Him.  And because He has life, the believer has life as well.  And the life he has is--in the words of Henry Scougal--


The Life of God


in the Soul of Man.


Secondly, the unbeliever in Christ has no life.  He is now "dead in trespasses and sins".  He will soon face "the second death".  But spiritual death--unlike its physical counterpart--is correctable.  The unbeliever can "pass from death into life".  He can do it now.  How?  By believing in Jesus Christ.  


Thirdly, these words--like the rest of John's Gospel--were written to identify Jesus as "the Christ, the Son of God".  How does it do so?  By making Him the giver of life--not a contributing factor to life--but the only source of life.  If God is the source of life--and the Bible surely teaches that--and if Christ gives life, then it follows that "Jesus is the Christ the Son of God".  Therefore, if you would have life, you must have God.  And God offers Himself and His life through no one but His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ.  

