
Jesus in the Present Tense #2

“I Am the Bread of Life”

John 6:25-59

Roughly twenty to twenty-five times each week, people are compelled to engage in a particular activity and they will sacrifice almost anything for the opportunity. For most, it is a top priority. Chances are, you have already done it once today and you will likely do it again before your head hits the pillow tonight. We do this alone, but prefer to share it with company. We include this activity in almost every festive occasion we plan and, sometimes, it is the festive occasion.

By now, you’ve probably guessed that I’m referring to eating. Not only do we depend on food for survival, we celebrate it as art, savor it as luxury, share it as communion, and even abuse it as therapy. I have never seen a travel brochure that didn’t highlight the importance of what you would be eating and how often. Food is the primary subject of countless magazines, books, websites, and television shows. We even have entire channels—more than one!—dedicated to the preparation and consumption of nourishment, twenty-four hours each day, seven days each week, all year round.

For most Americans, eating is a luxury to enjoy, not a necessity to exist. Few of us have ever been anywhere near the point of starvation, as many in our world experience every day. For those living in Palestine in the first century, though, eating was a necessity that was not taken for granted. Times were hard, given the unpredictable nature of the weather there that often witnessed draught destroying crops and harvests. When Jesus taught His disciples to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread,” that was a real concern!

With this background we approach the first of the seven great “I Am” statements of Jesus as recorded in John’s Gospel. In each of these, Jesus uses the Greek phrase egō eimi (‘I am’) and a predicate.
 In our first study last week we saw that God revealed Himself to Moses by the name I Am, or Yahweh, in Exodus 3:14. God is the self-existent One who “is, and…was, and…is to come,” according to Revelation 1:8. When Jesus used the name I Am, He was definitely claiming to be God.
 And each one of these statements brings home an important aspect of the person and the ministry of Jesus.

Turn with me to John chapter six. Only two of our Lord’s miracles are recorded in all four gospels: His resurrection and His feeding of the five thousand. Jesus did this not only to meet human needs, but also that He might deliver a profound message about “the bread of life.” What the world needs is Jesus, for He alone is the bread of life.

The Satisfying Bread of Life

First we see that Jesus is the satisfying bread of life. We begin with verses 25-27,

When they found him on the other side of the lake, they asked him, “Rabbi, when did you get here?” 

Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, you are looking for me, not because you saw miraculous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill. Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. On him God the Father has placed his seal of approval.” 

Previously in this chapter Jesus had fed five thousand people with a small lunch of barley loaves and fish. After this miracle, Jesus had sent the disciples across the Sea of Galilee, but went off by Himself. During the night a storm arose, threatening to sink the boat. Jesus came walking on the water to the disciples, and when He entered the boat, the storm ceased. Eventually the crowds from the day before caught up with Him on the other side of the Sea of Galilee, near Capernaum. They asked when He got there. Jesus did not answer their question, but instead pointed to their desire for a free lunch. As Leon Morris observes, “They were moved not by full hearts, but by full bellies.”

Some call this teaching of Jesus a “sermon,”
 but really this section is a dialogue between Jesus and His audience. It began by the lakeshore, but John later reports in verse 59 that this was delivered “in the synagogue in Capernaum.” Nowhere does he make clear where the transition to the synagogue takes place: at verse 27 is as good a guess as any.
 There is nothing out of the ordinary in this: it is part of what has been called ‘the freedom of the synagogue’.

In verse 28 the people ask, “What must we do to do the works God requires?” Literally the Greek reads, “What shall we do to work the works of God?”
 They had completely missed the point! In verse 29 Jesus answers, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” Jesus replaces their “works of God” with the singular “work of God.” They must believe on him (the present tense here denotes the continuing attitude, not the once-for-all decision).
 This is not faith in the abstract, an existential trust without a coherent object.
 What must we do? Believe in what God has done.
The crowd presses Jesus in verses 30-31, “What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is written: ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’” What nerve! He had just miraculously fed over 5,000 people with a small lunch the day before, and they’re asking for a miraculous sign? What was yesterday—a fluke?

 Jesus replies in verses 32-33, “I tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.” Jesus reminds them that it was not Moses, but God, who gave their forefathers the manna in the wilderness.
 And it is God who is now giving the bread of life.
The people say in verse 34, “Sir, from now on give us this bread.” To which Jesus replies, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.” Hunger is something God has built into the human body to remind us to eat, because without food and water, we will die. But there is a deeper spiritual hunger in the human heart that can never be satisfied with anything other than God Himself and the gifts of grace He shares with us.
 

Jesus insists, “He who comes to me will never go hungry.” The thought is not unlike John 13:9–10: the person who has been washed by Jesus does not need another bath, but only “to wash his feet.” So the hungry and thirsty person who comes to Jesus finds his hunger satisfied and his thirst quenched. This does not mean there is no need for continued dependence upon him, for continued feeding upon him; it does mean there is no longer that core emptiness that the initial encounter with Jesus has met.

Jesus points out that there are two kinds of food: food for the body, which is necessary but not the most important, and food for the inner man, the spirit, which is essential. What the people need was not food but life, and life is a gift. Food only sustains life, but Jesus gives eternal life. The words of Isaiah 55:2 come to mind: “Why do you spend money for what is not bread, and your wages for what does not satisfy?” 

The distinction between “food which perishes” and “food which endures to eternal life” is, of course, symbolic. Physical food represents those things that satisfy legitimate bodily desires: nourishment, clothing, shelter, sex, exercise, and rest. Spiritual food, however, represents the need of the human soul to be sustained by its Maker.
 How tragic that most people ignore God, the only One who can satisfy their deepest hungers, and spend money on substitutes that don’t last and can never give them joy.
 

The Saving Bread of Life

Moving down to verse 41 we see that Jesus is the saving bread of life.

At this the Jews began to grumble about him because he said, “I am the bread that came down from heaven.” They said, “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I came down from heaven’?” 

“Stop grumbling among yourselves,” Jesus answered. “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him, and I will raise him up at the last day. It is written in the Prophets: ‘They will all be taught by God.’ Everyone who listens to the Father and learns from him comes to me. No one has seen the Father except the one who is from God; only he has seen the Father. I tell you the truth, he who believes has everlasting life. I am the bread of life. Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” 

In this message, Jesus called Himself “the bread from heaven”, “the bread of God”, “the bread of life”, and “the living bread”. The phrase “bread of life” can mean “living bread” or “bread that gives life.” He was using bread, a familiar material object, to teach a spiritual truth: You receive bread into your body and it sustains life, but receiving Jesus into your heart by faith gives you eternal life. Jesus Christ is “the bread of life,” and we cannot have spiritual life—eternal life—without Him.

“The bread of life” is another way of linking life in the closest fashion with Christ. He himself is the food, the sustenance that nourishes spiritual life. It is only from this bread that we really obtain life.
 He Himself is the life-giving bread, delivering those who receive him from the power of death, which even the manna in the wilderness could not achieve for those who ate it.

Manna was great—a gift from God that sustained physical life. But the manna had its limitations. It was food for the body, but it was no more. Those who ate it died in due course. By contrast, Jesus offers bread that brings the life for which there is no death. Anyone who partakes of Christ has the life that is eternal.

The Sacrificial Bread of Life

Finally we see that Jesus is the sacrificial bread of life, hinted at the end of verse 51, “This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” In this very startling statement Jesus defines the bread that He will give as His flesh. The future, “I will give” looks to the gift that would be made on Calvary.
 When God gave the manna, He gave only a gift, but when Jesus came, He gave Himself. There was no cost to God in sending the manna each day, but He gave His Son at great cost.

Jesus refers to His flesh, a word that will be used six more times before the dialogue is concluded. John 6:51 is a declaration that the Son of God will give Himself as a sacrifice “for the life of the world.” We must not limit the work of Christ on the cross. He is the sacrifice not for our sins only, but also for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2). The substitutionary death of Jesus Christ is a key doctrine in John’s Gospel. Jesus would die for the world (John 3:16; 6:51), for His sheep (John 10:11, 15), for the nation (John 11:50–52), and for His friends (John 15:12).
 It would be hard for any reader in the decades immediately after the cross not to think of Jesus’ supreme sacrifice.

In verse 52 we see the reaction of His audience: “Then the Jews began to argue sharply among themselves, ‘How can this man give us his flesh to eat?’”  Instead of discerning the deeper spiritual meaning of the metaphor, the crowd took it literally and reacted negatively.

Jesus didn’t try to clarify their misconceptions. Instead, He intensified their confusion.
 He says in verses 53-58,

“I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me. This is the bread that came down from heaven. Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live forever.”
Before answering their question, ‘How…?’Jesus amplifies His contentious statement. The amplification was more offensive than the original statement. The law of Moses imposed a ban on the drinking of any blood whatsoever (including the eating of flesh with the blood in it); the idea of drinking the blood of the Son of Man was impossibly abhorrent. They found the problem set by His strange language more impenetrable, and more scandalous, than ever.
 Jesus’ teaching wasn’t difficult to understand, just difficult to accept.
 It was, quite literally, “hard to swallow.”

So, how do we understand this? Most expositors these days apply it to the Lord’s Supper. But there are some strong reasons against it. First of all, there is the setting. Jesus is speaking in the synagogue at Capernaum to a crowd that includes opponents and lukewarm disciples. Second, there is the strength of the language used. Take as an example verse 53: “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” This language is absolute. There is no reference to repentance or conversion or believing. There is no qualification of any sort. But it is impossible to think that Jesus should have taught that the one thing necessary for eternal life is to receive Communion. Third, the consequences of the eating and drinking spoken of here follow from receiving Christ and believing in him. Fourth, in the original Greek both “eat” and “drink” are in the aorist tense, denoting once-for-all action, not a repeated eating and drinking, such as would be appropriate for Communion. Finally, the metaphor of eating and drinking was quite common among the Jews. It points to a taking within one’s innermost being.
 To “eat” something means to assimilate it and make it a part of your physical being. But language uses the metaphor of eating to describe the process of understanding and receiving statements expressed in words. We say things like, “Well, I’ll have to digest what you just said” or “I can’t swallow that” or “That’s food for thought.” A pastor might say, “My congregation is so young in the faith, I have to spoon-feed them.” A businessman says to his staff, “Now, here’s a program you can sink your teeth into.” A student says, “I really devoured that book.” Nobody takes this literally.

Scripture uses similar metaphors in describing our relationship to God’s Word. “Taste and see that the Lord is good” (Psalm 34:8). “How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth” (Psalm 119:103). “When your words came, I ate them; they were my joy and my heart’s delight” (Jeremiah 15:16). “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good” (1 Peter 2:2-3; see also Hebrews 5:11-14, which contrasts the “milk” and “meat” of the Word). “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4).

How, then, do we “eat” His flesh and “drink” His blood? By believing in Jesus Christ and receiving His Word into our hearts.
 The true sustenance and refreshment of our spiritual life are to be found only in him who died that we might live. This total self-commitment to Christ, this appropriating him by faith, is the secret of eternal life and perpetual soul-refreshment.

As soon as this service is over, most of us will eat a meal. “Sunday dinner” has become a common phrase to denote a hearty meal—even as one current commercial says, “even it it’s not Sunday.” Some will go out to eat at a restaurant while others go home for their meal. I can remember while growing up, my mom would often put a roast with carrots and potatoes in the oven before we went to church, and when we came home, the whole house smelled so good! (My mouth waters just thinking about it!)

I guarantee you, though, however much you may eat for Sunday dinner, you will be hungry again. Oh, you may say, “I won’t have to eat for a week!” but you certainly will be hungry again, probably before the day is done. And while we need to eat in order to live, our bodies will still someday die.

Jesus says, “I Am the bread of life.” He is Yahweh come in the flesh, and He offers Himself to satisfy your deepest need. Do you feel your need because there is a spiritual hunger within? Are you willing to admit that need and come to the Saviour? If you will, He will save you and satisfy you forever!

�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on John (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2010).


�D. A. Carson, The Gospel according to John, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Leicester, UK; Grand Rapids, MI: InterVarsity Press; Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1991).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Alive (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1986).


�Leon Morris, The Gospel according to John, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1995).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Jesus in the Present Tense (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, ©2011).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, Jesus in the Present Tense.


�Carson, op. cit.


�F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of John (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1983).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Carson, op. cit.


�Bruce, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, Jesus in the Present Tense.


�Carson, op. cit.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, The Wiersbe Study Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©2009, 2018).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, Jesus in the Present Tense.


�Wiersbe, Jesus in the Present Tense.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Bruce, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, The Wiersbe Study Bible.


�Wiersbe, Be Alive.


�Carson, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, Jesus in the Present Tense.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Bruce, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, Jesus in the Present Tense.


�Wiersbe, Jesus in the Present Tense.


�Bruce, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, Be Alive.





PAGE  
3

