TO FEED ON JESUS, THE BREAD OF LIFE

John 6:1-71

Key verse: 6:35

“Then Jesus declared, ‘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.’”

John chapter 6 consists of the story of Jesus miraculously feeding the five thousand people and the teaching related to the third sign. The first teaching was given to the Twelve when they were crossing the lake in the storm. Jesus came to them in the storm walking on water and said “It is I; don’t be afraid.” The second teaching was given on the other side of the Sea of Galilee to the enthusiastic crown who chased after Jesus the next day to make him their king by force. Verse 59 says he spoke of these things in the synagogue in Capernaum.

Both the Twelve and the other disciples did not read the message which Jesus spoke in the feeding of the five thousand. All they knew was that when they went hungry, he fed them. All they wanted now, therefore, was the warranty to fill their stomachs. Somewhere along the way of following him and chasing him, they lost him who fed them. They were left with their miserable companion, the desire to satisfy their need. What went wrong with them? They did not understand Mark’s gospel tells us. In John’s gospel, Jesus teaches them that he is the bread on which they should feed. The Twelve remained and all the others left because this was a difficult teaching. May the Lord speak to the 120 whom he has chosen.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1I.  Jesus feeds the five thousand (6:1-13)

Look at 6:1-6. “Some time after this, Jesus crossed to the far shore of the Sea of Galilee (that is, the Sea of Tiberias), and a great crowd of people followed him because they saw the miraculous signs he had performed on the sick. Then Jesus went up on a mountainside and sat down with his disciples. The Jewish Passover Feast was near. When Jesus looked up and saw a great crowd coming toward him, he said to Philip, ‘Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?’ He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do.” The information of the time helps us to hear the message from the perspective of the audience to whom Jesus spoke in the sign and through the subsequent teaching. Then, we may hear what Jesus speaks to us in our times. The feeding of the five thousand happened after the healing of the invalid, during the time of history when the Sea of Galilee was called the Sea of Tiberias, near the time of the second Jewish Passover Feast in Jesus’ ministry. Comparing with the three other gospels Mark, Matthew and Luke of the same event, we learn that the miraculous sign of the feeding of the five thousand happened in the first year of Jesus’ public ministry, which is called his Galilean ministry. Jesus did many other things during this time according to the other gospels. But John picks only this event to illustrate the Galilean ministry. In verse 53, we can find that John sees this event as the closing of the first period of Jesus’ ministry. All the chaffs will be blown away. Only the grains will be left. The harvest of the apostles was done. He will move to Judea toward Jerusalem after this event.

The change of the name of Lake Galilee indicates that the hope of the restoration of Israel was unrealistic. It was the time of Herod Antipas, the son of Herod the Great, who was not a Jew. He built a Roman city on the other side of the lake and named it after the Emperor Tiberius, and so the lake was also named after him. Rome was the sole superpower of the world and there was no sign of weakening of her strength. The vassal king, Herod, abused the people of Israel with the back up of Rome and nothing could stop him. He beheaded John the Baptist just before this time. The author inserts a brief comment that it was near the Jewish Passover Feast. The mention of the Passover is only a reminder that the deliverance of the God of Israel was just an old story, an unrealistic dream, a joke. In fact, Jesus himself and the multitudes didn’t seem to bother to go to Jerusalem to celebrate the Feast. There is no mention of Jesus’ visit to Jerusalem. The religious revival of the great numbers of the crowd also indicates the times. Obviously, the many miraculous signs which Jesus performed kindled hope in the minds of the people of Israel and motivated them to throng around Jesus. Jesus’ movement was the phenomenon of the times, but it only reflects the desperation of the people.

What was Jesus doing by stirring up their expectations with many signs? Verse 5 tells us that Jesus looked up and saw the great crowd coming toward him. He had embraced them in his mind. Verse 6 tells us that he already had in mind what he was going to do. Embracing them was what he was doing. We learn from the author in verses 5 and 6 that Jesus was in his mind as he recalled the times. As we think about it, the people of Israel could think of their life only in relation to Tiberius, Herod, their desperation and the painful awareness that there was no answer for them.  I realized that we are living with the same perspective. The whole world was listening to the news of the inaugural ceremony of George Bush. The commentators were busy to read his lips. I realized that we are in the same mind set as the people of Jesus’ times. But I learn from this passage that the author reminds us of Jesus our Lord who has embraced us by his coming into our midst. The author also tells us in verse 5b that Jesus involved his disciples at this time. When Jesus looked up and saw a great crowd coming toward him, he said to Philip, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” He treated the Twelve as his co-workers, the co-workers with God, with the Son, and with the Spirit. He consulted with them. He treated them as his friends. He picked Philip at this time as their representative. What he said to Philip also means he considered them as stewards of the lives of the people, of the times. We learn in Jesus’ question that God was in his mind. We learn in his question that he had embraced the whole world in his mind with all their burdens. We learn in his question how much he loved his disciples. They were just following Jesus. Now they could begin to see that they were invited to be friends of God, brothers of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, co-workers and co-heirs with him. As we remember Jesus, the time comes to us quite differently. The time was full of love, hope and glory.

The question in verse 5 would, therefore, create the Twelve, the apostles of Jesus. Verse 6 says Jesus asked Philip the question to test him. To test means to prove. Jesus didn’t mean to flunk the young man. As we will see, he did flunk. Jesus eventually created an apostle out of the young man and the question was the beginning of the refinery. The young man would become like refined gold through the test. According to the legend, Philip would evangelize India. The wonderful thing about this question is that the Twelve would no longer be companions with the darkness or dirty things. They would not imprison themselves with self-consciousness. They would respond to the invitation of friendship with God the Father, God the Son and God the Spirit. They would spend time with the true friend and the friends in Jesus Christ. They would love their neighbors as themselves. They would feed the whole world and the following generations with the mind of Jesus Christ. There are about 1,500 missionaries in our ministry. As I remember some of them one by one, I could see that this question has created UBF. This question has created the many servants in our ministry and scattered them all over the world to feed people with the gospel of Jesus. They are Koreans, some Americans and now some Russians, Asian Indians, and Ukrainians. But there is no nationalism in them. They consider the whole world as their people. I visited New York for the last two days. I saw many co-workers. I saw the sign of physical exhaustion in missionary David Baik and Joy Baik. They are virtually servants. I saw Missionary Ruth Shin weeping at the end of sharing her key verse testimony. She was overwhelmed with the work of God in the few young students in Columbia. They were new people whom I have never seen in the world. Then I heard Andre Atkinson telling me that he quit. I saw a struggling young man. I became grateful for all these things that I have witnessed. They are happening because of Jesus’ gospel. I saw that Jesus is involved. There was a snow storm warning and I couldn’t see the road at times. But I drove 74 miles an hour all through the storm. I was very happy. May the question create 120 stewards of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The question was wonderful. So how did Philip answer? According to verse 7, Philip answered him, “Eight months’ wages would not buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!” It was not an answer. It was a comment. Philip shot down Jesus’ unreasonable and ridiculous question with the accurate and honest comment. What impresses me is that Jesus is not distracted with the rambunctious attitude of the despaired young man. He was silent. Another of his disciples broke the embarrassing situation of Jesus being rebutted by Philip. Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, spoke up, “Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go among so many?” His courage to speak up was great. But he did not come with a big idea either. We don’t know how he could even imagine coming up to Jesus with such a ridiculous idea of bringing five small barley loaves and two small fish. The saying like teacher like disciple is right. Or the saying that birds of a feather flock together is right. But even Andrew shows the sign of helplessness in his words. He mumbled, “…but how far will they go among so many?” The truly interesting thing about Andrew is that he was supposed to know that the food was not enough even for the boy, yet he was expressing his despair because they can not feed the crowd.  His despair was ridiculous.

But that is how the miraculous sign of the feeding of the five thousand came to happen. When Andrew brought the five small barley loaves and two fish, which were not even his own, Jesus was ready to feed the crowd with the supply. Look at verses 10-13. Jesus said, “Have the people sit down.” There was plenty of grass in that place, and the men sat down, about five thousand of them. Jesus then took the loaves, gave thanks, and distributed to those who were seated as much as they wanted. He did the same with the fish. When they had all had enough to eat, he said to his disciples, “Gather the pieces that are left over. Let nothing be wasted.” So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley loaves left over by those who had eaten.

II.  It is I; don’t be afraid (14-21)

How was the miraculous sign interpreted? We learn two interpretations in verse 14-21. The first one was by the crowd. Look at verse 14.  After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, “Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world.” Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by himself. Jesus did not agree with them.

The feeding of the five thousand reveals Jesus and his glory. We have no idea of how they made a religion out of the sign. We have no idea of how that religious conviction made them violent to make them to force Jesus to be their king. But that is how the gospel has been abused. Though we never understand the mechanism we see, especially,   in light of Jesus’ teaching in verse 26, that their stomach was their religion and the politics had to do with the filling of their stomachs. This is not a religious simplification of religion or politics or human psychology. This is a cut through truth of our existence. 

Jesus’ interpretation of the event is in the record of verse 16-21 and is summarized in verse 20. He said, “It is I; don’t be afraid.” I am insisting on this interpretation of Jesus’ interpretation on the basis of Mark’s gospel of the same events. It is truly revealing that right after the miraculous sign the disciples went through troubles. They were not exempt from the storms. But when Jesus came to them they went through the storms and reached the other shore miraculously.

The description of their experience is revealing. When the excitement of the day was over there came evening as usual. From the height of the experience the disciples went down to the lake, that, without Jesus. They had to cross the lake by themselves. By now it was dark, and Jesus had not yet joined them. A strong wind was blowing and the waters grew rough. The distance is about five miles. When they had rowed three or three and a half miles, they saw Jesus approaching the boat, walking on the water; and they were terrified. But he said to them, “It is I; don’t be afraid.” Then they were willing to take him into the boat, and immediately the boat reached the shore where they were heading. Jesus taught his disciples in the event of feeding the five thousand not to be afraid but to take him into their lives. We should not misunderstand though as if Jesus is the means to deal with the storms of life. He is teaching his people to take him into their lives absolute. He explains the truth in the following teaching. 

III.  Jesus, the bread of God (6:22-40)

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1


Look at verses 22-24. “The next day the crowd that had stayed on the opposite shore of the lake realized that only one boat had been there, and that Jesus had not entered it with his disciples, but that they had gone away alone. Then some boats from Tiberias landed near the place where the people had eaten the bread after the Lord had given thanks. Once the crowd realized that neither Jesus nor his disciples were there, they got into the boats and went to Capernaum in search of Jesus.” When they found him on the other side of the lake, they asked him, “Rabbi, when did you get here?” Jesus answered them, “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.” They were not looking for Jesus. They were looking for the way to fill their stomachs. 

Why was Jesus so critical on their motives? It was because they were not looking for life. Look at verses 27-29. Jesus said to them, “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.” Then they asked him, “What must we do to do the works God requires?” Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” What is the work which is for the food that endures to eternal life? In light of verses 27-28 it is receiving the gift of eternal life. In light of the experience of the disciples in the storm it is taking Jesus into my life, into the place of fear, into the boat which might be sinking, into the situation of possibly being drowned. In light of Jesus’ teaching in verses 26-29, what went wrong with their desperate search of Jesus? They did not believe in Jesus or in his gift. They wanted to fill their stomachs. As we read somewhere else their stomach was their god. What could the outcome of their practice of the teaching in verse 29 be like? Just imagine the picture of the disciples who were taking Jesus into the boat in the midst of storm. They let go of their survival and welcomed Jesus in that place. 

Jesus’ teaching was clear and the crowd understood what he was saying. Look at verses 30-31. So they asked him, “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.’” In what aspect, the manna event was a reasonable counter to Jesus’ teaching in verse 29? It was because of sheer numbers. About a million and more people were fed with manna for forty years daily. The feeding of the five thousand seemed dwarfed by comparison. We can not simply despise them because the foundation of their religion was bread or their stomach. 

What did Jesus answer? Look at verses 32-33. Jesus said to them, “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.”  Notice the tense of Jesus’ teaching in verses 32,33. Jesus spoke to them eternal truth. What is the truth of the manna experience? The truth of the manna experience is the revelation of the Father that he gives life and the Son who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world. What is the bread from heaven which Jesus refers to in verse 32a? Jesus was referring manna. What is the true bread from heaven in verse 32b? Jesus was referring to himself. The core truth of the manna event is, therefore, the revelation of the bread of God, Jesus Christ our Lord. Jesus is telling them that they saw the live show of the truth in the feeding of the five thousand with five barley loaves and two fish. Instead of facing the miraculous sign they dug out Moses, the record of the numbers of people and the amount of bread, i.e., their memory of their conviction to oppose the obvious sign of God. We may still sympathize with them but Jesus’ words in verses 32-33 tells us plainly that from the beginning they accepted Moses in the place of God, manna over life. They flunked. And Jesus was giving them reeducation. They will flunk again and Jesus gave his life for them. 

Look at verse 34-40. “Sir,” they said, “from now on give us this bread.” Then Jesus declared, “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. But as I told you, you have seen me and still you do not believe. All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.” The promise in verse 35 couldn’t be true to them because they did not believe. Why did they fail to come to Jesus according to verse 36? God was missing in them. In the place of God was everything else. Who will come to Jesus according to verses 37-38? All that the Father gives to Jesus will come to him. Didn’t the crowd seek for Jesus and came to him with much effort? They did. What went wrong with them? They were looking for the filling of their stomachs. They were looking for their survival, not eternal life. They were busy for today at the cost of the last day. In summary, they sold God for themselves. 

How could the crowd believe in Jesus according to verse 40? Perhaps we can answer the question by facing the challenging teaching of verse 35. Let’s read it again. Then Jesus declared, “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.” We ourselves can not believe this promise. That is why the crowd couldn’t believe in Jesus. Andrew’s example and the example of the disciples’ experience in the stormy sea gives us an insight to accept this truth. When he was hungry and was meeting the hunger of the five thousand people Andrew brought five barley loaves and small barley loaves. When they were almost drowned the Twelve took Jesus into their boat. That is how they learned what Jesus said in verse 35 is true. As we thought about the reality of the life of faith in the description of the stormy trip of the Twelve the welcome of Jesus with trust in time of challenging situation of life and death is how they would learn the truth of verse 35. They would eventually command their lives and become apostles of life for the salvation of many. The crowd sought for their satisfaction. They would never learn the truth of verse 35.

IV.  You have the words of eternal life (41-71) 

Look at verse 41-47. 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.”

Their grumbling about Jesus was reasonable. Why did Jesus tell them to stop grumbling according to verses 43-45? Their grumbling against Jesus was waste of their breath because faith in Jesus had to do with their relationship with God. Everyone who listens to God and learns from him would come to Jesus. How can a man listen to the Father whom no one has seen? By listening to Jesus, a man can come to listen to the Father. It may sound like a word play. But when we remember the examples of Andrew and of the disciples in the storm we know that to trust Jesus is to listen to God and why to believe is to have eternal life. 

Jesus teaches in verses 48-58 that to believe is to eat his flesh and to drink his blood. Look at verse 48-51.  “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.” Then the Jews began to argue sharply among themselves, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” They suspected that Jesus was talking about cannibalism.

So Jesus said to them 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.” What is feeding on his flesh and his blood according to verses 55-58? His flesh is his body which was offered on the cross. His blood is the blood which was shed on the cross as a sacrifice of atonement. To feed on Jesus means, therefore, to die to the world and to live to God. To feed on Jesus is to defy the life of fear which fears death. How about if we are fearful? Andrew gives us a good example. He was fearful and doubtful and skeptical himself. But in his skepticism he still offered to Jesus the five small barley loaves and two small fish. He fed on Jesus.

Verse 59 says, “He said this while teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum.” This means the end, for Jesus was closing down his Galilean ministry. Many followed Jesus until this time because he did many miraculous signs. But from this time one all except the Twelve will leave. Look at verses 60-65. On hearing it, many of his disciples said, “This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?” We can not blame them. What did Jesus say? Aware that his disciples were grumbling about this, Jesus said to them, “Does this offend you? What if you see the Son of Man ascend to where he was before! The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life. Yet there are some of you who do not believe.” For Jesus had known from the beginning which of them did not believe and who would betray him. He went on to say, “This is why I told you that no one can come to me unless the Father has enabled him.”

We need to think about why Jesus spoke about the flesh and the Spirit. Just as no one has seen God or heard him no one has seen the Spirit or heard him. Jesus makes that point clear for his people. The Spirit gives life and Jesus’ words are spirit and they are life. We learn of Jesus in verse 64b that his ministry was not an administration. It was the work of the Spirit. It was the work of God in which Judas Iscariot was allowed to be. He will be condemned. But God will establish Jesus through and by Judas Iscariot.

It is not surprising that from this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him. “You do not want to leave too, do you?” Jesus asked the Twelve. Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.” Then Jesus replied, “Have I not chosen you, the Twelve? Yet one of you is a devil!” (He meant Judas, the son of Simon Iscariot, who, though one of the Twelve, was later to betray him.) I used to think of Peter’s confession idealistic. But I realized that he meant a simple surrender of his life to Jesus. He was not talking about his discovery of the new religion, or a better religion than what the crowd believed.  He was confessing that he was helpless and Jesus is the Lord and Savior. What did Jesus mean that he had chosen them? He meant their faith was God’s work. They will live in weakness and total dependency on God’s mercy. We learn in the last verse that Jesus invited them into his life, the life of the cross and of death.

