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Life in the Son: “Hard To Swallow”, John 6:41-71, BCF 2011.11.27 

“It is all too easy to believe in a Jesus who is largely a construction of our own imagination - an 
inoffensive person whom no one would really trouble to crucify. But the Jesus whom we meet in 

the Gospels, far from being an inoffensive person, gave offence right and left. Even his loyal 
followers found him, at times, thoroughly disconcerting.”   

(F. F. Bruce, The Hard Sayings of Jesus) 

The hard teachings of Jesus. We’ve all seen them, struggled with them.  It may be his high 
standards for marriage, especially when you are in covenant with someone very difficult to 
love.  It may be his standards for sexuality, that adultery takes place in the heart and that we 
should be willing to pluck out our eyes.  It may be turning the other cheek, or giving up your 
possessions.  Why did he want to hide truth in parables?  Why did he curse the fig tree? Why 
are many called but few chosen? Why did he say that he came not to bring peace but a sword?  
And just what is blasphemy against the Holy Spirit?   It’s one thing when life is hard, it’s another 
when it’s God who seems hard.  As John Piper says, ““You don’t need to work to make 
Christianity controversial. Just read sentences from the Bible.” (John Piper) 

The passage we are looking at is about a time in Jesus’ ministry when his teaching 
produces much offense and complaint.  Everyone, even many who would call themselves his 
disciples, will take offense at this words and find his teaching too difficult to accept.  After 
miraculously feeding 5000+ people in the wilderness, many now will now withdraw their 
affiliation with him, and what looked like a growing mega-movement will become once again a 
travelling band of brothers. 

John 6:41-42.  So the Jews grumbled about him, because he said, "I am the bread that 
came down from heaven."  They said, "Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father 
and mother we know? How does he now say, 'I have come down from heaven'?"  

The people are listening to Jesus teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum after the 
miracle of the feeding of the 5000.  The Jews listening to him are irritated.  The part that they 
complain about is his statement  "I am the bread that came down from heaven."  And more 
specifically it is the phrase “come down from heaven” (6:41)  evk tou/ ouvranou/  They know he is 
speaking figuratively, but “coming down from heaven” was a powerful phrase.  

In Jesus day many were expecting the Messiah, the long-promised great King in the line 
of David, to appear.  How he would appear and what his exact nature would be was open to 
debate.  But one of the passages people thought about was also one that Jesus referred to by 
his use of the title, “son of man”, which his audience would take as a reference from Daniel.   

Daniel 7:13-14  I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one 
like a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him.  And to 
him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages 
should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his 
kingdom one that shall not be destroyed.    

Now this passage refers to Jesus’ second coming, but he often talks about ascending and 
descending, as if the glorious presence of God in heaven is actually his real home.  Now in the 
Jewish mind, heavenly things come from heaven.  Angels come from heaven, manna and signs 
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and the pillar of cloud and fire comes from heaven, judgment comes from heaven, God comes 
from heaven.  But men and women are earthly.  They are born on earth, live on earth, die and 
are buried in the earth and return to earth.  The Messiah, according to Daniel, would be a 
heavenly Being.  But Jesus was born, they knew his family, which was a normal Nazarene family.  
They knew his relatives, where they worked, where they shopped, where they drew water.  
There were no secrets.  Jesus was a man, he was human.  How could he possibly be some Being 
coming down from heaven?   

They did not realize what the prophet Isaiah wrote, that God would become incarnate 
as a human being.  God the Son would become a baby and fully embrace and live a human 
existence.  

Isaiah 7:14  
14

 Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, the virgin shall conceive 
and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.  

Isaiah 9:6   
6
 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government shall be upon

1 
his 

shoulder, and his name shall be called
 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 

Prince of Peace.  

This is the mystery of the incarnation, that Jesus would be both God and man in one Person, 
was not understood by them.  And so they grumbled.  People still stumble over this same claim 
today… How can one man, Jesus, be both human and divine?  It just doesn’t make sense.  And 
yet, this is a central claim of Christianity, the incarnation, that the Word became flesh and dwelt 
among us.  The mighty Son of Man in Daniel, who comes on the clouds of heaven, actually 
began his earthly ministry as a baby in Bethlehem.  “A Child will be born…”   

It’s hard to understand, but that is not the real reason the people are grumbling.  What 
does he say?   

John 6:43-46  Jesus answered them, "Do not grumble among yourselves.  No one can 
come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him. And I will raise him up on the last 
day.  It is written in the Prophets, 'And they will all be taught by God.' Everyone who has 
heard and learned from the Father comes to me -  not that anyone has seen the Father 
except him who is from God; he has seen the Father.  

He will reiterate that “no one can come to me” in verse 65, “no one can come to me 
unless it is granted him by the Father.”  Jesus teaches that humankind is so in the dark, their 
hearts so corrupt, their minds so darkened, their wills so bent that they will not come to him 
unless the Father exercises his will and power upon them.   

John 3:19   And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved 
the darkness rather than the light because their deeds were evil.  

John 3:27  (John the Baptist:) “A person cannot receive even one thing unless it is given 
him from heaven.”  

John 6:65  "This is why I told you that no one can come to me unless it is granted him by 
the Father."  
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Jesus, along with the rest of the Bible* teaches the radical sinfulness of the human 
heart, and our inability to approach God in faith apart from his grace.   This itself is a difficult 
teaching that many find hard to accept.    

They knew not that all men were empty of all good, and filled with all manner of evil. They were 
wholly ignorant of the entire depravation of the whole human nature, of every man born into the 
world, in every faculty of his soul, not so much by those particular vices which reign in particular 
persons, as by the general flood of Atheism and idolatry, of pride, self-will, and love of the world. 
This, therefore, is the first grand distinguishing point between Heathenism and Christianity. The 
one acknowledges that many men are infected with many vices, and even born with a proneness 
to them; but supposes withal, that in some the natural good much over-balances the evil: The 
other declares that all men are conceived in sin," and "shapen in wickedness;" -- that hence there 
is in every man a "carnal mind, which is enmity against God, which is not, cannot be, subject to" 
his "law;" and which so infects the whole soul, that "there dwelleth in" him, "in his flesh," in his 
natural state, "no good thing;" but "every imagination of the thoughts of his heart is evil," only 
evil, and that "continually."  (John Wesley, “Sermon on Original Sin”, #44) 

*Gen 6:5; 8:21; Job 25:4-6; Ps 14:1-3; 51:5; 58:3; Eccl 7:20, 29; 9:3; Isaiah 53:6; Jer 17:9; Matt 
7:11; Matt 15:19; John 3:19; 8:34, 44; Rom 3:10-11; 5:12, 19; 1 Cor 2:14; Gal 3:10; Eph 2:1-3; Col 
1:21; 1 Jn 5:19. 

He cites the Old Testament, specifically Isaiah 54:13... “All your children shall be taught 
by the LORD, and great shall be the peace of your children.”   And possibly the new covenant in 
Jeremiah 31:34… And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, 
'Know the LORD,' for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the 
LORD. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more."   It is God first who 
must take the initiative, revealing himself, changing and humbling people before they can come 
in faith and understanding. 

An application here: As we engage in evangelism, prayer becomes more and more 
important.  We must guard against thinking that if I just explain things better, remove all the 
objections, tone some things down, and make the gospel more presentable then people will 
believe.  We must be clear, and accurate, and humble, and gracious, and present the gospel 
that is, not the spin we want to put on it.  God will draw people to himself.    

Jesus goes on to explain (47-51) that he is the bread of life and whoever believes will 
have eternal life.   

John 6:47-51 “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes has eternal life.  I am the bread 
of life.  Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died.  This is the bread 
that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die.  I am the living 
bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. And 
the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh."  

In Israel’s 40 year journey through the wilderness, God provided for them a substance 
which came out of the sky six nights a week, called “manna” (which means, what is it).  It was 
edible and sustained the nation in their decades of wilderness life.  Interestingly, they felt it was 
too plain and got tired of it and often complained.  When they built the ark of the covenant, the 
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sacred box within the Holy of Holies of the tabernacle, they were to put a jar in it to remind 
themselves of God’s provision and their dissatisfaction with it.   

As well, they were to set out on a gold table in the Holy Place [slide] twelve loaves of 
bread, fresh daily, to remind them that they were dependent upon God for life, and that God in 
his grace provides for their daily bread so that they can live.  Bread was a staple and enabled 
them to live.  But even with supernatural manna, or with bread raised from wheat or barley, 
eventually the Israelites would die.  Like the manna God gave the Israelites, so Jesus himself is 
bread that gives life forever.  Bread is humble, perishable, broken, eaten, and taken within the 
body to give our cells life.  Those who feed on Jesus, which is the same as having faith in him, 
would live forever. 

I do not think Jesus is speaking here about the Lord’s supper, or communion.  The Lord’s 
Supper will reflect as a memorial upon Christ’s offering of his body in sacrificial death, but the 
actual life comes from him, not an ordinance or sacrifice.  He’s talking about himself, and what 
it means to believe in him. 

But the last statement Jesus makes “flesh” raises another complaint.  Eating bread is 
one thing, eating flesh is another, even if symbolically.   

John 6:53-60  So Jesus said to them, "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 also will live because of me.  This is the bread that came 
down from heaven, not as the fathers ate and died. Whoever feeds on this bread will live 
forever."  Jesus said these things in the synagogue, as he taught at Capernaum.  When 
many of his disciples heard it, they said, "This is a hard saying; who can listen to it?"   

This was repulsive to them.  In the OT some of the animal sacrifices were eaten as a fellowship 
meal.  But the blood of any animal killed and eaten was carefully drained out before cooking.  
This was not because the blood was unclean, but because the blood was the “life” of the 
animal.   

Leviticus 17:11-12   For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it for you on the 
altar to make atonement for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atonement by the life.  
Therefore I have said to the people of Israel, No person among you shall eat blood, neither 
shall any stranger who sojourns among you eat blood. 

Why did Jesus say this in this way?  He is speaking metaphorically, of course.  They probably 
knew that -- some Jews at that time used allegorical interpretation -- but the very figure was 
offensive to them and gave them a reason to reject Jesus.   

Perhaps it is this:  That Jesus is describing to us the closest possible identification with 
himself.  The death of a sacrificial animal served as a temporary covering or atonement for the 
guilt of the believer in the Old Testament, but never was the life of the animal appropriated to 
the believer, only the benefit of its death.  There was no real exchange.  There is only one 
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Sacrifice which is a true exchange.  The Lamb of God, Jesus, would not only take our sin away 
(John 1:29), but also his life and righteousness would become ours.  Not in a fleshly sense, but 
Jesus is using the figure of eating to show that the closest possible identification that would 
take place between him and his people.  By faith our sins would be laid upon him, and by faith 
all that he is and has done becomes ours, becoming internalized into our very being, like eating 
brings life to the cells of our body.  Our death and sin would be on him and his righteousness 
would be upon us and his life implanted within us.  This would take place through his bloody, 
sacrificial death.  And so Jesus uses language that is literally jarring but symbolically electrifying.  

John 6:61-66  But Jesus, knowing in himself that his disciples were grumbling about this, said 
to them, "Do you take offense at this?  Then what if you were to see the Son of Man 
ascending to where he was before?  It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is of no avail. The 
words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.  But there are some of you who do not 
believe." (For Jesus knew from the beginning who those were who did not believe, and who 
it was who would betray him.)  And he said, "This is why I told you that no one can come to 
me unless it is granted him by the Father."  After this many of his disciples turned back and 
no longer walked with him.  

Now those grumbling are “his disciples”, meaning not the Twelve, whom he will address in a 
moment, but the wider group of people who followed him.  They attended times of his 
teaching, witnessed healing and signs, and may have traveled with him as they were able.  They 
still take offence at his words. Jesus does not modify what he said, or rephrase, or explain.  He 
says the life that he gives will come through the Spirit, not the flesh.  His words give life.  He is 
aware many who follow him do not really believe, and knows the betrayer that will come from 
his midst.  Many disciples depart and go home. 

Why doesn’t Jesus seek to soften the hard teachings?  Obviously, the things he says are true 
and the difficulty is not with what is said, but with our own apprehension of them.  The 
difficulty is with us.  But is there some other purpose to these hard teachings?  Let’s read on… 

John 6:67-71  So Jesus said to the Twelve, "Do you want to go away as well?"  Simon Peter 
answered him, "Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have 
believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God."  Jesus answered them, 
"Did I not choose you, the Twelve? And yet one of you is a devil."  He spoke of Judas the son 
of Simon Iscariot, for he, one of the Twelve, was going to betray him.  

Peter voices what many of us have thought or said at one time or other:  I know this is hard 
to accept, or I don’t understand what he’s doing, or what he’s after, or why he’s ordered my life 
in the way he’s done, but one thing I know… there’s no one else better.  There’s no other place 
to go.  Once you’re heard him, felt him, known him, you can never go back.  You may stumble, 
slide, fail, but you’ll invariably return.  No one else is who he is and has done what’s he’s done.  
He left the glory of heaven to come here to empty himself to save us at the total cost of 
himself.  I go to the manger, to the cross, to the empty tomb.  His words give life and his 
promises give me hope.  Given the big picture of his life, then so what if there’s some things 
he’s said I don’t understand or rub me the wrong way.  There’s no one else like him, no one 
even close.  I like Sara Grove’s song, “Painting Pictures of Egypt”… 
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I’ve been painting pictures of Egypt / Leaving out what it lacked 
The future seems so hard / And I want to go back 
But the places that used to fit me / Cannot hold the things I’ve learned 
And those roads closed off to me / While my back was turned 

And so now we may have an idea of why there are hard teachings from the Lord Jesus.  
They bring to the surface faith and unbelief in the hearers.  The difficult words of Jesus reveal 
our hearts and where our trust is placed.  You see, many thought they trusted Jesus, when it 
was really provisional.  They really trusted their own judgment.  They were still in the tyranny of 
their own opinions.   

The disciples had seen and heard enough from him that convinced them he was “the Holy 
One of God.”  They had seen his miracles, they witnessed his integrity and compassion and 
love, and they knew the effect that his previous words had meant to them.  They knew that he 
spoke truth and he spoke the Words of God that bring life.  That they did not understand what 
he meant now did not deter them, they had nowhere else to go. 

We must realize that there will be times when we too will face the hard teachings of 
Jesus and we will be tempted to leave.  When he says this is not my plan for you; this is your 
work; this is what you must do; etc.  And we like Peter and the disciples will have to decide 
whether it is worth it to go on or not.  What will make the difference? 

John Newton once wrote, "The gospel is too good to be believed, and too plain to be 
understood, until our pride is humbled."  We need to see that we are unable to contribute 
anything good before God our holy creator, and even to come to him in faith.  We must know 
our desperate need and our utter inability, before we see the gospel as really good news. 

 I’d like to back up and consider a most wonderful feast of Jesus’ words earlier in the 
chapter…   

John 6:37-40 “All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I 
will never cast out.  For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the 
will of him who sent me.  And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose 
nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it up on the last day.  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."  

Believers are a gift from the Father to the Son.  All given will come, and from the human side 
whoever comes will never be cast out.  And the one who believes will never be lost but 
preserved and raised on the last day. 

Right away, a concern comes up… how do I know I’ve been given to the Son?  That is 
explained by the next phrase, “whoever comes to me I will never cast out.”   

Illus: invitation and guest book. Jesus often compared his kingdom to a banquet or a 
feast like a wedding feast.  In those days such a banquet was the brightest spot in a life of daily 
subsistence. It meant lots of good food, good wine, celebration with friends.  To receive an 
invitation to a banquet was joyful privilege.   



John 6:41ff, Hard To Swallow -- 7 

 

Now think about attending a really fantastic banquet.  Everyone, or at least everyone 
that we know, is invited.  We come on the date, show our invitation, and enjoy a great time of 
feasting and celebration.  We find there are many who did not attend after all, but still the 
place is full.  The host then brings out a book sealed in a large envelope.  He opens it, brings it 
out and shows that it is a guest book, with a list of the names of those who would actually 
attend (are attending) out of all those invited.  It’s a perfect match.  We suspect a trick but then 
notice that the book was sealed in the envelope and dated before the invitations were even 
sent out.  Did the host know or see people coming in advance and then wrote their names 
down, or did writing their names down cause people to come, yet to come freely? 

When we discover that there is a book of Life, a master list of those that God the Father 
has “given” to his son Jesus, and that he draws them, and keeps them, and loses not one, we 
naturally want to make sure we are on that guest list.  But we don’t have access to that sealed 
list.    

Now we’d love to be able to sneak in the back door to see if our names are on that list, 
so that we won’t be presumptuous in coming to the banquet, because we don’t want to show 
up and find our names are not on the master list and be embarrassed and left out cold and 
hungry.  We want to be sure.  But we can’t see the list.   

What we need to remember is our right to attend the banquet is not in the list, but in 
the invitation.  In our pride we want to find something in us that warrants our right to attend 
God’s banquet, that we are on the list or deserve to be on the list.  But this is pride and 
unbelief.  We are called to take seriously the freeness of the invitation that has been given to all 
of us.  We present not ourselves, our names, our anything… we present his own invitation back 
to him.  We want to find some authorization within ourselves or some guarantee that we 
should be there.  But we are to present not our worthiness, not our names, but we present the 
invitation.  HE said “come”.  He commands us to come.  We are truly, seriously, freely invited 
and urged to come.  So we come!  You need no other warrant or reason or justification or 
defense or excuse, but his own invitation to come.  It is not about deserving or not deserving to 
be there, but solely about answering his gracious invitation.  His invitation is the warrant, the 
authorization, the guarantee of our entrance. 

It is like the one entering the door to the banquet, which on one side says, “Whosever 
will may come.”  And once through on the opposite side are the words, “Foreordained from the 
foundation of the world.”  It is not a contradiction, but it is a mystery! 

What is needed on our part?  An acknowledgement of our absolute need for Christ.  
That we have truly sinned and fallen short of the glory of God and need his forgiveness.  (That’s 
the bad news about our condition.)  And then secondly, we need to believe that Christ alone 
has completely accomplished all the we need and gives us eternal salvation as a free gift.  So, 
we need to know our absolute need of him and the absolute freeness of the grace that he 
offers through his Son, then we may come.   

Have you come to Jesus?  He will never cast you out!  Though you may find difficulties in 
understanding his teaching or in following him, and not all your questions will be answered, you 
will find once there, that there is no other.  There’s no other place to go.  He alone gives life!   


