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i. After confronting the grumbling of these Jews, Jesus returned to His primary 

point: He had come into the world as Yahweh’s heavenly bread, but the issue 

wasn’t where He’d come from as much as who and what He was and why He’d 

come. He was indeed “bread out of heaven,” but precisely as the “bread of life”: 

Jesus had come into the world as Yahweh’s living bread for the purpose of giving 

life to the world (vv. 32-33). And He imparts this life to all those who come to 

Him in faith – from among the Gentiles as well the children of Israel (6:47-48). 

 

 Jesus insisted to His hearers that faith, not faithful submission to Torah, is the 

instrument through which men come to possess the life of eternity (ref. again 

5:19-26, 6:35-40). But this “eternal life” is the life which Jesus shares with His 

Father (cf. 1:4, 5:26), which suggests that men come to possess this life by 

sharing in the One in whom it inheres – the Son who brought this life of God into 

the world. This, in turn, implies that faith in Jesus must somehow embody 

participation in Him; indeed, this is the primary idea behind of His metaphor of 

living bread. This was an appropriate metaphor given the multitude’s 

preoccupation with food and their mention of the manna as “heavenly bread,” but 

it did more than simply suit the situation which presented itself that day. Jesus 

saw in this metaphor an apt device for explaining to His hearers what eternal life 

actually is and how it is obtained through faith in Him.  

 

- Again, the Jews believed that eternal life is Yahweh’s reward for covenant 

fidelity achieved through faithful submission to His Torah. That is, life is 

granted on the basis of faith, but faith as faithfulness toward God, which 

means faithful devotion to His revealed truth and instruction in Torah. 

 

- Jesus was affirming that eternal life is obtained through faith, but 

specifically through faith in Him. And faith in Him, not merely in terms of 

embracing Him as Messiah, but as appropriating Him as the Living Bread.  

 

 Jesus wanted His hearers to understand that eternal life is not Yahweh’s reward 

for faithfulness as they conceived it. With respect to the Messiah, the Jews saw 

their faithfulness in terms of embracing him when he emerged in Israel and 

joining with him as he fought to overthrow the subjugating powers, liberate the 

captive nation and restore David’s throne and kingdom. Jesus was calling for 

Israel’s faith in Him, but not the sort of faith they imagined. He was not the 

Messiah they expected and He wasn’t requiring faith as they understood it. 

Rightly discerning Him as the Bread of Life would remedy both misconceptions.  

 

j. And toward that goal Jesus returned again to the historical counterpart of the 

wilderness manna. Specifically, he emphasized that the manna, though a divine 

“bread” which Yahweh dispensed from heaven, served an entirely earthly 

purpose. It was supernatural bread, but with a purely natural function: It 

sustained the lives of the children of Israel, but as their lives were set within and 

determined by mortality: The manna sustained the life of their bodies, but it did 

not vanquish death; in the end, all who ate of it died (6:49, 58).  
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 This fact points to two important truths: First, it highlights the prophetic, and 

therefore the non-ultimate, quality of the manna: It was “bread out of heaven” – 

supernatural and transcendent, yet it neither imparted life nor preserved it for 

those who ingested it. The reality was that all who ate the manna died, which 

shows that death continued to hang over the children of Israel. The fundamental 

problem which the manna highlighted was only addressed superficially by it. 

 

 This “heavenly bread” only forestalled the inevitable. But more than that, it 

touched only physical life; it had absolutely no bearing on the fundamental human 

condition which expressed itself in mortality and physical death. In its operation 

as well as its nature and source, the manna pointed to a counterpart yet to come: a 

similar sort of divine provision that would actually be and do what manna only 

prefigured. Jesus was telling His hearers that He is this provision: bread out of 

heaven, sent by Yahweh, which overcomes death in those who partake of it. 

 

k. Unlike the manna, this “bread” came to impart life to men, and not merely to the 

children of Israel, but to the whole world (ref. again 6:39). But like manna, this 

“living bread” needs to be eaten to achieve its end. This is the key to the 

significance of this metaphor. Again, it serves to illumine the relation Jesus drew 

between faith and eternal life. The key particulars of that relation are as follows: 

 

- First, the faith Jesus was speaking of must be understood in terms of the 

concept of ingestion (cf. 6:47, 54). That is, faith involves a living, 

ontological relationship between the believer and the one believed in. 

Faith is about incorporation and not merely acceptance and resolve. Faith 

in Christ involves relational knowledge of Him associated with union with 

Him, even as true knowledge of a food requires that that food be eaten. 

 

- And if faith involves incorporation, then the life which faith conveys must 

be granted in the same way: A person obtains the life Jesus was speaking 

of by partaking in Him as the One in whom that life inheres (6:54-56). 

 

- And because life is conveyed by participating in the Living One, it follows 

that the life the believer obtains is the same life which Jesus possesses. 

That is, eternal life isn’t merely endless human existence as men know it, 

but participation in the very life of God – the life which God possesses and 

which He has conveyed to His Son (5:26; cf. 1:4 and 6:57). 

 

These truths are implicit in Jesus’ self-identification as “living bread” and His 

declaration that life is granted to all who believe in Him. But what He implied by 

this imagery He made explicit so that His hearers would have no excuse for 

missing His meaning (6:50ff). He explained that men must partake in Him – they 

must “ingest” Him – if they are to gain eternal life; life is not obtained from Him, 

but in Him. Jesus was clear and consistent in applying His metaphor, but His 

audience heard His words through natural minds: How could this man give them 

His flesh to eat? And even if He could, eating it would be an abomination (6:52). 
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 The need for men to consume His flesh was part and parcel of Jesus’ metaphor; if 

He was indeed Yahweh’s true bread out of heaven – the bread which the manna in 

the wilderness prefigured, then the Father gave Him with the intent that He should 

be “eaten”; there is no other purpose for bread. Jesus’ hearers must have known 

that He wasn’t speaking literally, but they made no attempt to understand what He 

was saying. Rather than seeking clarification from Him, they turned to each other 

and began wrangling over the seeming absurdity of His statements. 

 

 John’s account suggests that these Jews had no real interest in understanding 

Jesus. It’s true that He was making extraordinary claims about Himself, so much 

so that even His followers were baffled and stumbled by them (6:60ff). The 

notion of eating human flesh was abhorrent, and if Jesus was speaking 

metaphorically, what did He mean? How could they eat His flesh without really 

doing so? The synagogue gathering had every reason to be shocked and confused 

by Jesus’ words, but the right response would have been to question Him further, 

not turn aside to mock and scorn Him. His hearers weren’t interested in pursuing 

the matter further, but Jesus was and proceeded to elaborate (6:53-58). 

 

The group scoffed at Jesus’ words, but He made it clear that He was deadly 

serious; “eating His flesh” was absolutely necessary for any and all who hoped to 

obtain eternal life. Again, the Jews believed the Scriptures disclosed to them the 

life of the age to come (Olam Ha Ba) and that faithfulness to Yahweh’s Torah 

would secure that life for them. Jesus had been teaching that the Scriptures 

connect Olam Ha Ba with Him (5:39), and now He was insisting that this life 

inheres in Him such that men can only obtain it by partaking in Him. If a man 

would gain eternal life, He must share in the One in whom that life is found. 

 

But Jesus here also moved beyond the metaphor of bread by adding the image of 

drinking His blood. This gave His metaphor a sacrificial connotation which 

extended to the idea of eating His flesh (cf. Leviticus 7:15-17). Perhaps the 

greatest example of eating the flesh of a sacrificial offering is the Passover. This 

sacrificial episode was the focal point of Israel’s deliverance and restoration from 

exile and Yahweh installed it as an annual commemoration anticipating the great 

and final deliverance to come (Exodus 12:1-20; Isaiah 51:9-16). Whether or not 

the assembly that day made the connection, Jesus would make it for His disciples 

– and, through them, for Israel and the world – when He celebrated and 

transformed His final Passover (Luke 22:1-20; cf. 6:51 – “the bread I will give”). 

 

Drinking blood invoked sacrificial images, but abhorrent ones. First of all, pagan 

rituals often involved tasting sacrificial blood. More importantly, God had always 

forbidden the practice, whether blood associated with sacrificial animals or meat 

for the table (Genesis 9:3-4; Leviticus 17:10-14). Torah thus indicated that 

consuming any blood was antithetical to the hope of eternal life; now here was 

Jesus telling them that their receipt of eternal life depended absolutely upon their 

drinking His blood. Even those who were convinced that He was Israel’s Messiah 

were stunned by these words and left struggling to process them (6:60ff). 
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To all appearances Jesus was setting Himself against the very One He was 

claiming as His Father – the God of Israel whom He insisted sent Him and whose 

work He was performing. This God forbid any and all consumption of blood and 

those who violated His commandment were removed from His covenant 

household. Drinking blood wasn’t simply a violation of Torah; it terminated one’s 

covenant relationship with God. How, then, could Jesus claim to be doing His 

Father’s will and insist that His fellow Israelites needed to drink His blood? 

 

Jesus didn’t say how men are to eat His flesh and drink His blood but He 

explained that it signifies participation in Him: All who so eat and drink abide in 

Him and He in them (6:56). Jesus would later connect this imagery with His own 

vicarious sacrificial death, but on this day in Capernaum He employed it to 

convey the fundamental truth that there is no life outside of Him and men obtain 

life by sharing in His life through union with Him (6:57). John gives no indication 

that Jesus clarified further and it’s likely that He left His hearers to mull over His 

words. By and large, Jesus’ self-disclosure and instruction to Israel took the form 

of actions, commentary and teaching which served to provoke His hearers and 

make them ponder and sort out what they heard and witnessed in Him. Whether 

through parables or provocative actions and interpretations, Jesus presented 

Himself to Israel in a way that forced them to confront their understanding of the 

Scriptures and their messianic expectations. He was the Messiah promised by the 

Scriptures and He’d come to inaugurate the messianic kingdom, but Israel had its 

own notions about those matters. Thus it was inevitable that His works and words 

would confront the people’s sensibilities and convictions. Jesus came to the lost 

sheep of the house of Israel to fulfill Yahweh’s promises to the fathers, but Israel 

needed to receive and own Him in truth, and this required that their understanding 

and expectations be dismantled and reconstructed around Him as He really was. 

Anything less and they would miss the day of their visitation (Luke 19:28-44). 

 

So it was in the present instance: Jesus knew His exhortation to drink His blood 

appeared to oppose Torah (and so Yahweh). But He was actually affirming Torah, 

just in a most unexpected way. If Jesus was right that Torah prophesied of Him 

(cf. Matthew 5:17 and Luke 24:25-27, 44-45 with John 5:39), then so did the 

blood prohibition. The key to how this was the case is found in two principles 

fundamental to the prohibition: First, life is in the blood and, for that reason, 

atonement came through shed blood (ref. again Leviticus 17:10-14; cf. Hebrews 

9:22). The implication is that blood is consecrated to Yahweh, first because life 

comes from Him, but also because He requires life to make atonement; life is both 

the price and the remedy for sin and death. Israel’s sacrificial system highlighted 

this truth, but left the matter unresolved (cf. Leviticus 1-7, 16; Hebrews 9:1-10:4). 

 

Though His hearers couldn’t yet understand, Jesus was upholding the principles 

behind the blood prohibition. He would offer up His own blood – His life – to His 

Father for the sake of atonement. He was thus consecrating His life to give life to 

the world (6:33, 51). And the life He was conveying was His life, appropriated 

through participation in its bloody outpouring and its renewal in resurrection. 


