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​Introduction
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The Gospel of Jesus Christ is a four volume commentary based on the Author’s harmony of the gospels, Four Voices, One Testimony. This is volume three, AD 32–33. 

(For those who may have begun with this volume, a little of the Introduction is repeated from Volume I.)

This commentary was produced using the text of Four Voices, One Testimony, Reader Edition to provide an exposition of the four gospels in the chronological order of the 182 events in the life of Jesus Christ. Four Voices, One Testimony is a type of gospel harmony. The four gospels are presented as one voice in a combined narrative. The translations of the four gospels are my translations.

Much of the material in this commentary comes out of my individual commentaries on the four gospels. 


A Private Commentary on the Bible: Matthew’s Gospel (2016).

A Private Commentary on the Bible: Mark’s Gospel (2019).

A Private Commentary on the Bible: Luke’s Gospel 1:1–12:59 (2021).

A Private Commentary on the Bible: Luke’s Gospel 13:1–24:53 (2021).

A Private Commentary on the Bible: John 1–12 (2014).

A Private Commentary on the Bible: John 13–21 (2015).



The intent is not to reproduce here every word in the individual commentaries, but to provide explanations out of those works to guide the reader’s understanding of the gospel events. Additional comments are from the greater experience I have gained in the Scripture since publishing those commentaries.

The four volumes in this set of commentaries are arranged as follows.


The Gospel of Jesus Christ, 6 BC – Passover AD 30

Events 1–20 of Four Voices One Testimony

The Gospel of Jesus Christ, Passover AD 30 – AD 32

Events 21–59 of Four Voices One Testimony

The Gospel of Jesus Christ, Passover AD 32 – AD 33

Events 60–148 of Four Voices One Testimony.

The Gospel of Jesus Christ, Passion, Resurrection, Ascension 

Events 149–182 of Four Voices One Testimony.



The four Passovers in Jesus ministry are as follows.


Passover AD 30, John 2:13.

Passover AD 31: Luke 6:1 (cf. Matthew 12:1; Mark 2:23).

Passover AD 32: John 6:4 (cf. Matthew 14:13–21; Mark 6:32–34; Luke 9:10–17).

Passover AD 33, John 19:31 (cf. Matthew 27:50; Mark 16:37; Luke 23:46).



Looking briefly at the events of each Passover year.

Three to six months of ministry from Jesus’ baptism in late AD 29 to Passover #1 AD 30. (Passover was always Nisan 14. The new year always began Nisan 1.) The events in this period were: John Baptist began his ministry, Jesus’ baptism, the wilderness temptation, call of five disciples, the wedding at Cana, the journey to Capernaum, the journey to Jerusalem for Passover #1 in AD 30. 

Year 1, from Passover #1, AD 30 to Passover #2, AD 31, which is implied by Luke 6:1, the plucking grain incident. This year included ministry in Jerusalem and Judea, the John 4 trip through Samaria, ministry in Galilee, the trip back to Jerusalem for the Unnamed Feast, John 5:1.

Year 2, from Passover #2, AD 31 to Passover #3, AD 32, John 6:4, the feeding of the 5,000. This year began with ministry in Galilee, the Sermon on the Mount, healing, rejection by the religious leaders, many parables, the trip to Jerusalem for Tabernacles (October 21–28, AD 31), the trip to Galilee, the twelve sent out, John beheaded, the twelve return.

Year 3, from Passover #3, AD 32 to Passover #4, AD 33, John 19:31. This year included the trip to Phoenicia, return through Decapolis, the feeding of the 4,000, the great confession at Caesarea Philippi, the transfiguration, teaching and healing, the trip to Jerusalem for Tabernacles (John 7:2, 10; September 10–17, AD 32), presumably back to Galilee, back to Jerusalem for the Feast of Dedication (Luke 9:51; John 10:22–39, December 18, AD 32), ministry in Samaria along the way where the 70 were sent out probably into Samaria and Perea, ministry in Perea (John 10:40–42), back to Jerusalem (Luke 13:22), raising of Lazarus, trip north to Ephraim (John 11:54), ministry in Samaria and Galilee, and then back to Jerusalem (John 11:55–12:1) for his death at Passover #4, AD 33.

End of Year 3, Passover #4, AD 33, John 19:31. Jesus crucified, buried, resurrected, and ascended.

The Jewish year ran from Nisan 1 to Nisan 1; Passover was always Nisan 14. The correspondence to the modern calendar is roughly March to March (roughly because the Jewish calendar was based on a lunar year of 354 days). John the Baptist was conceived June 6 BC. Jesus was conceived December 6 BC. John the Baptist born March 5 BC. Jesus was born September 5 BC. Jesus was baptized in autumn or winter AD 29 (not later than mid-February) when he was 34 years old. The first public Passover of his ministry was Nisan 14, AD 30. He conducted a three year public ministry following his first Passover, attended four Passovers altogether, and was crucified and died at the fourth Passover, Nisan 14, AD 33, at the age of 37.

The gospel events in Four Voices, One Testimony, are in chronological order, following my own understanding of the four gospels, but have also been guided by Cheney’s Life of Christ In Stereo, and Cox and Easley in Harmony of the Gospels. Those who have studied the gospels know none of them maintain a strict chronological order of events. In my view John’s Gospel is the most chronological. But a reading of any gospel harmony will reveal the gospel writers arranged events to suit their purpose in writing. Matthew’s Gospel is the least chronological. For example, a chronological narrative skips from Matthew 4:23–25 to 8:2–4 to 9:1–8. 

Each gospel event was individually considered, and the details of the four gospel accounts arranged as I thought reasonable and sensible to myself, the reader, and the gospel record. In those places where two or more gospels used the same or similar words to describe the same event, I selected one account as the best representative. However, when one gospel account added a detail, even if one word, I included that word(s) in the combined narrative. 

In the translation, the reader will find some words in brackets []. These are disputed biblical text based on external or internal evidence. They are disputed for one of three reasons. Two other kinds of symbols are used. A parenthesis, (), is used to denote  for Biblical text I considered as a parenthetical remark buy the speaker or writer. Braces {} (aka: curly braces) are used to denote  my explanatory comments to the reader, or to supply a word not in the biblical text but implied by the biblical text.

In the Gospel narrative I have occasionally exchanged a pronoun in the Greek text for the noun it represents, to clarify the narrative. For example, where the repeated “him” represents two individuals, I usually name one of the individuals. Or where an “it” is used, I may supply the noun for greater clarity. 

The correct translation of Greek verbs sometimes makes the translation sound un-English. I have maintained the Greek verbal tense in the text. In many texts modern translations have turned the present tense into a past tense to make the sentence “read better.” I have chosen to translate the biblical texts as written. 

In expressing Greek verb tenses that do not have an exact English grammar equivalent, I have compared and followed the best advice of several Greek grammars.

Punctuation in the Greek manuscripts is not inspired: the autographs were copied without punctuation, with no spaces between the words. Punctuation is a function of translation. I have placed appropriate punctuation consistent with the meaning in a combined arrangement. 

The reader may occasionally find words he believes are misspelled, such as “Sabbaths” or “heavens.” The issue here is other translations do not give the plural form that is in the Greek text, but change it to the singular. I have maintained the plural form of words as they appear in the Greek text. 

I have not followed a few translating traditions. Pronouns referring to deity are not capitalized. The titles “Son of Man” and “Son of God” are not capitalized when said by Jesus’ enemies, unless, as in Matthew 27:63; John 19:7 it is an accusation of blasphemy. 

The title “Son of God” is also not capitalized when said by disciples, apostles, those healed, or fallen angels. During the times of his earthly ministry, no one, including the fallen angels, understood Jesus to be God incarnate. Many believed he was the Christ. The Holy Spirit concealed the fact Jesus was God the Son incarnate until after the resurrection. If any person, including Mariam and Joseph, believing Jesus of Nazareth to be the Christ, had also believed him to be deity incarnate, they could not have interacted with him in a normal manner; the knowledge was hidden from them until the appropriate time. For a complete explanation see the “Appendix: Did the Apostles Know Jesus was God Incarnate?” in the first edition. 

If the fallen angels had believed Jesus to be God the Son incarnate, then their leader, Satan, would not have tempted Jesus to worship him. The fallen angels knew Jesus of Nazareth to be the Christ because they paid attention to the angel Gabriel’s announcement to Mariam, Luke 1:32–33; and that is what they repeated in their encounters with him. See “Appendix: Did the Fallen Angels Know Jesus was God Incarnate?”

In some places in this edition I have formatted a paragraph to identify the person speaking. For example, at event 1.


{Mark} Beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ God’s Son. 

{Luke} Inasmuch as now many attempted to compose ...



I have also given each person’s dialogue a separate paragraph. 

Scripture references accompany each numbered event, not in the order combined, but in the usual gospel order. I do not use chapter and verse divisions within the combined narrative; that would be confusing when combining parts from more than one gospel. Example.


18. The Temptation of the Christ, Matthew 4:1–11; Mark 1:12–13; Luke 4:1–13



The first edition of Four Voices, One Testimony identified the origin of the four gospel texts by using the abbreviations Mt, Mk, Lu, Jn. Example. 


Lu Then Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan, Mk And immediately the Spirit urged him, Lu he was led by the Spirit, Mt up into the wilderness, Lu forty days being tempted by the devil, Mk by Satan, and was with the wild animals. Mt And having fasted forty days and forty nights—Lu he did not eat in those days—Mt afterward he was hungry.



The Reader Edition used for the commentary does not use those abbreviations. Example, same paragraph as above. 


Then Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan, And immediately the Spirit urged him, he was led by the Spirit, up into the wilderness, forty days being tempted by the devil, by Satan, and was with the wild animals. And having fasted forty days and forty nights—he did not eat in those days—afterward he was hungry.



Understanding The Gospels And The Commentary 

When most Christians read the Four Gospels, they understand what they read according to the completed New Testament revelation in the Acts through the Revelation, and according to 1,993 years (to date) of Christian interpretation. 

That is not what the gospels are. The Four Gospels are Old Testament narrative history. What the people in the Four Gospels say and believe is based solely on the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament revelation, which was their Bible. 

So, for example, when John the Baptist in John 1:34, and Peter in Matthew 16:16, refer to Jesus as “God’s Son,” they did not mean God the Son. They meant what the Old Testament said. 


Psalm 2:2, YHWH and ... his anointed [māshîah].

Psalm 2:7, YHWH said to me [“me” being the māshîah of 2:2], You are my son; today I have begotten you.



In the commentary I interpret the text according to the context: the Old Testament revelation that was the Bible for the people during the times of Jesus’ earthly public ministry. 

My method is based on three principles. First principle.


Analogy of Scripture. This principle asks, “How does a passage fit into the total pattern of God’s revelation that was revealed prior to its writing?"



The revelation revealed prior to the gospels is the Old Testament revelation.


Analogy of Faith. This principle asks, “How does a passage fit into the total pattern of God’s revelation that has been revealed at any time?”



Where the text of the gospels affects, or is affected by, later New Testament revelation (Acts, Epistles, Revelation) I make an application. 


“The primary meaning of any Bible passage is found in that passage. The New Testament does not reinterpret or transcend Old Testament passages in a way that overrides or cancels the original authorial intent of the Old Testament writers” [Vlach, Dispensationalism, 31].



What I call the “Vlach principle” applies to the Old Testament narrative history known as the Four Gospels. In relation to the gospels the “Vlach principle” means don’t read later New Testament revelation into the gospels and then reinterpret what the people in gospel times understood by using the later New Testament revelation. 

More simply: don’t make a scripture say what it never said.  

Indices

Two kinds of indices are provided to locate specific scriptures in the four volumes of the commentary. For a list of scriptures by Event number, see “Index: List of Events with Scripture.” 

For a list of scripture locations by the Bible book see “Scripture Indices By Bible Book”

​The Third Year Passover AD 32–AD 33
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​60. John Baptist Executed
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Matthew 14:1–13a; Mark 6:14–29

At that time Herod the tetrarch heard the report about Jesus, for his name became well known. 

And he said, “This is John the Baptist, the one baptizing. He is risen out from the dead, and on account of this mighty powers are at work in him.” 

But others said, “He is Elijah.” 

And others said, “A prophet, like one of the prophets.” 

Now Herod, having heard, said, “John, whom I beheaded—he is risen!”

Because Herod having arrested John, he bound him, and put him in prison, on account of Herodias, the wife of Philip his brother, because he had married her. 

For John had been saying, to Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.” 

And wanting to kill him, Herod feared the crowd, because they regarded him as a prophet. Now Herodias held it against him, and desired to kill him, but was not able, because Herod feared John, knowing he was a righteous and holy man, and kept him safe. And hearing him, was greatly perplexed, yet would hear him gladly.

Now an opportunity came when Herod, on his birthday, gave a party. And Herodias’s daughter came in and, having danced, pleased Herod and those reclining [to eat] with him. 

The king said to the girl, “Ask me what you desire, and I will give it to you.” Whereupon with an oath he promised to give to her whatever she might ask, and he swore to her, “That you might ask of me, I will give you, up to half of my kingdom.” 

And she left and asked her mother, “What shall I ask?” 

Now her mother said, “The head of John, the one baptizing.” 

Now having been urged by her mother, immediately, quickly returning to the King, she asked, “I desire that you give me here as soon as possible upon a platter the head of John the Baptist.”

And the king was made very sorrowful, and though grieved, on account of the oaths and those reclining with him, he did not want to refuse her. He commanded it be given. And immediately the king sent a soldier, commanding his head be brought. And he, having gone, beheaded him in the prison. And his head was brought on a platter and was given to the girl and she brought it to her mother. Then his disciples having come took the body and laid it in a tomb. And having come they told it to Jesus. Now Jesus, having heard, left from there by boat to a deserted place to be alone.

COMMENTARY

King Herod heard what Jesus and the twelve were doing in Galilee. What Herod says of Jesus corresponds to what the population in general was saying. When Jesus at a later time (event 77) asks his apostles who people say he is, they reply John Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah, or some other Old Testament prophet. The beliefs of the crowds show the popular understanding of Micah 4:5. After two years of public ministry, people are confused about Jesus. 

Herod’s opinion shows the influence of pagan culture, for in the Bible no person had risen out from the dead up to this time. The opinion, “He is Elijah,” is also not biblical, for although Elijah did not die (2 Kings 2:1, 11), no person up to this time had returned from heaven to earth. Those identifying Jesus as a prophet, like one of the prophets of old, were closer to the truth, for Jesus was a prophet. Rumors that he might be the messiah were beginning.

The gospel writers are really not interested in what Herod thinks. Matthew and Mark want to tell us how John the Baptist died. Herod is the villain in the story, and like all biblical villains he is on and off the scene quickly and without lasting impact. 

Although we know John and Jesus ministered concurrently for a little while, it is likely Herod did not know. There was no reason for Herod to pay attention to an obscure Galilean prophet. John caught Herod’s attention only because the crowds had gathered to him, posing the risk of an insurrection. As John had predicted, Jesus’ popularity grew, and it was this growing popularity that brought Jesus to Herod’s attention. 

Herod had wanted to kill John, but he feared arousing the people. Herod believed John was a “righteous and holy man,” Mark 6:20, but when John began to denounce Herod’s marriage to his brother Philip’s wife, he was just as willing to kill him as he had been to listen to him. Herod had imprisoned John, says Matthew (cf. Mark 6:17–18; Luke 3:19–20) because John had denounced Herod’s marriage to Herodias as illegal. Herodias was the granddaughter of Herod the Great by his son Aristobulus. She had married her uncle Herod Philip (not the Tetrarch Philip, Luke 3:1). Herod Philip was Herod Antipas’s half-brother. She divorced Herod Philip and married Herod Antipas. Leviticus 18:16; 20:21 made this intra-family marriage illegal. 

Salome, below, was the daughter of Herodias and Herod Philip. She later married Philip the Tetrarch, half-brother to Herod Philip, thus becoming both aunt and sister-in-law to her own mother. The Herodians had little regard for God’s law.

Herodias, angry and heedless of the consequences, engineered John’s death through her daughter Salome (Mark 6:24). We need not assume Salome danced a sexually suggestive dance, merely that her dancing in celebration of Herod’s birthday greatly pleased him and his guests. Pride (and drunkenness?) caused him to utter his promise; pride made him keep it. 

Pride made Herod keep his promise. John was imprisoned shortly after Passover AD 30. The story of his death is told in a flashback, so his exact date of death is unknown; perhaps as early as around Tabernacles AD 31, but no later than shortly before Passover AD 32. The Baptist’s influence had waned, and he had faded from the memory of the general populace. His disciples recovered the body and informed Jesus of the death.

Matthew says, 14:13, when Jesus heard John had been executed, he went to a deserted place, and the feeding of the 5,000 took place. That would place the Baptist’s death shortly before the AD 32 Passover, John 6:4.
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​61. Five Thousand are Fed in a Deserted Place
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Matthew 14:13b–23; Mark 6:30–46; Luke 9:10–17; John 6:1–15

Upon returning, the apostles gathered around Jesus and told him all things they had done and what they had taught. And he said to them, “Come away with me by yourselves to a solitary place and rest a little.” For there were many coming and going and they could not even find opportunity to eat. And after these things, taking them, he withdrew by himself—they left by boat into a solitary place by themselves— away over the Sea of Galilee (of Tiberius), into a town called Bethsaida {Julius}. 

And they saw them going, and many recognized them. And the crowds knowing, having heard, followed him on foot from the villages. Now a great crowd followed him, because they saw the signs which he did on those with sickness, and they ran together there on foot from all the cities and arrived before them. And having arrived, he saw a great crowd, and was moved with compassion toward them, because they were as sheep not having a shepherd, and healed their sick. 

And receiving them, he began to teach them many things concerning the kingdom of God; and those having need of healing he was healing. Now the day began to decline, and the hour being already late, evening having come, Jesus went up into the mountain, and there sat with his disciples. Now the Passover was near, the feast of the Jews.

The disciples, the Twelve, came to him, saying, “The place is desolate, and the hour already late. Dismiss the crowd. Send them away to go into the surrounding countryside and villages, that going into the surrounding villages and countryside they might find lodging and food. Because here we are in a desolate place.” 

But Jesus said to them, “They have no need to go away. You give to them to eat.” 

And they say to him, “Should we go and buy two hundred denarii of bread, and give them to eat?” 

Now he said to them, “How much pieces of bread have you? Go see.” 

And finding out, they say, “There are not to us more than five loaves and two fish, except going we should buy food for all this people.” For there were about five thousand men.

Then Jesus, having lifted up his eyes, and having seen that a great crowd is coming to him, said to Philip, “From where may we buy bread that these might eat?” Now this he said testing him; for he knew what he was about to do. 

Philip responded to him, “Two hundred denarii worth of loaves are not sufficient to them that each one might receive a little.” 

Said to him one of his disciples, Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter, “Here is a little boy who has five barley loaves and two small fish; but what are these for so many?” 

Then Jesus said, “Bring them here to me.”

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Make them recline to eat, in about groups of fifty.” 

And so they did, and made all recline to eat. Now there was much grass in the place. And he told them to have all recline in groups on the green grass. And having commanded the crowds to recline upon the grass, therefore the men reclined, the number about five thousand, and they sat in groups, by hundreds and by fifties. 

Then receiving the loaves and fish, Jesus took the loaves, and looking up to the heaven, having given thanks, he spoke a blessing and broke them, and distributed to the disciples and the disciples to those reclining; and likewise of the two fish he divided to all, as much as they desired. And he kept giving to the disciples to set before the crowd. And they all ate and were satisfied.

Now when they were full, he said to his disciples, “Gather together the pieces of bread remaining, that not anything may be lost.” 

Therefore they gathered together and they took up the excess. And they picked up twelve hand-baskets full of fragments from the five barley loaves which remained to those having eaten, and of the fish. Now those eating were about five thousand men, besides women and children.

And immediately he compelled his disciples to enter into the boat, to go before him to the other side, to Bethsaida {Galilee}, while he dismissed the crowds. 

And leaving them, and having dismissed the crowds, he went up on the mountain by himself to pray. Now when evening having come, he was there alone. 

Therefore the men, having seen what sign he had done, said, “This is truly the prophet who is coming into the world.” 

Therefore Jesus, knowing they are about to come and seize him that they may make him king, departed again to the mountain himself alone. 

COMMENTARY

The Location

The four accounts of this event are eminently compatible. Matthew 14:13 says when Jesus heard John the Baptist had been executed (event 60), he left from where he was and went to a deserted place to be alone. Mark says after the disciples returned from their evangelistic mission (event 59) and briefed Jesus on their activities, he asked them to come with him to a solitary place. Luke 9:10 agrees with Mark. John says, 6:1, “After these things Jesus went away over the Sea of Galilee.” 

In John’s Gospel “after these things” is after the events of John 5 at the unnamed feast. As readers of Four Voices, One Testimony, know Jesus attended the AD 32 Passover during the time the Twelve were preaching “two by two” in Galilee, heard of the Baptist’s execution, and went into Galilee, meeting the Twelve in Capernaum. Therefore, “over the Sea of Galilee” refers to Jesus and the Twelve leaving Capernaum and going to a deserted place to be alone. In Capernaum they had access to one of the boats owned by the Zebedee Fishing Company.

John’s Gospel gives both the Hebrew and Roman names for the lake: “Galilee” and “Tiberius.” That is because John’s Gospel was written ca. AD 95–96 for both Hebrew and gentile Christians. The Lake came to be known as Tiberius after the city of the same name, founded on the western shore in AD 20 by Herod Antipas, and named after the Roman Emperor Tiberius Caesar. “Gradually the name Tiberius was transferred to the lake, though probably the change was not common in popular parlance until much later in the century, when John wrote” [Carson, 268].

Jesus took the twelve to a deserted place for a little rest away from the crowds. John 6:1 tells us they crossed the Sea of Galilee. Jesus and the Twelve went by boat from Capernaum on the northwest side of the lake, which lies a few miles west of where the Jordan River enters the lake forming a large delta. They sailed in a straight line from Capernaum, past the delta, to the northeast side of the lake. 

That place on the northeast side of the delta was near the town of Bethsaida-Julius. Based on Matthew 14:22, 34; Mark 6:45, 53; Luke 9:10; John 1:44; 6:17; 12:21 there were two villages named Bethsaida. There was a Bethsaida-Julius in Gaulanitis on the northeast shore of the Sea of Galilee [Josephus, Antiquities, 18.2.1; Wars, 2.9.1], about 2 miles east of the Jordan River delta. This was where Jesus fed the 5,000. The other city was Bethsaida-Galilee, the village of Philip, Peter, and Andrew on the west side of the lake, John 1:44; 12:21, south of Capernaum. 

After feeding the 5,000 in Bethsaida, Luke 9:10, John 6:1, Jesus sent the disciples ahead of him “down the sea ... into the boat ... over the sea toward Capernaum” (John 6:16–17), “to the other side” (Matthew 14:22), “to the other side, to Bethsaida” (Mark 6:45). They left from Bethsaida on the northeast shore and crossed the lake to Bethsaida on the western shore. Therefore, there was a Bethsaida-Julius on the northeast shore, and a Bethsaida-Galilee on the west shore. John 12:21 makes it definite: Philip “was from Bethsaida of Galilee.” 

Bethsaida-Julius, the modern et-Tell, lies about -585 feet below sea level and to the east the ground rises thirty-five feet to an elevation of -550 feet. The elevation of the lake is about -710 feet below sea level. Depending on where Jesus sat and the crowd congregated, the grassy area was between -635 to -650 feet below sea level, about 60–95 feet higher than the Lake. The location was not a desert but uncultivated land used as pasture for sheep. The gospels said it was a “desolate” place. We must understand this within the context in which it was used. “Desolate” means no civilization where 5,000 men might find food and lodging. 

Today the place where Jesus went, the hills above the delta where the Jordan River enters the lake, is known as the Golan Heights. John 6:3 says, “Jesus went up into the mountain, and there sat with his disciples.” In the Scripture “mountain,” óros, is a relative term meaning a place rising a little higher than the surrounding area, and in most uses refers to a high hill.

Others Follow

“And they saw them going, and many recognized them.” “They” are the citizens of Capernaum, who after two years are able to recognize Jesus and his apostles on sight. Jesus and the apostles had to leave Capernaum to find rest because “they” would mob Jesus to get what they could from him. The worldly saying is “no rest for the wicked” which actually points to endless judgment. In the world there is no rest for the good, because the wicked seek them to get from them some benefit. That is not faith. The object of genuine faith is Jesus Christ the God-man, not the benefits Jesus could give. 

“They” began to follow after Jesus. Others saw and heard “they” and also began to follow after Jesus. Their journey ended at the dock, but they were not discouraged. They saw the boat heading to the east side of the lake, and followed its progress on foot overland. Others “from the villages” saw “they” and followed. Why? “Because they saw the signs which he did on those with sickness.” John 6:14–15 seems to indicate Jesus’ identity—was he or was he not the Messiah?—had also prompted their interest.

When the crowd understood where the boat was going, “they ran together there on foot from all the cities and arrived before them,” i.e., they arrived in the pasture near Bethsaida-Julius before Jesus and the apostles had arrived by boat. The walking distance was about four to five miles—a little less than a two hour walk. 

The great crowd had to cross the delta, but in the spring (we know this from Mark 6:39, the “green grass” of the field; so also John 6:4, 10) the river was not flooding. The pasture where they arrived is currently about 1.8 miles southwest of Bethsaida-Julius. Why would a fishing village be located so far from the lake? There is evidence that in Jesus’ time the water level was much higher than it is today, and in modern times the Jordan River delta has been extended by centuries of sedimentation. The site of et-Tell (Bethsaida-Julius) sits on rising ground to the north-east of what was a grassy plain in New Testament times. 

The Time of the Year 

Above I mentioned Mark 6:39; John 6:4, 10 indicates the time of the year was the spring season. John 6:4 says, “the Passover was near.” In AD 32 Passover was April 14. John’s reference to the Passover is too vague to determine how close the Passover of AD 32 was to the Bethsaida-Julius event, but the chronology of Four Voices, One Testimony, indicates it was recently past—late April, early May. Why John writing ca. AD 90–95 identifies the Passover as “the feast of the Jews” was Israel had ceased to exist as a nation about 35 years earlier, in AD 70. In the Law Passover is one of the “Feasts of YHWH,” Leviticus 23.

About 5,000 Men

“And having arrived, Jesus saw a great crowd,” of about 5,000 men according to John 6:10 (and perhaps an unknown number of women and children). Five thousand or more people (Luke 9:14) speaks to the impact Jesus was beginning to have on the religious hopes of the nation. Other so-called messiahs had come and failed; here was a man who had not called for rebellion (against their Roman masters) but was so obviously a prophet and miracle-worker. Perhaps he was the Messiah? In John 6:26, Jesus identified their innermost motives: they wanted to crown him their king, John 6:15, so they could personally reap material benefits from his miraculous powers. 

Jesus saw the crowd and “was moved with compassion toward them, because they were as sheep not having a shepherd, and healed their sick.” He “went up into the mountain, and there sat with his disciples” (John 6:3) and “began to teach them many things,” Mark 6:34. The “mountain” was a high hill rising about the grassy plain. Jesus began to teach them many things concerning the kingdom of God; and those having need of healing he was healing. Sitting on a high hill kept them from surrounding him and mobbing him, and gave him a kind of stage from which to see and speak to the entire crowd.  

Feeding the 5,000

Now the miracle. What is a miracle? 


A miracle is an exceptional activity of God in the material domain, not explainable by man’s understanding of the physical laws governing the universe, brought about by the immediate efficiency or simple volition of God, without the means of secondary causes, designed to arouse awe and wonder as a witness of God.

A miracle is never the suspension or counteracting of natural laws. A miracle does not interact with natural laws, because God, not the natural law, is the cause of the effect.

Sometimes what are called miracles are “special providences: events brought to pass obviously by God, indeed, but through the medium of second causes” [Warfield, 2:204].



The miracle was creating bread and fish by the immediate efficiency or simple volition of Jesus Christ, the God-man, without the means of secondary causes. In this miracle “creating” was not in the ex nihilo sense but in the sense of forming from existing materials. A biblical example will clarify. At Genesis 2:7 Adam’s body was created by forming it from existing materials. Adam himself, what we think of as the soul, was brought into existence ex nihilo, from nothing: the human essence and the human nature; the animating principle life came from God who has life-in-himself.

As evening arrived, the Twelve came to Jesus and asked him to dismiss the crowd, “that going into the surrounding villages and countryside they might find lodging and food. Because here we are in a desolate place.” The apostles might be forgiven for not asking Jesus to take action to feed the crowd. However, the issue is one of size and faith. They did not learn the lesson from Jesus stopping the storm. 

In volume 2, event 49, Winds and Storm on the Lake, I noted the following. When those men in the boat with Jesus asked him for help in stilling the storm, it wasn’t because they thought he could make the storm stop. They believed he might be able to save them, perhaps by prayer better than theirs, perhaps by God granting him power to see them safely to their destination. As with most of us, they believed he could do something, but they did not know what that something might be. When he did make the storm stop they were afraid. 

I summarized their response as “Master, we know you can heal illness, and cast out demons, and cause us to catch a great many fish, and all the other wonderful things we have seen you do. But we have never seen you still a storm and calm the waves—no one has ever done that!” That is the problem here. “Master, no one has ever fed a crowd of 5,000 men, so send them away to find food for themselves.”

The point is again discipleship. Jesus is training these apostles to replace him. The disciples were following, but they were still in the process of understanding exactly what it meant to be a disciple of Jesus. 

God created humankind to learn from experience. The mature in faith can extrapolate from the known (experience) to the unknown. “I know from what the Lord has done for me in the past that he can do all things for me now.” That is a hard lesson to learn. We are raised in sin with the philosophy that “Seeing is Believing.” At some point the believer must become able to believe without seeing. “Blessed are those who have not seen and have believed.”

“But Jesus said to them, ‘They have no need to go away. You give to them to eat.’” When we look at their response, “Should we go and buy two hundred denarii of bread, and give them to eat,” we understand they are not struggling to understand what Jesus meant, they are trying to make Jesus understand what they meant. In Mark’s gospel their response is said by one and echoed by the many. John’s Gospel tells us who said it first, “Philip responded to him, ‘Two hundred denarii worth of loaves are not sufficient to them that each one might receive a little.’” 

We know what they are thinking. Two hundred denarii would not be sufficient money to buy enough bread. They did not have two hundred denarii, but if they did it would not be enough. We should understand that Philip was the literalist of the group. However, Philip was wrong in his estimations. Two hundred denarii would feed the 5,000 men and the apostles and Jesus. However, there were two problems. Problem one, there were more than 5,000 people, there were almost certainly women and probably children. Even if there were only men present, the number 5,000 is not a head count but an estimate. Problem two was where could they buy that much bread? There was only one village in the area, and modern mass production was an industrial revolution in the future (ca. AD 1760). 

Excursus: 200 Denarii

First, a little Greek and English. The word “bread” is always singular, no matter  how much bread is present. In the narrative, the Greek word ártos, bread, is in the plural form, ártoi, indicating loaves of bread. Thus, it is grammatically correct to say, “I have twenty bread,” or to say, “I have twenty loaves of bread.”  

The denarius was a Roman silver coin. In commentaries a denarius is often said to be a day’s wage (based on Matthew 20:2), but wages varied according to the economy and the skill of the worker. In first century AD Rome, a secretary made fifteen denarii a month; a messenger nine denarii a month; a private in the army twenty denarii a month; a centurion about 300 denarii a month. A male slave used for general labor sold for 500–1500 denarii.

[http://www.ancientcoins.biz/pages/economy]. 

The NIV translation of John 6:7, “eight month’s wages” was based on a denarius as a day’s wage. However, agricultural laborers earned 10–12 assárion for a day’s labor. The denarius was worth 16 assárion. The denarius the landowner gave in the parable of Matthew 20:2 was more than usual for the labor and was used to make the point that even the last and least in the kingdom will receive a full and magnificent reward.

In first century AD Palestine (before Emperor Nero), sufficient wheat to make twenty, one-pound loaves of bread sold for 12 assárion.

[http://www.ancientcoins.biz/pages/economy/]

[http://dougsmith.ancients.info/worth.html]. 

Two hundred denarii equals 3,200 assárion (16 assárion x 200 denarii). Twelve assárion would buy sufficient wheat to make twenty loaves of bread. When 3,200 assárion is divided by 12 assárion it equals 266 groups of twenty loaves of bread each. Thus, 266 groups of 20 bread each equals 5,320 one-pound loaves of bread. 

The average adult ate two, one-pound loaves of bread a day. Thus, 5,320 loaves of bread made from wheat would feed one person for 7.2 years. I say this because some commentators [Bruce, 143] seem to think Philip was thinking of what it would cost to feed a family for eight months, basing their calculations on a denarius as a day’s wage, and one denarius as sufficient to buy a day’s supply of bread for a family. 

One denarius would buy wheat to make twenty loaves (with 4 assárion left over), which would feed a family of ten for one day, a family of five for two days, etc. The 5,320 loaves from 200 denarii would feed five people for 532 days (1.4 years). Two one-pound loaves of bread made from wheat supplied an adult’s daily nutritional needs. Philip’s 200 denarii would actually give the 5,000 people plus Jesus and the Twelve one bread apiece. But where could one buy 5,320 loaves at one time? Nowhere. Thus Philips’ response. 

Returning to the exposition. 

Jesus knew how he would feed this multitude, but he gave Philip an opportunity to think outside his box and discover the Jesus who is the Son of God. Philip knew Jesus could work miracles. However, as most of us do, he believed miracles were limited by their “size.” Up to now Philip had seen demons cast out, the sick and lame healed, witnessed a resurrection, and watched as Jesus stilled a storm. Those were one-on-one miracles. Now Jesus was asking Philip to imagine a “large” miracle, involving thousands of people. The divine power needed to create sufficient food to feed 5,000+ people was not more than the power needed to restore diseased flesh and bone, cast out demons, give life to the dead, or still a storm. It seems more because we are finite; but God is omnipotent.

If Philip, and the rest, were to understand Jesus, and thus have confidence in him as Savior, Lord, and God, then they must stop thinking in finite terms circumscribed by their earthly experience. Philip, and the others, must begin to think of Jesus as the one who can provide every need. 

Philip, however, failed to rise above the limits of his earthly view of Jesus. He answered Jesus’ question literally because he thought in material terms (versus spiritual perception). Two hundred denarii worth of bread, said Philip, could not feed this crowd. Whether or not the disciples had this much money in their common treasury (doubtful) was not the point. Philip was thinking that the largest amount of money he had ever seen (or could imagine) would be insufficient to feed this crowd. If the crowd was composed more of families than of individual males, then one loaf for each family would might give each person a little bite to eat. Philip was limited by his experiences, and thus limited Jesus as to his possible actions. “Philip was very sure of what could not be done, but he had no vision for what could be done” [Tenny, 113]. 

It doesn’t matter if Philip had figured out how many loaves 200 denarii would buy. Nor does it matter if he was thinking of feeding the whole group once and sending them home (one loaf per person) or giving the whole group a day’s worth of bread (two loaves per person). What matters is that in Philip’s view, shared by the rest, no one could feed this many people all at once. Common sense and a lifetime of experiences told them it was impossible. 

The Resources on Hand to Feed the 5,000+

Andrew, Peter’s brother, said, “Here is a little boy who has five barley loaves and two small fish; but what are these for so many?” Some commentators take a negative view. For example, Carson [270] and Bruce [144], “Andrew’s point, of course, was that this tiny meal was ludicrously inadequate to the need.” There is no need for that. In context Andrew was suggesting that, since this child had some food, perhaps others did also.

No one in their right mind could seriously think one child’s lunch could feed so many. If Andrew was not making a suggestion that the crowd could share with one another, then he was giving Jesus a very sarcastic answer. My response to the negative view of some is that nothing in any of the four gospels prepares the readers for sarcasm by Andrew. At the most Andrew was saying, “Here is a possible solution, the people could share what they have; however, this also seems inadequate to the need.” Morris [343–344] wrote, “It is possible that Andrew’s knowledge of the lad came as a result of a reconnaissance with a view to finding out what food resources could be mustered, for he definitely relates the boy’s small supply ... to the needs of the multitude.” 

Thus the crowd might feed itself, if they shared their food; but would that be enough among so many? Commentators who deny the miraculous have made this very suggestion, that Jesus persuaded the crowd to share whatever food they had with them. Andrews suggestion was a plausible solution, and improved on Philip’s despair. However, Andrew’s suggestion showed the same absence of spiritual perception that had prompted Philip’s response. The correct answer to the problem was Jesus. Jesus had shown miraculous abilities in the past; perhaps he could feed these people with another miracle? However, this solution does not seem to have occurred to anyone present.

Why not ask Jesus to ask God for manna, like in the wilderness wanderings of Old Testament Israel? For two reasons. One, that only occurred one time in the history of Israel, so there was no encouragement to ask. Two, the Rabbis were teaching the Messiah would give manna as Moses had given manna, and doing so would certainly confirm Jesus was the Messiah. But the outcome of that act would lead to the very problem Jesus was avoiding: “they are about to come and seize him that they may make him king,” John 6:14–15. The Holy Spirit prevented the Twelve from suggesting manna. 

The child was probably carrying his lunch in a small personal basket (kóphinos). Travelers often carried their belongings in a basket, so it would not be unusual for the child (and the disciples and others in the crowd) to have a basket [Alexander, 397]. “The word translated basket is used in a Latin form by Juvenal [c. AD 60–140], as the usual baggage of the Jews when traveling. Juvenal apparently regards the kóphinos as typical of the Jews (3:14; 6:524). This might well arise from a Jewish habit of carrying food from reasons of ceremonial purity” [Morris, 345, n. 25]. 

The five barley loaves would each have been comparable to small pancakes for size and shape. “They were somewhat comparable to today’s pita bread” [Tenny, 112]. Compare 2 Kings 4:42–44. Barley loaves were considered the bread of the poor because barley was believed to be less nutritious than wheat. Diocletian’s Price Edict, AD 301, set the maximum price for one modius (a unit of measurement) of barley at 60 denarii versus 100 denarii for one modius of wheat. The ancient world considered barley to have about one-half the nutritional value of wheat, so barley usually sold at about half the cost of wheat. However, barley is only slightly less nutritious than wheat. Barley has slightly more calories (due to a slightly greater amount of carbohydrates and saturated fatty acids), but has slightly less amounts of the same minerals, vitamins, and amino acids [http://fnic.nal.usda.gov/].

The two fish were small pickled (dried and salted) fish from the Sea of Galilee, exported all over the ancient world. They were about the size of sardines and accompanied the bread (which was the main meal) as a sort of relish. These were the kind of fish caught and sold by the Zebedee Fishing Company. 

Bread was the most important food item in the ancient world. The Old Testament Scripture used this importance to express certain conditions of life, e.g., the bread of affliction, of tears, of sorrows, of wickedness, of idleness, of adversity, of the increase of the earth, of a miser, of mourners, of God, of sincerity. To give bread was a blessing. When Jesus miraculously provided bread it was considered a messianic sign, similar to God giving manna (John 6:31). Without bread there was no life, a fact of ancient life Jesus used to his advantage when he declared himself the bread of life, John 6:35.

The multitudes had come without much thought for tomorrow. They had probably brought some food in their baskets (an almost universal accessory for Jews in those times), but that would have been eaten earlier in the day. When evening came (Mark: late in the day; Luke: the day began to decline), the crowd had nothing to eat, except some few may have had a leftover here and there. 

When Jesus asked the disciples to give the crowds something to eat it was to see if they would turn to him for a miracle. They did not, telling him of their lack, not of their faith in him to provide. That is the point of the miracle: Jesus provides for all the necessities of life, specifically spiritual necessities, but not ignoring material needs.

Jesus Feeds the 5,000+

Jesus always had compassion, and though he had come to rest, he set aside his own needs and ministered to the crowd. The disciples probably managed the crowd, keeping order, setting appointments, and bringing people to Jesus. By the end of the day they also were hungry and tired. The five loaves of bread and two fish were probably leftovers from an earlier lunch. I wonder if they had shared with Jesus? 

Then Jesus said, “Bring them” the bread and fish, here to me.” In John’s account Jesus told the apostles to make the ánthrōpos, to recline, i.e., to sit on the ground. The word ánthrōpos may mean a male, or may be used to mean a person, male or female. Later Jesus says, “make the anḗr recline.” The word anḗr specifically means a male adult. The verse counts the number of males present, not the number of “people” 

The word translated “recline” is anapíptō, “to lie down in order to eat” [Zodhiates, s. v. 377]. In Jesus’ first century culture people lay down propped up on one elbow in order to eat. In some manuscripts Jesus “distributed to the reclining.” In other manuscripts Jesus “distributed to the disciples, and the disciples to those reclining.” The latter seems more likely. 

The disciples organized the crowd by fifties and hundreds, Mark 6:40. Luke 9:14 tells us Jesus instructed the disciples to have the people “recline in groups of fifty.” Jesus waited to make the food until the organization was completed. Organizing 5,000 people into groups of fifties makes 100 groups. How long did it take the twelve apostles to distribute food to 5,000 people in 100 groups? We know the day was waning; did the food distribution continue into the night? 

When the crowd was organized Jesus took the pieces of bread and the fish, and looking up to the heaven, he blessed and broke the bread. To the casual onlooker it would look as if Jesus had asked for a blessing, but he himself blessed the bread. 

Several commentators believe Jesus said a commonly used table prayer, such as, “Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who brings forth bread from the earth.” However, that view is not correct. John said Jesus gave thanks for the bread, and Matthew, Mark, and Luke wrote that Jesus himself blessed the bread (cf. Luke 24:30). 

When the accounts are combined, Jesus took the loaves and fish from Andrew and “Lu looking up to the heaven, Jn having given thanks, Mt he spoke a blessing Lu and broke them, Jn and distributed to the disciples and the disciples to those reclining; and likewise of the Mk two fish he divided to all, Jn as much as they desired. Lu And he kept giving to the disciples to set before the crowd. And they all ate and were satisfied.” 

The creative act is implied, not stated. As Jesus broke the pieces of bread apart, new bread continued to appear in his hands; as he distributed the fish, new fish continued to appear in his hands. 

The word “broke” is in the aorist indicative active, indicating a completed action. The word “gave” is in the imperfect tense, referring to continuous action in time past. Jesus broke a piece of bread and then gave the disciples fish and pieces of bread. Then he again broke a piece of bread and gave the disciples fish and pieces of bread. He continued to do this until all were fed. Continuing throughout the process more bread and more fish appeared in his hands. The power to create was in the Son of God, another testimony to the deity in the humanity.  

The disciples distributed what they had been given and returned to him for more to distribute. They continued to return to him and he continued to give to them until everyone was fed. God gave the increase and the disciples distributed it to everyone who had need. 

Believers and God are in a partnership: God supplies the plan and the resources and believers supply the work to distribute and use those resources according to the  plan. Whether it is material resources (as here) or spiritual resources (for example, teaching), the work is to be done according to God’s plan. The disciples distributed to each person as much as each person desired. The people ate and were satiated. Jesus did not convince some people to share their lunches with others, he created enough food to satisfy their hunger.

I have previously discussed the kind of creating that Jesus was doing: not ex nihilo but using existing materials. Jesus continuously made the amount of bread and fish increase in his hands. A more prominent display of his deity could not be imagined. 

Yet, the disciples automatically rejected this concept. A god-in-the-flesh was a pagan idea. No one had ever seen YHWH and no one ever would. A manifestation of YHWH, such as happened with Abraham (Genesis 18) was also impossible, because those were very rare, very brief, and very to the point of the manifestation. They had been with Jesus more than two years. They had watched him eat, sweat, sleep, urinate, and defecate, just like they did. God infusing Jesus, whether prophet or Messiah, with power was more believable than God-in-the-flesh or a manifestation of YHWH. 

Is a crowd of 5,000+ out of line with population estimates? No. By the first century AD perhaps 10 percent of the Roman Empire, or about 7 million people, were Jews, with about 2.5 million in Palestine. Pasachoff and Littman [67] say these population figures “are very unreliable, but they are probably fairly accurate in regard to percentages.” On the other hand, since Roman taxation depended on an accurate census, and there had been two since Jesus’ birth, “unreliable” hardly seems an accurate assessment. 

There were at least twenty-five villages within a twenty mile radius outward from Capernaum. Jesus’ public ministry had been ongoing since his baptism in late AD 29, and he was certainly known since Passover AD 30. All of his second year of ministry was spent in Galilee, evangelizing, teaching, and performing miracles, with Capernaum as his headquarters. He was now beginning the third and final year of that ministry. He was well known. A crowd of five thousand men a few miles from Capernaum is very plausible.

After Eating

When the meal was finished—when all had eaten and were full—Jesus had his disciples collect the leftovers: “And they picked up twelve hand-baskets full of fragments Jn from the five barley loaves which remained to those having eaten, Mk and of the fish.” 

Over the centuries, much ink has been spilled and paper consumed trying to discover a deep spiritual meaning in the number twelve. For example, in the fourth century Hilary of Poitiers (Commentary on Matthew, 15:7, 32–38) suggested an allegorical interpretation: the twelve kóphinos baskets from the five thousand symbolized the Lord’s provision for the Jews, and the seven spurís baskets from the four thousand (Matthew 15:32–37) symbolized the Lord’s provision for the Gentiles. (A kóphinos was made out of wicker and a spurís was made out of hemp. The spurís was presumably larger than the kóphinos, or perhaps carried more because more flexible.) 

Other symbolic interpretations have been social responsibility; supply the needs of the twelve tribes; the (spiritual) food that endures; the twelve baskets correspond to the twelve apostles and the seven baskets correspond to the seven deacons.

I find the detail identifies an eyewitness account. The large amounts of leftovers confirm the account: everyone ate as much as he wanted. The disciples were to gather up the fragments: Mark 6:7, 30; Luke 9:1, 10, confirm that these disciples were the twelve who had been appointed as apostles; thus twelve baskets of fragments. As noted earlier, travelers carried baskets for food and other necessities, thus each apostle filled his personal basket with pieces of barley bread left uneaten by the satiated crowd. 

There was also a practical aspect. Collecting leftovers for later consumption was (and is) not just a Jewish custom but the habit of all peoples in all times and places. Jesus had the twelve disciples gather the uneaten food for their use at a later time. 

There is a spiritual lesson involved. Twelve baskets of barley bread were recovered, but there were thirteen people in the group: the twelve plus Jesus. He had provided for them, but they needed to share with him. That is the way it is in Christianity: each is his brother’s keeper. 

I also find a lesson in the fragments, that is, no part of the bread was left unused. God considers every part of our lives important enough to be included in his plans and processes: nothing is lost, wasted, or unused.

The crowds—perhaps not all but many—were still present after the apostles gathered the fragments. Jesus knew what was coming. “Jesus, knowing they are about to come and seize him that they may make him king, departed again to the mountain himself alone.” 

But before he retreated from the crowds, “he compelled his disciples to enter into the boat, Mt to go before him to the other side, Mk to Bethsaida {Galilee}, Mt while he dismissed the crowds.” They left from Bethsaida Julius on the northeast shore and crossed the lake intending to go to Capernaum, but the wind blew them off course and they came to Bethsaida Galilee, Mark 6:53. Then having protected his apostles from the crowds, Jesus “departed again to the mountain himself alone.”   
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​62. Jesus and Peter Walk on the Sea
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Matthew 14:24–36; Mark 6:47–56; John 6:16–21

Now when it became evening his disciples went down to the sea, and having entered into a boat, they were going over the sea to Capernaum. And it had already become dark, and Jesus had not come to them. But the boat, in the middle of the sea, was about three miles from land, being tossed by the waves, for the wind was contrary, the sea was agitated by a strong wind blowing. 

And Jesus was alone upon the land and he saw them straining in the rowing, for the wind was set against them. About the fourth watch of the night he comes to them, walking on the sea, and desired to pass by them. 

Now having rowed about three miles, they see Jesus walking on the sea and coming near the boat; and they were terrified. And the disciples thought, “A spirit!” and cried out, “It is a ghost!” And they cried out from fear, for all saw him and were troubled.

But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying, “Have courage, it is I, fear not.” 

Now Peter answering him said, “Master, if it is you, command me to come to you on the waters.” 

And Jesus said, “Come.” 

And having descended from the boat, Peter walked upon the water and came to Jesus. But seeing the wind boisterous, he was afraid. And having begun to sink, he cried out, saying, “Master, save me!” 

Now immediately Jesus, having stretched out his hand, took hold of him, and says to him, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”

Then they were willing to receive him into the boat. And he went up to them into the boat, and they having entered into the boat, the wind ceased. And they were astonished beyond measure. For they did not understand about the bread, but their heart had been hardened. 

Then those in the boat bowed to him, saying, “Truly you are God’s son.” 

And having crossed over, the boat was at the land to which they were going, the land of Gennesaret, and drew to shore. 

And they, upon getting out of the boat, immediately he was recognized, the men of that place having recognized him, so that running through the whole country, to all that surrounding region, they began to carry about on the beds those sick, upon hearing where he is. They brought to him all those being sick, and begged him that they might only touch the fringe of his garment. And as many as touched were healed. And where ever he was going into villages, or into cities, or into fields, they laid in the marketplaces those sick, and begged him that if only they might touch the fringe of his clothing; and as many as did touch him were restored to health.

COMMENTARY

When evening came Jesus told the disciples to get into the boat. So they went down to the lake and got into the boat. John said, 6:17, the disciples took the boat and “they were going over the sea to Capernaum.” In Mark’s account, 6:45, the disciples took the boat “to Bethsaida.” They headed in the direction of Capernaum, but they landed at Bethsaida-Galilee. Why? The contrary wind affected their course.

Whether sailing or rowing, or both, they had went about “twenty-five or thirty stádion” from the land, John 6:19. The word stádion indicates a measure of distance equal to about 605 English feet; they were about three English miles from  land, or  about halfway between the shore near Bethsaida Julius, where they had begun, and the shore Bethsaida-Galilee, where they landed. The distance from eastern shore to the western shore—from Bethsaida-Julius to Bethsaida-Galilee—was about six miles.

During the storm, as they toiled against wind and wave, they saw a figure walking on the water toward them. They did not immediately recognize the figure on the water; otherwise they would not have been afraid. The time was in the fourth watch. The Romans divided the time between 6:00 p.m. and 6:00 a.m. into four watches (the Jews used three watches). The fourth watch was between three and six a.m. We don’t know exactly when they boarded the boat—between 6:00 p.m. and midnight would be probable—but the winds must have been blowing quite hard for them to have went only half way across the Lake.

Jesus saw them from his vantage point on the land. The average sight-distance to the horizon is about three miles, but Jesus was at a higher elevation than the sea, so could see a little further. A full moon would give sufficient light to see a boat toiling against the wind, or it may have been in the twilight that precedes the dawn. 

When the twelve saw a figure walking on the sea (if close to 6 a.m. the horizon was glowing behind the figure with the coming dawn) their collective experience told them that such an act was impossible for a living person. Their cry “It is a ghost” was not theology but superstition uttered in a moment of great fear: the Jews believed disembodied souls of the drowned haunted the sea and lakes. 

Jesus’ reply is calm and calming, reassuring in its ordinariness. Peter’s reply is courageous but reckless; what if it had been a ghost? Peter’s “if” is in a grammatical construction known as the condition of the first class, meaning Peter assumed the figure was Jesus, but he sought to confirm by asking Jesus to “command” him to come to him on the water. If the figure really was Jesus, as Peter supposed, then he will make his servant able to walk on water. Peter has either become confident that Jesus has authority to exercise the power of God, or he is testing his hypothesis that Jesus has such authority. 

Jesus’ one word answer is sufficient for Peter, so he climbs down out of the boat and begins to walk on the water toward Jesus. One wishes for more detail (did he walk up and down with the waves, or was the surface smooth and flat?), but what is reported must suffice. 

The reference to the wind being boisterous indicates Peter felt the force of the wind, and it may be the waves on which he was walking (or that he could see in front of him?) were kicked up by the wind. Peter takes his eyes off Jesus and looks at the circumstances.

Note the mercy of the Lord. Peter only begins to sink. Peter’s faith to walk on water was overcome by worldly circumstances, but he did not doubt that Jesus could rescue him. Jesus is immediately present and supports Peter until he is able to reenter the boat. Jesus did not have to grab Peter to save him; Peter needed the reassurance of a strong hand. Jesus compassionately condescends to our needs.

Jesus and Peter walking on the water has become a favorite story for ridicule by skeptics and entertainment media. One either accepts by faith that Jesus had the authority to change the principles regulating the operation of the universe—the laws of physics—or he did not. If he did, then he exercised the omnipotent authority of God. Because omnipotence is an incommunicable attribute of deity, the exercise of omnipotent power by sovereign authority means Jesus was God.

This miracle was similar to an earlier miracle: making an iron axe head float, 2 Kings 6:4. Surely no one believes sympathetic magic—Elisha threw a stick into the water and the axe head floated—was involved with the iron axe head? The use of means was to show that God made the iron axe head float at the prophet’s request, not that Elisha made it float. 

Something similar is seen at Exodus 14:16, 21. God told Moses to lift up his staff and stretch out his over the sea to divide it, but it was God who divided the sea, God parted the Red Sea and God made the axe head float. 

To the observer these were miracles; so also Jesus and Peter walking on water. A miracle is something which no one but God himself can perform, which is why the world rejects the truthfulness of the gospel reports of the miracles Jesus did. If, as is the case, Jesus did what only God can do, then Jesus was/is the God-man.

The Twelve did not understand Jesus was YHWH incarnate in a human being. Nothing Jesus said or did would or could convince them Jesus of Nazareth was God incarnate. See what Mark says, “And they were astonished beyond measure. For they did not understand about the bread, but their heart had been hardened.” Matthew says, “those in the boat bowed to him, saying, ‘Truly you are God’s son.’” Their scriptural knowledge was the Messiah was God’s Son, Psalm 2:2, 7. Nothing in the Old Testament revelation required the Anointed (māshîah, Psalm 2:2) to be deity. That is a New Testament revelation. Therefore, their “heart had been hardened” by the Holy Spirit to keep that understanding from them, until after Jesus’ resurrection. 

Upon seeing Peter walk on the water, and Jesus rescuing him from the water, “Jn then they were willing to receive him into the boat. Mk And he went up to them into the boat, Mt and they having entered into the boat, the wind ceased.” The wind stopped because Jesus made the wind stop. 

The reference to “those in the boat” is almost certainly the Twelve only, considering the size of the boat. In 1986 a Galilean fishing boat was discovered. The boat was 26.5 feet long, 7.5 feet wide, 4.5 feet high. It could hold about fifteen people [http://www.christiananswers.net/q-abr/abr-a003.html]. If this was one of the fishing boats owned by the Zebedee Fishing Company (Matthew 4:18–22), which is very likely, then the boat would be carrying nets as well as people, so twelve plus Jesus seems right.

Bowing to Jesus was not worship, as most versions translate. The basic meaning of the word proskunéō is “do obeisance, show respect, fall or prostrate before, literally to throw a kiss in token of respect of homage” [Zodhiates, s. v. 4352]. 

Let us think clearly. If the Twelve believed God was literally in their presence in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, then they would not have been able to function as his companions. They would have fallen flat on their faces and remained prostrate before him in reverent awe. They would have feared for their lives, because God had said to Moses, “you cannot see my face, for man shall not see me and live,” Exodus 33:20 (ESV.) They were in awe of him, but not reverent, not worshiping “you are God” kind of awe. No prophet had ever done what Jesus had just done. So they had continued to ask themselves, “Who is this man?” Here they come to a conclusion, which I discussed above, “Truly you are God’s son,” i.e., the promised Anointed,  māshîah, Psalm 2:2, 7. 

What, then, did they mean when they said, “Truly you are God’s son”? Three meanings are available. 


One, they understood he was God incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth. This is unlikely. They were completely discouraged following the crucifixion, e.g., Luke 24:21, “we were hoping that it was he who was going to redeem Israel.” They didn’t understand he would resurrect, and didn’t believe when they were told he had resurrected. The Holy Spirit withheld spiritual perception of Jesus as deity incarnate until after the resurrection, and possibly until after the ascension.

Two, they could have been declaring him a true son of God. The Jews believed they were sons of God. If this was the disciples’ meaning, then they were giving respect to a prophet who had shown that he truly was a son of God, i.e., one to whom God had given great authority and power. 

Three, they bowed to him and called him, “God’s son” in the sense of what Psalm 2:2, 7 said concerning the messiah: “I will declare the decree: YHWH has said to me, ‘You are my son.’ ” If this was the case, it was a moment when they began to believe he was the messiah—not merely a prophet in the Old Testament mold, but the Deliverer and King promised by the prophets.



My choice was expressed above, they began to believe he was in fact the Messiah. That does not mean they did not continue to be “astonished beyond measure” at every opportunity. 

After Jesus got into the boat, and the wind stopped, they continued their journey, landing at the city of Gennesaret, which was about three miles south of Capernaum, and gives us some idea of the location of Bethsaida-Galilee, as between Gennesaret and Capernaum. Jesus healed people in the land of Gennesaret. 

John says the next day (the day after the miraculous feeding) the crowd from Bethsaida-Julius came seeking Jesus in Capernaum, John 6:24, and found him, John 6:25, “on the other side of the sea.” Jesus healed the sick in Gennesaret.  Matthew says “They brought to him all those being sick, and begged him that they might only touch the fringe of his garment. And as many as touched were healed.” The story of the woman healed by touching the fringe of Jesus’ clothing had spread throughout the region. 

Mark gives us a kind of summary. “And where ever he was going into villages, or into cities, or into fields, they laid in the marketplaces those sick, and begged him that if only they might touch the fringe of his clothing; and as many as did touch him were restored to health.” What is happening is Jesus and the Twelve walked the three miles or so from Gennesaret to Capernaum, which is where those seeking him found him (John 6:59).
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​63. Discourse: Bread of Life
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John 6:22–71

On the next day the crowd standing on the other side of the sea, having previously seen there was no other boat there except one (the one into which his disciples entered), and that Jesus had not entered the boat with his disciples, but his disciples went away alone—but other boats came from Tiberius, near the place where they ate bread, the Lord having given thanks—therefore when the crowd saw that Jesus is not there, nor his disciples, they themselves entered into the boats, and came to Capernaum, seeking Jesus. 

And having found him on the other side of the sea, they said to him, “Rabbi, when did you get here?” 

Jesus answered them and said, “Amen amen, I say to you, you seek me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were filled. Labor not for the food perishing, but for the food enduring unto eternal life, which the Son of Man will give to you, for him the Father sealed, even God.” 

Therefore they said to him, “What may we do, that we might be doing the works of God?” 

Jesus answered and said to them, “This is the work of God, that you should believe in him whom he sent.” 

Therefore they said to him, “Then what sign do you that we might see and may believe you? What do you work? Our fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, as it is written, ‘He gave them bread out of heaven to eat.’” 

Therefore Jesus said to them, “Amen amen, I say to you, Moses has not given you the bread out of heaven, but my Father gives you the true bread out of heaven. For the bread of God is the one coming out of heaven and giving life to the world.” 

Therefore they said to him, “Sir, always give to us this the bread.” 

Jesus said to them, “I, I am the bread of life. The one coming to me may never no never hunger, and he believing on me shall never no never thirst at any time. But I said to you that also you have seen me and do not believe. All those the Father gives me will come to me, and the one coming to me I will never no never cast out. For I have come down out of heaven, not that I may do my own will, but the will of him having sent me. Now this is the will of him having sent me, that all that he has given me, I may lose none of it, but may raise it up at the last day. For this is the will of the One sending me, that everyone seeing the Son and believing on him may have eternal life; and I will raise him up at the last day.” 

Therefore the Jews were complaining about him, because he said, “I am the bread having come down out of heaven.” 

And they were saying, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, of whom we know his father and his mother? How therefore is he saying, ‘I have come down out of heaven’?” 

Jesus answered and said to them, “Do not complain among one another. No one is able to come to me unless the Father, the one having sent me, draws him, and I will raise him up at the last day. It is written in the prophets, ‘And they will all be taught of God.’ Everyone having heard from the Father and having learned comes to me. Not that anyone has seen the Father, except the one who is from God; he has seen the Father.”

“Amen amen, I say to you, the one believing on me has eternal life. I, I am the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and died. This is the bread coming down out of heaven that anyone might eat of it and not die. I, I am the living bread having come down out of heaven. If anyone may eat of this bread he will live forever; and the bread also that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” 

Therefore the Jews were arguing with one another, saying, “How is he able to give us his flesh to eat?” 

Therefore Jesus said to them, “Amen amen, I say to you, except you may have eaten the flesh of the Son of Man and may have drunk his blood, you have no life in yourselves. The one eating my flesh and drinking my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up in the last day. For my flesh truly is food and my blood truly is drink. The one eating my flesh and drinking my blood abides in me and I in him. 

“As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, also the one feeding on me, even that person will live because of me. This is the bread having come down out of heaven. Not as your fathers ate the manna and died. The one eating this bread will live forever.” 

These things he said in a synagogue, teaching in Capernaum. 

Many, therefore, of his disciples having heard, said, “This word is hard; who is able to understand it?” 

But Jesus, knowing in himself that his disciples are complaining about this, said to them, “Does this offend you? What if, then, you should see the Son of Man ascending where he was before? The Spirit, he is giving life; the flesh profits nothing. The words that I speak to you are spirit, and they are life. But there are of you some who believe not.” (For from the beginning Jesus knew who those are not believing, and who it is who will betray him.) 

And he said, “Because of this I have said to you, that no is able to come to me except it may have been given to him from the Father.” 

From that time many out of his disciples turned back and no longer walked with him. Therefore Jesus said to the twelve, “Do you also desire to go away?” 

Simon Peter answered him, “Master, to whom will we go? You have the words of eternal life. And we have believed and have known that you are the holy one of God.” 

Jesus answered them, “Did not I choose you, the twelve, and one of you is a devil?” But he spoke of Judas of Simon Iscariot, one of the twelve, for he was about to betray him.

COMMENTARY

John 6:22–24

The morning after Jesus fed the 5,000, the people remaining on the east shore of the lake near Bethsaida-Julius could not find Jesus. They knew the disciples had left the night before in the only boat that was on the shore at that time (the one Jesus and the disciples had arrived in, John 6:1). They knew Jesus had not gotten into the boat with the disciples. They saw other boats, which that morning had come to the east shore from Tiberius, which was on the west shore. So, not finding Jesus on the east shore, they got into boats from Tiberius and went to the west shore of the lake, 6:25.

How did 5,000 plus people fit into a few boats from Tiberius? Most of the people undoubtedly returned to Capernaum by foot that evening, while a few others remained to see if Jesus would return. When he did not, they boarded the boats from Tiberius to go to the other side. 

Why were the boats from Tiberius not Capernaum? Most fishing was done at night, and Carson [282] made a reasonable suggestion these boats from Tiberius were blown off course during the previous night’s storm. Mark 6:48 says the disciples were straining against the wind, which opposed their progress westward across the lake. Because the wind was blowing from west to east, that is how the boats from Tiberius were blown to the eastern shore. John reported the fact without explanation, because as an eyewitness he understood the facts in their historical and geographical contexts. 

John 6:24 says those seeking Jesus came to Capernaum. John 6:25 says they found Jesus. When we last saw Jesus (event 62) he was south of Capernaum in “the land of Gennesaret.” Capernaum was about three miles (about 5 km) north of Gennesaret, or about a forty-five minute walk, but probably more because Jesus was healing people along the way. Jesus and the apostles had made their way to Capernaum from Gennesaret during the early morning hours. 

John 6:25–27

When the people got to Capernaum and found Jesus they asked him, “Rabbi, when did you get here?” Jesus answered them and said, “Amen amen, I say to you, you seek me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were filled. Labor not for the food perishing, but for the food enduring unto eternal life, which the Son of Man will give to you, for him the Father sealed, even God.”

Jesus had a habit of addressing the thoughts and intent behind what people say and do. These people weren’t looking for him because they wanted to know how, or when, he got to the other side. They weren’t looking for him because they wanted to understand him and his mission. They didn’t come to see additional signs that would validate him as “the prophet” or Messiah. They had seen a sign and had understood that sign as revealing a prophet receiving YHWH’s blessing. But it did not occur to them that the power that fed them was directly exercised by Jesus—that Jesus was YHWH, i.e., God incarnate. They sought him out as a prophet to receive the benefit of what they perceived as a prophet’s relationship with YHWH. Their only commitment to him was to get what they could from him.

In John 6:27, Jesus uses the literal to communicate the spiritual (compare the discourse in John chapter four: material water versus living, spiritual water). Jesus said to them, “Labor not for the food perishing, but for the food enduring unto eternal life.” There is a “food” that gives, nourishes, and sustains spiritual life, resulting in everlasting life. Jesus was not saying do not work to eat; if that were so Paul would contradict Jesus at 2 Thessalonians 3:10 and doctrine of inspiration must be set aside. 

In this material life one must work in order to eat and sustain life. Jesus knew this; he had a physical life and ate to sustain his life. Jesus was saying there was more to life than the material, physical life. Anticipating John 6:51–58, the spiritual food that Jesus would give was his own life as a propitiation for sin. Those who “eat” that food, that is, those who internalize the meaning of his sacrifice to the saving of their soul, would receive eternal life from him. The “food” Jesus was offering was the same he offered at John 5:21, “the Son gives life to whom he will.”

The term, “son of man,” John 6:27, was not in common use, so it lacked the distinguishing characteristics it has acquired through the gospels (eighty-seven total New Testament uses, eighty-three in the gospels). Jesus may have used “son of man” in place of “Messiah,” a term which would have fed into the crowd’s anticipation of a military-political redeemer [cf. Bruce, 150]. The term “son of man” may have contributed to their confusion: in both biblical and common terminology a “son of” possessed the characteristics of the person or thing of which (or of whom) he or she was a “son of.” A son of righteousness possessed the characteristics of the righteous. A “son of man” possesses the characteristics of human beings. 

Excursus: Son of Man

Jesus’ self-designation, “son of man,” is a complex term as he applies it to himself. In either Hebrew or Greek it simply means a human being. Ezekiel was frequently (more than ninety times) designated “son of man,” which in its context seemed designed to identify him as the man who is God’s representative toward Israel, and as such Ezekiel represents the faithful remnant toward God. Daniel 7:13–14 uses the phrase in a context that identifies the “son of man” as the Messiah; in 8:17 “son of man” applies to Daniel himself as the human being receiving God’s revelation. David used the term for humankind in general and himself in particular, Psalm 144. Perhaps it is  significant that David the king, Ezekiel the priest, and Daniel the prophet were identified by the term, as pointing to Jesus the Son of man who fulfilled the offices of king, priest, and prophet. 

Sometimes Jesus used “son of man” in place of “I” or “me.” Sometimes it is used in contrast to “Son of God” to identify his genuine humanity. The term can point to Jesus as the revealer of God to men. The term can also designate Jesus the representative man who acts toward God on behalf of men. One must be cautious and theologically aware when “son of man” is applied to Jesus. The characteristics of human beings include the sin attribute, and all the evil caused by the sin attribute. Jesus uses “son of man,” to indicate he is human, but as the model human God had created Adam to be: sinless and all the attributes of humankind focused on serving God.

Returning to the exposition.

If Jesus was a son of man, then how could he be from heaven, John 6:33, 35? The Old Testament provided little help in the immediate context. The term was used 107 times in the Old Testament. In 93 occurrences YHWH used it to refer to the prophet Ezekiel. The use in Numbers 23:19 may have contributed to their confusion: “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should repent.” Daniel was called “son of man,” Daniel 8:17. The more perceptive in the crowd may have thought of Daniel 7:13 where the term was used of the Messiah. 

Jesus said, John 6:27, the reason he had the authority to give eternal life was because the Father had set his seal on him. The word translated “seal is sphragízō. The grammatical form here is esphrágisen, the aorist indicative active, indicating an action taken at a moment in time not specifically relative to the time of speaking. The English past tense is an appropriate representation of the Greek aorist.

In time past the Father sealed the Son as part of his redemptive office. The verb does not require a specific time, simply that the action took place in the past. Carson said [284], “perhaps the reference is to Jesus’ baptism,” as did Bruce [151]. Morris wrote [359, n. 1], “If the aorist points to a particular act it will probably be Jesus’ baptism.” In my view Jesus is making a more general reference. Every past testimony of the Father concerning the son of man (past in reference to Jesus’ statement in 6:27) was God’s declaration of Jesus’ authority as the only one authorized to give this food unto eternal life. We might look to John 5:24, 27, 39–40.

“Sealed” is an allusion to the method used to seal ancient documents. When a document was completed it would be rolled up (a scroll), and a blob of wax used to affix the end of the scroll to the rolled up body. A mark or image was impressed into the wax before it cooled. The wax bearing the image was the seal. The purpose of the seal was to secure the document against damage or tampering. The purpose of the image impressed into the wax was to certify the authenticity of the document. In today’s terms, the seal-and-image was the mark of a notary, or the signature of a witness, authenticating the document and its contents. Sealing meant security, authenticity, genuineness, identification, and ownership.

Here the primary meaning must be authenticity. God the Father declared Jesus the son of man to be the authentic representative of God. Jesus’ would exercise God’s authority to give eternal life to whomever he, Jesus, chose because his authority was genuinely God’s authority (cf. John 5:27). Past prophets represented God by giving God’s words to Israel. Jesus, however, in his person and essential nature as the God-man, is the genuine representative of the Father (cf. Hebrews 1:2–3). Jesus the God-man spoke the words God was saying, and he did the works God was doing, because of his essential one-ness with the Father and the Spirit.

However, the subject here is not specifically that one-ness, but God’s testimony of that one-ness. We must not misunderstand this “seal” as something that happened to Jesus, such as his baptism, especially not something that happened to him that gave him this authority to give eternal life. God the Father has declared that Jesus Christ the Son of Man genuinely represents God to the people and genuinely exercises God’s authority. God’s testimony is God’s seal. 

God the Son is eternally generated by the Father; he has life in himself because he is one essence with the Father. The essential relationship was not in view. What was in view was the Son’s office as Messiah-King-Redeemer: the King anointed by God with the authority to rule and redeem. The term “seal” represented God’s certification that Jesus was who he claimed to be. The “seal” was God’s testimony (declaration, attestation, certification) seen through the works, John 5:36–37a. This discourse was a part of that testimony: a subtle declaration of his deity and a practical declaration of his redemptive office.

John 6:28–31

“Therefore they said to him, ‘What may we do, that we might be doing the works of God?’”

The crowd picked up on the word labor. What works should they do to get this food that gave eternal life? Plainly they understood the transition from material food to spiritual values. “As they had to do their common daily work to earn their daily food, so (they supposed) to receive the food which imparted spiritual life they would have to perform tasks especially prescribed by God” [Bruce, 151]. Their frame of reference was the Law of Moses. They were asking, “What works of the Law should we do to merit eternal life?” 

Jesus changed their plural works (what works should they be doing?), to the singular work: what God requires. What God requires is faith, John 6:29, not works. Faith is not a work of man. Faith is man’s response to the work God performs in man, which is the infallible conviction that “I am a sinner and the risen Jesus Christ is my Savior.” God’s point of view is that it is his grace, not man’s works, that is the basis of salvation. Man’s point of view must conform to God’s point of view. Faith, not works, is the means to salvation. The person who has been spiritually enlightened will by faith choose to believe in him whom God has sent.

Saving faith has a God-ward perspective and a man-ward perspective. God’s part in saving faith is to give a sinner personal understanding and infallible conviction that the facts concerning his spiritual state are true. Those facts are his personal sin, the eternal punishment due him for his sin, that Jesus suffered the penalty for his sin, and that faith in the risen Jesus Christ will save him from his sin. 

The sinner’s part in saving faith is to exercise his rational faculties in the God-given certainty of spiritual truth (conviction) and respond with saving faith. The sinner who receives God’s gift of grace-faith-salvation will respond to the inner experience of God-given conviction of truth (God’s gift of faith) with an outward response (man’s responsive faith) that conforms his thoughts and actions to the truth conveyed in that inner, God-given conviction. Thus, the conviction-faith that “I am a sinner and the risen Jesus Christ is my only Savior” has its origin and source in God alone. 

The soul’s response to God given conviction-faith is personal-faith. Saving faith always consists of God’s gift and man’s response. The sinner is not “enabled” to believe, he is convicted of the truth and on the basis of that conviction he personally appropriates the truth to his specific circumstances. He receives God’s gift of salvation by means of faith: he believes-accepts-receives-responds to Jesus as “My Savior.” 

Saving faith, then, has two complementary components. God convicts sinners about the state of their soul and sinners reason about the state of their soul. God gives the means to salvation and sinners use the means to salvation. God elects sinners to salvation in Christ and sinners have faith in Christ as their Savior. The Scripture teaches both God giving the gift and the sinner’s duty to believe as equally true and necessary, therefore we must accept these truths as complementary.

Within the legalistic, works-for-righteousness religious culture of their times, these people speaking with Jesus may not have understood the concept of faith in God and God’s testimony as the means to salvation. They were expecting Jesus to tell them what to do based on the Law of Moses—rather, what almost four hundred years Judaism had made of the Law of Moses. They had not done any work when they were fed in the wilderness the day before. What work or works, they asked, must they now do in order to continue to receive the benefit of Jesus’ relationship with God—in order to be fed again? Jesus had spoken of eternal life; what work must they do to receive this eternal life?

Jesus told them that the work which was consistent with the character of God, and would bring glory to God, was to believe in Jesus because God had sent him. Jesus was not saying that faith was a work that merited eternal life. He was saying that faith apart from works was the way to salvation. Faith is not a work; faith is the instrumental means whereby one is saved. In a figure, faith is the hand of the soul receiving God’s gift of grace-faith-salvation, Ephesians 2:8–9.

Jesus was saying they were to believe in him personally, because his message was that he came with the authority of the Father to give eternal life. The reader knows, from 5:21–26, that Jesus is the one who decides who will get eternal life. The reader knows that the life Jesus will give originates in Jesus as the source of life, because Jesus has life in himself. To believe in Jesus is to believe he is the giver of eternal life. This was another declaration of his redemptive mission, his office as the Redeemer, and his essential nature as God, who alone is the origin and source of life. 

Even though the people confronting Jesus (probably) did not hear the message of 5:21–26, the issue of “believe in me” versus “believe what I am saying” (their response in John 6:30), should have been clear. One does not believe in a prophet, one believes in the message of the prophet because one believes in God who sent the prophet with his (God’s) message. A prophet is merely a messenger, whether the message is in words or works. The messenger has no authority except to proclaim the message. 

Jesus, however, was saying that the message he brought from God was to believe in the one whom God sent with the message of eternal life, because Jesus was the One with the authority to give eternal life. Jesus was saying believe in the message and the messenger because Jesus himself was the message.

“Therefore they said to him, ‘Then what sign do you that we might see and may believe you? What do you work? Our fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, as it is written, “He gave them bread out of heaven to eat.”’”

The Old Testament source for the quote in John 6:31 (“He gave them bread out of heaven to eat”) cannot be identified. Psalm 78:24; Nehemiah 9:15; Exodus 16:4, 15; Psalm 105:40, or a combination of the last three, have been suggested. The crowd’s “quote” probably reflected popular synagogue teachings. 

These people understood Jesus was speaking of himself as the one whom God had sent. They had accepted that Jesus had some sort of relationship with YHWH that had allowed him to feed them in the wilderness. They believed Jesus was a messenger from YHWH. They could not grasp that Jesus himself was the message they were to believe. 

The people were not asking, 6:30, “Why should we believe in you?” They were asking, “Why should we believe what you are saying?” They asked for a sign that would validate his message. They asked for a work—a divine miracle—that would validate Jesus as God’s messenger so that they might believe the message. Because  the subject was food, they pointed to the manna Moses provided in the wilderness, because the manna was clearly a miracle. 

In their view, Moses had proved himself by feeding Israel with food from heaven. Later rabbis (after the first century AD) taught that the coming redeemer would be a second Moses and the gift of manna would be restored [Bruce, 151; Carson, 286; Morris, 361]. This view might have been current in Jesus’ time. At the least the crowd was looking for miracles similar to or greater than the ones Moses performed. In reality, however, God was the one performed the miracles. But people tend to identify the instrument as the source; like saying the hammer put the nail into the wood, when in reality the person using the hammer caused the action. 

Jesus had fed them once with ordinary food, not manna. Moses (so they believed) fed the people with bread from the heavens for forty years. Feeding 5,000 plus people with ordinary food was enough for them to believe God was with him as a prophet. If Jesus could produce bread on a continuing basis, or perform some other greater miracle, then it might be a sufficiently divine work to validate Jesus as one sent from God, in whose message they were to believe for eternal life. They were struggling to move from the physical, which they understood, to the spiritual, which they did not completely grasp. Ultimately, as each gospel tells us, most people always wanted more evidence—just a little bit more—but for most no amount of evidence would be sufficient. Some genuinely wanted to understand and be his disciple; Jesus would help them.

In a larger view, we can perceive in this “bread of life” discourse the Holy Spirit cooperating with Jesus in the work of building the kingdom. A large number of people had been attracted to Jesus and were looking for some good word or work to validate him as sent from God. Was Jesus a prophet; was he the Messiah? He seemed to be saying that he would give the eternal life that only God could give. 

Here was one of those moments in the gospels when Jesus would separate the chaff from the wheat: separating those who would not believe from those who wanted to believe. Jesus had already begun this winnowing process in Matthew 13:10–15 (quoting Isaiah 6:9–10 to his disciples), which took place (event 48) about the middle of Jesus second year of ministry. In this discourse in John 6, in the spring of the third year, we see the basis for the spiritual perception that will result in faith: 6:36–37; 39–40; 44–45; 57–58; 65.

John 6:32–33

“Therefore Jesus said to them, ‘Amen amen, I say to you, Moses has not given you the bread out of heaven, but my Father gives you the true bread out of heaven. For the bread of God is the one coming out of heaven and giving life to the world.’”

Jesus has confronted their motives, and now corrects their understanding. Moses did not give them manna, God did. Exodus 16:4, “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Behold, I am about to rain bread from heaven for you.” Exodus 16:15, “When the people of Israel saw it, they said to one another, [manna] ‘What is it?’ For they did not know what it was. And Moses said to them, It is the bread that the Lord has given you to eat.’” 

Jesus was saying, in answer to their question in John 6:30, 31, that “my Father,” was giving the true bread from heaven—Jesus the Christ—which when “eaten” would give eternal life. In this discourse Jesus twice specifically identifies YHWH as “my father” (6:32, 65) for several reasons. 


First, the Jews were familiar with the concept of YHWH as Father, for example, YHWH is father to the fatherless, Psalm 68:5, and a father to the faithful, Psalm 103:13. 

Second, David extols YHWH as Father to YHWH’s anointed, Psalm 89:26; 2:2, 7, whom the Father would send his in his name to redeem his people Israel, Isaiah 49. 

Third, in using the term “my Father” Jesus identifies himself as the anointed whom YHWH-Father-God has sent to redeem his people Israel. 



Unlike Jesus’ previous use of “my Father,” 5:17, these Jews do not seem to have noticed the connection between Jesus, YHWH and “my Father.” Yet, Jesus is unequivocally declaring that YHWH who gave the manna in the wilderness is his father, making himself equal with God.

Excursus: Historical Background

In the ancient Greco-Roman culture wheat was the dominant source of nutrition. It was eaten as bread and porridge, and was supplemented with vegetables, fruits, nuts, and very occasionally meat. Meat was not a daily staple because animals were too valuable as a source of labor (plowing, pulling carts, carrying heavy loads), clothing [wool], fertilizer [dung], and milk). Meat for the table came from animals used as sacrifices or animals whose usefulness had passed. The “fatted calf” for special celebrations was an exception to the norm. 

Bread symbolized all food; bread symbolized life. Eating bread with another person had become symbolic of fellowship. The overwhelming need for bread to support life had given bread a certain religious value. 

The manna God had given to Israel fed them in the wilderness, sustaining their life. Jesus the Christ was the true bread which God will give believers to nourish them into everlasting life. Jesus was teaching this spiritual truth by making a comparison from the lesser to the greater: physical bread to sustain physical life versus spiritual “bread” that gives spiritual life. If, as is the case, God gave physical bread to the people in the literal wilderness, then here and now God has given spiritual bread in the spiritual wilderness of sin.

Returning to the exposition

Just as the bread-manna came from the physical heaven to give physical life, even so Jesus has come out of the spiritual heaven to give everlasting life. God gave manna in the wilderness but the manna stopped when the nation entered the promised land. God was now giving the true bread from heaven, a once-for-all gift that would continue to give eternal life to every person who believed in Jesus as Savior. The saying, “true bread” contrasted Jesus with manna. The manna was being used as a type (a divinely purposed illustration of spiritual truth) of Jesus. The manna in the wilderness, although it served a real purpose and met a genuine need, pointed to Jesus as the true (alēthinós) bread: the only real and genuine source of spiritual, eternal life.

The term “bread of God” is unique to John’s gospel, but a similar term was used to identify the showbread in the tabernacle, Leviticus 21:6, 8, 17, 21, 22; 22:25, where the terminology is “the bread of their [your, his] God.” In the perspective of the reader, who has a more complete revelation than the listening crowd, Jesus plainly declared himself to be the true bread of God come down from heaven, John 6:33. The people, however, could not understand the true bread as “he.” 

John 6:34

“Sir, always give to us this the bread,” John 6:34.

(Translation note. In 6:34 the word translated “sir” is kúrios, which may mean “lord, sir, master.” To these people Jesus was a mere man, although obviously a prophet, and addressing him as “Lord” would be too close to addressing him as deity, or as the King some, but not all, believed the Messiah would be. The better translation is the polite “sir.” In 6:34 the definite article is before “bread” in the Greek text.  The translation, “Sir always give to us this the bread,” indicates they were not asking for just any bread, but that particular bread coming out of heaven.)

Those hearing did seem to understand that Jesus was offering them something—perhaps some new type of manna from heaven—that would give them everlasting life. They did not understand that the bread they sought was Jesus himself, that is, a salvific relationship with Jesus. 

Jesus therefore spoke more plainly, 6:35, “I am the bread of life.” He again drew an analogy between the physical and the spiritual: the one who eats the bread of life will never hunger or thirst. Their request, 6:34, was to give them this bread always (pántote: at all times), implying a continuing or recurring giving. In contrast, Jesus said that the bread of life once given provided complete satisfaction to the spiritual hunger and thirst for eternal life.

John 6:35

“Jesus said to them, ‘I, I am the bread of life,” 6:35

(Translation note. The “I, I am” in 6:35 is “egó (I) eimí (am).” The translation, “I am,” could have been achieved by eimí (to be, to have existence) alone. Here, and in all the “I, I am the ...” statements the egó places the emphasis on the “I.”) 

The two phrases in 6:35, “the one coming to me may never no never hunger,” and “he believing on me shall never no never thirst at any time,” are parallel statements relating to spiritual life. To come to Jesus is to believe in him; to believe in Jesus is to come to him. This establishes the spiritual element necessary to understand the “eat” and “drink” metaphors in 6:51–56. “Jesus is the bread of life, but it is the person who comes to him who does not hunger, not the person who eats him; similarly, it is the person who believes in him who does not thirst, not the person who drinks him” [Carson, 288, emphasis Carson]. 

“Hunger” and “thirst” are physical symptoms used metaphorically to describe spiritual needs and desires, e.g., Isaiah 5:13; 49:10; Hosea 2:3; Amos 8:11. YHWH, at Isaiah 49:7–12 (v. 10 specifically), related spiritual hunger and thirst to salvation, and more importantly, to the Redeemer, 49:7, whom man despises, but God has chosen (cf. Ezekiel 34:11–31). In the Isaiah passage the Redeemer releases the prisoners, who are those persons in (spiritual) darkness; and these shall neither hunger nor thirst. Here, in John, is an offer of spiritual salvation to those who seek it, from the person God has chosen and authorized to be the Redeemer.

John 6:36

“But I said to you that also you have seen me and do not believe,” 

Jesus’ statement, 6:35–40, was plain enough that those present understood he claimed to have come down from heaven, 6:41.

However, as Jesus said in 6:36, they did not have the understanding (the spiritual perception) that led to faith in himself as the bread from heaven that gives eternal life (why? 1 Corinthians 2:14). Having seen Jesus’ works and heard his words, they could rationally conclude that Jesus was YHWH’s messenger (a prophet). However, their rational understanding was not accompanied with spiritual perception. So they did not believe in him, John 6:29, as that bread coming down from heaven, sent by God to redeem them from their sins, even as Isaiah foretold.

John 6:37–40

“All those the Father gives me will come to me, and the one coming to me I will never no never cast out. For I have come down out of heaven, not that I may do my own will, but the will of him having sent me. Now this is the will of him having sent me, that all that he has given me, I may lose none of it, but may raise it up at the last day. For this is the will of the One sending me, that everyone seeing the Son and believing on him may have eternal life; and I will raise him up at the last day.”

The words in John 6:37–40 are working on at least two levels. On the one hand, it was an assurance to certain individuals in the crowd that their faith was God-given, and as such would ensure them everlasting life. Jesus had come to do YHWH’s will, and if they were drawn to faith in Jesus by YHWH, then Jesus would positively respond to their faith, because he would recognize their faith as his Father’s will. By asserting the contrary, 6:37, the positive was affirmed: “the one who comes to me I will by every means keep in.” Jesus’ commitment to the Father’s will is of such a nature that the one possessing faith in him as the true bread of life will be kept eternally secure in his or her salvation.

On the other hand, the statements in these verses were also a clear declaration of the relationship between divine sovereignty and human responsibility in salvation. God chooses people to salvation. The phrases, “all those the Father gives me,” and “all that he has given me” indicate that the one who comes to Jesus in faith does so because the Father has given that one to Jesus to be eternally secure in the life Jesus gives, 6:33. However, it is equally clear the person being drawn by the Father is responsible to have faith in the salvation the Father gives: “everyone seeing the Son and believing on him.” The word translated “seeing” is theōréō, to look closely at. Here, because the subject is faith, to theōréō means to perceive spiritually. Such perception leads to saving faith.

The testimony of the Scripture is God chooses, John 6:37, 39; Ephesians 1:4; 2 Thessalonians 2:13, and gives the gift of grace-faith-salvation, John 6:39; Ephesians 2:8; 2 Thessalonians 2:13. The testimony of the Scripture is human beings must receive God’s gift by faith, John 6:40; Ephesians 2:8; 2 Thessalonians 2:13, Acts 16:31. 

The assurance of saving faith, once received, is that Jesus will keep secure every person the Father gives to him (as their Redeemer), John 6:39, meaning that they will always have everlasting life, 6:40. The proof of their everlasting life is that Jesus will effect their resurrection, 6:39, 40, at the last day. (These verses make clear that Judas was not given to Jesus “from the beginning,” 6:64, 70–71; compare 17:12.) 

The term “last day,” John 6:40, occurs only at Nehemiah 8:18 and in John’s gospel. In Nehemiah it was a literal reference to the last day of the festival they were celebrating. In John 7:37 it was a literal reference to the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles. In John 6:39, 40, 44, 54; 11:24; 12:48, it was a prophetic reference to the day of judgment following messiah’s advent, cf. Revelation 20:4–6; 11–15. John 11:24 succinctly expresses the Jewish view, which was based on Daniel 12:1–3. Here in John 6:37–40 is not only assurance of salvation but, once again, a subtle declaration of Jesus’ relationship with YHWH, that is, Jesus is deity: “I” will raise him up at the last day (cf. John 5:25–29). Only God can resurrect—give life to—dead flesh.

John 6:41–42

“Therefore the Jews were complaining about him, because he said, ‘I am the bread having come down out of heaven.’”

The word translated complaining is goggúzō, an onomatopoeic word that reflects the sound of people muttering in a low and indistinct voice [Zodhiates, a. v. 1111]. The crowd murmured (KJV) to themselves and their individual voices combined to become an audible complaint, which John summarized in 6:42. 

John said it was “the Jews” who complained. Up to this point the dialogue from the crowd had been drawn from those who sought him after they were fed in the wilderness, 6:24, 25. The change to the “Jews” may indicate the leaders of the synagogue, 6:59, or perhaps there were Judeans among the crowd in Capernaum of Galilee. However, the simplest solution is that since the majority of the crowd had rejected the message and the messenger, John signaled this shift by identifying them with his term for Jesus’ enemies, “the Jews.” 

The cause of their complaint is in 6:41, “Because he said,” etc. Jesus had unambiguously said he had come down out of heaven. The word “heaven” was frequently used by the people (and is so used here) as a metonym for God, because heaven was perceived as the place where God dwelt. For Jesus to claim to have come down out of heaven was to say that he had been with God in heaven. The people probably understood Jesus was saying that he was in heaven with God and God had sent him to earth to be the one (the bread) that gave everlasting life. How could Jesus, whose earthly origin they knew (because he was a human being, like themselves), be from heaven? (The false doctrines of past-lives-reincarnation [pre-Socratic Greek philosophers, Hinduism, Buddhism] or pre-existent souls [Greek philosopher Plato, modern Scientology, Mormonism] would never have occurred to them.)

The more subtle point was that those speaking with Jesus had rejected Jesus as the revealer of God. They believed they were able to discern the rightness (or wrong-ness) of what Jesus had said through their rational capacity because, since they knew his origin (6:42, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, of whom we know his father and his mother?”), he was obviously just a man. He may have performed a miracle; he may be a prophet; but what he was saying did not agree with their understanding of Scripture: therefore what they thought they knew about his origin was relevant. 

As a man he had, so they supposed, no more insight into Scripture than they had. The concept of an incarnation of YHWH in humanity was beyond both their intellectual and spiritual comprehension; indeed, it was too similar to pagan concepts. (The pagan gods were thought by their worshipers to come to earth in various forms, including human: a manifestation not an incarnation; or to sexually procreate with humans and create demigods.) However, the crowd does not accuse Jesus of paganism. They also do not seem to understand he is identifying himself as God, although see 7:1, which presumes a charge of blasphemy from the Judean Jews. 

How could this crowd of people know Jesus’ earthly origins? Today we know him as Jesus the Christ, but he identified himself as Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 26:71; Mark 1:24; 10:47; 14:67; 16:6; Luke 4:34; 18:37; 24:19; John 1:45; 18:5, 7; 19:19; Acts 2:22; 6:14; 10:38; 22:8; 26:9) to distinguish himself from the many other men named Jesus. His rising fame would have led some to investigate his origins; others may have lived in Nazareth with him. Also, this event takes place in Capernaum, where his family was known, John 2:12. (The name “Jesus” is the Greek translation of the Hebrew Yehoshuà [Joshua], which was the sixth most popular male name among Palestinian Jews between 330 BC to AD 200 [Bauckham, 85].)

John 6:43–50

“Jesus answered and said to them, “Do not complain among one another.”

What was the cause of complaining? Some understood and believed, some did not believe. Jesus addresses himself to both groups. “No one is able to come to me unless the Father, the one having sent me, draws him, and I will raise him up at the last day.”

I believe Jesus was trying to encourage the person seeking the truth to turn to the Father for the faith to believe. Salvation requires action by both God and the sinner. God initiates faith, Ephesians 2:8, the sinner has a moral duty to believe, Acts 16:31. Therefore, it is appropriate to lead the sinner to seek out faith from the Father. Jesus said in effect, Do not complain (goggúzō, same as 6:41) that you do not understand, because you can only understand if the Father is drawing you to have faith in me (6:40, believe in the Son); therefore, ask the Father, that he may draw you. The person whom God draws will be eternally saved: “I will raise him up at the last day.” 

To further encourage those seeking understanding leading to faith, Jesus seems to have rephrased Isaiah 54:13, “all your children shall be taught by the Lord.” Many prophets and psalms say the people of the Lord will be taught by the Lord. In the New Testament this is the operation of the Holy Spirit illuminating (spiritual perception) and giving understanding (teaching) believers, 1 Corinthians 2:10, 12. See Jeremiah 31:31–34 (cf. Hebrews 8:8–12; 10:16–17); Ezekiel 36:24–26; Micah 4:2; Psalm 71:17; 119:102. Certain Old Testament passages assume the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the New Covenant, e.g., Ezekiel 36:27; Joel 2:28, cf. John 3:5; Acts 2:17, 18. (See my book, The  Person and Work of the Holy Spirit.)

The immediate context of the Isaiah 54:13 passage was “my servant.” Israel had interpreted all the “my servant” passages, Isaiah 49–53 as speaking of their nation (49:3). Jesus is applying that term to himself. He is the servant of the Lord who will redeem the people and restore them to their greatness. In the day of their redemption they would have a close and intimate relationship with their Redeemer, indicated by their knowing his word, because God himself had taught them his statutes. 

In 6:45, Jesus is saying that those who were being drawn to Messiah by the Father were the ones who were being taught faith by the Father. In words that would make sense to those being drawn, Jesus was applying Isaiah 53 to himself: I am the Redeemer; come to me and be saved. The assurance of salvation was (and is) that every person, without exception, who learned and heard from the Father, would come to Jesus for salvation, John 6:45. Obviously, those who turned away, 6:60, 66, were not drawn by Father and were not taught by the Spirit; but just as obviously, those who remained with him, 6:68, 69, were being drawn and taught. The theological point is clear, one must be drawn and taught in order to believe and be saved. In New Testament terms, saved through sanctification by the Spirit and belief in the truth (2 Thessalonians 2:13).

The doctrine that Jesus revealed, is that God draws any person without distinction—he draws individual Jews and Gentiles alike. Not draws all persons without exception, but any person without distinction. The fact God draws people without distinction of race, nationality, ethnicity, tribe, or language (Revelation 5:9; 7:9) means that true evangelism requires the offer of salvation be presented to every person without exception (Revelation 14:6).

The biblical doctrine is God chose to save some, but did not act to prevent any. God would have all persons to be saved (1 Timothy 2:4), but he wills for certain persons to believe (Ephesians 1:4; 2 Thessalonians 2:13), thereby guaranteeing the elect will believe, without any kind of decree preventing any from believing. Using a biblical event to illustrate, any individual could have entered the ark before God closed the door, Genesis 7:16. Those who did enter had received God’s grace. Preach to all, proclaim to all, pray for all, and praise God for all those who are saved.

Some have thought John 6:46 seems out of place, “Not that anyone has seen the Father, except the one who is from God; he has seen the Father.” They would restructure the passage like this: “(6:45) Everyone having heard from the Father and having learned comes to me ... (6:47) Amen amen, I say to you, the one believing on me has eternal life.” Bruce [157] thought 6:46 was “a characteristic comment by the evangelist.”

However, in 6:46 Jesus was answering the unasked question. “How is it that one can be taught by the Father?” Jesus answered the question by reference to the prophets, who indicated that God in general, and the Holy Spirit in particular, draws and teaches. Perhaps to avoid misunderstanding, Jesus added that the Father does not draw and teach in a visible manner, that is to say no one, except the One (Jesus) whom God has sent, has or ever will see the Father. The implication was that the Father (by the Spirit) was (and still is) drawing and teaching through the words and works of the Son. No one can have a true knowledge and understanding of God apart from the revelation given in Jesus [Carson, 294].

John 6:51

“I, I am the living bread having come down out of heaven. If anyone may eat of this bread he will live forever; and the bread also that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.”

From 6:47–50 Jesus was restating what he had said previously, compare 6:27, 29, 33, 35, 40. The people intellectually understood the claim he was making. Therefore, he makes a statement that would challenge their spiritual understanding: the bread from heaven was his flesh, which he would give for the life of the world.

The Jewish expectation was eternal life after resurrection. Jesus said the one believing on him has, present tense, eternal life, 6:47. He made this plain by contrasting the physical death of those who ate manna in the wilderness, 6:49, with the immediate and continuing spiritual life of those who eat the bread of life, 6:50, 51. 

The Christian reader has the advantage of further revelation, and therefore knows Jesus was speaking of his voluntary (“I will give”) and substitutionary (“for the life of the world”) death on the cross. Jesus may have been thinking of Isaiah 53:4–5; 10–12. I find a restatement of John 3:16 in these words. The crowd had not heard that declaration, but the reader has. The Father had said he so loved the world of sinners that he gave the life of his Son to save sinners. 

Now, Jesus was saying that he so loved the world that he would give his life to save sinners. This was an advance on the previous declaration (of John 3:14–18), for now the Son spoke of himself as the heavenly “food” which when “eaten” gives eternal life. So much the reader should understand; and also those disciples who had heard 3:16. This discourse should lead both the reader and the true disciple to the conclusion Jesus has the words that lead to eternal life, 6:68.

To the listener in the crowd this was a difficult saying. The transition from eating material food (manna) that sustains physical life, to appropriating spiritual food (faith in Jesus, see 6:29) that gives and sustains spiritual life, required the spiritual perception that came only from God the Father drawing and God the Holy Spirit teaching. 

Jesus tried to help their understanding. He said that he was the “living” bread. The Greek word translated “living” (záō, to have life) is a present active participle, indicating continuous life. Compare 6:57, the living (záō) Father. The living-bread Jesus has life-in-himself (5:26) which life he can impart to those whom the Father draws, which they, having been taught of God, can “eat” in order to live forever. Jesus said the bread he gave was his flesh, which should have told them that the word “eat” was being used figuratively. They may have grasped that Jesus was speaking figuratively, but they did not understand the parallel he was drawing between himself and the manna.

Jesus had said, 6:33, 35, that he was the bread of God that gave life to the world. Twice, 6:35, 48, Jesus stated that he himself was the bread of life, that is, the “living bread” who has life-in-himself to give life to the world, 6:57 (cf. 5:24, 26). The word flesh, 6:51, was a reference to his physical life (1:14), and in the context of giving his life it referred to his sufferings and death in his propitiation of God for sin. How then can eating his flesh give life? 

In 6:35 Jesus had established that the entire discussion was spiritual in nature. The person who “comes to him-believes in him” would neither hunger nor thirst. Faith in Jesus would satisfy the spiritual hunger and thirst for spiritual, eternal, everlasting life. The life only Jesus could give, 6:57–58, would come through Jesus giving his physical life (his flesh) as a propitiation for sin so that sinners could gain eternal life by believing in him as the sin-bearer and life-giver. Therefore, 6:50, 54, to eat his flesh and drink his blood—which was to personally appropriate his propitiation for sin by exercising faith in him as one’s personal Redeemer—would satisfy every spiritual need. To eat his flesh and drink his blood means to believe Jesus gave his life to propitiate God for one’s sin-guilt.

(Those who take a sacramental view of the Lord’s Supper find it here in the word “flesh.” However, the New Testament does not use term “flesh” in reference to the ordinance [Eucharist, Communion, Lord’s Super]. Nor did the church fathers so use the term. The term used in the Lord’s Supper is always body, never flesh. In the New Testament the term flesh either literally refers to physical life, or metaphorically refers to the sin nature. Here it refers to physical life, compare John 1:14.) 

John 6:52 

“Therefore the Jews were arguing with one another, saying, ‘How is he able to give us his flesh to eat?’”

The metaphor was “impossibly abhorrent” [Bruce, 159] because the Law forbade drinking blood or eating meat with blood still in it. The crowd realized Jesus was not proposing cannibalization. They knew they could not literally eat his flesh or drink his blood. However, they did not have the spiritual perception to understand. To the crowd Jesus was a man like themselves; a man with some sort of relationship to God—perhaps a prophet—but a man nonetheless. 

Although Jesus established in 6:35 that this was a conversation about faith, they did not perceive that “bread” was being used figuratively of spiritual life, and to “eat” and “drink” was used figuratively of coming and believing. That they “were arguing with one another” may indicate some understood. However, the more likely view is that they discussed what his words meant without agreeing on any proposed solution.

John 6:53–59

“Therefore Jesus said to them, ‘Amen amen, I say to you, except you may have eaten the flesh of the Son of Man and may have drunk his blood, you have no life in yourselves.’”

Jesus continued with the metaphor, because now the issue was, “Who is the Father drawing?” Jesus was speaking to unsaved people, some of whom were being drawn to him by the Father. Therefore, in the figure of eating and drinking, he was not speaking of the ordinance of Christian communion but of salvation from sin. Nor was he speaking of a sacrament that saved the soul (Roman Catholicism). 

Jesus was very clear in 6:35 that one must come to him and believe in order to be saved. Shall we say then that the one thing necessary to salvation is to eat his flesh and drink his blood as a sacrament? (A sacrament is a physical action that requires God to give grace.) If ritualistically (sacramentally) eating his flesh and drinking his blood is necessary to salvation, then where is the faith and repentance the New Testament requires for salvation? A sacrament of flesh and blood interposes a ritual between the soul and salvation that the New Testament nowhere requires: “believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved,” Acts 16:31; “if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in you heart ... you will be saved,” Romans 10:9.

If we first understand “flesh” and “blood” in their most physical, literal sense, then we can make sense of their use as symbols. Every symbol in the Bible is based on something real and communicates something real. For example, the figure of fire as judgment that cleanses the saved from sin or punishes the unsaved for their sin is based on the literal fire at the altar of sacrifice in the tabernacle (temple) that burned the sacrifice for sin.

The term “flesh” refers to physical life (cf. John 1:14). The term “blood” is a figure of life; the life of the flesh is in the blood, Leviticus 17:11. Flesh is eaten when death has occurred. To be able to drink the blood means it has come out of the body, i.e., the blood is available because death has occurred. Jesus will die to give life to the world, 6:51. The benefit of his death is life to the world. To eat his flesh and drink his blood, 6:53, 54, means by faith to appropriate the saving benefits of Jesus’ propitiating death: to come to Jesus and believe. The only way to gain eternal life is from the origin and source of eternal life, 5:26, 27, and it is Jesus’ death that makes eternal life available. Unless by faith a sinner believes that Jesus died for sin, and that the one believing has eternal life, the sinner cannot be saved. That is what it means to eat his flesh and drink his blood. 

In 6:56, 57 Jesus speaks of the continuing spiritual union and communion of the salvific relationship the believer has with Christ. To use another biblical figure, John 15:4, the branch (the believer) draws life from the vine (Jesus), because the branch has an organic union with the vine: the believer is spiritually united to Christ by faith, and vitally united to Christ in that union formed by the indwelling Holy Spirit. Therefore the believer continues to “feed” (spiritual communion) from that eternal life which Jesus supplies to all who are in union with him. Believers are “in Christ,” a Pauline term (occurring eighty-four times in Paul’s writings) that indicates the spiritual union between the believer and Christ. The term “in Christ” is not a metaphor, but identifies a genuine spiritual connection between Christ and his people, created and maintained by the Holy Spirit, that inseparably unites the believer and Christ. 

John 6:58 summarizes the discourse. “This is the bread having come down out of heaven. Not as your fathers ate the manna and died. The one eating this bread will live forever.”

John now tells the reader that this discourse took place in a synagogue at Capernaum. It is possible John summarized a discourse that took place over several sessions of teaching at the synagogue, and gave a summary of the crowd’s responses. Certainly a crowd of people does not speak with one voice, so the one voice we “hear” from the crowd in John’s report may be a summary of the general attitude and questions the crowd at large asked; or it may be that one or more persons spoke and the crowd at large agreed. 

Whether this discourse was begun and completed in one session at a synagogue as Jesus taught in Capernaum, or summarizes several teaching sessions, it is a genuine report of the words Jesus said and the responses of the people who heard him. The view that corresponds with what is known of synagogue services. “The discourse begins and ends with an interchange between Jesus and his hearers, and is punctuated by further interchanges. There is nothing out of the ordinary in this: it is what has been called the ‘freedom of the synagogue’” [Bruce, 150].

John 6:60–64

“Many, therefore, of his disciples having heard, said, ‘This word is hard; who is able to understand it?’”

The word “disciple,” mathētés, means a learner, or pupil. In common use it described one who learned from his teacher and incorporated what he had learned into his life and conduct. In the culture, a person joined himself to a teacher, became his disciple, and contributed to the support of his teacher. There were many who came to Jesus and in the cultural sense became his disciple. There was a smaller group of disciples that Jesus, contrary to the culture, had personally chosen. 

Contextually, the word “disciple” is used in three senses. First, there were those who accompanied Jesus to see some new miracle or receive some new insight into the Law or prophecy. Because they literally followed Jesus as he went from place to place they were identified as disciples. These had no spiritual perception. People dropped into and out of this group as their expectations were met or disappointed. 

Second, there were those who followed because they believed Jesus had a significant relationship with God. They considered themselves committed disciples, there to learn from him and do what he said. This was a mixed multitude. Some had spiritual perception and some did not. Each would continue to follow as long as he had some understanding of what Jesus was saying and doing. 

The third sense identifies the smaller group that Jesus himself had chosen to be his disciples. These were wholly committed disciples. They were convinced Jesus had a relationship with God—that he was the messiah—a belief circumstances could not change. They were sent out by Jesus to teach what they had been taught, preach the message of the kingdom, and exercise the spiritual power he had given them to cast out demons and heal the sick.  

The many disciples who questioned the “bread of life” teaching were of the first and second group. Some were trying to understand; others could not. “To be attracted by the signs is one thing, to appreciate and embrace their inward significance is another; and it is only those who do the latter who can be counted as true disciples” [Bruce, 164]. John 6:62 implies a question: “Will you be convinced if you should see,” etc. How many would continue to follow Jesus in the hope of understanding? In the context of giving his life, eating his flesh, and drinking his blood, this reference to the ascension must include the cross. Would they be offended at his death, which was the only means whereby eternal life could be made available to the world?  

Jesus tried to help their understanding. If, as was the case, Jesus was sent from heaven, then he would return to heaven. This spoke to who he was, the One the Father sent to give eternal life. It also spoke to his authority, the authority to give eternal life to whomever he so willed. If they could believe that he was from heaven, then they could believe in him and his message. Second, 6:63, Jesus tried to turn their thoughts from the material to the spiritual. His message used material concepts as metaphors to communicate spiritual truth. Eternal life is a spiritual truth. Divine authority to give eternal life is a spiritual truth. The faith necessary to receive eternal life is a spiritual truth. 

To bridge the gap between their understanding of material things to an understanding of spiritual truth, Jesus compared himself to the material manna in the wilderness, which God gave to give the wandering Hebrews physical life. Just as the material bread from God gave material life, just so the spiritual bread from God would give eternal spiritual life. Just as the Hebrews had to consume the manna to receive its life-giving properties, just so they must “consume” the bread of life to receive its life-giving properties. 

Because the words Jesus said were spirit, that is, words communicating spiritual truth, then to consume God’s bread of life could not be a material act, but must be an act of their soul perceiving spiritual truth and acting in faith to appropriate the life-giving properties of Jesus’ death. More simply, John 6:47, “the one believing in me has eternal life.”   

Since John’s intent in writing this gospel was to demonstrate Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God, and the one who gives eternal life, 20:31, then Jesus’ statement in 6:64 probably had supra-natural as well as natural implications. In the natural meaning of the words, by evaluating a person’s words, mannerisms, attitude, and behavior, Jesus could tell who truly believed in him and who did not. In the supra-natural sense, Jesus “knew what was in man” (John 2:25) and therefore was able to perceive the spiritual state of those who professed belief in him: he truly knew who did or did not believe. Additionally, John’s comment, “Jesus knew ... who it is who will betray him.” must specifically refer to Judas, 6:71. Jesus knew who among his “disciples” would reject him and cry out for his crucifixion.

John 6:65–66

Just for a moment, let us separate 6:64 from the discourse. 


63 The Spirit, he is giving life; the flesh profits nothing. The words that I speak to you are spirit, and they are life ... 65 Because of this I have said to you, that no is able to come to me except it may have been given to him from the Father.”



Then, let us connect 6:64 with 6:66.


64 But there are of you some who believe not ... 66 From that time many out of his disciples turned back and no longer walked with him.



Those who stayed as disciples were those whom the Father and the Spirit had drawn to Jesus, given them grace and spiritual perception, leading to eternal life. Those who withdrew as disciples were those who were not drawn, did not have spiritual perception, did not have eternal life. Because some withdrew at this time does not mean there were permanently unsaved. 

Two things are certain. One, God works in his own timing according to his sovereign will. Again, any individual could have entered the ark built by Noah before God closed the door, even if earlier they had denied Noah’s testimony of judgment to come. But there does come a time when the door permanently closes. Although that time may come sooner for some than others during this mortal life, for all those who are unsaved physical death closes the door.

The second certain thing we can discover from Jesus discourse is God never made a decree damning some persons to eternal judgment. A decree—an election—to eternal judgment is the false doctrine of supralapsarianism (sometimes known as double predestination). The supralapsarian view says God decided to elect to life some of the persons who were to be created, and to condemn to destruction all other persons who were to be created; that God specifically created some men to eternal damnation. 

What prevents salvation? The love of sin prevents salvation. Three things are certain of those turned back: they were not drawn to Christ by the Father; they did not seek the Father in order to be drawn; God did nothing to prevent them from seeking him.  Jesus had begun his third and final year of public ministry by separating more chaff from the wheat. The phrase “no longer walked with him” meant more than that certain disciples no longer physically accompanied Jesus as he walked throughout the countryside. The phrase had the figurative meaning of the manner in which a person lived his or her life. Whatever they had gained from Jesus as they walked with him did not continue to influence their manner of life after they turned away from him. He who has nothing, even what he seems to have will be taken from him (Luke 8:18).

John 6:67–71

“Therefore Jesus said to the twelve, ‘Do you also desire to go away?’”

(Translation note. There is a divergence between the Byzantine manuscripts of John 6:69 used by the KJV/NKJV and the Western texts of John 6:69 used by other Bible versions. The Byzantine texts read, “And we have believed and have known that you are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” The Western texts read, “And we have believed and have known that you are the holy one of God.” What seems likely is a scribe copied the later confession of Matthew 16:16 into John 6:69.)

Even though Jesus knew who believed in him (the necessary corollary to 6:64), it was natural for him to question the twelve concerning their belief. If nothing else, their confession of faith was valuable to them. Intangible things such as faith take on reality when verbalized. In the Greek it is clear from the interrogative particle me that Jesus expects a “No” answer to his question: “Do you also desire to go away?” [Morris, 389; Kostenberger, 220]. Peter answered as the spokesman, and since no one else spoke, each implied that he also confessed this faith. Peter’s use of the word kúrios is at this point in his spiritual development is in the sense of “master” rather than “lord.”  “Master” was the word a disciple would use. 

Here was an opportunity for Judas to confess his lack of faith—or come to a real faith in Christ. However, the opportunity for repentance was not received. Jesus anonymously identified Judas as “a devil,” 6:70. This is the same word, diábolos, (thirty-seven occurrences) which is translated devil in all occurrences except 1 Timothy 3:11; 2 Timothy 3:3; Titus 2:3. In some occurrences it refers to Satan. In others it refers to evil acts that are characteristic of Satan, or to evil persons whose life or actions are characteristic of the evil perpetrated by Satan. The word itself means a false accuser, one who slanders with accusations of evil-doing. 

The fallen angel Satan is the devil because he slanders God by accusing God of lying, or by otherwise making blasphemous statements against God (directly or by encouraging man to blaspheme). Only here in Scripture is a person specifically called a devil. It is doubtful John was putting words into Jesus’ mouth in anticipation of John 13:27, “Now after the piece of bread Satan entered him [Judas].” That event would take place about a ten months after this conversation. 

Jesus was speaking, John was accurately writing what Jesus said (inspiration). Jesus referring to Judas’ character. In his heart Judas had doubts about Jesus’ claim to be the One sent from God to give eternal life. Judas’s outward actions and words were lies because inwardly he had no faith. In effect, he slandered Jesus by (in his heart) accusing Jesus of lying. Therefore Judas was a slanderer, a diábolos, whose evil acts would culminate in demonic habitation, 13:27, and betrayal of the One in whom he (6:68–69) falsely professed faith by hiding his true feelings. Judas could be used by Satan to betray Jesus to the priests (Mark 14:10; John 13:2) because he had already betrayed Jesus in his soul. 
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