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Lesson 8  Commentary  John 6:51 - 70

Lesson 9  Questions        Acts 2, Acts 20 

THE EUCHARIST PROMISED

JOHN 6:51-70

I. THE GREAT CHALLENGE TO FAITH (John 6:51-55)


A. “... The bread I will give is my flesh, for the life of the world.” Note that Jesus does not say “the Father gives you” but “I will give you.” There’s a prophecy here; He is not speaking of His teaching. He is speaking of himself as offerer and offering, as a lamb given for us, yet a priest who offers. When He adds that the bread He will give is “my flesh” He is teaching, but with a completely new idea. In the discussion in the manna section, Jesus never mentioned the word “flesh.” The Greek word John uses here is “sarx,” meaning “living body.”


The Jews caught on to this immediately. An argument started among them, “How can he give us his flesh to eat?” This is exactly the interpretation the church has. At this point, if Jesus meant a symbol, He could have corrected the misunderstanding. Does he tell them how? No, he again uses his strong phrase, “Let me solemnly assure you (“truly, truly”), if you do not eat the flesh of the Son of Man,” and He adds still another new idea, “and drink his blood,” which must have been a shock for the Jews hearing it for the first time—Jews whose religion forbade their drinking blood, even the blood of animals (to them blood was the principle of life). Only God had absolute dominion over the blood of life.


In case they weren’t clear on it yet, Jesus repeats it in a new way. “He who eats (the Hebrew word means “chews”) my flesh, and drinks my blood, has life eternal and I will raise him up on the last day!” Preposterous claims added to cannibalistic words! And yet, Jesus isn’t finished hammering at this. In John 6:55 He says, “For my flesh is real food, and my blood real drink.” (New American Bible and Jerusalem Bible) In these words, our hindsight can see a strong hint at the actual fulfillment—real food (bread) and real drink (wine) would become His body and His blood by His willing it, as He had done when the water became wine, and bread was multiplied.


B. Union with Christ through the Eucharist. “He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in him” (John 6:56). Here He adds His teaching on the abiding union. (Jerusalem Bible uses “lives in me” and others “abides.”) “Abides” indicates a union that is ongoing, a permanent penetration. He explains this further, likening it to the relationship of His Father and Himself (John 6:57). The Father is living, he just “is”—the source of life; and the “I” of Jesus the Son “is” because of the Father. There are two distinct persons here, but one communicates His life to the other always. So Jesus says, “he who eats me” (“chews” a strong word meaning “assimilates,” digests in the sense of food, becomes part of the person.) He is not now saying, “hears me, comes to me, listens to me, sees me,” as one does a teacher, but eats me, becomes one with me, and so will live a new and different kind of life because of me. He is saying that our life in God, our spiritual life of grace, is communicated by Jesus, nourished by the Eucharist.


C.
The Eucharist, a Pledge of Bodily Resurrection (John 6:54b, 58-59). “And I will raise him up on the last day.” “This is the bread that came down from heaven. Unlike your ancestors who ate and died nonetheless, the one who feeds on this Bread shall live forever.” These last statements are the ones the Church has always seen as the pledge from God that the sacrament of the Eucharist in us is a pledge that our bodies, risen in glory, will share in eternal life. The Eucharist is meant to be a layaway for our bodies—flesh that had been united with the body and blood of Jesus.

II. THE REACTION TO THE DISCOURSE (John 6:60-70)


A. Reaction of His Disciples. These people are not the “Jews” mentioned earlier, but His followers, those who had believed in Him as the Messiah. They began to say, “This is a hard saying! How can anyone take it seriously?” They evidently are not thinking of Jesus’ words as symbolic, and they are saying what many Christians say today. But Jesus has repeated plainly and often the words “eat my flesh, drink my blood.”


By now, these disciples are horrified. Jesus, says John, “was fully aware,” in His divine knowledge of men’s thoughts and wills, of the decision these made not to accept Him any longer. He let them know this and answered their murmuring, not with a clarification that cleared up the objection, but with a blunt question, “Does this shake your faith?” He points out that His words are “spirit and life.” “What if you were to see me ascending to where I was before?” This is another claim to have been in existence before He became man, and in a place above (in the language of His day). It is His spirit, He says, His divine spirit, not His human nature, that gives the life He speaks of.


The fact that Jesus let disciples leave Him and even challenged the Apostles to do so if they could not accept the Eucharist as His body and blood, shows how much store He put upon assent to this teaching, trusting His word without understanding it. This thought should console us who believe in the Eucharist.


And now comes the first hint that more than the group of disciples’ faith is at stake—an apostle’s faith is shaken. For Jesus “knew from the start, of course, the ones who refused to believe, and the one who would hand him over” (John 6:64).


B. Reaction of the Apostles (Matthew 16:13-17). Jesus did not call the departing disciples back. Instead, He turned to the Twelve, almost inviting them to follow: “Do you want to leave me, too?” Can we imagine His pain here, and yet His determination to win acceptance of His meaning? He had been so careful to build up faith in His word and power over bread and over the sea, and by giving the Apostles a share in both. The impulsive Peter, at Jesus’ question, with his ardent love and utter conviction about Jesus as the Messiah, answered immediately with the great affirmation we must all make about this teaching. “Lord,” he declared (note the use of the word for God), “to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe, we are convinced that you are God’s holy one!” No Apostle said anything else. When, earlier in Matthew, at Peter’s great proclamation of belief that Jesus was the Messiah, Jesus had responded with His great affirmation of Peter and his primacy in the Church forever through his successors (Matthew 16:13-19).


But here, Jesus seems deeply concerned with the defection of an Apostle and turns His attention to that sad fact. “Did I not choose the twelve of you myself? Yet, one of you is a devil!” (John 6:70) This is one of the incidents in the Gospels that shows Jesus’ human nature so well; His deep emotions and His expression of them.


John, writing his Gospel years after the events of Jesus’ life that he had witnessed, adds “He was talking about Judas, son of Simon the Iscariot who, though one of the Twelve, was going to hand Jesus over” (John 6:71). Yet Judas said nothing. He didn’t leave; he remained another whole year in the group of apostles, not believing wholly, thinking that Jesus had somehow failed him and failed the nation; possibly disappointed also that Jesus had refused to be king a few days before. We shall see that each time the Eucharist is mentioned by one of the Evangelists that Judas’ defection is also mentioned, showing that this was Judas’ stumbling block and how much store Jesus put on faith in the Eucharist. We will also see later that this faith in the Eucharist is what caused another tragic and much wider break in the followers of Jesus, one led by Catholic priests.

III. THE CELEBRATION OF PASSOVER BY THE JEWS (Exodus 12:1-28)


A. The First Passover. This was the decisive event in Israel’s salvation. God brought the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob—who had migrated with his sons to Egypt four hundred years earlier, out of their slavery in Egypt, to the land promised to them. The yearly Passover became a ritual of great religious significance, a re-living for all generations of God’s saving power and love. The book of Exodus follows the book of Genesis and tells of the journey out of Egypt into the desert to Mt. Sinai; of the commandments given to Moses, of the Jews’ frequent unfaithfulness and complaints, of their forty years of wandering in the desert.


B.
Ritual and Liturgy in the Promised Land (Leviticus 1:1-17). In their new land, the Law given to Moses began to be lived in a more stable way; the stories and accounts of the great events were preserved and told to each generation under Joshua and the Judges. The book of Leviticus contains the ritual laws and practices given by Moses and Aaron, their feasts for remembering and celebrating God’s rule over them. Section I of Leviticus lists the different kinds of offerings they were to use in worship of God. There were many animal sacrifices as sin offerings, guilt offerings, holocausts. 


Read Leviticus 1:1-17. The holocaust offered here gives the essential characteristics of sacrifice: pure victims, something they valued, being brought to the altar, slain and completely consumed, to show God’s supreme worthiness of the best they had to offer.


It seems that it is a conclusion natural to man to offer a ritual of sacrifice once he recognizes a power greater than his own. For example, when I was in Mexico, at the pyramid of the sun and of the moon I saw ten or more square platforms on each side of the way to the pyramids. On each of these the Aztecs sacrificed daily from five hundred to a thousand human captives. They were placed on a stone block and their hearts cut out. All this to the god of the Aztecs! Recall the Indians of America who sacrificed their best—the daughter or son of the chief. In the time of the Jews who settled the Holy Land, the Canaanites and others around them sacrificed their children, a thing that God stopped with Abraham. In later centuries, when they fell into idolatry and again offered human sacrifices, the prophets rallied against them, and declared God’s anger and punishment for it.


(Cf. Leviticus 2) The feast of Unleavened Bread, also a Jewish Spring feast of purification, was, at some time, merged with the Passover feast. Paul writes to Christians, using the meaning of the two Jewish feasts, in 1 Corinthians 5:7; “Get rid 

of the old yeast. Make of yourselves fresh dough, unleavened loaves as it were; Christ our Passover has been sacrificed.”

IV.
THE PASSOVER IS FULFILLED AND JESUS BECOMES THE PASCHAL LAMB 


At Passover, an unblemished male lamb was sacrificed at the greatest feast of the year, in the spring month of Nisan. 


From God’s viewpoint–and it has been the viewpoint of the Church, the lamb sacrificed and eaten at the paschal meal, with its blood on the doorposts of the Jews, saved them from the last plague and from slavery. The whole family gathered there was a rehearsal for the Christian Passover–Jesus’ death. The Jewish feast was but a pale shadow of our Sacrifice.


John, in 13:1, explains the meaning of the Passover for Jesus: “to pass from this world to the Father.” To the Jews of Jesus’ time it included not only the angel of death passing over the houses marked with the blood of the lamb, but also the passing over the Red Sea to freedom, to a new home with a true God who loves and frees them. That is why our Easter liturgy brings in these events. For Christians, as St. John adds in Chapter 13, God loves them so much that He offered to die for them: “He had always loved those who belonged to him in the world, and now he showed how perfect his love was.” The Eucharist is to be fulfilled perfectly in the fullness of glory and incorruption, a Passover to life forever.


A. Preparation (Luke 22:1-13) 



1. The Jews, Satan, and Judas. Read Luke 22:1-6. The high priests and scribes began in earnest to get rid of Jesus–to kill Him, but in a safe way for them, through fear of the people. Once the leaders had made an unjust decision, Satan stepped in. He knew his man. He “took possession of Judas” and finally, Judas acted upon his long bewilderment and loss of faith in Jesus. There’s a lesson here for us. Doubts of faith, long entertained, can attract greater temptation from greater powers than we are. Temptation often comes to seek a solution which is against our earlier decisions about God, faith, and the Church.


The money temptation here will also be spoken of later by St. John in the anointing at Bethany and the Last Supper narrative and discourse. (John 12:6 and 13, 21-30) “Judas did not say this out of concern for the poor, but because he was a

thief. He held the purse, and used to help himself to what was deposited there.”



2. Jesus and the Apostles. Read Luke 22:7-13. The day to sacrifice the paschal lamb arrived. Jesus commissioned Peter and John, the leaders of the group, to prepare the Passover Supper in the Upper Room, and directed them to the man He had chosen to furnish it for them.


B. Read Luke 22:14-29. “I have greatly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.” Jesus expresses a deep longing to love us unto death; coupled with a plain foretelling of its pain. How very close that suffering was! Only Jesus and Judas knew. Jesus’ mind and heart went back to the clearest Old Testament prophet about this, who wrote almost His life story—Isaiah. Read Isaiah 53:3-12. There is the story, around 700 years earlier!


Yet Jesus had this evening left with these loved followers, His Apostles. For a year they had been with Him still, waiting for the answer to their great question about His body and blood. So, after the first cup of wine, the blessing usual at Passover, He quietly looked around, “then, taking bread and giving thanks (the same word as in the discourse with the Jews) He broke the Eucharist and gave it to them, saying, “THIS IS MY BODY TO BE GIVEN FOR YOU. DO THIS AS A REMEMBRANCE OF ME.”

There must have been instant reactions–eyes widened, quick gasps of breaths. This is it! They remembered those words at Capernaum–”The bread that I will give is my flesh for the life of the world.” And another amazing statement followed–”Do this in memory of me.” Simple words, but to fathom how, what, when, to do this was for a later day, probably as they sat happily around the new and risen Jesus talking about the days when they would be leading the baptized, the Church, in “all that I have commanded you... and know that I am with you always, until the end of the world” (Matthew 28:20). The Church considers this last command, “Do this...” the bestowal to the Apostles of the power of changing a substance in the name of Jesus, as Jesus Himself had done at the wedding feast, changing water into wine, and a few minutes before on this night, of wine into His Blood, and bread into His Body.


Next, He lifts the cup saying, “This cup is a new covenant in my blood, which will be shed for you.” It will be good here to turn to the other synoptics and read them: Matthew 26:26-30, and Mark 14:22-26. There is a major Eucharistic theme here: covenant, which we will study in the next lesson.


These Gospel accounts are not the first written record of the Eucharist, for the last Apostle, “born out of due time:” he says, had been the first to do this–Paul. The Gospels were finally written from 70 to 90 A.D. it is thought; one in early Aramaic, but later in the common language, Greek; and the others also in Greek, one in Rome, one in Ephesus (John), another probably somewhere in the Empire.

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 9

Acts 2, Acts 20

Day 1

Read the Notes. Look up at least two cross-references.


a.
What points interested you the most?

Day 2

Read Acts 2 and Acts 20:1-7 (skim through Acts 20:17-38).


a.
What does the word Covenant mean to you?


b.
With whom did God make covenants in the Old Testament (Genesis 9:9-17, Genesis 15:1-21, Exodus 19:1-6)?

Day 3

Read Luke 22:14-20.


a.
What did Jesus mean by His words “New Covenant”?


b.
In which sacraments do we make a covenant? Explain each.

Day 4 


a.
After Jesus left them, did the Apostles celebrate the Eucharist (Acts 2:42 and 20:7)?

Day 5

Read 1 Corinthians 11:23-27. (See the footnote on this text.)


 a. 
Compare with Luke 22:19-20.


 b.
Does the Catholic Eucharist fit this? How?

Day 6

Recall your first or one of your other Holy Communions that was memorable for you. Share it with your group, or share your feeling for this sacrament.
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