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Lesson 7  Commentary  John 6:1 - 50

Lesson 8  Questions        John 6:51 - 70

JESUS PREPARES FOR AND PROMISES 

THE EUCHARIST

JOHN 6:1-50

I. INTRODUCTION


John is symbolized by the “eagle” in symbols of the four evangelists because he soars so high as a theologian—one who studies God. John begins his Gospel as Genesis does: “In the beginning” but not on earth; in heaven in the Godhead where the Word dwelt (John 1:1, 14). This is John’s faith when he writes his Gospel.


The first three Gospels are called synoptic (Greek for parallel) because they can be placed in parallel columns which follow each other rather closely. The fourth gospel is very different. Tradition says that the Apostle John wrote it at a later date than the synoptics, at Ephesus, which is on the west coast of Turkey.


John omits much of the information of the first three; for instance, he does not record the institution of the Eucharist at the Last Supper. Yet his Holy Week narratives take up eight of his twenty chapters. He seems to wish to fill out and add to the synoptic tradition. Only he includes the washing of the feet and the three chapters of Jesus’ last talk to the Apostles.


John’s account of the Eucharist is in Chapter 6. He has arranged his gospel according to the Passovers of Jesus’ public life, and this chapter is set near the second Passover, a year before Jesus’ passion at the third Passover of his public life.


This study of John’s account of the Eucharist will take us back to the Old Testament, to important roots and foreshadows of this great gift to the Church. It will also take us further into the New Testament, into the Church of the apostles after Jesus left them, and a look still further into the long story afterwards: the Apostolic age (those who had heard the Apostles) and later centuries of faith and acceptance of the church’s tradition handed down from the apostles, of the doubt of some, the rejection of others, just as in this Chapter 6 of John, the “beloved disciple.”

II.
THE MIRACLE OF THE LOAVES (John 6:1-15, Luke 9:10-17)


John introduces the chapter with two miracles, highly symbolic and charged with Old Testament Mosaic allusions and events (Read verses 1-5). “A large crowd followed Jesus, attracted by the ‘signs’” (miracles), which recalls Moses followed by the Hebrews, who were convinced by the signs God worked for him in Egypt, into the wilderness and to Mt. Sinai (Exodus 19:1-3, 7, 16-17).


We are also reminded of Moses’ discourse to the people at the foot of Mt. Sinai (Exodus 19:25), giving to them the commandments from God. In Jesus’ time, many people were awaiting a man sent from God as Moses was, who would teach with authority. Note in the New Testament text the contrast of the climate of fear and awe communicated to the people in the Exodus event with the spirit and approachableness of Jesus. His was a revelation of love.


The time was just before the Passover, in the springtime, around April. John thus places the Jewish Passover in our attention. Jesus had chosen this time for the revelation he was beginning—this time being a year before his great and amazing transformation of the Exodus Passover into His saving death. Next week we will see how one fulfilled the other.


Notice the dialogue with Philip and Andrew, verses 5-10 (Read verses 5-6). Jesus’ reasons for his question to Philip reveals something about God’s action in our lives. He tests us, tests our faith, in order to strengthen it. The simple and down-to-earth Philip responded literally to the situation (Read verse 7). No faith here; just reliance on human means, and seeing only the impossibility of that means. Do we respond this way to Jesus’ deliberate setting up occasions or opportunities for us to respond in faith? Andrew comes in with another comment on the impossibility of Jesus’ suggestion (Read verses 8-9). There is a remarkably similar dialogue foreshadowing this in Numbers 11:13 and 21-23, when Moses questioned God.


Jesus answered His own question, “Where shall we buy bread?” with action. The “buy” in His question is a poignant reference here. Peter writes later that Jesus bought us with His own blood. He paid for our bread of life with His own death (1 Peter 1:18-20).


Read John 6:11-13. John uses for Jesus’ words “he gave thanks,” the Greek word “eucharistesas,” instead of the synoptic writers’ Greek word “eulogesen.” This is because John wanted to bring out that this is his account of the Eucharist Jesus gave at the next Passover. (It would be interesting to know if Matthew’s or Mark’s accounts used the same Greek word as here, in their account of the Last Supper.) However, in Luke’s Acts of the Apostles, he calls the Eucharist by another term, probably the one most in use by the Jerusalem Christians: “the breaking of the bread,” a term which notes Jesus’ dying for them in that very city. Later, one of the first Christian writings outside the Scripture, the Didache (the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles” written around 100 A.D.), in chapter 14 uses both words: “And on the Lord’s Day, after you have come together, break bread and offer the Eucharist, having first confessed your offenses, that your sacrifice may be pure.”


John’s Greek word for “pick up the pieces so that none will be wasted” is also used in the Didache for gathering up the fragments of the Eucharist service. The same Christ who fed the people here feeds the crowds through history in the multiplication of the bread of the Eucharist.


In Matthew’s story of the miracle, he says that Jesus broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to pass to the people, and that twelve baskets were filled with the left-over pieces afterward. John also mentions the twelve baskets of left-overs, implying that each apostle was present and had a part in this miracle. We can catch in this a hint at the future commission of the Eucharist to the apostles to care for and preserve. The “filled” baskets may be an allusion to the fullness of authority and truth given to the Apostles. 


Read John 6:14-15. The people’s excitement was great—their emotions ran so high that they probably pressed forward, shouting and pushing to get to Jesus and acclaim Him King. Such a wonderworker! All the food they could eat! All their needs answered! Government handouts as Rome gave to citizens of the capital. The apostles, probably John himself and James his brother, went right into the act also, delighted and relieved to see their prophet recognized as a king, and relishing sitting near Him on thrones (Read Mark 10:35-41). John only says that when Jesus realized that they would come to make Him king, He fled back to the mountains alone. Matthew and Mark are clearer. They add, practically in the same words, that He insisted that they (his disciples) leave, He dismissed the crowd, then went to the mountains to pray (Read Matthew 14:22-23). This shows that Jesus, in the council of the Trinity from the beginning, had decided to save us as man, not by power of earth, but by a testimony of love even to death.

III.
JESUS WALKS ON THE WATER (John 6:16-21, Psalm 107:23-30)


After the tumult of the crowd, the great miracle, and the danger of claiming to be an earthly king, Jesus needed to withdraw, to commune with His Father. Do we withdraw to pray, to commune with God, “escape the crowd” when tempted by ambition, lure of crowd psychology, or to depart from our earlier call? When He comes to the Apostles at 3:00 a.m., walking on the water, the scene evokes Old Testament signs and beliefs: the crossing of the Red Sea and God’s mastery over the waters to save His people; the high winds and rough waters, the darkness, all reminding us both of Jonah and a sea psalm (Read Psalms 107:23-30). The Hebrews viewed the sea as something no man, but only God, could tame or change—only God was master of wind and wave. And Jesus mastered them in the sight of His apostles.


Both Matthew and Mark treat this miracle more completely than John, who knew that his hearers had heard the synoptics accounts, and wanted to get on to the discourse coming next. But in Matthew and Mark (Read Matthew 14:22-33 and Mark 6:45-52), the incident of Peter’s request to walk on the water, and then failing after being granted his wish, and Jesus’ words to him, “Why did you doubt, O you of little faith?” may show us that when we look to our actions, or the dangers around, instead of to God’s power, we fail.


The awe and amazement of the disciples was an emotional scene, as was the multiplying of the loaves. Here, they were impressed by the majestic presence of someone who comes from God, with His power, and they “did him reverence” using two words that reveal their conviction of His divinity, if not on the spot, certainly when they wrote the account: “Lord,” said Peter. The Hebrew word used was probably Adonai, used for God instead of the word Yahweh, which only the High Priest could pronounce aloud. They call Him “Son of God.” This miracle was a preface for them; to establish them firmly in this faith, much stronger now than before these two miracles, before He gave such a challenge to faith as He was going to in the discourse that followed. Another clue to them in this scene was the little word “It is I,” with the same word God used to Moses, “I am...” (Exodus 3:13-15, John 8:56-59). Again, this is the word used a year later at the table, “This is my body.” It is a statement of Christ’s divine nature. As long as God is present, have no fear.


Back to the crowd (Read verses 22-24). When they could not find Jesus or the Apostles, they set out for His home place, Capharnaum. There, in the synagogue built for the Jews by a Roman centurion, Jesus and those who found Him there had a conversation about the bread and manna in the desert. It is interesting to know that excavators of this area (a group of Englishmen) have found ruins of a synagogue whose triangle above the columns depicted the manna in the desert.

IV.
THE MANNA IN THE DESERT—THE TRUE MEANING (Exodus 16:1-12; John 6:25-34)


Read John 6:25-27. Jesus sees that it is not faith in His power, coming only from God, but their desire of earthly bread—they are material-minded, earthly, unable to see spiritual truths. In the next verse (27), Jesus pleads for a better attitude, a better kind of food. This recalls the scene at His own temptation when He was famished for bread and the devil suggested that He change stones into bread. Jesus, in Matthew 4:4, answered with the words in Deuteronomy 8:3, “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” Their preoccupation with work, all their questions and words, show their failure to read the sign He had just given them. Jesus asked to be believed in, for belief in His words. They went back to bread in the desert, calling it “bread from heaven” (John 6: 31). Their remark gave Jesus the opportunity to describe God’s gift of His own Son in John 6:32-34. And they eagerly asked, “Give us this bread always, again and again.” Were they asking for a continuation of the multiplication of earthly bread?

V.
GOD’S BREAD COME DOWN FROM HEAVEN (John 6:35-50, Matthew 26:26-29, Luke 22:19-20)


Read this first, then text. In the first part of this very important discourse, Jesus establishes His relationship and mission from the Father. He presents credentials for belief in Him and in what He will say later. He uses the Hebrew word for God only twice, once in an Old Testament quote, (Isaiah 54:13) and another in which He claims to have seen God (Exodus 33:20). Instead, He uses “the Father” five times, and “my Father” twice. This is theology the Jews are not prepared for. At the end of the first year of His public life, He is here beginning to reveal, in careful language, who He is. This is necessary for faith in whatever He says or does. He is hopefully trying this in this dialogue, as in the statements in John 6:35-40.


These are amazing claims from a carpenter of Galilee, “son of Joseph,” whom they know, they say. Jesus chides them for their murmuring and repeats His claims, even to saying that “only one who is from God has seen the Father” (John 6:45). He adds, “Let me firmly assure,” and repeats the statement of John 6:35 “I am the bread of life.” Note that I am - the same verb as in Genesis when God gave His name to Moses as “I am who am.” He continues, “those who ate the manna died, but the bread that comes down from heaven is for a person to eat and never die.” Jesus is coming close to His greatest miracle here, His greatest gift. For the first time He mentions here “ate” and “eat.” He has been saying such words as “believes in me,” “sees me,” “comes to me,” “looking upon me”—all verbs part of the Christians’ faith in Jesus today, as accepting Jesus. In this section from verse 32 to 48, Jesus uses “bread” as a symbol for His teaching and His message.


In John 6:50, however, He enlarges upon this idea, again using the verb eats, though here also, we can still say this means Jesus’ truth, accepted, will save, teach and lead us.


Jesus begins John 6:51 in the same way, repeating again His main ideas. But He ends that verse with quite a different idea. We will look at that in the next lesson.

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 8

John 6:51-70, Luke 22:1-29

Day 1

Read all Notes; all Scripture references in them.


a.
List a truth you learned from the notes regarding:



1.
Who Jesus claimed to be.



2.
The connection of the discourse in Capharnaum with the Last Supper.



3.
The will of God for Jesus’ purpose in coming to the earth.

Day 2

Read John 6:50-51; 1 Corinthians 10:3,5; and Matthew 26:26-27, 28.


a.
At the end of verse 50, what new verb does Jesus use?


b.
At the end of verse 51, what does He say the bread is?


c.
Read Luke 22:19 and find the words that say the same thing.

Day 3


a.
Re-read the different questions put to Jesus in John 6:25-50. What is their viewpoint about Jesus?


b.
What is your viewpoint about Jesus? Why?

Day 4



a.
Read John 6:51-55. What meaning do you get as you read these words?


b.
Read John 6:56-64; John 13:11. In verse 64, when Jesus said, “refused to believe,” believe what?

Day 5

Read John 1:24-29; Exodus 12:1-28.


a.
What revelation did John the Baptist have about Jesus in this early encounter?


b.
Where does the Church use John’s statement in the Mass? What are the words?

Day 6



a.
In imitating Jesus in sacrificing yourself for others, what opportunities occur in your life?


b.
Read John 6:64-71; Matthew 16:16; Mark 1:24; Luke 4:34. What do we “learn” of Judas as John presents him?
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