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MAN’S INABILITY TO SAVE HIMSELF 
John 6:41-51 (No. 38) 
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INTRODUCTION 

John 6:41–51: "So the Jews grumbled about him, because he said, “I am the bread that came 
down from heaven.” They said, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we 
know? How does he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?” Jesus answered them, “Do not 
grumble among yourselves. No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him. 
And I will raise him up on the last day. It is written in the Prophets, ‘And they will all be taught 
by God.’ Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father comes to me— not that anyone 
has seen the Father except he who is from God; he has seen the Father. Truly, truly, I say to you, 
whoever believes has eternal life. I am the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the 
wilderness, and they died. This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of 
it and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he 
will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”"  

There is a subtle shift of characters in our passage as compared to what has come before it that is 
easy to miss but is important to notice.  Up to this point, the narrator of the story (the Apostle 
John) has referred to the people who followed Jesus after he miraculously fed them as “the 
crowd.” 

• 6:2: “a large crowd was following him.” 
• 6:5: Jesus lifted his eyes and saw “a large crowd.” 
• 6:22: John references the “crowd” that stayed overnight after being fed from the five 

loaves and two fish. 
• 6:24: It was “the crowd” who discovered Jesus hadn’t stayed the night and got into boats 

to find. 

But beginning in verse 41, the term changes. For the rest of the story, they are no longer called 
“the crowd,” but now “the Jews.” 

• 6:41: “The Jews grumbled about him.” 
• 6:52: “The Jews then disputed among themselves.” 

The shift in terminology isn’t accidental.  I think it is John’s way of signaling to us two things 
that were happening.   

First, he may be highlighting the Jewish leaders among the crowd.  Verse 59 tells us that Jesus 
was in the synagogue in Capernaum when this part of the story happened.  It seems that that is 
where the crowd found Jesus when they arrived from the other side of the Sea of Galilee. As the 
crowd came to the synagogue, perhaps the religious leaders of the synagogue became the 
spokesmen for the crowd as they challenged Jesus. 

The second reason for John shifting the terminology is more important.  The phrase “the Jews” is 
rarely a term used in the other gospels, but John uses it about 70 times.   
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Sometimes the term is neutral, but overwhelmingly the term is negative.  He frequently uses it to 
describe the Jewish people who are hostile to Jesus.  That’s the case here.  John is signaling to us 
that the crowd has already begun to turn on Jesus.   

That’s remarkable. Only the day before they wanted to make him king. And on the morning of 
this story, they sought out Jesus for another meal.  What changed?  He performed no more 
miracles and they listened to his teaching.   

As Jesus taught, they turned.  Crowds are fickle and leaders must beware of them, especially if 
they become your fans.  Do what the crowds want and you’ll be adored.  Do contrary to their 
preferences, values, or expectations, and they will turn.  Leaders who play to the crowd and are 
not driven by convictions will eventually find themselves out of favor with the crowd. 

Jesus lost favor with the crowd not because he played to the crowd and misjudged them, but 
because he taught them the truth and they didn’t want the truth.  They just wanted bread. 

Recap 

Last week, we studied Jesus’ teaching to the crowd in verses 35-40 and found assurances of 
God’s invincible power to save.  In other words, when God chooses to save a sinner, he always 
succeeds.  The success of bringing someone to saving faith depends on God and no one else.  
Jesus taught us that all who the Father chooses will come to Jesus and believe on him, and Jesus 
will receive them, and keep them, and resurrect them to eternal life.  No one can thwart God in 
saving who he will. God’s will is the first link in a golden chain of salvation that cannot be 
broken. 

We found great hope in God being the decisive cause of salvation.  It’s the foundation of our 
hope that the good work that God began in us will be completed when we see him.  It’s the 
foundation of our hope that even the most hard-hearted sinners can be saved.  It’s the foundation 
of our hope for taking the gospel to the world, even to people who initially reject it. 

So Jesus’ message was encouraging that God always succeeds in accomplishing his will in 
salvation.  But there is another side to this message that must be said. Our passage today (vv. 41-
51) gives us this other side.  The message today from this passage is that man is unable to save 
himself.  Man is unable to save himself and we see that truth highlighted first in man’s derision 
and then in God’s provision. 

I. MAN’S DERISION 

We see man’s utter inability to save himself highlighted first in how the crowd—now called the 
Jews—treat Jesus.  They deride Jesus. They begin to ridicule his teaching. 

John 6:41: "So the Jews grumbled about him, because he said, “I am the bread that came down 
from heaven.” 

They heard Jesus correctly.  In verse 38, he said, “I have come down from heaven.”  And in 
verse 33, he said about himself, “The bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and 
gives life to the world.”  At this point, their main objection to his teaching wasn’t that he  



www.tccathens.org 

3 

 

called himself “the bread,” but that Jesus claimed he came from heaven.   

John 6:42: "They said, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? 
How does he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?”"  

They knew his family. They knew his parents. He can’t be from heaven, they reasoned.  The 
word “we” is emphatic.  Whatever anyone else knows about him, we know where he came from.  
How does he now say—that is, after all these years of knowing him and seeing that he has lived 
like anyone else in Nazareth, how does he now say, “I have come down from heaven?”  Can you 
hear the mockery in their tone?  You could translate verse 42, “Is not this fellow Jesus, the son of 
Joseph, whose father and mother we know?”  The Jews were grumbling.  The tense of the verb 
tells us that their grumbling was persistent. 

After the Jews made their escape out of Egypt, do you remember their response when they got 
hungry early on? 

Exodus 16:2–3: "And the whole congregation of the people of Israel grumbled against Moses and 
Aaron in the wilderness, and the people of Israel said to them, “Would that we had died by the 
hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the meat pots and ate bread to the full, for 
you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.”" 

What was God’s response? 

Exodus 16:6–7: "So Moses and Aaron said to all the people of Israel, “At evening you shall know 
that it was the LORD who brought you out of the land of Egypt, and in the morning you shall see 
the glory of the LORD, because he has heard your grumbling against the LORD. For what are we, 
that you grumble against us?”"  

 The people grumbled and God gave them bread.  And here in John 6, God had given the Jews 
once again bread from heaven, yet they still grumbled.  Their grumbling was an indication of the 
hardening of their hearts even as God provided ample evidence of who Jesus was.  He did 
miracles that no one else could do—that only God could do. He taught like no one else taught. 
The story of his miraculous birth was well-known. He was a man like no other. 

Yet, they would not believe in him. Their hearts grew colder.  Some say that if they only had a 
sign, they would believe.  The Jews said the same thing in verse 30.  But they had seen signs and 
still wouldn’t believe, because their hearts were hardened.  They had no will to believe, despite 
their protests.  Their relied on their own reason.  They thought they knew Jesus and his origins.  
They relied only on their senses and intellect, but didn’t consider the divine revelation they had 
received from Jesus. 

If you take God out of your reasoning, you’ll never reason your way to the truth.  That is, if you 
reject revelation, you’re reasoning won’t reveal the truth.  Godless reasoning does not lead to 
salvation.  No one has ever grumbled their way into heaven.  These Jews behaved exactly like 
their unbelieving ancestors, who were condemned to wander in the wilderness for 40 years until 
they died out.  Now they disputed Jesus’ claim that he came from heaven by saying that they 
knew his father Joseph, so he couldn’t have come from heaven.  And it’s as if Jesus responds, 
since you brought up Joseph, let’s talk about my Father.   
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Four times in three verses that follow, he speaks of “the Father.”  He answers their grumbling 
with a rebuke (vv. 43-44): “Do not grumble among yourselves. No one can come to me unless 
the Father who sent me draws him. And I will raise him up on the last day."  

Jesus doesn’t directly answer their claim that he isn’t from heaven, but instead focuses on their 
claim that they knew his father.  His answer in verse 44 is a way of telling them, you don’t know 
my Father.  And you don’t know me because my Father hasn’t drawn you to me. 

We must remember that the basic disposition of the Jews who stood before Jesus was that they 
thought they had eternal life.  They thought that they knew God and were his children because 
they were Jews and the Jews were God’s chosen.  But their theology had to be undone, so that 
they could see they did not possess eternal life and that they didn’t even know God the Father. 

Later on, Jesus was speaking to a different crowd, but his point was the same. 

John 8:19: "They said to him therefore, “Where is your Father?” Jesus answered, “You know 
neither me nor my Father. If you knew me, you would know my Father also.”"  

And Jesus told doubting Thomas (14:7): "If you had known me, you would have known my 
Father also.” 

When Jesus appeared, to know one truly is to know the other. 

But the reason they didn’t come to Jesus was that the Father hadn’t drawn them.  Remember that 
coming to Jesus means believing in Jesus (see v. 35).  So the reason they didn’t believe was that 
the Father didn’t draw them.  It’s not the other way around—that the Father didn’t draw because 
they didn’t previously believe—as if the Father was waiting for them to believe before he drew 
them and completed their step of salvation.  No, they didn’t believe because the Father didn’t 
draw.  The Father drawing them was the necessary prerequisite for them coming to Jesus.  He 
had to draw them before they would believe.   

Unless the Father draws, no one comes to Jesus.  Again, Jesus said, “No one can come to me 
unless the Father who sent me draws him.”  And again in v. 65: “This is why I told you that no 
one can come to me unless it is granted him by the Father.”"  

Last week, we saw the positive way to say this (v. 37): "All that the Father gives me will come to 
me."  

Putting all those verses together: no one comes and believes in Jesus unless the Father draws; but 
those who the Father draws always come and believe in Jesus.  To be sure, there must be both a 
drawing and a coming in order for someone to be saved.  But no one ever comes unless the 
Father draws.   

Jesus has come from heaven to the Jews in his incarnation, but they can’t come to him 
savingly—that is, they can’t believe in him—unless the Father draws them.  One theologian 
writes that this point is a fundamental doctrine in the Gospel of John: “The approach of the soul 
to God or Christ is not initiated by the man himself, but by the movement of Divine grace.”  That 
is, the decisive cause of their coming to Jesus is God. 
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As I said last week, when God saves you, he doesn’t put you in a state of neutrality and then 
hope that in your free will you go the rest of the way and choose Christ.  Rather, God changes 
your rebel heart and brings you all the way to Christ.  His drawing doesn’t drag you halfway 
between where you were and where Christ is. He takes you the whole way.  That tells us a lot 
about how rebellious our hearts are and about how gracious God is. He must bring us the whole 
way and not halfway, if we are to be saved. 

When God chose to save his people from eternity past, he set in motion all the events that would 
lead to their salvation.  These events include the cross and the moment you first believed.  He 
orchestrates the entire symphony that led you to sing of God’s saving grace in your life.  
Therefore, he is the decisive cause of your salvation.  Again, (v. 44) "No one can come to me 
unless the Father who sent me draws him."  

The saving initiative starts with God.  There must be a coming and a drawing, but without the 
drawing there is no coming.  In other words, we come to Jesus because he chose to give us the 
will to come.  Giving us the will to come is called “drawing” or “granting” in this chapter. 

So God didn’t look into the future and see who would choose him and then draw them.  If that 
were the case, we would be the decisive cause of our salvation and God’s drawing of us would 
be in response to our will to come. 

Rather, God’s will is decisive and the only reason we had the will to come to Jesus in the first 
place is that God gave us the will to come to him after he already chose us to come.  Before you 
ever made a choice, God made a choice.  Before you ever had a will, God determined his will.  
God’s free will trumps all other “wills.”  

People like to feel personal autonomy.  That’s why what Jesus says in verse 44 is not a popular 
doctrine. It wasn’t popular when Jesus said it in Capernaum and it isn’t popular today.  People 
like to feel that they have a sovereign choice in the matter—that they have the final say in their 
future—that the outcome of their lives is ultimately in their own hands.  Man by nature wants to 
strive toward autonomy, independence, and control over destiny. 

We see this crassly played out as men today choose to be “women” and women choose to be 
“men.”  They claim for themselves what they are not and, indeed, cannot be.  Nature itself rebels 
against them and tells them another story, yet their personal narrative is that they can choose 
identity.  And this desire to be in total control of who we are and what our destiny is causes man 
to believe that he can save himself. 

But Jesus teaches that man is utterly unable to save himself. We must depend on God.  God not 
only gives us physical life, he gives us eternal life.  Jesus showed that his teaching was in line 
with what the Old Testament taught by quoting Isaiah in the next verse. 

John 6:45: "It is written in the Prophets, ‘And they will all be taught by God.’ Everyone who has 
heard and learned from the Father comes to me"  

Jesus quoted this prophecy from Isaiah 54:13, which foretold of a time when the Lord himself 
would teach everyone during the messianic kingdom.  We believe that this prophecy is yet to be 
fulfilled and that there will be a time when Jesus comes back to earth, establishes his kingdom, 
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and rules the earth with his instruction.  Here, Jesus said there’s a sense in which this reality was 
already occurring.  Those who come to Jesus are instructed by God.  That is, God has illuminated 
their hearts and minds so that they know Jesus’ claims are true. 

All who come to Jesus have “heard and learned from the Father.”  The Spirit reveals God’s truth 
to man so that he can respond with faith.  As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 2:10: “These things God 
has revealed to us through the Spirit.”  Again, you can’t reason your way into salvation.   

Paul again writes 1 Corinthians 2:14: "The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit 
of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are 
spiritually discerned."  And then Jesus adds (v. 46): "not that anyone has seen the Father except 
he who is from God; he has seen the Father."  

His point is that the one who really knows the Father is the one who has seen the Father.  The 
Jews knew that no man could see God and live.  Jesus said that he had seen God.  This, of 
course, shows that he came from heaven and that he himself is God.  So he alone has the 
qualifications to speak on how man is saved. 

Thankfully, Jesus didn’t end his teaching there. The Jews mocked him for claiming to be God. 
But Jesus graciously continued with the provision of God for salvation. 

We’ve seen man’s inability to save himself highlighted in man’s derision of Jesus. Now we see 
man’s inability to save himself in God’s provision for salvation. 

We will cover this briefly since Jesus’ teaching repeats what we’ve already studied. 

II. GOD’S PROVISION 

John 6:47: "Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes has eternal life."  

What is man’s responsibility in light of these truths?  He must believe.  Jesus made clear in verse 
40 that we must believe in him—in the Son—in order to be saved: 

John 6:40: "For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the Son and believes in 
him should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day.”"  

That has been the clear teaching throughout this gospel: 

John 3:16: "“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 
should not perish but have eternal life."  

John 3:18: "Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is 
condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God."  

John 3:36: "Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not 
see life, but the wrath of God remains on him."  

John 5:24: "Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has 
eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life."  
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Those who trust in Christ for salvation receive eternal life.  Life is the theme of verses 47-51.  
Jesus is the “bread of life” in verse 48.  That is, he is God’s provision for man to gain eternal life. 

He reminds the Jews that the manna that came down from heaven in the days of the Exodus 
didn’t give them eternal life. They still died.  But those who feast on the bread of life will not 
die. 

John 6:49–50: "Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread that 
comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die."  

And then Jesus says that the way you obtain eternal life is by feasting on him. 

John 6:51: "I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he 
will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”"  

We’ll take up that verse more next week. This teaching becomes the one that causes them to 
abandon Jesus for good.  But, for now, notice that even in verse 51 there is a hint of the cross to 
come.  He says, “And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.” 

Jesus would die in his flesh so that he could give life to the world.  He died as a payment for our 
sins.  Anyone around the world can obtain life and receive forgiveness of their sins because of 
Jesus’ death by believing in him.  We must, figurately, eat the bread of life. We must partake of 
him. We must take Jesus in by believing in him. 

CONCLUSION 

What a wonderful set of truths Jesus teaches. So profound and yet stated so simply in these 
verses.  He shows us we can’t save ourselves but then shows us what God requires if we are to 
be saved: believe in Jesus. It’s that simple. 
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