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FEEDING ON THE BREAD OF LIFE 
John 6:52-59 (No. 39) 

Treasuring Christ Church—Pastor Boyd Johnson  
July 25, 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

John 6:52–59: "The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, “How can this man give us 
his flesh to eat?” So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the 
Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks 
my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is true food, and 
my blood is true drink. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in 
him. As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever feeds on me, he 
also will live because of me. This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like the bread the 
fathers ate, and died. Whoever feeds on this bread will live forever.” Jesus said these things in the 
synagogue, as he taught at Capernaum."  

At first glance, this may be the strangest passage in the Gospel of John.  Jesus’ teaching in this 
passage resulted in many of his disciples turning their backs on him and never following him 
again. 

Even to our ears, what Jesus says sounds odd.  What sounds odd is that Jesus says that we must 
feed on his flesh and drink his blood.  He isn’t subtle about this. He says it five times: 

John 6:51: "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.”"  

John 6:53: "Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in 
you."  

John 6:54: "Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life. . ."  

John 6:56: "Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him."  

John 6:58: "This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like the bread the fathers ate, and 
died. Whoever feeds on this bread will live forever.”"  

So the central message of Jesus in his teaching is that only those who eat his flesh and drink his 
blood have eternal life. 

As we think about Jesus’ teaching, I want us to consider four questions to help us see the 
meaning and the implications of this passage: 

1. What does Jesus mean by feeding on his flesh and drinking his blood? 
2. What does this passage say about faith? 
3. What does this passage say about Jesus? 
4. How should we respond? 
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I. WHAT DOES JESUS MEAN BY FEEDING ON HIS FLESH AND DRINKING 
HIS BLOOD? 

As odd as it sounds to us, it was scandalous to the Jews he spoke to.  Remember that Jesus was 
teaching in the synagogue of Capernaum according to verse 59.  The synagogue was the place 
where the Jews gathered to worship, pray, read the Scriptures and discuss the meaning. 

If you had 10 Jewish men in a town, that was a town big enough to have its own synagogue 
according to their customs. 

Now in the Law God gave to Israel, the Lord prohibited eating meat with blood in it and drinking 
blood. 

Leviticus 17:10–14: "If any one of the house of Israel or of the strangers who sojourn among 
them eats any blood, I will set my face against that person who eats blood and will cut him off 
from among his people. For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it for you on the 
altar to make atonement for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atonement by the life. 
Therefore I have said to the people of Israel, No person among you shall eat blood, neither shall 
any stranger who sojourns among you eat blood. “Any one also of the people of Israel, or of the 
strangers who sojourn among them, who takes in hunting any beast or bird that may be eaten shall 
pour out its blood and cover it with earth. For the life of every creature is its blood: its blood is its 
life. Therefore I have said to the people of Israel, You shall not eat the blood of any creature, for 
the life of every creature is its blood. Whoever eats it shall be cut off."  

Deuteronomy 12:16: "Only you shall not eat the blood; you shall pour it out on the earth like 
water."  

The Law prohibited eating meat raw and drinking an animal’s blood.  And, of course, eating 
people was out of the question. You didn’t even need a law for that. 

So when Jesus said in verse 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”"—that caused a stir among the Jews. 

John 6:52: "The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, “How can this man give us his 
flesh to eat?”"  

Jesus’ teaching made no sense to them. They “disputed among themselves” about his meaning.  
The word “disputed” is machomai. It’s a very strong word that can mean to fight or to engage in 
a heated dispute.  They were quarreling intensely. The argument was heated. They were at a 
fever pitch.  Some were saying Jesus meant one thing, others saying he meant another thing. But 
the central issue was, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” 

Rather than softening his language, Jesus intensifies his language. 

“So Jesus said to them. . .” (v. 53). “So” means in response to their heated debate, Jesus said: 
“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you 
have no life in you. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will 
raise him up on the last day" (v. 53-54). 
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Jesus doesn’t back down at all.  He clarifies what he meant when he said he was the bread of 
life—you must eat my flesh and drink my blood.  Again, in light of God’s Law, whatever Jesus 
meant would be scandalous to their ears. 

They say later on in response to this teaching: “This is a hard saying; who can listen to it?” (v. 
60).  It sounds outrageous. It sounds immoral. It sounds like lunacy. 

So what was Jesus talking about?  Clearly, he doesn’t mean that we must literally eat his flesh 
and drink his blood.  If that were so, no one would have eternal life because no one has ever done 
that. 

The Catholic Church has come up with this crazy idea that in the Lord’s Supper the bread and 
the wine are transformed into Jesus’ literal body and blood. They call this transubstantiation.  
But that’s a complete misunderstanding of this passage.  If we were to take this passage to mean 
we must literally eat his flesh and blood and that in the Lord’s Supper the elements are 
transformed into his literal flesh and blood, then it mean that simply by taking the Lord’s Supper 
you would be saved, because Jesus says whoever eats and drinks of him has eternal life. 

If you can be saved by taking the Lord’s Supper, then who needs faith? You would be saved by a 
good work and not by faith.  That upends the whole teaching of both the Old Testament and the 
New Testament. 

Rather, Jesus is using an analogy. Like he has done a number of times, he uses a physical reality 
to teach a spiritual truth.  In chapter 3, Jesus had a conversation with Nicodemus and he used the 
idea of birth to talk about the need for spiritual rebirth.  In chapter 4, Jesus had a conversation 
with the Samaritan woman at the well and he used the idea of springs of water to talk about the 
spiritual living water that Jesus gives and brings eternal life. 

Here, Jesus uses the idea of eating bread—which this crowd had done the day before when he 
fed the multitude—and a companion idea of drinking, to teach a spiritual point.  The key to 
understanding Jesus’ analogy is the context.  We can’t forget what Jesus already said.  Notice 
what Jesus said in verse 40: "For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the 
Son and believes in him should have eternal life.”  How do you get eternal life? By looking on 
the Son and believing in him. 

Then notice verse 47: "Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes has eternal life."  How do you 
get eternal life? By believing. And from verse 40 we know that the object of our belief is Jesus. 

Now notice that in verse 54, he once again tells us how to get eternal life: “Whoever feeds on my 
flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life.” 

So all of these statements are set in parallel.  Verse 54 isn’t something new that Jesus is teaching, 
but something stated in a fresh way that he has already been saying.  If you feed on his flesh and 
drink his blood you have eternal life.  If you believe in Jesus, you have eternal life.  There aren’t 
two ways to get eternal life—either believing in Jesus or eating and drinking him.  Rather, he is 
simply using an analogy to describe what saving faith is.  So eating his flesh and drinking his 
blood are graphic ways to describe faith that produces eternal life. 
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What does he mean, then, in verse 53 when he says “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man 
and drink his blood, you have no life in you”?  He means that unless you believe in him, you 
have no life in you. 

What does he mean, then, in verse 54 when he says “Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my 
blood has eternal life”?  He means that whoever believes in him has eternal life.  Eating and 
drinking and believing are the same.  As Augustine said, “Believe, and you have eaten.” 

Why would he use this kind of language?  The answer is that by describing saving faith in this 
way, we learn more about what saving faith is. 

II. WHAT DOES THIS PASSAGE SAY ABOUT FAITH? 

Now that we know eating his flesh and drinking his blood are illustrations of what faith is, we 
can examine this passage to learn more about true saving faith. 

In the physical sense, why do we eat and drink in the first place?  We eat because we are hungry 
and we need food to sustain us.  We drink because we are thirsty and we need water to sustain 
us.  

Remember what Jesus said in verse 35? 

John 6:35: "Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, 
and whoever believes in me shall never thirst."  

Do you see the connection?  If you come to Jesus in faith, you’ll never hunger or thirst again.  
Or, to use his analogy, if you feed on Jesus, you’ll never be hungry and you’ll have eternal life.  
The reason you need to come to Jesus and believe on him is because your soul is empty.  When 
the stomach is empty, it requires food.  When your soul is empty, it requires Jesus. 

Then what is faith?  Faith is a coming of the soul to Jesus to be satisfied. 

Isaiah 55:1–2: "“Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no money, 
come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price. Why do you 
spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy? 
Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich food."  

Jesus has spread himself as the banquet feast. Dine on him in faith and be delighted and filled 
and satisfied.  But unless you see the feast spread before you and eat the meal of Jesus, you 
cannot be saved—“unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no 
life in you.”  No life! You are dead even while you live, if you don’t partake of Jesus.  Man apart 
from Jesus is starving.  The soul is empty.  The soul claws for life. It grabs on to anything that 
seems like life—entertainment, wealth, lust, pride—but none of it satisfies.   

King Solomon tried everything under the sun and yet apart from God it was all vanity. It was all 
emptiness and hopelessness.  Yet in John 7:37, Jesus cries out, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to 
me and drink.”  Jesus is (v. 55) “true food” and “true drink.” The only food and drink for your 
soul is Jesus. Man’s soul will not be filled with the things of this world.  C.S. Lewis said, “If we 
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find ourselves with a desire that nothing in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation 
is that we were made for another world.”  Yes, and the reason nothing in this world can satisfy is 
that only Jesus can satisfy the soul. 

If your soul doesn’t long for forgiveness and peace with God, whatever else you call it, it isn’t 
saving faith.  You may have asked Jesus into your heart, you may have accepted him, you may 
have walked the aisle and said a prayer, but if you didn’t come to him with a soul-hunger for 
God to forgive you of your sins and a soul-thirst to know him crucified, you didn’t come to him 
and you didn’t believe. 

Faith is not mere admiration of Jesus.  Just as food admired on a table doesn’t cure a hungry 
stomach unless it is eaten, so merely admiring Jesus doesn’t amount to faith.  You may respect 
Jesus’ teaching. You may admire his work. You may celebrate his cause.  But none of that is 
faith.  Faith is the soul crying out to Jesus to be satisfied in all that he is for us and all that he has 
done for us. 

Faith is personal.  Another can’t eat and drink on your behalf.  No, you must eat and drink of 
Jesus on your own.  The one who has faith throws himself on Jesus as his only hope.  The object 
of our faith is Jesus.  So what does this passage tell us about him? 

III. WHAT DOES THIS PASSAGE SAY ABOUT JESUS? 

The Jews’ esteem of Jesus had dimmed.  Again in verse 52 they say, ““How can this man give us 
his flesh to eat.”  Their language suggests they were distancing themselves from Jesus—“this 
man” or “this fellow.”  They view him as a man and no more.  Not only do they not understand 
what he taught, they don’t understand who he is. 

Picking up on their phrase “this man,” Jesus responds in verse 53, “Unless you eat the flesh of 
the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.”  Yes, indeed, Jesus was a man with 
real flesh and real blood, but he was also the Son of Man.  That title comes from Daniel 7:13-14, 
where the Son of Man is on equal terms with God the Father—the Ancient of Days. 

Daniel 7:13–14: "“I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came 
one like a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. And to 
him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should 
serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom 
one that shall not be destroyed."  

The Son of Man is a man, but who is also co-equal with God.  By calling himself the Son of 
Man, Jesus was telling the Jews that he was no mere man, he was the Son of Man.  So, again, 
their dispute wasn’t just over what Jesus taught, but who he was.  In order to have faith in Jesus, 
you must know and acknowledge who he is.  You must submit yourself to him—not simply as 
one who saves you, but one who rules you. He is the Savior of the world. He is also the Lord of 
the world.  You cannot come to him savingly and deny his Lordship over your life.  If you don’t 
know Jesus as God and man, as Savior and Lord, you don’t know him and are not saved by him. 

This passage not only tells us who Jesus is, but foreshadows what he would do.  He says that by 
partaking of his flesh and blood, we have eternal life.  His flesh and blood refer to his sacrifice 
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on the cross.  Jesus would give up his flesh and pour out his blood on the cross to save us.  His 
body was hung on the cross and there he received the wrath of God in the place of those who 
believe.  His death was the price of redemption.  Hebrews 9:22 says that “Without the shedding 
of blood, there is no forgiveness.”  By dying, he gave us life. 

In verse 57, Jesus says, “As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so 
whoever feeds on me, he also will live because of me." (cf. 5:26).  We gain life from the one 
who has life in himself to give. 

Jesus is the God-man who gave up his body and shed his blood on the cross to make atonement 
for our sins.  By his sacrifice he took away our sins, if we trust in him. 

Faith must have an object. We don’t have faith in faith. We have faith in Jesus, who saves.  And 
in order for faith to be real, we must know who Jesus is and what he did. 

Finally, what does this passage tell us we should do in response?  

IV.  HOW SHOULD WE RESPOND? 

Jesus’ teaching works on two levels as he teaches the crowd.  He speaks to those who were not 
believing in him.  And he speaks to those who were believing in him. 

To the unbeliever, I want you to notice that Jesus’ teaching is an invitation.  Four times, he 
extends to “whoever” the invitation to come and believe on him. 

John 6:54: "Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him 
up on the last day."  

John 6:56: "Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him."  

John 6:57: "As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever feeds on 
me, he also will live because of me."  

John 6:58: "This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like the bread the fathers ate, and 
died. Whoever feeds on this bread will live forever.”"  

The one who trusts in Jesus will experience eternal life and Jesus will abide in him and he in 
Jesus.  What does it mean to abide?  It means to remain. In verse 27, the same word is translated 
“endure.”  We’ll come back to abiding in Jesus in John 15, but for now, we note that it means 
that the believer and Jesus are united together and inseparable for eternity. 

So to the unbeliever, the response must be to believe in Jesus. Feed on Jesus. Take Jesus in you 
by casting yourself on him for salvation, knowing that salvation is wholly his work and that you 
can do nothing to save yourself. 

To those who believe in him, Jesus also has a word.  In verse 53, Jesus says, “Unless you eat the 
flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.”  The tense of the verbs 
“eat” and “drink” are aorist and indicate this is an action that occurs at a point in time.  Anyone 
who takes this decisive action will live forever. 
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But then in verses 54 and 56, the tense of the verbs change to the present tense so that the sense 
is, “Whoever makes a habit of feeding on my flesh and a habit of drinking my blood has eternal 
life.”  In other words, we are to go on feeding on Christ all of our days as Christians.  We are to 
continually go to him in faith, trusting him with all our needs, repetitively confessing our sins 
and believing that we have forgiveness by his sacrifice. 

We are to live forever with Christ’s sacrifice before us.  We never move away from the foot of 
the cross.  The red thread of Jesus’ sacrifice is what ties our life together.  So go on looking to 
Jesus. Go on trusting Jesus for all your needs. Go on coming to Jesus. Go on partaking of Jesus.  
In this way, Jesus continues to satisfy your soul. 

CONCLUSION 

So what seems initially to be a passage that is odd or strange, turns out to be a passage that 
teaches the basics of the gospel. 

And as the gospel does when it is preached, Jesus teaching drove a wedge between those who 
heard it and believed and those who heard it and did not believe. 

We’ll see that next week as we conclude our series in John 6. 
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