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INTRODUCTION 

John 6:53–71: "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. When many of his disciples heard it, they said, “This is a 
hard saying; who can listen to it?” But Jesus, knowing in himself that his disciples were 
grumbling about this, said to them, “Do you take offense at this? Then what if you were to see the 
Son of Man ascending to where he was before? It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is no help 
at all. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. But there are some of you who do 
not believe.” (For Jesus knew from the beginning who those were who did not believe, and who it 
was who would betray him.) And he said, “This is why I told you that no one can come to me 
unless it is granted him by the Father.” After this many of his disciples turned back and no longer 
walked with him. So Jesus said to the twelve, “Do you want to go away as well?” Simon Peter 
answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have 
believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God.” Jesus answered them, “Did 
I not choose you, the twelve? And yet one of you is a devil.” He spoke of Judas the son of Simon 
Iscariot, for he, one of the twelve, was going to betray him."  

The way chapter 6 ends is stunning when you consider how it began.  It begins with Jesus 
feeding the multitude by a miracle. It ends with the multitude rejecting him because of his 
message.  It begins with throngs of people drawing near to Jesus. It ends with the people drawing 
away from Jesus.  It begins with demonstrations of loyalty. It ends with demonstrations of 
betrayal. 

The Apostle John meant for us to understand chapter 6 as one story spread across two days.  It 
has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  The events and the teachings are all interconnected.  
What happens in the beginning of the chapter leads to the end.   

We know that he wanted us to view the chapter as one story from the way he blocked off chapter 
6 from the surrounding chapters.  Notice that chapter 5 begins with the words, “After this. . .”  
Chapter 6 also begins with the words, “After this. . .”  So again, chapter 7 begins with the words, 
“After this. . .”  This literary technique is John’s way of framing the story in chapter 6 so that we 
take it as a whole and understand how the beginning relates to the end.  That’s important because 
of how stark a contrast the end is from the beginning. 

In the beginning of the chapter, the crowd couldn’t get enough of Jesus.  They were fanatical. 
They would go anywhere he went and would give him no rest.  He had a fan base from all over 
Galilee who would go to extremes to follow him.   
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He healed. He performed miracles. He even fed them.  To them, he appeared to be a 
revolutionary leading a growing movement.  Had Jesus wanted to launch a political revolution, 
he had the strength in numbers to do so—20,000, at least, of all ages who wanted him to be their 
king. 

But then something happened to turn the crowd against Jesus.  What was it that turned their 
hearts against him?  The crowd turned against him when he taught them.  As he taught, they 
turned.  They loved his miracles; they hated his message.  His teaching caused his followers to 
divide.  Some found his message intolerable and they left him.  Others found his message a well-
spring of life that satisfied their parched soul, and they remained.  His message divided them, not 
his miracles.  His teaching separated the true disciples from the false disciples. 

He knew the heart of every one of his followers.  He could see what no man could see.  Verse 64 
says that he “knew from the beginning who those were who did not believe, and who it was who 
would betray him.”  As the Great Physician healed their bodies, he knew the condition of their 
hearts.  As he passed out the bread and the fish, he looked them in their eyes and he could see 
their soul.  He knew who followed him in faith and who followed him as a fan.  He knew who 
believed in him and accepted his teaching, and who desired only what they could get from him. 

So on day two of the story, he taught in such a way to expose them—to expose their hearts of 
unbelief.  Through his teaching, he pressed them to a point of decision.  Just as when a sponge is 
squeezed, water comes out, so when these false disciples were squeezed by Jesus’ teaching, the 
truth about who they were came out. 

Jesus taught them many things too brilliant for darkened hearts to accept.  He taught them he was 
God’s anointed one, sent from heaven to dwell with men and to do God’s will.  He taught that he 
was greater than Moses and that he could feed them with food that gave eternal life.  He taught 
that they must believe in him to have eternal life and that only those who the Father drew to him 
would believe.  He taught that he would receive all who came to him in faith and that they would 
never fall away.  He taught that he would raise them from the dead.  And he taught that, 
spiritually speaking, the only way to receive eternal life is to partake of Jesus in faith. 

He used a vivid metaphor to describe faith. Faith is like eating Jesus’ flesh and drinking his 
blood.  To have faith is to take him in you—to feed on Jesus, consume him, dine on him.  The 
soul is starving by nature. Faith is the coming of the soul to Jesus to be spiritually satisfied. 

But the crowd would have none of it. The more Jesus taught, the more they chafed at what he 
said.  In verse 41, they “grumbled” about Jesus.  In verse 52, they fought among themselves over 
what Jesus taught.  But, now, in verse 60, they have had enough. They would hear no more. 
Jesus’ words were unbearable to listen to any further.  His teaching divided the true disciples 
from the false disciples. 

I. THE FALSE DISCIPLES’ HORRIBLE DEFECTION 

Verse 60 tells us that “when many of his disciples heard” his teaching, they responded: “This is a 
hard saying; who can listen to it?”"  Now the word “disciple” has a range of meanings.  At 
minimum, it means someone who followed after Jesus. It means a learner.  But that’s much 
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different than someone who has made a lifelong commitment to Jesus because they had put their 
trust in Jesus.  In this Gospel, a disciple is not necessarily someone we would call a Christian.  
Instead, it is someone who learns from Jesus and follows him, but whether they trust in him or 
not is another matter. 

In this passage, the mass of disciples are distinct from the twelve disciples, who are simply called 
“the twelve”.  The mass of disciples are those Jews who followed him from across the Sea of 
Galilee and found him teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum. 

Their commitment to search and find Jesus after he disappeared the night before probably 
indicates that these followers—these disciples—were the most fanatical of his disciples. They 
seemed to be the most committed and faithful, but we learn here that their commitment to him 
was superficial and they had no faith in him.  They stand in contrast with the twelve—the 11 
apostles plus Judas, who turns out to be worse than the crowd of disciples because he would later 
betray Jesus. 

So when John refers to the disciples in verse 60 and again in verse 66, he means these followers 
of Jesus who were attracted to him, but not committed to him in faith.  These disciples heard 
Jesus’ teaching, especially his words that “whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has 
eternal life” (v. 54), and they thought his teaching was “hard.” 

The word “hard” was a word that referred to something rough or firm to the touch.  That is, they 
thought his teaching was abrasive to their way of thinking. It beat them like a battering ram.  The 
idea isn’t that it’s hard to understand as it was hard to accept.  They found his teaching offensive. 

In contrast to what they thought, John Calvin remarks that “the hardness was in their hearts and 
not in the saying.”  They said among themselves, “Who can listen to [his teaching]?”  In other 
words, who can take it in? Who can accept it and believe it?  They weren’t bothered by what 
they couldn’t understand, they were bothered by what they did understand. 

They said these things apparently out of earshot from Jesus. But that didn’t stop Jesus from 
knowing what they were saying. 

John 6:61: "But Jesus, knowing in himself that his disciples were grumbling about this, said to 
them, “Do you take offense at this?"  

Do you take offense at my teaching?  The word he uses for offense sounds like a word you 
know: skandalizo.  His teaching sounded scandalous to their ears. It sounded impossible, 
immoral, even blasphemous. They were offended by his teaching.  Jesus was claiming to be the 
one through whom eternal life came by eating him and drinking him.  To make himself equal 
with God in the synagogue was outrageous, disgraceful, shameful, and reprehensible. 

He continued (v. 62): "Then what if you were to see the Son of Man ascending to where he was 
before?"  Jesus, the Son of Man, would in fact ascend to heaven, where he was before.  He is 
saying that if you think my teaching is offensive now, just wait until you see what I’ll do in the 
future. 

You might ask, what’s offensive about Jesus ascending into heaven?  It’s not so much the  
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 ascension itself that would be offensive as it that the ascension is the final part of the whole 
work of salvation that he would accomplish. 

Throughout the Gospel of John, Jesus’ work of salvation from cross to resurrection to ascension 
is treated as an unbreakable sequence.  To refer to the end is to refer to the whole.  For Jews, 
what’s the most offensive part about the whole work of salvation that Jesus would accomplish? 
What’s the most offensive part of the cross, the resurrection, and the ascension?  The cross. For 
the Messiah to be crucified on a cross and to die a death he doesn’t deserve would be offensive. 

Sometime after Jesus did died, rise, and ascend, Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 1:23: "We preach 
Christ crucified”—that’s our message, the Messiah who died on a cross—“a stumbling block to 
Jews."  They couldn’t handle it. They couldn’t accept a crucified Messiah.  Here is Jesus 
foreshadowing the offense they would take a year before he died on the cross.  He is saying in 
verse 62, if you think my teaching is offensive, just wait until you see your King and Messiah 
hanging on the cross. 

Yet with those with eyes to see and hearts full of faith, history’s greatest shame would also be 
history’s greatest glory.  What looked like God’s defeat was God’s victory.  And from that 
moment on, every man’s eternal destiny is determined by how one responds to the scandal of the 
cross. 

Do you accept his sacrifice or is it offensive or foolish to you?  These things are not understood 
and accepted by natural man.  The cross can only become beautiful and life-giving to you if the 
Spirit makes it so.  Jesus says (v. 63): "It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is no help at all."  
The flesh is no help in receiving Jesus’ words as true. Only the Spirit gives life. 

Again, Paul says in 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 he goes on to say that those who trust in Christ “have the mind of 
Christ” (1 Cor. 2:16). That is, believers are given the capacity to understand spiritual truth. 

A true disciple not only accepts Jesus’ words but is made a true disciple by Jesus’ words.  He 
says, “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.”  That is, his words work in the 
soul and awaken true spiritual life.  Jesus’ words produce true disciples.  But not all his disciples 
were true disciples. 

John 6:64: "But there are some of you who do not believe.” (For Jesus knew from the beginning 
who those were who did not believe, and who it was who would betray him.)"  

He continues (v. 65):  “This is why I told you that no one can come to me unless it is granted him 
by the Father.”"  Their unbelief is explained by that fact that no one can come and believe in him 
and accept his teaching unless the Father grants it.  Unless a divine miracle occurs, it is 
impossible to believe.  Left to themselves, sinners prefer an alternative to the true Jesus and his 
true teaching.  At this point, the disciples want nothing more to do with him. 

John 6:66: "After this many of his disciples turned back and no longer walked with him."  

They heard what Jesus stood for and they did not like it, so they defected. 
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One theologian summarizes their response: “What they wanted, [Jesus] would not give; what 
[Jesus] offered, they would not receive” (Bruce).  What a sad response!  Many are like them. 

If they can have the Jesus of their imagination, they’ll accept him. If they get a taste of Jesus as 
he is, they want nothing to do with him.  They fall away because of Jesus’ teaching, because of 
the word of God. 

Another commentator writes: “Here we come upon a truth that re-emerges in every age time and 
again. It is not the intellectual difficulty of accepting Christ which keeps men from becoming 
Christians; it is the height of Christ’s moral demands. . . [T]o this day many a man’s refusal of 
Christ comes, not because Christ puzzles and baffles the intellect, but because Christ challenges 
and condemns his life” (Barclay). 

Yes, Christ’s teaching condemns their lifestyle, challenges their choices, demands a morality of 
them that they do not desire, and so they reject Christ.  Attracted to Christ at first and even 
following him to some degree, their attachment is superficial and they do not abide (do not 
remain) in Christ, but instead reject him and his teaching. 

But thanks to God that isn’t the only response, even if it is the most common one.  Christ’s 
teaching not only exposes false disciples, but it creates and reveals true disciples. 

We move from the false disciples’ terrible defection to the true disciples’ holy confession. 

II. THE TRUE DISCIPLES’ HOLY CONFESSION 

We aren’t told how many started with him and how many left.  You get the impression, though, 
that there are scarcely more than the twelve remaining.  In response to the mass of disciples 
leaving, Jesus turned to his closest followers. 

John 6:67: "So Jesus said to the twelve, “Do you want to go away as well?”"  

The way the Greek is worded, it anticipates a negative answer: “Surely you don’t want to go 
away too, do you?”  This is the first time in the Gospel that they are referred to as “the twelve.” 
And here was their greatest test as disciples so far. This was a critical moment for them to 
demonstrate their loyalty to him.  If ever there was a time when it would be easy to go on home, 
go their own way, and forget about the past year, it was now.  This was the moment that Jesus 
challenged them to voice their allegiance, to make a stand, to say what they believed and in 
whom they believed. 

As he often did, Simon Peter rose to speak for the group.  Peter represented not only the 12 (or 
11), but all Christians who come after. He speaks for us.  His confession is our confession. 

John 6:68–69: "Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of 
eternal life, and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God.”"  

Wouldn’t we say the same thing?  Who else could we call Lord? Where else could we go? 

Jesus, you have opened our eyes. We have believed in you. We have come to know you.  If we 
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went anywhere else but where you are, we would lose the blessing of your presence.  If we went 
to anyone else, but you, we would lose our most precious relationship. 

Notice that the words of Jesus have the key to life: “You have the words of eternal life.”  His 
teaching brings life when it is believed. 

Have you believed in Christ’s words? Has he worked eternal life in you?  His message to us is 
clearer this side of the cross.  He gave us his flesh and blood on the cross as payment for the 
forgiveness of our sins. Trusting in him alone to save us assures us of eternal life. 

Peter’s confession is short, but wonderful.  The title, “Holy One of God,” is unusual.  About one 
year before this, in the very same town (Capernaum), in the very same synagogue, Jesus healed a 
man with an unclean spirit. As he healed the man, the unclean spirit cried out to Jesus and said, 
“I know who you are—the Holy One of God” (Luke 4:34; Mark 1:24). 

That’s the only other time that title is given to Jesus aside from Peter’s confession.  Now the 
unclean spirit knew who Jesus was. The spirits have no doubt who he is.  The only ones who 
don’t know who he is are humans. 

Here, Peter demonstrates that he has learned truly who Jesus is, not by the witness of an unclean 
spirit, but from what he has seen, heard, and believed. He believed the testimony of Jesus.  The 
title probably comes from the Old Testament, where God is called the Holy One of Israel.  
Whatever the source, Peter reaches for the heights as he confesses who Jesus is. 

These 11 disciples, at least, have faith in Jesus. They recognize that he is the Holy One of God.  
Though they would come to understand him better after the cross and resurrection, they 
understood him well enough now to know that he was God.  They knew him. They believed in 
him. 

But lest there be any pride in their confession—especially after so many just left—Jesus reminds 
them that he is sovereign over their faith in him.  They have faith in him only because he chose 
them. 

John 6:70-71: "Jesus answered them, “Did I not choose you, the twelve? And yet one of you is a 
devil. He spoke of Judas the son of Simon Iscariot, for he, one of the twelve, was going to betray 
him.”"  

One of the twelve doesn’t believe.  The last verse is a sobering reminder that even those whose 
walk seems closest to Jesus may in fact be false disciples.  This is the first time Judas is 
mentioned in this Gospel. Like all the other Gospels, “he is no sooner named then he is labeled 
as the betrayer” (Carson). 

CONCLUSION 

This is the world we live in today.  There are those who plainly reject Christ. There are those 
who secretly reject Christ.  And then there are those who Christ has called and who believe in 
Christ.  What separates the true disciples from false disciples is whether  a person receives 
Christ’s teaching.  We’re reminded that to truly receive Christ is to believe in Christ (1:12)  
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and to truly receive Jesus’ teaching is to believe in Jesus’ teaching.  So it follows that his true 
disciples keep on abiding in his word.  Jesus said in John 8:31: “If you abide in my word, you are 
truly my disciples. . ."  
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