A Master Like No Other #3

“Hard To Swallow”

John 6:22-71
For many people, taking medicine is a daily task; for some, it is a difficult task. They might have their own routine for getting the pill down, or they might try some innovative method like crushing it and mixing it with food or water, or the old Mary Poppins’ advice of “a spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down.”

But even for those who can take pills easily, other things in life can be just plain hard to swallow: 

· when a promotion comes up at work and one less qualified gets the job; 

· when a loved one is diagnosed with an awful disease or dies unexpectedly;

· when we watch someone go experience injustice.

The real difficulty with these situations is that we can’t crush them into powder or add a spoonful of sugar to help them go down. Some have tried escaping through drugs or alcohol, others through mystical religions, and some keep themselves so busy they don’t have time to think. But the problem persists. It’s still hard to swallow. In our series through the life of Jesus, we have come to a teaching that was literally hard to swallow. 

A Cynical Demand 

John 6 records two spectacular miracles performed by Jesus: the feeding of 5,000 (or more) with a small lunch and His walking on the water during a storm. As we might expect, the reaction by the people was overwhelming. But we might be surprised at how Jesus handled His instant popularity. We read in verses 22-29,

The next day the crowd that had stayed on the opposite shore of the lake realized that only one boat had been there, and that Jesus had not entered it with his disciples, but that they had gone away alone. Then some boats from Tiberias landed near the place where the people had eaten the bread after the Lord had given thanks. Once the crowd realized that neither Jesus nor his disciples were there, they got into the boats and went to Capernaum in search of Jesus.

When they found him on the other side of the lake, they asked him, “Rabbi, when did you get here?” 

Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, you are looking for me, not because you saw miraculous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill. Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. On him God the Father has placed his seal of approval.” 

Then they asked him, “What must we do to do the works God requires?”

Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” 
I find it interesting how often someone asks Jesus a question and He ignores it, instead cutting to the real issue. They were curious as to when and how Jesus had arrived. They did the math—only one boat had left the night before, and Jesus wasn’t on it. But Jesus didn’t satisfy their curiosity; He went to the heart of the matter. They weren’t serious disciples; they were selfish demanders. They had not only witnessed the miracle performed the day before; they had benefited from it. They got something for nothing. The crowd wanted to follow a prophet who will provide free food and political deliverance—another Moses.

Before we come down too hard on these folks, people today still want Jesus Christ only for the benefits He is able to give.
 This explains the popularity of the televangelists who promise prosperity and perfect health to their followers. To a lesser degree, this explains those who attend church and sometimes give to charity because they think that they’ll get something in return. Their bottom line is, “What’s in it for me?”

Jesus instead challenges them to look past the material and temporary and onto the spiritual and eternal. As He said when tempted by Satan in Matthew 4:4, “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” “Food that endures to eternal life,” He called it in this text, but like most people of His day they missed the significance. They couldn’t see past their physical world.

So they make a cynical demand in verses 30-31: “What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is written: ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’” 

Can you believe this? These are the same people who watched Jesus feed thousands of people with less food than you’d find in a McDonald’s Happy Meal, and their still demanding a miracle that they might “see and believe”? (This is why I call this a cynical demand.) They thought God’s order is see and believe. But the divine order is believe and see.
 Jesus said in John 11:40, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?” In the spiritual realm, believing is seeing. The reason they needed to see another miracle is because they didn’t believe in the first place.

Sadly, this has been the case throughout the history of Israel. In his excellent book Disappointment With God, Philip Yancey writes about the ancient Israelites:


When Moses climbed the sacred mountain stormy with the signs of God’s presence, those people who had lived through the ten plagues of Egypt, who had crossed the Red Sea on dry ground, who had drunk water from a rock [in the middle of a desert], who were digesting the miracle of manna in their stomachs at that moment—those same people got bored or impatient or rebellious or jealous and apparently forgot all about God. By the time Moses descended from the mountain, they were dancing like heathens around a golden calf.


God did not play hide-and-seek with the Israelites; they had every proof of his existence you could ask for. But astonishingly—and I could hardly believe the result, even as I read it—God’s directness seemed to produce the opposite of the desired effect. The Israelites responded not with worship and love, but with fear and open rebellion….


These dismal results may provide insight into why God does not intervene more directly today. Some Christians long for a world well-stocked with miracles and spectacular signs of God’s presence. I hear wistful sermons on the parting of the Red Sea and the ten plagues and the daily manna in the wilderness, as if the speakers yearn for God to unleash his power like that today. But the follow-the-dots journey of the Israelites should give us pause. Would a burst of miracles nourish faith? Not the kind of faith God seems interested in, evidently. The Israelites give ample proof that signs may only addict us to signs, not to God.

Certainly that was true in the days of Jesus. My guess is that it is still true today.

A Confounding Declaration

Once again, Jesus responds not with what the people want but with what they need. As Bruce Milne points out,

Jesus confronts the Galileans with their error. Basically they are materialists. Their real interest in Jesus lies in his feeding their bellies, so that they no longer had to work for their food. They are so obsessed with the material world that they are not able to see that the true blessing which God is offering them is not on that level at all.

People in the present aren’t all that much different. Milne continues,

Galileans are still met around Christian congregations today. They are down-to-earth folks who “don’t go in for this Bible study and prayer stuff”, or who don’t believe in “taking religion too far”. They are “practical Christians” who “live in the real world”, and whose motto text is “God helps those who help themselves.”

To such people Jesus said in verses 32-40,

Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.” 

“Sir,” they said, “from now on give us this bread.” 

Then Jesus declared, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty. But as I told you, you have seen me and still you do not believe. All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.”
Jesus is still trying to get the people’s minds off of physical appetites and onto their spiritual health. He speaks of “true bread from heaven” and “the bread of God” that “gives life to the world.” This is obviously not the kind of bread on the shelves of a grocery store or even what Mom bakes in the oven.

So He comes right out and says, “I am the bread of life.” They were looking for something; Jesus says what they need is Someone. Isn’t that typical of today? The world is looking for something to solve their problems (or at least help deal with them) or to make sense of their lives, but the answer is Someone. A. B. Simpson’s hymn, entitled “Himself,” and it captures what Jesus was trying to convey to the crowd.

Once it was the blessing, now it is the Lord;
Once it was the feeling, now it is His Word.
Once His gifts I wanted, now the Giver own;
Once I sought for healing, now Himself alone.
Once it was my working, His it hence shall be;
Once I tried to use Him, now He uses me.
Once the power I wanted, now the Mighty One;
Once for self I labored, now for Him alone.

The difference between religion and Christianity is simple: Religion is all about us; Christianity is all about Him. Religion is about what we do to impress God so we can get what we want; Christianity is about what God has done for us to fulfill His purpose.

Jesus presses His imagery even further in verses 48-58,

“I am the bread of life. Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.”

Then the Jews began to argue sharply among themselves, "How can this man give us his flesh to eat?" 

Jesus said to them, "I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me. This is the bread that came down from heaven. Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live forever.”

Talk about hard to swallow! Jesus declared that they had to eat His flesh and drink His blood—no wonder we read in verse 60, “On hearing it, many of his disciples said, ‘This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?’” The New English Bible expresses a different nuance: “This is more than we can stomach! Why listen to such talk?”


Some have interpreted this in terms of the Lord’s Supper we celebrate in our worship. But any connection with Communion must be secondary, for Jesus is speaking here to unbelievers, not believers; and to interpret this as the act of Communion would require people to partake of the bread and cup in order to be saved, and this is foreign to what Scripture teaches. What Jesus is talking about here is faith, as Milne writes,

Faith is like eating the flesh and drinking the blood of Jesus himself. Clearly the sacrifice of the cross is in his mind…. His broken body, and blood poured out, on the cross, need to be personally appropriated in an act of faith in Jesus which is akin to the personal act of eating food. This will produce a communion between Christ and his believing disciple parallel to the communion of Father and Son, which underlies the salvation that the Son will offer, the eternal life which will triumph over death.


There is nothing magical about the crackers and grape juice we consume on Sunday mornings at church. That act does not save anyone; the bread symbolizes the body of Christ, the juice symbolizes the blood of Christ, and our ingesting the bread and juice symbolizes our taking Christ into our lives by faith. “To feed on Christ in one’s heart by faith with thanksgiving is to “eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood” and so have eternal life.”

A Challenging Decision 

Jesus laid it all out in as plain and blunt terms possible. There was no possible way His audience could miss what He was saying. Many complained that Jesus’ words were “hard” in verse 60. William Barclay explains,

It is little wonder that the disciples found the discourse of Jesus hard. The Greek word is sklēros, which means not hard to understand; but hard to accept. The disciples knew quite well that Jesus had been claiming to be the very life of God come down from heaven, and that no one could live this life or face eternity without submitting to him. Here we come upon a truth that re-emerges in every age. Time and again it is not the intellectual difficulty which keeps men from becoming Christians; it is the height of Christ’s moral demand.

It’s not that they couldn’t comprehend Jesus’ words; they wouldn’t comply with them. They were “offended” by what He taught, and the Greek word used here means “scandalized.”
 This was quite the scandal! Could you imagine what the tabloid press would do if Jesus spoke those words today? It would be all over the grocery counter newspapers. Yet how men and women respond to this supreme scandal determines their destiny.
 They faced a challenging decision, one put forth by Pontius Pilate to the Good Friday mob, “What will you do with Jesus?”

Verse 66 records, “From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him.” They wanted the food but they did not want the truth; and, in the end, most of them abandoned Jesus and refused to walk with Him. He lost His crowd with one sermon!
 Greek scholar Marvin Vincent points out, “The Greek expresses more than the English. They went away (ἀπό) from Christ, literally, to the things behind, to what they had left in order to follow the Lord.”
 In essence they repented from Jesus. They had come to Jesus to get something from him; when it came to suffering for him and giving to him they quit.

Notice how Christ reacted to their decision. He did not try to talk unwilling disciples into staying with Him, nor did He make things easier for them so that they would reconsider their relationship to Him. He wants eager followers, not fickle fans.

How today’s Church needs to hear and heed this example of her Lord! In a quest for statistical success and financial stability, many preachers and congregations have compromised the very Gospel of Jesus Christ. As John MacArthur observes,

The gospel our age has popularized is a sugar-coated placebo designed more to soothe sinners than to convert them. The gospel according to Jesus stands in stark contrast. Our Lord frequently chased the most enthusiastic inquirers away. We have already studied his challenge to the rich young ruler. That was no isolated episode in his evangelistic ministry. Luke 9:57–62, for example, relates how Jesus ran off three other hot prospects. Think also of the crowds that followed Jesus during the early days of his ministry. Why did so many of them turn away? Because Jesus repeatedly made difficult demands. He commanded those who sought eternal life to deny themselves, forsake all, and follow him. He never held forth the hope of salvation to anyone who refused to submit to his sovereign lordship. His words to the multitudes in Mark 8:34–37 could hardly have been more straightforward: “If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me. For whoever wishes to save his life shall lose it; and whoever loses his life for My sake and the gospel’s shall save it. For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world, and forfeit his soul? For what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?”

This is the message of this church, and of any true church that bears the name of Jesus Christ. The name of Jesus is not a magic formula, and Christianity is not a get-rich-quick-and-easy scheme. Jesus did not come to earth to make people feel better about themselves or to enhance their self-esteem. He came to show people how utterly helpless and hopeless they are…without Him. That is why He sacrificed His life on the cross on what we will celebrate as Good Friday. If mankind was alright in his present state, the cross of Jesus Christ would be history’s most tragic, unnecessary event. But in fact it was necessary because man is hopelessly lost on his own. That is what Good Friday and Easter are all about. That is what Christianity is all about.

Many of you already know this. You have made that challenging decision for your own life, and you have chosen to follow Christ, even as Peter and the other disciples did at the end of this chapter. For you I present this challenge from the pen of John Stott:

To love my neighbour is to seek and to serve his highest good. …Man’s highest good is more than the basic necessities of food, clothing and shelter. It is not even health of body and mind or harmonious integration into society. It concerns his relationship with God, in whose image and likeness he has been made. It is because man is fundamentally a spiritual being that he cannot live by bread alone. He has a deeper hunger than baker’s bread can satisfy. If we know this, and if we also know the gospel which can introduce him to ‘the true bread from heaven’ [John 6:32], we cannot claim to love him if we leave him alone to starve.


To those who have not made that decision, though, you must. The direction of your life, the fulfillment of your existence, and your eternal destiny all depend upon this decision. As we gather around the Lord’s Table this day, what will you do with Jesus? Will you partake of the Bread of Life? Or do you find it hard to swallow?
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