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The latter part of the sixth chapter of John has been a lightening-rod for theologians. The aim
of this paper is to elucidate some of the reasons there are varied and conflicting interpretations of
this section of Scripture. After the theological background is laid, the sixth chapter of John will
be explained carefully in context. Only a close, sequential reading of Scripture will ultimately
validate a particular interpretation. Any interpretation, no matter how creative or desirable, is
not of God if it does not agree with the words He has given.

Historical Interpretations of John 6
For the interpretation of John 6, Luther has been a dominant force until the nineteenth century.
A Lutheran should hear and consider his words, as the “foremost teacher,” though not accept
them without comparison to God’s Word.1 He is still just a teacher, and not an authority, no
matter how insightful his work.
Luther did not mince words when describing John 6 and whether it talked about the Lord’s
Supper: “In the first place the sixth chapter of John must be entirely excluded from this discussion
[of the Supper], since it does not refer to the sacrament in a single syllable. Not only because the
sacrament was not yet instituted, but even more because this passage itself and the sentences
following plainly show, as I have already stated, that Christ is speaking of faith in the incarnate
1

FC SD VII, 41; Kolb-Wengert, 600.

Word.”2 He did not waver on his position. In His thorough “Great Confession on the Lord’s
Supper,” he refused to examine John 6, because “the sixth chapter of John does not refer at
all to the Supper.”3 This chapter of John came up frequently in discussions about the Lord’s
Supper. Most of the theologians who denied that Christ’s body was orally received went first
to John 6:63a,4 rather than to the words of institution.5 But Luther’s position, was not just a
polemical tactic.6 We have 21 continuous sermons on John 6:26-71, which cover 192 pages in the
American Edition of his works.7 Here he instructs God’s flock on the benefits of faith.
Virtually all Lutherans until the nineteenth century followed Luther’s position on John 6.8
The exceptions are not known as orthodox Lutherans.9 In Luther’s time, the Roman church was
by no means unified on the issue. There was much tradition both for and against a sacramental
interpretation. Augustine’s exegesis on John 6 proved influential for Luther and many in the
Roman church. Luther’s opponent Cardinal Cajetan held the same basic position as Luther, just
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as did Calvin.10 The Council of Trent came to no conclusion on the matter.11 Chemnitz summarizes the catholicity of Luther’s interpretation, which Luther claimed was simply Augustine’s:
“For when Christ in this sermon speaks concerning his flesh and blood, all interpreters, ancients
and those more recent, as many Lutherans and Calvinists, and also the papists, understand by
these words the very person of Christ, with all his benefits and merits.”12
Besides a few isolated theologians, this teaching is consistent among Lutherans until the
modern era. In the nineteenth century, Wilhelm Loehe advocated a more sacramental interpretation.13 Both Warner Elert and Herman Sasse followed suit.14 Why do many modern Lutherans
no longer follow Luther in this matter?

Modern Interpretations of John 6
What marks a dramatic change are new assumptions regarding Scripture, born out of historical
criticism. The reasoning behind one’s position is more important than whether it is called
‘sacramental.’ Luther, as did most non-sacramental interpreters, said that the John 6 discourse
occurred chronologically before the words of institution. Chemnitz summarizes: “those who
contend that this sixth chapter properly and through itself pertains to the doctrine of the Supper
hallucinate most grievously. For indeed this sermon occurred in Capernaum in the third year of
the ministry of Christ, though in turn the holy supper was instituted not before the following
fourth year, in Jerusalem, in the night in which Christ was betrayed.”15 The historical context
(that Jesus was speaking to unbelieving Jews) and the Gospel chronology were clear reasons it
did not reference the Sacrament. But modern critical investigations caused a weakening and
even an out-right denial of the historical basis of the biblical text. The Gospels, in particular,
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by the twentieth century, were no longer seen as simple historical narratives. The rationalistic
denial of Scripture’s historicity and enlightenment-influenced assumptions on religion caused
scholarly uncertainty over Jesus’ words. The focus in exegesis became the Gospel writers and
their context.16 No longer thought to be inspired writers, they became seen as creative authors
and distinctive theologians in their own right.
After World War II, “redaction criticism,” became a specific method in exegesis.
It is concerned with studying the theological motivation of an author as this is revealed
in the collection, arrangement, editing, and modification of traditional material, and
in the composition of new material or the creation of new forms within the traditions
of early Christianity. Although the discipline is called redaction criticism, it could
equally be called “composition criticism” because it is concerned with the composition
of new material and the arrangements of redacted or freshly created material into new
units and patterns, as well as with redaction of existing material.17
Due to critical efforts, finding the historical Jesus was a dead-end, so the focus shifted to the
Gospel writer (called the redactor or editor).
Almost universally, modern interpreters of the Bible refer to the theology of a particular
redactor, not one unified theology of the Bible.18 This critical insight changed both the presumed
historical and theological context of the John 6 narrative. No longer was it a sermon of Jesus
to Jews after the feeding of the 5000, it became allegedly overlaid with symbolism and allusions
meant for later Christians, not the first audience recorded in Scripture.19 Because it is assumed
16
“Gospels are not [‘arranged chronologically like’] diaries but post-resurrection, interpretive, theological commentaries on what Jesus said and did . . . . All four Evangelists, and not just John wrote their Gospels after and
in the light of the resurrection within the real life situations in which the authors found themselves. With the
exception of the birth, death, and resurrection narratives, the Gospels are theologically arranged, not necessarily
according to time sequence, but according to topics.” David Scaer, “Once More to John 6,” in Teach Me Thy
Way, O Lord: Essays in Honor of Glen Zweck on the Occasion of His Sixty-fifth Birthday eds. J. Bart Day and
Andrew Smith (Houston: The Zweck Festschrift Committee, 2000), 224-25. The move from viewing Scripture as
straightforward, historically accurate documents to theological commentaries for a later time masquerading to be
simple, historical narratives of Jesus’ life is drastic. Luke’s words contradict that shift in thinking. “I too decided
to write an orderly account” Luke 1:3.
17
Norman Perrin, What is Redaction Criticism? (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1969), 1.
18
This description of Louis J. Martyn’s History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel summarizes redaction
criticism well: “The author distinguishes between tradition and redaction in the case of four blocks of Johannine
material, all miracle stories, and then goes on to draw conclusions both about the theology of John and about
the historical situation in the church in which John was writing.” Perrin, 85.
19
“The original first-century audience was composed of two primary groups: (1) those who participated in the
events of Jesus’ life (the ministry of Jesus in A.D. 30) and (2) those who received the Gospel (Luke’s church
in A.D. 55-60).” Arthur Just, Luke 1:1-9:50, Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1996), 5.
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that John, the real source of Jesus’ words, wrote in a liturgical, churchly setting, license is
assumed to pursue exactly those types of interpretations.20
Besides the obvious problem regarding the authority of Scripture, the historicity of biblical accounts is at best considered irrelevant. The twentieth century German theologian Rudolf
Bultmann, who denied the possibility of miracles, is a frequent foil for sacramental interpreters
of John. He taught that “Johannine tradition asserts that the Spirit and the Word are opposed to all forms of sacramentalism.”21 In opposition, theologians on the other side of the
sacramental aisle claimed the opposite: they see the sacraments everywhere in John, reasoning
from John’s assumed context. The Gospel of John becomes a touchstone because it does not
explicitly mention the institution of the sacraments. In fact, in place of the institution of the
Supper John 13 contains Jesus washing the disciples’ feet. That John did not consider it worth
mentioning the sacraments is offensive to many. But redaction criticism allows one to ignore the
textual situation.22 According to the Catholic Raymond Brown, Jesus’ words were edited later to
“bring out the sacramental undertones.”23 Oscar Cullman, and many Roman Catholics suddenly
found “sacramental allusions in every Johannine story.”24 These kind of a priori hermeneutics
ultimately tell us much more about the interpreter than about the biblical text itself. Once
modifications and changes to the received text are allowed, almost any theological position can
20
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Frederick W. Guyette, “Sacramentality in the Fourth Gospel: Conflicting Interpretation,” in Ecclesiology 3.2
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look at the very clearest truth.” Luther, The Bondage of the Will (1525), LW 33:26-27.
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Koester, 436.
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be easily justified. Modern interpreters seem to bring more to the text than they carry from it.25
Luther does not argue from what the text “must” say, like a modern, but what it actually does
say: “I now remind you that these words are not to be misconstrued and made to refer to the
Sacrament of the Altar; whoever so interprets them does violence to this Gospel text. There is
not a letter in it that refers to the Lord’s Supper.”26
The clarity of Scripture, a necessary dogma of a church whose sole authority is the Bible, is
not defended by modern exegetes.27 The setting of the redactor, not the context given in the
Gospel, becomes the key to interpreting.
Beginning in the nineteenth century, developments in historical critical scholarship
significantly weakened the arguments for a non-sacramental reading of the text. The
Reformers maintained that a reference to the Lord’s Supper would be incongruous in
John 6 since the sacrament had not yet been instituted. Critical scholars, however,
understood the Johannine discourses as creative compositions by the evangelist, not
transcriptions of Jesus’ own words, therefore a reference to the sacrament, which
would have been incongruous on the lips of the historical Jesus, could simply reflect
the interest of the later church.28
The nature and authority of Scripture is the larger question behind differing John 6 interpretations.29 “Such [critical] methods are not without value in that the earliest church reflections on
the Lord’s Supper are seen to resemble closely what later became the classical Reformed view of
a symbolical meal. Texts in their final form, as we have them in the Bible, were encrusted with
views now associated with Lutherans and Catholics . . . the Gospels preserve both earlier and
later reflections on the Last Supper.”30 The major problem with this stance is that the words
25

This is a saying from Saint Hilary of Poitiers (c. 300 - c. 368). Chemnitz, Harmonia, 25.
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attributed to Jesus are no longer really His Words, since they have been redacted, changed, or
even falsified to reflect a later situation. These critical methods make the whole Bible unsuitable
as a doctrinal source and norm.31
The issue is no longer what the text itself says, but one’s “sacramental hermeneutics,” unrecoverable traditions behind the text, or vague symbolism. Luther, and even Catholic theologians
of his time, could not conceive of the Scriptural text as a hodge-podge mixture of traditions
and redactions indicating a theological intent, but not a historical one.32 They saw their doctrine as based and authorized on clear words of God which are historically accurate. Because of
the assumed unity of Scripture across time and writers, the Gospel of John’s perceived lack of
sacramentality gave no pause to pre-modern interpreters.33 The Gospels were not seen as representative of competing theologies, but as foundations for one grand, God-given theology—the
correct one.
Now further it must also be considered whether and to what extent the teaching of this
sermon [John 6] may be accommodated to the doctrine of the most holy Sacrament
of the Supper. They teach most correctly who state that however many dogmas of
the church there are, each individual article of the faith has its own sedes [Latin for
seat] in certain passages of Scripture. And there where it is given directly, it ought
to be explicated, if only we desire to obtain the true and native understanding of
the heavenly doctrine. If we do this in the present matter we shall see, more clearly
than the mid-day sun, that those who contend that this sixth chapter properly and
through itself pertains to the doctrine of the Supper hallucinate most grievously.34
The change in Jesus’ audience, marks the change in exegetical assumptions. In redaction
31
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have life in His name” John 20:30-31.
34
Harmonia, 25.
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criticism the early church becomes the setting and its concerns become the topic of Jesus’ words.35
Luther would not deny that Christ was talking to all Christians, but to say that the most
immediate context of Jesus’ words was a situation after His ascension, would be unthinkable to
him.
“When the biblical events are treated in isolation from one another, that is, not as a postEaster reflection of the apostles in the life of the church that was born in baptism and was
nourished by the Lord’s Supper, a non-sacramental reading of the biblical texts is inevitable.”36
This assumption that one must have the right knowledge of the sacraments to see the sacramental
allusions leaves Scripture unclear at best and unhistorical at its worst. Before modern critical
methods were used on the Bible, it was not possible to think that the proper audience of Scriptural
conversations were people not mentioned in the text.37 This description of Calvin’s thinking
would apply to everyone, before the eighteenth century: “It was inconceivable to him that the
pericope could reflect the actual liturgical practice of the early church, having been written from
a post-resurrection perspective. Because of the chronology of events in the Gospel narrative,
Calvin almost had to interpret this pericope as a reference to a ‘perpetual eating of faith’ as
if eating were simply a metaphor for believing.” “Modern ‘higher criticism’ with its capacity
to analyze, deconstruct, and reconstruct biblical texts, however, was simply not available to
him.”38 Luther’s conclusions seem incredible and simplistic to those marinated in historical
critical assumptions. If in John 6 Jesus’ words are reflections of the later church’s situation, no
certain knowledge can be gained from the text itself.39
35

“A post-Easter church celebrating the eucharist understood these words in light of her own sacramental
practice.” David Scaer, “Once More to John 6,” 232. Even if this were admitted, does it suggest that we are to
understand it in that light? To do so is to go beyond the text and read into it.
36
David Scaer, “Reformed Exegesis,” 18.
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One such example is from Hermann Sasse. “John deliberately left out the institution of the sacrament in his
narrative of the Last Supper . . . he did not want the pagan readers to know everything. This is the reason why
the Sacraments are not directly mentioned. Chapter 6 shows that Jesus spoke about the future sacrament even
before his passion, but this could be a hint only as to what was going to happen later. Whatever this mysterious
chapter may mean, it cannot be the source of our knowledge about the Sacrament of the Altar. This is My body,
144.
38
Eleanor B. Hanna, “Biblical Interpretation and Sacramental Practice: John Calvin’s Interpretation of John
6:51-58,” in Worship 73, No. 1 (May 1999), 228, 219.
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explicated? That is in essence to say that the Scriptures contain two or more theologies in competition. Without
unity, the Scriptures cannot be an authority.
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A Sacramental Definition
The word “sacramental” has no one definition. “Sacrament” is a “church Latin loan-translation
of Greek mysterion, ‘mystery.’ ”40 Though it is a translation of biblical word (µυστèριον), the
ecclesiastical definition is not the biblical one. The Latin Sacramentum means oath or rite, but
in the Scriptures µυστèριον (mystery) refers to teaching or doctrine revealed by God.41
The following passages show how µυστèριον is primarily about the whole Christian revelation
in Christ: “Now to him who is able to establish you in accordance with my gospel, the message I
proclaim about Jesus Christ, in keeping with the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages
past” (Rom. 16:25). “The mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is
now disclosed to the Lord’s people. To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles
the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:26-27). To
define a “mystery” as a rite is anachronistic.42 As Luther says: “The Holy Scriptures contain one
sacrament only, which is the Lord Jesus Christ himself.”43 In Col. 1:27 the mystery is defined as
“Christ in you.”44
On the other hand, the churchly definition of “sacrament” is a rite instituted by Christ
that contains the promise of grace. Usually we think of two, Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.
Due to the Supper’s continual celebration and place in Christian worship it is often called just
“the Sacrament.” But without a biblical mandate, one must limit the meaning of sacrament,
lest it mean everything. If we define “sacrament” wide enough there is nothing that is not
40

“sacrament” Dictionary.com, Online Etymology Dictionary, Douglas Harper, http://dictionary.reference.
com/browse/sacrament.
41
“Sacrament” Dictionary of Religion and Philosophy, Geddes MacGregor (New York: Paragon House, 1989),
550.
42
This passage is often read narrower than its Scriptural setting: “This, then, is how you ought to regard us:
as servants of Christ and as those entrusted with the mysteries God has revealed” (Eph. 4:1). The “mysteries”
refer to whole teaching of the Gospel of Christ, which are to be taught. This would include the sacraments, but
it is not limited to liturgical acts.
43
Quoted in Guyette, 243. See Luther, Commentary on Hebrews (1518), LW 29:123-34, 225. A later statement
from 1538: “Christ is presented to us as gift or sacrament.” Martin Luther, Only the Decalogue Is Eternal:
Martin Luther’s Complete Antinomian Theses and Disputations, ed. and trans. Holger Sonntag, Cygnus Series
(Minneapolis: Lutheran Press, 2008), 111.
44
Augustine uses “sacrament” in this way for the feeding of the 5000: “After the sacrament of the miracle, He
introduces discourse, that, if possible, they who have been fed may be further fed, that He may with discourse
fill their minds, whose bellies He filled with the loaves, provided they take in.” Tractates on the Gospel of John,
trans. John Gibb. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, vol. 7, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian
Literature Publishing, 1888.) rev. and ed. Kevin Knight, http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1701025.htm.
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“sacramental.” For example, the following quote uses “sacramental” in the wide and narrow
sense: Luther’s view of the Bible “included a Creator who was intimately involved with His
creation and was therefore thoroughly incarnational and sacramental. Lutherans, following their
theological father expect to find an abundance of incarnational and sacramental [narrow sense]
references everywhere in the bible, an impossibility for the neo-Evangelical scholars.”45 This is
why John 6 has become a false litmus test for demonstrating one’s Lutheranism. Though it is not
a historic Lutheran position, it is reasoned that many sacramental references are logical if God
is involved with creation. However, the Bible was not written as a polemic text against “neoEvangelical scholars,” or any other group. It is not a large number of allusions which establish
doctrine, but one clear word of God.
The Lutheran Confessions clarify this point:
Finally, if everything that has the command of God and some promise added to it
ought to be counted a sacrament, why not include prayer, which can most truly be
called a sacrament? Were it included among the sacraments, as though in a more
exalted position, it would encourage people to pray. Alms and afflictions could also
be listed here, which are themselves signs to which God has added promises. But let
us skip over all of this. No intelligent person will argue much about the number or
terminology, as long as those things are retained that have the mandate and promises
of God.46
Because of its varied uses, it is necessary to define the word “sacramental.” In this paper it will
refer to a text being about the Lord’s Supper in its simple, plain sense.

Scripture
The most controversial facet of John 6, is that because it resembles somewhat the words of institution, a sacramental interpretation is easy to make. That is not just a recent phenomenon. But
today, one’s interpretation of this passage often reveals more about one’s doctrine of Scripture.
The divide between ancient and modern commentators is not “is John 6 sacramental?”; but
whether John’s Gospel is reliable history. The chronology of the Gospel was assumed reliable in
45
46

David Scaer, “Reformed Exegesis,” 18.
Apology of the Augsburg Confession, XIII, 16-17; Kolb-Wengert, 221.
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the past. But today even fairly conservative theologians deny that everything in the Bible is of
the same cloth.
The transition from one theme to the next is so abrupt, the tension between the
statement about the spiritual eating of Christ in faith and that about the sacramental
eating and drinking of His flesh and blood is so great that John 6:51b-58 has been
interpreted as an insertion by which the ecclesiastical doctrine of the Lord’s Supper
as “medicine of immortality” was introduced into the Fourth Gospel, which was
originally not interested in the Sacrament and therefore ignored the institution of
the Lord’s Supper (thus R. Bultmann, Das Johannes Evangelium, 161ff.). Now this
gospel, just like the synoptics, also in other respects shows traces of a complicated
process of development, and it is quite conceivable that the discourses as we read
them today may have come together from various sources. But to lay bare some sort
of original John [Ur-Johannes] from the text as we have it is impossible.47
When examined carefully, the sacramental question is secondary to the presuppositions that are
brought to the text. When doctrine is assumed and read into Scripture, instead of read out of
Scripture, God’s Word is lost.
Here is an extreme example of one who has all exegetical answers before reading the text:
If one has difficulty seeing Christ as the treasure buried in the field, or as the Good
Samaritan, or as Moses with outstretched arms, then he will certainly not find the
Sacraments, the Office of the Holy Ministry and the Church in these loci. It is not
surprising that in churches where Holy Communion is an occasional added extra a
kind of Nestorian separation occurs, on the one hand, between Christ, and on the
other, between His Sacraments, His Ministry and His Church. Those open to patristic
exegesis will see Baptism and the Supper in the two streams which flowed from the
Savior’s riven side, but those with a proof-text mentality will see an unexplainable
physiological phenomenon.48
In this view, John 6 is just a pawn in a larger polemical battle for a maximizing the “full
sacramental interpretation of the biblical texts.”49
But do more biblical references really buttress the Church’s doctrine? Allusions, typology,
or hidden sacramental messages are by definition not clear. Even if multitudes of these vague
sacramental readings were conceded, would it explain anything about them or benefit the church?
47

Hermann Sasse, We Confess the Sacraments, trans. Norman Nagel (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
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No. Mere symbolic mentions of a sacramental act do not profit faith. The Lord’s Supper and
Baptism do not offer grace apart from Christ and the promise of life in Him. An unclear,
unspecific word is not useful for practice or faith. Luther had a primarily dogmatic interpretation
of Scripture.50 The Hussites, much like the Orthodox church, looked to John 6:53 as authoritative
for the Supper. Luther, on the other hand dismissed that notion: “the Bohemians cannot
properly rely on this passage in support of the sacrament in both kinds.”51 The method of
clear biblical texts establishing doctrine was not unique to Lutherans. The argument over the
Supper between Luther and his opponents centered on which passage is primary: John 6 or its
institution.
A common roadblock thrown up to a non-sacramental interpretation of John 6 is John 3:5:
“Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and
the Spirit.” What has commonly been taken as a reference to Baptism, seems to indicate that
John 6 must be sacramental. But the contexts of these narratives are quite different. In John 3
Jesus is conversing with Nicodemus, a pharisee and “a ruler of the Jews” (v1). But the pharisees
were familiar with Baptism, since John had baptized before Jesus’ ministry began. “People went
out to [John the Baptist] from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan.
Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. But when he saw many of
the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said to them: ‘You brood of
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?’ ” (Matt. 3:5-7) Jesus in John 3 was
not discussing something which did not exist at the time or His audience did not know about.52
Luther did not assume his doctrine, but claimed to base his teaching on Scripture. Instead of
a passage that did not explicitly talk about the Supper (John 6), Luther continually redirected
50

“Yet we do not hereby condemn the Fathers and teachers who used and adduced the sixth chapter of John
with respect to the Supper, just as they surely oftentimes adduce other passages unevenly. For their opinion is,
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51
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the argument to the words of institution at the 1529 Marburg Colloquy.
If you [Oecolampadius] regard the flesh as useless, you may do so as far I am concerned; but we rely on God’s Word. The Word says, first, that Christ has a body:
that I believe. Furthermore, that even this body has ascended to heaven and sitteth
on the right hand of the Father: that I also believe. The Word says in the same way
that this body itself is in the Lord’s Supper, and is given to us to be eaten: that also
I believe. For my Lord Jesus Christ can easily do it when he desires to, and in his
words he testifies that he will do it. On these words I shall rely steadfastly until he
himself, by another word, says something different.53
The doctrine of original sin was a significant factor in Luther’s approach to Scripture. What
is “reasonable” to sinful man is not godly. The Old Adam is opposed to the truth of God. In
regards to the Supper, Luther speaks of his own struggles:
I confess that if Dr. Karlstadt, or anyone else, could have convinced me five years
ago that only bread and wine were in the sacrament he would have done me a great
service. At that time I suffered such severe conflicts and inner strife and torment that
I would gladly have been delivered from them. I realized that at this point I could
best resist the papacy. There were two who then wrote me, with much more skill than
Dr. Karlstadt has, and who did not torture the Word with their own preconceived
notions. But I am a captive and cannot free myself. The text is too powerfully
present, and will not allow itself to be torn from its meaning by mere verbiage.54
This authoritative view of Scripture is at odds with a redacted Scripture that is teeming with
contradictory and polyvalent meaning.

Two Types of Eating
Despite the fact that the Lord’s Supper is not dealt with in John 6, this passage continually
comes up in discussions on the Supper.55 The spiritual eating of Christ by faith, which John 6
teaches, is not limited just to the Supper, but certainly it should be with the oral eating of the
Sacrament.56 In fact, “the sedes for spiritual manducation is in this sixth chapter of John, for
53
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sacramental manducation, the words of institution.”57 A “spiritual eating” sounds suspicious
and un-Lutheran, but this has always been taught as necessary for a beneficial reception of the
Supper. Without this teaching, the Roman teaching which denigrates faith and Christ’s works
would have won over. John 6 is important for the Supper because it speaks of faith which receives
the benefits of Christ.
The Lutheran Confessions state that there are two types of eating. After discussing I Cor.
11:27, the sedes for unworthy eating in the Supper, the spiritual eating of Christ by faith is
explained:
So there is a twofold eating of Christ’s flesh. First, there is a spiritual kind of eating,
which Christ treats above all in John 6. This occurs in no other way than with the
Spirit and faith in the proclamation of and meditation on the gospel, as well as in
the Supper. It is in and of itself useful, salutary, and necessary for all Christians at
all times for their salvation. Without this spiritual reception even the sacramental or
oral eating in the Supper is not only not salutary but also harmful and damning.
This spiritual eating, however, is nothing other than faith—namely, hearkening to,
accepting with faith, and applying to ourselves God’s Word, which presents Christ
to us as true God and a true human being along with all his benefits (God’s grace,
forgiveness of sins, righteousness, and eternal life). . . . The other kind of eating of
Christ’s body is oral or sacramental.58
Luther cites Augustine’s dictum: “Why do you make ready your teeth and your stomach?
Believe and you have eaten.”59 While this accurately describes faith according to John 6, it
cannot be applied to the sacramental eating in the Supper, which does require “taking” and
“eating.” The benefits, though not the body, of Christ in the Supper are received through the
spiritual eating of faith. As Augustine poignantly asserts: “you will understand that His grace is
not consumed by tooth-biting.”60 The fanatics opposed by Luther accepted the spiritual eating
taught in John 6, while they denied the oral eating in the Supper taught in its institution.
On the other hand, the Roman church denied that the eating by faith was necessary for
receiving the benefits in the Supper: “If anyone says that the sacraments of the New Law
do not through the act performed (ex opere operato) confer grace, but that faith alone in the
57
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divine promises suffices to obtain grace, let him be anathema.”61 Lutherans held the oral eating
regardless of faith, but that the Supper is not beneficial without faith. In the Roman view, the
sacraments are automatic grace dispensers and ultimately a work done by the recipient. This
however denies justification by faith alone and turns the Supper into a work intended to earn
grace. In opposition, Heb. 4:2 reads: “For indeed the gospel was preached to us as well as to
them; but the word which they heard did not profit them, not being mixed with faith in those
who heard it.”
The essence of the Sacrament remains unchanged by the recipient, but the benefit is only
received by faith. “Therefore as much difference as there is between an external ceremony of labor
and internal faith of the heart, so much is the difference between the two types of manducation.”62
The guilt and harm that comes from unworthy eating in I Cor. 11:27 plays a large role in the
Supper. John 6:53 is an absolute statement: “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and
drink His blood, you have no life in you.” Doctrinally, Luther could not apply this to the Supper,
because the Supper is not meant for all.63
Some persons, to be sure, have misapplied these words in their teaching concerning
the sacrament, as in the decretal Dudum and many others. But it is one thing
to misapply the Scriptures and another to understand them in their proper sense.
Otherwise, if this passage were enjoining a sacramental eating, when he says: ‘Unless
you eat my flesh and drink my blood, you have no life in you,’ he would be condemning
all infants, all the sick, and those absent or in any way hindered from the sacramental
eating, however strong their faith might be.64
Despite a denial of its literal significance for the Supper, John 6 does play a role in the
Lutheran theology of the Supper. This discourse of Jesus is centered on faith in Christ, without
which the Supper is “harm and damnation.”65
61
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Historical Context of John 6
The following close reading of John 6 will rely on textual evidence available to all readers, not
just those from certain backgrounds or with a particular hermeneutic. Luther’s 21 sermons,
preached from 1530-1531, provide rich material to flesh out the meaning of Christ’s discourse.
This reading will assume the integrity of the text and its status as a doctrinal norm. Modern
critical concerns will not be addressed. The purpose of this close reading is to show that Luther’s
interpretation of John 6 is correct, in that it expresses what Jesus taught. This is best proved by
illustrating the usefulness and suitableness of this interpretation for Gospel proclamation within
the church. A hoard of negative, logical arguments or assumptions, will not be productive, if the
true meaning of God’s Word remains inaccessible.
Verses 1-14 of chapter 6 relate the feeding of the 5000. The historical facts of the first audience
are related, which are integral to the latter parts of John 6.
1

After these things Jesus went over the Sea of Galilee, which is the Sea of Tiberias.
Then a great multitude followed Him, because they saw His signs which He performed
on those who were diseased. 3 And Jesus went up on the mountain, and there He sat
with His disciples. 4 Now the Passover, a feast of the Jews, was near.
2

Due to the Passover, a large number of visitors had come for the feast. The audience is Jewish,
which is quite significant, in light of Jesus’ later words.
The reason why the great crowd came to Jesus is given. They beheld the signs which Christ
had done over the sick (âθε¸ρουν τ σηµεØα  âποÐει âπÐ τÀν ασθενοÔντων). The Jews saw the
signs as a spectacle, not as indicators of Jesus’ divinity. This explains the almost antagonistic
attitude of Jesus toward the crowds later. Jesus first tests Philip, one of the twelve.
5

Then Jesus lifted up His eyes, and seeing a great multitude coming toward Him, He
said to Philip, ‘Where shall we buy bread, that these may eat?’ 6 But this He said
to test [πειρζων] him, for He Himself knew what He would do. 7 Philip answered
Him, ‘Two hundred denarii worth of bread is not sufficient for them, that every one
of them may have a little.’
Jesus presents a problem without an earthly solution. To test or tempt (πειρζω) is used both
in a good and bad sense. Divine testing is always meant for good, not to cause one to fall.66
66
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After the five loaves and two fish are found, Jesus performs the great sign:
10

Then Jesus said, “Make the people sit down.” Now there was much grass in the
place. So the men sat down, in number about five thousand. 11 And Jesus took the
loaves, and when He had given thanks He distributed them to the disciples, and the
disciples to those sitting down; and likewise of the fish, as much as they wanted. 12 So
when they were filled, He said to His disciples, “Gather up the fragments that remain,
so that nothing is lost.” 13 Therefore they gathered them up, and filled twelve baskets
with the fragments of the five barley loaves which were left over by those who had
eaten. 14 Then those men, when they had seen the sign that Jesus did, said, “This is
truly the Prophet who is to come into the world.”
We know from Mark 6:34 that Jesus did more than just the miracle: “When Jesus landed and
saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd.
So he began teaching them many things.”
The result of this miracle was not faith in Jesus the Son of God. Only teaching and the
promise of the Gospel create faith. Miracles performed for the hardened in heart only confirmed
their unbelief.
15

Therefore when Jesus perceived that they were about to come and take Him by
force to make Him king, He departed again to the mountain by Himself alone.
They saw Jesus in purely earthly terms, because they had their bellies filled. Though Jesus was
really a king, He did not come to setup an earthly kingdom. Instead, He came to deliver us from
sin and win us a heavenly kingdom: “Jesus said [to Pilate], ‘My kingdom is not of this world.
If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jewish leaders. But now my
kingdom is from another place’ ” (John 18:36). That the Jews were willing to steal or kidnap
(ρπζειν) Jesus, shows their hardness. As a good preacher, Jesus prepares them for the Gospel
with difficult and challenging law.
Later that night Jesus came to His disciples on the sea of Galilee by walking on the water
(v16-21).67 Both Matthew and Mark have Jesus walking on water the evening after He fed the
5000, agreeing with the chronological order of John. John is the only Gospel to include the
precious teaching of Jesus who is the bread of life.
yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you?—unless indeed you are disqualified” II Cor. 13:5. See also Heb 11:17.
67
This account in John is shorter than the accounts in Matt. 14:22-32, Mark 6:45-51, and Luke 9:10-17. Peter’s
attempt to walk on water is only mentioned in Matthew.
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The Bread from Heaven
22

On the following day, when the people who were standing on the other side of the
sea saw that there was no other boat there, except that one which His disciples had
entered, and that Jesus had not entered the boat with His disciples, but His disciples
had gone away alone—23 however, other boats came from Tiberias, near the place
where they ate bread after the Lord had given thanks—24 when the people therefore
saw that Jesus was not there, nor His disciples, they also got into boats and came to
Capernaum, seeking Jesus. 25 And when they found Him on the other side of the sea
they said to Him, “Rabbi, when did You come here?”
The people sense that Jesus has arrived in Capernaum in miraculous fashion.68 Yet, Jesus
does not answer their question. He instead goes on the offensive. Verse 59 discloses the physical
location of the discourse: “He said this while teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum.” The
text indicates a continuity of audience, which is why pre-modern interpreters called v25-59 a
single sermon.
The Christ shows the thoughts of the Jews’ heart:
26

Jesus answered them and said, “Most assuredly, I say to you, you seek Me, not because you saw the signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were filled [âκορτσθητε].
27
Do not labor for the food which perishes, but for the food which endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give you, because God the Father has set His
seal on Him.”
Jesus to these Jews is an ATM machine. They do not care about His person or work. “Jesus
drives home [his point] by using the coarse word χορτζω, from χìρτοσ, fodder or hay; they
were satisfied like the ox when his belly is full of fodder.”69 These desires of the flesh lead only
to death, so Jesus instructs them about a better “work” or “food.”70 He attempted to redirect
their earthly minds in His sermon. “Even today the Gospel finds disciples who imagine that
its teachings affords nothing but a gratification of the belly, that it brings all manner of earthly
delights, and that it serves solely the wants of this temporal life.”71
68
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There is another kind of food that Jesus offers them. He uses their fleshly language and
thoughts of daily bread against them. “When the people followed the Lord merely hoping again
to eat and drink, as the Lord himself charges them with doing, he took the figure from the
temporal food they sought, and speaks throughout the entire chapter of a spiritual food.”72 The
feeding of the 5000 shows Jesus’ contextualization: He focuses on their sin (wanting bread) and
directs them to a imperishable bread, that is, Himself. Because the Father set His seal on the
Son, He gives eternal life. The person and work of Jesus is the bread of life.
28

Then they said to Him, “What shall we do, that we may work the works of God?”
Jesus answered and said to them, “This is the work of God, that you believe in
Him whom He sent.” 30 Therefore they said to Him, “What sign will You perform
then, that we may see it and believe You? What work will You do? 31 Our fathers ate
the manna in the desert; as it is written, ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’ ”
32
Then Jesus said to them, “Most assuredly, I say to you, Moses did not give you the
bread from heaven, but My Father gives you the true bread from heaven. 33 For the
bread of God is He who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.”
29

The first audience and historical context is important. Jesus, the superlative preacher, uses
their thoughts and words against them. The Jews know their father, Moses, gave manna to eat.
They suggest this, because that is what they want: a continual supply of daily bread. But the
“work” is not something they can do. What men spend their life for, earthly bread, will not keep
them from dying. So also, all works of the flesh are death. “The mind governed by the flesh is
death, but the mind governed by the Spirit is life and peace” (Rom. 8:6). To believe is not a
work—it is to rely on Jesus’ work. Here (v29) Jesus interprets the heavenly bread and how it is
received: “This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He sent.”
Heaven has two meanings. It can mean the created sky (Gen 1:1) or the “abode of God.”73
The heavenly manna, by itself, did not bring the Israelites closer to God or forgive their sins.
Jesus declares Himself the true bread from Heaven. But the Jews do not get this point: “they
regard the Gospel as a belly sermon.”74 But Jesus states His salvific work. He came from the
true heaven and “gives life to the world” (v33). This is a universal, life-giving food.
72
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34

Then they said to Him, “Lord, give us this bread always.” 35 And Jesus said to
them, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to Me shall never hunger, and he who
believes in Me shall never thirst. 36 But I said to you that you have seen Me and yet
do not believe. 37 All that the Father gives Me will come to Me, and the one who
comes to Me I will by no means cast out. 38 For I have come down from heaven, not
to do My own will, but the will of Him who sent Me. 39 This is the will of the Father
who sent Me, that of all He has given Me I should lose nothing, but should raise it
up at the last day. 40 And this is the will of Him who sent Me, that everyone who sees
the Son and believes in Him may have everlasting life; and I will raise him up at the
last day.
“Here Christ places two types of food side by side: the perishable and the eternal.”75 The
Jews chose the inferior bread. Only one bread will not leave you hungry, Jesus says. The
“food” and “bread” metaphor is mixed with another metaphor: “to drink,” which is signified by
“thirst” (v35).76 The “eating” metaphor, stated explicitly later, is only hinted at now. These
metaphors are not new, but reference the Old Testament.77 In the Beatitudes, Jesus spoke of
a different kind of eating: “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they
will be filled” (Matt. 5:6). People “come” (v37) to Jesus by “believing” (v35-36), so that Jesus
interprets Himself clearly: to “believe” is to “come.” But earthly minds cannot stand such
heavenly teaching. Even Jesus’ own disciples had not understood the sign of the multiplying of
the fish and loaves. Mark relates right after Jesus climbed in the boat, after the stilling of the
storm, that “They were completely amazed, for they had not understood about the loaves; their
hearts were hardened” (6:51b-52).
In view of their coarse way of thinking, Christ adds a commentary. He puts the
subject before them in puzzling words. Without such crude and strange expressions
it would be impossible to tear the thoughts of these coarse sows and bellies away from
the idea of gluttony and carousing. Thus the Lord resorts to this manner of speech
before these rude Jews that they might tell themselves: “The Lord means to say to
us that ‘to come to Him’ and ‘to eat the bread of life’ is ‘to believe in Him,’ and that
he who believes in Him comes to Him and eats Him.”78
75
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Jesus tells them they have seen but do not believe (v36). He explains that belief is not a work
that man can do. The Father must draw the one who comes to Jesus. Luther rightly concludes
that Jesus is preaching against works righteousness. “The text deals with the work that we are
to perform, namely, believe. Faith is a work that man must do, and yet it is also called the work
of God; for this is the true existence, work, life, and merit with which God desires to be honored
and served. If there is no faith, God accepts nothing as service rendered to Him.”79
Jesus teaches a comforting doctrine, yet Jesus is seen by the Jews as merely a baker and cook.
All who are drawn, “Jesus will by no means cast out.” He will keep all who believe safe until
the last day when He will raise them up. v40 restates the theme of this sermon. Jesus consoles
consciences and makes law-bound works worthless.80 When we believe in Jesus, we have the
Father and the Son. “Therewith Christ takes away all the wrath, anger, enmity, and disfavor of
God, certifying that neither He nor the Father will cast us out or reject us. Then we can stand
our ground when a bad conscience assails us, and not say: ‘I have lived a holy life.’ ”81 The
“seeing” of Christ is not done with the eyes, but with faith.

Escalation of the Metaphors
Jesus has not spoken up to this point in difficult language, but in clear words. The unspiritual
flesh cannot accept the things of God, though. He plainly interpreted Himself as the “bread from
heaven,” that is, the Son of God. The Jews begin to understand Jesus—that He is pointing to
Himself.
41

The Jews then complained about Him, because He said, “I am the bread which
came down from heaven.” 42 And they said, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph,
whose father and mother we know? How is it then that He says, ‘I have come down
from heaven’ ?” 43 Jesus therefore answered and said to them, “Do not murmur among
yourselves. 44 No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him; and
I will raise him up at the last day. 45 It is written in the prophets, ‘And they shall all
be taught by God.’ Therefore everyone who has heard and learned from the Father
79
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comes to Me. 46 Not that anyone has seen the Father, except He who is from God;
He has seen the Father.
They see Jesus and witnessed the miracle of the loaves, but do not “see” Him in faith. His
background, family, and wealth are not indicative of someone who has seen the Father. Jesus
shows them by His teaching that though they wanted to make Him a king, they despise Him.
And by doing so they reject the Father who sent Him. Jesus answers what were likely private
complaints. He says: “Of course, you cannot understand, the Father has not drawn you. How
could you?” This teaching cannot be understood by natural reason, God Himself must teach it
to hearts.82
In external and worldly matters let reason be the judge. . . . But in heavenly matters
and matters of faith, when a question of salvation is involved, bid reason observe
silence and hold still. Do not apply the yardstick of reason, but give ear and say:
Here I cannot do it; these matters do not agree with reason as do the things mentioned
above. Therefore you must hold your reason in check and say: I do not know; I will
not try to figure it out or measure it with my understanding, but I will keep still and
listen; for this is immeasurable and incomprehensible to reason.83
Even sanctified reason is not qualified to judge in matters of faith. God’s Word must be our
guide.
47

Most assuredly, I say to you, he who believes in Me has everlasting life. 48 I am the
bread of life. 49 Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and are dead. 50 This
is the bread which comes down from heaven, that one may eat of it and not die. 51 I
am the living bread which came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he
will live forever; and the bread that I shall give is My flesh, which I shall give for the
life of the world.

No earthly bread, including the bread of the Lord’s Supper, can give life without this bread
from heaven, that is, life in Christ. “Here Christ is not speaking of the Sacrament but of those
who are to live eternally. Many flock to the Lord’s Table, and yet they die of eternal hunger and
thirst.”84 The spiritual and the physical are not to be divided in the Supper. The Jews who ate
the manna serve as an example.
82
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Jesus says the bread is His flesh, meaning, His own person. God is flesh and blood to be
eaten by faith. To partake of this bread is to possess eternal life. Jesus, for the first time in
the discourse, talks of eating the bread. Jesus’ metaphorical language becomes more extreme.
“We do not partake of eternal life by virtue of our works but solely by faith. Faith is the true
partaking and eating of eternal life.”85 It is a continuous eating that does not leave one hungry
or thirsty. “For the eating of John 6 is always and by all people done unto salvation.”86
His flesh is what He gives “for the life of the world.” A sacramental reading might miss the
reference to the atonement here. “To give one’s flesh can only mean death, and Jesus adds that
his death will be both voluntary (I will give) and vicarious.”87 This is reminiscent of what John
the Baptist said of Jesus: “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John
1:29). Christ gave His body, but to more than 5000, in order to fill and sustain all the world to
eternity.
Jesus accused the Jews and offended their godless sensibilities.
52

The Jews therefore quarreled among themselves, saying, “How can this Man give
us His flesh to eat?” 53 Then Jesus said to them, “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless
you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in you.”
54
Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him
up at the last day.
Here we have the famous source of the “Capernaitic eating.” The Jews in Capernaum, while
listening to Jesus, thought of literally gnawing on Jesus’ flesh and bones. Therefore “Capernaitic
eating” stands for the physical eating of Jesus’ flesh. Lutherans rejected that the Supper included
this kind of eating.88
We hereby completely condemn the Capernaitic eating of the body of Christ. It
suggests that his flesh is chewed up with the teeth and digested like other food.
. . . On the contrary, on the basis of the simple words of Christ’s testament, we hold
and teach the true, but supernatural, eating of the body of Christ and the drinking of
85
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his blood. Human reason and understanding cannot grasp this, but our understanding
must be taken captive by obedience to Christ here as in all other articles of faith.
Such a mystery cannot be grasped except by faith alone and is revealed alone in the
Word.89
The eating in the Supper is neither physical (what the Jews in John 6 thought), nor spiritual
(what Jesus actually taught), but “sacramental.” Based on Christ’s institution, the sacramental
eating resides in its own category.90
Sacramental interpretations are based on the similarity of these verses to the words of institution. But flesh (σρξ) and body (σÀµα) are quite different terms. In the Supper we do not
eat the “flesh” of Christ, but His “body.” Without doubt this demand to eat flesh and blood
would be quite offensive to Jewish ears. “I will set my face against any Israelite or any foreigner
residing among them who eats blood, and I will cut them off from the people. For the life of
a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the
altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one’s life” (Lev. 17:10-11). Jesus’ congregation
misses the point that His blood must be shed to make atonement for them. They do not eat this
saving doctrine, but lose their appetite.
Flesh and blood together make a whole person.

With these words Jesus escalates the

metaphoric language of “bread” and “eating.” In v54 Jesus even uses a different word for
“eating” (τρ¸γω). This word is used properly of animals and means “to gnaw, munch, crunch.”
When used of men it usually means to eat raw food, such as vegetables or nuts.91 Jesus presses
home the point that outside of Christ’s body there is no life.92 Therefore, they are to “eat” Him,
not just nibble or pick at His teaching. He invites His hearers to devour Him, that is, take Him
to heart, because He is life and salvation.
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Jesus has dissuaded them from a false Gospel which only fills the belly. In their rebellion
against God, they leave Christ, wanting nothing to do with Him, even though He did miracles
before them. They regard Him as a crazy man.
55

For My flesh is food indeed, and My blood is drink indeed. 56 He who eats My flesh
and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him. 57 As the living Father sent Me, and
I live because of the Father, so he who feeds on Me will live because of Me. 58 This
is the bread which came down from heaven—not as your fathers ate the manna, and
are dead. He who eats this bread will live forever.” 59 These things He said in the
synagogue as He taught in Capernaum.
These words conclude Jesus’ public sermon. Jesus taught similarly elsewhere about the food
He offers, but nowhere does He emphasize so strongly that it must be possessed or else hell and
damnation wait. In John 4:31-34 Jesus teaches that His work is more valuable than food for the
stomach. “Meanwhile his disciples urged him, ‘Rabbi, eat something.’ But he said to them, ‘I
have food to eat that you know nothing about.’ Then his disciples said to each other, ‘Could
someone have brought him food?’ ‘My food,’ said Jesus, ‘is to do the will of him who sent me
and to finish his work.’ ” “He makes it as clear as anyone could, so that they should not even
imagine a reference to any object other than that which they see before their eyes, He is speaking
of Himself. He does this because they do not desist from their spiritual flitting about.”93
Jesus’ audience, and their reaction, explains the harsh language that offends reason. Jesus
is talking to Jews who sought to have their bellies filled and nothing else. “He addresses these
words to all, particularly to all hypocrites.”94 The Lord’s Supper is not the doctrine coarse
unbelievers need to hear. Rather, that apart from this “eating” of Christ by faith they have only
sin and death.
60

Therefore many of His disciples, when they heard this, said, “This is a hard saying;
who can understand it?” 61 When Jesus knew in Himself that His disciples complained
about this, He said to them, “Does this offend you? 62 What then if you should see
the Son of Man ascend where He was before? 63 It is the Spirit who gives life; the
flesh profits nothing. The words that I speak to you are spirit, and they are life.
64
But there are some of you who do not believe.” For Jesus knew from the beginning
who they were who did not believe, and who would betray Him. 65 And He said,
93
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“Therefore I have said to you that no one can come to Me unless it has been granted
to him by My Father.” 66 From that time many of His disciples went back and walked
with Him no more. 67 Then Jesus said to the twelve, “Do you also want to go away?”
68
But Simon Peter answered Him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words
of eternal life. 69 Also we have come to believe and know that You are the Christ, the
Son of the living God.” 70 Jesus answered them, “Did I not choose you, the twelve,
and one of you is a devil?” 71 He spoke of Judas Iscariot, the son of Simon, for it was
he who would betray Him, being one of the twelve.
This section marks a change in setting. No longer is Jesus speaking to the unbelieving Jews
in the Synagogue.95 Jesus did not intentionally offend and drive away, given His willingness
to die for all sinners. He argues that seeing Him ascend into heaven would be more offensive
than believing that He came from heaven as “bread” for the world.96 The sacramentarians who
denied the literal meaning of the words of institution staked their claim on v63, claiming that
even Christ’s body would not profit one.97 But flesh in v63 is man’s flesh as opposed to when
Jesus said: “the bread that I shall give is My flesh” (v51). In Christ, “God is present wherever
this flesh and blood are present.”98 It is a living flesh. The flesh described by Jesus in v63 is the
flesh opposed to the spirit, that is, the sinful part of man.
How do we eat and believe the Son and be drawn to the Father? This very teaching delivers
Christ and all His benefits. Faith lays hold of Christ who is delivered in the Word. “The words
that I speak to you are spirit, and they are life” (v63b). Jesus laid out the banquet of grace in
His sermon before the Jews, just as surely as He gave them loaves and fish to eat. But they could
not bear His teaching which delivers from death and is food itself, even after they had stuffed
themselves with earthly food. “It is peculiar and strange that those who are close to Christ, are
called His disciples, preach in His name, and perhaps also work miracles are offended by this
sermon, fall away, and cannot bear to hear Him say: ‘He who believes in Me will be saved.’ ”99
Man is addicted to doing works for God’s favor and cannot eat the bread of life without being
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drawn.100 Peter, on the other hand, gives a most appropriate amen to this sermon: “There is no
where else to go. Your words are difficult, but they offer eternal life.”101 Peter ate, while Judas
held to a false Gospel.

Theological Conclusions
While it might be tempting to make John 6 a polemical text against those who deny the Sacrament, to do so is to misappropriate it and twist its sense. Some would say there is warrant to
find the sacraments everywhere, even where the words of Scripture do not indicate it. But which
Christ is being sought then? The One who speaks in Scripture, which is His Word, or one that
is derived from man’s own imagination and vain speculation?102 There is a danger in being more
sacramental than Christ Himself.103
In John 6, Jesus was speaking to people outside the faith, not to those who believe in Him.
Handling Christ’s flesh did not help those without faith in His life-giving words. The faithful
believers in the Old Testament possessed Christ through the promise. They did not have the
Supper, but abided in Him, nonetheless.
This universal and absolute statement will allow no conditions or qualifications at all: “Most
assuredly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you
have no life in you.” To give out the Supper is not the same thing as to give out life. Else
public, open communion would be the greatest evangelism tool. But those who are drawn by the
spiritual word about Christ, then have the opportunity to eat Christ orally. The two different
kinds of eating of Christ are hopefully simultaneous, but must be distinguished. Many are not
able to eat physical bread, but Christ gave His flesh for the world that all would eat Him by
100
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faith.104 God’s love in Jesus is still present when a feeding tube is ineffective and the stomach is
incapacitated—the believer stills eats the bread of life and lives eternally.
Christianity is not solely a sacramental and ritualistic religion: access to physical, holy objects
do not automatically grant life.105 Luther granted that the Roman church had the sacraments,
but lamented that they did not have the Gospel. Without preaching to proclaim the promises of
Christ in them, the sacramental rites are unfruitful rituals, that is, works. Every religion which
guarantees salvation through sacraments ex opere operato [by the mere doing of the work itself]
is a religion of works. In contrast, Christ says: “No one can come to Me unless the Father who
sent Me draws him; and I will raise him up at the last day.” Abiding in Jesus must be God’s
work, it cannot be man’s work.
Even touching the flesh of Christ is not the same as receiving His benefits. “When I touch
Him, see Him, and physically crucify Him, as the Jews did, I am touching God, I am seeing God
with my physical eyes, and with my physical hands I am crucifying the Son of God; for in Him
you will assuredly encounter God, God is in Him personally, though hidden and concealed.”106
How many touched His flesh and died, just like those who ate the manna? “Did not the accursed
Jews crucify Christ and yet through the handling of this life-giving flesh were not made alive in a
spiritual way?”107 One could consume the entire physical body of Jesus, and it would not make
one spiritual. Even cannibalism of Christ’s flesh would not give life. “His grace is not consumed
by tooth-biting.”108
For Augustine and Luther the woman with the issue of blood was a strong parallel to John
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6.109 She touched Jesus and was healed. But many others had touched Jesus also and were
still under condemnation. But this was a physical touching combined with faith: “If only I may
touch His clothes, I shall be made well.” “His disciples said to Him, ‘You see the multitude
thronging You, and You say, “Who touched Me?” ’ ” She believed His Word and also touched
Jesus’ garment. “And He said to her, ‘Daughter, your faith has made you well. Go in peace,
and be healed of your affliction.” So also, today those who trust in His works and have peace
with the Father are closer to Jesus than many who touched His flesh. That is what it means to
eat Christ by faith.
On the other hand, we dare not say the body and blood of Christ in the Supper are useless.
It is one powerful and immediate way the Gospel and Christ are delivered. But without the
preaching of the Gospel, the Sacrament becomes a magic rabbit’s foot making one worthy of
heaven, not a gracious invitation to faith and forgiveness. Without the eating of Christ by faith,
the Sacrament is of no use, even though Christ is present there. Having Jesus preach in their
Synagogue did not profit the Jews either.
The sacramental interpretation of John may cause the most harm by belittling faith in Christ.
“Christ is speaking here of the chief doctrine, of the true Christian faith, which demands no more
and no less than that you believe in his flesh and blood.”110 Christ, that is His life-giving flesh,
given unto death for the world is the proper object of faith. The Lord’s Supper is not where
our salvation was won, but it does apply the benefits of the Lord’s passion to us. Christ is in
the Supper, but without spiritual eating He will not help us.111 As many ate the manna and
died, many eat and drink to their condemnation in the Supper.112 “He who believes in Me has
everlasting life” (v47).
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Conclusion
John 6, a well-trod hermeneutical battlefield, is unique in several ways. First, the deniers of the
Supper tried to make it more important than the words of institution. Second, most modern
interpreters of this text have denied the unity of this passage, and therefore also any real chance of
listening to Jesus. “If in this first part of this discourse Jesus calls himself the bread of life, while
in verse 51b he speaks of his flesh and blood, it is neither necessary nor possible to harmonize this,
as the exegetes of the 16th and 17th centuries did.”113 Even the most conservative theologians
today see Scripture as so fractured it cannot be understood as a totality. To do so in John 6 is to
say the words purportedly from Jesus’ lips are not really His. Can we know reliably who Jesus
is and what He said? Not without God’s actual words in Scripture. No other interpretation of
John 6 can give such a unified explanation for Jesus’ most unusual and edifying sermon. Because
His words are Spirit and life, we should listen carefully to Him and put aside what we think
Jesus should say. “In these words the soul finds a well prepared table, at which it satisfies all
hunger; for it knows a certainty that he who speaks cannot lie.”114
If we differ from Luther’s interpretation, we should ask ourselves: have we read the text
and considered its doctrinal connections more carefully than him or do we have modern critical
assumptions on the nature of Scripture which allow us to read into the text what we wish to see?
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