Jesus Is the Bread of Life (John 6:22–40)
“Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to Me shall never hunger, and whoever believes in Me shall never thirst.’” (John 6:35)
1. The Inner Meaning of the Sign
The theme of today’s message is the bread of life. The core of this theme is salvation. It describes the essential elements required for us to obtain eternal life and the personal process of salvation. Jesus addressed the central truths that we need in order to be saved. We will study the meaning of salvation by focusing on these truths. Through this message, I hope that we will deeply understand the meaning of salvation and enjoy the joy of eternal life.
In the Gospel of John, there are seven signs (miracles) that Jesus performed. Among these, two signs appear in John 6. Jesus performed the sign of feeding the five thousand at Bethsaida. Then, on the Sea of Tiberias, Jesus walked on the water. After performing these two miracles, Jesus declared before the crowd that He Himself is the bread of life. After feeding the five thousand, Jesus preached about the bread of life in order to explain the spiritual meaning of that miracle. I hope that, by studying the meaning and purpose of the signs Jesus performed, the direction of our life of faith will become clear.
John clearly stated the purpose of the signs in his Gospel:
“But these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in His name” (John 20:31).
John wrote his Gospel for the purposes of apologetics and evangelism. The apologetic purpose is this: “that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.” The evangelistic purpose is this: “and that by believing you may have life in His name.” The Gospel of John is the only Gospel written with such an explicit evangelistic purpose. John used the word “believe” about one hundred times. He used the word “believe” more than twice as often as the Synoptic Gospels. By using the word “believe,” John emphasized that those who believe in Jesus will receive eternal life (John 3:15–16; 5:24; 5:39–40; 6:27, 33, 40, 47–58, 63, 68; …). The purpose of Jesus performing signs was to prove that He is God. Through His signs, people were meant to believe that He is the Christ. “Jesus did this, the first of His signs, in Cana of Galilee, and manifested His glory. And His disciples believed in Him” (John 2:11).
In the New Testament, two words are generally used to describe miracles: miracle (dunamis) and sign (semeion). The word dunamis emphasizes mighty power. In the Gospel of John, however, the word used to describe miracles is sign (semeion). Unlike the other Gospels, John intentionally uses the word sign. A sign points to something greater than itself. In other words, a sign carries profound meaning. The focus of a sign is on the one who performs it. Therefore, when we try to understand the signs in the Gospel, we must focus not merely on the sign itself, but on Jesus who performed it. Through the signs, Jesus reveals that He Himself is God.
The sign of feeding the five thousand violated the ordinary laws of matter in nature. Matter does not come into existence out of nothing. Likewise, Jesus walking on water violated the law of gravity, the Law of Universal Gravitation. Through these signs, Jesus showed that He is the One who can transcend the laws of nature. The signs present to people the truth that Jesus is God, along with the spiritual meaning behind those signs. Therefore, it is extremely important for us to understand the spiritual meaning through Jesus’ signs.
However, when we fail to understand the meaning of Jesus’ signs, the sign easily ends with the sign itself. This is because each miracle is a sermon in action. Jesus preached about the bread of life in order to teach people the true meaning of feeding the five thousand. Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God. Through His death and resurrection, Jesus gives eternal life to all who believe in Him. Eternal life (salvation) is the gift of God. The gift of salvation is given to those who believe in Him. But those who reject God’s gift of salvation do not receive eternal life.
Jesus did not come into this world merely as a provider of physical food. Rather, Jesus came into this world as the Christ, the Son of God, in order to give the food of eternal life. We receive eternal life by believing that Jesus is the Son of God. Through the signs, people are led to believe that Jesus is the Christ (John 20:31). Yet not everyone who saw the signs believed in Jesus. The signs help us realize that the object of our faith is not the sign itself, but Jesus. They also help us understand that the one we must ultimately depend on in life is not people or material things, but Jesus Christ, who is God. Therefore, when we have the spiritual insight to see God at work behind the signs, we can live a life that is not shaken by visible things.
2. The Motives of the Crowd Who Followed Jesus (John 6:26)
After performing the miracle, Jesus declared that He Himself is the bread of life. His sermon was given in order to explain the spiritual meaning of the miracle of feeding the five thousand. Jesus delivered this message in the synagogue at Capernaum on the day after He fed the five thousand. The next morning, the people who had been at Bethsaida realized that Jesus was no longer there. So they went to Capernaum in search of Him.
We cannot always know the motives with which people follow Jesus, but Jesus knew their inner motives. The reason they were seeking Him was because they had seen the signs He performed (John 6:2). They wanted to make Jesus their king (John 6:15) so that He might become their perpetual provider of food. Jesus knew exactly why they were following Him (John 6:26): “Jesus answered them and said, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, you seek Me, not because you saw the signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were filled.’”
Jesus was the one who satisfied their immediate and practical needs. They followed Him in order to gain what they could receive from Him. They were not interested in Jesus as their Messiah. Because of their selfish desires, they missed the spiritual meaning revealed in the sign. They were not interested in Jesus’ teaching or in obedience to His word. They had no concern for spiritual things. Through the sign, they experienced Jesus’ provision. As beneficiaries of His miracle, they enjoyed a plentiful meal. They became witnesses of Jesus’ miraculous work. They recognized that Jesus was the Messiah, the Christ. Therefore, they ought to have worshiped and served Him as their Savior and Lord.
Yet what they wanted was for Jesus to become the provider of their needs. They wanted Jesus to be the healer of their diseases. They wanted Him to be the solver of their problems. Jesus does indeed meet people as the one who can resolve every problem. But He wanted them to seek and meet Him as their Savior, the Messiah. In some ways, we are not very different from the people who sought Jesus then. If we think of Jesus merely as the solver of our problems, we easily become prey to preachers who proclaim false promises of prosperity. We are easily drawn to churches or pastors who widely promote prosperity and blessing. If our lives are focused on material blessing, we will not live the life the Lord desires. Jesus rebukes those who follow Him for material satisfaction and worldly success. He commands us not to labor for food that perishes, but for the food that endures to eternal life.
3. Perishable Food and the Food of Eternal Life
“Do not labor for the food which perishes, but for that food which endures unto everlasting life, which the Son of Man shall give unto you: for Him hath God the Father sealed” (John 6:27).
In order to point out their wrong motives, Jesus said that there are two kinds of food in this world. One is food that perishes, and the other is food that leads to eternal life. One kind of food is food for the body. It is necessary, but it is not the most important thing. We need food for our physical health. However, Jesus is more concerned about our spiritual health. He is deeply concerned about our eternal life. That is why He distinguished between food that perishes and food that endures for eternal life. Food for the body leaves us hungry again and again. It cannot guarantee eternal life. If we strive only for physical and material things, we forfeit the spiritual benefit that could be ours. Therefore, we must labor for the food that leads to eternal life.
The other kind of food is the food for eternal life. This is food for the inner person, for the spiritual life. It is essential. From Jesus’ perspective, what people truly needed was not merely food, but life. And that life is a gift. Food only sustains our physical existence.
“That food the Son of Man will give to you, for on Him God the Father has set His seal” (John 6:27). In the ancient world, a seal was commonly used as a mark of ownership. It could also serve to verify the authenticity of a document or an object. In other words, Jesus is God, and therefore He alone is able to give us the food that leads to eternal life. We must fix our attention on Jesus, the one who can give us eternal life. We must focus on His teaching and His word. Therefore, we should not waste our lives on things that cannot satisfy our souls. If we listen carefully to the word of God, our lives will be filled with abundance and satisfaction (Isaiah 55:2). The priority of our lives must be the kingdom of God and His righteousness (Matthew 6:33). The direction of our lives must be set on things above (Colossians 3:1–2). The food of eternal life that Jesus gives leaves us never hungry and never thirsty again (John 4:14; 6:35). We receive eternal life. Therefore, instead of focusing on the outer person who is wasting away (2 Corinthians 4:16), we need to seek the spiritual nourishment that Jesus alone can give.
The prophet Isaiah clearly summarized the difference between perishable food and the spiritual nourishment of the word:
“Why do you spend money for what is not bread,
and your labor for what does not satisfy?
Listen diligently to Me, and eat what is good,
and let your soul delight itself in abundance” (Isaiah 55:2).
4. The Only Work of God for Obtaining Eternal Life (John 6:28–29)
“Jesus answered and said to them, ‘This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He has sent’” (John 6:29).
Jesus told the crowd to labor for the food that endures to eternal life. But they did not understand what He meant by the word “labor” (John 6:28–29). They thought that Jesus meant they had to do works in order to gain eternal life. This was because they believed they must perform the things God requires in order to receive eternal life. Devout religious people often think that they can gain eternal life by doing what God demands. For example, the rich young ruler (Matthew 19:16), as well as the crowd in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:37), wanted to know what they must do in order to be saved. Like the Jews, we also tend to think that we must do the works of God in order to obtain eternal life. They thought they had to do many things. Especially when we are earnest believers, we may think that we must perform many works of God in order to gain eternal life. Moreover, we may assume that we must keep everything the law requires. So we zealously do what we believe pleases God, according to our own way, because we assume that God demands many works from us in order for us to receive eternal life.
We do many things in the church. We try to gain and accomplish salvation through many works. But salvation has nothing to do with our works. Salvation is not a reward for our effort. Because salvation is the gift of God, when we believe in Jesus, we are saved by grace through faith (Ephesians 2:8–10).
The crowd focused on many works, in the plural, in order to gain eternal life. But Jesus made it very clear that there is only one work by which we receive eternal life. The only work by which we gain eternal life is to believe in Jesus, the Son whom God has sent (John 6:29). This declaration of Jesus is a great declaration. It is one of the most beautiful and comforting statements given to us. Without this truth, we would have to strive endlessly every day in order to fulfill the conditions for salvation. We should thank God, who has granted us the way of salvation through Jesus.
After we receive eternal life, then we are to do the works God requires of us. We are to do the things that please God. The works that please God include serving the church, sharing the gospel, and striving for our spiritual growth. We were created in Christ for good works (Ephesians 2:10):
“For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”
Therefore, by faith we must do in our daily lives the works that please God. The standard by which we distinguish whether our works are truly God’s works is this: are we doing them for our own satisfaction, or for the glory of God? In all things, we must do the works of God for His glory.
Jesus revealed Himself as the Messiah (John 6:30). Yet the crowd demanded proof from Him that He was the Messiah (John 6:30–31). The Jews recognized supernatural signs as evidence of truth (1 Corinthians 1:22). They also believed that when the Messiah came, He would repeat the miracle of manna. Just as Moses’ generation received manna in the wilderness for forty years (Exodus 16), they wanted Jesus to give them eternal food like manna. But it was not Moses who gave Israel manna; it was God who gave it to them. They wanted to see an even greater miracle from Jesus. They wanted to see first, and then believe.
However, faith based only on signs, and not grounded in the truth of God’s word, can lead a person into deception. Even Satan can produce miraculous signs (2 Thessalonians 2:8–10). Jesus also said that a wicked and adulterous generation seeks after a sign (Matthew 12:39). Therefore, we must guard ourselves against becoming people who chase visible phenomena and miracles. Even if we do not see daily miracles like manna from heaven or miraculous healings in our everyday lives, we must become mature believers who live by relying on the word of God.
5. Jesus, the Bread of Life (John 6:35)
“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’” (John 6:35).
In the past, during the Exodus, God gave manna only to the people of Israel. But now God the Father gives us the true bread in Jesus Christ. Jesus is the true and living bread that came down from heaven. As the true bread, Jesus gives Himself not only to Israel but to the whole world (John 3:16). And Jesus came not merely to sustain life, but to give life. Jesus is God, who is able to give the true bread to sinners.
In the Gospel of John, there are seven “I am” declarations of Jesus. The first of these appears in John 6:35:
“I am the bread of life” (John 6:35);
“I am the light of the world” (John 8:12);
“I am the gate for the sheep” (John 10:7–9);
“I am the good shepherd” (John 10:11–14);
“I am the resurrection and the life” (John 11:25–26);
“I am the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6);
“I am the true vine” (John 15:1, 5).
When Jesus speaks these “I am” sayings, the words “I am” reveal both His identity and the nature of His ministry. When Moses asked God for His name, God revealed His name to Moses as “I AM” (Jehovah) (Exodus 3:14). “I AM” is the name of God. God is the self-existent One. Therefore, when Jesus uses the “I am” saying, He is declaring that He Himself is God.
Jesus is the bread of God. He is the true bread that comes down from heaven (John 6:32–33). Jesus is the bread of life. The bread of life is, first of all, the bread that gives life. It is not temporary bread like manna. It is not bread that is eaten and then followed by death. The bread of life is eternal. Because its source is God, Jesus is able to supply spiritual life to people. Whoever eats the bread of life that Jesus gives will never hunger and never thirst (John 4:14; 6:35).
Salvation includes both the sovereignty of God and human responsibility. God has given people to Jesus (John 6:37, 39). This emphasizes God’s sovereignty. God gives people to Jesus. Yet they must come to God. This emphasizes human responsibility. Therefore, in salvation, God’s sovereignty and human responsibility meet together.
The key words that emphasize the human side of salvation are “come” and “believe.” To come to Jesus means to believe in Him, and to believe in Him means to come to Him. Believing does not mean merely intellectual agreement with a doctrine. To believe means to come to Christ and entrust oneself to Him. Anyone who desires eternal life must come to the Lord Jesus. He must believe in Jesus. Jesus gives eternal life to those who believe in Him. He promised that those who believe in Him will never experience spiritual hunger or thirst again.
Jesus’ promise is not merely an abstract declaration. Because Jesus is the bread of life, He becomes within that person a spring of water welling up to eternal life. God will raise him up on the last day. He will never lose his salvation (John 6:40). God desires all people to be saved (1 Timothy 2:4). Jesus guarantees our salvation. Our salvation is eternally secure. Therefore, by feeding on the word of God, we must become people who glorify God through the works of God.
John 6:35:
“I am the bread of life: he that cometh to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall never thirst.”

