
ECF 9th June 2019 John 6:41-71  Hard Teaching 
On the 24th of last month, Ireland went to the polls to elect both local councillors and Members of the European Parliament.  
Although there was a bit of a delay in our Ireland South constituency for our MEPs, finally the result was clear.  The winners 
were declared to be those who got the most votes.  For all the complexity and intrigue of politics, in the end it is a simple 
popularity contest.   
 
And for many people, life feels like a popularity contest.  It feels like that success is measured by things like 

• The more friends we have. 

• The more people who like us. 

• The more people speak well about us. 

• The more Facebook friends and Instagram followers you have, the more YouTube views or Twitter retweets you 
get! 

 
And even as a church, we could be tempted to measure success by how many members we have, how many people attend 
on a Sunday or come to our events. 
 
But if that is what success looks like, then Jesus wasn’t very successful.  Over the past few weeks, we’ve been in John 6.  At 
the start of this chapter, Jesus was at the high point of his popularity.   

• Even though he was in a remote place, a crowd of 5000 men, plus women and kids came desperate to see him.   

• Then after feeding them all from a boy’s packed lunch, they wanted to make Jesus king. 

• And even when Jesus managed to get away from them, the crowds still came looking for him. 
 
From the world’s point of view, at this point, Jesus was an amazing success as he was incredibly popular.   
 
But all this changed with the words we’re going to read this morning.  As a result of what Jesus said here, many people 
criticised him, were offended by him and rejected him.  They gave up following him, because his words were too difficult to 
accept.   
 
So what did Jesus say that made people turn their back on him?  Why did Jesus say this, if it was going to have this impact?  
And what can we learn from this about what success looks like in our lives?    
 
John 6:41-71: “At this the Jews began to grumble about him because he said, “I am the bread that came down from 
heaven.” 42 They said, “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I came 
down from heaven’?” 
43 “Stop grumbling among yourselves,” Jesus answered. 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: ‘They will all be taught by God.’ Everyone who 
listens to the Father and learns from him comes to me. 46 No-one has seen the Father except the one who is from God; only 
he has seen the Father. 47 I tell you the truth, he who believes has everlasting life. 48 I am the bread of life. 49 Your forefathers 
ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. 50 But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and 
not die. 51 I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live for ever. This bread is 
my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” 
52 Then the Jews began to argue sharply among themselves, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” 
53 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. 54 Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. 55 For my flesh is 
real food and my blood is real drink. 56 Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. 57 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. 58 This is the 
bread that came down from heaven. Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live for 
ever.” 59 He said this while teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum. 
60 On hearing it, many of his disciples said, “This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?” 
61 Aware that his disciples were grumbling about this, Jesus said to them, “Does this offend you? 62 What if you see the Son 
of Man ascend to where he was before! 63 The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you 
are spirit and they are life. 64 Yet there are some of you who do not believe.” For Jesus had known from the beginning which 
of them did not believe and who would betray him. 65 He went on to say, “This is why I told you that no-one can come to me 
unless the Father has enabled him.” 
66 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him. 
67 “You do not want to leave too, do you?” Jesus asked the Twelve. 
68 Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. 69 We believe and know that 
you are the Holy One of God.” 
70 Then Jesus replied, “Have I not chosen you, the Twelve? Yet one of you is a devil!” 71 (He meant Judas, the son of Simon 



Iscariot, who, though one of the Twelve, was later to betray him.).”   
 
Three times the crowd in the synagogue raised objections to what Jesus said here.   
 
1. Declare the Truth 
The first objection was about where Jesus was from.  As we saw last week, Jesus had claimed to be “The bread that came 
down from heaven.” John 6:41.  He was claiming to be the basic requirement for our lives, the only one who can bring us 
the salvation, satisfaction and security that we need!   
 
a) Jesus Is Fully Human  
But to the people in the Synagogue in Capernaum, that didn’t make sense because they knew where he was from.  They 
began to grumble: “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I came 
down from heaven’?” John 6:42 
 
The Galileans were practical, down to earth kind of people.  They dealt with solid, everyday realities.  So they knew that 
Jesus had grown up in Nazareth.  They knew his mum and dad.  To them, that proved that Jesus did not come from heaven! 
 
They were like the people of Nazareth, who were offended when Jesus preached in their synagogue because they said, 
“Isn’t this the carpenter? Isn’t this Mary’s son and the brother of James, Joseph, Judas and Simon? Aren’t his sisters here 
with us?” Mark 6:3  
 
b) Jesus Is Fully God  
But Jesus didn’t back down from his claim to be from heaven.  Instead he repeated it: “I am the living bread that came down 
from heaven.”  John 6:51, and expanded on it.  
  

i) He Has Seen God 
He said that he is the only one who has seen God.  “No-one has seen the Father except the one who is from God; only he 
has seen the Father.” John 6:46   
 

ii) He was Sent by God 
And because of this, he has a unique mission in being sent by God into this world.  “The living Father sent me and I live 
because of the Father.” John 6:57   
 

iii) He is the Source of Life from God 
And the purpose of his mission, was to give life to all who trusts in him: “I tell you the truth, he who believes has everlasting 
life.” John 6:47 
 
That is why Jesus, as the bread of life, is so much better than the manna that the nation received at the time of Moses.  
“Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died.” John 6:49  This manna was an amazing gift from God.  It kept 
the nation of Israel alive for 40 years in the desert.  But eventually they all died.   
 
“But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die.” John 6:51.   Jesus, as the living 
bread, will give life that will never end.   
 

iv) He is the Sacrifice for Our Sins 
And this life comes from the sacrifice of himself.  “This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” John 
6:51    
 
So this is how Jesus responded to their objections.  In the face of scepticism, Jesus didn’t back down.  He didn’t change his 
message to fit their thinking.  He didn’t compromise it to soften the challenge.  He fearlessly declared the truth of who he 
was and what he had come to do. 
 
c) Jesus Is The Son of God  
And in our age of scepticism we need to do the same.  So many people today are offended by the supernatural claims of the 
gospel.  They like the idea of Jesus as a good man, a gentle revolutionary, a wise teacher.  But that’s as far as they want to 
go.   
 
But we must not compromise on the truth that “Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.” John 20:31.  We must courageously 
declare that he is not just fully human, but he is also fully God.  We need to preach that he was sent from God, with the 



power of God to give life through the sacrifice of himself. 
 
We need to be like Paul and declare: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of 
everyone who believes.” Romans 1:16  
 
2. Explain the Truth  
The second objection in the synagogue in Capernaum was about the strangeness of what Jesus said.   
 
a) The Bread Of Life  
As the bread of heaven, Jesus claimed, “If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever.  This bread is my flesh.” John 6:51 
 
As practical people, the crowd took Jesus’ words literally and questioned: “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” John 
6:52  This sounded not only ridiculous but also wrong.   They knew that eating human flesh or any kind of blood was against 
God’s law. 
 
But again, Jesus didn’t back down.  Despite the objections, Jesus repeated again and again this truth: “Unless you eat the 
flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” John 6:53.   But Jesus also explained what he meant by 
this.   
b) A Spiritual Truth  
John 6:63  “The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life.”  
Jesus explained that he wasn’t speaking in literal terms here.  He was using a human analogy to convey a spiritual truth. 
 
We’ve seen this before in John’s gospel.   

• When Jesus said, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days.” John 2:19, the Jews wrongly assumed 
Jesus was talking about the building they were standing in.  They didn’t understand that he was talking about his own 
death and resurrection on the third day.   

• When Jesus said to Nicodemus, “No-one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” John 3:3, Nicodemus 
wrongly assumed that Jesus was talking about a physical rebirth and objected that entering his mother’s womb was 
impossible.  He didn’t understand that Jesus was talking about a spiritual rebirth through the power of the Spirit.   

• And when Jesus said to the Samaritan woman at the well that if she understood who was speaking to her then she 
could ask, and “He would have given you living water.” John 4:10, she wrongly assumed that Jesus was taking about 
H2O, and objected that he had nothing to use to draw water from that well.  She didn’t understand that he was talking 
about soul-satisfying eternal life. 

 
i) About Faith 

And so here, Jesus wasn’t talking about eating flesh and blood.  Instead, he was teaching that just as we take food and drink 
into our body and it becomes a part of us, so we need to personally and individually receive Jesus into our innermost being.  
We need to believe in him and receive him as our Saviour and Lord, so that he can give us eternal life.   
 
I think that is really clear if we just look carefully at what Jesus said.  So in John 6:47 Jesus said, “He who believes has 
everlasting life.” But in John 6:54, Jesus said, “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life.” 
 
So eating and drinking Jesus is the same as believing in Jesus.  It is a picture of what it means to trust in Jesus – and if we do 
that, then we are saved.   
 

ii) Not About Communion 
And so this passage is not about communion as the Roman Catholic Church claim.  They say that in the mass the bread and 
wine are transubstantiated into the physical flesh and blood of Jesus.  And by eating this bread, people receive eternal life.   
 
But this isn’t what this passage is saying.  And when Jesus did institute communion he didn’t teach us to do it to receive 
eternal life.  Instead he told us to take the bread and the cup, “’In remembrance of me.’ For whenever you eat this bread 
and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” 1 Corinthians 11:25–26    
 
Communion is a commemoration and celebration of all that Jesus achieved for us on the cross.  It is not the means through 
which we are saved – but rather it is an opportunity for us to express our gratitude and worship because we are saved!   
 
c) The Bread Of Life  
So Jesus did not leave these people in the dark.  Yes, this teaching challenged their thinking, but he took the time to explain 
it.  For those who were willing to listen carefully, he corrected their misunderstandings and clarified his truth.   



 
And we are called to try to do the same for others.  The message of the gospel is confusing for people today, but God wants 
us to take the time and effort to explain it as best as we can to them.  This is what Peter did on the day of Pentecost to the 
crowds who were confused when they saw the disciples baptised by the Spirit.  He said: “Fellow Jews and all of you who live 
in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say.” Acts 2:14  
 
3. Even When Many Reject The Truth  
But of course, not everybody will want to listen.  Unfortunately, many will reject the truth.  “On hearing it, many of his 
disciples said, “This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?”” John 6:60 
 
This was the crowd’s last objection.  In their minds, none of this made any sense.  It didn’t match what they thought.  It 
didn’t suit their materialistic mindset.  It didn’t fit in with their hopes and dreams of what the Messiah would be and do.  
And they were deeply offended with the strangeness of the talk about eating flesh and blood. 
 
a) Some Will Turn Away  
And so, like many people do today, they concluded that Jesus’ teaching was impossibly outrageous and just too difficult to 
accept.  And so: “From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him.” John 6:66 
 
In the eyes of the world, this would look like a disaster.  But Jesus wasn’t surprised or discouraged by it.  In fact he always 
knew that this was going to happen.  Earlier he’d said, “’Yet there are some of you who do not believe.’ For Jesus had 
known from the beginning which of them did not believe and who would betray him.” John 6:64  
 
He also knew why this would happen.  He knew the darkness that was in their hearts.  He’d told Nicodemus that, “Men 
loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.” John 3:19 
 
And because of this darkness, the only people who will come to him are those the Father calls: “No-one can come to me 
unless the Father has enabled him.” John 6:65.  Nobody will come to Jesus without God opening their minds, melting their 
hearts, transforming their thinking and bringing them to faith.  Salvation is God’s work from start to finish. 
 
And so Jesus didn’t panic when people left.  He knew that God was in control and had promised him that “I shall lose none 
of all that he has given me.” John 6:39.  And so those who left, were those who did not belong to him.   
 
b) Some Will Trust in Jesus  
And those who stayed, were those who the Father had given him.  Jesus asked the Twelve, “You do not want to leave too, 
do you?” John 6:67.   
 
In response Peter said these amazing words, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.  We believe 
and know that you are the Holy One of God.” John 6:68-69 
 
These disciples didn’t understand everything that Jesus taught here.  They especially didn’t understand how his death would 
pay for their salvation.  That clarity only came much later, after his resurrection. 
 
But these disciples were sure about who Jesus is, and they were sure that Jesus’ words, no matter how difficult or 
confusing, were words of truth and life!  And so they were committed to sticking with Jesus, all except Judas of course.   
 
So the Twelve are an example to us when we read things in the Bible that are difficult to understand or accept.  We might 
not be able to work it all out, but if we are his true followers then we won’t want to go anywhere else.  We will stay with 
Jesus, because we know he is the Son of God, that his words are truth and life, and we’ve believed in him. 
 
c) Truth Divides  
And so this is what this hard difficult teaching did.  It separated the wheat from the chaff, the committed from the crowd: 

• The crowd objected to Jesus’ teaching and turned away from him. 

• The committed struggled to understand Jesus’ teaching but trusted in him. 
 
And I think that is why Jesus gave this hard teaching.  It didn’t make sense in the eyes of the world.  It reduced Jesus’ 
popularity.  It decimated his approval ratings.   
 
But those numbers weren’t his priority.  He was not focussed on drawing big crowds, but on encouraging real commitment.  
He wasn’t seeking popularity, but men and women to grow into true disciples.   



 
And this should be our focus too.  Success is not measured by our popularity.  We are not called to be famous or admired.  
We are called to be faithful to God’s Word and to call people into true discipleship. 
 
Conclusion  
So I pray that none of us will be like the crowd and turn away from Jesus when his teaching is too hard.  Instead, let’s be 
among the committed who will trust in Jesus as the Bread of Life, no matter what and who will declare and explain this 
truth, even if many reject it. 

Andrew Burt 
Enniscorthy Christian Fellowship 

June 9th 2019 
 


