
Grumbling About a Blessing
John 6:41-59

I am well aware that I don’t preach with a lot of images and 
illustrations, finding it much easier to speak in logical order and 
objective truth.  The good side of that is that I am never tempted 
to do what so many preachers of our day do, to recite an almost 
endless series of stories and anecdotes which they pass off as a 
sermon.  How frustrating it is to hear a man speak with colorful 
and captivating stories, only to think, “But what does the text 
say?”  “What does the Bible say?” 

But the danger of this weakness of mine is to miss the 
opportunity to teach as effectively as Jesus did, for Jesus was a 
master in the use of illustrations.  But his illustrations weren’t just 
stories.  They were not the least bit frivolous nor superficial.  They 
weren’t just interesting stories with a good moral lesson at the 
end.  No, the images and illustrations Jesus used embodied the 
very truth which he was seeking to teach.  They would capture 
the very essence of that which Jesus was teaching.

We have one of those images, one of those illustrations, 
throughout our text this morning.  It is the image of eating and 
drinking, something you and I all know a lot about.  Something 
that is easy for us to understand, since we all do it every day.   
The image of eating food communicates very deep and profound 
theological and doctrinal truths about the eternal life which is ours 
in Jesus Christ.  So the whole sermon this morning is structured 
around that overriding illustration of food.  And you need to keep 
that image of food in your mind throughout this whole sermon.

Eating and drinking.  Beginning with bread.  We studied the 
bread of life last week.  And the Jews had actually brought up the 
subject.

v.30-31

Speaking to that group of Jews, we saw Jesus make the 
comparison between himself and the OT provision of manna, as 
the bread of heaven.

v.32-33

Then that bald declaration,
v.35

And then the Jews started to grumble.  They murmured.  They 
complained.  Jesus promised them a great blessing--life.  He 
offered them the blessing of eternal life, to any who who come to 
him and believe in him.  But they wouldn’t come.  As we’ll see, 
they couldn’t come.  So they grumbled.  They grumbled about a 
blessing.

I. THE GRUMBLING.
There are two basic complaints given in these verses, and 

we’ll look at those two complaints, and then study how Jesus 
answered them.  The first complaint is this,

A.  They grumbled at Jesus because he claimed to come 
from God the Father in heaven.

Jesus promised them bread!  He promised them eternal life! 
v.41

Go back to,
v.33-35
And, v.40

If only they would believe, but instead of focusing upon the 
blessing, instead of thinking about what it would mean to have 
eternal life and to be raised up at the last day, they stumbled over 
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Jesus’ statement that he was sent by God the Father in heaven.

Specifically, they said among themselves, 
v.42

“We know his parents!”  We know where he lived.  We saw 
him as a baby growing up.  He’s the son of Joseph, they said with 
an obvious ignorance of the great doctrine of the virgin birth.  
They were ignorant of the circumstances of Mary’s pregnancy, 
how she had conceived Jesus by the power of the holy spirit, 
before she had ever known a man, before she was married.

They grumbled when Jesus claimed a divine origin!  They 
grumbled, and stumbled, over the fact that he was most certainly 
claiming to be God, claiming to be equal with God the Father.  I 
believe, in large part, they stumbled because of Jesus’ lowliness.  
They had expected a Messiah, but expected him to be a military 
conqueror.  They expected a great prophet, but expected him to 
be greatly renowned.  They expected a descendant of David, but 
one who would be strong and powerful.

They didn’t expect a lowly carpenter’s son who showed no 
outward form of greatness.  Their pride refused to believe that 
such a one was sent by God.  Therefore, we read,

1 Cor. 1:22  “For Jews request a sign, and Greeks seek after 
wisdom; 23 but we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a 
stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness.”  

People still grumble, and stumble, over that doctrine today, 
don’t they?  They still stumble and object when we claim that 
Jesus is God, and yet proclaim that he was crucified for our sins.  
They stumble when we teach that he was born of a virgin.  That 
he was with God in the beginning and through him all was made 

that has been made.  That’s really a stumbling for this 
scientifically arrogant age which says, “That’s biologically 
impossible.”

And my response is, “Of course it is.  Of course it is 
biologically impossible.  It is supernatural.”

So we have the same complaints now as existed then.  Sinful 
men can’t create new objections, they just keep rehashing the old 
ones.  And those objections really do prove that Jesus did claim 
to come from God the Father in heaven.

The second complaint was perhaps a deeper and more 
profound issue.  It was the whole issue of Jesus offering himself 
as the atoning sacrifice for sin.

B.  They grumbled at Jesus because he offered his own 
body as the way of salvation.  

Indeed, this was blasphemy to the Jewish mind.
 v.51-52

The argument is pretty simple, and it was as blasphemous to 
those Jews as it would be if I proclaimed to you that I could give 
my body as the sacrifice for your sins.  Perhaps it would be good 
to think of it that way.  Think of your reaction if I stood in this pulpit 
and declared to you that I was going to do something myself that 
would be an atoning sacrifice for you.  Think of your horror, if I 
were to say to you, “If you will eat my flesh and drink my blood 
you will have eternal life.”

How blasphemous that claim would be.  But it wasn’t 
blasphemous for Jesus, because it was true.  But to the 
unbelieving mind of those Jews, it seemed just as blasphemous 
as if I had said it.
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Clearly, Jesus is offering his body for sin, he is declaring that 
he will give his body for the life of the world.  He will give his 
death to procure life for the world  It is his promise, and a promise 
of something future.  Therefore, those words at the end of verse 
51 obviously refer to his work upon the cross.  They refer to his 
death as the substitutionary atonement for our sins, a death that 
would be the penalty required by the curse of the covenant in 
order to satisfy the demands of God’s justice and wrath.

We know the truth of that doctrine more fully.

1 Peter 2:24  “[He] himself bore our sins in His own body on 
the tree, that we, having died to sins, might live for 
righteousness--by whose stripes you were healed.”

Or,  1 Cor.15:3  “For I delivered to you first of all that which I 
also received: that Christ died for our sins according to the 
Scriptures.”

Christ died for our sins, as the atoning sacrifice, the 
propitiation.  Therefore, John would write,

1 John 2:1  “My little children, these things I write to you, so 
that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate 
with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. 2 And He Himself is 
the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the 
whole world.”

What a blessing.  The greatest possible blessing.  Yet these 
Jews stumbled.  And grumbled.   So what was,

II. THE RESPONSE TO THE FIRST COMPLAINT.
Jesus claimed to come from God the Father in heaven.  How 

did Jesus respond?  In a word, he said, “Yes.”  “Yes, I did come 
from the Father in heaven.”  And then he gets right in their face, 
as we would say today, and tells them that not only did he come 
from God the Father, but that they would not believe in him unless 
the Father drew them in.

v.43-47

Talk about being provoked.  Jesus is not avoiding an argument 
here.  He is not soft-pedalling his answer so that he could avoid 
arousing and inciting these Jews in their opposition to him.  NO, 
he goes right on the offense, declaring as boldly as he could 
about himself, that,

A.  He was sent by God the father to bring salvation.
He makes the closest possible connection between himself 

and the father, in an unbreakable link when it comes to the work 
of salvation.

That link was established in the Old Testament, and Jesus 
wisely quotes the OT to make his point, quoting Isaiah 54:13.

v.45a

Then the connection.
v.45b

If you learned FROM THE FATHER, you would come to me, 
he says!  And he gives his qualifications to be such an object of 
faith, qualifications no other human being has ever possessed,

v.46

And then the promise of life, the promise of salvation.
v.47

But I skipped over one verse that makes this connection 
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between the Father and the Son even more direct.
v.44

These Jews would, of course, quickly claim that God is their 
father, but Jesus says that will not come to him in faith unless the 
Father draws them.  Indeed, they cannot come to faith unless the 
Father draws them.

Jesus Christ was sent by God the father to bring salvation, but 
God the Father still must draw men to Jesus Christ in order to be 
saved.  If you are familiar with what is usually called the Five 
Points of Calvinism, this is the 4th, the letter “i” in the “Tulip.”  
Irresistible grace.  Everyone who comes to Jesus to find life 
comes because God the Father has drawn him.  And everyone 
whom God the father draws comes!

J.C. Ryle says this, “The nature of man since the fall is so 
corrupt and depraved, that even when Christ is made known and 
preached to him, he will not come to him and believe in him, 
without the special grace of God inclining his will and giving him a 
disposition to come.  Moral suasion and advice alone will not 
bring him.  He must be drawn.”

That is the doctrine of effectual calling, which is based upon 
the doctrine of total depravity.  Man, in and of himself, has neither 
knowledge, nor faith, nor any inclination toward grace, until grace 
comes into his heart first.  It is a moral inability, a moral 
impotence.  An inability to come to Christ, for man is dead in his 
sin.  And it is not that man wants to come to Christ, but cannot.  
Rather, that he cannot because he does not want to!  

This inability to come to the knowledge of Christ is defined so 
well by the Apostle Paul,

1 Cor. 2:14  “But the natural man does not receive the things 

of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he 
know them, because they are spiritually discerned.”

He needs to spirit to be able to know the things of the spirit of 
God!  And God gives us his spirit.  That’s what it means to be 
born again, as we studied from John 3.  And that is what our 
confession and catechisms define as “effectual calling.”  It is 
perhaps my very favorite of all the questions of the shorter 
catechism, question 31.  “Effectual calling is the work of God’s 
spirit, whereby, convincing us of our sin and misery, enlightening 
our minds in the knowledge of Christ, and renewing our wills, he 
doth persuade and enable us to embrace Jesus Christ, freely 
offered to us in the gospel.”

And the great biblical illustration of this work of God is that OT 
picture of the dead bones in,

Ezekiel  37:1  “The hand of the LORD came upon me and 
brought me out in the Spirit of the LORD, and set me down in the 
midst of the valley; and it was full of bones. 2 Then He caused me 
to pass by them all around, and behold, there were very many in 
the open valley; and indeed they were very dry. 3 And He said to 
me, "Son of man, can these bones live?" So I answered, "O Lord 
GOD, You know." 4 Again He said to me, "Prophesy to these 
bones, and say to them, `O dry bones, hear the word of the 
LORD! 5 `Thus says the Lord GOD to these bones: "Surely I will 
cause breath to enter into you, and you shall live. 6 "I will put 
sinews on you and bring flesh upon you, cover you with skin and 
put breath in you; and you shall live. Then you shall know that I 
am the LORD."'" 7 So I prophesied as I was commanded; and as 
I prophesied, there was a noise, and suddenly a rattling; and the 
bones came together, bone to bone. 8 Indeed, as I looked, the 
sinews and the flesh came upon them, and the skin covered them 
over; but there was no breath in them. 9 Also He said to me, 
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"Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, son of man, and say to the 
breath, `Thus says the Lord GOD: "Come from the four winds, O 
breath, and breathe on these slain, that they may live."'" 10 So I 
prophesied as He commanded me, and breath came into them, 
and they lived, and stood upon their feet, an exceedingly great 
army.”

That’s the illustration of effectual calling.  What a great 
illustration.  It’s what Ezekiel had just defined in the previous 
chapter,

Ezekiel 36:25  “Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and 
you shall be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness and 
from all your idols. 26 I will give you a new heart and put a new 
spirit within you; I will take the heart of stone out of your flesh and 
give you a heart of flesh. 27 I will put My Spirit within you and 
cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will keep My judgments 
and do them.”

God must do that before a man will come to Christ for 
salvation.  Talk about a provocative answer to the complaint that 
Jesus had claimed to be sent from God the father in heaven!  
Jesus makes sure that those to whom he was speaking knew this 
connection between the father and the son was inseparable.  And 
permanent.

v.44

But there was more to Jesus’ answer.  He refers back to the 
question of manna, that we studied last week.  And to 
reemphasize that, it is clear that,

B.  Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of the OT symbol of 
manna.

Again, symbolism.  Illustrations.  Images.  We actually call this 

a type, that is a prophecy of the OT in the form of an illustration.

Manna.  Bread from heaven.  As we saw last week, ultimately 
it wasn’t Moses who provided manna.  It was God.  And that 
manna, that bread from God which sustained their life in the 
desert, was actually a grand symbol of Jesus, who called himself 
the “true bread from heaven” who “gives life to the world” in verse 
32 and 33.

That lesson is repeated here for emphasis.
v.48-51

Again, this great illustration of food.  Bread.  In the OT, the 
bread literally came down from heaven.  God poured in out upon 
the land every morning, six days each week.  Each day the 
people were to take enough for that day, and on the sixth day 
God poured out a double portion to provide for them on the day of 
sabbath rest as well.

But it’s a symbol.  Jesus is the manna.  He is the living bread.  
And so very clearly, he was sent from God the Father in heaven 
to bring salvation.

And I am here today to preach that very same message to 
you.  Speaking of Jesus, the Scripture says this,

Acts 4:12  “Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no 
other name under heaven given among men by which we must 
be saved.”  

Salvation is found in Jesus, the bread of life.  And you need to 
eat that bread, that is, accept and receive it.  You need to 
embrace Jesus Christ as your savior, and trust in him, believing in 
the work he accomplished upon the cross as the atoning sacrifice 
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for your sins.  You need to believe in Jesus and receive him to be 
your Lord in order to be saved.  For according to verse 51, he has 
given his body, his flesh, for the life of the world, so that we might 
have life.  We who are dead in our sins!

And that brings us to the second complaint, that Jesus 
claimed to offer his own human body as the way of salvation.  
And so he would.  What is,

III. THE RESPONSE TO THAT SECOND COMPLAINT?
v.52

Jesus doesn’t hedge a bit!  He doesn’t back down from this 
language that is so strong that it seems to imply the horrible idea 
of cannibalism!  That’s how strong an illustration he uses.  Jesus 
doesn’t just talk about the bread of life.  He talks about being the 
bread of life, and therefore he talks about “eating my flesh and 
drinking my blood.”  And he says that by doing that, only then can 
a man have eternal life.

So what’s he talking about?  I don’t need to say it, but he is 
speaking symbolically.  He is using symbolic language.  Powerful 
and dramatic symbolism.  

A.  The symbolism of eating Jesus’ flesh and drinking his 
blood.  

A symbol of life.  Eternal life.  Let’s look at the actual words, 
with the repeated use of the words for eating.  

v.51b
v.53

It’s not optional.  This isn’t some level of Christian maturity or 
discipleship.  This is the root definition of what it means to be a 
Christian.  You must eat Jesus’ flesh and drink his blood.  

That is to say, it is to believe in Jesus in the fullest possible 
way.  Not a literal act of cannibalism, but an inward and spiritual 
act of the heart, by which you receive Christ’s sacrifice for sins as 
the atoning sacrifice for your own sins, and believe upon him 
alone for salvation.  Your soul must feed upon Christ’s sacrifice, 
by faith, just as your body would feed upon bread.  Believing, you 
are said to “eat.”  Believing in Jesus, personally, you are said to 
“drink.”  Our souls feed on his flesh and blood in precisely the 
same way that the body is sustained by eating and drinking.

Faith in Christ’s atonement is a personal act, and with the 
illustration of food, it is a daily act.  It’s not merely something you 
did in the past, but an on-going, continuous, daily commitment.  
We need food every day to nourish and sustain our bodies, and 
so we need Christ every day to sustain our souls.  We need to 
feed upon Christ every day, to nourish and strengthen our souls 
and to keep them alive and well.  By “eating and drinking,” Jesus 
refers to that communion and participation of the benefits of his 
sacrifice which faith, and faith only, conveys to the soul.  Such 
faith is absolutely necessary for those claiming to have eternal life 
in Christ.  If you don’t feed upon Christ, you don’t have spiritual 
life.

To say the very same thing positively,
v.54

Jesus goes with this great illustration of food.
v.55

And the on-going sustenance of that spiritual food is defined 
by eating and drinking.

v.56

And then perhaps, the greatest climax of it all, a comparison of 
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our relationship with Christ to the relationship between Christ and 
his heavenly father.

v.57

To quote J.C. Ryle again, “The union between Christ and the 
true Christian is as real and true and close and inseparable as the 
union between God the Father and God the Son.”

And the conclusion.
v.58 

Having said all that, we need to stop and consider this for 
ourselves.  You need to consider what is involved for you to feed 
upon Christ.  You need to determine what you need to do to be 
able to say that you are eating the body of Jesus Christ.  You 
need to figure out what is involved for you to drink his blood.

The answer is this, to maintain and to cherish a personal 
relationship and deep fellowship with Jesus in which you truly 
depend upon him for your very life.  It is a relationship in which 
you depend upon him, and therefore trust him, to give you 
everything you need for life.  It is a relationship in which you rest 
secure in his atoning sacrifice, and respond with grateful praise 
and thanksgiving.

It is a relationship in which you build great intimacy, and that’s 
hard, because you can’t see Jesus.  It is a relationship 
established and built on faith, but that faith must become intimate.  
You must perceive that if it were not for Christ, you could not go 
on living.  You must join yourself to him by faith, and rely upon his 
presence and his strength in every circumstance and every 
occasion of your life.  You must fix your eyes upon Jesus, you 
must fix your hearts upon things above where Christ is seated at 
the right hand of God the Father.  You must be able to say, 

Phil 1:21  “For to me, to live is Christ.”

It is to experience what Paul describes in,
Gal.2:20  “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I 

who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the 
flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
Himself for me.”

It is to walk by faith, not by sight.

And the challenge is very simple.  The exhortation is clear for 
all of us.  Feed upon Christ.  Feed upon his flesh often.  Eat and 
drink deeply of his presence.  Let the awareness of his presence 
govern your actions and determine your motives, every moment 
of every day.

And above all, avoid that most dangerous of all tendencies, to 
live, even for a day, as if Christ didn’t matter.  As if he didn’t exist.  
As if it didn’t make a difference whether or not you are a 
Christian.  

Feed upon Christ.  Nourish your soul with his word.  Drink 
deeply of his love in prayer.  Build the intimacy of your 
relationship through the sacrifice of praise and worship, through 
song and through silence.

Take care of your souls.  Feed them regularly.  And stay away 
from the junk food that abounds in our day.  And what is the junk 
food that we most often feed our souls today?  The emptiness of 
self-absorption.  Self-worship.  Allowing our own experiences and 
even our own emotions to be our food.  That will leave you very 
hungry.  If you’re going to look to yourself for spiritual 
nourishment, if you want your spiritual strength to come from the 
food of your own subjective experiences, then you will be 

Page �  of �7 8



seriously malnourished. 

We need to feed upon Christ, to experience him as the very 
source of life iteslf.  So get a balanced diet for your soul, and 
don’t go on long periods of fasting.  Day after day, even moment 
by moment, feed upon Christ, by faith.

And let me remind you that God, in his perfect wisdom, has 
given us a sign and seal of our relationship with Christ utilizing 
this great symbol of eating and drinking.  And that is,

B.  The sacrament of eating Jesus’ flesh and drinking his 
blood.

I believe it is improper to refer these verses only to the Lord’s 
Supper in an outward and external sense, and read therefore, 
that unless you eat the flesh of the son of man as it is presented 
in the Lord’s Supper and unless you drink his blood as it is offered 
in the Lord’s Supper, you have no life in you.  For surely, you can 
have eternal life without actually receiving the Lord’s Supper! 

But just as surely, in this great illustration of eating and 
drinking, you act out these deep spiritual truths every time you 
receive this sacrament.  For in this moment, as you partake of this 
sacred meal, if you do it by faith, you are truly feeding upon 
Christ.

And all of those things I just said, all of those exhortations 
about feeding upon Christ in your soul, should be at the forefront 
of your mind as you take the Lord’s Supper this afternoon.  It is 
such a good symbol.  Such an appropriate image and illustration.  
Such a marvelously edifying sign and seal of the truths that we 
have been studying in John 6.

There is nothing magical in those elements, in the wine and in 

the bread.  And there is nothing there that will offer any real 
satisfaction to your physical hunger, but in taking these elements, 
more than at any other time, you are living out your faith.  You are 
living out the truth of these words,

v.53-58

So feed your soul as your proclaim the Lord’s death by 
partaking of this sacrament, whenever you have the opportunity.  
And enjoy the meal!  Delight yourself in this feast, that God has 
prepared for you.  For in this sacrament, we, by faith, are made 
partakers of his body and blood, with all his benefits, to our 
spiritual nourishment and growth in grace.
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