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Jesus at Passover (Multiplication of the Loaves) (John 6:1-15) 

Verse 3 – This mountain in Galilee (always with the definitive article) appears frequently in the 

Synoptic tradition and is associated with important theological events such as the Sermon on the 

Mount in Matthew 5:1, the call of the twelve disciples in Mark 3:13, and the post-resurrection 

appearance in Matthew 28:16.  There is no way of localizing it although tradition associates it 

with the northwest shore of the lake and a hill called the Mount of the Beatitudes.   
 

 

     There is archaeological evidence of an ancient  

     church close to the current building dating from  

     the late 4th century which coincides with the  

     pilgrimages that were recorded around the  

     same time.  As just noted the specific site where  

     Jesus stood and delivered his sermon has never 

     been confirmed through physical evidence.    

   

     However the location of the Mount of Beatitudes  

     is entirely reasonable.  Jesus was often in  

     Capernaum which was just a few miles away. 

 

Verse 6 – Elsewhere in the gospels the verb peirazein (to test) has a disparaging sense of trial, 

temptation, and/or trickery.  This verse was an editorial attempt to avoid any implications that 

Jesus did not know what was going on at the time. 

 

Verse 11 – In both classical and secular Greek the word eucharistein means gave thanks and is 

distinguished from eulogein which means to bless (the word used in the Synoptics).  Scholars 

point out that the use of eucharistein in the New Testament reflects the Jewish use of barak 

which means blessing.  It was only in the 2nd century that the thanksgiving motif began to 

dominate in Christian circles.  John does not stress any differences in meaning as far as Jesus is 

concerned.  John prefers the term eucharistein even where there are no sacramental overtones.  A 

typical Jewish blessing was: Blessed are you, O Lord, king of the universe, who brings forth 

bread from the earth. 

 

In John Jesus himself distributed the loaves (like he will do at the Last Supper).  In the Synoptics 

the disciples do the distribution which sounds more reasonable due to the size of the crowds.  

The Greek word for gathering up appears in the Old Testament account of gathering up the 

manna (Exodus 16:16).  However we are not to equate the leftovers with the Old Testament 

notion of remnant.  In this story we do not have a remnant but a surplus. 

 

 

 

 

 



Verse 14 – The prophet who was to come into the world might be a reference to the expectation 

of a Prophet-like-Moses.  Credence is given to this theory because later the people will draw a 

connection between the food supplied by Jesus and the manna given by Moses.  But another 

thought is that the one who is to come is a description of the prophet Elijah.  In John, Jesus 

multiplied barley (not wheat) bread as did Elisha (a disciple of Elijah). 

 

Verse 15 – In certain strains of Judaism it was expected that the Messiah or anointed Davidic 

king would come at Passover.   

 

Comments:  The multiplication of the loaves is the only miracle from the public ministry of Jesus 

that is narrated in all four Gospels.  In all the accounts there is a strong eucharistic motif.  

However this miracle does not fit the normal pattern of Jesus’ miracles in the Synoptic tradition.   

In the Synoptics the miracles are treated as acts of power establishing the kingdom of God 

against the dominion of Satan.   

 

According to the Evangelist, why does Jesus work this miracle?  The motive of compassion does 

not seem to be the main explanation but is certainly prevalent.  But this miracle seems designed 

to teach something about Jesus to those who witnessed it.  In the Synoptics it is a messianic sign 

fulfilling the Old Testament promises that in the days to come God would feed his people 

abundantly.  After the resurrection (as the account was handed down in the teaching tradition of 

the Christian community) its connection with the Eucharist would be recognized.  Scholars 

believe the wording of the accounts is therefore colored by the eucharistic liturgies familiar to 

the various communities.  It is not surprising then that this account in John also shows adaptation 

to the scene of the institution of the Eucharist later in the gospel.  Remember that a distinctive 

feature in John’s story is that Jesus was the only one who distributed the loaves over which he 

had given thanks (just as he did at the Lord’s Supper). 

 

Jesus at Passover (Walking on the Sea of Galilee) (John 6:16-21) 

In the Mark-Matthew version of the story Jesus calms the sea and gets into the boat.  In their 

version of the miracle story it takes on the aspect of a nature miracle in which the disciples are 

rescued from the storm.  In John, the substance of the miracle is significantly different.  To a 

certain extent the Evangelist uses it as a corrective of the inadequate reaction of the crowd to the 

multiplication of loaves (the previous story).   Impressed only by the marvelous character of that 

sign, they were willing to acclaim him as a political messiah.  But Jesus was greater than can be 

captured by the traditional titles of the Prophet and King.  The walking on water was a sign that 

he interpreted himself as a sign that was fully expressed by the divine name – I am. 

 

Jesus at Passover (The Crowd Comes to Jesus) (John 6:22-24) 

Scholars surmise that the multiplication of loaves took place near Tiberias.  The next day boats 

from Tiberias picked up a few of those who had seen what Jesus did and brought them to 

Capernaum.  It was this group that Jesus addressed in the verses that follow.   

 

In these verses there is a deepening of the theological motifs that we found in the multiplication 

of loaves scene.  The fact that the Lord gave thanks has become very important.  It emphasized 

once more the eucharistic interpretation of the scene.  No longer was the emphasis on the term 

loaves but instead it was on the word bread.   



Jesus at Passover (Preface to the Discourse on the Bread of Life) (John 6:25-34) 

Verse 25 – Nicodemus addressed Jesus by the title of Rabbi in 3:2. He came as the spokes-

person of those in Jerusalem who had been impressed by Jesus’ signs and wanted to know more 

about him.  The situation following the incident in vs. 14 is quite similar here.  The title reflects a 

general attitude toward Jesus as a teacher.   

 

Verse 27 – Food that lasts uses a favorite verb in John.  The idea was not that the food lasted 

forever but that the food was imperishable because it gave eternal life.  We need to remember 

that the providing of manna was regarded as the greatest of Moses’ miracles.  But the manna 

given by Moses was not the real bread from heaven.  The real bread from heaven is associated 

with the teachings of Jesus.  In rabbinic thought bread was a symbol of the Torah.   

 

Comments:  Jesus wanted the crowds to reflect beyond the superficial material level of food, but 

their response was in terms of works that they could do.  Jesus then put the emphasis on faith.  

Obtaining eternal life was not a question of works (nor was it a question of faith without works).  

Rather, having faith is a work (the all-important work of God).  This believing is not so much a 

work accomplished by humans but is submission to the work of God in Jesus.   

 

The mention of faith made the crowd unfriendly and they began to question Jesus’ claims.  They 

put to him a demand for a sign similar to that which they heard from the temple authorities in 

2:18. Verse 31 indicates that the sign that the crowd wanted was a supply of bread.  They 

challenged Jesus to produce manna or its equivalent as a sign that he might then be the Prophet-

like-Moses. 

 

There is evidence in later Jewish documents of a popular expectation that in the final days God 

would again provide manna (an expectation connected with the hopes of a second Exodus).  The 

Midrash states: You will not find manna in this age but you shall find it in the age that is coming.  

In another part of the Midrash it states: As the first redeemer caused manna to descend so will 

the latter redeemer cause manna to descend.   

 

Later we will see how the theme of believing is worked into the discourse.   
 

 

 
 

 

Jesus at Passover (Discourse on the Bread of Life) (John 6:35-59) 

We have seen that the connection that John established between the Discourse on the Bread of 

Life and the multiplication of loaves represents a literary construction.  Likewise the eucharistic 

undertones are most likely the product of later Christian thought.  

 



Under all these metaphors of bread, water, and life, Jesus is symbolically referring to the same 

reality.  It is a reality which (once possessed) makes a person see natural hunger, thirst, and death 

as insignificant.  These verses spell out the necessity of believing in Jesus and the will of the 

Father so that all should have life through him.  Jesus was sent by God and was from God.   

 

In vs. 51-59 we have a duplicate of the preceding discourse in which the Bread of Life is now the 

eucharist.  No longer are we told that eternal life is the result of believing in Jesus.  It comes 

from feeding on his flesh and drinking his blood.  The role of the Father in bringing people to 

Jesus is no longer in the limelight.  Jesus himself is the source of salvation. 

 

Jesus at Passover (Reactions to the Discourse on the Bread of Life) (John 6:60-71) 

Jesus is once more affirming that people cannot gain life on their own.  If Jesus is divine 

revelation come down from heaven (like bread to nourish them) his purpose is to communicate 

to them the principle of eternal life.  The one who accepts the words of Jesus will receive the 

life-giving Spirit.  In John 4 the living water offered by Jesus was his revelation of the Spirit.  

Here too the words of Jesus and the Spirit are mentioned side-by-side as giving life.  But John 

does not unravel the interrelationships of these various life-giving factors.   

 

Vs. 66 shows that the final reaction of the disciples is one of disbelief.   
 

 

     Jesus at Tabernacles (Introduction)  

     (John 7:1-13) 

 

     Verse 2 – The autumn harvest feast received the  

     name of Sukkot which means huts, booths, tents, 

     tabernacles.  Name was given because people  

     celebrated it outside in the vineyards where they  

     made huts of tree branches.  By theological 

     adaptation this was associated with the dwelling  

     of the Israelites in tents during their wanderings in  

                                                                           the wilderness after the Exodus.   

 

Comments: Speeches by Jesus in the Temple on the occasion of the feast of Tabernacles were 

met with vicious hostility on the part of the Jewish leaders.  John set the stage for this by 

showing that before the feast Jesus had been avoiding Judea because he knew of this hostility.  

He had already been met with murderous intent in his last stay in Jerusalem narrated in John 5.   

 

Vs. 1 also sets the stage for the conversation between Jesus and his unbelieving relatives.  This 

conversation illustrates the fact that miracles do not in themselves lead to faith.  The brothers 

admit that Jesus can perform amazing deeds yet they do not believe.  They do not see the real 

meaning behind these signs.   

 

The answer that Jesus gives his brothers is a classic instance of the two levels of meaning found 

in John.  On the purely surface level it appears to the brothers that Jesus does not find this an 

opportune time to go up to the festival at Jerusalem.   



His subsequent behavior in going up to the festival show us however that this was not really 

what he meant by the reference to death at the hand of the Jews.  When Jesus speaks of his time, 

he is speaking on the level of the divine plan.  His time is his hour (the hour of passion, death, 

resurrection, and ascension) to the Father.  This time was not to come at this festival of 

Tabernacles – it is reserved for a subsequent Passover.    

 

Jesus at Tabernacles (Scene 1) (John 7:14-36) 

In Scene 1 the feast is half over.  The first lines of this scene are centered on the charge that Jesus 

is an unreliable teacher since he has not received his doctrine from a recognized master.  His 

answer was that he had received his teachings and doctrine from his heavenly Father.  He was in 

the best of all rabbinical schools.  The only proof he offered for his claim was the same type of 

witness he offered in Chapter 5.   

 

The objection of the crowd caused Jesus to be specific and to recall the past instance of a 

Sabbath healing for which they had decided to kill him (5:18).  The argument that Jesus uses 

here to defend his healing on the Sabbath is less theological than in 5:17. His miracles on the 

Sabbath were the accomplishment of the redemptive purpose for which the Law was given.   

 

In vs. 25-36 we hear no more of the Sabbath miracle and the theme shifts to Jesus’ person.  The 

hostility mounts dramatically in this scene and the first attempt to arrest Jesus is recorded.  The 

various confident assertions of the people of Jerusalem and of the Jews concerning Jesus are, in 

typical Johannine style, shown to betray ignorance (the ignorance of human wisdom when shown 

next to the penetrating light of the wisdom of God).   

 

Jesus’ claim to divine origins provokes the attempt to arrest him, an attempt which betrays the 

sovereign power of Jesus.  Even when his hour has come, John will still show that no one can lay 

a hand on Jesus until he permits it.  These attempts on his life lead Jesus to think of his return by 

death and resurrection to his Father.  As he stands before them, he is seeking them out.  But 

when he is gone, they will do the seeking and they will not find.  Once more the remarks by 

Jesus are misunderstood to mean that his is going away to some other land.  This time Jesus does 

not reply to their confusion because ironically they have spoken the truth.  Their sneering 

suggestion that Jesus might go off to teach the Gentile world had become a reality by the time 

the Fourth Gospel was written.   

 

Jesus at Tabernacles (Scene 2) (John 7:37-52) 

To understand what Jesus said in this section we need to have some more knowledge about the 

celebration of Tabernacles.  In Jesus’ time this was the feast especially sacred and important to 

the Hebrews.  The importance of the day can be traced to the pre-exilic period when the Temple 

was dedicated.  The feast was also associated with the triumphant day of the Lord.  In this ideal 

feast of Tabernacles everything in Jerusalem would be holy, and there would be no more 

merchants in the Temple.   

 

Of particular importance are the ceremonies that sprang up in connection with the celebration at 

Jerusalem.  The old agricultural background as the autumn harvest feast made it adaptable to 

becoming the occasion of prayers for rain.  Tabernacles came at the end of September or early 

October.   



If rain fell during this time it was looked on as an assurance of abundant early rains (so necessary 

for fertile crops the following year).  In line with this belief we find (in Zechariah 10:1) 

instructions to pray for rain, and in 14:17 a warning that there will be no rain for those who do 

not come to Jerusalem.  The fountains of water that overflows from Jerusalem can be interpreted 

against the background of abundant rain sent by God during Tabernacles.  

 

During the feast this was dramatized by a solemn ceremony.  On each of the seven mornings a 

procession went down to the fountain of Gihon on the southeast side of the temple hill, the 

fountain which supplied the waters to the pool of Siloam.  There a priest filled a golden pitcher 

with water as the choir repeated Isaiah 12:3 – With joy you will draw water from the wells of 

salvation.  Then the procession went up to the Temple through the Water Gate.  The crowds 

carried the symbols of Tabernacles.  They also sang the Hallel psalms. When they reached the 

altar in front of the Temple, they proceeded around the altar waving branches and singing Psalm 

98:25.  Then the priest went up the ramp to the altar to pour the water into a silver funnel whence 

it flowed into the ground.  On the seventh day there was a sevenfold circumambulation of the 

altar. 

 

     It was at this solemn moment in the ceremonies 

     of the seventh day that Jesus stood up in the  

     temple court to proclaim solemnly that he was 

     the source of living water.  Their prayers for  

     water had been answered in a way they did not  

     expect.  The feast that contained within itself  

     the promise of the Messiah had been fulfilled.    

 

     Zechariah 14:8 had predicted that living waters  

     would flow out of Jerusalem and Ezekiel 47:1  

     had seen a river flow from the rock underneath the 

Temple.  But now Jesus says that these rivers of living water will flow from his own body, that 

body which is the new Temple. 

 

His claim to give living water made some among the crowd think of him as the Prophet-like-

Moses.  Others identified Jesus as the Messiah.  In vs. 42-52 John offers a dramatic scene of the 

frustration and helplessness of the Sanhedrin authorities when faced with Jesus.  Jesus won a 

following among the crowds and even the temple police were impressed.  Even one of the 

members of the Sanhedrin raised his voice in defense of Jesus.   

 

In John 1:46 Nathanael had scoffed at Jesus’ Galilean origins but he had been honest enough to 

come and see for himself.  He found through faith what he was looking for.  However, when the 

Sanhedrin authorities scoff at Jesus’ origins and are invited to hear Jesus speak for himself they 

turn a deaf ear.   

 

This is the same theme that we will find in John 9.  The Pharisees are blind because they refuse 

to see.  It is interesting to note that while the New Testament authors are hostile to the Sanhedrin, 

from time to time they do point out the presence of calm and honest men in their assembly, like 

Nicodemus and Gamaliel. 



The Story of the Adulteress (John 7:53 and 8:1-11) 

There are questions if the story of the adulteress was part of the original Gospel of John or 

whether it was inserted at a later period.  Scholars believe it was a later insertion.  The ease with 

which Jesus forgave the adulteress was hard to reconcile with the stern penitential discipline in 

vogue in the early Church.  It was only when a more liberal penitential practice was firmly 

established that this story received wide acceptance.   

 

Another question was whether or not the story is of Johannine origin.  The fact that the story was 

added to the Gospel at a later period does not rule out the possibility that we are dealing with a 

stray narrative composed in Johannine circles.  In general the style is not Johannine either in 

vocabulary or grammar.  The story is more Lukan than Johannine.   

 

A third question is whether the story is canonical or not.  In the Roman Catholic Church the 

criterion of canonicity made its acceptance into the Vulgate.  The Church had used the Vulgate 

as its Bible for centuries.  The story of the adulteress was accepted by Jerome, and so Catholics 

regard it as canonical.  It also found its way into the received text of the Byzantine Church, and 

ultimately into the King James Bible.  And so the majority of the non-Roman Christians also 

accepted the story as Scripture. 

 

Some have used this to paint their portrait of a more liberal Christ and have turned the story into 

an emotional justification for indifference towards sins of the flesh.  However, Jesus was not 

saying that every magistrate must be sinless to judge others, a principle that would nullify the 

office of judge.  He was dealing with zealots who had taken upon themselves the indignant 

enforcement of the Law, and he had every right to demand that their case be thoroughly lawful 

and their motives be honest.  He recognized that, although they were zealous for the word of the 

Law, they were not interested in the purpose of the Law.  The spiritual state of the woman was 

not even in question or whether or not she was penitent.  Moreover, Jesus knew that they were 

using her as a pawn to entrap him. 
 

Next Session – June 30 
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