
All You Need is Bread and Water 

1 

John had a specific purpose in casting this chapter against the background of the 
Passover feast. Passover was a celebration of the deliverance of the children of 
Israel from Egyptian bondage and the preservation of the people in two major 
ways: provision of food and rescue from the threatening Sea (the crossing of the 
Red Sea).  
These two themes are prominent in ancient Jewish writings. In the Passover 
Seder, the introductory comments include references to the blessings of God 
controlling the water and miraculously providing manna.  
In Psalm 78, the author Asaph writes a very typical Jewish song about these two 
major themes, and he makes references to the parting of the Red Sea, the water 
that came forth from the rock, and the manna that rained down from Heaven.  
Paul even recognized the importance of these two themes – controlling water 
and providing bread – when in the first four verses of 1 Corinthians 10, he 
reminds the Jews that God made a way for their ancestors to pass through the 
Red Sea, then brought forth water out of the rock, then miraculously provided 
food for them in the wilderness. Again, the two themes of controlling water and 
providing food are emphasized.  
If we quickly scan the sixth chapter of John, we see these two themes again 
highlighted – the feeding of the five thousand and Jesus walking on the storm 
tossed sea, then proceeding to the famous discourse by Jesus on the Bread of 
Life. John set all this in the context of the Passover season, when the Jews 
would be particularly reminded of God’s control of water and provision of food, 
and points to Jesus as the complete embodiment of Divine intervention in these 
two realms. Now that we know the big message John was conveying with these 
narratives, we can begin to take a closer look.  

I. The	  Feeding	  of	  Thousands	  
A. Watch	  out!	  It’s	  a	  Test!	  

The story of the feeding of the multitude is the only miracle included in all four 
gospel accounts. We commonly refer to this story as the feeding of the five 
thousand, but scholars agree that most likely only the men were counted, and 
there were possibly as many as 10-20,000 people gathered there. Interestingly, 
this entire event was planned by Jesus as a training exercise for His disciples. 
Jesus begins with a question for Philip: “Where shall we buy bread for these 
people to eat?” That was a fascinating way to divulge His plan to feed the 
multitude. Jesus did not intend for Philip to actually work out a way to buy bread. 
Jesus was looking for one answer, one response – a confession of total 
inadequacy and a complete reliance on Jesus.  

B. The	  journey	  to	  the	  end	  of	  yourself	  
Philip does not immediately get it. At first, He takes Christ literally and he begins 
the mental calculations of what it would take to buy bread to feed the multitude. 
“It would take more than a half years’ wages to buy enough bread for everyone to 
have one bite.” Philip’s clumsy response typifies that moment of our own  



All You Need is Bread and Water 

2 

foolishness when we may know what God plans on doing, but we waste time 
trying to figure out how to do it by human resources and means. Jesus was not 
asking the question so Philip could figure out how to make this happen. Jesus 
was asking the question to force Philip to understand who Jesus is and what He 
can do. Jesus was asking the question to force Philip to confess his own 
inadequacies. The problem with Philip’s human approach to answering this 
question is he failed to see the impossibility of the whole project. It was not just 
about getting enough money to buy bread, it was all the logistics of feeding the 
multitude. Where do they find anyone selling enough bread to feed five 
thousand? How many people would it take to carry that much bread? How long 
would it take to go get the bread and bring it back, even if they could find that 
quantity available? How long would the people wait to be fed? The whole plan 
was so big and so overwhelming that Philip’s concern about now much money it 
would take was but the tip of the iceberg. Philip would need to learn this lesson. 
We need to learn this lesson. We can’t, but God can. It is a matter of coming to 
the end of yourself. I have said it before, but it bears repeating. It is vital never to 
forget. When you come to the end of yourself, that is when God takes over. 
Sometimes it takes way too long for us to come to the end of ourselves. The 
quicker we get there, the sooner God takes over.  

C. Gather	  the	  Fragments	  
How interesting that the source is limitless, but Christ requires them to gather the 
fragments. The immediate conclusion we draw is Christ is giving us direction 
concerning stewardship of our resources. Many of the more modern translated 
basically say, “That nothing be wasted”, and reinforces the concept of 
stewardship. However, some of the more literal translations use the word “lost” 
instead of the word “wasted”.  
There is another important detail in this. The Greek word is better translated 
“lost” and the concept of “lost” has much bigger theological implications than the 
concept of “waste”. The Greek word implies such concepts as dying, destruction, 
ruin, perishing. You can see that is much richer than the modern concept of 
“waste”.  Jesus wasn’t speaking as much about the concepts of recycling and 
conservation as He was establishing a theme of preventing senseless loss and 
destruction. He uses the same word again in the 39th verse where He says,  
And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all those he has given 
me, but raise them up at the last day. 
We can be quite certain that Jesus was not merely giving his disciples a lesson 
on not wasting food. After all, the leftover food could easily have been gathered 
the people and taken home. Or, it could have been returned to the little boy to 
reward him for investing his food for the provision of others. His return on his 
investment would have been enormous. But he carefully instructed His disciples 
to oversee the management of the leftovers and they were supposed to be 
learning something from this. They would have understood the word Jesus used 
was not implying, “Waste not; want not”. They heard Jesus use the word that had 
overtones of perishing and destruction. The disciples were carrying out a act that 
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had symbolic overtones. Is it possible this was a foreshadowing of the way in 
which they would have to care for all of humanity? Is it possible it foreshadowed 
their awesome responsibilities in caring for the church?  

II. Walking	  On	  Water	  
This is another familiar story that has been preached so many times, there is 
very little that can be said that you haven’t heard many times already. But the 
point I want to emphasize is John’s purpose in including this story as part of this 
chapter. Since John wasn’t writing chronologically, but thematically, we want to 
discover why he put these stories together.  
The first story of the feeding of the multitude introduces the theological theme of 
bread, Christ being the provider, the source.  
This story introduces another theological theme, Christ identifying himself as the 
“I am”. The disciples went ahead in the boat to cross the Sea of Tiberias. They 
met a storm and were unable to make much headway. Then Jesus came walking 
on the waves toward their boat, causing some to suppose they were seeing 
some sort of ghost or apparition. Then Jesus spoke and identified Himself, using 
the Greek phrase Ego Eimi, which is the same words he used when He said, 
“Before Abraham was, I am.” John makes multiple references to Jesus using that 
phrase, “I Am” throughout His gospel.  
The second reason John included this story is because, as we have already 
mentioned, he was building a case for those two themes of God controlling water 
and providing bread. The first story was about bread, this story about Jesus 
having authority and control over water.  

III. The	  Discourse	  on	  the	  Bread	  of	  Life	  
The crowd that saw Jesus multiply the bread and fish and feed thousands was 
looking for Jesus but could not find him. They were surprised to find Him on the 
other side of the Sea because they knew he didn’t get into a boat and they didn’t 
know He could walk on water. But when they found him, Jesus said, “You are 
only searching for me because you ate the loaves and were filled. In other words, 
this was the crowd that showed up when there was food. It was a very carnal 
motivation for seeking Jesus. The Galileans sought Him because He did amazing 
miracles. These people sought Him because they found out that sometimes he 
handed out free food. All which goes to prove that among the many good things 
God does, people tend to be drawn to God for the wrong reasons. He wants 
people to seek Him for who He is, not what He does, which we have emphasized 
for the past couple of sermons. But that point is still being made in these 
narratives. 
And Christ’s rebuke to these carnal minded people was this:  
“Very truly I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw the signs I performed 
but because you ate the loaves and had your fill. 27 Do not work for food that spoils, but 
for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. For on him God 
the Father has placed his seal of approval.” 
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“Do not work for the food that spoils”. How interesting that Jesus again uses that 
same word that He used when He told them to pick up the fragments so that 
nothing perishes. Then Jesus told these people not to crave food that perishes, 
but to seek food that endures to eternal life. Jesus is once again leading people 
to an understanding of what it means to avoid being preoccupied with that which 
perishes and be dedicated to that which endures.  
The people responded back to Jesus by asking, “What do we have to do to do 
the works of God?”  
Jesus replied, “Believe in Me.”  
They replied, “How can you prove to us you are the one God sent? What sign 
can you provide? For example, Moses provided manna in the wilderness. What 
will you do?”  
And isn’t it interesting that they bring up the subject of manna (bread from 
Heaven.) This again proves their cultural fascination with the stories of God 
providing bread and exercising control over the water.  
Second, they quoted from Psalm 78 “He gave them bread from Heaven to eat” 
but they misinterpreted the scripture. They thought “He” was Moses. So they are 
challenging Jesus, “Moses showed us a sign that He was from God. What can 
you do to show you are from God.” 
And it is somewhat amusing and that the first thing Jesus did was correct their 
mistaken understanding of the scripture.  
“Well first of all, it wasn’t Moses that gave you that bread. I was my Father, and it 
is my Father offers you the true Bread here today.  
And encoded in that simple statement is the theology of the gift from God, the 
incarnation, the importance of truth, and the importance of complete dependence 
on the Father.  
And their reply is much like the woman at the well who was promised water that 
would permanently satisfy. “Evermore give us this bread.”  
Jesus boldly declares Himself to be the Bread of Life sent down from the Father 
in Heaven, and reminds them He came to do the will of the one who sent him. He 
again uses the Greek Ego Eimi – I am. 
“And this is the will of Him who sent me, that I should lose none of all these He 
has given me, but raise them up in the last days.” And there is the connection to 
the gathering of the fragments in the first story. Christ’s disciples gathered up all 
the fragments that none should perish, and Christ will gather up all those the 
Father has given Him that none should perish. You see, it really was about 
learning how to rescue the perishing and care of the dying; how to minister to the 
least of these; how to count everyone God has given as equally important, not 
just look at some as throw away leftovers.  
At first, the Jews began to grumble because Jesus dared call Himself the Bread 
of Life came down from heaven.” Christ here says one of the most important 
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things he ever said to anyone in all of his sermons and teachings. “Stop 
grumbling.”  
Then Christ progresses from being merely the Bread of Life to saying, “you must 
eat my flesh.” And that angered the Jews.  
Then He took it to the next level. “Unless you eat my flesh and drink my blood, 
you have no life in you.” This is yet another example of the double entendres 
Jesus loved using and John loved recording in His gospel.  
Having at this point thoroughly confused or even angered these shallow people 
who wanted to follow Him because of the free food, Jesus said, “Does this offend 
you? What will you do when you see the Son of Man ascend back to Heaven? 
These words I have spoken are full of the Spirit of life. Yet some of you do not 
believe.”  
And here is one of the saddest statements in the gospels.  
66 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him. 

Having thinned out the herd, having challenged the shallow and carnal crowd 
who only followed Jesus because of free bread and fish; having shown 
conclusively they were not interested in the life giving Bread from Heaven, but 
were fully content to eat earthly bread that perishes, Jesus then returns his focus 
to his twelve disciples to see how they survived this little dust up.  
“Do you want to leave too?”  
And it is Peter that says, “Lord to whom shall we go. We believe you have the 
words of eternal life.”  
When you come to understand Jesus has the words of eternal life, you also 
understand you have no place else to go but to stay with Jesus. Where else can 
you go? Your friends do have words of eternal life. Your counselor doesn’t have 
words of eternal life. Your doctor doesn't have words of eternal life. Your illicit 
lover doesn’t have words of eternal life. Your social club doesn’t have words of 
eternal life.  
 
 


