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“BREAD FROM HEAVEN” 
John 6:27-35, 48-51 

Ash Wednesday 
March 1, 2017 

Trinity Free Lutheran Church, Grand Forks, ND 

The gospel lesson for this evening comes from The Gospel According to John, chapter 6, 
verses 27 through 35, and then verses 48-51. In this gospel lesson, Jesus teaches us about the 
food that will preserve us to eternal life. Please stand as you are able for the gospel. From John 
6, we begin reading at verse 27. 

27 “Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures to eternal 
life, which the Son of Man will give to you. For on him God the Father has set his seal.” 
28 Then they said to him, “What must we do, to be doing the works of God?” 29 Jesus 
answered them, “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.” 
30 So they said to him, “Then what sign do you do, that we may see and believe you? 
What work do you perform? 31 Our fathers ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is 
written, ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’ ” 32 Jesus then said to them, “Truly, 
truly, I say to you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, but my Father 
gives you the true bread from heaven. 33 For the bread of God is he who comes down 
from heaven and gives life to the world.” 34 They said to him, “Sir, give us this bread 
always.” 

35 Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, 
and whoever believes in me shall never thirst.” … 

48 “I am the bread of life. 49 Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they 
died. 50 This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and 
not die. 51 I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this 
bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my 
flesh.” 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 
You may be seated. 

 
Wouldn’t it be great if God gave us bread from heaven? Think about it. What if bread 

miraculously came down from heaven every day, just like it did for the Israelites when they 
lived in the wilderness? Wouldn’t that strengthen, not just our bodies, but also our faith—to 
see a miracle every day? 

Imagine it—right out there in our church’s backyard every morning. All you have to do is 
come to church and pick up your free bread. For one thing, if God is giving us the miracle bread, 
all the other churches in town would finally realize that we have the right doctrine. 

And, free bread. Who wouldn’t be happy about that? God could probably even make it 
gluten-free. The only thing that could make it better is if it were donuts instead of plain old 
bread. 

A miracle like this would prove so much. Everyone would believe in Jesus then, right? And 
we would all be strengthened in our faith. All our doubts would go away. 
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Or would they? 

 
As we journey through this life with all its ups and downs, it’s easy to think that if God 

would just give us a sign, then we would have strength to persevere through all the down 
times. 

Perhaps you know from experience what I’m talking about. You have those seasons of life 
when God seems distant from you. It could be a tragic time, but it doesn’t have to be. It could 
just be a really mundane season where life is kind of boring and you don’t feel like you’re going 
anywhere. The constant routine of life just wears on you. And everything just seems so ordinary 
that it’s hard to believe in anything spiritual. For whatever reason, God seems distant. And you 
might be hesitant to admit it to anyone around you, but you’re not sure you even believe 
anymore, that is, if you ever really did. 

And maybe you want to believe. But you just don’t see or feel anything spiritual. And you 
think, If God would just give me a sign, then I could believe. It doesn’t even need to be a big 
miracle, just something to satisfy my doubts. 

We think that if God would just give us a sign, then we would have strength to persevere 
through all life’s ups and downs. 

But I’m not sure it’s true. 

 
We have to consider human nature and the promise of God. Which one is stronger? Is 

human nature stronger? Or is the promise of God stronger? 
First we consider human nature. So we look to the Scripture readings this evening, where 

we have two examples of large groups of people who received a remarkable sign. And we 
consider what they did with those signs. 

The first group of people is the Israelites in the wilderness. We read about them in Exodus 
16. This took place about 1440 BC. 

And prior to the Scripture we read, God had miraculously delivered them from slavery in 
Egypt. Perhaps you remember the ten plagues that gave them an opening to flee from Egypt. 
Then when they were trapped between the Red Sea and the advancing Egyptian army, God 
parted the waters of the sea so they could walk through on dry land. Then God closed the sea 
and drowned the army that chased them. As far as miracles go, this was a pretty big one. This 
was the kind that, you would think, should sustain a person’s faith for their entire life. But it 
didn’t. When they had no water they grumbled against Moses and against God (Ex. 15:24). So 
God miraculously gave them water (Ex. 15:25). So you would think now they would trust and 
believe in him. 

But soon after that miracle, they found themselves without food, so they grumbled again 
against Moses and against God. So God fed them with miracle bread from heaven. They called 
it “manna.” In the morning it just appeared on the ground. It didn’t grow on anything. Nobody 
baked it. It was just there. God put it there. And he didn’t just do it once. He did it six days a 
week, every week, for forty years. We’re talking about a miracle that happens, basically, on a 
daily basis for most of your life. What more could you want? Having a sign like this, how could 
your faith ever waver? But if we look at the history of Israel in the wilderness, we see that their 
faith did waver—a lot. They continued to grumble against God. They doubted his promises. 
They even worshipped false gods. 
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In the epistle lesson from 1 Corinthians 10, Paul talked about how their faith wavered, and 
how they rebelled against God. Even though they witnessed miracle after miracle—even on a 
daily basis—“Nevertheless,” Paul says, “with most of them God was not pleased, for they were 
overthrown in the wilderness” (1 Cor. 10:5). 

Now, the point isn’t for us to say, “Oh, they were such terrible people. I’m glad we’re so 
much better.” No, the point is to consider them as an example of human nature—the same 
nature you and I share. If we had been there, I’m not so sure we would have done any better. 
We could see miracle after miracle, and still not trust God. We would ask, “But what have you 
done for me lately?” That’s our nature. 

 
The second group of people for us to consider, is the Jews who asked Jesus for a sign. 
Sometimes the Bible is downright hilarious. And this is one of those comical moments in 

Scripture, when these people ask Jesus, “What sign do you do, that we may see and believe 
you?” (6:30). 

To see what’s so funny about this question, we need to back up a little. The whole chapter 
of John 6 is one unit. It’s all one story. So to get the joke, we need to look at the first part of 
John 6. It’s the Feeding of the Five Thousand. Jesus was teaching beside the Sea of Galilee. And 
the crowd was large—five thousand men, plus women and children (6:10; Matt. 14:21). The 
practical problem was food. They didn’t have enough. But they had Jesus and a little boy’s 
lunch, which consisted of five barley loaves and two fish. That’s probably more than a little boy 
needs, but not enough to feed a massive crowd. But Jesus … he took these loaves and fish, gave 
thanks for the food, and passed it out. Everyone ate and was satisfied. Then the disciples picked 
up twelve baskets of leftovers. 

It was a miracle, and everyone there knew it. The text says, “When the people saw the sign 
that he had done, they said, ‘This is indeed the Prophet who is to come into the world!’ ” (6:14). 
The people were so impressed, they wanted to make Jesus a king, but Jesus didn’t want to be 
that kind of king, so he snuck away (6:15). 

And that night Jesus walked across the sea—kind of impressive—to get to the other side. In 
the morning the crowd realized Jesus was gone, so they went looking for him. And they found 
him on the other side of the sea in the city of Capernaum (6:22-25). And this is where the 
gospel lesson for this evening picks up the story. 

They start talking with Jesus again, and Jesus tells them not to work for food that perishes, 
but the food that endures to eternal life (6:27). But the people don’t quite get it. They really 
liked the food he fed them the day before. That was a pretty good gift. But they don’t realize 
that Jesus himself is the greater gift. 

But this thing about food that endures to eternal life is intriguing. That would be some really 
awesome bread, so they want to know how to get it. They ask, “What must we do to be doing 
the works of God?” (6:28). That is, What do I have to do to get this eternal food? What kind of 
good works do I have to do to earn eternal life? 

But, of course, it is not about our works at all, but only God’s works. That is why everything 
depends on faith. And faith itself is not even our work, it is God’s work. So Jesus says—and 
mark these words well, because they are so important—Jesus says, “This is the work of God, 
that you believe in him whom he has sent” (6:29). Your faith is the work of God. Your faith is 
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not your own doing. It is the work of God in you that you would believe in Jesus. It is the work 
of God, by his Holy Spirit. 

Your faith is not dependent on anything in you, because human nature is incapable—totally 
incapable—of believing in God. You and I do not have the natural ability to believe in the one 
true God. We might be able to hold the opinion that there is a god, but we do not have the 
ability to fear, love, and trust in the one true God. 

Now, this might sound strange and totally illogical. Every fiber of our being fights against 
this. We don’t want to be told what we cannot do. But Jesus is very clear. “This is the work of 
God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.” You and I cannot believe. We could see signs 
and wonders every single day, and we would still be incapable of believing. 

I know that sounds strange, but the proof is right in front of us. The Israelites ate manna in 
the wilderness every day, and they still didn’t trust God. 

These Jews in John chapter 6 followed Jesus from the other side of the sea because he gave 
them bread. And then when Jesus says, “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom 
he has sent,” you know what they say? “What sign do you do?” 

As soon as Jesus identifies himself as the one God has sent, they demand that Jesus prove it 
to them. They say, “What sign do you do, that we may see and believe you? What work do you 
perform?” (6:30). 

This is the hilarious part. Tragic, but hilarious. You don’t have to laugh, because it’s actually 
really sad. These are the exact same people who ate the miracle bread on the other side of the 
sea. The day before this, they saw the sign, ate the bread and fish, and they thought, “This is 
indeed the Prophet who is to come into the world!” 

And then the next day, when Jesus suggests this very thing, their attitude completely 
changes. Now they want him to prove it … again. “What sign do you do?” 

Are you kidding me? You were there yesterday. And now you ask, “What sign?” What 
happened between yesterday and today? Did you just get hungry again? 

Yes. That’s exactly what happened. It’s the “What have you done for me lately” part of 
human nature. The food Jesus gave them perished. Their bodies used it up, and it was gone. It 
did not sustain their faith. It could not even sustain their bodies for more than one day. It 
wasn’t the bread that endures to eternal life. And regardless of how many miracles we see, we 
are by nature incapable of believing in the one true God. 

 
So again, the point for us isn’t to look at those ungrateful people and think, Oh, I’m glad 

we’re so much better. Because we’re not. The point is to look at their example and realize that 
we have that same nature, and then to confess it. 

And maybe you have noticed that whenever we confess our sins, we start by confessing our 
nature. We don’t start with our actual deeds. We start with, “We poor sinners confess to you 
that we are by nature sinful and unclean.” And then we progress from there to our actual sins 
of thought, word, and deed. Because all of those things flow from our nature, and our nature is 
itself sin. Our nature is the root of the problem. 

And then our nature leads us to do the exact same thing the Jews were doing. We think, If 
only God would give me a sign … then my doubts would go away, and I could fear, love, and 
trust in God above all things. I would be a super-Christian. If only God would give me a sign …. 
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But it’s just not true. We think this way because we falsely believe that our faith is our own 
doing. If our faith is our own doing, then all we need is some inspiration. But our faith is not our 
own doing. It is the work of God. 

If signs and wonders were the food that endures to eternal life, God would give them to us. 
But they’re not. The food that endures to eternal life is Jesus Christ himself. “I am the bread of 
life,” Jesus says (6:35, 48). 

And he goes on. Listen to these beautiful words: “This is the bread that comes down from 
heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread that came down from 
heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the 
life of the world is my flesh.” (6:50-51) 

Now what is Jesus talking about? Is he talking about his crucifixion or the Lord’s Supper? 
The answer is yes. He’s talking about both. 

He’s talking about sacrificing himself for the life of the world. The cross is where the Son of 
God suffered and died for the sin of the world. But that sacrifice is no benefit to us if it is not 
applied to us personally. 

And so Jesus was sacrificed only once for the sin of the world. But the gifts of that sacrifice 
are given to us personally every single time we eat and drink his body and blood. 

This Sacrament is given to us as a special gift to preserve us in the true faith unto eternal 
life. It is the food that endures to eternal life. So we call it “The Salutary Gift.” The word salutary 
means “beneficial” or “life-giving.” 

If you want something to strengthen and preserve your faith, don’t go searching for signs 
and wonders. Seek Christ here, where he has promised to be for you, in this bread and in this 
cup. 

It might not look like anything special. It might not wow us like signs and wonders. But it is 
what Jesus says it is, and it does what Jesus says it does. And so it is a salutary—that is, a life-
giving—gift to us. Because here in this bread is the very body of Jesus Christ that was 
destroyed. And here in this cup is the very blood of Jesus Christ, that was poured out for you 
and for many for the forgiveness of sins. 

And Jesus attaches this promise to his body and blood: “Whoever feeds on my flesh and 
drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day” (6:54). 

Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


