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“All We Need”

“I am the living bread that came down from heaven.”

My first experience with a baby shower caught me by surprise.  Our neighbours in Waretown, New
Jersey were expecting their first child, and Susan was invited to the shower, while my job was to bring
the expectant father to the shower as it was ending.  I thought that all I needed to do was to get Steve to
the hall safely; but when we arrived, it became clear that I would also be needed to transport the gifts
back to their home.  Since I didn’t have any experience with baby showers (either as a parent or an
attendee), I was shocked by the number of items that had been given to the new parents; it took my car
and four other cars to transport everything back to their house.  The questions that was playing in my
head over and over was “why does a little baby need all this stuff?”

Of course, those of you who are parents know that babies really do need all this stuff: cribs, strollers, car
seats, bassinets, changing tables, clothing, diapers, and all the other essentials needed to welcome a
new baby into a home.  A baby shower is a tradition in which family and friends – people with
experience raising children – “shower” the expectant parents with all they need for their baby.  They
know all we need better than we do.

Today’s Gospel lesson is a portion of the extended response in John’s Gospel to the feeding of the Five
Thousand.  When Jesus fed the multitudes gathered along the shores of the Sea of Galilee with five
loaves and two fish, the reaction of the crowd was to declare that “this is indeed the prophet who is to
come into the world” (John 6:14).  But while their physical hunger had been satisfied, Jesus is aware that
they need more than merely the bread which will satiate them for only a short time; he compares the
manna that God gave the Israelites in the wilderness to the “true bread from heaven” that will give the
people of God all they need:

· “Very truly, I tell you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father
who gives you the true bread from heaven.  For the bread of God is that which comes down
from heaven and gives life to the world.” – 6:32-33.

When the people request that Jesus “give us this bread always,” Jesus identifies himself as this bread of
God that has come down from heaven: “I am the bread of life.  Whoever comes to me will never be
hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.” (6:35).  This is one of the “I am” statements in
the Fourth Gospel in which Jesus uses common images to reveal his true identity:

· “I am the light of the world.” – 9:5
· “I am the good shepherd.” – 10:11
· “I am the resurrection and the life.” – 11:25
· “I am the true vine.” – 15:1
· “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” – 14:6

These “I am” statements form the distinctive core of Jesus’ language of self-revelation in John’s Gospel. 
“Through these common symbols, Jesus declares that people’s religious needs and human longings are
met in him.” (Gail O’Day).  It is the revelation that as the incarnate Word of God “that became flesh and



lived among us … full of grace and truth” (1:14).  It is a word of assurance that “your heavenly Father
knows that you need all these things” (Matthew 6:32) and provides us all we need “out of pure, fatherly,
and divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness of mine at all.” (Small Catechism).  
According to Luther, our response to God providing us with all we need – especially those needs of
which we are unaware – is one of gratitude: “For all this I owe it to God to thank and praise, serve and
obey him.”  But that is not the response of the crowds to whom Jesus reveals his identity as the “bread
of life.”  Instead, they “began to complain about him because he said, ‘I am the bread that came down
from heaven.’” (6:41).  Their “complaining” (“grumbling,” gongyzo) is the same word used in the
Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament) to describe the Israelites’ grumbling and
complaining in the wilderness:

· “The LORD spoke to Moses and said, ‘I have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to them,
“At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you
shall know that I am the LORD your God.”’” – Exodus 16:11-12.

The crowd demonstrates the same recalcitrance as their ancestors; they protest Jesus’ claim and self-
identification on the grounds that they know his parentage: “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, who
father and mother we know?  How can he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven?’” (6:42).  This is
another example of the saying “a little knowledge is a dangerous thing,” because the crowd’s misplaced
certitude about Jesus’ origins blind them to his true origins, that he is “true God, begotten of the Father
in eternity, and also a true human being, born of the virgin Mary, [and he] is my Lord.” (Small Catechism). 

· “The Judeans knew some things, but their knowledge was limited, and they let it close their ears,
shut their hearts, and limit their vision.  They were unable to hear and know what God was
trying to show them.  They had made up their minds and did not want to be confronted with
what Jesus tried to teach them.” – Craig Satterlee.

Jesus chooses not to directly address the subject of the crowd’s grumbling (which he had faced in his
hometown synagogue in Nazareth where people also objected to his self-revelation: “Is this not Joseph’s
son?” – Luke 4:22).  Instead, he points to God’s initiative in drawing people to Jesus and the promise of
resurrection on the last day: “No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father who sent me; and I will
raise that person up on the last day.” (6:44), a continuation of his previous teaching that “this is indeed
the will of my Father, that all who see the Son and believe in him may have eternal life; and I will raise
them up on the last day.” (6:40).  Jesus refers the crowds back to the Hebrew Scriptures, reminding them
that “it is written in the prophets, ‘And they shall all be taught by God.’” (6:45; Isaiah 54:13, Jeremiah
31:33).  This citation underscores God’s initiative in making faith possible and the universality of God’s
actions (“they shall all be taught”); “because Jesus’ claims are grounded in God’s work and identity, they
cannot simply be dismissed as personal idiosyncrasy.” (O’Day).

While our Lord “desires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy
2:4), human receptivity to what God offers plays critical role: “Everyone who has heard and learned from
God comes to me.” (6:45b).  “Hearing” and “learning” are biblical metaphors for human receptivity to
what God offers.  Only those who “have heard and learned” what God teaches will come to Jesus:
“God’s initiative toward humanity is held in tension with human decision and response.” (O’Day).  The
reason for the crowd’s grumbling lies in their perception, not in Jesus’ claims.  God has taught them, but
they do not hear and learn.



Jesus reasserts his unique relationship with the Father, stating that “not that anyone has seen the Father
except the one who is from God; he has seen the Father.” (6:46).  In John, it is through Jesus alone that
the believer has access to God the Father:

· “The Father judges no one but has given all judgment to the Son, so that all may honor the Son
just as they honor the Father.  Anyone who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father.”
– 5:22-23.

· “You have never heard his voice or seen his form, and you do not have his word abiding in you,
because you do not believe him whom he has sent.” – 5:37b-38.

· “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.  If
you know me, you will know my Father also.  From now on you do know him and have seen
him.” – 14:6-7.

It is through Jesus, “rather than our knowledge or understanding, [that] is the source of our calling and
the source of our strength.” (Satterlee).  The one who opens their hearts and minds to hear and learn
from Jesus receives the fullness of God’s blessing – all that they truly need – from Jesus, the true “bread
of life”:

· “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.  Whoever eats of this bread will live
forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.” – 6:51.

The manna eaten by the ancestors in the wilderness met the Israelites’ immediate need for sustenance,
but it did not satisfy ultimate human needs; for “your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and
they died.” (6:49).  The “bread of heaven” of which Jesus speaks, however, does satisfy ultimate human
need, for all who eat the true bread of heaven receive the gift of eternal life which is ours through the
gift of “my flesh,” through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ:

· “He has redeemed me, a lost and condemned person.  He has purchased and freed me from all
sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with gold or silver but with his holy,
precious blood and his innocent suffering and death.  He has done all this in order that I may
belong to him, live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence,
and blessedness, just as he is risen from the dead and lives and rules eternally.  This is most
certainly true.” – Small Catechism.

The crowd that “grumbles” at Jesus think they know what they need, but Jesus teaches them that they
need far more than the bread that sustains their physical bodies.  God does indeed supply our “daily
bread,” all of the “necessities and nourishment for our bodies” (Luther); but God knows that we need
more than that which satisfies our physical hunger.  We need the “living bread” that is Jesus to provide
us with all we really need – the assurance of eternal life in God’s loving, steadfast presence.

· “Jesus provides sustenance beyond our daily hunger with the gift of his life.  This sustenance
sustains more than our bodies; it also meets our fears and struggles … There is no greater
comfort than the reassurance that God loves us and is ever present with us.  God feeds us with
eternal life.” – Jennifer Phelps Ollikainen.

When we gather at the Lord’s Table, we receive far more than food that will satisfy our physical hunger
and give us the sustenance we need for daily living.  We come into the real presence of our Lord to
receive the Body and Blood of Christ, which on the night he was betrayed our Saviour gave us “for the



forgiveness of sins,” the Words of Institution that proclaim to us “that forgiveness of sin, life, and
salvation are given to us in the sacrament through these words” (Small Catechism).  In the Lord’s Supper,
our Saviour gives us the very Bread of Life that satisfies our deepest need: the need to know that we are
loved, the need to know that we are children of God, the need to know that nothing “will separate us
from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:39).  As in Holy Baptism we are “reborn children
of God and made members of the church which is the body of Christ,” in Holy Communion we receive the
fullness of God’s blessings, all we need to assure us that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord
his children sever.” 

· “To ‘not die’ and ‘live forever’ is to trust and find that fear and fatigue, despair and derision will
not defeat us.  Our complaining will not keep God from sending the bread of life to us.” –
Satterlee.

So, while it may appear that the gifts showered upon new parents are excessive, those who are
experienced parents know that this is all they need when they child arrives.  We live in the sure and
certain knowledge that our Lord knows all that we truly need and showers his blessings upon us even if
we do not recognize our need for them.  May we open our ears, our minds, and our hearts to be open to
the blessings that God seeks to bestow upon us, all we need to live in the fullness of God’s gracious love.
Amen.


