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I am the bread of life 

 

1 Kings 19:4–8 

Psalm 34:1–8 

Ephesians 4:25—5:2 

John 6:35, 41–51 

 

Text: John 6:35 

Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and 

whoever believes in me will never be thirsty. 

 

Introduction 

Professors Jenna Silber Storey and her husband Benjamin Storey co-authored a book Why We 

Are Restless: On the Modern Quest for Contentment.  In a May 2021 journal article they describe 

the competing public demands that pull us in many directions and often apart from one another.  

“Our public square,” they write, “resounds with a cacophony of rivals whose conflicts are not 

binary but chaotic, and whose claims on us are ever-shifting.”    

 

The article was an interesting read.  What resonated with me was the authors’ descriptions of the 

impact of this sense of being pulled in many directions.  “Pulled in a dozen different directions,” 

they write, “we are unable to subject our days to any clear purpose. We move through time 

reactively, dispersing the self as we go.”  About the attention the various apps on our connected 

devices demand of us they say, “Toggling among these competing icons becomes the uneven yet 

incessant rhythm of our consciousness.  Our vision pixelates, we forget what we’re after, we lose 

sight of ourselves.”  About all the social media messages we receive demanding that we take a 

side, instantly, they note, “The constant efforts to reform ourselves to align with the latest 

imperatives leave us exhausted—at a loss for what to say, how to dress, where to look, who we 

are.” 

 

Standing among us in what may feel like a chaotic, ever-shifting, breathless existence is Jesus 

Christ who says to each of us, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be 

hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.” 

 

1. When we modern people (so called) read the Bible stories of Jesus we do so with an often 

unexamined assumption; the assumption that the people then lived in simpler times, less chaotic, 

free of the swiftly-moving ever-shifting demands of our information age.  The people Jesus 

addressed lived under Roman occupation subject to the whim of the local Roman commander; 

they had no rights to court to redress grievances against the hardships imposed.  They were 

occupied people, not Roman citizens.  A permanent underclass.  Slavery was a common outcome 

for failure to pay taxes.  The leverage the Jewish leadership wielded was peace; they knew that 

the local Roman ruler’s (Pilate) job security rested on his ability to ensure there was no trouble 

for Rome.  Threat of trouble was often the card they played to get what they wanted—remember 

that Jesus was charged as an insurrection threat. 

 

How does one navigate life in the midst of such insecurity?  There were competing visions of 

how to live a faithful Jewish life in the shadow of this Roman occupying presence.  The Zealots 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2021/05/pixelated-souls
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believed that the Romans needed to be driven out; insurrection, guerrilla tactics, prepare for war. 

The Pharisees believed strict adherence to the law would purify the people as the only path.  The 

Sadducees said we have to go along to get along.  The Essences withdrew to the dessert awaiting 

the apocalyptic end of time.  The Herodians strategized that, like Herod the Great, they could 

rule on behalf of Rome and secure Jewish leadership.  People were latching on to Jesus because 

they were hoping he would be the solution to this issue in the landscape of competing solutions.  

One of Jesus’ disciples was a certain Simon who was called the Zealot. (Luke 6:15) 

 

Indeed the contours of how these first hearers of Jesus experienced these competing visions for 

life may be different than ours, still the sense of being pulled in many directions is common.  In 

the midst of that chaos Jesus announces, “I am the bread of life.” 

 

2.  What does Jesus mean by this pronouncement?  Jesus’ assertion “I am the bread of life” is the 

first in a series of such declarations that are peculiar to John’s gospel.  Each represents a 

particular relationship of Jesus to our profoundest human needs.   

I am the light of the world; Jesus is the light in the darkness of the meaning of our existence. 

I am the gate for the sheep; Jesus is our entrance into security and fellowship. 

I am the good shepherd; Jesus is our guide and protector in life. 

I am the resurrection and the life;  Jesus is our hope in face of death. 

I am the way, and the truth and the life; Jesus is our certainty in all the perplexity of life. 

I am the true vine; Jesus is our source of spiritual vitality and relationship with God.  

 

All of these are angles of vision on the person of Jesus.  They probe the wonder of who he is. 

Note that Jesus asserts to be these things in himself. ‘I am …” This saying, “I am the bread of 

life” was spoken in the wake of the feeding of the five thousand; the event where Jesus 

multiplies the five loaves and two fish and feeds everybody.  Jesus said, “For the bread of God is 

that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.”  People thought he meant 

physical bread and said, “Sir give us this bread always.”  Jesus then clarifies, “I am the bread of 

life.” 

 

Bread is one of life’s necessities.  Because bread looms so large in our lives and is essential to 

life, we use the word “bread” metaphorically.  “I’ve got to have a second job just to put bread on 

the table.” Everyone knows what the expression is meant to convey.  When we pray, as we are 

taught to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread”, we are asking for all of life’s necessities: 

bread, to be sure, but also water and clean air and safe cities and national security and effective 

schooling and adequate medical care.  What, after all, would be the point of bread (literal) to 

sustain us if disease then carried us off?  What would be the point of eating bread to forestall 

malnutrition if we then had to breathe lung-corroding air or live in lethal streets or succumb to 

military aggression?  When we pray for daily bread we are praying for all of life’s necessities as 

symbolized by bread.   

 

Then is bread a physical matter or a spiritual matter?  To put such a question is to pose a false 

dichotomy.  In the logic of the Hebrew bible, to dichotomize life into the physical (or material) 

and the spiritual is to dichotomize life falsely.  Dennis Niles, a thoughtful South Asian Christian 

of an earlier era, used to say, “If I lack bread—that’s a physical problem; if my neighbour lacks 

bread—a spiritual problem.”   Since the Christian community is birthed by the Spirit of God and 
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is concerned with spiritual matters, the Christian community is therefore concerned with material 

matters—which is to say, the Christian community is always concerned with bread of every kind. 

 

3. “I am the bread of life,” said Jesus.  For Jesus’ Israelite hearers bread suggested intimate 

acquaintance.  In everyday conversation Israelite people spoke of eating the bread of sorrow or 

the bread of toil or the bread of laughter and so on.  To eat the bread of something—anything—

was to become so intimately acquainted with that thing as to internalize it; to internalize it so 

very profoundly that it altered them forever, characterized them ever after. To eat the bread of 

pain meant that someone had been in such pain, was so intimately acquainted with pain, that her 

experience of pain had altered her. She’d never be the same again. 

 

We must be sure to note the difference between intimate personal acquaintance and textbook 

information. A textbook on neurology will inform us as to how an injury to our body sends a 

message via neural pathways to our brain.  But of course a person can read the most informative 

books on pain without ever having been in pain herself.  To eat the bread of pain, on the other 

hand, is to have intimate, personal acquaintance with pain, experience of pain—and all this in 

such a way as to leave us altered ever after. To eat the bread of joy means that joy hasn’t merely 

alighted on us; joy has penetrated us, now permeates us, and will always characterize us. 

 

When our Lord insists that we eat the bread he is, he is pressing upon us the most intimate, 

personal acquaintance with him, and all of this with the result that we are characterized by him 

and marked as his disciple. 

 

All of us know people at different levels of intimacy. Some people we merely nod to; others we 

chat with; others still we engage.  If we have one or two intimate friends, people before whom 

we need hide nothing; people before whom we could confide anything regardless of our shame 

or guilt—if we have one or two friends before whom our lives can lie open without dissimulation 

or disguise, we are fortunate. 

 

At the same time, however intimate we are with our best friend, we are aware that there are 

recesses in us, depths in us that not even our best friend can reach; not even the most loving 

spouse can reach. 

 

Then who can?  You may know the spiritual song born among those in slavery, “Nobody knows 

the trouble I’ve seen; nobody knows—but Jesus.” They were right.  When Jesus directs us to eat 

bread, and in directing us to eat bread insists he is bread, the bread of life, he’s offering himself 

to us as the only one who, as the Spirit Incarnate, can reach us, meet us, heal us in the innermost 

recesses of our heart where no one else has access however much she may love us. Our Lord—

and our Lord alone—is the bread of life. 

 

3. I want to come back to this idea of bread as a metaphor for what is necessary for life.  When 

Jesus was tempted in the wilderness to turn stones into bread he replied “it is written, 

One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”  

Highlight those last six words for a moment; ‘comes from the mouth of God.’  God gives himself 

in his speaking.  God’s word is never idle.  At the beginning of John’s gospel he said of Jesus, 

“in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” Jesus is 
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much more than a wise teacher of aphorisms; Jesus himself is the word of God.  What we call 

meaning or purpose in life is gathered up by John when he says that Jesus is the Word of God.  

Jesus is the meaning of our existence. Meaning we make up is in the end no meaning at all; it has 

to be given to us to be a firm foothold for life. 

 

Just before Jesus proclaimed “I am the bread of life”, he said, “it is my Father who gives you the 

true bread from heaven.”  The word ‘true’ here conveys the idea of ‘real.’  Jesus is the real bread 

of life.  Only he can satisfy the longings of the human heart.   

 

We read today from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians about how to live as the Lord’s people.  “Put 

away falsehood; do not let the sun go down on your anger; thieves must give up stealing; let no 

evil talk come out of your mouth; put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger … and 

be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.  

These admonitions are given not just because Jesus taught them but because this is who Jesus is.  

Our lives are to reflect his. 

 

We heard the story today of Elijah in the midst of a great depression; depressed such that he 

prayed God would end his life.  It is noteworthy that Elijah first needs rest and some food; an 

angel came and waited on him.  Sustained by that food he comes to the mountain of God where 

God meets him, restores him, and gives a new commission.  Elijah needs both kinds of bread—

but it is the bread that is the word of God that energizes him for life. 

 

Psalm 34 comes from the experience of David when he was on the run from Saul who sought to 

end his life.  Of God, David was able to say, “The angel of the Lord encamps around those who 

fear him, and delivers them.  O taste and see that the Lord is good; happy are those who take 

refuge in him.” 

 

And Jesus, the bread of life, offers himself freely to anyone who would come to him, everyone 

who would believe in him.   

 

Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and 

whoever believes in me will never be thirsty. 

 


