The True Bread of Life: John 6 and The Exodus

The Savior’s sermon on the Bread of Life is one of the most edifying discourses ever given. Grappling with and ultimately accepting the Lord’s message contained in this discourse is essential for all who would follow Him. Yet the sermon is so intimately bound to the other events and literary pattern of the sixth chapter of John that it is clarified only by studying the entire chapter’s setting, pattern, symbols, and types.

Consider this general pattern - 

1. A multitude follows a man they regard as a possible prophet to a solitary place; 

2. The multitude is miraculously fed; 

3. The prophet departs alone into a mountain; 

4. A spectacular crossing of the sea occurs wherein [Jehovah] saves His disciples; 

5. Murmuring and debate among the multitude follows, 

6. Leading to criticism of Him; 

7. And finally a profound discourse is given on the meaning of the preceding events.

Do these events seem familiar?  This pattern is a general outline of the Exodus of Israel out of Egyptian bondage.  The same pattern also fits the events in chapter 6 of John, which reveal a new exodus.  In the Exodus of ancient Israel, as well as in the pattern in John 6, a type emerges of a lost and fallen people who follow a deliverer, receive divine nourishment as a gift from God, and are saved only through and by Jesus Christ.  Further, both the new and the old exodus typify an even greater pattern:  the eternal plan of redemption.

The Exodus of Ancient Israel and the New Exodus

	Exodus of Israel from Egypt
	The New Exodus: John 6

	1. The multitude was led by God through the wilderness and through the Red Sea (see Ex. 12:37-38; Ex. 13:18; Ex. 14:21-22).
	The multitude followed Jesus across the Sea of Galilee (see John 6:1-2).

	2. Moses went to the “mountain of God” (Ex. 3:1).
	Jesus went up to a mountain (see John 6:3, 15).

	3. Jehovah multiplied signs and wonders (see Ex. 7-11).
	People followed because of signs (see John 6:2, 26, 30).

	4. The Passover was instituted by the Lord (see Ex. 12).
	It was the time of the Passover (see John 6:4).

	5. Israel was fed “bread from heaven,” called manna (Ex. 16; Num. 11; Deut. 8).
	The great company was miraculously fed from the five loaves and two fishes (see John 6:5-14).

	6. Manna was gathered according to the Lord’s instructions (see Ex. 16:16-26).
	Jesus instructed them to gather fragments “that nothing be lost” (John 6:12).

	7. Moses foretold the coming of another prophet, a deliverer (see Deut. 18:13-18).
	Jesus was called “that prophet that should come into the world” (John 6:14).

	8. The power of God saved Israel; they crossed the Red Sea on dry ground (see Ex. 14-15). The darkness and wind were emphasized (see Ex. 14:20-21).
	The disciples, fighting the stormy sea, were rescued after Jesus walked on the sea to their ship. The darkness and wind were emphasized (see John 6:16-21).

	9. Israel murmured against the Lord (see Ex. 15:24; Ex. 16:8; Ex. 17:3).
	The Jews murmured against the Lord (see John 6:43, 61).

	10. Jehovah declared His name “I AM” (Ex. 3:14).
	Jesus declared, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35).

	11. Jehovah taught the meaning and significance of the Exodus experience (see Ex. 12, 19).
	Jesus taught about the meaning and significance of the Bread of Life (see John 6:32-65).

	12. Prophets testified about the meaning and significance of the Exodus experience (see Ex. 15:1-22; Deut. 6; Deut. 26:5-9, 16-19; 1 Ne. 17:23-32; 2 Ne. 25:20).
	Peter testified that Jesus has the “words of eternal life” (see John 6:66-69).

	Each parallel in the chart portrays our Redeemer as loving, caring, and nourishing in spite of a sometimes murmuring Israel and reinforces the truth that salvation is only through Jesus Christ. As all humanity struggles in and through this mortal journey, our only hope for peace, happiness, and joy is by following Jesus Christ.


The Miraculous Feeding of the 5,000

…Jesus “took the loaves; and when he had given thanks, he distributed to the disciples, and the disciples to them that were set down; and likewise of the fishes as much as they would” (John 6:11).  John’s words foreshadow the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, wherein Jesus “took” the bread, gave “thanks,” and “gave” it to His Apostles to eat (see Matt. 26:26; Mark 14:22; Luke 22:19; 1 Cor. 11:24).  The phraseology effectively alerts the reader to the possible sacramental symbolism of both the miraculous multiplication of the loaves and of the manna of the Exodus.

The association of the symbols of the Exodus manna, the miraculous feeding, and the Last Supper is intensified by John’s report that “the passover, a feast of the Jews, was nigh” (John 6:4).  The Passover plays a major role in the writings of John.  His central theme in this regard presents Jesus Christ as the Paschal Lamb (John 1:29; John 19:36) and as the way for us to pass over from this world of death to the Father and eternal life (see John 5:24; John 13:1).
One Passover symbol is of particular interest in the context of John 6.  The unleavened bread, or “the bread of affliction” that was to be eaten during Passover week to remind the Israelites of their Exodus in haste from Egypt (see Ex. 12:39; Deut. 16:3), provides an important type of the Savior.  Leaven, which produces fermentation, was often used in the scriptures as a symbol of sin, false doctrine, and hypocrisy (see Matt. 16:11-12; Mark 8:14-16; Luke 12:1).  Jesus was the “unleavened bread” who was without sin or corruption and who led Israel out of the bondage of Egypt.  The Apostle Paul linked the partaking of the unleavened bread under the old covenant with the symbols of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  He said: “Christ our passover is sacrificed for us: Therefore let us keep the feast, not with old leaven, neither with the leaven of malice and wickedness; but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.” (1 Corithians 5:7-8).
Crossing the Sea

A crucial episode of John 6 is the crossing of the sea.  Literarily, this section functions as the axis for the entire chapter.  In the midst of a turbulent sea in a darkened storm, the disciples are saved and attain their destination only by and through Jesus Christ (see Matt. 14:30-32).  John’s focus on the images of darkness (see John 6:17) and wind (John 6:18) emphasize the sea crossing as an intimation of the Exodus (see Ex. 14:20-21).

John’s account paints a stirring depiction of people in trouble.  His record speaks of the darkness of the night:  “And it was now dark, and Jesus was not come to them” (John 6:17).  As their predicament worsened because of “a great wind that blew” (John 6:18), Jesus miraculously walked on the water toward the boat, and the disciples grew afraid (see John 6:19).  Their fears subsided with the simple yet profound assurance, “It is I; be not afraid” (John 6:20). As they “willingly” accepted the Savior into their ship, they arrived “immediately … at the land whither they went” (John 6:21).  Unlike the writers of the synoptic gospels, John’s attention focuses not on the calming of the sea, nor on Peter’s attempt to walk upon the water, but on safe passage through the sea and the striking impression of the divine name (compare Ex. 3:14).  The disciples’ receiving Jesus into their ship and then landing safely may be compared with the Israelites’ crossing the Red Sea by the power of Jehovah (see Ex. 14:15-31).  Both accounts seem to typify Jehovah as the deliverer with whom Israel can safely survive mortality and enter into the eternal land of promise.
Manna and the True Bread of Life

Like the Israelites of the Exodus, the multitudes of John’s narrative misunderstood the significance of the signs and events surrounding Jesus. After important junctures in Exodus history, the Lord and His prophets committed much time to teaching, chastening, and testifying (see Ex. 14:13-18; Ex. 15:25-26; Ex. 16:4-36; Ex. 17:4-7; Ex. 19-23). This same pattern is in John 6. The powerful Bread of Life discourse unfolds within the context of Jesus’ confrontation with the Jews. Potent and penetrating, His words offended some of His own disciples (see John 6:61, 66). Important background for this sermon occurred on the previous day when Jesus wondrously increased the provisions to sustain the hungry thousands. After they attempted to make Him their king, He departed into a mountain, and they did not locate Him till the next day in Capernaum. 

Upon meeting Him again, they inquired, “How camest thou hither?” (John 6:25, The Holy Scriptures: Inspired Version [1974]). Jesus frankly confronted them with their real concern by declaring, “Ye seek me, not because ye desire to keep my sayings, neither because ye saw the miracles, but because ye did eat of the loaves, and were filled” (JST, John 6:26, footnote a).  Like their ancestors in the wilderness of the Exodus, these people were less interested in obeying the commandments than in eating (see Ex. 15:24; Ex. 16:2-3).  Jesus Christ was offering “words of eternal life,” and the people were hoping for a handout…

Like their ancestors who perished in the wilderness during the ancient Exodus, these people responded by murmuring (John 6:41).  They asked, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? how is it then that he saith, I came down from heaven?” (John 6:42).  Jesus answered by proclaiming, “No man can come unto me, except he doeth the will of my Father who hath sent me.  And this is the will of him who hath sent me, that ye receive the Son; for the Father beareth record of him; and he who receiveth the testimony, and doeth the will of him who sent me, I will raise up in the resurrection of the just” (JST, John 6:44, Bible appendix).

Prophets Testify of the Redeemer

In the ancient Exodus and John 6, prophets bore witness of the Lord’s words and His power to save.  For example, immediately after receiving “the commandments, the statutes, and the judgments” from the Lord (Deut. 6:1), Moses assembled the people and taught them to observe God’s words “all the days of thy life” (Deut. 6:2).  He bore testimony of the Lord and His words.  Moses told the people to “teach them diligently unto thy children” (Deut. 6:7) and to “bind them for a sign” (Deut. 6:8).  He then promised the children of Israel that “if ye hearken to these judgments, and keep, and do them, that the Lord thy God shall keep unto thee the covenant and the mercy which he sware unto thy fathers:  And he will love thee, and bless thee, and multiply thee” (Deut. 7:12-13).

The concluding sequence of John 6 contains a similar prophetic testimony of God’s words (see John 6:66-71).  When many of Jesus’ disciples turned away and “walked no more with him” (John 6:66), Jesus asked His Twelve, “Will ye also go away?” (John 6:67).  Simon Peter declared, “Lord, to whom shall we go? thou hast the words of eternal life.  And we believe and are sure that thou art that Christ, the Son of the living God” (John 6:68-69).  Peter’s witness of Christ follows the pattern of all the prophets (compare Acts 10:43; Jacob 4:4-5).

Scriptural Patterns

President Boyd K. Packer, President of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, maintains that the eternal plan of happiness “is worthy of repetition over and over again.  Then the purposes of life, the reality of the Redeemer, and the reason for the commandments will stay with [you].”  President Ezra Taft Benson declared that we should use “the messages and the method of teaching found in the [scriptures] to teach this great plan of the Eternal God.”  The scriptures often teach the eternal plan through types and shadows, patterns and similitudes.  The ancient Exodus and the events in John 6 both teach, among other things, the importance of following Jesus Christ, that He provides all spiritual nourishment, and that He is our hope of deliverance from the bondage and sins of the world.  Essentially, these patterns show us that only Jesus has the “words of eternal life” (John 6:68).  In the Bread of Life sermon, the Savior brought the events described in John 6 into eternal perspective.  The sermon itself becomes more understandable as we see how and why the Savior fused ancient and contemporary symbols to testify of His divine calling.

(Taken from Thomas R. Valletta, “The True Bread of Life,” 
Ensign, Mar. 1999, p. 7.   Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen)
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Extra Material

The Lord’s Prayer is in Matthew 6.  It also appears in 3 Nephi 14, except that two phrases are omitted.  Why?

	Matthew 6
	3 Nephi 13

	9. After this manner therefore pray ye: Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. 
	9. After this manner therefore pray ye: Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.

	10. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven.
	10. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.

	11. Give us this day our daily bread.
	

	12. And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.
	11. And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.

	13. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: 
For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen.
	12. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.

13. For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.


Millet & McConkie - It is noteworthy that the phrase "Give us this day our daily bread," found in Matthew, is missing from the Bountiful sermon. This omission, though subtle, is intentional. In Galilee, the counsel to pray for daily bread, though appropriate and praiseworthy for all members of the Church, was directed specifically to the Twelve, those who would serve full-time missions and would work without purse or scrip. Their daily prayer needed to be for food and drink in order to sustain life. In Bountiful the phrase is omitted, inasmuch as this portion of the sermon is directed to the entire multitude, a people whose daily work would sustain them (see 3 Nephi 12:1).  (Doctrinal Commentary on the Book of Mormon, v. 4, p. 83.)
John W. Welch - Asking for "bread" is the symbolic equivalent of asking for Jesus, who is the bread of life (see John 6:48). (The Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the Mount: A Latter-day Saint Approach, p. 73.)
John W. Welch - Finally, several reasons may be suggested why Jesus dropped the petition "Give us this day our daily [epiousion] bread" (Matthew 6:11) in the Sermon at the Temple.  Perhaps the petition did not fit the circumstances because Jesus knew he would spend the entire day with these people and would not take time for lunch.  Perhaps it was omitted because Jesus wanted to supply a unique bread at the end of the day (see 3 Nephi 18:1).  Perhaps it was dropped because Jesus is the bread of life, and the people had already received their true sustenance that day in the appearance of Jesus.

Unfortunately, the meaning of the word epiousion (daily? continual? sufficient? essential? for the future?) is obscure, but one of the earliest interpretations of it (supported by the early fragmentary Gospel of the Hebrews) was eschatological [end of the world or the destiny of humanity]: "mahar [the Hebrew that Jerome assumed stood behind the Greek epiousion] meant not only the next day but also the great Tomorrow, the final consummation.  Accordingly, Jerome is saying, the 'bread for tomorrow' was not meant as earthly bread but as the bread of life" in an eschatological sense.  If the several scholars are correct who refer this petition "to the coming Kingdom and its feast," Jesus might have considered this petition unsuitable in the context of the Sermon at the Temple, since the kingdom had in one sense already come.  His appearance at that time was a realized eschatological event.  Assuming that this is the meaning of epiousion, this deletion would fall into the same category as the other differences, mentioned above, that reflect the post-resurrection setting of the Sermon at the Temple.  (The Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the Mount: A Latter-day Saint Approach, p. 111.)
Look up “bread” in Smith’s Bible Dictionary.  (There’s no entry on it in our Bible Dictionary.)

Bethlehem – “house of bread” (Bible Dictionary)
