Text: John 6
Title: The Lord’s Table: Not Cannibalism
Truth: A careful study of John 6 shows that Jesus is not speaking at all

about eating or drinking in a carnal manner; in fact, what He says is not
about the Lord’s Table (Communion) at all.

Date/Location: September 5, 2024 at FBC

Introduction

Today’s question from a church member: “Are there specific passages
to support that we do NOT actually eat the Lord’s body and drink
His blood at the table despite the wording in John 6? My friend
believes in the ‘real presence’ of the Lord in the Lord’s supper, by
which | think that friend means He is IN the bread and wine, not
merely present at the service with His people. That is, that the
bread IS His real flesh and the wine IS His blood.”

The friend’s viewpoint is a common misunderstanding of the Lord’s
words in John 6, but it is taught in various forms by several
denominations. | will note that the question makes no distinction
between the views of transubstantiation and consubstantiation.
But | purposefully omit delving into that discussion and attempt to
answer the question as it was posed to me.

What does the Scripture say about this matter? My initial answer to
the inquirer was this: “There is not a passage as direct as you might

like. However, there is plenty of support for the symbolic view of
the Lord’s Table, which we hold.”

I. John 6 Has Very Little to do with the Communion Service

A. The human mind is a marvelous association machine. God makes
use of this in teaching us and creating rituals and symbols for our
instruction. But just because our mind makes an association
between two things does not mean that they are actually
associated with one another.

B. An example occurs in John 6. The Lord uses a figure of speech to
teach the people. Init, he refers to eating his body and drinking his
blood. He also said He is the bread of life. Your association

machine may immediately take you to the Lord’s Table because at
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that ordinance there is bread and wine/juice. But that moves too
fast and skips some steps!

C. InJohn 6, Jesus is speaking about how to become of His children.
This happens by grace through faith in Him. This faith “partakes” of
Jesus, which He speaks of using the figures of eating and drinking.
Eating His body is a figure of speech or metaphor for believing in
Him and thus receiving the benefits of His sacrifice. Drinking His
blood is the same—believing in Him and thus receiving the benefits
of His death for sinners.

D. What Jesus was saying was “spiritual truth” not “carnal” or
“fleshly.” To begin this line of argument, consider The miracle of
the feeding of 5,000 with bread and fish. The people chased after
Jesus and found him on the other side of the Sea of Galilee. Jesus
exposed their true motivation by telling them (v. 26) that they
were not seeking Jesus really; rather they were seeking more free
food. The welfare was what they were after. He tells them (v. 27)
not to labor for (focus on?) the food which runs out, but on the
“food” which endures to everlasting life. That food comes from
Jesus. How does one receive it? Look at verse 29.

John 6:27 Do not labor for the food which perishes, but [labor] for
the food which endures to everlasting life, which the Son of
Man will give you.

John 6:28 “What shall we do, that we may work the works of
God?”

John 6:29 Jesus answered and said to them, “This is the work of
God, that you believe in Him whom He sent.”

It is clearly not literal “eating” which gets you eternal life. It is
believing in Jesus.

E. The crowd wants assurance that Jesus will give them this “forever”
bread. By thinking that this bread was a thing or an object or
something outside of Jesus, they were missing the point: the bread
of life is Jesus Himself. To receive Jesus is everlasting life. Jesus
expresses it this way:



John 6:35 “He who comes to Me shall never hunger, and he who
believes in Me shall never thirst.”

F. There is no idea here of “eating” Jesus/bread or drinking
blood/wine. The proper gospel-response is to come to Jesus, to
believe in Jesus, to receive Jesus. The people saw Jesus, “yet do not
believe” (6:36).

John 6:37 ...and the one who comes to Me | will be no means cast
out.”

John 6:40 everyone who sees the Son and believes in Him may
have everlasting life; and | will raise him up at the last day.”

G. Yet again the Lord emphasizes that seeing and believing yield
everlasting life.

H. Someone might argue, “Yes, but the way that you ‘see’ and the
way that you ‘believe’ is by consuming the bread and wine.” That
has the Lord’s words backward. He is using eating and drinking as a
figure to believe in Him, not using believing/seeing/coming as a
figure of speech for eating!

I. The Jews objected to Jesus saying all of this, particularly that He was
the bread that came down from heaven. In so saying, He was
reflecting the memory of God giving manna to the people from
heaven. They really did not understand who Jesus was.

J. Jesus responds that they should not murmur. Those whose eyes
God would open would understand it (v. 44). The Lord reflects the
teaching that those who are drawn to the Son are “taught by God.”
God moves in their souls so that they hear and learn from the
Father. It is those people who come to Jesus. When they do...

John 6:47 Most assuredly, | say to you, he who believes in Me has
everlasting life.

John 6:50 This is the bread which comes down from heaven, that
one may eat of it and not die.

John 6:51 | am the living bread which came down from heaven. If
anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever;...



K. The bread is Jesus Himself and His sacrificial giving of His own life.
This is the crucifixion, not the Lord’s Table! See the rest of verse
51:

John 6:51 ...and the bread that | shall give is My flesh, which | shall
give for the life of the world.”

L. It is rather obvious that when Jesus is speaking about giving His life
for the world, as in John 3:16.

M. Obvious though it is, the Jews were upset about it because they
did not listen thoughtfully. They jumped to the conclusion that
Jesus was speaking about giving His literal bodily flesh to eat (v.
52).

N. At this point, Jesus heightened the tension of that false
interpretation even more by saying that you must eat the flesh of
the Son of Man and drink His blood (6:53). Drinking blood or eating
the flesh with the blood in it was forbidden to Jews from ancient
times (Gen. 9:4). Then in 6:54 he says it again, but | want you to
notice the parallel with a verse we examined earlier:

John 6:47 Most assuredly, | say | John 6:54 Whoever eats My
to you, he who believes in flesh and drinks My blood has
Me has everlasting life. eternal life.

O. What does it mean therefore to eat His flesh and drink His blood?
Find out by looking at the parallel verse: it means to believe in
Christ. It is that simple, nothing more. When you believe in Christ,
you receive the benefits of His bodily and bloody sacrifice, such as
forgiveness of sins and justification.

P. Jesus continues in 6:55 and 56 to use the same language about
eating flesh and drinking blood. This after verse after verse
explaining that to be saved, people must see, believe, and come to
Jesus. It is clear that Jesus is speaking about finding spiritual life
and nourishment in Him, and nowhere else. Carnal things like
eating bread or drinking juice have nothing to do with being saved.

Q. [Of course, the later symbol Jesus instituted in which we do eat
and drink remind us about our initial faith-based partaking of Jesus.
This understanding comports with what the Lord’s Table is—a
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remembrance service. It is a ritual that portrays a saving truth of
the gospel. This ritual or ordinance itself is not a saving thing.]

John 6:57 “He who feeds on Me will live because of Me.”
John 6:58 “He who eats this bread will live forever.”

R. Again, the Lord uses the eating metaphor to explain life. By the
way, this metaphor for believing is helpful because once a person
“eats” and becomes a follower of the Lord, then he or she
continues to partake and be nourished, cleansed, taught by the
Lord for all of life.

John 6:63 It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing.
The words that | speak to you are spirit, and they are life.

S. | take this verse to teach us that the Lord is not speaking to us of
carnal cannibalism. He is speaking spiritual truth using physical
figures of speech. He intended these figures of speech to make it
easier for people to understand that to obtain eternal life, you
need Jesus Christ. You simply must have Him. You must partake of
Him. You must believe in Him. You must receive Him, see Him, etc.
The bottom line is in the first part of the verse: the Spirit of God is
the one who gives life. The flesh is of no profit. Do not think of
“eating” in a physical sense to somehow obtain or fortify the
presence of Christ iny our life.

T. Finally, verse 64 finishes the case:
John 6:64 “But there are some of you who do not believe.”]

It is not that they don’t eat something or drink something literally;
it is that they do not metaphorically partake in Christ by believing
in Christ. So we come back to the point: the Lord started with
believing and the like; then used a metaphor to explain belief; then
came back to the plain language of believing.

Il. The Failed Logic of “Real” Presence

A. Sound, scriptural logic prevents us from taking a view that amounts
to cannibalism. The Lord does not advocate human sacrifice, nor
humans eating other humans. He told us what is food for us:
initially, He permitted a vegetarian diet; later He added the flesh of
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animals (see Genesis 1-2, 9). People are not animals. To eat them is
to desecrate the human body and show utter disrespect for the
One who made mankind. It is obvious that the Lord would not
advocate for what amounts to cannibalism in a holy ritual or
ordinance of the church.

B. It is also not in accord with sound logic that we “pretend” that the
Lord is present in, with, by, or under the elements of the table
service. The bread is bread, and the wine/juice is also just what it
is. The Lord is in Heaven. His blood is coursing through the arteries
and veins of his very human body in heaven. His body is in Heaven.
The Lord is infinite in His divine Person; but His human body is, like
ours, finite. The amount of his blood is finite; the amount of his
flesh is finite. It does us not religious good to look at what is
obviously bread and juice and claim (pretend) that it is something
else.

C. The logic of the idea of real presence fails to recognize the figure of
speech the Lord is using in John 6. He is using a commonly
understood activity, eating and drinking, to express that if a person
is to have eternal life, He must partake of Jesus. How one partakes
of Jesus is not by literal eating or drinking. It is by believing. This
believing then is suitably pictured in the Lord’s Table service by—
you guessed it—eating and drinking! But those activities were first
a metaphor about how to become a Christian; and then a symbol
reminding you of how you became a Christian. That is all—nothing
more.

D. The logic of real presence fails because the Lord Jesus is always
present with His people, both individually and corporately. Besides
being omnipresent, He will never leave His children nor will He
forsake them. And, where two or three are gathered in His name,
there He is in their midst—not only omnipresently but ministering
to, serving, helping, guiding, etc. through His Spirit. He cannot be
more present than He already is in the life of the believer or the life
of the church. The real presence view, as consubstantiation and
Transubstantiation, assumes that the Lord can be “more” present
in the service than He is normally.



E. In John 6, the Jews were upset because they thought Jesus was
talking about giving His flesh to actually eat it, like cannibals. This
was obviously incorrect—a carnal, fleshly, overly-literalistic
understanding of Jesus’s words.

F. All of John 6 happens PRIOR to the Lord’s Table/Communion. In
fact, the Lord had not instituted the first “Lord’s Table” service yet.
That did not happen until the Last Supper late in the gospel
accounts, in the last week of his pre-crucifixion life. Because of
this, Jesus could not have been referring to the Lord’s Table. It did
not yet exist.

G. The Lord’s Table service is a remembrance service. If the Lord is
present in it, we would hardly need to remember Him. Because He
is absent and will not partake of the fruit of the vine again until He
returns, we realize that although omnipresent and ministerially
present with us all the time, He is not here physically. He is away,
awaiting the Father’s nod to unfold the special plan for the end of
all things.

Conclusion

The Communion service is something we do repeatedly after we are
saved. What Jesus is talking about in John 6 is something that
happens to us, something that we “do,” something that God and
His Spirit does first to us, so we can be saved in the first place.
After that point, then we have right to sit at the Communion Table
and partake of its elements “in remembrance of Him.”

Eating and drinking those elements is not actually eating Jesus.
Eating and drinking in John 6 are metaphors for believing.

Eating and drinking in the Communion service are reminders of our
belief-based partaking of Jesus when we were saved and our
ongoing need of His work.
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