
 

The Gospel  John 6:  51-58 
 

As we continue to read the 6th chapter of John’s Gospel, the 
atmosphere of conflict intensifies.  The Jews are now actually 
arguing between themselves. 
Whereas last week was about relationships: ”No one can come to 
me unless the Father draws him”, this week is about taking an active 
part to achieve a greater intimacy with the Lord: eating his flesh and 
drinking his blood .  
I am the living bread 
It is the only time this expression is used in the New Testament.  We 
also find “living water” and “living Father” and so we can see that 
the word “living” is very close to “divine” in meaning. 
How can this man give us his flesh to eat 
This phrase clearly indicates that the audience has not understood 
who Jesus is.  There is a strong sense of contempt in the expression 
“this man”. 
If you do not eat my flesh and drink my blood 
John uses the term “flesh” where the other evangelists talk of 
“body”: “This my body given for you.” (Luke 22: 19)  It may be that 
John is attempting to combat a current heresy, Gnosticism, which 
held that Jesus was not a real human being but a philosophical idea 
of love under the appearance of a man.  It may also be in reference 
to the Incarnation at the beginning of John’s gospel “And the Word 
was made flesh …” (John 1:14) 
He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood lives in me 
For Jews such language would be abhorrent and offensive.  The Old 
Testament clearly forbids drinking blood: ”you must not consume 
the blood” (Deuteronomy 15: 23).  To this day observant Jews will 
only eat meat from which the blood has been drained (Kosher food). 
People who had been in contact with blood were considered ritually 
unclean 
 

John does not give a detailed account of the institution of the 
Eucharist and these verses may have been intended to make up for 
it.  All along John has encouraged his audience to grow into an ever 
greater intimacy with Jesus, culminating here with: “He who eats my 
flesh and drinks my blood lives in me”, that is to say, is totally united 
with him in an ongoing relationship of love and trust. 

BACKGROUND NOTES 

20TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 

Psalm 33: 1-2, 9-14 
 
The 19th, 20th and 21st Sundays in Ordinary Time of Year B use 
different verses of this same psalm with the same response “Taste 
and see that the Lord is good” as a counterpoint to the gospel 
readings on the Bread of Life.  It is taken from verse 8 which we do 
not read today. 
This psalm was written in Hebrew as an alphabetical acrostic, that is 
every line starts in sequence with a different letter of the alphabet. 
This complex literary device was used to help recitation from 
memory but it is also a way of stressing that its contents offer the 
listener or reader hope in the whole spectrum of the difficult 
situations in which they might find themselves, from A to Z, as it 
were. 
The first stanza is the same as last week’s; here it supports the 
second reading from the letter to the Ephesians: “Sing the word and 
the tunes of the psalms...when you are together” and is an invitation 
to communal praise. 
The other 3 stanzas address “the saints”, that is those who already 
have a relationship with the Lord.  
The tone is that of Wisdom literature such as is found in Proverbs 
(see 1st reading).  It seeks to teach the faithful to recognise God’s 
power over all things and people and the need to express it through 
obedience to commandments and worship. 
The psalmist uses many verbs in the Imperative form: Revere, come, 
hear, keep, turn, seek etc.  Following these injunctions brings a 
reward: “Revere the Lord….lack no blessing” 
Strength and power as symbolised by “strong lions” are no guarantee 
of fulfilment. 
Fearing the Lord, or in our contemporary language, revering, being in 
awe of the Lord , should manifest itself in practical ways: “keep your 
tongue, do good, strive after peace.” 


