
 

First Reading  Exodus 16: 2-4, 12-15 

Exodus is the second of the first five books of the Old Testament, known as the 
Pentateuch or Torah. Exodus itself focuses on the rescue of the Israelites from 
captivity in Egypt, and the making of the great covenant, or agreement with 
God, at Mount Sinai.  

Two months after the parting of the Red Sea, the people grumble as they 
travel through the Sinai desert. Though they are now free, as slaves living 
under restrictions they were fed and watered. In the desert they face real 
dangers: thirst (Exodus 15), and now hunger. In the following chapter they will 
have to fight against the attacks of the Amalekites. 

However, God cares and listens to his people, and today he 
provides them with a flock of quails to eat. The quails are 
small migratory birds, about 7-8inches long and brown, with 
yellowish streaks. They fly in large groups from Africa and 
can usually be seen over Palestine in March-April. A change 
in the wind direction had caused them to land exhausted in 
Sinai, so they could be caught easily. 

The following morning God sends the Israelites bread to eat. They call it 
manna, meaning 'What is this?' in Hebrew. Manna is generally thought to be 
the honey-like excretions of insects feeding on the tamarisk trees. When it 
drops from the leaves it becomes almost solid, but in the heat of the day it 
melts, which is why it must be collected in the morning. It contains glucose and 
fructose. It is unlikely that there would have been  enough to feed everyone, 
but the point made here is that God cares for his people, listens to them and 
challenges them to put their trust in him. 

Harvesting the quails and the manna involves the whole community. They 
need to cooperate, and through this action they strengthen their links as 
the People of God. 

In today’s Gospel, St  John speaks of this manna as the forerunner of the 
Eucharist. 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

Eighteenth Sunday of Ordinary Time – Year B 

Gospel   John 6: 24–35 

As often happens in St John’s Gospel, a long theological discourse follows 
one of the ‘signs’ done by Jesus: in this case the Feeding of the 5000, 
which we read last week. The verses just before our passage tell of Jesus 
walking on the water. The crowd did not witness this; hence their first 
question: ‘When did you come here?’. 

Jesus and the crowd at cross purposes 

Throughout the text, people seem to be at cross purposes. Jesus’s 
answers do not correspond to the questions people ask (see also below). 
There seems to be much confusion. For example, in answer to their first 
question: ‘When did you come?’, he tells them to work for food that will 
last. Later they ask, ‘What must we do if we are to do the works that God 
wants?’ and Jesus answers, ‘you must believe in the one he has sent’. 

What sign will you do? 

Even though they have seen Jesus feeding so many, the people still ask 
for a ‘sign’ to prompt their belief. They hark back to the events of the 
past  – the feeding of the Israelites in the desert – but Jesus’s answer 
concerns the here and now. ‘It is my father who gives you the bread from 
heaven … it gives life to the world … I am the bread of life.’ 

All along Jesus seeks to redirect the crowd’s focus to the main point: He is 
the bread come down from heaven. 

The bread of life and the living water from the well 

Several parallels can be seen between this episode and the  Samaritan 
woman at the well (John 4: 7–26). Just as the whole exchange between 
Jesus and the woman is not really about water quenching our thirst, the 
focus here is not really about the bread needed to feed one’s body. The 
woman asks: ‘Give me this water’, while here the crowd pleads, ‘Give us 
that bread always’. Just as Jesus answers the woman: ‘Those who drink of 
the water that I will give them will never be thirsty’, in this passage, he is 
even more explicit: ‘He who comes to me will never be hungry; he who 
believes in me will never thirst.’ 


