
As a jeweler uses different lenses to look at a diamond’s facets, we
can review the Gospels using a number of techniques. We can look

at the materials and sources available to the writers, how much the writ-
ings tell us about the Savior and about those for whom the Gospels
were written, how interpretations of what was done or said change
between when they occurred and when they were recorded, the doctri-
nal purposes behind what the writers chose to record, and what varia-
tions may exist among the different manuscripts.1 Such “traditional
methods of interpretation [are] more concerned with what [lies]
behind NT narratives than with their form and their literary, artistic
features. Although most of these methods [comprise] meticulous exe-
gesis of NT narrative, none of them [seeks] to answer the question,
‘What artistry is there in these NT stories?’”2 In keeping with this ques-
tion of artistry, this chapter will explore how the literary structure of a
dialogue contributes much to our understanding of the discourse of the
Bread of Life in the sixth chapter of John.
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John wrote his account of this discourse as a work of doctrinal truth
that would bring readers to Christ. However, he also wrote it the way he
did for a reason, and the way he wrote it can be studied effectively
through a literary lens. Understanding how the literary qualities of his
writing affect readers will help us appreciate the truth of what he wrote
as well. And, as one scholar has written, studying these literary quali-
ties does not mean that we view the text as fiction: “One can call atten-
tion to the gospel’s literary features because the author used standard
literary conventions in order to make his gospel interesting and lively.
In no way does the use of literary criticism suggest that his gospel is
‘only’ a story; but it is no less than that.”3 Therefore, rather than con-
sidering this discourse in a historical sense or in regard to its original
language, we will explore what can be seen in the text from a literary
perspective.

Noted literary scholar Robert Alter writes about his study of bibli-
cal stories:

I have constantly sought to uncover through my analysis the
multifaceted artistry of the biblical narratives themselves. In
order to underscore the wider applicability of the approach I
have put forth, let me briefly summarize the chief distinctive
principles of biblical narrative that have been considered in this
study. Reading, of course, is far too complex an activity to be
reduced to checklists, but it may be helpful to keep certain fea-
tures in mind, to ask ourselves certain questions, in order to
direct the appropriate close attention on these highly laconic,
finely articulated tales. Let me propose that for the purposes of
synopsis we group what we have been discussing under four
general rubrics: words, actions, dialogue, and narration.4

Since much has already been written about how particular words
are used in the discourse,5 a careful consideration of the other three lit-
erary elements can give readers of John new and helpful insights. The
approach John takes in writing about this discourse (narration), the
account of what is actually done by those who are part of the scriptural
text (action), and the content of what is said and how the speakers
interact with one another verbally (dialogue) are literary elements that
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help determine how we benefit from reading the text. The way in which
the author chose to write his account of the discourse shapes the ways
readers view the Savior’s teachings in the discourse.

Narration

John is the narrator of the discourse on the Bread of Life. We do
not have the Lord’s direct account of the experience, nor the crowd’s,
but we do have John’s. He matches well Alter’s observations about bib-
lical narrators: “Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the role played
by the narrator in the biblical tales is the way in which omniscience and
inobtrusiveness are combined. . . . He is all-knowing and also perfectly
reliable: at times he may choose to make us wonder but he never mis-
leads us.”6 John knows everything he needs to know in order to give us
an accurate, reliable account of the discourse, but he never intrudes into
the account by becoming an actor in the scene, nor does he offer
commentary in the place of allowing the Lord’s words to speak for
themselves.

The account of the Savior’s Bread of Life teachings is not a sermon;
the Lord does not address the gathering as though He were giving a lec-
ture to a group of people expected to sit quietly and listen. Instead, John
portrays the teachings in the context of an encounter: it is a dialogue
between the Savior and the crowd. Now, of course, such a dialogue is
technically impossible. One can have a discussion with a member of a
crowd, or even with several different members, but not with the crowd
itself. The entire crowd did not say in unison, “Rabbi, when camest
thou hither?” (John 6:25) or “What shall we do, that we might work the
works of God?” (verse 28). Yet that is precisely how John chooses to
write about the discourse. As we can see from the following, the text
indicates a discussion between the Lord and the crowd as though the
crowd were one person:

They said unto him (v. 25)
Jesus answered them (v. 26)
Then said they unto him (v. 28)
Jesus answered and said unto them (v. 29)
They said therefore unto him (v. 30)
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Then Jesus said unto them (v. 32)
Then said they unto him (v. 34)
And Jesus said unto them (v. 35)
And they said (v. 42)
Jesus therefore answered and said unto them (v. 43)
The Jews therefore strove among themselves, saying (v. 52)
Then Jesus said unto them (v. 53; emphasis added throughout)

Even when the people in the crowd are speaking among themselves
and not to the Lord, John writes as though one person is speaking: “The
Jews therefore strove among themselves, saying, How can this man give
us his flesh to eat?” (verse 52). Nowhere in the text does John indicate
that only one person from the crowd is addressing the Savior, nor does
he portray Him as speaking to just one person.

We do not want to make the mistake of thinking there is no signif-
icance to this format for the discourse, or that John always had a group
speak as though it were one person and had the Lord address the group
collectively. We could look at a number of instances in John’s Gospel in
which this format is not followed, but it would be most relevant to
study the other events written of in chapter 6. For example, in this same
chapter, once the discourse on the Bread of Life is concluded, the Lord
addresses the Twelve as a group, but one person speaks from the group:
“Then said Jesus unto the twelve, Will ye also go away? Then Simon Peter
answered him, Lord, to whom shall we go? Thou hast the words of eter-
nal life. And we believe and are sure that thou art that Christ, the Son
of the living God. Jesus answered them, Have not I chosen you twelve”
(verses 67–70, emphasis added). Likewise, in this same chapter, the
Savior specifically speaks to Philip and possibly to Andrew (verses 5,
10), though there are other disciples there as well, and Philip and
Andrew directly speak to Him (verses 7–8).

By deciding to present the crowd as one person in this discourse
with the Savior, John essentially transforms the event into a dialogue
between two people. This approach simplifies the account. We readers
do not need to be concerned with the crowd as individuals—we do not
have to deal with disagreements among them, for example, or with
differing personalities. The focus is not on group dynamics but
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doctrine, not on the wide spectrum of possible questions a group might
ask but on the pure answers the Lord offers. Perhaps more importantly,
this dialogic approach creates a more personal tone, as if the Lord were
talking directly to us. The Lord is addressing us, in many ways, and
John’s text calls upon us to consider how we would respond to what He
is saying.

Action

John Dominic Crossan writes that “the simplest reading of the text
reveals how the predominance of Narrative in 6.1–21 gives way to the
predominance of Discourse in 6.22–71.”7 One of the dominant aspects
of the Bread of Life discourse is the lack of description of any action.
Obviously, something is going on during the discourse other than
speaking. People are moving in a variety of ways. The Savior is most
likely looking in one direction now, another later. But there is not even
a word in John’s account that conveys action other than speaking. The
Jews “murmured at him” (John 6:41) and “strove among themselves”
(John 6:52), but still the verbs refer to speaking.

As we turn to chapter 6 for evidence of narrative action, we see that
this lack of action description is unusual for John. We first read about
the feeding of the five thousand. In the fifteen verses that constitute
the account of the miraculous feeding, only six contain quoted dialogue.
In the nine verses that constitute the account of the Savior’s walking
on water and related verses, one verse contains quoted dialogue. But of
the thirty-five verses relating the Bread of Life discourse, thirty-four of
them include quoted dialogue. By leaving out action, John places the
complete emphasis and the reader’s attention on what is being said.

Two passages of the discourse are of particular interest regarding
the balance of speaking with action. John writes that the “Jews then
murmured at him, because he said, I am the bread which came down
from heaven. And they said, 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 6:41–42). They do not appear to be addressing
Jesus, since they speak of Him in the third person, but rather they are
grumbling among themselves about what they are being taught. In the
second relevant passage, John writes that the “Jews therefore strove
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among themselves, saying, How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”
(John 6:52). In both of these passages, John chooses to write about the
grumbling and arguing as speech rather than as actions. It would prob-
ably be more accurate to write, “The Jews argued among themselves,
discussing how it could be possible to eat the flesh of Jesus,” because
that most likely portrays what happened more accurately than claiming
that the members of the crowd actually said the same thing. However,
to write it more accurately would be to write about action rather than
speech, to place—even for just a verse—emphasis on what was happen-
ing rather than on what was being said.

Dialogue

Alter writes that “everything in the world of biblical narrative ulti-
mately gravitates toward dialogue. . . . As a rule, when a narrative event
in the Bible seems important, the writer will render it mainly through
dialogue, so the transitions from narration to dialogue provide in them-
selves some implicit measure of what is deemed essential, what is con-
ceived to be ancillary or secondary to the main action.”8 Keeping this
principle in mind, it is significant that John chooses to present the
experience of the Savior’s speaking with the crowd as a dialogue. We
might overlook the significance, saying that because the experience was
a discourse, John would have to portray it as such. However, that is
actually not the case. John certainly could have made his account a nar-
rative summary of what was said. While the other two scenes in John
6 are far from unimportant, the author’s writing of the Bread of Life
discourse in such a dialogue-intensive way, for such an extended length,
may indicate the level of importance he grants it in the text. For
example, if we compare John’s account of the Lord walking on water
(the scene immediately preceding the discourse) with Matthew’s
account, we can see how little dialogue John uses in comparison to
Matthew (see Matthew 14:24–33; John 6:16–21).

Alter continues his discussion of biblical dialogue by explaining that
since “the very occurrence of extended dialogue should signal the need
for special attentiveness as we read, there is a set of more specific ques-
tions we might ask ourselves about the way the dialogue emerges and
develops.” He offers five basic questions to consider in studying biblical
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dialogue: (1) Is this “the first reported speech” for either of the speak-
ers? (2) If so, “why did the writer choose this particular narrative junc-
ture” for the speaker to “reveal himself through speech”? (3) How does
the kind of speech “delineate” the speaker and “his relation to the other
party to the dialogue”? (4) When do the speakers “ostensibly answer
one another without truly responding to what the other person said”?
(5) And when does “the dialogue break off sharply, withholding 
from us the rejoinder we might have expected from one of the two
speakers”?9

First reported speech? This is obviously not the first reported speech
for the Savior in the book of John, but it is the first reported of any sig-
nificant length for the crowd. The only other occurrence of the crowd
speaking is John 6:14: “Then those men, when they had seen the miracle
that Jesus did, said, This is of a truth that prophet that should come
into the world.” It is interesting that the only words John offers us from
the crowd before the discourse will be ultimately refuted by their
unwillingness to accept the Lord as the Bread of Life.

Why this narrative juncture? Once again, we need to be careful not to
answer with the easiest response: “Because that’s what happened.”
While it is true that the Lord actually gave the Bread of Life discourse
at this particular moment in history, John did not have to use this
opportunity to “reveal” the Lord “through speech.” If we were to ask
why the Lord chose to speak on the Bread of Life at this specific point,
one of the reasons would be that it was such a powerful teaching oppor-
tunity considering the miraculous experience the crowd had shared the
day before. They had just partaken of bread provided for them in a
miraculous manner; now it was time for them to partake of the Bread of
Life. However, the question of dialogue does not ask why the Lord
chose to speak at that moment but rather why the author would choose
to give the account in the form of speech.

One result of the author’s use of speech at this specific time in the
story—this “particular narrative juncture”—is the effect of the discourse
on the reader. As mentioned earlier, the text becomes more than an
account of a historical event—it is a dialogue between our Savior and
us. As we read the first sections of John 6, we witness two remarkable
miracles: the feeding of the five thousand and His walking on the water.
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But as we read the discourse, the author asks us to confront ourselves
with the same questions the members of the crowd must ask of them-
selves. Are we disciples of Christ because of what we think we may gain
from the discipleship? Are we seeking miracles, or are we seeking
Christ? Are we like the crowd, willing to follow Christ at a safe distance
and only when we stand to gain much with little required of us? Or are
we willing not only to follow Him but also to allow Him to become a
part of us so that we may have life in ourselves? In John 6, “the feeding
of the five thousand, coupled with the discourse on Jesus as the heaven-
sent bread who gives true life, again points to the unifying theme that
Jesus brings life to all who come to share in his feast. This is the heart of
both the message and story of the gospel.”10

Kind of speech? While others have written of the discourse in terms
of such elements as imagery,11 we are concerned here with the way in
which the speech delineates the speaker and his relation to the other
party. It is clear from the discourse that Jesus and the crowd have a par-
ticular relationship: Master Teacher to reluctant students. The great
majority of the discourse is the words of the Savior, while the crowd
says relatively little. Jesus speaks of doctrine, teaching who He really is
and what people need to do in order to be saved, while the crowd, for
the most part, asks questions. The crowd asks five questions, but, with
one possible exception, the questions do not reflect a yearning to know
and live the truth. One question asks when He arrived at the location,
one for a sign, and two are more statements of complaint than sincere
questions. Only one might be considered an honest question from
someone wanting to learn—“What shall we do, that we might work the
works of God?” (verse 28)—and, as we shall discuss later, the sincerity
of that question is open to interpretation. Despite the apparent stub-
born attitude of the crowd, the Lord’s tone is never harsh or defensive.
He maintains a consistent tone of a teacher throughout the discourse,
patiently explaining to His students what they need to know.

Answering without responding? Withholding rejoinders? The Bread of Life
discourse is full of instances in which a question is asked but not directly
responded to and when anticipated speech is not given.12 The first ques-
tion the crowd asks, “Rabbi, when camest thou hither?” (verse 25), is
not even acknowledged in the Savior’s answer. He does not say anything
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about when He came but instead challenges them about their purpose
for coming themselves. “Verily, verily, I say unto you, Ye seek me, not
because ye saw the miracles, but because ye did eat of the loaves, and
were filled” (verse 26). The Prophet Joseph Smith’s translation of that
verse is even more revealing about what the Lord knows of His audi-
ence: “ . . . not because ye desire to keep my sayings, neither because ye saw the
miracles” (verse 26, emphasis added). He then teaches the crowd that
they should be less concerned with working for “the meat [i.e., food]
which perisheth, but for that meat which endureth unto everlasting life,
which the Son of man shall give unto you: for him hath God the Father
sealed” (verse 27). Masterfully, the Savior teaches the gathering by using
the setting to help them understand the difference between what they
are looking for and what they should be looking for. Their stomachs may
hunger for food—as Elder Jeffrey R. Holland writes, they have “flocked
to Him expecting a free lunch”13—but it is their spirits that should be
hungering for the meat of eternal life. He wastes no time answering
their unimportant question about when He got there but immediately
instructs them, using symbolic language, about what they really need to
know—what they should really be asking about.

The crowd’s answer is interesting and somewhat unanticipated. We
might expect them to ask something such as “What is this food that
endures unto everlasting life?” or “Who is this Son of man?” or “How
can the Son of man give us this food that leads to everlasting life?”
Instead, they say to Him, “What shall we do, that we might work the
works of God?” (John 6:28). Whether we understand the crowd to be
sincere, earnestly wanting to know what they need to do in order to do
the works of God, or we think they are still focused on how they can
get more food without effort, they do not seem to understand the sig-
nificance of what Jesus has just said. Perhaps this is an instance in which
“the symbolic function of Jesus’ actions and discourse is not under-
stood,” giving “rise to one of the features most characteristic of the
gospel, namely, the repeated misunderstandings on the part of the
characters who encounter Jesus.”14 And, according to R. Alan
Culpepper, these misunderstandings have a pattern to them: “These
misunderstandings may be characterized in general terms by the
following elements: (1) Jesus makes a statement which is ambiguous,
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metaphorical, or contains a double-entendre; (2) his dialogue partner
responds either in terms of the literal meaning of Jesus’ statement or
by a question or protest which shows that he or she has missed the
higher meaning of Jesus’ words; (3) in most instances an explanation is
then offered by Jesus or (less frequently) the narrator.”15

As we shall see, repeatedly throughout this dialogue the crowd
appears to not understand what they are being told. Often it may be
that they do not want to understand.

Jesus tells them that “the work of God” is to “believe on him whom
he hath sent” (verse 29). This is another example of the speaker saying
something that we do not expect. The Lord’s “rejoinder” has little to do
with work but is instead centered on belief. His reply is not about what
the crowd of people has to do, but in whom they must believe. The crowd’s
reply reveals that they are still interested in what they experienced the
previous night with the miraculous feeding—they want bread without
effort. “What sign shewest thou then,” they say, “that we may see, and
believe thee? what dost thou work? Our fathers did eat manna in the
desert; as it is written, He gave them bread from heaven to eat” (verses
30–31). They still do not understand what the Lord is trying to teach
them, but it appears their ignorance is a product of their stomachs. They
are trying to manipulate the conversation back to the food they want,
even trying to tempt Jesus to prove God has sent Him by giving them
free bread to eat. The crowd’s request is not unlike that of Satan in the
wilderness when he said to the Lord, “If thou be the Son of God, com-
mand that these stones be made bread” (Matthew 4:3). Similarly, the
Lord’s answer to the crowd of disciples reminds us of His answer to the
tempter in the wilderness: “It is written, Man shall not live by bread
alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God”
(Matthew 4:4). The Lord offers the crowd and Satan the same thing:
when they seek physical bread, He instead gives them the word of God.

After the Savior explains that the “true bread from heaven” comes
from the Father and “giveth life unto the world” (John 6:32–33), the
crowd responds in such a way that we readers may hopefully infer that
they are converted: “Lord, evermore give us this bread” (verse 34).
Perhaps they are finally not asking for tangible, common bread but
instead for the gift of eternal life through Christ. However, it is
probable that they are still thinking of the manna they have asked about
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and assume that the “true bread from heaven” will feed them literally
as the manna had fed their ancestors. In either case, the Lord’s lengthy
answer teaches the crowd about who He actually is. “I am the bread of
life,” He says, “he that cometh to me shall never hunger; and he that
believeth on me shall never thirst. . . . For I came down from heaven,
not to do mine own will, but the will of him that sent me. And this is
the Father’s will which hath sent me, that of all which he hath given me
I should lose nothing, but should raise it up again at the last day. And
this is the will of him that sent me, that every one which seeth the Son,
and believeth on him, may have everlasting life: and I will raise him up
at the last day” (verses 35, 38–40).

John reports that these Jews, who just moments previous were
pleading with the Lord to give them the bread of which He spoke, now
murmur among themselves about how He could say He came down
from heaven when they knew Him and knew of His earthly parents (see
verses 41–42). “They ask the question which becomes typical of earthly,
literal, superficial understanding: ‘how?’”16 The crowd is answering with-
out truly responding. They do not respond to the Savior’s teaching by
accepting or rejecting Him as the Bread of Life, but they grumble among
themselves, casting doubt on His claims. We readers are left to ask if the
crowd is earnestly trying to grasp what Jesus is teaching or is purpose-
fully closing minds and hearts to His message in a vain attempt to con-
tinue living their lives in ways that merely please themselves.

In another lengthy response, Jesus tells the crowd not to murmur
and continues His discourse on the Bread of Life. This is another
example of speech that does not actually answer the crowd’s question
in that “Jesus never answers the question about his origins on a human
plane; . . . but on a theological plane.”17 The Lord speaks of Himself in
symbolic language: “I am the living bread which came down from
heaven: if any man eat of this bread, he shall live for ever: and the bread
that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world”
(verse 51). Again, the crowd does not respond directly to the Savior but
argues among itself, saying, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”
(verse 52).

Once again the members of the crowd misunderstand what Jesus
is teaching. We benefit from their misunderstanding, because they
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“provide an opportunity to explain the meaning of Jesus’ words and
develop significant themes further. They are more, however, and their
effect on the reader is greater than if the meaning had merely been
stated plainly from the beginning.”18 There is also a “cumulative affect”
of how the Lord responds to these misunderstandings, teaching us how
to better come unto Him:

With each misunderstanding, Jesus corrects the blatant
miscomprehension on the part of the character in the story. By
reading the gospel from beginning to end, the reader has the
benefit not only of Jesus’ correcting and explanatory words each
time, but also of the cumulative affect of those various correc-
tives. Thus with each subsequent misunderstanding, the reader
learns that to hear Jesus aright one must ask about the deeper
meaning that his words hold. For the true significance of what
he says and offers is to be found not in some thing, but in his
very presence among them. In short, the Johannine misunder-
standings teach the reader how to read the gospel, for they show
the reader what mistakes not to make if Jesus is to be under-
stood correctly.19

Jesus does not answer the crowd’s question but continues to speak
metaphorically. “Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except ye eat the flesh of
the Son of man, and drink his blood, ye have no life in you. Whoso
eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, hath eternal life; and I will raise
him up at the last day. . . . As the living Father hath sent me, and I live by
the Father: so he that eateth me, even he shall live by me. This is that
bread which came down from heaven: not as your fathers did eat
manna, and are dead: he that eateth of this bread shall live for ever”
(verses 53–54, 57–58). He brings the discourse back to its beginning,
teaching how what He has to offer is so much more than the manna
they sought.

The Discourse Concluded

It is significant to note what John tells us happens after the dis-
course is concluded. When Jesus sees that many in the crowd murmur
about how He is asking them to do something difficult, He says: “Doth
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this offend you? What and if ye shall see the Son of man ascend up
where he was before? It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth
nothing: the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are
life. But there are some of you that believe not. . . . Therefore said I
unto you, that no man can come unto me, except it were given unto him
of my Father” (verses 61–65). Historically speaking, we do not know
what, if anything, the crowd said in response. However, John, as author,
abruptly ends his account and discussion of the Bread of Life discourse:
“From that time many of his disciples went back, and walked no more
with him” (verse 66). This is an example of what Alter referred to as a
time when the dialogue is broken off sharply, with anticipated rejoin-
ders withheld. Realistically, it is difficult to imagine that many in the
crowd would simply walk away without saying a word, but that is the
effect of the account as it is written. It is this description of action, not
an account of dialogue, that reveals so much about certain disciples in
the crowd.

We can learn as much from the action of the disciples who aban-
don Him as we do from the discourse itself. As Elder Holland explains:
“In that little story is something of the danger of our day. It is that in
our contemporary success and sophistication we too may walk away
from the vitally crucial bread of eternal life; we may actually choose to be
spiritually malnourished, willfully indulging in a kind of spiritual
anorexia. Like those childish Galileans of old, we may turn up our noses
when divine sustenance is placed before us.”20

The Lord teaches in the discourse on the Bread of Life who He is,
what He does for us, and what we need to do to come to Him and have
eternal life. But, in our dialogue with the Savior, we cannot afford to
misunderstand what He has to say, nor should we walk away.
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