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2. This is the bread which comes down from heaven (Jn 6:50)
 2
  

  (From the gloss of St. Thomas)
3
 

 

34.   Note that because of what Christ spoke to the Jews: ‘I am the bread which came down from 

heaven’ (Jn 6:41), there arose murmuring and doubt in their hearts.  Thus Christ proves, beyond 

a doubt, that the aforesaid conclusion is true.  He demonstrates: »that bread which ‘gives life to 

the world’ (Jn 6:33) comes from heaven.  But I am the bread that gives life to the world.  

Therefore, ‘I am the bread which came down from heaven. «  And he »gives the major« premise 

of his reasoning, »namely that the bread which came down from heaven ought to give life, in the 

passage, Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died (Jn 6:49)«, where »he 

reveals his case through a contrasting example.«  For Christ had said »that Moses did not give 

the Jews bread from a heaven other than the physical one.  But all bread which is not from the 

true heaven cannot give sufficient life.  Therefore, it is proper to heavenly bread that it give life.  

And so the bread of Moses, in which you take pride, does not give life« eternal.  Proof: your 

fathers ate the manna. 

 35.  »In this statement, he first reproaches their offenses, saying, your fathers (that is, whose 

sons you are), not only according to lineage, but also according to the imitation of their actions, 

because you are murmurers, just as ‘they murmured in their tents’ (Ps 105:25).
4
  We read in 

Matthew (23:32), ‘Fill up then, the measure of your fathers’.  Thus, as Augustine says,
5
 this 

people is said to have offended God in no way more than by murmuring against God.« 

   »Secondly, he introduces the briefness of the time period, saying in the wilderness:« for the 

fathers were given manna for a short time, »and it did not come with them into the Promised 
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Land, but was only in the desert, as is written in Joshua (chap. 5).  But heavenly bread preserves 

and restores forever.« 

»He shows, thirdly, a defect of that food, that it did not preserve unfailing life.  For just as we 

find in Joshua, all those who murmured, except Joshua and Caleb ‘died in the wilderness’ (Jo 

5:4).« 

 36.   But note: »if he is speaking of bodily death, there will be no difference between that bread 

in the desert and the bread which comes down from heaven, because even Christians, who 

consume that latter bread, die bodily.  If he is speaking of spiritual death, it is clear that both now 

and at that time some people die spiritually and others do not: for Moses and many others, who 

were pleasing to God, did not die, while others did.  Similarly, those who eat heavenly bread 

unworthily die spiritually: ‘anyone who eats and drinks unworthily without discerning the body 

eats and drinks judgment upon himself’ (1 Cor 11:29).« 

 37.  »To which we must say that the former food is both similar to and different from our 

spiritual food.  They are similar in so far as each signifies the same thing,« namely Christ.  

»They are therefore called the same food: ‘All ate the same spiritual food’ (1 Cor 10:3).   Paul 

calls them the same because each is a symbol [figura] of spiritual food.  They are different 

because the former was only symbolizing, but our food contains that which it symbolizes, 

namely Christ himself.«  Therefore, each food can be taken »either as only a sign, that is, only as 

food, without understanding what is signified (though in this manner neither spiritual nor bodily 

death is taken away); or each can be taken as both, that is, the visible food is taken in such a way 

that the spiritual food is understood and tasted spiritually, so that it satisfies spiritually.  In this 

way, those who ate the manna spiritually, did not die spiritually: similarly, those who eat the 

Eucharist spiritually, that is without sin, live spiritually even now and live physically forever.  

Therefore our food is greater than theirs, since it contains in itself what it symbolizes.« 

 38.  Next »he offers as it were the minor premise, saying: I am the bread of life.«  »For bread is 

life-giving, if it is taken.  But it is clear that he who believes in Christ takes him within himself: 

‘that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith’ (Eph 3:17).  Therefore, if a believer in Christ 

has life, it is clear that he receives life by eating this bread.  This bread is thus the bread of life.  

And this is what he says: amen, amen I say to you: whoever believes in me, that is, with a well-

formed faith which not only perfects the intellect but also the affections – for there is no 

tendency towards the object of belief, unless it is loved – has eternal life (Jn 6:47).  But Christ is 

in us in two ways, namely in the intellect through faith, in so far as there is faith, and in the 

affections through love [caritas], which informs faith, as John says (1 Jn 4:16): ‘who ever abides 

in love abides in God, and God abides in him.’  Whoever therefore believes in Christ so that he 

seeks him [in eum tendat], has Christ in his affections and intellect.  And if we add that Christ is 

eternal life – as in the last chapter of John’s letter (I Jn 5:20): so that ‘we are in his true son Jesus 

Christ: this is the true God and eternal life’: and John again: ‘in him was life’ (Jn 1:4) – we can 

conclude that whoever believes in Christ has eternal life.  He has it here and now, namely in 

cause and hope, and he will have it in reality at some future time.  Therefore, he says, I am the 

bread of life, that is, giving life, which follows clearly from the premises.  As we read in Genesis 

(49:20): ‘Asher's food shall be rich, and he shall offer dainties’ of eternal life ‘to kings.’« 

39.   He says therefore: this is the bread which came down from heaven (Jn 6:50, 51). »And so 

the bread coming down from heaven gives unfailing life, because all food nourishes according to 

the properties of its own nature; and heavenly things are incorruptible.  Thus, because that food 

is heavenly, it is not corrupted: so long as it lasts it gives life.  Whoever eats of it will not die: 

just as if some bodily food that nourishes were not corrupted, it would always give life. « 



 

 

40.  »That bread was thus signified by the tree of life, which was in the middle of Paradise, 

always giving life somehow: ‘lest he put forth his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat, 

and live forever’ (Gen 3:22).  If therefore the effect of this bread is that whoever eats of it does 

not die, and I am such bread, then I am the bread of life.«  And he first says this »generally about 

himself.«  For bodily bread does not give life forever, because it does not have life in itself, but it 

does give life when changed and converted into nourishment by the power of a living being. 

41.   Then follows: which came down from heaven, as in Ephesians, ‘He who descended is he 

who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things’ (Eph 4:10). 

   Let us note here that »each body tends toward a place according to its origin or nature.  

Whence it can happen through the Spirit that someone travels to another place, which bodily 

creatures do not know, by ascending to heaven, if it happens through the power of him ‘who 

came down from heaven’; he descended here so that, ascending, he might open the way for us: 

‘he ascends laying open the way before them’ (Mich 2:13).«
6
   

42.   Let us note regarding that passage of John – ‘he who comes from above is above all; he who 

is of the earth belongs to the earth’ (Jn 3:31) – »that for each thing to be perfect, it must reach the 

goal set for it by its origin: if, for instance, someone is born from a king, he must grow up to 

become a king himself.  But Christ has a supreme and eternal origin, and therefore he must grow 

through the manifestation of his power, with regard to others, till he is known to be greater than 

all of them.  Therefore he says: ‘he who comes from above,’ namely Christ according to his 

divinity,« and »you are from below, I am from above’ (Jn 8:23).« 

   »Or ‘comes from above’ according to his human nature, that is, from the height of human 

nature, by assuming it in its highest form, according to what it was in its first state.  For human 

nature should be considered according to three states.« 

43.   »The first state of human nature is that before sin, and he took his purity from this by taking 

on flesh unstained by the infection of original sin: ‘Your lamb shall be without blemish’ (Ex 

12:5).« 

   »Second is the state after sin.  He took from this his capacity for suffering and death by taking 

on the likeness of sinful flesh, as regards the punishment, but not the sin itself, as regards the 

blame: ‘God sent his own son in the likeness of sinful flesh’ (Rom 8:3).« 

  »Third is the state of resurrection and glory.  From this he took the impossibility of sinning and 

his soul’s delight.« 

   »But beware of the error of those who say that something remained in Adam materially 

unstained by original sin and handed on pure to his descendants up to the Blessed Virgin, and 

that Christ’s body was formed from this.  This indeed is heretical, because whatever was in 

Adam materially was stained by the blemish of original sin: but the matter from which Christ’s 

body was formed was purified by the power of the Holy Spirit when he sanctified the Blessed 

Virgin.« 

44.   Therefore because he says: which came down from heaven, »he excludes the heresies which 

claim that Christ was pure man, because according to them he did not come down from 

heaven.«
7
 

   »For he has the power to give eternal life.  Therefore he says: if anyone eats of this bread, that 

is, spiritually, he will live, not only in the present through faith and justice, but forever (Jn 6:50): 

‘whoever lives and believes in me shall never die’ (Jn 11:26).«  
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 45.  The bread which I shall give is my flesh (Jn 6:52).  This he says especially about his body.  

»For he said that he was living bread.  And so that we do not understand he is this only as 

regards the Word or the soul, he therefore shows that even his flesh is life-giving; for it is an 

instrument of his divinity.  Thus, since an instrument acts by the power of an agent, just as the 

divinity of Christ is life-giving, so is the flesh united to it by the power of the Word, as the 

Damascene says.
8
  Christ therefore healed the sick with his touch.«  

  »Therefore, what he said earlier – I am the living bread (Jn 6:51) – pertains to the power of the 

Word; but that which followed pertains to the sharing of his body, namely to the sacrament of the 

Eucharist.  We can thus consider four things about this sacrament, namely its form [species], the 

authority of its institutor, the truth of the sacrament, and its usefulness.«   

46.   »The form of this sacrament is bread: ‘come and eat of my bread’ (Prov 9:5).  The reason is 

that this is the sacrament of the body of Christ.  But the body of Christ is the Church, which 

grows from many believers into bodily unity.  So, it is the sacrament of the unity of the Church: 

‘we are all one body in Christ’ (Rom 12:5).
9
  Because bread is made from different grains, it is 

thus a fitting form for this sacrament.  He says therefore: and the bread.« 

47.   »The author of this sacrament is Christ.  Although the priest consecrates it, nevertheless, 

Christ himself gives the sacrament its power, since the priest consecrates in the person of Christ.  

Thus, in other sacraments, the priest uses his own words or those of the Church, but in this one, 

he uses Christ’s words, for just as Christ by his own will gave up his body to death, so by his 

power does he give himself as food: ‘taking the bread, Jesus blessed and broke it’ (Mt 26:26).  

He says therefore: which I shall give; and he says I shall give« because he instituted this 

sacrament not only as a food of sustenance on the journey [in via], but also as a food of 

blessedness in heaven [in patria]. 

 48.  »The truth of this sacrament is implied when he says: is my flesh.  He did not say, ‘signifies 

my flesh’, but rather is my flesh, because, truly, what is eaten is really the body of Christ: ‘if the 

men of my tabernacle have not said: Who will give us of his flesh that we may be filled?’ (Job 

31:31).  Since all of Christ is contained in that sacrament, why did he say only, is my flesh?  Here 

we should understand that in that mystical sacrament, all of Christ is truly contained; but his 

body is there by power of transformation, while his divinity and soul are there through natural 

concomitance.  For supposing what is impossible, that divinity could be separated from the body 

of Christ, there would be no divinity in the sacrament.  Similarly, if someone had consecrated 

during the three days he was dead, Christ’s soul would not have been there, but the body would, 

as it as was on the cross or in the tomb.  Therefore, he says flesh instead, since this sacrament is 

commemorative of our Lord’s passion, according to First Corinthians: ‘For as often as you eat 

this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes’ (1 Cor 11:26).  But 

the passion of Christ was due to weakness, and in order to suggest the weakness from which he 

died, he said instead: is my flesh.  For this word signifies weakness.« 

49.   »The usefulness of this sacrament is great and universal: great indeed because it brings 

about in us spiritual life now and, ultimately, eternal life, as was said.  As is clear from above, 

since this sacrament is commemorative of our Lord’s passion, it contains within itself the Christ 

who suffered.  Thus all that is an effect of our Lord’s passion is at the same time an effect of this 

sacrament: for this sacrament is nothing other than the application of the Lord’s passion to us.  It 

was not fitting for Christ to be with us always in his own presence, so he therefore wanted to 
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supply this presence through the sacrament.  Thus it is clear that both the destruction of death, 

which Christ destroyed by dying, and the restoration of life, which he accomplished by rising, 

are the sacrament’s effects.« 

   » It is universal, however, because the life, which it brings, is not only the life of one person, 

but in so far as it concerns itself, the life of the whole world, for which Christ’s death was 

sufficient: ‘he is the expiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole 

world’ (1 Jn 2:2).« 

50.   »We must note that it is not the same in other sacraments as it is in this one.  For the other 

sacraments have individual effects, as in baptism, where only the baptized person receives grace, 

but in the immolation of this sacrament there is a universal effect, because not only does the 

priest obtain the effect, but so do those for whom he prays, as well as the entire Church both 

living and dead, because in that one sacrament is the universal cause itself of all the sacraments, 

namely Christ.  If a lay person should take this sacrament, it does not benefit others from the act 

done [ex opere operato], considered as a reception of it, although from the intention of the 

person acting and participating the sacrament can be communicated to everyone to whom he 

directs his intention.  It is clear from this that lay people who receive the Eucharist for the 

salvation of those in Purgatory are mistaken.« 

 

 

 


