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THE WORK OF GOD OR OF HUMAN BEINGS:
A NOTE ON JOHN 6:29

SIGURD GRINDHEIM*

Abstract: According to John 6:29, faith is “the work of God” (10 €pyov ToU Oeod). This
genitive construction has been interpreted either as the work that God requires or as the work
that God does. On the basis of the flow of the argnment in Jobn 6, with its focus on God’s gift,
this article argues for the latter interpretation, emphasizing that faith is given by God.
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Commentators are divided about the interpretation of John 6:28-29: “[t|hen
they said to him, ‘What must we do to perform the works of God?’ Jesus answered
them, ‘This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.”” Is the
phrase “the work of God” (10 &pyov ol feol) a subjective genitive, referring to the
work that God does?! Or is it an objective genitive, referring to the work that God
expects of human beings?? On the latter interpretation, Jesus teaches his audience
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that God is only interested in one thing: faith, as opposed to the many works they
have in mind. On the former interpretation, the dialogue is an example of Johan-
nine misunderstanding. Whereas Jesus’s audience is thinking of the works that God
requites of them, Jesus teaches them that what matters is not what they do, but
what God does. Their faith in him is a gift from God. The most literal translations
presetve the ambiguity with the expression “work of God” (NRSV; cf. ESV; HCSB;
NAB; NASB; NIV; NKJV), but many resolve it in favor of an objective genitive:
“the wotk that God requires” (REB; cf. CEB; CEV; GNB; NEB; NET; NJB;
NLT).? In this brief article, I will argue that contextual considerations favor the
subjective genitive.

In the Scriptures of Israel and in the literature of Second Temple Judaism, the
construction “work of God” or “wotks of God” is used both with reference to the
wotks that God does and to the works that he requires of human beings.* With
regard to John 6:29, the arguments in favor of the latter interpretation have been
presented forcefully by Urban C. von Wahlde.> He intends to debunk the interpre-
tation that Jesus’s words were meant to correct a legalistic misunderstanding of
works. Scholars who have seen Jesus as attacking legalism point to the contrast
between the interrogators’ use of the plural “works” (8pya) and Jesus’s use of the
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singular (Epyov). They also maintain that the plural is meant to be derogatory, as is
the use of the verb épydlopat (“perform”). Von Wahlde shows that these conclu-
sions are unwarranted. The plural form “works” (Epya) as well as the verb
épyalopar (“perform”) are widely used with positive connotations, both in Jewish
literature and in the Gospel of John. Von Wahlde avers that the tension between
legalism and faith is not an issue in the Gospel of John.® He therefore prefers to
read the phrase in light of Jesus’s words in John 3:21; 8:39-47; 9:4. These verses
describe the deeds of the disciples, not as legalistic works, but as works that are
commended.”

Von Wahlde has successfully demonstrated that the Johannine Jesus speaks
positively of works and that he expects his followers to have works. However, his
arguments do not focus on the immediate context of the verse under discussion,
John 6:29. It is therefore necessary to take a closer look at the function that Jesus’s
words serve in the argument that unfolds in the bread of life discourse.

Jesus’s words, “this is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has
sent” (6:29), are given in answer to a question from the audience: “What must we
do to perform the works of God?” (v. 28). This question has followed Jesus’s asser-
tion that he will give (dwaet) “the food that endures for eternal life” (v. 27). As Di-
ana Swancutt has shown, Jesus’s words allude to Isa 55:2-3: “Why do you spend
your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not
satisfy? Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich
food. Incline your ear, and come to me; listen, so that you may live. I will make
with you an everlasting covenant, my steadfast, sure love for David.”® Jesus thus
explains the point of the preceding feeding miracle: he brings the free gift of God
(cf. Isa 55:1). This gift is the real provision from God, in contrast to Moses’s provi-
sion of manna for the wilderness generation (6:32-33).° Throughout his discourse,
Jesus emphasizes the gift-character of his provision.!® The bread of life pericope is
characterized by an unusual frequency of the term idwut. It occurs 11 times, in-
cluding eight times on Jesus’s lips (vv. 27, 32 |bis], 33, 37, 39, 51, 65). His gift of
“the food that endures for eternal life” (v. 27) is nothing other than himself, as he
explains: “I am the bread of life” (v. 35; cf. v. 51). “To eat this bread” is therefore a
petiphrasis for “to believe in him” (vv. 35, 47-51).!1 In other wotds, to believe is to
receive the gift that is Jesus himself. Accordingly, Jesus also describes the act of
coming to him as a gift from God: “Everything that the Father gives (8{0watv) me
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will come to me” (v. 37).12 “And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should
lose nothing of all that he has given me (8 0édwxév pot), but raise it up on the last
day” (v. 39; cf. 10:29; 17:2, 6, 7; 18:9). “For this reason I have told you that no one
can come to me unless it is granted (Oedopévov) by the Father” (6:65).13

As is typical of John’s Gospel, Jesus’s words about God’s work in 6:29 are be-
ing misunderstood. Thinking that believing in him is a choice they make based on
adequate evidence, his audience asks: “What sign are you going to give us then, so
that we may see it and believe you? What work are you performing?” (6:30). The
irony is that Jesus has just performed the legitimating sign, but the interrogators
remain in disbelief (6:36; cf. 10:25-26; 12:39; 15:24).14

As in the case of the Pharisees that interrogated the man born blind (9:41),
the very fact that they see confirms their culpability. Even though they see the sign,
they are unable to interpret the sign appropriately. They have not understood the
value of Jesus’s action as sign, as Jesus has already told them: “I tell you, you atre
looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the
loaves” (6:26). They have their mind set on the matters of this wotld, “food that
perishes,” not on the spiritual gift that Jesus provides, “the food that endures for
eternal life” (6:27).

The narrative reveals people’s inability to accept the gift that is given to them
in the ministry of Jesus.!s Jesus therefore obsetves: “[n]o one can come to me un-
less drawn by the Father who sent me” (6:44; cf. 10:26-27). When someone comes
to Jesus, which is to say, when someone believes in Jesus, their coming is the work
of the Father, who draws them. To receive the gift of Jesus is itself a gift, given by
the Father. The point is succinctly stated by Jesus in v. 29: “the work that God does
is that you believe in him whom he has sent.”

That faith in Jesus is the work of God is a point John also makes elsewhere.
In the prologue, he emphasizes that to believe in his name is to be “born, not of
blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God” (1:12-13). The
use of the concept of new birth strongly emphasizes the need for a divine initiative.
Nicodemus obsetrves that no one can “enter a second time into the mothet’s womb
and be born” (3:4). In the conversation with Nicodemus, the concept of faith
(3:15-16, 18) is once more used to explain the idea of being born again (3:3, 5, 8).16

The bread of life discourse emphasizes the same point. Faith in Jesus is a gift
that God gives.
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C’est le Pere qui donne Jésus aux hommes, c’est le Pére qui donne



