
QA Fr. Mitch answers an e-mail question - "The Flesh Is Of No Avail" – Jn 6:63

Father Mitch, This Question is in reference to your May 12th episode where you talked about John 
6:54-58. My sister is a born again Christian and she tells me that John 6:63 is proof that the Eucharist is
not the real body and blood of Christ. She said out of Jesus' own mouth came the words, "the flesh is of
no avail". Please help me understand this. Thanks, Elizabeth

Dear Elizabeth,

Your friend is speaking sophistry instead of actually thinking carefully about the Scriptures. Here are 
some reflections on John 6:63 “It is the spirit that gives life, the flesh is of no avail.”

Some non-Catholics read Jesus’ teaching that “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his 
blood you, you have no life in you” (6:53) in light of 6:63, and thereby claim that eating Christ’s flesh 
avails nothing. 

The key is to understand that “flesh” has different nuances in the New Testament. Frequently “flesh” 
refers to the corrupt aspect of the human person which is a source of sin, especially in St. Paul (see 
Romans 7:15-8:13). Particularly relevant to John 6:63 is Romans 8:13, “for if you live according to the 
flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body you will live.”

However, flesh also maintains its Hebrew sense of referring to the human body in either a neutral sense
of merely the visible aspect of the human body, or, in the case of Jesus Christ, a positive and saving 
sense:

John 1:14 And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father.

1 John 4:2 By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit which confesses that Jesus Christ has come 
in the flesh is of God, 3 and every spirit which does not confess Jesus is not of God. This is the spirit of
antichrist, of which you heard that it was coming, and now it is in the world already.

2 John 1:7 For many deceivers have gone out into the world, men who will not acknowledge the 
coming of Jesus Christ in the flesh; such a one is the deceiver and the antichrist.

Romans 1:3 the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh 4 
and designated Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the 
dead, Jesus Christ our Lord.

Romans 9:5 to them belong the patriarchs, and of their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ. God 
who is over all be blessed for ever. Amen.
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1 Tim. 3:16 Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of our religion: He was manifested in the flesh, 
vindicated in the Spirit, seen by angels, preached among the nations, believed on in the world, taken up 
in glory.

Heb. 2:14 Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same
nature, that through death he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil.

Therefore, it would be incorrect to see Jesus’ statement that the flesh is of no avail in John 6:63 as a 
rejection of the necessity of eating the Eucharist as a requirement for eternal life, just as it would be 
incorrect to believe that Jesus’ becoming flesh was of no avail for the salvation of the world. 

In addition, at the institution narrative Jesus does not use the word “flesh” but says “This is my body” 
(soma in Greek; the Aramaic translation uses pagri).

In Christ Jesus,

Fr. Mitch Pacwa, SJ


