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Last Sunday I mentioned that in John's gospel, Jesus makes several 
declarations that help us understand who he is. They are declarations that help to 
clarify who he is, statements that help define what it means when we say that he is our
Savior. Jesus introduces each of these declarations with the words, “I am:” I am the 
bread of life; I am the light of the world; I am the vine, and you are the branches...; I 
am the resurrection and the life... I am the good shepherd... Each time Jesus uses the 
words, “I Am,” he is conveying to us something of his character as our Lord and 
Savior. The words “I am” also comprise the name by which God revealed himself to 
Moses when Moses asked for God's name: “I am who I am. Tell [the Israelites] that my
name is I Am.” And so when Jesus uses the words, “I Am” to reveal himself to us, he is
helping us to understand who he is as God Incarnate. Thus, when we come to know 
Jesus, we also come to know God.

In this morning's gospel lesson, Jesus gives us what is perhaps the most often-
cited of these “I am” statements: “I am the way, the truth, and the life. Nobody comes 
to the Father except through me.” Jesus makes this declaration about himself as he 
gathers in the upper room with his disciples on the night before his crucifixion. He has 
made it clear that he will be leaving them, a euphemism for his impending death on 
the cross. The mood in the upper room is somber and heavy, as the disciples are 
coming to realize that the path to glory is a far cry from what they had envisioned. 
What's more, they realize that they are about to lose the person who had been their 
teacher, their friend, their hope.

It's into this somber setting that Jesus speaks to his disciples, offering words of 
comfort and assurance. “Don't let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in 
me. In my Father's house are many rooms... I am going there to prepare a place for 
you...”1 He's trying to offer them assurance. He's trying to let them know that, despite 
everything that will soon take place, still they can put their faith in him, and it won't be 
in vain. Believe in God. Believe also in me.

That's the context into which Jesus makes his “I am” declaration: I am the way, 
the truth, and the life; nobody comes to the Father except through me.

It is a declaration that is quoted time and again to emphasize the uniqueness of 
Christ, to declare that salvation is exclusively through Jesus Christ. And let me go on 
record as saying I do believe that Jesus is absolutely unique as Savior, and that Jesus
is the way of salvation that God has provided for the human race. That being said, I 
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have a problem with the way these words have been used. My struggle is with the way
this verse has been used to serve as a line drawn in the sand, or a gauntlet thrown 
down. Words that Jesus gave to his disciples in order to assure them that their faith in 
him would not be in vain, have instead been used more as a period or an exclamation 
point that pushes people away from Jesus.

What I struggle with is not the exclusivity of Jesus Christ, per se, because I do 
believe with all my heart that Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life, and the only way 
to the Father. What bothers me, though, is the way people use the exclusivity as an 
instrument of division, whereby people who aren't Christians are somehow lesser 
persons. Instead of using the words to offer comfort and assurance that Jesus is 
everything we need, what we see is people painting a picture of Jesus standing in 
front of the gates to the kingdom, arms crossed, with a rather stern look on his face, 
saying, “Stop right there! Nobody comes in, except through me...”2 And that certainly 
isn't what Jesus is doing in the verses before us.

We shouldn't apologize for being part of an exclusive faith. The exclusivity is 
vertical in nature, more so than it is horizontal in nature. That is to say, the exclusivity 
is in whom we worship and in whom we put our hope. Trust in God, trust in Jesus. The
truth is, our faith was exclusive long before Jesus walked the earth. Think about it. 
What were the first words inscribed on the tablets of stone that came to be known as 
the Ten Commandments? “You shall have no other gods before me.”3 It is universally 
accepted that the word “before” in that commandment is synonymous with “besides.” 

You shall have no other gods besides me. Pretty exclusive.
Similarly, the “shema,” the central creed of the people of Israel, declares, “Hear, 

O Israel, the Lord is God, the Lord alone.”
Some people think that it is arrogant to assume that Jesus is the only Savior. 

And yet we don't decry against all other world religions that similarly claim to know the 
path to salvation, or enlightenment, or nirvana, or whatever they call salvation. The 
Jews say, “You shall have no other gods before me.” The Muslims say, “Allah alone is 
God, and Mohammed is his prophet.” We don't diminish those religions for their 
exclusivity, yet for some reason some people want to shy away from the claim that 
Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life.

We worship the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; the God of the prophets; 
the God who revealed himself in the person of Jesus Christ. Our exclusivity is in whom
we worship, and where we put our hope. The exclusivity protects us from idolatry, from
worshiping anything or anyone other than God.

We shouldn't apologize for the exclusivity of our faith. But neither should we use
our exclusivity of worship of God through Jesus Christ to create an impassible barrier 
between those of us who believe in him, and those who don't. Again, our exclusivity is 
vertical in nature; that is, the way humans find a relationship with God. On the 

2 It was an article by Rachel Held Evans, “God Under Our Noses,” www.rachelheldevans.com, that suggested this picture
of Jesus.

3 Exodus 20:3, Deut. 5:7

http://www.rachelheldevans.com/
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horizontal plane—the plane of human relationships—we are NOT to CLOSE doors; we
are to OPEN them. This is an analogy that I owe to Dale Bruner, a Presbyterian Bible 
scholar. He says, 

“Christ is the exclusive way to God vertically. Yet the 
witnesses to [Christ] in the New Testament portray him as also 
remarkably inclusive in his outreach to the world around him 
horizontally. We should preach Christ as the only way of salvation, 
without insulting persons of other convictions in the process,... Onto
this firm vertical beam of the exclusivity of Christ must be nailed the
horizontal beam of the inclusivity of Christ, which is as wide as the 
world, as far-reaching as the most desperate sinners, and is thus 
represented impressively in the Gospel witnesses.”4

I say this, because we have the tendency to use Jesus' self-declaration as the 
way, truth, and life for horizontal exclusivity, distinguishing between us and them, with 
us on the inside, and them on the outside. That's not the purpose for which Jesus said 
this. He said it to assure us that our faith in him is not in vain, that in him is everything 
we need for a right relationship with God, for truth, for life. Here he was, on the eve of 
his crucifixion—he knew precisely what was about to happen, and his disciples had an
inkling that something terrible was about to happen. And in the face of a troubling 
future, Jesus said “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God. Believe also in 
me... I am the way, the truth, and the life. Nobody comes to the Father except through 
me.”

“'I am the Way,' said the One who shortly would hang impotent on a cross. 'I am 
the Truth,' when the lies of evil people were about to enjoy a spectacular triumph. 'I am
the Life,' when within a few hours His corpse would be placed in a tomb.”5

In spite of everything that was about to take place, Jesus said, Don't be afraid... 
Trust me... I am the way, the truth, and the life.

And in that we find our own model for sharing our faith: Give them Jesus. 
Proclaim our hope. Stand firm in our hope, which is Jesus Christ. Frederick Buechner 
puts it this way: Let Jesus show. “Let Jesus show in these churches we have built for 
him—not just as we cut him down to size in our sermons and hymns and stained-glass
windows...”6 Let Jesus show through a spirit of peace in the midst of uncertainty. Let 
Jesus show through acts of kindness to the stranger. Let Jesus show through visits to 
the sick, the lonely. Let Jesus show through unconditional love. Let Jesus show in 
such a way that we will communicate to the world around us the same message he 
communicated to his disciples in the upper room: “Let not your hearts be troubled... 
Trust me... Trust me...”

4 F. Dale Bruner, The Gospel of John: A Commentary, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), pp. 826-827.
5 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, New International Commentary on the New Testament, F.F. Bruce, ed, 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), p. 641.
6 http://www.frederickbuechner.com/content/weekly-sermon-illustrations-let-jesus-show 

http://www.frederickbuechner.com/content/weekly-sermon-illustrations-let-jesus-show
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Can we do that? Can we convey Jesus to those around us in such a way that 
they hear his blessed assurance?

Something I've learned over the years is that trusting in Jesus does bring us 
peace, and it does calm our troubled hearts. Most of the time, I try not to fret too much 
about the unknown future. Oh, I try to anticipate what might happen so that I have 
some measure of preparation. But I don't get overly worried, because I have 
tremendous faith in the providence of God in Jesus Christ. Trusting Jesus doesn't 
necessarily take the troubles away, but it does give us strength and peace in the midst
of the troubles. I, like the disciples gathered with Jesus in the upper room, don't know 
exactly what is going to happen tomorrow. But I, unlike the disciples on that Thursday 
evening, have seen that on the other side of Calvary there is life. I have seen that truth
prevails. I have seen that the way of suffering will lead to redemption. Don't let your 
hearts be troubled. Believe in God. Believe in Jesus.

How can you convey Jesus to those around you in such a way that they hear his
blessed assurance? Instead of looking at the stranger or person of other convictions 
as someone we need to keep away from the grace of the gospel, how can we 
winsomely offer them the welcoming and inclusive love of Jesus, so that in Jesus they 
will discover the way, the truth, and the life? 

We make Jesus the center of all we say and do. Unapologetically, and at the 
same time invitingly. We spent all of the season of Lent reflecting on what is most 
important in our faith. What is most important is, has been, and always will remain that 
which was most important to Jesus: To love God with all our being, and to love our 
neighbor as ourselves. I am convinced that when we address the world with the love 
of Christ and in the name of Christ, then we are faithfully showing the Way, the Truth, 
the Life. 

We do not apologize for the singular focus of our faith and our proclamation. But
we must make that singular focus of our faith and our proclamation – Jesus himself – 
available to everyone.

In the end, God will decide how it is that those who have not heard the gospel 
may have the atoning sacrifice of Christ applied to them; that is not for us to decide. 
What is up to us is to faithfully share the One who is the Way, the Truth, and the Life – 
Jesus Christ. For if we do make Christ known, then those who come to know him will 
also know that our faith is not in vain.

And that, in the end, is what Jesus was trying to communicate to his disciples on
the night before his crucifixion: “Do not let your hearts be troubled, neither let them be 
afraid... I AM the way, the truth, and the life. You can count on it.”

Amen.


