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John 14: 6 is a well known sentence which I and indeed many Christians like 

to quote often: “Jesus said, I am the way, the truth and the life.” For many 

Christians through the centuries this passage is proof of the only way to 

salvation. This understanding emphasizes the second part of the verse: “No one 

comes to the Father but by me.” But this reading troubles many Christians in 

our time, for it has led to Christian exclusivism, to the idea that salvation is 

possible only through the name of Jesus and thus only through Christianity. 

Such a belief often manifests itself in Christian arrogance: I recall the “one way” 

movement in the late 60s and early 70s, evangelical Christians who would hold 

up their index finger as a way of communicating to one another their confidence 

in salvation through Jesus, and through Jesus only. Their raised fingers in a 

crowd indicated by a rather obvious code that they were in the know, on the 

inside. I was uncomfortable around them then; I would be even more so now. 

  I am not alone. Many people today, inside and outside the church, are 

very uncomfortable with such a claim. Would the God of the universe truly be 

known in only this one way? Would salvation be possible only through the name 

of Jesus? To the exclusion of the other great religions of the world and other 

spiritual leaders? The way of Jesus is a universal way, known to millions who 

have never heard of Jesus. All the world’s religions are aware of the way, of the 
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spiritual truth behind John’s statement. All religions, including Christianity, are 

particular historical responses to an experience of God, of the sacred, in the 

cultures in which they originated. As Christians, we can say, “This is who Jesus 

is for us,” without also saying, “And God is known only in Jesus.”  

  Consequently, it’s important to study this sentence in its historical 

context. John was writing at the end of the first century CE; his gospel is the 

only one which puts these words in the mouth of Jesus, for the earlier gospels 

do not. Most scholars agree that it is unlikely that Jesus actually made this 

statement; rather the words express the experience of John’s Jewish-Christian 

community in that time. There was conflict between the Jewish Christians and 

the other Jewish members of the synagogue; indeed, the Jewish Christians had 

been kicked out of the temple. The Jewish Christians were suffering further 

ostracism because they were followers of Jesus, “followers of the Way,” as they 

were called. Some of John’s community were tempted to return to their original 

communities, to abandon the way of Jesus. So when John writes those words, 

he was not thinking of all the religions of the world, but of the synagogue 

across the street. John is saying, in effect, ‘Stay within the community of Jesus 

followers. Don’t go back to the way you left behind. Our experience of God 

through Jesus has shown us that the way of Jesus is the way of God, not that 

old, former way.’ The passage is not a repudiation of Judaism, or any other 

religion; it is a pastoral plea in a particular historical time and place. 
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  So what does the sentence in John 14:6 mean? Why do I love to quote 

this sentence? Its metaphoric meaning is the key: John is the incarnational 

gospel; think of the beautiful opening poem which we read during Advent: “In 

the beginning was the Word . . . and the word became flesh and dwelt among us 

. . . full of grace and truth.” For John, what we see in Jesus is the incarnation, 

the embodiment, of a life centered in God. “If you have seen me, you have seen 

the Father.” For John, Jesus is the embodiment of God’s way; the way or path 

of Jesus is the path of death and resurrection understood as a metaphor for the 

spiritual life. That way—of dying to an old way of being and being born into a 

new way of being—is the way to God, the path of God. If we want to see a holy 

life, centered in God, then we look to Jesus. He models for us the way of death 

and resurrection—the path of transition and transformation--which we are to 

seek daily, hourly. Jesus is the way, that is, what the way embodied in a person 

looks like. Jesus is the truth, that is, what the truth embodied in a human being 

looks like. Jesus is the life, that is, what abundant life embodied in a fully alive 

man looks like. 

  Over the centuries, the way of Jesus became confused with a set of 

beliefs about Jesus, rather than in the way of life of Jesus, a set of beliefs 

rather than a way of being. The way of Jesus was grounded in his perception 

and experience of God’s character which is compassion. If we believe Jesus, we 

will trust him, trust that the way he shows us is the divine path and follow him. 
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We will center our lives in God as Jesus did. To center in God means to love God 

with heart, soul, mind and strength. To love God means to love what God loves. 

What does God love? Another well known verse in John answers that question: 

“God so loved the world . . .” (Jn 3:16)  

  We are called to be followers of the way, as the early Christians were 

named in the Book of Acts. We are to be like Jesus. The gospel reading says 

that the disciples will do "greater works than these" (verse 12). The other 

readings appointed for today offer an assurance to those who run risks for the 

faith. The risk is to love, to love one’s neighbour, even if that neighbour is an 

enemy; a neighbour, as the parable of the Good Samaritan illustrates, is anyone 

in need of mercy. A neighbour is anyone needing food or clothing or shelter or 

comfort. From 1st letter of John: 

 “God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in them. . . . Whoever 
claims to love God yet hates a brother or sister is a liar. For whoever does not 
love their brother and sister, whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom 
they have not seen. And he has given us this command: Anyone who loves God 
must also love their brother and sister.” 

 Believing Jesus means beloving him: to yearn for, to pay attention to, to 

commit to, to be loyal to, to value above all else, to trust. Until a few centuries 

ago, to believe meant “to belove.” To trust The Beloved. To care for the world 

as God cares. “What does the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love 

kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” 


