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Our God comes
and will not be silent;

a fire devours before him,
and around him a tempest rages.

—Psalm 50:3

God does not stammer. The words are clear, sometimes abrupt, and al-
ways with the intent to communicate. In the words of the psalmist, “Our 
God comes and will not be silent.”

The writer of the gospel of John speaks clearly as well. Beginning 
with the opening words of the gospel, he makes a bold and decisive dec-
laration: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God” (1:1). The remainder of the gospel is designed 
to make an unwavering declaration: This man Jesus is not just a God-like 
man. This man is the Son of God!

The purpose of the declaration is redemption. “But these are written 
that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that 
by believing you may have life in his name” (20:31). It is, therefore, not 
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surprising that throughout the gospel, the writer intends for the reader 
to see, hear, and experience something of the scandal of his treatise: 
This Jesus, born of the Virgin Mary, raised as the son of a carpenter in 
lowly Nazareth, is the very representation of Israel’s God, Yahweh, the 
I AM. He is the living, breathing, eating, resting, laughing, weeping dem-
onstration of God in the "esh, come to earth with a redemptive purpose 
that is clear, visible, accessible, touchable, and intentional.

It is not accidental, therefore, that on many occasions in this gospel 
Jesus speaks the very utterance that holds the greatest mystery and maj-
esty in the mind and heart of every devout Jew. Twenty-six times in the 
gospel of John, the Greek words ego eimi, “I am,” are uttered by Jesus. 
In some uses of the term, Jesus makes astounding claims that stun the 
hearers and can even be startling to readers today, even after studying 
the gospel repeatedly (see 8:56–58).

Seven times the words “I am” are used as a noun with a predicate, 
designating a particular application of these words to the redemptive 
mission of Jesus. These seven declarations have been analyzed, studied, 
and preached since the earliest days following the writing of the gospel 
of John, and these seven will form the focus of this book.

There are other uses of the words “I am” in the gospel of John that 
are subtle and easily overlooked but—given the intent of the gospel 
writer—are not without signi!cance in the overall purpose of the author 
(see 6:20; 8:24, 28; 13:19). It is necessary to grasp this signi!cant per-
spective in the fourth gospel. Jesus, altogether and obviously human and 
accessible, yet speaking with an authority and a depth that often shock 
his hearers, frequently speaks deferentially of himself. His emphasis is 
repeatedly and consistently on “the Father who sent me.” His purpose, 
he says, is to reveal the Father and to do his will.

In light of the gospel’s pointed emphasis on the many times Jesus 
expresses this deferential relationship toward the Father, it is fascinat-
ing to realize how often, and in so many ways both subtle and direct, the 
evangelist also records the repeated use by Jesus of the particular and 
signi!cant term “I am.” In order to understand the signi!cance to de-
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vout Jews of these two words, and to grasp why hearing Jesus utter them 
is such a scandal, we must !rst take a journey backward in time.

Exodus
The hot, burning sands likely shimmer in the heat. The nomadic 

shepherd is wandering far from his beginning place, searching diligently 
for adequate grass and available water for his sheep and goats. These 
"ocks and herds are his livelihood. They are the sustenance on which his 
family and their kin depend for survival. For a nomad, "ocks of sheep 
and herds of goats are the measures of life. Large herds, growing and 
surviving in the heat and cold of the desert-like land we now call the 
Middle East, are all that stand between the shepherd’s family and utter 
deprivation.

He has traveled far. Even after four decades of this life, it is never 
easy to !nd the best pasture. And he also must remember his immedi-
ate family in the search for pasture, water, and safety. It is likely that his 
travels include his tents, his wife and children, and what other few pos-
sessions are necessary to nomadic life. This is security. This is stability. 
This is home. He has need of nothing more.

It is different this day, though. In the shimmering heat, something 
startles him, and he turns his head. If there is one thing a shepherd fears, 
it is !re. Dry grass, brush, and trees can ignite easily and spread quickly 
in the hot, dry conditions. Dry lightning is an uncontrollable peril. Fire 
is a mortal threat.

But this day, only a single bush is burning. A bright "ame—intense, 
lasting—and the bush is not being consumed. The !re is not spread-
ing. It is not normal! The shepherd—Moses, he is called—turns aside 
to look at this strange sight. As he approaches the "aming bush, a voice 
speaks. It might be as frightening to hear the voice as to see the "ame. 
And the words spoken are terrifying: “Do not come any closer. Take off 
your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground. I am 
the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the 
God of Jacob” (portions of Exodus 3:5–6).
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We should not wonder that Moses hides his face. This is a moment 
of encounter with the Divine—!lled with mystery, uncertainty, and 
terror. Suddenly, Moses is hearing a voice from the past. For more than 
four hundred years his family of origin, the Hebrew people, have lived 
in Egypt. They came initially as honored guests, the family of a trusted 
leader among the Egyptian people. They came with an identity as the 
people of Jacob, who was the father of Joseph—second in command to 
Pharaoh, king of Egypt. He and his family were followers of the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

Over time, their place of honor as welcome guests came into ques-
tion among the native Egyptians as the rapid growth of the outsiders 
made the Egyptians increasingly uneasy. The guests eventually became 
slaves, and the slavery became bitter and oppressive. Destructive edicts 
requiring extreme measures were issued to limit the further growth of 
the people of Israel. Male babies were to be killed. The midwives were to 
become executioners. The Hebrew people cried out to their God, plead-
ing for deliverance, desperate for some kind of response. It no doubt 
seemed obvious to them that the gods of the Egyptians were stronger 
than the God of the Hebrews. There was no help. The situation only 
worsened. Their God, it seemed, had either been bested by the gods of 
Egypt, or had forgotten them.

But God had not forgotten them. God heard their cries, experienced 
their agony, and made preparations for their deliverance.

Moses seems an unlikely candidate for the mission to which God is 
calling him. Born a Hebrew during the period when all the male babies 
were being executed, Moses was rescued by the Egyptian princess and 
raised in Pharaoh’s palace. As such, he was not at home anywhere in 
Egypt—especially after he killed an Egyptian taskmaster for abusing 
a Hebrew slave. This incident !nally forced him to "ee to the wilder-
ness. He ended up in Midian, where he discovered the family of a priest. 
Here, among descendants of Esau—the other of Isaac’s sons—Moses 
found a place, a home, and a family. He was no longer a stranger in a 
foreign land.
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Now, four decades later, the welfare of the herds and "ocks is the 
purpose around which this shepherd and his people organize their 
lives. Seeking pasture, water, and safety for the "ocks and herds means 
wandering around vast territories with his family, their tents, and their 
few belongings. But it is life, and it is normal, and it is often necessary to 
travel long distances over a period of weeks and months. Having traveled 
many miles across valleys and through mountain ranges, Moses has, by 
chance and circumstance, arrived on the slopes of Mount Horeb. That 
mountain will later hold major signi!cance in the story of God, Moses, 
and Israel. At this time, however, it is merely the latest place he has come 
in search of adequate pasture, water, and security for his animals and his 
family. In the normal routine of caring for these responsibilities, Moses 
is confronted by the burning bush.

Moses knows God. The people of his birth cry out to this God of their 
ancestors for deliverance. And Moses has at last found a home among oth-
ers who know the God of Abraham and Isaac. But Moses has never heard 
God speak as this God is speaking now. It is stunning. He throws aside his 
sandals. His body trembles with fear. He covers his face.

The voice speaks: “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in 
Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and 
I am concerned about their suffering” (3:7). God has not been distant. 
God is not ignoring their cries. The implication is that God has actually 
experienced their suffering. God is not removed from them. God feels 
their agony, knows their misery. And the time has come for God to act 
for their deliverance.

It should not be lost on us that Moses is at the extreme limit of his 
understanding in this moment. He is overwhelmed, and what he hears 
is nothing short of terrifying. And it is only natural that Moses seeks to 
understand what he is hearing as well as to know who is speaking.

God says to Moses, “So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to 
bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt” (v. 10).

The exchange between Moses and God is stunning, when we really 
get into the magnitude of what God is doing and saying to this stam-
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mering shepherd. We can easily understand Moses’s response to this 
encounter when he cries out in fear, “Who am I that I should go to 
Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” (v. 11).

There is a profound signi!cance that is sometimes overlooked in 
reading this exchange between God and Moses. Each speaker makes a 
point to identify himself. Moses cries out, “Who am I that I should go?”

The response of God is, “I will be with you” (v. 12, emphasis added).
Still afraid and uncertain, Moses asks, “What if the Israelites ask me 

your name? What do I tell them?” (see v. 13). That is not an unexpected 
question. The Israelites have been slaves in Egypt now for four centu-
ries. The local gods seem obviously dominant, and the pharaoh claims 
to be of divine descent. What could the God of the Israelites do under 
these circumstances?

Here, God declares the name by which God will be known to the Is-
raelites from that time forward: “‘I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to 
say to the Israelites: “I AM has sent me to you.”’ God also said to Moses, 
‘Say to the Israelites, “The LORD, the God of your fathers—the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has sent me to you.” 
This is my name forever, the name you shall call me from generation to 
generation’” (vv. 14–15).

This is said by some to be the most theological passage in all of 
Scripture. The signi!cance of the passage in Exodus 3 is not so much the 
declaration of the name of God. It is the revelation and assertion of the 
authority of God. In the very declaration of the name, the authority of 
the LORD is established.

The LORD: That name is found throughout English translations of 
the Old Testament, spelled in all capital letters, signifying the utterly 
holy name by which the Israelites will forever after address or speak of 
their God. The name is held in such reverence that they hardly dare to 
speak it aloud. Other descriptive names will be uttered, but that name is 
held in special reverence.

In Hebrew, the name is Yahweh. It has a unique sound that almost 
should be breathed rather than spoken. And the name, in sound, is 
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drawn from the verb “am” expressed repeatedly, insistently—God 
declaring the power and authority that only the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob—the Creator of all things—is capable of exercising. The 
name is given in such a form that every time an Israelite sees the name, 
thinks the name, or dares to utter the name, it is almost as if he or she is 
hearing it again: I AM!

This is the God who is. It would not be enough to say of God that 
God was or will be. This is the God who always is. This is not conceptual 
being, or being in the abstract. This is active being, present always and 
everywhere, dynamic and personal being.

Yahweh is not just a name. That name is a declaration! Wherever 
you are in your journey of life, whatever you face in that journey, God is. 
And that is enough.

The Gospel of John and the I Am
As compared with the synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and 

Luke), the gospel of John is sometimes said to be the spiritual gospel. 
It would be a mistake to assume that the gospel of John is therefore 
somewhat less practical and applicable than the others. It would be more 
appropriate to say that the fourth gospel is written to reveal—to de-
clare—the unique place Jesus has as both Son of Man and Son of God. 
It takes all four of the Gospels for us to come to the appropriate under-
standing of all that is meant when we refer to Jesus as Son of God, Son of 
Man, and Jewish Messiah. But in the fourth gospel, we !nd the intrigu-
ing use of that term of identi!cation that would stir and stun those who 
would originally read this narrative.

The writer of the fourth gospel has a determined objective. This 
gospel is written to persuade (John 20:31). And the attempt to persuade 
is front and center in every chapter and verse. The gospel of John is a 
gospel of declaration. Among the most stunning means of persuasion 
is the gospel writer’s repeated use of the identifying words on the lips of 
Jesus: Ego eimi.
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We must, of course, understand that the words, as Jesus would have 
spoken them, were likely spoken in Aramaic, the language of the people 
in the time of Jesus—not Greek. But the Gospels, written decades later, 
were written in Greek. The Gospels all translate the Aramaic and/or 
Hebrew language of the life and times of Jesus in Judea and Galilee into 
Greek, the dominant trade language at the time in which the Gospels 
were written. Furthermore, the Old Testament in use by the Jews and 
the Christians in the !rst century was the Septuagint—the Greek 
translation of the Hebrew Scriptures. The references and allusions to 
Old Testament content would be accessible to many, if not most, Jewish 
people in Greek. Therefore, the gospel uses of the Greek ego eimi would 
be understood for what Jesus intended and for what the writer of the 
gospel was passionate about communicating.

By the time the gospel of John was written, likely between 85 and 
100 CE, the Jewish temple had been destroyed. Great tension began to 
develop within Judaism, especially between the Pharisaical Jewish lead-
ers and the Christian Jews. With the destruction of the temple, the life 
of Judaism began to revolve, with even greater signi!cance than before, 
around the synagogues. Usually formed wherever there were twelve or 
more Jewish men, the synagogue carried Jewish identity and teaching 
forward in the absence of that central expression of Judaism that was the 
temple in Jerusalem.

With the rise of Christianity among the Jewish population, there 
was an increase in tensions between those who understood and believed 
Jesus to have been the Jewish Messiah and the Jewish leaders who 
adamantly opposed such a proposition. These tensions created great an-
guish for Christian Jews, who were often expelled from the synagogues 
by the Jewish leaders. It is likely that the purpose for which the gospel of 
John was originally written was to provide encouragement for the Chris-
tians in light of their oppression and persecution by the Jewish leaders.

It is signi!cant that the author of the fourth gospel, writing decades 
after the events in the life of Jesus about which the gospel is written, 
makes repeated reference to the use by Jesus of the two words that would 
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stir the attention of Jewish readers and hearers of the text as it was read. 
The sacred name, on the lips of Jesus, is stunning. And the responses 
would inevitably be either stunned disbelief and rejection, or breathtak-
ing insight and embrace. Sometimes the writer uses the term in subtle 
ways. Other times, it is obvious that the intent is to make a bold and un-
deniable claim of the identity of Jesus as the Son of God, as the revealer 
of God, as the Jewish Messiah, and as Redeemer of the world.

To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb
be praise and honor and glory and power,

for ever and ever!
—Revelation 5:13


