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The Claims of Christ 

Part I 
Written by:   Dr. Eddie Bhawanie 

 

 A significant feature of the Gospel of John is a series of sayings in which Jesus 

uses an emphatic “I AM” to bring out important teachings about His Personhood. Yet, 

“no one can read (observantly) through the Gospel narratives without noticing the 

recurrence of the three simple yet significant form of expression in the phraseology of 

Jesus. Those three are “I am,” I say,” “I will.” They are so recurrent and characteristic as 

to be practically idiomatic.”
1
 The form of the verb makes clear what and who the subject 

is. In these three signature statements, we see them as recurrent in the teaching and 

character of Christ—the Messiah.  

 What makes the “I AM” statement so important in John is that we find a similar 

usage in the Greek translation of the Old Testament. Leon Morris comments: “ . . .This 

means that the usage would be widely recognized in the first century, but we should not 

regard it as the source of John’s usage. That is rather the use of the expression in the Old 

Testament. It is significant that, while parallels have been adduced from a variety of non-

biblical sources, no one seems to have found any parallel to John’s absolute use of “I 

AM.”
2
 When the Master used the “I AM” construction, He was speaking in the style of 

deity.  

 The construction of the term is occasionally used in the other Gospels, though 

they lack statements with such a predicate as “I AM the bread of life,” (John 6:35). Thus 

Matthew tells us that Jesus quoted the words of God: “I AM the God of Abraham . . .” 

(Matt.22:32, quoting Exodus 3:6). Matthew also has the statement “I AM the Christ” 

(Matt. 24:5), where solemn, divine speech is obviously appropriate, and a couple of times 

in the interrogative form as the disciples ask, “Is it I?”  

 Mark wrote Christ using the “I AM” expression for those who falsely claim to be 

the Christ (Mark 13:6), and twice from the lips of Christ, when He came to the disciples 

walking on the water (Mark 6:50), and when he affirmed his Messiahship before the 

Sanhendrin leadership (Mark14:62). In all three verses we see the Master using the 

language of deity.  

 Luke recorded Zacharias and the Angel Gabriel using the expression (Luke 1:18-

19), and the false claims of those who would come in the name of Christ (Luke 21:8). 

The Master quotes the words to the Sanhedrin leadership, “You are saying that I AM” 

(Luke 22:70), and His affirmation of His identity in the resurrection appearance (Luke 

24:39). 

 Leon Morris commented further: “Outside the Gospel narratives the “I AM” 

statement occurs only in the books of Acts and Revelation. In the book of Acts we have 

the expression three times (Acts 9:5; 22:8; 26:15), once it is used of Peter’s affirmation of 

his identity (Acts 10:21), once of John the Baptist’s denial that he was “I AM” (Acts 

13:25), and once of Paul’s solemn affirmation that he wished that his hearers were “as I 
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am” (Acts 26:29). In Revelation the expression occurs four times, and every time it is the 

utterance of the living God or the risen living Christ (Rev.1:8,17; 2:23; 22:16).”
3
 

In the Gospel of John we see the Master using the “I AM” statement in two groups: In 

one group He adds a predicate to His “I AM,” such as “I AM the Good Shepherd,” while 

in the other group the “I AM,” stands by itself. The style of His language is clearly the 

style of Deity; this is His unveiling for man, His nature, something otherwise unknown 

and inaccessible. 

 In Christ we find the unique feature of self-assumption with absolutely no self-

inflation; for by all the available data Jesus was of all persons, the meekest. Moreover, 

what He assumed concerning Himself is the very opposite of any presuming upon self-

ignorance. “His mental and moral diagnoses, his ethical and spiritual teachings, his 

miracles of physical healing, his foretelling the future—all proclaim that he spoke out of 

supernatural fullness of knowledge. He was neither egotistical nor was He ever engaged 

in bigotry. He was to meek for egotism and to big for bigotry. He spoke from the 

consciousness of a sincerity which is as evident to us as it was real to him.”
4
 

 Listen, again to the following seven occurrences of His majestic “I AM” in the 

Gospel narrative according to John, the apostle: 

 

 “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35) 

 “I am the light of the world” (John 8:12) 

 “I am the door of the sheep” (John 10:7) 

 “I am the good shepherd” (John 10:11) 

 “I am the resurrection and the life” (John 11:25). 

 “I am the way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). 

 “I am the true vine” (John 15:1). 

 

 The “I AM,” statement used by Jesus without qualifying it with a predicate as 

noted by John, this occurs several times in this Gospel. In His conversation with the 

Samaratin woman at Jacob’s Well, the woman says that matters of which they are 

speaking are matters to be dealt with by the Messiah when He comes, and Jesus replied, 

“I AM, who am speaking to you” (John 4:26). (Ego eimi is the meaning of the Greek for 

“I AM”).     

 John the Baptist also uses the ‘I AM’ statement in his denial that he is not the 

Christ (John 1:20; repeated in 3:28). In the context to the Baptist’s negative statement, 

Jesus is reported as affirming His Messiahship through the use of ego eimi. These words 

are the words of deity.  

 The disciples were away from Jesus and were embroiled in the midst a storm, 

they were terrified at the sight as Jesus approached them. (The other Gospel writers tell 

us that they thought they were seeing a phantom). He calmed them with His words, “I 

AM, don’t be afraid” (John 6:20).  

 The Master addressed the Pharisees in (John 8:12-30). In this passage He 

addressed the Jews who believed on Him. The discussion to the Pharisees grew out of His 

assertion; “I am the light of the world.” Despite the fact that this is not the discussion in 

detail here, it affords the underlying thought, that it makes concrete the statement “in Him 
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was life; and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth in the darkness; and the 

darkness overcame it not.” “Men loved the darkness rather than the light; for their works 

were evil”(John 1:4-5; 3:19). 

 In ancient Jewish court, no man on trial was allowed to testify in his own behalf. 

In the contention here, the Jews were carrying out a principle which Jesus had 

occasioned, “I AM he who bears witness about myself, and the Father who sent me bears 

witness about me” (John 8:18). It is possible that Jesus means no more than “I bear 

witness,” but this does not seem likely. “He is surely affirming in the style of deity that 

He stands closer to God the Father than do people in general. Earlier, in (John 8:14), He 

revealed His position, “Even if I bear witness of myself, my witness is true,” meant that 

He had shifted His argument from the basis of abstract legality to the principle of His 

personal competence. He, as the Son of the Father, possessed perfect self-consciousness, 

and was better able to bear witness concerning Himself than anyone else. . . Jesus’ 

knowledge of Himself was strong at the precise point where man’s is weak. Humanity 

knows nothing of its origin and spiritual destiny beyond what has been revealed.”
5
  

 The Master continued, and said to the Jews, “Unless you believe that I AM, you 

will die in your sins” (John 8:24). The meaning of “dying in sins” is not spelled out, but 

clearly, it is a dreadful fate. And people are saved from this dreadful fate. Jesus says, only 

when they come to have faith in Him—the living Christ—as the ‘I AM’—are they 

delivered from there dreadful condition of their lost state. 

 Later He says to His disciples, “I tell you before it happens, so that when it 

happens you may believe that “I AM” (John 13:19). In both passages we find the 

emphasis on the importance of believing, and in both it is linked with Jesus’ own person 

and deity. In both instances the Master is saying that it is important that those addressed 

come to trust Him as the “I AM,” which looks very much like a claim to sharing in the 

nature of deity. There is a need to see the living Christ as one with the Father and trust 

Him as such. He pointed out, “that all men should honor the Son even as they honor the 

Father” (John 5:23a). The phrase, “even as” means to the same extent, or the same 

manner. The Master points that men should honor the Son to the same extent or, to the 

same manner as they honor the Father.    

 

The “I AM” without a Predicate 
The Living God gave Man no less than Himself – “I AM” 

 

 A number of times Jesus used the “I AM” construction without qualifying it with 

a predicate as in the examples so far noted. But it is not easy to escape the statement 

when Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I tell you, before Abraham was, I AM” (John 8:58). A 

claim to have been in existence before Abraham must be either delusion or a statement 

that the Speaker was sovereign over time. This statement was devastating to the Jews and 

its leadership. The statement floored them coming from a human being. 

 Jesus used the “I AM” statement three times in the context in the absolute sense. 

In no one of these passages does the third personal pronoun He follow the “I AM” in the 

Greek text. “Except you believe that I AM . . .” (John 8:24). “When you have lifted up 

the Son of Man, you will know I AM. . .” (8:28). “Before Abraham was, I AM” (8:58).  

                                                 
5
 Merrill C. Tenny, John, The Gospel Of Belief, (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand 
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“I AM” is an assertion of absolute timeless existence, not merely of a personal identity as 

the English equivalent would suggest. Christ was forthright in absolute truth-fullness in 

His statement with precise grammatical construction. He made a claim to exist some two 

thousand years (2,000), earlier than Abraham. Before “Abraham was” and the “I AM” 

signifies a point in time when He came into definite origin, or existence, or when he was 

born into the world. The claim “I AM” denotes eternal existence, or always existing. He 

did not say, before Abraham was I was. Had he said that, then, it would suggest that He 

had a beginning, even though, before Abraham. Since He had no beginning, His “I AM” 

statement, emphasizes His eternity.  The “I AM” statement was the Self Revelation 

statement of Jehovah God spoken to Moses in Exodus 3:14-15. The statement connects 

the nature of Jesus with the infinite-personal, living God. In making this statement, Christ 

claimed equal identity with the living God “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30).  

 The Master, in using the “I AM” statement, He linked it directly with Exodus 

3:14, the statement the living God declared to Moses when he was commissioned to go to 

Pharaoh; Moses asked the living God, “who shall I say send me?” The living God 

answered him: “I AM THAT I AM. . .” The Hebrew language here is hier, which means 

“to exist, or to be,” its in the future form, continual action, the living God said to Moses, 

“I am always existing, by My own power, and My own sufficiency.”  

 The living God declares here the foundation or the source on which things exists. 

He declared His being and His knowledge. In this statement He makes a Creator—

creature connection. This is how He, the infinite-personal God identified Himself. He 

identified Himself as a Covenant keeping God through a relationship (Exodus 2:24 – 

3:14). In the tenor of the text He declared Himself as and said: “I have seen, I have heard, 

and I know their suffering.” 

 In the context of the “I know,” there is intensity, a knowledge—of intimacy, God 

was afflicted, His Being; He is a transcendent God. He embraced pathos and is moved by 

love and compassion for His people.  

 Names in the Hebrew language pointed to character. In the text, the living God 

pointed to His character—His independence, He is not dependent on any one. Such 

conception of God challenges the conception of God held in classical Theism. In classical 

Theism, the view of God is held as a philosophical abstraction, unchanging, immovable 

and remote. C. Leonard Allen said, “It was the Greek philosopher Aristotle, who spoke of 

God as the unmoved mover, a supremely perfect being who sets the world in motion but 

remains wholly unmoved by it.” (The Cruciform Church, 1990, pg. 104).  But for the 

Greeks, their gods were not personal. They were impersonal, and abstract forces. The 

gods were referred to as a force—not personal. The Greeks had no infinite God. 

Therefore, they had no absolute point of reference. 

 

 

   This article is continued in Part II 


