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26 November 2007 
 

ÒTr ut h and Toler anceÓ 
 
Reading: J ohn 14:1-10 
 
Severa l years  ago I  at t ended a consult at ion of  r eligious leaders  on social 
reconst ruc t ion in Sout h Af ric a.  There  I  met  a Hindu scholar by t he name of  Dr 
Thil layvel Naidoo.  We had an int erest ing conversat ion.  Since we lived in 
dif f erent  cit ies, I  did not  expect  t hat  our pat hs would cross again. 
 
But  about  t wo years  lat er I  received a phone call.  Dr Naidoo was at t ending a 
conf ere nce in J ohannesburg and asked if  he could pay me a visit .  I  wonder ed 
why.  Soon he explained t he reason f or his visit .  Every  morn ing at  6:00 am t here  
was a brie f  t hree and a half  minut e re ligious broadcast  on t he SABC (t he 
equivalent  of  t he CBC) and I  had t he priv ilege of  present ing some of  t hese daily 
devot ions.  (You see, in t hose days mira cles st il l occurre d; it  was possible f or me 
t o condense a t alk down t o about  200 seconds).  I n one of  t hose t alks I  had 
ment ioned t hat  J esus was much more  t han a t eacher or a prophet  or  an avat ar.   
Dr Naidoo obj ect ed t o t hat  st at ement .  Polit ely, but  f ort hri ght ly, he t old me 
t hat  it  was inappropri at e f or me t o speak disparagingly about  ot her re ligions, 
especially not  on t he nat ional broadcast er.   (By t he way, t he word  avat ar means 
descent in Sanskrit .  I n Hindu philosophy, it  re f er s t o a descent  of  a higher 
being, even t he Supreme Being, ont o planet  eart h in bodily f orm). 
 
We had a f rie ndly and a mut ually benef icial conversat ion.  I  explained t o him 
t hat  I Õd had no int ent ion of  comment ing on his re ligion.  I  was speaking about  my 
re ligion, not  his.  I n t he course of  t he conversat ion he t old me t hat  he did not  
regard  J esus as one of  t he t op six  avat ars .  He looked surpris ed when I  t old him 
t hat  I  didnÕt eit her.   That  was j ust  t he point  Ð I  did not  see him as an avat ar at  
all.  When he lef t  my of f ice, we wer e on good t erms.  I  t hink we bot h f ound t he 
conversat ion st imulat ing and helpf ul.  He r ealised I  was not  Hindu-bashing and I  
unders t ood his posit ion and appreciat ed t he f act  t hat  he had t aken t he t rouble 
t o come and discuss t he mat t er wit h me. 
 
Then, about  f our years  ago, Dr Naidoo was again in J ohannesburg.  He had 
re t ire d f r om t he univers it y and was writ ing a book comparin g Kris hna, J esus and 
Mohammed.1  As usual, he came rig ht  t o t he point : ÒI  donÕt get  J esus,Ó he said, 
ÒHe makes no sense t o me!Ó  I t  was not  t hat  he could not  unders t and t he claims 

                                                             
1 I have checked the internet and found some of his other books, but there is no mention of this book, so it may 
have been abandoned or possibly was not published. 
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of  Chri st .  He unders t ood t hose very  well indeed.  I n f act , t hat  was t he source 
of  his dif f icult y.  I f  what  Chris t ians say about  J esus is t rue, why should he have 
been born  at  such an inopport une t ime and in a small and insignif icant  land?  And 
why should he have t aught  f or only t hree years  if  what  he had t o say was so 
import ant ?  I  suspect  t hat  behind t hose quest ions was t he East ern concept  t hat  
t he t rut hs of  et ern it y cannot  be dependent  on t he accident s of  hist ory .   
 
I n his quest  f or t rut h, he was ra ising what , t o my mind, was t he most  import ant  
of  all inquirie s about  J esus. Did he really claim t o be divine and, if  he did, was 
t his claim conf irm ed or cont radict ed by t he circ umst ances of  his lif e and deat h, 
and t he event s t hat  f ollowed his deat h? 
 
This morn ing our  at t ent ion is f ocussed on a claim t hat  Dr Naidoo f ound 
unreasonable and unpalat able. What Õs more , t he vast  maj orit y of  t he worl dÕs 
populat ion and, f or t hat  mat t er,  t he maj orit y of  t he populat ion of  Canada and 
most  of  t he people on t he Sout h Surre y/ Whit e Rock Peninsula, would agree wit h 
him.  J esus said: ÒI  am t he Way t he Trut h and t he Lif e; no one comes t o t he 
Fat her except  t hrough me.Ó  People donÕt mind it  if  you say, ÒJ esus is a way,Ó or 
ÒJ esus is my way.Ó  But  t o say t hat  he is the way f or every one is of f ensive.  
Some believe it  implies a bigot ed re j ect ion of  ot her s and bord er s on hat e 
speech. 
 
This, of  course, is not  a new problem.  The orig inal f ollowers  of  J esus wer e 
J ews.   Had t hey become j ust  anot her sect  wit hin J udaism wit h J esus as t heir  
deceased leader and spirit ual hero, t hey may well have been t olerat ed.  J udaism 
was accust omed t o diver sit y and could accommodat e a dif f er ence of  opinion and 
pract ice.  But  t hey were  convinced t hat  J esus was bot h Lord  and Chris t . (Act s 
2:36)  When Chris t ianit y spread t o t he Medit erra nean worl d, and Chris t ians, 
t oget her wit h every body else, wer e r equir ed t o burn a pinch of  incense and say, 
ÒCaesar is Lord ,Ó t hey could easily have const rued t his as no mor e t han paying 
t heir polit ical dues.  Once t hey had done so, t hey were  f r ee t o go and worship 
any god t hey liked, including Yahweh or J esus.  But  t hey wouldnÕt do t hat .  
St ubborn lot , t hese Chris t ians!   
 
And now, in 2006, we live in a global vil lage.  What  sort  of  dinosaurs st il l have 
t he t emerit y t o declare  t heir way is t he only way?  Well, we cannot  make J esusÕ 
word s say more t han t hey do, but  neit her should we make t hem say any less t han 
t hey do.  I t  is always impor t ant  t o read passages in cont ext .  Here  it  is 
part icularl y import ant  t o do so.  Perh aps J esus was speaking j ust  t o t he 
disciples.  Or maybe what  he said has validit y f or t he Chris t ian communit y, but  
not  f or sincere  believers  in ot her t radit ions.  Possibly, if  we read t his st at ement  
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in cont ext , we shall see t hat  it  is more  accommodat ing t han we t hought .   
 
Reading t he St at ement  in Cont ext  
J esus and his disciples are  reclining around a low east ern t able at  t he Passover  
meal.  I t  is his last  night  on ear t h.  The day ahead of  him wil l include t he anguish 
of  Get hsemane, his arre st , J ewish and Roman t ria ls, a brut al f lagellat ion, public 
humil iat ion and cruc if ix ion.  Wit hin 24 hours his dead body, wrapped in grave 
clot hes, wil l be lying on a slab of  st one in t he pit ch-blackness of  a sealed t omb.   
 
He is deeply t roubled in spirit , but  his concern is not  f or himself . (13:21) I t  
would have been appropria t e f or his f ollowers  t o lend him emot ional and spirit ual 
support .  I nst ead, it  was he who comf ort ed and encouraged t hem.  They were  
conf used and unnerv ed because he kept  t elling t hem he was about  t o leave t hem.  
They wer e about  t o be scat t ered like sheep wit hout  a shepherd  and much of  
what  he says and does is t o prepare  t hem f or t he t urmoil  of  t he next  f ew days. 
 
The Passage 
J esus has j ust  t old t he disciples t hat  one of  t hem wil l bet ray him and t hat  Pet er  
wil l disown him.  I  can see t he bewildere d look on t heir f aces.  They have of t en 
been surpris ed bot h by J esusÕ act ions and his st at ement s.  But  t hey are  now in 
t ot ally unchar t ed t errit ory . 
 

ÔDo not  let  your heart s be t roubled,Õ he says, ÔTrust  in God; t rust  
also in me.  I n my Fat herÕs house are  many rooms; if  it  were  not  so, 
I  would have t old you. I  am going t here  t o prepare  a place f or you.  
And if  I  go and prepare  a place f or you, I  wil l come back and t ake 
you t o be wit h me, t hat  you may also be where  I  am. Õ 

 
J esus int roduces a t heme he wil l develop over t he next  3 chapt ers .  What  is 
about  t o happen is act ually t o t he disciplesÕ advant age.  He is not  being snat ched 
f rom t hem by an unexpect ed t urn of  event s.  He is int ent ionally t aking leave of  
t hem wit h somet hing very  def init e in mind.  He is going t o prepare  a place f or 
t hem so t hat  t hey can, one day, j oin him.  He wil l t ake t hem t o a place where  only 
he has been. 
 
There  have been some weir d and wonder f ul int erp re t at ions of  t his passage.  
Some have f ancied t he idea of  ÔmansionsÕ.  Those who have modest  homes down 
here  unders t andably look f orward  t o having a mansion in glory . Some wil l 
remember a lit t le song we used t o sing back in t he six t ies (and maybe t he 
f if t ies).  I f  I Õm not  mist aken, even Elvis Pre sley sang it . 
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I Õm sat isf ied wit h j ust  a cot t age below 
A lit t le sil ver and a lit t le gold 
But  in t hat  cit y where  t he ransomed wil l shine 
I  want  a gold one t hat Õs silver lined 
 
I Õve got  a mansion j ust  over t he hil lt op 
I n t hat  bri ght  land where  weÕll never grow old 
And some day yonder we wil l never mor e wander  
But  walk on st reet s t hat  are  purest  gold 

 
The KJ V f ollowed t he (Lat in) Vulgat e which t ranslat ed t he Greek word  (monai) -  
mansiones.  But  t he wor d in t he orig inal simply means dwellings, and ÒroomsÓ is 
more  appropria t e since we are  t alking about  a met aphoric al house.  The whole 
point  here  is not  t he lavishness of  each apar t ment  but  t he f act  t hat  ample 
provision has been made and t here  is more t han enough room f or every  one of  
J esusÕ disciples.   
 
By t he way, t he idea is not  t hat  he is going ahead of  t hem t o complet e t he 
const ruc t ion or arra nge t he f urnit ure but  rat her t hat  his very  going is preparin g 
a place.  I n ot her word s, he is saying, ÒI Õm not  desert ing you.  The very  reason 
I Õm going is t o prepare  a place f or you.  This is part  of  t he plan. 
  
ThomasÕ Obj ect ion 
J esus t hen says somet hing t hat  may, at  f ir st , seem like a mist ake: ÒYou know t he 
way t o t he place where  I  am going.Ó  From what  t he disciples said in response, it  
seemed as t hough he was giving t hem t oo much credit .  But  he had repeat edly 
t old t hem t hat  he had come f rom t he Fat her.  (J n. 3:13; 6:32-35)  And he had 
made it  clear t hat  he was re t urning t o t he Fat her.  (7:33-36) I n a very  real 
sense, t hey did know t he way t o t he place t o which he was going wit hout  realising 
it .  They were  nevert heless myst if ied by his st at ement .  Thomas, Òt he man who 
could not  live wit h an unanswered quest ionÓ ra ised a query , ÒLord , we donÕt know 
where  you are  going, so how can we know t he way?Ó  What  he f ailed t o 
unders t and was t hat  J esus was speaking pr imaril y about  a re lat ionship wit h God, 
not  of  t he det ails of  a localit y.  That  remains t he import ant  t hing about  ÔheavenÕ 
- not  where it  is but  what it  is. 
 
J esusÕ r esponse is cry st al clear:  ÒI  am t he way and t he t rut h and t he lif e. No one 
comes t o t he Fat her except  t hrough me.  I f  you really knew me, you would know 
my Fat her as well.  From now on you do know him and have seen him.Ó    J esus 
emphasises t hat  in seeing and knowing him, t hey are  seeing and knowing t he 
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Fat her.  
 
Phil ipÕs Request  
Phil ip is st il l myst if ied.  ÒLord ,Ó he says, Òshow us t he Fat her and t hat  wil l be 
enough f or us.Ó  He asks f or dir ect  access - an immediat e display of  God himself . 

   
J esusÕ r esponse is t inged wit h sadness.  ÒDonÕt you know me, Phil ip, even af t er I  
have been among you such a long t ime?  Anyone who has seen me has seen t he 
Fat her.   How can you say, ÔShow us t he Fat herÕ?  DonÕt you believe t hat  I  am in 
t he Fat her,  and t he Fat her is in me?  The word s I  say t o you are  not  j ust  my 
own.  Rat her,  it  is t he Fat her,  living in me, who is doing t he work .Ó 

 
So, what  was J esus saying?  Does it  sound as if  his  cat egoric al st at ement  can be 
sof t ened in some way? 
 
Please j oin me in a simple logical exerc ise. 
 
⇒ Eit her J esus said t hese t hings or he did not . 

 
⇒ Eit her t hey were  t rue or t hey wer e not  t rue. 
 
⇒ I f  he said t hem, and t hey wer e not  t rue, t hey were  an indicat ion of  

megalomania and t hey were  t ant amount  t o blasphemy. 
 
⇒ I f  he said t hem and t hey wer e t rue, t hey det ermine our  view of  who 

J esus was and is.  They place him in a posit ion of  uniqueness. 
 

Jesus C la im ed to  be  the  W ay , 

the  T ruth  and the  L ife

J es us  m ade  t h i s  
s ta tem en t

Jesu s  d i d  no t m ak e  
th is  s ta tem en t

Tr u e Un t ru e

M eg al om an i ac  

A  Genu i ne  
M is take

A De l ib er a te  
Decep t io n

A b s o lu tel y  
Un iq ue
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J esusÕ Explanat ion 
Let Õs unpack t he st at ement  a lit t le.  Phil ip was asking t o see God and J esus was 
saying, ÒYou have seen him.  When you look at  me it  is exact ly like looking at  t he 
Fat herÓ.  This was not  a f lash-in-t he-pan st at ement , a rush of  hyperb ole and 
ent husiasm.  On one occasion t he J ewish aut horit ies want ed t o st one him.  The 
reason given is clear enough: ÒNot  only was he breaking t he Sabbat h, but  he was 
even calling God his Fat her,  making himself  equal wit h GodÓ (5:18).  I n ot her  
word s, he was saying: ÒLook here !  What  you see is God.  This is how God act s.  
This is what  he is like.Ó   
 
I f  we argue t hat  J esus never  act ually said t hese word s, you dest roy t he ent ire  
narra t ive.  I t  would mean t hat  people like Thomas and Phil ip wer e speaking in a 
vacuum.  Every body got  it  wrong.  The aut horit ies got  it  wrong: t hey want ed t o 
st one him and ult imat ely t hey did convict  him of  sacri lege and blasphemy?  The 
disciples all misunders t ood him.  The earl y church got  it  wrong: t hey creat ed t he 
most  monst rous myt h of  all t ime Ð and were  prepared t o die f or it !   
 
What Õs more , J esusÕ ent ire  lif e was a st at ement .  Wh en he healed t he sick and 
cast  out  demons, when he f ed t he mult it udes and cleansed t he t emple; when he 
invit ed t he people t o come t o him and drin k; when he r ode int o J erusalem as King 
... t hese actions were  eloquent  and provocat ive st at ement s. 
 
So what  are  we t o say about  J esusÕ great  declarat ion: ÒI  am t he way and t he 
t rut h and t he lif e; no-one comes t o t he Fat her except  t hrough meÓ? 
 
I t  cert ainly has an absolut e rin g t o it .    I  agree t hat  we should not  t ake it  out  of  
cont ext .  But  it  is even more  cat egoric al when read in cont ext  t han when it  is 
read out  of  cont ext .  J ust  how do we Ôsof t enÕ t he st at ement , ÒNo one comes t o 
t he Fat her except  t hrough meÓ?  Can we make t he Òno oneÓ a re lat ive t erm 
re f errin g t o t he disciples, but  not  t o ot hers?  I n t he cont ext  of  J ohnÕs Gospel, 
J esusÕ mission is t o t he kosmos - t he whole worl d.  This is one of  t he key word s 
in J ohn.  I t  occurs no f ewer t han f if t y-six  t imes in t he Gospel and in all but  f our 
chapt ers .  Take, f or  example, vers e 17 of  chapt er 3: ÒFor God did not  send his 
Son int o t he world t o condemn t he world but  t o save t he world t hrough him.Ó  
True , he ent er ed t he worl d at  a par t icular point  in t ime and a specif ic place - but  
he came f or t he whole of  humanit y.  The sweep of  his mission is universal, not  
sect ional or nat ional.   
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May I  re t urn, f or  a moment , t o my discussion wit h Dr  Naidoo?   One t hing, more  
t han any ot her,  seemed really odd t o him.2 I f  J esus was t he great est  t eacher,  
and God act ually sent  him, ÒWhy did his minist ry  last  only t hree years?Ó  I f  God 
want ed t o show us how t o live and explain et ernal t rut hs t o us, we could surely 
have expect ed t hirt y t o f ort y years?  But  only t hree years , in a remot e corner  
of  t he Roman Empire ? 
 
Well, he had put  his f inger on a very  import ant  spot .  Firs t  of  all, is it  not  
amazing t hat , in j ust  t hree years , t eaching mainly peasant s, in a backwat er of  
t he Medit erra nean worl d, he should have made such an impression?  Perh aps 
t hree years  was all he needed! 
 
More  import ant ly, if  we t hink of  J esus as a great  t eacher,  whose t eaching 
career was cut  short  by a t ragic set  of  unf oreseen event s, t hen t hree years  was 
possib ly t oo short .  But  t hat Õs not  why he came.  He did not  come t o have a 
prot ract ed t eaching career and leave behind some pearl s of  wisdom by which 
people could ord er t heir lives.  His t eaching was prof ound but  he did not  come 
prim aril y as one t eacher among many.  I f  we t ake t he Bible serio usly, he came t o 
die and t o ris e again. 

 
He did not  come t o show us t he way; he is t he Way!  He did not  come t o impar t  
t rut h in t he f orm of  re ligious precept s; he is t he Trut h!  He did not  come t o 
point  us t oward  lif e; he is t he Lif e! 
 
Some t ime ago I  came across a poem by Dr D. A. Carson which is t heologically 
prof ound and poet ically powerf ul.  
 
 

                                                             
2 One of the values of honest inter-faith dialogue, in which we endeavour to listen as well as to speak, is that we 
are able to see how concepts that are easy to grasp in one tradition seem really diff icult to one working on a 
different set of presuppositions.  Eric Sharpe commented: ÒThe worst possible dialogue would be between a 
Hindu pretending to be a Christian and a Christian pretending to be a Hindu.  The next worst would be between 
a semi-secular Christian and a semi-secular Hindu in a demilitarized zone between the frontiers of the two great 
traditions, out of earshot of Christians and Hindus alike.Ó 
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I  am t he way t o God: I  did not  come 
To light  a pat h, t o blaze a t r ai l, t hat  you 
May simply f ollow in my t r acks, pur sue 
My shadow like a pr ize t hat Õs cheaply won. 
My lif e r eveals t he li f e of  God, t he sum  
Of  all he is and does.  So how can you, 
The sons of  night , look on me and const r ue 
My way as j ust  t he r oad f or  you t o r un? 

My pat h t akes in Get hsemane, t he Cr oss, 
And st ar k r ej ect ion dr aped in agony. 
My way t o God embr aces ut most  loss: 
Your  way t o God is not  my way, but  me. 

Each ot her  pat h is dismal swamp, or  f r aud. 
I  st and alone: I  am t he way t o God. 

 
I  am t he t r ut h of  God: I  do not  claim 
I  mer ely speak t he t r ut h, as t hough I  wer e 
A pr ophet  (but  no mor e), a channel, st ir r ed 
By Spir it  power , of  pur ely human f r ame. 
Nor  do I  say t hat  when I  t ake his name 
Upon my lips, my t eaching cannot  er r  
(Though t hat  is t r ue).  A mer e int er pr et er  
I Õm not , some pr ophet -voice of  special f ame. 

I n t imeless r eaches of  et er nit y 
The Tr iune God decided t hat  t he Wor d, 
The self -expr ession of  t he Deit y, 
Would put  on f lesh and blood -  and t hus be hear d. 

The claim t o speak t he t r ut h good men applaud. 
I  claim much mor e: I  am t he t r ut h of  God. 
 
I  am t he r esur r ect ion lif e. I t Õs not  
As t hough I  mer ely bear  lif e-giving dr ink, 
A magic elix ir  which (men might  t hink) 
I s cheap because t hough lavish i t Õs not  bought . 
The pr ice of  lif e was f ully paid: I  f ought  
Wit h deat h and black despair ; f or  I Õm t he dr ink  
Of  lif e.  The r esur r ect ion mor nÕs t he link 
Bet ween my deat h and endless lif e long sought . 

I  am t he f ir st bor n f r om t he dead; and by 
My t r iumph, I  deal deat h t o lust s and hat es. 
My lif e I  now ext end t o men, and ply 
Them wit h t he dr aught  t hat  ever  sat iat es. 

ReligionÕs page wit h empt y boast s is r if e: 
But  I Õm t he r esur r ect ion and t he lif e. 

 



 9 

 
Conclusion 
Over t he last  f ew mont hs we have f ocussed on J ohnÕs bold claims concern ing 
J esus and on J esusÕ own wor ds about  himself .  We have seen people come t o him 
and receive t he lif e he promised.  I  could not  be f ait hf ul t o t he message of  J ohn 
if  I  did not  emphasise t he need f or  a personal re lat ionship wit h J esus.  There  is 
no genuine Chris t ianit y wit hout  it .  But  it  would be a mist ake t o present  t his as 
an arb it rary  stipulation.  I t  f lows f rom all t hat  we believe about  J esus.   I t  is a 
gracious invitation.  I f  what  J ohn says about  J esus is t rue, it  is not  amazing t hat  
he is pr esent ed as t he only way t o t he Fat her.   But  ÒGod did not  send his Son 
int o t he worl d t o condemn t he worl d but  t hat  t he worl d may be saved t hrough 
him.Ó  (3:17) J ohnÕs ent ire  Gospel is act ually an invit at ion.  I f  we accept  what  
J ohn says about  him, why would we want  t o come in any ot her way?    


