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John 6:35, 41-51 

 

Jesus said, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever 

believes in me will never be thirsty.” 

 

Then the Jews began to complain about him because he said, “I am the bread that came down 

from heaven.” They were saying, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother 

we know? How can he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?” Jesus answered them, “Do 

not complain among yourselves. No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father who sent 

me; and I will raise that person up on the last day. It is written in the prophets, ‘And they shall 

all be taught by God.’ Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father comes to me. Not 

that anyone has seen the Father except the one who is from God; he has seen the Father. Very 

truly, I tell you, whoever believes has eternal life. I am the bread of life. Your ancestors ate the 

manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that 

one may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats 

of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.” 

 

 

Three years ago, just after I arrived to St. Peter’s, I shared a supposed true story about a 

previous Archbishop of Canterbury.  As the story goes, he was rushing one day to catch a train in 

London.  He was running late and, in his haste, he missed an important sign that hung over the 

doorway and accidentally jumped onto the wrong car.  Once onboard he looked around and 

found himself on a car that was full of patients from the local hospital for the mentally infirmed, 

all dressed in the same hospital clothes, except, of course, for the Archbishop. 

Just as the train was pulling out of the station, an orderly dressed in white with a 

clipboard in his hand came into the car and began to count the patients.  You can probably see 

where this is going.  Starting at one end of the car he counted them off  “1-2-3-4…”  That’s 

when he saw this very distinguished looking gentleman there in the car wearing a business suit 

and a clerical collar.  He hesitated for a long second and then, pointing over to the Archbishop, 

he asked: “Who are you?” 

In very proper English, which I am not going to try to imitate, he answered: “I am the 

Archbishop of Canterbury!”  

The orderly hesitated for just a second, and then pointed at him again:  

“5-6-7-8.” 
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OK, it’s probably not a true story, but the point of that story is this: It is important, even 

critical, that we should know who we are as we journey through this life.   

In our Gospel passage for this morning, in verse 41, we hear Jesus tell those around him 

who he was.  He says to them, “I am the bread that came down from Heaven.”  In verse 48 he 

elaborates.  “I am the bread of life.”  These are just a couple of the “I am” statements we find 

throughout Scripture.  You can probably remember some of the others.   

How about, “I am the true Vine”, “I am the light of the world”, “I am the gate for the 

sheep”, “I am the Good Shepherd”, “I am the resurrection and the life”.  And let’s not forget, “I 

am the Way, the Truth, and the life, no one comes to the Father except though me.”  All 

occasions where Jesus told those around him who he was so that they might come to know who 

they are or can be.   

But in understanding the “I am” statements, it is important that we don’t over translate.  

For example, when Jesus was talking with the Samaritan woman at the well and she told him that 

she knew that the Messiah was coming and would proclaim all things to them, the common 

rendition of his response is, “I who speak to you am he.”  But, in reality, his response to her was 

simply, “I Am”   

When Jesus came to the disciples, walking on the water, and the disciples were afraid, 

what you will find in most translations is Jesus saying, “It is me, do not be afraid.”  What the 

Greek says is, “ego eimi”, which means “I am”, or “I exist.”   “I Am” so do not be afraid.”  Can 

you hear the subtle difference?  Don’t be afraid because I exist.  They are statements of 

existence.  They are all statements where Jesus makes his existence known, inviting us into that 

existence.   

Can we hear why that matters?  I suppose that we could simply say, “It is I”, and call it 

good.  Why not be happy with “I who is speaking to you am he”?  It sounds good.  It’s more 

fluid.  Certainly, it’s better English.  Why be overly concerned whether Jesus said to the disciples 

in the boat, “Hey guys, don’t be worried, it’s only me”, instead of him responding to their fear, 

as he did, by simply saying “I Am,” and because I am, do not fear?   Maybe it matters because 

his intention was to say exactly what he did.  Maybe it matters because knowing first that God is, 

that Christ is, is the starting point for everything else. 

His existence matters.  Jesus spent his entire ministry on earth setting the stage so we 

could know one thing… so we could know that he was and who he was, and then through 

knowing that, understanding why he came, what that means, and who we are or can be through 

that.  I am, now here is how you can understand that for your lives.   

I am… the bread that comes down from heaven.  Like manna to the Israelites, he is the 

nourishment for our survival during our time in the wilderness, for this generation of wanderers.   

I am… the light of the world.  In our time in the darkness, he is the one that will 

illuminate the way.  The one that will bring clarity and vision.   

I am… the vine, and we are the branches.  His existence, provides our connection to the 

root and the path for our empowerment.  His presence connects us to the source and to each 

other.   
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I am… the gate for the sheep, I am… the resurrection and the life.  I am… the way, the 

truth and the life.  He shows us the way out of this wilderness that we are in and back into the 

promise that God gave.  Back into the place where THE Truth and THE life are fully known and 

fully enjoyed.   

You see our identity through his existence matters.  It sets the stage on which we all live 

out our lives, believers and non-believers alike.  It’s the starting point.  It’s the point from which 

everything else receives its power and meaning. 

Today, Jesus is teaching us something about our identity through his existence.  He’s 

teaching us about his identity and through that is showing us something about ours.  

How do we identify ourselves, as we journey through this world?  You know that may 

seem like a pretty straightforward question, but it’s not as easy as you might think.  There are a 

lot of sources, and movements, and factions competing to make that determination for us.  Some 

would have us believe that each one of us is just one insignificant and unimportant entity on a 

planet of over 6 billion others just like ourselves in a galaxy of billions of stars in a universe of 

billions of galaxies.   

A biologist might describe us as a collection of chemicals worth about $2 on the open 

market, probably more like $10 now, given recent inflation.  To our bank, we are depositors and 

when our mortgage or car payments are due, we’re debtors.  To retailers, you are a consumer, to 

the government, you’re a taxpayer, and to politicians, you’re a voter.  If you are in school, you’re 

a student and if you have left the work force, you’re retired.  At any particular time in your life, 

you could be some or all of these.  But is that your true identity?   

You might define yourself by looking inward and evaluating your individual experience.  

But that is not so clear cut either.  At times when I have to reach for my glasses in order to read, 

I’m a bit older than I feel.  On the other hand, when I get together with my brothers and sister at 

the lake house in Wisconsin where our family spent all of our summers growing up, I’m often a 

teenager again riding the inner tube behind the boat and staying up well past my normal bedtime.   

There are days that I am a pastor, and days that I am a teacher, and days that I am neither.  

I’ve been a success and I have been a failure.  I’ve had joy and sadness.  I’ve experienced a lot of 

different things over an ample number of years, but do those experiences give me my identity?  

Do we find our true identity through our life experiences or inward feelings?  It’s important to 

know because how we know ourselves matters in the life we live. 

Does the world define us, or do we determine it for ourselves by looking inward?  Or 

does it come from somewhere else?   

You know how the very early followers of Christ identified themselves, right?  They 

didn’t call themselves Christians.  That came later in Antioch.  Before Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 

John wrote their Gospels, before Paul made his travels and wrote his letters, those who 

recognized and followed Christ simply called themselves, People of the Way.  That was their 

identity.  People from all walks of life, male and female, young and old, rich and poor, powerful 

and powerless, slave and free, together, all People of the Way.  That’s who they were.  That was 

their identity, and so that is how they lived.   
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If they were to complete the sentence that began with “I am”, I would expect to hear 

things such as I am a child of God, I am a follower of the Christ, I am a bearer of Good News, 

the bringer of love, and the doer of good works.  They still had their jobs and their incomes and 

their families and their debts.  They still had their joys and their sadness and their struggles and 

personal experiences.  They had their childhood baggage and their adult confusions.  But, in 

Christ, all of those things were not who they were any more.  They were People of the Way.  

They were followers of the risen Christ.  That was their identity because they knew the existence 

and the identity of the one they followed.     

You see, the only true way to know who we are is to know who he is.  The only true way 

to know who we are, individually and together, is to know THAT he is.  When Jesus says, “I 

am…” it is primarily a statement of existence, an existence that can make all things new again.   

He is, so we can be.  And, above all other things, that is what really matters. 

Amen 

 

  


