Believing Is Seeing #36

“Our Lord’s Prayer”

John 17:1-33

The XXIX Olympiad is coming to a close today in Beijing, China.  Like every Olympic Games, a variety of stories have made headlines—from expected wins to monumental upsets, from heartwarming stories to heartbreaking losses.  One commentator stated last night, “These have been the most glorious Olympics in recent memory.  

If any one story captured the attention of the sports world over the past two weeks, though, it has been (in the words of one headline) “Michael Phelps’ Quest for Glory.”  Eight races entered, eight races won, with seven world records set along the way.  Michael Phelps accomplished what many thought impossible: eight gold medals in one Olympic games.  The cover of the most recent issue of Sports Illustrated shows Phelps wearing all eight of his gold medals under the caption, “The Alltime Olympian Michael Phelps”
:
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(I don’t have a gold medal, so I wore my gold tie!  Maybe there’s a gold medal tie somewhere…)

For many athletes, winning an Olympic gold medal is the ultimate glory.  From that moment forward they will always be known as an Olympic champion—even if their accomplishments are surpassed or their records broken in the future.

As we come to John chapter 17, the theme of glory emerges.  The kind of glory we encounter here, though, has nothing to do with gold medals or world records.  In fact, the glory spoken of in John 17 would not be considered “glorious” by the world’s standards at all.

This text chronicles a prayer of Jesus—the longest recorded prayer of Jesus found anywhere in the Bible.
  Mention “The Lord’s Prayer” and most people immediately think, “Our Father, who are in Heaven…” Even unchurched folks recognize those famous lines.  Yet while people have come to call that “The Lord’s Prayer,” it’s not “The Lord’s Prayer,” that’s “The Disciples’ Prayer.” This prayer in John 17 is The Lord’s Prayer.
  For our purposes today, to avoid confusion, I am calling this “Our Lord’s Prayer.”  I agree with the assessment of Warren Wiersbe as he writes:

…this much is sure: it is the greatest prayer ever prayed on earth and the greatest prayer recorded anywhere in Scripture. John 17 is certainly the “holy of holies” of the Gospel record, and we must approach this chapter in a spirit of humility and worship. To think that we are privileged to listen in as God the Son converses with His Father just as He is about to give His life as a ransom for sinners!


What is this prayer all about?  Most commentators divide the prayer into three sections: Jesus prays concerning Himself in verses 1-5; He prays concerning the eleven disciples around Him in verses 6-19; and finally He prays concerning those who would later believe through the testimony of those eleven in verses 20-26.  For preachers who like three-point outlines, this is a natural breakdown.  But there is one overriding idea that connects these three sections together: glory.  The word glory is used eight times in this prayer, so it is an important theme.
  But the word is used in a variety of ways, just as we use “glory” to mean different things in different contexts.


I looked up “glory” in Webster’s Dictionary and I found these definitions:

· praise, honor, or distinction extended by common consent
· something that secures praise or renown

· great beauty and splendor

· the splendor and happiness of heaven

· a state of great gratification or exaltation

· a height of prosperity or achievement 

· a ring or spot of light, as a halo appearing around the shadow of an object
 

Jesus does not use all of these definitions as He uses the term “glory” in John 17, but He does employ several of these ideas as He speaks with the Father.  I am going to use the same three divisions of chapter 17 I mentioned earlier, but with emphases on glory:

· Glory in the Cross (concerning Himself)

· Glory in the Church (concerning the original disciples)

· Glory in the Continuation (concerning the subsequent believers)

Glory in the Cross

Jesus begins the prayer in verses 1-5:

“Father, the time has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you. For you granted him authority over all people that he might give eternal life to all those you have given him. Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent. I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do. And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began.

This part of the prayer is often said to be Jesus’ prayer for Himself. As He prays that He may be glorified, there is perhaps something to this. But this is not prayer “for” himself in the way we usually understand it. Since His glorification is to be seen in the cross it is a prayer rather that the Father’s will may be done in Him. If we do think of this as Jesus’ prayer for himself we should at least be clear that there is no self-seeking in it.

The cross was Jesus’ glory. Throughout His ministry He did not speak of being crucified; he spoke of being glorified.
  “﻿The hour has come,﻿” he said, “﻿for the Son of Man to be glorified﻿” (﻿John 12:23﻿).  But in the first century, the cross was the furthest thing from “glorious.”  Not only was it excruciatingly painful, but it was the most humiliating and shameful way to die.  So how could Jesus view the cross as His glory?  William Barclay points to three ways:

The cross first demonstrated Jesus’ character. “The Cross was the glory of Jesus because he was never more majestic than in his death. The Cross was his glory because its magnet drew men to him in a way that even his life had never done—and it is so yet.”

The cross secondly demonstrated Jesus’ completion.  “﻿I have accomplished the work ﻿which you gave me to do,” He said in verse 4.  “For him to have stopped short of the Cross would have been to leave his task uncompleted.”
  Had Michael Phelps or the USA basketball team not won the gold medals they were expected to win, there would have been a sense of incompletion.  How much more would this have been true if Jesus had not finished the task He left Heaven to complete!

The cross thirdly demonstrated Jesus’ conquest.  “The Cross was not the end. There was the Resurrection to follow. This was the vindication of Jesus. It was the proof that men could do their worst, and that Jesus could still triumph. It was as if God pointed at the Cross and said: ‘That is what men think of my Son,﻿’ and then pointed at the resurrection and said: ‘That is what I think of my Son.﻿’ The Cross was the worst that men could do to Jesus; but not all their worst could conquer him. The glory of the resurrection obliterated the shame of the Cross.”

Jesus brought glory to Himself and to the Father through His life, His death on the cross, and His resurrection from the dead. What seemed to the whole world like a tragic defeat was actually a triumphant display of God’s glory through Jesus Christ!

Glory in the Church

The second part of our Lord’s prayer dealt with His disciples in verses 6-19,

“I have revealed you to those whom you gave me out of the world. They were yours; you gave them to me and they have obeyed your word. Now they know that everything you have given me comes from you. For I gave them the words you gave me and they accepted them. They knew with certainty that I came from you, and they believed that you sent me. I pray for them. I am not praying for the world, but for those you have given me, for they are yours. All I have is yours, and all you have is mine. And glory has come to me through them. I will remain in the world no longer, but they are still in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them by the power of your name—the name you gave me—so that they may be one as we are one. While I was with them, I protected them and kept them safe by that name you gave me. None has been lost except the one doomed to destruction so that Scripture would be fulfilled.”

“I am coming to you now, but I say these things while I am still in the world, so that they may have the full measure of my joy within them. I have given them your word and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world. My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world. For them I sanctify myself, that they too may be truly sanctified.”
After identifying the disciples as belonging to the Father and the Son, Jesus makes an astounding statement in verse 10: “…glory has come to Me through them.”  We might think of Jesus being glorified through His miracles or His teachings or His resurrection from the dead, but He says here that He is glorified through the disciples—this ragtag group of believers who seemed to fall on their faces more than they stood on their feet!  But, as Leon Morris points out, 

This is very much like Jesus’ attitude to glory seen in the cross. Outwardly the little group was not distinguished. People of the day saw nothing about its members to mark them off as eminent in any respect. But, just as the world’s values were all wrong concerning the cross, so were the world’s values all wrong concerning the apostolic band. In them the Son of God, none less, was actually glorified.


Perhaps Jesus was speaking prophetically at this point.  There’s not much in the Gospels that would indicate much glory brought to God from the disciples, but after the Holy Spirit came upon them at Pentecost, the early Church brought a lot of glory to their Lord.  As we examine what Jesus prays about these early followers in this text, we see how this was fulfilled in the early church—and how it should be in the church today.


The first characteristic of the Church was teamwork.  We’ve heard a lot about teamwork over the past couple of weeks with the Olympic games, particularly with the men’s basketball team. In previous years they were long on talent but short on teamwork. Egos and personal agendas kept the team from performing to their ability, and ultimately kept them from accomplishing their goal.


Unfortunately this has too often been the case in the body of Christ:

To dwell above with saints we love,
Oh, that will be glory! 

But to dwell below with saints we know,
Well…that’s another story!


In John 17 Jesus didn’t use the word “teamwork”; He used “unity.”  He prayed in verse 11, “…so that they may be one as we are one.”  Notice that the unity prayed for is a unity already given: Jesus does not pray that they may “become” one, but that they may “continually be” one.
  Paul writes in Ephesians 4:3, “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.”  Again the emphasis is on keeping the unity, not making the unity.  How does this happen?  As the old saying goes, “There’s no ‘I’ in ‘team’.”  When we insist on our own preferences and seek our own glory, the unity of the church is lost and Christ is dishonored.  Barclay puts it well:

Where there are divisions, where there is exclusiveness, where there is competition between the Churches, the cause of Christianity is harmed and the prayer of Jesus frustrated. The gospel cannot truly be preached in any congregation which is not one united band of brothers. The world cannot be evangelized by competing Churches. Jesus prayed that his disciples might be as fully one as he and the Father are one; and there is no prayer of his which has been so hindered from being answered by individual Christians and by the Churches than this.


We can’t afford to wait until eternal glory to be unified.  If we want to make our Lord look good (which is a simple way to define “glorify”), if we want to bring the lost to Christ, we need to sacrifice our selfishness and come together as a team…God’s team.


The second characteristic of the Church was tenacity.  Jesus prays in verse 15, “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one.”  Even though they were not “of the world,” they were to be “in the world.”  We might think it best to be removed from the problems—even from the world itself—as did Moses, Elijah, and Jonah.  But God knew that “it would be bad for them and disastrous for the world if they were taken out of the world.”
  The same is true for the Church in all ages.  It takes tenacity to get through the troubles.  Again Barclay puts it well:

Jesus did not pray that his disciples should be taken out of this world. He never prayed that they might find escape; he prayed that they might find victory. The kind of Christianity which buries itself in a monastery or a convent would not have seemed Christianity to Jesus at all. The kind of Christianity which finds its essence in prayer and meditation and in a life withdrawn from the world, would have seemed to him a sadly truncated version of the faith he died to bring. He insisted that it was in the rough and tumble of life that a man must live out his Christianity.


The third characteristic of the Church was truth.  “Sanctify them by the truth,” Jesus prayed in verse 17, “your word is truth.”  The early Church preached the truth of God’s Word, and as long as they stayed true to that Word, they grew.  “We preach Christ crucified,” Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 1:23, then followed that up in 1 Corinthians 2:2, “For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.”  The message of the Church is simple: Preach Jesus Christ and Him crucified.  That will bring glory to God.

Glory in the Continuation

Finally Jesus prayed for those who would come after those original disciples.  In verses 20-23 He prayed, 

“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.”

Believe it or not, Jesus is looking down through history and is praying for you and me in these verses!  The concluding section of the prayer is of the greatest of interest, for in it Jesus prays for all believers. It is thus a prayer for us as for those of previous generations. The dominant concern is for unity and for the divine glory.

In other words, Jesus prays that the glory began in the Church would also be seen in the continuation.  The fact that the Christian church has survived for so long proves that it is no human undertaking.  The church is bigger than any human leader or personality.  As long as we remember the three characteristics of the church: teamwork, tenacity, and truth, we will bring glory to God.  And when we bring glory to God, we can look forward to the glory of Heaven that we can enjoy forever with Him.
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