TEXT: John 17:6-19PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of John #42: Christ Prays for the Apostles


Let's continue our study of John's Gospel and look, a second time, at the most important prayer our Lord ever prayed.  He began by praying for Himself.  But now He's praying for others.


For whom He's praying, vv.6-10.


He's praying for the Apostles, but He doesn't use that word.  He describes them as "the men to whom [the Father] manifested [His] name.  To manifest is to show in a clear and conclusive way.  What God "manifested" to them was "[His] Name".  Not the word "G-o-d", of course, but His Divine nature or character.  How did He do that?  "God...spoke in His Son".  In Jesus Christ, the Apostles saw God in all His fullness.  Moses had seen His "back parts", but the Apostles saw Him "face to face".  


They weren't quick to grasp this.  Philip spoke for them all, it seems, when he said, "Lord, show us the Father, and it is sufficient for us".  Was the man blind?  "Whoever has seen Me has seen the Father!"  Later, it sank in on Philip and his colleagues, who'd write things like these:


"We beheld His glory, the glory of the Only-Begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth".  


"We were eyewitnesses of His Majesty".  


"For it pleased the Father than in Him all the fullness should dwell".   


Our Lord is praying for the men to whom God first showed His Divine nature in Jesus Christ.  


He speaks of them in a second way.  "They were Yours, You gave them to Me, and they have kept Your Word".  Before the Apostles knew Jesus Christ, God knew them!  He loved them before the world was, and chose them to perform a great work.  But they needed training.  And the Father turned them over to His Son for it.  His teaching and example would equip them "for the work of the ministry".  


They're also the men who "Kept [God's] Word".  The Father committed His Word to Christ, and He turned it over to the Apostles.  At the time, they didn't understand it all.  But they "kept" it in their hearts.  They loved that Word; the brooded over it.  One day soon, they would preach it with the very same power their Master had!  


They knew our Lord was God's special Ambassador, v.7.  Some thought He was a madman and a devil; others took Him for a Prophet or "like one of the prophets"; but the Apostles knew better.  They knew He was nothing less than "The Christ, the Son of the Living God".    


They came to know Him through His revelation of Himself to them.  It's not as though they were the smartest men in Israel, or the most eager to believe.  No they weren't!  They were ordinary men, who were often "fools and slow of heart to believe".  Yet our Lord worked on them and enabled them to understand His Word and to welcome it into their lives.   


In v.9, He goes out of His way to limit the prayer.  "I pray for them.  I do not pray for the world..."


[Calvinists seize upon this verse to prove "the limited atonement".  But if that's what it proves, it's a bit too limited for me.  For, according to v.20, this prayer doesn't apply to "those who will believe through their word", i.e., Christians in later ages--like you and me!]


He prays for Apostles because they belong to the Father and to Himself.  They are God's children; our Lord's disciples.  And dearly loved by both Persons Divine.  


What He wants for them, vv.11-19.  


Like every Master, our Lord wants the best for His students.  What does He think they need most?  Long, carefree lives?  Money and prestige?  Plenty of time off?  These don't come up at all!  He ticks off the four items they need most to bring Him glory.  They are:


Unity, v.11b: "Keep through Your Name those You have given Me, that they may be one as We are".   He wants them "kept" or protected by God.   "Kept" for what?  "That they may be one as We are".  Our Lord wants the Father to keep the Apostles in harmony.  Or to keep them from division.  


He knows how hard unity is to maintain; it takes "endeavor" Paul has it--hard and painful work.  He knows how prone the Apostles are to compete with each other.  Already they were vying for position in the Kingdom.  He knows some will become more prominent than others.  It may go to Peter's head.  Or make John an arrogant man.  Or, it may stir envy in the heart of a Thaddaeus, a Bartholomew, or a Labbaeus.  


Yet unity is a must!  If the Apostolate is fragmented, the Church is doomed.  So our Lord prays for unity.  It's the first thing He wants for the Apostles.  And not for them only.  He offers the same prayer for us--"That they all may be one...", v.21.  


Joy, v.13b: "That they may have My joy fulfilled in them".  Our Lord's joy comes from "abiding in [God's] love" (cf.15:11).  If the Apostles are to have that, they too must enter God's fellowship and know that "love which passes understanding", which, in turn, produces a


"Joy unspeakable


And full of glory".


The Apostles will face many hardships in life, but they won't be sullen and gloomy men.  "The joy of the Lord [will be] "their strength".  


Protection, v.15: "I do not pray that You should take them out of the world, but that You should keep them from the evil".  From Pentecost on, the Apostles will be "marked men".  Satan, unbelieving Jews, Pagans, powerful men, false brethren, and angry mobs will be dogging them every step of the way.    Peter was crucified; Paul was beheaded; all of them--it seems--died violent deaths.  


How they must have longed for relief!  But that's not what our Lord asked for.  He didn't want them to escape evil, but to endure it with grace.  They did.  


This was nothing new, but the Lord's customary way with His people.  A promise was made in Isaiah 43:1-2:


"Fear not, for I have redeemed you, I have called you by My name, you are mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you, and through the rivers, they shall not overflow you, when you walk through the fire, you shall not be burned, nor shall the flame scorch you..."


Not deliverance from the world, but something much greater than that: Deliverance in the world!  What magnifies the grace and power of God more: cowards fleeing from every danger or cowards being changed into heroes and martyrs?  


Consecration, v.17, "Sanctify them by Your truth.  Your Word is truth".  To "sanctify" is to set aside or devote for some holy purpose.  Peter and his friends prefer fishing, but that Word brings them back into the service of Christ.  And fits them for it.  As in Jeremiah, that Word becomes "a fire shut up in their bones so they cannot stay".  Its burns away their sin and devotes them to God more fully every day.  


What does our Lord want for His Apostles?  He wants them united, full of joy, kept from the evils of this world, and entirely consecrated to God and the ministry of His Word.  


How badly He wants it for them, v.19.


This is what our Lord wants for His disciples.  But how badly does He want it?  You want you neighbors to be saved, but do you want it badly enough to witness to them?  To pray for them without ceasing?  To set an example of holiness before them?  Our desires for good are sometimes less than fervent, aren't they?  But our Lord's are not!  What He wants for the Apostles He wants badly enough to do something about it.  What is it?  He tells us in v.19: "And for their sakes, I sanctify Myself, that they also may be sanctified by the truth".  


Our Lord "sanctifies" Himself.  That is, He freshly devotes Himself to God's will.  And that will is death by crucifixion.  Why does He do that?  To insure this prayer is answered.  To "sanctify" the Apostles for the work God has chosen them to do.  


His cross and empty tomb would make the Apostles new men--full of faith and love and courage and hope.  It would give them a message: "Christ crucified, the Lord of God".  And that message--attended by the power of God--would fulfill their ministry in building that "Church" against whom not even "the gates of hell" would "prevail".  


Our Lord prays for the Apostles. 


Was His prayer answered?  He had a bunch of low-class, ignorant, proud and hot-headed men.  He turned them into the foundations of the Church.  "With God all things are possible!"  


Surely this prayer ought to encourage us.  Will our Lord's prayer prevail for no one but the Apostles?  Isn't it every bit as powerful on our behalf?  Yet He prays for us too.  And the result will be the same.  Hang on, Dear Brother, Jesus is praying for you.  


It ought to encourage us to pray for others too.  Is there a man at work who seems hopelessly lost?  Is there a Sister-in-Christ whom, you know, will never learn?  If you think so, read this prayer, think about how huge its petitions are, and how they were fulfilled in the Apostles.  Take heart, no one is mightier than the believer who "prays without ceasing".  


May God "open our hearts" to His Word.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.  

