Easter Continues- Jesus Prays for us
Easter 7

John 17:1-11

June 5th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


Perhaps the greatest resource that God provides for our Christian lives is the gift of prayer.  For some, maybe even most, it’s a resource that is underutilized.  Being human and imperfect, we tend to confine prayer to certain times and places.  We pray before meals or before bed or during a church service, for example.  We’ll also often look to others to do our praying, such as someone up front in church or a designated pray-er at a family function.  I think many of us compartmentalize prayer and offer prayers only at certain times and places.

That certainly was not true for Jesus, who is, of course, the model for prayer.  We’ve been reading lessons from John’s gospel the past few Sundays.  Some of the language we have heard can be a bit confusing.  For example, two weeks ago the disciple Philip said to Jesus, “Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied.”  Jesus responds by saying, “Whoever has seen me, has seen the Father… Do you not believe that I am in the Father, and the Father is in me?”  And then, “Believe me, that I am in the Father and the Father in me.”  All of this language speaks of the interconnectedness of God the Father, Jesus the Son, the promised Holy Spirit, and those that believe.


For Jesus, because of this interconnectedness, prayer is as natural as breathing.  It’s not compartmentalized.  It’s what he does.  But this also means that prayer is available in the same way, to all that follow him.  He says to Philip, “I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son.  If in my name you ask me for anything, I will do it.”  The same quality of prayer that was so natural for Jesus, is also available to us.  That’s pretty amazing. 


In today’s lesson, we see Jesus in prayer.  It’s the last thing Jesus does in John’s gospel, before he is arrested, put on trial, crucified, and resurrected.  It’s a really important prayer, and we read about half of it this morning.  Because prayer is an often underutilized gift God gives to us, I want us to look at this prayer of Jesus and see what we can learn from it.


This prayer is often call the “high priestly” prayer of Jesus.  It’s called that because in most of the prayer, he prays for the disciples, like a high priest might intercede for members of his flock.  But he doesn’t start the prayer that way.  Rather, he starts the prayer in prayer for himself.  He looks up to heaven and prays, “Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you.”

Remember when this is taking place.  His ministry on earth is nearly completed.  He’s glorified God in his teaching and miracles and acts of compassion.  But there is one final step that has to be taken, the most difficult of all by far.  He has to go to the cross.  For God’s final glory to be revealed, Jesus must die and trust in the Father to do with him what He will.  I read this as a prayer to finish.  Jesus is giving himself to the Father, saying he’s ready to finish the work for which he was sent to earth.  


In the sports world, what makes great athletes great, is their ability to finish.  I’ve watched bits and pieces of the NBA playoffs.  There are many great players.  But the stars of the game, are the finishers, the ones who close out games, making key plays when the game is on the line.  Dirk Nowitzki, LeBron James, Duane Wade, they’ve proven to be great finishers.  Here Jesus prays to the Father and says, “I’m ready to finish.  Glorify your son!”

One thing we can learn from the opening words of this prayer, is that it’s ok to pray for ourselves and our concerns.  If Jesus does it, so can we.  That’s what prayer is for.  It’s to take what’s burdening us to the Lord, and asking God to lead us through.  It’s to seek God’s help as we go through the ups and downs on this long race of life, and, in the end, finish in faith.  By so doing, we glorify God, even as Jesus glorified God.

Jesus starts with prayer for himself, but he quickly turns his prayer to his disciples.  He prays for them.  And what a privilege it is to be prayed for.  In the case of the disciples, God himself, Jesus, prays for them.  And to the extent that we are Christ’s disciples today, Jesus prays for us as well.

It is a privilege to be prayed for.  When someone prays for you, they’re asking for God Himself to be present in your life.  What a great thing to do for another.  One of the unique things about this church, that I really haven’t seen in other churches, is the opportunity for people to personally pray for others during worship.  I am prayed for, before I share the message.  That’s a neat thing.  And, by the way, I certainly can use your prayers during the week as well, as I’m thinking about what message to prepare.  And, personal prayer is offered each week to those that desire after receiving communion by our Stephen’s Ministers and others.  That’s a great thing.  This summer between services Cathi Ricci and others will also be available in the prayer room down in the West wing for those that might want additional prayer.  It is a privilege and a blessing to be prayed for.


In this portion of his prayer, there are two things I especially want to point out that he prayed for the disciples.  The first of these is protection.  He himself was no longer going to be in the world.  His physical presence would be no longer.  So Jesus prays in verse 11, “Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one.”

The disciples had been taught by Jesus and learned who he was, but Jesus knew that they would need protection as they carried on the mission he had begun.  It was going to be rough on them, and for the message of God’s love to spread forth, they would need protection and unity.  And God honored that prayer .  Despite suffering and even death, the disciples did take the message into the world as they were sent to do and it got through.


Prayers for protection of others are always appropriate and appreciated.  If you have any doubts about the power of prayer and God’s protection, let me share with her permission, how God worked in the life of Cindy Jones, one of our members, this week. 

Many of you heard that doctors had discovered a tumor in Cindy’s throat by her voice box that they were virtually certain was cancerous.  They scheduled a biopsy on Wednesday, to confirm what they saw.  They were so certain, that she had already seen a radiologist and they were planning to begin radiation treatment on Friday in hopes of stopping the growth of   the cancer.


I was there to pray and offer my support to Cindy and Rich Wednesday morning.  Before the surgery, the doctor came in to discuss the procedure.  Cindy, being Cindy, came right out and said to him, “Would you mind being blessed.”  The doctor said sure, he’d take all the help he could get, so we said a prayer for the doctor and for Cindy’s health.


Then, off she went to have the biopsy done.  After the procedure, the doctor came out to talk to Rich, myself, and Cindy’s cousin.  He said he had good news.  They took a sample from the tumor and tested it immediately, and it was not cancer.  To be sure, the doctor took a second sample and waited for those results, and it again tested negative.  This growth was not at all what they expected.  They now didn’t think it was cancer at all, but rather something more like a wart in character, possibly caused by a virus.  And, he said, even if the final biopsy revealed some kind of cancer, it was certainly not the life threatening type they were expecting.  The doctor said he was able to remove the growth and did not believe any radiation treatment would be needed at all, which was a huge relief.  He said he had never seen anything like this before.  It really was miraculous and an amazing example of the power of prayer.  So, thanks, everyone, for your prayers for Cindy and keep them coming as she recuperates and as they continue to watch and assess the situation.  God does answer prayer, and God does protect.


Now, of course, none of us lives forever.  Sometimes, despite our prayers, the news is not as positive as Cindy received.  Jesus prays for protection, but, early in his prayer, Jesus prays for something even greater.  He prays that the disciples, might have eternal life.  In verse 1- 3 Jesus prays, “Father, the hour has come.  Glorify your Son, so that the Son may glorify you, since you have given him authority over all people, to give eternal life to all who believe.  And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you sent.”

Jesus prays for eternal life for all that follow him.  And it’s not something we wait for until we die.  Eternal life, says Jesus, is knowing God, and knowing Jesus, whom God has sent.  And that’s available right now.  That starts today.  If you know God, and if you know Jesus, eternal life is yours. And with eternal life, right now, we don’t have to fear the future, whatever it may bring.  For we already have what matters most, a relationship with God that lasts forever.  Jesus prays for our protection, but even more importantly, he prays that we might have eternal life. 

A kindergarten class went to a fire station for a tour and some instruction in fire safety. The fireman was explaining what to do in case of a fire.  He said, “First, go to the door and feel the door to see if it’s hot.” Then he said, “Next, fall to your knees.”  He then asked the children, “ Does anyone know why you ought to fall to your knees?”.  One of the little tykes said, “Sure, to start praying to ask God to get you out of there!” 
That’s a pretty good answer, maybe even better than the one the fireman was looking for, to get down where it’s less smoky.  Prayer is a great gift and a true blessing.  For many reasons, this gift is often underutilized.  But today we have seen Jesus in prayer.  He prays for his needs, that he may finish the work for which he has been sent.  He prays for his disciples, that they may be protected and receive eternal life.  Those are pretty important prayers.   As Jesus prayed for himself and others, so may we pray as well.  Let us use this precious gift, trusting God will hear and respond.  Amen
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