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We all know the Lord’s Prayer—we pray it together every Sunday—but what about the other 

prayer Jesus prayed? John 17 records an entire chapter-long intercession that Jesus made on 

behalf of himself, his disciples, and all believers. Today, we’re looking at the middle chunk of 

that prayer, where Jesus prayed for his disciples. Next week, Pastor Susie will be back to wrap 

up the series as Jesus prays for all believers. And throughout this sermon series, we are drawing 

insight on what Jesus yearned for and what it means for us. 

 

Imagine with me what it might have felt like to be one of Jesus’ disciples while he still walked 

the earth. We tend to romanticize such things—being in Jesus’ presence, eating and drinking 

with him, walking along the road and following Jesus so closely that the dust he kicked up fell 

on you as you journeyed together.  

 

All that would have been great, but it’s only part of the picture. Let’s look at some of the 

disciples’ own words: 

 

In Matthew 19, Peter asked Jesus, “We have left everything to follow you! What then will there 

be for us?” It’s the “What’s in it for me?” question. Peter wasn’t doubting whether he made the 

right choice in following Jesus, but he wondered where this all was heading. 

 

In Luke chapters 9 and 22, an argument broke out among the disciples about which one of them 

was considered to be the greatest. Typical, right? 

 

In John chapter 16, on the very night that Jesus would later pray for himself, his disciples, and all 

believers, the disciples had trouble tracking with Jesus. They talked amongst themselves, asking, 

“What does Jesus mean by saying, ‘In a little while you will see me no more, and then after a 

little while you will see me?’” Looking back, we know Jesus was talking about his death and 

resurrection, that he would go away for awhile and then return to his disciples, having conquered 

sin and death once and for all who believe. But they didn’t know that at the time. All they knew 
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was their friend, their teacher, their Rabbi Jesus was talking cryptically again, and they simply 

couldn’t wrap their minds around his teaching. 

 

Following Jesus was frustrating, confusing, and anxiety-causing at times. It challenged the 

disciples’ preconceived notions, stretching them beyond themselves. They were living into 

newfound gifts, strengths and abilities, but doing so imperfectly.  

 

Matthew 17 tells us of a time when a man came to Jesus’ disciples for help, but they couldn’t 

heal his son. So Jesus brought the healing, venting his own frustrations in the moment by asking, 

“How long shall I stay with you? How long shall I put up with you?” 

 

All that to say: These disciples who have been sainted and painted gold and put up on pedestals 

are not so different from you and me. They had shortcomings and challenges, doubts, fears and 

frustrations. They failed to understand at times. They were stretched beyond what they could 

bear themselves and yet, through it all, Jesus was with them. Jesus was faithful. 

 

And in John 17, Jesus knew what was about to happen. That very night he would be betrayed. 

The next day, crucified. And these disciples, for a time, would be all alone in the world. All they 

would have is each other—their frightened, bickering, confused selves. So Jesus prayed. 

 

If you’re ever facing a difficult situation and you’re not sure what to do: pray. In just a bit, we’ll 

examine the specifics of what Jesus prayed for his disciples—the Scripture passage that Lucy 

read for us just a moment ago. But before we go much further, I think it would make sense to 

address the question: Why pray? I think of three reasons in particular. 

 

Number one: Prayer changes things. I truly believe this. Scripture teaches that the prayer of a 

righteous person is powerful and effective. In my second appointment at a wonderful little 

church in Blissfield, Michigan, I remember asking a man who had surgery coming up if he’d like 

me to go and pray with him in the hospital. “Why would I want that?” he asked. “You can pray 

from wherever you are, and my prayers are just as good as yours, anyway.” “You’re right,” I 

said. “Your prayers are probably even more effective than mine. Scripture teaches that the 

prayers of a righteous person are powerful and effective.” All kidding aside, God acts in 

response to believing prayer. Not always in the way we hope or anticipate, but even in the 

hardship, God is present. That leads to the second reason we pray. 

 

Prayer changes us. Through prayer, we draw close to God. We ask. We listen. We create space 

for relationship to grow and develop. Even when our circumstances remain outwardly 

unchanged, we ourselves are changed as a result of that dynamic relationship—as God 

strengthens us, equips us, and gives us the tools we need to move forward—including, most 

especially, an awareness that God is with us in the thick of it. 

 

The third reason we pray is perhaps the simplest. We pray because Prayer was modeled and 

taught by Jesus. If we Christians are seeking to be like Christ, a good starting place is to live out 

his teachings and do the things Jesus himself did. That includes eating with outcasts, calling out 

hypocritical religious leaders, setting yourself up as the host at other people’s parties and, yes, 

spending time in prayer with God. 
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In John 17, Jesus prays for his disciples, saying to God, “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 kept your 

word.” Did the disciples keep God’s word perfectly? No. Did they do so faithfully? Yes.  

 

When I first became a pastor more than a decade ago, I wanted to be a mover and a shaker. I 

didn’t want to get stuck in a rut of being uninspired and uninspiring. I wanted to build something 

big! My emphasis was 100% on fruitfulness, but over the years, I’ve come to have a much 

deeper respect of simple faithfulness over the course of time. 

 

It’s hard work being a follower of Christ, but like Thomas Merton, I believe that the desire to 

please God does, in fact, please God. Even if we do it imperfectly. 

 

Jesus goes on to claim in prayer, “Now they know that everything you have given me comes 

from you. For I gave them (Jesus gave his disciples) 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.”  

 

Friends, when we understand where Jesus came from, we can understand where we are going. 

Not just in terms of eternity, though that’s important, but also here and now. The words of Jesus 

come from God. The person of Jesus comes from God.  

 

“This is love,” we read in First John, “not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his 

Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.” And in John chapter 6, Jesus said, “The work of God is 

this: to believe in the one he has sent.” 

 

There’s a great deal of good that we are called to do in this world—to resist evil, injustice, and 

oppression in whatever forms they present themselves; to live our lives as a witness, testifying to 

the love of God in this world, and reminding the world that things don’t have to be the way they 

are. Yesterday, while Jen Hatmaker was speaking outside here on the front lawn, the front lawn 

of our sister campus hosted a blacksmithing demonstration during the Berkley Art Bash. Corey 

Simon, a friend and fellow United Methodist pastor who does blacksmithing as a hobby, beat a 

gun barrel into a garden tool.  

 

Together, we bear witness to the love of God in this world, and we do so in the name and power 

of the one in whom we have experienced it: Emmanuel. God with us. Jesus the Christ. 

 

In praying for his disciples in John 17, Jesus offers a point of clarification. He says, “I pray for 

them. I am not praying for the world, but for those you have given me, for they are yours.” 

 

Sometimes, it’s important for us to have focused prayers. And that’s what this is. Sometimes, our 

hearts break for all the hurts of the world: grieving parents in the wake of gun violence, war in 

Europe unlike anything we’ve seen since World War II. And it’s good that we lift up these 

situations to God and then work to make a difference in the ways that we can. But sometimes we 

need to focus on those God has placed directly in our paths, on the people we live in community 

with whom we are called to love personally.  
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It's easy to speak in broad, sweeping terms about all the world. It’s another thing to go home and 

love your spouse, your neighbor, and your coworker. Intercessory prayer is the act of interceding 

before God on behalf of someone else. It’s what Jesus does in John 17 for his disciples. It’s what 

our Prayer Team does on a regular basis. If you submit a prayer request—and you can do so 

easily online under the Care tab at fumcbirmingham.org—our team will pray for you. They will 

join with you in offering your celebrations and concerns to God.  

 

Sometimes, we may feel the need to pray for someone, but we’re not sure how to pray.  In those 

cases, I sometimes will just lift up a name. “God, I pray that you would be with Steve or 

Shawnda or Josie today.” Other times, I’ve found beauty in praying the actual words of Scripture 

and inserting the person’s name there. One great passage for this is Ephesians chapter 3. And all 

I’m doing here is literally reading Scripture and praying the words of the Bible over someone.  

 

Let’s say God has put it on my heart to lift up a prayer for my son, Sam. Reading along with 

Ephesians 3:14-19, I would say: 

 

For this reason I kneel before you Father, from whom every family in heaven and 

on earth derives its name. I pray that out of your glorious riches you may 

strengthen my son, Sam, with power through your Spirit in Sam’s inner being, so 

that Christ may dwell in Sam’s heart through faith. And I pray that Sam, being 

rooted and established in love, may have power together with all the Lord’s holy 

people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to 

know this love that surpasses knowledge—that Sam may be filled to the measure 

of all the fullness of God. 

 

See how powerful that can be? When you are at a loss for words, let God’s Word be your word.   

 

In John 17, as Jesus prays for his disciples, he makes a beautiful claim before God that I think is 

ours to claim as well, if we’ll have it. Jesus says, “All I have is yours, and all you have is mine.”  

 

Friends, God doesn’t just want 9:30am Sunday morning; God wants all your time. God doesn’t 

just want 10% of your income; God wants you to honor him with all of your income. God is not 

interested in being one of many priorities; God wants your all. And, in exchange, God gives us 

all of himself. If you think about that, it’s a pretty good deal. “All I have is yours, and all you 

have is mine.” 

 

Meditate on that for a moment. Pray, right now in the quiet, and ask God what it means that all 

you have is God’s, and all God has is yours. [time of silent prayer] 

 

Looking ahead to his crucifixion, resurrection, and eventual ascension, Jesus prayed, “I will 

remain in the world no longer, but they (the disciples) are still in the world, and I am coming to 

you.” It’s been said that we are the hands and feet of Jesus—and we are. 

 

Theresa of Avila has said,  
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Christ has no body but yours, no hands, no feet on earth but yours, 

Yours are the eyes with which He looks compassion on this world, 

Yours are the feet with which He walks to do good, 

Yours are the hands with which He blesses all the world. 

Yours are the hands, yours are the feet, 

Yours are the eyes, you are His body. 

 

The Church is still here, engaging in the work that Jesus started and that, through the Holy Spirit, 

we are equipped to continue. And knowing the hardship that his disciples would face after he left 

them physically, Jesus asked, “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.” 

 

Heading away to Annual Conference a week and a half ago, Rachael and I left our four children 

in the care of my amazing parents. We knew they would have a good time, a fun time, but most 

of all, that they would be protected, loved, and cared for. I sense that same sort of parental 

concern and affection from Jesus here. “I’ve protected them while I could, Father, and now I 

leave them in your hands.” 

 

And it’s interesting, in addition to a prayer for protection, Jesus prayed for unity. Jesus prays that 

his disciples may be one as he and God are one. And this is not a false, superficial unity that 

Jesus prays for, but a unity of heart and spirit.  

 

Centuries later, John Wesley, founder of the Methodist movement, preached, “Though we cannot 

think alike, may we not love alike? May we not be of one heart, though we are not of one 

opinion? Without all doubt, we may. Herein all the children of God may unite, notwithstanding 

these smaller differences.” 

 

There are things we’re not going to see eye-to-eye on. That’s okay. The Gospel is bigger than all 

of that, bigger than any one of us or our opinions. But we are invited to be one; one with all our 

siblings in Christ throughout time and around the world. 

 

On a much more localized level, that includes being one across all of our campuses:  

Birmingham First and Berkley First and the new online campus that we’re launching this fall. 

When one part mourns, all mourn together. When one part rejoices, all rejoice together. What’s 

good for one of us is good for all of us. We are you, and you are us, and together we are working 

to bring about God’s good and loving purposes in this little corner of the world. 

 

We get to be weirdos together, and we come in a line with an ancestral tradition of people who 

have stood out from the world around them for all the right reasons. Here’s the rest of Jesus’ 

prayer for his disciples. I want to read it, and then I’ll highlight four quick little bits. 

 

Jesus said, “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 
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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.” 

 

The first thing that stands out to me in this section is when Jesus speaks of his disciples having 

“the full measure of my joy within them.” This joy is not dependent on circumstance; Jesus was 

getting ready to be crucified. It was a joy deeply rooted in relationship, in oneness with God and 

with one another. You have access to that joy. No matter what you’re going through, no matter 

what you’ve experienced, as a disciple of Jesus Christ, you have access to that full measure of 

his joy. 

 

The second thing is that Jesus’ disciples are not of the world. If you and I look exactly like our 

neighbors who don’t yet believe in Jesus—if we have the same exact values, priorities, and 

goals—that’s a problem. Now, we’re not to be removed from the world; this isn’t an invitation to 

become Amish (tempting though that may be some days). We’re called, as Jesus says elsewhere, 

to be salt and light. To be actively involved in the world, shining the light of Jesus and 

preserving the good that’s already present. 

 

The third thing I want to note is this concept of sanctification. To sanctify means to make holy,  

to set something apart. We are sanctified by the word and the action of God. There is nothing 

you can do to make God love you more; there is nothing you can do to make God love you less. 

God already loves you as much as divinely possible, and if you are a disciple of Christ, if you are 

a follower of Jesus, then the Holy Spirit is at work in your life, working to sanctify you, to make 

you more holy, more like Jesus over the course of a lifetime. 

 

But we are not sanctified to become “holier than thou.” The world doesn’t need any more sainted 

people painted gold and put up on pedestals. We are sanctified to be sent. 

 

Jesus prayed for his disciples, “As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the 

world.” We get to continue that work. That work of raising up and sending. Of experiencing 

God’s sanctifying work within us. Of being in the world but not of it. And making disciples with 

joy, and with a unity of heart and spirit. 

 

In the days to come, Jesus’ disciples would face difficult times unlike anything they had seen 

before. And in his love, Jesus knew they would need all the prayer they could get. As we go 

through our own transitions, our own difficult days, may we, like Jesus, bathe it all in prayer.  

 


