
Wade Street Church  15.03.20 am 
“JESUS PRAYS FOR HIS DISCIPLES” 

John 17:1-19 
 

As we move further into Lent, our focus is going to shift just a little from the series we’ve been following 

so far this year, although we’re still reflecting very much on what Christian discipleship is all about.  

We’ve been thinking about following Jesus and what that involves for us today, asking ourselves if we’re 

really serious about all that.  Signing up to be a disciple of Jesus is certainly not an easy option – it 

demands commitment and sacrifice – but Jesus assures us that, as his disciples, we are his friends and that 

what he asks of us is really, in the long term, to help us get the best out of the life he has given us. 

 

And one of the greatest encouragements in all this is surely that, as he asks us to join him in his mission 

in this world, he also prays for us.  I’m sure that we all find it a source of support and help if other people 

offer to pray for us when we’re making our way through life, particularly at those times when we feel that 

we’re struggling.  How much more encouraging is it that Jesus Christ, our Lord and Saviour, is also 

praying for us?  There’s a really powerful passage of inspiration and encouragement in Romans 8, in 

which Paul writes of the Holy Spirit “interceding for the saints”, and in which he goes on to say that 

“Christ Jesus who died – more than that, who was raised to life – is at the right hand of God and is also 

interceding for us.”  Jesus is praying for us! 

 

And in the words of our reading this morning from John 17, we have an example of his praying for us.  

This is just before his arrest – Jesus has an idea of what is about to happen, of what he is about to suffer, 

yet still his thoughts are for others as he pleads before the Father for those who believe in and follow him.  

And he is praying for them – for us – in a very specific context.  Jesus is about to leave this world, but his 

disciples will still be living in that world (v11), still having to cope day by day with the fact that they are 

vulnerable, fragile human beings, still faced day by day with temptation and with trials of one sort an 

another.  But, having committed themselves to following Jesus, they are not “of the world” (v16). 

 

The Greek word for “world” here is “cosmos”.  It doesn’t mean the world as a planet, a physical entity, 

but rather the whole order of creation and, very often, as here, the kind of totality of human life.  It was 

originally a word that meant order and structure, but over the centuries came to mean the way in which 

life itself is ordered.  Clearly, we are still a part of that, still living within that sphere of humanity and all 

that goes with it – both structured and chaotic – still participants in the life of the world: in its work, 

leisure, trade and so on.  When we become Christians, when we take the decision to commit ourselves to 

a life of discipleship, we don’t suddenly get shunted off into some kind of hermetically sealed 

environment, well away from temptation and suffering and evil. 

 



But, although we live IN that world, we are no longer OF that world.  What that sentence in v16 really 

entails is brought out by some of the other translations you come across.  Tom Wright’s translation says 

that we do not “come from the world” and Eugene Peterson says that we are not “defined by the world”.  

In other words, although we are living in the world, because we are following the ways of Jesus, living 

according to his teaching and his commandments, we are distinct from the world, we are removed from 

its domination of our attitudes and behaviour.  That is a difficult situation in which to be.  It’s difficult 

because we stand out, we are obviously not quite the same as everyone else any more – different values, 

different attitudes, different motivations, different goals.  And also because there is a constant temptation 

to re-align ourselves with the world, to try and fit in to have an apparently easier life. 

 

So Jesus prays for us as his disciples in an alien environment.  He is aware of what we are going through, 

because he’s been there for thirty years of his own life.  He is aware of the dangers and difficulties that 

we face.  And he prays to his Father for help for us.  He prays that we might be PROTECTED, that we 

might be SANCTIFIED and that we might realise our calling as people who are SENT.  In the short time 

we have this morning, let’s reflect briefly on each of those. 

 

 

PROTECTED  (vv11,15) 

Jesus is quite clear that those who follow him can expect difficulties.  At the end of the previous chapter 

we read what he says to those first disciples.  It must have come as a bit of surprise to them as they 

walked along from the Upper Room to the place of Jesus’ eventual betrayal, arrest and humiliation, but he 

says quite plainly to them, “In this world you will have trouble”.  You are not in for an easy ride, folks.  

He then tells them, “Take heart!  I have overcome the world.”  The events of the next few hours will no 

doubt put a few doubts in their minds about the truth of that! 

 

But his prayer is quite clearly that God will watch over us and keep us safe for his Kingdom.  God will 

protect us and help us when things do get tough, not least by encouraging us that we have a secure eternal 

future with him in his Kingdom.  This isn’t a request that God takes us out of the world here and now and 

transport us straight off to our eternal rest, or however you envisage it.  This is a request that God will 

protect us where we are, will watch over us as we remain, for the time being, in the world.  He is quite 

clear about that (v15). 

 

What is interesting, though – and I don’t think this had really struck me before I was preparing for this 

morning – is the one very specific area in which he prays for protection.  Look what he prays in v11 – 

“Father, protect them by the power of your name … so that they may be one as we are one.”  He prays 

that we might be protected from disunity.  We have said that we are to be distinctive as we remain in this 



world, to stand out in the midst of a fragmented and divided world, to be obvious in a culture that is so 

often defined by opposing viewpoints and sharply differing attitudes.  Remember what Jesus said in John 

13:34,35 – it is by our love for one another that we will be identified. 

 

And Jesus knows how difficult it is going to be to maintain that unity.  He knows that what will distract 

us more than anything else, as we seek to fulfil the mission he has given us, is disunity.  And if the devil 

wants to get us to take our eyes off the ball, he knows that the best way to do it is to sow the seeds of 

disunity.  It can happen so easily – and, sometimes, so sneakily as we find ourselves defending our own 

positions against others, or trying to find fault with other people, or claiming that we’ve got it right and 

others have it wrong.  It’s such a danger in a community of people who are so diverse and so different, as 

we’ve said several times recently.  But we need to be alert to the dangers, to be praying ourselves for 

protection and to be encouraged by the promise that Jesus is praying for us in this area.  Remember, this 

is the Jesus who left the glory of heaven to live in our world and who eventually sacrificed everything for 

us as he hung on that cross.  He is not going to let that sacrifice go to waste! 

 

 

SANCTIFIED  (vv17,19) 

Secondly, Jesus prays to his Father that his disciples might be sanctified.  That’s a good old religious 

word, isn’t it?  What does it mean that we are sanctified?  And why is Jesus so keen for it to happen?  

Well, to be sanctified is to be made holy.  It means that we are set apart for God.  He has chosen us to be 

his people and he wants us to know that and to live in the light of it.  As we’ve already said we are called 

to live distinctive lives for him. 

 

Being made holy, being marked out as people set apart, is the work of the Holy Spirit.  As God calls us, 

so he fills us with his Spirit, he breathes something of himself not us.  That is more obvious in some 

people than in others, but it is the case for everyone who responds to the call of Jesus to follow him.  And, 

as Jesus tells his disciples in 16:13, the Holy Spirit will “guide us into all truth”.  It is the Spirit that 

makes us aware of God’s will for us, that helps us to see what God is up to, that leads us along the path of 

discipleship.  It is through the help of the Holy Spirit that we learn more about God and his ways.  It is 

through the help of the Holy Spirit that we are able to deepen our relationship with Jesus – and, indeed, 

with each other.  He gives us that inner conviction that we are doing God’s will. 

 

That is what makes us distinctive, still living in this world, but obviously not defined by or dominated by 

this world.  That is what it means to be set apart as disciples.  That is what we are called to be by Jesus as 

we accept the invitation to follow him.  And, again, Jesus is praying for us as we embark upon that path 



and as we continue to tread it, despite the issues that confront us and the obstacles that the devil tries to 

put in our way. 

 

 

SENT  (v18) 

Finally, Jesus prays for his disciples as people who have been sent into the world.  In a sense, that is a bit 

of a daft thing to say.  We are already, quite definitely, in the world, as we’ve said.  We are born into this 

world.  We live in this world.  We are part of the life of this world.  We haven’t been sent into it, we were 

part of it anyway.  But what Jesus is saying here is that now we have a mission in this world.  The root of 

the world “mission” in English is a Latin word meaning “sent”, because Jesus now commissions us, as his 

disciples, to carry on his work. 

 

The great temptation, as we are drawn into the company of Jesus’ followers, is to make that the sole orbit 

of our activity, to become a group set apart from the world that lives as a kind of separate, exclusive 

community.  Much as you might admire, for example, the Amish people, they are a very inward-looking 

community.  The old Exclusive Brethren are similarly sealed off in many ways from the world to which 

we are called to witness.  So in that sense we are sent – sent out from that kind of hermetically sealed 

group of believers to engage with the world around, to get involved in the life of the world so that we can 

more effectively share something of the love of Jesus and message of the Gospel.  Jesus says here that we 

are sent as he was sent, with the same mission that he had as he came into our world, with the same call to 

commitment and sacrifice that he had.  And he repeats this after his death and resurrection, to show that 

we can count on joining with him in his eventual victory – look at John 20:21, where he also makes 

explicit the help of the Holy Spirit on which we need to rely. 

 

In Mark’s version of the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus, he sends them out quite clearly to 

“preach the good news to all creation” (16:15) – “to all the cosmos”.  By our Spirit-filled lives, by our 

other-worldly unity and love for one another, by our good deeds and Jesus-following attitudes, we are to 

show the world around us that there is another way, that there is hope, that there is the promise of eternal 

peace and joy in the Kingdom of God.  As we live out those values and behave in different ways within 

the world into which we are sent, so we start to point people towards God (Matthew 5:16) and live out 

our true calling as his disciples. 

 

So that is what Jesus prays for us.  To have our distinctive unity protected as we live out our lives in this 

world, set apart by the presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives to proclaim the good news of the Kingdom 

of God.  And if Jesus prays for that – for us – the Father will surely hear and answer. 

  



“JESUS PRAYS FOR HIS DISCIPLES” 
John 17:1-19 

 
Signing up to be a disciple of Jesus is certainly not an easy option.  And one of the greatest 
encouragements in all this is surely that, as Jesus asks us to join him in his mission in this world, he also 
prays for us.  Look at Romans 8:34. 
 
In John 17 we have an example of his praying for us.  Jesus is about to leave this world, but his 
disciples will still be living in that world (v11).  But, although we live IN that world, we are no longer 
OF that world, we are not “defined by the world” (The Message).  In other words, although we are 
living in the world, because we are following the ways of Jesus, living according to his teaching and his 
commandments, we are distinct from the world, we are removed from its domination of our attitudes 
and behaviour.  So Jesus prays for us as his disciples in an alien environment.  He prays to his Father for 
help for us.   
 
PROTECTED  (vv11,15) 
Jesus is quite clear that those who follow him can expect difficulties (16:33).  But his prayer is quite 
clearly that God will watch over us and keep us safe for his Kingdom.  This isn’t a request that God takes 
us out of the world here and now and transport us straight off to our eternal rest, but that he will 
protect us where we are, will watch over us as we remain, for the time being, in the world (v15). 
 
But look what he prays in v11 – “Father, protect them by the power of your name … so that they may 
be one as we are one.”  He prays that we might be protected from disunity.  Remember what Jesus said 
in John 13:34,35 – it is by our love for one another that we will be identified.  He knows that what will 
distract us more than anything else, as we seek to fulfil the mission he has given us, is disunity.   
 
SANCTIFIED  (vv17,19) 
Secondly, Jesus prays to his Father that his disciples might be sanctified.  It means that we are set 
apart for God.  He has chosen us to be his people and he wants us to know that and to live in the light 
of it.  That is the work of the Holy Spirit.  As Jesus tells his disciples in 16:13, the Holy Spirit will “guide 
us into all truth”.  It is the Spirit that makes us aware of God’s will for us, that helps us to see what God 
is up to, that leads us along the path of discipleship.   
 
SENT  (v18) 
Finally, Jesus prays for his disciples as people who have been sent into the world.  What Jesus is saying 
here is that now we have a mission in this world.  And we are sent as he was sent, with the same 
mission and the same call to commitment and sacrifice that he had.  Look at John 20:21, Mark 16:15, 
Matthew 5:16.  As we live out the values of the Kingdom and behave in different ways within the world 
into which we are sent, so we start to point people towards God (Matthew 5:16) and live out our true 
calling as his disciples.  That is what Jesus prays for us.  And if Jesus prays for that – for us – the Father 
will surely hear and answer! 
 
 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
 

1) How do you understand the idea of being IN the world but not OF the world?  Does it make any 
appreciable difference to the way you live your life day by day? 

 
2) Why do you think Jesus singles out disunity as a reason for protection? 
 
3) Do you feel sanctified?  Why/why not? 
 
4) How would you sum up your mission in the world?  What difference does it make to your life? 
 
5) What does it mean to you that Jesus himself is praying for you? 
 


