
upon these things;

give thyself

wholly to them;

that thy profiting

may appear unto all'

1  Timothy 4:15
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"LEARN OF JESUS CHRIST TO PRAY"

A Sermon Study on Jesus' Sacerdotal
(High-Priestly) Prayer in John 17

fO INTRODUCTORY

Any division of the petitions of the sacerdotal
prayer into texts for sermon treatment will be rather
arbitrary. Perhaps the most obvious division would be a
three-part treatment as suggested, for example, in the
three headings given in the New King James Version (the
version used throughout this study); I. Jesus Prays for
Himself (verses 1-5); II. Jesus Prays for His Disciples
(verses 6-19); and III. Jesus Prays for All Believers
(verses 20-26). This writer has determined, however,
that for the sake of covering the six weeks of Lent and
Holy Week the following divisions of the prayer are here
offered:

I. Ash Wednesday, text: 17:1-5; theme: Jesus
Prays for His Own Glorification.

II. Midweek Lent II, text: 17:6-8; theme:
Jesus Prays for His Disciples Who Have Kept the
Word.

III. Midweek Lent III, text: 17:9-11; theme:
Jesus Prays for His Disciples Who Are Distinct from
the World.

IV. Midweek Lent IV, text: 17:12-13; theme:
Jesus Prays That His Joy Be Fulfilled in His
Disciples.

V. Midweek Lent V, text: 17:14-16; theme:
Jesus Prays That His Disciples Be Kept from the
Evil One.

Editor's note: This series was obviously prepared for
use in the Lenten season. It is, however, presented
here as a series that can profitably be used at any time
in the church year. The author is presently serving as
editor in chief of the Lutheran Spokesman,



VI. Midweek Lent VI, text: 17:17-19; theme:
Jesus Prays for His Disciples' Sanctification.

VII. Good Fridayj text: 17:20-23; theme: Jesus
Prays for His Future Believers.

VIII. Easter Sunday, text: 17:24-26; theme:
Jesus Prays for the Consummation of His Glory in
Believers.

No sermon, no series of sermons, on the high-
priestly prayer of our Lord, however well done, can or
will exhaust the contents and thoughts of the bare words
spoken by the Savior. For that reason it would be well
that the prayer be read (prayed!) as part of the worship
service. One suggestion is that the prayer be printed
out in its entirety as a bulletin insert, perhaps divid
ing each verse for the sake of an antiphonal reading of
it. The entire prayer might then be read antiphonaily
for at least the Ash Wednesday and Good Friday (or
Easter) services. For the other services, experience
supports the suggestion that it is effective to invite
the congregation to read the text for the service along
with the pastor (from the printed sheet). If something
like this is done, faithful worshippers will feel very
well acquainted with this prayer of prayers by the close
of the Lenten season. A fitting closing for each serv
ice .in which this high-priestly prayer is treated would
be the singing of the final stanza of hymn 159 in the
Lutheran Hymnal, (Other hymn suggestions will be given
in conjunction with the individual sermon studies.)

In this fervent and sincere prayer Jesus opens and
pours out His soul to His heavenly Father. Our Lord
uttered this prayer in the upper room after His institu
tion of the Lord's Supper and just before He "went out
with His disciples over the Brook Kidron" (John 18:1)
into the Garden of Gethsemane, where He would be be
trayed by Judas and taken of His own free will by the
soldiers. This prayer was dubbed the "sacerdotal" pray
er of our Lord by David Chytraeus (1531-1600), who was a
pupil of both Luther and Melanchthon. The word "sacer
dotal" means, literally, "to give as a priest." It is
not difficult to see how Chytraeus appropriated this
name for this prayer. The Lord stands on the very



threshold of His suffering as the true High Priest for
those that are His. As the Lamb of God, He is prepared
to offer Himself as a propitiation for the sins of the
world. Since it was a function of the high priest to
intercede for the people—as Jesus intercedes for His
believers in this prayer—we have another obvious reason
for calling it His sacerdotal or high-priestly prayer.
In this prayer the Lord surveys the past, the present,
and the future; and it includes intercessions by the
Lord, our Mediator and Advocate, in behalf of His disci
ples of all times.

As simple and unadorned as is the language of this
prayer (God is not concerned with fancy talk!), the
content of the prayer is truly inexhaustible. Melanch-
thon said; "There is no voice ever heard, either in
heaven or on earth, more exalted, more holy, more fruit
ful, more sublime, than this prayer offered by the Son
of God Himself." And Luther remarked: "I fear that we
cannot properly estimate and describe the power, the
characteristic quality, and virtue of this prayer; for
however simple and unadorned it is, nevertheless it is
impossible to fathom its profound significance, its
wealth and its compass." Other commentators have said
of the high-priestly prayer: "There is nothing in the
literature of any people that may be compared with this
in profundity, and comprehensiveness, in the majesty and
artless simplicity of its terminology." And again:
"Never has this portion of Scripture received recogni
tion and honor in excess, however greatly its praise may
have been sung."

May He who prayed this prayer graciously bestow His
Holy Spirit that we may make a beginning at plumbing the
depths of spiritual riches intended for us when He saw
to it that this prayer was divinely recorded for the
benefit of our holy, Christian faith.

SERMON STUDY #1: John 17:1-5

Jesus spoke these words, lifted up His eyes to
heaven, and said: "Father, the hour has come. Glo
rify Your Son, that Your Son also may glorify You,



"as You have given Him authority over all
flesh, that He should give eternal life to as many
as You have given Him,

"And this is eternal life, that they may know
You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You
have sent.

"I have glorified You on the earth. I have
finished the work which You have given Me to do.

"And now, 0 Father, glorify Me together with
Yourself, with the glory which I had with You
before the world was."

3ESUS PRAYED! (PRAYS)

Often the record of our Lord's earthly sojourn
tells us that He prayed. For example: "He departed to
the mountain to pray" (Mark 6-A6). As often as 3esus
prayed, we usually are not told the content of His
prayers. This suggests to us that prayer 's ajTmrt
intimate and personal thing between the suppliant and
his God and is therefore often hidden behind a curtain
of privacy. However, there are a few
tions as far as 3esus' prayers are concerned. On a few
occasions the content of His prayer is revealed. of
these times occurs right after our te^ wh^e we tel^
and hear 3esus' prayer of E^ony in the G^^n.
of those rare glimpses at the contents of 3esus praying
is the text before us!

3esus wanted His disciples to hear this particular
prayer, and so He spoke it aloudj and the Hoiy Spirit
saw to its being recorded for us. Let us listen, th^,
listen reverently and sincerely. 3esus prays for Him
self and for all of us~for you and for me. 3esus
wanted His disciples to hear this prayer for the r
comfort and for their confidence, so that they woi^
know that He was entering the closing days of His eartn-
iy life as a victor, not as a defeated victim!

"FATHER .. ."
/

Twice in the first five verses, and'three more
times in the prayer, 3esus addresses God as His Father.



Jesus uses that form of address for God in a way that
you and I cannot use. On our part, God is our heavenly
Father only for this reason that we are His children
through faith in Christ. On the other hand, God is the
Father of Jesus in a very special and unique way. God
is the Father of Jesus because He was begotten of the
Father from eternity and was chosen by the Father in
eternity to be mankind's Redeemer. When He addresses
God as His Father on this occasion, Jesus is indicating
that He is ready to carry out to the very end the work
of redemption for whidi He took on our human nature in
the first place! As it comes off Jesus' lips, the word
Father" is then an indication of Jesus' utmost confi
dence that God will accept and receive the work which
the Son had already undertaken, and was still to do. for
sinners.

"THE HOUR HAS COME . . ."

Having caught the ear of His Father with that one
wd of address, Jesus continues? "The hour has come."
This IS the hour which-God Himself had set before the
great clock of time began to run off its hours and days
and years and centuries. It is the most significant
hour, barring none, in all the vast sweep of time. The
eternal destiny of sinful mankind is about to be deter
mined! On a number of occasions Jesus had indicated
that His hour had "not yet come." But this is God's
great hour! It is the supreme hour toward which the
entire earthly ministry of the God-man had been point
ing Jesus is fully aware of the frightful suffering
and terrible darkness which lay ahead for Him in this
hour, but He shows here His complete willingness to
submit to the events which this hour has in store for
Him!

"GLORIFY YOJR SON . . ."
WHAT THIS DOES NOT MEAN

In the first, and then the fifth, verse Jesus
prays? "Glorify Your Son, that Your Son also may glorify
You . . . And now, O Father, glorify Me together with



Yourself, with the glory which I had with You before the
world was." We must be careful to understand just what
it is the Savior here prays for regarding Himself lest
He be robbed of His deity through a false interpreta
tion.

Some would say that 3esus is praying for a state of
moral perfection to be granted unto Him. This is noth
ing short of blasphemy, for such an idea detracts from
the sinless life of the Savior. Others would suggest
that 3esus prays for an increased power of attraction
and fame in the spiritual world—an idea which lowers
3esus to being a mere attention-seeker and crowd-
pleaser. Still others would suggest that 3esus is here
asking for a reward from God for the work that He is
about to do for sinners, which is also an unworthy
thought. And finally, there are still others who use
these words as supposed proof that 3esus is subordinate
to the Father. The teachers of this heresy are called
Subordinationists or Docetists. It was against such,
that the same Apostle 3ohn, who recorded this prayer of
3esus, writes in his first epistle: "By this you know
the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses that
3esus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every
spirit that does not confess that 3esus Christ has come
in the flesh is not of God" (1 3ohn ^:2-3). What is
conveniently overlooked or denied by all such enemies of
Christianity is the fact that 3esus was both CM and man
in one person, and that when He prays for His own glori
fication, it is a request He utters due to His human
nature only!

"GLORIFY YOUR SON . . ."
WHAT THIS DOES MEAN

What 3esus prays for regarding Himself has been
expressed in this way: "He does not ask this that He
might receive what He did not have, but that He might
manifest what He already had." Let there be no mistake
about 3esus' full and complete equality with God the
Father according to His divine nature. 3ohn calls 3esus
"the Word made flesh" and says that 3esus was "in the
beginning with God" (3ohn 1). In the text before us



s

Jesus refers to the glory which He had with the Father
"before the world was." What a clear statement of
Jesus' deity in that from eternity His glory was equal
to the Father's!

But here now Jesus prays that also His human nature
might be glorified—that also the man Jesus might be
given the full use of all divine attributes. And that
God the Father's will perfectly coincided with the Son's
will in this respect is attested to elsewhere in the
Scriptures. God "raised Him [Christ] from the dead and
seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly places, far
above all principality and power and might and dominion,
and every name that is named, not only in this age but
also in that which is to come. And He put all things
under His feet, and gave Him to be head over all things
to the church" (Eph. 1:20-22). And again: "Therefore
God also has highly exalted Him and given Him the name
which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bow, of those in heaven, and of those
on earth, and of those under the earth, and that every
tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the
glory of God the Father" (Phil. 2:9-11). Note carefully
that, in each of these passages, it is the human nature
of our Lord which was exalted at the Father's right
hand!

"THAT HE SHOULD GIVE ETERNAL LIFE . . ."

Eternal life is the yearning of every human being.
The Creator-God originally intended that man, the fore
most of His creatures, would live forever. But then sin
entered and, with it, its promised wages, death. Now,
how can man, the sinner, ever hope to have the yearning
of his heart, eternal life, restored to him? The Scrip
tures give an unequivocal answer: "The gift of God is
eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Rom. 6:23).

When he penned those holy words, the Apostle Paul
very probably had in mind these words of our Savior's
sacerdotal prayer: ". . . as You have given Him author
ity over all flesh, that He should give eternal life to
as many as You have given Him. And this is eternal
life, that they may know You, the only true God, and



Jesus Christ whom You have sent." Eternal life is a
gift of God, purely and simply an outright gift, without
any strings attached! The Father gave His incarnate Son
power over all flesh. He did this by accepting the
Son's sacrificial death in behalf of all sinners.
Through Christ, and through Him alone, the whole world
stands reconciled unto God! The Son, in turn, gives
eternal life to any and all who accept His holy death
and resurrection as their own victory over sin, death,
and hell!

These blessed Gospel truths cannot be stressed too
forcefully. The moment any sinner turns to Christ in
simple faith, eternal life is his immediate and complete
possession. On the other hand, the moment any sinner
turns away from the virtue and merit of Christ to his
own supposed merit and virtue, at that moment the sinner
places himself back under the curse and wrath- of God
from which Christ has freed him. To so reject Christ
means one will receive eternal death as his just reward
for unbelief. This is the only possible result. Any
self-trust or supposed self-merit dishonors God the
Father, makes the work of the God-man Christ of no avail
to the sinner. In short, it glorifies man and thus
detracts from the glory due to God alone and therefore
can only result in eternal death.

. Ever remember that eternal life, the yearning of
your eternal soul, is purely and simply an outright gift
of God through the redemptive work of Christ!

"THE ONLY TRUE GOD . . ."

The end and aim of Jesus' entire work of redemption
was to bring mankind to know truly the only true and
real God. Think of what this means! Everything that
Jesus as the God-man did while on this earth was solely
to and for the glory of God! From His holy birth, to
His sinless life, to His innocent suffering and death,
down to His last deep, expiring groan and then His
resurrection—it was all done so that the Father, the
only true God, might be glorified in the world! If we
grasp what this means, then we shall understand how
poisonous are any teachings which detract from the life.


