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Jesus’ Farewell Prayer 

Jesus’ prayer is the final scene of his farewell meal with his disciples.  The traditional title given 

to this section is Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer.  By concluding Jesus’ farewell with this type of 

prayer John is following the conventions of this genre.  For example in the Bible we have Moses’ 

farewell speech in Deuteronomy 31:30-32:47 that includes a hymn of praise to God and Moses’ 

blessing of the Israelites.   

 

The prayer in John 17 might follow the traditional format but it is not the prayer of a dying man.  

As we noted in the previous chapters his farewell encompasses his death, resurrection, and 

ascension (and not just his death).  The prayer in this chapter is therefore not a death-bed prayer 

but the prayer of One on the verge of laying down his life and thus completing the work of God.   

 

John has also crafted and positioned this prayer to stand as the theological climax of the Fourth 

Gospel.  Jesus’ prayer stands between his words to his disciples and the beginning of the passion 

story.  It stands at a pivotal turn in the events of the hour and needs to be read in the context of 

Jesus’ last announcement in 16:33 – I have conquered the world.  Jesus prays in the confidence 

of his victory over death.  In this prayer we are given a glimpse of the intimacy that marks the 

union of God and Jesus as Jesus stops addressing his disciples directly and directs all of his 

attention to God.   

 

John 17:1-8 

In the opening section of Jesus’ prayer he prays for himself and his work.  As he prays he looks 

up to heaven which is a formal posture of prayer.  No longer does Jesus include those around 

him but centers on God alone.  We (along with the disciples) are placed on the outside (over-

hearing his prayer).  The prayer of Jesus at Gethsemane on the eve of his death (Mark 14:32-42) 

is in sharp contrast to this prayer.  In John, Jesus does not experience any agony at his hour 

because he recognizes the hour as the ultimate purpose of his work and completion of his 

revelation of God.   

 

In Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension the glory of God is made visible.  Eternal life is the 

primary gift that Jesus brings to those who believe in him.  In the last half of the Gospel the 

language of love will replace the language of eternal life as the primary imagery to speak about 

the life of the believing community.  Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension reveal the extent 

and nature of the love that shapes his relationship with God and his disciples.  It also reveals the 

character and identity of God.  Jesus summarizes his entire ministry in his statement – I made 

known your name.  In Greek the word for name stands for the character and identity of God.   

 

Questions 

What is your posture for prayer? 

How do we make God known to others? 

How do we glorify God? 



John 17:9-26 

Verse 9 starts the central section of Jesus’ prayer in which he turns from his own glorification to 

intercessions for the future life of his followers.  The intercessions found in this section are 

interrelated and depict the full life of the faith community after Jesus’ hour. 

 

In vs. 9-11 Jesus prayers for those whom God gave to him but does not include the world.  Once 

more we need to remember that the term world is not equivalent to earth or creation.  It stands 

for the enmity that people have against God.  Since the world does not know God the Jesus’ 

prayer for the world is precluded by definition.  It is not until later that we will hear in the prayer 

that Jesus does have a sense of mission to the world and hope that the world will come to know 

the love of God.  But for now his prayers are only for the work of the community in the world 

and not for the world itself.  The identity of Jesus is made visible in the community when they 

love one another as he has loved them.  As a result of his hour Jesus leaves the world to go to the 

Father while his disciples remain in the world.  Jesus’ absence from the world and return to God 

are defining realities for the disciples.   

 

Prayers for those who are in the world proclaiming Christ  

 

In vs. 11-16 Jesus requests that God protect the disciples in his name.  The purpose of this 

request is to ensure the unity of the faith community, which mirrors the unity of God and Jesus.  

In this section we are provided with two rationales for Jesus’ intercession.  First, Jesus was 

responsible for the safeguarding of the community during his ministry, so his departure 

necessitates that his work now be entrusted to God.  Jesus presents himself as the good shepherd 

under whose care none of the flock is to be lost or destroyed.   

 

In 12b Judas’ betrayal does not void Jesus’ promise of protection and care.  He is described as 

the one destined to be lost.  For John the reference to the betrayal is a fulfillment of Scripture and 

belongs to God’s plan.   

 

The second rationale for Jesus’ intercession is the community’s relationship to the world.  

Neither Jesus nor the disciples belong to this world and as a result they incur the world’s hatred.  

We talked last week about Jesus’ prediction of persecution and martyrdom.  It also point to the 

threat the world and its hatred of the faith community poses to the unity of the community.  It is 

for the preservation of this unity (in the face of the power of evil) that Jesus seeks the help of 

God.  The community needs this protection because it is to live out its identity and vocation in 

the world.   

 

Questions 

As faith communities what factors have destroyed our unity? 

What efforts do you see to become one? 

Jesus did not want his followers to be taken out of the world – 

What does that imply for our overall mission? 

 

 

      

      



      In vs. 17-19 we hear Jesus’ second  

      intercession.  It gives more specific shape to  

      the vocation of the community in the world.    

 

      Now Jesus is asking God to do for the  

      disciples what God has already done for him 

      (set him apart for the work of God in the  

      world).  The truth of God is revealed in the  

      life and ministry of Jesus.  In John, Jesus  

      refers to himself as the one whom God sent 

      into the world and now he gives the faith   

      community a share in that mission.   

 

Through their sanctification (and sending) the disciples continue Jesus’ work in the world.   

 

In John, Jesus’ death is not an isolated event nor is it portrayed as the sacrifice of a victim.  Jesus 

looks back to what he has already done and forward to what he is about to do.  His entire mission 

and his completion of the work of God in his life, death, resurrection, and ascension enables the 

sanctification of the faith community.   

 

Questions  

We are all sent into the world. 

What truth do we proclaim?  Refer to Romans 10:14-15 

How did you come to know Jesus Christ? 

 

In vs. 17-19 Jesus prayed for those who took his work into the world.  In vs. 20-23 Jesus prays 

for those who come to believe through that work.  The contrast between these and those who 

believe in me on account of their word is not between the first generations of believers, but 

between those in any generation who already believe and those who do not believe but may 

come to believe on account of the witness of the faith community.   

 

Now Jesus turns his attention to the world (more in the sense that we understand the word) and 

expresses his desire that the world will come to share in the knowledge of God that marks the life 

of the faith community.  Now the world is not portrayed as actively hating the community but as 

receiving the witness of the community.  Jesus prays that those who come to believe in him will 

share in the same communal identity as those who brought them to faith.   

 

For the community to be one means that they mirror the mutuality and reciprocity of the Father / 

Son relationship.  Jesus’ words about the oneness of the community in this prayer never stands 

apart from his affirmation of the unity of the Father and Son.  The oneness saying thus present a 

vision for the theological grounding of the identity of the community that is theirs by virtue of 

the relationship of God and Jesus.  There is no one for the community without the we of the 

Father and Son. 

 

 

 



The purpose of this oneness is to offer a witness to the world about the revelation of God in 

Jesus.  Jesus prays that through the unity of the community the world will come to believe what 

the community already believes (that Jesus is the one whom God has sent).  The community’s 

oneness will complete the work of God in the same way that Jesus’ life and death did.  The 

community will be able to undertake this work because of the glory Jesus has given them.  The 

oneness of the community also bears witness to the love of God.  It makes visible and tangible 

his love.   

 

At the conclusion of the prayer the vision in vs. 24 is of the radical indwelling of God, Jesus, and 

believers that will be the sign of God’s new age.  It points to a hoped-for future that transcends 

and transforms human and divine community.  It is a communal vision and not a private and 

individualistic vision.  Jesus is positioned between God and the world because he knows the 

Father and has been sent by him into the world.  As we have already learned the death and 

departure of Jesus does not end his presence and work within the faith community.  Jesus’ work 

continues in the work of the Paraclete where Jesus is present in the indwelling of God.  And it is 

the community that lives out the love of Christ.   

 

In vs. 24 Jesus’ last words in the prayer leave no doubt about the defining role of love in the 

relationship.  Love moves to the heart of the character and identity of God.  The love of God for 

Jesus, the love of the Father for the Son, will continue in the life of the faith community and 

through this love Jesus will also be present to the community.  The community will be the locus 

of the love of God in the world.  Jesus’ ultimate enactment of that love is in his gift of his life.  

 

Questions  

We share the love of Christ with the greatest number of people (Redeemer mission statement). 

What are the visible signs of his love in our respective churches? 

How do we become the answer to Jesus’ prayer? 

 

In John 17  

1) Jesus speaks to God on behalf of the faith community,  

2) we overhear the intimacy of Jesus’ relationship with God,  

3) and we are invited to contemplate the eschatological possibility of life with God.   
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