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Focusing on What Matters Most 

John 17 

 

 What a marvelous, awesome prayer! 

 It’s been called Jesus’ high priestly prayer, or His prayer of consecration before His death. 

He prayed it in the presence of eleven of His disciples the night before He died—Judas had 

already left to carry out his betrayal of Jesus. And as He offered this prayer, Jesus prayed more 

earnestly and more intensely than a mother praying for her child in dire need. 

 Now this isn’t Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane that we read about in the other 

Gospel accounts. This is a confident prayer of consecration, as Jesus talks with the Father about 

fulfilling His mission and makes His last requests on that side of the cross for His followers, all 

in His disciples’ hearing. 

 Jesus’ prayer falls into four broad parts, though the lines sometimes seem blurred . . . 

• In verses 1-5, He prays for Himself. 

• In verses 6-19, He prays for His disciples. 

• In verses 20-24, He prays for future believers. 

• And in verses 25-26, He concludes His prayer. 

 

As Jesus faced His death, He kept His focus on the Father’s purpose, praying for His 

followers’ protection, unity, and destiny. Because He was focused on the Father’s purpose and 

the mission the Father had sent Him to accomplish, Jesus was calm in the face of the incredible 

suffering He was about to endure. The physical suffering He would experience on the cross 

would be horrific. The emotional, spiritual, and psychological suffering of bearing the sins of the 

whole world would be beyond imagination.  

When you think about what Jesus was facing, you might expect that His prayer would be 

about what He was going to go through, asking for deliverance from it or for help going through 

it. Yet in this prayer, there was no mention of any of that. Now the other Gospel writers tell us 

He did deal with that in His prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane. And there He yielded it all to 

the Father’s will and purpose. But in this prayer, His focus in the face of this crisis was on the 

Father’s purpose, His own mission, and the future of His followers. 

You see, He knew that what He was facing would be devastating to them. For three years 

they’d been with Him nearly all the time. They had listened to His teaching. They had witnessed 

His signs, the miracles He performed. They had experienced His love. And they had often been 

puzzled by His words and deeds. 

But they were convinced that He was the Messiah they were expecting. For Him to be 
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unjustly convicted and executed on the cross like a common criminal would disappoint, disturb, 

dishearten, and disillusion them. 

So He prayed for them, and then prayed for all those who would believe in Him “through their 

word” (17:20)1 —in other words, us. 

 It’s really kind of hard to fathom that even though Jesus prayed for Himself in this prayer, the 

vast majority of what He prayed was for His followers—the eleven and the church—rather than 

Himself. But it was! 

 Look at how He prayed. 

 

About His Father’s purpose . . . 

 Just as He had declared to His disciples in 12:23, Jesus confessed to the Father that the hour 

had come for the Son to be glorified. He asked the Father, “Father, the hour has come; glorify your 

Son that the Son may glorify you” (17:1). The basis of His request was that the Father had “given 

him authority over all flesh, to give eternal life to all [the Father had] given him” (17:2). He affirmed 

that this eternal life was a matter of knowing the only true God and Jesus Christ, whom He had 

sent (17:3). Jesus reported to the Father that He had “accomplished the work” the Father had given 

Him to do, and by doing that He had glorified the Father on earth (17:4). So now Jesus asked the 

Father to glorify Him with the glory He had with the Father “before the world existed” (17:5). 

 

For His disciples . . . 

 Then He began to pray for His disciples (not just the Eleven, but all His followers), first in 

terms of how He had accomplished what the Father sent Him to do as He showed them the 

Father’s name and His word. They had received that revelation and had come to know and trust 

in the fact that the Father had indeed sent the Son. 

 Then He asked the Father to grant several things for His followers. 

First, He prayed for the Father to protect them in the world (17:6-19). 

When a citizen of one country visits a hostile foreign country, the citizen’s protection is not 

always guaranteed. His home government may do all it can, and issue travel warnings and 

advice. But sometimes the worst happens. 

The New Testament (e.g., in 1 Peter) often describes Christians as strangers or aliens or 

exiles in the world—in other words, we are non-citizens living in a strange land. We live in a 

world that’s hostile to Jesus, to His gospel, and to His way. If you don’t believe that, just look 

around at what’s going on in segments of our society today! 

But God protects us as we trust in Him. He may not keep us from hostility or harm, but He 

does keep us in the midst of it, being present with us and seeing us through it, as He did and does 

with those who were or are persecuted or even martyred for Christ. 

That’s what Jesus prayed for that night—protection for His people.  

He asked the Father to protect us from division, so that we may be one, even as He and the 

Father are one (17:11).  

He also prayed that the Father would protect us from the evil one, from Satan (17:15). He 

didn’t ask for His followers to be taken out of the world, but that He would enable us to be 

faithful in the world as the Father keeps us from the evil one. 

And Jesus prayed that the Father would consecrate His followers in the truth of God’s word 

(17:17-19). In other words, Jesus desired that through this truth His followers would be set apart 

by God for His purposes. 

Now Jesus was focusing primarily on His remaining eleven disciples. But in reality, His 
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prayer for protection is also for us as well—for all those whom the Father has given to Him. 

The second thing Jesus prayed for His followers is that we would share the unity that He has 

with the Father (17:20-23). 

This was part of His prayer for protection, but in verses 20-23, He emphasizes it for the 

whole church. In fact, it’s a continual emphasis throughout the prayer. 

And yet we Christians so often seem so divided! This division is directly contrary to Jesus’ 

will—to what He prayed for, what was on His mind the night before He was to die on the cross! 

Now He’s not talking about organizational unity, but organic unity. Organic unity is based 

on our common faith, fellowship, and mission in Jesus Christ! All true believers are one in Him, 

whether we recognize it or not! The reality is there, but we must practice it! 

I remember seeing a cartoon once—I can’t remember where—that pictured King Arthur’s 

Roundtable cut into slices like a pie, and the slices turned outward with the knights’ backs turned 

to each other! Unfortunately, it seems like it’s often that way with the Lord’s church!  

Listen to me carefully here—division among Christians is contrary to what Jesus willed for 

us! It is in direct contradiction to what He prayed for that night before His death! And when we 

are the source or the cause of that division, we are treading on dangerous ground! 

This unity that Jesus prayed for is grounded in the unity of the Father and Son—Their 

relationship as They abide in union with each other. This unity is for the purpose of mission—“so 

that the world may believe that you have sent me,” Jesus said (17:21). 

Don’t underestimate the importance of unity for mission! How can we as Christ’s church 

embody His presence to the world if we’re divided? How can we engage the world around us 

with His presence and the power of His gospel without being united in His mission? How can we 

bear a winsome witness about Jesus when we have unresolved conflicts? How many times have 

unbelievers responded when someone witnessed to them: “If that’s what it means to be a 

Christian, I don’t want any part of it!” 

Division and disunity have been a problem from the beginning, even among the apostles. 

And ultimately, its source always turns out to be self-will, self-centeredness, and self-interest. 

Somebody wants to be more important, have power, or advance their own personal agenda. 

Now we have to realize that Jesus wills unity, not necessarily uniformity! Unity incorporates 

individuality (not individualism), but uniformity stifles it. God created us all different for a 

purpose! 

It’s like a choir or a congregation singing. Sometimes everyone sings in unison, sometimes in 

harmony. Both unison and harmony are appropriate at different times. In the church, sometimes 

there must be unison (such as on the foundational truths of our faith). But most often harmony 

expresses the message in a fuller and more beautiful way—different notes, yet the same song! 

But there are limits even with harmony, since not all notes blend. In the church, if we’re not 

singing according to the Master’s music, singing notes that blend in harmony, then there’s 

discord! 

Both unison and harmony can equal unity, and what Jesus wills for us is a unity that’s 

grounded in His relationship with the Father! 

The third thing Jesus prayed for us is that we will one day see His glory and share in it 

(17:22-24). 

Jesus prayed that those whom the Father had given Him would one day be with Him and 

share His glory. That’s the Christian hope—to be with Christ in eternity, seeing and sharing His 

glory as we’re made like Him, brought to fullness in the resurrection (1 John 3:1-3)! 

When Jesus was transfigured on the mountain, Peter, James, and John saw His glory. After 
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His resurrection, He ascended into heaven, exalted at the Father’s right hand, resuming the glory 

He had laid aside when He took on flesh! And He wants us to see and share in His glory! 

These are the things Jesus prayed for us as His followers the night before He died. Forty days 

after His resurrection, He ascended into heaven where He sits at the Father’s right hand and 

continues to intercede for us—no doubt continuing to pray for these same things (Romans 8:34; 

Hebrews 7:25). 

 

A model for us in the time of COVID-19 

Jesus’ prayer and approach to His own unfathomable crisis gives us a model for what we 

should be doing during this COVID-19 crisis. Just as He did, we should focus on what matters 

most—what God is doing in the midst of the crisis. Jesus knew what He was facing, but His focus 

was on the mission the Father had given Him and on His follower’s protection, unity, and 

destiny. Our focus must also be on God’s purpose, Christ’s mission, and loving and caring for 

one another during these difficult days. 

So pray for God to work His redemptive purpose through this awful time. Pray for those who 

have the virus and their families and for the protection of those who don’t, the world over. Pray 

for those who grieve because a loved one has died. Pray that the virus’ spread will come to a 

halt. Pray for us as a church family, that the Holy Spirit will keep us close and strong while 

we’re apart and bring us back together soon, and that He will empower us to be faithful to be on 

mission with Christ in whatever ways we can during this crisis and beyond. 

And finally, remember this. The same Jesus who prayed for us that night now sits at the 

Father’s right hand in glory as the resurrected, exalted Lord. And even now, He is praying for us 

in this crisis, interceding for us in heaven! 

Thanks be to God! Amen. 
 MEG 

 
1 Scripture quotations are from the Holy Bible, English Standard Version®. 


