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Today's Gospel reading is dense. And it can be a challenge to understand. But when we read it 
carefully, we will see that it's a fervent prayer. It's a prayer that Jesus made on behalf of his 
beloved disciples - and that I believe he also makes on our behalf.  
 
When we encounter a biblical reading that feels dense and hard to understand, we have two 
tools at our disposal. The first is to work to understand the biblical context. The second is to 
define some key words. 
 
So, what is the setting for this passage? Oddly enough, for the Easter season, we are back at the 
Last Supper - and at the very end of the Last Supper, at that.  In fact, moments after Jesus says 
these words, he leaves where they are gathered and goes to a garden in the Kidron Valley. 
There, Judas betrays him by showing up with soldiers.   
 
And what are we hearing in this passage? Scholars who study John's Gospel call John Chapter 
17 "The High Priestly Prayer." We are being given the privilege of listening in on Jesus' heartfelt 
prayer for those he called friends and from whom he will be taken in a matter of moments. 
Jesus is pleading for God to watch over and protect those whom he loves. 
 
So context: a heartfelt prayer, at the end of the last supper, very shortly before Jesus is 
betrayed and arrested. 
 
So now, some definitions.  
 
The word GLORIFIED appears just once in this little section, but it's one of the central themes of 
John's gospel. The Greek word for glory is doxa and in the non-Biblical Greek world, doxa means 
reputation. So, in the first section of this prayer that we hear today, Jesus is basically vouching 
for the disciples. He (Jesus) has entered into relationship with the people that God called to 
follow him. They've been good students and have learned what Jesus came to teach them. So 
Jesus asks God to protect them because they have, essentially, enhanced Jesus' reputation. In 
our 21st century context, I think that sounds kind of hinky. But think about how Jesus' 
reputation gets defined in John. He's described as the Light of the world, Love, and the Good 
Shepherd, among other things. With God's help and protection, the disciples will continue 
doing what they have already done: help others see and know Jesus as he is.  
 
A word that shows up in this passage multiple times is the word WORLD. And we get in trouble 
when we read it without understanding it's Gospel context, because we think we know what 
"world" means. To us, the world is the planet. And there are a sizable number of Christians who 
think that what Jesus is really saying here is that they don't have to care about the planet and 
creation because "they do not belong to this world." But in Biblical terms, the word world 
means something else entirely. The Greek word kosmos  doesn't mean the earth itself, but 
much more often means an ordered system or the system of power that controls the world, like 
the empire or the government.  
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So what's happening in this part of the prayer, is that Jesus is asking God to protect his 
followers because they refuse to be part of this system of oppressive power. In fact, they are 
actively resisting oppressive power. And, as we know, oppressive power doesn't respond well 
to resistance. When Jesus says, "They do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the 
world," what he's really saying is that he and they refuse to be part of the Roman system of 
political oppression.  
 
The final word I want to talk about is sanctify. SANCTIFY. The Greek word, hagiazó, means to 
make holy or consecrate. But what's interesting is that its root is in the word separate or set 
apart. So a thing (or a person) is holy not in and of itself, but because it's been set aside or set 
apart for a specific or special purpose. So, at the end of this passage, when Jesus asks God to 
sanctify his followers in truth - he's really asking God to set them apart because of their capacity 
for speaking truth - truth about God, truth about the corrupt kosmos, truth about Jesus. 
 
So far, all I've talked about is what this prayer would have meant for those first followers of 
Jesus. What does it mean for us? I truly believe that whenever Jesus prays for his disciples - he's 
also praying for all the generations of followers that come after them. This prayer isn't just for 
the eleven dudes around the table. Jesus prays this prayer for all of us who claim the name 
Christian for ourselves. It expresses Jesus' hopes and prayers for US, not just his first followers. 
 
Jesus prays that WE will glorify him and glorify God. In other words, just as the disciples' actions 
enhanced Jesus' reputation - we are called to do the same. How we act, the way we treat other 
people, will point to God and point to Jesus. I grew up in the 70s singing "They'll know we are 
Christians by our love, by our love, yes they'll know we are Christians by our love." It's this - and 
even more. They'll know God is love by our love by our love, yes they'll know God is love by our 
love. How we act reveals who Jesus is and who God is. 
 
When it comes to the world (not the planet) we take our cues from Jesus. If the kosmos is 
corrupt, we are called to stand against it. The values we follow are the values of Jesus - it's the 
love we talked about last week. And we can do that because we are sanctified - not fancy or 
extra or "holier-than-thou" but set apart so that we can see clearly what aligns with God's 
values and what does not. And then we are called to speak truth to those things that don't 
align.  
 
And if all this seems hard or challenging or darn near impossible, let's return to the context 
here. Jesus is praying for us. Jesus asks God to protect us. Jesus calls us to this mission of 
glorifying God, standing against the kosmos, and being sanctified to accomplish it. That doesn't 
make it simple, but it does make it possible.  
 
AMEN. 


