Sunday 27 July 2014 : John 17 : 6-19   
If ever you’re tempted to doubt the value of prayer, let the example of Jesus encourage you. Jesus prayed, often, because He needed to. And if He needed to, guess what? So do we! Be sure of it! In John 17 we find a prayer of Jesus. Last time we studied the first part, vs. 1-5, where we find Jesus praying for Himself. Today we look at the second phase, Jesus praying for His disciples, those who already believe. Next time, we’ll look at His prayer for those who will come to believe in future, starting through the ministry of the disciples as they receive and follow through the Great Commission.

The verses we read today, then, are for a group of 12 men, or 11 in view of what Jesus knew Judas was up to. Judas had the same chance as anyone else in that group to be part of something truly world-changing, but he blew it for a relatively small bribe. Which serves to illustrate what Jesus knew only too well, and what the disciples would all too soon discover, is that you can’t compel anyone to have faith. 

Faith, to be real, has to be a free choice, and from the Garden of Eden onwards, God has committed Himself to offer each and every human being the choice, the opportunity to trust and obey, but He never holds a gun to anyone’s head. Deuteronomy 30.19 : This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live, and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice and hold fast to him.

Choose life. Every single outreach undertaken by God’s people has this one aim, to offer people the opportunity to choose life, and to encourage them to choose life. Can I just make this point – at the time Jesus made this prayer, you and I were part of the group Jesus prays for later on, in vs. 20-26. Obviously. We weren’t even a twinkle in the eyes of our ancestors for hundreds and hundreds of years afterwards.

But as we read this lesson today, much water having flowed under many bridges and all that, we are now, at this moment, very much part of these verses, very much the subject of this part of Jesus’ prayer. We stand here and now, in direct succession to the original     group of disciples. As we’ve seen many times before, the same commission and the same anointing that was on Peter and John etc now rests upon us.

We are now God’s adverts. I’m sure we can all remember TV adverts from 40, 50 years ago. They’ve stuck in the mind, especially the ones that had a catchy musical jingle. 1001 cleans a big big carpet for less than half-a-crown. Talking of carpets … this is luxury you can afford, by Cyril Lord. Hot chocolate, drinking chocolate. The Milky Bar Kid is strong and tough, and the milky bars are on him. Classic advertising campaigns. 
But did you buy the product? No amount of cuddly Russian meerkats will make you switch your car insurance if you don’t want to do so. You might be ready and willing to be entertained by the advert, but not to be persuaded. If, at heart, you don’t want the product, no amount of advertising will make you buy it. Same with the gospel.
One of the crucial points that Jesus makes here is that, for all our best and most valiant efforts to lead a life of transparent loveliness, we will not persuade everyone whose path we cross to choose new life in Jesus, and some will be pretty blunt in telling us so.

All sorts of excuses will be found, some sounding very plausible, citing world hunger or child mortality as reasons for wanting nothing to do with God, or extolling the equal virtue of other beliefs and mindsets in a modern tolerant inclusive world. Others will at least be honest enough to admit they just don’t fancy making the change of lifestyle or, more importantly, change of character that would follow a decision for Jesus. 
So, if we don’t see the results we want to see, if we don’t see tangible evidence of the people round about us coming to faith, let’s not assume it’s down to the inadequacy of our Christian witness. Let’s not get discouraged and give up. Even Jesus, in His own personal flesh-and-blood earthly ministry, had far more people say no – sometimes not very politely – and turn against Him than say yes and follow Him. 

And I don’t think anyone could accuse Jesus of being a poor advert for God. In fact, as we see in Colossians 1, Jesus was the perfect image of the invisible God, and God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in Jesus. See Jesus, and you saw God. Hear Jesus, you heard God. Yet most people didn’t want to know. They were misguided enough to think then, just as so many people think today, that they could have some sort of God but not acknowledge Jesus. They were offered life and blessing on a plate by the Prince of Life, but turned up their noses at it and instead embraced death and the curse. Silly.

But here’s what Jesus is saying. Our job is to be the best we can be, as we receive new life in Christ, renew our minds daily by the Word of God, and pray each day : Your Kingdom come, Your Will be done in me, today. That’s what brings a smile to His face, as we do our bit. That’s our responsibility. The outcome of our Christian life, on the other hand, is His responsibility. We sow the seed, He takes care of the harvest, and as long as we don’t confuse those two things, we can live in peace, without stress.

Another huge encouragement is in v.10, where Jesus says to His Father : All I have is yours, and all you have is mine. This underlines the complete unity of the Father and the Son. There is no division between them, in any way. Every attribute and every ability of God the Father is seen in Jesus, who does and says only what He sees His Father do and hears His Father speak. OK, so what’s that got to do with us?

Just this. The Holy Spirit is the entire presence, personality and power of Jesus, and the Holy Spirit lives in each and every person who has said Yes to Jesus and chosen life. Therefore, everything Jesus could do, which of course is only what the Father does, by sheer logic and plain reading of the Bible, you and I can do. The same power that raised Jesus from the dead lives in you [Ephesians 1.21].
In a few minutes, we’ll present our weekly offering to the Lord, but how wonderful it would be if, today, that offering goes beyond a wee envelope with some money inside, if today we echo that prayer of Jesus : All I have is yours, and all you have is mine.  

The cross bears eloquent witness to the fact that Jesus gave His all for us, held nothing back from us. If we’re prepared to take a deep breath and make that step of faith to give all that we are, and all that we have, all our hopes and all our disappointments, all our strengths and all our weaknesses, to Him, you may be sure He will give everything He is and everything He has to us. And I’d much rather have His everything than mine!

The passage tells is that already Jesus has given us two very precious gifts for us to use, His Name, and His Word. Considering that His Word is what originally created and now sustains the entire created universe, it’s a powerful gift. We can indeed stand on every promise of His Word. Numbers 23.19 : God is not a man that he should lie, nor change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and then not fulfil?

Isaiah 55.11 : My word that goes forth from my mouth will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire, and achieve the purpose for which I sent it. 2 Cor 1.20 : No matter how many promises God has made, they are yes in Christ. Every blessing you can see in Scripture that God has promised His people, you can with total integrity say : I receive it, Father, in the Name of Jesus, who is the yes to your every promise.

You can’t separate the Word and the Name. Think of a cheque. Think of the Word is the amount payable. Think of the Name as the signature. The signature authorises the payment, the payment gives content and context to the signature. The two work in unbroken harmony. Unless you’re broke and writing dud cheques, that is! Well, I’ve got good news. The Kingdom of God isn’t broke, and every promise of the Word will be honoured in full by the authority of the Name. 

Take THAT to the bank next time you’ve got a health problem needing made better, next time you’ve got a relationship problem needing reconciling, next time you’ve got any sort of problem needing sorted. As a much-loved child of God, bought and paid for by the blood of Jesus, you can count on your Father to deal with it, in full, according to His Word, by the authority of the name of Jesus by whom you have been saved.

One last, quick, point. V.15 : Jesus prays for His disciples : My prayer is not that you take them out of the world, but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. This does not mean that we who follow Christ are in some way less than human, aliens from another galaxy. Of course we are both and in of the world, in that God placed us on planet earth! So what does this mean?
When in the New Testament you find reference to the world, it means the world’s way of thinking, that crazy mixed-up hotch-potch of ideas followed by world leaders, the media, etc. A new world religion of sanctified selfishness, and totalitarian tolerance, where the only belief that’s unacceptable is the belief that God’s Word is true, and the very concepts of right and wrong have become a matter of public opinion and private bankrolling. And we can all see, every day on the news, how well that’s working out!

But we know different. We know there’s something better. As the hymn puts it, we have a gospel to proclaim, and we proclaim it not just from the pulpit on a Sunday but by the commonsense, integrity and decency of our lives 7 days a week, as we seek to be the best we can be, following Jesus as His Spirit enables us. And some people just won’t get that. They won’t understand. But don’t let that bother you for a minute.
Just keep on keeping on the Jesus way. As Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 2.15-16 : We are to God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing. To one, we are the smell of death, to the other, the fragrance of life. Don’t let the reaction of others, or lack of it, discourage you from thinking and acting the way of the Word, rather than the way of the world. God will always honour and uphold your faith, your obedience, your faithfulness. And that’s all that matters.    

