Sunday, February 24, 2008
Where do we begin to know God?
John 17:1-8
8 For I gave them the words You gave Me and they accepted them. They knew with certainty that I came from You, and they believed that You sent Me.
John 17:8 NIV
-----------
This morning we are moving from our recent study of Hebrews 11 to a study in the Gospel of John. I originally selected the passages in Hebrews 11 to encourage us to live lives of faith, bold and courageous faith, in the context of a culture that seems increasingly resistant to Biblical truth.
As I spent time in the larger context of our text for today, from John 17, I found that the observations from Hebrews 11 had an incredibly familiar ring to them.

Hebrews was written some 30-35 years after Christ’s death, resurrection and ascension. Persecution of Christians had become far too common during this time and the Hebrews writer was likely wanting to encourage the believers to remain faithful to Christ.
The Hebrews’ writer is addressing believers who had contended for the faith with the perseverance and hope of a well-seasoned athlete. The author understood that wars are won by endurance, by persistence, by never giving up, by keeping a steady eye on the goal at all times. So, Hebrews is written to encourage such perseverance.

It’s possible that the writer of Hebrews was fearful that these believers might slack off in the face of defeat. With public opinion increasingly hostile towards them, with persecutions mounting, these Jewish Christians could have been contemplating the temptation to throw in the towel and just go with the flow of the culture. 

Though I didn’t see the connection at the time of selecting John 17 for our text these next 3 weeks, I couldn’t help but take note of some common themes. So, don’t be surprised if you find some of the observations about Hebrews 11 ringing true in John 16 & 17.
For example. Last week I stated that: Defeat can sharpen our focus for a far greater purpose in life. Set backs do not have to be permanent. They can serve as reality therapy to get us back on the right track.
The setting of John 17 finds the disciples of Christ just moments away from experiencing a temporary set back. Thankfully, the set back that the disciples will experience in their walk with Christ between the crucifixion and resurrection will not be permanent. Their set back will, however, serve notice to them and to us that we need the power of the Holy Spirit to walk faithfully with Christ through all circumstances.
The writer of Hebrews, therefore, gave us chapter 11 to encourage us to push through with the help of the Holy Spirit when we are entertaining thoughts of retreat, of shrinking back, or even of quitting. 

He spoke much of perseverance. This perseverance is an expression of our confidence in God. Through perseverance we both test and prove that God’s word is trustworthy. We can put our lives on the line for Christ. Such perseverance is evidence that we have God-given faith, just like the men and women of the Old Testament.

So, we actually have a fairly smooth transition from Hebrews 11 to John 16 & 17. Both contexts bear a great deal of similarity, particularly for encouraging perseverance through persecution.
Again, the context into which we enter when we turn to John 16 & 17 is the day before Christ is crucified. In John 13 He had gathered with His disciples in the Upper Room to share the Passover meal with them and to give them final words of encouragement, particularly about the coming of the Holy Spirit to be His replacement. At the end of John 14 it is presumed that Jesus takes His disciples for a walk and tells them the content of John 15 & 16, lessons about the vine and the branches and more instruction about the Holy Spirit. Just prior to entering the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus, still in the presence of His disciples, prays an extensive prayer for His mission, for His present disciples and for His future disciples.
It is this all encompassing prayer that we are going to be focusing on for the next three weeks as preparation for our Easter celebration.

Again, the context of John 17 is the day before Christ’s crucifixion during the final week of His earthly ministry. That final week started on Palm Sunday with Christ’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem, riding on that unbroken donkey with the ceremony of a conquering king. But, the crowd that had waved palm branches and sang “Hosannas” to praise Him, five days later jeered Him as a criminal and cried, “Crucify Him!”
Jesus knew this change in disposition would take place and prepared His disciples for these events. But the disciples were having a great deal of struggle to understand what it all meant that Jesus would go away from them.
John chapter 16 opens with Jesus expressing His desire that His disciples would not go astray, would not fall away, would not scandalize their relationship with Him.
John 16:1-5 (NIV)

1 “All this I have told you so that you will not go astray. 2 They will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, a time is coming when anyone who kills you will think he is offering a service to God. 3 They will do such things because they have not known the Father or Me. 4 I have told you this, so that when the time comes you will remember that I warned you. I did not tell you this at first because I was with you. 5 “Now I am going to Him who sent Me, yet none of you asks Me, ‘Where are you going?’ 
“Disciples, just in case you may be thinking that following Me will be like walking on easy street, I want to make sure you are not disillusioned when difficult times come.” Thus the purpose of the warning. But, even with the words and the warning, it is doubtful that the disciples are hearing much of what Jesus was saying. They are likely stuck in shock that their Master is about to leave them.
6 Because I have said these things, you are filled with grief. 7 But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you. 
The disciples simply cannot imagine how anyone or anything can replace their Master.
12 “I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear. 
Then Jesus repeats a theme of His that He has increasingly been bringing to their attention. He is going away.
16 “In a little while you will see Me no more, and then after a little while you will see Me.”
This information was, again, troublesome for the disciples, yet they were afraid to ask Jesus directly what it all meant.
17 Some of His disciples said to one another, “What does He mean by saying, ‘In a little while you will see Me no more, and then after a little while you will see Me,’ and ‘Because I am going to the Father’?” 18 They kept asking, “What does He mean by ‘a little while’? We don’t understand what He is saying.” 

19 Jesus saw that they wanted to ask Him about this, so He said to them, “Are you asking one another what I meant when I said, ‘In a little while you will see Me no more, and then after a little while you will see Me’? 20 I tell you the truth, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy. 

It seems clear that Jesus is here referring to His death and resurrection. His disciples would grieve greatly at His death. But, with the dawning of Easter Sunday, their grief would be turned to joy and rejoicing. They will experience the equivalent of a new birth.
21 A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world. 22 So with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy. 

It almost seems like Jesus is downplaying the imminent actions of the disciples to leave Him. He knows fully that they will abandon Him, but it doesn’t seem to be more than a blip on the scale. Once they make it to the resurrection, the ascension and particularly Pentecost, the disciples will be back on track.
Skipping to verse 28, Jesus summarizes His history on earth:
28 I came from the Father and entered the world; now I am leaving the world and going back to the Father.” 

29 Then Jesus’ disciples said, “Now You are speaking clearly and without figures of speech. 30 Now we can see that You know all things and that You do not even need to have anyone ask You questions. This makes us believe that You came from God.”

Now, the next comment of Jesus could be a question, rather than a declaration. If the time frame from which Jesus is speaking includes His death, resurrection, ascension and Pentecost, then I affirm the statement as a declaration. If the time frame is that moment and just after the crucifixion, I support the question mark. The context seems to me to be a more immediate time frame, particularly when Jesus declares to them that they will leave Him all alone.
31 “You believe at last! (Do you now believe?)” Jesus answered. 32 “But a time is coming, and has come, when you will be scattered, each to his own home. You will leave Me all alone. Yet I am not alone, for My Father is with Me. 33 “I have told you these things, so that in Me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”
It is no secret to Jesus that His friends will abandon Him. These friends, who were all consumed and in a stew about Jesus abandoning them, were shocked that they would be the ones who desert Jesus. It’s really the “great reversal” of John 16. But, with amazing grace, Jesus speaks peace to their souls and encourages them that He has overcome the world and all its troubles.
In the larger picture, Jesus also knows that His disciples will be empowered by the Holy Spirit and will serve Him faithfully ‘till their dying breath.

So this is the context in which our Lord Jesus will go to prayer. The time has come for His departure from earth, first through the tragedy of His sacrificial death on the cross and then, joyfully, through His resurrection and ascension into heaven. 
So, enough dialog with His disciples. It’s time now to talk with the Father. It’s time. The time has come.
John 17:1-8 (NIV)

1 After Jesus said this, He looked toward heaven and prayed: 
“Father, the time has come. Glorify Your Son, that Your Son may glorify You. 2 For You granted Him authority over all people that He might give eternal life to all those You have given Him. 3 Now this is eternal life: that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom You have sent. 4 I have brought You glory on earth by completing the work You gave Me to do. 5 And now, Father, glorify Me in Your presence with the glory I had with You before the world began. 

6 “I have revealed You to those whom You gave Me out of the world. They were Yours; You gave them to Me and they have obeyed Your word. 7 Now they know that everything You have given Me comes from You. 8 For I gave them the words You gave Me and they accepted them. They knew with certainty that I came from You, and they believed that You sent Me. 
Gerald Borchert in his commentary on the Gospel of John sees chapter 17 as the completion of what Jesus started in chapter 13 with serving His disciples by washing their feet. Borchert suggests that in chapter 13 Jesus modeled for His disciples that Christian discipleship happens in the context of love and servanthood. That’s why He washed their feet.

Now, in chapter 17, Jesus is modeling for the disciples that the Christian community’s mission and well-being is accomplished through God-center, Christ-focused prayer. 
 

He suggests that chapter 13 is part 1 and chapter 17 is part 2, thus bringing love and prayer together as critical components of Christian discipleship. When we back up to chapter 13 in the near future, we will have an even better basis to see the complementary nature of these two components of Christian discipleship.
As John 17 opens, it’s accountability time for Jesus and He knew it. Thus, He opens His conversation with the Father with the words, “the time (or hour) has come.” It’s time for Jesus to give an accounting. He could hear His Father asking, “Jesus, did You do what You were sent to do?”
Let’s not miss the relational aspect of our Lord’s prayer. He is having a conversation with His most intimate of friends. Relationally, they have positioned themselves as a father/son team, though they are nonetheless both fully God. They are one. They are a triunity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit comprising the Godhead. Though they are one, they converse with each other.
Jesus, God the Son, made His greatest sacrifice by attaching Himself to humanity, taking on human flesh and thus making Himself to be an effective mediator between sinful humanity and the righteous and holy Father. In coming to earth, He emptied Himself of His prerogatives as God. In returning to heaven, He is looking forward to receiving back the glory He previously had.
4 I have brought You glory on earth by completing the work You gave Me to do. 5 And now, Father, glorify Me in Your presence with the glory I had with You before the world began. 

Finality, completion, is in the air when we read these 8 verses. There will be no extension to His stay. The final moments have arrived and His mission to a hostile world is about to be completed.
Clearly, this section, consisting of verses 1-8, is about the mission assignment Jesus had been given.
So, what was His mission assignment? What was Jesus sent to do? 
1. He was to give eternal life to His disciples. 
2 For You granted Him authority over all people that He might give eternal life to all those You have given Him.
Jesus clarifies what eternal life means in verse 3: 3 Now this is eternal life: that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom You have sent.
Eternal life is not simply living forever. It is being in an intimate relationship with Jesus Christ. That is eternal life. Jesus gives us eternal life by our being united with Him. It’s not like handing us the key to a condo on the beach where we go to hang out for a really long time – unless we go there with Jesus.
So, the first part of the assignment Jesus speaks of in His prayer was using His authority to build intimate relationships with His disciples, thus imparting to them eternal life.

What else was He sent to do? 

2. He was to bring the Father glory by completing His assignment. 
4 I have brought You glory on earth by completing the work You gave Me to do. 

It would not be possible for Jesus to bring glory to the Father without Himself being glorified. It’s a bit like the basketball team and the coach. When the team is honored, the coach is honored, and vise versa. Exalt one and the other is exalted.
The focus of Jesus’ ministry was to bring glory and honor to the Father. This sets for us a model to do the same. We live to bring honor and glory to Jesus Christ. That is what will bring our greatest fulfillment in life.

What Jesus has accomplished through His mission to the world is that anyone who would believe in Him, place his trust in Him completely, would enter into a new and dynamic life with Him for eternity.
And prophetically, Jesus could state in His prayer that He had completed His assignment even prior to going to the cross. Nothing was going to keep Him from fulfilling His mission. He brought glory to the Father by completing His assignment.
One more time, what was Jesus sent to do? 

3. He was to reveal the Father to His disciples. (That there is but one true God.)
6 “I have revealed You to those whom You gave Me out of the world. They were Yours; You gave them to Me and they have obeyed Your word. 7 Now they know that everything You have given Me comes from You. 8 For I gave them the words You gave Me and they accepted them. They knew with certainty that I came from You, and they believed that You sent Me. 
God gave the disciples to Jesus so that Jesus could train them to carry on the mission of Jesus to the world after He returned to the Father in heaven. Certainly, the completion of the task involved the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Jesus could see that happening. He told His disciples that they would be given the Holy Spirit. And, again, prophetically, Jesus proclaims in prayer as complete what will take place.
What was Jesus sent to do? 

1. He was to give eternal life to His disciples. 

2. He was to bring the Father glory by completing His assignment. 

3. He was to reveal the Father to His disciples. (That there is but one true God.)

Quickly, let’s look at how Jesus accomplished His assignment
How did Jesus accomplish His assignment? 
1. By using His authority to reveal Himself and the Father to His disciples. 
2 For You granted Him authority over all people that He might give eternal life to all those You have given Him. 3 Now this is eternal life: that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom You have sent.
6 “I have revealed You to those whom You gave Me out of the world.
If His assignment was to reveal the Father to His disciples, His means was using the authority He had been given to make it possible for the disciples to know the Father. Jesus did not abuse His authority, but used it wisely to open the eyes of His disciples to reveal the Father to them. He did it by explaining parables. He did it by doing miracles. He did it by living among them as a servant. That’s how He used His authority to reveal the Father to His disciples.
Again, how did Jesus accomplish His assignment? 

2. By communicating the reciprocal and inseparable relationship He has with the Father. 
1 Father, the time has come. Glorify Your Son, that Your Son may glorify You.
4 I have brought You glory on earth by completing the work You gave Me to do. 5 And now, Father, glorify Me in Your presence with the glory I had with You before the world began.
Throughout Christ’s ministry, He is making it known that He has come from the Father and that He does nothing without permission from the Father. Key to what these disciples would believe was that the Father and Son are inseparable.
Whenever there is “God talk” without Jesus being mentioned, I become suspicious about just what god is being referenced. Jesus made it clear to His disciples that He and His Father are inseparable.

And finally, how did Jesus accomplish His assignment? 

3. By giving His disciples the words His Father had given Him.
8 For I gave them the words You gave Me and they accepted them. They knew with certainty that I came from You, and they believed that You sent Me. 
Words and teaching were the vehicles Jesus used accomplish His assignment. There were other ways He communicated, but here He tells us that He used words. And the words He used were words He received from His Father. As He gave those words to His disciples it convinced them of the inseparable relationship He had with the Father.
Belief that Jesus was on a mission sent by God is foundational belief in understanding Jesus. Basically, Jesus cannot be understood apart from His obedience to the Father.
Thus, anyone who wishes to know God will only come to know Him through the Son. And the way we come to know the Son is through the words He speaks.

Thus, this first part of Christ’s prayer in John 17 unveils for us God’s strategy for getting the gospel message out to the world. He starts with a small group, namely Christ’s disciples. He gives those disciples to Christ so Christ can pour His life and words into them. Then He gives these disciples the Holy Spirit so that the Spirit of Christ will continue with them as Christ keeps His mission to the world going.
And now, over 2000 years later, Christ’s mission is still being accomplished – and He’s doing it through us.
Jesus Christ, sent on a mission, was obedient to fulfill His mission. And, His mission continues through His disciples. Jesus remains the Master. The Holy Spirit continues to be the Helper. We are now the disciples who carry on the mission of connecting people to Jesus Christ that they may know Him, know the Father and experience eternal life.

Christianity is all about coming into an eternal and intimate relationship with Jesus Christ on His terms. Those terms include understanding the intimate bond between God the Father and God the Son, that sin is so absolutely devastating that it took the sinless Jesus to be offered as the sacrifice for our sins, and that only by placing ourselves in Jesus will we be restored in our relationship with God the Father.
Let’s give thanks to Christ for His obedience to His mission.
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