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We went to see the new movie about Jesus, The Son of God, this past Monday, and I was pleasantly surprised, at least for the first part of the movie.  There are, of course, many opportunities for the producers to change things, to add in their own interpretations, but many things were presented very well, although naturally shortened.  I will add the spoiler that at the end the movie took a decidedly Roman Catholic turn, with the elevation of Peter as pope, the role of Mary as co-redeemer, and the non-biblical character Veronica.  Not once in the whole movie was the Gospel stated, namely, that Jesus died for us, in payment for our sins, as Jesus stated so clearly in our Gospel reading, “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.” Mt20v28.

One scene I liked was when Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector going to the temple to pray was combined with the calling of Matthew to be Jesus’ disciple.  There was an unnamed Pharisee who was dog​ging Jesus’ steps; as they passed a row of tax collectors in Capernaum, the Pharisee warned Jesus to stay away from such scum.  So Jesus told about the Pharisee who prayed in the temple, “God, I think You that I am not like other people, robbers, murderers, or like this tax collector.”  But the tax collector, Jesus said, did not even look up, but prayed—and the words of the prayer were put into the mouth of Matthew, the tax collector—“God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  Then Jesus drew the conclusion that those who exalt themselves like the Pharisee will be humbled, and those who humble themselves like the tax collector will be exalted.


The Pharisee really asked for nothing in his prayer, and received no answer, while the tax collector asked for mercy, and received it.  What about our prayers?  Are they heard?  Are they answered?  Do we receive what we pray for?  We pray to God because He has told us to pray, and because He has promised that He will hear and answer our prayers.  But He does not always answer our prayers with a “Yes,” He does not always grant our prayers.  Sometimes He answers our prayers with a “No,” or a “Wait a while.”


We might think that the stronger our faith was, the more certain it would be that our prayer would be granted, but that is not necessarily so.  Our faith becomes strong through God’s Word, which informs us about what God wants.  If our faith has become strong through the knowledge of God’s Word, then we will naturally ask for the things that God wants us to ask for, and our prayers will be granted—not because our faith is strong, but because we have asked for the right things, and do not ask for the things that would be bad for us.  It is not so much the strength of our faith that is im​por​tant as it is the One in whom we have faith.


Consider the chair you are sitting on.  You are sitting on it now be​cause you had faith that it would hold you up.  You have sat on it many times before, and it has never let you down.  But the chair’s ability to hold you up does not at all depend on your faith that the chair will hold you up.  It will hold you up, no matter how weak your faith in the chair might be.  However, if the chair were weak, if the chair were broken, it would not hold you up, no matter how strong your faith in the chair might be.  We have faith in God, who is all-powerful and all-loving, and who invites us to come to Him in prayer.


Was that also true for Jesus?  How could there possibly be a man with stronger faith than Jesus, who is not only man but also God?  And yet His prayers on Maundy Thursday evening in the Garden of Gethsemane were not granted.  They were heard and they were answered, but the answer was clearly “No.”  Jesus prayed three times that the cup of suffering be taken away from Him, that there be some other way to finish this than by dying on the cross.  And yet Jesus prayed, “Not My will, but Yours be done.”  Each time the Father told Jesus that He must go through with the crucifixion.  This is what had been promised in the Old Testament, and this was God’s plan to pay for our sins so that we could have eternal life in Him.  Even Jesus brought a prayer that God did not grant.


Our text today is a prayer that Jesus prayed earlier that evening.  In connection with the Passover meal and the institution of the Lord’s Supper, Jesus said many things to His disciples.  The evangelist John recorded them in five chapters of his Gospel; we looked recently at some of Jesus’ words from chapter 15.  The last of these five chapters is a long prayer which has been called “Jesus’ High-Priestly Prayer.”  It is possible that Jesus prayed this prayer out loud still in the upper room.  It is also possible that Jesus prayed this prayer out loud as the disciples were walking out of Jerusalem, before crossing the Kidron Valley to the Mount of Olives where they found the Garden of Gethsemane for Jesus’ ungranted prayers.


This prayer is all granted, because all of the requests conform to God’s will.  The prayer divides neatly into three parts based on who Jesus is praying for.  Jesus first prays for Himself, then He prays for His disciples, and then He prays for us.  Let’s look briefly at each of these three parts.  First, Jesus prayed for Himself:

“Father, the time has come. Glorify Your Son, that Your Son may glorify You. For You granted Him authority over all people that He might give eternal life to all those You have given Him. Now this is eternal life: that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom You have sent. I have brought You glory on earth by completing the work You gave Me to do. And now, Father, glorify Me in Your presence with the glory I had with You before the world began.”
Even when Jesus prays for Himself, He is really praying for us.  He talks about the eternal life which He was gaining for us.  Eternal life does not come through our suffering or our being good, but only through Jesus’ perfect life and innocent death for us, in payment for our sins.  Jesus also looks forward to the completion of His work, when He will return to full glory in heaven.  During His earthly life, Jesus had set aside the use of that glory; soon, He would use that glory again.  The apostle Paul wrote about that:

Christ Jesus, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made Himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted Him to the highest place and gave Him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. Ph2v5-11.
Jesus prayed second about His twelve disciples, about those who would disappoint Him that night, which was all of them, and even mentions the one who would not survive that night, the one who would betray Him.

“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. Now they know that everything You have given Me comes from You. 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. I pray for them. I am not praying for the world, but for those You have given Me, for they are Yours. All I have is Yours, and all You have is Mine. And glory has come to Me through them. I will remain in the world no longer, but they are still in the world, and I am coming to You. Holy Father, protect them by the power of Your Name—the Name You gave Me—so that they may be one as we are one. While I was with them, I protected them and kept them safe by that Name You gave Me. None has been lost except the one doomed to destruction so that Scripture would be fulfilled.”
Judas Iscariot is “the one doomed to destruction,” whose betrayal of Jesus was prophesied already in the Old Testament.  Notice that Jesus taught them and kept them safe with God’s Word.  He continues to pray for His disciples:

“I am coming to You now, but I say these things while I am still in the world, so that they may have the full measure of My joy within them. I have given them Your Word and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world. 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. Sanctify them by the truth; Your Word is truth. As You sent Me into the world, I have sent them into the world. For them I sanctify Myself, that they too may be truly sanctified.”
Jesus does not pray that all trouble would be taken away from the disciples, but that God would protect them in the midst of the trouble.  They were not taken out of the world immediately, and neither are we.  But the Lord does keep us safe even in the midst of terrible troubles.  Finally, Jesus prays also about us:


“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as You are in Me and I am in You. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that You have sent Me. I have given them the glory that You gave Me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and You in Me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that You sent Me and have loved them even as You have loved Me.
Jesus also prays about us, who believe in Him because of the words of His disciples written down for us in the New Testament.  Jesus prays especially for our unity, which comes through His Word.  We cannot have unity if we each believe whatever we want, but only if we all together believe what He has told us.


“Father, I want those You have given Me to be with Me where I am, and to see My glory, the glory You have given Me because You loved Me before the creation of the world.
Jesus said much the same thing earlier that evening; He told His disciples: “In My Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with Me that you also may be where I am.” Jn14v2,3.


“Righteous Father, though the world does not know You, I know You, and they know that You have sent Me. I have made You known to them, and will continue to make You known in order that the love You have for Me may be in them and that I myself may be in them.”

May Jesus’ prayer guide our praying so that we come confident that He will hear and answer our prayers.  May we cherish His instruction so that we ask for the things He wants and our prayers are all granted for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

