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St Michael and All Angels

SERMON:  John 17.1-11: Easter VI, 8 May 2005

Introduction
How do you see yourself in relation to Jesus? Do you see yourself as being like him, or do you see him as being so different from yourself that you can hardly imagine a connection? Perhaps we all feel that Jesus, being perfect as he was, without sin (as orthodox doctrine describes him), is so different from ourselves that while we can admire him and seek to follow him we can hardly see ourselves as being like him. This sense of difference between ourselves and Jesus is understandable and something we probably all share. However, it is not how Jesus sees us according to John, so today, as you listen to me, I want you to think of yourself as being like Jesus.

John 17.1-11
Today’s passage is the beginning of Jesus’ prayer of intercession before he dies – often called his “High Priestly” prayer. It stands as a turning-point in John’s narrative: Jesus has performed his ministry and knows that his “hour” has come to die. This intercessory prayer is delivered in a moment of waiting. It shows us Jesus entrusting himself and us to God the Father.

The most obvious feature of the opening of this prayer is the frequent repetition of a couple of central ideas. I want to pay attention to these because they offer us a key to this passage and to one important way in which we can develop our identification with Jesus.

Glory

First, is the concept of glory. In vv.1-5 the concept is repeated five times and then reappears in v.10, as the first section of the prayer comes to its climax.  In Greek there are two words commonly translated by “glory”. The one is timē which refers to the recognition we get because of our achievements. The second is doxa, the word used here by John, which is used commonly to refer only to God and refers to the radiance that emanates from God and leaves an indelible impression on all who recognize it. It is common in the Bible to suggest, as Jesus does here, that God’s glory is like a mantle that falls over us and envelops us, giving to us as a gift this very quality of God’s radiance which then transforms us. Thus Jesus is saying here that this glory which he has revealed and shared is what should enable us to think of ourselves as being like Jesus. This is clear from v.4 where Jesus says, ‘I glorified you on earth by finishing the work you gave me to do’. Even more powerfully, Jesus says in v.10: ‘All mine are yours and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in them’. ‘Them’ here refers to believers like you and me. Belief, in fact, refers to our having been touched by God’s radiant glory so that, like Jesus, we reveal and spread it. God’s glory, then, is located in people, not in things or even in events (not in this passage, anyway).

The unusual thing about Jesus’ use of this word, however, is that it also refers to Christ’s death on the cross – note that Jesus says in v.4 that the sign of God’s glory is that he has finished the work God gave him to do. The word, ‘finished’ here anticipates what he will say at the moment of his death, when he cries out triumphantly, ‘It is finished’ (19.30), meaning that by dying he has achieved God’s will.

Giving

Thus God’s radiance is associated with the idea of self-sacrifice, which is why another of the frequently-repeated words in this prayer is the verb, ‘to give’ which is used eleven times. On all of these occasions Jesus is speaking of what God has given him, and the repetition builds up a profound sense of Jesus’ awareness of himself as a person to whom much has been given. God, in short, is a giver. We need to know this and meditate on it because often we think of God as a taker. We have a deep fear that God will take from us and so we’d better watch ourselves in case. Especially when something bad happens to us we wonder fearfully whether God isn’t punishing us for something. But Jesus knows God as Giver and so should we.

Why is this important? Because if we don’t know God as Jesus knows God then we live out of fear and guilt, whereas Jesus lived out of gratitude. Let me tell you a story to illustrate this. I once had a woman come to see me. I suppose she was in her sixties. She was an educated, accomplished, successful, loving, and deeply pious woman who, however, had had much unhappiness in her life. She told me that she feared that all the unhappiness she had experienced in her adult life was God’s punishment because once, when she was nine years old, she had masturbated. What a new life came to her when I convinced her that masturbation wasn’t a sin in the first place and that God was her giver, not her punisher. Her whole understanding of herself changed and a whole new future opened out for her. Isn’t it sad that her fear is typical; how riddled we are with false guilt that we lay on ourselves; how we miss the radiant glory of life-in-Christ – even we who are suppposed to know it and, like Jesus, take it to others. So the challenge is this: what hang-ups do you have, that you haven’t given to God so that you can truly rejoice and be glad?

Let me bring together the two ideas, glory and giving by suggesting that Jesus was able to give himself to God’s purposes in death because he was so glad about what God had given him in life. True gratitude fuels sacrificial service. If you are truly grateful for your wife or husband or parents then you will be glad to serve them. Some us find gratitude easy; others of us have to keep reminding ourselves of it so that it fuels and directs our lives to others. Notice how, in the passage we are examining, Jesus is a conduit: his gratitude to God the Father pours through him to us, so that through him God’s glory touches us. He the given becomes the giver.

It is, in fact, quite straightforward to develop a grateful orientation to the world – straightforward in terms of what I may call ‘technique’. You have the scriptures which are a wonderful resource, packed with songs of praise of various kinds. If you spend enough time meditating on them, the Holy Spirit will infuse your live with the Word which comes through these words. For example, take ‘the Lord is my shepherd, I shall lack nothing’. If you sit with this amazing sentence and allow it into your very being, it will transform you – and there are literally thousands of biblical texts like it. By growing in gratitude, you can grow into your identification with Jesus and thus into a new depth of discipleship.

Back to Glory

The glory Jesus speaks of makes another connection which is important. Jesus speaks as though he has fully revealed God’s glory when he says in v.4 that he has glorified God on earth. However, he then asks God to give him the same glory which he had before the world existed (v.5). This connects what he says here with the mysterious and wonderful portrait at the beginning of John’s narrative: 


In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being 4 in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. 

This means that Jesus the man is not less than Jesus the Divine; Jesus the man fully reveals God. Hence if you get to know Jesus the man you get to know God fully. This thought will have two effects. First, it will naturally make us feel the distance between ourselves and Jesus to which I referred at the outset. Second, though – and this is precisely the challenge of faith – it will make us seek the unity with Jesus we are given by God. The very fact that God became flesh reveals that unity which is also revealed when we live with the same gratitude as Jesus demonstrates here – and this we can do. It’s devastatingly simple, then, the key to everything: learn true gratitude and everything will fall into place.
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