Jesus Prays for Future Believers (John 17:20-26)

Jesus’ prayer naturally divides into three sections. The first section is found in verses 1-5. In this portion of Scripture Jesus is praying for Himself. The focus of His petition is that the Father would glorify the Son (v. 1). Our Lord’s glory is manifested by His sovereignty (v. 2), in the salvation He provides (v. 1), and by returning to His eternal station (v. 5). The Son glorifies the Father by the service He performed on this earth (vv. 4-5).
In the second section the Lord prays for His apostles. First He affirms the truth of their salvation (vv. 6-8). They were chosen in eternity past, and then in time given new life, and this new life expressed itself in a living faith in Jesus as Savior. Second He prayed that they would be secure (vv. 9-16). They are secure in their salvation by the fact that Jesus prays for them, that the Father protects them, that they are united to one another, and that they have the joy of the Lord as their strength.
As we progress through our Lord’s high priestly prayer we see an ever widening circle of people encompassed in His prayer. First He prays for Himself (vv. 1-5). Then the Lord prays for the apostles (vv. 6-19). Then, in the last division of this chapter He prays for all future believers (vv. 20-26). This ever widening circle brings to remembrance a scene from the book of Revelation. “And I looked, and behold, in the midst of the throne and of the four living creatures, and in the midst of the elders, stood a Lamb as though it had been slain, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God sent out into all the earth. Then He came and took the scroll out of the right hand of Him who sat on the throne. Now when He had taken the scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each having a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. And they sang a new song, saying: ‘You are worthy to take the scroll, And to open its seals; For You were slain, And have redeemed us to God by Your blood Out of every tribe and tongue and people and nation, And have made us kings and priests to our God; And we shall reign on the earth.’ Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels around the throne, the living creatures, and the elders; and the number of them was ten thousand times ten thousand, and thousands of thousands, saying with a loud voice: ‘Worthy is the Lamb who was slain To receive power and riches and wisdom, And strength and honor and glory and blessing!’ And every creature which is in heaven and on the earth and under the earth and such as are in the sea, and all that are in them, I heard saying: ‘Blessing and honor and glory and power Be to Him who sits on the throne, And to the Lamb, forever and ever!’ Then the four living creatures said, ‘Amen!’ And the twenty-four elders fell down and worshiped Him who lives forever and ever” (Rev 5:6-14). In John 17 we have a widening circle of people the Lord Jesus encompasses in His prayer and in Revelation 5 we have an ever widening circle of worshippers of the Lamb who is their Great High Priest!
The final section of our Lord’s Prayer focuses on unity for the purpose of witness. Verse 20 provides the introduction, “I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will believe in Me through their word.” Here the Lord focuses on you and me. We were included in this prayer from over 2,000 years ago!

I.
Unity (vv. 21- 23; 1 Cor 12:12-13; Gal 3:26-28; Acts 2:44-47)

How can this prayer have been answered when there are so many different churches and so many denominations? Many in the ecumenical movement use these verses in an effort to throw aside all doctrinal differences and in the words of Rodney King, “Why can’t we all just get along.” But what is Jesus praying for in these verses?

“This verse is a favorite of promoters of the present ecumenical movement. Admittedly the divided church is in many ways a scandal. The cure, however, is not institutional union. Jesus was not praying for the unity of a single, worldwide, ecumenical church in which doctrinal heresy would be maintained along with orthodoxy. Instead, He was praying for a unity of love, a unity of obedience to God and His Word, and a united commitment to His will. There are great differences between uniformity, union, and unity” (Bible Knowledge Commentary).
The theme of oneness or unity runs predominately through this section especially verses 21-23. Dr. McGee said, “This prayer has been answered. The church is an organic unity. Believers are one in Christ, for the church is one body. The minute any sinner trusts Christ, that sinner is put into the body of Christ.”

The true church, made up of true believers, is an organic unity. All believers whether, Methodists, Episcopalians, Lutherans, Baptists or Catholics are members of Christ’s body, the church, and are united by the Holy Spirit. The Apostle Paul tells us, “For as the body is one and has many members, but all the members of that one body, being many, are one body, so also is Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free—and have all been made to drink into one Spirit” (1 Cor 12:12-13). Paul again writes in Galatians, “For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:26-28).
The outcome of this unity is evangelism, “That the world may believe that You sent Me” (vv. 21, 23). The early church proved, by example, the reality that unity leads to effective witness. “Now all who believed were together, and had all things in common, and sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among all, as anyone had need. So continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they ate their food with gladness and simplicity of heart, praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to the church daily those who were being saved” (Act 2:44-47).
II.
Glory (v. 22; Col 1:27; Eph 1:13-14; 1 Cor 15:51-53; 2 Cor 12:2-4)

Jesus now prays that all believers will be recipients of His glory. Paul tells us in Colossians 1:27 that it is “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” The indwelling Holy Spirit is the assurance that believers will be glorified, as Christ was glorified after His resurrection. “In Him you also trusted, after you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation; in whom also, having believed, you were sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise, who is the guarantee of our inheritance until the redemption of the purchased possession, to the praise of His glory” (Eph 1:13-14).

At the return of Christ all believers, dead or alive, will be given a glorified body. Paul wrote, “Behold, I tell you a mystery: We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed—in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal must put on immortality” (1 Cor 15:51-53).

The Apostle Paul had a wee taste of this glory before he actually died. “I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago—whether in the body I do not know, or whether out of the body I do not know, God knows—such a one was caught up to the third heaven. And I know such a man—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows—how he was caught up into Paradise and heard inexpressible words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter” (2 Cor 12:2-4).

III.
Love (vv. 23, 26; Eph 3:14-19)

The Lord next prays that believers will demonstrate the love that the Father has for the Son and for them. He also prays that we will be filled with this love. The Father loves us as He loves the Son. One of the greatest spiritual blessings we can receive is the intimate understanding, not by the mind only, of God’s love for us. The Apostle Paul prayed that believers would come to know and experience God’s infinite love for us. “For this reason I bow my knees to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, from whom the whole family in heaven and earth is named, that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with might through His Spirit in the inner man, that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the width and length and depth and height—to know the love of Christ which passes knowledge; that you may be filled with all the fullness of God” (Eph 3:14-19).
IV.
Home (v. 24; 1 Thess 4:13-18)

Finally Jesus prays that we would be with Him forever. This is heaven; this is the place Jesus is now preparing for us. “But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have fallen asleep, lest you sorrow as others who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus. For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord will by no means precede those who are asleep. For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these words” (1 Thess 4:13-18).
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