Pray (John 16:23-27)


This section of the Gospel of John (16:23-33) concludes the Lord’s time of intimate fellowship with the Eleven in the Upper Room. Although chapter 17 takes place in the Upper Room, the Lord is no longer speaking with His disciples, but with His Father. Chapter 17 is the Lord’s high priestly prayer.

There is no new ground covered in the remainder of chapter 16. It is a review of some of the most important themes the Lord has previously taught. These verses serve as a summary. One of the themes reviewed is the Lord’s divinity. He again discusses His origin and destiny (vv. 28-30). The second theme in verses 31-33 is peace. It is peace that can rule in the heart of a believer, even in the midst of chaos. The third theme is prayer. This is found in the verses in which we now find ourselves (vv. 23-27).

Verses 23-27 are all about prayer. Let’s use this outline as we explore the topic of prayer: first the practice of pray, second the privilege of prayer, third the proviso of prayer and finally the promises of prayer.

I.
The practice of prayer (v. 23; Matt 8:23-25; Luke 11:1; Acts 1:6; Matt 7:7)

What is prayer? Is it the habit of falling on our knees and speaking to the Divine in flowery language? Is it begging and pleading with God in hopes that He will change His mind, and give us what we desire? Consider what Jesus says about the practice of prayer in these verses. “And in that day you will ask Me nothing. Most assuredly, I say to you, whatever you ask the Father in My name He will give you” (John 16:23). Jesus taught that prayer is asking. Notice how many times the word “ask” is used in these verses. It is used twice in verse 23, twice (once as asked) in verse 24, and once in verse 26. It is used a total of five times. One time it refers to the disciples asking Jesus and the remaining times it is used of asking God the Father. “The interesting thing is that these two askings are treated as if they were parallel, meaning that Jesus was considering prayer to the Father as identical in its [practice] with the conversation the disciples had been having with Him” (Boice).

Jesus teaches that the practice of prayer is essentially a conversation with God. To paraphrase Jesus’ words, “In precisely the same way in which you have been asking questions of me during our time together, so shall you ask of God the Father after I return to heaven.” The phrase “In that day” at the beginning of verse 23 is the day of Jesus’ ascension. Then He was no longer present physically to answer the disciples questions and provide for their needs.

Let’s take a moment and consider some of the things the disciples asked Jesus while He was with them. “Now when He got into a boat, His disciples followed Him. And suddenly a great tempest arose on the sea, so that the boat was covered with the waves. But He was asleep. Then His disciples came to Him and awoke Him, saying, ‘Lord, save us! We are perishing” (Matthew 8:23-25)! “Now it came to pass, as He was praying in a certain place, when He ceased, that one of His disciples said to Him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray, as John also taught his disciples’ (Luke 11:1). “Therefore, when they had come together, they asked Him, saying, ‘Lord, will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel” (Acts 1:6)? Earlier Jesus had taught that prayer was a matter of asking, seeking and knocking (Matt 7:7). Notice how natural and simply they spoke with Him. Notice that familiarity did not lead to a casual or disrespectful attitude. In each of these references the disciples referred to Him as Lord.
II.
The privilege of prayer (vv. 23, 25)

All believers have the privilege of coming to the Father in Jesus’ name. As the disciples had asked the Lord while He was with them, they would be able to ask the Father in His name. The phrases “in that day” (v. 23) and “the time is coming” (v. 25) refer to the time of His ascension and the coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. 

A.
An invitation (Heb 10:19-22; 4:14-16)

Jesus opened the way to the Father for all believers by His death and resurrection, “Therefore, brethren, having boldness to enter the Holiest by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way which He consecrated for us, through the veil, that is, His flesh, and having a High Priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water” (Hebrews 10:19-22). We are encouraged to come to God in prayer, “Seeing then that we have a great High Priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do not have a High Priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Hebrews 4:14-16).

B.
The Teacher (John 16:12-15)

The Holy Spirit would become their teacher and ours. In verse 25 Jesus affirmed that He had spoken to the disciples in figurative language, but the time was coming (the day of Pentecost) when the Holy Spirit would make all things plain to them. Earlier in this chapter Jesus told them, “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. However, when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you things to come. He will glorify Me, for He will take of what is Mine and declare it to you. All things that the Father has are Mine. Therefore I said that He will take of Mine and declare it to you” (John 16:12-15).

III.
The proviso of prayer (vv. 23-24, 26; Phil 2:9)

For prayer to be effective it must be offered in the name of Jesus. Three times in this section the disciples are instructed to pray in His name. Jesus is the Lord Jesus Christ. This is the name that is above all names (Phil 2:9). What does it mean to pray in Jesus’ name? 
A.
In faith (Heb 11:6; James 1:5-8)

First, it means to pray as a believer. To receive anything from God, an individual must, “Believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him” (Heb 11:6). “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to him. But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by the wind. For let not that man suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways” (James 1:5-8).
1.
Lord (1 Cor 2:8)

He is the Lord, that is, He is God. He is Jehovah of the Old Testament. “But we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God ordained before the ages for our glory, which none of the rulers of this age knew; for had they known, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor 2:8). 
2.
Jesus (Matt 1:20-21)
His given name was Jesus, “But while he thought about these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take to you Mary your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit. And she will bring forth a Son, and you shall call His name JESUS, for He will save His people from their sins” (Matthew 1:20-21). Jesus is the Greek for the Hebrew Joshua, which means, Jehovah saves. 
3.
Christ (Isa 61:1-3; Luke 4:17-18)
Christ refers to His offices. It is the equivalent of Messiah. It means anointed. The Lord Jesus is God’s anointed prophet, priest and king (Isa 61:1-3; Luke 4:17-18).

Combined they mean that Jesus is God our Savior, the one chosen by God to save and rule. To believe this is to be a Christian. Therefore to pray in Jesus’ name is to pray as a Christian.


B.
In dependence 
To pray in Jesus’ name is to pray on the basis of His merit and not our own. If I go to the bank to withdraw money from my account I’m very limited in the amount of money I can draw out. However, if a rich relative wrote a blank check in my name I could withdraw a lot more. This is what it means to pray in Jesus’ name. I’m bankrupt, spiritually speaking, but Jesus has infinite wealth. He has given me a blank check at heaven’s bank.

C.
In line (1 John 5:14-15; John 16:25)
The third proviso of answered prayer is prayer in line with Jesus’ will. “Now this is the confidence that we have in Him, that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us. And if we know that He hears us, whatever we ask, we know that we have the petitions that we have asked of Him” (1 John 5:14-15). We can know His will as we study the Word and the Holy Spirit teaches us (v. 25).

IV.
The promises of prayer (vv. 24-25; Ps 16:11)

There are two promises given in these verses. First Jesus promises spiritual understanding to those who ask for it (v. 25). Second, there is the promise of joy (v. 24). How does prayer promote joy? First, there is joy when our needs, and at times desires, are given to us. Second, prayer develops our relationship with God. “You will show me the path of life; In Your presence is fullness of joy; At Your right hand are pleasures forevermore” (Psalms 16:11).
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