Priests to the World
John 17:1–26
In many ways, the Gospel of John repeats itself over and over, declaring Jesus as the God Made Flesh, who walked among his creation in the first century, who fulfilled the prophetic images of living springs, overflowing wine, and abundant bread. These past weeks, we have been working through Jesus’ Passover discourse, which spans five chapters. He has washed his disciples’ feet, encouraged them with visions of his resurrection, and promised the coming Advocate who will teach and comfort them. He has written an entirely new worldview for them—one where he is the center of their universe and everything they will do or say hereafter flows out from their connection with him.
In John 17, we reach Jesus’ conclusion. After all he’s said and done, what is there left to say? He has taught his disciples what he could. He has prepared them as best as he was able. At the end of chapter 16, he says, “I have told you these things so that you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  John 16:33] 

Peace. Don’t be troubled. Take heart. 
It is a reality made possible already by God’s presence on earth. But it is a not-yet reality as well, one that will not come to pass until after the resurrection, and then only in part. It is still a partial reality, and they will continue waiting for the fullness of God’s peace on earth even after the Spirit comes. Already, but not yet. We still live with this tension.
Already, we see God’s love and presence in the world as his people advocate for those who are suffering. Already, there is advancement in health care, subsidies provided for low-income households, and free education for all children in Canada. Already, our life-expectancy rate has risen dramatically due to all these initiatives done by the efforts of Christians. Already, we eradicate slavery, racism, and trafficking because we stand for human dignity as created image bearers of God. 
Already, but not yet.
We watch explosions rock the Middle East, and we are very aware that the earth is not yet as it should be. We hear stories of slavery, abuse, and war, and we grieve that we are not yet at peace in the world. We experience sickness and loss, and we are burdened by the reality of death still on this earth. 
Already, but not yet. 
We long for the day when all will be made right. We ache for it. We cry out to God, “How long? How long will it take for you to return?” 
Christians have lived with this tension since Jesus uttered these words to his disciples and then went to his death. His disciples are puzzled; Hannah explained last week how they cannot grasp Jesus’ words that he is leaving the world and going back to the Father. They cannot understand who this Advocate is that Jesus promises will come in the meantime.
There are a few ways in which we Christians have sought to manage this tension. One popular way is to declare that the world is entirely evil and that Christians ought to have nothing to do with it. This can take many different forms: some form Mennonite or Hutterite colonies and refuse to engage with contemporary culture; others maintain a different sort of separation, refusing to engage with any entertainment culture whatsoever, sometimes taking this as far as refusing to interact with “non-Christians.” Sometimes, this looks like soap-box evangelism, where Christians stand on their principles and preach them through megaphones, using any method possible to pull people “out of the world” and into the safe fold of salvation in Christ. It usually involves an us-and-them mentality, in which “we” are safe, right, and good, while “they” are lost, depraved, and sinners.
Another way to deal with this tension is to say, “Hey, Jesus said to ‘be of the world but not in the world,’ and he freed us from all kinds of legalism and churchy mumbo jumbo because he’s all about love. So, it doesn’t matter what we do. We just need to love others.” This swings the pendulum to the other extreme, where Christians have no principles except those that social media, the news, and pop culture give them, choosing to be more formed by those voices than the voice of Jesus. This can look like full engagement with hookup and party culture, pornography, addictions, and the capitalist machine. There is no right or wrong, truth is relative, morality is subjective, and what matters most is how I feel about it. 
Depending on your background, you may be familiar with one of these extremes. You may have mocked the other extreme, saying, “How can they truly be Christians?”
We are in the world, but we are not of the world, not if we know Jesus with all our heart and soul. Just as Jesus was not of the world because he came from the Father, so we are made new creations by the Spirit and are also no longer creatures of rebellion. “This is eternal life,” Jesus says, “That they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”[footnoteRef:2] We are little temples filled with the glory of God wherever we go. The Advocate guarantees this as he fills us up with the presence of God. [2:  John 17:3] 

“The world doesn’t know you, but I do,” Jesus says.[footnoteRef:3] The world is a metaphor for the rebellion of humanity. It doesn’t mean that everything outside of our church walls is evil. It refers to everything that insists on ruling kingdoms of hate, envy, pride, and injustice. It is everything that opposes the goodness of God. It is destruction. When humans insist on rebellion, we admit that we do not know the ways of Christ. We cannot comprehend Christ’s self-sacrificing love and his compassion to the lowest among us. We do not understand that power is present in weakness and humility is stronger than pride. [3:  John 17:25] 

In this conclusion of Jesus’ words at Passover, he shifts his words to prayer. The time for teaching is done. Anytime Jesus prays, we need to pay attention. I find this prayer one of the most beautiful in Scripture. He cares for his disciples to his death and beyond. At the end of all our words, there is still prayer. When there is nothing more to say about the state of the present world, there is still prayer (because prayer can be without words). So, what exactly is Jesus praying for?
The first third of his prayer is for God’s glory to be known. Remember how Troy talked about this in the very beginning of our sermon series—that God’s glory will fill Christ on earth, and his people on earth, pushing out anything that does not belong. Jesus asks for God’s glory to be made known in the absolutely unglorified death of a criminal. “Let your kingdom come, your will be done.”[footnoteRef:4] Do we pray for God’s glory to fill the earth right here and now? We should, because Jesus did—but we might be surprised at what this glory looks like (hint, it’s not empires and thrones). [4:  Matt 7:10] 

Then, he prays for his disciples: “Those whom you gave me out of the world.”[footnoteRef:5] These are the followers who have been with him from early days, the ones who left their fishing nets and tax collectors’ booths and families to follow him. Jesus prays for protection—from what? From the evil one who might drag them back into despair and disunity. He prays for oneness, just as he and the Father are one, that they would be so united to God that nothing could ever tear them apart from God or from others who also follow God. [5:  John 17:6] 

Unity. Oneness. We are bound to God alone, not to our rules or preferences. Not to whether we like drums in worship or not, or if your baptism was by dunking or sprinkling, or which translation of the Bible we like best. We are bound to God, one with God, because he lives in us and through us—not only in our individual hearts, but in the entire church, the body of believers. When you look at the person beside you, they too are bound to God. They are bound to you, because we are all bound to God. If you hurt that person, you have hurt the body, and by extension, you have hurt God. This is why, after David was unfaithful with Bathsheba and had her husband killed, he said, “I have sinned against the LORD.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  2 Sam 12:13] 

The body is a wonderful metaphor for the church, because one injured part has implications for the entire rest of the body. A cut on your finger interferes with your ability to use your hand; a sprained ankle means that you’ll be limping along for a while and will likely develop knee pain and back pain on the other side because you’ve been compensating. So it is with the church. We cannot hurt one another and expect the body to continue jogging along. No, it hurts all of us. This is true for First B as a local church, and it is also true for the Albertan church, the Canadian church, and the global church. What one part of the body does to hurt others hurts everyone. And it hurts God. 
He desires unity and oneness, not division. Not hurt. Not anger. Unity—not over policies and theologies, but in him. Centred on him alone, bound together by his glory. Paul said, “He himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility… His purpose was to create in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus making peace.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Eph 2:14–15] 

Jesus prays for protection from the evil one who would rip apart everything that has been brought together. He does not pray for protection from the world, but from the powers simmering beneath the world who would tear it apart if given the chance. I want to be careful here. There are power and principalities that desire nothing more than to destroy every good thing that God has created, and the rebellion of the world is more often driven by these powers than by human hands. Remember Paul’s words: “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Eph 6:12] 

But this does not mean that we point fingers at the devil as our bogeyman and blame him for every wrong thing in the world. No, humans are responsible, too. Humans have partnered with the spiritual powers to create the monstrosities of empires and kingdoms that we see all through human history and continue to see today. They are the powers that wage wars at the expense of the people they profess to protect. They expand their borders, hoard more resources, and exploit more people. These are the forces that Jesus prays for protection from—that even as we live and work in this world, we would not be consumed by the powers that entice us toward greed, ambition, and superiority. 
Do we pray for other believers? Do we pray that we might set aside our barriers of hostilities so that we can be one together, here in this building and in Lethbridge? What about in Canada or globally? Do we pray for protection from the powers of rebellion that would oppose every good act of God in the world? 
Finally, Jesus prays for the world. He prays for those who will believe in him; the task of the church is not to be siloed behind our walls, but to bring in everyone into oneness. We have a job, just as God told Moses at Mount Sinai: “Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”[footnoteRef:9] Priests are not like monks, who historically hid themselves from the world behind high stone walls. Priests interact with the regular, everyday people. They usually see the worst in people, in fact. In the Catholic tradition, they hear the confessions of anyone who walks in the door as a physical embodiment of the God who always listens to us. Priests are mediators and go-betweens between the glory of God and the rebellious world. [9:  Exod 19:5–6] 

Peter says much later to the believers scattered across the Roman Empire, “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession, that you might declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.”[footnoteRef:10] You are priests of the Most High God! You are little temples, not to contain the presence of God and keep it for yourself, but so that anyone who encounters you might also encounter the glory of God. You are the go-between between that glorious presence and the rebellious heart of the person who has not encountered our humble, compassionate Lord.  [10:  1 Pet 2:9] 

Jesus says, “I have given [the world] the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one—I in me and you in me… that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them.”[footnoteRef:11] For all our historical hiding from the world (and believe me, my ancestors were experts at running away from “the world”), we have missed Jesus’ heart for the world. We’ve somehow dichotomized—separated—God’s people from “those outsiders” instead of allowing ourselves to be united with them in Christ. We’ve misunderstood Jesus when he said that “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him will not perish (that is, will not stay stuck in rebellion), but have eternal life.”[footnoteRef:12] [11:  John 17:22–23, 26]  [12:  John 3:16] 

“The world” is not evil. It is in mutiny against God, and he longs for every part of his creation to be brought into oneness with him. Jesus doesn’t give up on the “world.” And neither should we. We are part of this mission, to “go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.”[footnoteRef:13] We are called to help the world become unstuck from its disastrous patterns of destruction. I won’t lie; this is daunting. How do we do it? [13:  Matt 28:19] 

We follow the words of Jesus, to love one another as he has loved us.[footnoteRef:14] We open our hearts and homes generously; we offer a hug and a touch; we walk alongside others in their grief, shame, and doubts. When we see a Facebook post or news article that infuriates us about the state of the world, we offer it to God, knowing that he sees it, too. When we are confronted with our patterns of behaviour that hurt the people we love, we follow Christ’s example in laying down our lives for our friends.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  John 15:12]  [15:  John 15:13] 

And we pray the way that Jesus did—for God’s glory to fill the earth, for unity between believers, and for every person on this earth to know Jesus Christ through the power and presence of the living Church. We ask boldly in Jesus’ name, not because it is a password to great things, but because the asking aligns our intentions with the heart of Christ. Ask anything, and you will receive it, Jesus said, so that the Father might be glorified in it.
Jesus told his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into his field.”[footnoteRef:16] And then he sent them out two by two as the answer to their own prayer. Prayer changes us more than it changes others. You might just be the answer to the prayer that you are praying. But don’t let that scare you; keep praying. Keep loving. Keep listening for where God might call you next as a priest to the world. [16:  Matt 9:37] 

Let’s pray.
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